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    Opening Statement


    This is how I always start:


    “I am the prosecutor.


    “I represent the state. I am here to present to you the evidence of a crime. Together you will weigh this evidence. You will deliberate upon it. You will decide if it proves the defendant’s guilt.


    “This man—” And here I point.


    You must always point, Rusty, I was told by John White. That was the day I started in the office. The sheriff took my fingerprints, the chief judge swore me in, and John White brought me up to watch the first jury trial I’d ever seen. Ned Halsey was making the opening statement for the state, and as he gestured across the courtroom, John, in his generous, avuncular way, with the humid scent of alcohol on his breath at ten in the morning, whispered my initial lesson. He was the chief deputy P.A. then, a hale Irishman with white hair wild as cornsilk. It was almost a dozen years ago, long before I had formed even the most secret ambition to hold John’s job myself. If you don’t have the courage to point, John White whispered, you can’t expect them to have the courage to convict.


    And so I point. I extend my hand across the courtroom. I hold one finger straight. I seek the defendant’s eye. I say:


    “This man has been accused.”


    He turns away. Or blinks. Or shows nothing at all.


    In the beginning, I was often preoccupied, imagining how it would feel to sit there, held at the focus of scrutiny, ardently denounced before all who cared to listen, knowing that the most ordinary privileges of a decent life—common trust, personal respect, and even liberty—were now like some cloak you had checked at the door and might never retrieve. I could feel the fear, the hot frustration, the haunted separateness.


    Now, like ore deposits, the harder stuff of duty and obligation has settled in the veins where those softer feelings moved. I have a job to do. It is not that I have grown uncaring. Believe me. But this business of accusing, judging, punishing has gone on always; it is one of the great wheels turning beneath everything we do. I play my part. I am a functionary of our only universally recognized system of telling wrong from right, a bureaucrat of good and evil. This must be prohibited; not that. One would expect that after all these years of making charges, trying cases, watching defendants come and go, it might have all become a jumble. Somehow, it has not.


    I turn back to face the jury.


    “Today you—all of you—have taken on one of the most solemn obligations of citizenship. Your job is to find the facts. The truth. It is not an easy task, I know. Memories may fail; recollections may be shaded. The evidence might point in differing directions. You may be forced to decide about things that no one seems to know, or to be willing to say. If you were at home, at work, anywhere in your daily life, you might be ready to throw up your hands, you might not want to make the effort. Here you must.


    “You must. Let me remind you. There was a real crime. No one will dispute that. There was a real victim. Real pain. You do not have to tell us why it happened. People’s motives, after all, may be forever locked inside them. But you must, at least, try to determine what actually occurred. If you cannot, we will not know if this man deserves to be freed—or punished. We will have no idea who to blame. If we cannot find the truth, what is our hope of justice?”
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    1


    “I should feel sorrier,” Raymond Horgan says.


    I wonder at first if he is talking about the eulogy he is going to deliver. He has just looked over his notes again and is returning two index cards to the breast pocket of his blue serge suit. But when I catch his expression I recognize that his remark was personal. From the rear seat of the county’s Buick, he stares through the auto window toward the traffic thickening as we approach the South End. His look has taken on a meditative cast. As I watch him, it strikes me that this pose would have been effective as The Picture for this year’s campaign: Raymond’s thick features fixed in an aspect of solemnity, courage, and a trace of sorrow. He shows something of the stoic air of this sometimes sad metropolis, like the soiled bricks and tarpaper roofs of this part of town.


    It is a commonplace among those working around Raymond to say he does not look well. Twenty months ago he split with Ann, his wife of thirty years. He has picked up weight and a perpetual grimness of expression which suggests he has finally reached that time of life when he now believes that many painful things will not improve. A year ago the wagering was that Raymond did not have the stamina or interest to run again, and he waited until four months before the primary to finally announce. Some say it was addiction
to power and public life that made him proceed. I believe the chief impulse was Raymond’s outright hatred of his primary opponent, Nico Della Guardia, who was until last year another deputy prosecuting attorney in our office. Whatever the motivation, it has proved a difficult campaign. While the money lasted, there were agencies involved and media consultants. Three young men of dubious sexuality dictated as to matters such as The Picture, and saw to it that this image of Raymond was applied to the backside of one in every four buses in the city. In the picture he has a coaxed smile, meant to show a toughened whimsy. I think the photograph makes him look like a kind of sap. It is one more sign that Raymond has fallen out of step. That is probably what he means when he says he should feel sorrier. He means that events seem to be slipping past him again.


    Raymond goes on talking about Carolyn Polhemus’s death three nights ago, on the first of April.


    “It’s as if I can’t reach it. I have Nico on one side making out like I’m the one who murdered her. And every jackass in the world with press credentials wants to know when we’re going to find the killer. And the secretaries are crying in the johns. And in the end, you know, there’s this woman to think about. Christ, I knew her as a probation officer before she graduated law school. She worked for me, I hired her. A smart, sexy gal. A helluva lawyer. And you think about it eventually, you know, the actual event—I think I’m jaded, but Jesus. Some cretin breaks in there. And that’s how she ends up, that’s her au revoir? With some demented slug cracking her skull and giving her a jump. Jesus,” Raymond says again. “You can’t feel sorry enough.”


    “No one broke in,” I finally say. My sudden declarative tone surprises even me. Raymond, who has momentarily resumed his consideration of a lapful of papers brought along from the office, rears his head and fixes me with an astute gray eye.


    “Where do you get that from?”


    I am slow to answer.


    “We find the lady raped and bound,” says Raymond. “Offhand, I wouldn’t be starting off my investigation with her friends and admirers.”


    “No broken windows,” I say, “no forced doors.”


    At this point Cody, the thirty-year copper who is living out his last days on the force by driving Raymond’s county car, breaks into the conversation from the front seat. Cody has been unusually quiet today, sparing us the customary reverie about the bum deals and good pinches he has witnessed in gross on most city avenues. Unlike Raymond—or, for that matter, me—he has no difficulty bringing himself to sorrow. He appears to have been without sleep, which gives his face an edge of roughened grief. My comment about the condition of Carolyn’s apartment has stirred him for some reason.


    “Every door and window in the joint was unlocked,” he says. “She liked it that way. The broad was living in wonderland.”


    “I think somebody was being clever,” I tell them both. “I think that’s misdirection.”


    “Come on, Rusty,” Raymond says. “We’re looking for a bum. We don’t need fucking Sherlock Holmes. Don’t try to get ahead of the murder dicks. Keep your head down and walk in a straight line. Okay? Catch me a perpetrator and save my worthless ass.” He smiles at me then, a warm, savvy look. Raymond wants me to know he is bearing up. Besides, there is no need to further emphasize the implications of catching Carolyn’s killer.


    In his reported comments about Carolyn’s death, Nico has been base and exploitative and relentless. ‘The prosecuting attorney’s lax approach to law enforcement for the last twelve years has made him the accomplice of the city’s criminal elements. Even the members of his own staff are no longer safe, as this tragedy illustrates.’ Nico has not explained how his own hiring by Raymond as a deputy P.A. more than a decade ago fit into Raymond’s liaison with lawlessness. But it is not the politician’s lot to explain. Besides, Nico has always been shameless in his public conduct. That is one thing that made him ripe for a political career.


    Ripe or not, Nico is widely expected to lose the primary, now eighteen days away. Raymond Horgan has wowed Kindle County’s one and a half million registered voters for better than a decade. This year he is yet to win the party endorsement, but that is largely due to an ancient factional dispute with the mayor. Raymond’s
political people—a group that has never included me—believe that when the first of the public polls are published in the next week and a half, other party leaders will be able to force the mayor to reverse field, and that Raymond will be safe for another quadrennium. In this one-party town, victory in the primary is tantamount to election.


    Cody turns back from the front seat and mentions that it is getting close to one. Raymond nods absently. Cody takes this for assent and reaches below the dash to let the siren go. He uses it in two brief spells, almost like punctuation in the traffic, but the cars and trucks part neatly and the dark Buick noses ahead. The neighborhood here is still marginal—older shingle-sided houses, splintering porches. Kids with a kind of potato-y pallor play with balls and ropes at the edge of the street. I grew up about three blocks from here, in an apartment over my father’s bakery. I recall them as dark years. During the day my mother and I, when I was not in school, helped my father in the shop. At night we stayed in one locked room while my father drank. There were no other children. The neighborhood today is not much different, still full of people like my father: Serbians, as he was; Ukrainians, Italians, Poles—ethnic types who keep their peace and their own dim outlook.


    We are stopped dead in the heavy traffic of Friday afternoon. Cody has driven up the back end of a city bus, which emits its noxious fumes with an intestinal rumble. A Horgan campaign poster is right there, too, and Raymond looks out overhead, six feet wide, with the hapless expression of a TV talk-show host or the spokesman for some canned cat food. And I cannot help myself. Raymond Horgan is my future and my past. I have been a dozen years with him, years full of authentic loyalty and admiration. I am his second-in-command, and his fall would be my own. But there is no silencing the voice of discontent; it has its own imperatives. And it speaks now to the image overhead in a sudden forthright way. You sap, it says. You are, it says, a sap.


     



     



    As we turn down Third Street, I can see that the funeral has become an important event for the police department. Half the
parked cars are black-and-whites, and there are cops in pairs and threes moving up and down the walks. Killing a prosecutor is only one step short of killing a cop, and whatever the institutional interests, Carolyn had many friends on the force—the sort of loyal lieges a good P.A. develops by appreciating skilled police work and making sure it is not squandered in court. Then, of course, there is the fact that she was a beautiful woman and one of modern temperament. Carolyn, we know, got around.


    Nearer the chapel the traffic is hopelessly congested. We stutter only a few feet before waiting for the cars ahead to disgorge passengers. The vehicles of the very important—limousines with official plates, press people looking for spaces nearby—clog the way with bovine indifference. The broadcast reporters in particular obey neither local ordinance nor the rules of common civility. The Minicam van of one of the stations, complete with its rooftop radar dish, is parked on the sidewalk directly in front of the open oak doors of the chapel, and a number of reporters are working the crowd as if they were at a prizefight, thrusting microphones at arriving officials.


    “Afterward,” Raymond says, as he bulls through the press horde that encircles the car as soon as we finally reach the curb. He explains that he is going to make some remarks in eulogy which he will repeat again outside. He pauses long enough to pet Stanley Rosenberg from Channel 5. Stanley, as usual, will get the first interview.


    Paul Dry, from the mayor’s staff, is motioning to me. His Honor, it seems, would like a word with Raymond before the service begins. I relay the message just as Horgan is pulling free of the reporters. He makes a face—unwisely, for Dry can certainly see it—before he walks off with Paul, disappearing into the gothic dark of the church. The mayor, Augustine Bolcarro, has the character of a tyrant. Ten years ago, when Raymond Horgan was the hot face in town, he almost ran Bolcarro out of office. Almost. Since losing that primary, Raymond has made all the appropriate gestures of fealty. But Bolcarro still feels the ache of his old wounds. Now that it is, at last, Raymond’s turn to endure a contested primary, the mayor has claimed that his party role demands neutrality and he has designed to withhold the party’s endorsement as well. Clearly
he is enjoying watching Raymond struggle on his own toward shore. When Horgan finally hits the beach, Augie will be the first to greet him, saying he knew Raymond was a winner all along.


    Inside, the pews are already largely occupied. At the front, the bier is ringed with flowers—liles and white dahlias—and I imagine, notwithstanding all the bodies, a vague floral scent on the air. I make my way forward, nodding to various personages, and shaking hands. It is a heavyweight crowd: all the city and county pols. Most of the judges are here; most of the bright lights of the defense bar. A number of the leftish and feminist groups with whom Carolyn was sometimes aligned are also represented. The talk is appropriately low key, the expressions of shock and loss sincere.


    I back into Della Guardia, who is also working the crowd.


    “Nico!” I shake his hand. He has a flower in his lapel, a habit he has acquired since becoming a candidate. He asks after my wife and son, but he does not await my answer. Instead, he assumes a sudden look of tragical sobriety and begins to speak of Carolyn’s death.


    “She was just—” He circles his hand for the word. I realize that the dashing candidate for prosecuting attorney aspires to poetry and I cut him off.


    “She was splendid,” I say, and am momentarily amazed by my sudden rush of sentiment, and the force and speed with which it has wrenched itself from some hidden inner place.


    “‘Splendid.’ That’s it. Very good.” Nico nods; then some mercurial shadow passes across his face. I know him well enough to recognize that he has found a thought which he believes is to his advantage. “I imagine Raymond’s pressing pretty hard on that case.


    “Raymond Horgan presses hard on every case. You know that.”


    “Oh ho. I always thought you were the one who was non-political, Rusty. You’re picking up your lines now from Raymond’s copywriters.”


    “Better than yours, Delay.” Nico acquired that nickname while we were both new deputy P.A.’s working in the appellate section. Nico never could complete a brief on time. John White, the old chief deputy, called him Unavoidable Delay Guardia.


    “Oh, no,” he says. “You fellas aren’t angry with me, are you, for what I’ve been saying? Because I believe that. I believe that effective law enforcement starts right at the top. I believe that’s true. Raymond’s soft. He’s tired. He doesn’t have it left to be tough.”


    I met Nico a dozen years ago, on my first day as a deputy P.A., when we were assigned to share an office. Eleven years later I was the chief deputy and he was head of the Homicide Section and I fired him. By then he had begun overtly attempting to run Raymond out of office. There was a black physician, an abortionist, whom Nico wanted to prosecute for murder. His position made no sense as a matter of law, but it excited the passions of various interest groups whose support he sought. Nico planted news stories about his disagreements with Raymond; he made jury arguments—for which abundant press coverage always was arranged—that were little more than campaign speeches. Raymond left the final act to me. One morning I went to K mart and bought the cheapest pair of running shoes they had. I centered them on Nico’s desk with a note: ‘Goodbye. Good luck. Rusty.’


    I always knew campaigning was going to suit him. He looks good. Nico Della Guardia is about forty now, a man of medium height, fastidiously trim. He has been concerned about his weight, eating red meat, things like that, as long as I’ve known him. Although his skin is bad and his coloring peculiar—red hair and olive skin and light eyes—he has the sort of face whose imperfections are not detected by a camera or even across a courtroom and he is uniformly regarded as handsome. Certainly he has always dressed the part. Even in the days when it required half his paycheck, his suits were tailor-made.


    But far beyond good looks, Nico’s most arresting aspect has always been the brassy and indiscriminate sincerity he is displaying here, reciting the elements of his platform while conversing, in the midst of a funeral, with his opponent’s chief assistant. After twelve years, including two in which we shared an office, I have learned that Delay can always summon up that kind of overeager and unreflective faith in himself. The morning that I fired him nine months ago, he strolled past my office on his way out, bright as a new penny, and said simply, I’ll be back.


    I try to let Nico down easy now.


    “It’s too late, Delay. I’ve promised my vote to Raymond Horgan.”


    He is slow to get the joke, and when he does, he will not give the subject up. We go on playing a sort of lawyer’s Dozens, dwelling on weaknesses. Nico admits his campaign is short of money but claims that the archbishop’s unspoken support lends him “moral capital.”


    “That’s where we’re strong,” he says. “Really. That’s where we’ll pick up votes. People have forgotten why they ever wanted to vote for Civil Rights Raymond. He’s just a blur to them. A blob. I have a strong, clear message.” Nico’s confidence is radiant, as ever, when he speaks about himself. “You know what worried me?” Nico asks. “You know who would have been hard to beat?” He has crept a foot closer and lowered his voice. “You.”


    I laugh out loud, but Nico goes on: “I was relieved. I’m telling you the truth. I was relieved when Raymond announced. I’d seen it coming: Horgan holds a big press conference, says he’s hanging it up, but he’s asked his top assistant to carry on. Media is going to love Rusty Sabich. A non-political guy. A professional prosecutor. Stable. Mature. Somebody everyone can depend on. The man who broke up the Night Saints. They play all that stuff and Raymond brings Bolcarro in behind you. You’d’ve been tough, very tough.”


    “Ridiculous,” I say, manfully pretending that like scenarios have not described themselves to my imagination on a hundred occasions in the last year. “You’re really something, Delay,” I tell him. “Divide and conquer. You’ll just never stop.”


    “Hey listen, my friend,” he says, “I am one of your true admirers. I mean that. There are no hard feelings here.” He touches his shirt above the vest. “That is one of the few things that’s going to stay the same when I get there. You’ll still be in the chief deputy’s office.”


    I tell him, affably, that’s a bunch of crap.


    “You’ll never be P.A.,” I say, “and if you were, Tommy Molto would be your guy. Everybody knows you have Tommy in the woodshed now.” Tommy Molto is Nico’s best friend, his former second-in-command in the Homicide Section. Molto has been a
no-show in the office for three days. He hasn’t called in and his desk is clean. The common belief is that when the furor over Carolyn’s death abates a bit next week, Nico will stage another media occasion and announce that Tommy has joined his campaign. It will provoke a few more headlines. DISAPPOINTED HORGAN DEPUTY BACKS NICO. Delay handles these things well. Raymond has a fit whenever he hears Tommy’s name.


    “Molto?” Nico asks me now. His look of innocence is entirely unconvincing, but I do not get the chance to respond. At the lectern, the reverend has asked the mourners to assume their seats. Instead, I smile at Della Guardia—smirk, in fact—as we are parting, and begin buffeting my way toward the front of the chapel, where Raymond and I are supposed to sit as office representatives. But as I go, making restrained gestures of acknowledgment to the people that I know, the heat of all of Nico’s forceful confidence is still upon me. It is like having come in out of the blazing sun: the skin tingles and remains tender to the touch. And it strikes me then abruptly, as I gain my first clear view of the pewter-colored casket, that Nico Della Guardia actually may win. This prophecy is announced by a small voice somewhere in my interior reaches, only loud enough, like some whining conscience, to tell me what I do not want to hear. Undeserving as Nico is, unqualified, a pygmy in his soul, something may be propelling him toward triumph. Here, in this region of the dead, I cannot help but recognize the carnal appeal of his vitality and how far it is bound to take him.


     



     



    In keeping with the character of this public occasion, two rows of folding chairs have been positioned next to Carolyn’s coffin. They are occupied, for the most part, by the dignitaries you would expect. The only unfamiliar figure is a boy in his late teens who is seated beside the mayor, directly at the foot of the bier. This young man has a poorly barbered tangle of blondish hair and a necktie drawn too tight, so that the collar points on his rayon shirt are lifted in the air. A cousin, I decide, perhaps a nephew, but definitely—and surprisingly—family. Carolyn’s people, as I understood it, were all back East, where she meant to leave them long ago. Beside him in
the front row, there are more of the mayor’s people than there should be, and no room is left for me. As I pass in the row behind Horgan, Raymond leans back. He has apparently observed my talk with Della Guardia.


    “What did Delay have to say for himself?”


    “Nothing. Bullshit. He’s running out of money.”


    “Who isn’t?” Raymond asks.


    I inquire about the meeting with the mayor, and Horgan rolls his eyes.


    “He wanted to give me some advice, just in confidence, me and him, because he doesn’t want to appear to be taking sides. He thinks it would help my chances a lot if we arrested Carolyn’s murderer before Election Day. Can you believe that jagoff? And he said it with a straight face, too, so I couldn’t walk out on him. He’s having a great time.” Raymond points. “Look at him up there. The chief mourner.”


    Raymond as usual cannot contain himself about Bolcarro. I look around, hoping we have not been overheard. I chuck my face toward the young man seated beside the mayor.


    “Who is the kid?” I ask.


    I do not think I have understood Horgan’s answer, and I lean closer. Raymond brings his face right to my ear.


    “Her son,” he says again.


    I stand up straight.


    “Grew up with his father in New Jersey,” Raymond says, “then came out here for college. He’s over at the U.”


    Surprise seems to drive me backward. I murmur something to Raymond and push down the row toward my seat at the end, between two sizable floral arrangements on pedestals. For an instant I am certain that this lightheaded moment of shock has passed, but as an unexpectedly bold tone forges from the organ immediately behind me, and the reverend speaks his first words of address, my amazement deepens, ripples, and somehow takes on the infected hurt of real sorrow. I did not know. I feel a sort of shimmering incomprehension. It does not seem plausible that she could have kept a fact like this to herself. The husband I had long ago surmised,
but she never made mention of a child, let alone one nearby, and I must stifle an immediate instinct to leave, to remove myself from this theater darkness for the sobering effect of strong light. As a matter of will, I urge myself, after a few moments, to attend to what is present.


    Raymond has arrived at the podium; there has been no formal introduction. Others—the Reverend Mr. Hiller, Rita Worth from the Women’s Bar Association—have spoken briefly, but now a sudden gravity and portentousness comes into the air, a current strong enough to wrest me from my sense of grievance. The hundreds here grow stiller. Raymond Horgan has his shortcomings as a politician, but he is a consummate public man, a speaker, a presence. Balding, growing stout, standing there in his fine blue suit, he broadcasts his anguish and his power like a beaconed emission.


    His remarks are anecdotal. He recalls Carolyn’s hiring over the objections of more hard-bitten prosecutors who regarded probation officers as social workers. He celebrates her toughness and her flint. He remembers cases that she won, judges she defied, archaic rules she took pleasure in seeing broken. From Raymond, these stories have a soulful wit, a sweet melancholy for Carolyn and all of her lost courage. He really has no equal in a setting like this, just talking to people about what he thinks and feels.


    For me, though, there is no quick recovery from the disorder of the moments before. I find all of it—the hurt, the shock, the piercing force of Raymond’s words, my deep, my unspeakable sorrow—welling up, pushing at the limits of tolerance and a composure I desperately need to maintain. I bargain with myself. I will not go to the interment. There is work to do, and the office will be represented. The secretaries and clerks, the older ladies who always criticized Carolyn’s airs and are here now, crying in the front rows, will be pressed close at the graveside, weeping over one more of life’s endless desolations. I will let them observe Carolyn’s disappearance into open ground.


    Raymond finishes. The impressive register of his performance, witnessed by so many who regard him as beleaguered, sets a palpable stir in the auditorium as he strides toward his seat. The reverend
recites the details of the burial, but I let that pass. I am resolved: I will go back to the office. As Raymond wishes, I will resume the search for Carolyn’s killer. Nobody will mind—least of all, I think, Carolyn herself. I have already paid her my respects. Too much so, she might say. Too often. She knows, I know, that I have already done my grieving over Carolyn Polhemus.


  




  

    2


    The office has the bizarre air of calamity, of things badly out of place. The halls are empty, but the phones are pealing in wearying succession. Two secretaries, the only ones who stayed behind, are sprinting up and down the corridors putting callers on hold.


    Even in the best of times, the Office of the Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney has a dismal aspect. Most deputies work two to an office in a space of Dickensian grimness. The Kindle County Building was erected in 1897 in the emerging institutional style of factories and high schools. It is a solid red-brick block dressed up with a few Doric columns to let everybody know it is a public place. Inside, there are transoms over the doors and dour casement windows. The walls are that mossy hospital green. Worst of all is the light, a kind of yellow fluid, like old shellac. So here we are, two hundred harried individuals attempting to deal with every crime committed in a city of one million, and the surrounding county, where two million people more reside. In the summer we labor in jungle humidity, with the old window units rattling over the constant clamor of the telephones. In the winter the radiators spit and clank while the hint of darkness never seems to leave the daylight. justice in the Middle West.


    In my office, Lipranzer is waiting for me like a bad guy in a Western, hidden as he sits behind the door.


    “Everybody dead and gone?” he asks.


    I comment on his sentimentality and throw my coat down on a chair. “Where were you, by the way? Any copper with five years’ service showed.”


    “I’m no funeralgoer,” Lipranzer says dryly. There is, I decide, some significance in a homicide dick’s distaste for funerals, but the connection does not come to me immediately and so I let the idea go. Life in the workplace: so many signs of the hidden world of meanings elude me in a day, bumps on the surface, shadows, like creatures darting by.


    I attend to what is present. On my desk there are two items: a memo from MacDougall, the chief administrative deputy, and an envelope Lipranzer has placed there. Mac’s memo simply says, “Where is Tommy Molto?” It occurs to me that for all of our suspicions of political intrigue, we should not ignore the obvious: someone ought to check the hospitals and Tommy’s apartment. One deputy P.A. is dead already. That is the reason for Lipranzer’s envelope. It bears a label typed by the police lab: OFFENDER: UNKNOWN. VICTIM: C. POLHEMUS.


    “Did you know that our decedent left an heir?” I ask as I’m looking for the letter opener.


    “No shit,” says Lip.


    “A kid. Looked to be eighteen, twenty. He was at the funeral.”


    “No shit,” Lip says again, and considers his cigarette. “You figure one thing about goin to a funeral is at least no surprises.”


    “One of us ought to talk to him. He’s at the U.”


    “Get me an address, I’ll see him. ‘Anything Horgan’s guys want.’ Morano gave me that crock again this mornin.” Morano is the police chief, an ally of Bolcarro’s. “He’s waitin to see Raymond fall on his ass.”


    “Him and Nico. I bumped into Delay.” I tell Lip about our visit. “Nico’s really high on himself. He even made me believe it for a minute.”


    “He’ll do better than people say. Then you’ll be kickin yourself in the ass, thinkin you should have run.”


    I make a face: who knows? With Lip, I do not have to bother with more.


    For my fifteenth college reunion I received a questionnaire which asked a lot of personal questions I found difficult to answer: What contemporary American do you admire most? What is your most important physical possession? Name your best friend and describe him. On this one, I puzzled for some time, but I finally wrote down Lipranzer’s name. ‘My best friend,’ I wrote, ‘is a cop. He is five foot eight inches tall, weighs 120 pounds after a full meal, and has a duckass hairdo and that look of lurking small-time viciousness that you’ve seen on every no-account kid hanging on a street corner. He smokes two packs of Camel cigarettes a day. I do not know what we have in common, but I admire him. He is very good at what he does.’


    I first ran across Lip seven or eight years ago, when I was initially assigned to the Violence Section and he had just begun working Homicide. We have done a dozen cases since, but there are still ways in which I regard him as a mystery, even a danger. His father was a watch commander in a precinct in the West End, and when his old man died, Lip left college to take up a place that came to him by rights of a kind of departmental primogeniture. By now he has been placed in the P.A.’s office on direct assignment, a so-called Special Command. On paper, his job is to act as police liaison, coordinating homicide investigations of special interest to our office. In practice, he is as solitary as a shooting star. He reports to a Captain Schmidt, who cares only that he has sixteen homicide collars to show at the end of every fiscal year. Lip spends most of his time alone, hanging out in bars and on loading docks, drinking shots with anybody who’s got good information—hoods, reporters, queers, federal agents, anybody who can keep him up to speed on the world of big-time bad guys. Lipranzer is a scholar of the underlife. Eventually, I have come to recognize that it is the weird weight of that information that somehow accounts for his rheumy-eyed sulking look.


    I still have the envelope in my hands.


    “So what do we have here?” I ask.


    “Path report. Three-sheet. Bunch of pictures of a naked dead
lady.” The three-sheet is the prosecutor’s copy of the arriving officers’ reports—the third leaf in the carbon layers. I have talked to these cops directly. I go on to the report of the police pathologist, Dr. Kumagai, a weird-looking little Japanese who seems to have come out of a forties propaganda piece. He is known as Painless, a notorious hack. No prosecutor calls him to the witness stand without crossing his fingers.


    “And what’s the scoop? Male fluids in every hole?”


    “Just the main one. Lady is dead of a skull fracture and resulting hemorrhage. Pictures might make you think she was strangled, but Painless says there was air in her lungs. Anyway, the guy musta hit her with somethin. Painless has got no idea what. Heavy, he says. And real hard.”


    “I take it we looked for a murder weapon in the apartment?”


    “Turned the place upside down.”


    “Anything obvious missing? Candlesticks? Bookends?”


    “Nothin. I sent three separate teams through.”


    “So,” I say, “our man showed up already thinking he’d be doing some heavy hitting.”


    “Could be. Or else he just took what he used with him. I’m not positive this guy came prepared. Seems like he was hittin to subdue her—didn’t realize he cooled her. I figure—you can see when you look at the pictures—that the way the ropes were tied, that he put himself between her legs and was tryin to let his weight strangle her. It’s all slip-knotted. I mean,” Lipranzer says, “that he was sort of tryin to fuck her to death.”


    “Charming,” I say.


    “Definitely charming,” says Lip. “This was a very charming-type fellow.” We are both quiet a moment before he goes on. “We got no bruises on the arms, hands, nothin like that,” Lip says. That would mean there was no struggle before Carolyn was bound. “Contusion’s rear right. It’s got to be that he hit her from behind, then tied her up. Only it seems strange that he would knock her cold to start with. Most of these creeps like em to know what they’re doin.”


    I shrug. I’m not so sure of that.


    The photos are the first thing I take out of the envelope. They are clean, full-colored shots. Carolyn lived in a place on the waterfront,
a former warehouse parceled into “loft condominiums.” She had divided the space with Chinese screens and heavy rugs. Her taste ran to the modern, with elegant touches of classical and antique. She had been killed in the space off the kitchen which she used as a living room. An overall shot of that area is first on the stack. The thick green-edged glass top of a coffee table has been tumbled off its brass props; a modular seating piece is upside down. But overall I agree with Lip that there is less sign of struggle than I have seen on other occasions, particularly if you ignore the bloodstain worked into the fiber of the flokati rug so that it has the shape of a large soft cloud. I look up. I do not feel I am ready yet to take on the photos of the corpse.


    “What else does Painless tell us?” I ask.


    “This guy was shootin blanks.”


    “Blanks?”


    “Oh yeah. You’ll like this.” Lipranzer does his best to repeat Kumagai’s analysis of the sperm deposit that was found. Little of it had seeped to the labia, which means that Carolyn could not have spent much time on her feet after sexual contact. This is another way we know that the rape and her death were roughly contemporaneous. On April 1, she had left the office a little after seven. Kumagai puts the time of death at somewhere around nine.


    “That’s twelve hours before the body’s found,” Lip says. “Painless says normally, with that kinda time span, he’d still see some of the guy’s little thingies swimmin upstream in the tubes and in the womb, when he looked under the microscope. Instead, this guy’s wad’s all dead. Nothin went nowhere. Painless figures this guy is sterile.” Lip pronounces the word so that it rhymes with pearl. “Says you can get like that from mumps.”


    “So we’re looking for a rapist who has no children and once had the mumps?”


    Lipranzer shrugs.


    “Painless says he’s gonna take the semen specimen and send it over to the forensic chemist. Maybe they can give him another idea of what’s up.”


    I groan a little bit at the thought of Painless exploring the realms of higher chemistry.


    “Can’t we get a decent pathologist?” I ask.


    “You got Painless,” Lip says innocently.


    I groan again, and leaf through a few more pages of Kumagai’s report.


    “Do we have a secreter?” I ask. People are divided not merely by blood type but by whether they secrete identifying agents into their body fluids.


    Lip takes the report from me. “Yep.”


    “Blood type?”


    “A.”


    “Ah,” I say, “my very own.”


    “I thoughta that,” says Lip, “but you got a kid.”


    I again comment on Lipranzer’s sentimentality. He does not bother to respond. Instead, he lights another cigarette and shakes his head.


    “I’m just not grabbin it yet,” he says. “The whole goddamn deal is too weird. We’re missin somethin.”


    So we begin again, the investigators’ favorite parlor game, who and why. Lipranzer’s number-one suspicion from the start has been that Carolyn was killed by someone she convicted. That is every prosecutor’s worst fantasy, the long-nurtured vengeance of some dip you sent away. Shortly after I was first assigned to the jury trial section, a youth, as the papers would have it, by the name of Pancho Mercado, took exception to my closing argument, in which I had questioned the manliness of anyone who made his living by pistol-whipping seventy-seven-year-old men. Six foot four and well over 250 pounds, Pancho leaped the dock and thundered behind me through most of the courthouse before he was stopped cold in the P.A.’s lunchroom by MacDougall, wheelchair and all. The whole thing ended up on page 3 of the Tribune, with a grotesque headline: PANICKED PROSECUTOR SAVED BY CRIPPLE. Something like that. Barbara, my wife, likes to refer to this as my first famous case.


    Carolyn worked on stranger types than Pancho. For several years she had headed what is called the office’s Rape Section. The name gives a good idea of what is involved, although all forms of sexual assault tend to be prosecuted there, including child abuse, and one case I can recall where an all-male ménage à trois had
turned rough and the state’s main witness had ended the evening with a light bulb up his rectum. It is Lipranzer’s hypothesis, at moments, that one of the rapists Carolyn prosecuted got even.


    Accordingly, we agree to go over Carolyn’s docket to see if there was anybody she tried—or investigated—for a crime resembling what took place three nights ago. I promise to look through the records in Carolyn’s office. The state investigative agencies also maintain a computer run of sexual offenders, and Lip will see if we can cross-match there on Carolyn’s name, or the stunt with the ropes.


    “What kind of leads are we running?”


    Lipranzer begins to tick it off for me. The neighbors were all seen in the day following the murder, but those interviews were probably hasty and Lip will arrange for homicide investigators to make another pass at everyone in a square block. This time they’ll do it in the evening, so that the neighbors who are home at the hour when the murder took place will be in.


    “One lady says she saw a guy in a raincoat on the stairs.” Lip looks at his notebook. “Mrs. Krapotnik. Says maybe he looked familiar, but she doesn’t think he lives there.”


    “The Hair and Fiber guys went through first, right?” I ask. “When do we hear from them?” To these people falls the grotesque duty of vacuuming the corpse, picking over the crime scene with tweezers, in order to make microscopic examinations of any trace materials they discover. Often they can type hair, identify an offender’s clothing.


    “That should be a week, ten days,” Lip says. “They’ll try to come up with somethin on the rope. Only other interesting thing they tell me is they got a lot of floor fluff. There a few hairs around, but not what you’d find if there was any kinda fight.”


    “How about fingerprints?” I ask.


    “They dusted everything in the place.”


    “Did they dust this glass table here?” I show Lip the picture.


    “Yeah.”


    “Did they get latents?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Report?”


    “Preliminary.”


    “Whose prints?”


    “Carolyn Polhemus.”


    “Super.”


    “It ain’t all bad,” says Lip. He takes the picture from me and points. “See this bar here. See the glass?” One tall bar glass, standing undisturbed. “There latents on that. Three fingers. And the prints ain’t the decedent’s.”


    “Do we have any idea whose prints they are?”


    “No. Identification says three weeks. They got all kinda backlogs.” The police department identification division keeps a digit-by-digit record of every person who has ever been printed, classified by so-called points of comparison, the ridges and valleys on a fingertip to which numerical values are assigned. In the old days, they were unable to identify an unknown print unless the subject left behind latents of all ten fingers, so I.D. could search the existing catalogue. Now, in the computer era, the search can be done by machine. A laser mechanism reads the print and compares to every one in memory. The process takes only a few minutes, but the department, due to budgetary constraints, does not yet own all of the equipment and must borrow pieces from the state police for special cases. “I told them to rush it up, but they’re giving me all that shit about Zilogs and onloading. A call from the P.A. would really help. Tell them to compare to every known in the county. Anybody. Any dirtball who’s ever been printed.”


    I make a note to myself.


    “We need MUDs, too,” Lipranzer says, and points to the pad. Although it is not well known, the telephone company keeps a computerized record of all local calls made from most exchanges: Message Unit Detail sheets. I begin writing out the grand-jury subpoena duces tecum, a request for documents. “And ask them for MUDs on anybody she called in the last six months,” says Lip.


    “They’ll scream. You’re probably talking about two hundred numbers.”


    “Anybody she called three times. I’ll get back to them with a list. But ask for it now, so I’m not runnin my ass around tryin to find you to do another subpoena.”


    I nod. I’m thinking.


    “If you’re going back six months,” I tell him, “you’re probably going to hit this number.” I nod toward the phone on my desk.


    Lipranzer looks at me levelly and says, “I know.”


    So he knows, I think. I take a minute with this, trying to figure how. People guess, I think. They gossip. Besides, Lip would notice things that anyone else would miss. I doubt that he approves. He is single, but he is no rover. There is a Polish woman a good ten years older than he, a widow with a grown kid, who cooks a meal and sleeps with Lipranzer two or three times a week. On the phone, he calls her Momma.


    “You know,” I say, “as long as we’re on the subject, Carolyn always locked her doors and windows.” I tell him this with admirable evenness. “I mean, always. She was a little soft, but Carolyn was a grownup. She knew she lived in the city.”


    Lipranzer’s look focuses gradually and his eyes take on a metallic gleam. He has not lost the significance of what I’m telling him or, it seems, of the fact that I delayed.


    “So what do you figure?” he asks at last. “Somebody walked around there openin the windows?”


    “Could be.”


    “So they’d make it look like a break-in? Somebody she let in in the first place?”


    “Doesn’t that make sense? You’re the one who’s telling me there’s a glass on the bar. She was entertaining. I wouldn’t bet the ranch on the bad guy being some crazed parolee.”


    Lip stares at his cigarette. Looking through the doorway, I see that Eugenia, my secretary, has returned. There are voices now in the hallway as people filter back in from the graveside. I detect a lot of the anxious laughter of release.


    “Not necessarily,” he says finally. “Not with Carolyn Polhemus. She was a funny lady.” He looks at me hard again.


    “You mean, you think she’d open the door to some bum she sent to jail?”


    “I think with Carolyn there’s no tellin. Suppose she bumped into one of these characters in a bar. Or some guy called her up
and said, Let’s have a pop. You think there’s no chance she’d say yes? We’re talkin Carolyn now.”


    I can see where Lip is going. Lady P.A., Prosecutor of Perverts, Fucks Defendant and Lives Out Forbidden Fantasy. Lip has got her number pretty well. Carolyn Polhemus would not have minded at all the idea that some guy had dwelled with the thought of her for years. But somehow, with this discussion a seasick misery begins to ebb through me.


    “You didn’t like her much, did you, Lip?”


    “Not much.” We look at each other. Then Lipranzer reaches over and chucks me on the knee. “At least we know one thing,” he says. “She had piss-poor taste in men.”


    That is his exit line. He tucks his Camels into his windbreaker and is gone. I call out to Eugenia to please hold anything else. With a moment’s privacy I am now ready to examine the photographs. For a minute, after I begin sorting through them, my attention is mostly on myself. How well will I manage this? I urge myself to maintain professional composure.


    But that, of course, begins to give way. It is like the network of crazing that sometimes seeps through glass in the wake of an impact. There is excitement at first, slow-entering and reluctant, but more than a little. In the top photographs the heavy glass of the table is canted over, compressing her shoulder, so that you might almost make the comparison to a laboratory slide. But soon it is removed. And here is Carolyn’s spectacularly lithe body in a pose which, for all the agony there must have been, seems, initially, supple and athletic. Her legs are trim and graceful; her breasts are high and large. Even in death, she retains her erotic bearing. But, I slowly recognize, other experiences must influence this response. Because what is actually here is horrible. There are bruises on her face and neck, mulberry patches. A rope runs from her ankles to her knees, her waist, her wrists; then it is jerked tight around her neck, where the rim of the burn is visible. She is drawn back in an ugly tormented bow and her face is ghastly; her eyes, with the hyperthyroid look of the attempted strangulation, are enormous and protruding and her mouth is fixed in a silent scream. I watch, I study. Her look holds the same wild, disbelieving, desperate thing
that so frightens me when I find the courage to let my glance fix on the wide black eye of a landed fish dying on a pier. I take it in now in the same reverential, awestruck, uncomprehending way. And then, worst of all, when all the dirt is scraped off the treasure box there is rising within, unhindered by shame, or even fear, a bubble of something light enough that I must eventually recognize it as satisfaction, and no lecture to myself about the baseness of my nature can quite discourage me. Carolyn Polhemus, that tower of grace and fortitude, lies here in my line of sight with a look she never had in life. I see it finally now. She wants my pity. She needs my help.
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    When it was all over, I went to see a psychiatrist. His name was Robinson.


    “I would say she’s the most exciting woman I’ve known,” I told him.


    “Sexy?” he asked after a moment.


    “Sexy, yes. Very sexy. Torrents of blond hair, and almost no behind, and this very full bosom. And long red fingernails, too. I mean, definitely, deliberately, almost ironically sexy. You notice. That’s the idea with Carolyn. You’re supposed to notice. And I did. She’s worked around our office for years. She was a probation officer before she went to law school. But that’s all she was to me originally. You know: this very good-looking blonde with big tits. Every copper who came in would roll his eyes and make like he was jerking off. That’s all.


    “Over time, people began to talk about her. Even while she was still in the branch courts. You know: high-powered. Capable. Then for a while she was dating this newsman on Channel 3. Chet whatever his name is. And she showed up a lot of places. Very active in the bar organizations. An officer for a while in the local NOW chapter. And shrewd. She asked to be assigned out to the Rape Section when it was considered a crappy place to work. All
these impossible one-on-ones where you could never figure out if it was the victim or the defendant who was closer to the truth. Hard cases. Just to find the ones that deserved to be prosecuted, let alone to win them. And she did very well out there. Eventually Raymond put her in charge of all those trials. He liked to send her on those Sunday-morning public service TV programs. Show his concern on women’s issues. And Carolyn liked to go and carry the banner. She enjoyed the limelight. But she was a good prosecutor. And damn tough. The defense lawyers used to complain that she had a complex, that she was trying to prove that she had balls. But the coppers loved her.


    “I’m not sure what I thought of her then. I suppose I thought she was just a little bit too much.”


    Robinson looked at me.


    “Too much everything,” I said. “You know. Too bold. Too self-impressed. Always running one gear too high. She didn’t have the right sense of proportion.”


    “And,” said Robinson, proceeding to the obvious, “you fell in love with her.”


    I went silent, still. When are words ever enough?


    “I fell in love with her,” I said.


     



     



    Raymond felt she needed a partner and so she asked me. It was September of last year.


    “Could you have said no?” asked Robinson.


    “I suppose. The chief deputy isn’t expected to try a lot of cases. I could have said no.”


    “But?”


    But I said yes.


    Because, I told myself, the case was interesting. The case was strange. Darryl McGaffen was a banker. He worked for his brother, Joey, who was a gangster, a florid personality, a hotshot type who enjoyed being the target of every law enforcement agency in town. Joey used the bank, out in McCrary, to wash a river of dirty money, mostly mob dough. But that was Joey’s action. Darryl kept his head down and the accounts straight. Darryl was as mild as Joey was
flamboyant. An ordinary guy. He lived out west, near McCrary. He had a wife. And a somewhat tragic life. His first child, a little girl, had died at the age of three. I knew all about that, because Joey had once testified before the grand jury about his niece’s fall from a second-floor terrace at his brother’s home. Joey had explained, almost convincingly, that the girl’s resulting skull fracture and immediate death were large in his mind and had obstructed his judgment when four mysterious fellows delivered to his bank certain bonds which, to Joey’s great chagrin, turned out to be hot. Joey wrung his hands when he talked about the girl. He touched his silk pocket hankie to both his eyes.


    Darryl and his wife had another child, a boy named Wendell. When Wendell was five, his mother arrived with him at the West End Pavilion Hospital emergency room. The boy was unconscious and his mother was hysterical, for her child had taken a terrible fall, sustaining severe head injuries. The mother claimed that he had never been at the hospital before, but the emergency room physician—a young Indian woman, Dr. Narajee—had a memory of treating Wendell a year earlier, and when a medical record was summoned she found he had been there twice, once with a broken collarbone, once with a broken arm, both the results, his mother had said, of falls. The child was unconscious now and not likely in most events to speak, and so Dr. Narajee studied his injuries. When she testified later, Dr. Narajee said she realized initially that the wounds were too symmetrical and too evenly positioned laterally to be the result of a fall. She repeatedly examined the gashes, two inches by one inch on each side of the head, over more than a day, before she had it all figured out, and then she called Carolyn Polhemus at the prosecuting attorney’s office to report that she was treating a child whose skull appeared to have been fractured when his mother placed his head in a vise.


    Carolyn obtained a search warrant at once. They recovered the grip with skin fragments still on it from the basement of the McGaffen home. They examined the unconscious child and found healed wounds which appeared to have been cigarette burns in his anus. And then they waited to see what would happen with the boy. He lived.


    By then he was in court custody. And the P.A.’s office was under siege. Darryl McGaffen came to his wife’s defense. She was a loving and devoted mother. It was insanity, he said, to claim she’d hurt her child. He had seen the boy fall, McGaffen said, a terrible accident, a tragedy, marred by this nightmarish experience of doctors and lawyers madly conspiring to take their sick child away. Very emotional. Very well staged. Joey made sure the cameras were there when the brother got to the courthouse and that Darryl claimed a vendetta by Raymond Horgan against his family. In order to show forthrightness, Raymond was going to try the case himself at first. But the campaign was beginning to heat up. Raymond sent the case back to Carolyn and recommended, given the press attention, that she try it with another senior deputy, someone like me, whose presence would show the office’s commitment. So she asked. And I agreed. I told myself I was doing it for Raymond.


     



     



    The physicists call it Brownian movement, the action of molecules coursing against one another in the air. This activity produces a kind of hum, a high-pitched, almost screeching sound at a frequency level on the margins of human audibility. As a child I could hear this tone, if I chose to, at virtually any moment. Most often, I would ignore it, but every now and then my will eroded and I would let the pitch rise inside my ears to the point where it was almost blaring.


    Apparently at puberty the bones in the inner ear harden so that the Brownian ringing can no longer be heard. Which is just as well. Because by then there are other distractions. For me, during most of my married life, the allure of other women has been like that daily hum which I willfully ignored, and when I started working around Carolyn that resolve went weak, and the pitch rose, vibrated, sang.


    “And I can’t really tell you why,” I said to Robinson.


    I consider myself a person of values. I had always despised my father for his philandering. On Friday nights he was emitted from the household like a wandering cat, headed for a tavern and, later,
the Hotel Delaney over on Western Avenue, only a little better than a flop, with its old woolen carpets worn to the backing over the stairs, and the naphtha scent of some chemical agent used to control the infestation of pests. There he would pursue his passion with various soiled women—barroom chippies, horny divorcees, wives out on the sneak. Before he left on these outings, he had dinner with my mother and me. We both knew where he was going. He would hum, the only sound anything like music which came from him all week.


    But somehow as I worked around Carolyn, with her jangling jewelry and her light perfume, her silk blouses, her red lipstick and painted nails, that large heaving bosom and her long legs, that splash of bright hair, I became overwhelmed by her—and in just that fashion, detail by detail, so that I would become excited when I smelled her scent on another woman who passed me in the hall.


    “And I can’t really tell you why. Maybe that’s why I am here. Some frequency is heard and everything begins to shatter. A vibration sets in, a fundamental tone, and the whole interior is shaking. We’d talk about the trial, our lives, whatever, and she seemed such a remarkable mix of things. Symphonic. A symphonic personality. Disciplined and glamorous. This musical laugh. And an orthodontic wonder of a smile. She was much wittier than I expected; tough, as they said, but she did not seem hard.”


    I was affected particularly by her offhand remarks, the way her eyes, hooded with shadow and liner, would take on this tone of level assessment. Analyzing politics or witnesses or cops, she showed you just how firm a purchase she had on what was going on. And that was very exciting to me, to meet a woman who seemed to really have the lowdown, who was moving through the world at Carolyn’s speed, and who was so many different things to different people. Maybe it was the contrast to Barbara, who is so deliberately none of that.


    “Here was this bold, bright, handsome woman, much celebrated, with a kind of spotlight radiance. And I find I am going down to her office—which is itself a minor wonder in a place as stark as ours, Carolyn having taken the trouble to add a small
Oriental rug, plants, an antique bookcase, and an Empire desk she snagged through a connection with Central Services—I’m going down there with nothing to say. There is this heat, this parched sensation—all the old crappy metaphors—and I start thinking, Jesus Christ, this can’t be happening. And maybe it still wouldn’t have, but about this time I begin to notice, I begin to think she is paying attention to me. She is looking at me. Oh, I know, this sounds like high school. No, worse, junior high school. But there is this thing, people don’t look at one another.”


    And when we’re interviewing witnesses, I turn and Carolyn is staring at me, watching with this placid, almost rueful smile, as I do my stuff—or in a meeting with Raymond, all the top felony people, I’ll glance up, I’ll feel the weight of her eyes on me, and she continues watching me in such an unwavering fashion that I do something, a wink, a smile, as a form of acknowledgment, and she responds, usually that little cat’s grin, and if I’m speaking I stop, everything washes out of my mind, it is just Carolyn, things are unraveling right from the center of the skein.


    “That was the worst part, this incredible domination of my feelings. I get in the shower, I drive down the street—it’s Carolyn. Fantasies. Conversations with her. An uninterrupted movie. I see her full of relaxed amusement and appreciation—of me. Of me. I can’t finish a phone call; I can’t read a prosecution memo or a brief.”


    And all of it, this whole grand obsession, carried on in the face of a racing heart, a turning gut, a frantic sense of resistance and disbelief. I shudder at random moments. I tell myself that this has not happened. This is a juvenile episode, a mind trick like déjà vu. I grope around inside myself for the old reality. I say to myself that I will get up in the morning feeling unaffected, feeling right again and sane.


    But I do not, of course, and the moments when I am with her, the anticipation, the appreciation is exquisite. I feel short of breath and giddy. I laugh too easily, too much. I do what I can to stay near her, show her a paper over her shoulder while she’s at her desk, so that I can linger with the details of her person: her hammered
golden earrings, the odors of her bathwater and her breath, the soft bluish color of her nape when her hair falls away. And then, when I’m by myself, I feel desperate and ashamed. This raging, mad obsession! Where is my world? I am departing. I am gone already.
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    In the dark, the red-and-blue figure of Spider-Man can be made out on the wall above my son’s bed. Life-size, he is poised in a wrestler’s crouch, prepared to take on all invaders.


    I did not grow up reading the comics—it was too lighthearted an activity for the home I was raised in. But when Nat was two or three we began, each Sunday, to explore the funny papers together. While Barbara slept, I made Nat breakfast. Then, with my son very close beside me, we sat on the sofa in the sunroom as we discussed and recollected the weekly progress in each strip. All the random little-boy fury of that age would leave him, and he was reduced to a more essential self, small and full of a transport I could feel through his body. So it was that I came to establish my rapport with the Web Slinger. Now Nat, in second grade and almost brittlely self-sufficient, reads the funnies by himself. I must await a moment when I will not be noticed to check on Peter Parker’s fate. They really are funny, I explained to Barbara a few weeks ago when I was observed with the comics in my hands. Oh, for crying out loud, muttered my wife, the almost Ph.D.


    Now I touch the fine hair, so thin against Nat’s scalp. If I fuss long enough, Nat, accustomed by the years to my late arrivals, will probably rouse himself to murmur some gentle appreciation. I stop
here first each evening. I have an almost physical craving for the reassurance. Right before Nat’s birth we moved out here, to Nearing, a former ferry port to which the city dwellers fled long enough ago that it is called a town rather than a suburb. Although it was Barbara who initially favored this move, by now she would eagerly forsake Nearing, which she sometimes blames for her isolation. I’m the one who needs the distance from the city, the gap in time and space, to manufacture in myself a sense that some perimeter protects us against what I see each day. I suppose that is another reason I was happy to see Spider-Man assume his place here. I take comfort in Spidey’s agile vigilance.


    I find Barbara face down on our bed, largely unclothed. She is breathless, the tight muscles of her narrow back lustrous with sweat. The VCR hums in rewind. On the set, the news has just begun.


    “Exercise?” I ask.


    “Masturbation,” Barbara answers. “Refuge of the lonely housewife.”


    She does not bother a backward glance. Instead, I advance and kiss her quickly on the neck.


    “I called from the bus station when I missed the 8:35. You weren’t here. I left a message on the tape.”


    “I got it,” she says. “I was picking up Nat. He had dinner with Mom. I tried to get in some extra time on the mainframe.”


    “Productive?”


    “A waste.” She rolls over and back, breasts girdled in her sports bra.


    As I undress, I receive a laconic report from Barbara on the day’s occurrences. A neighbor’s illness. The bill from the mechanic. The latest with her mother. Barbara delivers all this information lying face down on the coverlet in a tone of weariness. This her drear offensive, a bitterness too tired even to be regret, against which I defend in the simplest fashion, by seeming not to notice. I show interest in each remark, enthusiasm for every detail. And in the meantime, an inner density gathers, a known sensation, as if my veins have become clogged with lead. I am home.


    About five years ago, just when I thought we were getting ready to have another child, Barbara announced that she was going back to school, entering a Ph.D. program in mathematics. She had filed the application and taken the exams without a word to me. My surprise was taken as disapproval, and my protests to the contrary have always been disparaged. But I did not disapprove. I never thought Barbara was obligated to be homebound. My reaction was to something else. Not so much that I was not consulted, but that I really never could have guessed. In college, Barbara had been a math whiz, taking graduate division classes of two or three students with renowned professors, all of them hermit-like creatures with wild-grown beards. But she had been cavalier about her abilities. Now, I learned, mathematics was a calling. A consuming interest. About which I had not heard a word in more than half a decade.


    At the moment Barbara is facing her dissertation. When she started, she told me that projects like hers—I could not possibly explain it—are sometimes set out in a space as small as a dozen pages. Whether those were words of hope or illusion, the dissertation has lingered like a chronic disease, one more source of her painful melancholy. Whenever I pass by the study, she is looking pitifully over her desk, out the window toward a single dwarf cherry tree that has failed to thrive in the clay landfill in our back yard.


    Waiting for inspiration, she reads. Nothing so much of this world as newspapers and magazines. Instead, she carts in from the university library armloads of heavy texts on arcane subjects. Psycholinguistics. Semiotics. Braille and sign language for the deaf. She is a devotee of facts. She reclines at night on her brocade living-room sofa, eating Belgian chocolates, and finds out about the operation of the world she never visits. She reads, literally, about life on Mars, the biographies of men and women whom most people would find boring, and certainly obscure. Then there will be a spate of medical reading. Last month she spent with books that seemed to be about cryogenics, artificial insemination, and the history of lenses. What is occurring on these galaxian visits to other planets of human learning is unknown to me. No doubt she would share her newfound knowledge if I asked. But over time I have lost the
ability even to pretend high interest, and Barbara regards my dullness to these matters as a failing. It is easier to maintain my own counsel, while Barbara roams the far-off realms.


    Not long ago it occurred to me that my wife; with her abrupt social mannerisms, her general aversion to most human beings, her dark taciturn side, and her virtual armory of private and largely uncommunicated passions could be described only as weird. She has virtually no serious friendships aside from her relationship with her mother, to whom, when I met her, Barbara barely spoke, and whom she still regards with cynicism and suspicion. Like my own mother, when she was alive, Barbara seems largely a willing captive within the walls of her own home, flawlessly keeping our house, tending our child, and toiling endlessly with her formulae and computer algorithms.


    Without really noticing at first, I become aware that both of us have ceased comment, even motion, and are facing the television set, where the screen has filled with images of today’s service for Carolyn. Raymond’s car arrives and the back of my head is briefly shown. The son is escorted up to the doors of the chapel. The newsreader is doing a voice-over: Eight hundred persons, including many city leaders, gathered at First Presbyterian Church for final rites for Carolyn Polhemus, a deputy prosecuting attorney slain three nights ago in a brutal rape-murder. Now people are emerging. The mayor and Raymond are both depicted speaking to reporters, but only Nico gets audio. He employs the quietest voice he knows and deflects questions about the investigation of the murder. “I came to remember a colleague,” he tells the camera, with one foot in his car.


    It is Barbara who speaks first.


    “How was it?” She has wrapped herself now in a red silk robe.


    “Gala,” I answer. “In a way. A meeting of all the luminaries.”


    “Did you cry?”


    “Come on, Barbara.”


    “I’m serious.” She is leaning forward. Her jaw is set and there is a savage deadness in her eye. I always marvel that Barbara’s anger remains so near at hand. Over the years, her superior access has
become a source of intimidation. She knows I am slower to respond, restrained by archaic fears, the dark weight of memory. My parents often fell into robust shouting matches, even occasional brawls. I have such a vivid recollection of one night when I awoke to their disturbance and found that my mother had taken hold of a handful of my father’s Brillo-y red hair while she slapped him with a rolled-up newspaper, as if he were a dog. The aftermath of these quarrels would send my mother to bed for days, where she would lie spent, dwelling with the sensational pain of enormous migraine headaches that required her to remain in a darkened room and left me under an injunction to make no sound.


    Lacking that kind of refuge now, I move over to a basket of clean laundry Barbara has brought up and begin matching the socks. For a moment we are silent, left to the burbling of the TV and the nighttime noises of the house. A tiny finger of the river runs behind the homes half a block away, and without the traffic you can hear it licking. The furnace kicks in two floors below. On for the first time today, it will spill up through the ducts a kind of oily effluvium.


    “Nico was trying hard enough to look unhappy,” Barbara finally tells me.


    “He wasn’t very successful if you saw him up close. He was positively radiant. He thinks he’s got a shot at Raymond now.”


    “Is that possible?”


    I sort the socks and shrug. “He’s gained a lot of ground with this thing.”


    Barbara, a witness all these years to Raymond’s invincibility, is obviously surprised, but the mathematician in her shows, for I can see that she is quickly factoring the new possibilities. She grabs at her hair, gray-flecked and curly, worn in a fashionable shag, and her pretty face takes on the light of curiosity.


    “What would you do, Rusty, if that happened? If Raymond lost?”


    “Accept it. What else could I do?”


    “I mean for a living.”


    Blue with blue. Black with black. It is not easy with only incandescent light. Some years ago I used to talk about leaving the
office. That was when I could still imagine myself as a defense lawyer. But I never got around to making that move, and it has been some time since we have spoken at all about my future.


    “I don’t know what I’d do,” I tell her honestly. “I’m a lawyer. I’d practice law. Teach. I don’t know. Delay says he’s going to keep me on as chief deputy.”


    “Do you believe that?”


    “No.” I take my stockings to my drawer. “He was a river of bullshit today. Told me, in a very serious tone, that the only real primary opponent he had been afraid of was me. You know, as if I would talk Raymond into stepping aside and anointing me successor.”


    “You should have,” Barbara says.


    I look back at her.


    “Really.” Her enthusiasm, in a way, is not surprising. Barbara has always felt a spouse’s disdain for the boss. And besides, all of this comes, somewhat, at my expense. I’m the one who lacked the nerve to do what everybody else could see was obvious.


    “I am not a politician.”


    “Oh, you’d make do,” says Barbara. “You’d love to be P.A.” As I figured: I am tweaked by wife’s superior knowledge of my nature. I decide to sidestep and tell Barbara that this is all academic. Raymond will pull through.


    “Bolcarro will finally endorse him. Or we’ll catch the killer”—I nod toward the TV set—“and he’ll ride into Election Day with all the media murmuring his name.”


    “How’s he going to do that?” asks Barbara. “Do they have a suspect?”


    “We have shit.”


    “So?”


    “So Dan Lipranzer and Rusty Sabich will work day and night for the next two weeks and catch Raymond a killer. That’s the strategy. Carefully devised.”


    The remote snaps and the TV shrinks to a star. Behind me, I hear from Barbara a whinny, a snort. It is not a pleasant sound. When I look back, her eyes, fixed upon me, are stilled to a zero point, an absolute in hatred.


    “You are so predictable,” she says, low and mean. “You’re in charge of this investigation?”


    “Of course.”


    “‘Of course’?”


    “Barbara, I’m the chief deputy prosecuting attorney and Raymond’s running for his life. Who else would handle the investigation? Raymond would do it himself if he weren’t campaigning fourteen hours a day.”


    It was the prospect of a moment just like this that left me in a state of excruciating unease a couple of days ago when I realized that I would have to phone Barbara to tell her what had happened. I could not ignore it; that would pretend too much. My call was for the announced purpose of telling Barbara I would be late. The office, I explained, was in an uproar.


    Carolyn Polhemus is dead, I added.


    Huh, said Barbara. Her tone was one of detached wonder. An overdose? she asked.


    I stared at the receiver in my hand, marveling at the depth of this misunderstanding.


    But I cannot divert her now. Barbara’s rage is gathering.


    “Tell me the truth,” she says. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest or something?”


    “Barbara—”


    “No,” she says, standing now. “Answer me. Is that professional—for you to be doing this? There are 120 lawyers down there. Can’t they find anybody who didn’t sleep with her?”


    I am familiar with this rise in pitch and descent in tactics. I strive to remain even.


    “Barbara, Raymond asked me to do it.”


    “Oh, spare me, Rusty. Spare me the high purpose, noble crap. You could explain to Raymond why you shouldn’t do this.”


    “I don’t care to. I would be letting him down. And it happens to be none of his business.”


    At this evidence of my embarrassment, Barbara hoots. That I realize was poor strategy, a bad moment to tell the truth. Barbara has little sympathy for my secret; if it would not pain her equally, she would put it all on billboards. During the short time that I was
actually seeing Carolyn, I did not have whatever it is—the courage or the decency or the willingness to be disturbed—to confess anything to Barbara. That awaited the end, a week or two after I had become resolved it all was past. I was home for an early dinner, atoning for the month before when I had been absent almost every evening, my liberty procured with the phony excuse of preparation for a trial, which I ultimately claimed had been continued. Nat had just gone off to his permitted half hour with the television set. And I, somehow, became unglued. The moon. The mood. A drink. The psychologists would say a fugue state. I drifted, staring at the dinner table. I took my highball tumbler in my hand, just like one of Carolyn’s. And I was reminded of her so powerfully that I was suddenly beyond control. I cried—wept with stormy passion as I sat there—and Barbara knew immediately. She did not think that I was ill; she did not think that it was fatigue, or trial stress, or tear-duct disease. She knew; and she knew that I was crying out of loss, not shame.


    There was nothing tender about her inquisition, but it was not prolonged. Who? I told her. Was I leaving? It was over, I said. It was short, I said, it barely happened.


    Oh, I was heroic. I sat there at my own dining-room table with both arms over my face, crying, almost howling, into my shirt-sleeves. I heard the dishes clank as Barbara stood and began clearing her place. ‘At least I don’t have to ask,’ she said, ‘who dropped who.’


    Later, after I got Nat into bed, I wandered up, shipwrecked and still pathetic, to see her in the bedroom, where she had taken refuge. Barbara was exercising again, with the insipid music on the tape thumping loudly. I watched her bend, do her double-jointed extensions, while I was still in deep disorder, so ravaged, beaten, that my skin seemed the only thing holding me together, a tender husk. I had come in to say something prosaic, that I wanted to go on. But that never emerged. The unhindered anger with which she slammed her own body about made it obvious to me, even in my undefended state, that the effort would be wasted. I just watched, perhaps as long as five minutes. Barbara never glanced at me, but
finally in the midst of some contortion she uttered an opinion. ‘You could have. Done better.’ There was a little more which I did not hear. The final word was ‘Bimbo.’


    We have gone on from there. In a way my affair with Carolyn has provided an odd kind of relief. There is a cause now for the effect, an occasion for Barbara’s black anger, a reason we do not get along. There is now something to get over and, as a result, a shadowy hope that things may improve.


    That is, I realize, the issue now: whether we will give up whatever progress has been made. For months Carolyn has been a demon, a spirit slowly being exorcised from this home. And death has brought her back to life. I understand Barbara’s complaint. But I cannot—cannot—give up what she wants me to; and my reasons are sufficiently personal as to lie within the realm of the unspoken, even the unspeakable.


    I try a plain and quiet appeal.


    “Barbara, what difference does it make? You’re talking about two and a half weeks. Until the primary. That’s all. Then it’s another routine police case. Unsolved homicide.”


    “Don’t you see what you’re doing? To yourself? To me?”


    “Barbara,” I say again.


    “I knew it,” she says. “I knew you’d do something like this. When you called the other day. I could hear it in your voice. You’re going to go through everything again, Rusty. You want to, that’s the truth, isn’t it? You want to. She’s dead. And you’re still obsessing.”


    “Barbara.”


    “Rusty, I have had more than I can take. I won’t put up with this.” Barbara does not cry on these occasions. She recedes instead into the fiery pit of a volcanic anger. She hurls herself back now to gather her will, bound, as she sits on the bed, within her wide satin sleeves. She grabs a book, the remote control, two pillows. Mount Saint Helens rumbles. And I decide to leave. I go to the closet and grope for my robe.


    As I reach the threshold, she speaks behind me.


    “Can I ask a question?” she says.


    “Sure.”


    “That I always wanted to ask?”


    “Sure.”


    “Why did she stop seeing you?”


    “Carolyn?”


    “No, the man in the moon.” The words have so much bitterness that I wonder if she might spit. I would have thought Barbara’s question would be why did I start, but she apparently decided on her own answers to that long ago.


    “I don’t know,” I say. “I tend to think I wasn’t very important to her.”


    She closes her eyes and opens them. Barbara shakes her head.


    “You are an asshole,” my wife tells me solemnly. “Just get out.”


    I do. Quickly. She has been known to throw things. Having nowhere else to go, and craving some form of company, I cross the hall to check once more on Nat. His breath is husky and uninterrupted in the deepest phase of sleep, and I sit down on the bed, safe in the dark beneath the protecting arms of Spider-Man.
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    Monday morning: a day in the life. The commuter coach unleashes the gray-flannel flock on the east side of the river. The terminal plaza is surrounded by willows, their skirts greening in the spring. I am in the office before 9:00. From my secretary, Eugenia Martinez, I receive the usual: mail, telephone-message slips, and a dark look. Eugenia is obese, single, middle-aged, and, it often seems, determined to get even for it all. She types reluctantly, refuses dictation, and many times of day I will find her staring with immobile droopy-eyed irritation at the telephone as it rings. Of course, she cannot be fired, or even demoted, because civil service, like concrete, has set. She remains, a curse to a decade of chief deputies, having first been stationed here by John White, who did so in order to avoid the carping that would have followed if he’d assigned her to anybody else.


    On the top of what Eugenia has given me is a leave slip for Tommy Molto, whose absence remains unaccounted for. Personnel wants to dock him as Away without Leave. I make a note to talk to Mac about this and graze through my communications. The docket room has provided me with a printout naming thirteen individuals released from state custody in the last two years whose cases had been prosecuted by Carolyn. A handwritten note says that
the underlying case files have been delivered to her office. I position the computer run in the center of my desk, so that I will not forget.


    With Raymond out most of the day on campaign appearances, I resolve much of what the P.A. would ordinarily be faced with. I call the shots on case prosecutions, immunities, plea bargains, and deal with the investigative agencies. This morning I will preside over a charging conference in which we will decide on the phrasing and merits of all of this week’s indictments. This afternoon I have a meeting about last week’s fiasco, in which a police undercover bought from a Drug Enforcement Administration agent in disguise; the two drew guns and badges on each other and demanded surrender. Their backups became involved, too, so that in the end eleven law enforcement officers were standing on opposite corners, shouting obscenities and waving their pistols. Now we are having meetings. The coppers will tell me the feds do everything in secret; the DEA agent in charge will insinuate that any confidence the police department learns is up for sale. In the meantime, I am supposed to find somebody to prosecute for killing Carolyn Polhemus.


    Someone else may be looking, too. Near 9:30 I get a call from Stew Dubinsky from the Trib. During the campaign, Raymond answers most press calls himself; he does not want to miss the free ink or draw criticisms that he is losing his hold on the office. But Stew is probably the best courthouse reporter we have. He gets most of his facts straight and he knows the boundaries. I can talk to him.


    “So what’s new on Carolyn?” he asks. The way he shorthands the murder with her name disconcerts me. Carolyn’s death is already receding from the ranks of tragedy to become one more ugly historic event.


    I cannot, of course, tell Stew that nothing is doing. Word could trail back to Nico, who would use the occasion to blast us again.


    “Prosecuting Attorney Raymond Horgan had no comment,” I say.


    “Would the P.A. care to comment on another piece of information?” This, whatever it is, is the real motive for Stew’s call. “I
hear something about a high-level defection. From the Homicide Section? Sound familiar?”


    That would be Molto. After Nico left, Tommy, his second-in-command, became acting head of the section. Horgan refused to give him the job permanently, suspecting that sooner or later something like this would come to pass. I contemplate for a moment the fact that the press is already sniffing. No good. Not at all. I see, from the way Dubinsky has lined up the questions, how this will run. One high-ranking deputy is killed; another, who should be in charge of the investigation, quits. It will sound as if the office is on the verge of chaos.


    “Same response,” I tell him. “Quote the P.A.”


    Stew makes a sound. He is bored.


    “Off the record?” I ask.


    “Sure.”


    “How good is your information?” I want to know how close we are to reading about this.


    “So-so. Guy who always thinks he knows more than he does. I figure this has got to be Tommy Molto. He and Nico are hand-and-glove, right?”


    Stew clearly does not have enough to run. I avoid his question. “What does Della Guardia tell you?” I ask.


    “He says he has no comment. Come on, Rusty,” Dubinsky says, “what gives?”


    “Stew, off the record, I do not have the most fucked-up idea where Tommy Molto is. But if he’s holding hands with Nico, why won’t the candidate tell you that?”


    “You want a theory?”


    “Sure.”


    “Maybe Nico has him out there investigating the case on his own. Think about that one. DELLA GUARDIA CATCHES KILLER. How’s that for a headline?”


    The notion is absurd. A private murder investigation could too easily end up an impediment to the police. Obstruction of justice is bad politics. But as ridiculous as it is, the sheer flare of the idea makes it sound like Nico. And Stew is not the kind to float loony notions. He works off information.


    “Do I take it,” I ask, “that this is part of your rumor, too?”


    “No comment,” says Stew.


    We laugh at each other, before I hang up the phone. Immediately I make some calls. I leave a message with Loretta, Raymond’s secretary, that I have to speak with him whenever he phones in. I try to find Mac, the administrative deputy, to talk about Molto. Not in, I’m told. I leave another message.


    Then, with a few minutes before the charging conference, I venture down the hall to Carolyn’s office. This place already has a desolate air. The Empire desk which Carolyn commandeered from Central Services has been swept clean, and the contents of the drawers—two old compacts, soup mix, a package of napkins, a cable-knit sweater, a pint bottle of peppermint schnapps—have been pitched into a cardboard box, along with Carolyn’s diplomas and bar certificates, which were formerly clustered on the walls. Cartons called in from the warehouse are pyramided in the middle of the room, giving the office an air of obvious disuse, and the dust gathered in a week’s inactivity has its own faintly corrupt smell. I pour a glass of water in the wilting greenery and dust some of the leaves.


    Carolyn’s caseload was made up primarily of sexual assaults. According to the codes on the file jackets, there are, by my count, twenty-two such cases awaiting indictment or trial which I find in the top drawers of her old oak file cabinet. Carolyn claimed a special sympathy with the victims of these crimes, and over time, I found that her commitment was more genuine than at first I had believed. When she talked about the reviving terrors these women experienced, the glittery surfaces receded from Carolyn and revealed alternating moods of tenderness and rage. But there are in these cases also an element of the bizarre: an intern at U. Hospital who gave a number of female patients a physical which ended with insertion of his own instrument; one victim received this treatment on three separate occasions before she was moved to complain. The girlfriend of a suspect who, on her second day of questioning, admitted that she had met him when he cut through the screen door to her apartment and forced himself on her. When he put the knife down, she said, he had seemed like such a nice young man.


    Like many others, I suspected Carolyn of more than a passing
fascination with this aspect of her work, as well, and I examine the case files with the hope that there will be a pattern I can seize on—we will be able to charge that it was actually some cultish ceremony that was duplicated six days ago in Carolyn’s loft apartment, or a brutal mimicry of an offense in which Carolyn somehow displayed too obvious a voyeuristic interest. But there is none of that; the thirteen names lead nowhere. The new files disgorge no clues.


    It is now time for the charging conference, but something is nagging at me. When I look again at the computer printout, I recognize that there is one case I have not come across yet—a B file, as we call it, referring to the subsection of the state criminal code addressed to bribery of law enforcement officials. Carolyn seldom handled anything outside her domain, and B files, which are so-called Special Investigation cases, were directly under my supervision when this case was assigned. At first, I assumed the B designation was the usual computer mess-up, maybe an included charge. But there is no companion case; in fact, this one is listed as an UnSub—unknown subject—which usually means a non-arrest investigation. I go through her drawers quickly, one more time, and check down in my office. I have my own printout of B cases, but this one isn’t there. In fact, it seems to have been generally obliterated from the computer docketing system, except for Carolyn’s call.


    I make a note on my pad: B file? Polhemus?


    Eugenia is standing in the doorway.


    “Oh, men,” she says. “Where you been? I been lookin for you. Mr. Big Cheese called back.” Mr. Big Cheese, of course, is Raymond Horgan. “I was lookin all over. He left a message to meet him at the Delancey Club, 1:30.” Raymond and I have many of these meetings during the campaign. I catch him after a luncheon, before a speech, to bring him up to speed on the office.


    “How about Mac? Did we hear anything?”


    Eugenia reads the message. “‘Be cross the street all morning.’” Observing, no doubt, watching some of the newer deputies do their stuff during the morning call in the Central Branch.


    I ask Eugenia to set back the charging conference half an hour; then I head over to the courthouse to find Mac. On the second
floor, the Central Branch session is held. The branch courts are where arrested persons make their first formal court appearance to set bail, where misdemeanors are tried and preliminary evidentiary hearings are held in felony cases. An assignment to one of the branches is usually the second or third stopping-off place for a deputy, after time in Appeals or the Complaint and Warrant Section. I worked this courtroom for nineteen months before I was sent to Felony Review, and I try to come back as little as possible. It is here that crime always seemed most real, the air quivering with a struggling agony at the brink of finding voice.


    In the hallway outside two enormous central courtrooms, there is a churning mass, like my imaginings of the crushed poor in the steerage bowels of the old oceangoing vessels. Mothers and girlfriends and brothers are here weeping and crying out over the young men detained in the granite lockup that abuts the courtroom. Lawyers of a kind move about hustling clients in the subverted tones of scalpers, while the state defenders shout out the names of persons whom they have never met and whom they will be defending in a moment. The prosecutors are shouting, too, searching for each of the arresting officers on a dozen cases, hoping to enhance the slender knowledge provided by police reports prepared in a deliberately elliptical fashion, the better to hinder cross-examination.


    Inside the vaulted courtroom, with its red marble pillars and oaken buttresses and straight-backed pews, the tumult continues, a persistent din. Situated closer to the front so they will not fail to hear their cases called, prosecutors and defense lawyers haggle amiably over prospective plea bargains. Beside the judge’s bench, six or seven attorneys are clustered around the docket clerk, handing in appearance forms, examining court files, and urging the clerk to pass their case forward to be called next. The cops, most of them, are lined up in pairs against the grimy walls—many of them in from the 12-to-8 shift for the bail hearings on their nighttime collars—sipping coffee and rolling on the balls of their feet to keep themselves awake. And far to one side of the courtroom, there is a continuing clamor from the lockup, where defendants in custody await their appearance, one or two of them inevitably shouting obscenities at the bailiffs or their attorneys, complaining about the cramped conditions
back there and the indecent odors from the commode. The rest moan occasionally or bang on the bars.


    Now at the dead end of the morning call, the streetwalkers in their halter tops and shorts are being arraigned, tried, fined, and sent back out on the street in time for sleep and another night’s work. Usually they are represented in groups by two or three lawyers, but every now and then a pimp, to economize, will take on the assignment himself. That is occurring right now as some jerk in a flamingo-colored suit goes on about police brutality.


    Mac takes me into the cloakroom, where no coats are hung. No visitor would be so cavalier as to leave a valuable garment unguarded in this company. The room is completely empty, except for a court reporter’s shorthand typewriter and a huge dining-room chandelier in a plastic bag which is evidence, undoubtedly, in a case that is going to be called.


    She asks me what is up.


    “Tell me what Carolyn Polhemus was doing with a B file,” I say.


    “I had no idea that Carolyn was interested in crimes above the waist,” says Mac. An old line. She beams up from her wheelchair, everybody’s favorite smart-ass, brassy and irreverent. She makes a number of suggestions concerning the B file, all of which I’ve already tried. “It doesn’t figure,” she finally admits.


    As chief administrative deputy, Lydia MacDougall is in charge of personnel, procurement, and the deployment of staff. It is a lousy, thankless job with a nice-sounding title, but Lydia is accustomed to adversity. She has been a paraplegic since shortly after we started in this office together, nearly twelve years ago. It was one of those early winter nights where the mist is half snow. Lydia was driving. Her first husband, Tom, was killed in the plunge into the river.


    In the general run of things, I would say Mac is probably the finest lawyer in this office, organized, shrewd, gifted in court. Over the years she has even learned to use the chair to advantage before a jury. There are some tragedies that run so deep that our comprehension of them is evolutionary at best. As the jurors get a couple of days to think about what it would be like to have their legs flapping
around, loose as flags, as they listen to this woman, handsome, forceful, good-humored, absorb the wedding ring, the casual mention of her baby, observe the fact that she is—impossibly—normal, they are full of admiration and, as we all should be, hope.


    Next September, Mac will become a judge. She already has party slating and will run in the primary unopposed. The general election will be an automatic. There are not, apparently, a lot of people who feel they can beat a lawyer with support from women’s groups, the handicapped, law-and-order types, and the city’s three major bar associations.


    “Why don’t you ask Raymond about the file?” she finally suggests.


    I make a noise. Horgan is not a detail man. He is unlikely to know anything about an individual case. And these days I am reluctant to advise him of problems. He is always looking for someone to blame.


    Going down the corridor to the next courtroom, where Mac is scheduled to observe, I talk to her about Tommy Molto and the problem of his unaccounted-for status. If we fire Molto, Nico will make capital, alleging that Horgan is on a witch-hunt for Delay’s friends. If we keep Tommy on the staff, we increase Nico’s profit from the defection. We decide, at last, that he will be placed on Unauthorized Leave, an employment category which previously did not exist. I tell Mac I would feel more comfortable about this if somebody I trusted had seen Molto alive.


    “Let’s get a posse out. We have one deputy P.A dead already. If some lady finds little pieces of Molto in her trash tomorrow morning, I’d like to be able to say we’d been searching high and low.”


    It is Mac’s turn. She makes a note.


     



     



    His Honor, Larren Lyttle, his large dark face full of wiliness and majesty, is the first to notice me. A black man in a club in which only whites were members until three years ago, the judge shows no sign of yielding to the atmosphere. He is at ease among the leather club chairs and the servers in green livery.


    Larren is Raymond’s former law partner. In those days, they were agitators, defending draft dodgers and possessors of marijuana, and most of the local black militants, as well as a paying clientele. I tried one case against Larren before he took the bench—really just a juvenile proceeding against a very rich kid from the West Shore suburbs who liked to break into the homes of his parents’ friends. Larren was an imposing figure of robust stature, shrewd and bullying with witnesses, and possessed of a rhetorical range of operatic dimension. He could adopt a refined demeanor and then move with the next utterance into the round oratory of a pork-chop preacher, or squealing ghettoese. The jury rarely noticed there was another lawyer in the courtroom.


    Raymond made the break for politics first. Larren managed the campaign, quite visibly, and brought out black voters in substantial numbers. Two years later, when Raymond thought he could be mayor, Larren joined him on the ticket as a candidate for judge. Larren won and Raymond lost, and Judge Lyttle suffered for his loyalties. Bolcarro kept him quarantined in the North Branch, where Larren heard traffic cases and rumdum misdemeanors, usually the job of the appointed magistrates, until Raymond bought his freedom four years later with his early and enthusiastic endorsement of Mayor Bolcarro’s re-election campaign. Larren has been a downtown felony judge ever since, a ruthless autocrat in his courtroom and, notwithstanding his friendship with Raymond, the sworn enemy of the deputy prosecuting attorneys. The saying is that there are two defense lawyers in the courtroom, and the one who’s hard to beat is wearing a robe.


    In spite of that, Larren remains an active force in Raymond’s campaigns. The Code of Judicial Conduct now prohibits him from taking any official role. But he is still a member of Raymond’s inner group, the men from Horgan’s years in law school and his early time in practice whose intimacy with Raymond has filled me at moments with a kind of adolescent pining. Larren; Mike Duke, the managing partner at a massive firm downtown; Joe Reilly from the First—these are the people Raymond falls back on at these times.


    To Mike Duke goes the duty of overseeing campaign financing. It has proved a more daunting task this year than in the past, when
Raymond was without significant opponents. Then Raymond would not take part in a campaign solicitation of any kind, for fear that it might compromise his independence. But those scruples this year have been laid aside. Raymond has been through a number of these meetings of late, preening for the checkbook liberals, elegant-looking gentlemen like the group assembled here today, showing them that he is still the same sleek instrument of justice that he was a decade ago. Raymond delivers his campaign speech in conversational tones, awaiting the moment that first he, and then the judge, can be called away so that Mike, in their absence, can apply the squeeze.


    That is my function here today. I will be Raymond’s excuse to leave. He introduces me and explains that he has to catch up with the office. In this atmosphere, I am pure flunky—no one even thinks of asking me to sit down, and only Judge Lyttle bothers to stand to shake my hand. I remain behind the table and the cigar smoke, while there is a final round of handshakes and bluff jokes, then head out behind Raymond as he grabs a mint by the doorway.


    “What’s going on?” he asks me as soon as we are past the doorman and beneath the club’s green awning. You can feel, just since the morning, that the air is starting to soften. My blood stirs. It is going to be spring.


    When I tell him about Dubinsky’s call, he makes no effort to hide his irritation.


    “Let me just catch either one of them fucking around like that.” He means Nico and Molto. We are walking briskly down the street now toward the County Building. “What kind of crap is this? An independent investigation.”


    “Raymond, this is a reporter thinking out loud. There is probably nothing to it.”


    “There better not be,” he says.


    I start to tell Raymond about the debacle between the police and DEA, but he does not let me finish.


    “Where are we on Carolyn ourselves?” he asks. I can see that the speculation on Molto’s activities has reheated Raymond’s desire for results in our own investigation. He machine-guns questions.


    Do we have a Hair and Fiber report? How long will it be? Have we gotten any better news on fingerprints? How about a report from the state index on sexual offenders Carolyn prosecuted?


    When I tell Raymond that all of this is in the offing, but that I spent the last three hours in the charging conference, he stops dead in the street. He is furious.


    “Damnit, Rusty!” His color is high and his brow flexed down angrily over his eyes. “I told you the other day: Give this investigation top priority. That’s what it deserves. Della Guardia is eating me alive with this thing. And we owe Carolyn as much. Let Mac run the office. She’s more than capable. She can watch DEA and the coppers urinate all over each other. She can second-guess indictments. You stay on this. I want you to run out every ground ball, and do it in a goddamn orderly fashion. Do it! Act like a fucking professional.”


    I look down the street, both ways. I do not see anyone I know. I am thirty-nine years old, I think. I have been a lawyer thirteen years.


    Raymond walks ahead in silence. Finally, he looks back at me, shaking his head. I expect a further complaint about my performance, but instead he says, “Man, those guys were assholes.” Raymond, I see, did not enjoy lunch.


    In the County Building, Goldie, the little white-haired elevator operator who sits all day with an empty car, waiting to take Raymond and the county commissioners up and down, tosses his stool inside and folds his paper. I have begun to broach the subject of the missing B file, but I hold off while we are in the elevator. Goldie and Nico were the best of pals. I even saw Goldie break with protocol and hie Nico up and down on one or two occasions: that was the kind of touch Nico adored—the official elevator. His destiny. Nico maintained a noble poker face as Goldie scanned the lobby to be sure the coast was clear.


    Once we are in the office, I trail behind. Various deputies come forward to get a word or two with Raymond, some with problems, a number who simply want the news from the campaign front. On a couple of occasions, I explain that I have been through
Carolyn’s docket. I do this in a desultory fashion, since I have no desire to confess to further failures, and Raymond loses the thread of what I am telling him as he moves between conversations.


    “There’s a file missing,” I say again. “She had a case we can’t account for.”


    This finally catches Raymond’s attention. We have come through the side door to his office.


    “What kind of case? Do we know anything about it?”


    “We know it was logged in as a bribe case—a B. Nobody seems to know what happened to it. I asked Mac. I checked my own records.”


    Raymond studies me for a second: then his look becomes absent.


    “Where am I supposed to be at two o’clock?” he asks me.


    When I tell him that I have no idea, he shouts for Loretta, his secretary, calling her name until she appears. Raymond, it turns out, is due at a Bar Committee meeting on criminal procedure. He is supposed to outline various reforms in the state sentencing scheme that he has been calling for as part of his campaign. A press release has been issued; reporters and TV crews will be there—and he is already late.


    “Shit,” says Raymond. “Shit.” He stomps around the office saying “Shit.”


    I try again.


    “Anyway, the case is still in the computer system.”


    “Did she call Cody?” he asks me.


    “Carolyn?”


    “No. Loretta.”


    “I don’t know, Raymond.”


    He screams again for Loretta. “Call Cody. Did you call him? For Chrissake, call him. Well, get somebody to go down there.” Raymond looks at me. “Sot sits on the car phone and you can never get through. Who the hell does he talk to?”


    “I thought maybe you had heard something about this case. Maybe you remember something.”


    Raymond is not listening. He has fallen into an easy chair, angled against what the deputies irreverently refer to as Raymond’s
Wall of Respect, a stretch of plaster solid with plaques and pictures and other mementos of great triumphs or honors: bar associations’ awards, courtroom artists’ sketches, political cartoons. Raymond has that aging look again, wandering, pensive, a man who has seen things unravel.


    “God, what a fucking disaster this is. Every campaign Larren has told me to ask a deputy to take a leave so that I have somebody running things full-time, and we’ve always been able to scrape by without it. But this is out of control. There’s too goddamn much to do and nobody in charge. Do you know that we haven’t taken a poll in two months? Two weeks to the election and we have no idea where we are, with who.” He folds his hand against his mouth and shakes his head. It is not anxiety he shows so much as distress. Raymond Horgan, Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney, has lost his ability to cope.


    A moment passes between us, completely silent. I am not inclined, however, after the pasting I took out on the street, to be reverential. After thirteen years in government, I know how to be a bureaucrat and I want to be sure my butt is covered with Raymond on the subject of the missing file.


    “Anyway,” I say yet again, “I don’t know what significance to attach to it. I don’t know if it’s misfiled or something’s sinister.”


    Raymond stares. “Are you talking about that file again?”


    I do not get a chance to answer. Loretta announces a phone call and Raymond takes it. Alejandro Stern, the defense lawyer who is the chairman of the Bar Committee, is on the line. Raymond begs apologies, says he’s been wrapped up in discussions of that bizarre episode between DEA and the local police, and is on the way. When he puts the phone down he screams again for Cody.


    “I’m right here,” Cody announces. He has come in the side door.


    “Great.” Raymond starts in one direction, then the other. “Where the hell is my coat?”


    Cody already has it.


    I wish Raymond luck.


    Cody opens the door. Raymond goes through it and comes right back.


    “Loretta! Where’s my speech?”


    Cody, it turns out, has that, too. Nonetheless, Raymond continues to his desk. He opens a drawer and hands me a folder on his way out again.


    It is the B file.


    “We’ll talk,” he promises me and, with Cody hard behind him, goes running down the hall.
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    “Somehow, the boy, Wendell, became important,” I said to Robinson. “To us, I mean. To me, at least. It’s hard to explain. But somehow he was part of this thing with Carolyn.”


    He was an unusual child, big for his age, and he had the ambling clumsiness of some big children, a thick, almost oafish appearance. He was not so much slow as dulled. I asked one of the psychiatrists for an explanation, as if one is needed, and he said of this five-year-old, ‘He’s depressed.’


    Wendell McGaffen, during the pendency of his mother’s case, had been moved from the County Shelter to a foster home. He saw his father every day, but never his mother. After the usual disputes in court, Carolyn and I were given permission to speak with him. Actually, at first we did not talk to him at all. We sat in on sessions he had with the psychiatrists, who introduced us to Wendell. Wendell would play with the toys and figures that the shrink had around the room, and the shrink would ask Wendell whether he had any thoughts on different topics, which, almost inevitably, Wendell did not. The shrink, named Mattingly, said that Wendell had not in his weeks there asked once about his mother. And as a result they had not raised the subject.


    Wendell liked Carolyn right from the start. He brought her
the dolls. He made remarks to her. He directed her attention to birds, trucks, objects passing outside the window. On our third or fourth visit Carolyn told Wendell that she wanted to talk to him about his mother. The shrink appeared alarmed, but Wendell gripped his doll with both hands and asked, ‘What about?’


    So it progressed, twenty, thirty minutes a day. The shrink was openly impressed and eventually asked Carolyn’s permission to remain during their interviews, and over a period of weeks the story was told, in snatches and mumbled remarks, disordered offhand answers to questions Carolyn had asked, often days before. Wendell showed no real emotion other than his hesitation. Usually he would stand in front of Carolyn, with both his hands gripped hard around the midsection of a doll, at which he stared unflinchingly. Carolyn would repeat what he had told her and ask him more. Wendell would nod or shake his head or not answer at all. Now and then there were his explanations. ‘It hurt.’ ‘I criet.’ ‘She set I shouldn’t be quiet.’


    ‘She wanted you to be quiet?’


    ‘Yes. She set I shouldn’t be quiet.’


    From another person the repetition, particularly, might have seemed cruel, but Carolyn somehow seemed to have a need to know that was in some measure selfless. Not long before the trial, Carolyn and the shrink decided that the county would not call Wendell to the witness stand unless it was an absolute necessity. The confrontation with his mother, she said, would be too much. But even with that decision made, Carolyn continued to meet with Wendell, to draw more and more from him.


    “It’s hard to explain,” I told Robinson, “the way she looked at this kid. Into him almost. That intense. That earnest. I never figured her to be the type to have any kind of rapport with children. And when she did, I was astounded.”


    It made her mystery so much larger. She seemed like some Hindu goddess, containing all feelings in creation. Whatever wild, surging, libidinal rivers Carolyn undammed in me by her manner and appearance, there was something about the tender attention she showed this needy child that drew me over the brink, that gave my emotions a melting, yearning quality that I took to be far more
significant than all my priapic heat. When she took on the quiet, earnest tone and leaned toward dear, slow, hurting Wendell, I was, whatever my regrets, full of love for her.


    A wild love. Desperate and obsessive and willfully blind. Love, as love at its truest is, with no sense of the future, love beguiled by the present and unable to derive the meaning of signs.


    One day I talked to Mattingly about the way Carolyn had worked with the boy. It was extraordinary, wasn’t it? I asked. Amazing. Inexplicable. I wanted to hear him praise her. But Mattingly took my comments instead as a clinical inquiry, as if I was asking what could account for this phenomenon. He drew meditatively on his pipe. ‘I’ve thought about that,’ he said. Then his look became troubled, recognizing, I suppose, that he was liable to give offense or be misjudged himself. But he went on. ‘And I believe,’ he said, ‘that in some small way she must remind him of his mother.’


     



     



    The trial went well. Mrs. McGaffen was represented by Alejandro Stern—Sandy, outside the courtroom—an Argentinian Jew, a Spanish gentleman, courtly combed and perfect with his soft accent and his manicure. He is a mannerly, fastidious trial lawyer, and we decided to follow his low-key approach. We put in our physical evidence, the doctors’ testimony and their test results; then we offered the fruits of the search. With that, the county rested. Sandy called a psychiatrist who described Colleen McGaffen’s gentle nature. Then he showed how good a lawyer he was by reversing the usual order of presentation. The defendant testified first, denying everything; then her husband came to the stand, weeping unbearably as he described the death of his first child; Wendell’s fall, which he insisted he had witnessed; and his wife’s devotion to their son. A fine trial lawyer always has a latent message to the jury, too prejudicial or improper to speak aloud, whether it’s a racist appeal when black victims identify white defendants or the no-big-deal manner that a lawyer like Stern takes when the crime is only an attempt. In this case, Sandy wanted the jury to know that her husband forgave Colleen McGaffen, and if he could, why couldn’t they do that, too?


    In a kind of professional salvation, I found that in the courtroom I could almost wall myself to Carolyn; I enjoyed extended periods of concentration and would wake to her presence beside me, and to the grip of my obsession, almost with surprise. But this work of will came at a heavy price. Outside, I was largely useless. To perform the most routine tasks—talking to witnesses, gathering exhibits—required that all my energies be directed to a frozen inattention: Do not think about her, please do not think about her now. I did. I moved about in a spaced-out reality, vacillating among various lurid fantasies and moments of intense self-rebuke and instants when she was present in which I simply helplessly gawked.


    “Finally,” I told Robinson, “we were there one night, working in her office.” The defense case was nearly over. Darryl had begun his testimony, and the pathos of this man’s feckless inability to deal with anything that had happened was, in truth, terribly moving. Carolyn was going to do the cross-examination, and she was high. The courtroom was full of reporters; there were stories about the case on a couple of the TV stations most nights. And the cross itself was exciting because it required a kind of surgical skill: Darryl had to be destroyed as a witness but not as a human being. The jury’s sympathy would never leave him, for he was, in the end, not doing anything less than most of us would do, trying to save what was left of his family. So Carolyn was lingering over this cross, practicing it, modulating it, talking it out, flashing in front of me like a coin turning in the air. She was in her stocking feet, and a full skirt that twirled slightly around her whenever she pivoted in the narrow space; she was pacing briskly as she worked through the tone and the questions.


    “And there are wrappers from our fast-food dinner on the desk, and a scatter of various records: Darryl’s time and attendance sheets from work to show that he’s too busy to know what is up at home; medical reports on the child; statements from his teachers and an aunt. And we are setting up each question. ‘No, no, softer, softer. “Mr. McGaffen, you couldn’t know that Wendell showed his bruises at school?” Like that. Maybe three questions: “Do you know Beverley Morrison? Well, would it refresh your recollection to know that she was Wendell’s teacher? Did you know that Ms. Morrison
discussed Wendell’s physical condition with your wife on the evening of November 7 of last year?” ’


    “‘Softly,’” she says.


    “‘Softly, right,’ I say. ‘Don’t come too close to him. And don’t move too much in the courtroom. You don’t want to seem angry.’


    “And Carolyn is excited and she reaches across the desk, very high, and grabs both my hands.


    “‘It’s going to be so good,’ she says, and then her eyes, which are quite green, stay on me a little longer, just enough so that I know we’ve suddenly left the trial, and I say—and I have never said a word out loud up to that moment—I just say, as hollow and pathetic as I feel, ‘What the hell is going on, Carolyn?’ and she smiles, for the fleetest instant, but with a stunning radiance, and says, ‘Not now,’ and goes right back to talking out the cross.”


    ‘Not now.’ Not now. I caught the last bus back to Nearing that night and sat in the dark pondering as we flashed under the streetlights. Not now. I haven’t decided? I have. It’s good. It’s bad. I’m uncertain. I want to let you down easy.


    But at least there was something. I gradually recognized the significance of our communication. I was not mad. I was not caught up with something imaginary; something was happening. We had been talking about something. And that turbulent, lost unease of mine began to change. There in the bus, as I sat in the rear, in a pit of darkness, my obsessions now took on a sabering quality, and knowing that I had entered the region of the real, I began to feel, simply, fear.
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    Studio B, it says outside the door. I enter a large open space the size of a small gymnasium. There is a mustardy quality to the light in here; the walls are yellow tile and they seem vaguely luminescent. The feeling is very much like Nat’s grade school: a row of sinks, floor-to-ceiling compartments of white birch that are apparently student lockers. One young man is working at his easel by the windows. I spent, of course, many years around the U.—probably, if I had to get down to this kind of dismal estimate, the happiest time of my life—but I doubt that I ever entered the Art Center before, especially if you do not count the adjacent auditorium, where Barbara, on occasion, brought me to attend some plays. For an instant, I am perplexed that I am here. Better to send Lipranzer, I think clearly. Then I speak.


    “Marty Polhemus?”


    The boy turns from the easel, some anxious sign working through his expression.


    “Are you from the police?”


    “P.A.’s office.” I offer my hand and give my name. Marty tosses his brush down on a table where tubes of acrylic paint and round white bottles of gesso are randomly set; he picks up his shirttail to wipe his hand before he shakes. Marty is an art student, all right,
a pimply kid, with lots and lots of hair, loose brass-colored ringlets; he has spots of paint all over his clothing and a gruel of paint and just plain dirt under his long fingernails.


    “They said somebody else might like come to see me,” Marty tells me. He is a nervous sort, eager to please. He asks if I want coffee and we go to a drip pot back near the door. Marty pours two foam cups full, then has to put them down to grope in his pockets for change. I, finally, toss two quarters in the kitty.


    “Who was it,” I ask, as we both stand blowing into our coffee cups, “who said someone else might see you? Mac?”


    “Raymond. Mr. Horgan. He said.”


    “Ah.” An awkward silence—although Marty is the kind of kid with whom it seems there would be many. I explain that I am the deputy P.A. assigned to the investigation of his mother’s murder, and that I received his class schedule from the registrar. Tuesday, 1—4 p.m., Independent Art Studio.


    “I just wanted to touch base in case there’s something you might be able to add.”


    “Sure. Right. Whatever you want,” Marty says. We drift back toward his easel, and he ends up sitting on the broad ledge beneath the windows. From here, beyond the university, you can see the railroad lines, dug out and gathered over the belly of the city like a large and tangible scar. The boy is looking in that direction, and I stare for a moment, too.


    “I didn’t know her very well,” he tells me. “You heard the story, didn’t you?” As he asks this, his eyes are quick, and I am not certain if he would prefer that I say yes or no. When I admit my ignorance, he nods and looks away.


    “I didn’t see her for like a long time,” he says simply. “My father can tell you the whole thing, if you want. Just call him. He said he’d do what he could to help.”


    “He’s in New Jersey?”


    “Right. I’ll give you the phone.”


    “I take it they were divorced.”


    At that Marty laughs. “God, I hope so. He’s been married to my mother—I mean Muriel, but I always call her my mother. They’ve been married fifteen years.”


    He brings his legs up onto the window ledge and looks out over the clustered campus structures as he speaks. After suggesting that I call his father, the boy, in a moment, tells me himself about what’s behind him. He has no particular ease about this; his hands are wound about each other in an almost crippled fashion. But he continues without prodding. The story which Marty tells in fits and starts is one of the contemporary era. His father, Kenneth, was a high school English teacher in a small town in New Jersey, and Carolyn was his pupil.


    “My father said she was, you know, like real attractive. I think he started going out with her while she was still in school. I mean, they were sneaking around or something. Which isn’t Dad. At all. He’s real quiet. I bet he didn’t know two girls when he met her. He never said that, but I’d bet. I think it was like some big passionate thing. You know. Real romantic. On his end, anyway.” Here the boy appears confounded. His estimate of Carolyn is clouded. He clearly does not know enough to even guess at her emotions.


    “Her,” he says. “Carolyn. You know, my mother. My real mother,” says the boy, screwing up his face. “My father called her Carrie. She had all these brothers. And her father. Her mother was dead. I guess she hated all of them. I don’t know. They all hated each other. Dad said her father was always beating the tar out of her. She was real happy to get away from them.”


    The boy abruptly leaves the ledge and approaches his painting, a swirling eye of red. He squints at it, reaches out for one of the tubes. He intends to work while we speak.


    He does not, he says, know exactly how his parents broke up. When he was born, Carolyn was trying to go to college and was unhappy that she had to quit. His father just says that all hell was breaking loose in those days and Carrie got caught up in it. She had a boyfriend, Marty says, he is pretty sure of that from the way his father talks. But the father apparently does not dwell on that. The way his father puts it is that because of other dissatisfactions she stopped liking the town, his father, the life she had.


    “My father says she was too young when they got married, and she grew up and wanted to be something else, and just like decided to be it. Dad says it was a big mess. One day she took off. And my
father, you know, says it was probably for the best. He’s that kind of person. He says stuff like that and means it.”


    This father emerges in his son’s words as a kind of Norman Rockwell figure, wise and gentle, with spectacles in his hand and the paper—the kind of man to spend long nights in thought in the parlor, a teacher who always took his students to heart. I have a son, I almost tell this boy. I would like to think that someday he would feel this way about me.


    “I don’t have any idea who killed her,” Marty Polhemus tells me suddenly. “I mean, I assume that’s why you came.”


    Why did I come? I wonder. To see what she was hiding, I suppose, or did not care to tell. To diminish a little further my idea of what I had thought was intimacy.


    “Do you think it was somebody she knew?” he asks. “I mean, do you have like leads, or whatever you call it. Clues?”


    The answer, I tell him, is no. I describe the equivocal state of the evidence: the unlocked windows, the glass. I spare him the description of the cords, the non-viable condition of the seminal fluid. This is, after all, his mother. Although my sense is that there is little need for care or solicitude. I doubt that Marty’s look of nervous bewilderment has anything to do with recent events. Indeed, there is something that makes it seem as if he regards himself, largely, as an outsider to all of this.


    “Carolyn tried a lot of rape cases,” I say. “Some people think it might be someone like that.”


    “You don’t?”


    “Murders aren’t usually mysterious. In this city these days, half of them are gang-related. In almost all the other cases, the victim and the killer knew each other well. About half of them are broken love affairs: marriage on the rocks, unhappy lovers, that kind of thing. Usually there’s been some kind of breakup in the last six months. Generally, the motivation is pretty obvious.”


    “She had a lot of boyfriends,” Marty volunteers.


    “Did she?”


    “I guess. I mean, there were a lot of times she didn’t want me around. I’d call, you know, and I could tell somebody else was there. I couldn’t always figure out what was going on with her. I
think she liked having secrets, you know?” He shrugs. “I mean, I thought I’d get to know her. That’s why I came out here. My dad kept trying to discourage me, but I thought it would be neat. I’m not so interested in school right now, anyway. I figured, you go to college, one place is as good as another. It turns out that I’m like flunking everything anyhow.”


    “Really?”


    “Not everything. I can’t understand physics, though. I really can’t. I honestly am flunking that.”


    A girl with a T-shirt from the world tour of a rock group and a smart-looking set comes through the door and asks if he’s seen somebody named Harley. Marty says he hasn’t. You can hear a stereo on down the hallway when she goes in and out the door. The boy changes brushes and comes within inches of the canvas as he works. His strokes are achingly small.


    He goes on talking about Carolyn.


    “I knew she was out here for years. I started writing her letters. Then when I could really get my courage up, I got her on the phone. It wasn’t the first time I ever like talked to her or anything. She’d call up once in a while. Right after the first of the year a lot. Like she wanted to call over the holidays but she knew better than to do that. Anyway, she was nice about it. Real nice. ‘Oh, well that would be lovely.’ La la, ta ta. Real polite,” he says, and nods to himself. “Civil. That’s a word, right?”


    “Right,” I say.


    “I’d see her. Sundays I saw her a lot. Once or twice, I met people—I guess, when it seemed to her like the right thing to do. You know, that’s how she introduced me to Mr. Horgan.”


    The emotional currents are strong here. It is best just to let the boy go, it seems, whatever my impulse to ask questions.


    “I mean, she was real busy. She had her career and all. She wanted to run for prosecuting attorney someday. Did you know that?”


    I hesitate longer than I should, even in this ungainly conversation. Perhaps my own expression discloses some reflex of distress, for the boy looks at me oddly. I tell him, finally, that the P.A.’s
office is full of people who see that in their future. But that does not put him off.


    “Did you like know her real good? I mean, did you work with her or something?”


    “Now and then,” I say, but I can tell from the way his glance lingers that I have failed in my effort to be oblique. “You were telling me what happened when you saw her.”


    He waits a moment, but he is accustomed to cooperating with grownups, and he turns his attention to his brush, rubbing it around inside a little plastic tray. His shoulders move before he speaks.


    “Not much happened,” he says, then rears his head of tangled brass-colored hair and looks back at me directly. “I mean she never talked about back then,” he tells me, “about when I was a kid. I suppose I expected her to. But I guess she just didn’t feature that part of her life. You know? She like said nothing.”


    I nod, and for a moment we are silent, still looking at one another. His eyes again take on that quickened light.


    “I didn’t make any difference to her. You know? She was as nice as pie. Now. But like she didn’t care. That’s why my old man didn’t want me to come out here. I mean, he spent all those years making up for her, saying that it was a time in her life, all that. He never wanted me to feel like she left because of me. But he knew what was going on.” He throws his brush down. “If you want to know the truth, Mr. Horgan had to like talk me into going to the funeral. I wasn’t gonna. I just really didn’t feel like it. My own mother. That’s pretty terrible, isn’t it?”


    “I don’t know,” I say. He takes his canvas down and stares at it, near his feet. He seems to recognize—and welcome—my close observation of him. Young, I think. There is such a tender quality to this boy’s discomfort. I speak quietly.


    “My mother died while I was in law school,” I say. “The next week I stopped by to see my father. I never did that, but I figured under the circumstances—” I motion. “Anyway, he was packing. Half the household was in boxes. I said, ‘Pa, where you going?’ He says, ‘Arizona.’ Turned out he’d bought a piece of land, a trailer. And he never said word one to me about it. If I hadn’t come by
that day, I’m sure he’d have left town without even saying goodbye. And it was always like that with us. Sometimes that’s the way things are between parents and kids.”


    The boy looks toward me for a long moment, mystified by my candor or the things of which we speak.


    “And what do you do about that, huh? Anything?”


    “You try to grow up,” I say. “In your own way. I have this son and he’s the world to me.”


    “What’s his name?”


    “My son?”


    “Right.”


    “Nat.”


    “Nat,” says Carolyn’s son. He looks at me again. “What was she to you, anyhow? I mean, this isn’t just work, right? Was she like your girlfriend, too?”


    I am sure that he has seen my wedding band. His gesture toward me with his chin as he asks this question seems almost to point in that direction, but I do not feel capable of further devices with this soft, decent boy.


    “I’m afraid at one point she was my girlfriend, too. Late last year,” I say. “Just a little while.”


    “Yeah,” says the kid, and shakes his head with real disgust. He’s waiting to meet somebody she didn’t gull, and there is nobody here who can make that claim.


    “When I flunk out,” he says to me, “I’m going home.” This declaration has sufficient weight that it seems to me, perhaps, this matter has just now been decided. But I do not respond. He does not need me to tell him he is correct. I smile, warmly enough, I hope, to show how much I like him. Then I leave.
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    “In the Hall, you know,” says Lip, referring to McGrath Hall, the police department headquarters, “they are calling this thing Mission Impossible.” He means our investigation of Carolyn’s murder. “That’s how the dicks are talkin. You know, ‘What’s new with Mission Impossible?’ Like nobody’ll ever figure this fuckin thing out. Not in time for Horgan. He never shoulda let the press think we could come up with somethin fast. He shoulda downplayed it, instead of givin forty fuckin interviews about how hard we’re workin.”


    Lip’s mouth is full of torn bread and red sauce, but that does not stop him from complaining. His irritation is extreme. We are standing before a vacant lot, a dump of sorts beneath the highway viaduct. Broken pieces of stressed concrete, with the snaky rusted coils of reinforcement sticking from them, litter the uneven ground, along with more ordinary refuse: bottles, newspapers, abandoned auto parts. There is also a snowfall of white wax-paper balls and crushed cups left by the many customers who have preceded us in taking a sandwich from Giaccalone’s across the street. It is one of Lip’s favorite places, an Italian stand where they insert an entire veal chop, laden with marinara, into a Vienna roll. Lipranzer likes heavy fare at lunchtime, the single man’s answer to the anomie of
dinner. Our soft drinks rest on the backless remains of a public bench on which each of us has perched one foot. Various street gangs and adolescent lovers have inscribed their names in the planks of the bench’s punky seat.


    Walking back to Lip’s car, we trade information. I talk about my visit with the kid, and the fact that he provided no meaningful leads. Lip discusses his own recent activities. He interviewed the neighbor who said she thought she saw a stranger.


    “Mrs. Krapotnik,” Lip says. “She’s a winner. Talk some? I’m tellin you.” He shakes his head. “She’ll look at mug books, but first I gotta get some earplugs.”


    “How about the Index?” The Index is the state file on sex offenders.


    “Nothin,” Lip says.


    “Nothing like the ropes?”


    “This lady I’m talkin to tells me she read somethin like that once in a book. No one she knows of ever done it. Christ, can you imagine that’s what she’s readin? You’d think she gets enough on the job.”


    Lip has his customary OPV—official police vehicle—a gold Aries, unmarked but for the blackwall tires and the license plates, which, like those on every other OPV, begin with ZF, thus forming a code recognized by every minor hoodlum in the city. Lip guns away from the curb. Coppers, cabbies, people who live in their cars always drive so fast. He swings through one of his many shortcuts back downtown and, because of a detour, is forced onto Kinbark, main drag of my old neighborhood. The diverted traffic is thick and we move with processional slowness down the avenue. There it is, I think, there it is. His cousin Milos, who bought the bakery when my father left, never even changed the sign. It still says SABICH’S in a heavy sea-blue script.


    Even though I worked there every day, I remember only certain details of the interior—the summertime screen door that transfigured the moving shapes of the street, the racks of blue metal trays behind the counter, the heavy steel cash register with its round clang. When I was six, my presence was first demanded. I was a pair of hands, unemployed, and not requiring pay. I was taught to break and stack
the smooth, white-sided cake boxes. I made them a dozen at a time and brought them from the cobwebbed basement to the store. Because the boxes were so slick and substantial, their edges had, at certain angles, the lacerating power of the finest cutlery; my knuckles and fingertips were often cut. I learned to dread this, for my father regarded a trace of blood on the outside of a cake box as a scandal. “Is not here a butcher shop.” This remark would come with a look that mixed loathing and disgust in fearsome proportions. In my dreams of those times, it is always summer, when the air of this valley is as stilted as a swamp’s, and the added dry heat of the ovens made it labor just to walk about the shop. I dream that my skin is slick with sweat, my father is calling, a cake has fallen, and my fear is like an acid that is corroding my veins and bones.


    If I were to paint my father, he would have a gargoyle’s face and a dragon’s scaled heart. The channels of his emotions were too intricately wound upon themselves, too clotted, strangulated, crowded with spite to admit any feeling for a child. There was never any question of picking sides for me. Like the apartment, its walls and pictures, the furniture he broke, it was clear that my father regarded me as a possession of my mother’s. And I grew up with what seemed a simple understanding: my mother loved me; my father did not.


    He took his satisfaction, if you could call so arid a feeling by that name, from opening the shop, firing the oven, raising the shade, pushing the whitened dust out the back door at the end of the day. His family had been bakers for four generations and he simply did as he had been taught. His standards were unyielding and his procedures were exact. He never tried to charm his customers; he was far too humorless and insular for that. In fact, he saw every person who entered as a potential enemy, someone who would complain, chisel, wheedle, and finally settle for day-old bread. But his income was always steady: he was known to be reliable; he distrusted employees and did the work of two, at least, himself; and he did not file a tax return for more than twenty years.


    He had come to this country in 1946. I was named for the town in which he had been raised, a village two hundred miles from Belgrade. Almost everyone there was a partisan. When the Nazis came through in 1941, all the adults were lined up against
the schoolhouse and shot. The children were left, abandoned. My father, then barely eighteen, and soft-faced enough to have been spared, roamed with a band in the mountains for almost six months before they were captured. He spent the rest of the war in camps—first the Nazi labor camps, and the Allied DP camps after the liberation. His relatives here arranged his passage, hectoring their congressman and the congressman’s local staff in a ceaseless and eccentric way. My father was one of the first of the Displaced Persons allowed to enter the United States. And after a year here, he no longer spoke to my great-aunt and my cousins who had worked so hard to save him.


    Hearing the rough chorus of auto horns, I look back to make out the problem. A white man in the car behind us pounds on his steering wheel and makes a belligerent gesture in my direction, and I finally realize that Lip has stopped dead in the traffic. I take it that he has surveyed my line of sight and let the other cars move on, but when I turn to catch his expression, his eyes have shifted and he is making a determined effort to study the traffic.


    “Hair and Fiber come in,” Lip says finally. His gray eyes, his lined, high-cheeked face betray nothing, quiet as a pond.


    “Tell me,” I say, and Lip dutifully recounts the contents of the report. On Carolyn’s clothes and body were minute fibers of a carpeting not found in her apartment—Zorak V is its name. It is a synthetic, milled domestically. The color is called Scottish Malt, the most popular shade. The dye lot cannot be identified and the fiber could be from either an industrial or a domestic weave. In all there are probably fifty thousand homes and offices in Kindle County from which the carpet fibers could have come. There are no hair or skin fragments in Carolyn’s fingers or under her nails, confirming that there was no struggle before she was bound, and the only human hair not Carolyn’s shade found anywhere near the corpse has been made as female and, thus, insignificant. The cord with which she was bound is regular clothesline, American-made, sold in every K mart, Sears, and Walgreen’s.


    “That didn’t get us very far,” I tell Lipranzer.


    “Not very,” he answers. “At least we know she didn’t grab anybody.”


    “I wonder,” I say. “I keep thinking about what we said last week. How maybe this was some guy she knew. I remember when I was in law school, everyone used to pass around this case about a guy whose life insurer refused to pay out. His widow was bringing the suit, which was a real stitch, because it turned out this character had bought it whacking off while he was hanging himself. Literally. Head through a noose and everything. He cashed in when he knocked over the stool he was supposed to land on.”


    “No shit.” Lipranzer laughs out loud. “Who won the case?”


    “The insurance company, as far as I remember. The court didn’t think it was a covered risk. Anyway, maybe that’s what this was all about. You know, big-time kinkiness? I’m thinking that more and more. Apparently it’s some weird high, coming while you’re passing out.”


    “How does she end up dead from gettin hit?”


    “Maybe her stud gets scared. Thinks he’s cooled her. Figures it’s John Belushi all over again, and starts to make it look like it was something else.”


    Lip shakes his head. He doesn’t like it.


    “You’re stretchin,” he says. “I don’t think the path report supports it.”


    “I’m gonna run it by Painless, anyway.”


    This reminds Lipranzer of something else.


    “Painless called me a couple days ago. Says he’s got a report back from the forensic chemist. From the way he sounded, I take it we didn’t get much, but maybe you can pick it up whenever you get there. I gotta get out west today. Show Mrs. Krapotnik some pictures.” He closes his eyes and shimmies his head, like maybe, if he tries, he can stand the thought.


    We are back downtown now. Lip eases into the first open space in the police lot, and we trek back through the noontime crowds toward the County Building. Out on the street, our spring, as so often happens, is turning fast to summer. You can feel some of the balminess that is a month or two away. It has inspired some of the ladies passing on the avenue to summer fashions, sleeveless tops, and those light, clingy fabrics of the season.


    “Brother,” I tell Lip suddenly, “we are really nowhere.”


    He makes a sound. “You ever get the fingerprint lab?”


    I swear. “I knew I forgot something.”


    “You are a class A fuck-up,” he says. “They ain’t gonna do it for me. I asked twice already.”


    I promise I will do that, as well as see Painless, today or tomorrow.


    When we get back to my office, I ask Eugenia to hold my calls and I close the door. I pull the B file that Horgan gave me out of my drawer.


    Lip studies it a moment.


    The B file, as I received it from Raymond, consists, in its entirety, of a log-in slip, produced when the case was entered in our computer system; a single sheet of sparse notes in Carolyn’s hand; and a xerox of a long letter. There is nothing in the file to indicate whether an original of this letter was received or this copy is all that came in. The letter is typewritten and clean—but it still does not look professional. The margins are narrow and there is only a single paragraph. The author is someone who knows how to type but seemingly does not do it often—a housewife, perhaps, or a professional man.


    I have read the letter four or five times by now, but I read it one more time, taking each page from Lip as he finishes.


    


    

      Dear Mr. Horgan:


      I am writing to you because I have been a fan of yours for many years. I am sure that you didn’t know anything about the things that are making me write this letter. In fact, I think you would want to do something about them. Probably there is nothing you can do, since all this happened a long time ago. But I thought you would like to know. It happened while you were P.A. and it’s kind of about somebody who worked for you, a deputy prosecuting attorney who I think was taking bribes. Nine years ago this summer a person I will call Noel got arrested. Noel was not this person’s real name, but if I told you his real name you would go to him first to talk about a lot of the things I am saying in this letter and he would think about it and know I turned him in.


      Then he would hurt me to get even. Believe me, I know him real well and I know what I am talking about. He would make me very sorry. Anyway, Noel got arrested. I happen to think that what it was for isn’t real important, but I will tell you that it was something which he was very embarrassed about, because that is the kind of person he is. Noel thought that if the people he worked with and hung out with found out, they wouldn’t have anything to do with him. Great friends. But that’s Noel. The lawyer he got told him he should just admit it in court because nothing was going to happen and nobody would ever know about it. But Noel is a very paranoyd-type person and he ran all over the place fussing about what would happen if anybody ever found out. Pretty soon he started saying how he was going to pay somebody off. I thought he was joking around at first. Noel would stoop to anything, but it just didn’t sound right for him. If you knew him you would understand why. But he kept telling me he was going to do this. And it would cost $1500. I know all this because, to make a long story short, I’m the one who gave him the money. Since Noel is like he is, I thought I better be sure it was going where he said. We went all the way out to the North Branch at Runyon and 111th. Out there, we didn’t wait even a minute, when a secretary who seemed to know Noel walked up and took us downstairs to the P.A.’s office. Your name, RAYMOND HORGAN, was written right on the door, I remember. Noel told me to wait outside. I was too scared by then to fight about it, which was pretty dumb since I came all the way out there to see him give somebody the money. But anyway, he wasn’t inside two minutes and he’s back out. He had put all of this money in a sock (I’m not kidding!) and when he came out he showed me the sock and it was empty. I just about ran out of there, but Noel was very cool. I asked him later what happened. Noel never liked to talk about this thing. He said he was protecting me, which is a laugh. I’m sure he just figured that if I didn’t forget about it, sooner or later I’d want the money back. Anyway, he did say that the girl took him into an office
and told him to wait at a desk there. Then a man talked behind him. He told Noel just to put what he brought in the center drawer of the desk and to leave. Noel said he never looked back or anything. Ten days later, Noel had to go to court. He was just about crazy again. He kept saying he knew he was going to get screwed over and everything, but when we got there, the lawyer from the prosecuting attorney told the judge that the case was dismissed. I have tried and tried to remember this lawyer’s name, but I can’t. Once or twice I asked Noel the name of the guy he bribed, but like I said, he really never liked to talk about this and just told me to mind my own business. So I am writing this letter to you. I haven’t seen Noel in about two years. Frankly, this is not the worst thing he ever did, by a long shot, if you believe him, but it’s really the only thing I ever saw him do myself. I’m not really out to get Noel, but I thought that this P.A. was really wrong for taking this money and taking advantage of people that way, and I wanted to write to you so that you could do something about it. A couple of people who I have told this story to without using any names said that you couldn’t do anything about something so old since the statue of limitations is past, but I figure this couldn’t have been the only time something like this ever happened and maybe even they’re still doing the same thing. Actually, I think that what I just wrote isn’t true. I hope you get Noel too. But I don’t want him to know you got him from me. And if you do get him from someone else, I beg you please (Please!) not to show him this letter. I am TRUSTING YOU.


    


    


    The letter, of course, is unsigned. Our office gets letters like this every day. Two paralegals are assigned to do pretty much nothing but answer this kind of correspondence, and talk to the various cranks who wander into the reception area in person. The more serious complaints tend to get passed along, which, presumably, is how this one found its way to Raymond. Even at that point, a lot of what comes in is junk. But this one, for all its funny twitches, has the ring of the real thing. It is more than possible, of course,
that our tipster was simply scammed by his friend Noel. But the guy who wrote the letter was in the best position to judge, and he doesn’t seem to think that was the case.


    Scam or not, it is easy to figure out why Raymond Horgan would not want this file floating around in an election year. Nico would love to have evidence of any kind of undiscovered crimes committed during Raymond’s regime. As the letter writer surmises, it is not likely that friend Noel’s case was an isolated episode. What we have in hand is a first-class scandal: an unnoticed—worse—unapprehended bribery ring operating in one of the branch courts.


    Lipranzer has lit a cigarette. He has been quiet a long time.


    “You think it’s bull?” I ask.


    “Neh,” he says. “Somethin’s there. Maybe not what this jamoche thinks, but it’s somethin.”


    “Do you think it’s worth looking at?”


    “Can’t hurt. We ain’t exactly buried in leads.”


    “That’s what I thought. Carolyn figured these guys were gay,” I say. “I think she was probably on the right track.” I point to her notes. She has the section number of various provisions of what is still titled the Morals chapter of the state criminal code written down, a question mark beside them. “Remember the panty raids out in the Public Forest? That would have been right about then. We were busting those guys in carloads. And the cases went to the North Branch, didn’t they?”


    Lip is nodding: it all fits. The embarrassing nature of the crime, the mania to conceal it. And the timing is right. Sexual crimes, involving consenting adults, were ignored as a matter of policy in Raymond’s first administration. The cops brought in the cases, but we gave them the shuffle. By the time Raymond began to campaign for re-election, certain groups, prostitutes and gays particularly, were, in their more florid segments, largely beyond control. With the gays, the problem was acute in the public forests which ring the city. Families would not go there at midday on the weekends for fear of what their children would be exposed to. There were some fairly graphic complaints about what was taking place in broad daylight on the picnic tables, where, Mom tended to point out, people were supposed to eat. With the election nine months away,
we made a large show of a concerted clean-up. Dozens of men were arrested every night, often in flagrante delicto. Their cases were usually disposed of with court supervision—a kind of expungeable guilty plea—and the defendants then disappeared.


    That is the problem. Both Lip and I recognize it will be difficult to find Noel. There were probably four hundred of these cases that summer, and we don’t even know his name. If Carolyn made much progress, the file does not seem to show it. The jacket date indicates she got the case about five months before her murder. Her notes reflect little investigation. “Noel” is written in an upper corner and underlined countless times. A little farther down the page she has written “Leon.” The significance of this eluded me at first; then I realized that she had assumed that, like many aliases, the name chosen by the letter writer was the product of some meaningful association. Maybe the name was a rebus. Carolyn was going to suppose that she was looking for somebody named Leon. Finally, she has another name, “Kenneally,” at the foot of the page, and his assignment. This is Lionel Kenneally, a good copper, now a commander. We worked the Night Saints cases together. He runs the watch in the 32nd Police District, whose cases are heard in the North Branch.


    “I still don’t understand why I never heard about this case,” I tell Lip. I can’t imagine a procedural reason for not informing me—or for the case to have ended up in the hands of Carolyn, who did not work in our public corruption unit. I have spent more than a few moments with that puzzle, full as it is with sorrowful implications about my fading romance with Raymond Horgan, and his with me.


    Lip shrugs. “What’s Horgan tell you?”


    “I haven’t been able to corner him. It’s twelve days to the election. They’re on a twenty-four-hour operation now.”


    “How about Kenneally. What’d he say?”


    “He’s been on leave.”


    “Well, you better talk to him. He ain’t tellin shit to me. We ain’t in each other’s fan clubs.”


    The police department is full of people with whom Lipranzer does not get along, but I would have guessed Lip would take to
Kenneally. He likes good cops. But there is something between them. He’s hinted at it before.


    Lip starts to leave, then steps back in the office. I am already headed out to see Eugenia, but Lip takes me by the elbow to detain me. He closes the door I just opened.


    “One thing,” he says. He looks right at me. “We got her MUDs back.”


    “And?”


    “Nothin great. Only we wanted to get MUDs on any number she called more than three times in the last six months.”


    “Yeah?”


    “I noticed as I’m goin through there, one of the numbers that comes up that way is yours.”


    “Here?” I ask.


    An especially narrow look emerges from Lip’s narrow, Slavic face.


    “Home,” he says. “Last October. Thereabouts.”


    I am about to tell him this could not possibly be right. Carolyn never tried to reach me at home. Then I realize what it is. I made those calls from Carolyn’s place. Lying to my wife. Late again, kid. This trial’s gonna be a bitch. I’ll catch dinner down here.


    Lip watches me calculate. His eyes are flat and gray.


    “I’d just as soon you let it go,” I say at last. “If Barbara sees a subpoena notice from the phone company, she’ll blow a gut. Under the circumstances. If you don’t mind, Lip, I’d appreciate it.”


    He nods, but I can see that it is still not right with him. If nothing else, we have always depended on each other to be above certain base kinds of stupidity, and Dan Lipranzer would be unfaithful to that compact if he did not take one more moment to cast his gray eyes on me harshly, so that I know I’ve let him down.
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    “In the end,” I told Robinson, “we had to put Wendell McGaffen on the witness stand.” His testimony was the only effective response to his father, and so we called the boy in rebuttal. Carolyn was splendid. She wore a dark blue suit and a beige blouse with a huge satin bow, and she stood beside Wendell, whose feet did not reach the floor from the hard oak chair in the witness box. You could not hear a thing in the courtroom.


    And then what did your mother do, Wendell?


    He asked for water.


    When your mother took you in the basement, Wendell, what did she do?


    It was bad, he said.


    Was it this? Carolyn went to the vise, which had sat throughout, like an omen, at the edge of the prosecution table, grease-smeared and black, thicker in all its parts than any of Wendell’s limbs.


    Uh huh.


    Did she hurt you?


    Uh huh.


    And did you cry?


    Uh huh. Wendell drank some more water and then added, A lot.


    Tell how it happened, said Carolyn finally, softly, and Wendell did. She said to lie down. He said he screamed and cried. He cried, Mommy don’t. He begged her.


    But he finally laid himself down.


    And she told him not to scream.


    Wendell swung his feet as he talked. He gripped his doll. And as Carolyn and Mattingly had instructed him, he never looked over at his mother. On cross Stern did what little he could, asked Wendell how many times he’d met with Carolyn and whether he loved his mother, which caused Wendell to ask for more water. There was no disputing, really. Every person there knew the child was telling the truth, not because he was practiced or particularly emotional, but because somehow in every syllable Wendell spoke there was a tone, a knowledge, a bone-hard instinct that what he was describing was wrong. Wendell convinced with his moral courage.


    I delivered the closing argument for the county. My state of personal disturbance was such that when I approached the podium I had no idea of what I was going to say, and for one moment I was full of panic, convinced that I would be speechless. Instead, I found the well of all my passionate turmoil and I spoke fervently for this boy, who must have lived, I said, desperate and uncertain every moment, wanting, as we all wanted, love, and receiving instead, not just indifference or harshness, but torture.


    Then we waited. Having a jury out is the closest thing in life to suspended animation. Even the simplest tasks, cleaning my desk, returning phone calls, reading prosecution reports, are beyond my attention, and I end up walking the halls, talking over the evidence and the arguments with anyone unlucky enough to ask me how the case went. About 4:00, Carolyn came by to say she was going to return something to Morton’s and I volunteered to walk along. As we left the building, it began raining hard, a cold downpour driven almost sideways by the wind, which was full of winter. People dashed down the street, covering their heads. Carolyn returned her merchandise, a glass bowl whose source she did not identify, and then we headed back into the rain. She more or less shouted out as the wind came up, and I put an arm around her protectively, and she leaned against me beneath my umbrella. It was like something
coming loose, and we went on that way for a few blocks, saying nothing, until I finally followed my impulse to speak.


    Listen, I said. I started again. Listen.


    In her heels, Carolyn was about six feet, an inch or so taller than me, so it was almost an embrace when she turned her face in my direction. In the natural light, you could see what Carolyn, with her devotion to lotions and gyms and spectacular fashions, tried to obscure—that it was an older face, past forty, the makeup clinging to the lines radiating from her eyes, a haggard roughness now part of the skin. But somehow that made her more real to me. This was my life and this was happening.


    I’ve been wondering, I told her, about something you said. What you meant the other night when you told me, Not now.


    She looked at me. She shook her head as if she did not know, but her face was full of caprice, her lips sealed to hold back her laughter.


    The wind came up again then, and I drew her into the shelter of a recessed storefront. We were on Grayson Boulevard, where the shops face the stately elms of the Midway.


    I mean, I said, hopeless and pitiable and small, there seems to be something going on between us. I mean, am I crazy? To think that?


    I don’t think so.


    You don’t?


    No.


    Ah, I said.


    Still smiling wonderfully, she put her arm through mine and moved me back down the street.


    The jury returned a little before 7:00. Guilty on all counts. Raymond had remained in the office awaiting the verdict, and he came downstairs with us to meet the press, cameras not being allowed above the lobby of the County Building. Then he took us out for a drink. He had a date, and so around 8:30 he left us in a back booth at Caballero’s, where Carolyn and I talked and became drunk and moony. I told her that she had been magnificent. Magnificent. I don’t know how many times I said that.


    TV and the movies have spoiled the most intimate moments
of our lives. They have given us conventions which dominate our expectations in instants whose intensity would ordinarily make them spontaneous and unique. We have conventions of grief, which we learned from the Kennedys, and ordained gestures for victory by which we imitate the athletes we see on the tube, who in turn have learned the same things from other jocks they saw on TV. Seduction, too, has got its standards now, its sloe-eyed moments, its breathless repartee.


    And so we both ended up coming on smooth and wry and bravely composed, like all those gorgeous, poised movietime couples, probably because we had no other idea of how to behave. And even so, there was a gathering in the air, a racing current that made it difficult to sit in place, to move my mouth or lift my glass to drink. I don’t believe we ordered dinner, but we had the menus, something to stare at, like coquettes with their silk fans. Beneath the table Carolyn’s hand was laid out casually, very close to my hip.


    I didn’t know you when this started.


    What? she asks. We are close on the plush bench, but she must lean a bit nearer because I am speaking so softly. I can smell the liquor on her breath.


    I didn’t know you before this case, before this started. That amazes me.


    Because?


    Because it just doesn’t seem that way now—that I didn’t know you.


    Do you know me now?


    Better. I think so. Don’t I?


    Maybe, she says. Maybe what it is, is that now you know you want to get to know me.


    That’s possible, I say, and she repeats it:


    That’s possible.


    And will I get to know you?


    That’s possible, too, she says. If that’s what you want.


    I think that is, I say.


    I think that’s one thing, she says, that you want.


    One thing?


    One thing, she says. She brings her glass up to drink without looking away from me. Our faces are not very far apart at all. When she puts her glass down, the large bow on her blouse almost brushes my chin. Her face seems coarse with too much makeup, but her eyes are deep and spectacularly bright, and the air is wild with cosmetic scents, perfume, and body emanations from our closeness. It seems as if our talk has been drifting like this, circling languorously, like a hawk over the hills, for hours.


    What else do I want? I ask.


    I think you know, she says.


    I do?


    I think you do.


    I think I do, I say. But there’s one thing I still don’t know.


    There is?


    I don’t quite know how to get it—what I want.


    You don’t?


    Not quite.


    Not quite?


    I really don’t.


    Her smile, so arch and delicately contained, now broadens, and she says, Just reach.


    Reach?


    Just reach, she says.


    Right now?


    Just reach.


    The air between us seems so full of feeling that it is almost like a haze. Slowly I extend my hand and find the smooth edge of her bright satin bow. I do not quite touch her breast in doing that. And then, without turning my eyes away from hers, I gradually tug on that wide ribbon. It slides perfectly, and the knot breaks open so that the button at her blouse collar is exposed, and at just that moment, I feel Carolyn’s hand fluttering up beneath the table like some bird and one long fingernail skates for an instant down my aching bulge. I almost scream, but instead, it all comes down to a shudder, and Carolyn says quietly that we should get a cab.


    “So,” I said to Robinson, “that was how my affair began. I took her back to her fashionable loft and made love to her on the
soft Greek rugs. I just grabbed her the minute she set the bolt in her front door, hiked her skirt up with one hand, and put the other down her blouse. Very suave. I came like lightning. And afterward, I lay on top of her, surveying the room, the teak and walnut and the crystal figurines, thinking how much it looked like the show window of some tony shop downtown and wondering in this idle way what in the fuck I was doing with my life, or even in a life where the culmination of a long-cultivated passion passed so quickly that I could hardly believe it had happened at all. But there was not a lot of time to think about that, because we had a drink, and then went to her bedroom to watch the story about our case on the late news, and by then I was capable again, and then, that time, when I reared up over her, I knew I was lost.”
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    “Whatever I can do for you, Rusty. Anything you need.”


    So says Lou Balistrieri, the police department’s Commander of Special Services. I am sitting in his office in McGrath Hall, where the P.D.’s central operating sections are housed. I can’t tell you how many Lous there are over here, fifty-five-year-old guys with gray hair and guts that hang on them like saddlebags, phlegmy voices from smoking. A gifted bureaucrat, ruthless with any person in his employ and a shameless toady to anyone, like me, who has sufficient power to harm him. He is on the phone now, calling down to the crime lab, which is under his control.


    “Morris, this is Balistrieri. Get me Dickerman. Yeah, now. If he’s in the can, go in there and get him off. Yeah.” Balistrieri winks at me. He was a street cop for twenty years, but he works now without a uniform. His rayon shirt is sweated through under the arms. “Dickerman, yeah. On this Polhemus thing. Rusty Sabich is over here with me. Yeah. Sabich. Sabich, for Chrissake. Right, Horgan’s guy. Chief deputy. We got a glass or something. Yeah, I know there latents, I know, that’s why I’m calling you. Whatta you think? Right, I’m a big dumb gumba. Right, and don’t fuckin forget it. This big dumb gumba can send you home with your nuts in a paper bag. Right. Right. But why I’m calling is this. Can’t we do
a computer scan with that laser thing against our knowns? Yeah, you got three good prints there, right? So get what you need and run them through the computer and let’s figure out if they’re anyone we know. I hear the cop on the case has been asking for ten days now you should do this. Murphy? Yeah, which one? Leo or Henry? Because Henry is a horse’s ass. Good. Well, tell him to un-onload it. Don’t give me the computer crap, I don’t understand that shit anyway. No. No. Not good enough. All right. Call me back. Ten minutes. Ten. Let’s figure this thing out.”


    The problem, as it gradually emerges, is not equipment but the fact that the computer is under another section’s jurisdiction. The department owns only one machine, and the people who do things like payroll believe it should be regarded as theirs alone.


    “Right. I’ll ask. I’ll ask,” says Balistrieri when he gets the return call. He covers the receiver. “They want to know how big a field you want to run against. We can do all felons or all knowns in the county. You know, everybody who’s ever been printed. County employees. Shit like that.”


    I pause. “Felons is probably enough. I can do the rest later if we ever need it.”


    Balistrieri makes a face. “Do it all. God knows if I can get back on.” He takes his hand away before I get a chance to answer. “Do all of it. Yeah. How soon? What the fuck is gonna take a week? This man’s runnin the biggest murder case in the city and he’s got to kiss your ring? Well, fuck Murphy’s statistical analysis. Yeah. Tell him I said so. Right.” He puts the phone down. “A week, probably ten days. They gotta get the payroll out, then the chief needs some statistics for the LEAA”—Law Enforcement Assistance Administration. “I’ll push, but I doubt you’ll see it any sooner. And have your copper get the glass back out of evidence and bring it to the lab, case they need it for anything.”


    I thank Lou for his help and head down to the Pathology Lab. This building looks more or less like an old high school, with varnished oak trim and worn hallways. It is coppers wall to wall, men—and more than a few women these days—in deep blue shirts and black ties, bustling around and making jokes with one another. People of my generation and social stratum do not like cops. They
were always beating our heads and sniffing for dope. They were unenlightened. So when I became a prosecutor I started from some distance behind which, in truth, I have never made up. I’ve worked with policemen for years. Some I like; more I don’t. Most of them have two failings. They’re hard. And they’re crazy. They see too much; they live with their nose in the gutter.


    Three or four weeks ago, I stayed longer than I should have on a Friday night at Gil’s and began buying rounds with a street copper named Palucci. He did a beer and a shot a couple of times, and started talking about a heart he had found that morning in a Ziploc bag. That was all. Just the organ, and the major vessels, lying right next to a garbage can at the end of an alley. He picked it up; he looked at it; he drove away. But then he made himself come back. He lifted the lid of the can and stirred the rubbish. No body parts. ‘That was it. I done my duty. I dropped it off downtown and told them to mark it goat.’


    Crazy. They are our paid paranoids. A copper sees a conspiracy in a cloudy day; he suspects treachery when you say good morning. A grim fellowship, nurtured in our midst, thinking ill about us all.


    The elevator takes me to the basement.


    “Dr. Kumagai.” I greet him. His office is right outside the morgue, which lies beyond, with its stainless-steel tables and the ghastly odors of open peritoneal cavities. Through the walls, I can hear a surgical saw screaming. Painless’s desk is a mess, papers and journals in ramparts, overflowing wooden trays. Set at one corner, a small TV is on, the volume low, with an afternoon baseball game.


    “Mr. Savage. Real important stuff, huh? We got chief deputy with us.” Painless is every kind of weird, a five-foot, five-inch Japanese, with heavy brows and a small mustache divided over the middle of his lip. A kinetic type, always dodging and twisting, talking with his hands in the air. The mad scientist, except there is nothing benevolent about him. Whoever got the idea that Painless would be best off working with stiffs pushed him in the right direction. I can’t imagine his bedside manner. He is the kind to throw things at you, cuss you out. Whatever bitter little notion is in his brain
will find expression. He is one of those people of whom the globe at moments seems so full. I do not understand him. If I try very hard, in that sort of instinctive effort we all make at pseudo-telepathy, my screen comes up full of fuzz. I cannot imagine what is passing through his mind when he does his job, or watches TV, or turns after a woman. I know I could lose a bet even if I had ten chances to guess what he did last Saturday night.


    “Actually, I just came in to pick up a report. You called Lipranzer.”


    “Oh yeah, oh yeah,” says Painless. “Right here somewhere. That fuckin Lipranzer. He wants you call right away with everything.” Painless works two-handed, transporting the stacks of paper across his desk as he seeks the new report. “So you won’t be chief deputy too much longer, huh? Della Guardia, I think, gonna kick Raymond Horgan in the ass. Huh?” He looks to me to respond. Painless is smiling, as is his custom when dealing with something that others find unpleasant.


    “We’ll see,” I say: then I decide to be a bit more aggressive. “Delay a pal of yours, Doctor?”


    “Nico’s hell of a guy, hell of a guy. Oh yeah. We work on all kinda big murder case together. He’s good, too, real good. Yeah, he get up there, he really kick those defense lawyers in the ass. This is this thing.” He tosses a file folder in my direction and bends toward the TV. “That fuckin Dave Parker. Now he only got dope in one nostril, really hittin the goddamn ball.”


    The association between Nico and Painless had eluded me before, but it’s a natural, the big-time homicide prosecutor and the police pathologist. They would need each other badly from time to time. I ask Painless if I can sit down for a minute.


    “Sure sit, sit.” He moves a stack of files and looks back to the television.


    “Lipranzer and I have been kicking over this theory lately. Well, let’s say idea. Maybe this was some weird bondage thing that got out of hand. Maybe Carolyn was living dangerously, and when her beau thought she had expired, he gave her a whack in the head to make it look like something else. Does that sound possible?”


    Painless in his white lab coat rests his elbows on the turrets of papers.


    “No fuckin way.”


    “No?”


    “No fuckin way. Coppers dumb,” says Painless the police department pathologist. “Somethin hard, they make easy. Somethin easy, they make hard. Read the fuckin report. I write a report, fuckin read it. Lipranzer wants me hurry up, hurry up. Then he don’t read the fuckin report.”


    “This report?”


    “Not that report.” He swipes at the new report when I hold it up. “My report. Autopsy. You see anything with bruises on wrists? Bruises on ankles? Bruises on knees? This lady is dead from gettin hit, not strangled. Read the fuckin report.”


    “She was tied up pretty good. You can see the rope burn on the neck in the pictures.”


    “Oh sure, oh sure. She was tied up real tight, real good. Looked like a fuckin bow and arrow when they brought her in. But you got one mark on the neck. Somebody jerkin that rope tighter and tighter, rope’s gonna move. Get a wide bruise. She got one skinny little mark on her neck.”


    “Meaning?” I ask.


    Painless smiles. He loves to hold the cards. He pushes his face close enough to the TV that the gray gleam of the screen is reflected on his brow. “First and third,” he says.


    “What does it mean that there’s a narrow mark?” I ask again.


    I wait. The TV announcer declaims over a line drive.


    “Do I need a subpoena?” I ask quietly. I try to smile, but my voice has some edge.


    “What?” asks Painless.


    “What do you make of the bruises on her neck?”


    “I make that rope was tightened there first. Okay?”


    I take a moment to gather this in. As Painless knows, I’m lost.


    “Time out,” I say. “I thought the working theory was that somebody hit her to subdue her. The blow was lethal, but our guy doesn’t realize that or care. He ties her up, and rapes her, with this
bizarre slipknotting, so he’s strangling her at the same time. Have I got it right or have you changed your mind?”


    “Me change? Look at fuckin report. Don’t say nothin like that. I’m not sayin that. Looks like that, maybe. Maybe that’s what coppers think. Not me.”


    “Well, what do you think?”


    Painless smiles. Painless shrugs.


    I close my eyes an instant.


    “Look,” I say, “we’re ten days into a big-deal murder investigation and I hear right now for the first time that you think the rope went around her neck first. I would have appreciated knowing that a while ago.”


    “Ask. Lipranzer call me up. ‘Hurry up. Need a report.’ Okay, he got a report. Nobody ask me what I think.”


    “I just did.”


    Painless sits back in his chair. “Maybe I don’t think nothin,” he says.


    Either this guy is a bigger douche bag than I even remember or something is way out of line. I deliberate for a moment, working backward.


    “Are you telling me you think she was raped and then tied up?”


    “Tied up last, yeah. I think that. Raped? Now I’m thinkin no.”


    “Now?”


    “Now,” says Painless. We stare at each other. “Read the report,” he says.


    “The autopsy?”


    “This report. This fuckin report.” He hits the folder I’m holding. So I read the report. It is from the forensic chemist’s office. Another substance in the vagina of Carolyn Polhemus has been identified. It is known as nonoxynol 9. From the concentrations, the chemist concludes that it derived from spermicidal jelly. That is why there were no viable spermatozoa.


    Painless is smiling hugely, and without generosity, when I look up again.


    “We’re saying this woman used contraception?” I ask.


    “Not sayin. She did. Contraceptive jelly. Two percent concentration. Cellulose gum base. Used with diaphragm.”


    “Diaphragm?” I am extremely slow. “You missed a diaphragm during an autopsy.”


    “Fuckin no!” Painless hits his desk. He laughs at me out loud. “You been in autopsy, Savage. Slice her right open. No diaphragm in that lady.”


    More time. Painless smiles and I watch him. I’ll bite.


    “Where’d it go?”


    “My guess?”


    “Please.”


    “Somebody took it.”


    “The cops?”


    “Coppers ain’t that dumb.”


    “Who?”


    “Look, Mr. Savage. Ain’t coppers. Ain’t me. Gotta be the guy.”


    “The killer?”


    “Fuckin-A right.”


    I pick up the report to read it again. When I do, I notice something else, and our conversation suddenly comes clear. I try to steady myself, but my temper is rising. I can feel the heat all the way to my ears. Perhaps Painless can see that, because after baiting me for ten minutes, he finally levels. He probably figures that sooner or later I would get it anyway.


    “You want to know what I think? I think it’s a setup. This man who kills her is her lover. He comes over. Has drinks. This lady has intercourse with man, okay? Real nice. But he’s angry guy. Picks up somethin, kills her, tries to make it look like rape. Ties her up. Pulls out diaphragm. That’s what I think.”


    “What does Tommy Molto think?” I ask him.


    Painless Kumagai, the sadistic little shit, has finally been cornered. He smiles insipidly and tries to laugh. ‘Laugh’ is actually not the right word. He wheezes. His mouth moves but he does not speak.


    I hand him the report back, which, I notice in passing, is dated five days ago. I point out his own handwritten note at the top. It says: “Molto 762-2225.”


    “Don’t you want to copy this down, make sure you can reach Molto when you need him?”


    Painless is gaining speed again. “Oh, Tommy.” He does better at seeming genial. “Good guy. Good guy.”


    “How’s he doing?”


    “Oh, good, good.”


    “Tell him to give us a call sometime. Maybe I can find out what’s happening in my own fucking investigation.” I stand up. I point at Kumagai. I call him by the name I know he detests. “Painless, you tell Molto and Nico, too, that this is cheap. Cheap politics. And cheap police department bullshit. God better help them and you, that I can’t make a case for tampering.”


    I, snatch the report from Painless’s hand and leave without waiting for an answer. My heart is hammering and my arms are weak with rage. Raymond, of course, is not in when I get back to the County Building, but I tell Loretta to have him reach me, it is urgent. I look for Mac, but she, too, is elsewhere. I sit in my office and brood. Oh, how fucking clever. Everything we asked for. And nothing more. Give the results—but not the opinion. Call when the forensic chemist reports, but don’t mention what it says. Let us run as long as possible in the wrong direction. And in the meantime, leak every goddamn thing you know to Molto. That’s the part that gets me worst. God, I think politics is dirty. And the police department is dirtier. The Medici did not live in a world fuller of intrigue. Every secret allegiance in the community comes to bear there. To the alderman and your bookie and your girlfriend. To in-laws, your no-account brother, the guy from the hardware store who has always cut you a deal on screws. To the rookie you have to look out for, the junkie whose base sincerity gets to you, or the snitch you’ve got to watch. To the licensing inspector who helped out your uncle, or to the lieutenant who you figure has got an in with Bolcarro and is going to make captain soon and maybe more. Your lodge brother, your neighbor, the guy on the beat who’s just a plain good sod. Every one of them needs a break. And you give it. In a big-city police department, at least in Kindle County, there is no such thing as playing by the book. The book got trashed many years ago. Instead, all two thousand guys in blue play it for their
own team. Painless was simply playing it like everybody else. Maybe Nico told him he could make him coroner.


    My phone rings. Mac. I go through the connecting door.


    “Well,” I tell her, “we finally know what Tommy Molto is up to.”
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    As I am leaving for the evening, I see lights on in Raymond’s office. It is nearly 9 p.m. and my first thought is that someone is visiting who should not be. My encounter with Kumagai three days ago has left me edgy and suspicious, and I am actually somewhat surprised when I see Raymond at his desk, staring at what seems to be a computer run, and looking uncharacteristically at ease behind the wastrel fog of his pipe. At this point in the campaign this is a rare sight. Raymond is a hardworking lawyer and there have always been late nights when he was here with the stacks of prosecution reports, or indictments, or at least an upcoming speech; but with his job up for sale, most of his evenings lately are spent on the stump. When he’s here, Larren and the other moguls of his campaign are with him, plotting. This moment is sufficiently unusual to be taken as private, and so I let two knuckles graze the old oak door as I am passing in.


    “Tea leaves?” I ask.


    “Sort of,” he says, “but a lot more accurate. Unfortunately.” He adopts a public tone: “The Channel 3–Tribune poll shows challenger Nico Della Guardia leading incumbent Raymond Horgan, with eight days remaining in the campaign.”


    My reaction is succinct: “Bullshit.”


    “Read it and weep.” He shoves the computer run in my direction.


    I can’t make anything of the grid of figures.


    “The bottom line,” says Raymond.


    “‘U’ is undecided?” I ask. “Forty-three, thirty-nine. Eighteen percent undecided. You’re still in it.”


    “I’m the incumbent. Once the public realizes that Delay’s got a chance, they’ll head his way. The new face is a showstopper in a primary.” Raymond’s political wisdom is usually Delphic, particularly since it represents not only his insights but Mike’s and Larren’s as well. Nonetheless, I try to remain upbeat.


    “You’ve had a bad couple of weeks. Nico’s played Carolyn’s murder real well. You’ll come back. You’ve just gotta let him have it. What’s the margin of error on this thing, anyway?”


    “Well, fortunately or unfortunately for me, it’s 4 percent.” Mike Duke, he tells me, is over at the TV station trying to convince them that their story should pitch the poll as reflecting a neck-and-neck race. Larren, dispatched to do the same job with the newspaper, has already gotten an agreement from the editors there, contingent on Channel 3’s position. “The paper’s not contradicting the TV station on the interpretation of a joint poll,” Raymond explains. He puffs his pipe. “And my bet is that’s the way it’ll run. They’ll throw me the bone. But what’s the point? The numbers are the numbers. Everybody in town will smell the odor of dead meat.”


    “What do your own numbers look like?”


    “They’re crap,” Raymond tells me. The campaign hasn’t had the money to do a decent job. This poll is the work of a national outfit. Everybody—Larren, Mike, Raymond himself—had the impression that the situation wasn’t quite this bad, but nobody can dispute it.


    “You’re probably right on Carolyn,” he says. “It hurt. But it’s the whole loss of momentum.” Raymond Horgan puts down his pipe and looks straight at me. “We’re gonna lose, Rusty. You heard it here first.”


    I look at the worn face of Raymond Horgan, my old idol, my leader. His hands are folded. He is in repose. Twelve and a half years after he got started talking about revolutionizing the idea of
law enforcement, and a year too late for the best interests of us both, Raymond Horgan has finally pulled the plug. It is now all someone else’s problem. And to the little incubus that argues that principles and issues are involved, there is, after twelve years, an exhausted man’s reply. Ideas and principles are not foremost here. Not when you do not have the jails to hold the crooks you catch, or enough courtrooms to try them; not when the judge who hears the case is too often some hack who went to night law school because his brother already had filled the one slot available in their father’s insurance agency, and who achieved his appointment by virtue of thirty years’ loyal precinct work. In the administration of Nico Della Guardia there will be the same imperatives, no matter what he’s saying on his TV spots: too many crimes and no sensible way to deal with them, too few lawyers, too many calls for political favors, too much misery, and too much evil that will keep on happening no matter what the ideals and principles of the prosecuting attorney. He can have his turn. Raymond’s ease at the abyss becomes my own.


    “What the fuck,” I say.


    “Right,” says Raymond after he gets done laughing. He goes to the conference table in a corner of the office and pulls out the pint bottle that’s always in the pencil drawer. He pours two in the little folded cups from the water cooler and I come over and join him.


    “You know, when I started here I didn’t drink,” I say. “I mean, I don’t have a bottle problem, I’m not complaining, but twelve years ago, I just never drank. Not beer, not wine, not rum-and-Coca-Cola. And now I sit here and knock back Scotches neat.” I do just that; my esophagus contracts and tears come to my eyes. Raymond pours another. “Ain’t time a bitch.”


    “You’re getting middle-aged, Rusty. All this fucking looking back. One thing about getting divorced, it stopped that crap for me. You know, I leave this job, I’m not going to spend four months crying in my beer and talking about all the good times.”


    “You’ll be sitting in one of those glass cages on the fortieth floor of the IBM building, with hot-and-cold-running secretaries and a bunch of megabuck partners asking you if thirty hours a week
is too much time for the privilege of having your name on the door.”


    “Bullshit,” says Raymond.


    “Sure,” I answer. In wistful moments in the last few years I have heard Raymond conjure just such a fantasy for himself—a few years to build a bankroll, then get on the bench himself, probably at the appellate level on his way to the state supreme court.


    “Well, maybe,” says Raymond, and we share a laugh. “Will you go?” he asks.


    “I doubt I’ll have much choice. Delay’s going to make Tommy Molto his chief deputy. That’s clearer than ever.”


    Raymond moves his heavy shoulders. “You can never tell with Della Guardia.”


    “It’s about time for me to head on, anyway,” I say.


    “Can we get you on the bench, Rusty?”


    This is a golden moment for me: here at last is loyalty’s reward. Do I want to be a judge? Does a bus have wheels? Do the Yankees play baseball in the Bronx? I sip my whiskey, with sudden judiciousness.


    “I would sure think about it,” I answer. “I’d have to consider practice. I’d have to figure out the money. But I’d sure think about it.”


    “We’ll see how things turn out, then. Those guys’ll owe me something. They’ll want me to go out smiling. Party loyalty. All that shit. I should have the swag to look after a few people.”


    “I appreciate that.”


    Raymond gives himself another.


    “How are things going with my favorite unsolved murder case?”


    “Badly,” I say. “In general. We know a little more about what seems to have happened. That is, if you can believe the pathologist. Did Mac tell you about Molto?”


    “I heard,” he says, “I heard. What is this crap?”


    “Looks like Dubinsky had it right: Nico’s got Tommy out there shadowing our investigation.”


    “Shadowing,” asks Raymond, “or subverting?”


    “Probably a little of both. I’d guess, for the most part, Molto’s just picking up information. You know, calling up old buddies in
the department, getting them to bootleg reports. Maybe they’ve slowed some of the lab work down, but how would you prove it? I’m still not positive what the hell they’re up to. Maybe they really think I’m a clown, and they’re trying to solve the murder on their own. You know: come up with the whopper before Election Day.”


    “Nah,” says Raymond, “that’s just what they’ll say. I blast them between the eyes for fucking around with our investigation and they come back with Molto, acting head of my Homicide Section, saying he was worried we would screw things up. Nah,” Raymond says again, “I’ll tell you why Nico has Tommy out there digging up information. It’s surveillance. Very clever. He watches how we’re doing and knows exactly how hard he can hit the issue, with very little risk. Every time he sees us stumble, he can turn the knob a little higher on his volume control.”


    We talk a moment about Kumagai. We both agree it is unlikely that he changed results. He was just holding back. We could have his assistant assigned to go over his work, but it does not seem to make much difference now. When this poll hits tomorrow, we’ll be done commanding loyalty in the police department. Any cop who ever called Nico by his first name will be feeding him information, investing in the future.


    “So where does this path stuff leave us?” Raymond wants to know. “Who’s our bad guy?”


    “Maybe it’s a boyfriend, maybe it’s a guy she picked up. Seems like it’s somebody who knew enough about her to realize what to make it look like, but that could be coincidence. Who knows?” I stare at the moon of light on the surface of my whiskey. “Can I ask a question?”


    “I guess.” It is the natural moment for me to find out what the hell Raymond was doing with the B file in his desk drawer. No doubt that is what he expects. But there is something else I’ve wanted to put to him. This is bushwhacking, two drinks along, and enjoying the nicest moment that I’ve had with Raymond Horgan since the last case we tried together, one of the Night Saints conspiracies, years ago. And I know it is unfair to use the investigator’s pose to explore my own obsessions. I know all of that, but I ask anyway.


    “Were you fucking Carolyn?”


    Raymond laughs, a big beefy laugh, so that all of him shakes, making it seem that he’s feeling more whiskey than he is. I recognize a practiced barroom gesture, a way to stall when you’re getting loaded and you need time to think: the wrong bimbo who wants to go home with you, an assistant ward committeeman whose name you can’t recall, a reporter joshing but trying to get a little too close to the bone. If there was any ice in his glass he’d chew the cubes now, so that there’d be something in his mouth.


    “Listen,” he says, “I gotta tell you something about your technique as an interrogator, Rusty. You beat around the bush too much. You have to learn to be direct.”


    We laugh. But I say nothing. If he wants off the hook, he’ll have to wriggle.


    “Let’s say that the decedent and I were both single and both adults,” he says finally, looking down into his cup. “That isn’t any kind of problem, is it?”


    “Not if it doesn’t give you any better idea who killed her.”


    “No,” he says, “it wasn’t that kind of thing. Who knew that dame’s secrets? Frankly, it was short and sweet between us. It’s been history, I’d say, four months.”


    There’s a lot of chess here, many poses. But if Carolyn caught Raymond at the quick, he doesn’t show it. He seems to have been let down easy. Better than I can say. I look again into my drink. The B file, some of her son’s comments, all were hints, but the truth is that I’d guessed at Carolyn’s relationship with Raymond a long time ago, just watching the telltale signs, how often she trotted down to the office, the hours the two of them left. Of course, by then I was familiar with the local customs. I’d made my own journey to Carolyn’s quaint country—and an abrupt departure. I had watched their doings with my own burning mix of tourist nostalgia, and a yearning far harsher. Now I wonder why I risked the offense of even bothering to hear it all confirmed.


    “You knew some of her secrets,” I say. “You met the kid.”


    “That’s true. You’ve talked to him?”


    “Last week.”


    “And he blew Mommy’s cover?”


    I say yes. I know how much a man in Raymond’s shoes wants to believe he was inscrutable.


    “An unhappy kid,” Raymond observes.


    “You know, he told me that she wanted to be P.A.”


    “I heard that from her. I told her she had to work the vineyards a little. Either you got to have professional standing or political connections. You can’t just walk into it.” Raymond’s tone is casual, but he gives me a penetrating look: I’m not as dumb as you think, he is saying, I can see the forest for the trees. A dozen years of power and flattery have not dulled him that much. I feel, with pleasure, a gust of pride and respect again for Raymond. Good for you, I think.


    So that’s the way it worked. Four months ago they ended, Raymond said. Well, the arithmetic fits: Raymond announced and Carolyn went her own way. She had figured, like everybody else, that Raymond wasn’t running, that he could hand the mantle to anyone he chose. Maybe he could be persuaded to make it a woman—depart with one final gesture in the direction of progress. The only puzzle is why Carolyn’s train to glory had stopped first with me. Why tarry with the local when you’re ready to hop the express? Unless it was all a little less calculating than it now seems.


    “She was one tough cookie, that one,” Horgan says. “A good kid, you know. But tough. Tough.”


    “Yeah,” I say, “good and tough and dead.”


    Raymond stands.


    “Can I ask one more?” I ask.


    “Now you want to get personal, huh?” Raymond smiles, all Irish charm and teeth. “Let me guess: What the fuck was I doing with that file?”


    “Close,” I say. “But I understand why you didn’t want it floating around. Why’d you give it to her in the first place?”


    “Shit,” he says, “she asked. You wanna be cynical? She asked and I was sleeping with her. I guess she heard about it from Linda Perez.” One of the paralegals who read the crank mail. “You know Carolyn. Hot case. I suppose she thought it would be good for her. I considered it bullshit all along. What’s the guy’s name?”


    “Noel?”


    “Noel, right. He rainmade this guy.” Swindled. Kept the money. “That’s my take. Don’t you think?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “She looked at it, went out, and shoveled through the records in the 32nd District. There was nothing there. That’s what she told me.”


    “I would like to have heard about the case,” I say, with the lightning tongue of a quick drunk.


    Raymond nods. He drinks more of his whiskey.


    “You know how it is, Rusty. You do one dumb thing, you do another dumb thing. She didn’t want me to talk about it. Somebody asks why I gave her the case and pretty soon everyone knows she’s balling the boss. The boss didn’t mind keeping that one to himself, either. You understand. Who’d it hurt?”


    “Me,” I say, as I have meant to do for many years.


    He nods at that one, too.


    “I’m sorry, Rusty. I really am. Shit, I’m the sorriest son of a bitch in town.” He goes to a sideboard and looks at a picture of his kids. There are five of them. Then he goes to put on his coat. His arms and hands move unevenly; he has a hard time smoothing down the collar. “You know, if I really do lose this fucking election, I’m just gonna quit. Let Nico run the show, he wants to so bad.” He stops. “Or maybe you. You wanna do this job for a little while?”


    Thanks, Raymond, I think. Thanks a lot. In the end, maybe Carolyn had the right approach.


    But I cannot help myself. I get up, too. I turn down Raymond’s collar. I shut off the lights and lock his office and point him down the hall in the right direction. I make sure that he will take a cab. The last thing I say to him is “Your shoes are too big to fill.” And, of course, old habits being what they are, when the words come out of me, I mean them.
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    Somehow the dizzy, mad hunger I felt for Carolyn showed itself in a revived addiction to rock music.


    “This had nothing to do with Carolyn’s tastes,” I explained to Robinson. Even in the madhouse of the P.A.’s office, she kept a symphonic station on in her office. And it wasn’t some kind of adolescent nostalgia. I did not crave the vintage sixties soul and rock, which had sound-tracked my late teens and early twenties. This was New Wave junk: screechy, whiny music with perverse lyrics and rhythms mindless as rain. I began driving to work, telling Barbara I was going through my annual phobic reaction to the bus. The car, of course, made my evening escapes to Carolyn’s apartment easier; but those, in any event, could have been arranged. What I wanted was the chance to drive for fifty minutes with the windows cranked tight while Rock Radio, WNOF, screamed from the wagon’s speakers, the volume so high that the windshield rattled when the bass line became prominent on certain songs.


    “I was messed up, all strung out.” When I walked down the street after parking the car, I was half-tumescent because I was starting a day which was, I felt, a tantalizing sweet crawl toward my secret plunder of Carolyn. I sweated all day, my pulse raced. And every hour or so, in the midst of a phone call or a conference, I
was visited by visions, so palpable and immediate, of Carolyn in passionate repose, that I would become lost in space and time.


    Carolyn, for her part, was chilling in her command. The weekend after our initial night together, I spent hours—dazed, unrooted hours—pondering our next encounter. I had no idea what was to follow. At the door to her apartment, she had kissed my hand and said, simply, See you. For me, there was no thought of resistance. I would take whatever was allowed.


    On Monday morning, I appeared at her office door with a file in my hand. My pose, my pace, had already been endlessly planned. Nothing urgent. I leaned against the doorjamb. I smiled, hip and calm. Carolyn was at her desk. The Jupiter Symphony was surging.


    About the Nagel case, I say.


    The Nagels were another visit to the dark side of suburbia: a husband-and-wife rape-and-sodomy team. She would approach women on the street, assist in the abduction, engage in imaginative uses of a dildo. Carolyn wanted to plead the case out, with the wife taking a lesser charge.


    I can live with the plea, I tell her, but I think we need two counts.


    Only now does Carolyn look up from her work. Impassive. Her eyes do not quiver. In a mild collegial way she smiles.


    Who’s got her? I ask, meaning who is her defense lawyer.


    Sandy, Carolyn answers, referring to Alejandro Stern, who seems to represent every person of genteel upbringing who is charged with a crime in this state.


    Tell Sandy, I say, that she has to plead to an Agg Battery, too. We don’t want the judge to think we’re trying to tie his hands.


    Or the press to think we’re pushing probation for female sex violators, says she.


    That too, I say. We’re equal-opportunity prosecutors.


    I smile. She smiles. I linger. I have gotten through this, but my heart is knocking, and I fear that there is something fluttering and insipid in my expression.


    Okay. I flap the file against my thigh. I turn.


    We should have a drink, she says.


    I nod with buttoned-up lips. Gil’s? I ask.


    How about, she says, the place we ended up on Friday?


    Her apartment. My soul expands. She has the barest inkling of a smile, but she has looked back to her work, even before I have departed.


    “In reflection, I see myself on that threshold with immense pity. I was so full of hope. So grateful. And I should have known the future from the past.”


    There was great passion in my love for Carolyn, but seldom joy. From that instant forward, when I realized this would go on, I was like the mandrake in the old poems I read in college, pulled screaming from the earth. I was devastated by my passion. I was shattered. Riven. Decimated. Torn to bits. Every moment was turmoil. What I’d struck upon was old and dark and deep. I had no vision of myself. I was like a blind ghost groping about a castle and moaning for love. The idea of Carolyn, more even than the image, was upon me every moment. I wanted in a way I could not recall—and the desire was insistent, obsessive, and, because of that, somehow debased. Now I think of Pandora, whom as a child I always confused with Peter Pan, opening her box and finding that torrent of miseries unloosed.


     



     



    “There was something so real in the flesh of another woman,” I told the shrink.


    After almost twenty years of sleeping with Barbara, I no longer went to bed with only her. I lay down with five thousand other fucks; with the recollection of younger bodies; with the worries for the million things that supported and surrounded our life: the corroding rain gutters, Nat’s unwillingness to study mathematics, the way Raymond, over the years, had come to greet my work with an eye to its defects rather than successes, the particular arrogant glint that came into my mother-in-law’s eye when she discussed any person outside her immediate family, including me. In our bed, I reached for Barbara through the spectral intervention of all these visitors, all that time.


    But Carolyn was pure phenomenon. I was dizzy. I was disoriented. After seventeen years of faithful marriage, of wandering
impulse suppressed for the sake of tranquil domestic life, I could not believe that I was here, with fantasy made real. Real. I studied her naked body. The gorgeous large areolas, her long nipples, the sheen of her flesh running from her belly to her thighs. I was lost and high, here in the land beyond restraint, rescued from the diligent, slowly moving circles of my life. Each time I entered her, I felt I divided the world.


    “I was with her three or four nights a week. We tended toward a routine. She left the door unlocked for me and the news was on when I arrived.” Carolyn was cleaning, drinking, opening her mail. A bottle of white wine, cool and wet like some river-bottom stone, was uncorked on the kitchen table. She never rushed to greet me. Her business, whatever it was, preoccupied her. Usually her comments to me as she traveled between rooms were about the office or local political events. The rumors were thick by then that Raymond would not be running, and Carolyn followed this possibility with great interest. She seemed to gather scuttlebutt from everywhere—the office, the police force, the bar association.


    And then, sometime, finally, she would find her way to me. Open her arms. Embrace me. Welcome me. I found her bathing once and made love to her there. I caught her once while she was dressing. But usually we would go through that wandering toward one another, time passing until she was finally ready to lead me to the bedroom, where my hour of worship would begin.


    My approach to her was prayerful. Most often, I found myself on my knees. I would unpeel her skirt, her slip, her pants, so that her perfect thighs, that lovely triangle, were exposed as she stood before me; even before I began to push my face in her, that heavy female aroma overpowered the atmosphere. Perfect mad wild moments. On my knees, straining and blind, driving my face inside her, my tongue at work in fevered, silent ululation, while I stretched my hands upward, probing in her garments for her breasts. My passion at those moments was as pure as music.


    Then, slowly, Carolyn would take control. She liked it rough, and in time, I would be called upon to slam myself inside her. I stood beside the bed. I dug my hands into her behind and shook her.


    “She did not stop speaking.”


    “Saying what?” Robinson asked.


    “You know: Mumbles. Words.” ‘Good.’ ‘More.’ ‘Yes, yes. Oh yes.’ ‘Oh, hard.’ ‘Hold on, hold on, hold on, oh, please, baby, yes.’


    We were not, I realized later, lovers who fulfilled each other’s needs. As time went on, Carolyn’s mood with me seemed to become more confrontational. For all her pretense to sophistication, I found that she could border on the gross. She liked to talk dirty. She boasted. She liked to talk about my parts: I’m going to suck your cock, your hard hairy cock. These outbursts would astound me. One time I laughed, but her look revealed such obvious displeasure, almost fury, that I learned to absorb these predatory remarks. I let her have her way. For her, over days, I realized there was a progression. This lovemaking seemed to have for her a destiny, a goal. She was to be given her own dominion. She would roam, take my penis in her mouth, let it go, and slide her hand past my scrotum, probing in that hole. One night she spoke to me. ‘Does Barbara do this for you?’ Working there. And looking up to ask again, serene, commanding, ‘Does Barbara do this for you?’ She showed no reluctance, no fear. By now, Carolyn knew there would be no wilting paroxysm of shame from me at the mention of Barbara’s name. She knew. She could bring my wife into our bed and make her one more witness to how much I was willing to abandon.


     



     



    Most nights we ordered out for Chinese food. The same kid always brought it, squint-eyed and looking greedily at Carolyn in her orange silk robe. Then we would lie in bed, passing the cartons back and forth. The TV was on. Always, wherever she was, a TV or a radio was going, a habit, I realized, of her many years alone. In bed, we would gossip. Carolyn was an acute observer of the maelstrom of local politics and its endless crabbed quests for private aggrandizement and power. She viewed it in those terms, but with more excitement than I did and less amusement. She was not as willing as I to disown the quest for personal glory. She viewed it as the natural right of everyone, including her.


    While I was seeing Carolyn, Nico was in the initial phases of
his campaign. At that point I did not take him seriously. None of us, including Carolyn, gave him any chance to win. Carolyn, however, saw a different potential, which she explained one night not long before our little paradise came to an end. I was telling her my latest analysis of Nico’s motives.


    He wants a sop, I told Carolyn. He’s waiting for Raymond’s friends to find something for him. It’s not good party politics in Kindle County to begin a primary fight. Look at Horgan. Bolcarro’s never let him forget that Raymond ran against him for mayor.


    What if Bolcarro wants to get even?


    Bolcarro’s not the party. Someday he’ll be gone. Nico is too much of a sheep to set out on his own.


    Carolyn disagreed. She saw, much more clearly than I, how determined Nico was.


    Nico thinks Raymond is tired, she said. Or that he can convince him that he should be tired. A lot of people think Raymond shouldn’t run again.


    Party people? I asked her.


    At that point, I had never heard that. Many people had said Raymond wouldn’t run, but not that he was unwelcome.


    Party people. The mayor’s people. Nico hurt him just by announcing. They’re saying Raymond should move over.


    She reached for another carton, and a breast fetchingly swung free when the sheet fell away.


    Does Raymond talk about it? she asked.


    Not to me.


    If he starts getting the wrong kind of vibes, will he think about it?


    I made a face. The truth was that I did not have much idea about what Raymond thought these days. In the time since his divorce, he had grown increasingly insular. Although he had made me his chief deputy, he probably confided in me less.


    If he agrees to step aside, said Carolyn, the party would probably let him decide who should be slated. He could bargain for that. They know he’s not going to just hand it all to Nico.


    That’s for sure.


    Who would he choose? she asked.


    Probably someone from the office. Carry on his traditions.


    You? she asked.


    Maybe Mac. She’d make a hell of a candidate in her wheelchair.


    No way, said Carolyn, elevating moo shu in her chopsticks. Not these days. That chair is not very telegenic. I think he’d pick you. You’re the natural.


    I shook my head. It was a reflex. Perhaps, at that moment, I even meant it. I was in Carolyn’s bed and felt I had already indulged one temptation too many.


    Carolyn put the food down. She grasped my arm and looked at me levelly.


    Rusty, if you let him know you want it, it’ll be you.


    I watched her a moment.


    You mean you think I should go to Raymond and tell him his time is up?


    You could be tactful, said Carolyn. She was looking at me quite directly.


    No way, I said.


    Why not?


    I’m not gonna bite that hand. If he wants out, he has to make up his own mind. I don’t even think if he asked my advice I’d tell him to quit. He’s still the strongest candidate around against Della Guardia.


    She shook her head.


    Without Raymond, Nico doesn’t have an issue. You pull the party people and Raymond’s people together behind somebody else, that person would walk into the P.A.’s office. It wouldn’t be close.


    You’ve really thought about this, I told her.


    He needs a push, she said to me.


    Push him yourself, I told her. It’s not in me.


    Carolyn stood up naked from the bed. Standing barefoot, she looked limber and strong. She put on her robe. I realized then she was upset.


    Why are you unhappy? I asked. Were you ready to become chief deputy?


    She did not answer that.


     



     



    “The last time I slept with Carolyn she pushed me off her in the midst of our lovemaking and turned away from me.”


    At first I did not understand what it was she wanted. But she bumped her behind against me until I realized that was what I was being offered, a marble peach.


    No, I said.


    Try it. She looked over her shoulder. Please.


    I came up close behind her.


    Just easy, she said. Just a little.


    I went in too fast.


    Not that much, she said.


    She said, Oh.


    I pressed in, remained, pumped. She arched, clearly in some pain.


    And I found, suddenly, that I was thrilled.


    Her head lolled back. Her eyes held tears. Then she opened them and looked back at me directly. Her face was radiant.


    Does Barbara? she whispered, does Barbara do this for you?
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    In the 32nd District the normal turmoil of a police station is concealed. About seven years ago now, while we were in the midst of our investigation, one of the Night Saints entered the station with a sawed-off in his windbreaker. It was nuzzled against his chest like a baby protected from a chilly breeze, and as a result, he merely had to lower the zipper slightly before placing the muzzle beneath the chin of the unfortunate desk officer, a twenty-eight-year-old guy named Jack Lansing, who had continued writing some report. The young man with the shotgun, who was never identified, is reported to have smiled and then blown off Jack Lansing’s face.


    Since then, the cops of this station house have dealt with the public from behind six inches of bulletproof glass, carrying on conversations through a radio system which sounds as if the signal must have been bounced first off the moon. There are public areas where the complainants, the victims, the police groupies loiter, but once you pass beyond the four-inch-thick metal door, with its electronic bolt, there is almost sterility. Prisoners are in a block downstairs, and are never permitted, for any purpose, above that level. Upstairs, so much of the usual turbulence has been removed that it feels a little like an insurance agency. The working cops’ desks are in an open area that could pass for any other large office, the guys with
rank in partitioned areas along the back wall. In one of the larger offices, I find Lionel Kenneally. We have not seen much of each other since the Night Saints cases ended.


    “Fucking Savage,” he says, “fucking Savage.” He puts out his cigarette and claps me on the back.


    Lionel Kenneally is everything a sensible person does not like about police. He is tough-talking, opinionated, downright mean, an unabashed racist. I have yet to see the situation in which I’d bet even an hour’s wages on his scruples. But I like him, in part because he is a pure form, unalloyed and unapologetic, a coppers’ cop, dedicated to the shadowy loyalties and mysteries of life out on the street. He can make out the riffs and scams of the inner city like a dog picking up a scent by lifting his muzzle to the breeze. During the Night Saints investigation, Lionel was the guy I went to when I needed someone found. He never faltered—he’d pull them out of shooting galleries or go into the Grace Street projects at four in the morning, the only hour that a police officer can safely move about there. I saw him at it once or twice, six foot three or thereabouts, pounding on a door so hard you could see it buckle in its frame.


    Who that?


    Open up, Tyrone. It’s your fairy godmother.


    We reminisce; he tells me about Maurice Dudley. I have already heard the story, but I do not interrupt. Maurice, a 250-pound brick, a killer, a cur, is deep in Bible studies down at Rudyard. He is going to be ordained. “Harukan”—the Night Saints’ leader—“is so pissed, they say, he don’t even talk to him. Can you imagine?”


    “Who said there’s no such thing as rehabilitation?” This strikes both of us as unbearably funny. Maybe we’re each thinking of the woman on whose arm Maurice, with a kitchen knife, once wrote his name. Or the coppers from this station house who swore, in the inflated lore of cop and courthouse stories, that he had misspelled it.


    “Are you passing through or what?” Kenneally asks me finally.


    “I’m not really sure,” I say. “I’m trying to figure something out.”


    “On what now? Carolyn?”


    I nod.


    “What’s the story there?” Kenneally asks. “Latest thing I’m hearing from downtown is they’re sayin it’s not really rape.”


    I give Lionel two minutes’ worth on the state of our evidence.


    “So you’re figurin what?” he asks. “The guy she’s having cocktails with is the one who done her?”


    “That seems obvious. But I keep wondering. Didn’t we have a Peeping Tom, maybe ten years ago, who’d watch couples and then go in later and take a piece of the lady himself at gunpoint?”


    “Christ,” says Kenneally. “You really are lost. You’re lookin for a law enforcement type—a cop, a P.A., a private dick—some—body who knew what he wanted to make it look like when he cooled her. That’s what I’d figure. She had any boyfriend who was with her that night, and left her alive, you’d have heard from him by now. He’d want to help.”


    “If he doesn’t have a wife to explain things to.”


    Kenneally considers that. I get something like a shrug. I might be right.


    “When’s the last time you saw her?” I ask.


    “Four months or so. She come out here.”


    “Doing what?”


    “Same shit you’re doin: investigatin somethin and tryin not to let on what.”


    I laugh. A coppers’ cop. Kenneally gets up. He goes to a pile of transfer cases in the corner.


    “She got some rookie to look through all this crap for her, so she didn’t chip her nails or run her nylons.”


    “Let me guess,” I say: “booking sheets on cases from nine summers ago.”


    “Right you are,” he says.


    “Did she have a name she was looking for?”


    Kenneally considers this. “I think she did, and I’ll be fucked if I remember. Somethin was wrong with it, too.”


    “Leon?” I ask.


    Lionel snaps his fingers. “La Noo,” he says. L-N-U: Last Name Unknown. “That’s what was wrong. She was playin in the dark.”


    “What’d she come up with?”


    “Spit.”


    “You sure?”


    “Fuck yes. Not that she’d much notice. She was most of the time tryin to keep track of everybody who was watchin her ass. Which was everybody in the house, as she well knows. She was havin a good time bein back here, let’s say.”


    “Back?”


    “She worked the North Branch when she was a P.O. She didn’t know what the fuck she was doin then, either. A real social-worker type. I never could figure Horgan hiring her as a P.A.”


    I had forgotten that. I probably knew it, but I did not remember. Carolyn worked the North Branch as a probation officer. I think about the secretary that Noel’s boyfriend mentioned. He didn’t say white or black, fat or skinny. But he did say Girl. Would anybody hang “Girl” on Carolyn, even nine years ago?


    “You didn’t like her much.”


    “She was a cunt,” says Kenneally, to the point. “You know,” he says, “out for herself. She was sleepin her way to the top, right from the git-go. Anybody coulda seen that.”


    I look around a moment. Our conversation seems to have come to an end. I ask one more time if he’s sure she did not find anything.


    “Not a fuckin thing. You can talk with the kid that helped her if you want.”


    “If you wouldn’t mind, Lionel.”


    “What the fuck do I care?” He reaches for the intercom and summons a cop named Guerash. “Why you still botherin with this thing?” he asks me, while we wait. “It’ll be somebody else’s problem pretty soon, don’t you think?”


    “You mean Delay?”


    “I think he’s got it in the bag.” In the last week, that is all you hear from coppers. They’ve never pretended to like Raymond.


    “You can never tell. Maybe I’ll crack this thing and save Raymond’s ass.”


    “God come down from Sinai ain’t gonna save him, the way I hear it. Downtown they say Bolcarro’s comin out for Nico this afternoon.”


    I chew on that one. If Bolcarro endorses Nico six days before the election, then Raymond will be no more than a political memory.


    Guerash enters. He looks like half the young men on the force, handsome in an old-fashioned way, with an erect bearing and a military order to his person. His shoes are spit-shined and the buttons on his jersey gleam. His hair is cleanly parted.


    Kenneally addresses him.


    “You remember this lady P.A. was out here—Polhemus?”


    “Nice set of lungs,” says Guerash.


    Kenneally turns to me. “See, this kid’s gonna make a copper. Never forgets a bra size.”


    “She the one that got it over by the riverside?” Guerash asks me.


    I tell him she is. Kenneally continues with Guerash.


    “Okay, Rusty here is the chief deputy P.A. He wants to know if she took anything when she come out here?”


    “Not that I know of,” says Guerash.


    “What’d she look at?” I ask.


    “She had one day where she wanted to see the bookings. She told me there’d be like sixty, seventy people booked on public indecency. We’re talking back forever, eight, nine years ago, or something. Anyway, I hauled up the boxes, right here.”


    “How’d she come up with one day?”


    “Beats me. She seemed to know what she was looking for. She just told me look for the day when there were the most arrests. So that’s what I did. I mean, it must have took me a week to go through that crap. There were like five hundred arrests for 42’s.” A 42 is a public-indecency violation.


    One day. I think again about the letter. There was nothing in the file I saw that narrowed the time frame like that. Maybe Carolyn gave up before she started, figured she’d just do a sample.


    “Did you find what she wanted?”


    “I thought so. I called her back and she came out to see it. I left her with the stuff right here. She told me she didn’t find nothin.”


    “Do you remember anything about what you showed her? Anything common about the arrests?”


    “All in the Public Forest. All guys. I thought it was probably some demonstration or something. I don’t know.”


    “Jesus,” says Kenneally to Guerash in disgust. “For public indecency? This is the faggots, isn’t it?” he asks me. “Back when Raymond got some balls for about a day and a half.”


    “Did she tell you anything about what she was looking for? A name? Anything?”


    “She didn’t even have a last name. Just a first. I wasn’t real clear on whether she knew this guy or what.” Guerash pauses. “Why do I think it had something to do with Christmas?”


    “Noel? She gave you that name?”


    Guerash snaps his fingers. “That’s it.”


    “Not Leon?”


    “No way. Noel. She told me she’s looking for Noel LNU. I remember that because she wrote it down for me, and the Christmas thing went through my head.”


    “Can you show me what she saw?”


    “Boy, I don’t know. I think I put it away.”


    “Fat fuckin chance of that,” says Kenneally. “I fuckin asked you three times. Here, help yourself.”


    He points us to the transfer cases in the corner.


    When Guerash opens the first case he swears. He picks up a clutch of loose sheets lying on the top of the file folders.


    “She wasn’t real neat, I’ll say that. These records were in nice order when I gave them to her.” I would ask Guerash if he’s sure, but there’s no point. It’s the kind of thing he would remember, and I can see the orderly ranks of the remaining records. Besides, that would be like Carolyn, to take records that other people have spent years maintaining and treat them like debris.


    Guerash out of instinct begins to sort the booking sheets and bond slips, and I help. Kenneally pitches in, too. We stand around his desk, cursing Carolyn. Each booking jacket should contain a police report, an arrest card bearing the defendant’s photo and fingerprints, a complaint, and a bond slip, but none of these sixty or seventy files is complete. Papers are missing from each and the sheets inside have been turned back to front, and at angles. The numerical order is gone.


    Kenneally keeps saying cunt.


    We are about five minutes along before the obvious strikes me—this disorder is not accidental. These papers have been shuffled.


    “Who the hell has been at these boxes since Carolyn?” I ask Kenneally.


    “Nobody. They been sittin in the corner for four months, waitin for fuckhead here to put em back. Nobody but him and me even know they’re here. Right?” he asks Guerash. Guerash agrees.


    “Lionel,” I ask, “do you know Tommy Molto?”


    “Fuck yes, I know Tommy Molto. About half my life. Little fuck was a P.A. out here.”


    I knew that, if I had thought about it. Molto was notorious for his battles with the North Branch judges.


    “Was he out here at the same time Carolyn was with probation?”


    “Probably. Lemme think. Shit, Rusty, I don’t keep a duty roster on these guys.”


    “When was the last time you saw him?”


    Lionel ponders. “Three, four years. Maybe I run into him at a dinner or something. You know, he’s all right. I see him, I talk. You know me.”


    “But he hasn’t been looking at these records?”


    “Hey,” says Lionel, “watch my lips. You. Me. Guerash. Her. That’s it.”


    When we are done sorting, Guerash goes through the files twice.


    “One’s missing, right?” I ask.


    “We’re missing a number,” he says. “Could have been a mistake.”


    “You book sixty faggots, you don’t exactly worry about keeping a perfect count,” says Kenneally.


    I ask Lionel, “But it could be that the file is gone?”


    “That too.”


    “There would still be a court file, wouldn’t there?” I ask. Kenneally looks at Guerash. Guerash looks at me. I write down the number. It should be on microfilm. Lipranzer will love doing this.



    When Guerash is gone, I spend one more moment with Kenneally.


    “You don’t want to say what this is about maybe?” he asks.


    “I can’t, Lionel.”


    He nods. But I can tell it grates.


    “Oh yeah,” says Lionel, “those were funny old days around here. Lots of stories.” His look lingers casually, just so I know that we both have our secrets.


    Outside, there is real heat, 80 degrees. Pushing a record for April. In the car, I turn the radio to the news station. It’s a live feed from the mayor’s office. I just catch the tail end, but I hear enough of His Honor’s blarney to get the drift. The P.A.’s office needs new blood, a new direction. The people want that. The people deserve that.


    I am going to have to start looking for work.
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    Tee ball. In the waning light of the spring evening, play commences in the second-grade Fathers/Students League. The sky hangs low across the open field, a meadow of landfill laid over what was once a marsh, while Mrs. Strongmeyer’s Stingers idly occupy the diamond, boys and girls sporting windbreakers zipped to the collars and baseball gloves. Dads creep along the baselines calling instructions as the dusk gathers in. At the plate, a behemoth of an eight-year-old named Rocky circles his bat two or three times in the vicinity of the rag ball perched atop the long-necked rubber tee. Then, with an astounding concentration of power, he smashes the ball into outer space. It lands in left center, beyond the perimeter of the Stingers’ shaky defense.


    “Nathaniel!” I yell, along with many others. “Nat!” Only now he wakes. He reaches the ball a step ahead of an agile sprite named Molly, whose ponytail flows behind her baseball cap. Nat grabs it, whirls, and wings it in a single motion. The ball travels in a tremendous arc back toward the infield and lands with a dead thump between shortstop and third, just as Rocky lopes across the plate. Following the local etiquette, I alone may scold my son, and so I stroll along the foul line, clapping my hands. “Wake up! Wake up out there.” For Nat, I hold no fear. He shrugs, throws up his gloved
hand, and displays the full range of his gap-toothed jack-o’-lantern smile, his new ragged-edged teeth still looking a little like candles stuck into a cake.


    “Dad, I just lost it,” he yells, “I really did.” The pack of fathers on the side join me in sudden laughter. We all repeat the remark among ourselves. He lost it. Cliff Nudelman pats me on the back. At least the boy has learned the lingo.


    Did other men, as boys, dream about their sons? I looked twenty years ahead with passion and with hope. As I always saw him, my son was a gentle, obedient soul. He was good; he was full of virtue and skill.


    Nat is not like that. He is not a bad boy. That’s a song around our house. Barbara and I have been telling each other that since he was two. Nat is not, we say, actually, we say, a bad boy. And I believe that. Fervently. And with a heart engorged with love. He is sensitive. He is kind. And he is wild and distracted. He has been on his own schedule since the time of his birth. When I read to him, he flips the pages in my hand to see what lies just ahead. He does not listen, or at least does not seem to care to. In school, he has always been a problem.


    He is saved by his insouciant charm and his physical gifts. My son is beautiful. I am talking about more than the usual child-beauty, the soft features, the floral glow of being new. This boy has dark, acute eyes, a prepossessing look. These fine, regular features do not come from me. I am larger and squat. I have a bulky nose; a kind of Neanderthal ridge over the eyes. Barbara’s people are all smaller and good-looking, and it is to them we routinely give the credit. Privately, however, I have often thought at moments, with discomfort, about my father and his piercing, somber, Slavic handsomeness. Perhaps because I suspect that source, I pray all the time, at my own inner altar, that this blessing should not lead Nat astray, into arrogance, or even cruelty—traits the beautiful people I have encountered have sometimes seemed to regard in themselves as natural afflictions, or worse, a sign of right.


    With the end of the ball game, we disperse in pairs toward the herd of station wagons corraled in the gravel parking lot. In May, when the time changes and the weather mellows, the team will stay
after the games to picnic. Sometimes a pizza delivery will be arranged. The fathers will rotate the weekly responsibility of bringing beer. After dinner, the boys and girls will renew their baseball game, and the dads will recline in the grass, talking casually about our lives. I look forward to these outings. Amid this group of men I do not know well, there seems a gentle compact, something like the way worshippers must feel about one another as they leave church. Fathers with their kids, beyond the weekly preoccupations of professional life, or even the pleasures and responsibilities of marriage. Fathers mildly lit on Friday nights, at ease with these immeasurable obligations.


    In this cooler, darker season, I have promised Barbara that we will meet for a quick dinner at a local pancake house. She is waiting on the red vinyl bench when we arrive, and even while she is kissing Nat and receiving a report on the Stingers’ near-triumph, she gazes beyond him to greet me with a look of cold reproof. We are in the midst of a dismal period. Barbara’s fury with me for my role in the investigation of Carolyn’s murder has not abated, and tonight I perceive at once that there is some new edge to her displeasure. My first thought is that we must be very late, but when I check the restaurant clock I find we are even a minute early. I can only guess at what I have done to provoke her.


    For Barbara, though, it has become so easy over the years to disappear into the black forests of her moods. The elements of the outside world that might have once detained her by now have been relegated to the past. Six years of teaching in the North End struck at her faith in social reform. When Nat was born, she gave up being other-seeking. Suburban life, with its tight boundaries and peculiar values, has quieted her and exaggerated her willingness to be alone. Her father’s death, three years ago, was taken as an act of desertion, part of his lifelong pattern of ignoring Barbara’s and her mother’s needs, and whetted her sense of deprivation. And our soulless moments of marital disconnection have robbed her of the outright gaiety that once counterpointed these darker spells. During these periods, her disappointments with virtually everyone are often worn so openly that at instants I believe the taste would be bitter if I were to grasp her hand and lick her skin.


    And then the weather breaks. In the past it always has. Although this disruption, caused by my infidelity, is naturally the most prolonged one of our married life, I still maintain some expectation of improvement. Even now Barbara does not speak of lawyers and divorce, as she did in late November. She is here. Set out so plainly, this fact inspires some calm. I am like a shipwrecked survivor holding fast to the debris, awaiting the arrival of the scheduled liner. Sooner or later, I believe, I will see a woman of good humor, of blazing intelligence, full of quirky insight and sly wit, who is keenly interested in me. That is the person I still think of as my wife.


    Now that same woman wears a look of diamond hardness as we wait in line to be seated. Nat has slipped away and gazes adoringly into the candy counter. His baseball pants have drooped almost to his shoe tops, and he stands with one knee and both hands against the glass case, staring with fixed appreciation at the forbidden rows of sugared gum and chocolate bars. He jiggles a bit, of course—the object in motion. As ever, Barbara and I both watch him.


    “So?” she suddenly asks me. This is a challenge. I am supposed to entertain her.


    “‘So’ what?”


    “So how’s work? The big investigation still going gangbusters?”


    “No leads,” I tell her, “and no results. It’s mass confusion. Frankly, the whole place is sagging. It’s like they let the air out of a balloon. You know—now that Bolcarro has come out for Delay.”


    With the mention of this event, Barbara winces, then once more turns an acid eye on me. At last, I recognize my latest outrage. Yesterday I came home very late and stayed downstairs, thinking she was asleep. Barbara descended in her nightgown. From the staircase she asked what I was doing. When I told her I was working on my resume, she turned directly and went back up.


    “Raymond didn’t mention making you a judge today?” she asks.


    I wince myself, lanced with regret at the foolish vanity that led me to mention this prospect. My chances now are dim. Bolcarro showed two days ago how concerned he is about making Raymond Horgan happy.


    “What do you want me to do, Barbara?”


    “I don’t want you to do anything, Rusty. I’ve stopped wanting you to do anything. Isn’t that what you prefer?”


    “Barbara, he did a good job.”


    “And what did he do for you? You’re thirty-nine years old. You have a family. And now you’re looking forward to unemployment compensation. He let you carry his bags and solve his problems, and when he should have quit, he took you with him down the drain.”


    “We did good things.”


    “He used you. People have always used you. And you don’t just let them do it. You like it. You actually like it. You’d rather be abused than pay attention to the people who have tried to care about you.”


    “Is that supposed to mean you?”


    “Me. Your mother. Nat. It’s a lifelong pattern. It’s hopeless.”


    Not Nat, I nearly answer, but a sense of diplomacy or self-preservation intervenes. The restaurant hostess, a tiny younger woman with the trimmed-up figure of the health-club set, leads us to our table. Barbara negotiates his meal with Nat. French fries yes, but milk, not Coke. And he must eat some salad. Nat whines and flops around. I cuff him gently and recommend sitting up straight. Barbara remains aloof behind the barrier of her menu.


    Was she happier when I met her? That must have been the case, although I have no clear recollection. She tutored me when I connived—insanely—to beat the university science requirement by taking calculus. She never got the chance to collect her fee. She fell for me; I fell for her. I loved her ferocious intellect, her teen-queen beauty, her suburban clothes, the fact that she was a doctor’s daughter, and thus, I thought, someone ‘normal.’ I even loved the rocky currents of her personality, her ability to express so many things which, to me, remained remote. Most of all, I loved her omnivorous passion for me. No one in my life had been so openly desirous of my company, so alight with manifest appreciation of every angle of my being. I met half a dozen men who coveted Barbara. She wanted only me, pursued me, in fact, with an ardor that I at first found embarrassing. I supposed it was the spirit of the era that made her want to soothe this awkward boy, dark and full
of secret woe, whom she knew her parents would regard as less than she deserved.


    Like me, like Nat, she was an only child, and she felt oppressed by her upbringing. Her parents’ attentions had been suffocating and, she felt, in some ways false. She claimed to have been directed, used at all times as an instrument of their wishes, not her own. She told me often that I was the only person she had met who was like her—not just lonely, but always, previously, alone. Is it the sad reciprocity of love that you always want what you think you are giving? Barbara hoped I would be like some fairy-tale prince, a toad she had transformed with her caresses, who could enter the gloomy woods where she was held captive and lead her away from the encircling demons. Over the years I have so often failed in that assignment.


    The atomized life of the restaurant spins on about us. At separate tables, couples talk; the late-shift workers dine alone; the waitresses pour coffee. And here sits Rusty Sabich, thirty-nine years old, full of lifelong burdens and workaday fatigue. I tell my son to drink his milk. I nibble at my burger. Three feet away is the woman whom I have said I’ve loved for nearly twenty years, making her best efforts to ignore me. I understand that at moments she feels disappointed. I understand at times she is bereft. I understand. I understand. That is my gift. But I have no ability to do anything about it. It is not simply the routines of adult life which sap my strength. In me, some human commodity is lacking. And we can only be who we can be. I have my own history; memories; the unsolved maze of my own self, where I am so often lost. I hear Barbara’s inner clamor; I understand her need. But I can answer only with stillness and lament. Too much of me—too much!—must be preserved for the monumental task of being Rusty.
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    Election Day the weather is bright. Last night, when I sat in Raymond’s office, with Mike Duke and Larren and Horgan, they thought that good weather would help. Now that the party belongs to Della Guardia, Raymond needs the voters who are inspired by their candidate rather than the precinct captain’s wishes. The last week has been an odd lesson. Every time there’s a negative development, you say it’s hopeless. Then you look ahead. In Raymond’s office last night, they were still talking about winning. The last poll, sponsored again by the paper and Channel 3, was taken the day of Bolcarro’s endorsement and showed Raymond only five points back. Duke said that he believes things have improved since then, that Raymond seems to have gained some of his old momentum by being the underdog. We sat there, four grown men, acting as if it could be true.


    At work, as ever, Election Day brings a loose feeling, all at ends. The employees of the prosecuting attorney’s office, once a group of wardheelers and hacks, have been discouraged throughout Raymond’s tenure from active political involvement. Gone are the days of deputies selling tickets in the courtrooms to the P.A.’s campaign outings; in twelve years, Raymond Horgan has never solicited a dime in donations, or even a minute of campaign help, from the
members of his staff. Nonetheless, many of the administrative employees who came on before Raymond was elected have continuing political obligations to the party sponsors who secured employment for them. As part of the uneasy compact struck a decade ago with Bolcarro, Raymond agreed to give most of the P.A.’s staff Election Day off. That way the party types can do the party thing: knock on doors, distribute leaflets, drive the elderly, watch the polls. This year they will be doing that for Nico Della Guardia.


    For the rest of us, there are no established obligations. I am in the office most of the day, first mate at the helm of this sinking ship. A few others are around, mostly lawyers working on briefs or trials, or clearing up their desks. About two dozen younger deputies have been delegated to work with the U.S. Attorney’s office on a vote-fraud patrol. This generally involves responding to junk complaints: a voting machine won’t work; someone’s got a gun in the polling place; an election judge is wearing a campaign button, or overcounseling elderly voters. I receive occasional updates by phone and answer press calls in which I dutifully report that there is no sign of tampering with the democratic process.


    Around 4:30, I get a call from Lipranzer. Somebody’s propped up a TV set in the hallway, right outside my door, but there is nothing to report. The polls won’t close for another hour and a half. The early news is just happy-talk stuff about the heavy turnout.


    “He lost,” Lip tells me. “My guy at Channel 3 saw their exit polls. He says Nico’s gonna win by eight, ten points, if the pattern holds.”


    Again my heart plunges, my gut constricts. Funny, but this time I really believe it. I look out the window toward the columns of the courthouse, the flat tarred roofs of the other downtown buildings, the rippled black waters of the river, which turns, like an elbow, two blocks away. My office has been on the same side of this building for almost seven years now, yet the sight does not quite seem familiar.


    “All right,” I finally announce solemnly. “What else?”


    “Nothing,” Lip says. “Just thought I’d let you know.” He waits. “We still workin on Polhemus?”


    “You have something better to do?”


    “No,” he says, “no. They come down here today to get all my reports. For Morano.” The police chief. “He wants to look em over.”


    “So?”


    “Struck me strange. You know. His mother-in-law got stuck up at gunpoint three years ago, I don’t think he looked at the reports.”


    “You’d understand that,” I say, “if you had a mother-in-law.” Lip takes my humor as intended: an offering, an apology for my impatience a moment before. “They’re just trying to make sure Nico’s briefed. Which is a joke,” I say. “Molto’s probably been getting copies of the police reports from the steno pool.”


    “Probably. I don’t know. Somethin didn’t sit right. Schmidt come in here himself. Real serious. You know. Like someone shot the President.”


    “They just want to look good.”


    “I guess. I’m goin over to the North Branch courthouse to finish up on those court files,” Lip says, referring to the records we have been looking for since my visit to the 32nd District. “They promised they’d have the microfilm from the warehouse before five. I want to get there before they send it back. Where are you tonight in case I come up with somethin?”


    I tell him I’ll be around Raymond’s party, somewhere in the hotel. It’s beside the point by now to rush back with investigative results, but Lip says he’ll be stopping in anyway, more or less to pay his respects.


    “The Irish,” Lip says, “always run a real fine wake.”


     



     



    Lipranzer’s estimate proves accurate. The band plays loud. The young girls who are always here are still full of that soft glow of eventfulness, with banners across their chests and campaign boaters balanced neatly on their hairdos. HORGAN! everything says in lime-green Gaelic script. In the front, at either side of the unoccupied speakers’ platform, two ten-foot enlargements of The Picture stand. I drift around the ballroom, spearing meatballs and feeling bad.


    Around 7:30, I go up to Raymond’s suite on the fifth floor.
Various people from the campaign are moving through the rooms. There are three trays of cold cuts and some liquor bottles on one of the dressers, but I decline the invitation to consume. There must be ten phones in these three rooms, all of them ringing.


    All three local TV stations have projected Della Guardia the winner by now. Larren—Judge Lyttle—comes by with a tumbler of bourbon in his hand, grumbling about the exit polls.


    “First time,” he says, “I’ve seen a body pronounced dead before it hit the floor.”


    Raymond, however, is sanguine. He is seated in one of the interior bedrooms, watching television and talking on the phone. When he sees me he puts the phone down and comes to hug me. “[image: e9781429962605_i0002.jpg],” he says, my given name. I know that this gesture has probably been repeated with a dozen other people this evening, but I find myself deeply grateful and stirred to be included in the grieving family.


    I sit by Raymond on the footstool of the easy chair he is occupying. An open bottle of Jack Daniel’s is on the candle table at the chair side, as well as a half-eaten sandwich. Raymond goes on taking phone calls, conferring with Larren and Mike and Joe Reilly. I do not move. I recall the nights I used to sit beside my father while he watched a ball game on TV or listened to the radio. I always asked his permission before taking a place next to him on the divan. They were the warmest moments that we had. As I became older, my father would drink his beer and occasionally pass the bottle to me. At moments he would even make a remark aloud about the game.


    Eventually the conversation begins to turn to the protocol of concession. Does Raymond communicate with Della Guardia first, or does he go downstairs to address the faithful? Della Guardia, they decide. Mike says Raymond should call him. Joe says send a telegram.


    “Screw that,” Raymond says, “the man’s across the street. I’m going over there to shake his hand.” He asks Larren to make arrangements. He’ll see Nico, make his speech, then come back up here to do one-on-one interviews with print and media reporters. No point in spite with them. He tells Mac she should start scheduling
those meetings about 9:30. He’ll go live at 10:00 with Rosenberg. I have not noticed Mac until now, and when she turns her chair around she says one word to me: “Sad.”


    Raymond asks to see me alone. We go into a dressing room, between the two bedrooms in the suite, nothing more than a large closet with a lavatory.


    “How are you?” I ask.


    “There’ve been things that hurt worse. Tomorrow will be bad. The day after. We’ll survive. Listen,” Raymond says. “About what I mentioned the other night: when I see Nico, I’m going to offer to resign. I don’t want any lame-duck crap. I don’t want to appear to be playing around with the office. I’d like to make a clean break. If Nico wants to run in the general election as an incumbent, let him. I’ll tell him he’s free to assume office, if the county executive approves.” This is humor. Bolcarro is the county executive. Party chairman. Mayor. The guy has more titles than the leader of a banana republic.


    I tell Raymond he’s made a wise decision. We look at each other.


    “I feel like I should apologize to you, Rusty,” Raymond says. “If there was any deputy I would have wanted to take over, you know it would be you. I should have tried to make that happen, instead of running. The guys just pushed me so damn hard to give it one more shot.”


    I wave my hand, I shake my head. I prohibit his apology.


    Larren sticks his head in.


    “I was just telling Rusty,” Raymond tells him, “I never should have run again, I should have given him the shot. New face. Career prosecutor. Apolitical. Really could have revved things up. Wouldn’t you say?”


    “Shit,” says the judge, “pretty soon you’ll have me believing it.”


    We all laugh.


    Larren reports on his conversation with Della Guardia’s people. He talked to Tommy Molto, who has emerged tonight as the primary aide-de-camp. They’d rather not have a face-to-face this evening. Instead, Molto and Nico want to see Raymond in the morning.


    “Ten o’clock,” says Larren. “He told me, didn’t ask. And says, Please make sure it’s with Raymond alone. How do you like that? Bossy little shit. Larren takes a private moment with his discontent. “I said you’d call Nico to make a formal concession. When you’re ready.”


    Raymond takes Larren’s bourbon from him and has a belt.


    “I am ready,” he says.


    Loyalty goes only so far. I do not want to listen. I head back to the ballroom.


    Near the bar, I run into George Mason, an old friend of Raymond’s. He is already drunk. We both are being jostled.


    “Pretty good crowd,” he tells me.


    Only near the bar, I think. But I save the thought.


    “He had a good run,” George says. “He did a good job. You guys should all be proud.”


    “We are,” I say. “I am.”


    “So what’s with you? Private practice?”


    “For a while, I guess.”


    “Gonna do criminal stuff?”


    How many times have I had this conversation tonight? I tell George probably, I’ll see, who can tell. I’m going to go on a vacation, that’s for sure. George gives me his card and tells me to call. He may know some people I might want to talk to.


    Horgan arrives in the ballroom twenty minutes later. The assholes from TV shove their way to the front, hold up their cameras and lights and boom mikes so that you cannot see much. Raymond is smiling and waving. Two of his daughters are with him on the platform. The band is playing an Irish jig. Raymond has said “Thank you” for the third time, about halfway along to quieting the crowd, when somebody grabs my arm. Lipranzer. He looks harried from having had to push his way through to reach me. There is too much noise in here to speak: stamping, hooting, whistling. Some folks in the back have even started to dance. Lipranzer motions me outside and I follow him beneath an exit sign. We end up, unexpectedly, in an alley outside the hotel, and Lip walks down toward a street lamp. When I see him now, I can tell that something’s wrong. He
looks almost caved-in, compressed by some kind of worry. The sweat shines near his temple. From here, I can hear Raymond’s voice inside but not what he’s saying.


    “This is too strange,” Lip says. “Something’s fucked-up over in the Hall. It’s way wrong.”


    “Why?”


    “I don’t know,” he says. “But I’m gettin vibes like I haven’t had in years. I got a message I’m supposed to be in Morano’s office, 8:00 tomorrow morning to be interviewed. By Molto. That’s the message. Not talk. Not discuss. Interview. Like they’re after me. And here’s another one. When I come back in tonight they tell me that Schmidt took all the receipts for the evidence I’ve inventoried on Polhemus. Any questions, see him.”


    “Sounds to me like you’re off this case.”


    “Sure,” he says. “Fine. But figure this in. I’m out in the North Branch before 5:00. All of this hits by 6:00, 6:30. And look at what I picked up out there.”


    He reaches inside his windbreaker to his shirt pocket. He has four or five sheets of foolscap, xeroxes, I see, of court documents. The case number I recognize: it matches the complaint number missing from the 32nd District. The first sheet is a copy of the case jacket. People versus Leon Wells. A public-indecency complaint. Dismissed by court order a day in July nine years ago.


    “Bingo,” I say out loud.


    “This page,” Lip tells me. It is the bond order. In our state, a defendant is permitted to satisfy bail in minor cases merely with his signature on a promissory note, promising to pay a sum—by law less than $5,000—in the event of his default. The only conditions are that he refrain from other crimes and report once weekly by phone to a member of the court’s probation department. Leon’s assigned probation officer according to his bond slip was Carolyn Polhemus. Her name and telephone number are right there.


    “Wait. Here’s the best.” He pulls the last sheet out. It is a copy of the court half-sheet, a form dismissing the case. Motion to Dismiss Without Prejudice, it is captioned. The attorney presenting the motion is the prosecutor. “Raymond Horgan, Kindle County
Prosecuting Attorney, By” is printed at the bottom of the form. The deputy handling the case is supposed to sign the blank. I cannot read the signature at first. Then I get it.


    “Molto?”


    Lipranzer and I stand a moment in the street lamps, looking at the papers again. Neither one of us says much. From inside there’s an enormous roar; then you can hear the band striking up again, “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.” Raymond, I take it, has admitted defeat.


    I try to pacify Lipranzer. Hang tight, I tell him. We’re not sure of anything.


    “You take this.” He gives me the copies from the court file.


    I move back toward the ballroom. Lip heads off alone, past the dumpsters and debris, into the darkness of the alley.
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    “So we ended,” I told Robinson, “and we ended badly. One week she saw me less. The next week not at all. No lunches, no calls, no visits to my office. No ‘drinks,’ as we so quaintly put it. She was gone.”


    I knew she valued independence. And at first I tried to stanch my panic by telling myself it was only that: a show of freedom. Best not to resist. But each day the silence worked on me—and my pathetic longing. I knew she was only one floor down. I wanted nothing so much as simply to be in the same room. I went three days running to Morton’s Third Floor, where I knew she liked to go for lunch. On the third day, she appeared—with Raymond. I thought nothing of that. I was blind then. I did not imagine rivals. I sat for half an hour, by myself, shifting lettuce leaves across my salad bowl and gazing at a table two hundred feet away. Her coloring! Her hair! When the feel of her skin came over me, I sat alone in a public dining room and groaned.


    By the third week, I had passed the edge. I did not have to gather strength; I merely let myself go to impulse. I walked directly to her office, eleven o’clock one morning. I did not bring a file, a memo, any item for excuse.


    She was not in.


    I stood there on her threshold with my eyes closed, burning in humiliation and sadness, feeling I would die from being thwarted.


    While I stood there, in that pose, she returned.


    Rusty, she said brightly. A chipper greeting. She pushed past me. I watched her bend to pull a file from her drawer. A parched arrow of sensation ran through me, at the way her tweed skirt pulled across her bottom, the smoothness of her calves flexing in her hose. She was busy. She stood over her desk, reading the notations on the jacket, tapping a pencil on a pad.


    I’d like to see you again, I said.


    She looked up. Her face was solemn. She stepped around her desk and reached past me with one hand to close the door.


    She spoke immediately.


    I don’t think that’s a very good idea. Not now. It’s not right for me now, Rusty. Then she opened up the door.


    She went back behind her desk. She worked. She turned to flip on the radio. She did not glance toward the place where I remained another moment.


    I do not think I believed at any time that Carolyn Polhemus loved me. I thought only that I pleased her. My passion, my obsession flattered and enlarged her. And so I did not suffer rejection; I was not ravaged by grief. When it finally occurred to me that I might have a successor, I did not have fantasies of his destruction. I would have agreed to share. I was devastated by denial, by longing. I wanted, simply, what it was I’d had. I craved Carolyn and my release in her in a way that did not end.


    For me it never ended. There was nothing to make it end. Her willingness had always been only secondary, convenient. I wanted my passion, in its great exultant moments, the burning achievement of my worship, of my thrall. To be without it was to be in some way dead. I longed. I longed! I sat up nights in my rocking chair, imagining Carolyn, overcome by pity for myself.


    In those weeks, my life seemed to have exploded. My sense of proportion left me; my judgment took on the grotesque exaggerations of a cruel cartoon. A fourteen-year-old girl was abducted, stored like merchandise in the defendant’s trunk, sodomized in one manner or another every hour or two for three days, and then was beaten
by him, blinded (so she could make no identification), and left for dead. I read reports about this case, attended meetings where the evidence was discussed. To myself I thought, I hurt for Carolyn.


    At home I made my absurd confession to Barbara, weeping at the dinner table, crying in my highball. Do I have the guts to say it? I wanted her sympathy. That mad egoistic instant naturally went to make my suffering worse. Barbara would not endure the sight of me in any visible pain. Now there was no place left. At work, I did nothing. I watched the hallways for some glimpse of Carolyn passing by. At home, my wife was now my warden, daring me, with the threat of the imminent end of family life, to wear any sign of any neediness. I took to walks. December turned to January. The temperature sunk near zero and stayed that way for weeks. I trudged hours through our little town, with my scarf across my face, the fur trimming of my parka burning when it touched the exposed portion of my forehead and my cheeks. My own tundra. My Siberia. When would it end? I wanted simply to have—or if not to have, to find some peace.


    Carolyn avoided me. She was as artful at that as at so many other things. She sent me memos, left Eugenia phone messages. She did not go to meetings I was scheduled to attend. I’m sure I drove her to it, that in the moments when we caught sight of each other, she could see my pathetic, hungering expression.


    In March, I called her from home. It happened a few times. She had drafted an indictment in a recidivist case, complex charges with allegations going back to the 1960s. I told myself it would be easier to discuss involved legal problems without the interruptions of the office. I waited until Nat was asleep and Barbara was stowed in the closed womb of her study, from where I knew she could never hear me calling downstairs. Then I paged to Carolyn’s listing in the little mimeographed directory Mac put out, containing all the deputies’ home phones. I hardly needed to look to recall the number, but I suppose that in those moments of compulsion I took some strange satisfaction from seeing her name in print. It prolonged, in a way, the communication; it meant my fantasy was real. As soon as I heard Carolyn’s voice, I knew how false my excuses had been. I could not bring myself to utter a sound. “Hello? Hello?”
I melted when I heard her speak in a tone without reproach. Who was it she was awaiting now?


    Each time I did it, I was sure that pride would bear my saying a word or two. I intricately plotted the conversations beforehand. Humorous cracks to dislodge her from indifference or chagrin. Sincere declarations for the instant when I was given half a chance. I could not make any of it take place. She answered, and I waited in a fiery pit of shame. Tears came to my eyes. My heart felt squeezed. “Hello? Hello?” I was relieved when she slammed down the phone, when I quickly tucked the office directory into the hallway bureau.


    She knew, of course, that it was me. There was probably something forlorn and beseeching in my breathing. One Friday night, late in March, I sat in Gil’s, finishing a drink I had started with Lipranzer before he headed home. I saw her staring at me in the long beveled mirror behind the bar. Her face was there above the whiskey bottles; her hair was newly done, shining and stiff beneath the spray. The anger in her look was cruel.


    Pretense was so much easier. I moved my glance from hers and told the bartender to give her an Old-Fashioned. She said no, but he did not hear her, and she waited until he brought the drink. She was standing. I was sitting. The burly Friday-evening tumult of Gil’s went on around us. The juke was screaming and the laughter was wild. The atmosphere had the beefy smell of Fridays, the musk of sexuality unlimbering from the week’s restraint. I finished my beer, and finally, thank God, found the strength to speak.


    I’m like a kid, I told her. I was talking without looking her way. I’m so uncomfortable right now, just sitting here, I want to walk away. And most of the time, the only thing I think I want in life is to talk to you.


    I looked up to see how she was taking this and found her expression largely abstracted.


    That’s what I’ve been doing for months now, walking past you. That’s not cool, is it?


    It’s safe, she said.


    It’s not cool, I repeated. But I’m inexperienced. I mean, I want to have this war-weary, so-what thing about it all, but I’m not making
it, Carolyn. I got engaged when I was twenty-two years old. And right before the wedding I did my time in the Reserves, and I got drunk and screwed some woman in a station wagon behind a bar. That’s it, I said, that’s the history of my infidelities, my life of wild amours. I’m dying, I said. Right this minute. Sitting on this fucking bar stool, I am just about dead. You like that? I’m shaking. My heart is hammering. In a minute, I’ll need air. That’s not very cool, is it?


    And what do you want from me, Rusty? It was her turn now, looking dead into the mirror.


    Something, I said.


    Advice?


    If that’s all I can get.


    She put her drink down on the bar. She put her hand down on my shoulder. She looked straight at me for the first time.


    Grow up, she said, and walked away.


    “And for a minute then,” I said to Robinson, “I felt the most desperate wish that she were dead.”
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    Around the office, Tommy Molto was nicknamed the Mad Monk. He is a former seminarian; five foot six inches if he is lucky, forty or fifty pounds overweight, badly pockmarked, nails bitten to the quick. A driven personality. The kind to stay up all night working on a brief, to go three months without taking off a weekend. A capable attorney, but he is burdened by a zealot’s poverty of judgment. As a prosecutor, he always seemed to me to be trying to make facts rather than to understand them. He burns at too high a temperature to be worth much before a jury, but he made a good assistant to Nico—he has qualities of discipline that Della Guardia lacks. He and Delay go all the way back to grade school at St. Joe’s. Dago society. Molto’s one of the guys who were included before they were old enough to worry about who was cool. Tommy’s personal life is a cipher. He is single and I’ve never seen him with a woman, which inspires the usual conjecture, but if I were to guess, I’d imagine he’s still celibate. That singular intensity seems to have a subterranean source.


    Tommy, as usual, is whispering to Nico hotly when I come through the reception room. There’s been a lot of rubbernecking in the office, file clerks and secretaries rushing to the receptionist’s window to see what the new boss looks like. As if they could have
forgotten in nine months. The TV crews followed Nico up here and did their takes of Nico and Tommy sitting in hard wooden chairs, waiting to meet with Horgan, but that is over now. The reporters have dispersed, and the two of them actually look somewhat forlorn when I come by. Nico does not even have his flower. I cannot resist giving it to Molto.


    “Tommy Molto,” I say. “We once had a guy of that name who worked here, but we think he might be dead. Keep those calls and letters coming, Tom.”


    This joshing, which I intend in all good humor, seems not merely to fall flat but to inspire a look of horror. Molto’s heavy brows knit and he actually appears to recoil when I offer my hand. I try to ease the moment by turning to Delay. He takes my hand, although he, too, seems somewhat reluctant to accept my congratulations.


    “I will never say you did not tell me so,” I admit.


    Nico does not smile. In fact, he looks the other way. He is extremely ill at ease. I do not know if the campaign has left a wake of bitterness or if Delay, like so many of us, is simply scared to death now that he finally has what he so long wanted.


    One thing I am certain of after this encounter: Nico will not be bidding to retain my services. I go so far as to call the file room and ask them to begin putting together some boxes. Late in the morning, I call Lipranzer’s number at McGrath Hall. His phone, which is never answered when he’s out, is picked up by someone whose voice I do not recognize.


    “34068.”


    “Dan Lipranzer?”


    “Not in. Who is this, please?”


    “When do you expect him?”


    “Who is this?”


    “No message,” I say, before hanging up.


    I knock on the adjoining door to see what Mac makes of all this. She’s gone. When I ask Eugenia where, she tells me that Mac is in Raymond’s office, meeting, as she puts it, “with Mr. Della Guardia.” She has been there almost an hour. I stand next to Eugenia’s desk, battling my own bitterness. All in all, this has not
worked out. Nico is now Mr. Della Guardia. Mac is on his staff, until she takes the bench. Raymond is going to get rich. Tommy Molto has my job. And I’ll be lucky if next month I can pay the mortgage.


    I’m still standing by Eugenia, when the phone rings.


    “Mr. Horgan wants to see you,” she says.


     



     



    In the face of all the stern rebukes I have given to myself while I was marching down the hallway, the juvenile rush of sensation I feel when I see Nico in the P.A.’s chair astonishes me. I am immobilized by anger, jealousy, and revulsion. Nico has assumed a perfect proprietary air. He has removed his suit coat and his face is gravely composed, an expression which I know Nico well enough to realize is completely affected. Tommy Molto is sitting beside him, his chair somehow dropped a few inches back into the room. It strikes me that Tommy has already mastered the art of being a toady.


    Raymond motions for me to sit. He says that this is really Nico’s meeting now, so he offered him the chair. Raymond himself is standing up beside his sofa. Mac has her chair wheeled up to the window and is looking out. She still has not greeted me, and I realize now, from her demeanor, that Mac wants to be nowhere near this scene. The old saw: harder for her than for me.


    “We’ve made some decisions here,” Raymond says. He turns to Della Guardia. Silence. Delay, in his first assignment as P.A., is wordstruck. “Well, perhaps I should explain this first part,” Raymond says. He is extremely grim. I know his forced expression well enough to realize that he is angry and laboring to remain composed. You can tell, just from the atmosphere, that there were bruises raised during the preceding meeting.


    “I spoke last night with the mayor and told him that I had no desire to remain in office in light of the voters’ preferences. He suggested to me that as long as I felt that way that I ought to talk it over with Nico to see if he wants to come on early. He does—and so that’s what’s going to happen. With the County Board’s concurrence, I’ll be leaving Friday.”


    I can’t help myself. “Friday!”


    “It’s a little faster than I would have thought myself, but there are certain factors—” Raymond stops. Something is precarious in his manner. He is struggling. Horgan straightens the papers on the coffee table. He drifts to the sideboard and looks for something else. He is having a miserable time. I decide to make it easy for everybody.


    “I’ll be taking off then, too,” I say. Nico starts to speak and I interrupt. “You’ll be better off with a fresh start, Delay.”


    “That’s not what I was going to say.” He stands. “I want you to know why Raymond is leaving so soon. There’s going to be a criminal investigation of his staff. We have information—some of it came to us during the campaign, but we didn’t want to get into that kind of gutter stuff. But we have information and we think there’s a serious problem.”


    I am confused by Nico’s apparent anger. I wonder if he is talking about the B file. Perhaps there’s a reason for Molto’s connection to that case.


    “Here, let me butt in,” Raymond says. “Rusty, I think the best way to deal with this is to be direct. Nico and Tom have raised some questions with me about the Polhemus investigation. They’re not confident in the way you’ve handled it. And I’ve agreed now to step aside. They can examine that question in any way they think is best. That’s a matter for their professional judgment. But Mac suggested—well, we all agreed to make you aware of the situation.”


    I wait. The sense of alarm spreads through me before the instant of comprehension.


    “I am under criminal investigation?” I laugh out loud.


    From across the room Mac finally speaks. “‘Tain’t funny, McGee,” she says. There is no humor in her voice.


    “This,” I say, “is a crock. What did I supposedly do?”


    “Rusty,” Raymond says, “we do not need that kind of discussion now. Nico and Tom think that there are some things you should have spoken up about. That’s all.”


    “That is not all,” Molto says suddenly. His look is piercing. “I think you’ve been engaged in misdirection, hide the ball, ring around the rosy for almost a month now. You’ve been covering your ass.”


    “I think you’re sick,” I tell Tommy Molto.


    Mac has wheeled her chair about.


    “We don’t need this,” she says. “This discussion should take place somewhere else, with somebody else.”


    “The hell with that,” I say. “I want to know what this is about.”


    “It’s about,” says Molto, “the fact that you were in Carolyn’s apartment the night she was killed.”


    My heart beats so hard that my vision shifts, jumps. I was waiting for someone to chastise me because I had an affair with the decedent. This is incomprehensible. And I say so. Ludicrous. Bullshit.


    “What was that? A Tuesday night? Barbara’s at the U. and I was babysitting.”


    “Rusty,” says Raymond, “my advice to you is to shut your fucking mouth.”


    Molto is on his feet. He is approaching me, stalking. He is enraged.


    “We’ve got the print results. The ones you never could remember to ask for. And they’re your prints on the glass. Yours. Rozat K. Sabich. Right on that glass on the bar. Five feet from where the woman was found dead. Maybe you didn’t remember at first that all county employees get printed.”


    I stand. “This is absurd.”


    “And the MUDs you told Lipranzer not to get? The ones from your house? We had the phone company pull them this morning. They’re on the way down here right now. You were calling her all month. There’s a call from your house to hers that night.”


    “I think I’ve had enough of this,” I say. “If I can be excused.”


    I have gotten as far as Loretta’s little office outside Raymond’s when Molto calls out behind me. He follows me into the anteroom. I can hear Della Guardia yelling Molto’s name.


    “I want you to know one thing, Sabich.” He points his finger at me. “I know.”


    “Sure you do,” I say.


    “We’re going to have a warrant for your butt the first day we’re here. You better get yourself a lawyer, man, a damn good one.”


    “For your bullshit theory of an obstruction case?”


    Molto’s eyes are burning.


    “Don’t pretend that you don’t get it. I know. You killed her. You’re the guy.”


    Rage; as if my blood had quickened; as if my veins were filled only with that black poison. How old and familiar, how close to my being it seems. I come near Tommy Molto. I whisper, “Yeah, you’re right,” before I walk away.


  




  

    SUMMER


    IN THE SUPERIOR COURT OF KINDLE COUNTY
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    THE KINDLE COUNTY GRAND JURY, JUNE SESSION, charges as follows:


    On or about April 1 of this year, within the venue of Kindle County,


    RO[image: e9781429962605_i0004.jpg]AT K. SABICH


    defendant herein, did commit murder in the first degree in that he did knowingly, intentionally, and with malice aforethought trespass with force and arms upon the person of Carolyn Polhemus, thereby taking the life of the aforementioned Carolyn Polhemus;


    In violation of Section 76610 of the Revised State Statutes.


     



    A TRUE BILL:


     



    ––––––––-/s


    Joseph Doherty, Foreperson 
Kindle County Grand Jury 
June Session


     



    ––––––––-/s 
Nico Della Guardia 
Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney


     



     



    Done this Twenty-third day of June


     



    [SEAL]
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    “The documents and reports are in the front. The witness statements are in the back,” says Jamie Kemp as he sets a heavy cardboard box on the faultless finish of the walnut meeting table. We are in the small conference room in the offices of his employer, Alejandro Stern, my attorney. Kemp is sweating. He walked two blocks in the July sun from the County Building with these papers. His navy tie has been pulled away from his collar and some of his fancy blond Prince Valiant hairdo, an affectation left over from his younger days, is matted to his temples.


    “I’m going to check my phone messages,” Kemp says, “then I’ll be back to look at this stuff with you. And remember—” Kemp points. “Don’t panic. Defense lawyers have a name for what you’re feeling. They call it clong.”


    “What’s clong?”


    “Clong is the rush of shit to your heart when you see the state’s evidence.” Kemp smiles. I am glad he thinks I can still take a joke. “It is not fatal.”


    It is July 14, three weeks since my indictment for murdering Carolyn Polhemus. Later this afternoon I will appear before Chief Superior Court Judge Edgar Mumphrey for my arraignment. Under state statutes governing discovery in criminal cases, the prosecution
is required, prior to arraignment, to make available to the defense all physical evidence they intend to introduce, and a list of witnesses, including copies of their statements. Thus, this box. I stare at the familiar label applied to the cardboard: PEOPLE V. RO[image: e9781429962605_i0004.jpg]AT K. SABICH. I am full of that feeling again: This hasn’t happened. Alone in this comfortable room, with its dark wainscoting and rows of crimson-jacketed law books, I wait for this now familiar adhesion of dread and longing to pass.


    There is another copy of the indictment in the front of the box. I always focus on the same words. Trespass with force and arms. Trespass vi et armis, a term of the common law. With these same words for centuries persons in the English-speaking countries were accused of acts of violence. The phrase is archaic, long abandoned in most jurisdictions, but it is part of the text of our state statute, and reading it here always leaves me with the sense of a bizarre heritage. I have made league with the all-stars of crime, John Dillinger, Bluebeard, Jack the Ripper, and the million lesser lights, the half-mad, the abused, the idly evil, and the many who surrendered to a moment’s terrible temptation, to an instant when they found themselves well acquainted with our wilder elements, our darker side.


    After two months of daily press leaks, of rumor, innuendo, cruel gossip, I said resolutely that it would be a relief if an indictment finally came down. I was wrong. The day before, Delay sent Stern what is called the defendant’s “courtesy copy.” I first read the charges about forty feet from here, down the hall in Sandy’s tasteful cream-colored office, and my heart and all my other organs were at once all stalled and so full of pain that I was certain that something in those regions must have burst. I could feel the blood gone from my face and I knew that my panic was visible. I tried to sound composed, not to show courage but because I suddenly realized it was simply the only alternative.


    Sandy was sitting beside me on the sofa, and to him I mentioned Kafka.


    ‘Does it sound horrible and trite to say that I can’t believe this?’ I asked. ‘That I am full of incomprehension and rage?’


    ‘Of course you cannot,’ said Sandy, ‘of course not. I, who have
practiced at the criminal bar for thirty years in this city, am not able to believe it, and by now I thought I had seen everything. Everything! And I do not say that loosely. I had a client, Rusty, I cannot use a name, of course, who once placed $25 million in gold bullion in exactly the place that you are sitting. Just the ingots, two feet high. And I, who have seen such things, I sit at home at night and think to myself, Truly, this is remarkable and frightening.’


    From Sandy these words had a kind of reach, the span of authentic wisdom. There is, with his soft Spanish accent, an elegance to the sound of even his ordinary speech. His dignity is soothing. Over time, I have found that I hover, like a lover, on every courtly gesture.


    ‘Rusty,’ Sandy said to me, touching the page I held in my hand, ‘you make no mention of the only thing’—he searched for a word—‘which is encouraging.’


    ‘What’s that?’


    ‘No notice. No Section 5 notice.’


    ‘Ah,’ I said, and a shiver passed through me. In our state the prosecution must give notice at the time of indictment if it is seeking the death penalty. With all my finely calibrated calculations of Delay’s intentions over the months, some zealous internal defense had prevented my mind from even lighting on that possibility. My look, I believe, revealed some of my embarrassment, even humiliation, that I was already so detached from routine professional perspectives. ‘I assumed,’ I said weakly.


    ‘Ah well.’ Sandy smiled gently. ‘We have these habits,’ he said.


     



     



    At Sandy’s advice, we were not in town when the indictment was returned. Barbara and Nat and I went to a cabin owned by friends of her parents, up near Skageon. At night, you could hear the rushing of Crown Falls, a mile away, and the trout fishing proved better than at any time I can recall.


    But, of course, the calamity four hundred miles south was never out of mind. The day after, George Leonard from the Trib somehow got the number of the cabin and asked me for a comment. I referred him to Stern. Later, I came in to hear Barbara in conference
with her mother. After she put down the phone I asked, somehow feeling that I should:


    “It’s all over?”


    “Everywhere. TV. Both papers. Front page. Pictures. Your old officemate Delay handed out every scummy detail.”


    This proved to be an understatement. My case is the stuff of supermarket tabloids: CHIEF PROSECUTOR CHARGED WITH MURDER—HAD AFFAIR WITH VICTIM. Sex, politics, and violence mix in Kindle County. Not only was the local press full of this for days, but the national media, too. Out of curiosity, I began to read these accounts myself. The library in Nearing has an excellent periodical section, and I have little to do now during the days. On Stern’s advice I refused to resign as a deputy P.A. and was placed on an indefinite administrative leave, with pay. As a result I have spent more time in the library than I would have expected. I join the old men and the bag ladies in enjoying the silence and the air conditioning as I inspect these national reports of my misconduct. The New York Times was, as usual, dryly factual, referring to everyone as Mr. and laying out the entire antic circumstance. It was, surprisingly, the national news magazines, Time and Newsweek, that did their best to make it all seem lurid. Each article was accompanied by the same photo, taken by some asshole I saw lurking in the bushes for a couple of days. Stern finally advised me to walk outside and let him take his picture, on the condition that he promise to beat it. That worked. The Minicam units which, according to the neighbors, were camped before the house for a week, while we were hiding out near Skageon, are yet to return.


    That makes little practical difference. After twelve years in which I sometimes prosecuted the biggest cases in town, the papers and TV stations had enough footage of me on file to put my face everywhere. I cannot walk around Nearing without enduring endless staring. There is now a permanent hesitation in everybody’s manner, a few portions of a second lost before a greeting. The comments of solace that are made, which are few, are ludicrous and inept—my cleaner telling me, “Tough break,” or the teenage gas-station attendant asking if that’s really me he’s been reading about in the
paper. Another thing I like about the library is that no one is allowed to talk.


    And how do I feel, so instantly struck low, brought down from my station as model citizen and become a pariah instead? To say that there are no words is inaccurate. There are words, but they would be so many. My spirits keel about wildly. The anxiety is corrosive and I spend much time in a tumult of anger and disbelief. For the most part there is a numbness—a sense of idle refuge. Even in my concern for Nat, and how all of this will warp his future, the dawning thought is that it has happened, ultimately, just to me. I alone am the foremost victim. And to some extent, I can endure that. I acquired more of my father’s fatalism than I expected; a side of me has always been without faith in reason or in order. Life is simply experience; for reasons not readily discerned, we attempt to go on. At instants I am amazed that I am here. I have taken to watching my shoes as I cross the pavement, for the fact that I am moving, that I am going anywhere, doing anything, strikes me, at odd moments, as amazing. That in the midst of this misfortune life continues seems bizarre.


    And mostly I am like this, floating and remote. Of course, a great deal of the time is also spent wondering why this has occurred. But I find that at some point along the way my ability to assay ceases. My speculation seems to lead to a dark and frightening periphery, the edge of a black vortex of paranoia and rage from which, thus far, I have instantly withdrawn. I know that on some levels I cannot take much more, and I simply do not. I worry instead about when it will be over, and what the result will be. I want, with a desperation whose size cannot be encompassed by metaphor, I want all of this never to have taken place; I want things to be as they were before, before I allowed my life to be ransacked by Carolyn, and everything that followed. And then there is my consuming anxiety for Nat: What will happen to him? How can he be sheltered? How can I protect him from shame? How can I have brought him to the brink of being, for all purposes, half an orphan? These are in some ways my worst moments: this raging, lashing frustration, this sense of incompetence, these tears. And then, once or twice,
in the last weeks, an extraordinary feeling, lighter than air, more soothing than a breeze, a hope that seems to settle in without accounting, and which leaves me with the sense that I have mounted some high rampart and have the courage simply to look ahead.


     



     



    The case against me, as I assess it from the contents of the cardboard box, is straightforward. Nico has listed about a dozen witnesses of substance, more than half of them related to the physical and scientific evidence he plans to introduce. Lipranzer will be called, apparently to say I instructed him not to subpoena my home phone tolls. Mrs. Krapotnik has identified me as someone she saw in Carolyn’s building, although she is not positive I am the stranger she observed on the night of the murder. Also listed is a maid from Nearing whose somewhat cryptic statement suggests that she saw me on the Nearing–City bus one night close to the time Carolyn was killed. Raymond Horgan is named; Tommy Molto; Eugenia, my secretary; Robinson, the psychiatrist I saw on a few occasions; and a number of scientific experts, including Painless Kumagai.


    Nonetheless, this is clearly a circumstantial case. No one will say they saw me kill Carolyn Polhemus. No one will testify to my confession (if you do not consider Molto, whose file memorandum pretends to treat my last remark to him that Wednesday in April as if it was not rendered in a get-screwed tone). The heart of this case is the physical evidence: the glass with two of my fingerprints, identified from the knowns I gave a dozen years ago when I became a deputy P.A.; the telephone MUD records showing a call from my house to Carolyn’s about an hour and a half before her murder; the vaginal smear, revealing the presence within Carolyn’s genitalia of spermatozoa of my blood type, thwarted in their urgent blind migration by a contraceptive compound whose presence implies a consensual sex act; and finally, the malt-colored Zorak V fibers found on Carolyn’s clothing, and her corpse, and strewn about the living area, which match samples taken from the carpeting in my home.


    These last two pieces of evidence were developed as the result of a visit to my house by three state troopers, which took place a
day or two after the Black Wednesday meeting, as Barbara and I now refer to it, in Raymond’s office. The doorbell rang and there was Tom Nyslenski, who has served subpoenas for the P.A.’s office for at least six years. I was still sufficiently unfocused that my initial reaction was to be mildly pleased to see him.


    I don’t like to be here, he said. He then handed me two grand-jury subpoenas, one to produce physical evidence—a blood specimen—and one to testify. He also had a search warrant, narrowly drawn, which authorized the troopers to take samples of the carpeting throughout my home, as well as every piece of exterior clothing I owned. Barbara and I sat there in our living room as three men in brown uniforms walked from room to room with plastic bags and scissors. They spent an hour in my closet, cutting tiny swatches from the seams. Nico and Molto had been clever enough not to search for the murder weapon, too. A law enforcement professional would know better than to keep the thing around. And if the troopers searched for it, the prosecutors would have to admit in court that it could not be found.


    Is the stuff in here called Zorak V? I asked Barbara quietly while the troopers were upstairs.


    I don’t know what it is, Rusty. Barbara, as usual, seemed to be placing a premium on maintaining her composure. She had a little pursed-up expression, peeved but no worse. As if they were fourteen-year-olds setting off firecrackers too late at night.


    Is it synthetic? I asked.


    Do you think we could afford wool? she replied.


    I called Stern, who had me make an inventory of what they took. The next day I voluntarily provided a blood sample downtown. But I never testified. Stern and I had our one serious dispute about that. Sandy repeated the accepted wisdom that an investigation target accomplishes nothing by pre-trial statements except to prepare the prosecutor for the defense. In his own gentle way, Stern reminded me of the damage I had already done with my outburst in Raymond’s office. But in late April, unindicted, and convinced I never would be charged, my goal was to prevent this mad episode from damaging my reputation. If I took five and refused to testify, as I had the right to do, it would probably never reach the papers, but every lawyer
in the P.A.’s office would know, and through them half the others on the street. Sandy prevailed when the results of the blood test came back and identified me as a secreter—that is, someone who produced A-type antibodies, just like the man who had last been with Carolyn. The chances of this being a coincidence were about one in ten. I realized then that my last opportunity for quick exoneration had passed. Tommy Molto refused to accept any substitute for my assertion of the privilege and so one bleak afternoon in May, I, like so many others I had often ridiculed, snuck into the grand-jury room, a little windowless chamber that looks something like a small theater, and repeated in response to thirty-six different questions, ‘On the advice of my attorney, I will decline to answer because it may tend to incriminate me.’


     



     



    “So,” says Sandy Stern. “How do you enjoy seeing the world from the other side?” Engrossed in mysteries of the cardboard box, I did not notice him enter the conference room. He stands, with one hand on the door handle, a short, roundish man, in a flawless suit. There are just a few stray hairs that cross his shining pale scalp, emanating from what was once a widow’s peak. Tucked between the fingers is a cigar. This is a habit which Stern indulges only in the office. It would be uncivil in a public place and Clara, his wife, forbids it at home.


    “I didn’t expect you back so soon,” I tell him.


    “Judge Magnuson’s calendar is dreadful. Naturally, the sentencing will be called last.” He is referring to another case on which he has been engaged. Apparently he has spent a good deal of time waiting in court and the matter is not yet concluded. “Rusty, would you mind terribly if Jamie appears with you at the arraignment?” He begins to explain at length, but I interrupt.


    “No problem.”


    “You’re very kind. Perhaps then we can take a few moments with what your friend Della Guardia has sent over. What is it you call him?”


    “Delay.”


    Sandy’s consternation is apparent. He cannot figure out the
reason for the nickname and he is too gentlemanly to ask me to reveal even the most trivial confidence of the P.A.’s office, with which he is so often a contestant. He removes his coat and calls for coffee. His secretary brings it and a large crystal ashtray for his cigar.


    “So,” he says. “Do we now understand Della Guardia’s case?”


    “I think I do.”


    “Fine, then. Let me hear it. Thirty-second summation, if you please, of Nico’s opening statement.”


    When I retained Sandy, within three or four hours of that bizarre meeting in Raymond’s office, we spent thirty minutes together. He told me what it would cost—a $25,000 retainer, against a fee to be billed at $150 an hour for time out of court and $300 an hour in, the balance, strictly as a courtesy to me, to be returned if there was no indictment; he told me not to talk to anyone about the charges and, in particular, to make no more outraged speeches to prosecutors; he told me to avoid reporters and not to quit my job; he told me this was frightening, reminiscent of the scenes of his childhood in Latin America; he told me that he was confident that with my extraordinary background this entire matter would be favorably resolved. But Sandy Stern, with whom I have done business for better than a decade, against whom I have tried half a dozen cases, and who on matters of gravity, or of little consequence, has always known that he could accept my word—Sandy Stern has never asked me if I did it. He has inquired from time to time about details. He asked me once, quite unceremoniously, whether I’d had ‘a physical relationship’ with Carolyn, and I told him, without flinching, yes. But Stern has remained far clear of ever putting the ultimate question. In that he is like everybody else. Even Barbara, who evinces by various proclamations a belief in my innocence, has never asked me directly. People tell you it’s tough. They cling or, more often, seem visibly repulsed. But nobody has sufficient sand to come out with the only question you know they have in mind.


    From Sandy this indirection seems more of his classical manner, the formal presence that lies over him like brocaded drapes. But I know it serves for more. Perhaps he does not ask because he is not certain of the verity of the answer he may get. It is a given
of the criminal justice system, an axiom as certain as the laws of gravity, that defendants rarely tell the truth. Cops and prosecutors, defense lawyers and judges—everybody knows they lie. They lie solemnly; with sweaty palms and shifty eyes; or, more often, with a look of schoolboy innocence and an incensed disbelief when their credulity is assailed. They lie to protect themselves; they lie to protect their friends. They lie for the fun of it, or because that is the way they have always been. They lie about big details and small ones, about who started it, who thought of it, who did it, and who was sorry. But they lie. It is the defendant’s credo. Lie to the cops. Lie to your lawyer. Lie to the jury that tries your case. If convicted, lie to your probation officer. Lie to your bunkmate in the pen. Trumpet your innocence. Leave the dirty bastards out there with a grain of doubt. Something can always change.


    Thus it would be an act contrary to his professional acumen were Sandy Stern to commit himself to an unreserved faith in everything I say. Instead, he does not ask. This procedure has one further virtue. If I were to meet any new evidence by frontally contradicting what I had told Sandy in the past, legal ethics might require him to withhold me from the witness stand, where I almost certainly intend to go. Better to see everything the prosecution has, to be certain that my recollection, as the lawyers put it, has been fully “refreshed,” before Sandy inquires about my version. Caught in a system where the client is inclined to lie and the lawyer who seeks his client’s confidence may not help him do that, Stern works in the small open spaces which remain. Most of all, he desires to make an intelligent presentation. He does not wish to be misled, or to have his options curbed by rash declarations that prove to be untrue. As the trial approaches, he will need to know more. He may ask the question then; and I certainly will tell him the answer. For the time being, Stern has found, as usual, the most artful and indefinite means by which to probe.


    “Della Guardia’s theory is something like this,” I say. “Sabich is obsessed with Polhemus. He’s calling her house. Can’t let go. He has to see her. One night, knowing that his wife will be going out and that he can get to Carolyn on the sneak, he calls up, begs to see her, and Polhemus finally agrees. She rolls around with him
for auld lang syne, but then something goes wrong. Maybe Sabich is jealous of another relationship. Maybe Carolyn says that this was merely the grand finale. Whatever it is, Sabich wants more than she will give. He blows a gasket. He gives her what-for with some heavy instrument. And decides to make it look like rape. Sabich is a prosecutor. He knows that this way there will be dozens of other suspects. So he ties her up, opens the latches to make it look like somebody slipped in, and then—this is the diabolical part—pulls her diaphragm out of her, so there won’t be any evidence of consent. Like all bad guys, of course, he makes a few mistakes. He forgets the drink he had when he came in, the glass he left on the bar. And he does not think—maybe even realize—that the forensic chemist will be able to i.d. the spermicide. But we know he did evil to this woman, because he never revealed—he lied—about his presence on the night of the murder, which is established by all the physical evidence.”


    This exposition is eerily comforting to me. The heartless hip analysis of crime is so much a part of my life and my mentation that I cannot make myself sound ruffled or even feel a fragment of concern. The world of crime has its argot, as ruthless as the jazzman’s is sweet, and speaking it again I feel I am back among the living, among those who see evil as a familiar if odious phenomenon with which they have to deal, like the scientist studying diseases through his microscope.


    I go on.


    “That’s Nico’s theory, something like that. He has to straddle a little bit on the question of premeditation. He might argue that Sabich had it in mind to do her in from minute one, that he chose this night so he had an alibi, in case she refused to build the old fire anew. Maybe Sabich was on a different trip: You can’t live if you won’t be mine. That’ll depend on evidentiary nuances. Probably Nico will give an opening that won’t lock him in. But he’ll be close to this. How does it sound?”


    Sandy looks over his cigar. They are Cuban, he told me a few weeks ago. A former client gets them, he does not ask how. The wrapper, deep brown, burns so cleanly that you can see the leaf veins etched within the ash.


    “Plausible,” he says at last. “Evidence of motive is not strong here. And it is usually critical in a circumstantial case. Nothing ties you to any instrument of violence. The state is further disadvantaged because you were, in essence, a political opponent of Della Guardia—never mind that you did not consider yourself a political employee, a jury will not believe that, and for our purposes should not be told that. There is additional evidence of bad feeling between you and the prosecuting attorney inasmuch as you personally fired him from his post. The importance of these matters, however, could be greatly reduced if the prosecuting attorney himself did not try this case.”


    “Forget that,” I say. “Nico would never move out of the spotlight.”


    Stern seems to smile as he draws on the cigar.


    “I quite agree. So we will have those advantages. And these factors, which would raise questions in the mind of any reasonable person, will take on large importance in a circumstantial case, from which you and I both know juries are disinclined. Nevertheless, Rusty, we must be honest enough to tell ourselves that the evidence overall is very damaging.”


    Sandy does not pause long, but the words, even though I probably would have said as much myself, feel like something driven against my heart. The evidence is very damaging.


    “We must probe. It is difficult, of course, and I am sure painful, but now is the time that you must put your fine mind to work on this case, Rusty. You must tell me every flaw, every defect. We must look scrupulously at each piece of evidence, each witness, again and again. Let us not say that any of this hard work will be done tomorrow. Best to begin right now, today. The more deficiencies we find in this circumstantial case, the better our chances, the more Nico must explain, and explain with difficulty. Do not be afraid to be technical. Every point for which Della Guardia cannot account increases your opportunities for acquittal.”


    Although I have hardened myself, one word catches me like a blow. Opportunities, I think.


     



     



    Sandy summons Jamie Kemp to take part in our discussion, as it is bound to suggest various motions for discovery that we will soon be called upon to file. To hold down my expenses, Stern has agreed to allow me to assist in research and investigation, but I must act under his direction. With Kemp, I share the work of the junior lawyer, and I have enjoyed this collaboration more than I had counted on. Kemp has been Stern’s associate about a year now. As I get the story, quite some time ago Jamie was a guitarist in a medium-popular rock-and-roll band. They say he went through the whole shot, records and groupies and road shows, and when things went downhill he decamped for Yale Law School. I dealt with him in the P.A.’s office on two or three occasions without incident, but he had a reputation there for being preppie and stuck-up, impressed by his own blond good looks and a lifetime of good fortune. I like him, though he sometimes cannot suppress a little of that Waspy amusement with a world by which, he is convinced, he will never quite be touched.


    “First,” says Stern, “we must file a notice of alibi.” This is a declaration, no questions. We will formally notify the prosecution of our intention to stand by my statement in Raymond’s office that I was at home the night Carolyn was murdered. This position deprives me of what, in theory, is probably the best defense—conceding that I saw Carolyn that night for an unrelated reason. That posture would dampen the force of the physical evidence and focus instead on the lack of any proof tying me to the murder. For weeks, I have been expecting some artful effort by Stern to discourage the alibi, and I find myself relieved. Whatever Sandy thinks of what I said, he apparently recognizes that to reverse field now would be too difficult. We would have to conceive an innocent explanation for my eruption on Black Wednesday—why I went out of my way to lie, in outraged tones, to my boss, my friend, and the two top lawyers from the new administration.


    Stern pulls the box to him and begins sorting through the documents. He starts from the front, the physical evidence.


    “Let us go to the heart of the matter,” says Stern. “The glass.” Kemp goes out to make copies of the fingerprint report, and the three of us read. The computer people made their findings the day
before the election. By then Bolcarro was playing ball with Nico, and so Morano, the police chief, surely was as well. This report must have gone straight to the top and right out to Nico. So Delay probably told the truth himself when he claimed that Wednesday in Horgan’s office that he had acquired significant evidence against me during the campaign and chose not to publicize it. Too much of a last-minute mess, I would suppose.


    As for the report, it says, in brief, that my right thumb and middle finger have been identified. The other latent present remains unknown. It is not mine; it is not Carolyn’s. In all likelihood it belongs to one of the initial onlookers at the scene: the street cops who responded to the call, who always seem to run around touching everything before the homicide dicks arrive; the building manager, who found the body; the paramedics; maybe even a reporter. Nonetheless, it will be one of the difficult stray details for Della Guardia to cope with.


    “I would like to look at that glass,” I say. “It might help me figure some things out.”


    Stern points at Kemp and tells him to list a motion for production of physical evidence.


    “Also,” I say, “we want them to produce all the fingerprint reports. They dusted everything in the apartment.”


    This one Stern assigns to me. He hands me a pad:


    “Motion for production of all scientific examinations: all underlying reports, spectographs, charts, chemical analyses, et cetera, et cetera, you know it better than I do.”


    I make the note. Stern has a question.


    “You had drinks in Carolyn’s apartment, of course, when you were there in the past?”


    “Sure,” I say. “And she wasn’t much of a housekeeper. But I think she’d wash a glass once in six months.”


    “Yes,” Stern says simply.


    We are both grim.


    Kemp has another idea.


    “I’d like to get a complete inventory of everything in that apartment. Every physical object. Where’s the contraceptive jelly or whatever it is that this chemist is saying he finds present? Wouldn’t
that have been in her medicine cabinet?” He looks to me for confirmation, but I shake my head.


    “I don’t even remember discussing birth control with Carolyn. I may be male chauvinist of the year, but I never asked her what she was doing.”


    Stern is ruminating, temporizing in the air with his cigar.


    “Caution here,” he says. “These are productive thoughts, but we do not want to lead Della Guardia to evidence he has not thought to obtain. Our requests, whatever they are, must be unobtrusive. Remember that everything that the prosecution discovers which favors the defense must be turned over to us. Anything we discuss which might be useful to them will be better left forgotten.” Sandy gives me a sidewise look, quite amused. He enjoys being so candid with a former opponent. Perhaps he is thinking of some specific piece of evidence he kept from me in the past. “Best we conduct this search ourselves without disclosing our intentions.” He points at Kemp; it is his turn. “Another motion, then: for an inventory of all items seized from the apartment of the decedent and for an opportunity to conduct a view and inspection of our own. The apartment remains under seal?” he asks me.


    “I presume.”


    “Also,” says Stern, “your mention of Carolyn’s personal habits leads to this thought. We should subpoena her doctors. No privileges survive her death. Who knows what we might discover? Drugs?”


    “Rope burns in the past,” says Kemp.


    We all laugh, a grisly moment.


    Sandy, decorous as ever, asks if the name of one of Carolyn’s doctors is “known to me.” It is not, but all county employees are covered by Blue Cross. A subpoena to them, I suggest, is bound to uncover a good deal of information, including doctors’ names. Stern is pleased by my contribution.


    The next group of documents we look at are the phone records from Carolyn’s home number and my own, an inch-thick bundle of xeroxed pages with an endless train of 14-digit numbers. I hand the sheets one by one to Stern. From my phone, there are one-minute calls to Carolyn’s recorded on March 5, 10, and 20. When I get to April 1, I spend a long time looking. I just lay my finger
on the number that is recorded there at 7:32 p.m. A two-minute call.


    “Carolyn’s,” I tell him.


    “Ah,” says Stern. “There must be a commonsense explanation for all of this.” Observing Stern work is like tracking smoke, watching a shadow lengthen. Is it the accent that allows him to lay that perfect subtle stress on the word “must”? I know my assignment.


    He smokes.


    “You do what at home, when you babysit?” he asks.


    “Work. Read memos, indictments, prosecution packages, briefs.”


    “Must you confer with other deputy prosecuting attorneys?”


    “Occasionally.”


    “Of course,” says Stern. “Now and then, there is the need to ask a brief question, schedule an appointment. No doubt in all these months of records”—Stern taps them—“there are a number of such calls to deputy prosecuting attorneys other than Carolyn.”


    I nod with each suggestion.


    “There are a lot of possibilities,” I say. “I think Carolyn was working on a big indictment that month. I’ll look over some things.”


    “Good,” says Stern. He looks back to my MUD sheets for the murder night. His lips are rumpled, his look disturbed.


    “No further calls after 7:32,” he says finally, and points.


    In other words, no proof that I was home, where I say I was.


    “Bad,” I say.


    “Bad,” Stern finally says aloud. “Perhaps someone called you that evening?”


    I shake my head. None that I remember. But I know my lines now.


    “I’ll think about it,” I say. I take back the MUD sheet for April 1, studying it a moment.


    “Can those things be dummied up?” asks Kemp. “The MUDs?”


    I nod.


    “I was thinking about that,” I say. “The P.A. gets a bunch of xeroxes of the phone company’s printouts. If a deputy, or somebody else, wanted to do a job on a defendant, he could make a great cut-and-paste and nobody would know the difference.” I nod again and look at Kemp. “These things could be faked.”


    “And should we pursue that possibility?” asks Stern. Is there some hint of rebuke in his voice? He is studying a thread pulled on his shirt-sleeve, but when his eyes light on mine for the briefest instant, they are penetrating as lasers.


    “We might think about that,” I say at last.


    “Mmm hmm,” says Stern to himself. He is quite solemn. He points at Kemp to make a note. “I do not believe we should explore this before the conclusion of the state’s evidence. I would not want to see them introduce the fact that we made efforts to challenge the accuracy of these records and failed.” He directs this remark to Kemp, but it is clear to me who is meant to catch its import.


    Stern reaches resolutely for another file. He checks his watch, a slim golden Swiss piece. The arraignment is in forty-five minutes. Sandy himself is due back in court sooner. He suggests we talk about the witnesses. I summarize what I have read thus far. I mention that Molto and Della Guardia provided no statements from two of the listed witnesses: my secretary, Eugenia, and Raymond. Sandy absently tells Kemp to list another motion for production. He has put his glasses back on, tortoiseshell half-frames, and continues studying the witness list.


    “The secretary,” he says, “does not trouble me, for reasons I will explain. Horgan, candidly, does.”


    I start when Sandy says this.


    “Certain witnesses,” Sandy explains, “Della Guardia must bring to the stand, whatever their disadvantages to him. You know this, of course, Rusty, far better than I. Detective Lipranzer is an example. He was quite candid in his interview with Molto the day after the election and acknowledged that you asked him not to order your home telephone records. That is sufficiently helpful to the prosecution that Lipranzer will be called, notwithstanding the many fine things he will say about you personally. Horgan, on the other hand, is not a witness whom I would think a good prosecutor would ordinarily be eager to see. He will be known to all the jurors, and his credibility is such that it would seem quite risky to call him unless—” Sandy waits. He picks up his cigar again.


    “Unless what?” I ask. “Unless he is going to be hostile to the
defense? I don’t believe Raymond Horgan will put the bricks to me. Not after twelve years. Besides, what can he say?”


    “It is a matter of tone, not so much as content. I take it that he is going to testify to your statement in his office on the day after the election. One would think that Nico would be better off putting on Ms. MacDougall, if he had to accept an unfriendly witness. She at least has not been a local personality for more than a decade. On the other hand, if it appears that Horgan, Della Guardia’s political opponent, and your friend and employer for a dozen years, is sympathetic to the prosecution—that could be extremely damaging. That is the kind of courtroom nuance on which you and I both know close cases often turn.”


    I look at him squarely. “I don’t believe that.”


    “I understand,” he says. “And you are probably correct. Probably there is something we have missed that will seem obvious when we know Horgan’s prospective testimony. Nonetheless—” Sandy thinks. “Raymond would meet with you?”


    “I can’t imagine why not.”


    “I will call him and see. Where is he now?” Kemp remembers the law firm. About six names. The League of Nations. Every ethnic group is mentioned. O’Grady, Steinberg, Marconi, Slibovich, Jackson, and Jones. Something like that. “We should plan a meeting for Horgan, you, and me as soon as possible.”


    Strangely, this is the first thing Sandy has said that is both entirely unexpected, and whose effect I cannot seem to shake. It is true that I have not heard from Raymond since that day in April that I walked out of his office, but he has had his own concerns: new job, new office. More particularly, he is an experienced criminal defense lawyer and knows how circumscribed our talks would necessarily have to be. His silence I had taken as a professional accommodation. Until now. I wonder if this is not simply some malicious effort by the prosecutors to unsettle me. That would be like Molto.


    “Why does he need Raymond to testify, if he intends to call Molto?” I ask.


    Principally, says Stern, because Molto is, in all likelihood, not going to testify. Della Guardia has referred a number of times to
Tommy trying the case. A lawyer is prohibited from being a witness and advocate in the same proceeding. Nonetheless, Sandy reminds Jamie that we ought to file a motion to disqualify Molto, since he is on the witness list. If nothing else, this will promote consternation in the P.A.’s office. And it will force Nico to forswear any use of my statement to Molto. Like me, Sandy considers it unlikely that Nico would really want to offer this in the prosecution’s case. As Della Guardia’s best friend and chief assistant, Molto would be too easy to impeach. But on the other hand, the statement could be used effectively in cross-examining me. It is best, therefore, to file the motion and force Nico’s hand.


    Sandy moves ahead. “This I do not understand,” he says. He holds aloft the statement of the maid who says she saw me on a bus into the city from Nearing on a night near the time Carolyn was murdered. “What is Della Guardia up to?”


    “We only have one car,” I explain. “I’m sure Molto checked the registrations. Barbara took it that night. So I had to have another way to get to Carolyn. I bet they had a trooper standing out at the bus station in Nearing for a week, looking for someone who could make my picture.”


    “This interests me,” Stern says. “They apparently accept that Barbara indeed left you at home that night. I understand why they would concede that she took the car. There have been too many unfortunate episodes with women around the university for anyone to believe she would be using public transportation at night. But why agree she left at all? No prosecutor would want to argue that the defendant rode a bus to a murder. It does not sound authentic. They must have found nothing with the taxi companies and rent-a-car. I take it that they are looking at records of some kind which confirm Barbara’s absence.”


    “Probably the log-in sheet at the U.,” I say. Nat and I have gone to watch his mother work on the computer on occasion. “It’ll show she used the machine. She signs in when she gets there.”


    “Ah,” says Stern.


    “What time would that be?” Jamie asks. “Not late, right? She’ll know you were home at the time of the murder—or at least that she left you there, won’t she?”


    “Absolutely. Her computer time’s at eight. She leaves for the U. seven-thirty, twenty-to the latest.”


    “And Nat?” asks Sandy. “When is he in bed?”


    “Around then. Most of the time, Barbara gets him down before she goes.”


    Kemp asks, “Does Nat get up a lot or does he sleep soundly?”


    “Like a coma,” I say. “But I’d never leave him alone in the house.”


    Stern makes a sound. That is not the kind of thing we will be able to prove.


    “Nonetheless,” says Stern, “these facts are helpful. We are entitled to whatever records they have. That is Brady material”—evidence favorable to the defense. “We must make another motion. Fiery and outraged. A good assignment for you, Rusty.” He smiles, kindly.


    I make the note. I tell Sandy there is only one more witness I want to talk about. I point to Robinson’s name.


    “He’s a shrink,” I say. “I saw him a few times.” Molto, I’m sure, is behind the ugly gesture of naming my former psychiatrist as a potential witness. Tommy is pulling my chain. I used to do things like that to defendants. Make sure they knew I’d been all over their lives. Last month Molto subpoenaed my bank account in Nearing. The president, an old friend of Barbara’s deceased father, Dr. Bernstein, will not look at me now when I come in. From my checks, no doubt, Molto got Robinson’s name.


    I am surprised by Stern’s reaction to my disclosure.


    “Yes, Dr. Robinson,” Sandy says. “He called me right after the return of the indictment. I neglected to mention that.” He was too decorous is what Stern means. “He had seen my name in the paper as your lawyer. He merely wanted me to know he had been identified and that the police had attempted an interview. He was reluctant to trouble you with this information. At any rate, he told me he refused to make any statement on the grounds of privilege. I reaffirmed that and said we would not waive.”


    “We can waive. I don’t care,” I say. I don’t either. It seems like a minor intrusion, compared to what has taken place in the last few months.


    “Your attorney is ordering you to care. Della Guardia and Molto are no doubt hoping we will make a waiver, in the belief that this doctor will testify to your general mental health and the unlikeliness of criminal behavior.”


    “I bet he will.”


    “I see I did not make my point,” says Stern. “I commented before. Evidence of motive here is weak. You summarized Della Guardia’s theory very ably, I think. Sabich is obsessed, you said. Sabich is unwilling to let go. Tell me, Rusty. You have looked over Della Guardia’s case. Where is the proof here of any prior amorous relationship between the defendant and the decedent? A few telephone calls that can be accounted for by business needs? There is no diary here. No note that came with flowers. No lovers’ correspondence. That, I take it, is what your secretary will be called for, to add what she can, which I assume is not very much.”


    “Very little,” I say. Sandy is right. I did not see this hole. As a prosecutor, I would never have missed it. But it is harder when you have all the facts. Still, I battle back a lightheaded sensation of hope. I cannot believe that Nico could be weak on this essential. I point at the MUD sheets. “There are calls to my home from Carolyn’s in late October, last year.”


    “Yes? And who is to say they are not from Ms. Polhemus to you? You had been lawyers on an important case that was tried the month preceding. No doubt there were continuing developments. Bond questions. As I recall, there was a substantial dispute surrounding custody of the boy. What was his name?”


    “Wendell McGaffen.”


    “Yes Wendell. These are matters to which the chief deputy might have difficulty giving attention in the office.”


    “And why did I tell Lipranzer not to get my home phone tolls?”


    “More difficult.” Sandy nods. “But I take it for granted that a person of innocent state of mind would rule himself out as a suspect and prevent a busy detective from wasting his time.” The way he puts things. I take it for granted. Like sleight of hand.


    “Mrs. Krapotnik?” I ask, alluding to her expected testimony that I was seen around Carolyn’s apartment.


    “You were on trial together. Matters needed to be discussed.
Certainly, if you want to get away from the Kindle County P.A.’s office, a most dreary environment, you are not going to go out to Nearing, where you live. No one denies you were in the apartment on occasion. We agree. Your fingerprints are on the glass.” Sandy’s smile is Latin, complex. His defense is taking shape, and he is quite persuasive. “No,” Sandy says. “Della Guardia cannot call you, of course, or, presumably, your wife. And so he faces difficulties. Tongues no doubt have wagged, Rusty. I am sure half the attorneys in Kindle County now believe that they suspected your affair. But gossip will not be admitted. The prosecution has no witnesses. And thus no proof of motive. I would be more hopeful,” Sandy says, “were it not for the problem of your testimony.” His eyes, large and dark, deep and serious, briefly cross my own. The problem of my testimony. The problem, he means, of telling the truth. “But these are questions for the future. Our job, after all, is merely to raise a doubt. And it may be that when Della Guardia concludes his case the jury will be led to wonder if you are not the victim of a miserable coincidence.”


    “Or if I was set up.”


    Sandy is a reasonable man and judicious. He again acquires his grave look in response to my proposal. He would obviously prefer that there be no illusions between client and counsel. He glances at his watch. It is getting close to show time. I touch his wrist.


    “What would you say if I told you that Carolyn seems to have had something to do with a case on which a deputy P.A. was bribed? And the P.A. on the case was Tommy Molto?”


    Sandy takes a very long time with this, his look tightly drawn.


    “Please explain.”


    I tell him in a few moments about the B file. These are, I explain, grand-jury secrets. Until now, I have preferred to keep them to myself.


    “And your investigation led where?”


    “Nowhere. It stopped the day I left.”


    “We must find some way to continue. I would suggest an investigator ordinarily. Perhaps you have some other idea.” Sandy puts out his cigar. He grinds the stub down carefully and looks at
it an instant reverentially. He sighs, before he stands to put on his coat. “To attack the prosecutor, Rusty, is a tactic that is almost always pleasing to the client, and seldom convincing to a jury. These matters I mentioned before—your political opposition to Della Guardia, your firing of him—are items that will tarnish him, diminish his credibility. They will help us explain the prosecutor’s zeal to accuse on insufficient evidence. But before we venture down the road to actual accusation, we must consider the matter very carefully. Successes by suggesting sinister motives in the state are, as you well know, quite rare.”


    “I understand,” I say. “I wanted you to know,” I tell him.


    “Of course. And I appreciate that.”


    “It’s just,” I tell him, “that’s the way I feel. That it isn’t a coincidence it lays out this way. I mean,” and now, on sudden impulse, I finally bring myself to say what vestigial pride has so long prevented: “Sandy, I’m innocent.”


    Stern reaches over and, as only he could do, pats me on the hand. He has a look of deep, if practiced, sadness. And as I meet this brown-eyed spaniel expression I realize that Alejandro Stern, one of this town’s finest defense lawyers, has heard these ardent proclamations of innocence too many times before.
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    At ten minutes to two Jamie and I meet Barbara at the corner of Grand and Filer and advance with her to the courthouse. The press horde is waiting for us on the steps beneath the columns. I know a back entrance through the heating and cooling plant, but I figure I can use that trick only once, and I have had the dismal thought that there may come another day when I am particularly eager to avoid this clawing mass, with their halogen lights, their boom mikes, their shoving and their shouting. For the moment, I am content to push my way through, saying, No comment.


    Stanley Rosenberg from Channel 5, splendidly handsome except for particularly prominent front teeth, is the first to reach us. He has left his camera person and sound crew behind and approaches me alone, walking beside us. We address each other by first names.


    “Any chance you’ll do something on camera?”


    “None,” I answer.


    Kemp already is trying to intervene, but I hold him off as we continue walking.


    “If you change your mind, will you promise to call me first?”


    “Not now,” Jamie says, and lays his hand on Stanley’s sleeve. Stanley to his credit maintains his good humor. He introduces
himself and makes his pitch to Kemp instead. Right before the trial, Rosenberg says, a broadcast interview with Rusty would be good for everybody. Stern will never let me make statements to anyone, but Kemp, as we approach the steps and the waiting crowd of cameras, lights, and microphones, says merely, “We’ll think about it.” Stanley remains behind as we start up, Kemp and I flanking Barbara, more or less boosting her by the elbows as we shove our way through.


    “What do you think about the fact that Raymond Horgan is going to testify against you?” Stanley shouts as we are parting.


    I pivot quickly. Stanley’s bad teeth are fully revealed. He knew he’d get me with that one. Where does that come from, I wonder. Stanley may have made assumptions upon reading the court file where Nico’s witness list was filed. But Rosenberg has long-term connections to Raymond, and instinct tells me that he would not use Horgan’s name loosely.


    The cameras are barred by judicial order inside the courthouse, and as we swing through the brass revolving doors, it is only the print and radio reporters who follow us in a pack, thrusting out their tape recorders and shouting questions to which none of us respond. As we hurry down the corridor toward the elevators, I reach for Barbara’s hand, which is around my arm.


    “How are you doing?” I ask.


    Her look is strained, but she tells me she is fine. Stanley Rosenberg is not as good-looking as he appears on TV, she adds. None of them is, I tell her.


    My arraignment is before the Honorable Edgar Mumphrey, chief judge of the Kindle County Superior Court. Ed Mumphrey was leaving the P.A.’s office just about the time that I began. He was regarded with a kind of awe even then, for one reason: he is very rich. His father opened a chain of movie theaters in this town, which he eventually parlayed into hotels and radio stations. Ed naturally has labored to appear immune to his fortune’s influence. He was a deputy for almost a decade; then he entered private practice, where he remained for only a year or two before the call came to the bench. He has proved a straight, capable judge, short just enough candlepower to keep him from being regarded as brilliant. He became chief judge last year, an assignment which is primarily
administrative, although he hears all arraignments, and negotiates and takes guilty pleas when they are offered in the early stages of proceedings.


    I take a seat in Judge Mumphrey’s dark, rococo courtroom, in the front row. Barbara is beside me in a fine blue suit. For reasons that baffle me, she has also chosen to wear a hat, from which descends a coarse black mesh, presumably intended to suggest a veil. I think of telling her that the funeral is not yet, but Barbara has never shared the blacker side of my sense of humor. Beside me, sketching madly, are three artists from the local TV stations drawing my profile. Behind them are the reporters and the court buffs, all awaiting my reactions upon first being called a murderer in public.


    At two o’clock Nico enters from the cloakroom, with Molto close behind. Delay is without restraint and goes on answering the questions of reporters who followed him into the little side anteroom. He talks to them through the open door. The prosecuting attorney, I think to myself. The fucking P.A. Barbara has taken my hand, and with Nico’s appearance she grips it a little tighter.


    When I first met Nico, a dozen years ago, I recognized him instantly as a smart-ass ethnic kid, familiar to me from high school and the streets, the kind who, over the years, I had self-consciously chosen not to be: savvier than he was smart, boastful, always talking. But with few others to look to, I formed with Nico the sort of fast association of fresh recruits. We went to lunch together. We helped each other with briefs. After our first few years, we drifted, a result of our native differences. Having clerked for the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court, I was perceived as lawyerly. Nico, like dozens of deputy P.A.’s for decades past, arrived in the office with his political network already thick. I would listen to him on the telephone. He had been a precinct captain in the organization of his cousin, Emilio Tonnetti, a county commissioner who had secured Nico’s position, one of the last political hirings Raymond agreed to. Nico knew half the hacks and functionaries in the County Building, and he never stopped buying tickets to the political golf outings and dinners, and making the rounds.


    In truth, he proved a better lawyer than was expected. He can write, although he hates to spend time in the library; and he is
effective before a jury. His courtroom persona, as I have observed it over the years, is typical of many prosecutors: humorless, relentless, blandly mean. He has a unique intensity which I always illustrate by telling what is known as the Climax story. I told it last week to Sandy and Kemp, when they asked about the last case I tried with Della Guardia.


    That was almost eight years ago, right after we had been assigned to the felony courts. We were both hungry for jury work, and therefore we agreed to try a dead-bang loser of a rape case on reassignment from somebody smarter.


    ‘Delay had the complaining witness, Lucille Fallon, on the witness stand,’ I told Sandy and Kemp. Lucille, a dark-skinned lady, had been in a bar at four in the afternoon, when she met the defendant. Her husband, on unemployment, was home with the four kids. Lucille got to talking with the defendant, Freddy Mack, and agreed to accept a ride home. Freddy was a four-time loser, with a prior rape and an assault—which the jury of course never heard anything about—and he got a little overeager and took a straight edge from his pocket, thereby helping himself to what by all appearances was already going to come his way. Hal Lerner had the defendant, and he knocked every black out of the box, so there were a dozen middle-aged white people looking over this Negro lady who’d gotten a little rougher treatment than she wanted when she went out to wander.


    Nico and I had spent hours attempting to prepare Lucille for her testimony, with no visible result. She looked terrible, a frumpy fat lady in a tight dress, rambling on about this awful thing that happened to her. Her husband was in the front row and she laid it on thick, making up an entirely new version of events right in the courtroom. Now she had met Freddy as he was emerging from the tavern and asked her for directions. She was already heading for devastation on cross when Nico finally began to elicit testimony about The Act.


    And what did Mr. Mack do then, Mrs. Fallon?


    He done it.


    What was that, ma’am?


    What he been sayin he do.


    Did he have intercourse with you, Mrs. Fallon?


    Yes, sir, he done.


    Did he place his sex organ inside yours?


    Uh huh.


    And where was the razor?


    Right here. Right here on my throat. Pressin right there, I thought every time I breathe he goin to slice me open.


    All right, ma‘am. Nico was about to move on, when I, seated at counsel table, handed him a note. That’s right, said Nico, I forgot. Did he have a climax, ma’am?


    Sir?


    Did he have a climax?


    No, sir. He be drivin a Ford Fairlane.


    Delay never smiled. Judge Farragut was laughing so hard that he hid under the bench, and one of the jurors, literally, rolled out of his seat. Nico never even quivered. ‘And after they came back NG,’ I told Jamie and Sandy, ‘he swore he would never try a case with me again. He said that because I had not managed to keep a straight face, I gave the jury the feeling it wasn’t a serious case.’


    Nico is looking happy enough today. The radiance of power hangs around him. He is wearing his carnation again, and he could not possibly carry himself more erect. He looks trim and well turned out in a new dark suit. There is an attractive vitality to him, as he moves back and forth, trading shots with the reporters, mixing answers to serious questions with personal remarks. One thing is for sure, I think, the son of a bitch is enjoying himself at my expense. His is this season’s media hero, the man who solved the murder of the year. You cannot pick up a local paper without seeing his face. Twice last week I saw columns suggesting that Nico might try out for the mayoral race, two years down the line. Nico responded by pledging his fealty to Bolcarro, but you wonder where those columns came from.


    Nonetheless, Stern has insisted that Nico has endeavored to handle the case fairly. He has talked to the press far more than either of us believes is appropriate, but not all of the leaks have come from him, or even Tommy Molto. The police department is beyond its meager capacities for restraint with a case like this. Nico
has been candid with Stern about the progress of the investigation; he shared the physical evidence as it developed, and he gave me notice of the indictment. He agreed that I was not a flight risk, and will consent to entry of a signature bond. Most important, perhaps, he has thus far done me the favor of not adding an additional charge of obstruction of justice.


    It was Stern, during one of our early conferences, who first pointed out the jeopardy I was in were I to be indicted for willfully concealing facts material to the investigation.


    ‘A jury, Rusty, is very likely to believe you were in that apartment that night, and that at the very least you should have spoken up about it and certainly not lied in your meeting with Horgan and Molto and Della Guardia and MacDougall. Your conversation with Detective Lipranzer concerning the MUD sheets from your home is also very damaging.’


    Stern was matter-of-fact about all this. His cigar was stuck in the corner of his mouth as he spoke. Did his eye flicker up for just an instant? He is the most subtle man I’ve met. Somehow I knew why the topic had been raised. Should he go to Nico with that deal? That was what he was asking. I could not get more than three years for obstruction of justice. I would be out in eighteen months. I would have my son again before he’s grown. In five years I could probably regain my license to practice law.


    I have not lost my power to reason. But I cannot overcome the emotional inertia. I want back the life I had. No less. I want this not to be. I do not want to be marked as long as I live. To plead would be the same as conceding to an unneeded amputation. Worse.


    No plea, I told Sandy.


    No, of course not. Of course. He looked at me with disbelief. He had not raised the subject.


    In the weeks that followed, we assumed that Della Guardia would include this surer count in the indictment. In moments of weird buoyancy, particularly in the last weeks, when it became clear that charges were being readied, I fantasized that the indictment might be for obstruction alone. Instead, the indictment charged only murder. There are tactical reasons that a prosecutor might
make that choice. An obstruction count would offer a tempting—and to a prosecutor, unsatisfying—compromise for a jury inclined to find me guilty but uneasy with the circumstantial nature of Nico’s case. But on the day the indictment was returned, Sandy gave me what I found a surprising account of Nico’s decision.


    ‘I have spent a good deal of time, of course, speaking with Nico lately,’ Sandy told me. ‘He speaks of you and Barbara with some feeling. He has told me on two or three occasions stories of your early days together in the office. Briefs he says you wrote for him. Evenings that he enjoyed with the two of you while he was married. I must say, Rusty, that he seems sincere. Molto is a zealot. He hates every person he prosecutes. But about Nico I am not so sure. I believe, Rusty, that he has been deeply affected by this case and that he made this choice as a matter of fairness. He has decided that it would be irresponsible to put an end to your professional life simply because you were indiscreet, for whatever reason, and to whatever degree. If you are guilty of this murder, then you must be punished, he thinks. Otherwise, he is content to let you go. And I for one applaud him for that. I believe,’ said the lawyer whom I have thus far paid $25,000 to defend me, ‘that is the correct approach.’


     



     



    “Criminal Case 86—1246,” calls out Alvin, Judge Mumphrey’s handsome black docket clerk. My stomach sinks and I head up toward the podium. Jamie is behind me. Judge Mumphrey, who entered only a moment ago, is getting settled on the bench. The cynics sometimes explain Ed’s ascension to chief judge as a function of his good looks. He was an elected judiciary’s concession to the media age, someone whom voters would think of with comfort when they faced the judge’s retention ballot. Ed’s appearance is wonderfully judicial, with fine silver hair drawn straight back from the brow and features regular and yet sharp enough to be stern. He is asked a couple times each year to pose for one of the bar journals in some piece of advertising.


    Della Guardia ends up standing beside me. Molto is a few feet
behind. As good as Nico looks, Tommy is a disheveled mess. His vest, absurd by itself in July, has ridden up on his substantial belly and his shirt-sleeves stick too far out of his jacket. His hair has not been combed. Now that I’ve seen Molto, the impulse to call him a twerp, which I thought I would have to stifle, has passed. Instead, I seek to look Nico in the eye. He nods.


    “Rusty,” he says simply.


    “Delay,” I answer. When I look down toward his waist, I see that he has covertly offered his hand.


    I do not have a chance to test the full extent of my charity. Kemp has caught hold of my coat sleeve and jerks it violently to pull me aside. He comes to stand between Della Guardia and me. We both know that I do not have to be told not to talk to the prosecutors.


    Judge Mumphrey from the walnut bench looks down and smiles at me circumspectly before he speaks. I appreciate the recognition.


    “This is Criminal Case 86—1246. Let me ask counsel to identify themselves for the record.”


    “Your Honor, I am Nico Della Guardia, on behalf of the people of the state. With me is Chief Deputy District Attorney Thomas Molto.”


    Funny, the things that get you. I cannot suppress the briefest sound when I hear my title with Molto’s name. Kemp jerks my sleeve again.


    “Quentin Kemp, Your Honor, of Alejandro Stern, P.C., on behalf of the defendant, Ro[image: e9781429962605_i0006.jpg]at K. Sabich. I would request leave, Your Honor, to file our appearance.”


    Jamie’s motion is allowed, and the court records now officially indicate that Stern and Co. are my lawyers. Jamie then moves on.


    “Your Honor, the defendant is present in court. We would acknowledge receipt of Indictment 86—1246 and waive formal reading. In behalf of Mr. Sabich, Your Honor, we would ask the court to enter a plea of not guilty to the charge.”


    “Plea of not guilty to the indictment,” repeats Judge Mumphrey, making a note on the court record. Bail is set by agreement as a $50,000 signature bond. “Is there a request from either party
for a pre-trial conference?” This is the plea-bargaining session, usually an automatic, since it helps both sides buy time. Delay starts to speak, but Kemp interrupts.


    “Your Honor, such a meeting would be an unnecessary waste of the court’s time.” He looks down at his legal pad for the words that Sandy wrote. When Kemp gets outside, he will read the same speech again live for the TV Minicam teams. “The charges in this case are very grave, and they are entirely false. The reputation of one of the city’s finest public servants and attorneys has been impugned and, perhaps, destroyed with no basis in fact. In the truest sense of the words, justice in this case must be swift, and we ask the court therefore to set an immediate trial date.”


    The rhetoric is splendid, but tactics of course govern this demand. Sandy has emphasized to me that a quick disposition will avoid interminable strain on my shattered emotions. But disordered though I may be, I recognize the fundamental rationale. Time is with the prosecutor in this case. Delay’s principal evidence will not deteriorate. My fingerprints will not lose their memory. The MUD records will not die. With time the P.A.’s case can only become stronger. A witness from the scene might appear. There may be some account of what happened to the murder weapon.


    Kemp’s request is a significant departure from form, since most defendants view delay as a second-best alternative to acquittal. Our demand seems to catch Nico and Molto short. Again, Della Guardia starts to speak, but Judge Mumphrey interrupts. For whatever reason, he has heard enough.


    “The defendant has waived pre-trial conference. The matter will therefore be set over immediately for trial. Mr. Clerk,” he says, “please draw a name.” About five years ago, after a scandal in the clerk’s office, the last chief judge, Foley, solicited suggestions on a method to ensure that the selection of a trial judge for a lawsuit was completely random. I came up with the idea that the draw be made in court, in front of everybody. The proposal—put forth of course in Horgan’s name—was immediately adopted, and I believe was the touchstone for Raymond’s belief that I had executive ability. Now wooden plaques, each bearing the name of a judge, are spun
inside a closed cage, borrowed from a bingo game. Alvin, the clerk, rolls the bones, as they are known. He pulls the first into the opening.


    “Judge Lyttle,” he says. Larren Lyttle. Raymond’s old partner, the defense lawyer’s dream. I am lightheaded. Kemp reaches back and with no other movement squeezes my hand. Molto actually groans. I am pleased to see that up on the bench Judge Mumphrey for an instant seems to smile.


    “The case will be set down to Judge Lyttle’s docket for motions and trial. Defendant’s motions to be filed in fourteen days, the prosecuting attorney to respond according to Judge Lyttle’s order.” Judge Mumphrey picks up his gavel. He is about to move on, but looks down at Nico for a moment. “Mr. Della Guardia, I should have interrupted Mr. Kemp, but I suppose this case is likely to inspire many speeches by the time that it concludes. I do not mean to endorse what he said. But he is correct when he observes that these are very serious charges. Against a lawyer who I think we all know has served this court with distinction for many years. Let me say to you, sir, simply that I, like all other citizens of this county, hope that in this case that justice will be done—and has been done.” Ed Mumphrey nods again to me, and the next case is called.


    Della Guardia leaves as he came, through the cloakroom exit. Kemp is straining to maintain a straight face. Jamie puts his pad in his briefcase and watches Nico go.


    “He walks pretty well, doesn’t he,” asks Jamie, “with all that sticking out his behind?”
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    “I take it,” Barbara says, “that you’re very pleased about Larren.” We are on the highway now, finally free of the downtown traffic. Barbara is behind the wheel. We have learned in recent weeks that my distraction is such that the world is not safe when I drive. There is a primitive relief with the cameras and the clamor behind us. The press pack followed us from the courthouse, down the street, snapping pictures, the huge video cameras lurching toward us like some monster’s eyes. We walked slowly. Try, Stern urged us earlier, to look relaxed. We left Kemp at a corner two blocks on. If every day goes like this one, he said, Nico won’t get past opening statement. Jamie by nature is a cheerful soul, but somehow his bonhomie conjured a shadow. Every day will not be like this one. Grimmer moments are ahead. I shook his hand and told him he was a pro. Barbara kissed him on the cheek.


    “Larren is a good draw,” I say, “the best probably.” I hesitate only because of Raymond. Neither he nor Judge Lyttle would ever communicate outside of court about the case, but the presence of the judge’s best friend as a witness is bound to have some impact, one way or the other, depending on the balance of Raymond’s sympathies. I touch Barbara’s hand, on the wheel. “I appreciate your being there.”


    “I don’t mind,” she says. “Really. It was very interesting,” she adds, sincere as ever in her curiosity, “if you don’t consider the circumstances.”


    Mine is what the lawyers call a ‘high-profile case’—the press attention will continue to be intense. In that situation, communication with the eventual jurors begins long before they come to court for jury service. Nico has been winning the press battles so far. I have to do what I can to project a positive image. Since I am charged, in essence, with murder and adultery, it is important . that the public believe that my wife has not lost faith in me. Barbara’s attendance at every event the media will cover is critical. Stern insisted that she come downtown so that he could explain this to her face to face. Given her distaste for public occasions, her narrow suspicions of outsiders, I expected her to regard this as a taxing assignment. But she has not resisted. Her support in the last two months has been unfailing. While she continues to view me as the victim of my own follies—this time for having ever been enamored of public life and cutthroat politics—she recognizes that things have passed well beyond the stage where I am being served right. She regularly expresses confidence in my vindication and, without a word from me, presented me with a $50,000 cashier’s check to cover Sandy’s retainer and the later fees, which was drawn from a trust which her father left exclusively in her control. She has listened with fast attention to hours of table conversation in which I lambaste Nico and Molto or describe the intricacies of little strategies that Stern has devised. In the evenings, when I am apt to recede to a withdrawn vacancy, she will come to stroke my hand. She has taken on some of my suffering. Although she evinces bravery, I know that there are moments, alone, when she has cried.


    Not only the stress of these extraordinary events, but the radical alteration of my schedule has added a new tempo to our relations. I journey to the library; draft notes for my defense; root pointlessly in the garden. But we are alone together now, much of the time. With the summer, Barbara has few responsibilities at the U. and we linger over breakfast after I drop Nat off for camp. At lunch, I go out and pick greens for our salad. And a new sexual languor has moved softly into our relationship. ‘I was thinking we should do it,’
she announced one afternoon from the sofa, where she was reclining with obscure reading material and Belgian chocolates. Thus, an afternoon encounter has become part of our new routine. It is easiest for her to come crouched over me, hunkered down. The birds sing outside the windows; the daylight seeps beyond the edges of the bedroom blinds. Barbara rolls around with my pin driven deep inside her, that muscular vortex at work, her eyes closed but rolling, her face otherwise serene as her hue increases and she works toward the point of release.


    Barbara is an imaginative, athletic lover; it was not sensual deprivation which drove me to Carolyn. I cannot complain about hang-ups or fetishes or what Barbara will not do. Even in the worst of our times, even amid the upheaval that followed my idiotic confessions last winter, sex was not abandoned. We are of the revolutionary generation. We spoke openly of sexuality. When we were young we tended it like a magic lantern, and we continue to find its place. We have become expert in the physiognomy of pleasure, the nodes to press, the points to massage. Barbara, a woman of the eighties, would find it a further insult to do without.


    For the time being, the clinical aspect which inhabited our relations for months is gone. But even now I find something desperate and sad in Barbara’s loving. There are distances yet left to cross. I lie in bed in the sweet afternoons while Barbara dozes, the midday suburban quiet soothing and beguiling after years of downtown racket, and consider the mystery to me that is my wife.


    Even at the zenith of my passion for Carolyn, I gave no thought to leaving. If my marriage to Barbara at times has been equivocal, our family life has not. We both dote relentlessly on Nat. I grew up knowing that other families lived differently from mine. They spoke across the dinner table; they went together to the movies and soda fountains. I saw them running, playing ball in the open fields of the Public Forest. I yearned. They shared a life. Our existence as a family, as parents and child, is the single aspiration of my childhood that I feel I have fulfilled, the only wound of that time I have healed.


    And yet to pretend that Nathaniel is our sole salvation is too cynical. Pessimistic. False. Even in the grimmest period, we both
respond to the inner commandments that find some value here. My wife is an attractive woman—extremely so. She minds the mirror carefully, assuming certain predetermined angles to be sure she remains intact: her bustline still peaked; the waist, notwithstanding pregnancy, still girlish; her dark, precise features not yet losing fineness in any gathering of adipose, or slackening from beneath the jaw. She could certainly find suitors; she chooses not to. She is an able woman. And on her father’s death, $100,000 was placed in trust for her, so that it is not need which keeps her from departing. For better or for worse, there must be truth in the bitter words that she will sometimes hurl at me in the heat of quarrels: that I am the only one, the one person, save Nat, whom she has ever loved.


    In the clement periods, as now, Barbara’s devotion is apt to be extreme. She is eager to have me absorb her attentions. I become her ambassador to the outside world, bringing back to Nearing observations and stories. When I am on trial, I will frequently arrive home at 11 p.m. or midnight to find Barbara waiting in her housecoat, my dinner warm. We sit together and she listens with her intense, abstracted curiosity to what has taken place that day, much like a thirties child before the radio. The dishes clank; I speak with my mouth full, and Barbara laughs and marvels about the witnesses, the cops, the lawyers whom she sees only through me.


    And for me? What is there? Certainly I value loyalty and commitment, kindness and attention, when they are shown. Her instants of selfless love, so focused upon me, are balm for my abraded ego. But it would be phony and hollow if I were to claim that there are not also moments when I despise her. The injured son of an angry man, I cannot fully master my vulnerabilities to her blackish moods. In her fits of lacerating sarcasm, I feel my hands twitch with the impulse toward strangulation. In response to these periods, I have taught myself to manifest an indifference, which, over time, has begun to become real. We stumble into a sickening cycle, a tug of war in which we are each maneuvering for position by forever stepping back.


    But those times are far off now, and almost forgiven. We wait instead on the brink of discovery. What is it that holds me? Some yearning. In the languid afternoons, I seem almost to seize it, even
while the doors and windows of my soul are thrown open to a fundamental gratitude. We have never been without momentary eruptions; Barbara is incapable of long-term serenity. But we have also made our trips to the brightest spots and highest places; with Barbara Bernstein I certainly have known the finest moments of my life. The first years were innocent, spirited, full of that clamorous passion and a sense of mystery that exceeds what can be described: I long at times, in transported recollection I pine, I perish with a groping sensation—I am like some misbegotten thing left at the end of science-fiction adventures which reels about with stumps outstretched, beckoning toward the creatures of which it was once one: Let me in again! Unwork time.


    When I was in the law school at the U., Barbara was teaching. We lived in a two-and-a-half-room apartment, ancient, vermin-ridden, in scandalous disrepair. The radiators shot out streams of boiling water in the middle of the winter; the mice and roaches claimed as their own domain any cabinet space below the level of the sink. Only because it was considered student quarters did this home escape categorization as what was then called slum housing. Our landlords were two Greeks, a husband and a wife, one sicker than the other. They lived a floor above and across the courtyard. We could hear his emphysemic eruptions in any season. Her problem was arthritis and degenerative diseases of the heart. I dreaded bringing up the rent each month, because of the odor of decay, a dense, foreign, rotting smell, something like cabbage, that came into the air as soon as their door opened. But it was all that we could afford. With my tuition deducted from a starting teacher’s salary, we approached the bureaucratic standards for recognized poverty.


    We had a standing joke, that we were so poor that the only form of entertainment we could afford was fucking. This humor was more in the nature of shared embarrassment, for we knew that we verged on the excessive. Those were sensuous years. The end of the week was something I would drag myself toward. We made our own kind of Sabbath: dinner alone, a bottle of wine, and then lovely, long, ambling amours. We could start anywhere around the apartment, and move, in growing deshabille, across the rug and
toward the bedroom. This would sometimes go on for more than an hour, me aching and priapic, and my dark little beauty, her breasts tipped in ecstasy, as we lolled and meandered over one another. And it was one night like this, as I led Barbara toward the final steps into the bedroom, that I saw our blind was open and, above, our two elderly neighbors, their faces toward the window, were watching. There was something so starstruck and innocent about their expressions that in recollection they appear to me like startled animals: does, rabbits: a look of uncomprehending, round-eyed wonder. I never suspected them of having spied for long, a feeling which in no way eased my shame. I stood there with my erect member at that instant in Barbara’s palm, which was wet with almond oil. Barbara saw them, too, I know. Because as I drew back and started toward the blind she stopped me. She touched my hand; and then she took hold of me again. “Don’t look,” she said, “don’t look,” she murmured, her breath sweet and warm on my face. “They’re almost gone.”
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    One week after my arraignment, Sandy and I stand together in the reception area of the law firm in which Raymond Horgan has been a partner since May. A very classy affair. The floor is parquet, covered by one of the largest Persian rugs I have ever seen, rose hues on a vibrant navy field. Lots of expensive-looking abstract art is on the walls, and glass-and-chrome end tables are set at each corner of the room, with copies of Forbes and The Wall Street Journal laid out in ranks. A sweet blonde who probably gets an extra couple grand a year for being so good-looking is behind a fancy rosewood desk, taking names.


    Sandy has hold of my lapel in the lightest way, instructing me in a murmur. The young lawyers who hustle by in their shirt-sleeves probably cannot even see his lips move. I am not to hold a discussion, Sandy says. He will ask the questions. My presence is intended, as he puts it, merely as a stimulant. Above all, he says, I am to remain collected, whatever the climate of our reception.


    “Do you know something?” I ask.


    “One hears things,” Sandy says. “Speculation is pointless when we will so soon know answers firsthand.” Sandy, in fact, hears many things. A good defense lawyer has an intricate network. Clients bring information. Reporters. Sometimes there are cops who are
friends. Not to mention other defense lawyers. When I was a prosecutor, the defense bar seemed to be a kind of tribe, always on their tom-toms whenever there was any piece of news that they could properly communicate. Sandy has told me that Della Guardia subpoenaed Horgan to the grand jury right after Nico took office and that Raymond tried to resist on grounds of executive privilege. Sandy knows this, he has said, from an excellent source. Given this skirmishing, I would expect continuing hostility between Raymond and Nico, but Sandy’s reaction when he saw Raymond’s name on the witness list implies other knowledge. Sandy, of course, would never betray the confidence of whoever it is who gave him a notion of Raymond’s intentions.


    Horgan’s secretary comes out to retrieve us, and halfway to his office, Raymond himself is there. He is in his shirt-sleeves, without his coat.


    “Sandy. Rusty.” He claps me once briefly on the shoulder as he shakes my hand. He has put on more weight, and his gut is straining against the lower buttons on his shirt. “Have you fellas ever been up here?”


    Raymond takes us on a tour. With the incentives of the tax code, the law firms and corporations have become the new Versailles. Raymond tells us about the artwork, names I know he has learned only from magazines. Stella. Johns. Rauschenberg. “I especially like this piece,” he says. Squiggles and squares. In a conference room, there is a thirty-foot table milled from a single piece of green malachite.


    Sandy asks about Raymond’s practice. Mostly federal work so far, Raymond says, which he thinks is a good thing. He has a grand jury going great guns in Cleveland. His client sold parachutes to the Defense Department; they contain defective rope. “A purely inadvertent oversight,” Raymond tells us, with a knavish smile. “One hundred ten thousand pieces.”


    Finally, we arrive at Raymond’s office. They have given him a corner and he has the fancy views, west and south. The Wall of Respect has been reinstalled here with a few additions. A panoramic shot of the dais at Raymond’s last inauguration is at the center now. With forty others, I am there, way off on the right.


    I had not noticed a young man until Raymond introduces him. Peter something. An associate. Peter has a pad and pen. Peter is the prover. He will cover Raymond in the event there is later controversy about what he said.


    “So what can I do you for?” Raymond asks, after he has called out for coffee.


    “First,” says Sandy, “Rusty and I both want to thank you for taking the time to meet. You are very gracious.”


    Raymond waves this off. “What can I say?” A non sequitur of sorts. I think he means to suggest he wants to help without saying that.


    “I think it best, I am sure you understand,” says Stern, “that Rusty not take part in our conversation. I hope you do not mind if he simply listens.” As he says this, Sandy glances toward Peter, who has raised his pad and is already relentlessly making notes.


    “Sure, it’s your ball game.” Raymond starts fussing on his desk, brushing at dust neither I—nor he—can see. “I’m surprised you wanted him to come. But that’s up to you guys.”


    Sandy flexes his brow characteristically, one of those Latin gestures reflecting something too delicate or imprecise to say.


    “So what do you want me to tell you?” Raymond again asks.


    “We find your name on Della Guardia’s witness list. That, of course, motivates our visit.”


    “Sure,” says Raymond, and throws up his hands. “You know how it is, Alejandro. The guy sends you a party invitation, you gotta go to the ball.” I have seen this bluff, hearty manner from Raymond a thousand times before. He gestures too much; his broad features are always tending toward a smile. His eyes seldom meet those of the person to whom he is speaking. This was how he negotiated with defense lawyers. I’m a great guy, but I just can’t help. When his visitors left, Raymond would often call them names.


    “So you will be appearing by subpoena?”


    “You bet.”


    “I see. We received no statement. Do I take it that you have not spoken to the prosecutors?”


    “No, I’ve talked to them a little bit. You know, I talk to you, I talk to them. We had some troubles at first. Mike Duke had to
work some things out. I’ve sat down with Tom Molto a few times now. Shit, more than a few times. But you know, it’s one on one. I haven’t signed a statement or anything like that.” A bad sign. Very bad. Panic and anger both are rising in me, but I try to stave them off. Raymond is getting star-witness treatment. No formal statements to minimize the inconsistencies that would endanger him on cross-examination. Multiple sessions with the prosecutor, because he is so important to the case.


    “You mention troubles,” says Sandy. “There is no question of immunity, I take it?”


    “Shit no. Nothing like that. It’s just that some of these guys around here, my new partners—This whole thing makes them nervous. It could be a little embarrassing for me, too.” He laughs. “That’s a hell of a way to start out. I’m here three days and I get a grand-jury subpoena. I bet Solly Weiss loved that,” he says, referring to the firm’s managing partner.


    Sandy is silent. He has his hat and briefcase positioned decorously in the center of his lap. He studies Horgan, without apology, searching him. The man is volunteering nothing. Stern becomes like this at moments, suddenly abandons all his comfortable civility and seems to sink beneath the surface of things.


    “And what have you told them?” Sandy finally asks quietly. He is very still.


    “My partners?”


    “Certainly not. I was wondering what we might expect in terms of your testimony. You’ve been on this side of things before.” Sandy subsides into his more familiar tone, gentle and indirect. When he asked what Raymond told them, a second ago, it was like a flash of light suddenly reflected. His mettle was at once obvious and fully summoned.


    “Well, you know, I don’t want to get into a word-for-word.” He nods in the direction of the young man taking notes.


    “Of course not,” Sandy says. “Topics. Areas. Whatever you feel you can comfortably tell. It is very difficult from the outside even to guess sometimes what a witness might be called to discuss. You know this yourself, so well.”


    Sandy is probing for something that I do not completely understand.
We could get up now and leave if we were merely here to accomplish the previously announced purpose of our visit. We know where Raymond Horgan stands. He is not a friend.


    “I’m going to testify about Rusty’s conduct of the investigation. How he told me he’d be interested in handling it. And a later conversation we had, about aspects of my personal life—”


    “Just a second.” I can take no more. “How I was interested in handling the investigation? Raymond, you asked me to take the case.”


    “There was a conversation between us.”


    From the corner of my eye, I note Stern raising a hand, but I fix on Horgan.


    “Raymond, you asked me. You told me that you were busy with the campaign, it had to be in the best hands, you couldn’t worry about somebody else lousing this up.”


    “That’s possible.”


    “That’s what happened.”


    I look to Stern, seeking support. He is sitting back in his chair, staring at me. He is simply furious.


    “I’m sorry,” I say quietly.


    Raymond goes on, oblivious to my exchange with my lawyer.


    “I don’t remember that, Rusty. Maybe that’s what happened—as you said, I was busy with the campaign. But the way I remember it, we had a conversation, a day, two days before the funeral, and at the end of that conversation we had agreed that you’d be handling the case, and the idea that you handle it, it’s my feeling that that was more your idea than mine; I was receptive, I admit that, but I remember some surprise about the way things ended up.”


    “Raymond—What are you trying to do to me, Raymond?” I look at Sandy, who has his eyes closed. “Can’t I just ask him that?”


    But I have finally pushed things beyond the crest; Raymond is traveling full speed downhill on his own momentum. He leans as far as he can across his desk.


    “What am I trying to do to you?” He repeats the question twice, growing flushed. “What were you trying to do to me, Rusty? What the hell are your fingerprints doing all over that goddamn glass? What’s all this bullshit of sitting in my office asking about
who I’m fucking, and never then, when it would have been friendly, or two weeks before, when I assigned you to that investigation—which, as I remember, I bawled you out a couple times for not pushing—” He turns abruptly to Sandy and points. “That’s something else I’m going to testify to,” he tells Sandy, then looks back at me. “—Never, two weeks before, when it was the professional thing to have done, never at any time do you tell me you were dicking the same gal. I’ve spent a whole long time on that conversation, Rusty, asking myself what the hell you were doing there? What were you doing?”


    This scene is more than Peter the associate can handle. He has stopped writing entirely and is just watching us. Stern points at Peter.


    “Under the circumstances, I am advising my client to make no response. Clearly he would like to.”


    “So that’s what I’m going to testify to,” Raymond tells Sandy. He stands up and ticks the points off on his fingers. “That he wanted the case. That I had to chew his ass repeatedly to move it. That he was more interested in finding out who else was fucking Carolyn than who had murdered her. And that when push finally came to shove, he sat in my office and gave us all a bunch of happy horseshit that he’d been nowhere near Carolyn’s apartment that night. That’s what I’ll testify to. And I’ll be goddamned pleased to do it.”


    “Very well, Raymond,” says Sandy. He picks up his hat, a gray felt homburg, off the chair on which he laid it in the midst of his efforts to quiet me.


    I stare directly at Horgan. He looks back.


    “Nico Della Guardia was honest about the fact that he was out to screw me,” Horgan says.


    Sandy steps between us. He hauls me to my feet, both hands on my arm.


    “Enough,” he declares.


    “Son of a bitch,” I say as we are moving briskly ahead of Peter, on our way out. “Son of a bitch.”


    “We know where we stand,” Stern says quietly. As we enter the reception area, he tells me in the barest sibilance to please hush.



    This enforced silence sits in my mouth like a bit. As the elevator sinks, I find myself with a bursting desperation to speak, and I grab Sandy’s arm as we reach the ground floor.


    “What is it with him?”


    “He is a very angry man.” Stern walks determinedly through the marble lobby.


    “I see that. Has Nico convinced him that I’m guilty?”


    “Probably. Certainly he thinks you could have been a good deal more cautious, particularly on his behalf.”


    “I wasn’t a faithful servant?”


    Sandy makes another of his Latin movements: hands, eyes, brow. He has other matters on his mind. As he walks, he cocks a grave eye in my direction.


    “I had no idea that Horgan had an affair with Carolyn. Or that you had conversed with him on that subject.”


    “I didn’t remember the conversation.”


    “No doubt,” says Stern in a tone which implies that he doubts me a good deal. “Well, I think Della Guardia will be able to use that to his advantage. When was it that this relationship took place between Raymond and Carolyn?”


    “Right after she stopped seeing me.”


    Sandy stops. He makes no effort to mask his pain. He talks to himself an instant in his native tongue.


    “Well, Nico is certainly coming closer to a motive.”


    “But he’s still some distance,” I say hopefully. He still cannot prove the principal relationship between Carolyn and me.


    “Some,” Sandy tells me. There is a deliberate flatness in his expression. He is clearly quite put out with me, both for my performance upstairs and for keeping so significant a detail from him. We will have to speak at length, he says. Right now he has a court call. He puts his homburg on and ventures into the blazing heat without glancing back at me.


    In the lobby I feel instantly bereft. So many emotions are surging that there is a kind of dizziness. Most of all, there is caustic shame for my own stupidity. After all these years, I still failed to recognize how these events would impact on Raymond Horgan,
although now the trajectory of his emotions seems as predictable as a hyperbolic curve. Raymond Horgan is a public man. He has lived to make a reputation. He said he was not a pol, but he has a pol’s affliction: he thrives on acclamation, he yearns for the good opinion of everyone. He does not care about my guilt or innocence. He is devastated by his own disgrace. His own chief deputy indicted for murder. The investigation, which he let me run, sabotaged right before his face. And he will have to sit upon the witness stand and broadcast his own indiscretions. There will be tavern jokes for years about being a deputy P.A. under Raymond Horgan. Between his conduct and mine, the office will sound more active than a Roman bath. Worst of all is the fact that the murder took Raymond from the life he really loved; it changed the course of the election; it sent him here to his glass-and-steel cage. What infuriates Raymond, inspires his rage, is not really that I committed this crime. It is that he believes he was intended to be another victim. He said as much when he finally let things loose. I screwed him. I killed Carolyn to bring him down. And I succeeded. Horgan thinks he has the whole thing figured out. And he has clearly planned his vengeance.


    I finally leave the building. The heat is intense; the sun is blinding. I feel instantly unsteady on my feet. Compulsively, I try to calculate the one thousand subtle impacts on the trial of Raymond’s testimony and his evident hostility to me, but that soon gives way. Ideas come and go erratically. I see my father’s face. I cannot make things connect. After all these weeks, after all of this, I feel that I am finally going to go to pieces, and I find, stunningly, that as I turn about in the street, I am praying, a habit of my childhood, when I would try to cover my bets with a God in whom I knew I did not much believe.


    And now, dear God, I think, dear God in whom I do not believe, I pray to you to stop this, for I am deathly frightened. Dear God, I smell my fear, with an odor as distinct as ozone on the air after a lightning flash. I feel fear so palpably it has a color, an oozing fiery red, and I feel it pitifully in my bones, which ache. My pain is so extreme that I can barely move down this hot avenue, and for
a moment cannot, as my backbone bows with fear, as if a smelted rod, red-hot and livid, had been laid there. Dear God, dear God, I am in agony and fear, and whatever I may have done to make you bring this down upon me, release me, please, I pray, release me. Release me. Dear God in whom I do not believe, dear God, let me go free.
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    In the United States, the prosecution in a criminal case may not appeal the outcome. This is a constitutional principle, declared by the U.S. Supreme Court. An American prosecutor, alone among all the advocates who stand before the bench—among the sophisticates and hacks, the collection lawyers in their rayon suits, the bankruptcy moguls, the divorce-court screamers, the gold-chained dope lawyers or the smooth likes of Sandy Stern, the big-firm “litigators” who perform even routine courtroom tasks in pairs—the prosecutor alone is without right to seek review of a judge’s trial rulings. Whatever the majesty of his office, the power of the policemen he commands, the bias in his favor jurors always bring to court, a prosecutor is often under a continuing duty to endure in silence various forms of judicial abuse.


    Nowhere, while I was a P.A., was that obligation more regularly or onerously borne than in the courtroom of Judge Larren Lyttle. He is sly and learned and indisposed by the experience of a lifetime to the state’s point of view. The habits of twenty years as a defense lawyer, in which he regularly manhandled and belittled prosecutors and police, have never left him on the bench. And beyond that, he has a black man’s authentic education in the countless ways that prosecutorial discretion can be used to arrogantly
excuse unreasoning caprice. The random and complete injustices which he witnessed on the streets have become a kind of emotional encyclopedia for him, informing each decision that is made almost reflexively against the state. After two or three years, Raymond gave up coming to court to argue. The two of them would bellow at each other as they must have done in their old law office. Then Larren would bang his gavel, more adamant than ever, and declare a recess so that he and Raymond could make up back in chambers and plan to have a drink.


    Judge Lyttle is on the bench, receiving status reports on other cases, when Stern and I arrive. It is always as if there is a spotlight. He is the only person you see—handsome, mercurial, extraordinarily prepossessing. Judge Lyttle is a big human being, six foot four or five and broad across. His first fame came as a football and basketball hero at the U., where he went on scholarship. He has a full head of medium-length African hair, most of it gone gray, a big face, enormous hands, a princely style of oratory, with a large voice, full across all the male ranges. His intelligence, which is mighty, is also somehow transmitted by his presence. Some say Larren sees his future on the federal bench; others guess that his real goal is to succeed Albright Williamson as the congressman from the district north of the river, whenever it is that Williamson ceases defying age and his cardiologist’s predictions. Whatever his inclinations, Larren is someone whose prospects and personal powers make him in these parts a man of capital importance.


    We were summoned here yesterday morning by a phone call from the judge’s docket clerk. With the filing of the defendant’s pre-trial motions two days ago, His Honor desires to hold a status hearing on my case. I suspect that he is going to rule on some of our requests, and perhaps discuss a trial date.


    Sandy and I wait in silence. Kemp has stayed behind. The three of us spent yesterday together and I told them everything I knew about each witness Nico has listed for the case. Stern’s questions remained precise and limited. He still did not ask me if I screwed Carolyn that night, or was there for any other reason, or whether, notwithstanding my prior proclamations, I own any instrument that might conform to the crack atop her head.


    I spend these moments, familiar downtime in a courtroom lawyer’s life, looking about. The reporters are all here again, although the sketchers have stayed home. Judge Lyttle, politic in the ways a judge can be, treats reporters well. There is a table set aside for them against the western wall and he always gives the press room a call before issuing any decision of import. The courtroom where the course of the rest of my life will be determined is a jewel. The jury box is set off by a walnut rail and descending baubles, round spheres of beautifully grained wood. The witness stand is similarly constructed and abuts the judge’s bench, which is well elevated and covered by a walnut canopy supported by two red marble pillars. The docket clerk, the bailiff, and the court reporter (whose job is to write down every word spoken in open court) are in a well before the bench. A few feet in front of them, two tables have been placed, finely hewn, again in darker walnut, with carefully turned legs. These tables for the lawyers on trial sit perpendicular to the bench. The prosecution, by tradition, will sit nearer the jury.


    When all the other business is finished, our case is called. Some of the reporters creep up to the defense table to better hear the proceedings, and the assembly of lawyers—and me—convene before the bench. Stern, Molto, and Nico state their names. Sandy notes my presence. Tommy shoots me a little grin. I bet he’s heard about our meeting with Raymond last week.


    “Gentlemen,” Judge Lyttle begins, “I asked you here because I thought we could do a little work to move this case along. I have some motions from the defendant and I’m prepared to rule on them, unless the prosecutors are particularly anxious to make a response.”


    Tommy speaks in Nico’s ear.


    “Only to the motion to disqualify Mr. Molto,” Nico says.


    Naturally, I think. An entire office working for him, and he’s still gun-shy about putting things on paper.


    Larren says that he will leave the motion to disqualify to the end, although he has some thoughts about it.


    “Now the first motion,” Larren says, with the stack of paper right before him, “is a motion to set an immediate trial date. And I’ve thought about this, and as the prosecutors know, the Rodriguez case pled earlier this morning, so I will be free for twelve trial days
beginning three weeks from today.” Larren looks to his calendar. “August 18. Mr. Stern, can you be here?”


    This is an extraordinary development. We had expected nothing sooner than the fall. Sandy will have to set everything else aside—but he barely hesitates.


    “With pleasure, Your Honor.”


    “And the prosecution?”


    Nico at once begins to back and fill. He has a vacation planned. So does Mr. Molto. There is still evidence to be developed. With that, Vesuvius erupts.


    “No, no,” says Judge Lyttle, “I will hear none of that. No, sir, Mr. Delay Guardia.” He pronounces Nico’s name that way, as if he is trying to incorporate the nickname. With Larren, you can never tell. “These charges here—These charges are the most serious crime—What else could you do to Mr. Sabich? A prosecutor his entire professional life, and you bring charges like this. We all know why Mr. Stern wants a quick trial. There’re no secrets here. We’ve all been tryin cases for a good part of our lives. Mr. Stern has looked at the evidence you have provided by way of discovery, Mr. Delay Guardia, and he doesn’t think you have much of a case. He may not be right. I wouldn’t know about that. But if you come into this courtroom chargin a man with a crime, you better be ready to prove it. Right now. Don’t be tellin me about what’s going to develop. You can’t leave this hangin over Mr. Sabich like that old sword of Damocles. No, sir,” Larren says again. “We’re gonna have a trial three weeks from today.”


    My blood is ice. Without excusing myself, I take a seat at the head of the defense table. Stern glances back momentarily and seems to smile.


    “Now, what else have we got?” says Larren. Just for an instant, as he looks about, there is a private smile. He can never quite hide his satisfaction with himself for trashing a prosecutor. He passes quickly on our motions for production. Every one is granted, as they should be. Tommy complains a little bit about the motion to produce the glass. He reminds the court that the prosecution has the burden of proving a chain of custody—that is, that the glass
was never out of the state’s hands—an impossibility if the glass is turned over to the defense.


    “Well, what is it that the defense wants to do with this glass?”


    I stand immediately. “I want to take a look at it, Your Honor.”


    Sandy gives me a corrosive glance. With his hand on my forearm, he puts me back down in my seat. I will have to learn: it is not my place to speak.


    “Fine,” says Larren, “Mr. Sabich wants to look at the glass. That’s all. He’s got that right. The prosecution has got to show him the evidence. You know, I’ve looked over the discovery and I understand why Mr. Sabich might want to look very carefully at that glass. So that motion will be allowed.” Larren points at me. It is the first real notice he has taken of my presence. “And by the way now, Mr. Sabich, you of course will be heard through counsel, but if it’s your desire to speak yourself, you have that right. At any time. When we have our conferences in chambers or during the proceedings, you have every right to attend. I want you to know that. We all know Mr. Sabich is a fine trial lawyer, one of the finest trial lawyers we have in these parts, and I’m sure he’ll be curious about what we’re doin from time to time.”


    I look at Sandy, who nods, before I answer. I thank the court. I tell him I will listen. My lawyer will speak.


    “Very well,” the judge says. But his eyes hold the light of a warmth that I have never seen from him in court. I am a defendant now, in his special custody. Like a chieftain or a Mafia don, he owes me some protection while I am in his domain. “Next we have this motion to get into the apartment.”


    Molto and Nico confer.


    “No objection,” Nico says, “so long as a police officer is present.”


    To that, Sandy instantly objects. A few moments of typical courtroom skirmishing follow. Everybody knows what’s going on. The prosecutors want to figure out what we are looking for. On the other hand, they have a valid point. Any disturbance of the contents of Carolyn’s apartment will hinder their ability to make further use of the scene for evidentiary purposes.


    “Well, you have pictures by now,” Larren says. “Every time I have one of these cases, I wonder if the prosecutors haven’t formed some kind of alliance with Kodak.” The reporters all laugh and Larren himself smiles. He is like that. He loves to entertain. He directs his gavel at Della Guardia. “You can have a trooper by the door so you can be sure that no members of the defense remove anything, but I’m not gonna let you snoop on what they’re lookin at. The prosecution’s had four months to look all over that apartment,” Larren says, including in his count the month when I was head of the investigative team. “I think the defense is entitled to a few minutes in peace. Mr. Stern, you draft an appropriate order and I’ll sign it. And let’s be sure that you give notice in advance to Ms. Polhemus’s administrator or executor or whoever represents her estate, so they know what the court intends to allow.


    “Now, let’s talk about this motion to disqualify Mr. Molto.” This is our request to prevent Tommy Molto from acting as one of the trial lawyers on the case, because Nico has said Molto may be a witness.


    Nico starts right in. To disqualify one of the prosecutors with three weeks to trial would be an onerous burden. Impossible. The state could never be ready. I do not know if Nico is looking for more time, or trying to defeat the motion. He is probably not sure himself.


    “Well, look now, Mr. Della Guardia, I’m not the person who told you to put Mr. Molto on your witness list,” Judge Lyttle says. “I cannot imagine how you thought you were going to proceed with a prosecutor who might be a witness. A lawyer may not be an advocate and a witness in the same proceeding. We’ve been doin business in our courts the same way for about four hundred years now. And I do not intend to change it for this trial, no matter how important it is to any of the participants, no matter how many reporters show up from Time or Newsweek or anyplace else.” Judge Lyttle pauses and squints toward the reporters’ gallery, as if he only now had noticed them there.


    “But let me say this—” Larren stands up, and wanders behind the bench. Five feet off the ground to start with, he speaks from an enormous height. “Now, I take it, Mr. Delay Guardia, that the
statement you are speaking of is the one where Mr. Sabich responds to Mr. Molto’s accusation of murder by saying, ‘You’re right.’”


    “‘Yeah, you’re right,’” says Nico.


    Larren accepts the correction, bowing his large head.


    “All right. Now, the state has not offered the statement yet. However, you’ve indicated your intentions and Mr. Stern has made his motion for that reason. But this is what occurs to me. I really am not sure that statement will come into evidence. Mr. Stern hasn’t made any objection yet. He would rather see Mr. Molto disqualified first. But I imagine, Mr. Delay Guardia, that when we get there Mr. Stern is gonna say that this statement is not relevant.” This is one of Larren’s favorite means of assisting the defense. He predicts objections he is likely to hear. Some of them—like this one—are clearly going to come. Others never would have occurred to defense counsel. In either event, when formally made, the objections foretold inevitably succeed.


    “Your Honor,” says Nico, “the man admitted the crime.”


    “Oh, Mr. Delay Guardia,” says Judge Lyttle. “Really! You see, that is my point. You tell a man he’s engaged in wrongdoing and he says, ‘Yeah, you’re right.’ Everyone recognizes that’s facetious. We all are familiar with that. Now, in my neighborhood, had Mr. Sabich come from those parts, he would have said, ‘Yo’ momma.’”


    There is broad laughter in the courtroom. Larren has scored again. He sits on the bench, laughing himself.


    “But you know, in Mr. Sabich’s part of town, I would think people say, ‘Yeah, you’re right,’ and what they mean is ‘You are wrong.’” Pausing. “To be polite.”


    More laughter.


    “Your Honor,” Nico says, “isn’t that a question for the jury?”


    “On the contrary, Mr. Delay Guardia, that is initially a question for the court. I have to be convinced this evidence is relevant. That it makes the proposition for which it is offered more probable. Now, I am not ruling yet, but, sir, unless you are a good deal more persuasive than you have been so far, I expect that you will find me ruling that this evidence is not relevant. And you might want to keep that in mind in addressing Mr. Stern’s motion, because if
you’re not going to be offering that evidence, or relying on it in cross-examination of the defendant, why then, I’d have to deny the defendant’s motion.”


    Larren smiles. Nico, of course, is screwed. The judge has as much as told him that the statement will not be admitted. Nico’s choice is to lose Molto and make a futile effort to introduce the evidence, or to keep Tommy and abandon the proof. It is really no choice at all for him—better to take half a loaf. My statement to Molto has just disappeared from this case.


    Molto approaches the podium. “Judge—” he says, and gets no further. Larren interrupts. His face drains of all good humor.


    “Now, Mr. Molto, I will not listen to you address the admissibility of your own testimony. Maybe you can convince me that that time-honored rule prohibiting a lawyer from bein a witness in a case he tries shouldn’t be applied here, but until you do, I will not hear further from you, sir.”


    Larren closes business quickly. He says he will see us for trial on August 18. With one more glance toward the reporters, he leaves the bench.


    Molto is still standing there, his look of disgruntlement plain. Tommy’s always had a bad habit for a trial lawyer of allowing his dissatisfaction to be evident. But Judge Lyttle and he have been going at each other now for many years. I may not have recalled Carolyn’s service in the North Branch, but I could never have forgotten Larren and Molto. Their disputes were notorious. Exiled by Bolcarro to that judicial Siberia, Judge Lyttle applied his own rough justice. The cops were guilty of harassment, unless proven otherwise. Molto, beleaguered and bitterly unhappy, used to claim that the pimps and junkies and sneak thieves, some of whom made daily appearances in Larren’s courtroom, would rise to applaud him when he assumed the bench for the morning call. The police despised Judge Lyttle. They invented racial epithets that showed the same imagination which put humankind upon the moon. Larren had been downtown for years by the time I finished the Night Saints investigation and Lionel Kenneally was still complaining whenever he heard Larren’s name. There was one story Kenneally must have told me ten times about a battery case, brought by a cop who claimed
that the defendant had resisted arrest. The cop, named Manos, said he and the defendant had gotten into a tussle shortly after the defendant called the cop a name.


    What name? Larren asked him.


    Here in court, said Manos, I’d rather not say, Judge.


    Why, Officer, are you afraid you might offend those present? Larren gestured toward the forward benches, where the defendants on the morning call were seated, an assemblage of hookers, pickpockets, and junkie thieves. Speak freely, Judge Lyttle said.


    He called me motherfucker, Your Honor.


    From the benches there were whistles, catcalls, lots of joviality. Larren gaveled silence, but he was laughing, too.


    Why, Officer, said Larren again, still smiling, didn’t you know that is a term of endearment in our community?


    The folks on the benches went wild: black-power salutes and a frenzy of stroking palms. Manos took all of this in silence. A minute later, when Molto rested, Larren directed a verdict for defense.


    ‘And the great part,’ Kenneally told me, ‘is that Manos comes up to the bench then, stands there with his hat in his hand, and says to Lyttle, sweet as a school kid, “Thank you, motherfucker,” before he walks away.’


    I have heard this story from two other people. They agree on the final exchange. But both of them swear the last remark came from the bench.
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    Every week, usually on Wednesday night, the phone rings. Even before he starts I know who it is. I can hear him pulling on his goddamn cigarette. I am not supposed to talk to him. He is not supposed to talk to me. We both have our orders. He does not say his name.


    How you doin? he asks.


    Hanging in.


    You guys okay?


    Getting by.


    This is a tough thing.


    Tell me about it.


    He laughs. No. I guess I don’t gotta tell you. Well, you need anything? Anything I can do?


    Not much. You’re good to call.


    Yeah, I am, but I figure you’ll be runnin the joint again soon. I’m coverin my bets.


    I know you are. What about you? How you doing?


    Good. Survivin.


    Schmidt still on your case? I ask, referring to his boss.


    Hey, always. That’s the guy. Screw him, I figure.


    How tough are they making it on you?


    These cupcakes? Come on.


    But I know Lip is having a hard time. Mac, who has also called on a couple of occasions, told me they pulled him back into McGrath Hall, took him off the Special Command in the P.A.’s office. Schmidt has got him chained to a desk, signing off on other dicks’ reports. That is bound to drive him crazy. But Lip always was doing a high-wire act with the department. He had to keep dazzling the crowds to hold off his detractors. Plenty of people were waiting to see him fall. Now he has. Cops will always figure that Lipranzer knew and let me hide it. That’s just the way they think.


    I’ll call next week, he always promises at the end of every conversation.


    And he does, faithfully. Our talks do not seem to vary more than a line or two. About a month along, when it was becoming clear to everyone that this was serious, he offered money. I understand these kinda things can be expensive, he said. You know a bohunk’s always got some dough salted away.


    I told him Barbara had come through in the pinch. He made a remark about marrying a Jewish girl.


    This week, when the phone rings, I have been waiting.


    “How you doin?” he asks.


    “Hanging in,” I say.


    Barbara picks it up, just in time to hear that exchange.


    “It’s for me, Barb,” I say.


    Unaware of our arrangement, she says simply, “Hi, Lip,” and puts the phone back down.


    “So what’s goin on?”


    “We’re going to trial now,” I say. “Three weeks. Less.”


    “Yeah, I know. I seen the papers.” We both hang on that for a while. There is nothing Dan Lipranzer can do about his testimony. It is going to break my back, both of us know it, and there is no choice. He answered Molto’s question the day after the election, before Lip could guess the score; and I tend to think that the answers would have been the same, even if Lip knew the consequences. What happened happened. That’s the way he would explain it to himself.


    “So you gettin ready?” he asks.


    “We’re working real hard. Stern’s amazing. He really is. He’s the best by a time and a half.”


    “That’s what they say.” When he pauses, I recognize the click of his lighter. “Well, okay. Anything you need?”


    “There is,” I say. If he hadn’t asked, I wasn’t going to say anything. That’s the deal I made with myself.


    “Shoot,” he tells me.


    “I’ve got to find this guy Leon. Leon Wells. You know, the guy who’s supposed to have paid off the P.A. in the North Branch? The defendant in the court file you dug up, the one with Carolyn and Molto? Stern hired some skip tracer and he came back with a complete zip. As far as he can tell, no such guy even exists. I don’t know any other way to go. I can’t have a heart-to-heart with Tommy Molto.”


    This private investigator was named Ned Berman. Sandy said that he was good, but he seemed to have no idea what he was doing. I gave him copies of the pages of the court file. Three days later he was back saying he could not help. The North Branch, man, in those days, he said, it was a real zoo. I wish you luck. I really do. You couldn’t tell out there who was doing what to who.


    Lipranzer takes some time with this request, more than I expected. But I know the problem. If the department finds out he helped in the preparation of my defense, they will can him. Insubordination. Disloyalty. Fifteen years plus, and his pension, in the dumper.


    “I wouldn’t ask, you know I wouldn’t. But I think it might really matter.”


    “How?” he asks. “You thinkin Tommy’s kinky on this? Set you up to keep you from lookin?” I can tell that even though he is trying not make judgments, Lipranzer regards that notion as farfetched.


    “I don’t know what to say. You want to hear me say I think it’s possible? I do. And whether he’s sandbagging me or not, if we could get that kind of stuff out, it would look real bad for him. Something like that can really catch a jury’s attention.”


    He is silent again.


    “After I testify,” he says. “You know, those guys have got their eye on me. And I don’t want anybody askin me any questions where
I got to give the wrong answer under oath. A lot of people would like to see that. When I get off the stand, they’ll ease up. I’ll work on it then. Hard. Okay?”


    It is not okay. It is likely to be too late. But I’ve asked for much too much already.


    “That’s great. You’re a pal. I mean that.”


    “I figure you’ll be runnin the joint again soon,” he says. He says, “I’m just coverin my bets.”


     



     



    Tee ball, again. The summer league. In this circuit, mercifully, there are no standings, for the Stingers are only marginally improved. In the heavy air of the August evenings, the fly balls still seem to mystify our players. They fall with the unhindered downward velocity of rain. The girls respond better to tutoring. They throw and bat with increasing skill. But the boys for the most part seem unreachable. There is no telling them about the merit of a measured swing. Each eight-year-old male comes to the plate with dreams of violent magic in his bat. He envisions home runs and wicked liners. For the boys, there is no point in the repetitive instructions to keep the ball on the ground.


    Nat, surprisingly, is something of an exception. This summer he is changing, beginning to acquire some worldly focus. He seems newly aware of his powers, and of the fact that people regard the manner in which you do things as a sign of character. When he takes his turn at bat and hits, I watch the way his eyes lift as he comes around first base before he sprints for second. It is not enough to say that he is merely imitating the players on TV, because what is significant is that he noticed in the first place. He is starting to care about style. Barbara says he seems more particular about his clothes. I would be more delighted by all of this were I not wary about the motives for this sudden maturation. He has not reached and developed so much as he has been plucked by the heels from his dreaminess. Nathaniel has turned his attention to the world, I suspect, because he knows that it has caused so much trouble for his father.


    After the game, we head home alone. No one has been so
heartless as to suggest we skip the picnic, but it is for the best. We attended once after the indictment, and the time passed so fitfully, with such sudden ponderous silences arising at the mention of the most ordinary topics—work to which I do not go; TV detective shows that turn on predicaments like mine—that I knew we could not return. These men are generous enough to accept my presence among themselves. The risk I pose is for the kids. We all must think about the months ahead, the impossibility there would be of explaining where I’d gone—and what I did. It is unfair to hobble these splendid evenings with the omen of evil. Instead, Nat and I depart with a friendly wave. I carry the bat, the glove. He goes along stomping out dandelions.


    From Nathaniel, there are no words of complaint. I am pathetically touched by this, by my son’s loyalty. God only knows what mayhem his friends are wreaking on him. No grownup can fully imagine the smirking wisecracks, the casual viciousness he bears. And yet he refuses to desert me, the vessel from which this pain has poured. He does not dote. But he is with me. He pulls me to my feet from the sofa to work with him on the slider; he accompanies me at night when I venture out to get the paper and a gallon of milk. He walks beside me through the small woods between our subdivision and the Nearing village green. He shows no fear.


    “Are you scared?” I ask suddenly tonight as we are walking.


    “You mean scared you won’t get off?” The trial looms so near, so large, that even my eight-year-old knows at once what I must mean.


    “Yes.”


    “Naw.”


    “Why not?”


    “I’m not, that’s all. It’s just a bunch of junk, right?” He squints up at me, from beneath the bill of his cockeyed baseball cap.


    “In a manner of speaking.”


    “They’ll have this trial, and you’ll tell what really happened, and that’ll be the end of it. That’s what Mom says.”


    Oh, bursting, bursting heart: that’s what his mom says. I put my arm around my son, more amazed than ever by his faith in
her. I cannot imagine the lengthy therapeutic sessions between mother and child in which she has pitched him up to this level of support. It is a miracle which Barbara alone could have achieved. As a family, we are bound together by this symmetry: in the world, I love Nat most, and he adores his mother. Even at this scrappy age, full of the furious energy of a person of eight, he softens for her as no one else. She alone is allowed to hold him at length; and they enjoy a special sympathy, communion, a dependence that goes deeper even than the unsounded depths of mother and child. He is more like her than me, high-strung and full of her driving intelligence, those dark and private moods. She equals his devotion. He is never out of her imagination. I believe her when she says she could never wrest from herself the same emotion for another child.


    Neither of them parts from the other comfortably. Last summer Barbara spent four days in Detroit, visiting a college friend, Yetta Graver, who she discovered is now a professor of mathematics. Barbara called twice a day. And Nat was like a running sore, crabby, miserable. The only way I could quiet him for bed was by imagining for him precisely what his mother and Yetta were doing at that moment.


    They are in a quiet restaurant, I would tell him. Each of them is eating fish. It is broiled with very little butter. They each have had a glass of wine. At dessert they will break down and eat something they find too tempting.


    Pie? asked Nat.


    Pie, I said.


    My son, the one I always dreamed of, fell asleep thinking of his mother eating sweets.
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    “Hi,” Marty Polhemus says.


    “Hi,” I answer. As I came off the landing and caught my first glimpse of the figure and the long hair, I thought it was Kemp, who I’m supposed to meet here. Instead, I find this boy, who I have not even thought about for months. We stand alone in the hallway outside Carolyn’s apartment looking at one another. Marty extends his hand and shakes mine firmly. He has no obvious reluctance, almost as if he is pleased to see me. “I didn’t expect to see you,” I finally say, casting about for some way to ask why he is here.


    From his shirt pocket, he pulls a copy of Judge Lyttle’s order allowing us to inspect the premises. “I got this,” says Marty.


    “Oh, I get it now,” I say out loud. “That was only a formality.” The judge ordered us to notify the lawyer for the estate, a former P.A. named Jack Buckley. Jack apparently sent the notice on to the boy. “The idea was just to let you object if you mind us going in and looking at some of Carolyn’s things. You didn’t have to be here.”


    “That’s okay.” This boy sort of shucks and bows as he talks. Back and forth. He shows no sign of leaving.


    I try to make conversation, ask what he is up to. “Last time we talked you were planning to flunk out and go back home.”


    “I did,” he says, without ceremony. “Actually, I got like suspended. I flunked physics. And I made a D in English. I was pretty sure I was going to flunk that, too. I went home six weeks ago. I just drove back here yesterday to get together all my junk.”


    I apologize and explain that from his presence I had assumed that things had worked out.


    “Well, they did. Work out. I mean, so far as I’m concerned.”


    “How’d your father take it?”


    He shrugs.


    “He wasn’t real happy. About the D especially. That like hurt his feelings. But he said I had a tough year. I’ll work for a while and go back.” Marty looks around at nothing in particular. “So anyway, when I got that thing, I thought I’d like to come by and see what it was all about.”


    The psychologists have a term, ‘inappropriate.’ That is this kid. Just sort of shooting the breeze outside the apartment where his mother was killed with the guy who everybody thinks did it. For a second, I wonder if he even knows what’s going on. But the caption was right on the notice: PEOPLE VERSUS SABICH. And he could not have missed the buildup to the indictment in the papers. He has not been gone that long.


    I do not get a chance to probe further, because Kemp comes along then. I can hear him on the stairs. He is arguing, and when he turns the corner off the landing I see with whom—Tom Glendenning, a big cop I never much liked. Glendenning is a white man’s white man. Lots of ethnic and racial cracks. Not kidding around either. His whole sensibility revolves around the fact that he was born white and is now a cop. He treats everybody else like they’re intruders. No doubt he’ll be just as happy to view me that way. The more there are, the better Tom feels. Kemp is explaining that Glendenning may not enter while we view the apartment, and Glendenning is saying that’s not what he understands from Molto. Finally, they agree that Glendenning will go downstairs and use the phone. While he’s gone I introduce Kemp to Marty Polhemus.


    “You’re right,” Glendenning says when he comes back. “That judge entered such an order.” The way he says “that,” you know what he’s thinking.


    Kemp rolls his eyes. He is a good lawyer but still awfully Ivy League. He will not hesitate to let people know when he regards them as fools.


    A large phosphorescent-orange notice with an adhesive backing has been applied to the door of Carolyn’s apartment. It states that this is a crime scene, sealed by order of the Superior Court of Kindle County, and that entry is forbidden. The notice overlaps the threshold so that the door cannot be opened. The locks have been filled with plastic blocks. Glendenning cuts the notice with a razor, but it takes him some time to clear the locks. When he finishes, he produces Carolyn’s key ring from his pocket. It has a large red-and-white evidence tag on it. There is a door handle lock, and a dead bolt. As I told Lipranzer a long time ago, Carolyn did not fool around.


    With the keys in the lower lock, Glendenning turns and, without a word, frisks Kemp and me, then Marty. This will prevent us from planting anything. I show him a pad of paper I have in my hand. He asks for our wallets. Kemp starts to object, but I motion him to be quiet. Again, without a word, Glendenning does the same to Marty, who already has his wallet in his hand.


    “Jeez,” says Marty. “Look at all this stuff. What am I ever going to do with it?” He just wanders in ahead of Kemp and me. I pass a look with Jamie. Neither of us knows if we have the authority to keep him out, or if there is any reason to bother. Glendenning calls in after him.


    “Hey there. Don’t touch anything. Nothing. Just them can touch. All right?” Marty seems to nod. He drifts through the living room toward the windows, apparently to check the view.


    The air in here is stale and heavy, used up and burned out by the summer heat. Something somewhere in here may be rotting; there is a faint smell. Although the temperature outside is moderate today, the apartment, with the windows sealed, never cooled after last week’s intense heat. It must be close to 85 degrees.


    I never believed in ghosts, but it is unsettling to be back. I feel a little curl of strange sensation working its way down from the bottom of my spine. The apartment seems oddly settled, especially since everything has been left largely as it was found. The table and mauve seating piece are still overturned. On the light oak floor, just off the kitchen, an outline of Carolyn’s body has been chalked. But everything else seems to have acquired some added density. Beside the sofa, on another glass table, a little inlaid box remains which I had purchased for Carolyn. She had admired it at Morton’s the day I walked over there with her during the McGaffen trial. One of the red dragons on her Chinese screen assesses me with its fiery eye. God, I think. God, did I ever get myself in trouble.


    Kemp motions to me. He is going to start looking about. He hands me a pair of plastic gloves, loose ones like Baggies with fingers. There’s no real need for this, but Stern insisted. Better not to be fighting about fingerprints Tommy Molto claims they discovered long before.


    I stop a minute by the bar. It’s on the wall directly by the kitchen. I thought I could see what I’m looking for from the police photographs of the scene, but I want to be certain. I stand three feet from the glassware and count the tumblers lined up on a towel. It is on one of the glasses of this set that my prints have been identified. There are twelve of them here. I count them twice to be sure.


    Jamie comes beside me. He whispers, “Where in the hell do we look?”


    He wants to see whether there are accessories on hand used by Carolyn for birth control.


    “There’s a john over that way,” I say quietly. “Medicine cabinet and vanity.”


    I tell him I will check the bedroom. I look first inside her closet. Her smell is on everything; I recognize the clothes I saw her wear. These sights stir mild sensation, buffeting against something that wants this all suppressed. I don’t know if it is an impulse to be clinical or the sense—which I always previously seemed to check
at the door here—of what is properly forbidden. I move on to her drawers.


    Her bedside table, a chubby-looking piece with clubbed Queen Anne feet, holds the telephone. This is as likely a spot as any, but when I open the single drawer I see nothing but her panty hose. I push them around and find a phone directory, a skinny volume covered in light brown calf’s leather. The coppers always miss something. I can’t resist. I check under S. Nothing. Then I think of R. Yes. At least I made the book. My work and home numbers are listed. I graze a minute. Horgan is here. Molto is not listed by name, but there is somebody called TM, which is probably him. I realize I should see about her doctors. D is it. I write the names down and put the paper in my pocket. Outside I hear a stirring. For some reason my first thought is that it is Glendenning, who has decided to ignore the dark-skinned judge and snoop. I flip the pages on the book to protect what I have found, but when the figure passes by the door, it is only Marty wandering. He looks in and waves. The page I turned is L. “Larren,” it says right at the top. There are three numbers listed. Well, I think. That must have been a cozy group out in the North Branch. Everybody’s here. Then I think again. Not quite. I check N and D, even G. Nico never made it. I tuck the book back in under the panty hose.


    Marty is lurking at the bedroom door.


    “Pretty strange, huh?”


    That it is. I nod sadly. He tells me that he is going to wait outside. I try to let him know that he is free to leave, but the kid is dense and doesn’t get the hint.


    When I find Kemp, he is going through the living room.


    “There’s nothing here,” he tells me. “No foam, no cream. I don’t even find a case for a diaphragm. Am I missing something? Do women hide that stuff?”


    “Not that I know of. Barbara keeps hers in the top drawer of the dresser. I wouldn’t have any ideas about anyone else.”


    “Well, if the chemist says contraceptive cream is present, and it’s not seized from the apartment,” Kemp says, “you tell me where it’s at.”


    “I guess I took it,” I say, “when I grabbed the diaphragm.”


    With both Kemp and Stern, I have fallen into this habit, speculating in the first person on what Nico will say I did. Jamie, especially, finds it amusing.


    “Why would you do that?”


    I consider for a moment. “Maybe it would hide the fact that I took the diaphragm.”


    “That doesn’t make sense. It’s supposed to be rape. What difference does it make what the hell she did when she wanted to have sex?”


    “I guess I wasn’t thinking clearly. If I had been, I wouldn’t have left the glass on the bar.”


    Kemp smiles. He likes the byplay, fast words.


    “This helps,” he says. “There’s no way around it. I want to get hold of Berman,” he says, referring to the P.I. “He should search himself, so he can testify about it. He’ll be available in about an hour. Wait until Glendenning hears he has to wait. He’ll blow a gut.”


    The four of us meet outside the apartment and watch Glendenning lock the door. He pats each one of us down again. Glendenning, as Kemp predicted, refuses to wait for Berman. Kemp tells him that he has to, the court order gives us access for the day.


    “I don’t take orders from any rock ‘n’ roll defense lawyer,” says Glendenning. Even when I was on his side, I thought this guy was all charm.


    “Well, let’s go see the judge, then,” Kemp says. Jamie got Glendenning’s number quick. The copper looks to the ceiling like this is the most ridiculous thing he’s ever heard, but by now he’s trapped. He and Kemp pound down the stairway, exchanging words. I am left with Marty Polhemus.


    “Nice guy, huh?” I ask Marty.


    He asks me, in all seriousness, “Which one?”


    “I was talking about the policeman.”


    “He seemed all right. He said that what’s-his-name, Mr. Kemp, used to be in the Galactics.” When I confirm that, the boy predictably says “Wow.” Then he goes silent. He still seems to be waiting for something.


    “I talked to them, you know. The cops.”


    “Did you?” I am thinking about the glassware by the bar.


    “They asked me about you, you know? About when you came out to see me.”


    “Well, that’s their job.”


    “Yeah, they wanted to know if you like said anything about your relationship with her, I mean with Carolyn. You know?”


    I have to exert control to avoid a reflex to pivot. I had forgotten. I had forgotten that I told this goddamned kid. That is Nico’s evidence, that is how he’s going to prove up the affair. A thick bilious feeling cuts deep in my throat.


    “They asked me a couple of times, you know. I said—I mean, I thought we had a real talk, you know?”


    “Sure,” I say.


    “And I told them that you didn’t say anything about that.”


    I look at the boy.


    “Okay?” he asks.


    I am, of course, supposed to remind him to tell the truth.


    “Sure,” I say again.


    “I don’t think you’re the guy who killed her.”


    “I appreciate that.”


    “It’s like karma,” he says. “It isn’t right.”


    I smile. I lift my hand to direct him to the landing, and just like that it hits me. It’s like running into a wall, the recognition and the panic. I am so frightened that my legs begin to give out, actually buckle, and I reach for the railing. You fool, I think, you fool. He’s wired. He is wearing a tape recorder. Nico and Molto wired him up. That is what he’s doing here, that’s why he does not seem right. He isn’t. He follows us into the apartment and watches everything we do, then gets me out here to suborn him. And I’ve just convicted myself. I’m gone. I feel that I am going to faint. I falter again, but this time I turn backward.


    Marty extends his hand. “What is it?”


    When I look at him I know I’m crazy. Absurd. He is dressed for the season, a tight T-shirt and shorts. Not even a belt. Nobody can hide equipment under that. I watched Glendenning frisk him. And it’s not there in his eyes either. All I see is this spaced-out kid, kindly, timid, terribly lost.


    I have suddenly sweated through my shirt. I am wrung out now and weak. My pulse is beating far up in my arms.


    “I’m okay,” I tell him, but Marty takes my elbow anyway as we start down the stairs. “It’s the place,” I say. “It does bad things to me.”
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    Three a.m. When I awake my heart is racing and cool traces of sweat are abrading my neck, so that in the idiocy of sleep I am trying to loosen my collar. I grope; then lie back. My breath is short, and my heartbeat thunders intermittently in the ear against the pillow. My dream is still clear to me: my mother’s face in agony; that worn cadaverous image as she neared the end, and worse, her look of lost, unspeaking terror.


    When my mother became sick, and quickly died, she was in the most peaceful period of her adult life. She and my father were no longer living together, although they still worked side by side each day in the bakery. He had moved in with a widow, Mrs. Bova, whose urgent bearing when she came into the shop I can remember even from the years before her husband died. For my mother, whose life with my father had been a dominion of fear, this arrangement became a kind of liberation. Her interest in the world outside her suddenly increased. She became one of the first of the regular callers on those listener-participation talk shows. Tell us what you think about interracial dating, legalizing marijuana, who killed Kennedy. She stacked the dining-room table with old newspapers and magazines, pads and index cards on which she made notations to herself, preparing for tomorrow’s programs. My mother, who was phobic
about venturing beyond our apartment building or the shop, who had to begin her preparations early in the morning if she was going to depart her home sometime that afternoon, who from the time I was eight sent me to the market so that she could avoid leaving the house—my mother became a local personality of sorts for her outspoken views about various worldly controversies. I could not reconcile this development with the accommodations I had made long before with myself to accept her wildly verging eccentricities, or the narrow margins of her former life.


    She had been twenty-eight, four years my father’s senior, when they were married, the sixth daughter of a Jewish union organizer and a lass from Cork. My father wed, I’m sure, for her savings, which allowed him to open up the shop. Nor was there ever any sign that my mother had married for love. She was an old maid and, I would guess, far too peculiar to gather other suitors. Her behavior, as I witnessed it, was apt to be excessive and ungovernable, with manic tours from pinnacles of rosy hilarity to hours of brooding looks. Sometimes she became frantic. She was forever running to ransack her crowded dresser drawers, rummaging in her sewing box as she made high-pitched excited noises. Because she seldom left home, her sisters made it a habit to look after her. This was a brave endeavor. When my aunts visited, my father would assail them in loud conversation with himself as busybodies, and he was not above actual threats of violence if they came when he was drunk. The two who ventured most often, my Aunts Flo and Sarah, were both bold, determined women, their father’s daughters, and they were apt to control my father with stern looks and fearless demeanor, not much different than if they were confronting some barking cur. They were undeterred in their unannounced mission to protect the meek—Rosie (my mother) and, especially, me. For me these sisters were a hovering presence throughout my childhood. They brought me candies; they took me for haircuts and bought my clothes. They supervised my upbringing in such routine fashion that I was in my twenties before I recognized their intentions—or their kindness. And somehow, without ever realizing it had happened, I grew to know there were two worlds, my mother’s and the other one dwelled in by her sisters, the one to which I eventually recognized I, as well,
belonged. It was a fixed star of my youth to think that my mother was not, as I put it to myself, regular; to know that my adoration of her was a purely private matter, unintelligible to others and beyond my power to explain.


    Do I really care what she would think now? I suppose. What child would not? I am almost glad she did not live to witness this. In her last few months she was with us. We were still living in the city in a one-bedroom apartment, but Barbara refused to see my mother anywhere else. She slept on a daybed in the living room from which she seldom rose. Barbara, most of the time, sat on a hard wooden chair drawn close. Near the end, my mother spoke constantly to Barbara. Her head was laid on her pillow, her face sadly reduced by disease, her eyes narrowly focused, their light growing weak. Barbara held her hand. They murmured. I could not make out the words—but the sound was constant, like a running tap. Barbara Bernstein, daughter of a sleek suburban matron, and my mother, of roaming mind and indelibly sweet disposition, voyaged to one another, crossed the straits of loneliness, while I, as ever, was too full of private grief to make my own approach. I watched them from the door: for Barbara, the mother who made no demands; for Rosie, a child who would not disregard her. When I took Barbara’s place, my mother held my hand. I had the decency to tell her often that I loved her; she smiled weakly, but seldom spoke. Near the end, it was Barbara who gave her the shots of Demerol. A few of the syringes are still downstairs in a box of odd keepsakes of my mother that Barbara maintains: antique bobbins and index cards; the gold-tipped Parker pen she used to make notes for her radio appearances.


    I walk through the dark to find my slippers, slide my robe from the closet. In the living room, I sit, feet up, huddled in a rocking chair. Lately I have been thinking of taking up cigarettes again. I feel no cravings, but it would give me something to do in these abject hours in the dead of night when I am now so often awake.


    A game I play with myself is called What Is the Worst Part? So many things seem trivial. I do not care much now about the way the women gape at me when I walk around in the village center. I do not worry about my reputation, or the fact that for the rest of
my life, even if charges are dropped tomorrow, many people will cringe reflexively whenever they hear my name. I do not worry about how hard it will be for me to find work as an attorney if I am acquitted. But the steady emotional erosion, the sleeplessness, the manic anxiety I cannot pretend about or minimize. What is worst are these midnight wakings and the instants before I can gather myself, when I am sure that the terror is never going to end. It is like groping for the switch plate in the dark, but I am never certain—and here the terror is the worst—I am never sure that I will find it. As the search becomes more and more prolonged, the little bit of sense that holds forth in me erodes, gives way, bubbles off like a tablet dropped into water, and the wild blackness of some limitless and everlasting panic begins to swallow me.


    That is what is worst; that and my worries about Nathaniel. On Sunday, we will put him on a train for Camp Okawaka near Skageon, where he is scheduled to remain for the three weeks the trial is projected to last. Recalling this, I quietly tread the stairs and stand in the dark hall outside his door. I listen until I can catch the rhythm of his breath, and then force my own breathing down to that same measure. As I watch Nat sleep, the weirdness of science overcomes me: I think of atoms and molecules, skin and veins, muscle and bones. I try to comprehend my son for an instant as a compilation of parts. But that fails. We cannot ever enlarge the realm of our final understanding. I know Nathaniel as the hot mass of my feelings for him; I behold him as something no smaller or more finite or reducible than my passions. He will not piece or parse. He is my boy, gentle and beautiful in sleep, and I am grateful, grateful so that my heart is sore and breaking, that in this rough life I have felt such tenderness.


    If I am convicted, they will take me away from him. Even Larren Lyttle will send me to prison for many years, and the thought of missing the remainder of his young life shatters me, breaks me into pieces. Oddly, I feel little conscious fear of prison itself. I dread the exile and the separation. The thought of confinement can make me ill at ease. But the actual physical horrors I am sure to suffer are seldom in my mind, even when I pierce myself with the thought of the extreme consequences I may face.


    And yet I know. I have spent days at Rudyard, the state pen, where every murderer is sent. I have been there usually to interview a witness, but the sights are chilling. The bars are heavy iron slats, painted flat black, two inches deep, one-half inch wide, and behind them are all these bastards who now—now it strikes you—are so much the same. The black guys chattering their manic raging stuff. The white guys in their rolled-up stocking caps. The Latinos who look out with pointy-eyed rage. They are collectively every man you have avoided in a hallway or a bus station, every kid you picked out in high school as destined to be a bum. They are the ones who always wore their deficits like scars, headed here almost as certainly as a skyward-shot arrow plunging back to earth.


    About this.group it is no longer possible to harbor any kind of sentiment. I have heard every horror story. And I know that these grisly anecdotes are some of the unseen ink that blackens my dreams. For me this will not be far from torture. I know about the nighttime shivs, about the showers where blow jobs are given in the open. I know about Marcus Wheatley, one of the guys I tried to get to talk in Night Saints, who hosed somebody on a dope deal down there, and was laid on his back in the weight room, told to put up his hands, and then given a barbell with 250 pounds on each end, which asphyxiated him, even while it acted half like a guillotine. I know about the demographics of that neighborhood, 16 percent murderers, and more than half the inmates there for some form of violent crime. I know about the gray food. The four men in a cell. The odor of excrement that is overpowering on certain tiers. I know that every month there are areas where the gang control becomes so complete that the guards refuse to walk through for days. I know about the guards themselves and the eight of them who were convicted in the federal court for a New Year’s party they threw in which they used shotguns to line up twelve black prisoners whom they took turns beating with flagstones and bricks.


    I know about what happens to men like me there, because I know what happened to some I helped to send. I know about Marcy Lupino, who, whenever my thoughts loiter here, is the person most likely to come to mind. Marcello was a regular type, your basic
hustling American, a C.P.A. who early in his career did a little work setting odds for some of the boys from his old neighborhood. Eventually Marcy’s accounting practice prospered and he determined that he no longer required outside employment, at which time John Conte, one of the Boys, informed him that his was not the kind of job that he was free to quit. And that’s the way it went. Marcy Lupino, respected C.P.A., PTA president, and member of the board of directors of two banks, a guy who wouldn’t monkey with the books of his biggest client, left his office every afternoon at 3:30 p.m. sharp to set the spread on ball games, to tote the odds for tomorrow’s ponies. All well and good, until one day when a federal snitch gave away a wire room. The IRS came through the door and found Marcy Lupino among half a dozen other people and three million dollars in betting slips. The feds wanted him to talk in the worst way. But Marcy was very good at arithmetic. Two years on a gambling beef, mail fraud, wire fraud, racketeering charges, whatever the feds could put to him, was not worth ten minutes of what John Conte and the Boys would do. They would cut out his testicles and feed them to him, make him chew. And this, Marcy Lupino knew, was not a figure of speech.


    So Mike Townsend from the Organized Crime Strike Force called me. He wanted to provide Marcy with incentives. We charged Marcy stateside, and when he was convicted he went to Rudyard instead of the federal overnight camp he had been counting on, a place with a salad bar and tennis courts, a place where he would teach bookkeeping to inmates working on college degrees and copulate with Mrs. Lupino every ninety days as part of the furlough program. Instead, we sent him off in manacles, chained to a man who had put out his infant daughter’s eyes with his keys.


    Six months later Townsend called and we took a trip north to see if Lupino had responded. We found him in a field with a hoe. He was scraping at the ground. We reintroduced ourselves, hardly a necessity. Marcy Lupino took his hoe, propped it under his arm, and leaned on it as he wept. He cried like I have never seen a man cry; he shook from head to toe, his face turned purple, and the water poured from his eyes, truly, as from a faucet. A little fat bald-headed
forty-eight-year-old man, crying as hard as he could. But he would not talk. He said one thing to us: ‘I got no teet’.’ Nothing else.


    As we were walking back, the guard explained.


    Big buck nigger, Drover, wanted Lupino as his babe. He’s the kind, man, nobody says no, not even the Italians in this joint. He gets himself into Lupino’s cell one night, takes out his dingus, and tells Lupino to suck. Lupino won’t, so Drover takes Lupino’s face and bangs it on the bunk rail until there is not a whole tooth left in Lupino’s head; some aching roots, some pieces, but not one tooth.


    Warden’s got a rule, the guard says. You get bandages for your wounds, we’ll sew you up, but no special treatment unless you talk. Fuckin Lupino ain’t getting his false teeth until he tells who did the tap dance on him. And fuckin Lupino, he ain’t tellin, he knows what’s good for him, nobody here is that dumb. No, the guard says, he ain’t tellin. And ol’ Drover, he is laughin, he says he done a real good job, and that his big Johnson goes in there now, smooth as silk; he says he been in many pussies that don’t feel that good. The guard, a fine humanitarian, leaned on his shotgun and laughed. Crime, he reported to Townsend and me, sure don’t pay.


    Run, I think now as I sit in the dark contemplating Marcy Lupino. Run. The thought always comes that suddenly: run. As a prosecutor, I could never understand why they stayed around to let it fall, to face trial, sentencing, prison. But they remained for the most part, as I have. There is $1600 in my checking account and I have no other money in the world. If I looted Barbara’s trust, I would have enough to go, but then I would probably lose the only real motive I have for freedom—the chance to see Nat. And even if I could spend summers with him in Rio or Uruguay or wherever it is that they do not extradite for murder, the powers of even a desperate fancy are too meager to imagine how I would survive without a language I know or a skill those cultures would recognize. I could simply disappear to the center of Cleveland or Detroit, become somebody different, and never see my son again. But the fact is that none of these are visions of what I recognize as life.
Even in these lightless hours, I want the same things I wanted when I got off the bus at night in the village green in Nearing. We are so simple sometimes, and fortified so strangely. I sit here in the dark with my heels drawn against me, and as I shiver, I imagine the odor of the smoke of cigarettes.
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    “People versus Rozat K. Sabich!” calls Ernestine, Judge Lyttle’s docket clerk, into the crowded courtroom. She is a stern-looking black woman, six feet tall. “For trial!” she cries.


    Not much is like the first day of a murder trial. Sunup on the morning of battle; Christians against lions back in Rome. Blood is on the air. Spectators have crammed themselves into every linear inch available along the public benches. There are four full rows of press, five sketch artists at the head. The judge’s staff—his secretary and law clerks, who are not ordinarily present—are in folding chairs against the rear wall of the courtroom, next to his chambers door. Bailiffs, armed for this solemn occasion, are positioned at the forward corners of the bench beside the marble pillars. The atmosphere is busy and intense, full of a racing murmur. No one here is bored.


    Judge Lyttle enters and the room comes to its feet. Ernestine makes her announcements. “Oyez, oyez. The Superior Court for the County of Kindle is now in session, the Honorable Larren L. Lyttle, Judge Presiding. Draw near and give your attention and you shall be heard. God save the United States and this Honorable Court.” Ernestine bangs her gavel. When everyone is seated, she calls my case for trial.


    The lawyers and I move to the podium. Stern and Kemp; Molto and Nico; Glendenning has appeared and will be the case investigator, sitting with the prosecutors. I stand behind the lawyers. Judge Lyttle looms above, his hair newly cut and smoothly groomed. It is August 18, a few days short of two months since I was indicted.


    “Are we ready to call for a jury?” Larren asks.


    “Judge,” says Kemp, “we have a few matters that we can address while you are bringing up the prospective jurors.” Kemp’s role on this case will be Law Man. Stern has put him in charge of research and Jamie will address the judge with regard to points of law, outside the jury’s presence. When they are in the box, he will not say a word.


    From the courtroom phone, Ernestine calls the clerk’s reception room and asks for a venire, citizens summoned for jury duty who will be questioned by the judge and lawyers to determine if they should serve in this case.


    “Judge,” Kemp says again, “we have received all the production you ordered from the prosecution. With one exception. We have still not been given an opportunity to see that glass.”


    Stern has instructed Jamie to raise this for reasons besides our curiosity about the glass. He wants Judge Lyttle to know that the prosecutors are conforming to the judge’s dim expectations. It works. Larren is upset.


    “What about this, Mr. Delay Guardia?” Nico clearly does not know. He looks for Molto.


    “Judge,” says Tommy, “we’ll take care of it after court.”


    “All right,” says Larren. “That will be done today.”


    “Also,” Kemp says, “you have not ruled on our motion to disqualify Mr. Molto.”


    “That is correct. I have been waiting for the prosecutor’s response. Mr. Delay Guardia?”


    Tommy and Nico exchange glances and nod to one another. They will proceed according to their prior agreement, whatever that is.


    “Your Honor, the state will not call Mr. Molto. So we suggest that the motion is moot.”


    Stern steps forward and asks to be heard.


    “Do I understand then, Your Honor, that Mr. Molto will not be called under any circumstances—that his testimony is forsworn throughout the case and at all stages?”


    “That’s right,” Larren agrees. “I’d like us all to be clear at the start, Mr. Delay Guardia. I don’t want to be hearin later about you didn’t expect this or you didn’t expect that. Mr. Molto is not testifying at this trial. Correct?”


    “Correct,” Nico says.


    “Very well. I will deny the defendant’s motion on the representation of the prosecutors that Mr. Molto will not be called as a witness at this trial.”


    Ernestine whispers to him. The prospective jurors are in the corridor.


    So in they come, seventy-five people, twelve of whom will soon be in charge of deciding what happens to my life. Nothing special, just folks. You could skip the summonses and the questionnaires and grab the first seventy-five people who walked by on the street. Ernestine calls sixteen to sit in the jury box, and directs the remainder to the first four rows on the prosecution side, from which the bailiffs have dismissed the spectators amid great grumbling, sending them to form a waiting line out in the hall.


    Larren starts by telling the venire what the case is about. He has probably seen a thousand juries chosen during his career. His rapport is instantaneous: this big, good-looking black man, kind of funny, kind of smart. The white people take to him too, thinking, probably, they all should be like this. Nowhere in a trial is Larren’s advantage to the defense likely to be greater than at this juncture. He is skilled in addressing juries, canny in divining hidden motivations, and committed to the foundation of his soul to the fundamental notions. The defendant is presumed innocent. Innocent. As you sit here you have gotta be thinking Mr. Sabich didn’t do it.


    “I’m sorry, sir. In the first row, what is your name?”


    “Mahalovich.”


    “Mr. Mahalovich. Did Mr. Sabich commit the crime that he is charged with?”


    Mahalovich, a stout middle-aged man who has his paper folded in his lap, shrugs.


    “I wouldn’t know, Judge.”


    “Mr. Mahalovich, you are excused. Ladies and gentlemen, let me tell you again what you are to presume. Mr. Sabich is innocent. I am the judge. I am tellin you that. Presume he is innocent. When you sit there, I want you to look over and say to yourself, There sits an innocent man.”


    He goes through similar exercises, expounding upon the state’s burden to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt and the defendant’s right to remain silent. Talking to a thin, gray-haired lady in a shirtwaist dress, who is seated in the chair beside the one Mahalovich once occupied:


    “Now don’t you think, ma’am, that an innocent person oughta get up there and tell you it’s not so?”


    The lady is torn. She saw what happened to Mahalovich. But you don’t lie to a judge. She touches her dress at the collar before she speaks.


    “I would think so,” she says.


    “Of course you would. And you have to presume that Mr. Sabich thinks the same thing, since we’re presumin that he’s innocent. But he doesn’t have to do that. Because the Constitution of the United States says he doesn’t have to. And what that means is that if you sit as jurors on this case, you have promised to put that thought out of your mind. Because Mr. Sabich and his lawyer, Mr. Stern, may decide to rely on that constitutional right. The folks who wrote the Constitution said, God bless you, sir, God bless you, Mr. Sabich, you don’t have to explain. The state’s got to prove you guilty. You don’t have to say a thing if you don’t want. And Mr. Sabich can’t really receive that blessing if any of you have it in your mind that he should explain anyway.”


    As a prosecutor, I used to find this part of Larren’s routine unbearable, and Nico and Molto both look pale and upset. No matter how many times you tell yourself that the judge is right, you can’t believe that anybody ever thought it was going to be explained so emphatically. Nico looks particularly drawn. He listens with an alert, humorless expression. He has lost weight and there is a new darkening in the sallow skin beneath his eyes. To get a case of this stature prepared in three weeks is a terrible burden, and he has an
office to run as well. Moreover, it must have occurred to him often how much he has put on the line. He has taken klieg lights and run them across the sky telling the near world to watch Nico Della Guardia. If he loses, he will never have the same credibility in office. His silent campaign to be earmarked as Bolcarro’s successor will be finished not long after its start. His career, much more than mine, hangs in the balance. I have lately come to realize that my career, after this indictment and the hoopla of this trial, is probably over in any event.


    Next, Larren takes up the subject of publicity. He questions jurors about what they have read. For those who are being coy he points out the article announcing the start of the trial on the front page of today’s Trib. Jurors always lie about this. People who want to get out of jury service usually find a way. The ones who come to the courthouse are, for the most part, eager to serve and less willing to confess to obvious disqualifications. But Larren slowly wins the truth from them. Nearly everybody here has heard something about this case, and over about twenty minutes Judge Lyttle tells them that is worthless information. “Nobody knows anything about this case,” he says, “because there has not been a word of evidence heard.” He excuses six people who admit that they will not be able to put the publicity out of their minds. It is unsettling to consider what the others, subjected to Nico’s media splash, must think about the case. It’s hard to believe that anyone can really fully put aside those preconceptions.


    Late in the morning, questioning about the jurors’ backgrounds begins—this process is called voir dire, truth-telling, and it continues throughout the afternoon and into the second morning. Larren asks everything he can think of and the lawyers add more. Judge Lyttle will not allow questioning directed to the issues of the case, but the attorneys are permitted to roam freely into personal details, limited largely only by their own reluctance to give offense. What TV shows do you watch, what newspapers do you read? Do you belong to any organizations? Do your children work outside the home? In your house, are you or your spouse in charge of the monthly bookkeeping? This is the subtle psychological game of figuring out who is predisposed to favor your side. Consultants now earn hundreds of
thousands of dollars making such predictions for lawyers, but an attorney like Stern knows most of this by instinct and experience.


    To pick a jury effectively you must know the case you want to try. Stern has not said anything to me, but it is becoming clearer that he has a strong notion not to offer evidence for the defense. He thinks he can whittle away at Nico’s proof. Perhaps my actions in the past, when I have been beyond control in spite of his instructions, have convinced him I would be a poor witness in my own behalf. No doubt the decision to testify or not will be mine in the end. But I suspect that Stern is simply trying to move things to the point that I am convinced we can win without my testimony, before he forces my hand. In any event, he has spent little time talking to me about the defense case. Mac and a few of the judges have agreed to appear as character witnesses. Stern also has asked me about neighbors who would be willing to offer that kind of testimony. Clearly, though, he wants to try a reasonable-doubt case. At the end, if all goes as he hopes, no one will know what happened. The state will have failed to meet its burden of proof and I should be acquitted. With that goal, we need jurors bright enough to appreciate the legal standard and strong enough to forthrightly apply it—people who will not convict merely because they are suspicious. For that reason Sandy has told me that he thinks younger jurors will be better overall than old. In addition, they may be more in tune with some of the nuances of male and female relations that so strongly flavor the case. He wants, in other words, people who might believe that co-workers adjourn to a woman’s apartment for reasons other than sexual intercourse. On the other hand, he has said, older people will have more immediate respect for my past attainments, my position, and my reputation.


    Whatever the plans, you usually go in the end on gut impressions. Certain jurors just seem to be people you think you like, folks you can talk to. On the second morning, as we begin making our choices, Stern and Kemp and I have few disagreements. We huddle together at the counsel table, directing our decisions to prospective jurors taken up in groups of four. Barbara is invited by Sandy to come up from the nearest spectator bench to join in our consultation. She places her hand lightly on my shoulder, but offers no
comment. Standing close to me as we confer, dressed in a dark blue silk suit and, again, a matching hat, she conveys an impression of somber dignity, of grieving well restrained. Overall, the effect is a little like the Kennedy widows. She is playing her small part well. Last night, after the voir dire started, Sandy explained to Barbara that he would be calling on her in this fashion. At home, she expressed appreciation for Sandy’s courtesy and I explained to her that courtesy was not his prime intent. Stern again wants all the jurors to see at the outset that my wife is still on my side and that we, in this modern age, defer to the opinions of women.


    The defense gets to excuse ten jurors without explanation—so-called peremptories. The prosecution gets six. Nico’s plan seems to be pretty much the inverse of ours, although with fewer challenges he does not have the same opportunity to shape the panel. In general, he seems to be looking for his voters, older ethnic types, generally Roman Catholics. For that reason, without having planned to do it earlier, we strike all the Italians.


    I am more comfortable with the group that we end up with than was often the case when I was a prosecutor. There is a preponderance of younger people, many of them single. A female drugstore manager in her late twenties. A young woman who is an accountant with a brokerage house. A twenty-six-year-old man is an assembly-line foreman, and another fellow about his age runs restaurant services at a local hotel and fiddles part-time with computers. There is a young black woman who does auditing at a local insurance company. Among the twelve, we have a divorced female schoolteacher, a secretary for a local rail line, a man who retired last year from running a high school music program, and an auto mechanic; also a Burger King management trainee, a retired nurse’s aide, and a cosmetics saleswoman from Morton’s. Nine whites, three blacks. Seven women, five men. Larren also seats four alternates, who will hear the evidence but not take part in deliberations unless one of the twelve regulars falls ill or is otherwise excused.


    With the jury chosen, early in the second afternoon we are ready to start my trial.


     



     



    At ten minutes to two we arrive again at the courthouse for opening statements. The atmosphere is now the same as yesterday morning. The lull of jury selection is past and the blood urge is on the air. The adrenalized excitement of beginning becomes a kind of painful irritant that I feel seeping into my bones. Kemp calls me into the hallway outside the courtroom, and we walk some distance to get away from the gaggle of unhappy onlookers for whom the bailiffs have not been able to find seats. Out here you can never be certain who is listening. The best journalists would not report something they overheard, but you can never tell who is talking to the prosecutors.


    “I want to say something,” Jamie tells me. He has chopped a good two inches off the curled edges of his pageboy, and he is turned out in a distinguished blue pinstriped suit purchased from J. Press in New Haven. He is handsome enough to have chosen Hollywood instead of law. From comments, I have come to realize that he made enough money playing his guitar to be quite comfortable without working. Instead, he is in the office, reading cases, writing memos, conferring with Stern and me until eleven and twelve o’clock at night.


    “I like you,” Jamie says.


    “I like you, too,” I answer.


    “And I really hope you beat this thing. I’ve never told a client this before. But I think you will.”


    There are no more than a year or two’s worth of clients in Jamie’s life and so the comment is not worth that much as a prediction, but I am touched by his good feeling. I put a hand on his shoulder and I thank him. He did not tell me, of course, that I am innocent. He knows better than to be convinced of that; the evidence is against me. Probably if you shook him awake in the middle of the night and put the question, he would tell you he does not know.


    Stern appears now. He is almost jaunty. His flesh is invigorated by the high excitement; the broadcloth of his shirt is so white and free of creases that it appears almost holy as it meets his full cheeks. He is about to give the opening statement in the most noted case of his career. Suddenly I am full of envy. I have not thought in all the months about how much fun it would be to try this case, an
understandable omission. But those old inclinations suddenly surge forth amid this supercharged air. The big Night Saints case, a twenty-three-defendant conspiracy which I tried with Raymond, had a fraction of this attention, but it was still like taking hold of a live wire, a drumming excitement that did not stop, even in sleep, for seven weeks. Like motorcycling or mountain climbing: you know that you have been here. I am sad suddenly, briefly despairing over my lost trade.


    “So?” Sandy asks me.


    “I told him I thought that he would win,” says Kemp.


    Stern speaks Spanish; his eyebrows shoot up toward the hairless crest of his scalp.


    “Never out loud,” he says. “Never.” Then he takes my hand and faces me with his deepest look. “Rusty, we will do our best.”


    “I know,” I say.


    Coming back into the courtroom, Barbara, who has gone back and forth from the U. over lunch, emerges from the crowd to hug me. It is half an embrace, one arm firmly around my waist. She kisses my cheek, then wipes away the lipstick with her hand. She talked to Nat.


    “He wants you to know he loves you,” she says. “I do too.” She says this in a cute way, so that the tone, in spite of her good intentions, is still somewhat equivocal. Nonetheless, she has done her best. It is the right time and the right place for maximum performance.


     



     



    The jury files in from the waiting room, where they will eventually deliberate. It is located right behind the jury box. The divorced schoolteacher actually smiles at me as she takes her seat.


    Larren explains the function of opening statements: a prediction of the evidence. A forecast. “It is not an argument,” he says. “The lawyers will not set forth the inferences which they think arise from the proof. They will simply tell you in an unvarnished fashion what the actual evidence will be.” Larren says this no doubt as a warning to Delay. In a circumstantial case, a prosecutor needs some way at the outset to make a jury see how it all fits together. But Nico will
have to do this carefully. However Della Guardia feels about Larren, the jury is in love with the judge already. His charm is like a floral scent he emits into the air. Nico will gain nothing from being upbraided.


    Larren says, “Mr. Delay Guardia,” and Nico stands. Trim, erect, bristling with anticipation. A person at the very top.


    “May it please the court,” he says, the traditional beginning.


    Right from the start, he is surprisingly bad. I know immediately what has happened. The time constraints and the burden of running the office have impinged severely on his preparation. He has never gone over this before. Some of it is being improvised, perhaps in response to Larren’s warning right before he began. Nico cannot shake his drawn, nervous look, and he cannot find a rhythm. He keeps hesitating in spots.


    Even with Nico’s inadequate preparation, much of this is difficult for me to hear. Nico may lack his usual style and organization, but he is still hitting the high spots. The counterpoint of the physical evidence against what I said and did not say to Horgan and Lipranzer is, as I always feared, particularly effective. On the other hand, Delay misses points of emphasis. He tells the jury too little about things he should be the one to disclose. A smart prosecutor usually seeks to defuse defense evidence by mentioning it first, demonstrating from his own mouth that his case can stand the defense’s strongest blows. But Nico does not adequately detail my background—he fails to say that I was second-in-command of the office—and, in describing my relationship with Carolyn, he omits any mention of the McGaffen trial. When Stern gets up, in his own quiet way he will make these abbreviations appear to be concealment.


    In the area of my relations with Carolyn, Nico makes the only deviation from what we had predicted. Nico’s problem is deeper than I, or even Stern, had understood. Delay does not simply lack proof of my relationship with Carolyn. He has not even correctly guessed what occurred.


    “The evidence,” he tells the jury, “will show that Mr. Sabich and Ms. Polhemus had a personal relationship that had gone on for many months, at least seven or eight months before the murder. Mr. Sabich was in Ms. Polhemus’s apartment. She called him on
the phone. He called her. It was, as I say, a personal relationship.” He pauses. “An intimate relationship.


    “But all was not well in this relationship. Mr. Sabich was, apparently, very unhappy. Mr. Sabich was, it seems, intensely jealous.”


    Larren on the bench has swung about and now is glaring. Nico is doing what the judge warned him about, arguing rather than simply describing his witnesses and exhibits. In his agitation, the judge glances now and then in Sandy’s direction, a signal for Sandy to object, but Stern is quiet. Interruptions are discourteous, and Sandy is himself in court. More important, Nico is at the point in his oration where he is saying things that Stern knows he may not prove.


    “Mr. Sabich was jealous. He was jealous because Ms. Polhemus was seeing not only him. Ms. Polhemus had formed a new relationship, a relationship that apparently infuriated Mr. Sabich.” Another weighty caesura. “A relationship with the prosecuting attorney, Raymond Horgan.”


    This detail has never before found public life. Nico undoubtedly cabined it to protect his new alliance with Raymond; but he cannot help himself, he is still Nico, and he actually turns to the press rows as he lets this news into the world. There is an audible stirring in the courtroom, and Larren, with the mention of his former partner, finally loses his cool.


    “Mr. Delay Guardia!” he thunders, “you were warned, sir. Your remarks are not to be in the nature of a closing argument. You will confine yourself to a sterile recitation of the facts or your opening will be over. Do I make myself clear?”


    Nico faces the bench. He actually looks surprised. His prominent Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows.


    “Certainly,” he says.


    Jealousy, I write on my notepad, and pass it to Kemp. Given the choice between no motive and a motive he cannot quite prove, Nico has chosen the latter. It may even be the smarter gamble. But at the end, he will be working hard to stretch the facts.


    Stern moves to the podium as soon as Nico is through. The
judge offers a recess, but Sandy smiles gently and says he is prepared to go on right now, if the court please. Sandy is unwilling to let Nico’s remarks accumulate force on reflection.


    He steps around the podium and rests one elbow on it. He wears a brown suit, tailor-made, that conforms subtly to his full shape. His heavy face is still with portent.


    “How are we to answer this,” he asks, “Rusty Sabich and I? What can we say when Mr. Della Guardia tells you about two fingerprints but not another? What can we say when the evidence will show you gaps and suppositions, gossip and cruel innuendo? What can we say when a distinguished public servant is put on trial on the basis of circumstantial evidence which, as you will be able to determine, does not approach that precious standard of reasonable doubt?


    “Reasonable doubt.” He turns, he steps, he comes two feet closer to the jury. “The prosecution must prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.” He harks back to everything they heard over the last two days from Judge Lyttle. At the outset, Stern has locked arms before the jurors with that mighty and learned jurist, a particularly effective device in light of Larren’s first putdown of Delay. Sandy uses the term ‘circumstantial evidence’ repeatedly. He mentions the words ‘rumors’ and ‘gossip.’ Then he talks about me.


    “And who is Rusty Sabich? Not simply, as Mr. Della Guardia told you, a top deputy in the prosecuting attorney’s office. The top deputy. Among a handful of the finest trial lawyers in this county, this state. The evidence will show you that. A top graduate of the University Law School. A member of the Law Review. Clerk to the Chief Justice of the State Supreme Court. He gave his career, his life to public service. To stopping and preventing and punishing criminal behavior, not”—Stern glances contemptuously toward the prosecutors—“to committing it. Listen, ladies and gentlemen, to the names of some of the persons whom the evidence will show you Rusty Sabich brought to justice. Listen, because these are persons whose wrongdoing was so well known that even you who are not regularly in this courthouse will recognize these names, and, I am sure, will once again be grateful for Rusty Sabich’s work.” He
spends five minutes talking about the Night Saints and other cases, longer than he should, but Della Guardia is hard put to object after Sandy endured his opening without complaint.


    “He is the son of an immigrant, a Yugoslavian freedom fighter who was persecuted by the Nazis. His father came here in 1946 to a land of freedom, where there would be no more atrocities. What would Ivan Sabich think today?”


    I would squirm were I not under the sternest orders to show nothing. I sit with my hands folded and look ahead. At all moments, I am to appear resolute. Lamentably, Stern did not give me a preview of this portion. Even if I testify, I will not testify to this—not that the prosecutors would be likely to disprove it.


    Stern’s manner is somehow commanding. The accent lends an intrigue to his speech, and his considered formality gives him substance. He makes no predictions of what the defense will show. He steers clear of promising my testimony. Instead, he focuses on deficiencies. No evidence, not a scintilla of direct evidence that Rusty Sabich handled any murder weapon. No sign that Rusty Sabich took part in any violence.


    “And what is the cornerstone of this circumstantial case? Mr. Della Guardia told you many things about the relationship of Mr. Sabich and Ms. Polhemus. He did not tell you, as the evidence will show, that they were co-workers, that they worked as trial lawyers, not as lovers, on a case of tremendous importance. He did not mention that. He left that for me to tell you. All right, then, I have, and the evidence will show that to you, too. You should mind closely what the evidence shows you, and does not show you, about the relationship of Rusty Sabich and Carolyn Polhemus. Mind that closely in this circumstantial case where Mr. Della Guardia seeks to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. I tell you flatly, flatly, that the evidence will not show you what Mr. Della Guardia has said it would. It will not. You see this case will not involve facts, but rather supposition upon supposition, guess upon guess—”


    “Mr. Stern,” says Larren mildly. “You seem to be falling into the same trap as Mr. Della Guardia.”


    Sandy turns; he actually bows in an abbreviated way.



    “I am so sorry, Your Honor,” he says. “He seems to have inspired me.”


    A laugh, a small one, from everyone. The judge. A number of members of the jury. A small laugh at Delay’s expense.


    Sandy turns back to the jury, and remarks as if he were speaking to himself: “I must keep myself from getting carried away by this case.” Then he plants his last seed. No commitments, just a few words.


    “Well, one cannot help asking why. As you listen to the evidence, ask why. Not why Carolyn Polhemus was murdered. That regrettably is something no one will be learning from this proof. But why Rusty Sabich sits here falsely accused. Why offer a circumstantial case, a case that is supposed to show guilt beyond a reasonable doubt and does not?”


    Sandy stops. He tilts his head. Perhaps he knows the answer; perhaps he does not. He speaks softly.


    “Why?” is the last thing that he says.
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    They cannot find the glass.


    Nico admits this as soon as Stern and Kemp and I arrive on the third morning of trial. The first witnesses will be called today.


    “How in the world?” asks Stern.


    “I apologize,” says Nico. “Tommy tells me he forgot about it at first. He really did. Now they’re looking high and low. It’ll turn up. But I have a problem.” Della Guardia and Stern stroll away, conferring. Molto watches them with obvious concern. He seems reluctant to leave his place at the prosecution table, like a whipped dog. Really, Tommy does not look well. It is too early in the trial to be as exhausted as he appears. He has a yellow cast to his skin, and his suit, the same as yesterday’s, does not seem to have had any time to rest. I would not be surprised if Molto never made it home last night.


    “How can they lose a piece of evidence like that?” Kemp asks me.


    “Happens all the time,” I answer. The Police Evidence Center, over in McGrath Hall, has more unclaimed items than a pawnshop. Tags get knocked off; numbers are reversed. I started many cases with evidence misplaced. Unfortunately, Nico is right: the glass will turn up.


    Stern and Della Guardia have agreed to advise the judge of this development, before he takes the bench. We will all go back to chambers. This will save Nico from a public whipping. Stern’s concession on points like this, minor courtesies, is the kind of thing that has made him popular around the P.A.’s office. Other lawyers would demand to be on the record so that Nico could take a hiding before the press.


    We all wait a moment in the judge’s outer office, while his secretary, Corrine, keeps an eye on the phone light to see when the judge completes the call he is presently taking. Corrine is stately and large-chested, and the courthouse wags regularly speculated on the nature of her relationship with Larren, until last fall, when she married a probation officer named Perkins. Larren has always been a ladies’ man of some renown. He divorced about ten years ago, and over time I’ve heard a lot of tales about him drinking Jack Daniel’s in the pretty-people night spots down on Bayou Boulevard, that pickup strip which certain sages refer to as the Street of Dreams.


    “He says come right in,” Corrine tells us, putting down the phone after a brief conversation with the judge to announce our group. Kemp and Nico and Molto precede us. Stern wants a moment with me to confer.


    When we enter, Nico has already begun telling the judge the problem. He and Kemp are in armchairs before the judge’s desk. Molto sits a distance away on the sofa. The chambers, the judge’s inner sanctum, has a distinguished bearing. One wall is solid with the gold-toned spines of the state law reports, and Larren also has his own Wall of Respect. There is a large picture of the judge and Raymond, among a number of photos of the judge with politicians, mostly black.


    “Your Honor,” Nico is saying, “I learned the first time last night from Tommy—”


    “Well, I thought Tommy indicated yesterday that you had the glass and he simply had overlooked this matter. Tommy, I’ll tell you something right now.” The judge is on his feet behind his desk, looking rather regal in a purple-toned shirt with white collar and cuffs. He has been roaming in his books and papers as he listens,
but now he turns about and points a stout finger at Molto. “If I have the same kind of bullshit from you in this case I’ve had in the past, I’ll throw you in the lockup. I really will. Don’t be tellin me one thing and meanin something else. And I want to say this right in front of the prosecuting attorney. Nico, you know we’ve always gotten along. But there’s a history here.” The judge tips his large head in Molto’s direction.


    “Judge, I understand. I really do. That’s why I was concerned as soon as I learned of the problem. I really do believe that it’s an oversight.”


    Larren glances balefully at Della Guardia from the corner of his eye. Nico does not even flinch. He is doing a pretty good job. He has both hands in his lap and is making his best effort to appear the suppliant. This is not an attitude that comes to him naturally, and his readiness to humble himself before the judge is actually quite winning. There must have been hell to pay last night between Molto and him. That’s why Tommy looks so bad.


    Larren, however, is not about to let the subject go. As usual he has caught all the implications quickly. For better than a month the prosecutors have been promising to produce a glass they knew they could not find.


    “Isn’t this somethin?” the judge asks. He looks, for support, to Stern. “You know, Nico, I don’t issue these orders just for the hell of it. You do with your evidence as you like, but really—Who had this glass last?”


    “There’s some disagreement, Judge, but we believe it was the police.”


    “Naturally,” says Larren. He looks off toward the distance in disgust. “Well, you see what we have here. You have defied an order of the court. The defense has not had an opportunity to prepare. And you have given an opening statement, Nico, in which you must have referred to this evidence half a dozen times. Well, that’s your problem now. When you find the glass, assuming you find it, then we’ll determine whether or not it comes into evidence. Let’s go try this case.”


    Nico’s difficulties, however, are more complex than one angry judge. The state case has been prepared with the witnesses expected
in an established sequence, referred to as an order of proof. The first person to testify is supposed to describe the crime scene, and accordingly, he will mention the glass.


    “Not in my courtroom,” says Larren. “No, sir. We’re not gonna be talkin anymore about evidence that nobody can find.”


    Stern finally speaks up. He announces that we have no objection to Delay proceeding as he had planned.


    “Your Honor, if the prosecution fails to find the glass, we will object to any further evidence regarding it.” He means, of course, the fingerprints. “But for the time being, there is no purpose to delay, if Your Honor will permit it.”


    Larren shrugs. It’s Sandy’s lawsuit. This is the subject Sandy and I discussed in the judge’s outer office. If we object, we can make Nico take witnesses out of the order he had planned, but Sandy thinks the advantage is greater if Nico’s first witness has to explain that a piece of evidence is missing. Better that they look like Keystone Kops was how Stern put it. The disorganization will make a poor impression on the jury. Besides, there is little damage to me in the bare fact that a glass was found. And as I pointed out to Kemp, the police-evidence custodians will eventually locate the glass; they always do.


    “I would think you should give Mr. Stern an order of proof so that he has notice of when we’re coming to this area again.”


    Molto speaks up. “We have one, Judge. We’ll give it to them right now.” Tommy fiddles in the sloppy heap of papers on his lap, and eventually passes a sheet to Kemp.


    “And let’s put this on the record,” Larren says. Nico’s punishment. He must explain this screw-up in public after all.


    While the lawyers are before the bench, repeating our chambers conference in the presence of the court reporter, I examine the order of proof. I am eager to know when Lipranzer will be testifying. The sooner he does, the sooner the search for Leon can resume. I have tried to get Sandy’s P.I. to look further, but he claims there is nothing to do. The list, however, provides no good news. Lip is scheduled toward the latter part of the case. Leon and I will have to wait.


    Even in my disappointment, I recognize that Tommy and Nico
have constructed their case with care. They will begin with the murder scene and the collection of the physical evidence, and will then start a slowly accelerating demonstration of why I am the murderer. First will come their proof, equivocal as that is, of my relationship with Carolyn; then my questionable handling of the investigation; near the end they will offer the various bits of evidence that put me at the murder scene: the fingerprints, the fibers, the phone records, the Nearing maid, the blood test results. Painless Kumagai will testify last and, I suppose, offer an expert opinion on how it was done.


    Up on the bench Larren is still chewing Nico out, for the record.


    “And the prosecutors will immediately advise the defense when the evidence is located. Is that correct?”


    Nico promises.


    With that matter settled, the jury is brought in, and Nico announces the name of the prosecution’s first witness, Detective Harold Greer. He enters from the corridor and stands before Larren to be sworn.


     



     



    As soon as Greer is up there, it is obvious to all of us why Nico wanted to maintain the predetermined order of proof. Juries for obvious reasons tend to remember the first witness, and Greer is impressive, a huge, well-spoken black man, calm and orderly in his presentation of himself. With or without the glass, he is the image of competence. The department is full of officers like Greer, men and women with the IQ’s of college professors who became cops because it was, within their horizons, the best thing available.


    Molto is doing the questioning. He looks rumpled but his direct examination is well prepared.


    “And where was the body?”


    Greer was the third officer on the scene. Carolyn was discovered about 9:30 a.m. She missed an eight o‘clock meeting and a nine o’clock court call. Her secretary called the super directly. All he did, he told me months ago, was push the door open and look
around. He could see then he needed the cops. The beat guys called for Greer.


    Greer describes what he observed and the way the evidence techs did their work under his direction. Greer identifies a sealed plastic packet that contains the fibers that were lifted from Carolyn’s body, and a larger packet that contains her skirt, from which more of the Zorak V fibers were obtained. Molto and he smooth over the glass. Greer describes finding it on the bar, watching the evidence techs seal the Baggie.


    “And where is the glass at present?”


    “We’ve had a little trouble locating it. It should turn up in the police evidence room.”


    Next Molto raises the specter of the removed diaphragm. Greer says that in a thorough search of the apartment he found no contraceptive device. Then, with all the little bits of evidence which the police discovered inventoried before the jury, Molto moves to his climax.


    “Based on your experience in nine years as a homicide detective, and the appearance of the scene, did you have any opinion as to what had taken place?” Molto asks.


    Stern makes his first objection before the jury.


    “Your Honor,” Stern scolds, “this is speculative. This cannot be regarded as an expert opinion. Mr. Molto is asking about a hunch.”


    Larren strokes his cheeks with his big hand, but shakes his head. “Overruled.”


    Molto repeats the question.


    “Based on the position of the body,” Greer responds, “the way it was tied, the signs of disturbance, the open window over the fire escape, on first looking at the scene I was of the opinion that Ms. Polhemus had been murdered in the course of, or as the result of, a sexual assault.”


    “A rape?” asks Molto, a leading question, not usually permitted on direct examination but harmless under the circumstances.


    “Yes,” says Greer.


    “And were police photographers at the scene?”


    “They were.”


    “What, if anything, did they do?”


    “I asked them to take a number of photos of the scene. And they did that.”


    “In your presence?”


    From the evidence cart the prosecutors wheeled into court this morning, Molto takes the collection of photos I looked at four months ago in my office. He shows each to Sandy before he presents them to Greer. Molto has set his examination up cleverly. Usually a judge will limit the prosecution’s use of photos in a murder case. It is grisly and prejudicial. But by emphasizing the appearances, which the prosecution of course will argue were staged, Tommy has deprived us of the usual grounds for objections. We sit, attempting to appear implacable, while Greer describes each of the gruesome photos and identifies them as having accurately reflected the scene. When Molto offers them, Sandy approaches the bench and asks the judge to look them over himself.


    “We can do with just two of the body,” Larren says. He removes another two, but he allows Molto to pass the ones admitted among the jurors at the end of Greer’s examination. I do not dare to look up often, but I can sense from the stillness in the box that the blood and Carolyn’s contorted corpse have had the effect the prosecutors hoped. The schoolteacher will not be smiling at me again for quite a while.


    “Cross-examination,” says the judge.


    “Just a few matters,” says Sandy. He smiles a bit at Greer. We will not be challenging this witness. “You mentioned a glass, Detective. Where is that?” Stern starts to look among the exhibits Greer identified.


    “It’s not here.”


    “I am sorry. I thought you testified about it.”


    “I did.”


    “Oh.” Sandy appears flustered. “But you do not have it?”


    “No, sir.”


    “When was the last time you saw it?”


    “At the scene.”


    “You have not seen it since?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Have you tried to find it?”


    Greer smiles, probably the first time since he took the stand. “Yes, sir.”


    “I see from your expression you have put some effort into this?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “And the glass still cannot be found?”


    “No, sir.”


    “And who would have handled it last?”


    “I don’t know. Mr. Molto over there has got the evidence receipts.”


    “Oh.” Sandy turns in Tommy’s direction. Molto appears faintly amused. It is Sandy’s playacting that he finds humorous, but the jury of course does not realize that is the source of this slight grin. To them Tommy must appear somewhat arrogant. “Mr. Molto has them?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Ordinarily he would have the evidence, too?”


    “Yes, sir. The prosecutor gets the evidence and the original tags.”


    “So Mr. Molto has the tag but not the glass?”


    “That’s right.”


    Sandy turns again to Molto. While looking at him, Stern says, “Thank you, Detective.” He appears to ruminate before he again faces the witness.


    Stern spends a few minutes on the details of the collection of various pieces of evidence. When he reaches the diaphragm he pauses with some apparent emphasis.


    “A contraceptive device was not the only item you failed to find, is that right, Detective?”


    Greer’s face narrows. He did not find the Hope Diamond or Aunt Tillie’s missing lace hankie. The question can’t be answered.


    “Well, Detective, you and the officers under your command made a very thorough search of the apartment, did you not?”


    “We certainly did.”


    “And yet, sir, you failed to find not merely a diaphragm but also any cream or jelly or other substance that could be expected to be utilized with it—is that not correct?”


    Greer hesitates. He had not thought of this before.


    “That’s correct,” he says at last.


    Nico turns immediately to Tommy. They are seated fifteen feet in front of me, facing the jury. I’ve never had the chance before to watch my opponents. From the prosecutor’s table you focus on the jurors. Nico is whispering. It seems to be something like, Where the hell is the stuff? A couple of the jury members respond alertly to this part of the examination.


    Stern is about to sit down when I ask him to bring the photos over. Sandy casts me a black look. This is proof that Stern would just as soon be forgotten. I motion to him again, however, and he hands me the stack. I finally find the picture of the bar and make my point to Stern. He bows briefly to me before returning to the witness.


    “You identified this photograph, Detective Greer, State Exhibit 6—G?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “It reflects the bar where you found this glass?”


    “It does.”


    “Tell me, sir—this would be easier if we had the glass, but is your recollection of it good?”


    “I think so. It’s like the ones in the picture.”


    “Just so. The glass you seized was one of this set of barware laid out here on this towel?” Sandy has turned the photograph around so both Greer and the jurors can see the portion of the picture Stern means to indicate.


    “Right.”


    “Count the glasses, would you?”


    Greer lays his finger on the photo and does it slowly.


    “Twelve,” he says.


    “Twelve,” Stern repeats. “So the missing glass would make thirteen?”


    Greer knows this is peculiar. He waggles his head. “I guess so.


    “An odd set?”


    Molto objects, but Greer answers, “Very,” before Larren can rule.


    “Really,” Sandy says to me when we break for lunch, “I appreciate your thoughts, Rusty, but you must share them with us before the last moment. This detail may be significant.”


    I look at Stern as we are heading out of court.


    “I just noticed,” I tell him.


     



     



    The prosecutors have a dismal afternoon. I never tried a case as a deputy P.A. that did not have a low spot, a trough, a place where my evidence was weak. I used to talk about walking through the Valley of Death. For Nico, as we’ve long known, the valley is trying to prove what went on between Carolyn and me. His hope, quite clearly, is to get just enough evidence before the jury that they can make a comfortable guess. The overall plan Molto and he seemingly made was to start strong with Greer, stagger through this portion, and then dash for home, with the physical evidence providing a note of rising credibility. A reasonable strategy. But all the lawyers come to court after lunch knowing that these hours will belong to the defense.


    The state’s next witness is Eugenia Martinez, my former secretary. She clearly sees this as her moment. She comes to the stand in a broad slouch hat and dangling earrings. Nico presents her testimony, which is succinct. Eugenia testifies that she has been employed in the P.A.’s office fifteen years. For two of those fifteen years, ending last April, she worked for me. One day last September or October, in answering the phone, Eugenia picked up the wrong line. She heard just a few words of conversation, but she recognized the voices as those of Ms. Polhemus and me. I was talking about meeting Ms. Polhemus at her home.


    “And how did they sound to you?” asks Nico.


    “Object to ‘sound,’” says Stern. “It calls for a characterization.”


    “Sustained.”


    Nico faces Larren. “Judge, she can testify to what she heard.”


    “What she heard, but no opinions.” From the bench, Larren addresses Eugenia. “Ms. Martinez, you cannot tell us what you thought when you heard the conversation. Just the words and the intonation.”


    “What was the intonation?” Nico asks, back close to where he wanted to be.


    Eugenia, however, is not ready for the question.


    “Nice-like,” she finally answers.


    Stern objects, but the response is too innocuous to merit exclusion. Larren flips a hand and says that the answer may stand.


    Nico is having a difficult time with something important. Again, I am struck by how difficult it has been for him to prepare.


    “Did they sound intimate?” he asks.


    “Objection!” Stern shoots to his feet. The question is leading and unfairly suggestive.


    Larren again takes off on Nico before the jury. The question was clearly improper, Larren says. It is stricken and the jurors are ordered to disregard it. But there is method to Nico’s breach. He was trying to find some way to signal Eugenia.


    He asks, “Could you further describe the tone of the remarks you heard?”


    Stern objects again with force. The question has been previously asked and answered.


    Larren peers down. “Mr. Delay Guardia, I suggest that you move on.


    Suddenly help comes to Nico from an unexpected source.


    “He say ‘my angel,’” Eugenia volunteers.


    Nico faces her, stunned.


    “That’s what he say. Okay? He say he be comin at eight o‘clock and call her ‘my angel.’”


    For the first time since the trial began my composure fails before the jury. I let out a sound. My look, I’m certain, is inflamed. Kemp lays a hand on mine.


    “My angel!” I whisper. “For Chrissake.”


    Over his shoulder, Stern looks at me severely.


    Suddenly ahead of where he expected to be, Nico sits down.


    “Cross-examination.”


    Sandy advances on Eugenia. He speaks as soon as he reaches his feet, not waiting to arrive at the podium. He has maintained the same scolding expression which only seconds ago he turned on me.


    “For whom do you work now in the prosecuting attorney’s office, Ms. Martinez?”


    “Work?”


    “Whose typing do you do? Whose phones do you answer?”


    “Mr. Molto.”


    “This gentleman? The prosecutor at the table?” Eugenia says yes. “When Mr. Sabich was forced to take leave because of this investigation, Mr. Molto advanced to Mr. Sabich’s position, is that right?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “And that position is one of considerable authority and influence in the P.A.’s office, is that right?”


    “Number-two man,” answers Eugenia.


    “And Mr. Molto was in charge of the investigation that brought him Mr. Sabich’s job?”


    “Objection!”


    “Your Honor,” Sandy says to the judge, “I am entitled to develop bias. The woman is testifying before her employer. Her perception of his motives is important.”


    Larren smiles. Stern is developing more than that, but his excuse will pass. The objection is overruled.


    The court reporter rereads the question and Eugenia answers yes. Sandy, in his opening, touched only lightly on the election and the change of administration. This is his first attempt to develop rivalry for power as a theme. It will answer, in part, his question to the jury in his opening statement about why the prosecutors might move ahead on an insufficient case. It had never struck me that he might do that by picking on Molto rather than Della Guardia.


    “Now, in the course of investigating Mr. Sabich, did Mr. Molto ask you to speak to a police officer about what you remembered of Mr. Sabich’s relationship with Ms. Polhemus?”


    “Sir?”


    “Didn’t you speak in May to Officer Glendenning?” Tom is in and out of court, but right now he is here and Sandy points at him, seated in uniform at the prosecutor’s table.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “And you knew that the investigation was a very important one, particularly to your boss, Mr. Molto, did you not?”


    “Seemed like.”


    “And yet, madam, when you were asked about Mr. Sabich’s relationship with Ms. Polhemus, you never told Officer Glendenning that you heard Mr. Sabich call Ms. Polhemus ‘my angel,’ did you?” Sandy says it with a special cold emphasis. He appears furious with the perjury. He has Glendenning’s report in his hand.


    Eugenia suddenly recognizes that she is trapped. She gets a slow, unwilling look and sags a little. She probably had no idea that the defense would know what she said before.


    “No, sir,” she says.


    “You didn’t tell Officer Glendenning that you recalled Mr. Sabich using any term of endearment, did you, madam?”


    “No, sir.” She is brooding; I have seen this look a hundred times. Her eyes close; her shoulders draw around her. This is when Eugenia is at her meanest. “I never said anythin like that.”


    “Not to Mr. Glendenning?”


    “No time.”


    Sandy, before I do, recognizes where Eugenia is going. She has thought of a way out. He walks a few steps toward her.


    “Didn’t you testify five minutes ago, madam, that Mr. Sabich called Ms. Polhemus ‘my angel’?”


    Eugenia draws herself up in the witness stand, fierce and proud.


    “No way,” she says loudly. Three or four of the jurors look away. One of them, the man who is learning about hamburgers, laughs out loud, just one little hiccup.


    Sandy studies Eugenia. “I see,” he finally says. “Well, tell me, Ms. Martinez, when you answer Mr. Molto’s phone these days do you listen in on his conversations?”


    Her thick eyes go sidelong with contempt. “Nope,” she says.


    “You would not listen a moment longer than you had to in order to recognize that someone is on the line, is that not correct?”



    This, of course, is Eugenia’s problem. She probably heard a good deal more pass on the telephone between Carolyn and me than she has disclosed. But even with the P.A. and his chief deputy prosecuting the case, she cannot admit to eavesdropping. The winds of fortune change too quickly, and Eugenia, a bureaucratic animal, knows that such an admission would eventually be the long-awaited dynamite to dislodge her from her sinecure in civil service concrete.


    “What you heard, you heard in an instant?”


    “That’s all.”


    “No more?”


    “No, sir.”


    “And you tell us it was ‘nice-like’? Were those not your words?”


    “What I say, yes, sir.”


    Stern comes and stands beside Eugenia. She weighs about two hundred pounds. She is broad-featured and surly, and even dressed in her finest, as she is today, she still does not look very good. Her dress is much too loud and is stretched tight over her bulk.


    “You base this answer,” he asks, “on your experience in such things?”


    Sandy is poker-faced, but a couple of the jurors get it. They look down as they smile. Eugenia certainly gets it. Killers’ eyes do not grow colder.


    Stern does not ask for an answer.


    “And this conversation about meeting at Ms. Polhemus’s apartment took place last September, you say?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Do you remember that Mr. Sabich and Ms. Polhemus tried a case together as co-prosecutors last September?”


    Eugenia stops. “Uh-uh,” she says.


    “You do not remember the McGaffen case? A child, a little boy, had been hideously tortured by his mother? His head put in a vise? His anus burned with cigarettes? You do not remember Mr. Sabich securing the conviction of this—” Stern makes it look as if he is searching for a word, before he ends with “woman?”


    “Oh, that one,” she says. “I recall.”


    “The McGaffen case, I take it, was not recalled in your discussions with Mr. Molto?”


    “Objection.”


    Larren ponders.


    “I will withdraw it,” says Stern. He’s made his point to the jury. Prosecutor Molto seems to be taking it in the shorts so far today. He has the tag for the missing glass. He has inspired Eugenia’s perjury.


    “Ms. Martinez, do you remember how warm it was in Kindle County last year around Labor Day?”


    Her brows close. She has taken enough of a beating that she is trying to cooperate.


    “Past 100 two days.”


    “Correct,” Stern says, improperly. “Is the P.A.’s office air-conditioned?”


    Eugenia snorts. “Only if you believe what they say.”


    Laughter throughout the courtroom. The judge, the jury, the spectators. Even Stern finally smiles.


    “I take it you try to leave as soon as the day ends when the heat is like that?”


    “You got that right.”


    “But the prosecutors, when they are in the midst of a trial, do not leave at the end of the day, do they?”


    She looks at Sandy suspiciously.


    “Isn’t it commonplace, in your experience, for the deputy P.A.’s to prepare for the next day of trial in the evenings?” Stern asks.


    “Oh yes.”


    “Now, madam, would you not prefer to work in air conditioning rather than the P.A.’s office on a very warm evening?”


    “Objection,” Nico says. It’s largely pointless.


    “I’ll let it stand.”


    “Sure would.”


    “You don’t know of your own knowledge that Ms. Polhemus’s apartment was air-conditioned, I take it?”


    “No, sir.”


    “But you do know that the riverfront is much closer to the P.A.’s office than Mr. Sabich’s home in Nearing?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Whatever the jury makes of Eugenia, it is probably favorable compared to their opinions of Mrs. Krapotnik, who is called next. Her few minutes on the witness stand achieve the level of pure burlesque. Mrs. Krapotnik is a widow. She does not say what Mr. Krapotnik died from, but it is hard to believe that Mrs. Krapotnik was not partly the cause. She is heavy-bosomed and garishly made up. Her hair is reddish, teased out so that it stands like a shrub, and her jewelry is thick. A difficult human being. She refuses to answer questions and narrates, free-flow. Mrs. Krapotnik explains as she is going along that the late Mr. Krapotnik was an entrepreneur of sorts. He bought their loft building on the riverfront when, as Mrs. K. puts it, “the neighborhood was still a mess, with trucks and junk, whatever.” She nods to the jury when she says this, confident that they know what she means. Mr. Krapotnik directed the refurbishment of the property himself.


    “He was a visionary. Do you know what I’m saying? He saw things. That place—you know what was in there? Tires, I’m not kidding, Mr. Dioguardi. Tires. Really, you could not believe the smell. I am not squeamish and it is embarrassing to say it, but one time he took me in there, I swear to God I thought I would retch.”


    “Madam,” Nico says, not for the first time.


    “He was a plumber. Who thought he knew real estate? Yes, Mr. Dioguardi?” She squints. “Is that your name? Dioguardi?”


    “Della Guardia,” says Nico, and casts his face despairingly toward Molto, seeking help.


    By and by Mrs. Krapotnik reaches Carolyn. She was their tenant originally when she moved in almost a decade ago. During the conversion craze, the building went condo and Carolyn bought. Listening to Mrs. Krapotnik, I write Kemp a note. “Where does a probation officer going to law school at night get the money to rent on the waterfront?” Kemp nods. He has thought of the same thing. For almost a decade, Carolyn lived on the second floor and Mrs. Krapotnik the first. Carolyn sent flowers, not really the right thing, when Mr. Krapotnik died.


    Nico is eager to get Mrs. Krapotnik out of there. The lady is
beyond control. He does not bother asking about the night Carolyn was murdered. Any identification Mrs. Krapotnik made at this point would be sorely impeached by her prior failures.


    Instead, Nico simply asks, “Do you see in the courtroom, Mrs. Krapotnik, anyone you have seen in the vicinity of Ms. Polhemus’s apartment?”


    “Well, I know I seen that one,” she says. She throws both hands and her bangle bracelets in the direction of the judge.


    Larren covers his face with both hands. Nico pinches the bridge of his nose. The laughter in the spectator sections is suppressed, but seems after an instant to grow. Mrs. Krapotnik, recognizing that she has blown it, looks about desperately. She points at Tommy Molto, seated at the prosecutor’s table.


    “Him too,” she says.


    Molto makes matters worse by turning to see if there is anyone behind him.


    By now the jurors are laughing.


    Nico retreats to the evidence cart and brings Mrs. Krapotnik the photo spread from which she has previously identified a snap of me. She looks at the spread, glances up in my direction, and shrugs. Who knows?


    “Do you recall previously identifying photograph number 4?” Nico asks.


    This time she says it out loud: “Who knows?” When Nico closes his eyes in frustration, she adds, “Oh, all right. I said it was him.”


    Nico heads for his seat.


    “Cross-examination.”


    “One question,” says Stern. “Mrs. Krapotnik, I take it your building is air-conditioned?”


    “Air condition?” She turns to the judge. “What’s his business if we got air condition?”


    Larren stands to his full height and places his hands on the far side of the bench, so he is canted over Mrs. Krapotnik, five or six feet above her head.


    “Mrs. Krapotnik,” he says quietly, “that question can be answered yes or no. If you say anything else I will hold you in contempt.”


    “Yes,” says Mrs. Krapotnik.


    “Nothing further,” says Stern. “Your Honor, the record will reflect that there was no identification of Mr. Sabich?”


    “The record will reflect,” says Judge Lyttle, shaking his head, “that Mr. Sabich was one of the few persons in the courtroom Mrs. Krapotnik missed.”


    Larren leaves the bench, with the laughter still ringing.


    Afterward the reporters crowd around Stern. They want a comment from him on the first day’s testimony, but he will make none.


    Kemp is packing back into Sandy’s large trial case the documents—duplicates of statements and exhibits—that we withdrew during the day and which now litter the table. I am helping, but Stern takes my elbow and steers me toward the corridor.


    “No gloating,” he says. “We have a long night’s work. Tomorrow they will be calling Raymond Horgan.”


     



     



    How familiar it all seems. I come home at night with the same laborer’s weariness that has always followed a day in court. My bones feel hollowed out by the high-voltage impulse of the day; my muscles have a neuralgic tenderness from the adrenalized superheating. My pores, it seems, do not close down rapidly, and the low-tone body sweat of high excitement continues through the evening. I return home with my shirt encasing me like a package wrapper.


    Sitting in court, I actually forget at certain moments who is on trial. The performance aspect is of course not present, but the premium on close attention is large. And once we get back to the office, I can be a lawyer again, attacking the books, making notes and memos. I was never short on intensity. When the bus pulls into Nearing shortly before 1 a.m. and I walk down the lighted and silent streets of this gentle town, the feelings are all known and, because they are known, safe. I am in a harbor. My anxiety is stanched; I am at peace. As I have for years, I stop by the door, in a rocking chair, and remove my shoes, so that when I go upstairs I will not disturb Barbara, who by now must be asleep. The house is dark. I absorb the silence and, finally alone, reflect on the events
of the day. And in this moment, stimulated perhaps by all the talk of her, or simply by the momentary feeling that I have at last receded to the better past, or even by an unconscious recollection of other stealthy re-entries to my home, I am startled as Carolyn rises before me, rises as she rose for me that month or so when I thought I had found Nirvana, naked to the waist, her breasts high and spectacularly round, the nipples red, erect, and thick, her hair full of static from our bedroom romping, her sensuous mouth parted to offer some clever, salacious, stimulating remark. And again I am made almost without the power of movement by my own desire, so fierce, so hungry, so wanton. I do not care that it is mad, or hopeless: I whisper her name in the dark. Full of shame and longing, I am like a piece of crystal trembling near the breaking pitch. “Carolyn.” Hopeless. Mad. And I cannot believe my own conviction, which is not really an idea but instead that deep imbedded thing, that rope of emotion which is a wish that I could do it all again. Again. Again.


    And then the ghost recedes. She folds into the air. I sit still, spine stiffened in my chair. I am breathing quickly. It will be hours now, I know, before I can sleep. I grope in the hall cabinet for something to drink. I should make my mind work over the meaning of this nighttime visitation. But I cannot. I have the sensation, as determined as the longing of only moments before, that it is all past. I sit in the rocking chair in my living room. For some strange reason, I feel better with my briefcase, and I place it in my lap.


    But its protection is incomplete. The wake of this intrusion leaves the currents of my emotions roily and disturbed. In the dark I sit, and I can feel the force of the large personages of my life circling about me like the multiple moons of some far planet, each one exerting its own deep tidal impulses upon me. Barbara. Nat. Both my parents. Oh, this cataclysm of love and attachment. And shame. I feel the rocking sway of all of it, and a moving sickness of regret. Desperately, desperately I promise everyone—all of them; myself; the God in whom I do not believe—that if I survive this I will do better. Better than I have. An urgent compact, as sincere and grave as any deathbed wish.


    I drink my drink. I sit here in the dark and wait for peace.
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    The first thing I notice as Raymond Horgan comes into the courtroom is that he has on the same suit he wore to bury Carolyn, a subtle blue serge. The added weight does not detract from his public bearing. You would describe him now as burly, and still, in the rolling way he walks, a person of stature. He and Larren exchange the same sage grin while Raymond is sworn. Seated, Horgan looks outward to assess the crowd in a composed professional manner. He nods to Stern first, then his glance crosses mine and he acknowledges me. I do not move. I do not allow an eyelash to flutter. At this moment I wish with all my heart that I may be acquitted, not for the general sake of freedom, but so that I can see the look on Raymond Horgan the first time he has to face me on the street.


    Here in the courtroom, awaiting Raymond’s entry, there was more of that epic atmosphere, the extra amperage of a special moment—four hundred people on edge, an urgent undertone in the courtroom murmur. Today, I notice, the press gallery is larger by a row and a half, and the journalistic first-string is on hand—the anchor people and columnists. I have been surprised during the trial by the extent to which the reporters have been willing to honor Stern’s injunctions to keep wide berth of me. Now that they have
their file footage of me entering the courthouse, which they can show with each night’s story on TV, Barbara and I are able to come and go in relative peace. Now and then someone—usually a journalist whom I have known for years—will stop me with a question in the hallway. I refer all these matters to Stern. Last week I also encountered a freelance journalist from New York who says he is considering writing a book about the case. He believes it will make good reading. I declined his invitation to buy me dinner.


    I would be oblivious to the press were it not for the morning papers. I have stopped watching the accounts on TV. The summaries seem so inept that they make me furious, even when the errors favor me. But I cannot avoid the headlines, which I see on the paper-dispensing machines as we drive into the city. The two dailies seem to have sworn a feud to see which can take the lead in trashy tabloid coverage of the case. Nico’s revelation in opening of Raymond’s amours with Carolyn produced tasteless headlines for two days. P.A. SEX the Herald blared, with all kinds of kickers and subheads. It is impossible that the jury does not view these headlines, too. They pledged during voir dire not to read the papers, but that is a promise few trial lawyers trust.


    In the jury box, at the moment, there is a considerable stirring. The jurors seem far more excited to see Raymond than was the case, for example, when they first glimpsed Nico during the voir dire. Then I noticed only a few of the prospective jury members leaning over to one another and nodding in Delay’s direction. Horgan brings a greater aura to the courtroom. He has been well known for most of everybody’s adult life. He is a celebrity; Della Guardia is a replacement. Perhaps the suggestion of fleshy intrigue Nico floated in opening also contributes to the high interest. It is clear, however, that as Stern weeks ago predicted, we have reached a critical juncture in this trial. Each juror has revolved his chair to face the witness stand. As Molto comes to the podium to begin the direct examination, the large courtroom is quiet.


    “State your name, please.”


    “Raymond Patrick Horgan,” he answers. “The third.” With that he grins very briefly up at Larren. A private joke. I never knew
that Raymond was a third. Amazing, sometimes, what comes out under oath.


    Molto again has readied himself with care for the examination. Raymond clearly knows what is coming, as he should, and he and Tommy develop a nice rhythm at once. Horgan’s hands are folded. In his blue suit and finest public manner, he looks serene. All his beguiling charm is present; his candor. His gruff baritone is reduced one marking on the volume register in an effort at understatement.


    Tommy is taking his time. They are going to get everything they can from Horgan, recover quickly from yesterday’s debacle in the war of impressions. They cover Raymond’s background. Born right here. High school on the East End at St. Viator’s. Two years’ college, then his dad died. He became a cop. Seven years on the force, was already a sergeant when he graduated from night law school. I am afraid for a moment that Molto is going to bring out the fact that Raymond practiced law with Larren, but that is elided. Horgan simply says it was a three-man partnership, doing primarily criminal work. After sixteen years in practice, politics.


    “Some elections I won,” says Raymond, “some I lost.” With that he turns to smile fondly at Nico at the prosecutor’s table. Delay rears his half-bald head from taking notes and beams back. My God, how they look at each other! The fastest friends. The jurors seem delighted by this alliance, forged on well-known past adversity. The smiling schoolteacher watches the unspoken exchange between the two with apparent delight. I feel my soul sinking. This will be a very hard day.


    “And do you know the defendant, Rozat Sabich?”


    “I know Rusty,” Raymond says.


    “Do you see him here in court?”


    “I do.”


    “Would you point to him and describe what he is wearing.”


    “Next to Mr. Stern. Second at the defense table, in a blue chalk-stripe suit.”


    This is a formality to establish that the Sabich spoken of is me. Yesterday with Eugenia, Sandy rose and agreed—“stipulated” is the term—to the identification so that we did not have to go through
this exercise in finger-pointing. But now Stern quietly says to me, “Stand.” I do. I rise slowly and face Raymond Horgan. I do not smile or grimace, but I am sure my abject fury is plain. Certainly Raymond’s affability fades somewhat, even while his hand is in the air.


    “That’s him,” says Raymond quietly.


    Molto breezes through the history of my association with Raymond. Sandy will bring it out in detail anyway. Then he asks Raymond about Carolyn. Here Horgan becomes instantly somber. He lets his eyes fall to the rail of the witness box and says, “Yes, I knew her, too.”


    “What was the nature of your relationship?”


    “I met her first as a probation officer. For eight years she was employed as a deputy prosecuting attorney in our office, and for a very brief time at the end of last year we had a personal relationship as well.”


    Nice, succinct. They move to the murder. Molto never mentions the election, but it emerges in Raymond’s answers by reference.


    “And is there any practice in the P.A.’s office in supervising police investigations?”


    “Certainly in a major case—and this was a very major case in my mind—there was a practice to assign a deputy P.A. to guide and assist the police.”


    “Who made the assignment in this case?”


    “Well, to short-circuit things a little bit, I would say that Mr. Sabich and I decided that he should have that role in this case.”


    Tommy for the first time pauses. Raymond, it seems, may have backed down a little as a result of his meeting with Stern and me. Molto did not expect that. He asks again:


    “How did Mr. Sabich get that assignment?”


    “I don’t really remember whether I suggested it or he did. Like everybody else, I was confused and upset at that time. He got the case. But he was glad to have it. I remember that. He was not reluctant at all, and promised to pursue it vigorously.”


    “Did he?”


    “Not to my way of thinking.” This is objectionable as a conclusion but Stern does not want to interrupt. One of his thick fingers
has been laid from his chin to his nose and he watches intently, not even bothering to take notes. At many times his concentration in court is trance-like. He shows very little, just absorbs. I have the same sense that I did when we were in Horgan’s office that Sandy’s calculations are not about facts or strategy but character. He is trying to figure Horgan out.


    Raymond registers his complaints with my handling of the case, including having to urge me to speed up the fingerprint and fiber reports. The impression comes through clearly that I was dogging it. Then he describes the conversation in his office that night we both first realized he was going to lose.


    “He asked me if I had been intimate with Carolyn.”


    “And what did you tell him?”


    “The truth,” says Raymond, quite simply. No big deal. “We’d been on for three months, then off.”


    “And when you told him this, did Mr. Sabich express surprise in any way?”


    “None at all.”


    I get it. They’re going to reason backward. I asked, but I knew anyway. What is their theory? That I was outraged when I found out? Or that I gave in to the weight of accumulated grievances? Neither one makes complete sense, when you suppose, as Nico has, that my relationship with Carolyn was ongoing. Not having the right facts always hurts. I can feel many of the jurors watching me now, trying to read in me the truth of the prosecutors’ surmise.


    “And at any time in this conversation or at any time earlier, did Mr. Sabich inform you that he himself had a personal relationship with Ms. Polhemus?”


    Sandy is instantly back to life, on his feet.


    “Objection. Your Honor, there is simply no proof of record of any personal relationship between Mr. Sabich and Ms. Polhemus.” A good tactic, if for no other reason than to break the rhythm now and draw the jury back to yesterday. But this obstacle we are throwing up still presents a painful straddle for me. We cannot continue to make an issue of this failure of proof if I am going to get on the witness stand and tell the jury that everything Stern contested for two weeks is true, that Carolyn and I indeed had a
warm romance. This is one of the many delicate means that Stern is employing seemingly to discourage my testimony.


    “We-e-e-ll,” drawls Larren. He turns around in his chair. “I would say almost no proof.” A nice comment for the defense. “I’m gonna let the question stand, but I want to give the jury a limiting instruction.” He faces them. “Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Molto is asking a question based on an assumption. It’s up to you to decide, based on the evidence you hear in court, whether that assumption is true. Just because he says this doesn’t make it so. Mr. Stern says there is not sufficient evidence to warrant that assumption, and at the end of the case that will be one of the things for you to determine. Proceed, Mr. Molto.”


    Molto repeats the question.


    “Certainly not,” says Raymond. The Gaelic humor has now left his face.


    “Is that something you would have wanted to know?”


    “Objection.”


    “Rephrase it, Mr. Molto. Is it something that the witness would have expected Mr. Sabich to tell him, based on the witness’s understanding of his office’s practices?” It is rare for Larren to be so helpful to the prosecutors. I can see that Raymond is having the impact I long feared.


    When the question is put as the judge suggested, Raymond buries me.


    “I certainly did expect that. I never would have allowed him to handle that investigation. It raises more questions than it answers. The public should know that things are being done for professional, not personal, reasons,” he adds, a gratuitous shot. Stern, in front of me, frowns.


    Molto then takes Raymond to the end. The meeting in his office. Horgan faithfully recounts my outbursts in spite of Mac’s and his warnings.


    “Describe Mr. Sabich’s appearance as he left the meeting.”


    “He looked quite excited, I would say. Very upset. He seemed to have completely lost his composure.”


    Molto looks at Nico, then says he has nothing further on direct.


    Larren takes a recess before cross. In the john, as I come out
of a stall, I find Della Guardia two sinks down. His hair is too thin now to comb; instead, he tries to tickle it into place with his fingertips. His eyes flick a little bit when he notices me in the mirror.


    “Not a bad witness, huh?” he asks. His intent is hard to divine. I don’t know if this is a casual aside or gloating. I keep getting the feeling that Nico is out of place emotionally. He is not oriented in this case—like offering me his hand on the day of the arraignment. He has never been the kind of person to make a frontal approach to unpleasantness, especially once someone has reached him. I remember when he divorced Diana; even though she had been running around, he took her back into the apartment for a few weeks when she was thrown out by the other guy. Nico reads something in my hesitation. “I mean, you have to admit, he is not a bad witness.”


    I dry my hands. I realize now what it is. Nico still wants me to like him. God, human beings are strange. And maybe Nico even has his redeeming side. Horgan at this moment would be cold as a saber’s edge. It seems pointless at this little minute to resist him. I smile a bit. I use his nickname.


    “Better than Mrs. Krapotnik, Delay.”


     



     



    “Now, Mr. Horgan, you mentioned that you had a personal relationship with Ms. Polhemus? Is that correct?”


    “It is.”


    “And you also told us that you believe Mr. Sabich should have informed you that he had had such a relationship as well?”


    “At a later time,” says Raymond carefully. He wants to rule out jealousy on his part. “I felt when the investigation began he had a professional obligation to tell me.”


    “Have you any personal knowledge, Mr. Horgan, that there was ever such a relationship between Mr. Sabich and Ms. Polhemus?”


    “That’s the point,” says Horgan. “He never told me.”


    Sandy does not take getting stuck cheerfully. He looks at length toward Horgan. He wants the jury to notice that Raymond Horgan is taking shots.


    “Please answer the question I asked you. Do you remember it?”


    “I do.”


    “But you chose not to answer it?”


    Raymond’s mouth moves without words. “I apologize, Mr. Stern. I have no personal knowledge of such a relationship.”


    “Thank you.” Sandy strolls. “But assuming there was something to reveal, you believe an honest official would make such disclosures to someone in a responsible position?”


    “I do.”


    “I see,” says Stern. He takes a moment to face Raymond. Sandy is short and soft, but in the courtroom he emits tremendous power. He is clearly equal to Raymond Horgan, who, too, is looking very firm. He sits there with his reddened Irish bulk, his hands folded, waiting for Sandy to take him on. Assuming that he comes out of this intact, Raymond’s combination of prominence and skill is likely to make him the leading defense attorney in this city. His nearest rival will be the man who is examining him now. In the years ahead there are no doubt going to be a number of multiple-defendant cases in which they will sit together as co-counsel. In a very real sense, preservation of his relationship with Raymond is of far more practical importance for Stern than anything that happens to me. The rule of life in the defense bar ordinarily is to go along and get along. The state is the only professional enemy these guys want to have.


    Recognizing all of that, I have put my hostility aside and told Sandy that he has my blessings to treat Raymond gently. As Stern has pointed out before, Raymond’s credibility, born of years in the public light, will make him hard to successfully assail, in any event. But it is clear from Stern’s demeanor that he will be neither courtly nor accommodating to Raymond. Perhaps Stern believes the direct was too damaging to simply absorb. But I am surprised that Sandy has begun any attack this abruptly. There are some favorable things Raymond will have to concede—compliments on my performance in the office in the past, for example. The traditional wisdom is that you take what a witness will give before you slap him.


    “And you applied these standards for disclosure to yourself as well?”


    “I tried.”


    “Certainly you would give all appropriate information to someone on your staff doing a job for you?”


    “Again, Mr. Stern, I’d try.”


    “And certainly the case concerning Ms. Polhemus’s death was a very important case in your office?”


    “Given its political significance, I would call it critical.” Raymond looks in my direction as he says this. His eyes are hard as ball bearings.


    “But even though you yourself saw this as a critical case, you did not give Mr. Sabich all the information at your disposal about the matter, or about Ms. Polhemus, did you?”


    “I tried.”


    “Did you? Was it not very important to know everything Ms. Polhemus was working on, so that any person who might have a motive to do her harm could be identified?”


    Raymond suddenly sees where this is going. He sits back in his chair. But he still tries to fight.


    “That wasn’t the only thing that was important.”


    Bad mistake. Lawyers really are lousy witnesses. Raymond is going to deny that Carolyn’s docket was an important source of leads. Sandy embarrasses him badly in the next few moments. People in law enforcement often fear reprisals from those they prosecute? Such reprisals all too frequently occur? Law enforcement would be impossible if prosecutors and police could be assaulted, maimed, murdered by those they investigate? Certainly when Ms. Polhemus was killed it was a thought, indeed it was speculated in the press, was it not, that a former defendant might have been her attacker? Raymond sees he’s lost after a few questions, and answers simply yes.


    “So all of Ms. Polhemus’s cases were important? It was important to know whom she was investigating, what she was looking into?”


    “Yes.”


    “And in spite of knowing that, Mr. Horgan, you personally removed a file from Ms. Polhemus’s drawer after the investigation of her murder began, didn’t you?”


    “Yes.”


    “A very sensitive matter, was it not?”


    Larren has observed the cross, lying back in his chair. For the most part he has appeared faintly amused by this contest between two well-known professionals. Now he interrupts.


    “What’s the relevance of this, Counsel?”


    Sandy for a moment is wordstruck.


    “Your Honor, I think that the relevance of this is clear.”


    “Not to me.”


    “The witness has testified on direct examination that Mr. Sabich did not bring to his attention information that Mr. Horgan regarded as pertinent. The defendant is entitled to explore Mr. Horgan’s standards in this regard.”


    “Mr. Horgan was the prosecuting attorney, Mr. Stern. You’re mixing apples and oranges,” says the judge.


    Relief comes from an unexpected source. Della Guardia is on his feet.


    “We have no objection to this line of questioning, Judge.” Larren lets his glance linger in Nico’s direction. Molto immediately grabs Delay’s forearm. I assume that Nico wants the discussion about professional standards to continue in the belief that it will further educate the jury about the extent of my deviation. But he is well out of place here. For one thing, Horgan is not his witness. And I take it from the heated way that Molto speaks to him as Delay resumes his seat that Nico does not recognize the drift of Sandy’s questioning. I wonder if he even knows about the B file or has just forgotten. I make a note which I will give to Stern at the break: Who did Horgan tell re B file? Molto? Nico? Neither?


    With new daylight, Sandy quickly proceeds.


    “As I said, this was a very sensitive matter, was it not?”


    “Yes.”


    “It involved allegations—”


    Larren again injects himself, more faithful than a Labrador.


    “We don’t need the details of the internal workings of the
prosecuting attorney’s office or of its investigations, many of which, I remind you, Mr. Stern, are protected by rules of grand-jury secrecy. This was a sensitive case. Let us move on.”


    “Of course, Your Honor, I had no interest in disclosing any secrets.”


    “Of course not,” says Larren. He smiles with apparent disbelief and turns toward his water carafe, which, it so happens, is in the direction of the jury. “Proceed.”


    “And, in fact, this case was so sensitive, Mr. Horgan, that you assigned it to Ms. Polhemus without informing any other person in your office that you had done so. Yes?”


    “Yes.”


    Sandy quickly lists everyone in the office who was not told: Mac. The Special Investigations Chief, Mike Dolan. Three or four more names. He ends with me. Raymond acknowledges each.


    “And you gave the file to Mr. Sabich only when he personally informed you that a file appeared to be missing from Ms. Polhemus’s office, is that not true?”


    “True.”


    Sandy takes a little tour around the courtroom to let all of this sink in. Raymond has been tarnished. The jury is paying close attention.


    “Now, Ms. Polhemus was an ambitious woman, was she not?”


    “I suppose it depends on what you mean by ambitious.”


    “She enjoyed being in the public eye, she wanted to progress in your office, did she not?”


    “All true.”


    “She wanted to handle this case?”


    “As I recall.”


    “Now, Mr. Horgan, you assigned this case to Ms. Polhemus, this highly sensitive matter to her, this case that only you and she knew about, this case she was eager to handle while you two were personally involved, correct?”


    Raymond begins to roll again in his seat. He knows that Stern will spare him nothing now. He has hunkered down a little, so that to my eye it looks as if he is trying to duck.


    “I really don’t recall exactly when I made that assignment.”


    “Let me remind you, then.” Sandy gets the file jacket, shows Raymond the docketing date, reminds him of his direct testimony about when he and Carolyn were dating. “So,” he concludes, “you assigned this very sensitive case to Ms. Polhemus while you were personally involved with her?”


    “That appears to be when it happened.”


    Stern stands still and looks at Horgan.


    “The answer to the question,” says Raymond, “is yes.”


    “Your failure to inform anyone of this assignment contradicted established procedure in your office, did it not?”


    “I was the prosecuting attorney. I decided when there would be exceptions to the rules.” He has picked up Larren’s hint.


    “And you made an exception for Ms. Polhemus?”


    “Yes.”


    “With whom you were—Strike that. Ordinarily such a case would have been assigned to a lawyer with more experience in such matters, would it not?”


    “That’s a consideration ordinarily.”


    “But that wasn’t a consideration here?”


    “No.”


    “And this remained your secret with Ms. Polhemus, did it not, even after your relationship with her ended?”


    “True,” says Raymond. He smiles for the first time in a while. “There was no change in my conduct.”


    “Because you were embarrassed?”


    “It didn’t occur to me.”


    “And when Mr. Sabich was trying to assemble all the information in the office about Ms. Polhemus’s cases, it did not occur to you that you had gone to her office and put the file in your drawer?”


    “I suppose it didn’t.”


    “You were not attempting to conceal anything, were you, Mr. Horgan?”


    “I was not.”


    “There was an election campaign taking place, was there not?”


    “Yes.”


    “A tough campaign?”


    “Brutal.”


    “A campaign in which, as it turned out, you were losing?”


    “Yes.”


    “A campaign in which your opponent, Mr. Della Guardia, had been a deputy in your very office and had many friends there?”


    “That’s true.”


    “And you were not concerned, Mr. Horgan, in the midst of this brutal campaign about word leaking out, through one of Mr. Della Guardia’s friends, that you had given choice assignments to an assistant with whom you were sleeping?”


    “Maybe it crossed my mind. Who knows, Mr. Stern? It was not an ideal situation.”


    “Far from it,” says Stern. “I ask you again, sir, were you not trying to hide the fact that you had had an affair with a member of your staff?”


    “It wasn’t something I ordinarily talked about, if that’s what you mean.”


    “No indeed. It could be viewed as unprofessional.”


    “It could be, but it wasn’t. We were both adults.”


    “I see. You had confidence in your judgment, notwithstanding this affair?”


    “Very much so.”


    Stern has gradually approached Horgan. Now he takes the last few steps and reaches out to touch the rail of the witness stand, so that he stands only a few feet from Raymond.


    “And yet, sir, you come to this courtroom where the life of a man who served you faithfully for a dozen years now hangs in the balance, and you tell us that you would have none of the same confidence in him?”


    Horgan’s look locks with Stern’s. From where I am, I cannot quite see Raymond’s expression. He finally faces about and when he does he has his tongue tucked into his cheek. He is looking now in Della Guardia’s direction, somewhat sheepishly. I am not sure if he is seeking help or casting apologies.


    “I wish he had said something, that’s all. It would have looked better for him. It would have looked better for me.”


    One of the jurors says, “Hmm.” I hear the sound, but do not
see whom it came from. Others are looking toward the floor. It is hard to figure why this seems to have such impact. Nothing has changed the fingerprints, or the fibers, or the records from my phone. But it has been a splendid moment for the defense. Molto and Nico have brought Raymond Horgan to this courtroom as the model of propriety, the arbiter of standards. Now it turns out that things have been overblown. Just as he did in representing Colleen McGaffen, Sandy Stern has found the message to this jury that he wishes to send but never speak aloud. So what? he is saying. Suppose it is true that Sabich and the decedent had been intimate. Suppose that he chose, wisely or not, to keep that to himself. It is still no different from what Horgan did. If I was too embarrassed to confess aspects of my past conduct, everyone should understand. The knot between what I did not say and what I did has been untied; the juncture has been severed between murder and deceit.


    Sandy walks away. He lets Horgan sit. Raymond sighs a couple of times and removes his handkerchief. As Stern paces by our table, he places his hand on my shoulder and I cover it with mine. A spontaneous gesture, but it seems to go down well with one or two jurors who notice.


    “Let us turn to another subject, Mr. Horgan. How did you meet Mr. Sabich?”


    Sandy is still strolling, headed back now toward the witness, and below the table I motion to him, no. I forgot to tell him not to ask that question.


    “Perhaps we should not loiter with ancient history,” says Sandy casually. “I shall withdraw that question, if the court please. As a matter of fact, Your Honor, if this would be a convenient point, perhaps we could all do with some lunch.”


    “Very well,” says Larren. He seems particularly sober after Raymond’s performance. Before he leaves the bench, Judge Lyttle glances back at Horgan, who has still not moved.
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    “So what did you think of this morning? Hmm?” asks Stern. He reaches for the relish tray. “You must try the corn willie, Rusty. Such a simple dish, but really very well prepared.”


    Stern has worked through lunch each day preceding, but you can tell that it is not his chosen routine. A civilized life includes a meal at noontime, he would say, and today, Horgan or not, he takes me to his dining club for lunch. It is on the forty-sixth floor of Morgan Towers, one of the tallest buildings in town. From here you can see the river bend and sway, the serried ranks of the city skyline, which these days looks mostly like so many shoe boxes end on end. If you had a telescope you could probably make out my home in Nearing.


    I would have expected to become closer to Sandy. I am fond of him, and my respect for his professional abilities, never slight, has grown progressively. But I would not say that we have become friends. Perhaps it is because I am a client, charged with murder no less. But Stern’s view of human capacity is itself large enough that I doubt any one act, no matter how heinous, would disqualify someone from his affections. The problem, if there is a problem, is the man and his inner restraints. He draws his lines in his professional life and I doubt anyone passes. He has been married thirty
years. I have met Clara once or twice. Their three children are now spread all around the country; the youngest, a daughter, will finish at Columbia Law School next year. But as I think about it, I do not know many other people who claim to be close to Stern. He is a pleasant companion on any social occasion, and he is a polished raconteur. I remember that a friend of Barbara’s father told me years ago that Stern tells marvelous stories in Yiddish, a skill I, of course, cannot confirm. But there are sharp limits on Sandy Stern’s sense of intimacy. I know very little of what he really thinks, particularly about me.


    “I have two comments about this morning,” I say, as I help myself to corn. “I thought it went very well, and I enjoyed it a great deal. The cross has been brilliant.”


    “Oh well,” says Stern. Sandy, despite his fine manners, is a considerable egotist, like every other noted trial lawyer. He shakes his head, but then takes a moment to savor my praise. A number of the reporters and courtroom observers whispered their compliments as we were on the way over here. Stern, only halfway through the cross, still wears the light air of triumph. “He did it to himself, really. I do not think I recognized before the start of this case how vain a person Raymond is. Even so, I do not know how far it takes us.”


    “You embarrassed him very badly.”


    “Apparently. He is bound to remind me of it someday. But that is not our problem now.”


    “I was surprised Larren was so protective of Raymond. If I had to guess, I would have bet that he’d have bent over backward to appear neutral.”


    “Larren has never been afraid of being regarded as a man with his own affinities.” Sandy sits back as a waiter sets down his plate. “Well,” says Stern, “I only hope we do as well at the next critical juncture. I am not as optimistic.”


    I do not understand what he is talking about.


    “There are two pivotal cross-examinations in this trial, Rusty,” he says. “We are only in the midst of the first.”


    “What’s the other—Lipranzer?”


    “No.” Stern frowns a bit, unhappy, apparently, merely with
the prospect of Lip’s testimony. “Detective Lipranzer for us will be primarily a holding action. In that case, we will be hoping, merely, to ease the sting. No, I was thinking of Dr. Kumagai.”


    “Kumagai?”


    “Oh yes.” Sandy nods to himself. “You see, of course, that the physical evidence is the center of the prosecutors’ case. But in order to fully utilize that evidence, Nico must call a scientific expert. Della Guardia cannot stand before the jury at the end of the case and offer only conjecture on how this act took place. His theories must be buttressed by a scientist’s opinions. So he will call Kumagai.” Sandy samples his lunch with obvious appreciation. “Forgive me for being didactic. I am unaccustomed to counselling trial lawyers. At any rate, Kumagai’s testimony becomes critical. If he performs well, he will solidify the prosecution case. But his testimony also offers an opportunity for us. It is really the only chance we will have to blunt the edge somewhat on the physical evidence—the fingerprints, the fibers, all of these items that are normally unassailable. If we make Kumagai look dubious, the physical evidence, all of it, suffers as well.”


    “And how do you do that?”


    “Ah,” says Stern, somewhat wistfully, “you ask all the difficult questions. We must turn our attention to that shortly.” He taps his bread knife and casts his eyes toward the skyline, not really focused on it. “Kumagai is not a pleasant individual. A jury will not warm to him. Something will suggest itself. In the meantime,” Stern says, looking back to me abruptly, “what was this blunder I almost made? Something awful would have been disclosed when I asked how you and Horgan met?”


    “I didn’t think you wanted the jury to hear about how the Yugoslavian freedom fighter went to federal prison.”


    “Your father? Oh dear. Rusty, I must apologize to you for that improvisation the other day. It came to me as I was there. You understand these things, I am sure.”


    I tell Sandy that I understand.


    “Your father went to jail? How did that happen? Horgan represented him?”


    “Steve Mulcahy. Raymond just covered a couple of the court
calls. That was how we met. He was very nice to me. I was quite upset.”


    “Mulcahy was the other partner?” In those days it was Mulcahy, Lyttle & Horgan. “He has been dead many years. We are talking about some time ago, I take it.”


    “I was still in law school. Mulcahy was my professor. When my father got the first summons, I went to him. I was terribly embarrassed. I thought character and fitness might keep me out.”


    “Of the bar? My Lord! What was the crime?”


    “Taxes,” I say. I take the first bite of my lunch. “My father didn’t file for twenty-five years.”


    “Twenty-five years! Oh my. How is your fish?”


    “Good. Would you care for a little?”


    “If you don’t mind. Thank you. You are much too kind. They really do this very well here.”


    Sandy chats on. He is serene and comfortable amid the silverplate table settings and the waiters in pastel cutaway coats. His retreat. In forty-five minutes he will resume cross-examining one of the most prominent lawyers in the city. But like all virtuosos he has a well-deserved faith in his instincts. He has worked hard. The rest is inspiration.


    When the meal is near its end, I show Sandy the notes I made this morning. “Oh yes,” he tells me. “Very good.” Some matters he is determined not even to respond to. “You are falsely accused and he says you seem to lack composure? Really, this is too silly to repeat.”


    At another table, he sees a friend, an older red-haired man. Sandy departs for a second to greet him. I review the pad I have brought along from the courthouse, but most of it has been covered in our discussion. Instead, I look out toward the city and, as usual, think about my father with despair. I had been wildly angry with him throughout that episode, both because of my own discomfiture and because I felt he had no right to seek attention after ignoring my mother’s illness, then in its initial stages. But as I watched my father in Mulcahy’s outer office, a worm of pain began to eat at my heart. In his distraction, my father, usually rigid about his personal hygiene, had failed to shave. His beard grew quickly and his cheeks
were whitish with the stubble. He held the felt brim of his hat in his fingers and turned it in his hands. He had a tie on, which he seldom wore; the knot was a kind of crumbled mess pulled off to the side, and his shirt was soiled around the collar. He did not seem to fill his chair, or even his clothing. He looked at his feet on the floor. He appeared much older than he was. And terribly afraid.


    I do not believe I had ever seen my father visibly frightened before that. His almost invariable mien was of a rough-tempered, sullen indifference. I did not wonder what produced the change. My father seldom spoke to me about his history. Virtually everything I knew came from his relatives. The shooting of his parents; my father’s flight; the camps of one side or the other where my father passed the last years of his youth. They ate a horse, my cousin Ilya told me once when I was nine or ten. The story inspired nightmares for most of a week. An old nag had died. It keeled over in the night and froze. It lay in the snow for three days, and then some guard allowed it to be dragged beyond the barbed-wire fence of the compound. The inmates attacked it; they pulled off the hide with their bare hands and grabbed at the flesh. Some meant only to take something to cook, but others in their panic began to eat it there. My father had seen that. He came to America. He had survived. And now in a lawyer’s office, almost three decades later, he could foresee a repetition. I was twenty-five years old, and I understood more of my father’s life then, and how his deprivations, in that odd heredity of material effects, had become my own—I recognized more of that in a moment than in all the time before. And I was overcome by grief.


    Mulcahy pled my father guilty. The assistant U.S. attorney promised not to recommend more than a year in jail, and old Judge Hartley, a soft touch, gave him only ninety days. I saw him just once while he was in. I had no stomach for it, and my mother by then was nearing the end.


    When I asked how he was, he looked around, as if he were only now seeing the place for the first time. He was chewing on a toothpick.


    I been in worse, he told me. He had regained all his old harshness, and I found it more upsetting than his fear. Iron-headed,
ignorant, he embraced his deepest misfortunes with a kind of pride. The things for which not only he, but I, eventually, had come to suffer he claimed as badges of achievement. He had played in the Olympics of confinement. He could survive a local jail. He had no gratitude to me; no apologies for my shame, or for his stupidity. No knowledge of his real prison. It was late in his life; he died not quite three years later. But the truth is that for everything that went before, it was not until that moment that I finally gave him up.


     



     



    The afternoon’s cross begins where I thought the morning’s might, in those areas where Horgan is our witness. Stern starts with the calls in March from my phone to Carolyn’s. Horgan promptly recollects the recidivist rapist indictment she was trying to draw together that month, and he acknowledges that one of the chief deputy’s primary functions is to assist in the drafting of charges, especially in complex cases. Raymond does not resist Stern’s suggestion that Carolyn’s trial schedule and my crowded daytime calendar could easily have led to those consultations taking place by phone at night, or, at least, to calls aimed at scheduling meetings about the proposed indictment.


    From the calls, Stern moves on to the conversation in Raymond’s office the Wednesday after the election. By offering my statement that I was at home the night Carolyn was murdered, the prosecution has, in essence, put in evidence of my defense and Stern elaborates upon it.


    Sandy emphasizes that my statement was voluntary. Ms. MacDougall encouraged Mr. Sabich not to speak? You, Mr. Horgan, asked him not to speak? You, sir, in the strongest terms? You told him to keep his mouth shut? Yet he spoke, and he was clearly quite provoked, was he not? Nothing calculated in his manner? His remarks appeared spontaneous? Stern develops at length a prosecutor’s learning about the hazards to an investigation subject of talking. The implication, carefully teased out, is that any person of my background who’d had time to contemplate the prospect of confrontation would have known better than to speak up, especially in this fashion. A man who had been at the scene, Stern is suggesting,
who had done what the prosecutors say I did, and who was in charge of the investigation, would know better than to choose a lie so easily exposed. Only a person who truly had not been there and who was ignorant of the real circumstances could be provoked by fresh insult to burst out with this truthful response, which chance has bizarrely undermined. Watching Stern do the cross, I foresee his closing argument, and perceive clearly the reasons for keeping me off the stand. Rusty Sabich made his spontaneous explanation the day he was first confronted. What else is there really that he can add now, so long after the fact?


    With my version before the jury, Stern goes about building my credibility. He takes Raymond on an extensive tour of my achievements as a deputy P.A. He begins, in fact, with Law Review and goes through the succeeding years. When Molto finally objects that this is unnecessary, Sandy explains that Horgan has questioned my judgment in the direction of the Polhemus investigation. It is appropriate that the jury know the full extent of my professional background, so that they are able to recognize that what has been portrayed as unwillingness or insubordination may merely be a disagreement between two veteran prosecuting attorneys. The logic of this position is largely unassailable and Larren directs Molto to resume his seat. The canonization of St. [image: e9781429962605_i0007.jpg] goes on.


    “And so, nearly two years ago now,” Sandy eventually asks, “when Mr. Sennett, then your chief deputy, moved to San Diego, you turned to Mr. Sabich to fill that spot?”


    “I did.”


    “And is it fair to say that the chief deputy is the person in the office in whose judgment you place the greatest confidence?”


    “You could say that. I regarded him as the best lawyer for the job.”


    “All right. You had 120 other deputies?”


    “About that.”


    “Including Mr. Della Guardia and Mr. Molto?”


    “Yes.”


    “And you chose Mr. Sabich?”


    “I did.”


    Nico looks up, irked, but neither he nor Molto objects. Sandy
works like a jeweler, tapping, tapping at his themes of past resentments. Two of the jurors seem to nod.


    “And you did not think Mr. Sabich would commit a crime, you had absolute and complete confidence in his judgment and integrity, based on working closely with him for more than a decade?”


    The question is compound, and argumentative, but also obvious. “Let it stand,” says Larren when Molto objects. Raymond weighs the answer.


    “That’s fair,” he finally says. This small concession seems to have had a substantial effect in the jury box. I see now why Stern attacked Raymond at the outset. He had a point to make. Not with the jury—but with Raymond Horgan. Matters are not as clear to Raymond as they were when he walked into the courtroom.


    “Just so. And it was not necessary for him to check with you on all matters to be sure that he was proceeding in exactly the manner you wished?” Stern asks. I take it that he is trying to minimize the significance of my delay in pursuing the fingerprint report.


    “I always gave the people who worked for me some leeway.”


    “Well, is it not true, Mr. Horgan, that in conducting the investigation of Ms. Polhemus’s murder, Mr. Sabich knew that you had trusted his judgment on many occasions in the past, including on many substantial matters?”


    “I don’t know what he knew, but I had obviously approved of his judgment in the past on a lot of things.”


    “For example,” says Sandy, without any indication of what is coming, “you gave Mr. Sabich the authority to decide where and when to fire Mr. Della Guardia.”


    Nico, understandably, erupts. Larren is disturbed. He calls immediately for a conference with the lawyers outside the jury’s presence. Some judges hold these meetings, known as sidebars, in the courtroom at the side of the bench away from the jury. Larren’s practice—designed to keep the jury from overhearing the lawyers’ arguments—is to leave the courtroom entirely and stand in the small anteroom outside his chambers.


    Della Guardia, Molto, Kemp, Stern, the court reporter, and I all follow the judge out the back door to the courtroom behind his bench. It is clear even before everyone has assembled that the
judge is put out with Stern. He regards the last question as a cheap shot.


    “Now what are we going to do here?” he demands of Sandy. “Relive ancient history day by day? We are not gonna turn this lawsuit into a contest over personalities.”


    Molto and Nico are both talking. Any past antagonism between the prosecutor and the defendant is irrelevant, they say. Judge Lyttle is clearly inclined to agree.


    “Your Honor,” says Stern, “we do not accuse Mr. Della Guardia personally of bad faith. But we believe this is a circumstance indicating how and why he might be misled.” Without saying it, Stern is focusing again on Molto. He has been careful to pick on him, and not Nico, from the start. Della Guardia is a popular person in this town right now, and known to the jurors. Molto is a cipher. Perhaps Sandy also means to take advantage somehow of the unequivocal promise made at the start that Molto would not testify.


    “Why Mr. Della Guardia might be misled, Mr. Stern, is irrelevant. What the prosecutor thinks of his case is no matter to this jury. Lord knows, you don’t want to start gettin into that.”


    “Your Honor,” says Stern solemnly, “it is the theory of the defense that Mr. Sabich has been framed in this case.”


    From this huddled group, I take a step backward myself. I am stunned. Stern had so thoroughly rejected this tactic weeks ago that I had given it no further thought. And things seemed to be going so well without it. Was Horgan’s direct that devastating? I no longer understand my own lawyer’s theory of defense. Just a moment ago, I thought he was working up one of his delicate unspoken messages to the jury: Molto wanted Sabich’s job. He pressed too hard to make a case in order to obtain it, and Della Guardia failed to recognize this because he, even unconsciously, was nursing a grudge of his own. That was vintage Sandy Stern, an artful assessment of human frailty, quietly communicated, designed to diminish the prosecutors’ credibility and to demonstrate how this grotesque error—accusing me—came to be made. That is the kind of believable undercurrent juries eagerly receive. But this is a blunderbuss technique, one which, I had come to agree with Stern, was not worth the risk. Certainly I was not prepared for this change of direction without
consultation. And on the record. These corridor conferences are available to the public. The reporters at the break will crowd around the court reporter and beg her to read her notes. I can see the headline: SABICH FRAMED, LAWYER SAYS. Lord knows what the jurors will think, if any of them fail to miss the unavoidable. Improvising, Sandy has raised the stakes.


    In the meantime, Nico walks up and down the corridor snorting. “I don’t believe it,” he says two or three times.


    Larren looks to Molto for a response.


    “Ridiculous,” Molto says.


    “Your denial is noted for the record. I mean your response on the point of evidence. If Mr. Stern is truly going to endeavor to prove that the case against Mr. Sabich has been manufactured, then I suppose this history of antagonism is relevant for those purposes.”


    That of course is one reason why Stern may have gone down the road now, to get normally inadmissible proof before the jury.


    “I must say,” the judge says, “Mr. Stern, that you are playing with fire. I don’t know where this is gonna lead us. But I’ll tell you two things. You had better be prepared for the prosecution’s response. Because the prosecutor will be entitled to quite a bit of latitude in answering. And secondly, proof of this charge better be forthcoming or I’ll strike all the cross-examination on this theme and I’ll do that in the jury’s presence.” Larren from his considerable height looks down at Stern directly. At this juncture, most defense lawyers, caught running out of bounds, back off and withdraw the question.


    Stern says simply, “I understand. Your Honor, I think, will see exactly how this will develop. We will offer evidence addressed to the issue.”


    “Very well.”


    We return to the courtroom.


    “What the hell is he doing?” I ask Kemp as we sit down again at the defense table. Jamie shakes his head. Sandy has not conferred with him either about this.


    Stern quickly leaves the subject of Nico’s firing and moves on to smaller matters. He makes a few more minor points at random and then comes back to the counsel table to confer.


    “Almost done,” he whispers to Kemp and me. “I have one further area. Anything more?”


    I ask what he was doing out in the hallway and he places his hand on my shoulder. He says he will discuss it later. Kemp tells Sandy he has nothing else and Stern once more addresses the witness.


    “Just a few more questions, Mr. Horgan. You have been most patient. We spoke earlier about a file you assigned Ms. Polhemus, a very sensitive case. Do you recall that part of the examination?”


    “I believe I’ll remember it for quite some time,” says Raymond. He smiles, though.


    “Did you know, Mr. Horgan, that Mr. Molto was involved in the case described there?”


    Nico is on his feet first, bellowing in outrage. Larren for the first time before the jury shows anger with Stern.


    “Sir, I have warned you about this area of inquiry.”


    “Your Honor, it is relevant to the defense position I set forth earlier at sidebar.” He means the frame-up theory. Stern is being elliptical in order to keep the content of the hallway conference from the jury, who were not supposed to hear that conversation. “I must tell the court that we have every intention of continuing to investigate this file with the jury, and to offer evidence about it when it is our turn. Indeed, this is the proof I alluded to.” Stern is saying that we are going to put in proof about the B file to support the charge that the case is manufactured. Again, I am astounded by his position. The judge sits back; he rests his hands atop his head and puffs out his cheeks to blow off steam.


    “For the time being, we have heard enough,” he says.


    “Two questions more,” says Sandy with magisterial authority, and turns back to Horgan without waiting for the judge to tell him he may not.


    “Did Mr. Molto ever ask you about that file?”


    “As I recall, yes. After I resigned as P.A. he went over everything Rusty—Mr. Sabich—had done on the Polhemus case.”


    “And Mr. Molto had that file then?”


    “He did.”


    “And do you know what investigation, if any, he conducted of the allegations contained there?”


    “I do not.”


    “I’ll answer that,” says Nico suddenly. He is standing. He has quite clearly lost his temper. His color is up and his eyes are wide. “He took no action. He wasn’t going to chase Rusty Sabich’s red herrings.” This speech before the jury would ordinarily be grossly improper. But it is precisely the kind of riposte that Larren’s warning in the hallway seemed to invite, and Della Guardia has taken full advantage of the opportunity. No doubt he and Tommy discussed this on the way back in from the corridor and decided that Nico would attempt to make a spirited defense of Molto in the jury’s presence. Stern ventures no objection. Instead, he slowly turns to face Molto.


    “Mr. Della Guardia,” he says, “perhaps we will all learn something about red herrings.” He pauses. “And scapegoats.”


    Those are the last words from Stern on Raymond’s cross.


    Larren recesses for the week. On Fridays he hears motions in other cases. I wait for some explanation from Stern of his new tactics, but he goes on picking up papers from the defense table. Raymond stops by to shake Sandy’s hand on his way from the courtroom. He wanders wide of me.


    Finally Stern comes to see me. He wipes his face with his handkerchief. He appears relaxed. Leaving aside the last bit, the cross-examination of Horgan went exceptionally well.


    I am too concerned, however, to congratulate him.


    “What is this?” I ask. “I thought you told me we weren’t going down the road to accusation.”


    “Clearly, Rusty, I changed my mind.”


    “Why?”


    Stern gives me his Latin smile: the world is full of mystery.


    “Instinct,” he replies.


    “And what evidence are we going to offer?”


    “Now you remind me,” he says. He is quite a bit shorter than I am and he cannot comfortably swing his arm around my shoulder. Instead, he uses another confidential gesture and touches my lapel. “For the time being, I will have to leave that concern to you,” he says, and turns away.


  




  

    30


    Tonight I say that I am bushed and leave Stern and Kemp early, but there is an appointment that I want to keep. I called after court, and good to his word, Lionel Kenneally is here, in a neighborhood tavern called Six Brothers. The cabbie gives me a peculiar look when he drops me. It is not that there are no white people around here. There are a few stoical families holding on against the Ricans and the blacks, but they do not wear chalk-striped suits and carry briefcases. Instead, their shingle-sided bungalows are tucked in among the warehouses and factories which cover most of every block. There is a sausage plant across the street, and the air is heavy with the scent of spices and garlic. The tavern is like so many others out this way: just a joint with Formica tables, a vinyl floor, lights over the mirrors. Above the bar, there is a neon Hamm’s sign which casts weird shadows from the reflective spangles of the continuous waterfall.


    Kenneally does not even wait for me. Instead, he starts to move when I enter and I follow him back to a smaller room with four tables where he says we won’t be bothered.


    “So what the fuck is this about?” He is smiling but his tone is not altogether friendly. I’ve got the frigging watch commander out
with an indictee, an enemy of the state, an accused homicidal felon. It is no place for a ranking police officer to be seen.


    “I appreciate your coming, Lionel.”


    He waves that off. He wants me to get down to business. A woman pokes her head in. I decline to drink at first, then think better of it and order a Scotch-rocks. Lionel already has a whiskey in his hand.


    “I need to ask you some questions I should have asked when I came out to see you in the district in April.”


    “About?”


    “About what the hell was going on out in the North Branch eight or nine years ago.”


    “Meaning?” His look is close: he does not want to get led astray.


    “Meaning, was somebody taking money?”


    Kenneally bolts his drink. He’s thinking.


    “You know you’re hot fucking stuff, don’t you?” he asks.


    “I see the papers.”


    He looks at me. “You going down on this thing?”


    I tell him the truth.


    “I don’t think so. Stern is a magician. He’s got three of the jurors thinking about inviting him for dinner, you can tell from the looks on their faces. He cut a good piece out of Horgan today.”


    “They say downtown that Nico doesn’t have the horses. They say he went too soon, Molto forced his hand. They say if he had any brains he would’ve got you in a room with a tape recorder and somebody you trust instead of lettin Mac make him tell you what he had.” I recognize now that what I thought might be a glaze of alcohol is anger. Lionel Kenneally is pissed. He’s heard enough about this case to figure that he did something he doesn’t do frequently: made an error in judgment. “Myself, I figure you might be goin down anyway. Sure as fuck, you didn’t tell me you were in there handlin her glassware when you was out here before.”


    “You want me to tell you I didn’t kill her?”


    “Fuckin-A right I do.”


    “I didn’t kill her.”


    Kenneally stares, a fierce, immobile look. I know my delivery was too measured to provide him with any assurance.


    “You are one fuckin strange son of a bitch,” he says.


    The barmaid, wearing one of those old ruffled tops to show the beginning of her cleavage, comes in with my drink. She also puts another tumbler of whiskey in front of Lionel K.


    “You know,” I tell Kenneally as I sip, “that is something I never understood about myself. I mean, my old lady was as weird as those women downtown carrying around shopping bags, and my old man had spent most of World War II eating dead horses and stuff such as that, which does some work on your cerebrum, believe me. Everything in my whole life was weird. And until this happened, I really thought I was Joe College. That’s who I wanted to be and that’s what I thought I was. Really, I thought I was fucking Beaver Cleaver, or whoever the boy next door is these days. I really did. And about the only thing I’ve gotten out of this experience to date is hearing you tell me I am one strange son of a bitch and listening to that little harp string that sounds in my chest when somebody, even if he’s half-crocked, has said something that is really right. So I thank you.” I tap his glass with mine.


    I am not sure that Lionel particularly enjoyed this routine. He watches me for a minute.


    “What’d you come here for, Rusty?”


    “I already told you. Just answer that one question.”


    Kenneally sighs. “Ain’t you a fuckin pip. One question, all right? And what’s said here stays here. It’s me and you. I ain’t listenin to any fuckin sob stories about your constitutional rights or that shit. Nobody’s fuckin callin me to to testify against the P.A. That happens, world’s gonna think you confessed right here tonight.”


    “I have the ground rules.”


    “Your short answer is, I don’t exactly know. Maybe I heard some things, all right? But that wasn’t my show. Things out this way were a little loose. You know what I’m sayin? Remember, we’re talkin before Felske stepped in shit.” Felske was a bail bondsman who used to take care of certain cops for referring him business. When the bail law was reformed, permitting personal-recognizance bonds and obviating the need for outside sureties, Felske and his coppers maintained their income by selling the coppers’ assistance on occasion. Sometimes the cops would talk a witness into not
showing up. Sometimes the cops would forget things when they testified. Felske, however, made such a proposition one day to a man with an electronic lapel pin. The copper involved, named Grubb, flipped for the FBI and took down Felske and three other officers. That was five years ago. “Back then, this was a wide-open place.”


    “Was Tommy Molto one of the people you heard things about?”


    “I thought you said one question.”


    “It had subparts.”


    Kenneally doesn’t smile. He looks down in his drink.


    “In this job, you learn you better not say never.” Kenneally laughs. “Lookit you. Right?” He laughs again. He is still angry with himself. All of this is against his better judgment. “But Molto,” he says. “Never. He’s from the fuckin seminary. He’d bring his rosary to court. No chance this guy would take.”


    “Was Carolyn involved with whatever was going on?”


    He shakes his head. He is not saying no. He is refusing to answer.


    “Look. I don’t owe you, Rusty. Okay? I thought you done your job like a professional guy. You come out here before people in the suburbs even knew from gangs, and you worked hard. I give you credit. What else you done, you done. But you come into the projects with me in the middle of the night. You got your fuckin hands dirty. But don’t push, all right. There guys I owe. You ain’t one.


    Cop loyalty. He won’t even drop a dime on a dead lady. Kenneally drinks his drink and looks out the door.


    “Did Carolyn have anything going with Molto? You know, a personal thing?”


    “Jesus. What’s your hang-up with Molto? Guy’s strange like everybody else.”


    “Let’s just say he’s my best alternative.”


    “What the fuck does that mean?”


    I wave the question off.


    “Well, I don’t see that guy even catchin a whiff of Polhemus. You seen him. Buddy Hackett, right? They were friends, that’s all.
Buddies. Sometimes she’d smooth shit out for him.” Kenneally takes another drink. “It wasn’t him she was bangin.”


    “Who?”


    “No chance,” he says. “You got enough.”


    “Lionel.” I really don’t want to beg. He will not look at me. “This isn’t gossip, for Chrissake. This is my goddamned life.”


    “The nigger.”


    “What?”


    “She was sleepin with the nigger.”


    I don’t get it at first. Then I do.


    “Larren?”


    “You been out at the North Branch. You remember how it was. It was like everybody used to work in one room. Three doors, and all of em let you into one office. P.O. P.A. Nick Costello was signin in the coppers who come out to testify. He had a desk there. Judge’s chambers used to open up there, too. He’d get off the bench noontime, she’d go sashaying in. They weren’t makin no secret of it.


    “Fuck,” says Kenneally, “I halfway told you last time you was out here. Don’t you remember? I told you how she fucked her way to the top, I couldn’t figure Horgan hiring her. That’s who got her in. Your old buddy there, Judge Motherfucker. He and Horgan got some kinda tie-in.”


    “They were law partners,” I say. “Years ago.”


    “Figures,” says Lionel. He shakes his head in disgust.


    “And you won’t tell me whether Carolyn was dirty?”


    He raises a finger. “I’m gonna leave,” he says. He’s quiet for a while. “Sometimes she’d smooth things out, like I say. Molto and the judge, they didn’t get along so well. Maybe you heard them stories.”


    “A number.”


    “You know, she was everybody’s pal back then. The P.O. Sometimes she’d get the judge to lay off. Sometimes she’d get Molto to take two steps back. She was kinda the referee. Maybe you’re right. Maybe Molto was really carryin a big fuckin torch for her. Maybe that’s why he had sand in his ointment whenever he had to go before the judge. Who knows? Go figure people,” he says.


    I can tell that I’ve had everything now that I’m going to get. This last little bit was strictly for charity.


    I pick up my briefcase and leave money for the drinks.


    “You’re a good sod, Kenneally.”


    “I’m a fuckin fool, is what I am. Halfa downtown’s gonna be talkin about this tomorrow. Whatta I tell em we said?”


    “I don’t give a shit. Say what you want. Tell them the truth. Molto knows what I’m looking for by now. Maybe that’s why I’m in this soup to begin with.”


    “You don’t believe that.”


    “I don’t know,” I tell him. “Something’s not right.”
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    We spend the weekend at work, both days. My assignment is to prepare for the end of the state’s case, when the defense, as a matter of routine, makes a motion for a directed verdict of acquittal—a request that the judge terminate the trial, declaring that there is not enough evidence for a reasonable jury to convict. This is usually futile. In ruling on the motion, the judge is required to evaluate the evidence in the light most favorable to the state, meaning, for example, that for the purposes of this decision Judge Lyttle will have to accept Eugenia’s testimony, right down to her angels. However, a directed-verdict ruling is unreviewable; the state may not appeal. As a result some judges—Larren quite notoriously—use this as a device for imposing the result they favor. Thus, while our prospects are dim, Stern wants to make as strong a presentation as possible. My assignment is to find cases which in some fashion condemn the absence of proof of motive in a circumstantial case. I pass hours in the library.


    Sunday morning we meet to talk strategy. Sandy still does not want to speak in detail about the defense case. He makes no mention of my testimony or that of other witnesses. Instead, we analyze the remainder of the state’s proof. Lipranzer is supposed to testify Monday. The state’s case will now begin to gather speed. Their physical
evidence will be coming in: the fibers, the phone records, the fingerprints (assuming they can find the glass); the maid who thinks she saw me on the bus; and Kumagai.


    Stern again emphasizes the point he made to me the other day at lunch: our need to raise doubt in some way about Kumagai. If we cannot, the prosecutors will reach the end of their case having built up tremendous momentum; that, in turn, may force Sandy to change his strategy for our presentation. This is one reason Stern is unwilling to arrive at any final opinions about what we should do. Together Kemp and Stern and I puzzle out ways to attack Kumagai. Stern has examined Painless a number of times and he shares the common opinion that Kumagai is an unpleasant hack. The jury will not be eager to believe him. There are old stories about Painless which I share; finally, I mention that his police department personnel file, where complaints about Kumagai’s past performance might be jacketed, would be a good source for us to examine.


    “Excellent,” says Stern. “How wonderful to have a prosecutor on our side.” He directs Jamie to draft at once a trial subpoena for the file, and another for records of the Pathology Lab, so we can see what else Painless was up to in April. We have not issued most of our subpoenas, inasmuch as many of the deputy sheriffs who serve them tend to alert the prosecutors, giving the P.A.’s an opportunity to combat the evidence gathered or, even worse, to utilize it themselves if it is helpful to the state. But now that the prosecution case is almost complete, we should proceed. Jamie forages through his old notes to be sure we do not miss any of the items we have said we wanted to acquire. He drafts subpoenas for each of Carolyn’s doctors, identified from her little phone book, which I found in her apartment.


    “And you wanted to subpoena the phone company,” Kemp says to me, “so we can look at their backup data on the MUDs from your house.”


    “Don’t bother with that,” I say quickly. I do not look up, but I can feel the weight of Kemp’s startled glance upon me. Stern, however, goes on, without dropping a beat.


    “Perhaps if it is not productive to raise questions,” says Sandy,
“we should consider stipulations.” A stipulation is a statement agreed to by the prosecution and defense which recites what a witness would say, so that he need not be called. As Stern thinks aloud about that possibility, he becomes more convinced it is the right way to proceed. We will agree to the testimony not only of the phone company representatives but also the Hair and Fiber experts and the forensic chemist. By doing that, we will shorten the time in which this damaging evidence is actually before the jury. Della Guardia may not accept the proposal, but he is likely to. For the prosecutor, there is always a blessing in not having to come forward with your proof.


    With these decisions made, Kemp and I return to the library, a central conference room in Stern’s suite where the statute books and law reporters are shelved floor to ceiling in dark oak cases on each of the four walls. I work at one table, Kemp at another. I become aware after a few minutes that Jamie is watching me, but I still do not look up.


    “I don’t get it,” he finally says out loud, giving me no choice. “You said there was something wrong with those phone records.”


    “Jamie, cut me a break. I’ve thought about it since.”


    “You said we should look into whether or not they’d been doctored.”


    The intensity in his eyes is not really anger. There is something vulnerable. As he seldom does, Quentin Kemp, in his cowboy boots and tweed sportcoat, looks undefended and young. He thinks of himself as much too hip to be capable of being misled.


    “Jamie, it’s something I said. Okay? Under the circumstances. You understand.”


    But I can see that he does not understand at all. It bothers me, the look in his eye, his knowing that now he can’t believe me. I fold my pad and put on my coat. Sandy is still in his office when I tell him I am leaving for the night. He is studying the reams of scientific evidence that Nico produced in response to our motions. Spectrographs. Print charts. The full report of Carolyn’s autopsy. He is dressed in casual clothes, a handsome sweater and slacks, and he seems relaxed under the green glass shade of an auditor’s lamp, smoking his precious cigar.


     



     



    Lipranzer is on the stand on Monday morning. Nico takes care to keep him away from me. The prosecution team walks down the corridor with Lip, just as Ernestine is calling court to session. Lipranzer is wearing a suit, something he hates to do, but he still looks more like a convict than a policeman. It is an awful double-knit thing with a kind of carpetbag pattern. His duckass hairdo is particularly slick. I end up holding the door as Lip enters the courtroom, and in spite of the presence of Nico in front of him and Glendenning behind, Lipranzer gives me both a wave and a wink. I am fortified just to see him again.


    Nico handles Lip well. It is his best examination of the trial so far. He is matter-of-fact and gets what he has to quickly. He knows that Lip is not friendly. He will tell the truth, but—so different from Horgan—is awaiting any opportunity to bite Nico’s heels. Delay is careful not to give him the chance. If he is professional, he knows he can count on Lip to act the same way. They are both suppressed and brief.


    “Did Mr. Sabich ever tell you that he had a personal relationship with Carolyn Polhemus?”


    “Objection.”


    “On the same basis as with Mr. Horgan, Mr. Stern?” the judge asks.


    “Indeed.”


    “The objection will be overruled. Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sure you remember what I told you last week about questions based on assumptions. Because Mr. Della Guardia is sayin it, doesn’t make it so. You may proceed.”


    I have wondered how Lip will answer the question. But he says simply, No. Nico did not ask whether I suggested that such a relationship might exist, or whether it was clearly understood by both of us, a question Della Guardia in fact cannot properly put. He asked if I told him, and Lipranzer has responded correctly. Hedged in by the formalities of the rules of evidence, our truth-finding system cuts off the corners on half of what is commonly known.


    In a clipped, almost British way, Nico elicits the fact that I told Lip not to collect the MUD records from my home. And he also brings out from Lipranzer the occasions on which he had to remind me to request computer analysis of the fingerprints found on the glass and elsewhere in Carolyn’s apartment. It all emerges between the two of them with a strange undercurrent. I am sure the jury knows something is not right here. And Nico is smart enough at the end to let them know what it is. When he has got what he needs from Lipranzer, he sets up the cross, by showing bias. He asks about the cases that Lip and I have worked together.


    “Would it be fair to say that by now the two of you have formed a kind of prosecutorial or investigative team?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “And as a result of working as a team, have you formed a personal friendship?”


    “Definitely.”


    “A close friendship?”


    Lip’s eyes skate toward me for a moment.


    “I suppose so.”


    “You trust him?”


    “I do.”


    “And he knows that?”


    Stern objects: Lip can’t answer about what I know, and the prosecutor is leading. The witness has already characterized the relationship. Larren sustains the objection on all grounds.


    “Well, let me put the question like this: Were you assigned to the case initially?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Who was assigned?”


    “Harold Greer, a detective from the 18th District, where the crime occurred.”


    “Is he a competent investigator?”


    “In my book?”


    Nico is careful here, in order both to avoid objections and to keep Lip from zinging him.


    “Has Mr. Sabich ever expressed to you any reservations about Harold Greer’s abilities?”


    “No, sir. Everybody I know thinks of Harold Greer as a top-grade cop.”


    “Thank you.” Nico smiles, savoring the bonus. “And who, to your knowledge, decided to make this a Special Command matter and bring you in on this case, Detective Lipranzer?”


    “Mr. Sabich requested my assignment, if that’s what you’re askin. He had Mr. Horgan’s say-so.”


    “To your knowledge, Detective Lipranzer, does the defendant have a closer personal relationship with anyone on the police force?”


    Lip shrugs. “Not that he’s mentioned.”


    Nico struts a little.


    “So it’s fair to say, Detective, is it not, that you are the person on the city police force least likely to suspect Mr. Sabich of murder?”


    The question is objectionable. Stern starts to move, then ceases, with his hands poised on the arms of his chair. This time I am keeping pace with him. He has seen Lip hesitate and knows that Nico, by improvising, has made his first error. He has given Lipranzer an opening and is going to take a blow.


    “I would never believe that,” Lip says simply. He leans on ‘never.’ Just right. That will sit well with the jury. He’s not going out of his way to hose Nico. But he’s taken the opportunity to make his feelings known.


    Sandy rises to cross. We talked last night about not crossing Lip at all. Stern did not want to emphasize Nico’s favorable points. But apparently the direct went even better for the state than Stern anticipated. Nico’s direct has opened the door to a kind of catalogue of the successes Lip and I have scored together as a way of explaining why I would choose him for this case. Stern runs through them one by one.


    “And as a matter of fact,” says Stern, when he is at the end of that, “even in the midst of this murder investigation you and Mr. Sabich were inquiring about yet another matter, weren’t you?”


    Lip is puzzled.


    “Wasn’t there a file, which had been stored in Mr. Horgan’s drawer—”


    Sandy does not get any further before Nico is on his feet yelling. Larren picks up his gavel and points it at Stern.


    “Mr. Stern. I have told you on too many occasions that I do not wanna be hearin any more about that file during the prosecutor’s case. You went much too far while Mr. Horgan was testifying and I’m not gonna abide any reoccurrence.”


    “Your Honor, this evidence is critical to our defense. We intend to continue exploring the matter of this file when it is our turn to present evidence.”


    “Well, if this is critical to your defense, then we can talk about calling Detective Lipranzer back at that time. But I advise you, sir, to move on to another area of inquiry, because I have not heard near enough to let you go chasin that hare all over the courtroom at this time. Am I clear?” Judge Lyttle peers over the bench with an impressive concentration of his features.


    Stern does his little cut-rate bow, inclining his head and shoulders. I find myself disconcerted by Sandy’s lapse of judgment. He has taken a beating in the presence of the jury, a setback which was entirely predictable, and I still do not understand what he is trying to accomplish. He’s already cast his shadow over Molto with that file. Why does he harp on it? The jury is bound to be disappointed, particularly when he keeps promising to produce evidence that we do not have in hand. We cannot offer the letter I found in the B file, because it is hearsay. I do not understand Stern’s bluff, and he is cavalier whenever I steer him toward the subject. He treats it as if it is just another courtroom effect.


    Stern, in the meantime, has come back to the defense table.


    “Now, Detective Lipranzer, Mr. Della Guardia asked you some questions about the telephone records.” Sandy holds up the documents. “As I understand your testimony, it was you who raised the matter of his home number with Mr. Sabich, is that right?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “He did not bring it up?”


    “No.”


    “He did not ask you in advance not to obtain the records from his home? Am I right?”


    “Absolutely correct.”


    “In point of fact, he informed you at the start that you might find calls from Ms. Polhemus to one of his phones?”


    “In his office, right.”


    “He didn’t ask you or tell you not to seek any records for that reason, did he?”


    “No, sir.”


    There is a ringing emphasis to all of Lip’s answers. Stern is putting on a demonstration now, showing what a cross-examiner can do with a friendly witness. But it is all too clear. There is no resistance. Lip is more or less allowing Stern to testify. He quickly endorses Stern’s proposal that it was Lipranzer’s own idea not to obtain my home records. He considered them irrelevant; I simply acquiesced in the suggestion, saying, as people often do, that a subpoena was best avoided since it might upset my wife. Sandy returns to counsel table for a document. He numbers it, and hands it to Lip for identification. It is the original subpoena duces tecum to the phone company.


    “Now, what prosecutor issued that subpoena?”


    “Rusty. Mr. Sabich.”


    “His name appears as the authorizing signatory on the face, does it not?”


    “Yes.”


    “And by its terms does that subpoena require production of these very records?”


    “According to what it says?”


    “That’s my question.”


    “The answer is yes. The subpoena would cover these records.”


    “Does it contain any exemption for Mr. Sabich’s home?”


    “No.”


    “And any time you or anyone else wanted to examine the records of Mr. Sabich’s home, this subpoena would require the production of those records?”


    “Yes.”


    “As a matter of fact—please do not answer if this is beyond your knowledge—when Mr. Molto and Mr. Della Guardia decided that they wanted those records, they relied on the authority of this subpoena to obtain them, did they not?”


    “I think that’s right.”


    “And so Mr. Sabich stands on trial here on the basis of evidence that he himself subpoenaed, correct?”


    The courtroom ruffles. Nico objects. “The question is argumentative.”


    Larren shakes his head benignly.


    “Mr. Della Guardia, you’re tryin to show here that Mr. Sabich hindered the gathering of evidence, as a way to prove guilty knowledge. And the prosecution is entitled to do that, but the defense is entitled to show that the evidence that is being presented was actually gathered through his efforts. I don’t know how else they meet your proof. Overruled.”


    “I repeat,” says Stern, standing before Lipranzer, “Mr. Sabich is being tried here with evidence he himself subpoenaed.”


    “Right,” says Lip. Eager as a recruit, he adds, “Just like the fingerprints.”


    “Just so,” says Sandy. He proceeds to the fingerprints. It was Sabich who personally visited McGrath Hall, met with Lou Balistrieri, demanded that the prints be processed. True, Sabich was busy, running the entire P.A.’s office while Horgan campaigned, but again it was his own efforts that produced the evidence now being used in an attempt to convict him.


    “Did he obstruct you?” Sandy asks at the end.


    Lip sits straight up in his chair. “No.”


    “Did he impede you?”


    “Not in my book.”


    “Indeed, Detective, I believe you told Mr. Della Guardia that even if you had known of this evidence, your respect and affection for Rusty Sabich after many years’ association is such that you would never have suspected, let alone believed, that he had committed this murder. Is that right?”


    The way Lip hesitates, I fear for a moment that Stern has gone too far. But then I see that Lip is merely making his own ungainly effort at dramatic effect.


    “Never,” he repeats, and Stern sits down. As he does, he smiles furtively at me, a gesture meant largely for the jury. Nonetheless, for the first time I have the feeling that the jurors are not satisfied
by Stern’s performance. It is unconvincing. This tour de force still does not explain why I did not volunteer to Lip the information about the calls from my phone, especially the one on the night of the murder. Stern’s cross does not offer any reason why I could not work with Harold Greer, whose appearance is surely far more impressive to the jury than Lipranzer’s. It does not show what alternatives I had to going to Lou Balistrieri when Lipranzer—not to mention Horgan—was nagging me to do that. And this last exchange, while touching in its awkwardness, is simply baloney. No one could fail to be discomfited by the discovery of the phone records and the prints. The doubtful nature of the cross is emphasized by Lip’s obedient response to Stern’s guidance. It is all too clear: Lipranzer is a friend, willing to be misled. The jury will not fail to perceive this. It is as I always feared. The rule of equal and opposite reactions applies in the courtroom as well. Due in large part to his visible reluctance, Dan Lipranzer has been the most damaging witness against me to date.


     



     



    The afternoon continues the downward movement. The stipulations are prepared and read. Coming on the heels of Lipranzer’s testimony, the revelation of the actual content of the telephone records is crushing. Nico reads the stip himself. He has finally caught the measure of this jury. They are a bright bunch and want the facts delivered without varnish. Nico assumes a flat, understated tone and looks up just a little when he finishes reading so that he can watch the evidence drive home. The jurors are attentive to him and I feel the weight of their calculations. I discover that, as a defendant, you experience the lows in the courtroom far more acutely than as an advocate. My afternoon settles into a feeling of weakness, suppression with a coefficient of palpable nausea.


    The stipulation about the carpet fibers is lengthy, but it has a similar impact. By agreeing to forgo the testimony, Nico, in theory, lost the drama of a live presentation. But the technical witnesses tend to be dry and overly involved. The written summaries are direct enough to have some bite. There is no chance this way that Stern can engage in any of his masterful misdirection or minimization.


    The facts, as they are, emerge with painful salience. The one favorable aspect—that none of my clothing matched any of the fibers found—is too easily explained. The clothes I wore that night were discarded—with the murder weapon. Or simply did not shed. These conclusions, inevitable and arithmetically direct, seem to thicken the air of the courtroom. I can sense them taking place in every quarter. And with them a kind of hush or calm inhabits the place, a dawning resolution. It is more than the mid-afternoon lull. Instead, it seems that all of the observers, including the jurors, have perceived a change in direction, a swing of momentum more in line with original expectations. It has taken the prosecutors longer than it should have, but they are assuming control of the trial, proving their case.


    As usual, it is Molto, heedless and overeager, who begins to drag me back from the abyss. When the last stipulation is read, he asks for a corridor conference.


    “What is it?” asks Larren when we are all assembled.


    “Judge,” he says, “we are ready to proceed with the fingerprint expert. There is just one small difficulty.”


    Kemp eyes me with wicked glee. The difficulty, so called, is obvious to both of us: They have not found the glass. Jamie’s smile is welcome. It is the first sign of any renewed warmth between us in better than a day, and it comes at the right moment, for the members of the defense have each been wordless and grim all afternoon. During the 3:30 recess, I encountered Stern in the john and we did not say a thing aloud. He gave me one of his Judeo-Latin shrugs. His eyes were listless. We knew this was coming, he seemed to say. Our time on the high wire has ended.


    Now, in the small anteroom to his chambers, Judge Lyttle fulminates. Molto still cannot do anything right in Larren’s eyes.


    “Are you telling me that you have completed your search and this object absolutely cannot be found?”


    “Judge—” he starts to say.


    “Because that’s one set of facts. And I’ll have to rule on that basis. But if you’re tellin me that you think the thing is gonna turn up but it’s convenient right now for you to go ahead without it, then that’s quite another. We aren’t gonna be talkin about proceeding
now and discovering the evidence later. Am I understood?”


    Nico catches Tommy’s arm. He tells the judge they would like to take one more night.


    “That’s fine, then,” Larren says. “Do I take it that you’re moving for an adjournment for the day?”


    Nico crisply says, “Yes.” It is clear that the day’s success has fortified him. He can tolerate adversity without distress. His old confidence seems to possess him again.


    “Your Honor,” says Stern. “I hope the court has not decided to let the prosecution proceed with the fingerprint evidence in the absence of the glass. Certainly, if Your Honor please, we would ask to be heard on that question.”


    “I quite understand,” says Larren. “You may want to do some research on this issue, Mr. Stern. And I’ll be happy to hear you. And I can tell you right now, I’m not eager to let anybody get up on the witness stand in my courtroom and give his opinions about what he says was once observed on some physical object that nobody can even find anymore.” He casts a rough-tempered glance toward Molto. “So you look in the books tonight and I’ll listen to you. And, Mr. Della Guardia, if I were you, I’d roll up my shirt-sleeves and get over to that evidence room myself.”


    “Yes, Your Honor,” says Nico dutifully.


    Stern gives me a meaningful look from beneath his extended brow as we head into the courtroom. He seems to be inquiring. It is almost as if he thinks that I can account for the glass’s absence. Perhaps it is merely a sense of promise that gives Sandy this expression. If Larren were to keep the prosecutors from presenting the fingerprint evidence, the case against me would certainly fail. Stern is not sure whether or not he should be hopeful. Nor am I.


    “Would he really think about keeping out that proof?” I ask Stern as we stand behind counsel table. We are waiting for the jury to return to the courtroom, so that the judge can tell them they are being dismissed for the day.


    “It strikes me as a serious question of evidence. Is it not? We must study tonight.” More time for Kemp and me in the library. I nod, accepting Stern’s unspoken instruction.


     



     



    About 9:30 that night, Kemp comes back to Stern’s small library to tell me that I have a call. He remains behind to inspect the series of cases I have copied from the reports of the state supreme and appellate courts, while I go to the receptionist’s desk, where Jamie has picked up the phone. A line is blinking, on hold. I assume it is Barbara. She usually calls about now, hoping to review the day’s evidence for a few moments; and every evening I go through an arabesque of diffidence and contained response.


    The truth is that I have done my best to avoid Barbara since the days immediately before the trial. I have suggested she go to sleep each night before I return; I have eaten dinner with Stern and Kemp, enjoining her even from leaving me a meal. I cannot stand to have her abstracted curiosity turned on this evidence like some high-powered light. I do not want those late-night scenes where we chew over the events of my trial as we did those malefactors I accused. It would make me unbearably ill at ease to hear Barbara engage in close analysis of the tactical decisions undertaken in this trial for my life. Most of all, I do not wish to get drawn into discussions of my discomfort. With the evidence being trotted out each day before us, I know the conclusions she might reach, and in my present state I could not abide that confrontation—to allay suspicions or confirm them.


    But when I pick up the phone, it is not Barbara’s voice I hear.


    “How’d I do?” Lip says. “I thought they were goin to give you a medal or somethin with all these terrific things you and I done.”


    “You were great,” I tell him. There is no point in the truth.


    “Fuckin Delay, I’ll tell you,” he says. “Schmidt come to see me this mornin before I got on. He says a little birdie wanted to make sure that I got the message that if I fucked around on the stand, I’d be walkin beats in the North End by myself in the middle of the night. Nice subtle stuff with this guy.”


    I make a sound, general agreement. I have sent a few such messages myself from time to time—to coppers who have a peculiar friendship with defense counsel; who know the defendant from the ’hood. It’s part of the job.


    “I thought maybe we could get together tonight,” Lip says. “Talk about that thing I said I’d help you with.” He means finding Leon. “How about I drive you home? You be there a while?”


    “Another two hours probably.”


    “That’s good for me. They got me workin 4:00 to midnight. I’ll take my coffee early. Corner Grand and Kindle at 11:30? I’ll be drivin the unmarked Aries.”


    We work it like a spy movie. I am in the lobby until the car hoves into sight and Lip is barely at the curb five seconds before he is moving. Now that he is off the witness stand, the pressure on him has lessened, but there are many people who would tell him that the better part of wisdom right now lies in staying away from me. He pulls around the corner so quickly that the rear end gives way a little bit on the pavement, which is slick from a light rain.


    I compliment him again on his testimony. “It was good,” I say, “because you played it straight.”


    “I’m tryin,” he says, and reaches for his radio, which is putting out a tremendous ruckus. “This is great,” says Lip, of the radio. “We’re workin on a dope bust with the G-men to make up for that fiasco in April and these guys can’t get on the air together often enough to make sure nobody gets turfed. They better hope their subject don’t have a scanner, because he couldn’t miss this posse comin.”


    I ask about what is going down.


    “It’s cute,” says Lip. “They got a nice-lookin little female agent in a mink coat that got seized last time the Strike Force went in on Muds Corvino’s bolita game. She’s makin out to be some dope-crazed suburbanite and she’s gonna buy ten keys of coke from somebody in Nearing.”


    “Probably one of my neighbors,” I say. “There’s a guy down the block named Cliff Nudelman whose nose is redder than Rudolph’s.”


    We are quiet, listening to the radio traffic. Cops and robbers. I feel a vague melancholy when I admit to myself that I miss it. There is lots of static because of the rain. Thunder and lightning must not be far off. I am reluctant to mention Leon first, but I finally ask how Lip is doing.


    “I haven’t started,” he says. “I will. First thing. Only I haven’t got a fuckin idea where I oughta look. That’s what I wanted to hear. You got some suggestions?”


    “I don’t know, Lip. It shouldn’t be that hard to find a faggot named Leon. Go interview waiters. Or interior decorators.”


    “Probably moved to San Francisco, you know. Or died of AIDS or some crap.” I refuse to respond to Lip’s suggestion that his efforts will be futile. We are quiet a moment; the radio barks. “Can I ask a question?” he says after a while. “Is this really so important?”


    “To me?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Damn right.”


    “Can I ask why? I mean, you really think this jamoche’s gonna give you somethin?”


    I tell him what I told him before. “I want to find something, Lip. That’s the most honest way I can put it.”


    “On Molto?”


    “On Molto. Right. That’s the way I’ve got it figured. As much as I can figure at all.” We are down near the bus terminal, a bleak place at any hour, but especially at midnight with rain. I look out toward it, a sad hulk in the dark. Lip’s dwindling faith in me hangs in here with a misty sadness of its own. More even than the risks, that is what bothers him. From his own perspective he’s figured it out. I want to use this thing with Molto as a diversion—as Nico put it, a red herring. Lip’s reluctance is obvious to both of us, and it is a dismal sign of where I am that I must lever him with our friendship to make him do what I know he would resist for almost anyone else. “Let’s run a sheet at least. Berman, Sandy’s P.I., says he couldn’t even get a rap sheet out of the department.”


    “I told you, man, they closed down tight on this thing. They’re gonna be in Kenneally’s shit in a big way for givin you the time of day.”


    I take a moment.


    “How did you hear about that?”


    “Watch commander don’t get anywhere that people don’t notice.” The rain beads on the window. The air is close. I understand
the spy stuff on the street corner now. “What’d he tell you?” Lip asks.


    “Not much. He told me that Carolyn and Larren used to be an item a long time ago. What do you think of that?”


    “I think she got around,” says Lipranzer, “same thing I always thought.”


    “He said that Larren clouted her into the P.A.’s office through Raymond.”


    “That fits,” says Lip.


    “That’s what I thought.”


    “He tell you anythin else?”


    “More ancient history. You know: the North Branch used to be a dirty old place, but he thinks Molto was clean.”


    “And you believe him? About Molto?”


    “I don’t want to.”


    “I wouldn’t take that guy’s advice on clean or dirty, I’ll tell you that. God only knows where he’s comin from.”


    “What is it with you and Lionel?”


    “Not my kinda cop,” says Lipranzer simply. We have crossed the Nearing bridge by now and have entered the sudden dark of the suburban neighborhoods, out of the garishness of the highway’s yellow sulfur lights. “I worked out his way when I started, you know.”


    “I didn’t know that.”


    “Yeah,” he says. “I seen him in action. Not my kinda cop.”


    I decide I won’t ask.


    Lip looks out the windshield. The shadows of the wipers move across his face.


    “We’re talkin twelve, fourteen years ago now,” he says at last. “Things were different. I’m the first to admit that. Okay? Everybody’s on the pad back then. All right? Everybody.” Lip looks straight at me and I know what he means. I find it unsettling. “The pimps, the barkeeps, they just put up the dough. You didn’t even talk about it. It was there. So I’m not castin stones, okay?


    “But one night, I’m comin out of a place—two, three in the mornin—squad comes runnin down the street full speed and stops dead. First I think it’s me he wants. So I come a little closer. But
he don’t even see me. It’s Kenneally. You know, he’s a sergeant by then, so he’s ridin alone, beat supervisor. And he’s lookin across the street. Right in a doorway. There’s a hooker, okay? Black gal. You know, she’s got the skirt on up to her chin, and leopard top or some such shit. Anyway, I hear him whistle. You know? Like for a dog or horse. Big loud number like that. And he pulls the black-and-white into the alley. Gets out and looks down the street toward this pro, and he’s pointin like this.” Lip shoots an index finger down toward his groin. “Big smile. And this lady, she waits and she waits. And he keeps pointin and smilin. He says somethin I don’t quite hear. Don’t say no. Somethin like that. Anyway, she goes slow down the street like, Oh, man, don’t tell me, draggin her purse like she’s got maybe an anvil inside. And Kenneally’s got his big smile. Sits down right there in the squad. All I see is his legs stickin out the door, his shorts down around his ankles, and this lady on her knees while she’s workin. Fucker didn’t even take off his hat.”


    Lip swings into my driveway. He takes the car out of gear and lights a cigarette. “He ain’t my kinda cop,” he says again.
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    The trial’s first pitched battle over an issue of law occurs the next day and occupies the entire morning. Nico describes a six-hour item-by-item search of the police evidence room. They cannot find the glass. Both sides have prepared written memoranda addressed to whether testimony about the fingerprints on the glass may nonetheless be received. Kemp wrote our brief sometime after midnight. Molto must have started later than that, since Nico said they were in the warrens of the evidence room past one o’clock. Each man wears the hazy red-eyed look of a lawyer on trial. Larren retires to his chambers to read both briefs, then returns to hear oral argument. At the start, it is supposed to be only Nico and Stern addressing the court, but each turns so often to his second that before long all four lawyers are talking, with the judge interrupting, posing hypothetical questions and, on occasion, thinking out loud. Stern makes his points with greater vehemence than at any time during the trial. Perhaps he senses an opportunity for triumph; perhaps desperation is gathering after yesterday’s sobering events. He keeps emphasizing the fundamental unfairness of forcing the defendant to confront scientific testimony whose basis we have had no chance to assess. Nico, then Molto, repeatedly state that the so-called chain of custody has gone uncontested. Whether the glass
can be found or not, the testimony of Greer, Lipranzer, and Dickerman, the lab supervisor, will establish, taken together, that the prints were identified from lifts obtained from the glass the day after the murder.


    The back-and-forth between the lawyers is endless, and I find my spirits in a sickening spiral, escalating, then instantly descending from elation to bitter lament. It is clear that the judge is undecided. This is one of those issues, of which there are so many during a trial, where a judge is within legal boundaries no matter what he does. The authorities support a ruling for either side. The way Larren gives it to Nico and Tommy about the carelessness of the police makes me certain, at moments, that the evidence is going to be excluded. But the prosecutors are frank about the devastation that this would bring to their case, and without saying it aloud, they hint at the impropriety of disposing of a celebrated prosecution as the result of police negligence. In the end, this thought appears persuasive and Larren rules against the defense.


    “I’m gonna admit this testimony,” the judge says, shortly after the court clock has reached noon. Then he explains the basis of his ruling for the record, so that the court of appeals can assess his judgment, if it ever comes to that.


    “I must say that I’m pretty reluctant to do so, but I am influenced by its obvious importance to the case. Naturally, that same fact, given the overall tone of some of the things that have occurred here”—the judge looks toward Molto—“leads me to understand the defense’s skepticism. They are right that they have not had the opportunity to examine an object of physical evidence. On the other hand, the object itself is not gonna be presented. The absence of this exhibit is attributed to the police evidence room. I want to note for the record that the police evidence room custodians have been guilty for years of this kind of slipshod record keeping and handling of exhibits. This is probably the most dramatic, but certainly not the only example that we all know about. And I must say that it is that knowledge, derived outside the record, that influences me to allow the testimony. The fact of the matter is that the best-intentioned prosecutors—and I by no means am ruling on the intentions of Mr. Della Guardia or of Mr. Molto, who seems to have had the
glass last—”Again Larren stares darkly at Tommy. Did Greer really say that? I wonder. “—but the best-intentioned prosecutors cannot seem to control what happens to exhibits once they leave their hands. It could be that there is bad faith here. I will be lookin out for further evidence of that, and if there is that kind of bad faith, then this prosecution is gonna end. Period. But overall, that thought strikes me as so unpalatable that I’m gonna assume it isn’t true. So I will admit this proof, over objection, and with my own reservations noted. I am, however, gonna give the jury a strongly worded limiting instruction, which I want to take some time to craft over the lunch hour. We will resume at two o’clock.”


    The judge leaves the bench, asking the lawyers to remain for a few moments so he can have their thoughts on the instruction he wants to draft. Sandy is philosophical. It is clear now that he believed we were going to win. I explain what has occurred to Barbara, who appears particularly upset by Larren’s ruling. “It isn’t fair,” she tells me. “You haven’t even had a chance to look at it.”


    “I understand,” I say. “It’s one of those calls a judge gets to make.” I’m not trying to be heroic. All along I have tested Larren against my own internal barometer. On this one, I would have ruled the same way.


    I go to the john. When I come out, Nico again is at the sink, washing his hands as he feints left and right to see the position of his hairs under the light.


    “Well, Rusty,” he says. “Are we going to be hearing from you next week?”


    Under the state discovery laws, the defense is under no obligation to inform the prosecution of its witnesses. Whether or not the defendant will testify is often the most closely guarded secret of the defense camp. The prosecution should rest tomorrow. Assuming the judge takes a day for arguments on the directed-verdict motion, our case will begin next Monday. If the prosecutors receive no indication of our intentions, they will not know whether to spend the weekend preparing for cross-examination or closing arguments. Most of the time, you end up strung out in both directions.


    “I’m sure Stern will tell you, Delay, whenever we make up our minds.”


    “I have a sawbuck that says you’re coming.”


    Nico is playing games, testing my nerve. He is a lot harder than he was during our encounter here last week. This is the crafty Delay of old.


    “Maybe you’ll win,” I tell him. “You got the cross?”


    “Had to,” he says. “I couldn’t cross Barbara. She’s too nice a lady.”


    Again Nico is probing. He wants to know if Barbara will testify to support my alibi. Perhaps he’s trying to see if I flinch at the thought of Molto working over my wife.


    “You’re just a softie, Delay.” I look at myself in the mirror. I’ve had enough of this conversation. Nico, upbeat with the pleasant current of events the last two days, will not let it go.


    “Don’t let me down, Rusty. I really want to hear it. You know, sometimes I wonder. I think, How could the guy I knew do a thing like that? I admit it. I wonder sometimes.”


    “Nico, if I told you what really happened, you wouldn’t want to believe it.”


    “Now, what does that mean?”


    I turn away and he takes my elbow.


    “Really, what does that mean?” he asks. “This isn’t that crap about Tommy framing you, is it? I mean, that’s for the papers, Rusty. This is Delay.” He touches his shirt. “You can’t believe that. That’s a bunch of crap. I mean, off the record, all that shit. Me and you. Right here. Old buddies. Nobody repeats anything. You’re telling me you believe that crap?”


    “Where’s the glass?”


    “Oh, screw that. The cops lose everything. We both know that.”


    “He seemed to have primed the pump with Eugenia.”


    “What? You really think he told her to say ‘my angel’? Come on. He heated her up too much. I admit that. And that was stupid. I told him that. I told him that. He’s compulsive. You know. He was very fond of Carolyn. Very close to her. He considered her one of his closest friends. Big sister kind of thing almost. Looked up to her. He’s very committed to this case.”


    “Did you ever look at that file, Nico?”


    “The one from Raymond’s drawer?”


    “Do some homework. On your own. You may get some surprises. About big sister and little brother.”


    Nico smiles and shakes his head to show he isn’t buying it. But I can tell that I’ve gotten under his skin now. I enjoy the advantage. I’ve had Nico’s number for years. I dry my hands on one of the paper towels, with my mouth pursed to show that I will say no more.


    “So that’s it, huh? That’s the big secret. Tommy done it. That’s what I’m waiting to hear?”


    “Go ahead, Delay,” I say quietly, while my back is to him. “I’ll give you a preview. One question. Right here. Me and you, as you say. Off the record. Just the old buds. Nobody repeats anything to anyone else.” I revolve and look at him directly.


    “Did you do it?” he asks.


    I knew he would. Sooner or later somebody had to put it right to me. I finish drying my hands, and I summon up everything in me that belongs to the truth, every badge of sincerity I own in my manner.


    “No, Nico,” I say very quietly, and look him dead in the eye, “I did not kill Carolyn.”


    I can see that I reach him: some kind of enlargement in the pupils; his eyes become darker instantly. Some tone seems to change in his face.


    “Very good,” he says at last. “You’ll be very good.” Then he finally smiles. “So this has been kind of a bitch, huh? Falsely accused and all of that?”


    “Go fuck yourself, Delay.”


    “I knew I’d hear that, too.”


    Both of us come out of the john laughing. When I look up, I see that I have attracted the attention of Stern and Kemp, who are standing a short distance down the corridor conferring with Berman, the private investigator. He is very tall, with a large belly and a loud tie. Stern’s look is nettled. Perhaps he is upset to see me with Nico, but it seems that he has been interrupted. He waves his hand, dismissing the other two, and returns to the courtroom.
Kemp walks off with Berman a few steps, then comes back to me. We watch Delay follow Sandy inside.


    “I won’t be here this afternoon,” Jamie says. “Something came up.”


    “Something good?”


    “Very good, if it pans out.”


    “Is this a secret?”


    Jamie looks back at the courtroom door.


    “Sandy said not to discuss it right now. Don’t raise false hopes. He wants to be cautious. You understand.”


    “Not really,” I say.


    Berman, some distance away, tells Jamie they have to go. Kemp touches my sleeve.


    “If it works out, you’ll be delighted. Trust me.”


    My look, I’m sure, is abject, confused and thwarted by my own attorneys. But I know I cannot object. I myself have taught Jamie Kemp to be frugal with his confidence. I educated him in professional skepticism, in believing that the best judgment waits.


    “Something came up with one of the subpoenas,” he says. Berman calls again: They told the guy they’d be there at one. Jamie backs away. “Trust me,” he says once more before he jogs off down the hall.


     



     



    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Larren reads to the jury. “You are about to hear the testimony of a fingerprint expert, Maurice Dickerman, concerning evidence he claims to have identified on a certain glass. In considering this evidence you must—I say must—bear in mind that the defense has had no chance to examine that glass. The testimony is proper, but it is up to you to determine what weight to give it. The defense hasn’t had any opportunity to see what scientific explanation there may be for the prosecution’s evidence. They have had no opportunity to see whether there was some form of chicanery—I’m not sayin there was, but I’m tellin you that the defense hasn’t had the chance to get a scientist of their own to say yea or nay about that. They haven’t had a chance to see if there’s
some mistake. An innocent mistake, but still a mistake. They haven’t even had the chance to see if some other scientist would look at the glass and say those were another person’s fingerprints.


    “And I am instructing you as a matter of law, ladies and gentlemen, that when this case is over and you are deliberating on it, that you are entitled to consider not just this testimony but the failure of the prosecution to make the glass available to the defense. And it is permissible—I’m not tellin you what to do—but it is permissible for that one fact alone to raise a reasonable doubt in your mind which would require Mr. Sabich’s acquittal.


    “All right. Proceed.”


    Molto, at the podium, takes a moment to stare up at the judge. By now both men have abandoned pretense. There is an outright hatred between them, and it is visible and intense. In the meantime, the force of Larren’s limiting instruction settles over the courtroom. The defense, in this instant, has staged a nine-run rally. The fingerprint evidence has been impeached from the mouth of the judge. Acquittal, he says, is a permissible conclusion. The suggestion that an error has been made, that there has been a mistake, is like a cut to the bone in a criminal trial.


    Morrie Dickerman comes to the witness stand. The pure professional. An angular New Yorker with large, dark-framed glasses, Morrie finds fingerprints fascinating. He used to like me because I would sit there and listen to him. Morrie is as good as Painless Kumagai is bad—the kind of grab bag of abilities you encounter in public service. He sits there with his photographs and slides and shows the jury how it is done. He explains how prints are made, a residue of oils left by certain persons, at certain times. Some people don’t ever leave prints. Most people will leave prints at some times and not at others. It depends on how much they sweat. But when they leave a print, it is unique. No one fingerprint is like any other. Morrie lays all of this out in his openhanded way, then nails my butt to the barn door in the last five minutes of his testimony with his pictures of the bar, the glass, the lifts, and enlargements from my county employee’s file card. All the matching points of comparison have been identified with red arrows. Morrie, as usual, has prepared well.


    Stern spends some time on his feet, studying the photographic blowup of one of my fingerprints from the glass before he begins. He turns the picture toward Morrie.


    “What time on April first was that fingerprint made, Mr. Dickerman?”


    “I would have no idea.”


    “But you’re certain it was made on the first of April?”


    “No way to tell that, either.”


    “I’m sorry?” Stern draws his mouth downward in mock surprise. “Well, certainly you can tell us that it was made around April first?”


    “No.”


    “Well, how long can fingerprints last?”


    “Years,” says Dickerman.


    “I’m sorry?”


    “It can be years before the oils break down.”


    “What is the oldest fingerprint you have taken in all the time you have worked for the police department?”


    “In a kidnapping case, I took a fingerprint off the steering wheel of an abandoned car that had to be three and a half years old.”


    “Three and one half years?” Stern makes a sound. He is a marvel. The man who laid waste to Raymond Horgan now feigns gentle-spirited befuddlement, deference to the expert. He acts as if he is slowly figuring all of this out as he goes. “Then Mr. Sabich could have handled this glass six months earlier when he was at Ms. Polhemus’s apartment in connection with the McGaffen trial?”


    “I can’t tell you when Mr. Sabich handled it. I can tell you it has two of his fingerprints. That’s all.”


    “Suppose Mr. Sabich had touched it for some reason—merely had an unnoticed drink of water, or only the interior of the glass had been rinsed after he used it—is it possible that his prints would remain?”


    “Yes. And by the way, it is theoretically possible that the entire glass could have been immersed. Usually soap and water will remove the oils, but there are cases in the literature where fingerprints have been identified even after the object was rinsed in soap and water.”


    “No,” says Sandy Stern in wonder.


    “I’ve never seen that,” says Dickerman.


    “Well, at least we know that no one else handled the glass, because there were no other fingerprints on it.”


    “No.”


    Stern goes still. “I’m sorry?”


    “There’s another latent.”


    “No,” says Stern again. He is laying it on self-consciously. There is an odd theatricality to Sandy. Early in the trial the jury had not seen him enough to know that he was acting. Now in our second week, he is more broad in some gestures, as if to acknowledge the deliberateness of his behavior. I know and you know, he is saying to them. An act of confidence. So they understand that he is not really trying to put anything past them. “You mean there is another fingerprint on the glass?”


    “That’s what I mean.”


    “Could it be, sir, that Mr. Sabich touched the glass months before, and someone else handled the glass on April first?”


    “It could be,” says Dickerman evenly. “It could be anything.”


    “Well, we know Mr. Sabich was there that night because his prints are on many other objects in the apartment, are they not?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Well, there must be some things. For example, the window latches were opened. Were there identifiable prints there?”


    “Identifiable, sir. But not identified.”


    “These were the fingerprints of someone, but not Mr. Sabich?”


    “Or Ms. Polhemus. We excluded her.”


    “A third person left those prints?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Just as with the glass?”


    “True.”


    Stern goes through the entire list of locations within the apartment from which lifts were taken without discovery of my prints. The coffee table that was upset. The fireplace tools printed with the thought that one might be the murder weapon. The surface of the bar. The cocktail tables. The window. The door. Five or six other places.


    “And Mr. Sabich’s prints appeared in not one of those places?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Only on this glass that can no longer be found?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “One place?”


    “That’s all.”


    “He would have left prints throughout the apartment had he been there, would he not?”


    “He might have. He might not have. Glass is an unusually receptive surface.”


    Stern, of course, knew the answer.


    “But the table,” asks Stern, “the windows?”


    Dickerman shrugs. He is not here to explain. He is here to identify fingerprints. Stern makes the most of Dickerman’s inability and, for the first time since we started, looks directly to the jury, as if for consolation.


    “Sir,” says Stern, “how many other identifiable prints were there of a third person, not Mr. Sabich, not Ms. Polhemus?”


    “Five, I think. One on the latch. One on the window. A couple on the liquor bottles. One on a cocktail table.”


    “And are any of those made by the same person?”


    “I wouldn’t know.”


    Stern, who has still not left the side of the defense table, bends forward a bit to indicate that he does not understand.


    “I’m sorry?” he says once more.


    “No way to tell. I can tell you whoever it is has not been printed by the county, because we did a computer run. They don’t have a criminal record. They haven’t worked for the county. But they could be five different people or the same person. It could be the cleaning lady or a neighbor or some boyfriend. I can’t tell you.”


    “I don’t understand,” says Stern, who understands very well.


    “People have ten fingers, Mr. Stern. I don’t know that unknown A isn’t the index finger, and B is the third finger. Plus left hand and right hand. There’s no way to tell without knowns to work from.”


    “Well, certainly, Mr. Dickerman—” Stern stops. “Which prosecutor supervised your activities after Mr. Sabich?”


    “Molto,” says Dickerman. You get the feeling at once that Morrie does not care for Tom very much.


    “Well, certainly he asked you to compare these five unidentified prints to see if two of them might be from the same finger?”


    Very good, I think to myself. Excellent. This is the kind of detail that I always overlooked as a prosecutor. I thought about the defendant, and the defendant of course thought about everybody else.


    But when Dickerman answers, “No, sir, he did not,” one of the jurors, the part-time computer jock, turns away shaking his head. He looks straight at me, like, Can you believe this? I am astounded that we have come back so far from yesterday. The juror turns to the person beside him, the young woman who runs the drugstore, and they exchange remarks.


    “It can be done overnight,” says Dickerman.


    “Well, I’m sure,” says Stern, “that Mr. Molto may remember now.” Stern is about to sit down. “Do you know, Mr. Dickerman, why Mr. Molto did not ask you to make that comparison of the other prints?” A good trial lawyer never asks why, unless he knows the answer. Stern does, as I do. Neglect. Too much to do and not enough time to do it. The problem of focus. Any answer will suffice to raise doubts about Molto.


    “I assume he didn’t care,” says Dickerman. He is trying to downplay the significance of the omission, but his answer has an ominous air, as if Molto would not be concerned about the truth.


    Stern, who has never moved from the defense table, stands there one second more.


    “Just so,” he says. “Just so.”


     



     



    Molto approaches the podium and Ms. Maybell Beatrice, who works as a domestic in Nearing, is called. I am relieved to see Tommy up there again. For all of Nico’s sloppiness, he now seems to have found his place in the courtroom. Tommy is far less adaptable. In the P.A.’s office there was always a kind of cultural divide, a barrier over which my friendship with Nico was ultimately stranded. Raymond picked an elite corps, young lawyers with law-school
credentials he liked and, after an apprenticeship, set them to work on Special Investigations. We prosecuted the guilty and rich for bribery and fraud; we ran long-term grand-jury investigations; we learned to try cases against the likes of Stern, lawyers who argued law to the judges and nuance to the jurors. Molto—and Della Guardia—never rose above the advanced prosecution of street crimes. Tommy’s particular mix of pride and passion has been nurtured too long in the homicide courtrooms and branch courts. Those are places where no holds are barred, where defense lawyers use every cheap strategy and device, and prosecutors learn to imitate them. Tommy has become the kind of prosecutor that the P.A.’s office too often breeds: a lawyer who can no longer make out the boundaries between persuasion and deception, who regards the trial of a lawsuit as a series of gimmicks and tricks. I thought at the start that it would be his molten-hot personality that would be a detraction for the state. Instead, the burden he attaches to the prosecution is his inability to escape from his experience. He is brighter than Nico, with a gimlet-eyed cleverness, and he is always prepared, but by now every person in the courtroom suspects that his zeal has no limit. He will do anything to win. Whatever the old rivalry or jealousy surrounding Carolyn, I take it that this trait as well must be a partial source of the antipathy between the judge and him.


    And it is the same thing that keeps my curiosity high about Leon and the B file, and whatever shadows lurk in Molto’s past. I found Nico’s comment about Molto’s close relations with Carolyn intriguing. Who knows exactly how she beguiled him? More and more, like everyone else here, I find myself persuaded that there is something sinister in Molto’s character. It is too easy for Molto to justify all of his behavior; there is no obvious catch point below which he won’t sink. What started out as another of Stern’s courtroom illusions seems to have acquired a life of its own. I have wondered, as I have tried to guess at the revelation that Kemp is off chasing, if Molto is not the target. Certainly as Stern has gone on with the old defense lawyer’s artifice of placing the prosecutor on trial, Molto has responded poorly. He makes what is perhaps his biggest blunder yet in his direct examination of this Nearing maid.


    Ms. Beatrice says that she saw a white man on the eight o’clock bus one Tuesday night in April. She does not know what Tuesday night it was, but it was Tuesday, because she works late on Tuesdays, and it was April, because she remembered it as last month when she first spoke to the police, who were doing random interviews in the bus station in May.


    “Now, ma’am,” Molto says, “I ask you to look around the courtroom to see if there is anyone you recognize.”


    She points at me.


    Molto sits down.


    Stern begins cross. Ms. Beatrice greets him without apprehension. She is an elderly woman, quite stout, with a lively and kindly face. Her gray hair is drawn back in a bun, and she wears round wire-rimmed glasses.


    “Ms. Beatrice,” says Stern amiably, “I take it that you are the kind of person who gets to the bus station a bit early.” Stern knows this, of course, because of the time shown in her police interview.


    “Yes, sir. Ms. Youngner run me up each night at quarter to so’s I can buy me a paper and a Baby Ruth and get me a seat.”


    “And the bus on which you go into the city is the same bus that comes out of the city, is that right?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “It terminates—that is, it ends its run in Nearing and goes back in?”


    “It turn round in Nearing, that’s right.”


    “And you are there each night when that bus arrives at a quarter to?”


    “Quarter to six. Most every night, yes, sir. ’Cept Tuesday, as I explain.”


    “And the people coming home from downtown get off the bus and walk past you, is that right, and you have occasion to see their faces?”


    “Oh, yes, sir. They looks tired and weary, many a them.”


    “Now, ma’am—well, I shouldn’t ask you this—” Stern looks again at the report of the police interview. “You are not saying you recognize Mr. Sabich as the man you saw on the bus that Tuesday
night, are you?” There is nothing to lose with the question. Molto’s direct has left the impression that is, in fact, the case. But Ms. Beatrice makes a face. She shakes her head most emphatically.


    “No, sir. They is somethin here I like to explain.”


    “Please do.”


    “I knowed I seen this gentleman.” She nods to me. “I tol’ Mr. Molto that many a time. I seen this man when I go to get on the bus. Now I recollect, they was a man on that bus one Tuesday night, cause I works late that night on account of Ms. Youngner don’t get home till near 7:30 on Tuesdays. And I recollect he was a white man, cause we don’t get many white gentlemens that ride on the bus goin into town that time a night. Now I just can’t remember whether ’twould be this man or another man. I know he look real familiar to me, this man do; but I can’t say that’s cause I seen him in the station or cause I seen him on the bus that night.”


    “You have some doubt that it was Mr. Sabich you saw that night.”


    “That’s right. Can’t say ’twas him. Coulda been him. I just can’t say.”


    “Have you spoken with Mr. Molto about your testimony?”


    “Many a time.”


    “And have you told him all of what you’ve just told us?”


    “Oh, yes, sir.”


    Sandy turns in Molto’s direction with a look of silent and lofty reproof.


     



     



    After court, Stern tells me to go home. He takes hold of Barbara and draws her toward me.


    “Take your pretty wife to dinner. She certainly deserves some reward for her fine support.”


    I tell Stern that I was hoping we would begin talking about the defense, but Sandy shakes his head.


    “Rusty, you must forgive me,” he says. As chairman of the Bar Association’s Committee on Criminal Procedure, he is responsible for a formal dinner to be given tomorrow night in honor of
the retirement of Judge Magnuson, who has sat as a felony judge for three decades. “And I must spend an hour or two with Kemp,” he adds offhandedly.


    “Would you like to tell me where he has been?”


    Stern screws up his face.


    “Rusty, please. Indulge me.” He again takes Barbara’s arm and mine. “We have some information. I will tell you that. It bears on my examination tomorrow of Dr. Kumagai. But it is not worth repeating now. It may be a complete misunderstanding. I do not wish to raise false hopes. You are better off in the dark, rather than having your expectations dashed. Please. Accept my advice on that. You have been working long hours. Take an evening off. Over the weekend, we can discuss a defense, if it comes to that.”


    “‘If it comes to that’?” I ask. His meaning is elusive. Is he proposing we rest—offer no evidence? Or is this new information so explosive that the trial will come to a halt?


    “Please,” Sandy says again. He begins leading us out of the courtroom. Barbara now intervenes. She takes my hand.


    So we have dinner at Rechtner’s, an old-fashioned German place near the courthouse which I have always liked. Barbara seems especially cheerful after the pleasant developments today. She, too, was apparently affected by the dour events of yesterday. She suggests a bottle of wine and, once it is open, questions me about the trial. She enjoys the opportunity to finally have me at close quarters. Clearly, my unavailability has frustrated her. She asks serial questions with her large dark eyes still and intent. She is very concerned about the Hair and Fiber stipulation of yesterday. Why did we choose that, rather than testimony? She requires a full account of everything the lab report revealed. Then she inquires at length about Kumagai and what his testimony is expected to show. My responses, as they have been throughout, are laconic. I answer briefly, telling her to eat her meal, while I try to contain my discomfort. As ever, there is an aspect to Barbara’s interest that I find frightening. Is her wonder truly as abstracted as it seems? Is it the procedures and puzzles that attract her, more even than their impact on me? I try to shift the conversation, asking what we hear of Nathaniel, but Barbara realizes she is being put off.


    “You know,” she says, “you’re getting like you were before.”


    “What does that mean?” A terrible evasion.


    “You’re like that again—distant.”


    I am where I am and she complains. Even with the wine, a jolt of galvanic anger rockets through me. My face, I imagine, is like my father’s, with that monumental look of something dark and untamed. I wait until it has passed.


    “This is not an easy experience, Barbara. I am trying to get through it. Day by day.”


    “I want to help you, Rusty,” she says. “However I can.”


    I do not answer. Perhaps I should be angry again, but as always happens, in the wake of rage I am left in the lightless caverns of the deepest sadness of my life.


    I reach across the table and take both her hands between mine.


    “I have not given up,” I say. “I want you to know that. It is very hard now. I am just trying to get to the end. But I am not giving up on anything. I want as much left as possible, if I get the chance to start again. All right?”


    She looks at me with a directness she seldom has, but she finally nods.


    As we are driving home, I ask again about Nat, and Barbara tells me, as she has not before, that she has had a number of calls from the director of his camp. Nathaniel is waking twice a night with screaming nightmares. The director, who originally put this off under the rubric of adjustment, has now decided that the problem is acute. The boy is more than homesick. There is a special anxiety about my fate which has been exaggerated by being away. The director has recommended sending him home.


    “How does Nat sound on the phone?”


    Barbara has called him twice, during luncheon recesses, the only time he can be reached. I have been with Stern and Kemp on both occasions.


    “He sounds fine. He’s trying to be brave. But it’s one of those things. I think the director is right. He’ll be better off home.”


    I readily agree. I am touched and, with whatever perversity, heartened by the depth of my son’s concern. But the fact that Barbara has kept this to herself plays on old strings. I find myself once more
on the brink of anger, but I tell myself that I am unreasoning, irrational. The idea, I know, is not to increase my burdens. Yet she has a flawless and undetectable way of keeping things to herself.


    As we unlock the door, the phone is ringing. I imagine that it is Kemp or Stern, finally ready to share the big news, whatever it is. Instead, it is Lipranzer, who still does not give his name.


    “I think we got somethin,” he says. “On that matter.” Leon.


    “Can you talk now?”


    “Not really. I just want to be sure you’re free tomorrow night. Late. After I’m off.”


    “After midnight?”


    “Right. Thought maybe we could go for a drive. See a guy?”


    “You found him?” My heart picks up. Amazing. Lipranzer found Leon.


    “Seems like. I’ll know tomorrow for sure. You’re gonna love this one, too.” In the phone, I hear someone speaking nearby. “Look, I gotta go. I just wanted to let you know. Tomorrow night,” he says. He laughs, a rare sound from Dan Lipranzer, especially in these times. “You’re gonna love it,” he says.
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    “Doc-tor Kumagai,” says Sandy Stern in a tone which from its first syllable bristles with derision. It is five past two, the beginning of the afternoon session, and these are the first words of a cross-examination which both Kemp and Stern have promised me privately will be the most eventful of the trial.


    Tatsuo Kumagai—Ted to his friends—the state’s final witness, faces Stern, limp with indifference. His hands are folded. His brown face is placid. To this audience, he presents himself as a man without need of expression. He is an expert, an unaffected observer of facts. He is dressed in a blue pincord suit, and his abundant black hair is folded back neatly in a small pompadour. His direct examination this morning was the first occasion on which I’ve seen Painless testify and he was somewhat better than I expected. The medical terminology, and his unique speech patterns, caused the court reporter to interrupt a number of times to ask for answers to be repeated or spelled. But he has an undeniable presence. His native arrogance is translated by the witness chair into a developed confidence becoming an expert physician. His qualifications are impressive. He has studied on three continents. He has given papers all over the world. He has testified as a forensic pathologist in homicide cases throughout the United States.


    These credentials emerged as part of the lengthy process of qualifying Painless as an expert. Unlike a so-called occurrence witness, who is confined to telling what he saw or heard or did, Painless is charged with considering all of the forensic evidence and rendering an opinion on what occurred. Prior to his appearance, various stipulations were read. The forensic chemist’s analysis. The results of blood tests. On the stand, Painless used these facts and his own examination of the body to provide a comprehensive account. On the night of April 1, Ms. Polhemus had had sexual relations, almost certainly consensual in nature. This opinion was based on the presence of a 2 percent concentration of the chemical nonoxynol-9 and various jelly bases, indicating the use of a diaphragm. The man with whom Ms. Polhemus had intercourse was, as I am, a type-A secreter. Soon after she had had sex—the relative time indicated by the depth within the vagina of the primary seminal deposit—Ms. Polhemus was bludgeoned from behind. Her attacker was right-handed, as I am. This can be determined from the angle of the blow to the right side of her head. His height cannot be approximated without knowing her posture at the time of the attack or the length of the murder weapon. The best indication from the cranial wound is that she had reached her feet, if only briefly, when she was struck. The diaphragm was apparently removed at this time, and Ms. Polhemus, already dead, was bound. Without Stern’s objection, Painless testified that the presence of the spermicidal compound, coupled with the unlocking of the doors and windows, led him to believe that a rape had been simulated in order to conceal the murderer’s identity, and that the murderer was someone familiar with the methods of detection of crime and Ms. Polhemus’s routine responsibilities in the P.A.’s office.


    When Nico had led Painless through this summary, he asked if his opinion of how the crime occurred had ever been communicated to me.


    “Yes, sir, I met Mr. Sabich about April 10 or 11 this year and we discuss this case.”


    “Tell us what was said.”


    “Well, Mr. Sabich try to convince me that Ms. Polhemus
must have die accidentally as part of some kind of deviant sexual activity, in which she had voluntarily been bound.”


    “And how did you respond?”


    “I say that was ridiculous, and I explain what the evidence show really occur.”


    “And after you informed Mr. Sabich of your theory of what occurred, did you have any further discussion?”


    “Yes. He became quite upset. Angry. He stood up. He threaten me. He say that I better be careful or he gonna prosecute for tamperin with an investigation. There’s some more, but basically, that’s it.”


    Both Stern and Kemp on either side of me watched Painless do his stuff with a calm approaching the beatific. Neither one bothered to take notes. I do not yet know what is coming, although that is my choice.


    Kumagai made a mistake, Kemp told me when I arrived at their offices this morning. A big one.


    How big? I asked.


    Enormous, said Kemp. Huge.


    I nodded. To myself I thought that if it were somebody other than Painless, I would be more surprised.


    Do you want to know what it is? Kemp asked me.


    Strangely I found that Stern’s assessment was right. It was better not to know details. Simply hearing that there was some outsized error was enough to steer me directly to the peripheries of my deepest rage. I had no desire to enter that region of disorder.


    Surprise me, I told Kemp. I’ll hear it in court.


    Now I wait. Painless sits there, unfluttered, impassive. At lunch, Kemp told me he believed that Kumagai’s career could be over tonight.


     



     



    “Doc-tor Kumagai,” Stern begins, “you have testified here as an expert, is that right?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You have told us about your papers and your degrees, have you not?”


    “I answer questions about that, yes.”


    “You said you have testified on many prior occasions.”


    “Hundreds,” says Painless. Each answer has a kind of screw-you brittleness. He means to be a smart guy and tough, the better of any cross-examiner.


    “Doctor, has your competence ever been called into question, to your knowledge?”


    Painless adjusts himself on the stand. The assault has begun.


    “No, sir,” he says.


    “Doctor, is it not true that many deputy prosecuting attorneys over the years have complained about your competence as a forensic pathologist?”


    “Not to me.”


    “No, not to you. But to the chief of police, resulting in at least one memorandum being placed in your personnel file?”


    “I don’t know about that.”


    Sandy shows the document first to Nico, then to Kumagai on the stand.


    “No, I never seen that,” he says at once.


    “Do you not have to be notified under police regulations of any addition to your personnel file?”


    “Could be, but you ask what I remember. I don’t remember that.”


    “Thank you, Doctor.” Sandy removes the document from Kumagai’s hands. As Stern is strolling back to our table, he asks, “Do you have any nicknames?”


    Kumagai stills. Perhaps he is wishing that he had acknowledged the letter.


    “Friend call me Ted.”


    “Aside from that?”


    “Don’t use nicknames.”


    “No, sir, not that you use. But by which you are known?”


    “I don’t understand question.”


    “Has anybody ever referred to you as Painless?”


    “To me?”


    “To anyone, to your knowledge?”


    Again Painless takes a moment to shift around in his seat.


    “Could be,” he says finally.


    “You do not enjoy that nickname, do you?”


    “Don’t think about it.”


    “You acquired that nickname some years ago from the former chief deputy prosecuting attorney Mr. Sennett, in an unflattering context, did you not?”


    “If you say.”


    “Mr. Sennett told you to your face, did he not, that you had bungled an autopsy and that the only person who found working with you painless was the corpse, because it was dead?”


    The laughter thunders in the courtroom. Even Larren is chuckling up on the bench. I shift in my seat. Whatever Stern has better be good, because for the first time he has abandoned his innate decorousness. His cross so far verges on the cruel.


    “I don’t remember that,” says Painless coldly when the room has come back to order again. Over the years he has grown adroit in his knowledge of the rules of evidence. Every cop and P.A. in Kindle County knows that story. Stan Sennett would be happy to tell it from the stand. But the judge is not likely to allow such a diversion, called collateral impeachment. Painless has drawn his shoulders around him. He looks out at Stern, waiting for more. He has apparently taken some pleasure in what he regards as his own small triumph.


    “Now, Mr. Della Guardia and Mr. Molto are two persons from the P.A.’s office with whom you have worked with less—let us say disagreement, is that right?”


    “Sure. They my good friends.” On this point, Painless has apparently been well schooled. He will acknowledge his contacts with Tommy and Delay, in order to minimize their importance.


    “Did you discuss this investigation with either one of them while it was in progress?”


    “I talk to Mr. Molto sometime.”


    “How often did you speak to him?”


    “We stay in touch. We talk now and then.”


    “Did you talk to him more than five times in the first few weeks of April?”


    “Sure,” he says, “if you say.” Painless is taking no chances.
He knows that subpoenas are out. He can’t be sure whose MUDs we have obtained.


    “And you talked in detail about this investigation?”


    “Mr. Molto’s a friend. He ask what I’m doin, I tell him. We talk about public information. Nothin from the gran jury.” Painless resumes his satisfied smile. These answers, of course, have been the subject of prior discussion with the prosecutors.


    “Did you tell Mr. Molto the results of the forensic chemist’s analysis prior to conveying them to Mr. Sabich? I am talking specifically about the specimen which showed the spermicidal jelly.”


    “I understand,” says Painless curtly. He looks directly over at Tommy. Molto has his hand over part of his face, and with Kumagai’s glance, he straightens up and takes it away.


    “I think so,” says Kumagai.


    He has not quite finished his response when Larren interrupts.


    “Just a second,” says the judge. “Just one second. The record will reflect that Prosecuting Attorney Molto has just made a gesture which I recognize to be a signal to the witness in connection with his last answer. There will be further proceedings with regard to Mr. Molto at a later time. Proceed, Mr. Stern.”


    Tommy is crimson as he struggles to his feet.


    “Your Honor, I am terribly sorry. I don’t know what you are talking about.”


    Neither do I, and I was watching Molto. But Larren is inflamed.


    “This jury is not blind, Mr. Molto. And neither am I. Proceed,” he says to Stern, but his anger is too great to store away and he immediately wheels his chair around in Molto’s direction and gestures with the gavel. “I warned you. I told you before. I am very upset with your conduct during this trial, Mr. Molto. There will be proceedings.”


    “Judge,” says Tommy despairingly.


    “Resume your seat, sir. Mr. Stern, proceed.”


    Stern comes over to the table. I explain what I saw. He, too, observed nothing. But Stern does not let the incident pass. In a mincing tone he asks, “It is fair to say, Dr. Kumagai, that you and Mr. Molto have always had good communication, is it not?”


    The question evokes a few snickers, especially from the reporters’ section. Kumagai blinks with disdain and fails to answer.


    “Dr. Kumagai,” asks Stern, “it is your ambition, is it not, sir, to become coroner of Kindle County?”


    “I like to be coroner,” says Painless with disarmingly little hesitation. “Dr. Russell doin a good job now. Couple years he retire, maybe I put in for the job.”


    “And the P.A.’s recommendation would help you obtain that position, would it not?”


    “Who knows?” Painless smiles. “Can’t hurt.”


    Grudgingly, I must admire Delay. Kumagai is his witness and he has obviously counseled him to play it straight about whatever was going on during the election campaign. Nico quite clearly wants to have some prosecutorial candor to troop before the jury to make up for some of Molto’s gaffes. And his judgment strikes me as correct. If it were not for the incident with the judge a moment ago, it would all sit pretty well.


    “By April, had you and Mr. Molto ever discussed the possibility of you becoming coroner, Dr. Kumagai?”


    “I say. Mr. Molto and me friends. I talk about what I wanna do, he talk about what he wanna do. Talk all the time. April. May. June.”


    “And in April you also spoke about this investigation a number of times before you received the forensic chemist’s report?”


    “I’d say so.”


    “Now, that report, sir, concerned the semen specimen which you had taken from Ms. Polhemus during the autopsy, is that right?”


    “Right.”


    “And it is that specimen which has been identified as being of Mr. Sabich’s blood type and as containing chemicals consistent with the use by Ms. Polhemus of a birth-control device—a diaphragm. Am I correct?”


    “You are correct.”


    “And the presence in that specimen of this birth-control chemical, the spermicide, is critical to your opinion, is it not?”


    “All facts important, Mr. Stern.”


    “But that fact is particularly important, because you, sir, want
us to believe that this tragic incident merely had the appearance of a rape, do you not?”


    “Don’t want you to believe nothin. I give you my opinion.”


    “But it is your opinion—to get down to brass tacks, as they say—that Mr. Sabich tried to make this look like a rape, correct?”


    “If you say so.”


    “Well, is that not what you are trying to suggest? You and Mr. Molto, and Mr. Della Guardia? Let us be plain with these people.” Sandy points to the jury. “Your opinion is that this was a staged rape. And that the way it was done suggests some knowledge of investigative techniques and of Ms. Polhemus’s regular duties in the P.A.’s office, correct?”


    “That’s what I say on direct.”


    “And all of that points at Mr. Sabich, does it not?”


    “If you say so,” Painless says eventually, with a smile. You can see his reluctance to believe that Stern is inept enough to implicate his own client. But Sandy keeps forcing the issue, saying more than Kumagai would risk on his own, and Painless takes his characteristic pleasure in someone else’s misfortune.


    “And all of those deductions depend in the end on the presence of spermicidal jelly in the specimen you sent to the forensic chemist, do they not?”


    “More or less.”


    “Much more than less, is it not?”


    “I would say.”


    “So this specimen, and the presence of the spermicide, is critical to your expert opinion?” says Stern, arriving at the point where he was a moment ago. This time Painless concedes. He shrugs his shoulders and says all right.


    “Now, does your expert opinion, Dr. Kumagai, take any account of the fact that no spermicidal jelly was found in Ms. Polhemus’s apartment? Are you familiar with that testimony that was given here by Detective Greer?”


    “My opinion on scientific evidence. I don’t read the transcript.”


    “But are you familiar with that testimony?”


    “I heard about it.”


    “And are you not concerned, as an expert, that your opinion
depends on the presence of a substance not found in the victim’s belongings?”


    “Am I concerned?”


    “That is my question.”


    “Not concerned. I got an opinion on scientific evidence.”


    Stern gives Painless the long look.


    “Spermicide came from somewhere, Mr. Stern. I don’t know where lady hides this stuff. It’s in the specimen. Test says what it says.


    “Just so,” says Sandy Stern.


    “You stipulated,” says Kumagai.


    “That the spermicide was in the specimen you sent. Yes, sir, we did agree to that.” Sandy walks around the courtroom. I still cannot guess what it is that Kumagai missed. Until Painless mentioned the stipulation I was ready to bet that the spermicide was misidentified.


    “Now, sir,” says Stern, “your initial impressions at the time of the autopsy took no account of the presence of a spermicide, did they?”


    “Can’t remember now.”


    “Well, think back, please. Was it not your original theory that the person who had last had intercourse with Ms. Polhemus was sterile?”


    “Don’t recall.”


    “Really? You told Detective Lipranzer that Ms. Polhemus’s attacker seemed to have a condition in which he produced dead spermatozoa, did you not? Detective Lipranzer has already testified once before the jury, I am sure it would be no problem for him to return. Please reflect, Dr. Kumagai, is that not what you said?”


    “Maybe. Very preliminary.”


    “All right, it was your very preliminary opinion. But it was your opinion then?”


    “I guess.”


    “Now, do you recall the physical findings that led you to that opinion?”


    “No, sir.”


    “As a matter of fact, Doctor, I am sure it is difficult for you
to recall, unaided, any autopsy within days of when it took place, is that right?”


    “Sometime.”


    “How many autopsies do you do in a week, Dr. Kumagai?”


    “One, two. Sometime ten. Depends.”


    “Do you remember how many you performed in the thirty days surrounding Carolyn Polhemus’s death?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Would you be surprised to know that it was eighteen?”


    “Sound right.”


    “And with that number, it is obvious, is it not, that the specifics of any one examination may slip your mind?”


    “True.”


    “But when you spoke to Lipranzer the details were fresher. Were they not?”


    “Probably.”


    “And you told him then that you believed the attacker was sterile?”


    “I say, I somewhat remember that.”


    “Well, let us review for a moment those findings you presently recall that might have led to that preliminary opinion.”


    Sandy runs through it quickly. The rigor mortis, blood coagulation, and digestive enzymes established the time of death. The primary deposit of male fluids in the rear of the vagina, away from the vulva, indicated that Carolyn had spent little time on her feet after sex, meaning that intercourse had occurred near the time of her attack. And there was an absence in the fallopian tubes of any live spermatozoa, which one would expect to find ten to twelve hours after intercourse, assuming no contraception had been used.


    “And to explain those phenomena, particularly the dead spermatozoa, you theorized that the attacker was sterile. It did not occur to you at first, Doctor, that a spermicide had been used, did it?”


    “Apparently not.”


    “As you look back, you must think you were a fool to have missed something so obvious as the use of a contraceptive spermicide?”


    “Make mistakes,” allows Painless with a flip of his hand.


    “You do?” asks Stern. He eyes the state’s expert. “How often?”


    Kumagai does not answer that. He recognizes his miscue.


    “Mr. Stern, I find no birth-control device. No diaphragm. Apparently, I assume no birth control used.”


    “But certainly, Dr. Kumagai, an expert of your stature could not have been so easily misled?”


    Kumagai smiles. He knows he is being taunted.


    “Any single fact important,” he says. “Kind of thing that murderer knows.”


    “But you yourself were not trying to mislead Detective Lipranzer when you gave him your initial impression, were you?”


    “Oh no.” Painless shakes his head vigorously. He has been prepared for that suggestion.


    “You must have been convinced, Doctor, at that time, that birth control had not been used—so convinced that you considered the use of a spermicide to be out of the question?”


    “Look, Mr. Stern. I got an opinion. Chemist has results. Opinion changes. Lipranzer know opinion’s preliminary.”


    “Let us consider some alternatives. For example, Dr. Kumagai, you would be convinced that birth control would not be used by a woman who knew she could not bear children, correct?”


    “Sure,” he says. “But Ms. Polhemus got a child.”


    “So the evidence has shown,” remarks Stern. “But let us not consider the particulars of Ms. Polhemus. Just bear my example in mind. If a woman knew she could not conceive, it would be unreasonable for her to use a spermicide, would it not?”


    “Sure. Unreasonable.” Painless agrees, but his answers are growing slower. His eyes seem thick. He has no idea where Stern is headed.


    “Absurd?”


    “I’d say.”


    “Can you, as a forensic expert, conceive of any reason that such a woman might use a diaphragm or a spermicide?”


    “We not talkin about a lady in menopause?”


    “We are speaking of a woman who knows without question that she cannot conceive.”


    “No reason. No medical reason. I think of nothin.”


    Sandy looks up at Larren. “Your Honor, may the court reporter mark the last five questions and answers so that she can read them back later, if need be?”


    Kumagai conducts a slow survey of the courtroom. He looks at the judge, the reporter, finally the prosecutors’ table. He is actually frowning now. The trap, whatever it is, has been set. Everyone knows it. The reporter attaches a clip to the narrow sheaf of stenographic notes.


    “Is it not your expert opinion, Dr. Kumagai,” asks my lawyer, Alejandro Stern, “that Carolyn Polhemus was a woman who knew she could not conceive?”


    Kumagai looks out at Stern. He bends over the microphone before the witness chair.


    “No,” Painless says.


    “Please do not rush yourself, Doctor. You did eighteen autopsies in those weeks. Would you not rather consider your original notes?”


    “I know the lady use birth control. You stipulate,” he says again.


    “And I, sir, say once more that we stipulated to the chemist’s identification of the specimen that you sent.”


    Stern returns to our table. Kemp is already holding aloft the document Sandy wants. Stern drops a copy with the prosecution and delivers the original to Kumagai.


    “Do you recognize the notes of your autopsy of Ms. Polhemus, Dr. Kumagai?”


    Painless flips a few pages.


    “My signature,” he says.


    “Would you please read aloud the short passage marked by the paper clip?” Sandy turns to Nico. “Page 2, Counsel.”


    Kumagai has to change glasses.


    “‘The fallopian tubes are ligated and separated. The fimbriated ends appear normal.’” Kumagai looks down at the sheet he has read from. He pages again to the end. He is frowning, deeply now. Finally he shakes his head.


    “Not right,” he says.


    “Your own autopsy notes? You dictate them as you are conducting
the procedure, do you not? Surely, Doctor, you are not suggesting you made a contemporaneous error?”


    “Not right,” he says again.


    Stern comes back to the defense table for another piece of paper. I have gotten it by now. I look up to him as he takes the next document from Kemp. I whisper:


    “Are you telling me that Carolyn Polhemus had her tubes tied?”


    It is Kemp who nods.


    The next few seconds are blank. Weirdly, unaccountably, I feel alone, locked in my own teetering sensations. An essential connection has been interrupted. For a moment it is like déjà vu. I cannot make out reasons. What takes place in the courtroom seems remote. I am aware, in a dislocated way, that Painless Kumagai is being devastated. He denies two or three more times that it is possible that Ms. Polhemus had had her fallopian tubes surgically separated to prevent conception. Stern asks if other facts might affect his opinion and pushes into Kumagai’s hands the records of the West End gynecologist who performed the tubal ligation six and a half years ago, after Carolyn aborted a pregnancy. It was this doctor, no doubt, whom Kemp went to meet yesterday afternoon.


    “I ask you again, sir, would these records alter your expert opinion?”


    Kumagai does not answer.


    “Sir, is it now your expert opinion that Carolyn Polhemus knew she could not conceive?”


    “Apparently.” Kumagai looks up from the papers. In my confusion, I find that I actually feel sorry for him. He is slow now, hollow. It is to Molto and Nico he speaks, not Stern or the jury. “I forgot,” he tells them.


    “Sir, is it not absurd to believe that Carolyn Polhemus used a spermicide on the night of April first?”


    Kumagai does not answer.


    “Is it not unreasonable to believe that?”


    Kumagai does not respond.


    “There is no reason known to you that would explain why she might do that, is there, sir?”


    Kumagai looks up. There is no way to tell if he is thinking or simply being ravaged by shame. He has taken hold of the beveled rail of the witness stand. He still does not answer.


    “Shall I have the court reporter read back your answers to the questions I asked a few moments ago?”


    Kumagai shakes his head.


    “Is it not clear, Dr. Kumagai, that Carolyn Polhemus did not use a spermicide on April first? Would that not be your expert opinion? Does it not seem to you, sir, as an expert and a scientist, the most obvious reason that no trace of a spermicide could be found in her apartment?”


    Kumagai seems to sigh. “I cannot answer your questions, sir,” he says with some dignity.


    “Well, answer this question, Dr. Kumagai: Is it not clear, given these facts, that the specimen you sent to the chemist was not taken from the body of Carolyn Polhemus?”


    Kumagai now sits back. He pushes his glasses back up on his nose.


    “I have a regular procedure.”


    “Are you telling this jury, sir, that you have a clear recollection of taking that specimen, marking it, sending it on?”


    “No.”


    “I repeat: Is it not likely that the specimen containing the spermicide, the specimen identified as containing fluids of Mr. Sabich’s blood type, was not taken from the body of Carolyn Polhemus?”


    Painless shakes his head again. But this is not denial. He does not know what occurred.


    “Sir, is it not likely?”


    “It is possible,” he finally says.


    From the jury box, clear across the courtroom, I can hear one of the men say, “For Chrissake.”


    “And that specimen, Dr. Kumagai, was sent, was it not, while you were having these regular conversations with Mr. Molto, am I right?”


    With this, Kumagai finally rediscovers his spark. He draws himself up in the chair.


    “Do you accuse me, Mr. Stern?”


    It is some time before Stern speaks.


    “We have had enough unsupported accusations for one case,” he says. Then, before resuming his chair, Stern nods in the direction of the witness, as if to dismiss him. “Doc-tor Kumagai,” he adds.


     



     



    After court, Jamie Kemp and I sit in Stern’s conference room describing Kumagai’s cross-examination for a small audience composed of Sandy’s secretary, the private investigator Berman, and two law students who work in the office as clerks. Kemp has brought out a bottle of champagne, and one of the young people has turned on a radio. A fine actor, Kemp does a burlesque in which he plays the parts of both Stern and Kumagai. He repeats Stern’s most damaging questions in an insistent tone, and then falls in a chair, where he beats his feet and makes the sounds of a person being choked. We are roaring when Stern comes through the door. He has on a tuxedo, or, more properly, part of it: only the striped trousers and the boiled shirt; a red bow tie, not yet knotted, is through his collar. Inspecting the scene he is livid; a fierce anger grips all his features. You can tell that he is struggling to keep himself in check.


    “This is inappropriate,” he says. He is speaking to Kemp. “Entirely inappropriate. We are on trial. This is not the time to congratulate ourselves. We may not bring a trace of smugness to that courtroom. Juries sense such things intuitively. And they resent it. Now, if you would please clean this up, I wish to speak with my client. Rusty,” he says, “when you have a moment.”


    He wheels and I follow Stern to his office with its soft, almost feminine interior. I suspect that Clara had a hand in the decoration. Everything is done in the same creamy tone. Full-length drapes cover the windows, and furnishings upholstered in Haitian cotton crowd the office, so that it feels as if you are being pushed into a seat. Stern has a heavy crystal ashtray at each corner of his desk.


    “It’s my fault more than Jamie’s,” I say when I enter.


    “Thank you, but you are not charged with making judgments at this time. He is. That was entirely inappropriate.”


    “It was a great triumph. He’s worked hard. We were enjoying it. He was trying to put your client at ease.”


    “You need not defend Kemp to me. He is a first-rate attorney and I value his work. Perhaps I am to blame. As a case is headed toward conclusion I always become tense.”


    “You should savor today, Sandy. No lawyer gets many crosses like that, especially of the state’s expert.”


    “That is so,” says Stern, and he indulges in a brief whimsical smile. “What a colossal blunder.” He makes a sound, a groan of sorts, and shakes his head. “But that is past now. You have been very insistent and so I wanted to take one moment with you to discuss the case for the defense. I wish there were more time, but I have committed myself months ago to this dinner for Judge Magnuson. Della Guardia will be there, so we will all be evenly disadvantaged.” He smiles in appreciation of his own understated humor. “At any rate, your defense: Decisions on these matters are always the client’s. If you wish, I will give you my advice. If not, feel free to dictate. I am at your disposal.” As I anticipated all along, Sandy has waited until we are clearly ahead on points before allowing me to make my decisions. I know what he would suggest.


    “You think we’ll even get the chance to offer a defense?”


    “You mean, do I think Judge Lyttle will direct a verdict for us tomorrow?”


    “In your view, is that possible?”


    “I would be surprised.” He takes up his cigar from the ashtray. “Realistically, my answer is no.”


    “What’s left that ties me to the crime?”


    “Rusty, there is no need for me to lecture you. But you must remember that the inferences at this stage must be taken in the light most favorable to the prosecution. Even Kumagai’s direct testimony, preposterous as it now seems, must be credited for purposes of the motion. And the answer to your question is that the evidence, in any light, ties you to the scene. Your fingerprints are there. Carpeting which could be yours is there. The phone records show you were in contact. And all of this was concealed.


    “On a more practical level, no judge is eager to usurp the jury’s role as decision maker in a case of this stature. He invites criticism,
and perhaps more importantly, he leaves a sense abroad that the case was never fairly resolved. I regard the prosecution evidence, as it stands, as paper-thin. It is likely that the judge sees it the same way. But he would no doubt prefer to have the jury discharge you. If, unaccountably, they fail in that responsibility, he can grant a motion for acquittal post trial, notwithstanding the verdict. I would consider that far more likely in this case.”


    He makes sense, but I was hoping he would say something else.


    “So that brings us to the question of a defense,” Stern says. “Certainly if we proceed we must offer certain documents. We want to establish that Barbara was at the U., as you claimed. So we will present the computer log to demonstrate she signed on shortly after eight o’clock. We want to show that the rent-a-car and taxi companies have no records to support the notion that you traveled to the city on the night of April first. The gynecologist’s records we spoke of today must, of course, be offered. Other odds and ends. I take all of that as given. Whether we bring on testimony is the question.”


    “Who would you consider calling?”


    “Character witnesses. Certainly Barbara.”


    “I don’t want her to testify,” I say at once.


    “She is an attractive woman, Rusty, and there are five men on the jury. She can support your alibi, quite effectively. No doubt she is willing.”


    “If I testify, and she’s sitting in the first row smiling at me, the jury will know that she supports my alibi. There’s no need for her to get chewed up.”


    Stern makes a sound. I have disrupted his plans.


    “You don’t want me to get up there, do you, Sandy?”


    He does not answer at first. Instead, he brushes a trace of cigar ash from the pleats on his shirt.


    “Are you reluctant because of my relationship with Carolyn?” I ask. “I won’t deny it, you know.”


    “I know that, Rusty. And I do not find that encouraging. I think it would give a large boost to the state, which they desperately need. Frankly, we run some risk that the same facts might also
emerge on Barbara’s cross-examination. The confidential communications privilege would probably prohibit inquiry into your admissions to your wife about your affair, but one can never be certain. Overall, it is probably not worth the chance.” Stern seems casual in admitting that I was right after all—it really does not make much sense to talk about calling Barbara. “But disclosure of these matters is not my principal concern about your testimony,” Sandy says, getting to his feet. He feigns stretching, but I know by now that he wants to come sit beside me on the couch, the place where he delivers all the bad news. He adjusts a picture of Clara and the children on the white birch credenza behind his desk; then, most naturally, settles next to me.


    “Rusty, I prefer to see the defendant take the stand. No matter how often and how insistently jurors are told that they must not hold a defendant’s silence against him, it is an impossible instruction to follow. A jury wants to hear a denial, particularly when the defendant is a person accustomed to presenting himself in public. But in this case I am against it. We both know this, Rusty: Two groups of persons make good witnesses. Those who are essentially truthful. And skilled liars. You are an essentially truthful person and would ordinarily make a fine witness in your own behalf. Certainly, you have years of training in how to communicate with a jury. I have no doubt that if you were to testify to everything you knew you would do so convincingly and that you would be acquitted. Deservingly, I might add.”


    He looks at me briefly, a quick but penetrating expression. I am not positive whether that is a vote of confidence in my innocence or another comment on the poor quality of the state’s case, but I sense the former and I find myself pleasantly surprised. With Stern, of course, it is possible that he has offered that now only to sweeten this pill.


    “However,” he says, “I am convinced after observing you for several months now that you will not testify to everything you know. Some matters remain your secret. Certainly at this juncture I do not wish to pry. I mean that sincerely. With some clients persuasion is called for. With others you would just as well not know. In a few cases, it is best to leave things undisturbed. That is my sense here.
I am confident that the choice you have made is a deliberate one, and well considered. But be that as it may, when one comes to the witness stand determined to tell less than the truth, he is like a three-legged animal in the wild. You are not a skillful liar. And if Nico blunders into this area of sensitivity, whatever it is, things will go very badly for you.”


    A pause, a silence just a bit longer than need be, passes between us.


    “We must assess the case as it is,” Stern says. “We have not had a bad day yet for the defense. Well, perhaps one. But there is not a piece of evidence that stands untarnished. And this afternoon we have dealt a blow from which the state is not likely to recover. It is my best professional judgment that you should not testify. Whatever your chances—and I admit that I think after today they are quite good—whatever your chances, they are best this way.


    “Having said all of that, let me remind you that it is your decision. I am your attorney. And I will present your testimony, if you choose to give it, with confidence and conviction—no matter what you choose to say. And certainly no choices need be made tonight. But I wanted to let you begin your period of final reflection with my own views in mind.”


    He is gone a few moments later, his tie knotted and his perfect jacket removed from its hanger behind the door. I remain in his office, made somber by his remarks. This is the closest Stern and I have come to a heart-to-heart. His candor, after so many months of suppression, is disturbing, no matter how kindly or elegantly phrased.


    I wander down the hallway with the thought in mind to have another glass of champagne. Kemp’s light is still on. He is at work in his small office. Over one of the filing cabinets, merely pasted to the wall, is a poster. Dropped out against a vibrant red background is a young man in a spangled jacket. He is playing a guitar, and the photo has caught him in motion so that his hair stands on end like a dandelion gone to seed. The word GALACTICS crosses from corner to corner in white caps. I am sure that few people who walk in recognize the Jamie Kemp of a decade ago.


    “I got you in some hot water with the boss,” I say. “I apologize.”


    “Shit, that’s my own fault.” He points to a chair. “He’s the most disciplined human being I know.”


    “And one hell of a lawyer.”


    “Isn’t he? Have you ever seen anything like what went on today?”


    “Never,” I tell him. “Never in twelve years. How long have you guys had that stuff?”


    “Sandy noticed the line in the autopsy Sunday night. We got the records from the gynecologist yesterday. You want to hear something? Stern thinks it was just a mistake. He feels Kumagai does everything half-ass. When he got the chemist’s results, he went on from there and forgot about the autopsy. I don’t buy that.”


    “No? What do you think?”


    “I think you were set up.”


    “Well,” I say, after an instant, “I’ve thought that a lot longer than you.”


    “I believed it,” says Kemp. “Most of the time.” I am sure he is thinking about the phone records again, but he does not mention them. “Do you know who did it?”


    I take a moment with that.


    “Why wouldn’t I tell my lawyers?”


    “What do you think about Molto?”


    “Maybe,” I say. “Probably.”


    “What does he get out of it? Keeps you from looking into that file? What do you call it? The B file?”


    “The B file,” I repeat.


    “Except he can’t believe you’re not going to mention it, if he puts it to you.”


    “Yeah, but look at the position I’m in. Would you rather be accused by the chief deputy P.A., or some wild man you’re trying to nail for murder? Besides, he wouldn’t know how far along we were. He’d just want to keep anybody from going forward.”


    “That’s pretty amazing, don’t you think? Bizarre?”


    “That’s probably one reason I don’t quite believe it.”


    “What are the others?”


    I shake my head. “I’ll have a better idea tonight.”


    “What’s tonight?”


    I shake my head again. For Lipranzer’s sake I cannot take any chances. This will be between only him and me.


    “Is this do-it-yourself night?”


    “That it is,” I say.


    “You better be careful. Don’t start doing Della Guardia any favors.”


    “Don’t worry,” I say. “I know what I’m doing.” I stand up and consider my last statement, one of the most farfetched I have recently made. I bid Kemp good night and go back down the hallway to look for the champagne.


  




  

    34


    Like Santa Claus or the demons that come out in the woods, Lipranzer arrives at my home after midnight. He seems lively and unusually good-humored as Barbara greets him at the door in her nightclothes. Awaiting Lip, I have felt not the slightest inclination to sleep. Instead, the events of the day have combined in such a fashion that for the first time in months I have a sensation which I recognize as something more than hope aborning. It is like the closed eyelids’ trembling reception of new daylight. Somewhere inside, there is faith reignited that I am going to be free. In that mellow luminescence, I have passed the most pleasant time in weeks with my wife. Barbara and I have been drinking coffee together for hours, talking about the demise of Painless Kumagai and Nathaniel’s scheduled return on Friday, the prospect of a renewed life a balm upon us.


    “Downtown they’re sayin some wild things,” Lipranzer tells both of us. “Right before I pulled out of the Hall, I talked to a guy who had just heard from Glendenning. They say Delay’s talkin about dismissin the case and Tommy is kickin and screamin and tryin to think up a new thing. Could that be right?”


    “It could be,” I say. At the mention of Nico dismissing, Barbara has taken hold of my arm.


    “What the hell happened in that courtroom today?” Lip asks. I start to tell him the story of Kumagai’s cross-examination, but he has already heard it.


    “I know that,” he says. “I mean, how is it possible? I told you that little jerk said the guy was shootin blanks. I don’t care how many times he denied it. One thing, Ted Kumagai is history. There ain’t a soul in the Hall not sayin he’ll be suspended by next week.”


    As Kemp predicted. By now, I find my feelings of sympathy pinched.


    Barbara sees us out the door. “Be careful,” she says. Lipranzer and I sit a moment in the driveway in the unmarked Aries. I perked another pot of coffee—this one with caffeine—when Lip arrived, and Barbara has given him a second cup for the road. He is sipping on it as we sit there.


    “So where are we going?” I ask.


    “I want you to guess,” he says. It is, of course, a little late to go visiting. But I learned this approach from the coppers a long time ago. If you’ve got to find someone, the best time to be looking is in the dead of the night, when almost everybody’s at home. “Gimme your shot on Leon,” Lip says. “You know, tell me about him.”


    “I have no idea. He’s got some kind of job that he wants to keep. That was clear from the letter. So he has to make a good buck. But he lives on the edge. I don’t know. Maybe he owns a restaurant or a bar, with some straight partners. He could be anything semi-respectable. He runs a theater company, how’s that? Am I close?”


    “You’d never get close. Is he white?”


    “Probably. Pretty well off, whatever he is.”


    “Wrong,” says Lipranzer.


    “No shit?”


    Lipranzer is laughing.


    “All right,” I say, “twenty questions is over. What’s the scoop?”


    “Feature this,” says Lipranzer. “He’s a Night Saint.”


    “Come on.”


    “Sheet as long as my arm. Gang crimes has got all kinds of intelligence on him. This guy’s like a lieutenant now. Whatever
they call them, a deacon. Runs things on two floors in the projects. He’s been up there for years. Apparently, he figured that all his hard-ass pals wouldn’t think much of him if they found out he’s runnin out to the Public Forest to suck white boys’ cocks. That’s his thing. Mojoleski’s got a snitch, gay as a jaybird, teaches high school, who gave him all kinds of information on this jamoche. Seems like he and Leon went sneakin around together for years. This guy was Leon’s teacher. Eddie somethin. Nine out of ten, that’s the fella who’s been writin letters.”


    “Son of a bitch. So where are we going? Grace Street?”


    “Grace Street,” says Lipranzer.


    The words are still enough to settle a shiver near my heart and my spine. Lionel Kenneally and I spent a few evenings in there. Early mornings, actually. Three a.m., four. The safest time for a white man.


    “I give him a call,” says Lipranzer. “He’s an affluent type. Got a phone and everything. In his own name, by the way. That P.I. Berman did a hell of a job. Anyway, I called about an hour ago. Said I was givin away newspaper subscriptions. He wasn’t interested, but he said yeah, when I asked if I was talkin to Leon Wells.”


    A Night Saint, I think as we drive toward the city. “A Night Saint,” I murmur out loud.


     



     



    I became familiar with the Grace Street projects during my fourth year as a deputy P.A. By then, I had joined Raymond Horgan’s fair-haired coterie, and he selected me to lead a large-scale police/grand-jury investigation of the Night Saints. This assault on the city’s largest street gang was announced by Raymond just in time to become the centerpiece of his first re-election campaign. For Raymond, it was an ideal issue. Negro gangsters were not popular with anybody in Kindle County, and success would permanently dispel his bleeding-heart image. The Saints investigation was my initial trip to the spotlight, the first time I worked with reporters at my side. It took almost four years of my life. By the time Raymond ran for re-election again, we had convicted 147 identified gang members. The press heralded Raymond Horgan’s
unprecedented triumph, and never mentioned that more than 700 Saints remained on the street, doing all the old things.


    The Saints’ genesis would make some sociologist a reasonably good dissertation. Originally they were the Outlaws of the Night, a small, not particularly well-disciplined street gang in the North End. Their leader was Melvin White. Melvin was a fine-looking American, with one sightless eye, milky and wandering, and, for balance perhaps, a dangling turquoise earring, three inches long, in the opposite ear. His hair tended toward the straight and was worn in Gorgon fashion, resembling, if anything, an unkempt Rastafarian tangle. Melvin was a thief. He stole hubcaps, guns, mail, the change from vending machines, and all manner of motorized vehicles. One night Melvin and three of his pals killed an Arab gas-station owner who drew on them while they were emptying his register. They pled to involuntary manslaughter, and Melvin, who up until then had only visited state youth camp, went to Rudyard, where he and his three buddies got to meet men to admire. Melvin emerged four years later in a caftan and phylacteries and announced that he was now Chief Harukan, leader of the Order of Nighttime Saints and Demons. Twenty other bloods dressed just like him settled in the same part of town, and within the next twelve months they all began, as they put it, involving themselves in the community. Melvin gathered his followers to him in a deserted apartment building he called his ashram. He preached from a loudspeaker on weekends and evenings. And during the day he taught those inclined how to steal.


    Initially, it was mail. The Saints had people in the post office. Many, in fact. They stole not only checks and the tickets to events but account information, so that they could pass forgeries at any bank. Harukan had what for lack of anything else has to be called the vision to recognize the principles of capitalist enterprise, and his profits were reinvested, usually in decimated real estate in the North End purchased at county scavenger sales. Eventually entire blocks were Saint-owned. The Saints drove up and down in their big cars. They blasted their horns and played their radios. They hustled the daughters of the neighborhood and made hoodlums, willingly or not, of the sons. Harukan, in the meantime, emerged
as a political figure. The Saints gave away food on the weekends.


    As they became better established, Melvin led the Saints into smack. Entire buildings became processing centers. Guys with chemistry degrees would cut the heroin with quinine and lactose while two dudes with M—16’s watched them. In a second area six women, each one stark naked to prevent any body-cavity smuggling, made up dime bags, closing them off with seal-a-meals. Out on the streets in Saintland, high-grade heroin was sold from stands. There were drive-up windows in garages to which white kids from the suburbs could come down to score, and on weekends the traffic was so bad that some mogul in caftan and shades would be down there with a whistle telling people where to go. Once or twice the newspapers tried to write about what was going on, but the coppers didn’t like it. There were policemen on the take, something the department has traditionally preferred to ignore, and the cops who weren’t taking were just scared. The Saints killed. They shot, they garroted, they stabbed. They murdered, of course, in dope squabbles; but they also killed because of minor differences of opinion, because someone insulted the upholstery in somebody’s ’mobile, or because of an innocent brushing of shoulders on the street. They ran six square blocks of this city, their own little Hey Dude fascist arena, a quarter of their terrain occupied by the Grace Street projects.


    I have heard it said on many occasions that these projects were drawn from the same architectural plans as the student dormitories at Stanford. Suffice it to say, there is no resemblance now. The small balconies at the rear of each apartment have been curtained off with chicken wire to end the rain of suicides, infants, drunks, and persons pushed, who, over the first five years, became a sauce upon the pavement below. Most of the sliding glass doors to the balconies have been replaced with plywood sheets; and from the balconies themselves a wide variety of objects hang, including laundry, garbage cans, gang banners, old tires, car parts, or, in winter, anything that profits by being kept out of the heat. No sociologist can portray how far the life in these three concrete towers is from the existence most of us know. It is not Sunday school, was Lionel Kenneally’s favorite phrase. And he was right; it was not. But it was
more than cheap irony or even rabid racism could comprehend. This was a war zone, akin to what was described by the guys I knew who came back from Nam. It was a land where there was no future—a place where there was little real sense of cause and effect. Blood and fury. Hot and cold. Those were terms that had some meaning. But you could not ask anybody to do anything that involved some purchase on what might happen next year, even next week. At times when I listened to my witnesses describe the daily events of project life, in the disconnected way most of them had of doing that, I would wonder if they were hallucinating. Morgan Hobberly, my star, a reformed Saint who, truly, got religion, told me that one morning he rolled out of bed to the sound of gunfire outside his door. When he investigated, he found himself caught between two bloods trying to zap each other with carbines. I asked Morgan what he did. ‘Back to sleep, babe. Not my thing. Pulled my pill over my head.’


    In truth, my four years of investigation succeeded only because of Morgan Hobberly. The whole heroic incursion into gang life, which Stern has trumpeted before my jury on a dozen occasions, came down to one piece of luck: finding Morgan. An organization like Harukan’s did not have the kind of membership who could not be bought. Dozens of them were informants for the police or the federal agencies. But Melvin was smart enough to have a few of them out there doing counter-intelligence work. We were never sure what was right, since we got, through our sources, two or three different stories at any one time.


    But Morgan Hobberly was the real thing. He was on the inside. Not particularly because he wanted to be, but because the Saints enjoyed having him around. Everybody knows a Morgan Hobberly. He was born cool, given to grace the way some people are born to music, or horses, or high jumping. His clothes just hung on him right. His movements were lithe. He was not so much beautiful as composed, not so much handsome as present. Aloof was not the right word as much as magical. There was a vibration he stirred in me that somehow reminded me of my feelings for Nat. And because some moral voice that Morgan took for divine told him one morning that Harukan’s ways were evil, Morgan secretly went to work for
the state. We put a body recorder on him and he sat in the meetings of chieftains. He gave us the numbers of phones that we connected to pen registers and, eventually, tapped. In the seventy days that Morgan Hobberly helped us, we gathered virtually all the evidence for trials that lasted another two years.


    He did not make it, of course. The good, they say, never do. It was Kenneally who told me they’d found Morgan. They had a call from the Public Forest district command, he said, and it didn’t sound encouraging. When I arrived, there was already that funny scatter of cops and paramedics and reporters familiar to a murder scene. Nobody wants to talk to anybody else; nobody wants to be near the body. People were all over, shot out in different places like spores. I couldn’t figure where he was. Lionel was there already, with his hands dug deep in his windbreaker. He gave me that low look of his, the varlet’s eye. We fucked up bad, he was saying; and then his eyes drifted back enough for me to guess the general direction.


    He had died of drowning. So Coroner Russell later determined—I would not let Kumagai near the body. He had died of drowning, the coroner found, in the waste pool of a public outhouse. That was where he was. Upside down, with his head, and his two broken shoulders, pushed through the wooden seat. Rigor mortis had set in, so that his legs were spread at a kind of scarecrow angle, and his plain twill workpants and raveled nylon socks and worn oxfords created an atmosphere of unbearably humble address. His skin—the band of flesh visible where the pants and socks didn’t meet—was purple, a royal shade. I stood in that tiny wooden shack, where a fly or two still buzzed even though it was now November, where the air was rank even without the summer heat, and contemplated Morgan Hobberly’s strange humor and the ether on which I always thought that he could float. I believed less then in angels and ghosts, because I had thought surely that this was one man who, as he made his way through the world, could not be touched.


     



     



    Lipranzer is looking cold—not unemotional or distant, but actually cold, although the nighttime temperature in August is still
verging on the seventies. His shoulders are hunched close and his windbreaker is zipped tight. I know him well enough to recognize this is a sign of discomfort, if not fright. On this turf, I am probably more experienced.


    “How you doin, Charlie Chan?” I ask him as we head up the concrete staircase.


    “Me no likee this one, boss,” he says. “Uh-uh. No fuckee way.”


    In the projects, a staircase is a building’s main thoroughfare. The elevators are seldom operable, and when they are, nobody will get on them anyhow, since there is no mercy for him who finds himself between floors with a carload of Saints. Instead, all commerce is transacted in this stairwell. Dope is sold here; wine is drunk here; love is made. It is near 3 a.m. and still this vertical Ganges is not completely deserted. Near floor 4 two young men are drinking something in a bag and trying to romance a young woman whose head is lolled back against the cinder blocks. “How you doin, brother?” they say to a black man who happens to be climbing up ahead of us. To Lip and me, they say nothing, but their looks are insolent and cold, and Lip, without missing a step, flips out his tin as we are going past. He does not want to be mistaken for an ordinary white man.


    At the top of the stairway, the eighth floor, Lip holds a finger to his lips and quietly pulls the steel fire door back. I follow him into the corridor, a typical project hallway; brightly lit to discourage intruders, trash along the sides in isolated pieces, an uncut smell of human use. About halfway down the wall, the sheetrock has been smashed out in a shape which for all the world resembles someone’s head. In a hallway like this, one of Lionel Kenneally’s guys shot Melvin White, the night after we returned the first round of indictments. I was outside to supervise the arrests, but it was about twenty minutes after we all heard the gunfire before the coppers would let me go in. By then the ambulance had arrived, and I went up with the paramedics. Along with the surgeons, they eventually saved Melvin’s life, making way for his return to Rudyard. When I saw him, however, Harukan’s chances did not seem good. They had laid him out in the middle of the hallway next to his
automatic rifle. He was making a sound too labored, too desperate to be called groaning, and his stomach and his arms, which lay upon it, were painted with blood. Between his hands, a little twisted purple piece of tissue protruded. And above him stood Stapleton Hobberly, Morgan’s brother, who had begun snitching for us after Morgan was killed. Stapleton had his penis in his hands. He was urinating in Melvin White’s face while a number of coppers lounged against the walls and watched.


    And what the fuck am I supposed to say if this guy dies of drowning? one of the paramedics asked me.


    Now Lip is rapping on the door.


    “Open up, Leon! Wake up! It’s the po-lice. Come on, man. We just wanna talk.”


    We wait. The building, in a way that is almost beyond the threshold of detection, seems more silent now. Lip raps again with the flat of his palm. There is no kicking this door in. They are all reinforced steel.


    Lipranzer shakes his head. And at that moment the door suddenly, silently, swings open. It is very slow. Inside, the room is totally black, no sign of light. Somehow an extraordinary adrenal rush has begun. If I were to pick out the details that key this response, I could only identify the little metal click, but even before that there is an instantaneous perception of alarm. Danger is palpable in the air, as if the threat of harm were an odor, a stirring like wind. When I hear the sound of the gun being readied, I realize that we are perfect targets, standing backlit in the bright hallway. Yet clear as the thought is, I have no impulse to move. Lipranzer, though, is going. Somewhere along he has said, “Motherfucker,” and as he is on the way down, he slides in my direction and cuts my legs out from under me. I land, painfully, on an elbow and roll away. We both end up lying on our bellies on the floor, staring at one another from either side of the door. Lipranzer has his pistol gripped with both hands.


    Lip closes his eyes and yells at top volume.


    “Leon, I am the po-lice! This man is the po-lice! And if your piece is not out here in ten seconds, I am callin this in, they are blasting your ass away before you can say shit. Now I’m gonna start
countin!” Lip gets to his knees and presses his back to the wall. He motions with his chin for me to do the same thing. “One!” he yells.


    “Man,” we hear, “if you are the po-lice, how am I gone know it. Huh? How am I gone know it?”


    Out of his windbreaker, Lip draws his creds—the star and his picture i.d. He inches toward the doorway, then allows only his hand to cross its plane as he pitches them in.


    “Two!” Lip yells. He is backing away. He points up at the lit exit sign. We are going to run for it soon. “Three!”


    “Man, I’m puttin on the lights now. Okay? Okay? But I’m keepin my piece.”


    “Four!”


    “Okay, okay, okay.” The gun scutters over the tiles and lands against the molding of the hallway with a thump. A heavy black item. Until it stopped, I thought it was a rat. Light from the apartment angles out of the threshold.


    “Out here, Leon,” Lip yells. “Down on your knees.”


    “Oh, man.”


    “Down!”


    “Shee-it.” He comes knee-walking right out the doorway, his arms extended before him. He is quick and comical now. The cops, man. Always so serious.


    Lip pats him down. Then he nods. And the three of us get to our feet. Lip snatches his creds back. Leon has on a black sleeveless T-shirt and a red headband. On the bottom, he is wearing only his Jockey shorts. Apparently we roused him. A smooth-skinned, powerfully built man.


    “I’m Detective Lipranzer. Special Command. I’d like to come in and talk.”


    “And who’s he, man?”


    “He’s my goddamned friend.” Lip, who still has his gun in his hand, pushes Leon. “Now get back inside.” Leon goes first. Lip covers the doorway; with his gun held by his face, he flashes from post to post, staring inside. Then he goes in to search. After a moment he emerges and motions me in. He holsters his pistol again, at his back, under the coat.


    “Man, would we have been a headline,” I say to him, my first
words since this started. “If he was shooting, you might have saved my life.”


    Lip makes a face, meant to disparage me. “If he was shooting, you were dead by the time I knocked you down.”


    Inside, Leon is waiting for us. His apartment is a galley kitchen and a couple of rooms. There is no sound of anyone else, but he is seated on a mattress on the floor of the living room. He has put on his pants. A plastic alarm clock and an ashtray are by the bed at his feet.


    “We want to ask you a couple of questions,” Lip says. “If you’re straight, we’re out of your face in five minutes.”


    “Hey, man. You come in here three clock in the mornin. Come on, man. Gimme a break. Call Charley Davis, man, he’s my ’torney, man. Talk to him, Jack, cause I’m tired and I’m goin to sleep.” He leans back against the wall and closes his eyes.


    “You don’t need an attorney, Leon.”


    Leon, still with his eyes closed, laughs. He has heard that one before.


    “You got immunity,” Lipranzer tells him. “This guy’s a P.A. Aren’t you?”


    Leon opens his eyes in time to see me nod.


    “See, now you have immunity.”


    “7-7-2,” says Leon, “5-8-6-8. That’s his number, man. Charley Davis.”


    “Leon,” says Lip, “about eight, nine years ago you dropped fifteen hundred bucks on a deputy P.A. to make some problems you had go away. Do you know what I’m talking about?”


    “No chance, man. Okay? I mean, you come bustin into my home, three clock in the mornin, man, askin me shit like that. Am I a fool, man? Huh? Am I a fuckin fool? I’m gone be talkin to some fuckin white-ass po-liceman about shit like that? Come on, man. Go home. Let me sleep.” He closes his eyes again.


    Lip makes a sound. For some reason I get the idea that he is going back to his gun, and I have an impulse to stop him, but instead he walks slowly over to Leon. He crouches, right at the head of his bed. Leon has watched him approach, but he closes his eyes
once Lipranzer has reached his level. Lip takes his index finger and jabs Leon a couple of times in the forearm. Then Lip points at me.


    “See that guy? That guy’s Rusty Sabich.”


    Leon opens his eyes. Captain Saint Killer. Right in his living room.


    “Bullshit,” says Leon.


    “Show him your card,” says Lipranzer.


    I am hardly prepared for this, and I have to empty the pockets of my sportcoat. In the process I discover that my coat is gray across its entire front with the hallway’s soil. I have brought along the documents Lip obtained months ago from Leon’s court file, my appointment diary, my wallet. In there I find one dog-eared card. I give it to Lipranzer, who hands it to Leon.


    “Rusty Sabich,” says Lipranzer again.


    “So?” asks Leon.


    “Leon,” says Lip, “how many of your blood brothers do you think have been on his pad, huh? Twenty-five? Thirty-five? How many Saints do you think he’s paid to snitch? You go back to sleep, Leon, and Rusty Sabich is gonna get on the phone tomorrow morning. He’s gonna tell every one of them how you go out to the Forest to suck off white boys. He’s gonna give them who and when and where. He’s gonna tell them how they can find out all about this stone faggot deacon they got, name of Leon Wells. Okay? You think this is bullshit? This is not bullshit, my man. This is the guy who let Stapleton Hobberly take a piss in Harukan’s face. Have you heard that story, huh? Now, all we want is five minutes of your time. You tell us the absolute truth and we’re gonna leave you alone. We gotta know a couple of things. That’s all.”


    Leon has not moved much, but his eyes are wide open as he listens to Lipranzer. There is no more play in his expression.


    “Yeah, man, and next week, you need somethin else and you be bustin in the door at three clock in the mornin pullin this shit again.”


    “We’ll tell you right now if we’re ever gonna need anythin else. Just as soon as you answer our questions.” What we’ll need is for Leon to come down to court to testify, if he nails Molto. But
Lip knows the ropes; you don’t tell them that for a while. “Now don’t bullshit me, Leon. Here’s my first question: Did you or did you not pay fifteen hundred to make that case go away?”


    Leon makes a sound. He sits up straight.


    “That fuckin Eddie,” he says. “You already know, man. Right? So why you be botherin me?”


    “Leon,” says Lip quietly. “You heard my question.”


    “Yeah, man. I paid fifteen hundred.”


    My heartbeat has become very solid now. Thump thump. I expect to see my pocket jumping when I look down at my shirt.


    I speak for the first time.


    “Did the woman have anything to do with it? Carolyn? The probation officer?”


    Leon laughs. “Yeah, man. You might say that.”


    “What?”


    “Come on, man,” he says. “Don’t shit me. That bitch set the whole thing up, man. You know that. She tell me I don’t have to be mopin round, she know how to take care of everythin. Real smooth. Real smooth. Man, I bet she did it a hundred times. Tell me where to go. How to bring the bread, man. Very cold lady. You hear me?”


    “I do.” I crouch down now like Lipranzer. “And was she there when you made the drop?”


    “Right there. Sittin right there. Very cool. You know, man; ‘How you do. Sit right there.’ Then the dude start talkin.”


    “He was behind you?”


    “You got it. She be tellin me when I come in. Don’t turn round, just do what the man say.”


    “And he told you to put it in his desk?”


    “No, man. The desk where I was. He say just leave it in the top drawer.”


    “That’s what I mean. It was the P.A.’s desk, right?”


    “Yeah. That desk.”


    “And you paid him, right?” asks Lipranzer. “The P.A.?”


    Leon looks at him with irritation.


    “No, man, I ain’t gone be payin no little toad P.A. Am I a fool? He gone take my bread, man, and be sayin, Oh no, can’t do
it, just got the word from downtown. I heard enough of that shit.”


    Lipranzer looks over to me. He has not gotten it yet. But I have. Just now. Finally. God, am I dense. Dense.


    “So who was it?” asks Lip.


    Leon mugs. He does not like to tell a policeman anything he does not already know. I say it for him.


    “The judge, Lip. Leon paid the judge. Right?”


    Leon nods. “Black dude. Was him, too, man. Behind me? I could tell the voice when I heard him in court.” Leon snaps his fingers, trying to get the name. But there is not any need for him to bother. It’s right on the order of dismissal. I take it out of my pocket to check. There’s no missing that signature. I’ve seen it dozens of times in the last two months. It’s as distinctive as everything else Larren does.


     



     



    “So what is it?” Lip asks. It is nearly five now and we are sitting in Wally’s, an all-night joint by the river. They used to be famous for doughnut holes, before the national chains got hold of that idea, too. “Larren’s porkin her and takin the money to keep her in style?”


    Lip is still wired. On the way here, he stopped at some hole in the wall, a blind pig he knew about, and came out with a half pint of peach brandy, of all things. He drank it down like a Coke. He still had not shaken off our initial encounter at the doorway.


    God, he said to me. Sometimes I hate bein a cop.


    Now I shake my head at his questions. I don’t know. The only thing I have figured out for certain in the last hour is that this is what Kenneally didn’t want to tell me when I saw him last week. That Larren was taking. That’s what pissed off the coppers back then. The judge was doing it, too.


    “What about Molto?” asks Lip. “You figure he was in?”


    “I figure he was out. I don’t see Larren Lyttle in any triangles. Nico said Molto always looked up to Carolyn. She probably asked him to dismiss cases and he just obliged. I’m sure he had the hots for her like everyone else.” All very Catholic and suppressed, of course. That would make sense, too. That’s the fuel that’s kept Molto’s engine running at high speed. Unresolved passion.


    We talk it over like this for most of an hour. Eventually it gets late enough to have breakfast and we both order eggs. The sun is coming up now, over the river, that spectacular profusion of rose-colored light.


    I suddenly think of something and laugh. I laugh too hard, with an embarrassing lack of control. A bout of juvenile hilarity. My thought is ridiculous, not really funny at all. But it has been a long and very odd day.


    “What?” Lip asks.


    “All these years I’ve known you, and it never really dawned on me.”


    “What’s that?”


    I start laughing again. It’s a moment before I can speak.


    “I never realized you carry a gun.”
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    Barbara rolls over as I approach the side of the bed in my pajamas.


    “Are you getting up now?” She squints toward the clock. It is 6:30. “It’s early, isn’t it?”


    “I’m going to bed,” I tell her.


    She starts and rolls to her elbow, but I wave that it is not worth talking about. I do not think I will sleep, but I do. I dream of my father in jail.


    Barbara waits until the last minute to wake me, and we have to race. The traffic on the bridge is thick, and court is already in session when we arrive. Kemp and the two prosecutors are before the judge. Nico is talking. He looks dour and drawn, and his manner in addressing the judge can only be described as agitated.


    I sit down next to Stern. Barbara had called to tell him we would be late, but she diplomatically omitted any mention of why. I spend the first moments of my whispered conference with Sandy assuring him that we are both in good health. Then he explains what is happening:


    “The prosecution has entered their hour of desperation. I will tell you about it when the judge breaks. They want Molto to testify.”


    I thought that was what Nico was talking about. When he is
done exhorting the judge, Larren looks down and says simply, “No.”


    “Your Honor—”


    “Mr. Delay Guardia, we went over this carefully the first day of the trial. You may not call Mr. Molto.”


    “Judge, we had no idea—”


    “Mr. Delay Guardia, if I were inclined to allow Mr. Molto to testify, then I oughta declare a mistrial right now, because if this case ever got to the court of appeals—ever, I say hypothetically—but if it ever got there, they would turn it around and send it right back. Mr. Stern asked the first day of trial about Mr. Molto’s testimony and you said No how and No way, and that’s how it stands.”


    “Judge, you said that we would be entitled to some leeway if the defense proceeded with this frame-up theory. You said that.”


    “And I allowed you to stand before the jury and make one entirely improper statement in their presence. Do you recall what occurred while Mr. Horgan was on the witness stand? But I should have had more faith in Mr. Stern’s professional acumen than to suppose he would venture down that road without reason. I didn’t know then, Mr. Della Guardia, that the state’s chief piece of evidence was going to disappear after last being seen with Mr. Molto. I didn’t know that Mr. Molto and the chief pathologist were going to manufacture evidence, or testimony—and I tell you, sir, that is a reasonable interpretation of the events of yesterday. I’m still considering the question of what happens with Mr. Molto. But one thing that isn’t gonna happen is that he gets up on the witness stand and makes matters worse. Now, what’s the other thing you wanted to bring up?”


    Nico is silent, his head bowed for a second. When he straightens up, he takes an instant to adjust his jacket.


    “Judge, we’re going to call a new witness.”


    “Who is that?”


    “Dr. Miles Robinson, Mr. Sabich’s psychiatrist. He was on our witness list. We omitted him from the order of proof, but I informed Mr. Stern about the change last night.”


    Beside Stern, I have tensed. He has his hand on my arm to prevent a more precipitous reaction.


    “What the hell is this?” I whisper.


    “I was going to discuss this with you this morning,” says Stern quietly. “I’ve spoken with the doctor. I will give you my estimate of what the prosecutors are up to in a moment.”


    “And what’s the problem?” asks Larren. “Mr. Stern objects to calling the witness without notice?”


    Stern stands. “No, Your Honor. I object to the witness’s testimony, but not on that basis.”


    “State your objection, Mr. Stern.”


    “Your Honor. We object on two grounds. Whatever the enlightened view may be of psychotherapy, many persons continue to regard it as a stigma. This testimony therefore risks serious prejudice to Mr. Sabich. More important, I expect that Mr. Molto—who as I understand it will be questioning Dr. Robinson—will elicit material that would violate the physician-patient privilege.”


    “I see,” Larren says again. “Are you moving to suppress?”


    Stern looks down at me. Something is on his mind. He leans in my direction, then seems to think better of it.


    “Your Honor—my remarks are likely to give offense, for which I apologize. But I believe they are appropriate and necessary to articulating my client’s interests. Judge Lyttle, I question the prosecutors’ motives in offering this proof. I perceive no factual basis for overcoming the testimonial privilege that prevents a physician, certainly a psychotherapist, from testifying about his treatment-oriented conversations with a patient. I believe that this testimony is offered knowing that the defense must move to suppress it, and that the court must allow that motion. When that occurs, the prosecutors will have someone else to blame when this case reaches the end for which we all now know it is destined.”


    Nico becomes fiery. He pounds on the podium, incensed by Stern’s suggestion that he and Molto are out to trick-bag the judge.


    “I deny that,” he says. “I deny that! I think that is an outrage!” He does another of his stomping routines, revolving away, and ends up at the prosecutors’ table, staring fiercely at Stern as he drinks a cup of water.


    Larren is quiet for a long time. When he speaks he makes no comment on what Stern has suggested.


    “Mr. Della Guardia, on what basis will you seek to overcome the privilege?”


    Nico and Molto confer. “Your Honor, we expect the evidence to show that Mr. Sabich saw Dr. Robinson on only a few occasions. As a result we believe that Mr. Sabich’s statements were not for the purpose of seeking treatment and are outside the privilege.”


    I have heard all I can handle. Aloud, if under my breath, I remark, “What bullshit.”


    Perhaps the judge hears me. Certainly he looks in my direction.


    “Listen here,” says Larren, “this case hasn’t gone very well for the state. Any jackass would know that, and nobody here is a jackass. But if you think, Mr. Delay Guardia, that I’m gonna let you elicit privileged testimony so that you can try to pull a rabbit out of a hat, you better have another think or two. I can’t and I won’t allow that. Now, sir, I’m not gonna suppress this testimony. I don’t have any comments on Mr. Stern’s observations. I don’t know whether he’s right. I will only say that it is appropriate to adjudicate a claim of privilege on a question-by-question basis. If you wanna put this witness on in the jury’s presence, be my guest. But I’ll tell you right now that you’re on the edge as it is. The conduct of one of the prosecutors has been deplorable. And if he starts attempting to elicit privileged material in the jury’s presence, then you’re at your peril. Have you conferred with Dr. Robinson so that you know the permissible areas of inquiry?”


    “Dr. Robinson has refused to meet with us.”


    “Well, good for him,” says Larren. “You do what you want, Mr. Delay Guardia. But you better have a lot you can get from this witness. Because I can only imagine what this jury is thinkin by now.”


    Nico asks for a moment to confer. He and Molto walk together to a corner of the courtroom. Tommy is vehement. He has a high color, and he swings his hands emphatically. I am not surprised when Nico announces that they intend to proceed.


     



     



    So the jury is brought back to the box and Miles Robinson comes to the witness stand. He is in his mid-sixties, trim, with white
hair cropped very close. He is soft-spoken and exceedingly dignified. In another era, he would have been called an octaroon. He is fairer than I am, but he is black. I met him briefly many years ago when he was called as a witness in an insanity case. The nation’s leading expert on memory loss. He is a full professor at the medical school at the U., co-chair of the Psychiatry Department. When I had my troubles, he seemed pretty clearly to be the best shrink I could think of.


    “Do you know Rusty Sabich?” Molto asks, as soon as Robinson has stated his name, his office address, and his profession.


    Dr. Robinson turns to the judge.


    “Do I have to answer that, Your Honor?”


    Larren leans over. He speaks kindly.


    “Dr. Robinson, Mr. Stern over there”—he points—“represents Mr. Sabich. Anything he does not think you ought to be obliged to answer, he will object to. Otherwise, you should answer the questions posed. Don’t worry now. He’s highly qualified.”


    “We’ve spoken,” says Robinson.


    “Very good, then,” says the judge. “Reread the question, please,” Larren tells the court reporter.


    “Yes,” says Robinson when that has been done.


    “How do you know him?”


    “He was my patient.”


    “How many times did you see him?”


    “I checked my records last night. Five times.”


    “From when to when?”


    “February to April of this year. April third was the last time.”


    “April third?” asks Molto. He faces the jury, who refuse to look at him. He means, however, to call attention to the fact that my last session was two days after the murder.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Did Mr. Sabich ever discuss Carolyn Polhemus with you?”


    The doctor-patient privilege protects conversations, not acts. Up until now Molto has not asked Robinson to repeat anything I have said. With this question, however, Stern quietly comes to his feet.


    “Objection,” he says.


    “Sustained,” says the judge distinctly. He has folded his arms over his chest, and he glares down at Molto. It is clear that he shares Sandy’s perception of the motives here. And he has conceived of his own politic compromise. He will let Robinson take the stand, and then sustain objections to any questions of consequence.


    “Your Honor, may I have the basis of that ruling?” asks Molto. He looks up to the bench defiantly. Lord, how these men hate each other. By now it would require an archaeological dig to get through the sedimentary layers of resentments built up over the years. Some of it has to have been Carolyn. Molto is too primitive not to have been jealous. Did he know, back in their days in the North Branch, about the other dimension to Larren’s relations with her? I puzzled on that most of the night. Who knew what about whom back then? And what does Larren think Molto knows now? Tangled webs. Whatever else, it is clear that the dispute between these men by now has nothing to do with me.


    “Mr. Molto, you know the basis of the ruling. It was discussed before the jury entered. You have established a physician-patient relationship. Any communications are privileged. And if you question another of my rulings in the jury’s presence, sir, your examination will end. Proceed.”


    “Dr. Robinson, isn’t it true that Mr. Sabich stopped seeing you?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Your treatment of him ceased?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Judge, I submit that these conversations are not privileged.”


    “You are in contempt, Mr. Molto. Proceed with your examination.”


    Molto looks over to Nico. Then he lets it all out. He considers his armaments and reaches for the nuclear bomb.


    “Did Rusty Sabich ever tell you that he had killed Carolyn Polhemus?” There is the abrupt sound of people gasping throughout the courtroom. But I realize now why Nico was pounding on the podium. This is the question they brought Robinson here to answer. Nothing marginal like whether I used to sleep with her. They are taking one last blind shot. The judge, however, is enraged.


    “That is all,” he screams. “That is all! I have had it with you, Mr. Molto. Had it! If the other questions are privileged, how isn’t that one?”


    I whisper to Stern. He says to me, “No,” and I say to him, “Yes,” and I actually take his elbow and push him to his feet. There is a rare tone of uncertainty as he speaks.


    “Your Honor, we would not object to the question, as phrased, being answered.”


    Larren and Molto are both slow to respond, the judge because of his wrath and Molto in sheer confusion. They both finally comprehend at the same time.


    Molto says, “I move to withdraw the question.”


    But the judge knows what is occurring.


    “No, sir. You will not make an inquiry so prejudicial in the presence of the jury and then seek to withdraw it. So the record is clear, Mr. Stern, are you waiving the privilege?”


    Stern clears his throat.


    “Your Honor, the question does seek to elicit privileged communications, but in my view the question, as framed, can be answered without invading the privilege.”


    “I see,” says Larren. “Well, I suppose that’s right. If it goes one way. You ready to take your chances?”


    Stern’s eyes trail off toward me for an instant, but he responds clearly, “Yes, Your Honor.”


    “Well, let’s listen to the answer, then. We’ll know where we stand. Ms. Court Reporter, would you please read back Mr. Molto’s last question.”


    She stands, with the stenographic tape in her hand. She reads in a flat voice:


    “Question by Mr. Molto: ‘Did Rusty Sabich ever tell you that he had killed Carolyn Polhemus?’”


    Larren holds up a hand so that the court reporter can resume her seat and prepare to take down the response. Then the judge nods to the witness.


    “The answer to the question,” says Robinson in his measured way, “is no. Mr. Sabich never told me anything like that.”


    The courtroom ruffles in a fashion that it has not to date, with
an air of release. The jurors nod. The schoolteacher smiles at me.


    Molto will never give up.


    “Did you ever speak in any way about the subject of murdering Ms. Polhemus?”


    “Objection to that question and to all further questions concerning communication between Mr. Sabich and the doctor.”


    “The objection is sustained. The objection is taken as a limiting motion and is granted. Any further inquiry being prohibited or irrelevant to these proceedings, I intend to terminate this examination. Dr. Robinson, you are excused.”


    “Your Honor!” shouts Molto. But Nico instantly has him by the arm. He leads Tommy away from the podium, as they exchange words. Nico nods to humor him, but he seems to have a firmness, a resolve that does not partake of Tommy’s outrage.


    The judge looks only at Nico.


    “Do I take it, Mr. Delay Guardia, that the state rests?”


    Nico answers. “Yes, Judge. On behalf of the people of Kindle County, the state rests.”


    Larren will dismiss the jury now for the weekend and hear the motion for a directed verdict. He turns to them:


    “Ladies and gentlemen, I would ordinarily ask you to leave the courtroom at this point in time. But I am not going to do that. Your service in this case is now over—”


    I do not understand these words at first, but when I feel Jamie Kemp’s arms around me, then Stern’s, I know what has occurred. My trial is over. The judge has gone on speaking. He tells the jurors that they may stay if they please. I am weeping. I put my head down on the table for a moment. I am sobbing, but I lift my head to listen, as Larren Lyttle sets me free.


    He is addressing the jury:


    “I have reflected on this case at length over the last twenty-four hours. At this time, normally a defense lawyer makes a motion for a judgment of acquittal. And most often a judge decides to let the case proceed. Usually there is enough evidence so that a reasonable jury might find a defendant guilty. I think it’s fair to say that there ought to be. No man ought to be brought to trial without sufficient evidence that some fair people might conclude beyond a
reasonable doubt that he is guilty. I think justice requires that. And I think that in this case justice has not been done. I understand the prosecutors have suspicions. Before yesterday, I might even have said that there were reasonable grounds for suspicion. Now I’m not so sure of that. But I cannot let you deliberate on evidence like this, which is so clearly inadequate. It would be unfair to you and—most importantly—to Mr. Sabich. No person should be held on trial on evidence such as this. I have no doubt that your verdict would be a ringing not guilty. But Mr. Sabich should not have to live with this specter a moment longer. There is no proof of motive here, no concrete evidence that there was ever an intimate relationship. There is no effective proof, so far as I am concerned, after yesterday, to give any reasonable person grounds to believe that Mr. Sabich even had carnal relations with Ms. Polhemus on the night of her death. And, as we have just seen, there is not a shred of direct proof that he murdered Ms. Polhemus. Perhaps he was there that night. The state might be entitled to that inference. If the prosecutors had ever found that glass, I might be more confident. But under all the circumstances, I cannot let the case proceed.”


    “Your Honor.” Nico is on his feet.


    “Mr. Della Guardia, I understand you are despairing at this time, but I am speaking and I would like you to hear me out.”


    “Your Honor—”


    “I have a few words to say about Mr. Molto.”


    “Judge, I want to move to dismiss.”


    Larren starts, actually draws back. In the courtroom, there is a larger stir and then the serial sound of people moving. I know without looking back that the reporters are fleeing for their phones. The TV guys will have to get their camera vans down here. Nobody was planning for the shit to hit the fan at this point. Larren bangs his gavel and demands order. Then he opens his large hand to indicate that Nico may proceed.


    “Judge, I just wanted to say a couple of things. First, it seems like a lot of people have started to think that this case is some kind of frame-up or sham. I deny that. I want to deny that. On behalf of all members of the prosecution. I think we were right to bring this case—”


    “You had a motion, Mr. Delay Guardia?”


    “Yes, Judge. I hoped when I came to court this morning that you would let the case go to the jury. Some judges would, I think. I think that’s the right thing. But some judges probably wouldn’t. And since you’ve apparently made up your mind—”


    “I certainly have.”


    “For Mr. Sabich’s sake, I don’t think there should be any question about whether this was a proper legal decision on your part or not. I disagree with you. We do disagree. But I don’t think it’s fair to pretend that I think you’re outside the law. And I certainly don’t want anyone thinking I’m looking for excuses.” Nico turns, if only barely, to look over his shoulder in the direction of Stern. “So for those reasons, I would like to accept your judgment and move to dismiss this case.”


    “That motion is allowed.”


    Larren stands.


    “Mr. Sabich, you are discharged. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that any of this has taken place. Not even the pleasure of seeing you free can make up for this disgrace to the cause of justice. I wish you Godspeed.”


    He bangs his gavel. “Case dismissed,” he says, and leaves.
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    Turmoil. My wife. My lawyers. Reporters. Onlookers, I do not know. They all wish to touch me. Barbara is the first. The feeling of her arms around me so firmly, her breasts girdled against me, her pelvis squeezed against mine is astonishingly stimulating. Perhaps this is the first sign of the regeneration of my life.


    “I am so glad.” She kisses me. “I am so glad for you, Rusty.”


    She turns from me and hugs Stern.


    Today, I elect to make my once-only exit through the heating plant. I do not wish to face the press’s disordered melee. I gather Barbara, Stern, and Kemp toward the end of the lobby and then we drop out of sight. But of course there is no escaping. Another gaggle is waiting when we reach Stern’s building. We make our way upstairs with little comment. From somewhere a luncheon has appeared in the conference room, but there is no opportunity to eat. The phones ring. And the secretaries soon report that the reception room is a mob scene, with reporters spilling out into the halls. The hungry monster must be fed. I cannot deny Stern this moment. He deserves it, and the consequences of this kind of success in a celebrated case, in terms of both economics and professional stature, will enlarge Stern’s career for years to come. He is now a lawyer of national standing.


    And so, after half a corned-beef sandwich, we all descend to the lobby of the building to again confront the jostling, shouting crowd of reporters, the microphones, the recorders, the brilliant lights that rise up around me like a dozen new suns. Stern speaks first, then me. “I don’t think that anybody, under these circumstances, can say anything adequate, especially in a short period of time. I am very relieved that this is over. I will never fully understand how it happened in the first place. I am grateful that I was represented by the best lawyer on the face of the earth.” I dodge the questions about Della Guardia. I am still not settled in my own mind. There is already a large part of me that is content with the idea that he was merely doing his job. No one asks about Larren, and I do not mention his name. In spite of my gratitude, I doubt that after last night I could bring myself to praise him.


    Back upstairs, there is now champagne, the same vintage as Kemp popped the night before. Was Stern preparing for victory, or does he always keep a case on ice? There are still many visitors in the offices. I stand among them with Kemp and Stern and drink toasts to Sandy. Clara is here, Sandy’s wife. Mac arrives. She weeps as she embraces me in her chair.


    “I never had any doubt,” she says.


    Barbara finds me to say that she is going to leave. She has some hope that Nat’s return can be advanced one day. Perhaps the camp director can arrange a seat on the DC-3 that flies back and forth from Skageon. This will require many phone calls. I see her out through the lobby. She embraces me again. “I am so relieved,” she says, “so, so glad it turned out this way.” But something between us is impenetrably sad. I cannot, right now, fully imagine Barbara’s inner states, but I think that even in this moment of rapturous gratefulness and relief she recognizes that something suspended still remains. In the aftermath of all of this, to go beyond our old troubles will require a treacherous journey across nearly unspannable chasms to grace and forgiveness.


    In Stern’s offices people keep arriving. A number of cops are here, lawyers around town who have come to congratulate Sandy and me. I feel ill at ease among the many outsiders, so few of whom I know. And my initial euphoria is long past, given way to a suppressed
melancholy. At first I believe I am exhausted, and full of pity for myself. But eventually I recognize that my disturbance seems to arise, like black oil percolating from the earth, from something more particular, an idea that seems to demand time for contemplation, and quietly as I can, I leave. I do not say that I am going. I slip out with the excuse that I am finding the head. Then I drift out of the building. It is late afternoon. The shadows are longer and off the river a breeze is up that is rich and full of summer.


    The night editions of the papers are on the stands. The Tribune head is half a page: JUDGE FREES SABICH. And the kicker: Calls Prosecution ‘A Disgrace.’ I pay my quarter. “Decrying a ‘disgrace to the cause of justice’ Kindle County Superior Court Judge Larren Lyttle today dismissed murder charges against Ro[image: e9781429962605_i0006.jpg]at K. Sabich, former Chief Deputy in the Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, ending Sabich’s eight-day-old trial. Judge Lyttle sharply criticized the case presented by Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney Nico Della Guardia and stated at one point that he believed some of the evidence against Sabich, a former political rival of Della Guardia’s, was manufactured by the prosecution.” Both papers play it the same way. Nico takes it in the chops. A made-up case against a past political opponent. Ugly stuff. It will run coast to coast. My friend Nico will be doing the hurt dance for a long time to come. The press, blind as ever to half tones or grays, makes no mention of Nico’s final gesture of decency in dismissing the case.


    I go down to the river. The city is strangely quiet tonight. A new place with outdoor tables on the riverbank is open and I have two beers and a sandwich. I hold the sports page up before me, a way to avoid responding to the lingering gazes of occasional passersby, but for the most part I am engaged in a kind of numb reflection. I call Barbara near six, but there is no answer. I hope she is on the way to the airport. I want to get home to see Nat. But before that there is one stop I have to make.


     



     



    The front door is open when I return to Stern’s office, but the suite is almost deserted. I hear only one voice, which I know just by its word-blank rumble to be Stern’s. I follow the sound to Sandy’s
rich office. From what I hear in the hallway, I take it that he is discussing another lawsuit. The lawyer’s life, I think, as I catch sight of him there. This morning Sandy Stern won the best-known case of his career; tonight he is working. There is a brief open before him while he talks on the phone. Copies of the afternoon editions of both papers have been tossed aside onto the sofa.


    “Ah yes,” he says, “Rusty has just come in now. Yes. No later than ten tomorrow morning. I promise.” He replaces the receiver. “A client,” he says. “So, I see you returned.”


    “I’m sorry I ran out.”


    Sandy raises a hand. No explanation is needed.


    “But I wanted to see you,” I tell him.


    “That happens,” says Stern. “I have clients, after trials such as this, very intense experiences, who are coming back for days, weeks really. It is very difficult to believe it is over.”


    “That’s sort of what I’d like to talk about,” I say. “May I?” I take one of Sandy’s cigars, which he has often offered. He joins me and selects one as I hold his humidor. We smoke, lawyer and client. “I wanted to thank you.”


    Sandy raises his hand the same way he did before. I tell him how much I admired his defense of me, how seldom I was inclined to second-guess. You are, I say, the very best. This praise appears to run over Sandy with the soothing effect of a bath of warm milk. With this last compliment he does little more than laugh and tip his cigar, one of his courtly gestures, helpless before the truth.


    “I also have been thinking about things, and I’d like to know what happened in that courtroom today.”


    “Today?” asks Sandy. “Today you were acquitted of serious charges.”


    “No, no,” I say, “I want to know what really happened. Yesterday you explained to me why Larren would have to let the case go to the jury. And today he acquitted me, without so much as a motion from the defense.”


    “Rusty, I made an estimate of what the judge might think. What lawyer do you know who possesses the ability to always correctly predict judicial inclinations? Judge Lyttle decided not to expose
you to the risk of an unsupported jury verdict, which might have increased the pressure on him to turn away from what he thought was right. We should both be grateful to him for his perspicacity and his fortitude.”


    “Last night your estimate was that the state’s case was good enough to go to the jury.”


    “Rusty, I am by nature pessimistic. Certainly you cannot take me to task for my discipline. If I had predicted victory and the result were otherwise, I could understand your concern. This I do not.”


    “Don’t you?”


    “We both know that the prosecution’s case was not strong to start and that it weakened as it progressed. Some rulings were favorable. Some witnesses balked. Some cross-examinations succeeded. One piece of evidence was unaccounted for. Another was clearly mischaracterized. The state case failed. We have each seen that happen before on many occasions. And matters went from bad to worse for them today. Consider Dr. Robinson’s testimony this morning. That was very telling.”


    “You really think so? I didn’t tell him I killed Carolyn. So what? I’m a lawyer. A prosecutor. I know better than to confess to anyone.”


    “But to visit a psychiatrist two days after the murder, to have the advantage of this most intimate of professional relationships and to make no culpable statement of any kind—Rusty, this was significant proof, elicited by the prosecution, no less. Perhaps if I had known of it, I would have not made the prediction which I did last night.” Sandy frowns somewhat; his eyes are slightly averted. “At a moment like this, Rusty, of such sudden change, I have seen persons react strangely. You should not allow your thoughts about events themselves to cloud your appraisal of matters.”


    Very diplomatic. Don’t let the fact that you killed her influence your judgment as a lawyer. This mild betrayal of me, subtle though it is, is so much out of character that I am now certain I am right.


    “I’ve been in these courtrooms a dozen years now, Sandy. Something is wrong.”


    Stern smiles. He puts down his cigar. He clasps his hands.



    “There is nothing wrong here. You are acquitted. The system so operates. Go home to your wife. Is Nathaniel back yet? That should be a marvelous reunion for all of you.”


    I refuse to be distracted. “Sandy, what accounts for what happened today?”


    “The evidence. Your lawyer. The lawyers on the other side. Your own good character, which was well known to the judge. Rusty, what else is it that you think I can tell you?”


    “I think you know what I know,” I tell him.


    “Which, Rusty, is what?”


    “About the B file. About Larren and Carolyn. About the fact that she used to carry money to him.”


    Shock—acute surprise—is not in Sandy Stern’s emotional range. His faith in his own worldliness is such that he would never allow anything to so affect him. But his expression now gathers intensity. His mouth draws. And he turns his cigar toward him and considers the ash before he looks back to me.


    “Rusty, with all respect, you have been through a great deal. I am your friend. But I am also your lawyer. Lawyer. I keep your secrets. But I do not tell you mine.”


    “I can handle the facts, Sandy. I assure you I can. I’ve dealt with a lot the last few months. And as you told me last night, I’m very good at keeping a secret. I just have this bizarre commitment to learning the truth. I’d like my sense of irony complete.”


    I wait and Stern at last gets to his feet.


    “I see the problem. You worry about the judge’s integrity.”


    “With cause, wouldn’t you say?”


    “No, I would not agree.” Stern perches on the sofa arm, a white nubby fabric. He takes a moment to loosen his tie. “Rusty, what I say to you I know. How I know is not a concern for you. I have had many clients. Persons worry. They seek a lawyer’s advice at times. That is all. And we speak now tonight and these things are never spoken of again by either of us. For my part, I tell you now, I have never said any of these things. Understood?”


    “Very well.”


    “You doubt Larren’s character. You must forgive me, Rusty, a moment of philosophy, but not all human misbehavior is the
result of gross defects of character. Circumstances matter, too. Temptation, if you will allow an old-fashioned word. I have known Larren throughout my career and I tell you that he was not himself. His divorce left him in a state of disorder. He was drinking much too heavily. I understood he was gambling. He had fallen into this relationship with a beautiful and self-seeking woman. And his professional life was shattered. He had given up his practice when it was at its zenith, both in terms of his prominence and its financial rewards. I am sure he meant by this change to make up for the reversals in his personal life, and instead he found himself confined as an act of political vengeance in a judicial dumping zone, adjudicating matters of picayune importance which had no relation to what had attracted him to the bench at the outset. Larren is a powerful mind, able, and he heard for years about nothing but traffic tickets, tavern brawls, sexual interludes in the Forest—matters at the periphery of public justice. All of these cases end the same way, with the defendant discharged. It is only a question of labels: Case dismissed. Pre-trial supervision. Post-trial probation. The defendant in any event returns home. And Larren was in an environment whose thoroughgoing corruption was always one of this city’s most distressing secrets. The bondsmen. The policemen. The probation officers. The lawyers. The North Branch was a beehive of illicit dealing. Do you think, Rusty, that Larren Lyttle was the first judge in the North Branch courthouse to fall by the wayside?”


    “You can’t be apologizing for him,” I say, and Stern’s look becomes fomented—severe.


    “Not for a moment,” he says strongly. “Not for a moment. I do not for a moment condone what we speak of. It is a disgrace. Our public institutions crumble from such conduct. If such matters had been the object of proper accusation and proof, and were I the judge before whom they were tried, the prison sentences would be lengthy. Probably lifelong. Whatever my affinities or affections.


    “But what happened happened in the past. Long in the past. Judge Lyttle, I tell you, would rather die—I mean this sincerely—die rather than corrupt his office in the Superior Court. This judgment is heartfelt and not merely a lawyer’s sanctimony about a judge.”


    “My experience as a prosecutor, Sandy, was that people aren’t usually just a little corrupt. It’s a progressive disease.”


    “This is an episode in the past, Rusty.”


    “You’re confident it’s over?”


    “Very.”


    “Is that another story, too? How it ended?”


    “Rusty, you must understand that I do not have a historian’s knowledge. I heard personalized accounts from certain individuals.”


    “How did it end, Sandy?”


    He looks down at me from the vantage of the sofa arm. His hands are on his knees. His face is without humor. Confidences are the core of Sandy Stern’s professional life. To him these are intimate and sacred matters.


    “My understanding,” he says finally, “is that Raymond Horgan became knowledgeable of what was occurring and demanded that it cease. Some police in the 32nd District began to assemble evidence. Other persons with knowledge of that had deep fears that any probing of corruption in the North Branch would ultimately prove the undoing of many persons besides Judge Lyttle. It was frankly from one or two of these concerned persons that I heard this account. At any rate, they determined that the P.A. should properly be advised of an ensuing investigation.” Stern looks off for a moment. “Perhaps,” he says, with the most remote of smiles, “that was their lawyer’s advice. Privately, I’m sure, it was calculated that Horgan would naturally inform his old friend of the perils to which he was exposed and counsel him at all costs to stop. I believe that is what occurred. I emphasize that I do not know whether or not I am correct. As you no doubt perceive, I am most uncomfortable with this kind of conversation, and I have never made any effort to confirm this information.”


    I should have figured that Horgan was in the middle of this somehow. I take a minute. What is this feeling? Something between disappointment and derision.


    “You know,” I say, “there was a time when I thought Raymond Horgan and Larren Lyttle were heroes.”


    “With justification. They did many heroic things, Rusty. Many.”


    “And what about Molto? Did you ever hear anything about him?”


    Stern shakes his head no.


    “He was unsuspecting, as far as I know. It is difficult to believe that was really the case. Perhaps he was exposed to others’ suspicions and refused to believe them. It is my understanding that he himself was somewhat in Carolyn’s thrall. A lapdog. A devotee. I am sure she was able to manipulate him. In Latin America, one sees—or saw, when I was a young man—I have no idea of what transpires now—but when I was young I frequently met women of Carolyn’s type, women who used their sensuality with what we might call an aggressive twist. In this day and age, there is something more troubling about a woman with such an old-fashioned and oblique approach to the avenues of power. It seems more sinister. But she was very skillful.”


    “She was a lot of things,” I say. Ah, Carolyn, I suddenly think, with unbearable sadness. What was it that I wanted with you, Carolyn? Something in the moment makes me think that Stern has not quite got her right. Perhaps it is the past ordeal and its extraordinary end today; maybe it’s amnesty week in Kindle County—no one may be blamed; perhaps it is only more of the same debased obsession—yet for whatever reason, even after all of it—all of it—as I sit here amid the cigar smoke and soft furniture, I still feel for her, and feel most of all now sympathy. It is possible that I misjudged Carolyn entirely. Perhaps she suffered from some birth defect, like a newborn come into the world with certain organs missing. Perhaps the feeling parts were absent in her, or subject to some congenital atrophy. But I do not believe that. She was, I think, like so many of the hurt and maimed who have passed before me: the synapses and receptors were in working order on her heart and feelings—but they were overloaded by the need to give solace to herself. Her pain. Her pain! She was like a spider caught in her own web. In the end, in her own monumental way, she must have been in torment. Surely that was no accident. I can only guess about the causes; what forge of cruelty produced her, I do not know. But there was some form of abuse, some long-practiced meanness from which she clearly
meant to escape. She sought to re-create herself. She took on every lustrous role. A moll. A star. A person of causes. A conquistadora of wayward passion. A clever, hard-nosed prosecutrix, determined to master and punish those lesser types who could not contain ugly and violent impulse. But no disguise could change her. The heredity of abuse is so often more abuse. Whatever cruelty made her, she took in and, with self-delusion, wild excuses, but always, I would think, some straining residuum of pain, turned it back out into the world.


    “And so,” asks Stern. “Are you better satisfied?”


    “About Larren?”


    “What else?” He has apparently misinterpreted my moment of reflection.


    “I’m hardly satisfied, Sandy. He had no business presiding over this case. He should have excused himself the minute it was assigned to him.”


    “Perhaps that is so, Rusty, but let me remind you that Judge Lyttle had no idea when this case began that that file—the B file, as you call it—was going to be an element of your defense.”


    “You did.”


    “Me?” Stern waves at some of the smoke and passes a remark in Spanish that I do not understand. “Am I, too, the target of complaint? Certainly you do not think that I planned to focus on that file at the threshold? And even then, Rusty, was I to make a motion for Judge Lyttle to excuse himself? How would you have framed it? The defendant asks the court to recuse itself because the alleged victim was once Your Honor’s lover and partner in crime? Some matters are not for courtroom pleading. Really, Rusty. I do not mean to appear the cynic. And I share your concern for professional standards. But I suggest again that you are reacting to the shock of events. This punctiliousness, under the circumstances, is a bit surprising.”


    “I don’t mean to be a prig. If I am, I apologize. But I’m not concerned about form or technicalities. I have the feeling things were bent well out of shape.”


    Stern draws back, removing his cigar. It is a long, slow motion meant to show surprise. But it is no longer opening night. I have
seen all of Sandy Stern’s best moves a number of times and I don’t buy this one.


    “Sandy, I’ve been thinking hard about things in the last few hours. Larren Lyttle’s career was over if the circumstances of the B file were fully explored. And you used every opportunity to tell him that you intended to do just that.”


    “Really, Rusty. You must know things that I do not. I saw nothing to indicate that Judge Lyttle fully understood the import of that file. You must remember that its contents were never described in testimony. The file itself was never even in the courtroom.”


    “Sandy, would you be offended if I told you that I still don’t think you’re sharing everything with me?”


    “Ah,” says Stern. “We have been too long together on this case. You begin, Rusty, to sound something like Clara.” He smiles, but I again refuse to be dissuaded.


    “Sandy, it took a long time for this to sink in. I admit that. For a while I thought that it was just a bizarre coincidence. You know, I thought it was just lucky that your harping on that file took advantage of Larren’s vulnerability. But, I realize now, that’s not possible. You meant to catch the judge’s attention. There was no other reason for you to keep referring to that file. The last time you did it—when Lip was on the stand?—we were way past the point where you needed to raise doubts about Tommy. By then, you knew all about Kumagai. You knew you were going to blow Molto away with that. But you went out of your way again to tell the judge we were going to offer proof about the file the first chance we got. You must have told him that, one way or the other, half a dozen times. You wanted Larren to believe that we were hell-bent on turning that file inside out in public. That’s why you mentioned that whole business of a frame-up while Horgan was on cross. You wanted to create a record in which Larren would think he had no proper way to keep you from going ahead. And yet when you sat down with me to talk about a defense, you didn’t mention word one about the file. We had nothing to offer.”


    Stern is silent. “You are a fine investigator, Rusty,” he says at last.


    “And you’re very flattering. Actually, I’ve had the feeling lately
that I was fairly dull. There are still a lot of things I haven’t figured out. Like what you mentioned a second ago. How did you know that Larren would realize that the B file concerned a case where he’d been dirty? What else is there to the story?”


    Stern and I stare at each other for a moment. His look is deeper and more complex than ever. If he is disconcerted, it is well concealed.


    “There is no more to tell, Rusty,” he says at last. “I made certain assumptions, particularly when I saw the judge’s reactions with Horgan on the witness stand. They are very close, of course, and as I say, it is my understanding that Raymond would have been quite sensitive to the implications of that file. It seemed likely to me that he and Larren must have communicated about it sometime in the past. But I have no special knowledge. Just a lawyer’s intuition.”


    Horgan. That was what I missed. Raymond had to have told Larren about that file long ago. Stern is correct. For a moment I spin out the further calculations that follow. But that is not for now. I want to clear the books first with Stern.


    “So let me see if I get it,” I tell him. “You wouldn’t dream of directly threatening the judge with exposure. That could be counterproductive, even disastrous. And it’s simply not Stern’s style. You had to find your own perfect and subtle way of doing things. You wanted Larren to worry about the file, but to believe that he alone perceived his problem. And so, at all moments you made it appear that the defense was in pursuit of Tommy Molto. You acted as if you thought he was the bad guy the file would expose. And the judge bought it. He did his best to steer us in the wrong direction. He did everything he could to make Tommy’s zeal look sinister. Larren derided Molto’s character. He held him in contempt. Accused him of manufacturing evidence, of signaling witnesses. But that was a double edge. The worse Tommy looked, the stronger your argument for going into the B file became, because it began to seem like this really was a frame-up, engineered by Molto to keep Sabich from discovering Tommy’s twisted past. And so it was more and more important for Larren to end the trial. He could never take the chance of letting you go into that file, as you kept saying you
wanted to do. Larren didn’t know what would come out, but the worst thing, of course, was the truth. He could bet the ranch that whatever Tommy knew about the bad old past in the North Branch, he wouldn’t keep it to himself. Molto might hold back to protect Carolyn and her memory—but not to save Larren’s ass, at the cost of his own. And so, without so much as a motion from us, Judge Lyttle declares a TKO and sends me home. And, Sandy, there was one man in the courtroom who knew that was what had to happen. You figured it was coming all along.”


    Stern’s eyes are large and clear and somberly brown.


    “Do you judge me so harshly, Rusty?”


    “No. I share the Stern outlook. No one is above temptation.”


    Sandy smiles at that, somewhat sadly.


    “Just so,” he tells me.


    “But tolerance doesn’t require an absence of standards. I know I sound like a world-class ingrate, but I have to tell you I don’t approve.”


    “I did not act for my own benefit, Rusty.” He looks at me in that familiar way, lowering his chin so he can observe me from beneath his drawn brow. “It was a situation in which I—in which we—found ourselves. I did not create it. My own recollection of some of the matters you refer to was refreshed as we proceeded. I dwelt on Molto initially because he was so much easier a target than Della Guardia. It was necessary to develop this theme of past rivalries, somehow. When certain other matters came to mind, it was convenient to continue in the fashion that you have described. But I did not mean to coerce the judge. It was for that reason that I made Molto our straw culprit, so that Judge Lyttle would not feel impelled to do something rash. Was I aware that this might create certain subterranean pressures on Larren as well?” Stern gestures—he nearly smiles. Again there is that mysterious Latin look, used this time as the most reluctant, if philosophical, form of acquiescence. “As you put it, I assessed a point of vulnerability. But I think overall, in your analysis, you credit me with an intricacy of mind that no human being—certainly not I—possesses. I made certain judgments, instantaneously. This was not a charted course. It remained a matter of intuition and estimation throughout.”


    “I’ll always wonder, you know. About the outcome.”


    “That would be inappropriate, Rusty. I understand your concern now. But I would hesitate before I accepted your view of the judge’s ultimate ruling. His handling of this case was, I believe, evenhanded on the whole. Certainly, if he was seeking a convenient way to terminate the proceedings, he could have prohibited the prosecution from offering their fingerprint testimony, in the absence of the glass. Even Della Guardia, disappointed as he was, conceded that Larren’s decision today was within the realm of the judge’s legitimate discretion. Do you think Nico would have made that handsome gesture of dismissing the case if he believed Larren’s assessment was unfounded? Judge Lyttle entered a proper decision, and had he not, I am confident you would have been acquitted. Isn’t that what the jurors told the press?”


    That is indeed what the papers reported. Three jurors told the media on the courthouse steps that they would not have voted to convict. But Sandy and I both know that the seat-of-the-pants impression of three laymen who have learned that the judge on the case called it a loser are worth very little—and are hardly determinative of what nine other people would have done, in any event.


    Stern continues.


    “As I say, I made judgments. If, in retrospect, either one of us regards them as questionable, then that should be a burden on my conscience, not yours. Your role is to accept your good fortune on its face, without further reflection. This is the legal significance of an acquittal. This matter is now entirely disposed of. I urge you to move forward. You will overcome this shadow on your career. You are a gifted lawyer, Rusty. I always regarded you as one of the finest of Horgan’s prosecutors, probably the best. I was quite disappointed that Raymond did not have the sense to step aside last year and attempt to make the appropriate political arrangements so that you could have succeeded him.”


    With that I smile. Now I know that the worst is really over. I have not heard that old saw in many months.


    “I believe you are going to be all right, Rusty. I sense that.” For my part, I sense that Stern is about to say something regrettable;
even, perhaps, that I have profited from this experience. I spare him the chance. I pick up my briefcase, which had been left here. Stern sees me to the door. We stand at the threshold, shaking hands, promising to speak, knowing that, whatever else, in the future we will have very little to say to one another.
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    Only the poets can truly write of liberty, that sweet, exhilarant thing. In my life, I have not known an ecstasy as dulcet or complete as the occasional instants of shivering delight when I again realize this peril is behind me. Over. Done. Whatever the collateral consequences, whatever the smirking, the unvoiced accusations, the contumely or scorn with which others might treat me, to my face or, more certainly, behind my back—whatever they say, the terror is over; the sleepless early-morning hours I spent trying to catapult myself ahead in time, envisioning a life of mindless toil during the day, and nights working like half the other inmates on my endless train of habeas corpus petitions and, finally, the wary fearful hours of half-sleep on some prison bunk, awaiting whatever perverse terror the night would bring—that horror is past me. And with a sense of earned relief. Every sin of my life seems truly expiated. My society has judged; no punishment is due. Every sticky cliché is right: an enormous weight has been lifted; I feel as if I could fly, like a million bucks, ten feet tall. I feel free.


    And then, of course, the shadow moves, and I think what I have been through, with enormous anger and bitterness and a swooping descent into depression. As a prosecutor I lost cases, more, naturally, than I would have liked, and had my chance to observe the acquitted
defendant in the instant of victory. Most wept; the guiltier they were, the harder they cried. I always thought it was relief, and guilt. But it is, I tell you, this disbelief that this ordeal, this—think of the word—trial has been endured for no apparent point but your disgrace, and your uncompensable damage.


    The return to life is slow: an island on which a soft wind moves. The first two days the phone does not stop. How people who did not speak to me for the last four months can imagine that I could accept their glib congratulations astounds me. But they call. And I am calculating enough to know they may be needed again; I accept their good wishes with some aplomb. But I spend most of my time alone. I am overwhelmed by the desire to be out in the waning summer and the stirring fall. One day I hold Nat out of school and we go fishing from a canoe. The day passes and we say almost nothing; but I am content to be with my boy and I feel he knows it. Other days I walk in the forest for hours. Very slowly, I begin to see things and therefore notice what I did not see before. My life for four months has been an oblivion, a hopeless storm of feeling so wild that there was nothing outside it. Every face that presented itself to my imagination did so with cyclonic impact in my interior reaches, which now, gradually, are growing still, and which, I finally realize, will in time again require movement.


    For the present, I remain at home. My neighbors say that I should write a book, but I am not ready yet for any enterprise. It becomes clear quickly that Barbara finds my presence disconcerting. Her irritation with me, held so long in check, now returns in a peculiar fashion. She clearly feels unable to speak her mind. There are no overt complaints, no instants of shrill sarcasm. As a result she seems even more confined within herself than ever. I find her staring at me with an intense look, troubled, angry, I think. “What?” I ask. Her chin dimples in disapproval. She sighs. She turns away.


    “Are you ever going back to work?” she asks me one day. “I can’t get anything done with you around here.”


    “I’m not bothering you.”


    “You’re a distraction.”


    “By sitting in the living room? By working in the garden?” I admit that I am trying to provoke her.


    She lifts her eyes to heaven; she walks away. Now she never rises to the bait. This battle, such as it is, must be fought in silence.


    It is true that I have made no effort to secure employment. The checks continue to arrive every two weeks from the P.A.’s office. Della Guardia, of course, has no justifiable cause to fire me. And it would turn the office on its head were I to return to work. Nico is under siege from the press. The national reports have increased the sense of local embarrassment. What might ordinarily have passed as mere incompetence in the administration of county affairs has been magnified into a major scandal through the lens of coast-to-coast attention. Nico Della Guardia has made us in Kindle County look to the world like benighted backwoods buffoons. The editorial writers and even the few local politicians of the opposing political party demand that Nico appoint a special prosecutor to investigate Tommy Molto. The local Bar Association has opened an inquiry to determine whether Tommy should be disbarred. The common belief is that Nico, in his ambition to vault himself into the mayor’s office, pressed too hard and that in response Molto manufactured evidence, in league with Painless Kumagai. Nico’s dismissal of the case is widely read as a confession. Only on occasion are other motivations suggested. I saw a Sunday piece by Stew Dubinsky which mentioned the B file and the aroma that surrounded the North Branch courthouse during those years. But nothing ever followed. Whatever the general understanding, I am not inclined to correct it. I will not exculpate Nico or Tommy or Painless. I still have no wish to tell what I know: that it was my seed taken from Carolyn; that those surely were my prints found on that glass in the apartment; that the carpet fibers detected were from my home; that all the calls the records showed were made from my phone. I will never be ready to brook the costs of these admissions. And there is a rough justice in this. Let Tommy Molto enjoy the experience of attempting to disprove what circumstance seemingly makes obvious. I accept the checks.


    It is Mac’s last act as chief administrative deputy in the P.A.’s office, before taking the bench, to negotiate a date at which my stipend may end. Nico has suggested six more months. I demand an additional year as reparations. Nine months is ultimately agreed.
In our final conversation on this subject, Mac honors our friendship mightily by asking me to speak at her induction. This is my first public outing. Ed Mumphrey, who presides in the ceremonial courtroom, introduces me as “a man who knows a great deal about justice,” and the three or four hundred persons who have assembled to watch Mac become a judge rise to their feet to applaud me. I am now a local hero. Kindle County’s Dreyfus. People regret some of the pleasure that they felt watching me be flogged. Yet it is not possible for me to forget how out of place I feel in society. The trial is still like a shell around me. I cannot reach out.


    Because I am one of the three speakers at the ceremony, Nico is not present. But Horgan could not appropriately stay away. I attempt to avoid him, but later, amid the jostling by the hors d’oeuvres tables at the hotel reception, I feel a hand upon my arm.


    Raymond has that blarney smile. He does not take the risk of offering his hand.


    “How’ve you been?” he asks in a hearty way.


    “I’m fine.”


    “We should have lunch.”


    “Raymond, I’ll never do another thing in my life that you tell me I should.” I turn, but he follows me.


    “I put that badly. I would really appreciate it, Rusty, if you would have lunch with me. Please.”


    Old affections. Old connections. So hard to break; for what else do we have? I give him a date and walk away.


     



     



    I meet Raymond at his law firm, and he suggests that if I don’t mind, we will not go out. Both of us would be better off without some clever item in the I-On-The-Town column about how Raymond H. and acquitted Chiefdep buried the hatchet in Satinay’s prime rib. Instead, Raymond has arranged a catered lunch. We eat shrimp rémoulade alone in an enormous conference room on that stone table that seems to be composed of a single quarried piece, a thirty-foot slab, polished and posted here as an auction block for the captains of industry. Raymond asks the obligatory questions
about Barbara and Nat, and he talks about the law firm. He asks about me.


    “I won’t be the same,” I say.


    “I imagine.”


    “I doubt you can.”


    “Are you waiting for me to say I’m sorry?”


    “You don’t have to be sorry. It doesn’t do a damn thing for me, anyway.”


    “So you don’t want me to tell you I’m sorry?”


    “I’m done giving you advice, Raymond, on how to behave.”


    “Because I am.”


    “You should be.”


    Raymond does not miss a bite. He was prepared for some rancor.


    “You know why I’m sorry? Because Nico and Tommy made me believe it. It never dawned on me that they had fucked around with the evidence. I figured they’d do as they were taught. They’re gonna recall him, you know. Della Guardia? They’re gonna try. There are petitions circulating right now.”


    I nod. I have read as much. Nico announced last week that there were no grounds for the appointment of a special prosecutor. He expressed his confidence in Molto. And the papers and the TV editorialists pilloried him again. A state legislator made a speech on the floor of the House. This week’s word is Cover-up.


    “You know what Nico’s problem is, don’t you? Bolcarro. Bolcarro won’t give him the time of day anymore. Augie’s gonna sit on his hands on this recall, too. Nico will have to make it on his own. Bolcarro feels like he gave Nico a boost, and the next thing he knows, Della Guardia’s a candidate for mayor. Sound familiar?”


    I say, “Mmm-hmm.” I want to sound bored. I want to sound petulant. I came here to make my anger plain. I have promised myself that I will not be concerned about how low I sink. If I feel like calling names, I will do it. Throwing punches. Tossing food. There will be no point below which I will not descend.


    “Look,” he says suddenly, “put yourself in my shoes. This was a hard thing for everybody.”


    “Raymond,” I say, “what in the fuck did you do to me? I ate your shit for twelve years.”


    “I know.”


    “You were out to ax me.”


    “I told you, Nico made me believe it. Once you believe it, I’m sort of a victim in the whole thing.”


    “Go fuck yourself,” I say. “And when you’re done fucking yourself, go fuck yourself again.” I wipe the corners of my mouth with the linen napkin. But I make no move to leave. This is just the beginning. Raymond watches me, bitterness and consternation moving through his ruddy face. Finally he clears his throat and tries to change the subject.


    “What are you going to do, Rusty, with your career?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “I want you to know I’ll help however I can. If you like, I’ll see what’s available here. If there’s anything else in town that interests you, just say so. Whatever I’m able to do, I will.”


    “The only job outside the P.A.’s office that ever sounded good to me was something you mentioned—being a judge. Think you can do that? Do you think you can give me back the life I had?” I look at him levelly, intent on letting him know that this tear cannot be repaired. My tone is sardonic. No judicial candidate can carry the baggage of a murder indictment. But Raymond does not flinch.


    “All right,” he says. “Do you want me to explore that? See if I can find you a seat?”


    “You’re full of it, Raymond. You don’t have that kind of clout anymore.”


    “You may be wrong about that, my friend. Augie Bolcarro thinks I’m his best buddy now. Just as soon as he got me out of the way, he decided I could be useful. He calls me up with questions twice a week. I’m not kidding, either. He refers to me as an elder statesman. Isn’t that something? If you’d like, I’ll speak with him. I’ll have Larren speak with him.”


    “Don’t do that,” I tell him quickly. “I don’t want your help. And I don’t want Larren’s, either.”


    “What’s wrong with Larren? I would figure you’d worship that guy.”


    “He’s your friend, for one thing.”


    Horgan laughs. “Boy, you came up here with one idea in mind, didn’t you? You just want to piss all over me.” Raymond pushes the plate aside. “You want to give me twelve years’ backtalk in five minutes? Fine, go ahead and do it. But listen to me. I didn’t set you up. You want to take a dump on somebody? Tommy deserves it. So does Nico, as far as I’m concerned. Join the crowd. If you want, I’m sure you can contact the Bar Association. They’ll move you to head of the line and let you take a public crap all over both of them.”


    “They already called. I told them I had nothing to say.”


    “So why me, huh? I know you didn’t like seeing me on the witness stand, but did I lie up there? I didn’t say a goddamn thing that didn’t happen. And you know that, brother.”


    “You lied to me, Raymond.”


    “When?” For the first time, he’s surprised.


    “When you gave me the B file. When you told me how Carolyn asked for it. When you told me that it was a bullshit allegation.”


    “Oh,” says Horgan slowly. He takes a moment to adjust. But he does not falter. Raymond Horgan, as I always knew, is tough. “Okay. Now I get it. Some little birdie has been whispering in your ear, huh? Who was it? Lionel Kenneally? He was always your asshole buddy. You know, there are a few things you might like to hear about him, too. Nobody’s a hero, Rusty. You got your nose bent out of shape about that? Fine. I’m not a hero. Some other people weren’t heroes. That has nothing to do with you being charged with murder.” He points at me, still unflummoxed.


    “And how about my getting a fair trial, Raymond? Did you think about that? Did you know whether or not Larren was going to tool me because he wanted to keep that thing under wraps?”


    “He’s not that kind of guy.”


    “He’s not what kind of guy? We’re talking about somebody who sold his robe. Come off it. The only thing he cared about—or you, for that matter—was making sure nobody found out. Let me ask you something, Raymond. How was it that my case got drawn to Larren? Who gave Ed Mumphrey the call?”


    “Nobody gave Mumphrey any calls.”


    “Just dumb luck, huh?”


    “So far as I know.”


    “Did you ever ask?”


    “Larren and I didn’t talk about your case. Ever. Not once that I remember. I was a witness, and as strange as it may sound to you, we both behaved properly. Look,” he says. “I know what you think. I know how it sounds. But, Rusty, you’re talking about bullshit. It’s something that happened to the guy nine years ago, when he had his head stuck completely up his ass.”


    “How did it happen, Raymond?” I ask, my curiosity for a moment greater than my anger.


    “Rusty, I don’t know what the fuck went on. I talked to him about it exactly once. And the conversation didn’t last any longer than it had to. He was drunk on his ass half the time in those days. You know, she was the P.O. Guys on bond would give her their sob story. She started putting in a word with the judge. And he’d go along. I’m sure he thought it’d make her happier to lift her skirt. One day, one of these guys she’s helped out gives her a C-note for her troubles. She brings it to Larren to figure out what to do. He thinks it’s funny. She does, too. They go out and blow it on dinner. One thing leads to another. They had a high old time, I guess. He always thought it was like a fraternity prank. They both did.”


    “And you hired her, knowing this?”


    “Rusty, that’s how I hired her. Larren was giving me all this hearts-and-flowers crap about how broke she was from paying off her law school tuition and making 11K a year as a P.O. I said, Fine, I’d double her salary, but knock this shit off. I thought I’d leave her out there as a deputy. Nobody ever liked those assignments. And with two other deputies to watch her, what could she do? And instead, it turns out that she did a helluva job. A hell of a job. She wasn’t long on scruples, but the lady had a lot of brains. And I finally got Larren transferred downtown. And he performed with real distinction. I’ll go to my grave believing that. No one will ever be able to knock Larren’s integrity on his handling of a felony case. A year later they were both so respectable they didn’t even talk to one another. If she exchanged ten words with Larren in the last five, six years, I’d be amazed. And, you know, as the time passed,
it got to the point that I could see what he saw in her. You know what came of that.”


    This, of course, is the answer to what puzzled me last spring. Why did Carolyn make her move first for me rather than Raymond, when she perceived the prospective vacuum at the head of the office. It was not my manliness, my dark good looks. I was fresher, nowhere near as wise. She probably figured Raymond would know better. He should have; maybe he even did. Maybe that’s why she didn’t end up with what she wanted, why Raymond gave no sign of having been pained. He saw her coming. He knew what to look for.


    “Well, isn’t that nice,” I say. “Everything worked out. Until you get a certain piece of anonymous correspondence. And so you gave her that file to trunk.”


    “No, sir. No way. I gave it to her. I didn’t know what it was. I told her to look at it. And to bear in mind that she could never tell who might come looking over her shoulder. That’s all I said. What do you want from me, Rusty? I’m seeing the gal by then. Am I supposed to pretend? If I was such a bum, I’d have done just what you said. Headed for the shredder with the thing.”


    I shake my head. We both know he is much too careful for that. No way to tell who may come looking for the letter. That’s the kind of job that a Medici like Raymond knows he should hand off. And with instructions that will never bounce back on him. Very artful. Investigate. See what’s going on. And what goes unspoken is that if it has to do with Larren and you, clean the mess up very carefully. Carolyn certainly tried. I don’t have to wonder anymore who had Leon’s arrest file from the 32nd District.


    “And when she got cooled, you ran and collected the file?”


    “When she got ‘cooled,’ as you put it, I got a call from His Honor. You know, I had told him about the letter when the thing came in. So he’s on the phone the day they find the body. Pure Larren, too. He’s always been a sanctimonious asshole. He says to me, It might be politically sensitive, why don’t I collect that file?” Raymond laughs. Alone. I do not relax my severe expression. “Listen, Rusty, when you asked me, I gave you the thing.”


    “You had no choice. And you tried to mislead me anyway.”


    “Look,” he says, “he’s my friend.”


    And the key to Raymond’s black support. If Raymond had ever prosecuted Larren Lyttle, or let somebody else do it, he could have just as well resigned as run for re-election. But I don’t mention that. Disgust has finally displaced some of my anger.


    I stand up to leave.


    “Rusty,” he says to me, “I meant what I said. I want to help you. You give me the high sign and I’ll do whatever you want. You want me to kiss Augie Bolcarro’s ass in Wentham Square at noon so he’ll make you a judge, I’ll do it. You want to work for the big bucks, I’ll try to arrange that, too. I know I owe you.”


    What he means is that he wants to keep me happy, now more than ever. But his genuflection is still soothing in a way. You cannot continue pounding a man who’s on his knees. I say nothing, but I nod.


    On the way to the door, Raymond again points out all the modern art along the walls. He apparently has forgotten that he gave the same dime lecture to Stern and me. As we’re parting by the elevator, he reaches for me and tries to take me into an embrace.


    “It was a terrible thing,” he says.


    I break away. I actually shove him slightly. But there are people around and Horgan pretends not to have noticed. The elevator arrives. Horgan snaps his fingers. Something has come to mind.


    “You know,” he says quietly, “there was one thing I promised myself I was gonna ask you today.”


    “What’s that, Raymond?” I ask as I step inside.


    “Who killed her? I mean, who do you think?”


    I say nothing. I remain impassive. Then, as the elevator doors begin to close, I nod to Raymond Horgan in a gentlemanly way.
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    One day in October I am working in the yard and I feel an odd stirring. I am fixing the fence—removing the posts, sinking new ones in cement, nailing on the beeftail. For a moment I consider the tool with which I am working. A Whatchamacallit. It is an inheritance of sorts from my father-in-law. After his death, Barbara’s mother brought all his yard and home equipment over here. The Whatchamacallit is a piece of black iron, a kind of cross between a hammer’s claw and a crowbar. You can use it for anything. On the night of April 1, it was used to kill Carolyn Polhemus.


    Right after the trial I noticed that there was still a crust of blood and one blond hair clinging to the edge of one of the two teeth. I stared at the Whatchamacallit for a long time, then I took it to the basement and washed it in the laundry tub. Barbara came downstairs as I was doing it. She stopped dead on the stairway when she saw me, but I tried to appear jovial. I reached for the hot water and began to whistle.


    I have picked it up a dozen times since then. I want to observe no fetishes, no taboos. And after a moment for reflection, I decide it is not the Whatchamacallit singing to me like a ghost. Instead, as I consider the grass, the roses and their thorns, the vegetable bed that I helped Barbara put in this spring, there is the sense of something
in this house, this land that is irretrievably used up and old. I am finally ready for some considered changes. I find Barbara in the dining room, where she is grading papers. They are stacked across the table like my mother’s magazines and notecards from her era as a radio personality. I sit down on the other side.


    “We should think about moving back into the city,” I tell her.


    I expect, of course, that this concession will bring from Barbara the radiance of victory. She has advocated this move for many years. Instead, Barbara puts down her pen and holds her forehead. She says, “Oh, God.”


    I wait. I know something awful is going to happen. I am not scared.


    “I didn’t want to talk about this yet, Rusty.”


    “What?”


    “The future,” she says, and adds, “I didn’t think that it would be fair to you. So soon.”


    “All right,” I say. “You’ve nodded in the direction of good taste. Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind?”


    “Rusty, don’t be like that.”


    “I’m like that. I’d like to hear.”


    She folds her hands.


    “I’ve taken a job for the January term at Wayne State.”


    Wayne State is not in Kindle County. Wayne State is not within four hundred miles of here. Wayne State, as I recall, is in a city I have visited once, which is called Detroit.


    “Detroit, right?”


    “Right,” she says.


    “You’re leaving me?”


    “I wouldn’t put it like that. I’m taking a job. Rusty, I hate to do this to you now. But I feel I have to. They had hired me for the September term. I was going to tell you in April, but then all that craziness began—” She shivers her head with her eyes closed. “Anyway, they were nice enough to give me an extension. I’ve changed my mind half a dozen times. But I’ve decided it’s for the best.”


    “Where’s Nat going to be?”


    “With me, of course,” she answers, her look suddenly fierce and aquiline. On this point, she means to say, there must not be
even a thought that she might yield. It occurs to me, as a sort of reflex, that I could probably go to court and try to prevent that. But just now I have had enough of litigation. In its odd way, the thought inspires a smile, rueful and brief, a reaction which brings a vaguely hopeful look to Barbara.


    “What do you mean you’re not leaving me, you’re taking a job?” I ask. “Am I invited to Detroit?”


    “Would you come?”


    “I might. This isn’t a bad time for me to start over. There are a few unpleasant things following me around here.”


    Barbara immediately tries to correct me. She has thought all of this through, perhaps to salve her conscience, probably because there are always these geometries in her head.


    “You’re a hero,” Barbara says. “They wrote about you in The New York Times and The Washington Post. I’ve been expecting you to tell me any day that you’re going to run for office.”


    I laugh out loud, but this is a sad remark. More than anything Barbara has said, it proves how far we have already drifted. We have again ceased communication. I have not told her enough for her to understand my own thoroughgoing revulsion with what has gone on in the interest of politics.


    “Would it offend you if I moved somewhere closer than here so that I can see my son? Granting that we’re not about to live in the same house.”


    She looks at me.


    “No,” she says.


    I consider the wall for a moment. My God, I think. What happens in a life. And then I think once more of how this all began and pine, as I have so often lately. Oh, Carolyn, I think. What did I want with you? What did I do? But it is not as if I am entirely without an account.


    I am nearly forty now. I can no longer pretend that the world is unknown to me, or that I like most of what I’ve seen. I am my father’s son. That is my inheritance—the grimness of outlook bred of knowing that there is more cruelty in life than simple wits can comprehend. I do not claim that my own sufferings have been legion. But I have seen so much. I saw my father’s hobbled soul,
maimed by one of history’s great crimes; I saw the torment and the need, the random and passionate anger that brings such varied and horrible misbehavior to our own streets. As a prosecutor I meant to combat it, to declare myself a sworn enemy of the crippled spirit that commits each trespass with force and arms. But of course, it overcame me. Who can observe that panorama of negative capacity and maintain any sense of optimism? It would be easier if the world were not so full of casual misfortune. Golan Scharf, a neighbor, has a son born blind. Mac and her husband, in a moment of revelry, turn a corner and plunge into the river. And even if luck, and luck alone, spares us the worst, life nonetheless wears so many of us down. Young men of talent dull it and drink it all away. Young women of spirit bear children, broaden in the hips, and shrink in hope as middle years close in upon them. Every life, like every snowflake, seemed to me then unique in the shape of its miseries, and in the rarity and mildness of its pleasures. The lights go out, grow dim. And a soul can stand only so much darkness. I reached for Carolyn. With all deliberation and intent. I cannot pretend it was an accident, or serendipity. It was what I wanted. It was what I wanted to do. I reached for Carolyn.


    And so now, still gazing at the wall, I begin to speak, saying aloud things that I had promised myself would never be spoken.


    “I’ve thought a lot about the reasons,” I say. “Not that anyone can fully comprehend them. Whatever you call that insane mix of rage and lunacy that leads one human being to kill another—it’s not the kind of thing that’s easy to understand in any ultimate way. I doubt anybody—not the person who does it or anyone else—can really grasp the whole thing. But I’ve tried. I really have tried. I mean, one thing I should say to start, Barbara, is that I apologize to you. I think a lot of people would find that laughable. That I would say that. But I do.


    “And one more thing you’ve got to know. You have to believe it: she was never more important to me than you are. Never. I guess, to be unflinchingly honest, there must have been something there that I didn’t believe I could find anywhere else. That was my failing. I admit it. But as you’ve told me yourself, I was absolutely obsessed with her. It would take hours to explain why. She had that
power; I had that weakness. But I know goddamn well that I wouldn’t have gotten over her for years, and probably never, as long as she was walking around. I mean, there is no such thing as justification here, or excuse. I’m not trying to pretend there is. But at least we should both acknowledge the circumstances.


    “I always figured it wasn’t going to do anybody much good to talk about it. And I assumed that was what you’d figured. What happened happened. But naturally I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about exactly how it occurred. I could hardly help that. I guess every prosecutor learns that we live closer than we want to believe to real evildoing. Fantasy is a lot more dangerous than people like to say. You get this idea, this careful elaborate plan, it becomes actually stimulating to think about it, it titillates and thrills you, you dwell on it, and you take the first step toward carrying it out, and that is thrilling and titillating, too, and you go on. And in the end, once you edge up to it that way, telling yourself all along that no real damage has been done, it takes just one extraordinary moment, when you revel in the excitement, in the feeling of flying free, for the whole thing actually to occur.”


    I finally look back. Barbara is on her feet now, standing behind her chair. Her look is quick and alarmed, as well it might be. No doubt she never wanted to hear this. But I go on.


    “As I said, I really never thought I’d have to talk about this, but I raise it now, because I think once and for all it ought to be said aloud. There’s no threat here. There’s not even the shadow of a threat, okay? God knows what somebody in your position might think, Barbara, but there is not a threat. I just want the cards on the table. I don’t want there to be wondering about what either of us knows or thinks. I don’t want that to be a factor in whatever it is we’re going to do. Because all in all, even though you’re probably amazed to hear me say all of this, and then say this, too, I expected, I guess the word is wanted, is want, to go on. There are a lot of reasons. Nat, first of all. Of course. And I also want to minimize the damage to our lives. But more than that, I do not want that mad act to have had no decent consequence. And basically, in trying to explain to myself how and why this woman was murdered—for what little rational impulses have to do with it, and for what
little they are worth as explanations—I suppose I always thought that in part it was for us. For us. For the good of us. God knows a lot of it was simply for my benefit, to—if conscience can stand those words—get even. But I thought some of it was for us, too. And so I wanted to say that, to see if all of this means anything to you or makes any difference.”


    I am finished at last, and feel strangely satisfied. I have done as well with this as I ever could have imagined. Barbara, my wife, is crying, very hard, and silently. She is looking downward while the tears simply fall. She heaves and catches her breath.


    “Rusty, I don’t think there is anything worth saying, except I’m sorry. I hope you believe me someday. I really am so sorry.”


    “I understand,” I tell her. “I believe you now.”


    “And I was prepared to tell the truth. At any time. Right up to the end. If I was called as a witness, I would have told what happened.”


    “I understand that, too. But I didn’t want that. Frankly, Barbara, it wouldn’t have done a bit of good. It would have sounded like some desperate excuse. Like you were making a bizarre effort to save me. Nobody ever would have believed that you were the one who killed her.”


    These words bring fresh tears, and then, finally, control. It has been said and she is, in a measure, relieved. Barbara wipes each eye with the back of her hands. She breathes deeply. She speaks, looking down at the table.


    “Do you know what it feels like to be crazy, Rusty? Really crazy? To not be able to get any hold of who you are? You never feel safe. I feel like every step I take, the ground is soft. That I’m going to fall through it. And I can’t go on that way. I don’t think that I can be a normal person again if I’m living with you. I know how horrible that is. But it’s horrible for me, too. No matter what I thought, nobody goes back to the way things used to be after something like this. All I can say, Rusty, is that nothing turned out the way I expected. I never understood the reality of any of it until the trial. Until I sat there. Until I saw what was happening to you, and finally felt how much I didn’t want that to be happening. But
that’s part of what I can’t get over. I have no life here, except being sorry. And afraid. And, of course—‘ashamed’ is not the word. ‘Guilty’?” She shakes her head slowly, looking down at the table. “There isn’t a word.”


    “We could try to share that, you know. The blame,” I say. Somehow, in spite of myself, this remark has a whimsical quality. Barbara gasps a bit. She bites her lip suddenly. She looks the other way for a second, and, in a momentary exhalation, cries. Then she shakes her head again.


    “I don’t think that’s right,” she says. “The trial came out the way it should have, Rusty.”


    That’s all she says. I might have hoped for more, but it’s enough. She starts to leave the room, but stops and lets me hold her for a moment, actually a long moment as she lingers with me, but finally she breaks away. I hear her go upstairs. I know Barbara. She will lie on our bed and weep a while longer. And then she is going to get back on her feet. And begin packing to leave.
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    One day, right after Thanksgiving, when I’ve come to town for Christmas shopping, I see Nico Della Guardia walking down Kindle Boulevard. He holds his raincoat drawn closed around the collar and he has a worried brow. He seems to be looking up and down the street. He is coming in my direction, but I am quite certain he has not seen me yet. I think of ducking into a building, not because I am afraid of his response, or mine, but simply because I think it might be easier for both of us to avoid this meeting. By then, however, he has caught sight of me and he is heading deliberately my way. He does not smile, but he offers his hand first, and I take it. For that instant only, I am rifled by a shot of terrible emotion—hot pain and grief—but it quickly passes and I stand there, looking affably at the man who, in any practical sense, tried to take my life from me. One person, a man in a felt hat, apparently aware of the momentousness of this meeting, turns to stare as he continues on his way, but otherwise the pedestrian traffic merely divides about us.


    Nico asks me how I am. He has the earnest tone people lately have tended to adopt, so I know that he has heard. I tell him anyway.


    “Barbara and I split up,” I say.


    “I heard that,” he says. “I’m sorry. I really am. Divorce is a
bitch. Well, you know. You had me crying on your shoulder. And I didn’t have the kid. Maybe you guys can work it out.”


    “I doubt that. Nat’s with me for the time being, but only until Barbara gets settled in Detroit.”


    “Too bad,” he says. “Really. Too bad.” Old Nico, I think, still repeating everything.


    I turn to let him go on his way. I offer my hand first this time. And when he takes it, he steps closer and squeezes up his face so that I know that what he is about to say is something he finds painful.


    “I didn’t set you up,” he says. “I know what people think. But I didn’t have anybody screw with the evidence. Not Tommy. Not Kumagai.” I almost wince at the thought of Painless. He has resigned now from the police department. He had no refuge. He could only claim collusion or incompetence, and so he chose the lesser—and I believe more apt—of the two evils. He did not botch the semen specimen, of course, but I’ve come to believe that no one would have been indicted if he’d looked back at his autopsy notes. Nobody could have put it all together. Maybe Tommy’s also to blame for pushing too hard to bring a marginal case. I suppose he thought my hide would still his grief—or envy—whatever state it was that Carolyn had left him in which so riled his passions.


    Nico in the meantime continues, sincere as ever. “I really didn’t,” he says. “I know what you think. But I have to tell you that. I didn’t do that.”


    “I know you didn’t, Delay,” I say. And then I tell him what I think is the truth. “You did your job the way you thought you were supposed to. You just relied on the wrong people.”


    He watches me.


    “Well, it’s probably not going to be my job much longer. You’ve heard about this recall thing?” he asks. He is looking up and down the street again. “Of course you have. Everybody has. Well, what’s the difference? They all tell me my career is over.”


    He is not looking for sympathy. He just wants me to know that the waves of calamity have spread and washed over him as well. Carolyn has pulled all of us down in her black wake. I find myself encouraging him.


    “You can’t tell, Delay. You never know how things’ll turn out.”


    He shakes his head.


    “No, no,” he says. “No, you’re the hero, I’m the goat. It’s great.” Nico smiles, in a sudden way, so that you know he finds his own thoughts weird, inappropriate. “A year ago, you could have beat me in the election, and you could do it today. Isn’t that great?” Nico Della Guardia laughs out loud, pinched by his own ironies, the peculiar readings from his own terms of reference. He spreads his arms here in the middle of Kindle Boulevard. “Nothing,” he says, “has changed.”
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    In the front room of the home in which I have lived for better than eight years there is complete disorder. Open boxes, half packed, are everywhere, and items removed from shelves and drawers are strewn in all directions. The furniture is gone. I never cared much for the sofa or the love seat, and Barbara wanted them for her condo outside Detroit. I’ll move January 2 to an apartment in the city. Not a bad place. The realtor said I was lucky to get it. The house is up for rent. I’ve decided that each step should be slow.


    Now that Nat has left, the job of packing seems to take forever. I move from room to room. Every item reminds me of something. Each corner seems to contain its quotient of pain and melancholy. When I reach my limit, I start working somewhere else. I think often of my father and that scene I recalled for Marty Polhemus, in which I found my old man, the week after my mother’s death, packing up the apartment he had abandoned a few years before. He worked in a sleeveless undervest, and he had a brazen manner as he pitched the remains of his adult life into crates and boxes. He kicked the cartons from his path as he moved about the rooms.


    I heard from Marty just last week. He sent a Christmas card. “Glad to hear everything worked out for you.” I laughed aloud when I
read his message. Lord, that kid really has the knack. I threw the card away. But the toll of loneliness is greater than I imagined. A couple of hours ago, I went rummaging through the boxes of trash in the living room, looking for the envelope. I need the address to write him back.


    I never wrote my father. After he left for Arizona, I did not see him again. I called on occasion, but only because Barbara dialed the number and put the receiver in my hand. He was so deliberately uncommunicative, so chary with the details of his life, that it was never worth the effort. I knew he was living with a woman by then, that he worked three days a week in a local bakery. He found Arizona hot.


    The woman, Wanda, called to tell me he was dead. That was more than eight years ago now, but the shock of it, in a way, is with me every day. He was strong and fit; I had taken it for granted that he would live to be a hundred, that there would always be this far-off target for my bitterness. He had already been cremated. Wanda only found my number as she was cleaning out the trailer and she insisted I come West to settle the rest of his affairs. Barbara was eight months pregnant then and we both regarded this trip West as my father’s final imposition. Wanda, it turned out, was from New York City, in her late fifties, tall, not bad-looking. She did not hesitate to speak ill of the dead. Actually, she told me when I arrived, she had moved out on him six months before. They called her from the bakery, where he collapsed with the coronary, because they knew no one else. ‘I don’t know why I do these things. Really, I have to tell you,’ she said, after a couple of drinks, ‘he was mostly a prick.’


    She did not think it was funny when I suggested her phrase was what should be carved on the stone.


    She left me alone to pick through the trailer. On his bed were red socks. In the chifforobe, I found another six or seven dozen pairs of men’s hose. Red and yellow. Striped. Dotted. Argyles. In his last years, my father had finally found an indulgence.


    The doorbell rings. I feel the faintest surge of anticipation. I look forward to a moment’s conversation with the postal carrier or the man from UPS.


    “Lip,” I say through the storm door. He enters and stomps the snow off his feet.


    “Nice and homey,” Lip says, surveying the disaster in the living room. As he stands on the doormat, he hands me a small package, not much wider than the satin bow on top.


    “Christmas present,” he says.


    “That’s awfully nice,” I say. We’ve never done this before.


    “I figured you could use a pick-me-up. Nat get off okay?”


    I nod. I took him to the airport yesterday. They allowed him to be seated first. I wanted to go with him onto the plane, but Nat would not permit it. From the doorway, I watched him go down the jetway in his dark blue NFL parka, alone and already lost in dreams. He is his father’s son. He did not turn to wave. I want, I thought quite distinctly, I want the life I had.


    Lip and I spend a moment looking at each other. I still have not taken his coat. God, it is awkward, and it is like this with everyone, people on the street or people I know well. So much has happened to me that I never counted on. And how are people to respond? Somehow it does not fit into any recognized conversational pattern to say, It’s tough about your wife, but at least they didn’t get you for that murder.


    I finally offer him a beer.


    “If you’re drinkin,” he answers, and follows me to the kitchen. Here, too, half the housewares are in boxes.


    As I’m taking a glass out of the cabinet, Lipranzer points to the package he brought, which I’ve set down on the table.


    “I wanna see you open that. I been savin it a while.”


    He has done a careful job with the paper.


    “I never saw a gift wrapped before,” I say, “with hospital corners.”


    Crumpled inside a small white box is a manila envelope ribboned with red-and-white evidence tape. I tear through that and find the glass that turned up missing during the trial, the tumbler from Carolyn’s bar. I put it all down on the table and take a step away. This is one guess where I would never have been close.


    Lip fishes in his pocket and comes out with his lighter. He holds a corner of the evidence envelope in the flame until he’s sure
it’s burning, then flips in into the sink. The glass he hands to me. The blue ninhydrin powder is still all over it, the three partial prints etched there, a kind of surrealistic delft. I hold the glass up to the window light for a moment, trying for reasons I cannot discern to figure which of the tiny networks of lines are the marks of my right thumb and my third right middle finger, the former telltale signs. I am still looking at the glass when I start talking to Lipranzer.


    “There’s a genuine question here, whether I should be touched,” I say, and now finally catch his eye, “or real pissed off.”


    “How’s that?”


    “It’s a felony in this state to secrete evidence of a crime. You hung your ass out a good long way on this one, Lipper.”


    “No one around who’ll ever know.” Lip pours the beer that I’ve just opened. “Besides, I didn’t do a goddamn thing. It was them that fucked up. Remember they got Schmidt to come grab all the evidence? The glass wasn’t there. I’d took the thing down to Dickerman. Next day I get a call from the lab, the test is done, I can come pick up my glass. When I get down there somebody’s signed the receipt ‘Returned to Evidence.’ You know, the idea is that I’ll put it back in. Only I don’t got any way to put it anywhere, since it’s not my goddamn case anymore. So I tossed it in a drawer. Figured sooner or later somebody’s gotta ask me. Nobody did. In the meantime, Molto’s like every other half-ass deputy. Signs off on all the receipts without matchin em against the evidence. Three months later he’s got himself a bucket of shit. But that’s his problem.” Lip lifts his glass and drains most of it. “None of them ever had the most screwed-up idea where the thing went. They tell stories about the way Nico tore his office apart. He had them pick up the tacked-down carpet, I hear.”


    We laugh, both of us, knowing Nico. When he gets very excited you can see his scalp redden where the hair has thinned. His freckles seem to stand out more as well. After the laughter is done, we wait through a little hollow moment of silence.


    “You know why I’m pissed, don’t you?” I finally ask.


    Lip shrugs and raises his beer.


    “You thought I killed her,” I say.


    He’s prepared for this and does not even flinch. He belches before he answers.


    “Lady was bad news.”


    “Which makes it okay if I killed her?”


    “Did you?” asks Lip.


    That, of course, is what he’s come to find out. If he just wanted to be a soul brother, he’d have taken the glass with him the last time he went fishing and dropped it in the Crown Falls, which rages so magnificently up there near Skageon. But it must be eating at him. That’s why he’s offered the glass, so I know that we’re in it together.


    “You think I did, don’t you?”


    He drinks his beer.


    “It’s possible.”


    “Screw off. You’re gonna stick your neck out like that cause it’s just a little possibility, like life on Mars?”


    Lip looks straight at me, his eyes clear and gray.


    “I’m not wearin a wire, you know.”


    “I wouldn’t care if you were. I’ve been tried and acquitted. Double-jeopardy clause says that’s all she wrote. I could publish my confession in the Trib tomorrow and nobody could try me again for murder. Only we both know, Lip”—I take a slug of the beer I’ve opened for myself—“they never do admit it, do they?”


    Lip looks across the kitchen toward something that isn’t there.


    “Forget it,” he says.


    “I’m not going to forget it. Just tell me what you think, okay? You think I cooled her. That’s not just for the sporting life that a fifteen-year copper hikes the evidence in the biggest case in town. Right?”


    “Right. It ain’t just sportin life.” My friend Dan Lipranzer looks at me. “I think you killed her.”


    “How? I mean, you must have worked it out in your head.”


    He does not hesitate as long as I would have thought.


    “I figure you cracked her in anger. The rest was just to make it look good. There wouldn’t be much point in sayin you were sorry once she was dead.”


    “And why was I so pissed off?”


    “I don’t know. Who knows? She dumped you, right? For Raymond. That’s enough to be pissed about.”


    Slowly, I remove the beer glass from Lipranzer’s hand. I can see his apprehension when I do that. He is prepared for me to fling it. Instead, I put it on the kitchen table next to the one he brought, the one they found on Carolyn’s bar, the one with my prints. They are identical. Then I go to the cabinet and take down the rest of the set, until there are a dozen glasses standing there in two rows, one sudsed with beer foam at the head on the left, one dusted with blue powder at the front of the line next to it. It is a rare moment, in which Lipranzer wears none of his hipped-up wise-guy look.


    I run the water in the sink, washing down the ashes, then fill the basin with suds. I start talking while I do that.


    “Imagine a woman, Lip, a strange woman, with a very precise mathematical mind. Very internal. To herself. Angry and depressed. Most of the time she is volcanically pissed. With life. With her husband. With the miserable, sad affair he had in which he gave away everything she wanted. She wanted to be his obsession and instead he’s hung up on this manipulative slut, who anyone but he could see regarded him as sport. This woman, Lip, the wife, is sick in spirit and in the heart, and maybe in the head, if we’re going to be laying all the cards out on the table.


    “She’s mixed up. She is seriously on the fence about this marriage. Some days she’s sure she’s going to leave him. Some days she wants to stay. Either way she has to do something. The whole thing’s eating at her, destroying her. And either way, she has a wish, a wild secret hope that the woman he was sleeping with could end up dead. When the wife’s rage is at a peak, she’s ready to abandon her husband, head for open spaces. But there would be no satisfaction in that if the other woman is alive, because the husband, helpless slob that he is, will just go crawling back to her and end up with what his wife thinks he wants. The wife can get even only if the other woman is gone.


    “But, of course, you always hurt the one you love. And in her down moods, she longs for everything they had, to find some way to bring them back to old times. But even in these moods, it seems
that life would be better if the other woman were dead. With no choice, he will finally give up his obsession. Maybe then they can recycle things, build on the wreckage.”


    The sink by now is full of suds. The ninhydrin comes off the glass easily, although there is a sulfurous stink when it hits the water. Then I take down a towel and wipe the glass clean. When I am finished, I get a box and begin wrapping up the set. Lip helps. He separates the sheets of newsprint that the movers have provided. He is not talking yet.


    “And so the idea is there. Day after day. All the wife thinks about is killing the other woman. Whether she is in the peak of rage or the dungeons of self-pity, there is that thrilling notion.


    “And, of course, as the idea takes hold, there is another twist. The husband must know. When she is raging, when she’s on the way out the door, it is a kind of delicious vengeance to think of him bereft and knowing just who left him in that condition. And in her softer moods, when the thought is of somehow saving this marriage, she wants him to appreciate this monumental act of commitment and devotion, her effort at finding the miracle cure. It will have no meaning to him if he thinks it’s just an accident.


    “So that becomes part of the compulsion. To kill. And to let him know that she has done it. How is that to be accomplished? It is a magnificent puzzle to a woman capable of the most intricate levels of complex thought. Obviously she can’t just tell him. For one thing, half the time she’s planning to be gone. And, of course, on the basic level, there is a risk that—to put it mildly—her husband might not approve. He may go tattling. She has to take that option from him. And how best to do that? Fortunately, it is predictable that the husband will investigate this crime. The head of the Homicide Section has taken a powder. The acting head is a person no one trusts. And the husband is the P.A.’s favorite son. He will be the one collecting evidence, him and his pal, the all-star homicide dick Lipranzer. And as the husband proceeds, detail by detail, he will discover that the culprit for all the world appears to be him. He’ll know of course that it was not. And he’ll know who it was, because there is only one person in the world who has access to this glass, or to his seed. But he’ll never convince anybody else of
that. He will suffer in lonely silence when she leaves him. Or kiss her bloody hand with new devotion when she stays. In the act itself, there will be purification and discovery. With the other woman gone, she will be able to find just what it is she wants to do.


    “But it must be a crime that the rest of the world can reasonably regard as unsolved, when hubby declares that to be the case. It must be a crime in which he alone will realize what has occurred. That’s why she decides to make it look like a rape. And so the plan proceeds. Something that must be utilized is one of these glasses.”


    I show the tumbler I am wrapping to Lip. He is seated on one of the kitchen chairs now, listening with an open look that mediates between rough horror and a kind of wonder.


    “It was a glass just like this one that her husband picked up and wept over, the night he told her of his affair. The self-centered sap sat there and devastated her with the truth and cried because their glasses were just like the other woman’s. That will be the perfect calling card, the perfect way to tell him, You know who. He drinks a beer one night while he watches the ball game. She hides the glass away. Now she has his fingerprints.


    “And then on a few mornings she saves the gooey mess that comes out when she removes her diaphragm. Puts it in a plastic bag, I figure, which probably sat a while in the basement freezer.


    “And that’s how it’s done. April first. Ha ha. That’s to help him get it. She makes a phone call from the residence an hour before the event. Hubby is at home, babysitting, but, as Nico would have argued if Stern had ever pointed out that Barbara might have been here when I made that call, you can use the phone in Barbara’s study without being heard downstairs.”


    Lip’s chair makes a sudden screech as it jerks back across the floor.


    “Whoa,” he says. “Run that by again. Who called? Really. Not what Delay was thinkin. Her?”


    “Her,” I say. “That time.”


    “That time?”


    “That time. Not before.”


    “You before?”


    “Me before.”


    “Hmm,” says Lip, and his eyes dull as he reflects, no doubt, on that day in April when I asked him for what surely seemed a harmless favor, a trivial indiscretion, to skip retrieving my home tolls. “Hmm,” he says again, and actually laughs out loud. I do not understand at first, but when I see his somewhat cheerful look I realize he is satisfied. We can only be who we can be. Detective Lipranzer is pleased to know that he was not completely wrong to judge me guilty of some margin of bad faith. “So she called that night?”


    “Right.”


    “Knowin you’d done it before?”


    “I’m not sure of that. She couldn’t have overheard me, because there was nothing to hear. But if you want a guess, I think she knew. That was my sense. I probably left the phone directory from the P.A.’s office open to the page one time when I called Carolyn. That’s the kind of thing Barbara would notice. You know how fixated she is with details, especially around the house. That may even have been what kicked her over the edge. But I don’t know for sure. It could have been a coincidence. She had to get in touch with Carolyn somehow. She couldn’t just show up.”


    “What’d she tell her on the phone?”


    “Who knows? Something. Bullshit. She asked to drop by.”


    “And killed her dead,” says Lip.


    “And killed her dead,” say I. “But not without a stop first at the U. She logged into the computer. Nobody ever checked, but I’ll bet she loaded on some brainbusting program. I’d guarantee that machine was churning out paper for two hours. Every clever killer needs an alibi, and Barbara, you might say, had considered a detail or two. Then she drives over to Carolyn’s, who by now is waiting for her to arrive. Carolyn lets her in. And when she turns her head, Barbara serenely bashes it in with a little item called a Whatchamacallit, which is just small enough to fit inside a lady’s purse. Then she gets out the cord she’s brought along and does some tying. Leaves the calling-card glass on the bar. And then takes a syringe and the knowledge gained from her readings in artificial insemination and injects the contents of her little Ziploc bag, full of male fluid. She unlocks the doors and windows before she leaves.


    “Of course, criminal detection is a little more complicated than Barbara knew. There are entire fields of inquiry unknown to her. Like fiber analysis. She leaves traces she never counted on. The fibers from the carpets in her home, which are clinging to the hem of her skirt. Or a few hairs of her own. Remember how Hair and Fiber didn’t bother with the female hair they picked up at the scene? I’m sure she never figured anybody was going to do so detailed an analysis of the sperm specimen. And I would bet that Barbara had no idea about MUD records, and was astonished when it turned out that her call was traced back to our phone. She drew more of an arrow toward herself than she intended. Same thing with that third fingerprint on the glass—probably a moment of carelessness. And of course none of us ever figured that Carolyn had tied her tubes.


    “There’s the rub, of course. Life, it seems, does not follow the invariable rules of mathematics. Things do not turn out as she had planned. Molto is shadowing the investigation. He picks up on everything she never meant to leave behind, and items like the fingerprints that she had probably figured I could shove under the rug. Things turn very dark for hubby. The world falls in around him. He seems completely fuddled. Maybe he doesn’t even know who set him up. And now she finds herself in the one place she never counted on being: she feels sorry for him. He has suffered in ways she never intended, and in the cold light of reality, she is full of shame. She nurses him through his ordeal. She is ready at any moment to save him with the truth, until it fortunately proves unnecessary. But of course there are no happy endings. This story is a tragedy. Things are better now between the husband and the wife. Passion and feeling have been rediscovered. But now The Act stands between them. There are things he cannot say to her. Things she cannot say to him. And worst of all, she cannot stand her own guilt—or the recollection of her insanity.”


    When I am done, I look at Lip. And Lip looks at me. I ask him if he wants another beer.


    “No, sir,” he says. “I need whiskey.” He stands up to wash his glass. Then he puts it in the box with the other eleven. He holds the box closed while I apply the tape.


    I pour him his shot and he stands, drinking.


    “When’d you figure all this out?” he asks.


    “The big picture? I think I pick up pieces of it every day. There have been days, Lip, while Nat was at school when I’ve done nothing but sit in the dark and work over the details. Again and again.”


    “I mean, when did you know what happened?”


    “When did I know she did Carolyn? It crossed my mind when I heard there was a phone call from here the night she was murdered. But I thought Tommy must have diddled the phone records. I didn’t really know until I saw the glasses again in Carolyn’s apartment and realized all of hers were there.”


    Lip makes a noise, a little too ironic to be called a groan.


    “How’d that one make you feel?”


    “Weird.” I shake my head. “You know, I’d look at her. Here she is—cooking dinner for me. For Nat. Touching me, for Chrissake. Then, you know, it would all come clear to me: I was out of my fucking mind. I wouldn’t believe it at all. For days, I wouldn’t believe it. Sometimes I was positive that Tommy set me up. Making me think it was Barbara was part of his scam. I thought that a lot. I would have loved to hear Leon lay it all on Molto. But, you know, at the end, when I knew what it was, I wasn’t surprised at all.”


    “Don’t you wanna see her burn?”


    I pout my lip. Slowly, I shake my head.


    “I couldn’t do it, Lip. I couldn’t do it to Nat. We’ve all had more than enough. I couldn’t take it. I don’t owe anybody that much.”


    “And you don’t worry about the kid? With her?”


    “No,” I say. “Not that. That’s one thing I don’t worry about. She’s in better shape with him. It pulls her back. Barbara needs someone around who really cares about her. And Nat does. I always knew I couldn’t split them up—it would be the worst thing I could do to either one of them.”


    “Least I don’t gotta wonder why you threw her out.” Lip makes that noise again. “Whew,” he says.


    I’ve sat down now in the kitchen chair Lip formerly occupied. I am thus in the middle of the room alone as I speak.


    “I’ll tell you something that will blow your mind: she’s the one
who took the powder. I didn’t ask her to leave. I suppose six months from now I could have woken up and strangled her in her sleep. But I was willing to try it. I really wanted to try. Crazy as she is, wild and nuts, no matter how many times you turn it upside down, you still have to say she did it because of me. Certainly not out of love. But for it. I wouldn’t call it even, but we’d have both had our share to make up for.”


    Lip laughs at that.


    “Boy,” he says. “You really got a way with the ladies.”


    “You think I’d have been out of my mind to stay with her?”


    “You askin my opinion?”


    “I seem to be.”


    “You’re better off without her. You’re givin her way too much credit. You’re believin in a whole lot of accidents.”


    “How’s that?”


    “The way you’re lookin at this whole thing.”


    “For instance?”


    “Your prints. They’re on the glass, right?”


    “Right.”


    “And only you would know? You can’t make an i.d. yourself. Gotta get the lab to do it. That means somebody else comes up with your name.”


    “Yeah, but I’m a big dummy. I was supposed to recognize the glass—not ask for prints.”


    “In a major murder case you ain’t gonna ask for prints?”


    I take a moment. “Maybe she didn’t know they could make a laser match. My prints are there just to keep me from dropping a dime on her.”


    “Sure,” says Lip. “And in the meantime the lab is lookin at the gism, figurin things out. And they got your carpet fibers.”


    “Nobody ties those things to me.”


    “What about your phone records, if somebody should think to look? You said yourself she probably knew you’d been usin this phone to call Carolyn. Why’s she dial from here, while you’re around the house? Why take that chance instead of goin to a pay phone? You don’t think that lady knows from MUDs? Or fibers?
Or whose prints are on file? After twelve years of listenin to your stories?” Lip chucks down the rest of his whiskey. “Champ, you don’t got this figured right.”


    “No? What do you figure?”


    “I figure she wanted Carolyn dead and you in the slammer for doin it. I’d say the only thing that happened that she never counted on was that you beat it. Maybe two things.”


    Lipranzer grabs one of the kitchen chairs and sits down astride it. We are now face to face.


    “I bet she was world-class pissed when you ended up with this case. She’d have never guessed that on the front end. You’re the chief deputy. You don’t horse around these days with homicides. You don’t have the time. You got a fuckin office to run while Horgan’s tryin to save his butt. The only thing she’d know is Raymond would be tear-ass—he’d want to keep this thing in-house, right under his thumb. Anybody’d know Raymond would make damn certain the police assignment was Special Command. I think she figured that some smart homicide dick was gonna nail you. Somebody who’d look at too many doors and windows open, who’d get a report about what was in the wad and see it was all a setup—somebody who’d go lookin for a real bright guy who’d know just how to do it. That’s what she was countin on—somebody who knows you real good. Somebody who goes with you to the Red Cross drive and knows your blood type. Maybe even knows you well enough to think you were keepin company with a certain dead lady. Knows what color carpet you got at home.” Lip suddenly, and inappropriately, yawns as he looks out to the living room. “Yeah,” he says, “when I come for you with the cuffs, that’d put the knife in pretty deep. That’s what I figure.”


    Lipranzer eyes me sagely. Then he nods, convincing himself.


    “That’s possible,” I say, after a moment. “I’ve thought of that. But she said things didn’t go the way she’d expected.”


    “Meanin what?” he asks. “They didn’t fry your ass? I mean, what else you gonna hear but hearts and flowers: Honey, I’da saved you if I had to. What would you do? Say, Go head and turn me in?”


    “I don’t know, Lip.” I look at him, then I slug him softly in the shoulder. “Fifteen minutes ago you thought I was the one who killed her.”


    In response he makes his sound.


    “I don’t know,” I say again. “I believe two things. She did it. And she was sorry. I’ll always believe she was sorry.” I straighten up. “And anyway, it never would have done me any good to tell.”


    “Speakin of tellin, did you let your lawyers know, at least?”


    “Nope. Neither one. Right at the end I had this idea Sandy might have figured it out. He talked to me one night about putting Barbara on the stand—and I got a clear feeling he didn’t have the slightest interest in really doing it. And the kid, Kemp, had some notion, too. He knew something was out of whack with the phone records. But I’d never have put either one of them in that position, having to choose between my wife and me. I didn’t want to be defended that way. Like I said, I couldn’t see taking his mother from my son. And besides, it would never wash. If Barbara really figured all this out, Lip, then she knew that, too. Nico had a beautiful argument if I got up there and accused her. He would have said this was the perfect crime. An unhappy marriage. A prosecutor who knows the system inside out. A guy who’s become a misogynist. He despises Carolyn. He hates his wife. But he loves the boy. If he and his wife split, he’ll never get custody. He’d have said I planned it this way. Made it look like her set-up. Right down to getting her fingerprint on the glass or injecting the spermicide. Maybe he’d say I was using Barbara as a fail-safe, the person I’d like to see nabbed in case the whole house of cards fell in on me. There are plenty of juries that might buy that.”


    “But it isn’t true,” says Lip.


    I look at him. I can tell that I have left him out there again, floating uneasily in the ether regions of disbelief.


    “No,” I tell him, “that isn’t true.”


    But there is that flicker there, the brief light of an idle doubt. What is harder? Knowing the truth or finding it, telling it or being believed?


  




  

    Closing Argument


    When Raymond called, I told him the idea was absurd.


    “Instant rehabilitation,” he said.


    “It is impossible,” I answered.


    “Rusty,” he said, “give a guilty conscience a chance.” I was not sure if he was referring to himself or everyone in Kindle County. But he insisted it could happen, and at last I told him that if everything could be arranged I would think seriously about it.


    In January, as a result of the petition drive the City Council authorized a recall election. Bolcarro could have prevented it, but he displayed a marked neutrality toward Della Guardia. Nico campaigned actively to retain his office and he nearly pulled it out. He fired Tommy Molto with about two weeks left, but various civic leaders, including Raymond, Larren, and Judge Mumphrey, came out against him, and Della Guardia was recalled with a margin of about 2,000 votes. He has not given up. He is going to run for City Council from the South End, and I expect him to win.


    Bolcarro formed a citizens’ commission to make recommendations on the new P.A. Raymond was a member. That was what led him to call me. Rumor has it that Mac was the first choice, but she refused to leave the bench. Raymond promised me that the papers had been sounded and that I would receive universal support. I could
not think of a good reason to say no. On March 28, four days short of the anniversary of Carolyn Polhemus’s murder, I became the acting Kindle County prosecuting attorney.


    I took the position with the understanding that I will not run for re-election. The mayor has told me a couple of times he thinks I’ll make a fine judge, but he has not put that on paper. Right now I enjoy the job I have. The news stories refer to me as ‘the caretaker P.A.’ My relations with lots of people have all kinds of peculiar strains and edges, but it is no worse at work than when I walk down from my apartment to buy a dozen eggs. I accepted that this would be the case when I did not leave Kindle County. It is not that I am brave, or even stubborn. I just don’t think the problems of a new life somewhere else would be any easier than dealing with what is here. I will always be a kind of museum piece. Rusty Sabich. The biggest bullshit thing you’ve ever seen. Set up, no question about it, and then Della Guardia covered Molto. Really pathetic, the whole business. The guy is not quite the same.


    The murder of Carolyn Polhemus, of course, remains unsolved. No one talks about pursuing it, surely not with me, and it’s a practical impossibility anyway to try two people for the same crime. A few months ago they had some jailhouse crank who was trying to confess. I sent Lipranzer over to take his statement. Lip quickly reported to the department his judgment that it was a bunch of crap.


    I go to Detroit on many weekends. With this job, it is harder than I planned, but when I cannot make it, Barbara sends Nathaniel down. On my second trip up there, Barbara suggested I stay with them. One thing led to another and we have, in a sort of half-ass way, been reconciled. She is not likely to come back here. Her job has worked out well, and the truth, I think, is that she enjoys the distance from me and the reminders. Neither of us expects the present arrangement to last. Sooner or later the swelling will recede and one of us will meet somebody else. When I think about that, I hope it’s a woman a few years younger. I would like to have another child. But that’s the kind of thing no one can plan. For the present, Nat seems to take comfort from the fact that his mother and I are still married, not divorced.


    At times, I admit, I still think of Carolyn. There is none of
that crazy longing left, none of the bizarre fixation. I guess she has finally found her place of rest for me. But I puzzle on the experience now and then. What was it, I still think. What was it I wanted with her? What seemed so imperative about it all? In the end, it must have had something to do with my sense of the torment, the agonies which drove her. That legacy of pain was openly displayed—in her hard-shell manner, her hipped-up weariness, her ardent courtroom spokesmanship for the likes of Wendell McGaffen, the assailed and woebegone. She was herself someone who had suffered vastly—and who claimed in every visible aspect of her being to have triumphed over it all. That was not true. She could no more leave the horrible weight of her past behind than those Greek heroes could fly close to the sun. But does that mean it is impossible for all of us?


    I reached for Carolyn. In a part of me, I knew my gesture was ill-fated. I must have recognized her troubled vanity, the poverty of feeling that reduced her soul. I must have known that what she offered was only the grandest of illusions. But still I fell for that legend she had made up about herself. The glory. The glamour. The courage. All her determined grace. To fly above this obscure world of anguish, this black universe of pain! For me there will always be that struggle to escape the darkness. I reached for Carolyn. I adored her, as the faith healer is adored by the halt and lame. But I wanted with wild, wild abandon, with a surging, defiant, emboldened desire, I wanted the extreme—the exultation, the passion and the moment, the fire, the light. I reached for Carolyn. In hope. Hope. Everlasting hope.
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      [Our] decisions have respected the private realm of family life which the state cannot enter.


      Prince v. Massachusetts, 321 U.S. 158, 166 (1944), an opinion of the United States Supreme Court


      I once undertook to improve the marriage relations of a very intelligent man…. He continually occupied himself with the thought of a separation, which he repeatedly rejected because he dearly loved his two small children…. One day, the man related to me a slight occurrence which had extremely frightened him. He was sporting with the older child, by far his favorite. He tossed it high in the air and repeated this tossing until finally he thrust it so high that its head almost struck the massive gas chandelier…. [The child] became dizzy with fright…. The particular facility of this careless movement…suggested to me to look upon this accident as a symbolic action….


      There was indeed a powerful determinant in a memory from the patient’s childhood: it referred to the death of a little brother, which the mother laid to the father’s negligence, and which led to serious quarrels with threats of separation between the parents. The continued course of my patient’s life, as well as the therapeutic success, confirmed my analysis.


      SIGMUND FREUD,
 The Psychopathology of Everyday Life
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      THEY HAD BEEN MARRIED for thirty-one years, and the following spring, full of resolve and a measure of hope, he would marry again. But that day, on a late afternoon near the end of March, Mr. Alejandro Stern had returned home and, with his attaché case and garment bag still in hand, called out somewhat absently from the front entry for Clara, his wife. He was fifty-six years old, stout and bald, and never particularly good-looking, and he found himself in a mood of intense preoccupation.


      For two days he had been in Chicago—that city of rough souls—on behalf of his most difficult client. Dixon Hartnell was callous, self-centered, and generally scornful of his lawyers’ advice; worst of all, representing him was a permanent engagement. Dixon was Stern’s brother-in-law, married to Silvia, his sister, Stern’s sole living immediate relation and the enduring object of his affections. For Dixon, of course, his feelings were hardly as pure. In the early years, when Stern’s practice amounted to little more than the decorous hustling of clients in the hallways of the misdemeanor courts, serving Dixon’s unpredictable needs had paid Stern’s rent. Now it was one of those imponderable duties, darkly rooted in the hard soil of Stern’s own sense of filial and professional obligation.


      It was also steady work. The proprietor of a vast commodity-futures trading empire, a brokerage house he had named, in youth, Maison Dixon, and a series of interlocked subsidiaries, all called MD-this and -that, Dixon was routinely in trouble. Exchange officials, federal regulators, the IRS—they’d all had Dixon’s number for years. Stern stood up for him in these scrapes.


      But the present order of business was of greater concern. A federal grand jury sitting here in Kindle County had been issuing subpoenas out of town to select MD clients. Word of these subpoenas, served by the usual grim-faced minions of the FBI, had been trailing back to MD for a week now, and Stern, at the conclusion of his most recent trial, had flown at once to Chicago to meet privately with the attorneys representing two of these customers and to review the records the government required from them. The lawyers reported that the Assistant United States Attorney assigned to the matter, a young woman named Klonsky, declined to say precisely who was under suspicion, beyond exonerating the customers themselves. But to a practiced eye, this all had an ominous look. The out-of-town subpoenas reflected a contemplated effort at secrecy. The investigators knew what they were seeking and seemed intent on quietly encircling Dixon, or his companies, or someone close to him.


      So Stern stood travel-weary and vexed in the slate foyer of the home where Clara and he had lived for nearly two decades. And yet, what was it that wrested his attention so thoroughly, so suddenly? The silence, he would always say. Not a tap running, a radio mumbling, not one of the household machines in operation. An isolated man, he drew, always, a certain comfort from stillness. But this was not the silence of rest or interruption. He left his bags on the black tiles and stepped smartly through the foyer.


      “Clara?” he called again.


      He found her in the garage. When he opened the door, the odor of putrefaction overwhelmed him, a powerful high sour smell which dizzied him with the first breath and drove up sickness like a fist. The car, a black Seville, the current model, had been backed in; the driver’s door was open. The auto’s white dome light remained on, so that in the dark garage she was wanly spotlit. From the doorway he could see her leg extended toward the concrete floor, and the hem of a bright floral shirtwaist dress. He could tell from the glint that she was wearing hosiery.


      Slowly, he stepped down. The heat in the garage and the smell which increased revoltingly with each step were overpowering, and in the dark his fear left him weak. When he could see her through the open door of the car, he advanced no farther. She was reclined on the camel-colored leather of the front seat. Her skin, which he noticed first, was burnished with an unnatural peachish glow, and her eyes were closed. It seemed she had meant to appear neat and composed. Her left hand, faultlessly manicured, was placed almost ceremonially across her abdomen, and the flesh had swollen slightly beneath her wedding rings. She had brought nothing with her. No jacket. No purse. And she had not fallen back completely; her other arm was rigidly extended toward the wheel, and her head was pinned against the seat at a hopeless, impossible angle. Her mouth was open, her tongue extruded, her face dead, motionless, absolutely still. In the whitewashed laundry room adjoining the garage he was immediately sick in one of the porcelain basins, and he washed away all traces before calling in quick order 911 and then his son.


      “You must come straightaway,” he said to Peter. He had found him at home. “Straightaway.” As usual in stress, he heard some faint accentuation of the persistent Hispanic traces in his speech; the accent was always there, an enduring deficit as he thought of it, like a limp.


      “Something is wrong with Mother,” Peter said. Stern had mentioned nothing like that, but his son’s feeling for these things was sure. “What happened in Chicago?”


      When Stern answered that she had not been with him, Peter, true to his first instincts, began to quarrel.


      “How could she not be with you? I spoke to her the morning you were leaving.”


      A shot of terrible sympathy for himself tore through Stern. He was lost, the emotional pathways hopelessly tangled. Hours later, toward morning, as he was sitting alone beneath a single light, sipping sherry as he revisited, reparsed every solemn moment of the day, he would take in the full significance of Peter’s remark. But that eluded him now. He felt only, as ever, a deep central impatience with his son, a suffering, suppressed volcanic force, while somewhere else his heart read the first clues in what Peter had told him, and a sickening unspeakable chasm of regret began to open.


      “You must come now, Peter. I have no idea precisely what has occurred. I believe, Peter, that your mother is dead.”


      His son, a man of thirty, let forth a brief high sound, a cry full of desolation. “You believe it?”


      “Please, Peter. I require your assistance. This is a terrible moment. Come ahead. You may interrogate me later.”


      “For Chrissake, what in the hell is happening there? What in the hell is this? Where are you?”


      “I am home, Peter. I cannot answer your questions now. Please do as I ask. I cannot attend to this alone.” He hung up the phone abruptly. His hands were trembling and he leaned once more against the laundry basin. He had seemed so coldly composed only an instant before. Now some terrible sore element in him was on the rise. He presumed he was about to faint. He removed his tie first, then his jacket. He returned for an instant to the garage door; but he could not push it open. If he waited, just a moment, it seemed he would understand.
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      The house was soon full of people he did not know. The police came first, in pairs, parking their cars at haphazard angles in the drive, then the paramedics and the ambulance. Through the windows Stern saw a gaggle of his neighbors gathering on the lawn across the way. They leaned toward the house with the arrival of each vehicle and spoke among themselves, held behind the line of squad cars with their revolving beacons. Within the house, policemen roamed about with their usual regrettable arrogance. Their walkie-talkies blared with occasional eruptions of harsh static. They went in and out of the garage to gawk at the body and talked about events as if he were not there. They studied the Sterns’ rich possessions with an envy that was disconcertingly apparent.


      The first cop into the garage had lifted his radio to summon the lieutenant as soon as he emerged.


      “She’s cooked,” the officer told the dispatcher. “Tell him he better come with masks and gloves.” Only then did he notice Stern lurking in a fashion in the dark hall outside the laundry room. Abashed, the policeman began at once to explain. “Looks like that car run all day. It’s on empty now. Catalytic converter gets hotter than a barbecue—six, seven hundred degrees. You run that engine twelve hours in a closed space, you’re generating real heat. That didn’t do her any good. You the husband?”


      He was, said Stern.


      “Condolences,” said the cop. “Terrible thing.”


      They waited.


      “Do you have any idea, Officer, what occurred?” He did not know what he thought just now, except that it would be a kind of treachery to believe the worst too soon. The cop considered Stern in silence. He was ruddy and thick, and his weight probably made him look older than he was.


      “Keys in the ignition. On position. Garage door’s closed.”


      Stern nodded.


      “It dudn’t look like any accident to me,” the cop said finally. “You can’t be sure till the autopsy. You know, could be she had a heart attack or somethin right when she turned the key.


      “Maybe it’s one of them freak things, too,” the cop said. “Turns the car on and she’s thinkin about somethin else, you know, fixin her hair and makeup, whatever. Sometimes you never know. Didn’t find a note, right?”


      A note. Stern had spent the moments awaiting the various authorities here in this hallway, keeping his stupefied watch beside the door. The thought of a note, some communication, provided, against all reason, a surge of hope.


      “You’d just as well stay out of there,” the policeman said, gesturing vaguely behind him.


      Stern nodded with the instruction, but after an instant he took a single step forward.


      “Once more,” he said.


      The policeman waited only a moment before opening the door.
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      He was known as Sandy, a name he had adopted shortly after his mother and sister and he had arrived here in 1947, driven from Argentina by unending calamities—the death of his older brother, and then his father; the rise of Perón. It was his mother who had urged him to use this nickname, but he was never wholly at ease with it. There was a jaunty, comic air to the name; it fit him poorly, like someone else’s clothing, and, therefore, seemed to betray all that helpless immigrant yearning for acceptance which he so ardently sought to conceal, and which had been in truth perhaps his most incorrigible passion.


      To be an American. Having come of age here in the 1950s, he would always hear the whisper of special obligations in the word. He had never bought a foreign car; and he had forsaken Spanish years ago. Occasionally, in surprise, a few words, a favored expression might escape him, but he had arrived here determined to master the American tongue. In his parents’ home there was no single language—his mother addressed them in Yiddish; with each other, the children used Spanish; his father talked principally to himself in windy high-flown German, which sounded to Stern as a child like some rumbling machine. In Argentina, with its deep Anglophile traditions, he had learned to speak the English of an Eton schoolboy. But here the idioms of everyday life flashed in his mind like coins, the currency of real Americans. From the first, he could not bear to use them. Pride and shame, fire and ice, burned away at him always; he could not endure the sniggering that seemed to follow even the slightest accented misuse. But in his dreams he spoke a rich American argot, savory as any jazzman’s.


      American optimism, on the other hand, he had never absorbed. He could not leave aside the gloomy lessons of foreign experience, of his parents’ lives—emigrants, exiles, souls fleeing despots, never at rest. Certain simple propositions he took as articles of faith: things would often turn out badly. Seated in the living room in an overstuffed chair, amid Clara’s raiku vases and Chinese tapestries, he accepted this like the coming true of an evil spell. He had the inkling of various tasks that were somehow imperative, but for the time being he had no thought to move; his limbs were weak from shock, and his heart seemed to labor.


      Peter arrived not long after the paramedics. They had already rolled their white-sheeted cart into the garage to remove the body. Wiry and always intense, Peter had burst into the house, disregarding the policemen at the front door. Why was it, Stern wondered, that he was so appalled by his son’s hysteria, this hyperthyroid look of uncontrollable panic? Peter was immaculately kempt, a bone-thin young man with a highly fashionable hairdo. He wore a blousy French shirt with broad turquoise stripes; his pants were olive, but of a style never worn in any army, ballooning widely near the knee. Stern, even now, could not restrict a critical impulse. It was remarkable, really, that this man whose face was rigid with distress had taken the time to dress.


      Rising finally, he encountered his son in the hallway leading from the foyer to the kitchen.


      “I just can’t believe this.” Peter, like Stern, seemed to have no idea how to behave; he moved a single step toward his father, but neither man reached out. “My God,” he said, “look at it. It’s a carnival outside. Half the neighborhood’s there.”


      “Do they know what happened?”


      “I told Fiona Cawley.” The Cawleys had lived next door to the Sterns for nineteen years. “She more or less demanded it. You know how she is.”


      “Ah,” Stern said. He battled himself, but he found that a selfish shame, juvenile in its intensity, struck at him. This terrible fact was out now, news now, known. Stern could see the canny deliberations taking place behind Fiona Cawley’s deadly yellow eyes.


      “Where is she?” Peter demanded. “Is she still here?”


      As soon as Peter had gone off to the garage, Stern recalled that he had meant to speak with him about calling his sisters.


      “Mr. Stern?” The policeman who had gone into the garage was standing there. “Couple of the fellas wanted a word, if you don’t mind.”


      They were in Stern’s first-floor den, a tiny room that he kept largely to himself. Clara had painted the walls hunter green and the room was crowded with furniture, including a large desk on which certain household papers were carefully laid. It disturbed Stern to see the police stationing themselves in this room which had always been his most private place. Two policemen in uniform, a man and a woman, stood, while a plainclothes officer occupied the sofa. This third one, a detective apparently, rose desultorily to offer his hand.


      “Nogalski,” he said. He gripped Stern’s hand tepidly and did not bother to look at him. He was a thick man, wearing a tweed sport coat. A hard type. They all were. The detective motioned to a facing easy chair. Behind Stern, the female officer mumbled something into her radio: We’re talkin’ to him now.


      “You up to a few questions, Sandy?”


      “Of what nature?”


      “The usual. You know. We got a report to make. Lieutenant’s on the way. Gotta fill him in. This come as a big surprise to you?” the cop asked.


      Stern waited.


      “Very much,” he said.


      “She the type to get all depressed and unhappy, the missus?”


      This survey of Clara’s character, to be attempted in a few sentences, was for the moment well beyond him.


      “She was a serious person, Detective. You would not describe her as a blithe personality.”


      “But was she seeing shrinks, you know, anything like that?”


      “Not to my knowledge. My wife was not of a complaining nature, Detective. She was very private.”


      “She wasn’t threatening to do this?”


      “No.”


      The detective, mostly bald, looked directly at Stern for the first time. It was evident he did not believe him.


      “We haven’t found a note yet, you know.”


      Stern stirred a hand weakly. He could not explain.


      “And where have you been?” one of the cops behind Stern asked.


      “Chicago.”


      “For?”


      “Legal business. I met with a number of lawyers.” The fact that Dixon might be in very serious difficulties, so sorely troubling only an hour ago, recurred to Stern now with a disconcerting novelty. The urgency of that situation waved to him like a hand disappearing in the deep, out of reach for the time being.


      “How long you gone?” Nogalski asked.


      “I left very early yesterday.”


      “You talk to her?”


      “I tried last night, but there was no answer. We have a symphony series. I assumed she had gone for coffee afterwards with friends.”


      “Who spoke to her last, so far as you know?”


      Stern deliberated. Peter’s shrill manner would quickly antagonize the police.


      “My son might have.”


      “He out there?”


      “He is quite emotional at the moment.”


      Nogalski, for whatever reason, allowed himself a brief, disparaging smile.


      “You do that often?” one of the cops behind him asked.


      “What is that, Officer?”


      “Travel. Out of town?”


      “Occasionally it is necessary.”


      “Where’d you stay?” the woman asked. Stern tried not to react to the drift of the questions. The officers, of course, knew by now who he was and reacted accordingly—they despised most criminal defense lawyers, who hindered the police at every turn and were often richly rewarded for their efforts. To the police, this was a natural opportunity—a chance to pester an adversary and to indulge their customary nasty fancies about foul play and motives. Maybe the spick was humping his girlfriend in Chi while somebody for hire set this up. You never know unless you ask.


      “On this occasion, I was at the Ritz.” Stern stood. “May I go? My son and I have yet to speak with his sisters.”


      Nogalski was watching him.


      “This doesn’t make much sense,” said the detective.


      It made no sense, the man said. This was his professional opinion. Stern looked intently at Nogalski. It was one of the hazards of Stern’s calling that he seldom felt grateful to the police.


      Coming back down the hall, Stern could hear Peter’s voice. He was carrying on about something. The same ruddy-faced cop who had shown Stern into the garage was listening impassively. Stern took his son by the elbow to draw him away. This was intolerable. Intolerable! Some tough element of resistance within him was wearing away.


      “My God, they’re going to do an autopsy—did you know that?” asked Peter as soon as they were alone in the corridor. Peter was an M.D. and today apparently he was haunted by his past, the pathological exams he had practiced on the bums turned up in gutters, the gruesome med school humor as six or seven students studied the innards of the deceased. Peter suffered with the thought of his mother as another mound of lifeless anatomy awaiting the coroner’s saw. “You’re not going to allow that, are you?”


      A good deal shorter than his son, Stern observed Peter. Was it only with his father that this craven hysteria occurred? Stern wondered. The climate of their relations did not seem to have changed for years. Always there was this lamenting hortatory quality, too insistent to be passed off as mere whining. Stern had wondered for so long what it was his son expected him to do.


      “It is routine, Peter. The coroner must determine the cause of death.”


      “‘The cause of death’? Do they think it was an accident? Are they going to do a brain scan and figure out what she was thinking? For God sake, we won’t have a body left to bury. It’s obvious. She killed herself.” No one yet had said that aloud. Stern registered Peter’s directness as a kind of discourtesy—too coarse, too blunt. But no part of him riled up in shock.


      This was not, he said, the moment to cross swords with the police. They were, as usual, being idiotic, conducting some kind of homicide investigation. They might wish to speak next to him.


      “Me? About what?”


      “Your last conversations with your mother, I assume. I told them you were too distressed at the moment.”


      In his great misery, Peter broke forth with a brief, childish smile. “Good,” he said. Such a remarkably strange man. A peculiar moment passed between Stern and his son, a legion of things not understood. Then he reminded Peter that they needed to call his sisters.


      “Right,” said Peter. A more sober cast came into his eye. Whatever his differences with his father, he was a faithful older brother.


      Down the hall, Stern heard someone say, “The lieutenant’s here.” A large man ducked into the corridor, peering toward them. He was somewhere near Stern’s age, but time seemed to have had a different effect on him. He was large and broad, and like a farmer or someone who worked outdoors, he appeared to have maintained most of the physical strength of youth. He wore a light brown suit, a rumpled, synthetic garment, and a rayon shirt that hung loosely; when he turned around for a second, Stern could see an edge of shirttail trailing out beneath his jacket. He had a large rosy face and very little hair, a few thick gray clumps drawn across his scalp.


      He dropped his chin toward Stern in a knowing fashion.


      “Sandy,” he said.


      “Lieutenant,” Stern answered. He had no memory of this man, except having seen him before. Some case. Some time. He was not thinking well at the moment.


      “When you get a chance,” the lieutenant said.


      Some confusion rose up between Stern and his son.


      “You talk to him. I’ll call,” said Peter. “You know, Marta and Kate. It’s better from me.”


      With a sudden lucid turn, the kind of epiphanal instant he might have expected at a time of high distress, Stern recognized a traditional family drama taking place. As his children had marched toward adulthood, Peter had assumed a peculiar leadership in the family—he was the one to whom his sisters and mother often turned. He had forged intensive secret bonds with each of them—Stern did not know how, because the same alliances were never formed with him. This terrible duty, Stern realized, should be his, but the paths of weakness were well worn.


      “Please say I shall speak to them soon.”


      “Sure.” A certain reflective light had come over Peter; he leaned against the wall for an instant, absorbing it all, worn out by his own high emotions. “Life,” he observed, “is full of surprises.”


      In Stern’s den, the lieutenant was receiving a report from his officers. Nogalski had come strolling up as Stern emerged from the hallway. The lieutenant wanted to know what the policemen had been doing. Nogalski spoke. The others knew they had no place to answer.


      “I was asking a few questions, Lieutenant.”


      “Think you’ve asked enough?” Nogalski took a beat on that. They did not get along, the detective and the lieutenant—you could see that. “Maybe you could lend a hand outside. There’s a real bunch of gawkers.”


      When the other officers were gone, the lieutenant gestured for Stern. He knocked at the door with the back of his hand so that it closed part way.


      “Well, you got a shitpot of troubles here, don’t you, Sandy? I’m sorry to see you again, under the circumstances.” The lieutenant’s name was Radczyk, Stern remembered suddenly. Ray, he thought. “You holdin’ up?” he asked.


      “For the time being. My son is having some difficulty. The prospect of an autopsy for some reason upsets him.”


      The cop, shifting around the room, seemed to shrug.


      “We find a note someplace, we could do without it, I guess. I could probably fix it up with Russell’s office.” He was referring to the coroner. “They can always measure the C.O. in the blood.” The old policeman looked at Stern directly then, aware probably that he was being too graphic. “I owe, you know,” he said.


      Stern nodded. He had no idea what Radczyk was talking about.


      The policeman sat down.


      “The fellas go over all the usual with you?”


      He nodded again. Whatever that was.


      “They were very thorough,” said Stern.


      The lieutenant understood at once.


      “Nogalski’s okay. He pushes, he’s okay. Rough around the edges.” The lieutenant looked out the door. He was the type someone must have called a big oaf when he was younger. Before he had a badge and a gun. “It’s a tough thing. I feel terrible for you. Just come home and found her, right?”


      The lieutenant was doing it all again. He was just much better at it than Nogalski.


      “She sick?” the lieutenant asked.


      “Her health was excellent. The usual middle-age complaints. One of her knees was quite arthritic. She could not garden as much as she liked. Nothing else.” From the study window, Stern could see the neighbors parting to let the ambulance pass. It rolled slowly through the crowd. The beacon, Stern noticed, was not turning. No point to that. He watched until the vehicle carrying Clara had disappeared in the fullness of the apple tree, just coming to leaf, at the far corner of the lot, then he brought himself back to the conversation. The left knee, Stern thought.


      “You don’t know of any reason?”


      “Lieutenant, it should be evident that I failed to observe something I should have.” He expected to get through this, but he did not. His voice quaked and he closed his eyes. The thought of actually breaking down before this policeman revolted him, but something in him was bleeding away. He was going to say that he had much to regret right now. But he was sure he could not muster that with any dignity. He said, “I am sorry, I cannot help you.”


      Radczyk was studying him, trying to decide, in all likelihood, if Stern was telling the truth.


      A policeman leaned into the room through the half-open door.


      “Lieutenant, Nogalski asked me to tell you they found something. Up in the bedroom. He didn’t want to touch it till you seen it.”


      “What is that?” asked Stern.


      The cop looked at Stern, unsure if he should answer.


      “The note,” the officer said at last.


      It was there on Stern’s highboy, jotted on a single sheet of her stationery, laid out beside a pile of handkerchiefs which the housekeeper had ironed. Like the grocery list or a reminder to get the cleaning. Unassuming. Harmless. Stern picked up the sheet, overcome by this evidence of her presence. The lieutenant stood at his shoulder. But there was very little to see. Just one line. No date. No salutation. Only four words.


      “Can you forgive me?”
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      IN THE DARK EARLY MORNING the day of the funeral, a dream seized Stern from sleep. He was wandering in a large house. Clara was there, but she was in a closet and would not come out. She clung shyly to one of the hanging garments, a woman in her fifties whose knees knocked in a pose of childish bashfulness. His mother called him, and his older brother, Jacobo, voices from other rooms. When he moved to answer them, Clara told him they were dead, and his body rushed with panic.


      From the bed, he contemplated the illuminated digits on the clock radio. 4:58. He would not sleep again, too frightened by the thronging images of his dream. There had been such a peculiar look on Clara’s face when she told him Jacobo was dead, such a sly, calculating gleam.


      About him the house, fully occupied, seemed to have taken on an inert, slumbering weight. His older daughter, Marta—twenty-eight, a Legal Aid lawyer in New York—had flown back the first night and slept now down the hall, in the room which had been hers as a child. His younger daughter, Kate, and her husband, John, who lived in a distant suburb, had also spent the night, rather than fight the unpredictable morning traffic over the river bridges. Silvia, Stern’s sister, was in the guest room, come from her country house to minister to her brother and to organize the house of grief. Only the two men, Peter and, of course, Dixon—forever the lone wolf—were missing.


      Last night, the task of mourning in its grimmest ceremonial aspects had begun. The formal period of visitation would follow the funeral, but Stern, always ambivalent about religious formalities, had opened the house to various heartsore friends who seemed to need to comfort him—neighbors, two young lawyers from Stern’s office, his circle from the courthouse and the synagogue; Clara was an only child, but two separate pairs of her cousins had arrived from Cleveland. Stern received them all with as much grace as he could manage. At these times, one responded according to the most deeply trained impulses. To Stern’s mother, gone for decades but still in his dreams, matters of social form had been sacred.


      But after the house had emptied and the family had trailed off to sleep, Stern had closed himself up in the bathroom off the bedroom he had shared with Clara, racked for the second time that evening by a wrenching, breathless bout of tears. He sat on the toilet, from which the frilled skirting that Clara had placed there decades before still hung, with a towel forced to his mouth, howling actually, uncontrolled, hoping no one would hear him. ‘What did I do?’ he asked repeatedly in a tiny stillborn voice as a rushing storm of grief blew through him. Oh, Clara, Clara, what did I do?


      Now, examining himself in the bathroom mirrors, he found his face puffy, his eyes bloodshot and sore. For the moment he had regained some numbed remoteness, but he knew the limits of his strength. What a terrible day this would become. Terrible. He dressed fully, except for his suit coat, and made himself a single boiled egg, then sat alone, watching the glint of the sunrise enlarge on the glossy surface of the mahogany dining table, until he felt some new incision of grief beginning to knife through him. Desperately—futilely—he tried to calm himself.


      How, he thought again, how could he have failed to notice in the bed beside him a woman who in every figurative sense was screaming in pain? How could he be so dull, his inner ear so deafened? The signs were such, Stern knew, that even in his usual state of feverish distraction he could have taken note. Clara was normally a person of intense privacy. For years, she had made a completely personal study of Japan; he knew nothing about it except the titles of the books that occasionally showed up on her desk. At other moments, she would read a musical score; the entire symphony would rage along inside her. Barely perceptible, her chin might drop; but not a bar, a note was so much as whispered aloud.


      But this was something more. Two or three nights recently he had returned home late, preoccupied with the case he was trying—a messy racketeering conspiracy—to find Clara sitting in the dark; there was no book or magazine, not even the TV’s vapid flickering. It was her expression that frightened him most. Not vacant. Absent. Removed. Her mouth a solemn line, her eyes hard as agates. It seemed a contemplation beyond words. There had been such spells before. Between them, they were referred to as moods and allowed to pass. For years, he prided himself on his discretion.


      Driven now, he moved restlessly about the house, holding the items she had held, examining them as if for clues. In the powder room, he touched a tortoiseshell comb, a Lalique dish, the dozen cylinders of lipstick that were lined up like shotgun shells beside the sink. My God! He squeezed one of the gold tubes in his hands as if it were an amulet. On a narrow wig stand in the foyer, three days’ mail was piled. Stern fingered the envelopes, neatly stacked. Bills, bills—they were painful to behold. These prosaic acts, visiting the cleaner or department store, humbly bespoke her hopes. On the sixth of March, Clara expected life to continue. What had intervened?


      “Westlab Medical Center.” Stern considered the envelope. It was directed to Clara Stern at their address. Inside, he found an invoice. The services, identified by a computer code, had been rendered six weeks ago and were described simply as “Test.” Stern was still. Then he moved directly to the kitchen, already counseling himself to reason, exerting his will powerfully to contain the shameful outbreak of grateful feelings. But he was certain, positive, she had made no mention of doctors or of tests. Clara recorded her appointments in a leather book beside the telephone. Luncheons. The inevitable musical occasions. The dinner dates and synagogue and bar affairs of their social life. He had brought the bill and matched its date against the book. “9:45 Test.” He paged back and forth. On the thirteenth there was another entry. “3:30 Dr.” He searched further. On the twenty-first, the same. “Dr.” “Test.” “Dr.”


      Cancer. Was that it? Something advanced. Had she resolved to make her departure without allowing the family to beg her, for their sake as much as hers, to undergo the oncologist’s life-prolonging tortures? That would be like Clara. To declare that zone of ultimate sovereignty. Her mark of dignity, decorum, intense belief was here.


      Pacing, he had arrived once more in the dining room, and he heard movement on the second floor, above him. With even an instant’s distraction, he felt suddenly that, for all the blind willingness with which his heart ran to this solution, he had been caught up in fantasy. There was some explanation of these medical events more mundane, less heroic. Somehow he found the suspicion chilling. Last night, blundering about in their bathroom, searching for tissue, he had come across a bottle of hair coloring hidden in the dark corner of a drawer. He had no idea how long she had concealed this harmless vanity. Months. Or years? It made no difference. But mortification shuddered through him. He had the same thought now: so much he had not noticed, did not know about that person, this woman, his wife.
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      “Daddy?” Stern’s daughter Kate, his youngest child, was at the foot of the stairs. She was in her nightgown, a tall stalk of a young woman, slender and heartbreakingly beautiful.


      “Cara,” he answered. He had always used this endearment with the girls at times. Stern was still holding the lab bill, and he pressed the envelope into the back pocket of his trousers. This was not a matter to discuss with the children, not today, at any event, when the thought would foment even greater anguish, and certainly not with Kate. Beauty, Stern suspected, had made the world too simple for Kate. She seemed to drift along, buffered by her uncommon good looks and a kindly disposition. Perhaps that apportioned blame unfairly. Much must have happened here, at home. Clara had concentrated so on Peter; Stern in turn shared a natural intensity with his older daughter, Marta. Kate had never been irradiated by the most intense energies of the mysterious family dynamic.


      As a youngster, she had displayed the same intellectual talents as her brother and sister; and she had Clara’s musical talent. But all of that had withered. In high school she had met John, a sweet, Gentile lunk, an almost laughable prototype, a football player and a paragon of blond male beauty with his apple-pie face and hapless manner. A year after college, in spite of her parents’ gentle discouragement, she had married him. John started out in his father’s printshop, but it was soon clear the business could not sustain two families, and so Dixon had put him to work at MD, where, after some false starts, John seemed to be making do, one more ex-jock jostling about on the playing field of the markets. Kate herself taught school. She loved her husband with a pitiable tender innocence, but Stern at moments could feel his heart rub itself raw with worry at the prospect of the moment Kate finally learned about the wallops the world could deliver. Now she touched his hand.


      “Daddy, I want you to know something. We weren’t going to say anything for another month, but everyone is so sad—” Kate’s mouth trembled slightly.


      Dear God, thought Stern, she is pregnant.


      She lifted her face proudly. Kate said, “We’re going to have a baby.”


      “Oh my,” said Stern. He grasped her hand. “My,” he said again, smiling bravely and trying to recall exactly how he would be expected to reflect his delight. He kissed her first on the temple, then took her in his arms. He did so only rarely, and here in her thin nightgown he was amazed by the feel of his daughter, her narrowness, the loose movement of her breasts against him. Kate wept with sudden abandon, then drew back.


      “We couldn’t say anything,” she explained to her father. “It wasn’t safe yet. We’d had some problems. And now I keep thinking, What if Mommy knew?” Once more she became uncontrollable. Once more Stern took his dark, beautiful daughter in his arms. But even as he held Kate, he found there was an abrupt  adjustment in his own vision of things. Clara had abandoned the children, too. He had viewed this last act of hers as aimed exclusively at him. But the children, grown but troubled, were still not past the point where they required occasional assistance. Would it have made a difference, had Clara known Kate’s secret? Or had she decided that they too’d had the last of what she could stand to give?


      Above them there was stirring. Marta was on the stairs, a smaller woman, also dark, with wire-rimmed glasses and a bosky do of untamed black hair. She regarded the scene below with a vulnerable look of her own.


      “Group cry?” she asked.


      Stern awaited Kate’s lead. She squared her shoulders and dabbed her eyes. The entire family was to know. As he prepared for her declaration, entirely unexpected, an arrow of joy shot forth from the leaden-like mass of his interior and he was overcome by a startlingly exact recollection of the abrupt ways a baby’s hands and legs would move, random and sudden as life itself.


      “I just told Daddy. I’m going to have a baby.”


      Marta’s shriek split the household. A self-serious person, she carried on mindlessly. She embraced her sister, hugged her father. The two young women sat together holding hands. Peter arrived then, coming early to beat the traffic, and was informed. With the commotion John emerged, and everyone rose to hug him. In response to his reticence, they were always excessive. They had labored for years to make John feel accepted in a situation where, for many reasons, he knew he never would be. The group by then had migrated together to the living room. Silvia entered in her housecoat, looking grave; clearly she had taken their hoopla as the noise of one more calamity. Silvia and Dixon had never had a family of their own, much to Silvia’s despair, and the news, so unexpected, brought Silvia, too, to tears. It was barely past seven and the family, overcome by all of this, clung to one another. And there in the living room, Stern, at last, longed for Clara. He had been waiting for it. More than the disorder and the loss, at this moment there was the absence.


      When he looked up, Marta was watching. It had savaged Stern with sorrow to see her the night she had arrived. Marta, brave Marta, his boldest child, trod soldier-like up the walk, a canvas bag slung over her shoulder, weeping openly as soon as she climbed from the taxi. Stern embraced her at the door. ‘Daddy, I never thought she was a happy person, but—’ Throttled by emotion, Marta got no further. Stern held her and suffered privately the unequivocal nature of his daughter’s estimate of her mother. She had always held Clara at greater distance than the other two; as a result, perhaps, she had more to regret.


      Across the room, his daughter, with her father’s tiny close-set eyes, looked at him sadly now.


      I miss her, too, she mouthed.
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      Stern, a frequent morning chef, cooked for the entire group. He fried eggs and flapjacks, and Marta squeezed grapefruit for juice, a family tradition. By nine, an hour before the mortician’s limousine was to arrive, they were all fed and dressed, quietly gathered once more in the living room.


      “How about bridge?” Marta asked. She prided herself on being unrestrained by convention. In most things, Marta styled herself in the ways of the late sixties. She had been a child then and took it as a time of great romance; she went about in flowing gowns and high-laced boots, with her wind-sprung hair. “Mom liked it when we played.”


      “Oh, sure,” said Peter. “She liked it when we square-danced, too, while we were kids. We can do-si-do to the chapel.”


      Marta whispered to her brother, Oh fuck off, but smiled. Marta had always tempered her rivalry with Peter, and she granted him special liberties now. Kate’s tears were constant, but Peter, of the three, seemed the hardest hit, morose, pensive, persistently out of balance. He went off by himself at many moments but returned inevitably to the comfort of his sisters. Close-knit, Stern’s children appeared to take strength from each other.


      Marta again mentioned bridge. “Daddy, would you mind?”


      Stern lifted his palms, not quite an answer.


      “Will you play?” Kate asked her father.


      Silvia motioned Stern forward, encouraging him.


      “I have a few things to look after for later.” She was preparing the household for the crush of callers that would follow the funeral.


      “I shall help Aunt Silvia. You four play.”


      “I’ll help Aunt Silvia,” said John. He was on his feet already, a huge young man, a mountainous blond with a neck thick as a tire rim. He had never mastered the game, like so many other things attached to his in-laws. The Sterns with their quiet intense ways had mystified John for most of a decade.


      “Come on,” Marta called. She was in the sun room, already looking for cards. Stern understood his daughter’s excitement. For an instant, it would be as when she was seventeen and the children were all safe from the world of grownup difficulties. Stern, as ever, found himself chafed and touched by his Marta and her impulses.


      “Katy, I will play with you,” Stern announced. He was always a partner with one of the girls, usually Kate. He and Peter squabbled when they played together. Stern had spent much of the little time he had at home playing one game or another with his children. Chutes and Ladders. Monopoly. Word games when they were in the primary grades. The four of them spent hours around a game table in the sun room. Clara seldom participated. Often she would sit in a fifth chair, with hands and ankles primly crossed, watching or, when necessary, assisting Kate. But she was not obtrusive. This, for better or worse—rules, moves, strategies—was Alejandro’s time.


      Peter made the cards and handed them to Stern to deal. The sun room—referred to in the old architect’s plans, drawn in the twenties, as ‘the solarium’—was a narrow area, rimmed with windows, floored in slate. From here they looked directly at Clara’s garden. It was the time of year when she would have begun to turn the soil. The stalks of last year’s gladioli, trimmed neatly almost to the soil, rose in rows, survivors of the mild winter.


      Stern bid a weak club. He played all conventions. Anything but hand signals, Clara said.


      “Are you going back to work after the baby?” Marta asked her sister.


      Kate seemed a bit puzzled. Her future, such as it was, was apparently beyond her. Within, Stern seemed to cringe. This child with a child! By John, no less. Vey iz mir. Kate told Marta that they did not know yet how the money would work out or how she would feel about leaving the baby.


      “Oh, it’ll be your first,” said Peter. “You’ll want to give it lots of attention. It will always be special.”


      The doorbell rang. Through the front panes, Stern saw his brother-in-law. Dixon had returned to town last night. He had been in New York on pressing business and had delayed flying home. Stern had felt slighted—the usual with Dixon—and he was taken aback, therefore, at his relief at seeing Dixon on the threshold with his bags yesterday evening. His brother-in-law, a large, solid man, had thrown his arms about Stern and made a good show of great sorrow. One could seldom be certain how Dixon truly felt. That was part of his genius—he was like a forest, full of many colors. He could greet you at any instant with a salesman’s blather or the gruffest truths.


      This morning, however, Dixon’s attention had returned more typically to himself. As Stern took his coat, Dixon lowered his voice discreetly.


      “When you’re back at the stand, Stern, I’d like to ask you a question or two.”


      Dixon always addressed him military fashion, last name only. They had met originally in the service, which had led, by turns, to Dixon’s making Silvia’s acquaintance and to his becoming in time her suitor, a development to which Stern was still not fully adjusted, three decades after the fact.


      “Business questions?” he asked Dixon.


      “That kind of item. I don’t need to trouble you now. I want to hear about your trip to Chicago.”


      Ah yes, thought Stern, the paths of ego were deep and the living needed to go on.


      “I understand your concern, Dixon. The situation may be somewhat involved, however. It is best that we discuss it another time.”


      A shadow passed, predictably, over Dixon. Fifty-five years old, he was tan, trim, and, even with this darkened look, the image of vitality. He was a powerful man; he worked out every day with weight equipment. Dixon worshipped at the same altar as so many others in America: the body and its uses. His dark brass-colored hair had grown paler and more brittle with age, but was cleverly barbered to give him a mannerly business-like look.


      “You didn’t like what you heard?” he asked Stern.


      In fact, Stern had learned little of substance. The documents he had examined in Chicago, account statements and trading records of the clients for an eight- or nine-month period, had been unrevealing. There was no telling what offense the government was investigating, or even who had suggested to them the prospect of a crime.


      “There may be a problem, Dixon. It is too early to become greatly alarmed.”


      “Sure.” Dixon drew a cigarette from an inside pocket. He was smoking heavily again, an old bad habit recently grown worse, which Stern took as a sign of concern. Three years ago the IRS set up a full-scale encampment in Dixon’s conference room, with barely a riffle in his breezy style. This time, however, Dixon was on edge. With word of the first subpoena, he had been on the phone to Stern, demanding that the government be stopped. For the present, however, Stern was loath to contact Ms. Klonsky, the Assistant United States Attorney. At the U.S. Attorney’s Office they seldom told you more than they wanted you to know. Moreover, Stern feared that a call from him might somehow focus the government’s attention on Dixon, whose name as yet had gone unmentioned. Perhaps the grand jury was looking at a number of brokerage houses. Perhaps something besides MD connected the customers. For the present it was best to tiptoe about, observing the government from cover. “They’re always looking for something,” Dixon said bravely now, and went off to find Silvia.


      In the sun room, Stern’s children were still speaking about the baby.


      “Will John help out?” Marta asked. “Change diapers and stuff?”


      Kate reared back, astonished.


      “Of course. He’s in heaven. Why wouldn’t he?”


      Marta shrugged. At moments like this, it concerned Stern that she seemed so dumbfounded by men. Her father’s daughter, Marta, regrettably, was not a pretty woman. She had Stern’s broad nose and small dark eyes. Worse still, she shared his figure. Stern and his daughter were short, with a tendency to gather weight in their lower parts. Marta submitted herself almost masochistically to the rigors of diet and exercise, but you could never escape what nature had provided. It was not, she was apt to say, the form favored by fashion magazines. Notwithstanding, Marta had always attracted her admirers—but there seemed an inevitable doom in her relations. In her conversation there were, by idle reference, a procession of men who came and went. Older, younger. Things always foundered. Marta, in the meantime, now came to her own defense.


      “Daddy didn’t change diapers,” she said.


      “I did not?” asked Stern. Surprisingly, he could not recall precisely.


      “How could you have changed diapers?” asked Peter, awakened somewhat by the opportunity to challenge his father. “You were never here. I remember I couldn’t figure out what a trial was. I thought it was like a place you went. Another city.”


      Marta called out for John: “Are you going to change the baby’s diapers?”


      John, carrying a thirty-cup percolator, entered the sun room for a moment. He looked as bad as everyone else, baffled and grieved. He shrugged gently in response to Marta’s question. John was a taciturn fellow. He had few opinions that he was willing to express.


      In another room the telephone rang. It had been pealing incessantly for two days now. Stern seldom spoke. The children answered, responding tersely with the time and place of the funeral, promising to share the condolences with their father. Most of these conversations seemed to end the same way, with a labored pause before the instrument was cradled. ‘Yes, it’s true,’ one of them would quickly answer. ‘We have no idea why.’


      Silvia emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, beckoning to Stern. This call, apparently, he could not avoid. In passing, he touched his sister’s hand. A woman with a staff of three at home, Silvia had been here toiling tirelessly for three days, running, organizing, taking care.


      “Ah, Sandy. What a sad occasion. My deepest sympathy.” Stern had gone up to their bedroom, still dark and shuttered, to take the phone. He recognized the voice of Cal Hopkinson. Cal was a lawyer. When Sandy’s beloved friend Harry Fagel had died two years ago, Cal, Harry’s partner, had become the Sterns’ personal lawyer. He updated their wills and each year filed tax returns for the trusts left for Clara. Cal was a practical fellow, amiable if not particularly appealing, and he came rather quickly to the point. Since Marta was in town, he wondered if Stern might want to come down with the children in the next few days to discuss Clara’s will.


      “Is that necessary, Cal?”


      Cal pondered in silence. Perhaps he was somewhat offended. He was one of those attorneys who lived for details, mowing them down each day in the belief that if they went untended they would overgrow the world.


      “It’s not necessary, Sandy, but it sometimes helps to prevent questions later. Clara left a large estate, you know.”


      Did he know? Yes, it came back to him that he did. If the truth were told, in these moments in which he was too harrowed and weak to avoid it, he could barely see Clara through the glimmer of gold when he had married her. Poor boy weds rich girl. It was a dream as thrilling and illicit as pornography. And in keeping, he had practiced the usual cruel repression. Early on, Stern stilled Henry Mittler’s obvious suspicions with a vow to his father-in-law that Clara and he would live solely on his income. Thirty years passed in which Stern feigned not to care about Clara’s fortune, in which he left the details of management to her and those he suggested she employ, and at the end, in the sorest irony, the lie was truth.


      “Is there some surprise in Clara’s affairs of which you wish us to be aware, Cal?”


      A lawyer’s pause here, the habit of a man who had learned to measure every sentence before he spoke. Cal probably considered it unprofessional to answer.


      “Nothing to shock you,” he said at last. “I’m sure you have the general picture. There are probably one or two points we should discuss.” Cal had laid just enough emphasis on “shock.” Surprise but not devastation, in other words. Now what? he thought. A careful, tidy person always, Clara had left behind her, with no sign of concern, a murky, littered wake. Stern said he would speak to the children and prepared to end the conversation.


      “Sandy,” said Cal abruptly. Merely from the tone, Stern could tell what was coming. “This is such upsetting news. You must forgive me for asking, but was there any sign?”


      No, he said quickly, no sign. He clapped down the phone in a barely suppressed temper. Cal really was a clod, he thought. Stern closed his eyes and took a further moment of retreat in the dark bedroom, listening to the harsh chorus of mingling voices that rang up the stairwell. He was in his soul too solitary to brook this continuing intrusion. It was as if there were some large ear pressed to him, attuned to every breath. The thought of the funeral was suddenly unbearable. A death of this nature would stimulate lurid interest in many. They would be there in teams, in droves, associates and friends and neighbors, come to observe the toll of grief and to eye Stern in a subtle accusatory fashion. Even in those he knew best who had come last night, he could detect that grim curiosity. What was the story? they all wondered. What exactly had he done to her? Clara’s suicide had exposed some dark grisly secret, as if there were a grotesque deformity which previously lay hidden on the body of their married life. Not certain if it was the loss or simply the humiliation, Stern remained a few more minutes, weeping in the dark.
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      “Do you want a boy or a girl?” Marta was asking as Stern returned to the card table.


      Some confusion swam across Kate’s fine dark features. This was the first time, of course, that anyone had put the question.


      “We both want a healthy baby,” said Kate.


      “Naturally, you do,” Marta said. “But if you could pick, what would it be—a healthy boy or a healthy girl?”


      “Marta,” Stern said, with his cards fanned before him. He had been counting his points again—it was as if he had never seen the hand. “This is not the kind of question a mother-to-be can always answer.”


      Kate had been thinking. “I’d like a girl.” She smiled at all of them. “Girls are nicer.”


      “Do they let girls on football teams now?” Peter asked. “How far have things gone?”


      “John would love a girl,” Kate responded instantly.


      “Of course,” said Stern.


      Peter touched his sister’s hand to reassure her—he was merely being himself.


      “Mothers always say that girls are harder in the end,” Marta volunteered.


      “That’s not what Mommy said,” Kate answered.


      “That’s what she said to me,” said Marta. With that utterance, the two sisters stared at one another, some darkling learning looming up between them. For all her brash convictions, Marta was a person of humbling doubts about herself and her place in the world, and she had dwelled more openly than any of them in the last few days on memories of Clara. Much unfinished business, Stern estimated. For the moment, she turned to her father for help. “Isn’t that what she said, Dad?”


      “Your mother,” Stern said, “took the rearing of each of you seriously. Which means that from time to time she felt challenged.” Stern smiled diplomatically at Marta. “I believe I said a club.”


      “Pass,” said Marta.


      Kate passed.


      Peter was quiet, his face closed within the same stormy, anguished look of the last few days. He was wondering, perhaps, what his mother had said about boys. Eventually, he became aware of the three of them watching.


      “A heart,” he said, when the bidding had been reviewed for him.


      “Well, I hear congratulations are in order!” Dixon had emerged from the kitchen, where he had been with Silvia. His arms were wide and he was full, as usual, of stuff and personal ceremony. He had missed Kate and John last night and now crushed Kate to his side, where she received her uncle’s embrace stiffly. “Where’s that husband of yours? I didn’t think he had it in him.” Dixon wandered off, presumably to look for John. Kate shot a starchy look at his back, seemingly unimpressed by her uncle’s coarse humor or his jokes at her husband’s expense.


      The truth, Stern knew, was that he tolerated Dixon more freely than anyone else in the family. Dixon’s base side had always impelled in Clara some clear negative response, which, out of loyalty to Silvia, had grown more pointed after the period six or seven years ago when some aspect of Dixon’s sportive sexual life—the details were never shared by Silvia—had led Stern’s sister briefly to dismiss him from their household. With Dixon, as in most things, the children had tended to follow Clara’s lead. Peter and Marta and most especially Kate had always enjoyed an intimate bond with their aunt, who, childless, had showered them with favor. But that attachment had never run to their uncle.


      In response, Dixon adhered to the example of potentates throughout the centuries: he purchased indulgence. Over the years, he had taken every opportunity to employ the members of Stern’s family. He had Stern and John on his payroll now, and each of the children had worked as a runner for MD on the floor of the Kindle County Futures Exchange during school vacations. When Peter had gone into private practice, Dixon had enrolled MD with Peter’s HMO, and even made a short-lived attempt to utilize Peter as his personal physician, although, predictably, they did not get along, quarreling over Dixon’s smoking and his general unwillingness to follow advice. Perhaps, Stern had long thought, all this family employment represented Dixon’s best efforts—a way to share his imposing wealth, with which he himself was so involved, while maintaining the centrality that he desired in any circumstance.


      “Will you name her for Mommy?” Marta inquired of Kate. She seemed more absorbed than her sister with this baby. Silvia, passing through the solarium, frowned at Marta’s directness, but both young women were accustomed to it. Marta had always had her way with Kate.


      “I suppose,” said Kate. “Either a boy or a girl. Unless you would mind, Daddy.”


      Stern looked up from his cards—but he had not missed a word.


      “It would please me if you chose to do this.” He smiled gently at Kate. In his tie, he felt a sudden closeness in the room. Dear God, the turmoil. Things seemed to come at him from all directions. He felt like those paintings he would sometimes see in museums and churches, of St. Sebastian shot full of arrows and holes, bleeding like a leaking hose. To his enormous chagrin and surprise, he found he had started, silently, to cry again. The tears ran down both sides of his nose. Around him, his children watched, but made no comment. The days, he supposed, would go like this. He removed his handkerchief from his back pocket and found the medical laboratory bill he had examined early this morning. He had entirely forgotten it.


      “I shall return in a moment.” He headed off to find a Kleenex. Better jam his pockets. From the kitchen, he looked back to the sun room, where his children, grown up but wounded by their grief, awaited him.


      Oh, how these children had mattered to Clara! he thought suddenly. What a worshipful passion. She had been raised with servants, by well-intentioned but limited nannies and governesses. She would have none of that with her own. Again an image: Coming home, one of those occasional evenings when he was here before they were all in bed, to find her on her knees in the kitchen. Peter sat at the table reading; Marta was crying; Kate was having her dress hemmed. The little girl, her shins blotched, stood motionless as her mother fingered the garment. On the stove, a pot was boiling over. Lord, the clamor and the ferment. Clara looked up to greet him and puckered out a lip to blow a stray lock that had fallen down into her eyes. She smiled, smiled. It was miserable, hard work, as it had always been, a numbing routine of humdrum tasks, but Clara found music in the banging and tumult of family life. Stern, in his simpleminded way, thought little of this. Only now could he see that she made herself a devoted audience to their sounds—their needs—as a distraction from that dismal bleat that must have always whistled away within her.


      “Sender?” Silvia was standing beside him, concerned. His sister wore her hair in her usual upswept hairdo, a person of simple, graceful beauty her entire life, still smooth-faced and radiant at the age of fifty-one. She had always called him by his Yiddish name, as their mother had.


      He smiled faintly to reassure her, then cast his eyes down. The medical invoice, he noticed, was still in his hand and he passed it with little thought to Silvia, addressing her in a circumspect tone. He asked if Clara had ever spoken of this.


      Once more, the doorbell rang. Down the long hall, Stern saw Marta admit two young men in sport coats. They waited inside the foyer, as Marta called out for Dixon. One of the two looked familiar. Henchmen or flunkies, Stern estimated. Dixon had retainers around him like a Mafia don. His business never ceased and his need to learn what was occurring was constant. The one Stern thought he’d seen before was carrying an envelope and a blue vinyl briefcase. Papers to sign, perhaps? Dixon was going to do a deal on the casket.


      Silvia, in the interval, had examined the bill and handed it back. Alone they communicated as they always had, few words.


      “Dr. Cawley, Nate, next door—he would know, no?” she asked.


      Of course. Trust Silvia. Nate Cawley, their next-door neighbor, a gynecologist, was Clara’s principal physician. He certainly should have the answer. Stern thought of phoning right now, then recollected that Fiona, Nate’s wife, who had been among the visitors last evening, had mentioned, in her usual notable lament, that he was gone for a week on a medical conference. He reminded Silvia.


      “Yes, yes.” His sister, light-eyed and still striking, studied him earnestly. Apparently, she now shared some of the same thoughts Stern had had earlier.


      Through the breakfast-room window, Stern saw the funeral parlor’s limousine, dove-gray, swing smoothly into the circular drive before the house, parking behind the dark sedan of Dixon’s visitors. Silvia headed off to summon the family. Girding himself, Stern stood.


      But down the hall the commotion of angry voices suddenly rose. An alarming scene was taking place near the front door. Dixon was shouting. “What is this?” he yelled at the two men who had arrived only moments before. “What is this!” Above his head, he waved a sheet or two of paper.


      Halfway there, Stern realized what had taken place. Now this! He could not manage the sudden ignition of anger; it had waited for days so near at hand, and now his heart felt as if it would fly out of his breast, like some NASA rocket trailing flame.


      “You crummy so-and-sos!” yelled Dixon. “You couldn’t wait?”


      Stern rushed to place himself between Dixon and the two men. He had realized where he’d seen the man he recognized—in the federal courthouse, not Dixon’s offices. His name was Kyle Horn, and he was a special agent of the FBI.


      Dixon was still carrying on. Stern by now had seized the paper from his hand and bulled Dixon a few steps farther back into the foyer. Then he briefly examined the grand jury subpoena. All as usual: a printed form embossed with the court seal. It was directed to Dixon Hartnell, Chairman MD Holdings, and commanded his appearance before a United States grand jury here, four days from now, at 2 p.m. Investigation 89–86. Attached was a long list of documents Dixon was to have in hand. The initials of Sonia Klonsky, the Assistant United States Attorney, appeared at the bottom of the page.


      “I refuse to allow this to take place,” said Stern. Half a foot shorter than the agents, he maintained, in rage, the erect bearing of a martinet. “If you call my office next week, I shall accept service there. But not at this time. I require you to leave. Immediately. You may tell Assistant United States Attorney Klonsky that I deplore these tactics and shall not abide them.” Stern opened the front door.


      Horn was past forty. He looked like all the other FBI agents, with a cheap sport coat and a carefully trimmed haircut, but there was a weathered, leathery look to the skin about his eyes: too much sun, or alcohol. He had a bad reputation, the wrong type of agent, a petty tyrant full of resentments.


      “No, sir,” he said. He gestured toward the subpoena, which Stern had returned to its envelope and was now extending toward him. “That sucker is served.”


      “If you file a return of service with the court, I shall move to have you both held in contempt.” It occurred to Stern vaguely that this threat was ludicrous, but he gave no ground. “Have you no idea of the nature of this occasion?”


      Horn made no move. For a moment, none of the four men moved. Marta had crept to the edge of the living room and watched in grim amazement.


      “We are preparing to depart for a funeral,” Stern said at last. He pointed out the front windows to the mortuary limousine and the driver in his dead-black suit. “Of Mr. Hartnell’s sister-in-law,” said Stern. “My wife.”


      The second agent, a younger man with blond hair, straightened up.


      “I didn’t know that,” he said, then turned to Horn. “Did you know that?”


      Horn stared at Stern.


      “I know I can’t seem to get a call back from Dixon Hartnell. That’s what I know,” Horn said. “I know I come by the front door and he’s gone out the back.”


      “I’m sorry,” the younger agent said. He touched his chest. “All I knew was they said this was where we could find him.” The agents, thwarted, had undoubtedly employed their usual techniques. A pretext call, as they referred to it. ‘This is the Bank of Boston. We have a problem with a million-dollar wire transfer for Mr. Hartnell. Where can we find him?’ The courts for decades had allowed the use of this kind of adolescent cunning.


      “Hey,” said Horn to his colleague, “shit happens.” He took the subpoena without looking at Stern. Then Horn tapped the envelope. “This guy’ll be in your office Monday morning, nine sharp.”


      Stern applied both hands to the front door to close it behind the agents. Peter had drawn Marta away, but Dixon remained in the foyer. He had lit a cigarette and was grinning.


      “Got you fired up, didn’t they?”


      “How long have they been trying to serve you, Dixon?”


      Dixon meditatively watched a plume of smoke drift away. He was always disturbed when Stern saw through him.


      “Elise says men have been calling for a week or two. I didn’t know what it was about,” said Dixon. “Honestly.” His mouth shifted as Stern looked at him. “I really wasn’t sure. That’s one of the things I’ve been meaning to talk with you about.”


      “Ah, Dixon,” said Stern. It was unbelievable. A man who earned $2 million last year, who called himself a business leader, creeping down the back halls and thinking he could hide from the FBI. Stern put one foot on the stairwell, trying to focus on the enormous task at hand. He needed his coat. It was time, he told himself. Time. He was dizzy and faint at heart.


      Family, he thought, with despair.
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      FOUR DAYS AFTER THE FUNERAL, Stern returned to the office. He wore no tie, a means to signify that he was not formally present. He would look at the mail, answer questions. What was the term? Touch base.


      He had occupied this space for nearly a decade and had cultivated it with almost the same attention as his home. Small as it might be, this was Stern’s empire, and there was inevitably some tonic effect in the electronic chatter of the telephones and business machines, the energetic movements of the dozen people he employed. Not, of course, today. The office, like everything else, seemed flattened, depleted, less color, less music. Entering through the back door, he stood by the desk of Claudia, his secretary, as he considered his lost universe. He looked for something hopeful in the mail.


      “Mr. Hartnell is here.”


      The agents, as promised, had arrived with the subpoena yesterday. Over the phone, Stern had dictated a letter to prosecutor Klonsky, stating that he represented Dixon and his company, and directing the government to contact Stern if it wanted to speak with anyone who worked for MD—a request the government would inevitably not follow. Then Stern had summoned Dixon for this meeting. His brother-in-law waited in Stern’s office, his feet on the sofa, the Tribune open before him, while he smoked one of Stern’s cigars. His sport coat—double-breasted, with its many glittering buttons—had been tossed aside, and his thick forearms, still dark from an island vacation, were revealed. He rose and welcomed Stern to his own office.


      “I made myself at home.”


      “Of course.” Stern apologized for being late, then, removing his sport coat, surveyed. Given his trip to Chicago, it had been more than a week since he had been here, but it all looked the same. He was not sure if he was comforted or horrified by the constancy. Stern’s office was decorated in cream-colored tones. Clara had insisted on hiring someone’s favorite interior decorator, and the result, Stern often thought, would have been more appropriate to the bedroom of some sophisticated adolescent. There was a sofa with plush pillows, pull-up chairs in the same nubby beige material, and drapes to match. Behind his desk was an English cabinet of dark walnut—a recent addition and more Stern’s taste—but his desk was not a desk at all, rather four chromed standards topped by an inch-thick slab of smoky glass. Stern, years later, was still not accustomed to looking down and seeing the soft expanse of his lap. Now he was at liberty to refurnish. The thought came to him plainly and he closed his eyes and made a small sound. He reached for a pad.


      “What is this about, Dixon? Have you any idea?”


      Dixon shook his large head. “I’m really not sure.”


      Dixon did not say he did not know. Only that he was not certain. Using the intercom, Stern asked Claudia to get Assistant United States Attorney Klonsky on the phone. She had left a number of phone messages, and Stern wanted to arrange an extension of the date when they would have to comply with her subpoena.


      “We must answer certain questions at the threshold, Dixon. What are they investigating? Who is it they seek to prosecute? Is it, in particular, you?”


      “Do you think this thing’s about me?”


      “Probably,” said Stern evenly.


      Dixon did not flinch, but he took his cigar from his mouth and very carefully removed the ash. He finally made a sound, quiet and ruminative.


      “This is a subpoena duces tecum, Dixon—a request for records. Ordinarily, the government would not send two agents to serve it. The prosecutors were attempting to deliver a message.”


      “They want to scare the shit out of me.”


      “As you would have it.” Stern nodded. “I imagine they felt you would soon hear of the investigation. No doubt, had I not intervened, the agents would have sought to interrogate you while you were carrying on.”


      Dixon mulled. He was so full of himself that one seldom gave full credit to Dixon’s subtlety. He studied people largely for his own advantage, but that did not mean he was not observant. Certainly, he was familiar enough with Stern’s nuances to realize he was being told again that he had been a fool.


      “How bad will this be?” Dixon asked.


      “I think that you should not compare this with your prior encounters with the IRS and the CFTC.” The Commodities Futures Trading Commission was the federal agency that regulated the futures industry, the equivalent of the SEC. “They are bureaucrats and their first love is their own rules. Their minds do not run automatically to prosecution. Federal grand juries sit to indict. This is a serious business, Dixon.”


      Dixon mugged up. There was a handsome, weathered look to his eyes.


      “Can I ask a dumb question?”


      “As many as you like,” said Stern.


      “What’s a grand jury? Really. Besides something that’s supposed to make you wet your shorts.”


      Stern nodded, more or less pleased that Dixon was taking things seriously enough to ask. The grand jury, he explained, was convened by the court to investigate possible federal crimes. In this case, the jurors gathered, by the court’s order, every other week, alternating Tuesdays and Thursdays, for eighteen months. They were directed by the United States Attorney’s Office, which, in the name of the grand jury, subpoenaed documents and witnesses to be examined at each session. The proceedings were secret. Only the witnesses who testified could reveal what happened. If they chose to. Few individuals, of course, wished to trumpet the fact that they had been haled before a federal grand jury.


      “And what kind of chance do I stand with them?” asked Dixon. “This grand jury.”


      “Very little. Not if the prosecutor decides to indict. It is the U.S. Attorney’s Office we must persuade. Inside the grand jury room, the burden of proof on the government is minimal—they need merely convince a bare majority of the jurors that there is probable cause to believe a crime has taken place. The prosecutors may introduce hearsay, and the target and his lawyer have no right to learn what has taken place or to offer any refutation. It is not what you would describe as evenhanded.”


      “I’d say,” answered Dixon. “Whose idea was this?”


      “The framers of the Constitution of the United States,” answered Stern. “To protect the innocent.”


      “Oh, sure,” said Dixon. All things considered, especially given the havoc of a few days ago, he was taking this with stoical calm. But he was, after all, a person of considerable strength. There was no point in not admiring Dixon. He was one of those fellows Americans had always loved. Dixon had come from one of those bleak Illinois coal-mining towns near the Kentucky border. Stern had paid his college and law school bills by driving a punchboard route throughout the Middle West, and when he was out on the road in the fifties, Stern had seen these towns—colorless, square, plain as the prairies, the air sooted with coal dust—placed amid the sensuous pink forms of the earth which had been stripped and raised in the search for coal. Dixon’s father was a German immigrant, a Lutheran minister, a spare, unforgiving, tight-fisted type who had died when Dixon was nine. The mother, sweet-natured but easily trod upon, had depended unnaturally on her son. Stern had not learned any of this from Dixon, but only from his relatives, the spinster aunts and one warmhearted cousin who spoke with admiration of Dixon’s early sense that he was destined for more than the numb labored slavery of the coal town.


      Behind Stern, the intercom buzzed. No answer at the U.S. Attorney’s Office, Claudia announced. It was two in the afternoon, but the prosecutors answered the phone only when they wanted to. Keep trying, Stern told her.


      “One other thing we must determine,” he said to Dixon, “is how the government came to launch their investigation. We must try to identify the source of whatever allegations they have decided to examine.”


      “You mean, who fingered me?”


      “If you are the target, yes. When we know who spoke against you, we will have some insight into the limitations on the government’s information. Have you any idea?”


      “Not a clue,” said Dixon succinctly, letting his hands flutter up futilely. No doubt he had half a dozen areas in mind where the government might question him, but he would never share any of that with Stern, who would hector him about correcting each infraction. “Probably the compliance people from the Exchange,” said Dixon at last. “They’re always bitching to someone about me.” The suggestion sounded halfhearted, at best.


      The telephone rang: Stern’s inside line, a different tone, like a cricket. Only his family had this number; it was Clara whom he would generally expect. That reflex rose in him and foundered while he absorbed the second ring.


      “Sender?” asked his sister. A welcome voice. Stern’s love for Silvia was like his feelings for no one else—purer, less burdened. She had been seventeen when their mother died, and Stern, five years the elder, had assumed that his role toward her would become somewhat parental, but their needs, like everyone’s, had been less predictable than that. They looked after one another; they filled in what was lost. Stern and his sister, by the habit of a lifetime, spoke each day. Their conversations lasted barely a minute. ‘So, busy?’ ‘Yes, of course. You?’ They spoke of their health, the children, the whirlwind of life. Today she said immediately, “Back at work. This is good, I believe.”


      “The best alternative.” He covered the receiver and to Dixon mouthed “Silvia.” He was not certain if Dixon would want her to know he was here, but his brother-in-law pointed to himself to indicate that he would like to speak with her when Stern was finished. Stern told her they were together.


      “Discussing this stupid business of the other day?”


      “Just so.”


      She emitted a sigh of sorts but made no further inquiry. His  sister and he rarely engaged in any lingering discussions of Dixon, neither the rough and smooth of her marriage nor her husband’s complex business affairs. That was more or less the compact of thirty years ago, when Stern had so vehemently opposed their marriage. He had cited religious differences, but only as the best excuse. How could you tell your sister that this fellow who called himself your friend had the sharp look, with his double-breasted suits and pomaded hair, of a carnival barker? In those days, Stern would have wagered that Dixon would be gone when the circus left town. But he’d had greater staying power than that. He was brighter than Stern was willing to acknowledge, and more industrious. And perhaps America was a place where virtue was less spontaneously rewarded than Stern—and everyone else—had believed in those days.


      “Matters are well in hand,” said Stern simply. They spoke briefly of each of his children, and with that done, he extended the phone to Dixon, who spent a few moments chatting happily with his wife. In his own fashion, Dixon was uxorious. He was covetous of Silvia’s beauty and loved to see her pampered and expensively dressed. Roses arrived for her every Friday, and you could not walk down the street with Dixon without him spying some item in a rich store window that he decided would look smashing on Silvia. He was oddly preoccupied with his wife; if Silvia had a cold, it was on Dixon’s mind. He called her four times a day. Yet this same doting husband had hot pants when any female between the ages of fifteen and sixty-five passed by, and he was always in pursuit.


      “Now work hard,” said Silvia to Stern when Dixon handed back the phone. Her efforts at humor were inevitably awkward. And in this case she was only trying to mask her real concerns. Silvia, for all her occasional anguish, remained enthralled by Dixon, as dazzled as she had been as a sorority girl. His swagger embarrassed her at moments; his wandering broke her heart. But he remained her life’s romance, a figure the size of a monument, the man who still seemed to her half a dream.


      “Well in hand,” said Stern again, but, having spoken, felt momentarily put out with himself. With work of this kind, it was his practice never to predict favorable outcomes. The general pattern of results, and the evidence, seldom merited that; and he found clients easier to satisfy if he had dampened their expectations. He replaced the phone in that mood of conflict, reminding himself that this was, after all, his sister, her husband.
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      Stern found a copy of the grand jury subpoena in the in box on the cabinet behind his desk. He reread it and Dixon came to stand over his shoulder, bringing Stern’s humidor with him. In the office, Stern usually lit his first cigar by nine-thirty or ten in the morning, and one was always burning thereafter until he left for the day. Clara had never approved. She complained about the odor in his clothing and on his hands and during an exceptional period of high irritability some years ago had refused to permit cigars inside their home. The humidor had been his father’s, inlaid with mother-of-pearl and lined in velvet; his father, a quiet, proper man of fragile character, had placed great stock in certain objects. Stern looked into the humidor with admiration, but for the moment some freighted sense of obligation toward Clara caused him to decline.


      “What does this show you?” Dixon asked, tapping the subpoena.


      Stern, still reading, lifted a hand. To the first page of the subpoena was stapled a lengthy attachment describing the documents the government sought. Dixon, on behalf of his company and subsidiaries, was required to produce a variety of records—order tickets, trading cards, clearing documents—relating to a lengthy list of futures trades. The transactions, identified by date, commodity, number of contracts, month of delivery, and customer account, seemed to have been listed at random. The columns of figures marched down half the page, but the trades appeared to have been sorted neither chronologically nor by client. Stern counted for a moment. There were thirty-seven transactions.


      “Let us start from the beginning, Dixon. Tell me about these documents. How are they generated?”


      “You understand my business, Stern.”


      “Indulge me,” he answered. The truth, of course, was that he could keep none of it straight. Other lawyers—a huge firm with offices here and in Chicago—attended to Dixon’s regular business affairs. Stern learned what little piece he needed to deal with each problem that came his way and, at its conclusion, let all of it—practices, regulations, terms of art—fly from his mind, as in the aftermath of an exam. Oh, he knew the rudiments, the definitions: a futures contract was a transferable obligation to buy or sell a standard amount of a particular commodity for an agreed price at a fixed date in the future. But the markets had moved well past the point they were at when Dixon had started decades ago, and only farmers sold futures to secure harvest prices. Today the play, as Dixon put it, was in money; the markets sold futures on the markets: on bond and currency prices, on stock indices, options on futures themselves. The talk out in the trading room when Stern visited Dixon’s offices was well beyond him, about basis trades and hedging yield curves. For all the arcana, Stern tended to recall Dixon’s confession that the first people known to write futures on the stock market’s prices were the bookies in Vegas.


      “Take the first trade here, for Chicago Ovens,” said Stern, pointing to the subpoena. This client was a huge bakery concern, part of International Provisions, which produced a third of the bread one saw on supermarket shelves. Stern had visited with their lawyers in Chicago. “As I understand it, this is a typical transaction. They wanted to be certain they can buy wheat in December at a favorable price. So they instructed you to buy them ten million bushels of wheat for December delivery. Correct? Now what happens at MD?”


      “Okay,” said Dixon. “Every order we get, no matter where it comes from, gets written up on our central order desk, which is here in our offices in the Kindle Exchange. Then they transmit the order to our booth on the trading floor at whatever exchange the future is traded on. Grains and financials in Chicago. Food and fibers in New York. Small lots we’ll do here. This one obviously went to Chicago. The order goes into the pit and our broker yells it out till he finds traders who want to sell December wheat. Maybe they’re selling for farmers, maybe speculators. Doesn’t matter. Then at night the exchange clears the trades—you know, matches them to make sure that MD bought ten million Dec. wheat and someone else sold it. Next day we send our confirm to the client and make sure they’ve got enough margin money on deposit with us to cover the position. That’s the whole The story. There a million variations. But that’s the basic. Right? That’s the paper trail they’re following.”


      Stern nodded: all quite familiar. He studied the subpoena again, then asked what sense Dixon made of the list of trades, but his brother-in-law merely shook his head. They had been placed by five different institutional customers over a number of months. Stern had spoken last week in Chicago with the lawyers for two of these customers—a large rural bank in Iowa, and the baker, Chicago Ovens. It seemed likely, therefore, that the government had subpoenaed trading records from the other three customers as well. Stern told Dixon he would have to contact them.


      “What for?” he demanded. It did not attract business to tell customers that a federal grand jury was raking through your records.


      “To determine what information they provided.” One of the perpetual problems of a grand jury investigation was developing even a rough estimate of what the government knew. Most companies or individuals were not bold enough to disregard the FBI’s usual request to keep the agents’ questioning secret.


      Dixon continued to venture mild objections, but eventually he gave in. His defense of his business was instinctive. He had started extolling futures in the little rural communities, and over three decades had made Maison Dixon a colossus with corporate clients, commodities pools, managed accounts. MD was a clearing member of all the major exchanges in Chicago and New York, and maintained large offices with humming telephone banks in both cities as well as here.


      In the meantime, in the late 1960s, Dixon had led a group of local futures merchants in the formation of a small commodities exchange in Kindle County. Dixon’s notion was to trade in lot sizes that were more in keeping with the needs of smaller retail customers. The Chicago Exchange would not trade a contract for the future delivery of wheat or soybeans of less than five thousand bushels. In Kindle, you could trade five hundred at prices that followed Chicago’s, tick for tick. The Kindle County Futures Exchange—the KCFE—had established its ‘minimarket’ in all the most popular contracts, and Dixon continued to press his fellow directors for innovations. For the last two years, he had been relentlessly courting the approvals needed to trade a future on the Consumer Price Index. Dixon had made not one smart play in his lifetime but half a dozen. He was regarded with the usual mix of awe and distaste in the financial community. A maverick. A shark. Shrewd. Unreliable. But talented. He had fierce enemies and many admirers.


      “Who are these customers, Dixon? What do they have in common?”


      “Nothing. Nada. Different commodities. Different strategies. The only thing I’d say is, they’re probably the five biggest customers I have.” He uttered this with considerable resentment. The government was attacking at a vulnerable spot.


      “And what have you to do with these accounts, Dixon?”


      “Not much. Those are big trades they’re looking at,” said Dixon. “House rule is that I’m notified on anything that size. But that’s it.”


      “Big trades?” asked Stern.


      “Look at ’em,” said Dixon. “Everything there is fifteen hundred contracts, two thousand contracts. Pit’s gonna jump with those kinds of orders.”


      “Explain, please.”


      “You understand this, Stern. Take pork bellies. One car of bellies—one contract—is 40,000 pounds. I get a customer who wants fifteen hundred cars, that’s a whole lot of bacon. The price is gonna take off like a rocket. It’s supply and demand. You know, we try every gimmick known to man to slow things down. We lay off trades to friendly brokers. We buy the cash commodity and sell the future. But you can’t stop it completely. It’s like changing nature.”


      “Ah-ha,” said Stern. So they did know something. The government was investigating large trades, trades which MD handled, trades which Dixon knew about, trades which, when placed, had had a significant impact on prices. “And is there nothing else which occurs to you?”


      Dixon shook his head gravely. Nope, nothing, he didn’t know a thing. Stern laid his thick finger again across his lips. Even with this news, it remained difficult to assay the government’s suspicions. The records called for could relate to a number of schemes, particularly on the futures exchanges where knavery of all kinds was rife. Were Stern to guess, his estimate would be that Ms. Klonsky and her colleagues suspected market manipulation of some kind. There were all manner of baroque ploys. A month or two ago, the papers had been full of stories about a foreign government with a failing sugar crop which had tried to force down the world sugar-futures price so the government could buy and fulfill upcoming delivery commitments more cheaply. They had circulated authoritative rumors that something called ‘left-handed sugar,’ a no-calorie form of natural sugar, had been perfected. For three days prices plummeted, then the futures commissions merchants across the country had discerned what was occurring and bid prices out of sight. Dixon, perhaps, had found some less obvious—but equally illegal—way to tamper with the markets’ responses to these huge transactions he handled for his customers. Dixon, however, continued to point up signs that he was in the clear.


      “That subpoena doesn’t even mention my name,” he said. “That has to be good, doesn’t it?”


      The absence was superficially encouraging. But there would have been little reason for the agents to be so obvious in their pursuit of Dixon last week—or to have gone out of town with their initial subpoenas—unless they believed he would quickly recognize the meaning of these inquiries. His client, Stern decided, was keeping things to himself—not unprecedented in these circumstances, and, Lord knew, the general course with Dixon. Today, however, was probably not the time to press.


      On his feet again, Stern, as he often did, took a moment to stare from his window in Morgan Towers, the city’s tallest building, down to the Kindle River, whose swift waters ran here, through various tributaries, out to the Mississippi. With its shining, silvery face, the Kindle had been first named La Chandelle, the candle, by the French trader Jean-Baptiste DuSable, who had tarried here on his way from New Orleans to what eventually became Chicago. DuSable’s trading post, named after him, was now by far the largest part of a consolidated tri-city municipality of almost a million. Just south, where the river branched and rejoined, two other towns, Moreland, settled by the English, who had Anglicized the river’s name, and Kewahnee, once an Indian encampment, had grown up from barge ports and had been merged into DuSable in the mid-1930s. In this era of urban sprawl, the entire area, including the tri-cities, was usually referred to by the name of the surrounding county—Kindle—a hodgepodge megalopolis of city and suburb, prosperity and blight, home in total to almost three million people. The willingness of locals to see their city known by the county name had probably not been dampened by the rediscovery during the 1960s that DuSable, traditionally referred to as the first white man in these parts, had been black.


      Dixon was speaking behind him. He wanted to know if they were obliged to turn over all the records the government required. Most of the trades, given their size, had been executed in Chicago, and the search for documents would occupy days for Margy Allison, Dixon’s executive vice president, who ran the Chicago office, three hundred miles from here.


      “I see no choice,” said Stern. “I shall complain to the prosecutor bitterly about the burdens of production. Tell her your business will be brought to a standstill. And I must have some time to look at the records, to see if I can make out what the government suspects. But eventually we must produce. We cannot challenge the subpoena as overbroad—it is quite precise.”


      “Whatever happened to the Fifth Amendment?” That was Dixon for you, cavalier where other executives would stammer before the words could come from their mouths. Stern explained that the subpoena sought records which belonged in law to the corporation rather than to Dixon himself. The corporation, not an individual, had no Fifth Amendment rights. Dixon could refuse to testify about the records; but the papers themselves would have to be handed over.


      Claudia buzzed. She had Klonsky. Dixon, in the meanwhile, chewed on his cigar and puzzled over the mysterious logic of the law.
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      “Ms. Klonsky,” he said.


      “Mr. Stern,” she answered. A clear, self-assured voice. They had never met, but Stern had seen her in the courtroom when she approached the podium for status calls. She was in her late thirties, Stern thought, a robust-appearing woman with broad shoulders, dark hair, strong hands. In court, she had emitted the forbidding persona familiar to many Assistants, including a number of the women; eager to prove themselves as tough as their male counterparts, they often came across as humorless and driven, citizens of the late century who saw brutality as a necessary mode in female style. It was largely a pose, but under the circumstances, Stern saw little reason to be retiring.


      “Two of your storm troopers arrived at my home a few days ago with a subpoena for my client Dixon Hartnell.”


      An instant passed without sound. Storm troopers. Stern himself was surprised by the ruffian edge in his voice. Ordinarily, he prided himself on his civility. In the meantime, Dixon, across the desk, was beaming. He had rarely been exposed to Stern when he was so pointed.


      “Perhaps I need to explain the circumstances,” Stern said.


      “I understand the circumstances,” Ms. Klonsky shot back. She was bristling already.


      No doubt, everyone understood the circumstances, Stern thought. He had many friends in the prosecuting offices, both the Kindle County Prosecutor’s and the United States Attorney’s Office, but they were adversaries, too—and human. It was delicious gossip. Did you hear? About Stern’s wife? Here again, as he contemplated this, the world seemed to open, and the force of painful emotion rushed up at him out of his own breast. How, how was it possible? It was such an unreasoning mess. He closed his eyes, which were burning, and he could sense Dixon stirring. It was a sad comment that his shame, more than anything else, brought on these moments, and that the same pride carried him through—some forward-struggling thing impelled him to go on with dignity. Where, damn it, was his cigar? When he spoke, there was no tremor in his voice.


      “If you understood, I must say I find your conduct deplorable. Perhaps I should speak to Mr. Sennett.” Stan Sennett, a career prosecutor, had been U.S. Attorney for two or three years now. He was the toughest and most humorless of all, and far from an ally of Stern’s. Sennett was unlikely to become exercised—the agents, after all, were just doing their jobs—but Klonsky could not say that.


      “Look, Mr. Stern, this was an honest mistake. It might even be,” she said, “that if you gave me half a chance, I would have apologized. I’ve been calling you for days now.” Stern, rebuked, still chose not to answer. She had been an Assistant for only a year, following a clerkship in the U.S. court of appeals, and, presumably, a distinguished law school career, and he sensed an advantage in her inexperience. She had acquired a reputation as bright but phlegmatic, even flaky, the kind to blow hot and cold. He did not wish to lend her any reassurance.


      “Tell me, Ms. Klonsky,” said Stern, shifting the subject, “what is the nature of your investigation?”


      “I’d prefer not to say right now.”


      “Are other agencies involved besides the FBI?” Stern wanted to know about the IRS in particular. They were always trouble. And if the federal regulators were involved—the Commodities Futures Trading Commission—he might gain some idea how the charges originated.


      “I can’t answer,” said Klonsky.


      “What about Mr. Hartnell? Are you willing to say whether or not he is a target?”


      She paused, being careful. Klonsky had had her share of bad experiences with the defense bar already.


      “I can’t tell you he’s not.”


      “I see.” Stern thought. “When will you be able to be more precise about his status?”


      “Perhaps after we look at the documents we’ve subpoenaed. They’re due today.”


      “Well, I am afraid that we shall be a bit late providing them. You are basically asking that Mr. Hartnell and his employees stop running his business and look for records for weeks.”


      “It’s not that bad,” said Klonsky.


      “I am assured it is.”


      Klonsky sighed. She was tiring of the conversation. “How long?”


      “We need an extension of at least three weeks,” he said. Dixon was looking on approvingly. He had his cigar tucked in his cheek, and a large enthusiastic smile. This was better than TV. “No, I am sorry,” said Stern, “I had not consulted Mr. Hartnell. Best make it a full month.”


      “That’s ridiculous. These records are probably in a few cabinets.”


      “I am informed otherwise, Ms. Klonsky. This is a federal grand jury investigation. I represent both the corporation and Mr. Hartnell personally. You will not identify your targets. I must be alert to conflicts at the same time that I try to be certain that our compliance with your subpoena is exact. I am required to make at least one trip to Chicago, if not more, to do that. If you wish to limit your requests, or tell me what is needed first, I would try to oblige.” She was silent. If she narrowed her request, she might disclose her interests. “If you think I am being unreasonable, make a motion to compel. I shall be happy to explain all this to Judge Winchell.”


      Chief Judge Winchell, a former prosecutor, would rule for the government eventually. But no judge in the federal courthouse would set strict deadlines for Sandy Stern this month. His personal circumstances required no mention here. Ms. Klonsky knew the score.


      “No further extensions,” she said. She gave him a date—the second of May. “I’ll send you a letter.”


      “Very well,” said Stern. “I shall look forward to meeting with you, after you have reviewed what we provide.”


      “Right,” she said.


      “And, of course, Ms. Klonsky, I do accept your apology.”


      Klonsky, pierced, hesitated, but thought better of whatever she had in mind.


      “Right,” she said again and clapped down the phone.


      Stern could not restrain his satisfaction. That had gone well. Ms. Klonsky was high-strung and ill-humored and he had gotten the better of her. When the month was over, they could ask for another week or two, if need be.


      Dixon was laughing, delighted to see the government bashed. He asked what she had told him.


      “Very little. Except that she would not rule out the possibility that you are a target of her investigation.”


      Dixon drew on his cigar. He was instantly far more subdued, but he shrugged Callantly.


      “You slowed her down,” he said.


      Stern listed what he would be doing near-term: the other customers he would contact; his trip to Chicago to look over the records for the subpoena as soon as they had been gathered.


      “In the meantime, you know how these things go, Dixon. Discuss this with no one but me. Act on the assumption that everyone around you is wearing a tape recorder. It would not be surprising if one of them is.”


      For the first time today, Dixon briefly sported a look of discomfort: he buttoned up his lips and shook his head. Then he ground out the cigar and stood.


      “I’m sorry this comes up now, Stern,” Dixon said. “I hate to be the thing that drags you back into the office.”


      Stern raised a hand. “I suspect I shall be here a good deal.” He said this somewhat heroically, but that lost feeling came over him again. He had no notion, really, of the immediate future, or even, for that matter, of what lay further ahead. A few images had stirred themselves: figures of stillness and order. He would mind the office and his clients in a state of settled dotage.


      Dixon, of course, had different thoughts in mind.


      “Oh, you’ll have other distractions eventually.” He glanced down at his stubbed cigar with the most minute salaciousness. Stern recoiled a bit, but he knew that Dixon was merely crude enough to say what others were thinking. Even in tear-stained eyes thick with grief and sympathy, Stern could see he was already differently regarded. A single man. Certain facts were elemental. In his present mood, Stern was persistently repelled by contemplation of this subject. More to the point, he knew that his circumstance was hardly ordinary. What woman of even modest sense would be eager for the company of a man with whom another female had literally found life not worth living?


      “I assume this will cost a fortune,” Dixon said as he picked his sport coat off the sofa arm.


      “It will be expensive,” said Stern, barely able to suppress a smile. Dixon was rich. His business was worth millions, and he paid himself a seven-figure salary each year, but he maintained the typical frugality of a man who had struggled. He groused unremittingly about the appalling level of his legal fees. But years ago, in Stern’s salad days, during that period when Dixon was still attempting to win Stern back after marrying Silvia, Dixon had obligingly urged Stern to bill him like any other client, and Stern had never forgotten the instruction. One more peculiar harmonic had been established between them. Dixon paid for Stern’s tolerance, and Stern was willing to allow it to be purchased. And always the concern on either side about who was getting the better of the deal. “I can leave some of the documents to the younger lawyers to examine,” Stern said, “but we know too little. I must do most of this myself. Ms. Klonsky will take priority over other matters.”


      “Please,” said Dixon. Once more, he looked around the room. The weight of things had begun to settle on him. He was unhappy. “I don’t want to fuck around with this.”


      Stern considered his brother-in-law with his manifold secrets. Clara’s voice, as ever now, came into his mind. Little as she cared for Dixon, she had never seemed surprised by their alliance. Stern had complained often that he did not know Dixon, was not sure he had ever gotten through to him, found the man at times as elusive as smoke.


      ‘I imagine,’ she had answered, ‘that he says the same of you.’
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      IN THE MOCK-CHIPPENDALE RECEPTION ROOM of Barstow Zahn and Hanks, a huge law firm, Stern sat with his children, awaiting Cal Hopkinson, with whom they had an appointment to learn the details of Clara’s will. Stern regarded this event with the same maelstrom of contradictory emotions that lingering concentration on Clara’s wealth had always prompted, but for the moment most of that was lost in the strong feelings—regretful, fond, salutary—of having his children near at hand.


      Tomorrow, Marta would leave. She had stayed a week following the funeral. Work was slow, she said, and Kate and she had planned to sift through Clara’s things. Instead, Marta had spent hours alone, looking dreamily about her own room, poking through the house as if it were a new location. She had already mentioned that she would need to return soon to finish.


      With the departure of Marta—the child who liked him best, or, more correctly, feared him least—Stern would be alone. His children had offered him what comfort they could in the last weeks, but he felt them drawn away by the onrush of their lives and their plain bewilderment at having to deal with him on their own. With all the children, Clara had been his mediator; they had far less direct experience of him. Oh, he had cared. Deeply. But, in his compulsive orderly way, in its place. No matter how late he returned home from the office, in a routine as fixed as prayer, he received from Clara each night news of the children, the disturbances and triumphs, the unfolding of each small life. Somehow, at the time, he thought they would know that a portion of her interest was his own. When they reached their teens, he was baffled and stung as, one by one, they took up attitudes which silently accused him of being aloof, uninvolved. The lines of attachment were to their mother. As in old-time law, he saw now, the benefits ran only to those in direct contact, in privity.


      Cal appeared at last. He shook everybody’s hand, precise as a clockmaker, and apologized for the wait. Cal was an unremarkable fellow—temperate, genial, a journeyman of sorts. The most impressive thing about him was a single physical feature: an inch or so behind his left ear, just below his hairline, was a round depression that darkened and appeared to head straight into his skull, as if someone had stuck a little finger into a ball of dough. The mark looked for all the world like a bullet hole—and that was what it was, a war wound from Korea, a medical marvel. The shot had passed straight through, with the only damage to Cal’s outer skull. Once noticed, it was the kind of thing you could not keep your eyes off of. Stern spent his meetings with Cal awaiting the instant when he would turn away and Stern could stare freely.


      Cal ushered the family toward a wainscoted conference room. Stern was the last to enter, and Cal detained him at the door.


      “Before we start, Sandy—As I told you on the phone last week, there’s a question or two I wanted to ask you about Clara’s estate—some peculiarities I imagine you’re aware of.”


      “Me?” Over the years, his commerce with Clara about her finances was limited to those rare occasions when she raised the subject, and usually he referred her to her bankers or attorneys.


      They were interrupted by the arrival of Cal’s associate, a young woman with spectacles and straight brown hair named Van Zandt. Marta poked her head out the door to see what the holdup was, and at Stern’s suggestion they all proceeded into the conference room, where they were seated around the long walnut table. Little plate engravings, precious caricatures of various legal scenes, ringed the walls, and there was the usual majestic view of the city—the law firms and the corporate headquarters gobbled up all the best space. Harry Fagel had tried years ago to lure Stern into this modern Versailles, but he would have none of it.


      “I think,” said Cal, “I should just start at the beginning and tell you all about Clara’s estate.” Stern nodded. Marta nodded. Everyone agreed this was appropriate. Van Zandt handed Cal a document—a memo, no doubt, summarizing the will—and Cal solemnly began. Like most sophisticated estate plans, Clara’s had been composed with the first eye on the tax laws. As the result of her father’s providence decades before, and careful advice since, Clara had been able to dispose of a significant fortune without the payment of a single penny in federal estate tax. Cal disclosed this fact with a refulgent smile of minor triumph.


      The great bulk of Clara’s wealth had never been transferred to her directly. Her inheritance from her father, mother, and maiden aunt had been placed in a series of trusts that Henry Mittler had established at the River National Bank; these trusts would endure for generations, spilling out income and preserving corpus, in the venerated fashion of old money. When he was younger, Stern had believed that Henry had made these elaborate arrangements because he feared that his son-in-law was some kind of bounder. Now Stern knew that Henry’s faith was simpler: any discretion, no matter how constrained, was liable to abuse. This brass-knuckled cynicism had made Henry a formidable attorney, although the same qualities of character also probably contributed to his daughter’s lifetime discontent with him. Clara’s fiercest internal struggles had been with her father, a clever, domineering, willful man. Now Clara was interred in the synagogue’s small cemetery, in the sight of the large monument that Henry Mittler had erected to himself and Clara’s mother, Pauline, by the terms of the same will that had created the trusts. The earth reclaimed them all, and their passions, while their bank accounts survived. Stern, never without an appreciation for money, nonetheless contemplated these sad facts with amazement.


      “According to our notes,” said Cal, “when we revised the estate plan after the most recent changes in the tax laws, the trusts were valued at a little over $7 million. Clara’s own estate,” he said, referring to the interest spun off to Clara by the trusts over the years which, largely unspent, had been invested for her by the bank, “was in the neighborhood of $2 million. Of course, there have been changes, with the stock market crash and other financial developments, but you have the general picture.” Cal had taken his time getting to this point, and you could see that he enjoyed the effect the numbers had on his listeners. Kate’s eyes widened and Peter whistled out loud. It was something of an achievement, Stern determined, to have kept the children in the dark about this. He himself was neither shocked by the figures nor far off in the estimates he had made on the way down today, or periodically over the years, concerning these dollars he had seldom deigned to touch.


      Clara’s will left simple directions. Stern was named executor. The rights to the trusts’ income passed in equal divided portions to the children—“share and share alike,” as Cal put it. Out of Clara’s own fortune, a number of substantial gifts were made to the children and charities; the rest was left in trust for Stern to use as he saw fit.


      Having outlined the will, Cal bored in on the details. As he described the provisions, he used the third person—“spouse Alejandro,” “children Peter, Marta, and Kate”—and did not bother to translate many of the technical terms. Nonetheless, the inevitable calculations seemed after an interval to take place around the table, and Kate suddenly began to weep. The children could expect to divide among themselves an annual income of about half a million dollars. To this was added a cash bequest to each of $200,000, not to mention the prospect of a good deal more when Stern departed the scene. It occurred to Stern that if he could keep Dixon out of trouble long enough, he would probably be a fitting financial adviser for his nieces and nephew. As to himself, Stern, for reasons he could hardly articulate, felt few compunctions about accepting his wife’s gift; perhaps, perversely, because his own estate had grown well past the point where he needed it; or because, after all this, he felt it was his due. By Stern’s quick estimate, the residue of the estate left in trust for him—what would remain of Clara’s stocks and bonds at the bank—-would total about a million dollars.


      Going through the details of the trust provision, Cal paused to eye Stern.


      “Clara directed specifically that you would remain the beneficiary for life, regardless of any remarriage.”


      “I see,” said Stern.


      Cal smiled briefly, delighted by this exacting management of the future, but the children seemed nonplussed by their mother’s forethought—a pulse of discomfort traveled the room. None of them had yet raised this subject with Stern. No question they had thought of it; everyone had. Even Clara. But it was disconcerting to one and all—to Stern, as well—to learn that she had formally resolved any objections.


      Cal had gone on, but Stern interrupted.


      “Is it this trust for me, Cal, that prompted these concerns you raised in the hall?” On reflection, it occurred to him why Cal wanted to speak one-on-one. There might be some conflict between Clara’s desire to provide for him and the restrictions Henry Mittler had set down decades ago.


      “I’m not concerned, Sandy. I have a question.”


      “But about this trust for my benefit?”


      “More or less. Just give me a moment.” Cal dandled a hand; he was too fussy to step out of order. He had been discussing Clara’s charitable gifts and he returned to the subject. Kate was crying with fervor. Van Zandt, the big-firm associate, ever prepared, had come armed with a box of tissue and offered another to Kate, while Cal continued with the details he adored.


      “Clara also made a bequest of $500,000 to the Riverside Reformed Congregation, half of which she asked to be used to support the Inner-City Arts Program.”


      The children took this in, still dazzled by the fountain of money spilling forth, but Stern—who might otherwise have received the funds—found Clara’s charity characteristic and commendable. For Stern, the notion of himself as a Jew was an absolute and fixed point of reference, the North Pole, as it were, on his personal compass, against which all other issues of identity were judged. Clara and he shared a belief in the importance of the children’s religious education, the observance of the High Holy Days. But her religion was far more institutionalized than his. To Clara the synagogue which her maternal grandparents had helped found was a significant anchor, and against all reason she was devoted to the rabbi, a smug self-promoter, and to his many community projects. At Rabbi Weigel’s urging, Clara had taught music appreciation as a volunteer for three or four years in the Inner-City Arts Program, an interfaith effort to enhance the curricula of DuSable’s most impoverished schools. Clara admired the culture and civility of the well-to-do, but not their sense of privilege. She had always been a person of conscience.


      “That’s more or less it.” Cal was done. He put down his memo and looked about the table, as if for applause.


      “The problem,” said Stern, referring once more to the trust Clara had left for him. Cal already seemed to have forgotten.


      “Oh,” said Cal. “As I say, just one question, Sandy: we’ve been wondering what became of it.”


      “It?”


      “The money. You understand.” Cal leaned forward. “Don’t you?”


      “I had taken it, Cal, from the figures you’d been using that there was another million in the estate.” As soon as the words were out he regretted them, particularly the precision with which he seemed to have calculated.


      “Well, not quite,” said Cal, mincing as ever. “Clara’s holdings haven’t made it all the way back from the crash. But it’s the $850,000 that’s gone from her investment account I’m talking about.”


      No one, for a moment, said anything.


      “Gone?” asked Stern finally.


      “Removed,” said Cal.


      The two men considered each other.


      “You’re not telling us there has been a defalcation, are you?”


      “Lord, no!” Cal turned to Van Zandt, as if for help. “We get a consolidated statement from the bank each quarter on the trusts and Clara’s investment account. When we heard the news, we looked, of course, and I saw that this sum had been withdrawn last month. I assumed, Sandy—I was certain she would have discussed this with you.” Cal paused. “I called.”


      Stern only now understood.


      “You believe Clara spent this money?”


      “What else? I took it she’d made an investment on her own, bought a summer home—” Cal’s hand trailed off.


      Marta spoke up.


      “What would she do with $850,000? That’s bizarre.”


      Stern, strongly inclined to agree, began to add his voice to Marta’s. But some better instinct saved him. He was rising to a treacherous pass. He had no business predicting what was possible or impossible with Clara in these latter days. Perhaps she was funding a hippie sect. Or feeding a drug habit.


      “Cal, I am not certain I understand how this could have occurred.”


      “I presume Clara went to the bank, dissolved the great bulk of her portfolio, and took the money. It was hers, after all.”


      “Have you checked with them?”


      “Sandy, I wanted to speak with you first. That’s why I called.” Cal was in excruciating discomfort. Probate lawyers dealt with a world of fixed intentions. They were not suited to surprise. Clearly, he feared that the family might blame him, and had descended already to the sweaty depths of lawyerly justification. “I took it you would know about this. It didn’t occur to me—” Cal cut himself off. He seemed to recognize that he was merely doing harm by reemphasizing how shocked he was that Clara had acted without consulting her husband. Cal’s sudden—and uncharacteristic—sensitivity seemed by some improbable logic to awaken Stern to his own distress. He was, in fact, reeling. Oh, it was absolutely childish, a response greedy as a six-year-old’s, but he could not stifle the thought. She had seen to the children; she had fattened the rabbi and his favorite charity. Only he, in her last days, had been deprived. Shame and anguish, the same venomous mix, rose in him once more.


      Cal had gone on talking.


      “Now that you tell me you have no idea what this is about, I’ll call Jack Wagoner over at the bank at once. We’ll track it all down. The probate court will require it.” These vows seemed to do little to comfort Cal himself, who sat there worried and deflated, licking his lips. He made it sound as if the money had run away on its own.


      “When was this transaction?” asked Marta. “How late in the month?” Cal turned to Van Zandt, who had the date—five days before the afternoon Stern had come home to find Clara. Van Zandt handed a paper, the statement, to Marta; she then offered it to her father, who pushed it aside. The thought of embezzlement, some kind of foul play, occurred to Stern again, but that was unlikely—worse, absurd.


      He looked up at a sound: Kate had begun burbling again. Twenty-six years old, with her face tear-blotched and her makeup washed away, she looked half her age. She lolled back on the arm of her brother, who had been largely silent throughout, still laid low by the contemplation of his mother. Stern, in his present state, found himself easily irritated by Peter’s solicitude. How was it, he wondered, that the women always seemed to turn to Peter? None of them would tell you that he was untroubled; but they all seemed to adore his quiet sulkiness. He was available. Reliable. A person you could count on. Peter had undermined his father in the most insidious way—by exceeding him. By being what it mattered most that Stern was not. This sudden incisive view into the odd mechanisms of his family did nothing to stem the rising tide of his grief.


      He shook hands with Cal and Van Zandt. His children stood, too, but seemed to have no idea how to proceed, whether to stay or go, or even if they ought to move. Stern realized suddenly that he was the center of attention. They were all watching him—his children, the lawyers—looking for signals. What to do, how to respond. But he had little to offer by way of instruction. Here in these elegant surroundings his soul again plummeted toward misery. Suicide. Money. Disease. Clara had left behind an unreconstructed mess.


      He was accosted, more or less unaccountably, by a memory of her, as he happened to have observed her one day on her way to her teaching assignment in the Inner-City Arts Program. Stern and the children had long expressed concerns for her safely, but  Clara twice a week drove her Seville to the city’s depleted neighborhoods for the morning. Coming by to swap cars so he could take hers to the shop, Stern had caught sight of her marching boldly to the school doors—a determined middle-aged lady with a noble look, reddish hair, a substantial bosom. She carried no purse. Her hands were jammed into the pockets of her plain coat and her head was erect, as she ignored occasional quarreling glances. In that split-second, he recognized something essential: not that she was fearless, but rather that he had seen the same expression often before and that for Clara every trip beyond her home apparently required the same effort to master her anxieties. There were all those inner demons which she conquered only by persuading herself they were not real. Somehow, at the end, they had come to life, surrounded and devoured her. A taciturn, mannerly, dignified woman, Clara Stern had gotten herself caught in the world’s muck, and it had sucked her down, like one of those prehistoric creatures whose bones were found in the tar pits. He knew that sooner or later he was going to stumble into the very heart of it, too, enduring all the same nightmare horrors she had.


      They reached the street before Kate, briefly under control, began crying once more.
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      HOW DOES ONE GIVE UP A LIFE? At night, Stern wandered in the large house, looking for answers. In the closets, much of Clara’s clothing still hung. With the doors thrown open, he stared at the garments; they seemed as mystical as relics. The empty hangers, remaining from the items Kate and Marta had packed away, waited now like the skeletons of birds.


      After Marta left, he moved into her room to sleep. His own bedroom seemed disturbed, torn apart; here he felt by some bare margin more at peace. When he entered the master bedroom to gather up an item or two, the stillness was overpowering. With even a few days of disuse, a shrouded, dusty quietude had come over it. It was like examining a photograph: a bounded portion of an unreachable past, inanimate but preserved. He took his socks, his collar stays, and rushed back out the door.


      He was shown a ceremonial kindness by neighbors and families from the synagogue. The suicide’s spouse was too gruesome for the dinner table—how do you explain to the children? But the women came by with pots of stew, various chicken dishes, for him to consume alone. The freezer was jammed. Most evenings, he would place something in the microwave, open a bottle of wine, eat and drink, and roam about the household.


      On the refrigerator was a note to phone Nate Cawley. He had tried a number of times, hoping to dispel the question of Clara’s medical bill, but Nate, busy after his week away at the medical conference in Canada, had not yet responded. Softened by the wine, Stern took calls—friends or Marta or Kate checking in—and then resumed his movements. He sat in chairs he had not bothered with for years. He went from room to room, stared at the furnishings, the pictures. This tiny porcelain bird. Where had it come from?


      Occasionally he was asked out, generally in groups, and usually by other lawyers, a kind of conventional solicitude that reflected more his stature in the legal community than any particular intimacy. This was the sort of social commerce which the Sterns had always minimized. Clara, with her quiet, firm manner, had no interest in people or occasions that offered little substance. Now free to go on his own, he could not bring himself to the pretense these encounters would demand, an evening of vagrant chatter in which everyone would stare at him with unvoiced questions about his wife.


      The only outings which he made willingly were to be with his children. In the first two weeks after Marta’s departure, he went to Kate’s house twice for dinner, and she and John met him once downtown. But the suburban sprawl of Kindle County meant that they were almost an hour apart, and in the work week the travel was exhausting, particularly for Kate, who was wearied by the early phases of her pregnancy. And even with her, he sensed that her attentions required some self-conscious effort; Kate, always unreflectively loving, now seemed vaguely frightened to deal with her father on his own.


      Peter, no doubt acting at the instruction of his sisters, also called, and at Stern’s suggestion they had dinner one evening. “Something quick,” as Peter put it, accepting. They met at a delicatessen downtown, but Clara’s absence loomed between them, enormous, agonizing. She had been pained by their estrangement—and for her sake they had always done their best. Now it was suddenly clear that the tie had not survived her; they were both playing roles in a production which had closed. After a few minutes ill at ease they lapsed completely into silence amid the ringing plates and voices of the restaurant.


      So for the most part he was alone. One night there was an unexpected interruption. A woman from the neighborhood phoned, claiming to be a friend of Clara’s. She went on without a pause to describe her husband’s repeated failures in the bedroom—the man had many problems—and ended their conversation saying, simply, “Call me.” Stern, of course, did not. Yet the incident provoked a storm of odd feeling. He had heard the same stories as everyone else, of the unattached females who accosted widowers with striking boldness, but given the circumstances of Clara’s passing, he was sure that would not happen to him. Oh, perhaps there had been a card or two, a few calls of sympathy from widows and divorcees of somewhat remote connection. Yet, suddenly, something seemed clarified. People were lonely; women, in particular, were lonely like him. But who knew about all of that—women? Certainly not he. And to what purpose, anyway? The thought of all this left him feeling worse, baffled and inept, stuck within himself, like something buried.


      Whatever the distractions, these evenings in the end always found him roaming. He drank wine, told himself he would work, and wandered about the house. As soon as this routine began, he realized that this, not working, was the primary business of his day. He suffered terribly—at sea with tender recollections and volumes of harsh self-recrimination—and yet he receded to these moments almost urgently, as the years swam over him.


      His memory of the past was of a million pages observed by a single incandescent light, and of doors falling open as he arrived, burdened with heavy cases, in a hundred different courtrooms. In the decades he recalled, it was always late at night or the morning of a trial, his emotions an intense admixture of determined concentration and stilled anxiety. He puzzled in his hours at home; his children spoke and went unanswered as he nursed motions in his mind, a particular careful tack for cross-examination, and reached forth with a tender hand, meant to hush them, while he thought of something else. Oh, he had achieved. He was in his office with his cigars, his books, his phone, his clients, from seven in the morning until nine or ten at night. He came home then to a quiet house. The children were bedded down, gone. Clara waited with a book on her lap in the quiet living room, the aroma of his warming dinner through the house: an image of order, resourcefulness, sufficiency.


      Was he persuaded by that pose? For how many years had he comforted himself with the thought that they did not quarrel, that she seldom voiced the criticisms of other wives? That would have struck Clara as common. True, he treated her with unsparing courtesy. He rarely disregarded her wishes. But, of course, he had chosen wisely, for she seldom spoke up in her own behalf. Oh, they had had their rough spots. Who didn’t? The period when the children had gone off to college was one of intense disruption for Clara. When Kate, the last, departed, there were times when he found her in the dark, in tears. It was there each day, the quiet insinuation, throbbing like a bruise: she did not like her life, no part of it. When he tried to soothe her, she turned on him openly, livid with decades of previously unspoken complaints. But they had stumbled on, and Clara had eventually reverted to her strict self-control, her taut smile, and her insistence that she was bearing up. She was like some Swedish minister enduring existential torment in silence and low light.


      On these evenings when he wandered, the wine made him sleepy—he had never been a drinker. He jolted awake to find himself upright in a chair, dry-mouthed, the lights blazing. One night a particularly vivid dream startled him out of his sleep. He was bathing at Wolf’s Point in the Kindle River. Unnoticed, the water grew turbulent, and soon he was kicking and struggling while the white froth seethed about him. On the shore, amid the trees, his mother, father, and older brother, dressed in heavy dark woolens, watched, each immobile as a statue. Although he was moving backwards, he somehow caught sight of Clara and the children through the bare branches. They were in a schoolroom. The children were seated at desks while Clara, with a finger raised, offered instruction. Churning his limbs in the powerful waters, he called, but they did not notice him fighting off the current, being driven farther and farther away.
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      Fiona Cawley, his next-door neighbor, greeted him, highball glass in hand.


      “Sandy!” she cried. From the first word, Stern knew she was drunk. Fiona let her front door fly open and stood with her arms thrown wide, backlit by the burning lamps of the living room. Nate, Fiona’s husband, also drank more than he should have. Perhaps that was what kept them together. For the present, Stern was struck uncannily by a sudden understanding of what motivated Fiona. Loosened by the liquor, she was more attractive; her posture had an alluring pliancy. Clearly, she savored her liberty. She was handsomely dressed as ever in a robin’s-egg knit suit that showed off her small figure to advantage. Her hair and makeup were flawless, and she wore jewelry for her evening at home, a large diamond piece between the clavicles. Fiona spent her days caring for herself. She shooed the dog away and pulled Stern into the house by the hand, assuring him, in response to his question, that he was not interrupting dinner. She seemed delighted to see him.


      “How are you, Sandy.” She touched his face, a drunken, excessive gesture. “We think so much about you.”


      Already he had taken up certain inscrutable mannerisms in response. He had always been good at this, wordless flexing of the brow to suggest complex feelings. Now his look was more pinched, more allusive of pain.


      “I am as well as could be expected, Fiona. Is Nate about for just a moment? I was hoping to have a word with him.” A personal appearance, Stern had decided, might catch Nate’s attention. After hearing from Cal, Stern was determined to be more direct in attempting to unravel Clara’s knotted affairs.


      “Hasn’t he called you? I gave him the message twenty times. Well, he’s out for the evening, Sandy, but stay for a second. Have a drink with me. There’s something I wanted to ask you about. I’m glad you’re here.”


      Without awaiting an answer, she walked halfway down the hall to drive the dog back to the kitchen. Fiona was one of those people who always got what they wanted. She’d given him no chance to make an excuse.


      For nineteen years, the Sterns had lived beside the Cawleys. They had watched the Cawleys’ modern ranch go through three separate expansions, so that it now wore a somewhat awkward-looking second story, resembling a small top hat on a large-headed man. They had witnessed the coming of age of the Cawley children, both of whom were now in college. They had enjoyed weekend conversations over the fence; an occasional drink or barbecue; two decades of holding mail and exchanging garden tools—but the Cawleys as a couple, like many others, were treated with reserve. Years before, with the retirement of the obstetrician who had delivered the Sterns’ children, Clara had begun to visit Nate as her gynecologist and principal physician. In an emergency—a fall from a tree, a minor infection—he was the unofficial medical adviser to the entire family. Somehow, this professional relationship suited the Sterns well, since it offered a diplomatic means of enjoying Nate without Fiona. As a doctor, he was knowledgeable, relaxed, and affable; at home, he was apt to be overwhelmed by his wife. Younger, Fiona had no doubt been a great beauty, and she was still a fine-looking woman, handsomely slender, with arresting light eyes that were almost yellow. But she was, in a phrase, hard to take: nervous, high-pitched, forever striving, striving. Fiona nursed a hothouse conservatory of internal competitions and visible resentments. A good person to avoid.


      “Highball?” Fiona asked now.


      Stern put himself down on a love seat upholstered in a fabric of peonies. The Cawleys’ living room was decorated in what Stern took to be Irish modern fashion, a self-conscious upgrading of American colonial style. The rooms were crowded with dark tables and commodes, most of the pieces beset with shawls of lace. Fiona occupied herself in a small adjoining den, where she’d set up a tea cart with booze. She drank in elegance; the liquor was in cut-glass snifters, and a large sterling-silver ice bucket had been set down like a centerpiece.


      “Some dry sherry, if it is there, Fiona. On a cube of ice. I really must do some work this evening.”


      “Work?” she asked. “Already? Sandy, you should give yourself a chance.”


      This was a frequent comment. But no one mentioned alternatives. Dancing? Nightclubs? He must have missed the boat somewhere. What was the etiquette of grieving? To disdain useful labor and watch addlepated fare on TV? Really, Stern was tiring already of these conventional efforts to orchestrate his feelings.


      As she handed him his drink, he asked if she was well.


      “Oh, me? I’m just ducky,” said Fiona, and looked into her glass. Stern recalled now that he had determined years ago, without reflection, not to ask Fiona such questions. The dog was pawing about and growling in the kitchen, where he had been shut up; you could hear his claws racing on the tiles. “What is it you wanted with Nate?”


      “I merely had a question or two concerning Clara. Tell him I need only a moment. I wanted to know if he was treating her for any ailment.”


      “There was something,” said Fiona. She used her glass and gestured with a rummy lushness.


      “Was there?”


      “He used to stop over there in the morning. She needed medication or something.” Fiona waved her free hand about, suggesting the way Nate, probably, had put her off.


      “Ah-ha.” As he suspected. Stern held still. Then, fortified to learn he was right, rose to go.


      “Oh, you can’t leave yet. Remember? I wanted to ask you something.”


      “Just so,” said Stern. He had indeed forgotten.


      She went into another room and returned with a small package.


      “Sandy, you’re probably not ready for this yet, but when you are, you have to let me introduce you to Phoebe Brower. She is charming. And you’d have things in common. Her husband, you know—” Fiona fiddled a hand and wriggled her features. “Sleeping pills.”


      He could not quite remain silent—some sound escaped him, a noise of sorts. If Fiona were not drunk, or Fiona, he might have actually taken offense. Perhaps she thought he was starting a club. Unbearable Spouses Anonymous. He recognized the wrapper of the local camera store on the package Fiona was holding. Photos, too? There should be a sign up on his house. Decommissioned. Shipwrecked. Out of use.


      “As you say, Fiona. It is much too soon.”


      She shrugged. “I would think that’s something most men would look forward to. Being on the loose again.”


      Well, they had done fairly well until now, but Fiona was veering off the road. Stern slapped his thighs, a sign he was ready to be on his way.


      “Perhaps you are correct, Fiona. Women always know better about men.”


      “Don’t humor me, Sandy. You do that too much. I have a reason for asking.”


      She was masterful, no doubt about that. Stern sat silent, watching, as Fiona at last drew herself together.


      “Sandy, I want you to look at this. I need to ask you a question.” She offered the package.


      “What is it, Fiona?”


      She shook her head. Just look at it, she said. She had no wish to explain. Somehow he had a powerful sense of Clara’s absence. This scene could never have taken place a few weeks ago. Fiona, even drunk, would have felt less free to prevail upon him.


      When he opened the package, he found a videocassette.


      “Watch it.” She gestured through an arch toward the small adjoining family room. Stern, thinking of resisting further, abandoned the notion. With Fiona, there was no point.


      He found the VCR and pushed the buttons; he was good with machines. The images jerked onto the screen in the midst of some sequence. The picture was of poor quality, homemade. The skin tones were far too rosy. But they showed enough. The first frames were of a young woman. She zoomed in and out of focus, but she remained naked as the day of her birth. She was slender and small-breasted—seated on a bed, and smiling at the camera in a harmless way. He was too taken aback at first to understand what consequence this naked woman could be to Fiona. But then he recognized Nate’s voice on the sound track; the words were not clear, and Stern, as he stood there, suddenly nipping at his sherry, had no wish to boost the volume and further intrude. He understood enough: Nate was the cameraman.


      Strangely, his first impulse was to feel sorry for his neighbor. How could he have done this to himself? There was nothing particularly salacious about the girl’s poses. She crossed a leg casually at one point; she had on black high-heeled shoes, and as Nate moved the camera about her, the dark pubic triangle was more visible, split with the bright pink lick of her labia. There was something almost innocent about these pictures. Certainly relaxed. Nate and the young lady, whoever she was, were well acquainted. She smiled as if she were on a beach.


      Then, as Stern had a finger poised over the stop button, the picture flipped; the screen went black, then raced with fuzz, and finally filled once more with figures. It took him an instant to sort things out, and a sense of disturbance preceded his willingness to name what he was seeing. Nate, it seemed, had turned the camera on himself. Out of focus, the white shaft of his erect penis was nonetheless recognizable; perspectives were hard to discern, but Nate appeared to be a man of generous proportions. Then, without warning, the image jumped again and settled finally on what Nate likely had been meaning to portray all along. The distances were too short for the camera’s focal range, and you saw mostly the young woman’s hair, which, blurred, looked like some matted bathroom rug. But there was no mistaking her reddened lips fixed over the end of Nate’s member. “This is great,” Nate said on the tape. “This is great.” Stern could understand that much. Nate’s blow job was preserved forever.


      “I see,” said Stern. He had stopped the recorder.


      Fiona had remained by the tea cart, with her back to the screen.


      “Pretty nasty, don’t you think? The son of a bitch told me he was going to AA at night. How do you like that?”


      “Fiona—” he said, but he had no clue as to what else he should add.


      “Here’s what I want to know, Sandy.” She threw cubes quickly into her glass; she still had not faced him. “If I file for divorce, can I use that in court?”


      Stern at once turned elusive. He was not about to get caught between his neighbors. His practice did not include matrimonial work, he told her. Different courts often followed different procedures.


      She interrupted, making no effort to hide her harsh look.


      “Don’t give me a song and dance, Sandy. Yes or no? What do you think? I want to know where I stand.”


      He realized that he was highly alarmed. The tape had upset him. And it bothered him more than he would have expected to find that the Cawleys, one more fixture in his life, were coming apart. Eventually, however, he answered.


      “I would think it is likely to be admitted in court.” There was really no question. Any lawyer with half a brain could think up a dozen ways to get the tape into evidence.


      “Well, he’ll be a sorry little bastard that day, won’t he? I’ve told Nate for years he can’t afford to divorce me. Now he’ll really see what that means.” Fiona had her chin erect; defiant. It was hard not to be frightened by her obvious relish in the pain she meant to inflict. “Do you know where I was the first time I saw that, Sandy? At the store. Nate actually asked me to take the camera in to have it fixed. And the boy behind the counter showed me the cassette in there and said, ‘What’s this?’ He played it in the camera—you know how you can do that?—and he gave me this look. This twenty-year-old kid. And you know what I did? You won’t believe it. I pretended, Sandy. I couldn’t think of anything else. I actually pretended they were pictures of me.”


      She cried then. Stern was surprised she had held up as long as she had. It struck him that Fiona was right. The young woman looked a good deal like her. The same slender, high-cheeked prettiness. Was that a hopeful sign, or something dismal? Or just one more indication that some people always made the same mistake? Certainly there was no wondering now what distractions had kept Nate from returning his calls.


      “Fiona, you are upset,” said Stern.


      “Of course, I’m upset!” she screamed. “Don’t patronize me, damn it.”


      Thinking he might soothe her, he had started to edge forward. But now he held his place.


      “Nate doesn’t know I’ve seen this. I couldn’t stand to listen to him explain.” She looked fiercely at Stern. “And you don’t say a thing. I’m still not sure what I’m going to do.”


      “No, no, of course not,” answered Stern, although it was difficult to think that Nate, who after all had handed her the camera, was innocent at every level. But Fiona was not one to adhere to complicated views of human intention. She had a narrow vantage, a limited range—her emotions moved only between mild hostility and absolute rage. She was at the point now of flailing, and was likely as a result to do herself serious harm, as she had just now by urging Stern to look at this tape, thinking she would shame Nate before the respectable neighbors, and finding instead that the humiliation was worse than she could bear. It probably was best that she avoid the confrontation with her husband. In humor, Clara and he had promised over the years that they would never disclose their infidelities to one another. A joke, but not without its point. It was hard to imagine a loving explanation of this sort of business. At any rate, he had been lucky enough to limp through his marriage without unfaithfulness—at least, not of the carnal variety.


      Stern tried to be solicitous. Couples have gone on, he told Fiona, but she was paying no attention. She sat on the corner of a lounger, a few feet from where he was standing, sobbing into her drink. He could see the spots of rouge on her cheeks, the perfect part in her colored hair.


      “You know what I resent the most? That he would do this now. Now. Twenty years ago, there was always some fellow around. I got out of the car and men watched me walk down the street. They ogled me.” She pronounced it with a soft o, so that the word rhymed with ‘google.’ “I could feel it,” said Fiona. “But he has to go looking for the fountain of youth. For what? What does he think is so wonderful? What does this do for him? Can you believe that last business? The big goddamn stud.” Fiona cried harder. She held the highball glass up to her cheek. “Don’t you think I can do that, too? I always thought he wanted me to have some dignity. I can do that. I’ll let him take movies. I don’t care. Pull your pants down, Sandy, I’ll do it to you. Here.”


      For the faintest instant, Fiona’s look became far more purposeful than the liquor would have seemed to allow, and Stern was convinced that she meant to move toward him. Perhaps she even started and he faltered. Something happened—the quickest moment, in which he did not observe things clearly, given his sense of alarm.


      “Oh, what do you care,” she murmured. She had come to her feet, but she sank down now. He was not sure precisely what she meant by the remark—probably that he was without compassion; but there was some strange insinuation in her voice, in her usual domineering tone, an odd suggestion that he was an abject thing with no right to resist.


      “Fiona,” he said.


      She waved a hand. “Go home, Sandy. I’m losing my mind.”


      He waited a moment or two until she had composed herself a bit.


      “I’ll tell Nate you were looking for him.”


      “Yes, please,” he answered, and they parted on that odd note of propriety.
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      That night, he could not sleep. Throughout their marriage, Clara had suffered prolonged bouts of insomnia, and often went through the days with a worried look and smarting eyes. Occasionally, in the depth of night, he would rouse himself to find her wide-awake beneath the reading lamp on her side of the bed. In the early years, he had asked what ailed her. Her reply was always reassuring but elliptical, and in time he responded to these episodes only by muttering that she should turn out the light. She complied, but sat upright in the dark. Now and then, when this went on for nights, he had made the mildest suggestions, but Clara was much too circumspect to lay her head, or troubles, on any psychiatrist’s couch. She, like Stern, believed that, in the end, one must master these matters on one’s own. So be it. Now the troubled nights were his.


      He sat up with his pillow propped against the headboard, the single directed beam on his bedside lamp the only light in the house. He took up a Braudel history, and then replaced it on the night table. This episode with Fiona would not pass easily. From his body a mild force field seemed to rise, an almost electrical aura. In the dark he made his way to the sun room for a drink. Vodka and soda, something he had seen a client order in a bar. He pushed aside the curtain, looking to the Cawleys’. Nate’s BMW was in the circular drive, and the only light was borrowed from the street lamps and the moon crazing the dark windows. Was Fiona also restless, or did she sleep soundly, spent by ire and impulse?


      He roamed back to the bedroom with the drink. With the liquor, the sensations had become stronger and more localized. His genitals were almost singing. With a certain shyness, he reiterated in his mind the tape recording. One image seemed to fascinate him, a peculiar lateral alignment in the camera’s eye as it looked down to the woman’s head in Nate’s lap and caught the white part in her hair, the shining ridge of her nose, and the glistening pale stalk growing out between her lips as she drew back. Slightly drunk, he had no power to resist his own excitement. His organ throbbed, lifting the bedcovers. Three weeks ago, he would have assumed that he was dead forever to such stimulation.


      He thought suddenly: What happened there at the end? If anger and despair had emboldened her wildly, would he have stopped her? ‘Oh, what do you care?’ He still had no idea what Fiona had meant, but recollected, her remark set up a shiver, as if it were a tantalizing message of libertine permission. What did he care?


      “Absurd,” he said aloud, and tried to sleep, galled to think that he was taken up with half-drunk fantasies of Fiona. Fiona! She was one of those creatures he had never found appealing. But now, as he crept in and out of a dusky night-town on the borders of sleep, she appeared in his mind alarmingly confused with the young woman for whom Nate had spurned her. Clara had been twenty pounds overweight since Peter’s birth, and Stern did not recall wishing even for a second that that were not so. But now he dwelled on the slim body of that much younger woman, transposed in dreaming moments to Fiona. Near five he slept solidly and then bolted awake. He had had the crudest and most direct of dreams that he had supplanted Nate; his penis stood erect, burning with sexual and urinary urgency. What nimble gesture, he wondered with sudden languor, would have been utilized to speed his response? He imagined, somehow, the fingering of a flute.


      Before six, he drove down to the office. The sky was beginning to be colored, gray and rose, a certain prairie feel to it. The night of sleeplessness left him feeling shattered; he concentrated poorly, while the sensations of his smoky dreams persisted, leaking over him. Behind his desk, he remained stimulated, so that even his fingertips, the hairs atop his knuckles, were quick with sensation. And he heard, remote but insistent, that insinuating voice:


      Oh, what do you care?
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      THREE YEARS AGO, Stern had been retained to represent the chief deputy in the Kindle County Prosecutor’s Office, who was charged with murdering a female colleague. It had been the tricities’ trial of the decade, revealing tawdry passions and political intrigues, and Stern’s role had briefly riveted attention on him across the nation. In the aftermath, his practice, never insubstantial, had grown significantly. While formerly he’d had one associate, Stern now employed three younger lawyers, all of whom insisted lately that at least one more attorney was needed. One of the lawyers working for Stern, Alec Vestos, dealt exclusively with civil matters and was largely on his own; Stern, even three decades along, felt little confidence with the endless rigmarole of civil procedure—depositions, interrogatories, and requests to admit. The other two lawyers—Raphael Moya and Sondra Duhaney—were both former state defenders and had come to Stern about the same time, two years ago. They followed criminal files in the state court, while Stern usually took principal responsibility for the federal criminal work.


      Alec, Raphael, and Sondra were capable of handling most matters without guidance, and since Clara’s death, they had been piloting the ship. Stern’s hours here were significantly reduced. After his broken nights, he would find himself in the mornings stricken by morose visions from his dreams, often too forbidding to fully recollect. He would lie in bed, feeling as if he were coated by film, seeing himself in a distant, abstracted way as some figure on air, like one of the dybbuks dancing through the background of a Chagall, or an astronaut barely tethered to his capsule, someone who was nowhere, in no field of gravity, able at any instant to drift off forever into the limitless universe. When he managed to rouse himself, he felt enervated as soon as he passed through the office door.


      The dispositions of a lifetime made it impossible for him to treat legal problems with indifference; the law would ever amaze him, the way some children were always fascinated by a certain toy. Even now, his abilities struck him as unimpaired; yet his commitments were lagging. Clients with their problems, their urgencies—it all seemed beyond his present reserves. There was a limited number of matters to which Stern was inalterably committed. The rest were shifted to the younger lawyers. Each day here he would receive reports from his associates, meet with those clients he was required to see, examine pleadings, make the necessary phone calls or court appearances, and spend the remainder of the day in aimless desultory reflection. He would say he was thinking of Clara, but that was not completely so. He meditated on virtually anything: TV advertisements, graffiti on an alley wall; the children and their miseries; groceries he needed; bills; planting he still had time to do; the four or five occasions he had promised to return with Clara to Japan and had failed to make the trip, or even preparations. Last week he had read brochures on a new word-processing system for an entire day.


      He had closed the cover on his case, preparing for his night of wandering at home, when Alec appeared with a telecopy that had just arrived in the mailroom. It was near seven, and the office was still, only the lawyers present, surveying what remained now that the phones had stopped ringing. The message Stern had received—a cover sheet and a letter—identified Dixon as its sender, transmitting from his magnificent stone home in Greenwood County, where his study was replete with gadgets: fax, computers, tickers, modems. A modern executive, Dixon was never out of touch. The phone rang then, Stern’s private number.


      “You get that?” Dixon asked.


      “I am studying it now.” As promised, Dixon’s case was one of the few matters to which Stern had given continuing attention. He had tracked down the three clients of Dixon’s mentioned in the government’s subpoena whom he had not reached before. Their lawyers confirmed that each had been contacted by the FBI, but only one was willing to provide Stern with copies of the records the grand jury had subpoenaed. Then, earlier this week, Al Greco, from Dixon’s office here in DuSable, had called with the names of two large local customers who had received subpoenas for the same kinds of documents. The government’s specific concerns were no more apparent.


      The letter Dixon had faxed, however, offered some insight. It was from his personal banker at First Kindle, who announced that yet another grand jury subpoena had been served on the bank more than a month ago. According to the letter, agents had visited the bank and briefly reviewed the statements for Dixon’s checking accounts. Then, pursuant to the subpoena’s command, they had required copies of all items Dixon had deposited and the checks he had written over the last year. This was an exhaustive task, requiring clerks to search through reels of microfilm, but the bank was scheduled to finally produce these items next week. The FBI, as usual, had requested confidentiality, yet the banker, after consultation with his lawyers, had determined to advise Dixon should he wish to venture any objection. The letter portrayed this gesture as an act of heroic defiance in behalf of a valued customer, but it was, in truth, routine.


      “What does it mean?” asked Dixon.


      Many things, Stern knew. Certainly that Dixon was the target of the government’s inquiry; and that somehow they had figured out where Dixon banked. At this point, a few months ago, Stern would have lit a cigar as a way to gather a moment to think. His fingers still wandered toward the handsome crystal ashtray on his desk, as if the nerves had some instinct of their own. It was twenty-nine days, by his calculation, since he’d had his last cigar, the day he flew off to Chicago. This was a lugubrious South American notion, he knew, the idea of a penance, moth-eaten Catholic baggage he was still lugging around from his adolescence, and he a Jew at that. It was typical of the entirely unpredictable ways that Argentina would episodically haunt him.


      “It means, I would think,” said Stern, “that the government is attempting to trace money. They believe, Dixon, that you somehow unlawfully profited from these enormous trades they are scrutinizing.”


      Dixon was quiet.


      “It’s a bunch of crap,” he said finally. “What do they think? I stole all this money and mailed it right into my checking account so I could be sure someone would notice? How stupid am I supposed to be?”


      Stern did not answer. In his indignation Dixon was convincing, but the sequence of events described by the banker—the fact that the agents had reviewed the statements first—gave every indication that they believed they were on the right track. Dixon had admitted last time that the orders the government was investigating were large enough to significantly alter market prices. Perhaps Dixon had been paid off by traders on the market floor for informing them about his customers’ plans. That would fit. The prosecutor would want to examine any personal checks Dixon had received from other members of the exchanges.


      “And if they’re tracing money I deposit, what do they need my goddamn canceled checks for?” Dixon asked.


      “Generally, your checks are desired not for what is on the front but on the back.” Dixon did not seem to understand. “By examining the endorsements, Dixon, they are able to identify other accounts, other financial institutions with whom you have dealings. If they do not find what they are seeking in this account, they will move on to the others.”


      “Great,” said Dixon. He went quiet again. Stern, in the interim, scribbled a quick draft of a letter to the bank, asking for copies of the subpoena and whatever they produced to the government. As the bankers’ lawyers well knew, there were no grounds to prevent the bank from complying.


      “This gal is really a pistol,” Dixon said. He was speaking apparently of Klonsky. “She wants everything. Margy told me the records they subpoenaed already take up half a room.” A few boxes, is what Margy had said to Stern, but he would see for himself. He was going to Chicago next week to review the documents before turning them over to the government. “You know what they call her, don’t you?” Dixon asked. “Klonstadt? Have you heard this? The Titless Wonder.” Dixon laughed. On Friday nights at Gil’s, within whose mock-elegant foil walls the federal practitioners gathered to pass information about ongoing trials and the tribulations of practice, Stern had heard the nickname. That kind of cruel humor had never been much to his taste.


      Dixon was deeply aggrieved. Aggravated. Hounded. Ms. Klonsky’s resourcefulness exceeded his expectations. And in his gruff effort to insist that this vulgarity was funny, Stern, for the first time, detected a familiar tone. Stern had listened to it for decades. The willies or the creeps. Call it what you like. It was the sound of incipient internal corrosion, of inner fortifications giving way. That abandoned edge in Dixon’s voice touched Stern himself with the cold trickle of something close to fright. Clearly, given his new knowledge of the prosecutor’s nickname, Dixon had found himself unable to obey Stern’s advice not to talk about the investigation. Instead, in the steam bath at the club, or in some corner of the locker room where he usually talked grain prices or the girls on the floor he’d like to screw, Dixon had bellied out his troubles to somebody—a lawyer probably, given the information he had retrieved. One could only hope it was someone discreet.


      “Do you know what the latest is?” Dixon asked. “I’m not supposed to have heard this, but two FBI agents have been up at Datatech all week looking over records on one of the MD accounts. I picked that up today.”


      Stern made a deeper sound. No wonder Dixon was feeling surrounded. Datatech was Dixon’s data-processing vender, which prepared the computer tabulations on all of MD’s accounts.


      “Which account, Dixon?”


      “The house error account.”


      “What is that, please?”


      “Just what it sounds like. Where we clear up mistakes. Customer wants to buy two cars of beans and we buy him corn  instead. When we notice what we’ve done, we’ll buy him beans and move the corn into the house error account, so we end up owning the corn instead of the customer.”


      “And the government wants the records of this account?”


      “Better than that. The jokers asked Datatech to put together a special computer run. They just want errors made on trades on the KCFE.” The Kindle County Futures Exchange.


      “Kindle?” asked Stern.


      “Right. It doesn’t make sense, does it?”


      “No,” answered Stern simply. The customer trades about which the government had been subpoenaing information previously had all been executed on the Chicago Exchange. The errors which the government now wished to examine arose, according to Dixon’s information, from trades placed on the smaller exchange here. It was like investigating transactions on the New York Stock Exchange by requesting records from the Pacific Stock Exchange in San Francisco. Baffling. But there was something in Dixon’s uneasy tenor which suggested to Stern that the government was on the right trail. “From whom do you hear these things, Dixon? About the FBI at Datatech?”


      “I got that on the QT. They fouled their britches over at Datatech when they saw the subpoena. I pay those jagoffs three hundred thousand dollars a year, and now they promise to keep this a secret from me.”


      “Just so,” said Stern. “But you have reason to believe in the accuracy of this information?”


      “A young lady,” said Dixon finally. “I’ve known her for some time. She wouldn’t give me any malarkey. I promised this wouldn’t come back on her. I don’t want Titless hearing about it.”


      “Of course.” For Dixon, like the others on the exchanges, his word given was exalted. To someone’s back a knife could be freely applied, but a deal made eye to eye could not be broken.


      “How long is she going to keep this up, anyway,” Dixon asked, “what’s-her-name, Kronstadt?”


      “Klonsky,” said Stern. “There is no telling.”


      “Months?”


      “Years, in theory.”


      “Jesus. And they can just go on sending out one subpoena after another? Even to me?”


      “If there is any legitimate investigative purpose, yes.” Across the phone lines, Stern heard the little metal click of Dixon’s lighter. “Do I take it you have a particular concern, Dixon?”


      “It’s nothing,” he said. He emitted a heavy breath. “Can they get anything with a subpoena?”


      “I am not following, Dixon.”


      “Suppose I have some personal stuff. Can they subpoena that?”


      Stern waited. What was Dixon telling him?


      “Where are these private items housed, Dixon?”


      Stern could hear his brother-in-law drawing on his cigarette, weighing how much to admit.


      “My office. You know. There’s a small safe. It fits in the bottom of my credenza.”


      “And what is in it?”


      Dixon made an equivocal sound.


      “Generally,” said Stern.


      “Personal,” said Dixon. “Stuff.”


      Stern ran his tongue along his mouth. Dixon needed no education in being less chatty. At times, there was a peculiar fellowship between Stern and his brother-in-law. Dixon was a clever man with a winning sense of humor; it was easy at moments to enjoy his company. He and Stern attended ball games together; engaged in such athletic competitions as Stern could manage. Both men were lovers of gadgets, and there were two stores on East Charles which they visited only together, one afternoon a year. And yet there had always been absolute boundaries, guarded by some rumbling unspeaking rivalry, disapproval, distrust. Stern was content to let Dixon leave him often in the dark. He did not want a rundown on Dixon’s illicit rendezvous or his borderline business practices. Over the years, this relation of lawyer and client had proved more agreeable to both of them than some jovial effort to feign any kind of filial intimacy. Stern asked only what the law in its rigors and proprieties demanded, and Dixon listened carefully and answered narrowly, and as he liked.


      “Are we speaking of truly personal materials, Dixon? Items which are yours alone and not the corporation’s, which were prepared outside the corporation and to which you do not give corporate personnel access?”


      “Right. Can they get that with a subpoena?”


      Stern pondered. He never liked providing these kinds of saddleback opinions. The client was always holding on to some detail which changed everything.


      “In general, you cannot be compelled to produce personal items, absent a grant of immunity. That is not likely to occur at this point in the investigation. A search warrant, of course, is another matter.”


      “A search warrant?”


      “These investigations of brokerage houses are sometimes most unpleasant. Depending on what the prosecutors are seeking, they may find it convenient to attempt to grab up all your records at once. If they start in the office and believe items are missing, your home would be next.”


      “I better move this stuff? Is that what you’re telling me?”


      “Only if you’re concerned about it falling into the government’s hands. If that thought troubles you for some reason, you might think about storing your safe somewhere less likely to be searched.”


      “Which is where?”


      “How big is it?” Stern asked.


      A foot square, Dixon said.


      “You could send it here, then. Federal prosecutors are more reluctant, even these days, to search attorneys’ offices. The warrant requires special approval from the Justice Department in Washington, and the conduct smacks of a violation of the right to counsel. It is very untidy, from their perspective.”


      “And how do I get to the safe, if I need something?”


      Stern declined to state the obvious. Dixon had already made it clear that he had no wish to share the contents.


      “I shall give you a key to the office. Come and look as you like. Or better yet, what about another lawyer who is not involved in this present matter? Wally Marmon’s office would serve excellently.” This was the large firm which represented Dixon on the routine business matters that Stern declined to handle, but Dixon grunted at the notion.


      “He’ll charge me rent,” Dixon said, “by the hour. And he’d get too nervous. You know Wally.”


      On reflection, Dixon was probably correct about that.


      “If this arrangement makes you uncomfortable, then leave the safe where it is, Dixon. Or take it home. As your lawyer, I prefer to see it here.”


      It would be best to have Dixon’s zone of privacy clearly bounded. Lord only knew where they’d end up if Dixon had continuing access to some black box into which he could stuff any document the government sought whose contents made him uncomfortable. Both the client and the lawyer could come to substantial grief that way.


      Dixon at last said that he would send the safe next week.


      “Handle the arrangements yourself,” said Stern. “If no one but you knows where the safe is, no one can tell the government where to search for it.”


      “What does that mean?” asked Dixon.


      Stern waited again. He did not want to alarm him. On the other hand.


      “Dixon, I must tell you, I am convinced the government has an informant.”


      “An informant?”


      “Someone close to you or the business. The government’s information is too precise. The trades. Where you bank. Who your data-processing vender is. And there is an odd order to what they are willing to have known. I suspect they are interested in misleading you about their sources of information.”


      “I think they’re interested in showing how fucking clever they are,” said Dixon.


      “You must reflect on this matter, Dixon. The identity of this informant could be of great significance to us.”


      “Forget it, Stern. You don’t have the picture. Every jackal at the Kindle Exchange that’s ever wanted to sink his fangs in my hindquarter is probably feeding stuff to those guys.” Dixon’s tone was bitter as he spoke of his critics and competitors. “And I’ll have the last laugh. You mark my words. Just wait,” he said. “I’ll keep my mouth shut now, because you say I’ve got to. But when this thing is done, I’ll still be standing here. And there’ll be some bills coming due.”


      Dixon was unaccustomed to being vulnerable—or restrained. The need for both enraged him. He hung on the line a moment longer, with the heavy breath of a bull. His bold promises of triumph and revenge behind him, he seemed to have no more to say. Perhaps he recognized their futility. The government would go on, notwithstanding, demanding his records, scaring his clients, courting his enemies, prying into every worldly connection he valued. Across the distance of two counties, Dixon seemed to consider his world of dwindling secrets. That was what had always protected him—not his friendships or alliances; he had few—not even his wealth or the power of his personality. Dixon was like Caliban or God—unknowable. The insult of his present circumstance was profound.


      “Just wait,” said Dixon once more before he put down the phone.
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      “DON’T DO ANYTHING,” the woman said at the other end of the line. “I’m bringing you dinner.”


      “Who is this?” asked Stern. “Helen?”


      “Yes, of course, it’s Helen. Will that be a bother? I’ll just drop it off and go. I have a meeting.”


      She must have been calling at fifteen-minute intervals, for he had been home only moments.


      “You are most kind,” said Stern, eyeing the unidentifiable casserole dish already thawing on the counter. “Come ahead.”


      So, thought Stern, the female nation heard from, once again. Helen Dudak, of course, probably had no interest in being forward. The Dudaks and the Sterns had been exchanging favors for twenty years. As couples, they had been connected principally by their children. Kate, through most of her life, was the best friend of Helen’s oldest, Maxine. The two families had the same ideas about things that seemed to matter substantially when you were rearing a family: about asking to be excused before leaving the table; the number of sweets allowed in a day; the right age to drive alone or to go out for the evening with a boy. The Dudaks were fine people, principled, with reasonable values, and concern for their children. So the relationship had stood on this solid, if narrow, footing. His knowledge of Helen’s inner realm was nodding, at best. Clara had never seemed to regard Miles and Helen as an interesting couple, and in the last few years, in the face of many changes, relations had drifted a bit. Maxine had gone to business school, married, and worked in St. Louis; and Helen had been divorced from Miles Dudak for three years now. She had a wised-up, funny, independent air, resolved to exceed the bathos and humiliation of the sad circumstance in which her husband of twenty-odd years, the wealthy owner of a box-manufacturing concern, had moved out and, only a few months later, married his thirty-year-old secretary.


      From the kitchen window, Stern observed her arriving with a large purse and an armory of aluminum-foil containers. Buy bauxite, Stern thought as he watched her under flag, proceeding to the front door with the trays pyramided beneath her chin.


      “Helen, my Lord, I am one person.” Stern unburdened her and showed her to the kitchen. “There’s enough here for six. Sixteen.” Peeling the foil wrapper back from a tray of chicken, he was braced by the aroma. Garlic and thyme. Had he been required to wager, he would have bet that Helen Dudak was a good cook. It was part of her image of substance. “You must join me. It would be a pity to see all of this consumed from the freezer. Do you have time for dinner before your meeting? Please stay. I would welcome your company.”


      Helen faltered, but eventually was persuaded to surrender her coat. Had this been planned? Stern doubted it. Helen was not a schemer, although she was clearly pleased to be asked. He took her raincoat to the closet, a fawn-toned garment with a famous label—Miles had not bought his freedom cheaply. She’d already found plates and flatware and was setting the kitchen table when Stern returned. He admired Helen’s good sense in not promoting this into a more auspicious encounter in the dining room, but, notwithstanding, there was a certain animated excitement as Helen traveled from the cabinets to the table. Here they were, people in their middle years. His wife was five weeks dead. But he was single, she was unattached, and because of that, they both seemed strangely, almost painfully enlivened.


      And he was interested; there was no concealing that from himself. Since his evening at Fiona’s, he was aroused in some measure by every woman he saw. For Stern, it was a disconcerting fixation. As he put it to himself, he had not recently tuned in this channel. Oh, he thought, of course. He admired a hundred women in a day, just moving about downtown. But he had practiced such deliberate oblivion. He was one of those men glad for middle years, the settled portion of life, when sexual preoccupation could comfortably be left behind without some slur on masculinity. Now he received, almost in spite of himself, an eager, exhilarant message from his own systems. He could not truly envision himself as the companion of another woman—it was much too soon—but he nonetheless cast a somewhat naughty eye on Helen when he went down the corridor to draw a bottle from the wine closet.


      She was, all in all, a handsome person—her midriff had given way somewhat, but Stern could hardly be critical on that score—and even if she looked a little roughened by experience, there was something in that which was admittedly attractive. Her hair was reddish, the color of a fox, enhanced somewhat by a coloring agent these days, but drying with age and verging therefore on a kind of unmanageableness. Her legs were well turned; she had no bottom to speak of; her face was large-pored, heavily made up, but in its own way comely. Helen had her well-worn look—humor, anguish, and dignity. Stern’s impression was that she had been utterly lost when Miles departed, but she was a strong person, perhaps not an intellect, but well grounded. She had carried on bravely, rightly convinced that she was not deserving of abuse.


      “Well, this is an unanticipated pleasure,” he said when the meal was set out before them both. “What did you do to these potatoes, Helen? Really. They are quite remarkable.”


      Helen described the process. Stern listened carefully. He was fond of potatoes.


      She told him about her business. She had been trained as a travel agent along the way, but longed for something less mundane and had become a convention planner. Large organizations hired her to arrange sites, hotels, presentations. She worked out of her home, with a fax machine and a telephone console. A rocky start, but now she was well under way. She delivered the tale with good humor, an entertaining talker and willing to take the lead in maintaining this fragile, convivial air.


      The doorbell rang. Glancing through the panes beside the front door, he saw Nate Cawley. Stern seemed to have caught him in a moment of reflection. On the slate stoop, he had turned to look into the wind. He was a smallish man, narrow. His hair was gray and most of it was gone; a few longer hairs stood up straight now in the breeze. Rain was in the offing; late April here was always wet. Nate had run out without a coat and he jiggled a bit to keep himself warm. He wore a golf cardigan and a pair of blue plaid slacks.


      “Welcome, Nate.” Helen had stood up from the table in the breakfast nook, and peered down the hall toward Stern and Nate in the foyer. In spite of the distance, Stern attempted the introduction. “Do you know Helen Dudak?” asked Stern.


      “Certainly.” A moment of decided awkwardness occurred. Nate did not move. Clearly, he thought he had interrupted, and Stern had an instant aversive response, old-fashioned but strong, that he was not happy to be seen alone with a woman in his home. This was not the message he wanted Nate to take back to Fiona, who would put it out promptly over the neighborhood wire. Stern swung out a hand magisterially, a hammy bit, to gather some forward momentum.


      “We are in the midst of a splendid repast Helen has provided, Nate. Do you care for some wonderful Chicken Vesuvio, or may I get you a drink?”


      “No, Sandy. I just ran over for a second. Fiona said you were looking for me.” Nate apologized for being hard to reach. Much, he said, was going on. Yes, indeed, thought Stern. The Lord only knew what Fiona said they had discussed, but clearly she had offered an edited version. Preoccupied as he seemed, Nate did not wear the predictable air of a man who knew you and his wife had spent a moment commenting on videos of his erection.


      Stern showed him to his study, where he had filed the lab’s bill.


      “Have you any idea what that might have been for?”


      “Huh,” said Nate. “Westlab.” He studied the invoice at length before handing it back. “I don’t use them much.”


      “Apparently, Clara had visited a physician in the last month.”


      Nate took a second to absorb that. “Where do you get that idea?”


      Stern explained the notations on Clara’s calendar. “Frankly, Nate, I assumed it was you. I found no doctor’s bills.” Nate, a physician and neighbor in the old tradition, often worked on the cuff, billing Clara episodically, if at all. After the meeting in Cal’s office, Stern had been through Clara’s checkbook carefully. And, necessarily, he had also sifted through the mail. It had occurred to him, he offered, that Clara might have been ill. “Something grave,” said Stern, then added, more quietly, “Unendurable.”


      Nate, mercifully, picked up the thread. A softer look came over him, the gentle eye of a practiced bedside manner.


      “No, no, Sandy, there was nothing like that, nothing I know of.”


      “I see.” They faced one another in the study, under a strangely burdened air. Perhaps Nate found Stern’s rummaging through his wife’s papers unseemly; or he may have been discomfited by Helen’s presence. “I was misled, I suppose, by Fiona’s mention that you had brought Clara medication from time to time.”


      “Fiona,” said Nate, and a distinct expression of distaste passed by swiftly. It was an error, Stern saw, to have repeated any of her intoxicated blather. “Clara’s knee gave her some trouble this winter, Sandy. I dropped off an anti-inflammatory.”


      “Ah,” said Stern. The two men continued to look at one another.


      “Sandy, why don’t I give Westlab a call for you? I’ll find out what’s cookin’.”


      “I can do that, Nate.”


      “Neh,” said Cawley. “Let me. They’d be happier to talk to me than you. Assuming they’ll talk to anybody. If it wasn’t for you guys—” Nate, in his gentle, familiar way, was about to assail Stern with a doctor’s typical complaints about the legal profession and its recent impact on medical practice, but he cut himself off. “You know,” he said, “could be just a mistake. I’ve seen billings get awful bollixed up. Maybe they crossed one Stern with another.”


      The idea struck Stern as farfetched. Then, just as quickly, it was all entirely clear.


      “Oh, my.” Stern covered his mouth with one hand. “I have a thought.” Clara had received the bill—but not the test. That would have been, as Nate’s point suggested, for someone else—for Kate. Pre-pregnancy. Pre-something. Kate had said that there had been problems along the way. She had probably shared them with her mother, who, as she often did, would have insisted on helping with the expenses. That was another reason that Kate was so sabered that Clara had died not knowing there had been a medical success—and why no doctor’s bill had arrived here. Something rose, something sank, but it all settled in him with the solidity of a correct answer. “I suspect, Nate, this may have had something to do with Katy’s pregnancy.”


      “Oh, sure,” said Nate. He brightened considerably. “That must be it.” He headed at once for the door, happy to have the matter resolved.


      “Perhaps, Nate, if I have further questions, I might ask you to call the lab nonetheless.”


      “Sure thing,” said Nate. “No problem. Just give me a buzz.”


      On his way out, Nate turned back to wave briefly to Helen. She still had one hand raised, with a sad look of her own, as Stern approached. She had sat alone, not eating. She seemed to know that whatever spell had loomed was broken. The conspicuous presence of Clara’s mystery, the many complications were obvious about him. He was a fish in a net. Nothing now would change that.


      “I apologize,” said Stern. “Questions I was required to ask. He was Clara’s doctor.”


      “Mine, too,” said Helen.


      “Ah,” said Stern, “so that is your acquaintance.”


      Helen began to eat. There was music from the radio, Brahms. He sat in the caned chair with a full sense of his weight, his earthly substance. As so often, grief was here in its essential character.


      “Had Clara been sick, Sandy? I didn’t know that.”


      “Apparently not.” He explained briefly. The bill. His thoughts. Helen, who had known them both so long, nodded with each word, eyes quick, intent.


      “I see,” she said. They were both silent.


      “I have no idea why this occurred, you know,” Stern told her abruptly. To the thousands of other inquiries, tacit and overt, he had maintained a dignified silence which implied, not falsely, that he found the subject too painful for discussion. Helen Dudak, however, was too trustworthy a soul, too familiar, to be dealt with so briefly. “I take it people talk about this?” He had wanted to ask someone that question for some time.


      “Would you believe me if I told you they didn’t?”


      He smiled wanly. “And they say what?”


      “Dumb things. Nice things. Who knows about anybody’s life, Sandy? Really. At the core. People are baffled, naturally. No one is quite certain they knew Clara. She was very contained.”


      “Just so,” said Stern softly. He allowed himself the traces of a wry expression.


      Helen, wisely, took her time with the remark.


      “You must be very angry,” she said at last.


      To the wheel of seething emotion, the bristling anxiety, the dense miserable sensations, Stern had not heretofore put that name. But of course she was correct. Buried deep in his bones, like a dose of radiation, he could feel the burning away of intense high-level emotion, and anger was the right word for it. It was not a feeling with which he had taken much conscious comfort throughout his life. Being the son of his mother, the brother of Jacobo, he had grown up believing that anger was an emotion allotted to others by prior arrangement. He was the steady one. Now a certain decorousness made him reluctant to fully agree.


      “I suppose,” he said.


      “It would be understandable,” Helen continued.


      Chewing slightly, he shook his head.


      “That, however, is not what predominates,” he said.


      “No?”


      He shook his head again. The powerful volatility of his emotions, the way they were always at hand, made it impossible to observe his usual reserve.


      “I doubt myself,” he told her. “I failed,” he said and, with the words, and their deadeye accuracy, felt as if he had shot himself through with an arrow. “Quite obviously.”


      “And what about her?” asked Helen. She looked up adroitly, over her fork, but he could see that she was measuring her questions, testing the regions of tenderness to see how far she might probe. It was, Stern decided, an impressive performance.


      “Did Clara fail?”


      Helen did not answer. She looked on while he considered the question. He understood her suggestion, but he was unable to say aloud the word somehow hanging here like smoke: betrayal. The mystery of it was deeper than that to him, and more complicated. He realized then, for the first time, how much he had dedicated himself to making no judgments in this matter for the present. Again, wordlessly, he wobbled his head: something not to know or to say.


      Helen waited an instant.


      “You can’t let everything rest on the end, Sandy.”


      Stern nodded. That was a thought, too.


      “I speak from experience. You accomplished a great deal with one another. And you made a marvelous couple.”


      “Oh, yes,” said Stern. “I loved to speak, and she did not.”


      Helen smiled, but leaned back to regard him from a distance.


      “You’re too harsh with yourself.” She took his wrist and he reacted, even in this mood, to the sensations of a female touch. “How good a friend am I? May I make a suggestion?” Her hands were tan and strong, the nails unpolished. “Are you seeing someone, Sandy?”


      Lord, again! What was contemporary morality?


      “Helen, certainly not.”


      Looking into her plate, Helen Dudak suppressed a smile. “I meant a therapist.”


      “Ah,” he said. His initial impulse was categorical, but he answered simply, “Not for now.”


      “It might help,” she said.


      “Is that an informed opinion?”


      “Of course. A middle-aged divorce is harder than a hockey match.”


      Her delivery was lighthearted and Stern smiled. He could see that Helen was from the self-improvement school of life. Very much a citizen of the late century. She believed in the power of Will, or, as it was thought of in contemporary terms, self-determination. Existentialists one and all, we could be whomever we chose, with proper instruction. Something about yourself that bugs you? Chuck it out. Let the shrink refurnish. A deeply conservative strain in Stern distrusted these conclusions. It was all a good deal harder to bear than that. He could see that Helen and he subscribed to different philosophical services. He chose a joke as a diplomatic exit.


      “I shall talk to you, instead.”


      “Sold,” said Helen.


      They smiled, celebrating the survival of a difficult instant, but then lingered a few seconds in the gloom. Helen at last asked about Kate. For the remainder of the meal, they trod reliable ground, speaking of their children.


      At nine, promptly, she stood. She was late for her meeting. Stern saw her to the door, thanking her lavishly for the meal.


      “You are a friend, Helen.”


      “I mean to be,” she answered.


      “This was the most pleasant evening I have had in some time.” He found, upon saying this, that it was a considerable truth and, out of a sudden swell of gratitude, added, “We must do it again.”


      “Let’s,” responded Helen. They stood looking at one another. He was too new to this business to have realized before he spoke what he had gotten himself into, and now, otherwise at a loss, he took her hand and in the briefest, politest way kissed it.


      Helen rolled her eyes as she opened the door.


      “Oh, my God,” she said. “Charming, char-ming!” She shook her head and, with her large purse and fawn-colored coat, went off laughing down the walk.
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      TO THE DISTANT SUBDIVISION where Kate and John had bought a compact suburban home, newly constructed and as weakly made as a child’s toy, Stern ventured on occasion for a meal. This house was so far from the urban center that there were still cornfields about, and the clods ran clear to the front door, as Kate and John had not yet been able to afford sod. In the front lawn, near the parkway, a single skinny sapling stood, its tiny leaves riming like a fringe whenever there was wind.


      Kate scurried about her father, attempting to comfort him, but as ever, the best of her attention went to her husband. Every now and then, the newspapers reported on twins so preoccupied with one another that they developed a language of their own. So, too, Kate and John. They were forever lost in their small sounds: whispers, murmurs, Katy’s wispy laugh. A universe of two. Stern had known other couples like this, tuned in to each other’s peculiarities like some strange music, and high on it like opium smoke. They had been together since high school and, so far as Stern could tell, were the only man or woman the other had ever really known. This naïveté had its own beauty. To one another they were the entire realm of otherness: Adam and Eve. Yin and Yang.


      It was difficult to imagine the entry of a child into this world of two dimensions, but Kate’s pregnancy, if anything, seemed to have intensified the thrill of love. John raced behind his wife’s chair to help her up, kissed her with abandon as they slid into the kitchen, clearing plates. Watching his daughter’s dark eyes fast upon her husband, Stern felt strangely affected by her love for him. Poor John was a schlepper of the first order. His most important achievement to the world at large would probably remain having been the best tight end in a decade at a high school that traditionally fielded mediocre teams. The higher-powered jocks, with greedy visions of agents, bonuses, and the NFL, had literally run over him at the University of Wisconsin. John, the coaches said, had the size and talent, but not the drive. This was hardly news to Stern, who had come back with his own scouting report years before. But here was an important late addendum: he treated his wife with unfailing kindness. In a hard world, where decency seldom thrived, a realm full of the brutish, the harsh—or even those well-meaning but emotionally landlocked, like Stern himself—John was a standout, a man of gentle disposition and great tenderness. If he had failed to find in himself a killer’s ruthlessness, he had discovered something else, which he nurtured with Kate. Who among us might not be willing to trade?


      As John trekked through the yard with the evening trash, Stern stood with his daughter in the kitchen. She and John had just finished washing up the dinner dishes and she sopped a cloth.


      “Cara, I have been meaning to ask,” said Stern. “An item came through in the mail the other day which made me wonder if there was any recent occasion when your mother went with you to the doctor?”


      Kate looked at him uncomprehendingly. Even in sandals, she was an inch or two taller than he, dark and beautiful, with her straight hair and perfect features.


      “Recently?”


      “Within the last few months.”


      “No. Of course not. I told you, she had no idea.”


      “But perhaps—is there no way your mother might have received the bill for one of your tests, some procedure?”


      “Daddy, what in the world?” Kate had stepped back from the sink. She remained tense and emotional at any mention of Clara, and he suddenly thought better of going on. She had provided a sufficient answer.


      He touched her on the shoulder to soothe her and stepped into the family room, still furnished with boxes and card chairs, and joined John, who had gone straight to the TV set upon reentering the house. At these instants Stern found himself full of almost religious gratitude for the invention of television sports, which could occupy the few moments he felt obliged to pass with his son-in-law. Tonight, the Trappers, the tri-cities’ traditionally woeful big-league baseball team, were on the air, and Stern and John swapped thoughts about the prospects for the season just under way. The story with the Trappers was always the same: young stars traded away when their salaries increased, pitchers who hit it big as soon as they escaped the Trappers’ pocket-sized park. Stern, who had made baseball one of his most passionate studies in learning the American way of life, enjoyed his son-in-law’s insights. John had an athlete’s eye for the nuances of physical performance: the shortstop threw off-balance. Tenack, the magnificent right fielder, was trying, as he did each April, to upper-cut the ball. Wearing glasses for his TV viewing, John poked his frames back up on his nose from time to time as the images of the green field floated on his lenses. He appeared transfixed, childlike, still bound heart and soul by the grace and glory of the fields of play; when John watched, you could almost hear the hot roar of the stadium crowd in his ears.


      Long moments passed while Stern awaited John’s occasional observations, to which he could add some knowing comment of his own. Stern rarely asked John about work; it had become clear long ago that he would never answer honestly, fearing that his responses, which were likely to verge on complaint, would find their way to Dixon. John had had a slow start at MD, passing bewilderedly through the accounting and compliance departments before finding a home on the order desk, where, Stern took it, his performance was still not stellar. They sat on either side of the glowing screen, John’s zombie-like attention to the game undoubtedly increased due to the presence of his father-in-law, while Stern recalled similar dumbstruck reactions, at the same period in his life, to his own imposing father-in-law, Henry Mittler. In these reflections, he felt for John, especially since; at heart Stern always remained half ready to revile him for not being better, smarter, more adept, more able to rouse in Kate something laudable, rather than, as it seemed, allowing her to drift to rest on the soft seabed of the commonplace.


      A sufficient time passed to suit all proprieties, he bade John good night and, ready to be on his way, found Kate in the kitchen. Seeing her, though, it occurred to him once more how vexed his last exchange with her had left him. If the bill from Westlab was not for Kate, then what? He was back to point zero.


      “Katy,” he said, releasing her from his parting embrace, “are you quite sure there was no bill for you that might have come to your mother?”


      “Daddy, there is no way. What’s wrong with you?” She looked at him, incredulous, and he shrugged, somewhat defensively. It had seemed so obvious, so characteristic of Clara that the children were involved.


      With the next thought, Stern, halfway across the kitchen, stood absolutely still.


      He knew now.


      He had blundered past it. But he knew now why Clara had received no doctor’s bill; why Peter had been so overwrought that day about the prospect of an autopsy. Because it was he, Stern’s son, who was the physician, Peter who had ordered the lab test, and Peter who remained, even now, resolved to honor some prior commitment of confidence he had made to his mother. Stern understood the need to maintain professional secrets, but he could not help suspecting that his son would enjoy this advantage over his father, having exclusive hold, in the end, of one last scrap of her life. Might the others know as well?


      “Katy.” She was facing him, her attention evidently drawn by her father’s abstracted look. “Do you know anything of your mother receiving medical care from Peter?”


      “What?” Her mouth had fallen open a bit and her face was rigid with alarm. She obviously took the suggestion as baroque. The question that rose in her eyes was easily discerned: Was her father derailed, off his trolley, losing hold? She looked gravely concerned that these ideas, wild and improbable, were coming from him, one after another.


      Was he wrong? The kitchen light seemed suddenly intense. For the first time in his life, he felt a sensation of dislocation, which he knew, instinctively, was typical of the elderly. Kate was correct. Given over to his preoccupations, he had lost his bearings. What had happened to his lifelong habits of caution, tact, discretion? He could not simply run with this knuckleheaded notion and confront his son. If Peter was wrongly accused by his father of even the most well-intentioned manipulations, his predictable response would be outrage; the reverberations would shake what little family structure remained. He would have to hunt down Nate Cawley once again and ask him to make inquiries at the lab. That was the best and most discreet alternative.


      “An idle thought,” he said to Kate. “Allow it to pass.” He took his daughter’s hand and kissed her on the temple. He thanked her for dinner and waved off her inquiries about whether he was all right. But he found himself increasingly irritated as he walked into the mild night. Driving along the highway in his Cadillac—this was his car, a Sedan de Ville; Clara’s had been towed away by the dealer in part of that procession of changing scenes and backdrops at the time of her death which he recalled now like a cinema montage—he felt the same rise of difficult emotion. He was tiring of Clara’s gruesome surprises, her hidden world, with enormous sums expended and secret illnesses. In his confusion, he had now even begun to suspect his children. This was her fault, Stern thought suddenly, her fault! The declaration almost rang in him.


      Still in this mood, he stopped near home at a convenience store. Certain household tasks remained beyond him. Claudia called in his grocery list from the office and the store obligingly delivered the bags to the back door. But there were always items missing: cream cheese, milk. He never had enough orange juice. Waiting in line, he observed with admiration two young black women who were ahead of him, in halter tops despite the chill of spring, talking high-speed bebop slang, disarmingly casual with their obvious sexuality. He felt again the high-voltage transmissions of sensual energy. What was all this? he wondered. Signs of life, he told himself; natural, he thought, but there was something wild and unpredictable in this urgency. He was so deeply stimulated by virtually any female. Was it some racist conceit to think that he would be as strange as some Martian to these women? He imagined, nonetheless. What really was the look and feel of those heavy brown breasts, smooth-skinned, heavy-nippled? His imagination rushed on to these thoughts. He stood unmoving in the store, his mouth slightly agape, aroused.


      Back in the parking lot, he sat in the car, a bit shocked at himself. How could he really? You would think, observing his adolescent eagerness, that he’d had no passionate life with Clara, which was not true. As a young man he had craved her—more, in fact, after they were married than before, when so much else seemed to be involved; and even as age and time had tempered the pulse of things, that hunger had never been wholly lost. A man and a woman in the end were always that to each other, opposites and mysterious, and in the act, with its joining and exploring, things more magical and solemn than the most ancient ritual forever resided. Certain other couples, his age and older, made allusions to the extinction of these impulses. Dick Harrison, a neighbor, remarked to Stern one night, ‘I hold it up, the sunlight passes through.’ But three or four times a month Clara and he struck this fundamental compact—creaky, lumpy old bodies as she said, moving toward each other across the bed and, as ten thousand times before, melting together. Lately, he had tried to recall the last occasion and found, almost certainly, that it had been more than a month before her death. One more sign of what he should have noticed. But he was on trial, fraught and distracted, and who after the years does not know better than to foment small crises? They move apart and then rejoin. The image is of some X-ray shadow, a form in negative space; opening and breathing, closing, clinging, like the wings of a moth in the dark, the walls of the heart.


      Now that same woman had turned him loose in late-century America, where standards for sexual performance were touted on the covers of the magazines sold at the checkout stand right  there behind the broad store window. Was he prepared for this? The uncomfortable truth was that he had no past to brag about, no comforting memory of the wild oats sown by young Alejandro Stern. Geography, as he thought of it, had been against him. Argentina, with its gauchos and machos and so forth, probably would have been a more propitious place to pass his adolescence. Male lust was better accepted there, a legacy of the nation’s Italian and Spanish forebears. His brother, even at the age of fifteen and sixteen, was an impressive roué. He had many women, or at least claimed to: whores, Indian girls, older women lusting for youthful energy. Stern could still clearly recollect listening awestruck to Jacobo’s account of his initiation, at the age of thirteen, with a very thin young woman attired in a black strapless evening gown, who had met him in the lobby of the Roma, a seedy downtown hotel in B.A. Months later, Jacobo contended he recognized her on the street in a habit, walking with her sunken eyes, amid a row of novices leaving the Convent of Santa Margarita. Stern, forty-five years after the fact, found the thought of this woman as imagined, with her sunken eyes and small breasts, disturbingly provocative.


      But his youth in America in the fifties had contained nothing so exotic. The Puritans reigned once more here, and sexuality seemed to be a particularly unbecoming trait for a dark foreigner, a suspect impulse like fellow traveling. Lust was one more wild hunger that he willingly constrained for future satisfaction, even with Clara, with whom he would not have slept before their wedding but for her insistence that they were more likely to enjoy the honeymoon if they could leave this particular anxiety behind. And so, two weeks before the ceremony, in Pauline Mittler’s parlor full of Oriental brocades and Viennese glass, with all the lights still burning for fear that someone in the house might notice, Clara had wriggled from her girdle and her hose, lifted her skirt, and lain back on her mother’s red divan. For many reasons, that had struck Stern as an act of astonishing trust. And he? He was terrified and, because of that, also somewhat affronted, angered by the indignity of these shabby mechanics. Thirty-one years later, those emotions remained real to him, near at hand in the dark auto, the peculiar residue of a night of high feeling in which he had been confused and stimulated and put out. But he had proceeded; he remembered that as well. He had fiddled interminably to release his erect penis from the bindings of his trousers, and Clara Mittler had become the first—the only—woman in his life.
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      STERN HAD FIRST SEEN CHICAGO when he was thirteen, near the end of the overland passage his mother and Silvia and he had made from Argentina. That journey had been impelled by his mother’s involvement with a man named Gruengehl, a lawyer who had been showing her great interest since, it seemed, the moment of his father’s death. Gruengehl was a figure in one of the few anti-Peronist unions, and following his jailing, his friends and colleagues had swept into his mother’s house to help them pack, their route for exile already arranged. In 1947, with displaced persons throughout Europe clamoring for entry to the United States, and Argentina’s diplomatic ties to the U.S. questionable after the war, legal immigration was problematic. Instead, they traveled by train to Mexico City, and then were driven across the border, looking like one more family of braceros. In Brownsville they boarded a train North.


      Stern, even so young, had known that Argentina was not his destiny. His father, a physician, had left Germany in 1928 and forever mourned that the Nazis prevented his return. Papa always unfavorably compared life in Argentina to what he had known before: the quality of goods, of music, of building materials, of people was sadly lacking in his eyes. Jacobo, whom Stern so admired, had become an ardent Zionist and preached from the time Stern was nine or so the glory of Eretz Israel. When Stern stepped off the train in Chicago, he believed his life had started. They went on to Kindle County, where cousins of his father’s were waiting, but Chicago would always be what he thought of as America, with its massive, soot-smeared buildings of brick and stone and granite, full of smokestack arms and sullen, teeming throngs, the land of Gary Cooper, of steel, skyscrapers, automobiles. He recognized in every face that day the striving children of immigrants.


      More than four decades later, Mr. Alejandro Stern returned, a man of prominence with his own troubles. On the fifth floor of the Chicago Exchange, he sat in the walnut conference room at Maison Dixon, thumbing through documents he could not comprehend. Outside, the vast trading room of MD burned on, eighty young men and women, casually dressed, each behind a telephone console blinking with the action on twenty lines, and a pillar of cathode-ray tubes. Across these glowing screens darted figures, flashing by briefly like fish in the sea, a matrix of dollars and cents, beans and oil, fast markets and bulletin items, high, low, open, volume, change. The telephones chirped like crickets, and different voices occasionally gained ascendance. “Anybody here want to buy old bonds at 6 plus?” “It’s moving, it’s moving.” “I’m going to hedge you up on the D-marks.” Between calls, these young people, working customer and managed accounts, would offer to the entire room a hip, sardonic commentary. One fellow whined in a mock accent of some kind, “Oh, the market, she is just like a woo-man, first she wants you, then she don’t, she won’t never make up her mind.” An attractive young blonde beside him inclined her middle finger in response.


      “Got it all figured out?” Margy Allison, Dixon’s chief operating officer, had returned for a moment to check on his progress. She had been in this business most of her adult life, almost exclusively for Maison Dixon, and, apparently, still found it thrilling. Nothin’ to it, she seemed to suggest, as she motioned to the stacks of paper around Stern—even a silly old Okie gal could git it. Margy loved to do routines like that, for the amusement of her friends up North. An M.B.A., she preferred to come on like an oilfield roughneck. ‘Mar-gee,’ she would say, when introducing herself. ‘Hard g. Hard girl.’


      “I believe we shall need an accountant,” Stern told her.


      Margy made a face. She was the paymaster in these parts and a legend for her tightfistedness. Every time she signed a check, she told you what a dollar used to buy in the country.


      “I can put all that stuff together for you.”


      She was capable, no question, but unlikely to find the time. With the advent of overseas trading, and night sessions of the markets, Maison Dixon was open twenty-four hours a day, and there were problems to solve at every juncture. At her door at any hour, there was usually a line: clerks and secretaries and boys up from the floor in the unstructured jackets with the large square plastic badges on the pockets. Stern, accordingly, told her she could not afford to spend the hours this job would require.


      “If you’re billin’ us your usual hourly rate, Sandy, I can afford a lotta time.” She smiled, but her point, of course, was made. “I’m sure you got one of those hotel rooms like you usually do when we’re payin, big enough to hold the opera with the elephants. We can take this whole mess there and look it over. Assumin a’ course”—Margy hooded her shadowed eyes—“you’re willing to chance bein alone with me.” She cast herself in a vampy role, a female sexual braggart. It was part of her low routine, coming on tough and crude, like the kind of woman you imagined finding smoking a cigarette at the bar of some mid-city lounge. Stern had no idea where the truth resided, but she had laid it on thick with him over the years, perhaps as a way to flatter him, or simply on the assumption he was harmless. Now, of course, the mere suggestion inflamed his new libidinal itch. Being himself, he changed the subject.


      “Do any of these records, Margy, have anything to do with the house error account?” He had Dixon’s recent phone call in mind.


      “They want that now, too?” Margy, nearly as irritated as Dixon by the government’s persistence, went off at once to find a clerk to gather the records. This was why he traveled to the documents, Stern thought. Something else was always needed.


      Stern took it that, sometime in the past twenty years, Margy had been one of Dixon’s women. She was far too attractive not to have drawn Dixon’s attention. But it had not gone along happily. The amount of surmise and conjecture which Stern had quietly made about this matter surprised even him. Gradually, he had filled in the blanks, tested these guesses against what was observable, and taken them as true. He had long assumed that Margy had waited interminably for Dixon to leave Silvia; that she was somehow the focus of the crisis that had erupted years ago when Silvia briefly ejected Dixon from the household; and that she had declared the struggle lost when Dixon moved back in with his wife. For a year or two, Margy had disappeared to work for another house. But there really was no way to run MD without her. Even Silvia would have recognized that. Instead, she was offered Chicago as a domain of her own, and the title of president of half a dozen of the subsidiaries, not to mention an enormous annual salary. So she had labored under those terms, devoted to Dixon’s business, and probably still to him, the deprived and rejected heroic woman of one of the country ballads she had grown up humming. That was whom Margy reminded you of—those down-home ladies who stood onstage, with their twangy voices, their coiffed hair and stage makeup, sad and glamorous, hard and wise.


      Eventually, the clerk arrived. The records of the house error account were laid on the table with the rest. Stern glanced through the papers, but he knew he was getting nowhere. Every time Stern found himself facing a room full of documents, he cursed the avarice that led him to do what was decorously referred to as white-collar work, and to a clientele of con artists in suits and ties who hid their crimes by laying waste to forests.


      Margy reappeared in time, placing her face against a brightly manicured hand and leaning languorously on the metal doorframe. His bemusement was apparent, but Margy smiled indulgently; she had always liked Stern.


      “You want me to help you out? I really am willin. We’ll do like I said. Get the hell out of here. Gimme fifteen minutes.”


      It was more than an hour and a half, but eventually one of the messengers had brought down four transfer cases of documents and loaded them into Margy’s car. She tore off down the Loop streets for the Ritz. She handled her automobile, a red foreign model, like a stock-car driver. His mother had been high-strung, hysterical. Clara was soft and dignified. That, to Stern, comprised the familiar range for female behavior. This woman, if truth be told, was stronger than he was. She could sprint an obstacle course faster or hold out longer in the face of torture. Watching her behind the wheel, he felt admiring and daunted.


      This evidence of Margy’s capacities was, Stern suddenly thought, instructive about Dixon. It was a mistake to see him merely as some smutty conquistador seeking notches on his gun, butterflies for his collection. Dixon valued women, trusted them, counted on their counsel. In a woman’s presence, his charm and humor, and an enormous, almost electrical human force beset him. Even Stern, whatever his innate sense of rivalry, felt he liked Dixon more. And women responded to Dixon’s attention. It was one of the symmetries of nature.


      Of course, this interest was not detached. With Dixon, one was always well advised to remember the base elements. The markets, the pits, tense, fast, trying, were full of cokeheads and types lost in the bottle; Dixon’s release was more natural: fucking. The quickest zipper in the West, someone had once called him. Not that Stern was often treated to the details. He was the brother-in-law, Silvia’s blood ally, and Dixon had better sense than to test Stern’s loyalties. But no one, least of all Dixon, could make a complete secret of so persistent a preoccupation. Occasionally, his pure delight overcame him, and he confided to Stern, as he did to so many other men. Dixon, for example, engaged in a personal sport in which he kept track of the exact number of women he saw in a day who inspired his most basic fantasies. ‘Thirty-one,’ he’d say to you, as you were greeted by a hotel clerk. ‘Thirty-two,’ when he looked out the window to see a woman getting on a bus. At the Rose Bowl one year, amid the coeds and cheerleaders, he claimed to have reached two sixty-three by half-time, despite giving complete attention to the game.


      Usually, the extent of Dixon’s interest was less amusing. Stern had been with him at the airport, passing through the metal detector, when Dixon emptied his pockets into the tray meant to receive valuables and tossed in a package of prophylactics as naturally as a pack of gum. This was a few years ago, when such items were still not the subject of polite discussion. From subsequent commentary, Stern took it that in these matters of personal hygiene, as in so many other things, Dixon was a pioneer, meticulous about protecting himself long before the current mania. But the security guard, a young woman, reddened noticeably, far more horrified than if Dixon had pulled a knife. Even Dixon, walking toward the airport gate, was chagrined. ‘I should just have my thing coated in plastic.’ Like a membership card or a snapshot. Neither abstinence nor restraint apparently suggested themselves as alternatives.


      Witnessing these misadventures, Stern attempted to evince no interest. But he paid attention. Who wouldn’t? It sometimes seemed as if he could recollect the details of each one of Dixon’s randy stories. And Dixon, never one to miss a point of vulnerability, had made note of Stern’s penchant long before. Once, when the two of them were traveling in New York, Dixon carried on with special animation with a young waitress, a smooth-featured young Puerto Rican woman of haunting beauty who seemed to be responding to Dixon’s sly smiles and lascivious humor. He watched her trail away from the table and caught in Stern a look not much different from his own.


      ‘Do you know what it feels like to touch a woman that age?’


      ‘Dixon, please.’


      ‘It’s different.’


      ‘Dixon!’


      Stern recollected that he took his knife and fork to what was on his plate with particular vigor, chewing with bovine single-mindedness. But when he glanced up, Dixon was still watching, shrewd and handsome, made merry by the sight of the disturbance he had caused.
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      At the hotel, Margy made herself at home. She had kicked off her shoes before the bellman had dropped the cases, and threw the straw-colored silk jacket to her tailored suit on the bed. Grabbing a menu, she called room service for dinner, then opened the minibar. “God, do I need a drink!” she declared. Stern asked for sherry, but they had none, and so he drank Scotch with Margy.


      As Stern began emptying the document cases, she took his hand.


      “So how you doin, Sandy Stern?” She had a sweet solicitous look, seated on the bed. No mention had been made of Clara’s death; Stern had wondered if she even knew. Now, at once, she seemed soft enough to cry on, with the beckoning availability of an open field. He was never quite sure what to make of her. She had an imposing appearance, the kind other women referred to as ‘put together.’ Her hair was frosted and curled; she was expensively dressed. Her eyebrows were penciled so that they extended almost to the corners of her eyes, lending her the mysterious look of a Siamese cat. She was a large, handsome woman, strongly built, with a pleasant, expansive bottom—something happened across Margy’s hips that Stern, for whatever reason, had found notable for a number of years, watching her march about in her tweed skirts or bend over a cabinet. She was bright and ambitious; in her career, she’d moved from secretary to top executive. But she had a look of being written on by life. I am the blank slate. Inscribe. The message left was sad.


      “I am making do, Margy,” Stern said. “There have been better times, of course. It seems to be a matter of adjustment. Day by day.”


      “That’s right,” said Margy. She nodded. You could tell that she regarded herself as an expert on tragedy, well informed. “You are a sweet fella, Sandy. It’s always the ones that don’t deserve it that get all of life’s troubles.”


      This country formulation made Stern smile. He looked at Margy, slumped somewhat and sitting on the bedside in her stocking feet.


      “I shall survive,” he said. Even this prediction, he recognized, struck some note of improvement.


      “Shore,” she told him. After a second, she dropped his hand. “Life goes on. You’re gonna have all those softhearted old gals just hoverin around pretty soon, so you don’t feel so lonely. You know, widows and divorcées just stopping to say Hi, hope you ain’t too blue, on their way home from the beauty parlor.”


      Margy always thought she had everybody’s number. Stern laughed out loud. In spite of himself, he recalled Helen Dudak’s visit. Even Margy, it seemed, was more flirtatious than she would have been two months ago. In any event, he was unaccustomed to this kind of attention. Women had always found him solid and charming in a social way, but he had never sensed any allure.


      They worked for some time before dinner arrived. Stern stacked the documents on the carpeting in the categories called for by the subpoena and showed them to her. She lay casually on the bed, chin down, shoes off, tossing her legs around girlishly. She had found a can of pistachio nuts in the minibar, and she pried them open with her bright fingernails, the shells making a tinny drumming noise as each hit the bottom of the wastebasket. Arriving with dinner, the room-service waiter rolled in a small cart and lifted the sides to form a table. Margy had ordered wine, too. The waiter attempted to pour Stern a glass, but his head was whirling already from the Scotch.


      She threw the documents down and began as soon as the waiter lifted the steel warming top on her dish, eating robustly. People teased her, she said, about how fast she ate, but she had grown up with four older brothers and had learned better than to wait. Done, she threw her napkin down on the bed and pushed herself back.


      “So what-all is this thing about?” she asked. “I can’t get much out of Dixon.”


      Stern, with his mouth full, shook his head. He was enjoying his meal, lingering. He seldom of late had anything worth eating at this hour, when he preferred it.


      “You think he got his toe in the bear trap? That old boy is too smart to let them catch him.” Margy, like anyone else who knew Dixon well, did not presume that he walked straight lines. They all knew better.


      “My concern,” said Stern, “is not so much with Dixon’s discretion as with that of others.” Margy cocked her head, not comprehending. “From the precision with which the government is moving, I suspect they have an informant.”


      “Those Exchange compliance types,” said Margy, “they do a lot with their computers.”


      “That is what Dixon assumes. But they have too much personal information. I would look to someone who once enjoyed Dixon’s confidence. A business colleague.” As evenly as he could, Stern added, “A friend.” A part of him, on guard, watched her for any telltale response; in this sort of matter, no one was ever above suspicion.


      “Naw,” said Margy. “I don’t think you’ll find a lot of folks on the street too eager to take out after Mr. Dixon there. They all heard the story. They know better’n that.”


      “What story is that?” asked Stern.


      “Mean you never heard that?” Margy hooted. She poured more wine for both of them. Stern demurred but picked up his glass as soon as it was filled. It seemed to him she had drunk a great deal, three Scotches before dinner and most of the wine, but you would hardly notice. “This is a great one.” She laughed again.


      “I am the brother-in-law,” said Stern. “Over the years, I have no doubt missed many stories.”


      “You can bet on that,” said Margy with a knowing, heavy-lidded look. She sat up on the bed, legs crossed, seemingly indifferent to her daytime image of the businesswoman vamp, her touseled hair, heavy makeup, and perfume. Instead, she seemed jazzed up, high, inspired, Stern realized, to be speaking confidentially about Dixon. “Let me tell you about Mr. Dixon Hartnell. Old Dixon, he can take care of himself, Sandy. You remember the IRS thing? You were the attorney, right?”


      The problem, as Dixon liked to put it, was that his wife had refurnished, as the cost of readmitting Dixon to the household. When Silvia was done, the decorator presented them with a final bill, not counting payments along the way, for $175,000; according to the financial records of both Dixon and the decorator, this sum was never paid. Instead, the decorator, an amiable, high-strung fellow who annually spent every sou that passed through his hands, inexplicably took an interest in the currency futures markets and opened a Maison Dixon account in which an astonishing flurry of activity took place. In a ten-day period, he traded sixty times. When the dust settled, $15,000 equity was now $190,000 and change, a clear profit of $175,000, most of it a long-term capital gain, taxed at two-fifths the rate it would have been had Dixon simply written the decorator a check. The IRS spent nearly two years trying to unravel the devices they suspected Dixon of employing—the intervening brokers, the offshore trusts—before giving up. Dixon remained cheerful throughout, while Stern was on pins and needles, having discovered, as the IRS had not, that Dixon’s Mercedes dealer and the contractor who had added an addition to his home had also gone unpaid, while experiencing great success as traders of futures in heating oil and cotton, respectively.


      “You know how that thing got itself started? You ever hear that tale?” asked Margy.


      “I did not receive what I would call vivid detail,” said Stern. “As I recall, it was Dixon’s position that the Service had received information from an employee. A tip. Brady? Was that his name?”


      “Right. You remember Merle. With this little mustache sort of split in two. He ran all our operations for a while. A computer wizard, hack-off, hacker, whatever that is.” Margy flapped a hand. “Remember?”


      Stern shrugged: vaguely. Dixon’s people came and went. So far as Stern recalled, Merle’s departure, in a dispute over a raise, had been oddly timed with the start of the IRS inquiry. Apparently, he had fulminated and delivered threats before he left: What I know, what I can do. He was out to scuttle Dixon’s ship.


      “My assumption,” said Stern, “was that Merle must have been the person who received certain critical instructions.”


      “No, no,” said Margy, with an evasive smile. “Dixon isn’t the kind to hand anyone a rope. But Brady, you know, he’d look at that little ol’ cathode-ray tube. He’d figure out all sorts of everything. That’s how he got Dixon’s number.”


      Stern uttered a sound. This made sense. Brady knew enough to make trouble, but not to deliver the coup de grâce.


      “Anyway, fast forward two years. The IRS has done its ol’ proctoscopy on Dixon—”


      “His term,” said Stern.


      “His term,” she said. They smiled at one another. Dixon, with his quirks and passions, and his well-concealed inner core, was secret terrain they had both explored. They were initiates. Acolytes. In their shared understanding of this phenomenon, there was a strange intimacy.


      “This, as they say back home, this is the good part.” Port, she said “One day Dixon’s in the Union League Club in DuSable, and guess who’s there? Why, it’s ol’ Brady. You’d think Dixon’d pick up an ashtray or somethin and bang this boy on the head, but no, sir, he’s downright friendly. Dixon shakes his hand. Tells him how glad he is to see him, too, sorry they lost touch, all kinds of buddy-boy sweet-talk. And Brady, you know, he’s like everybody else, he never knew whether to smile or pee in his pants when Dixon showed up, he’s quite relieved. Dixon takes his business card. Brady’s working as a back office consultant, and Dixon starts sending Brady work. I couldn’t believe it when I saw the checks, I got on the phone, I said, ‘Dixon, what the hell are you doin now?’ He just says, you know, ‘Leave me be, lady, I know my business.’ I figure maybe he’s had a character transplant or somethin, he’s become forgiving, maybe he’s been hearin Billy Graham.”


      She took a drink and Stern lifted his glass with her. He had never seen this side of Margy before. She was a storyteller in the old tradition. She needed a porch and a jug of corn whiskey. He had a sense, listening to her, of the way she had grown up watching men, admiring them, taken in by them in a certain way. That perhaps was the key to her longtime attachment to Dixon and the swashbuckling privateers of the markets.


      “Anyway, next thing I hear, Dixon and Brady are quite chummy again. They’re goin out, them and the wives. Brady’s one of these types married to a skinny little lady who always wants more. You know what I’m talking about? She’s got to make up for something. I don’t know what it is. But they’re at plays, havin dinner. I tell you. Maybe they went out with you and Clara.”


      “I never heard a word,” said Stern.


      “No,” said Margy, correcting herself, “I wouldn’t think. Then one day I’m talkin to some ol’ boy, I don’t remember who, and he says, ‘Word is Brady’s comin back to MD to run your operations in Kindle.’ Dixon won’t answer me, you know how he gets, but I check, everybody’s heard it. Sure enough, word comes from the Kindle office, there’s gonna be a big announcement. Dixon sets up this fancy luncheon over at Fina’s. He gets all his key people around. I flew my little Oklahoma fanny in there. You know, we’re all sittin there havin a nice time. Then ol’ Dixon looks at Brady. ‘By the way,’ he says, right in front of everyone. Cheerful as a chickadee.” Margy took a drink and looked straight at Stern with her bright, hard eyes. “‘I fucked your wife last night.’ Just like that. And he had, too. No doubt about that with good-buddy Dixon. Can you imagine this? He’s got eight folks around the table to hear this. Lunch was over before they served the soup. I’m not kiddin. Believe me, that made some ripples around here. So that’s why I’m tellin you: nobody’s sayin diddly-doo about Dixon.”


      Stern was quiet. He took the bottle and finished off the wine. “Remarkable,” he said at last. He meant it. The story filled him with a peculiar sense of alarm. The truth about Dixon was always uglier than Stern could quite conceive of on his own.


      “Ain’t it, though. Ol’ Dixon, boy, sometimes I think he oughta have himself a peckerectomy. He’s got an unusual way of doin things.”


      Stern chuckled, but Margy passed him a meaningful look, liquor-loosened and reproving, as if to warn him of the amount he did not understand. This woman, he knew, comprehended things about men and women, about carnality, that were remote from him.


      “Let’s get goin with these boring old papers.” She smiled, sat up, smoothed her skirt and blouse. But she was not quite done. She looked lost for a moment, glancing away. Somewhere along in the telling, much of her own pain about Dixon had emerged from hiding. Distress had reduced her good looks, brought a wincing closeness to her features. “That son of a bitch,” she said suddenly. Stern was somehow penetrated by her forlorn tone and the thought of glamorous Margy, here in her forties, with her career and life in the shadow of Dixon’s mountain.


      Stern reached out and briefly held her hand.


      “Well, you’re a kindly ol’ boy, ain’t you?” she asked.


      Stern knew what was going to happen now. Now that he’d had enough to drink, he realized that he’d known for hours, since she looked at him that way and asked with apparent disinterest about the women hovering around him. Beneath it all perhaps was the polar tug of loneliness, the sore yearning of the isolated soul, but now, adrift on the ether of the alcohol, he was suddenly filled by the hot itch of anticipation. There was a racing tempo in his hands as he waited for the next move.


      He did not have to wait long. Margy reverted for a few moments to the papers; she spoke; mumbled; then suddenly peered at him with a drunken intense look of heat, appetite, disorder. If he had been sober, perhaps he might have found it comic, a woman turning a gaze on him hot enough to scale paint. But he wasn’t. He simply held his ground and watched as she stood and then leaned down and kissed him as he sat in the brocaded hotel armchair. Her lips were chapped, and, as he would have imagined, somehow crusted hard. There was a taste of salt from the meal she had eaten.


      “How do you like that?” She laid his head against her breast. Dove-soft. The strong sweet smell of her perfume was all around him, and on his cheek he felt a silky undergarment shifting beneath her blouse. He did not move. He was certain he would receive further instruction.


      She kissed him again, then released him and strode off to the bathroom, the water splashed. Stern moved to the edge of the bed, bracing himself. Dear God, he was drunk. The room had not begun to move, but he sensed that it was unglued, starting to become slippery in the peripheral world just beyond the corners of his eyes. What was the old line? A drop of courage. Well, he felt courageous. He was willing.


      The lights went out. Margy was poised by the switch. She wore nothing now but her jasmine-colored silk blouse, which was unbuttoned and parted an inch or two over her chest and hung at the length of a negligee. Her legs were bare, her hair was down, and without her fashionable attire and high-heeled shoes, she looked far more delicate. Her skirt and a silky flag of lingerie were bundled in her hand. She tilted her head.


      “Well, look who’s gettin lucky,” Margy said.


      Stern turned off the lamp behind him. Moving across the room to meet her, Stern kicked through two or three piles of records. She was much smaller than she appeared, an inch or two shorter than he, but solid in his arms. Her mouth was raw and smoky.


      How strange and friendly this all seemed. She even drew back at one point to laugh. He swept aside her shirt, touched her breast, and then bent gallantly to kiss the small dark button where his years with Clara had taught him to expect more. Drunk as he was, this was awkward, and they rolled almost at once onto the the bed. Body to body, there was in the small details—the texture of flesh, the precise location of elbows and knees—the exciting news of contact with a different female structure, but over him swam, surprisingly, the sensation of something familiar; he was more relaxed at this than he would ever have imagined. It was this old mysterious human thing relived, man and woman, nothing larger than that. She worked off his tie, opened his shirt. Her leg was up over him as she embarked on this enterprise, and almost casually his hand came up to the warm slick arena at her bottom. She had washed there and his fingertips slid in a bit, and this, this ancient sweet warm feel, this! sent a spectacular surge through him so that he suddenly groaned.


      In a few minutes they were joined. Margy for her part slid into a transport of her own. Her eyes were closed, and as Stern rolled, she made a peculiar internal hum, pulling herself down into him with every stroke. There was something oddly practiced and isolated about it; Margy knew how to look after herself. Near the end, she put one hand on his butt and held him where she wanted him, dove onto him a final time and then approached the peak and reached it with a terrible tremolo whinny, setting both hands and their long red nails groping in his back. The thought of those crimson-tipped hands pressed into the loose pale flesh of his own back—the image reached him as something remarkably tantalizing, and that, as much as Margy’s agitation, the rising pace of her breath, set him off finally, so that he momentarily lost track of her, still struggling against him, and then waked to her, this soft, sweet-smelling woman beneath him going still at almost the same second as he did. She pulled him to her in a kind of gratified, comradely hug. “Terrific,” she said, a remark which Stern heard as praise of the process really, rather than him. Her eyes were still closed and she smiled faintly; her makeup was messed. Her familiarity with all this, her comfort in a strange man’s arms, was a phenomenon. Somewhere long ago she had vowed to take whatever was to be had for herself.


      She kissed him beside the ear and rolled away, grabbing the pillows on her side of the bed. Familiar as any man’s wife, she arranged her rump solidly, so that it found some part of his flank, and then she disappeared into sleep, so quickly that Stern somehow recognized that, more than anything which had gone before, it was this moment of refuge which had been the goal for Margy. To her, he was a man she could calmly sleep beside. In her drowse, she murmured. The light, Stern supposed. He leaned closer to the strange, intimate smell of her, to catch her whisper.


      “Oh, God,” he said when he heard her, and then embraced her, fit himself to her, and, once the lights were out, slept.


      Don’t bill us, she had whispered. Don’t bill us for the time.
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      Sometime he woke. He bolted upright, staring blindly in the dark. He had no idea, no inkling where he was, until he recognized a chair where his suit hung and remembered the hotel, Chicago, Margy. He could still feel the weight of her form beside him, but he dared not reach for her. There was a distinct line of pain boring inward from his temple. He groped for his watch on the bedside table, then realized he could read the hieroglyphics of the blue digital numbers on the clock radio: 3:45. That was not what struck him, though. It was the calendar, also there in smaller figures.


      He sat at the edge of the bed, calculating as Margy’s heavy sounds came to him in the dark.


      Forty, he thought. Since the day he came home to find her. Forty days, exactly.
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      WHEN HE WOKE, she was sitting on the bed, legs crossed, wearing his shirt. Pillars of photocopied records had slid into a slatternly mess before her. Margy’s head was on one hand.


      “Well, I figured it out,” she said. “He’s a peckerhead, okay.”


      Stern, naked, found his shorts beside the bed, and narrowly parted the drapes. The sun had only begun to rise in an overcast sky. He went briefly to the bathroom. There was a woolen feeling in his mouth and head. A hangover? He groped in his jacket pocket for his reading glasses.


      “Now, what is this?”


      “House error account doesn’t look very good.” Margy flopped over onto her belly. Her bottom was bare and her position on the bed pressed up an appealing décolletage. Stern for a second tried to take account of events. He was a widower, in his underwear, engaged in a business conference, and his penis was already growing firm. She picked up a copy of the subpoena and penciled check marks beside four trades, large positions, four different dates. “Now, these guys are gonna move the market, right?”


      Perhaps because of the distraction, he was momentarily confused. Then he recalled Dixon’s explanation last month: large orders, a thousand contracts at a time, would cause a sharp movement in the price of the future.


      “Supply and demand,” said Stern.


      “Right,” she said. “Now, suppose you got a customer’s gonna be comin into the pit with a huge buy order that’ll run up prices through the roof. And you’re a big peckerhead and wanna make a buck or two. What’d you do?”


      Stern thought. “Purchase what the customer intends to buy?”


      “Dang right.”


      “Prior to the customer?”


      “Dang right.”


      “And then sell once the market has risen.”


      “You betchum. They got all kinds of names for it. ‘Front runnin.’ ‘Tradin ahead of the customer.’ But they been playin this game ever since there was a market.” Margy looked up. Ungroomed, her hair was darker, and her eyes seemed bloated a bit by the short night. She remained, however, a pretty sight, this large hearty woman, smart and energetic. Stern noticed that she had never removed her earrings, little berries of gold.


      “I would assume that the compliance staff of the Exchange is alert to this?”


      “Shore. Exchange catches you at it, you’re out on your keester in a big goddamn hurry. And they’re always lookin.”


      “And how, then, were such precautions avoided here?”


      “Error account.”


      “The error account,” said Stern, merely for the sake of repetition. Somehow, as she snaked along on her belly, the shirt had came away completely from one breast, which rested pale and round on the bedclothes. He had momentarily fallen into their discussion, but this new sight revived other inclinations. Libido was like a rusty gate, he decided; finally open, it was difficult to close. He picked up a piece of paper on the bed and casually hid his erection.


      “I gotta give it to ol’ peckerhead. I’d never have figured this one. The house error account is where we clean up mistakes. Right? Sometimes we buy or sell a contract on one commodity, customer wanted another. We buy three cars, customer only asked for two. Any dumb ol’ mistake. Account number isn’t right or somethin. Soon as somebody notices the error, down on the floor or in accounting or when the customer complains, trade gets moved to the error account. If we can’t get the trade where it belongs, we close out the position—you know, sell what we bought or buy what we sold. Okay?”


      Okay, said Stern.


      “Now suppose I’m a real clever peckerhead and I wanna trade ahead of my customers and I don’t wanna get caught. I buy a little in Kindle of what I know they’re gonna buy a lot of in Chicago. Price’ll move tick for tick in both places. All I gotta do is wait for the market to jump. And I don’t do it in my name. I make a mistake. Deliberately. Wrong account number, say. Then, after the market runs up, I sell out the position.”


      “Once more, with a wrong account number?”


      “Right. Couple days later, when the smoke clears, both trades are sittin over in the house error account. Compliance’ll never be lookin at Kindle, and even if they do, they won’t find anybody buyin ahead of the market. All they see is some dumb ol’ mistake. But when we close out the two positions, the buy and the sell, we got a hell of a nice little profit in the error account.”


      Stern wagged his head in amazement. How nice a profit, he wanted to know.


      Margy shrugged. “I haven’t finished lookin yet. Four trades here made close to a hundred thousand, though. I’d say you probably got six times that. Not bad, you know, for a few phone calls while you’re scratchin your fanny.”


      Six hundred thousand, thought Stern. Ms. Klonsky was not pursuing a petty offense.


      “Only thing,” said Margy, “is this little scam still doesn’t seem much like our friendly peckerhead.”


      That had been Stern’s thought as well, that the rewards were not worth the risks for a man of Dixon’s wealth. But Margy laughed at the idea when Stern said that.


      “Oh, he’d screw you in the ground for a buck and a quarter, let alone half a million. Naw, it isn’t that. Just doesn’t seem like Dixon. Our customers? That’s his religion. I can’t figure him makin them suckers. He’s loyal.” Lawl. She grabbed Stern’s hands. “But I know he done it,” she said.


      “Because he must be informed before any large order is traded?” This fact, which Dixon had admitted in Stern’s office, had already come to mind.


      “That’s one thing. But lotsa folks in house know what we’re doin. Only, if I stole five, six hundred thousand bucks, am I gonna hide it in your pocket? It’s the house error account. And ol’ Dixon Hartnell is shore enough the house. He owns MD Clearing Corp, MD Holding Corp, Maison Dixon. The whole shootin’ match is his. This is probably some dumb old game he was playin, seein’ if he could get a laugh or two up his sleeve.”


      Stern contemplated the notion of Dixon committing crimes for his own amusement. It was not impossible. With Dixon, of course, nothing was.


      “And what became of the money?” Stern was thinking about the subpoenas the government was serving at Dixon’s bank.


      Margy turned onto her back and wobbled her head a bit to indicate that she did not know. Her breasts went loose and splayed against her chest; beneath her chin, where the blush-on ended, a pale rim of flesh was visible, oddly pallid, as if the years of cosmetic treatments had drained her complexion of color. These flaws meant little to Stern; he remained in heat.


      “I can’t tell without a lot more lookin. But you want my guess about what he did with the money?”


      “Please.”


      “Nothin.”


      “Nothing?”


      “Nothin. Just leaves it there. That’s what I’d do. Error account always runs at a deficit. That’s because when you goof on an order and the customer makes money on it, he won’t tell you it’s an error. He just accepts the trade. You only hear about the losers. And that’s okay. Cost of doin business. But you can lose forty thousand a month, and if you start makin some profits, all of a sudden you’re only losin two thousand a month. See? Nobody knows the difference. Except ol’ peckerhead. Cause, at the end of the year, that six hundred thousand’s gonna end up on the bottom line. Sort of like he give himself a bonus.”


      “Very clever,” said Stern of the entire scheme. “And quite adept of you, Margy, to figure all this out.” He kissed the back of each of her hands.


      “Oh, I am a clever harlot,” she said, smiling up at him. Stern wondered whose phrase that was, who had called her that before; it seemed to be something she was repeating. He, naturally, might guess. “But I’m not the smartest one.”


      “No?” asked Stern, sitting beside her now on the bed, where she waited sunny-side up to face him. “Who is that?”


      “Ol’ you-know-who. They won’t never catch him. All he had to do was call the order desk to put on these positions that ended up in the error account. He only does that twenty times a day. Nobody’s gonna remember him doin it. And there isn’t one piece of paper in this mess with so much as his initials on it. He’s gonna point to forty other people coulda done it instead of him. Phone clerks. Customers’ reps. Coulda been me.” Margy smiled then. “They may think it’s him. They may know it’s him. But they ain’t gonna prove it’s him.” Margy had watched television, heard these lines; perhaps she was imitating Stern. She had certainly convinced herself. Dixon was confident too, Stern thought, recalling Dixon’s predictions of vindication on the phone. His client was fortified by his prior successes with the IRS and his knowledge that the government had run off to ransack his checking accounts when the money had never really left the company. Stern, however, was hardly as sanguine. The Assistant U.S. Attorneys were often adroit financial investigators. They might blunder about at first, but if Margy was right in her suspicions about how Dixon had handled his ill-gotten gains, the prosecutors would find them eventually, in his hands, and draw the same conclusions as she had about who was responsible. Dixon remained at substantial risk.


      “I should speak to the MD employees in Kindle who received these orders on the desk to be certain their memories are as vague as you suppose,” said Stern. It would be wise to remind whoever might have dealt directly with Dixon of how long ago these events occurred, and the confounding volume of orders received each day; Stern would have to do that promptly, before the FBI unearthed contrary recollections. Margy promised to recall the order tickets from storage and have them sent to Stern; he could identify the order takers and contact them directly. She would send a memo to Kindle, asking all employees on the desk to cooperate with their lawyer.


      “Course, this still isn’t what I’d call comical,” said Margy. “The Exchange’ll bang the bullpucky out of the company. They’ll give us a whole bunch of fines and censures and make a big stink. Then they’ll hand it over to the CFTC and let them make some stink, too. But ol’ you-know-who, he’ll be okay. He’ll be fussin and stinkin along with the rest of them, makin out like how’d this awful thing happen right under my nose. And then he’ll turn around and fire someone to cover his hillbilly fanny.” Margy inclined her head slightly so that she was more or less eye to eye with the excited area of Stern’s shorts. Looking back, she gave him a little knowing grin, which he thought was at his expense, but it was not. She was still thinking about whom Dixon would fire. “Prob’ly me,” she said with a sad little buttoned-up smile. “Probably me,” she repeated, and laughed then, laughed and raised her arms to Stern again and pulled him down to her for comfort.
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      Parting at the hotel-room door, he promised to call her. “That’d be nice,” Margy answered simply. Clearly, she did not believe him; men said that all the time. As soon as the cab had deposited him at O’Hare, he thumbed through the yellow pages and sent an enormous bouquet, without a card, to her office. Seated in the cramped booth, behind the perforated stainless-steel partitions, he was visited by images of the night and morning and he almost shivered with the staggering thrill of it all. Had that truly been he, Alejandro Stern, gentleman lawyer, child of a Catholic country, humping his brains out a few hours ago? Yes, indeed. His spirit was on alert, his flag unfurled. He had Margy’s smoky taste on his lips, the touch of her silks in his palm. When was he returning? He laughed out loud at himself, so that a woman in a booth across the way actually looked straight at him. Slightly shamed, he found suddenly the splinter of something more abiding buried closer to his heart. Gratitude. Oh yes, he was grateful to Margy, to the entire race of women, who, unbelievably, had seen fit to take him in once more. With his hand still on the telephone, he pondered the sheer blessing of another human being’s embrace.


      At the gate, the attendant announced that the plane for his short flight back to the tri-cities was delayed. “Equipment problems.” As usual! Stern, even in his buoyant mood, could not pull free of his hatred for this airport, with its endless corridors and sickly light, its teeming, hurtling bodies and worried faces. He located the airline’s executive lounge, all black leather and granite, and telephoned his office.


      “Claudia, please call Ms. Klonsky and schedule an appointment for Friday. Tell her I wish to deliver the documents she has subpoenaed from MD.” Stern had not spoken with the prosecutor in a month now. Raphael had called to beg an additional week on the return date, and reported that Klonsky sounded on the verge of rage. Stern did not like to beard the Assistants—it was not his style, and more to the point, enmity among lawyers complicated a case. He would have to make amends somehow with Klonsky. The lawyer’s life, he thought, always toadying. Judges. Prosecutors. Certain clients.


      “You want your messages?”


      Stern was seated on a sofa; the telephone console was cleverly inserted in the granite top of a cocktail table. Claudia reported a call from Remo Cavarelli, an old hustler under indictment, who wanted the status date for his next appearance before Judge Winchell. There was also a message from a Ms. Helen Dudak, who wanted to speak to Stern: a personal matter. And Cal Hopkinson had phoned. Developments, he thought with a sudden surge of something undefined, interest or apprehension, when he heard Cal’s name. He had Claudia put him through, but Cal’s secretary said he was on another call. Stern held a bit, then decided to call back and punched in the number Helen had left. She had told him she worked at home, with a headset plugged into the phone—connected earpieces and a tiny suspended mike, smaller than a thimble. He imagined her like that.


      “I’m picking up on the end of our conversation the other night,” said Helen.


      “Yes, of course,” he answered, not truly certain what she meant.


      “I wanted to invite you to dinner here. Two weeks from Saturday. The two of us.”


      “Ah,” said Stern, and felt his heart palpably squirm. Now what? Helen meant well, he thought. And she was charming. But could he manage these complications? Yes, said some voice suddenly. Yes, indeed.


      Yet, having accepted, he dwelled on Margy and quarreled with himself as he put down the phone. Eating, after all, was not a form of sexual intercourse. But then again, he slyly thought, he was becoming quite a fellow. In the crowded airport lounge, with the stalled travelers murmuring around him, he once more laughed aloud.


      This time he got through to Cal.


      “Sandy!” Cal cried. “Where are you?” Cal told him the story of his most recent unscheduled layover at O’Hare. Stern eventually asked about the bank.


      “That’s why I was calling,” said Cal. “Just to let you know the story.” River National, Cal said, was being perfectly neurotic about this transaction in Clara’s investment account. Any time a will was involved, the bank worried over everything: the probate court, the Attorney General’s Office. They insisted on retrieving every single piece of paper before they would meet. Cal was pressing for a conference in the next week. He spoke with the self-congratulatory air that Stern himself often assumed with clients, describing his communications with the bankers and file clerks as if it were mortal combat.


      “Really, Cal,” said Stern. He did not want to be one more complaining client, and ended the conversation rather than speak his mind. Cal was too fussy to be forceful—he, too, would want to see each paper—and besides, he was probably in no position with the bankers, who in all likelihood sent him business—wealthy customers who needed trusts drawn, wills updated. But it was unfair, Stern decided in a moment, to blame Cal for the complications Clara had made. Stern had lived decades never wholly knowing what was occurring behind Clara’s composed and gracious façade. And still the wondering went on. All that old simmering frustration was boiling up in him again.


      He redialed his secretary’s number.


      “Claudia, did Dr. Cawley return my call?” Following his evening at Kate and John’s, Stern had chased Nate about, leaving word at the office, the hospital, at home, asking Nate to call the lab. It was not clear that Nate had even gotten the messages, and Stern remained unsure that he would follow through, in any event. Nate, after all, had other worries.


      “Should I try someone at his office?” asked Claudia.


      Stern drummed his fingers on the tabletop and did not answer. Out the window, the view was obstructed by a 747 which was being washed by workers mounted on a series of movable scaffolds—Stern was reminded of zookeepers and a giraffe. He certainly could venture to Westlab himself—wherever it might be. As Clara’s executor, he had a legal right to inquire. But if the administrators at Westlab were sticklers about privacy, as Nate suspected, Stern would need credentials, which would mean involving Cal. Better patience, Stern thought. Nate would get to it eventually.


      But there was a soreness here, more persistent than his curiosity about Clara, which seemed to rise and fall with the tide of his grief. It took Stern an instant to fix upon it: Peter. The suspicion born at Kate and John’s that he had been outdone by his son had not proved easy to put aside. Oh, he knew it was unfair, unlikely, unbecoming to believe that Peter in his great anguish had had the presence of mind, or the cunning, to manipulate his father about the autopsy. But Peter, to Stern’s memory, had been so insistent—he could still recall his voice resounding down the corridors at its wailing pitch as he upbraided that poor bewildered cop, the frantic glint in Peter’s eyes. Questions lingered. With Peter, Stern supposed, questions always would.


      “Claudia, connect me, please, with the general switchboard of the Kindle Municipal Police.” As soon as Stern said it, he knew it was probably an error. Throughout his professional career, he had been alert for any opportunity to avoid the police. They always made trouble in the end. He gave the operator who answered the name and precinct he wanted and comforted himself with the thought that the old policeman was probably not there. As the saying went, they never were.


      “Ray Radczyk.”


      “Alejandro Stern, Lieutenant.”


      “I’ll be damned. How are you, Sandy?”


      “Continuing.” He heard the beep on the line then, over the usual tumbling of the police station in the background. The old cop sounded positively alight to have heard from him. For the life of him, Stern could still not recall the connection. He had puzzled on it once or twice, a vagrant thought that came along with many others when he remembered that late afternoon. “Do you still have that file with my name on it, Lieutenant?”


      “Hey, come on,” said Radczyk, and laughed. “I got a job, just like you. Never was a file. You know that.”


      “Of course,” said Stern. This Radczyk, he recalled, was not really a bad fellow. Minding his profession, naturally.


      “Say, where you at? Sounds like we’re talkin over two tin cans.”


      Stern explained: O’Hare. Stuck.


      “Oh, sure,” said Radczyk.


      “Lieutenant, there is a question with which I would probably never bother you were I not waylaid with a moment on my hands.”


      “No bother,” said the cop. “Shoot.”


      Stern paused.


      “I was wondering if the coroner reported anything unusual in connection with his examination of my wife?”


      “Huh,” said Radczyk. Listening to himself, Stern realized how extraordinary this question would sound, arriving out of the blue. Radczyk took his time. “I know he ruled it suicide, a’ course. I was gonna give you a call, then I thought, hell—”


      “Certainly,” said Stern. Neither of them, for an instant, spoke. Stern waved off a waiter in white coat who approached to offer him a drink. “I realize this is a peculiar inquiry—”


      “No problem. Lemme dig up the case report. Just come back from dictation a week or two ago. Gimme a number. I’ll be back to you in two shakes.” Stern read the number from the console. What would Radczyk do? Perhaps he would motion for someone else to pick up the other extension; or check to be sure the call-taping system was functioning.


      A woman passed by, tall, near fifty, dressed entirely in red—she wore a silk suit with a tight straight skirt and a black-welted bolero hat which matched her outfit; her hosiery was black; a handsome figure. She looked vaguely in Stern’s direction, then turned away, but even the instant of contact with her dark eyes somehow reminded him of Margy, and he fell back fully into her grasp, as if her suddenly had passed through the doors of a movie and was flooded over by the light and images of the screen: Margy, as she stood by the light switch, bare-legged and heavy-bottomed, her blouse undone, the black triangle visible below; her bright fingernails roaming to certain of his parts; the way her mouth lolled open, and her hue, in the profuse light of the morning, increased even across the frail skin of her closed eyes as she traveled along the channels of sensation.


      A peculiar sound arose, a beeping: the telephone, he realized.


      “Here we are,” said Radczyk. “Let’s see. Now wha’dya need?”


      “It is merely curiosity, Lieutenant. I thought there may have been something unusual the coroner remarked on.”


      “Not much here. No autopsy. That’s what you wanted. I told him there was religious objections. Couldn’t figure out anything else.”


      Stern realized then that Radczyk had called back on a private line. No beeping signal; no tape. Supposedly, at any rate. Stern made no response.


      “It’s short and sweet, Sandy. Blood test with a C.O. level. And a copy of the note. And the coroner’s ruling. Nothin’ in the police reports. I looked at them when they come through.”


      “I see.”


      Radczyk took a breath. “Mind if I ask what’s up?”


      “A minor matter, Lieutenant. It’s unimportant.”


      “Sure,” said Radczyk. “What kinda matter?” With these questions, he assumed a certain authority. He was, after all, a policeman, and this was, after all, his case. Stern cursed himself and then launched into a concertedly tidy explanation: a medical-laboratory bill had arrived and could not be accounted for. It was, Stern said again, no doubt unimportant.


      “I could go over there and check for ya,” Radczyk said.


      Stern found the idea startling—particularly its appeal. In theory, medical records were not to be disclosed without a subpoena. But most hearts knocked at the sight of a policeman’s star. Records clerks would tell a cop most anything, if not surrender the paper. Radczyk could learn as much as Nate, perhaps more. But Stern was too much on edge with the policeman, especially his peculiar would-be intimacy. “I could not trouble you, Lieutenant.”


      “No trouble,” said Radczyk, then lowered his voice somewhat. “I still owe ya, you know.”


      Stern hung on the line.


      “Westlab, right?” asked Radczyk. “I’ll go over there myself, Sandy. Keep it between you and me that way. I’ll find out what’s doin. Gotta get all the loose ends tied up for the case report, right?”


      Stern waited. “Certainly,” he said.


      “Sure,” said Radczyk. “Should have something Friday, Monday latest. I’ll call. Good trip back.”


      Stern cradled the phone gently. There was a sharpness to the objects—ashtrays, lamps—he saw about the lounge. He had the congested feeling he had known all the way back to childhood.


      He was certain he had just done something wrong.
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      THE RECEPTION AREA of the U.S. Attorney’s Office was shabby. From the looks, one would have thought he was visiting a solo practitioner down on his luck. The shag carpet was reminiscent of an animal afflicted with the mange; the wooden arms of the rectilinear furniture had begun to splinter; and the inhabitants were the usual town-square gathering. A nut or two sat huddled in the corners, glancing about furtively and writing out lengthy, incomprehensible complaints about various politicians or the FCC’s plot to lobotomize them through the airwaves. Witnesses and prospective defendants, too poor or too untutored to be accompanied by lawyers, sat with grand jury subpoenas in their hands, awaiting the Assistants who would make use of them. Now and then federal agents, or an occasional defense lawyer, looking hangdog and disappointed, would emerge from the offices. And of course today Mr. Alejandro Stern, prominent member of the federal criminal bar, sat here as well, surrounded by two ponderous document cases as he awaited Ms. Klonsky, who the receptionist said was on the phone.


      This office had always struck Stern as a happy place. The lawyers were young and inspired, and almost all of them knew they were merely passing through. They did not remain AUSAs for long—five years, six was the average. Enough time to learn to try a jury case, for each to feel she or he had made a sincere effort to improve community well-being, before the greener glades of the private sector, of what Stern still thought of as real practice, beckoned. It was a good job, Stern thought. He had lost the best younger lawyer he’d ever had, Jamie Kemp, to the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Manhattan, where Kemp had gone to try cases on his own and work on a rock musical which resurrected certain songs Kemp had composed two decades before when he had briefly been some kind of musical star.


      Kemp was quite nearly not the only one to join federal employment. Before the present United States Attorney, Stan Sennett, had been returned here from San Diego by the Justice Department, Stern had been approached about taking the job. The top aide of the state’s senior senator had invited Stern to breakfast at one of the downtown clubs. This young man, who looked something like the singing star Garfunkel, with a head of shocked whitish hair that stood erect like a dandelion gone to seed, had thrown around every corny platitude known to man; it was worse than an obituary. This offer was a compliment to Stern’s abilities, the young man insisted, and to the wisdom, Stern knew, of a life in which he had never been politically aligned. While Mayor Bolcarro was not allowed by the senator to reward his retainers with federal appointments, his known enemies were rarely elevated.


      For Stern, the prospect of being the federal prosecutor was not easily dismissed. This was an advocate’s job of sweeping power. For four years Stern could command the non-uniformed armies of the IRS, the DEA, the FBI, and deploy them as he saw fit. No more of the drug agents’ gruesome shenanigans. An end to the heartless prosecutions of widows and firemen for failing to report the income from part-time jobs or CDs. But, of course, he would have to be a prosecutor. Stern would have to dedicate himself to apprehension, accusation, punishment, that triad of unmentionables that by long-nurtured reflex he despised. Could Alejandro Stern rise magisterially in court and excite a jury’s ugly passions, could he beg them to inflict suffering they would quail to bear themselves? He could not. No. Could not. The imagery unloosed in Stern a real feeling of illness. Oh, he did not hate prosecutors. He had gotten over that early in his career. He admired at times the incandescent zeal of these young people as they attempted to smite evil for the sake of life on the straight and narrow. But that was not his role, not his calling. He was Sandy Stern—a proud apologist for deviation. No person Argentine by birth, a Jew alive to hear of the Holocaust could march in the jackboots of authority without intense self-doubt; better to keep his voice among the voices, to speak out daily for these frail liberties, so misunderstood, whose existence, far more than any prosecution, marked us all as decent, civilized, as human. He could not abandon the credo of a lifetime now.


      Ms. Klonsky was off the phone. Beyond the single office door, opened electronically by a solemn guardian behind yellow-tinged bulletproof glass, lay a half block of clatter. Telephones pealed; typewriters, still used in this era of word processing, banged. The Assistant United States Attorneys, distinguished young lawyers with law-review backgrounds, were made into ruffians by the atmosphere and stood in the hallways shouting to one another.


      Stern came to this office often, generally with a singular mission: to hinder, to thwart, to delay. On occasions—rare occasions, usually at the very start of an investigation—he arrived to offer an openhearted portrayal of what he believed to be the truth. But most often the defense was one of avoidance. It was his goal to learn as much as possible while revealing only what the prosecutor already knew, would never care about, or which might trouble or distract her. There were those prosecutors who believed in candor, who would lay their case out as a bare challenge. But, for most, the appeal of secretiveness was irresistible. Stern could merely float notions, ask questions, lighting from fact to fact, like some pest nibbling at fruit.


      “My best wishes to you,” said Stern to Ms. Klonsky, as he entered her small office. Robust-looking and dark, she had come to her feet to greet him. To Stern’s surprise, she wore a maternity dress, a blue cotton jumper of plain finish which as yet hung loosely. Observed in an abstracted way, Ms. Klonsky was quite attractive—large eyes, a straight nose, prominent cheekbones, the sort of routine good looks one would expect to see in a restaurant hostess. She presented a full figure of peasant proportions, strong legs and arms, and an ample bust, although the latter feature, according to nasty bruiting, was somewhat misleading. At Gil’s it was said that Ms. Klonsky had undergone a single mastectomy while she was a law student. Ergo, the Titless Wonder. Stern had never been convinced of the verity of this information—at Gil’s the jokes at the prosecutors’ expense seemed to grow crueler as the night wore on—and his doubts rose again now. Would a former cancer patient risk pregnancy, with its hormonal surges and vast bodily changes?


      “My daughter is also in this wonderful condition,” he said. “Our first grandchild.” Stern heard himself say ‘our,’ but had no will to correct himself. He would have to search some time to know how else to put it.


      Klonsky also appeared to take in this odd note. She congratulated Stern, and inquired about Kate’s condition—Stern had noticed long ago that the affinity of women for each other was never greater than in the process of childbearing, this circle no man could enter. But then she added, by the unpredictable logic that always brought people to it, “My condolences on your loss.”


      He nodded without a word. The two document cases, each the size of an accordion, were beside him. They waited, amenities exhausted, on the outskirts of adversity. He took a seat before her desk.


      “You seem, Ms. Klonsky, to have misconceptions about my client.”


      She summoned a small, sealed smile, meant to reflect poise and fearlessness. As the years had passed, Stern found himself practicing against young men and women close to his children’s ages. In general, it was his impression that they found him charming; his accumulated attainments lent him an almost statesmanlike stature. The Assistants were often deferential, without abandoning the poses required by conflict. At moments, Stern would find himself wondering how Peter or Marta would react if they could see the naturalness, the virtual honesty he brought to his relations with persons just like them. What would they think? Would this be the stuff of epiphany, or would they seize on the obvious? These people were not his children.


      “In what way, Mr. Stern?”


      “I know you suspect him of a crime. Yes?” She seemed to nod. “Tell me, Ms. Klonsky—”


      “You can call me Sonia, Mr. Stern.”


      Stern took her graciousness as a sign that she believed she could hold her own.


      “You must do the same, then. Please call me Sandy.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Certainly.”


      She smiled at him so suddenly, with a flash of such remarkable open amusement at their maneuvering, that Stern himself was taken aback.


      “You are inclined to tell me nothing?”


      “I can’t, Sandy.”


      “Is there an informant? Is that the reason for your hesitation?”


      “No comment.”


      “Because I have already assumed as much.”


      “If there’s an informant, Sandy, I haven’t the foggiest idea who it is.”


      This, Stern knew, was a clever response. The Assistants were often in the dark about the identity of informants, particularly those who had been promised they would never have to testify. The secret remained with the FBI agents, who would conduct covert meetings with their source and write reports to the U.S. Attorneys identifying the “c/i”—cooperating individual—only by a number assigned at Bureau headquarters in D.C.


      “Mr. Hartnell is not a retiring sort,” said Stern. “The business landscape is no doubt replete with those he has offended. Persons fired. Jealous competitors. You are aware, I am sure, that the comments of such persons have to be evaluated carefully.”


      Ms. Klonsky laid her pretty face daintily upon her fingertips and smiled agreeably. She was taking it all in, watching him work.


      “He’s had his troubles before,” she said. “The CFTC. One of the exchanges, or was it two?” She took a beat. “Not to mention the IRS.”


      Oh yes, thought Stern, she had developed a thick file. To be expected.


      “I represented Dixon on all of those occasions. There are times that he has put business expansion before recordkeeping. Candidly, Ms. Klonsky, the Exchanges and the IRS enforce a punctiliousness that the U.S. Attorney’s Office itself would have difficulty adhering to.” Stern gestured out the door. At times, in this office, you could learn the gravest grand jury secret simply by moving at deliberate speed in the corridors. The young Assistants stood in their doorways, gossiping about investigations. Names were tossed about. Old files were stacked like refuse, without regard to the confidences they contained. Some years ago Stern had seen two large accordion folders with the name of Mayor Bolcarro on them, waiting for storage, and felt a painful twinge of regret for the government’s apparent lack of success. His observation made Ms. Klonsky laugh.


      “You are wonderful. Stan Sennett said you’d walk through the door and just charm the pants off me, and here you are doing it.”


      “Me?” He maintained a look of humble innocence, but he registered the mention of Sennett’s name with some concern. Stern and the present United States Attorney were not mutual admirers. The relationship went back at least a dozen years, to the period when Sennett was a state court prosecutor and could not seem to win a jury trial when Stern was defending. If anything, the wound had deepened of late. In one of his rare courtroom appearances, Sennett, in January, had prosecuted a case in which Stern represented a local city councilman charged with extorting sexual favors and cash payments from members of his staff. Stern had vilified the government’s chief witness, whom he characterized as a professional informant, a so-called private investigator who seemed to find someone prominent to tattle on whenever his own questionable activities brought him to grief. The councilman was convicted only of one count—a tax misdemeanor—and remained in office, while Sennett lamely claimed victory, a boast openly scoffed at in the press.


      In passing, they were cordial—Stern was with everyone—but Stan’s memory was long and the rancor deep. As meaningful, for present purposes, was Ms. Klonsky’s inadvertent admission that the U.S. Attorney had been consulted about this case. With five hundred indictments every year, and three times the number of grand jury investigations, only matters of prime significance reached the front office. All in all, this was a most unwelcome word. Dixon was making the wrong enemies.


      Ms. Klonsky asked for the documents she had subpoenaed, and Stern lifted the cases onto the desk one by one. She rose with some awkwardness, apparently no longer able to judge her body’s dimensions confidently, and headed to the hallway to retrieve her file. Left by himself, Stern circumspectly examined the possessions in her narrow office. Working the endless hours of a young trial lawyer, she observed no distinction between home and workplace; the passions of her private life spilled out here. Amid the inevitable diplomas and licenses, a large Kandinskylike oil hung, and a banner from a world-peace parade was stretched across her bookcases. The books themselves were not merely the usual ponderous legal treatises and casebooks, but also rows of paperbacks. There seemed to be a good deal of Continental fiction and many political works. Stern saw the name of Betty Friedan a number of times; also Carl Jung. The bottom shelf appeared to be the place of honor. On one side was a single photograph of Ms. Klonsky and a broad, curly-headed man, noticeably younger than she. Four books were centered between silver bookends: three slim volumes that had the look of poetry, all by a man named Charles, and a hardcover book called Illness As Metaphor. On the other side, in a Lucite frame, was a snapshot of a gap-toothed boy; taped to it was a bright, sloppy child’s drawing of a figure, over awkward lettering: S, O, N, N, Y. Both N’s were drawn backwards.


      “Your son?” asked Stern, gesturing to the boy’s picture when Klonsky returned. She lugged a brown expandable file across her body. As Stern feared, it was of considerable bulk.


      “Sam is my husband’s son. He lives with his mother. This is our first.”


      Wonderful, said Stern. A special joy. He remained deeply attuned to his desire to move onto a friendly footing with her.


      “Wonderful or crazy,” she said. “I refer to this as a geriatric pregnancy. My obstetrician is absolutely paralyzed. A forty-one-year-old lawyer with a medical history! He’s afraid his malpractice premiums will double.”


      Stern smiled amiably, but naturally offered no comment. A medical history, he noted.


      “Sometimes I think I’m nuts getting started at this age.”


      “Well, you say your husband is experienced.”


      “Oh, Charlie? I’m not sure he’s noticed that I’m pregnant.” She laughed, but her eyes veered away as she measured some private thought, so that Stern knew they had abruptly reached the end of this road.


      Instead, she reached for the documents, sorted and rubber-banded, which Stern had piled on the desk. They had been organized trade by trade, and she checked them off the subpoena. As she worked, Stern again began quietly asking questions. He had closely examined the records, he said. They disclosed nothing exceptional. No apparent market manipulation, no passing off bad trades to discretionary accounts, no double-charging of customers, no bucketing, by which the customer would pay a worse price than the house had on the floor.


      “It is most difficult from these documents to imagine what your informant is alleging. You have not subpoenaed records of a single account that Dixon controls. Nothing here is tied to him.” There was some flicker, a reflexive contraction within her serious brown eyes. Stern made no mention of the house error account, or the documents that Klonsky was trying to obtain from Dixon’s bank. He would never belie the impression that he was as ignorant as the government wished to keep him.


      “Can I ask?” she said abruptly.


      “Of course.”


      “Why does it matter whether there’s an informant? Assume there is.”


      Indeed, thought Stern.


      “Do you not think your target is entitled to know what wrongdoing this informant is claiming against him?” He was about to use her name, but he did not feel comfortable with ‘Sonia’ and thought it would be too stiff reverting to ‘Ms. Klonsky.’ “Is Mr. Hartnell obliged to stand by idly while the government determines if it can puzzle together one scrap of paper here, another there, until it has its case and is ready, quite literally, to destroy his livelihood and his life?”


      “I don’t see how he’ll be hurt by waiting now.”


      “He may assist. If I understand what your informant says, I might be able to bring pertinent matters to your attention.”


      “And you might also be able to identify the witnesses in advance, try to influence them, and do your best to control the flow of information.”


      He stared at her a second.


      “Just so,” said Stern quietly. He could not prevent a momentary scowl. The barroom wags were right about her. Not that she was incorrect in her estimate of Stern’s intentions; hardly. But there was something naïve in the way she presumed to inhibit him. Whether Ms. Klonsky knew it or not, she was engaged in a contest, a process, not the search for the Holy Grail. When she brought witnesses quailing into the grand jury room, where their lawyers could not accompany them, where the thought of every indiscretion, every lapse, accosted them like bogeymen, so that these persons were slavish in their eagerness to please the prosecutors, this, per Klonsky, was not influence. It was the government at work. But if the target’s lawyer spoke to the witnesses himself, reviewed their records, and tried to keep their recollections balanced, that bordered on subornation. The problem was simple: she was still new to her job. Poor Sonia Klonsky. Past forty and still so much to learn. He found himself quite disappointed.


      “You’re angry,” she said.


      “Not so.”


      “I wasn’t suggesting that you would do anything unethical.”


      “Nor did I take it that way.”


      Stern spent a further moment unloading his cases, withdrawing bundles of documents with their blackened edges of copier murk. Ms. Klonsky was still disconcerted by the change of mood.


      “I thought we were having”—she waved a hand—“an exchange.”


      “We disagree,” said Stern. “Consider it a matter of obligation, of our respective roles.” He stood. “Where might I expect you to go next?”


      She looked at him a moment.


      “I don’t feel satisfied, Sandy.”


      How in the world had Stan Sennett hired this woman? Did she want to have sensitivity sessions in the grand jury? What a remarkable person. In spite of his reluctance to admit it, she had some quality of magnetism. Her smile, especially in its sly aspect, was endearing; a deep, serious intelligence glinted in her eyes. But he felt braced by the recognition of a moment before. With Sonia Klonsky, one had the sense that, for all her woman-on-the-go composedness, a fragment of her soul remained on the verge of hysteria. There was something seething, molten, uncontrolled, unknown. That had a touching quality as well—a woman past forty, still on the voyages of a teenager.


      “Ms. Klonsky,” he said, “we really do not need to engage in hand-wringing. I assure you, we shall remain on cordial terms.” He offered his hand. Instead, she sank down in the chair behind her desk, her face still dark and troubled, and rattled open a drawer.


      “There’s one other thing. Since you represent Mr. Hartnell, we can’t agree to serve you when we subpoena other witnesses from MD. The potential for conflict is too great.”


      Something new was coming, Stern realized. Klonsky was saying, in effect, that she would soon be setting sails for Dixon’s employees, attempting to get them to testify against the boss. If the government had its way, each would have a different lawyer. This was the prosecutors’ usual stance. Divide and conquer. Under the guise of concern about professional ethics, they tried to ensure that anyone who might have something to blab to them would not be under the influence of the target’s lawyer. Stern agreed wholeheartedly about the ethical precepts, but believed that the right to determine conflicts in the first instance was his, not the U.S. Attorney’s. He protested now, but Ms. Klonsky reverted to her firm look, forbidding further discussion.


      “Anyway,” she said, “Stan thought there was one subpoena that should be served on you. As a courtesy.” Klonsky opened a manila folder and removed a single sheet of paper, offering it to Stern. “We gave him a long date—almost a month—so you’ll have plenty of time to help him arrange for separate counsel.” Dumbly, Stern nodded. When he looked back, Klonsky was filling out a return of service on the back of her file copy, recording on whom and when the subpoena had been served.


      He had been having such a buoyant spell, Stern thought with sudden forlornness, gibing with this able young woman, assaying her character. Now this. His arms, as he looked at the subpoena, were leaden with alarm. Some primitive curse rose up in him against Dixon and his inevitably tortured courses. From the way this was being handled, the acknowledged special treatment, Stern suspected at once what was afoot.


      “Are there other persons from the order desk whom you expect to call?” he asked offhandedly, hoping the import of the question would slip past her, and Klonsky simply shook her head no as she wrote. Stern, at once, felt his condition grow worse. The order tickets Margy had promised to request from the Kindle office had not yet reached him, but he knew now what they would show. Dixon had not called just anyone on the order desk to trade ahead, as Margy had speculated; that, apparently, would have entailed too much risk, the chance that someone shrewd and less obedient might speak up, object. Instead, Dixon had conveyed the orders to a single compliant sap, the only soul on the order desk with whom the government needed to speak. And, of course, his daughter had married him. Stern folded the subpoena into three even parts. “John Granum” had been typed on the dotted lines reserved for name and address. His son-in-law now had a date certain for grand jury testimony. Klonsky’s guile, her fear of undue influence on the critical witnesses, was growing more understandable.


      “Is he a target?” asked Stern.


      “Maybe he has something to tell us.”


      “Immunity is a possibility?”


      “I think so.” Klonsky once more glanced downward; she was saying too much. “I understand your interest, Sandy. But this would be more appropriate with whoever represents him. As I say, this is a courtesy to you. Stan didn’t want another incident like the one at your home.”


      “Most considerate,” said Stern. “My thanks to both of you.”  He did not wish to sound particularly curt, but he was experiencing a fading lack of control.


      Ms. Klonsky looked at him sadly. He could see who he was to her—a home-wrecked widower with one more enormous family problem. He had her sympathy, which was not at all what he had come here expecting to obtain.


      

        [image: image]

      


      Outside the U.S. Attorney’s Office, the elevator arrived, opened, and then refused to move. Stern, still spinning with anger, threw down his empty cases and pounded on all the buttons. Up. Down. Door open. Door close. The new federal building had been completed ten years ago, with every contract sprinkled down on cronies from the fingertips of Mayor Bolcarro like a confectionery topping. The structure had been intended as a courthouse, but the judges, after a brief period of occupancy, issued various orders and injunctions and moved themselves back into the ancient Federal Square building across the street. Nothing here worked. The elevators. The heat. The windows popped out in high winds or low temperatures and showered glass on the pedestrians below. It had taken six years to complete construction, and the litigation was still ongoing a decade later. The architect, the engineers, the general contractor, and virtually every tradesman who had touched the place were co-plaintiffs, co-defendants, or cross-parties in four or five separate suits. Now and then, Stern would see the herd of lawyers arrive for the various status calls. They would stand before the judge, twenty and thirty abreast, and bicker. In the meantime, the building grew so brisk during the occasional periods of Arctic cold that gripped this city that one federal judge, during the short period when court had been held here, mounted the bench in mittens and instructed the lawyers that they were not required to remove their hats.


      At last, the steel box began to move. After the delay, it stopped at every floor. Stern, who had an appointment to meet Lieutenant Radczyk for lunch, simmered at the edge of outburst. Dixon. John. Gevalt. what an ugly mess his brother-in-law had made!


      Headed down, with lunch at hand, the tiny space was jammed. The elevators, naturally, had been stintingly designed, too small for the building’s population. In his state of high agitation, crushed against the rear partitions, Stern took an instant to react when a woman in front of him, a tall brunette in her thirties, stepped back and made contact. Indeed, that put matters somewhat delicately, for she had not merely brushed against him or inadvertently driven her spike heel into his toes. Rather, this young woman had laid the cleave of her rear end firmly against his hand. And would the Sandy Stern of a month ago have politely pulled away? No question. Today he remained still; he was certain that she took him for the wall. But at the next stop the elevator stuttered on its cable, minutely rocking. And did she ease back even farther? So it seemed. And did Stern, as the floors went by, find himself, almost involuntarily, inclining his hand by the most subtle degree? He did. He did, so that by floor 4, his fingers, two or three, were delicately pressed against the parting of her buttocks and the filmy folds of her green dress and the elastic ridges of her undergarments below. By the natural movement of the car, this arrangement provided the most discreet stroking each time the elevator jolted to a halt.


      From behind, Stern tried to study this young woman. Was she one of his casual courthouse acquaintances, another lawyer having fun in an offbeat fashion? He did not recognize her. Her eyes were green; one cheek was blemished. A professional person, he assumed, in an expensive green silk dress, carrying her briefcase. With each stop, she seemed to lean back a little more. Her jaw was set in a largely abstracted manner, but save for paralysis, there was no way she might not have noticed what was occurring. At the ground level, she let all her weight come back into him, so that for the briefest instant his hand fit snugly inside and—possible?—was vaguely squeezed before she stepped forward to exit. Across the metal threshold, she looked about for bearings, and when her view crossed his, her expression was far too indefinite to be called a smile. Hiking away, she reached back and gave a quick jerk at her skirt to free it from the rear cleavage where the material was gathered.


      Dizzy and aroused, impressed, even inspired by this boldness, Stern followed her from the elevator. So this was the life of men and women in the modern day! It was Cincinnatus who was called back to battle from the plowfield, rearmored, remounted, and placed in charge of war and strategy. That was Stern—except that Cincinnatus had been a hero and an officer in his youth and Stern was never more than a buck private. He’d had more diverse sexual experience in the last four days than in his entire prior lifetime. And there was no hiding his pleasure from himself. His sweet interlude with Margy had revived him like a dose of water on a thirsting plant—he felt the strength of his own vitality from root to leaf. No wonder people so easily made fools of themselves. If he’d never known, he did now—this was fun. How did one pursue these leads? Coffee. A hotel room? What happened next? Amazed by himself, still toting his cases, he actually followed the young woman for a block before he recalled Radczyk. She never once looked back; apparently, she took her gratification from teasing. And yet, even when he’d stopped, he had no sure knowledge of his own capacities. He did not know what excesses were within him; he might sprout wings and fly, he might dance naked in the intersection. He felt like some soaring bubble, a thin surface containing the exciting weightlessness of freedom.
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      BY THE KINDLE RIVER, near the docks on the Kewahnee side, an underground world had grown up. Stern always marched down the iron stairwell from the boulevards above with a sense of significant descent, somehow related to entering darkness in the daytime. These piers where the bargemen would unload their cargoes of fruit, rice, and coal brought up from the South retained an economic importance for Kindle County well into this century. In the 1920s, the local movers and shakers, full of the improbable hope that the tri-cities, like an urban Cinderella, could be made to resemble Paris, decided to pretend the docks were not here. On concrete pilings driven down into the sandy banks of the Kindle, the downtown section of Kewahnee was extended; great roads were built and modest skyscrapers rose. Beneath, the gritty dockmen and barge hands continued to work in a netherworld barely reached by daylight, while the suit-and-tie crowd rushed about above, dealing, suing, buying and selling the labor and commodities being delivered to the city in the dark below.


      These days, Lower River, as this area was known, was eerie with the garish yellow glow of sulfur lamps. Abutting the streets, the docks of the trucking concerns which had located here originally to carry off what the barges brought and which eventually had supplanted them were littered with crates and spoiling produce. The air sang with the racing pitch of tires on the roads above and the windy commotion of that traffic. For many years, this was the locale where bodies were dumped and drug deals done. The flow of hot merchandise across the trucking piers, by rumor, was still steady. In his early years in practice, Stern was always going about down here to visit one crime scene or another. A thousand people passing by and nobody knew nothin’. The situation was usually far more frustrating to the police than to Stern.


      Rather than joust in the noontime traffic, he had walked across the bridge, carrying his two large empty cases. He met Radczyk at a place called Wally’s. It was hardly scenic. As with each establishment in Lower River, one entered from the rear. The windows at the back of the restaurant faced the river, which was otherwise inaccessible, looking out to the pilings and the iron underpinnings of the roads. Toward the top of the horizon, a line of daylight broke through and, depending on the angle of the sun, sometimes lit the slaty surface of the water brightly enough to show the floating silt and the industrial debris. Radczyk was at a table smoking a cigarette and, for unknown reasons, studying his shirt when Stern approached.


      “Ah, Sandy!” The copper’s ruddy country-boy face was radiant. This warmth, whose source Stern still could not recollect, continued to make him uneasy. Radczyk had phoned this morning, saying he had some results. He suggested Wally’s, a policemen’s hangout, which suited Stern, who was always just as happy not to walk into the station house. Here Stern was more impressed by the size of the man than he had been in his home; Radczyk barely fit into his chair, a hulking figure being slowly diminished by age. He wore a tweed sport coat and the bright red golfing shirt he had been examining when Stern arrived. He explained now that it was an Easter gift from his children. “You get the grandkids over and they tear the place apart, makes you glad you can send them home.”


      Stern smiled obligingly. It occurred to him that he, too, would soon be entitled to these fond complaints. The prospect today seemed considerably less consoling. The thought of John briefly scuffed at Stern’s heart.


      “So,” said Stern. “You had success?” He sought to bring Radczyk to the subject. He was the kind who would chat about anything else.


      The old cop reached to the inside pocket of his sport coat and came up with a single grayish page, a copy of something. He put on his reading glasses and considered the paper as if he had never seen it before. Then he removed his eyeglasses and pointed the temple at Stern.


      “You give any thought to talkin with her doctors? That’s what I’d do in your shoes.”


      Immediately, Stern felt the same vexation that had overcome him on his way from the U.S. Attorney’s Office. Why had lie bothered with this policeman? He was old, and probably never terrifically competent. Trust Radczyk to suggest a starting point where Stern had already been. He was not fully able to conceal his irritation.


      “Lieutenant, I am afraid I have already attempted that course.”


      “Mind if I ask what come of it?” asked Radczyk.


      “What came of it,” said Stern, “was that Clara’s personal doctor tells me he did not order this test, and I have been unable to determine which physician did.”


      “Huh.” Radczyk looked back down to the sheet he held. “No name here,” he said. “Suppose I coulda asked when I was out there.” The notion that the name of the treating physician might have been relevant occurred to Radczyk remotely, a far-off idea, like the notion of life on the planets. Stern was finding it increasingly difficult to stifle himself.


      “You were at Westlab?”


      “Oh, sure, sure. Done just like I told you. Went out there, got the administrator, you know, showed her my star. Nice gal. Liz something or other. Very professional, you know. Looked to be a little Mexican or Italian gal. I said I was doin routine follow-up, what records did they have? She showed me the whole file right there in her office. Give me a copy of the results.” Radczyk hoisted the paper in his hand, and Stern, without invitation, reached across the table and quietly took it.


      The hangdog waitress came by with her green pad, saying only “Yours?” to each man. Stern ordered as he studied the copy. It was a half sheet on the letterhead of Westlab. The rest of it contained computer-printed figures. Numbers. Codes. A meaningless scramble. In his frustration, Stern nearly groaned.


      “Did they tell you, Lieutenant, what this test was for?”


      “Sure,” he said. “‘Viral culture.’” He took the paper back and with a dirty fingernail showed Stern a tiny box which had been x’d.


      “A virus?”


      Radczyk nodded.


      Stern took this in: Clara had seen the doctor for a virus. So here was the outcome of nearly two months’ pursuit. His wife had the sniffles. A persistent cough. No wonder she had bothered only Peter. He smiled faintly. For all the pain, it had the quality of a burlesque.


      “And they had no more to report?”


      Radczyk seemed to have settled himself elsewhere. He considered Stern with his pleasant, rosy look and huddled closer.


      “Still don’t remember me, do you?”


      Stern, who would ordinarily go to considerable lengths to avoid admitting something so unflattering, simply shrugged. He had better sense than to try to fool an old policeman.


      “Didn’t think so.” The cop edged forward. “Marv Jacoby.”


      It hit Stern like lightning. “The brother,” said Stern. The orphan, he thought. “That was some time ago.”


      Childishly pleased to be recalled, Radczyk sat there smiling. “Hadn’t taken the tags off my sergeant’s stripes yet.”


      So this was the orphan. Stern instantly recalled the entire tale. Radczyk had been raised by his grandfather, who ran a paper stand, one of those metal shanties on a street corner; in the winter, they took heat from a fire in an oil drum. One day two young neighborhood hoods, looking for nickels and dimes, tried to stick up the grandfather, and ended up shooting him dead. The beat cop was Harold Jacoby—Jews did not become lieutenants in those days—and he took the grandson home and raised him with his own. Harold had two natural sons, as Stern remembered, and all three became policemen. Ray was the eldest. Eddie eventually quit the force and went to California, where he’d done well in the security business. It was the youngest son, Marvin, who became Stern’s client.


      Lord, what a thug he was, Stern thought when he remembered Marvin. Gum-chewing, wisecracking, with little black eyes and, as they said on the street, an attitude. Marvin was a wrong cop from the day he got his star. And a daily heartache to Ray here, who took over Marvin’s guidance when the father passed away.


      Almost a dozen years ago, certain police officers, disgruntled by the usual departmental rivalries, had begun to assemble evidence of wrongdoing in the city’s North Branch district. This effort required no intrepidness. The North Branch was wide open: cops on the pad; bail bondsmen steering cases; judges on the take. Marvin was not the worst offender, but one of the least popular, and at the time he first met Stern he had a subpoena to appear before a state grand jury that was looking into allegations that Marvin had taken monthly payments from certain narcotics dealers to warn them of ensuing police raids.


      “I still owe you for all of that,” said Radczyk.


      Stern shook his head. It had not been much. He had simply touched the pressure points. Like someone who knew jujitsu. Stern had paid discreet visits to certain politicians whose alliances he’d estimated would be disturbed by sudden havoc in the North End. The county prosecutor, Raymond Horgan, who had friends like everybody else, had seen fit to quash the investigation. For these efforts, Radczyk had been unreasonably grateful; he had attended each of Marvin’s visits, fretting like a mother; he was as garrulous then as now. Marvin simply sat there in his uniform, cracking his gum, while Ray went on reinterpreting every remark and arguing in behalf of Marvin’s exculpation. He seemed determined not to believe the worst, the kind of devoted big brother every man should have. None of it had done any good for Marvin, who was discovered a few years later in the trunk of a car being towed from a parking lot in the North End. As Stern heard it, Marvin was stark naked, with blowtorch holes burned black through his privates.


      Stern said that out loud, that he might not have been much help to Marvin in the end.


      “Gave him a chance,” said Radczyk. “He was three times seven. Can only give a fella a chance.” Stern and he both pondered that observation. “I shoulda known he’d never make a cop. Hell,” said Radczyk, “I don’t even know what kind of cop I made.” Radczyk, caught in his own tender reflections, smiled crookedly. There was something unavoidably touching about this confession—the very plainness of it. Radczyk was pushing retirement but remained in doubt about these fundamental judgments. His woe Stern did not feel; he had no question about his fitness for his calling, no regrets about what he would have done with greater diligence or harder work. It was the costs of that kind of dedication he was now attempting to assess. The thought brought him back to where they had started. Glancing about to find his cases, Stern stood.


      “I thank you for all your good work on this matter, Lieutenant. I am in your debt.”


      Still apparently anchored in the past, Radczyk considered Stern with a tentative, saddened look and for the first time had no comment.


      “Did my wife have a virus, by the way?” Stern asked. He wondered how remote the glimmer was that he had been chasing.


      In answer, Radczyk showed the paper. His thick finger lay in the findings section of the form. Stern squinted across the table: “HSV-2 Positive.” When Stern looked to him inquiringly, Radczyk shrugged. Whatever that meant. Medical gibberish.


      “Maybe I oughta go back there and get that doc’s name for you,” said Radczyk.


      This time Stern caught it, a savvy flash that passed through Radczyk’s worn cheerful face, sharp and sudden as the reflection off a blade—something you see, then don’t. He had seen this clever gleam in Radczyk before, Stern realized, and let it go by. It amazed him, after all these years, that he could still be taken in by the police.


      Stern set down his cases and resumed his seat. He spoke precisely, as he would in court.


      “You must excuse me, Lieutenant, but I believe you did not answer my question.”


      Radczyk’s happy mug took on an oafish expression. Caught, he looked both ways and weighed something, probably an impulse to try another feint: What question? He did not do that.


      “Yea, verily,” said Radczyk at last. “I did not.”


      “What was this test for?”


      “Oh,” said Radczyk. He pushed the few clumped strands of hair over his red scalp. “That’s what the doctor should be telling you, Sandy. I’d rather not.”


      “I see. Are you refusing?”


      The policeman looked around, big and unhappy.


      “No, I ain’t refusin’ you, Sandy. You ask, I’ll tell ya the truth.”


      “Well, then?”


      Radczyk’s old face was soft and drained.


      “Herpes,” Radczyk said.


      “Herpes?”


      “I asked the lady. That’s what she told me. Herpes.” Radczyk passed his hand over his mouth, wiping it in a fashion, and said, “Genital herpes.”


      Stern found himself pondering the dirty river, the flecks of wood pulp, disintegrating cardboard, whitish foam that floated by. He had felt just this way recently, he thought with idle precision. When was it? Then he remembered opening the door to the garage. Peering down, he noticed that one of his hands was gripping the dirty gray table by the edge.


      “The test was positive?” he asked. Of course, he knew what the paper had said.


      “Sandy, you’re askin a guy who don’t know a thing. I’m repeating what the lady told me. Who knows? Who knows what we’re talkin about? I’m goin right back there. I’m gonna get this doc’s name, I’ll have it for you in no time flat.”


      “Please do not bother, Lieutenant.”


      “No bother.”


      “You have done enough.” Of course, it came out the wrong way. Stern stood there, reeling, suffering, unable just now to do anything to make amends.


      My God, Clara, he thought.


      Stern insisted on paying the check. He grabbed the old policeman’s rough hand and shook it solemnly, and Radczyk, in some kind of conciliatory gesture, took the copied page and placed it in the pocket of Stern’s suit. Then Mr. Alejandro Stern, with his empty cases, turned to go, wondering where so early in the day he could find a place to be alone.
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      Clara Mittler was already too old when she met him. It was 1956.


      Their acquaintance was first struck in the auspicious climate of her father’s law office, where Stern had let one room in Henry Mittler’s suite. In those years Stern revered Henry; by the end, he saw his father-in-law as a man with too little justice in him to be admired. But in 1956, with his large and sometimes volcanic personality, and, more pertinently, his influence and wealth, Henry Mittler loomed before Stern, fresh from Easton Law School, like some diorama giant, a majestic emblem of the attainments possible in a life at the bar. He was a sizable fellow, with a formidable belly and whitish hair pushed straight back from a widow’s peak, distinct as an arrow, and his manner was, by turns, shrewd and scholarly and ruthless. In many ways, Henry was the most refined of gentlemen; he collected stamps, and for many years thereafter Stern would watch with amazement as Henry, with his jeweler’s glass and tweezers, studied, stored, and filed. In other moods, he was a person of gutter commonness. Whatever his temper, he projected the imposing aura of an orchestral maestro.


      This impressive congregation of qualities—and, as Stern learned later, a fortunate marriage to a woman of significant standing—had made him a business counselor whose insight and discretion were prized throughout the city’s small but wealthy German Jewish community. Two of the larger independent banks downtown were his clients; so were the Hartzog and Bergstein families, only then conquering the first terrains in their future kingdoms in air travel and hostelry. Henry had come of age in an era when those he served stood for sweatshops and union busting and heartless home foreclosures—the entire pristine empire of wealth, accepted as being in the Order of Things. It was a different world now; Capital no longer equaled Power in America in the same brute fashion. But Henry, no less than anyone else, was the image of his times, when it was expected that a business lawyer of his eminence be a gentleman to his clients and a son of a bitch to everyone else.


      Seven young attorneys worked for Henry in paneled suites in the old LeSueur building, with its Art Deco features of heavy turned brass. Graduating from law school, Stern had responded to an ad in one of the lawyers’ gazettes and rented a single room. It was a promising arrangement. Henry did not go to court himself. There would be occasional matters of small consequence that he might refer to Stern. Collections, liens, attachments. Small divorces, perhaps. Minor personal-injury matters, or traffic tickets. It made little difference. If the flow was steady enough, Stern could satisfy his rent of $35 a month.


      For this sum, Stern acquired use of Mittler’s law library—which had seemed an impressive concession, although the gilt-trimmed treatises on commercial matters contributed nothing to the criminal practice that Stern wished to establish—and Mittler’s secretary took his phone messages. In those first months, he could not afford a telephone of his own. Stern’s calls were received on Mittler’s general number and returned, a dime apiece, from a wooden phone booth in the lobby thirty-two floors below.


      This arrangement, comfortable to Stern, was soon unacceptable to Henry. He had no complaints with Stern’s handling of the matters he referred. But he did not care for the clientele that Stern brought back from police court, where once or twice a week he would stand in the corridors in the hopes of drumming up some kind of a practice. After two or three barren attempts, he had attracted the attention of a police sergeant named Blonder, and for a fee of $5 for each success, Blonder had begun carrying on in lyrical fashion about Stern’s many triumphs and passing out his card to the detainees being ferried in the police paddy wagon. These clients—gypsies, shoplifters, drinkers who had become embroiled in barroom disputes—would come to the oak-wainscoted offices of Henry Mittler to wait for Mr. Stern, beside Henry’s client, Buckner Levy, in pince-nez and fedora, the president of the Cleveland Street Commercial Bank. There were no incidents, but the sight of these toughs, who sat in their undervests smoking cigarettes and, on one or two occasions, mistaking the ashtrays for spittoons, drove Henry wild. By the time Stern happened to meet Clara, his clients had been relegated to a bench in the hallway, while Henry contemplated a more complete eviction for Stern himself. In fact, in his initial rage, Henry had directed Stern to initiate the search for new quarters, although afterwards no more was said of that.


      As for Clara, she was employed in her father’s office two or three days a week. Stern’s first sight of her was from the hallway as he was passing. She was a slender young woman of erect carriage who sat before Henry Mittler with a green stenographic pad in hand. Stern paused; something was not in place. She had a finished look, expensively dressed in a silk blouse and a brown skirt of fine wool; she wore pearls. Then he noticed that she was seated not on a chair but on the footstool of Mittler’s easy chair.


      “Yes, Stern.” Henry had caught sight of him in the doorway. Stern, who had not meant to stop, said he would come back later, but Mittler was in an expansive mood and more or less ordered him into the office. “My daughter,” he said, with his hand raised, while he looked across his desk for something else.


      Her hair, a muted reddish shade like finished cherrywood, was cut unfashionably short; her complexion, flawed by one or two livid marks near one cheekbone, was generally pallid; and Stern on first impression could not tell if she was pretty or plain. Her expression certainly seemed deadened. She nodded to Stern with no more interest than she would have to a stick of furniture.


      It was his pipe Henry had been searching for.


      “I suppose you’ve made other arrangements by now,” he said as he shot fire into the meerschaum bowl.


      “Not just yet,” said Stern.


      Years later, Stern could still remember the shocking speed with which he had calculated the advantages of winning this young woman’s attention. It was Henry, however, not Stern, who had gotten them started.


      “Stern is from Argentina,” said her father.


      She brightened. “From?” she asked.


      In 1956 most Americans regarded foreigners of all kinds with apprehension; about Argentina they wished to learn no more than the tango. Stern was grateful for her interest.


      “B.A., principally. We lived in different parts. My father was able to turn the practice of medicine into an itinerant trade.”


      “Your father was a doctor?” asked Henry. “You’ve always made out like you were some impoverished son of a bitch. Pardon, Clara.”


      “Regrettably true,” said Stern.


      “This is the one who goes down to the lobby to use the telephone,” said Henry.


      “Ah,” said Clara.


      The heat of shame rushed up on poor Stern. Clara seized his arm.


      “Daddy, you’re embarrassing Mr. Stern.”


      Henry made a face. It was no matter to him.


      From these first instants some elements seemed incomprehensible. She was too sophisticated—too rich—a young woman to be a stenographer, but she appeared two or three times a week, typing and answering the phone. When Stern happened by, she would smile idly, a self-contained human being, hard to decipher beyond a heavyhearted stoical exterior.


      “You are a student?” he asked her one day, impulsively, when he was in the hallway near the small interior office that she shared with two other women.


      “Me? No. I finished college three years ago. Four. Why would you ask?”


      “I imagined—” said Stern. He was lost, as usual, for the proper word.


      “That I was younger,” she said.


      “Oh, no.” This truly had not entered his mind, but the young woman seemed to shrink from him. She had embarrassed herself by exposing this vulnerability. “I wondered simply how you were otherwise engaged, when you were not here.”


      “You think I have something better to do than my father’s typing?”


      “Miss,” said Stern, but he saw then that she was attempting to be coquettish and was, simply, awkward at it. “I am certain you are capable of many things.”


      She did not answer. He turned away, morose. Truly, he was doomed with this family. A few days later, however, as he was passing in the hall, she called.


      “Mr. Stern?” He looked in, not certain that it was her voice he’d heard. Her eyes were down as she pecked at the typewriter, a substantial mass of black cast iron. Eventually, she spoke, though it seemed to require considerable deliberation. “Tell me, Mr. Stern, what did you suppose I studied?”


      Oh, dear. Now what? He seized on something likely to be inoffensive.


      “My estimate, I suppose, is that you were a musician.”


      Her immediate look of pleasure was incandescent.


      “My father told you.”


      “No,” said Stern, enormously relieved.


      “You enjoy music?”


      “Very much.” This was not really a lie. Who did not like music? She had studied the piano for many years, she said. She mentioned composers whom Stern knew merely by name. Vaguely, they agreed to enjoy music together on some future occasion. Yet, as Stern came away from the conversation, he was struck again by how peculiar this young woman seemed. College educated and half-idle, full of such taut sensitivity. How old was she? Twenty-four or twenty-five, Stern calculated, a year or two older than he. Old for a girl not to be married, even in the States.


      The next week, Henry called him to his office. On his way, Stern feared that his eviction was about to be consummated, but he could tell at once, from the way Henry groused and pawed about, that he had something else on his mind. If Henry were revoking a license at will, he would do it without hesitation.


      “We can’t use these,” Mittler said. “Pauline and I.” Symphony tickets. He held them forth. “I’m sure Clara would like to go.” Stern was too dumbfounded for Mittler to take any chances. “You know,” he said, “Clara put me up to this. She was too bashful to ask herself.”


      “This is very kind, Mr. Mittler. I am most pleased.”


      “Sure you are,” said Henry. “Look, I have no goddamned judgment about my daughter, Stern. I don’t know if this is the right thing to do or not. You may think she’s bright, but she has no idea of what she’s up to half the time. Believe me. I assured her mother there would be no problem here. I told her you were harmless.” Mittler’s eyes had a yellowish cast and he fixed Stern directly.


      Should he have turned away? Decades later, in the depths of grief, he could pose the question, but he would never damn them both with an affirmative response. He had taken the two tickets from Henry’s hand, while answering the assessment of his harmlessness in a murmur. Anyone listening would have thought he had agreed.
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      AS SOON AS PETER laid eyes on him, Stern could tell that his son was unsettled. It was a familiar look, something not too far from panic, which, in a blinking, was put aside by the work of adult will. Peter glanced about his reception room, seeking to determine who else was present, and then asked quietly, “What’s wrong?”


      Stern had never been to his son’s office. While Peter was a resident, Clara and Stern had met him for dinner once or twice in the university hospital cafeteria. In his green togs, with his stethoscope lumped into a pocket, he seemed vital, smart, remarkably at ease. Peter’s mastery of his place had touched Stern; he was happy for his son, who was so often overwrought. But apparently the meetings had not been as comfortable for Peter. In the year and a half he had been in private practice, he had never invited his father to come by. Clara, certainly, had been here for lunch. But Stern had wandered around the suburban office center today for some time looking for the place, a smaller HMO, feeling various qualms, certain that at any instant impatience and anxiety would lead him to turn around. They had not. Unfortunately, there were real needs here, a genuine quandary.


      “I require your advice on a matter,” Stern told his son. “Something somewhat delicate.”


      At a loss, Peter took him back through a warren of garishly painted corridors to a small office, not much bigger than a cubicle. In these surroundings, Peter had largely surrendered to the mundane. His desk was clean, dustless, occupied by only a few odds and ends supplied by the drug companies: an onyx pen set, an octagonal plastic thing which turned out to be a calendar. There was some grass cloth on one wall, an unimpressive silkscreen; his diplomas were lined up typically along one plaster column. On the top bookshelf, Stern saw the only photograph in the office, a small oval-framed picture of Clara taken a few years ago. A recent addition, probably. Grown men of Peter’s generation did not display their mothers’ photos, even that discreetly, while they lived.


      “So what is this?” Peter asked. “Are you all right?”


      “Generally,” said Stern.


      “Kate said Claudia told her that you don’t show up some mornings.”


      Stern had no idea his daughter and his secretary spoke. It was touching that they took it upon themselves to communicate about his well-being—and typical of Peter that their secret would be casually betrayed. Stern had missed the remainder of the day after seeing Radczyk, and yesterday, Monday, as well. Even today, he had not been certain he could rouse himself. But he had not come here seeking sympathy. He said simply that he was as well as could be expected, and Peter nodded. Amenities passed, his son was not obliged to inquire further.


      And would he have answered if Peter had? Stern, pointed by his son to a small upholstered chair, settled in it with a certain morose heaviness. No, he would not have. Somewhere in Stern’s heart there was a perfect Peter, the son whom every man wanted, full of ready unspeaking sympathies, and inclinations in all matters of consequence exactly like his father’s. But this figure was no more than a shadow, so removed from every day that he did not even have an imagined form. Stern dealt with the real man as best he could. He respected Peter’s abilities; he was bright—always the star student—and meanly clever. Like the women, Stern was willing to call on Peter when he was in need. But he was unwilling—unable—to yield something in return. That was the truth. Have it. Peter reacted; Stern sat like a stone. It was all as it would ever be.


      “Is it something else with Mom’s will?”


      “No,” said Stern. He could hear the impatience in his voice, but Peter virtually demanded that his father state his business. Here, the dispenser of treatment and knowledge, his son was sovereign. This was clearly an unwelcome intrusion.


      “There are questions, Peter, which I need to put to someone. I trust your discretion.”


      “Medical questions, you mean?” As he asked, Peter moved behind his desk, the dashing young doctor, with his center-parted hair and long white coat. Even considering Kate, it was possible that Peter was the best-looking of the children. He appeared to be in peak physical condition, razor-thin and athletic.


      “Yes. Medical questions. Technical questions.”


      “What happened to Nate?”


      A reasonable inquiry. Stern himself had spent the weekend phoning Nate, who remained the first choice as medical adviser. But Dr. Cawley’s personal life appeared to have rendered him as unreliable as a teenager, and Stern had tired of leaving messages.


      “This is a matter with a contemporary flavor, Peter. I presumed that I could bother you. If another time would be preferable—”


      Peter waved off the suggestion. “I was just wondering. So what is it?”


      Stern felt his mouth drawing, preconsciously. Various cycles of discomfort started up in different regions of his body. Yet he was determined to proceed. The fact was he required information, not just to feed a grisly appetite for knowledge, but also because it had dawned on him over the weekend that his own well-being might be in doubt. There were other physicians he knew. But it was hard to single out just anyone for questions of this nature. And in the end the most villainous side of his character was awakened by his son, especially in regard to his relations with his mother. Rationally, Stern could not brook any real suspicions. Never mind Clara Stern. He had lost, sometime last Friday, any authority to predict her behavior. But no woman of Clara’s social class, of her experience or temperamental reserve, no mother could have turned to her son for treatment of a problem of this nature. But here Stern sat, nonetheless, eager, among other things, to dash any final doubts.


      “I wish information.”


      “For yourself?”


      “I am asking the questions.”


      “I see that.”


      “Take it that I am inquiring in behalf of someone with a need to know.” Peter, as was generally the case with his father, wore his emotions visibly. He puckered up his mouth sourly to indicate he found this delicacy stupid. Stern, as usual, said no more. He meant simply to follow that tack, suggesting that a troubled client needed these answers. Assuming his son was uninvolved, Stern would never mention Clara—for Peter’s sake as well as his own. In prospect, he foresaw this meeting very much like the encounter with a critical witness—one of those daring tightrope walks of courtroom life, exposing the witness’s ugliest misconduct without giving the remotest hint that his client had shared in the behavior.


      “Peter, does your practice make you familiar with the full variety of—” What word? “In my day, the phrase was venereal disease, but I believe that is no longer popular terminology.”


      “Sexually transmitted diseases,” said Peter.


      “Just so,” said Stern.


      “Which one?”


      “Herpes,” said Stern. Somehow, as this discussion had begun, Peter’s aspect had changed. He had reverted to his role as clinician. He sat up straight in his chair, his brow compressed, his expression somber. Now, with the word, his calculations seemed far more intricate. His hands remained folded with doctorly exactness, but his eyes rolled through changes of color like the sea, so that Stern had the fleeting intuition that his suspicions were well placed, after all. “This is a subject in which you are versed?”


      “I’m versed,” said Peter. “What’s the problem?”


      “If one is exposed,” said Stern.


      “Yes,” said his son.


      “How long before the disease appears?”


      Peter waited.


      “Look, Dad. This is not the kind of thing you screw around with. Do you think you have herpes?”


      Stern attempted to remain impassive, but within he felt some failing motion—like the fluttering of wings. With his brooding days, his tortured emotions, he had failed to estimate accurately what would transpire here. With Peter staring him down, that was only too obvious now. They knew each other too well. Peter had recognized, naturally, instantly that his father was the party in interest—and like any doctor, any son, had predictable concerns. If he was shocked, it was only because his mother was barely two months dead and the paterfamilias was here, already asking for a full scouting report on the wages of sin. The atmosphere of charged discomfort slowly increased between them, while Stern gradually realized that if worst came to worst he would have no choice but to further his son’s misimpressions. Meanwhile, he tried once again to steer the conversation onto more neutral ground.


      “The facts which concern me, Peter, are basic. A woman is infected. A man is with her. I merely wish to know what the prospects are that he, too, will contract the disease.”


      “Look, that’s too vague,” Peter said, and once more considered his father. “Let’s talk about a person, okay? This person. How does he know there’s a problem?”


      “Assume the proof is positive. She has been tested.”


      “Tested. I see.” Peter stopped for quite some time. “And you’re informed?” Peter shook his head. “He’s informed?”


      “Just so.”


      “By this woman?” From Peter’s tone, it was clear that he envisaged some wanton courtesan.


      “As I say, assume an authoritative report.”


      “Right,” said Peter. “And she’s active at the time of contact? The virus is shedding?”


      “Meaning?”


      “Florid signs of the illness. Lesions. Blisters. Ulcers. A rash.”


      Stern, in spite of himself, recoiled somewhat. He had noticed nothing like that. But by now he had realized it was no accident that he could not recall his last encounters with Clara.


      “I am afraid that my information is not that exact, Peter.”


      “Can you ask?”


      “I would think not.”


      “You would think not?” Peter peered at his father. This imaginary assignation, Stern recognized, was beginning to sound as if it had taken place in an alley. Peter, disquieted, looked down to his folded hands. “The disease is only communicated by direct skin-to-skin contact with someone who is actively infected, or prodromal—that is, about to begin. Onset of the infection is two to twenty days from contact. Far more frequently, within the first week. If you get it. Some people are effectively immune. If you’re beyond those periods, without symptoms, you’re probably all right. Probably,” his son repeated.


      “I see,” said Stern. Peter was watching carefully to see how this news affected him. “And if one is infected, how long does it last?”


      “The initial efflorescence is usually three to six weeks at the outside. But this is one of those viral infections that can come back. I’m sure you’ve heard that. It’s usually seven to ten days on recurrence.”


      “And how, Peter, does one know if he is infected?”


      “Well, the first thing you do is look.”


      “For what?” asked Stern.


      Peter rested his hand on his chin, with his sour expression. At last, he stood up from behind his desk and closed the door. Then he pointed at his father.


      “Take down your trousers.”


      “Peter—”


      “Fuck this nonsense. Stand up. Let’s go.” He was far too positive to allow any quarreling. Somehow, Stern was struck, either in irony or longing, by the recollection of the way he had foreseen this meeting, with himself in complete control.


      “Peter,” he said weakly again.


      “Chop-chop.” Peter clapped his hands. He was disinterested and positive. His eyes were already lowered to Stern’s belt line.


      As a moment, it passed without incident. Body things, as he was learning, had an intense factitiousness about them, an irreducibility. Peter dropped to one knee and removed a slender flashlight from his pocket. He gave instructions like a dance instructor. Left, right. Pull this, pull that. His bedside manner was entirely antiseptic, his look of scrutiny intense and pure.


      “Any irritation?”


      “No.”


      “Burning at any time?”


      “None.”


      “Any functional problems of any kind? Urination? Emission?”


      Stern decided to forgo remarks about the problems of age. He answered no.


      “Any kind of discharge?”


      “None.”


      “Swelling.”


      I wish. “No.”


      Peter touched him once, precisely and momentarily, in the groin, probing his lymph glands.


      The examination ended after Stern stood with his organ extended like a fish by the tail, dorsal side facing, and Peter ran his light the length of the limp column and over the scrotum.


      “You look clean,” he stated and motioned for Stern to recover himself. Then he added, “Hold on a sec.” He slipped out the door discreetly, then returned with a small plastic beaker. “I’d like a specimen,” he said.


      Stern objected. Was this necessary?


      “It’s a good idea, Pa. There are occasions, rare ones, where patients, particularly males, can contract HSV-2 without the usual symptoms. You could go walking around with an infection in the prostate or urinary tract, and end up spreading it.” Peter looked at him pointedly, then added that he also wanted to draw blood for something called a serum viral titer test, in which his father’s present antibody levels could be compared with those in five or six weeks, to ensure there had been no infection.


      “Is all this necessary?” Stern asked again.


      Peter simply pointed to the small John down the hall. Stern went, as directed. He stood in the tiny room, petting his organ for stimulation, experiencing the usual difficulty of performing on command. Immediately outside the door, two nurses gabbed about a patient.


      Was Peter gay? The question, a familiar one, struck like lightning, timed to arrive, as usual, so that it would inspire maximum discomfort. Nevertheless, there was no putting off the thought. The young man was thirty years old, and his sisters and mother had always seemed to be the only women in his life. He had never had a live-in girlfriend; indeed, when his parents saw him he rarely, if ever, had a female companion. That did not mean much. Who willingly exposed an outsider to the neurotic fun house of his family? Nonetheless, Stern, at moments, saw what in an amateurish and bigoted fashion he took for signs: Peter’s close attachment to his mother. A certain prissiness. Well, even this speculation was vicious. And, if for no one else, inappropriate from a parent. The fact was—and here at last was the truth with its contained explosive effect, like a charge set off in a strongbox—that the thought always managed to please Stern vaguely. It would be a permanent advantage. It would serve Peter right. Stern, with little consciousness, shook his head while this river of resentment poured forth. Today in this smelly closed space the clarity of his ill feelings was bleakly, unremittingly sad.


      Back in Peter’s consultation room, his son waited with an elastic strap and a syringe. After the beaker was relegated to a nurse, Peter knelt beside his father and inserted the needle. In the meantime, Stern gathered himself for another question he knew was required.


      “I take it this is the kind of matter which ought to be shared with partners?”


      When Stern looked back, his son’s mouth was parted and his eyes were widened. Unable to master his own pretense, Stern had not thought about the impression this question would make. There was woman number one who had the problem. Now he was speaking of other partners—using the plural. It had been quite a couple of months.


      “It would probably be advisable,” Peter said at last. “Overall. If the blood work would be quicker, I’d say that you could save yourself the embarrassment. But five, six weeks.” Peter shook his head. “You’d better say something, just in case. Ninety-nine out of a hundred, you’re fine. But if something were to show up, you’d want them to know what it is.”


      “I see.” Well, the Lord only knew what Margy had heard in her time, but the thought of informing her still made Stern shudder. He would never explain the true circumstances to her any more than to anyone else. It would appear to her to be another example of the bad faith men were always capable of. “And I take it, for the present you recommend abstinence?” he asked almost hopefully. He had resolved over the weekend to revert to retirement.


      Peter smiled in a quickly fading trace, amused by the thought of his father with a sex life, or, more likely, by the fact that he had the right to govern it.


      “Well, you’re not active. And we’ll know soon whether or not you’re prodromal. If it’s subclinical, a sheath is adequate to protect your partner. All in all, I’d think that’s enough. Assuming you’re consistent.”


      “Yes, of course.” Stern fluttered a hand to show that this conversation was purely speculative. Truly, he no longer cared.


      Peter withdrew the lavender-topped vial from the syringe. He shook the blood, eyed it, and went back to his desk to make various notes. While he busied himself, Stern pondered his final inquiry.


      “This disease cannot be contracted by accident, can it, Peter?” He could not keep himself from asking, but the question sounded, even to him, lame and pathetic.


      “Is that how you’re afraid you got it, Pa?” Peter’s amusement, when he glanced up, was clearly no longer guarded. Not that this remark seemed particularly rancorous. Peter was always waspish, sarcastic. But Stern realized that there was little chance that his daughters would not hear of some of this. Peter’s professional confidence could be expected to reach only so far. This tidbit was far too delicious. Details would be sparing, but something telling would be said. Kate, for example, needed some comfort. ‘You know how concerned you were because Pa was coming in late in the morning?’ The tittering, at least, would be fondly inspired—and far from the real problem.


      “I was not thinking of myself.”


      “Your ladyfriend?”


      Stern made a noise of assent. His ladyfriend. Peter took a second, intent on labeling the tube.


      “I would love to help you harbor illusions, but the odds are pretty slim. If your friend has been tested, that means a viral culture, and if it’s HSV type 2 that’s been identified, then sexual contact is almost certainly the source. You know, the old toilet-seat thing—” Peter didn’t finish the sentence. Instead, he simply made a face.


      In spite of himself, Stern sighed. He had been prepared for that verdict. Clara Stern, as he had known her, was a woman of attractive bearing and, as she herself was inclined to acknowledge, looks that had improved with age. As adipose and crow’s-feet, all the usual corporeal failings had overcome others, Clara maintained her pleasant eternal look, dignified and composed. Stern had always admired her because at any age she was a far handsomer person than he. But certain women, married women, mothers prototypically, became too involved with the dense network of their activities—the nurturing, organizing, doing, and attending—to broadcast any ostensible sexual interest. In thirty-odd years, he could not recall an instant of conscious jealousy, a man whose attentions, for whatever reason, had seemed to excite her. She was a person who defined by her daily conduct what was not wayward. She was on a higher plane than that.


      Thus, even days later, Radczyk’s news remained unfathomable. It went, somehow, beyond right and wrong. The idea of a fifty-eight-year-old woman—this fifty-eight-year-old woman, on the eve of grandmaternity—with a sexually transmitted disease was as horrifying as some freak-show grotesque. Would the antecedent practices erupt only in late middle age? Perhaps he had spent a married lifetime playing the fool. He refused to believe it. It was like the concept of a fourth or fifth dimension. Beyond the capacities of an ordinary mind—or at least of his. Call it machismo or personal limitation, he could not envision his wife, as she clearly had been, with another man.


      And it was for this reason that she had done what she had. In his ravaged state of the last few days—amid the torment, the anger, the reviling and utter disbelief—that fact had not been lost. Her intent had been to spare him. This was not sentimentality or self-delusion. After all the calculations, the conclusion remained the same. There was a lapse here, a monumental breach of faith which in life, perhaps, she might never have lived to see him forgive. She had saved herself great pain as well. But in the end her kindness, her fundamental kindness, remained her lodestar, her guiding light.


      Oh, Clara! On the chair, with his sleeve rolled and his bled arm still vaguely atingle, Stern teetered for an instant on the verge of tears. With that, his life, what was left of it, the many small illusions, would disappear. Peter would have to be told, or might even guess. He saw that and, in the sluices of powerful remorse, for a moment did not care. Then his pride, with the grinding precision of a huge laboring machine, engaged once more and brought him fully about. He rolled down his sleeve over the gauze Peter had taped inside his elbow.


      “And if this illness were to appear,” Stern asked, “there is no treatment?”


      “There’s a drug called acyclovir. Ointment or pills. It’s very successful in reducing the active period, and in many people it even prevents recurrence. Generally, the disease retreats into the nerve ganglia and waits to rear its ugly little head. Sometimes it never does. Sometimes it returns every few months, in ever-weakening episodes. That’s the usual course. But there are all kinds of extraordinary clinical histories. Acute cases. Florid recurrences years apart. The most difficult part of it is prodromal—you’re in a contagious phase for a day or two before the visual signs appear, and short of a culture, you can never be completely certain that you won’t infect someone else. It can mess up your life pretty well. In addition to being extremely uncomfortable.”


      “Yes,” said Stern. His mind remained on Clara. All told, the weight of events seemed again to have settled on him with all their dead-star density. The facts, the facts. He had always placed his faith in particulars. Well, now he had them, lots of them. Many facts and, he supposed, certain inevitable conclusions.


      He stood up and, without allowing time for reaction, touched his son’s smooth face.


      “You are a good doctor, Peter. I appreciate your concern.”


      Wise and sad, Peter nodded. His eyes did not leave his father. His son seemed to have a gift, a sense for the human nuance, the pathos that trailed along with each disease, mortality’s dismal gossamer. Stern was pleased to find him so worldly. In their relationship, there was rarely anything subtle.


      “Look, I’m sure you’re okay,” Peter said. “We’ll just watch it. All right?”


      “Very good,” said Stern. He tossed on his suit coat. “I am grateful. And sorry, Peter, to have involved you in such a disagreeable business.”


      “Oh, hell,” said Peter. “You know what they say.”


      “What is that?” asked Stern. He was at the door.


      “Life is full of surprises.” His son was smiling. No doubt, he was thinking already about telling his sisters.
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      DIXON, PREDICTABLY, enjoyed competition and for years had utilized every excuse to lure Stern into joining him in various sports. As Stern was apt to say, a business meeting with Dixon generally meant he would sweat. When Stern was younger, and considerably thinner, they had played handball at Dixon’s downtown club. Stern was more nimble than his appearance might suggest, but he was no match for his brother-in-law. Larger, stronger, and far more athletic, Dixon never seemed to tire of winning. In season, he would bring Stern out on Lake Fowler to fish. Stern would foul his line and cast into the bushes and lily pads; back on shore, Dixon would describe Stern’s ineptness to everyone they met. ‘The only man who ever went fishing and nearly took a bird. I kid you not. Cardinal up in a tree? Stern missed hooking him by inches.’ Stern often told Clara that he was the trophy Dixon wanted stuffed and mounted.


      By now, Stern had limited this rivalry to golf. Stern had more feel for this game; he was better on land than sea. But, as usual, he did not play often enough to offer any serious competition for Dixon, who was virtually a scratch golfer. Dixon was a daring trouble player; he loved the shots where he had to rest one foot in the crotch of a tree or fade the ball around a light pole, and he was particularly reckless here on his home course. The Greenwood Country Club was cut a century before into these rolling hills, nearly forty miles from the city. This was horse country, with hills deep in elm and oak, poplar and pine. Easton University was no more than ten minutes away. Here, with Lake Fowler, the well-to-do breathed cooler air and pretended that the city that kept them rich was nowhere near. Dixon adored this life, like every other badge of status, and had his principal home nearby, a huge stone house which sat on twenty acres on the lakeshore.


      They played from an electric cart, accompanied by a forecaddy. Dixon usually had one or two favorites, high-school-age boys, hardscrabble types with whom Dixon could josh about their sex lives, offering them his golfing theories after each successful shot. Dixon treated these boys kindly and tipped them shamefully well. Today they were accompanied by a young man named Ralph Peters, a black kid who lived in DuSable and traveled nearly an hour and a half by train to reach the Greenwood Club on the weekends. Next year, Dixon was going to get a golf scholarship for Ralph, who was the caddy champion. With Dixon, this was not just talk. If need be, he would endow the scholarship himself. But he would also expect a chorus of appreciation and various acts of reverence befitting a beneficent king.


      Stern waited until the third tee to talk about the investigation.


      “I visited with Margy.”


      “So I heard,” said Dixon. He was practicing his swing, but Stern thought he detected something whimsical in Dixon’s expression. On the other hand, he could not doubt Margy’s discretion.


      This hole, like most at Greenwood, was short and narrow, a little dogleg cut into the woods, about 330 yards. The green was set to the right of the fairway, so that the hole, sketched on the back of the scorecard, looked like a lowercase p. Dixon waggled his driver mightily over the ball, then pulled his shot deeply into the trees.


      “Shit. Well, Ralph will find it. There.” He pointed the driver toward the hollow below where Ralph had emerged from the woods to indicate that the ball had been located.


      Stern took the ground on his drive, but the ball hopped down the fairway. With the angle, Dixon would be away. He floored the cart and they zoomed down the hill together. Stern, wearing a tam, held it and yelled a bit over the wind.


      “I looked at the records the government wanted, before turning them over. And I also examined what I presume the agents assembled at Datatech.”


      “And?”


      “And I am concerned.”


      Dixon glanced back, very briefly. He drove the cart up to Ralph.


      “Right there, Mr. Hartnell. You better punch out.”


      Dixon tromped in and out of the bushes. Stern could not see the lie, but had no urge to follow. He’d seen it before: Dixon making faces, muttering, conferring with Ralph with the gravity of a general.


      “I’m going for broke,” Dixon yelled.


      What else was new? Ralph could be heard quarreling. He was telling Dixon he could never do it. The sun gleamed through the foliage behind the two figures.


      The shot, bedded on dried leaves and twigs, sounded cleanly, but a second or two on in its course took a tree with the round musical sound of marimbas. The ball rattled around in the wooded heights, breaking branches, then suddenly fell heavily to earth, like a gift from heaven, only twenty or thirty yards from the green. Dixon came crashing out of the bushes in time to see the ball drop. He turned back to Stern with a magnificent smile.


      “Member’s bounce.”


      Ralph followed along, carrying the club and shaking his head.


      Watching Dixon march across the fairway toward the cart as he continued congratulating himself, Stern was taken by an intimation, soft as a whisper, of the young soldier he had met decades ago, during basic training in the desert at Fort Grambel. They had encountered one another somehow—in the barracks or the latrines. At this point Stern would have preferred some auspicious recollection of their meeting, but he remembered little, only the predictable bad judgment of youth. He had liked Dixon; worse, he had admired him. Dixon was one of those large commanding figures that Stern could never be—a shrewd country boy, a good talker with a distinct, twangy hill accent, who looked like a million in his uniform, square-shouldered and jut-jawed, with wavy dark blond hair. With the advent of war and the death of his mother, Dixon, full of red-hot ambition, had joined up. The service, with its grand traditions, its medals, its legends, was like a cast for an ingot. Dixon saw himself as an American hero in the making.


      Stern had enlisted, too, but with ambitions less grand. When he was honorably discharged, he would automatically become a citizen and thus put to rest the family’s perpetual concerns about their outdated visas. He was twenty years old and already a college graduate, having raced through school, a dark sunken-cheeked sort with heavy black hair, much slimmer than today’s model. He had done better in the service than those who knew him now might expect; he had scaled the walls and carried the packs without relish, but he was dull to discomfort of most kinds in those days. His hungers inspired him.


      Stern was never certain what there was about him that had drawn Dixon’s interest—probably the fact that Stern was college-educated and quickly marked for OCS. It mattered not. The alliances of a soldier’s life were easily founded, and in 1953 a hillbilly, or a Jew with a Latin accent, picked from limited entrees on the American social smorgasbord. There was a night when he and Dixon had sat on a bunk, passing back and forth a smuggled bottle of Jack Daniel’s and a pack of Camels, talking. About what? The future, Stern believed. They both had plans.


      For Stern, the future was nearer than he imagined. One day, at the end of basic training, as he was readying to ship out for Officer Candidate School, his major announced that Stern was required at home. The officer did not explain, but the orders Stern was handed had a typical military brusqueness. In a blank was written, “Hardship furlough—mother critical.” She had had a stroke. In the hospital, he found her paralyzed and unable to speak. Her dark roaming eyes seemed to search his face meaningfully, but he was never certain that she recognized him. She was dead within a week, and Stern, now Silvia’s sole support, was honorably discharged. He never returned to Fort Grambel. All of it was left behind, his kit and duffel bag, the sadistic sergeants, OCS—and Dixon Hartnell. By now, over thirty years later, Dixon had as many faces to Stern as a totem pole—Silvia’s husband, an important client, a local powerhouse in the avenues of commerce, one of the few men Stern knew well whose accomplishments he thought of as markedly overshadowing his own. He seldom remembered that yearning young man who had attached himself to him in that vaguely supplicating fashion.


      Dixon hopped back in the cart, still radiant at his miracle shot. He would never willingly return to the subject of the investigation. Like someone who learned in his sleep, however, he expected Stern to force him to listen. They were at the stage now where Dixon—any client—had to recognize he was in mounting jeopardy.


      “Dixon, this is a grave matter. These records are very damaging.”


      “Maybe I should have taken a look at them before you turned them over,” said Dixon. “Some of the problems might have disappeared.” He smiled tersely.


      “Dixon, I suggest you abandon such thoughts. If you follow that course, you may as well walk straight to the penitentiary and skip the intervening steps. Too many people have seen your business records. The company that put them on microfiche. Margy. Me.” Stern let that sink in. “Not to mention the chatty fellow who told the government to look for them in the first place.”


      Dixon looked at Stern directly, full face. His eyes were greenish, gray, a color hard to name.


      “My thing get there?” Dixon asked. Eventually, Stern realized he was referring to the safe. He decided not to ask why the present discussion brought it to mind.


      “Quite secure,” Stern answered.


      “I did it the way you said. Handled it myself. I even got Margy to cut a check in Chicago to pay the trucking company.” The trucker, characteristically, had refused to take the safe any farther than the very center of Stern’s office. Not much more than a foot square, the gunmetal cube must have weighed 150 pounds. After a week, Stern and Claudia had struggled to get the safe as far as it was now, behind his desk. Out of an arch impulse, Stern had begun using it as a footrest.


      “Where’s my key, by the way? You said you’d send one.”


      “Shortly,” said Stern. He would have to remind Claudia, inasmuch as Dixon remained intent on keeping the contents to himself. The dial of chrome and steel on the safe looked as if it could withstand a dynamite charge. At odd moments, Stern had examined it already. Dixon, meanwhile, had floored the cart, racing toward Stern’s ball. Stern held his hat again and yelled over the wind, “I warn you, this situation is perilous.”


      “You’ve said that about other situations.”


      “And I was correct. You were fortunate.”


      “So I’ll be fortunate again.” Near Stern’s ball, they came abruptly to a halt. “Can’t you do something, file something? Make some kind of motion?”


      “There are no credible motions to make for the time being, Dixon. Judge Winchell will not put up with delaying tactics. It would be unwise to irritate her, as we may need her patience later.”


      Dixon dismounted from the cart and lit a cigarette, his back to Stern as he suddenly took to studying the woods. Stern went on, notwithstanding.


      “Dixon, your records give clear indication that someone at MD was trading ahead of your largest customer orders.”


      Dixon pivoted. With his chin lowered, he looked like a glowering fighter on a magazine cover, the whites of his eyes showing large and luminous with a smoldering shrewd anger. He never enjoyed being found out, one of many reasons that Stern had avoided any further mention of Margy.


      “No kidding,” said Dixon.


      “Indeed, I am not,” said Stern. “It was very cleverly done. Smaller orders were placed on the Kindle Exchange just before you went into the Chicago markets with large orders that would affect prices everywhere. And these Kindle orders were always written with botched account numbers, so that, after clearing, they would end up being credited in the house error account. Countervailing buys and sells, leaving a profit just a few pennies shy of $600,000. It was a brilliant scheme.”


      “Six hundred thousand,” said Dixon. He pointed to the ball. “Your shot.”


      Ralph was behind the cart a respectful distance with Stern’s five iron. Stern’s drive had traveled downhill, but it had trailed to the right of the fairway—the wrong place to be on this hole—so that Stern was required to play left. He sliced naturally and positioned himself at an angle to the hole.


      Dixon credited misfortune to various deities, like wood elves. Losses on the trading floor belonged to the bean god. Here he paid homage to the god of balls.


      “Ball god!” screamed Dixon as Stern’s shot tore off for the deepest woods. Ralph turned to watch it go, like an outfielder pining after a homer.


      Stern took another from his pocket and hit his shot cleanly. The ball faded, not quite sufficiently, toward an area left of the green, hit the uneven ground there, and kicked, as if drawn magnetically, into a sand trap.


      “Beach,” said Dixon, in case Stern had not noticed.


      They parked the cart in the left rough while Ralph crashed around in the woods, making a hopeless search for Stern’s ball.


      “So what happens?” asked Dixon. “With this thing? They want the money back, right?”


      “That is merely the starting point, Dixon. If the prosecutors employ the RICO statute, as I expect, the government will attempt to forfeit the racketeering enterprise—you understand: take it from you as punishment.”


      “What’s the racketeering enterprise?”


      “MD.”


      “The whole fucking business?”


      “Potentially. Not to mention a term in the penitentiary.”


      “Oh, sure,” said Dixon, jumping down from the cart again for his shot, “you couldn’t expect them to go easy.”


      Dixon’s bravery was admirable. Stern had actually been asked twice in his career by other clients facing the rigors of forfeiture about the legal consequence of suicide: could the government still grab their dough if they were dead? Stern avoided answering, fearing the consequences of a truthful response, since all phases of a criminal prosecution were, in fact, terminated by death. With Dixon, of course, there was no risk of self-destruction. He probably could not conceive of a world he did not inhabit. But Stern knew nonetheless that he had struck a nerve. To threaten Dixon’s business was to toy with the obsession of a lifetime. He had begun thirty-some years ago, driving all over the Middle West in search of clients, soliciting the small-town businessmen whose livelihoods depended on farm prices—the merchants, the feed-lot owners, the rural banks which could use commodity futures to hedge their loan portfolios. Dixon’s strategy, he explained to Stern later, was to sign up the fire chief. The firemen were volunteers, fought flame and death together; the fire chief was the captain of their souls. If he liked something, all would. No trick was too low for Dixon. He carried a fireman’s helmet in his trunk.


      Now he flew between the coasts, doing deals, but his first love remained sitting in the office, plotting strategies for the managed accounts, the commodities pools, the large customer orders. He made money and lost it with every tick, in each future, but Dixon never lost his interest in the game, a mixture of street savvy and balls poker. Three or four times a year, he would grab his dark jacket and badge and go to the floor for part of the day. Even in the chaos of the trading floor, the news would go out that he was there. He stepped into the tiered levels of the pits, shaking hands and tossing greetings like Frank Sinatra onstage, commanding the same reverence, or, in some quarters, subverted loathing. Dixon did not care. Stern had been in the Kindle office one day when Dixon had lost $40,000 in less than half an hour and he was still exhilarated by the tumult of the floor, the jumping and shouting of the trading crowd, what he took as an essential moment in life.


      Dixon lofted his ball between the extended foliage of two tree boughs. The ball did not bite well and ran about twelve feet past the cup.


      “Tough par,” said Dixon, thinking of his putt.


      Ralph stood at the edge of the sand trap like a well-armed soldier, Stern’s sand wedge in one hand and the rake in the other. Stern trod down dutifully into the pit, then bedded himself in, dog-like, shaking his fanny. These shots, hit an inch behind the ball, were all acts of faith. Stern thought of fluid motion, then swung. Amid an aura of sand, the ball rose from the bunker. It traveled almost sideways when it hit the green, but it came to rest within two yards of the flag.


      “Making it hard on me,” Dixon said. Stern had a stroke on each hole.


      Ralph handed them their putters, then drove the cart off toward the next tee.


      “They have to prove it’s me, don’t they?” Dixon asked as the two men stood on the green. “All this crap, taking the business—they don’t take my business away because somebody else did this without me knowing. Right?”


      “Correct,” said Stern. He moved his putter near his shoes. “If that is what occurred.”


      “Look, Stern, everybody in the place puts on trades that end up in the error account. There are a hundred, hundred fifty trades a month that go through there.” This was the point which Margy had seized on. “Maybe somebody’s trying to screw me, make me look like a bad guy.”


      “I see,” said Stern. “The government, Dixon, not to mention a jury, is rarely persuaded that an employee is willing to steal hundreds of thousands of dollars and then give it to his employer out of spite.”


      “Me?”


      “It is your account, Dixon.”


      “Oh, bullshit, it’s the house account.”


      “It is your house, Dixon. And it is logical to attribute all of this to you, if the money remains in the account.”


      Dixon suddenly showed a quick, scornful smile.


      “Is that what they think?” he asked. He tossed away his cigarette and removed a piece of tobacco from his tongue, while he fixed Stern with a dry look. The message was plain: I am not that dumb. Apparently, Dixon had exercised more care than Margy had made out. There was another layer of involvement in Dixon’s scheme, one that somehow isolated the error account and the unlawful profits. A flash of something, say a smile, passed between the two men before they moved off on either side of the flag.


      Dixon putted first, and swore freely as the ball danced around the cup. Stern, with a short putt to halve the whole, shocked himself by making it.


      “Goddamn it,” said Dixon, not for the first time.


      They moved onto the next tee and sat on a bench under a tree, holding their drivers, while the foursome ahead approached their second shots. The fairway was long, gleaming under the sun on the par-five hole. There were ten traps—Stern called this hole ‘the march across the desert.’ Idling there, he briefly reconsidered the government’s scrutiny of Dixon’s bank account. Perhaps that had to do with the devices Dixon had used to conceal the money. In all likelihood. They were still looking.


      “There is another problem,” Stern said.


      “Naturally,” his brother-in-law responded.


      Stern told him that John had been subpoenaed.


      “Meaning what?”


      “They want to ask him questions about this matter.”


      “So? He’s a good kid. Let them ask questions.”


      “They are suggesting that they may grant him immunity.”


      Dixon squinted and studied Stern.


      “What are you telling me?”


      “I’m telling you that they believe he has critical knowledge. They are interested in making him a witness against you.”


      “And what am I supposed to say?”


      “Is that prospect of concern to you?”


      Dixon, perpetually cryptic, made a face—a philosopher could not have done better. Who knows what about whom?


      “It might be.”


      “I see.” Stern briefly looked away. But he had known this was coming. The tickets from the orders that had been entered in Kindle ahead of the large Chicago trades had reached his office yesterday, and John’s awkward scrawl, even his initials sometimes, were on each form. The prosecutors’ hopes for John were obvious: they wanted him to finger Dixon as the man who’d called the Kindle orders in each time. But it was not clear yet that John could oblige. He took hundreds of orders a day. The possibility remained that Dixon had used John regularly because he was as unimpressionable as a stone, the man on the desk most likely to forget, and that there had been nothing memorable or overt in their dealings that would ignite John’s recollections now. There was no point in asking Dixon. He could not say what John remembered, and would never answer precisely, in any event.


      “Then we had best find him another lawyer,” Stern said at last.


      “If you think so.”


      “I do. I cannot represent someone whose best interests may lie in testifying against you. How could I be loyal to John and loyal to you? It would be a hopeless conflict of interests.”


      For an instant the bleak morass of family difficulties, framed in this way, confronted both men. Even Dixon, Stern thought, had a mildly sheepish look.


      “Who will you get for him?”


      “The choice is John’s. I will suggest some names. Lawyers I am familiar with.” Lawyers who would talk to Stern, who would do their best to moderate the danger of John’s testimony. This was very delicate. Stern, in spite of everything, smiled at his next thought. “Your employees’ manual provides that he will be indemnified for his legal fees.”


      Dixon rolled his eyes. “Great.”


      The momentary humor, however, seemed to do nothing to allay the heavy mood between them.


      “Look,” said Dixon. He was about to explain, but he caught something in Stern’s look that stopped him. Suddenly it was obvious to them both how harshly Stern judged him for leading John into this swamp. Dixon endured this reproof another instant before turning away.


      Ralph, by the cart, mentioned that they could hit. Dixon strode to the tee, swung mightily, and hooked his shot miserably, deep into the trees. He walked across the tee, outraged, slamming his club head repeatedly into the sod, and finally flung the wood away.


      Stern was standing when he returned.


      “Do you have something to say?” Dixon demanded.


      There was no pretense he might have been referring to his shot.


      “My fee does not include lectures, Dixon.”


      “You think it was a stupid-ass thing to do, right? The whole fucking idea. Dumb, as bad as anything else. And you’d expect me at least to be smarter.”


      Stern waited.


      “Just so,” he answered.


      With his driver, he began walking forward on the tee, but Dixon caught his arm with his gloved hand before his brother-in-law could pass. He suddenly seemed too put out for courtesies. He presented his natural self, large, rough, expansive. Since Stern had known it all along, he admitted his nasty secret—in spite of his expensive haircut and Sea Island cotton shirts, Dixon was a vulgarian. He pointed.


      “Stern, do you know why a dog licks his balls?”


      Stern considered that a moment.


      “No, Dixon, I do not.”


      “Because he can,” said Dixon, and looked at his brother-in-law squarely. Before he headed toward the cart, alone, he repeated it. “Because he can.”
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      SOMEONE HAD ONCE OBSERVED that when a man was wearing a hat it is harder to tell his troubles. Stern found surprising accuracy in this peculiar commonplace. Under a bright straw boater, with a brilliant red, white, and blue band, he proceeded down the avenues toward the River National Bank, where he would meet with Cal Hopkinson and the officer in charge of Clara’s trust accounts. The day was bright, the perfect sweet late May you expected in Kindle County.


      The hat was Marta’s—from a high-school play a decade ago. Stern had found it in her room, and during one of the lengthy long-distance conversations they had recently been having late at night, she had urged him to wear it, hoping it might improve his mood. He was certain he would feel like a clown as soon as he set foot outside the house. Instead, it proved oddly heartening to think that people who knew him well might not recognize him, could believe he was someone else.


      Across the marble lobby of River National, Cal Hopkinson waved. Together, he and Stern found the office of the bank vice president, Jack Wagoner. Wagoner was your usual inoffensive gentleman in banking, immaculately groomed and well mannered. Henry Mittler, long ago, had permanently damaged all bankers in Stern’s estimate with his grudging private opinions of the banking clients who had made him rich.


      Whatever disparaging bromide Henry might have employed about Jack, he was smart enough to know there was a problem. His mission was to explain to a man what his wife had done, without his knowledge, with most of a million dollars. Furthermore, the man was a lawyer. A suicide was involved. A will was in question. Bad medicine for a banker, or anyone else. The air in Wagoner’s office full of antique reproductions and a good Oriental rug was decidedly uneasy. A single file folder lay in the center of Wagoner’s otherwise immaculate desk.


      “Mrs. Stern issued written instructions to dissolve at least $850,000 in assets in her investment account on March 20th.” With that, Wagoner produced a handwritten letter on Clara’s stationery. Cal and Stern looked it over together on the corner of Wagoner’s desk, then Stern took up the document himself. The hand was strong and clear. She wrote a one-sentence direction, setting forth the amount and granting the bank the discretion to liquidate those securities it deemed best. Holding the note, he recalled the other piece of correspondence Clara had set herself to a few days after. Many messages left behind, but no long explanations. Stern, without thinking, briefly worried his head.


      “May I ask who dealt with her?”


      Wagoner knew all the answers. His assistant, Betty Fiori, had received Mrs. Stern’s call and told her that written instructions were necessary with an amount of that size.


      “And what then became of those funds?” asked Stern.


      “They were disbursed,” said Jack, “pursuant to Mrs. Stern’s directions.”


      “How?” asked Cal.


      “By certified check drawn against her investment account.” Wagoner had obviously spoken to his lawyer and was answering only as questions were asked. He now presented a white slip by which Clara had requested certification; she had wanted to reassure someone that her check would be good. Stern recognized her signature on the form, but the amount, a little over $850,000, was written in another hand.


      “Whose writing?” he asked, pointing.


      “Betty’s.”


      “And to whom,” asked Stern, “was this check made payable?”


      “We looked for the canceled check.” He pushed a button on his telephone console and asked that Ms. Fiori be summoned. She appeared at once, another person in a dark blue suit. She recited the steps she had taken to find the wayward check. Their own check-reconciliation department had searched; their bank; the Fed. The trust officers, who normally received the canceled checks and statements on this account, had looked high and low. It was this tracing process, clearly, which had gone on while the bank had been holding Cal at bay.


      “I’m positive it hasn’t cleared,” Ms. Fiori said.


      “Can we stop it?” asked Cal.


      “Stop?” asked Wagoner. “It’s a certified check. We’ve guaranteed payment.”


      “It hasn’t been presented.”


      “How could we stop it?” asked Wagoner.


      “It’s stale, isn’t it?”


      Stern spoke up. The question he had asked before had not yet been answered.


      “To whom was this check made payable?”


      Ms. Fiori looked to Wagoner.


      “We don’t ordinarily make a record of that,” he said. “We have no reason to.”


      “You do not know?” Stern spoke to Ms. Fiori. Wagoner might never answer directly.


      “We don’t know,” she said. “Usually, you have the returned check. Sometimes we’ll put a note on the requisition. It wasn’t made payable to Mrs. Stern, if it helps. I remember that.”


      “You do?” asked Stern.


      “Yes.”


      “Clearly?”


      “Yes.”


      He was in the mode of cross-examination now. Familiar ground. Something, he suspected, had made an impression on her.


      “There is a particular reason you recall?”


      She shrugged. “Not really.”


      “You remember the name?”


      “I don’t, Mr. Stern. I’ve racked my brain.”


      “But it was not an entity? A corporation? Partnership?”


      “No, I’m sure of that.”


      “Not a charity or a foundation?”


      “No.”


      “An individual?”


      “I believe so.”


      “I see,” said Stern. He knew the rest. It was obvious now why she remembered. “A man’s name,” said Stern finally.


      Ms. Fiori, involuntarily, allowed her teeth to close a bit against her upper lip.


      “Yes,” she said.


      Yes, thought Stern. Of course.


      For a moment no one in the room spoke.


      “So some fellow is walking around with my wife’s check for $850,000 in his pocket?”


      It was absurd, of course, but the humiliation was unbearable. It raced through him, like acrid fumes, and seemed to force its way to his eyes. He knew he was flushed.


      Cal at last said something.


      “Jack, there has to be a way to stop that check.”


      “Cal, it’s certified. We’d be buying ourselves a lawsuit for wrongful dishonor. We don’t know what kind of transaction was involved here.” Wagoner, provoked by Cal, glanced as an after thought at Stern. He had been indelicate. “I promise you this much. We’ll let you know when the check is presented. If you want to get an injunction at that point, God bless you.”


      Stern was already on his feet. He spoke to Wagoner and Ms. Fiori, thanking them for their assistance, told Cal he would be in touch, then left the office. He was—again—reeling.


      Outside the bank’s revolving doors, he placed Marta’s skimmer on his head and watched as the wind took the hat away and bounced it down the pavement, weaving among the pedestrians. When he turned, Cal was beside him, watching it go.


      “I’ll chase it,” Cal said, but did not move.


      Stern gestured that he ought not bother. They walked in the direction of the hat without speaking.


      “I’ll bet,” said Cal at last, “when everything is said and done, we’ll still have a chance to unwind that transaction. She couldn’t have had the slightest idea of the tax implications of what she was doing.”


      Stern barely contained himself. What a numskull Cal was, always congratulating himself at length because he was not even dumber. Who gave a damn about the money? Here at last, three decades along, Clara had found the way to curtail his interest in her wealth. When he turned back, Stern found his eyes fastening on the dark spot behind Cal’s ear.


      “I am not concerned, Cal. Whatever it was, shall be.” He caught sight of the banner on his hat; it was resting against a mesh trash bin a hundred yards away.


      He took a step in that direction, and then stood still while that ugly interrogatory suddenly burned through him: Who? Oh yes, it was time for that again. Who was it? In the first few days, Stern with considerable discipline, and an aversion to pain, had refused to lower himself to this debased parlor game. But eventually the outrage boiled up in him and he could not suppress his dismal curiosity. It would have been more noble to be able to claim that it was vengeance for Clara’s sake he was after—to find and punish the heartless scoundrel who’d inflicted what became a mortal disease. But his needs were more basic, and entirely his own. Whether or not it was a lurid interest, he simply had to fill in the picture.


      In these moods, he suspected virtually every man who came into his view. Was it the mailman or, as in some filthy story, a salesman traveling door-to-door? Today he’d learned that it was someone who needed money—perhaps an impoverished student of hers whom she had fallen for and sought to mother; or a struggling musician in a garret who wanted a permanent endowment? Perhaps a young man starting out in business. Or an older, married fellow who needed cash to finance his divorce?


      Once or twice, at home, he’d picked up Clara’s leather-covered address book and had gone through it page by page, weighing prospects with every male’s name, no matter how unlikely. Any man would do. How about Cal? Perhaps his surprise at the money’s disappearance was only an elaborate act. With a lover’s gratitude, Clara had made a gift of what Cal had long superintended. But Ms. Fiori surely could not have failed to recall Cal’s name with him seated right there. Perhaps it was Dixon. Of course, Clara’s distaste for him seemed so sincere, and Dixon with his plastic-coated penis was, by Peter’s evidence, not likely to be spreading—or contracting—any such disease. Nor had Dixon the need for anybody else’s money. How about Nate Cawley? He had the sex life of a chimpanzee. Perhaps all his skulking about was a reflection of guilt. Or the pompous rabbi at the temple? He certainly was an object of Clara’s esteem and generosity.


      Abjectly, unwillingly, Stern on the street corner placed his hand across his heart. Cal was down the avenue waving Stern’s hat to show it had been safely recovered. Stern studied the throng of suited men striding the street. Who? he thought, seething with hatred, weakened by shame. Who?
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      IN MD’S OFFICES in the Kindle County Futures Exchange, Stern asked the receptionist for John Granum and took a seat. Dixon had a showpiece office a few blocks south of here, a place with exposed brick walls and banners and baffles used for sound deadening that was often pictured in architectural magazines; that was the site of MD’s local trading room and central executive offices. But the order desk and back office remained here in a bright, functional-looking space in the KCFE.


      After a few moments Al Greco, Dixon’s number-two person in Kindle, affable, half bald, too fat, greeted him. Dreading this meeting, Stern had put it off much longer than he should have. Finally, this morning he had left a message that he was coming, but John apparently had been needed on the floor. They would have to go get him. From his desk drawer, Al grabbed his red plastic trading badge, engraved with his initials and MD’s clearing number, and pulled his navy-blue floor jacket off a hook. Downstairs, at a security desk, Stern was signed onto the floor for fifteen minutes. Two years ago, a fellow in a wig had placed dozens of trades and disappeared without settling the losing transactions. Now, if Stern exceeded his granted time by more than a minute, a cadre of security officers would spill across the floor and pull him out as unceremoniously as a spy.


      This was an exciting place. On the Exchange floor, the profusion of color and the volume were exceptional. It was like being on the playing field in a thronged athletic stadium. The huge black tote boards thirty feet overhead flashed in optic shades of orange, red, green, and yellow as their digits fell, while a red band of local and national news raced by below. Young people—runners, traders, order clerks—dashed about in their colored coats and corduroys, each looking purposeful, hyped-up, single-minded. The floor was confettied with discarded orders. In the meantime, in the tiered trading pits, the fundamental business went on, the brokers, the locals, the top stair men, forty and fifty deep, buying and selling in a screaming melee of surging hands. Fingers up and out; beckoning or refusing. From their black wrought-iron observation posts, the pit reporters overhead copied down each fill. For all the electronic circuitry, the phones and faxes and computers that took information to and from this place, at the junction point one still depended on physical skills: visual acuity, strong lungs, and good ears. The din, the fierce voices, rang out incredibly. At the windows three stories above, various gawkers stood with their faces pressed to the glass.


      In this world, greed had annealed with some kind of benighted manliness, so that there was at times an atmosphere of savagery. Young men—too many of them Jewish for Stern’s comfort—moved about with astonishing swagger. Twenty-eight years old, thirty. Kids who had barely scraped their way through high school had bought seats on the Exchange and traded for their own accounts, often making millions. Others would lose their shirts or trade away an accumulated fortune in a matter of days. It made no difference. Those who went into the pits wore the macho pride of bullfighters. Like cavemen they lived on the unpredictable whims of wind and rain, markets, seasons. This, they believed, made them tough. The risk made them high. Stern had heard stories, amusing if not true, of handjobs delivered in the jostling trading pits by certain female clerks. Verity was not the point of these tales. They emphasized the exhilarated air that many believed they breathed here. They had it better than ordinary drips—money, the blood of life, was always passing through their hands in staggering amounts. Once, years ago, when Dixon was still often on the floor, Stern had met him for lunch and found him conferring with four younger colleagues, all traders.


      ‘I got this one,’ a man had said, moving in front of one of the elevators.


      ‘For what?’ a second asked.


      ‘A bill.’


      ‘A big bill?’


      ‘Right.’


      Dixon laughed and dug through his pockets. He stepped before the second elevator.


      Eventually, the five of them passed the stakes down to Stern. A thousand dollars a man. In cash. They were betting on which elevator would come first.


      Al, a dozen feet ahead of Stern on the floor, pointed to John in the MD trading booth, a narrow gray counter space that looked like a hotel newsstand. Between the pits, the various clearing corps had these tiny preserves where orders and fills could be phoned back and forth from the floor. Every inch down here was precious. Ten people would work in quarters closer than steerage.


      John was on the phone now, writing furiously, talking back. Upstairs at the other end of the line, Dixon, doing his ugly deeds, had found him. He must have asked for John by name. Was he counting on John’s loyalty or his ignorance? Probably both. John was eager to please him. Dixon had mentioned that John had asked repeatedly to be advanced into the hurly-burly of the trading pits. He was not ready, Dixon said, had not been around long enough. He kept John on the order desk, although John filled in down here whenever he could. Like all the runners, the clerks, this business’s perpetual flotsam and jetsam, John apparently shared the common dream: Get experience. Get a seat. Get rich. The pits remained one of the few places left where an unpromising young person, a high-school loser, a kid without an electric guitar or four-three speed could still hit it big. John, Stern took it, wanted one more chance to make it.


      John slid out of the booth while Al took his place. His son-in-law greeted Stern with much the same look of dismay Peter had recently. After a futile effort at conversation, they returned to MD’s office. The only space John had of his own was a desk in the midst of the tumultuous back office. John stopped there to throw down various papers, then directed Stern to a conference room. A magnificent photo of Kate stood on the desk amid John’s piles. His daughter, Stern thought again, was an exceptional beauty.


      Even chatting with his father-in-law, John looked childishly uncomfortable. His huge shoulders sloped, and he idly fingered an envelope on the desk. He wore the uniform of the floor, MD’s unstructured navy cotton jacket, corduroys, and a knotted tie dragged three or four inches below his open collar. A photo ID hung from his pocket.


      What was there about this young man that Stern found so infuriating? He was reminiscent sometimes of a comic-strip oaf, so large and amiable that he deserved a balloon over his head: Duh. He was not dumb. Clara, for years, had been at pains to make that point. He had had no difficulty finishing college, long after his athletic career had ended. But there was a fecklessness about him. Large, apple-cheeked, blond, plumper than in his playing days, he looked like an inflated two-year-old, with as little guile. Stern was convinced that the present matter would render him numb. He would have no intuition about how to proceed and few resources with which to manage the strain of the coming months. Stern had seen these situations throughout his professional life: a family member, a business colleague, thrown a rope by a prosecutor, offered freedom in exchange for testimony. Some tossed it back, with royal indifference. But not many. Most tried to save themselves, bargaining with the truth and appealing to those they implicated for understanding. They ended up scorned by everyone. It was hard to imagine John having the suppleness to endure this storm.


      Stern had stood to close the door and after a brief preface came to the point.


      “Dixon Hartnell is being investigated by a federal grand jury.”


      “Ooo,” said John. He looked like a carpenter who had just walloped his thumb.


      “Yes. It is very unpleasant.”


      “What for?”


      “Well, I think I should let someone else explain the details to you. In general, the government seems to suspect some form of improper trading ahead of customer orders. Has anyone from the FBI attempted to speak with you? A chap named Kyle Horn?”


      John shook his head. He didn’t think so. “What does he look like?”


      “Big fellow.” Big blond goyishe-looking lunk in a cheap sport coat, thought Stern. But that would not do.


      John again shook his head uncertainly. You would think FBI credentials might make an impression, even on John, but there was never any telling. Stern removed the subpoena from his briefcase and tried to explain what it meant.


      “Due to our relationship—yours and mine—the prosecutors were courteous enough to allow me to receive this for you. However, because I already represent Dixon, you should consult with another lawyer before you answer the government’s questions.”


      “What kind of questions?”


      “I could speculate, John, but that would probably not be best.”


      John squinted. He didn’t get it, of course. Stern explained that the government believed he had valuable information.


      “They want to use me to get him?”


      “Exactly.”


      The large baffled look Stern would have predicted rose up in John’s eyes. A deer in the road. He had no idea what to do. The conflicts were between all the simple things that he took as harmonious. Loyalty. Truthfulness. Self-preservation.


      “John, you and your lawyer must decide whether you wish to negotiate with the government for immunity. If that is the case, then your lawyer will give the prosecutors a prediction, a proffer, of what you would say.”


      “Yeah,” said John, “but what if I don’t want to talk?”


      “Again, John, that is a good question for you to put to your lawyer. But the government can always choose to grant you immunity without regard to your desires, in which event your choices are between answering questions and jail.”


      “Jail?” John took this in, too, with continuing ponderous reflection. “I really don’t know that much.”


      As this conversation proceeded, Stern had gradually felt his heart declining, and with this response, it plunged the remaining distance. ‘Not that much,’ said John. But more than nothing at all. Dixon would be safe only with virtual amnesia on John’s part. Even the vaguest memory of who was behind the trades would do for the government, especially if they succeeded in tracing the profits into Dixon’s hands. And sitting here, his son-in-law exhibited a discomfort most telling to a practiced eye. There was no outraged inquiry from John about what this trading ahead had to do with him, or how the prosecutors might have gotten his name. He knew the government’s interest in him was well placed.


      “What does he say about all this? Dixon? Can you say?”


      Stern shook his head. But he felt for an instant like holding his breath. A moment of the most delicate sort had arisen. With somebody else, another employee, Stern would have ventured a comment whose direction was as faint but discernible as an idling wind: ‘This is, of course, a critical matter for Dixon, his entire life and business are at stake.’ But John was without subtlety. He might ask an impossible question—‘You mean I should lie?’—or, even worse, take Stern’s comments as a commandment. In all, Dixon—and Stern—would have to trust John’s lawyer to make the appropriate assessments and to offer the correct guidance.


      “Where am I going to get this lawyer from?” John asked.


      “I have some names I might suggest, if you would like.”


      “Oh, sure.”


      “MD will indemnify you—pay your expenses—so you need not worry about that.”


      Stern was working on the list right now, writing on a piece of office stationery, names and phone numbers. George Mason. Raymond Horgan. No one would quite manage to reconcile the diverse needs of John’s circumstances as well as he could have, but that was out of the question, and Stern, in any event, saw the wisdom of his not serving as scoutmaster on this trail. Just these few minutes had changed his estimate of John for good.


      John took the list and shrugged. He had better get back to the floor, he said. He continued to wear his usual look, furtive and confused. Watching John hulk off to the elevator, Stern felt a ruthless anger with Dixon gathering again. How could he? How could he have embroiled this boy in the usual piggish market high jinks? But the answer was too obvious. Dixon with his infallible calculation of what was best for himself had no doubt recognized that his greatest protection was in a family member less experienced in the business. Easiest probably to give sottovoce instructions, knowing they would not be questioned, or, if the time came, willingly recalled. Soon, Stern was going to have to turn his attention to the issue of when and how to get out of the case. If there was an indictment and John was a government witness, Stern could never handle the matter at trial. Cross-examining his daughter’s husband was unthinkable. Perhaps he should also give a list of lawyers to Dixon and exit post haste. But he recognized his own lack of conviction. Just now, Stern was not eager to sever any other long-term relations. And he had resisted breaking with Dixon for many years.


      Part of that, of course, was for Silvia’s sake. Nor should one overlook the force of gratitude. Much of Stern’s present practice, in which he most often represented lawyers and bankers and corporate officials, could be attributed to the fact that he had become known as Dixon’s lawyer. It had been his exit from the grimy world of the police courts into the arena of high-class crime—embezzlements and frauds, tax matters, bribery, and now and then a murder of passion. Dixon—a classy borderline operator—had, by the peculiar logic of these things, elevated Stern, and it was virtually an instinct in him never to give short shrift to anyone who had helped him in his practice.


      Yet he knew that the things that attached him to Dixon were not simply external. After thirty-two years practicing law, though his acquaintances were legion, his admirers many, Stern, in a way he seldom felt inclined to meditate upon, was apt at times to feel somehow abandoned—left to himself. Oh, there were hundreds of persons he cared for, whose lives and ideas interested him, and with whom he felt an eager mutuality. He got on the elevator in the courthouse and there were always half a dozen people to greet him. He was well known, likable, eager to please, and reluctant to give offense. Stern had his circle, mostly men near his age, primarily lawyers and judges, a number of them Yiddish speakers like his mother, subtle, clever people whose talk of books and sports and business gossip he regularly shared over lunch and sincerely valued. Good company. But he had in mind more than that. He meant the kind of unguarded male affinity that young men on teams, in gangs, on street corners had. Did women, domestication, destroy that? Or the fierce struggles of the daily world where every man was your enemy? Who knew? Yet Dixon remained. He was present. Stern could pay him no further compliment. But, like a granite marker beside the road, Dixon seemed to be the man who had always been nearby.


      My brother-in-law, thought Stern, alone in the tiny room where John had abandoned him. Brother. In. Law. What kind of peculiar term was that?
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      TO KINDLE COUNTY SYMPHONY HALL, with its wedding-cake balconies and ceiling frosted with wreaths of gold, where Clara Mittler and Alejandro Stern had passed their initial evening together, Stern now came on his first night out with Helen Dudak. The coincidence did not strike him until Adolph Fronz, the elderly conductor, raised his baton, and then the thought quickly added to Stern’s discomfort. He had very nearly broken this engagement; only his kindly impulses toward Helen and his reluctance to offend her had made him carry through. It was a sad fact, shameful, awful—choose your pejorative adjective—but Radczyk’s report had taken something from him that even the moment in the garage doorway had not. He had been a larger and more essential failure than he had imagined. Sex mattered. Ever and always. This he was learning, and his feelings now—alternating between vertiginous rage and desolation—left him deeply disinclined toward any female. The notion of spending an entire night attempting to be the charming, alluring gentleman of a few weeks before was simply out of the question. At the last moment, having spied tonight’s tickets for one of Clara’s many symphony series thumbtacked to the kitchen bulletin board, he had phoned Helen to propose this change.


      ‘I cooked,’ Helen said simply.


      Music, then supper later, perhaps?


      ‘All right.’ Helen was obliging. He found himself enormously relieved. In the dark hall, while Fronz twirled and the players strummed and tooted, he would be alone, free from the need to prattle. Afterwards, the weariness of the work week could overcome him.


      “I don’t quite know why,” Helen told him at intermission, “but I wouldn’t have picked you for symphonic music. More quartets,” she said, “or a single guitar.” They stood in the lobby, blinking in the sudden lights. Couples Clara and he had seen here for years lifted their hands in greeting. But no one came near. With an entirely unpredictable force, a gust of grief and remorse blew into Stern, as he realized he had started his new life. For Helen, he smiled ruefully.


      “I am indiscriminate.” Stern touched his ear. “Tone deaf. I cannot tell the difference between the Kindle symphony and the high-school band.” He had kept this fact from Clara for thirty-some years, though when it turned out that Marta could not tell one note from another, she must have entertained suspicions.


      “Oh, Sandy.” Helen held his wrist as they laughed together at his failings. Why was it that he always forgot how much he liked Helen Dudak until he was beside her? She looked marvelous. Her fox-colored hair had a crisp outline that betrayed a trip to the beauty shop, and she wore a simple black dress peeled back from her shoulders. Against all expectation, as the lights went down once more, he found himself pleased to be here.


      “So you went to the symphony for all those years and never knew what you were listening to?” asked Helen, as they were driving off afterwards. She was turned fully about to face him, seated girlishly on her knees. It was typical of Helen and her instinct for important nuance that she had returned to this subject. They were headed toward her home for dinner. In the end, there was no way to say no. Besides, Helen’s company was soothing. And after all his laments over the untrustworthiness of women, he was now full of a more familiar feeling which they had always reliably satisfied: he was extremely hungry.


      “Clara enjoyed it.”


      “I recall. But—” Helen said, then stopped.


      “Yes?”


      “It’s nothing.”


      “Please.”


      “I guess I was wondering why you would go now.”


      “Ah,” said Stern, hoping to conjure up some tactful response, and vaguely frightened to find her so astute. Out the window, the center city flashed by, uninhabited, ghostly in the isolated pools of mercury light, the doorways dark. Helen, to his relief, continued on her own.


      “I suppose I was going to give you advice.”


      “Feel free.”


      “No,” she said. “There’s really no comparison between my circumstance and yours.”


      “Duly noted,” Stern said. “You were thinking?”


      “Oh, just that, as awful as it is, there are things to enjoy in being alone again. The liberty of it. Finding what’s your own.” As the streetlights flowed across her, Helen turned back to measure his response. “I’m sure this is terribly offensive.”


      “No, no,” said Stern. He was eager to agree, pleased to show that he understood her good intentions, and happy to foster the thought that he had suggested the symphony out of some unthinking reflex. And, in fact, this was a valuable notion. A good solid person of real judgment, Helen had hit on something that he otherwise would have missed. Whatever his misery, parts—large parts of him—had accepted his new bachelorhood with relish. Not just the brief period of cavorting. The moment right now was one more instance—relaxed, at ease, and able to speak about himself in a way Clara seldom encouraged. Clara had her minute agendas, her quiet steps which she always danced. For many years (Too many years! he thought, and felt again the accustomed iron point of guilt) he had recognized in some unspoken way that she utilized all this silent planning as a means to escape torpor and depression. But the point was that she had done it, he had known it, adjusted to it, and now it was no longer there, like a ticking metronome gone silent. Wounded and reeling, his soul had nonetheless expanded in the recent circumstance, reentering regions closed off for years.


      Helen served a splendid supper. She made a salad of shrimp rémoulade, and cooked a small piece of blackened fish. She stood over the iron skillet with the smoke rising, drinking her wine and chatting, like a cooking-show host. Rick, her younger child, a sophomore now at Easton, dreamed, like many nineteen-year-olds, of being a criminal defense lawyer. Helen relayed his questions. Did Stern believe most of his clients were innocent? How could he defend them if he didn’t? How did he feel when he found out they were guilty?


      These were old questions, the puzzles of a lifetime, and Stern enjoyed answering Helen, who listened alertly. Some spoke of the nobility of the law. Stern did not believe in that. Too much of the grubby boneshop, the odor of the abattoir, emanated from every courtroom he had entered. It was often a nasty business. But the law, at least, sought to govern misfortune, the slights and injuries of our social existence that were otherwise wholly random. The law’s object was to let the seas engulf only those who had been selected for drowning on an orderly basis. In human affairs, reason would never fully triumph; but there was no better cause to champion. Helen sat back, drinking her wine, attentive.


      For dessert, she brought out berries. She lifted the wine bottle toward Stern, but he shook it off. Helen had drunk freely; Stern had had a single glass. He was drinking too much lately, which never before had been his habit; his head was sore on many occasions.


      “As usual,” he said, “I have done all the talking, and about myself.”


      “You’re wonderful to listen to, Sandy. You know that.”


      “Do I? Well, I appreciate a receptive audience.”


      Helen looked at him directly.


      “You have one here,” she said somewhat softly. They were silent, considering one another. “Look,” said Helen Dudak. “You know it. I know it. So I’ll say it. I’m available. All right?”


      “Why, certainly.”


      She raised her dark eyebrows. “In all senses.”


      For an instant, Stern’s heart actually seemed to shiver. What was it about Helen? She had a way with facts which could be utterly disarming. She laid out what was on her mind with no more ceremony than a butcher tossing meat onto the scale. But they both knew they had come to an auspicious pass.


      “You’re not ready,” she said immediately. “I understand that.” She reached for her wine and quaffed it, her first overtly nervous gesture. “But when you are, you are. We’re on our way to the twenty-first century, Sandy. There are no proprieties left about this kind of thing. Not everyone goes nerve-dead in mourning.”


      He was not sure what he’d say if she gave him the chance. Certainly it would not do to explain his circumstances to Helen, that like a vampire he had been out ravishing when he was supposed to be dead, while now he had been laid into his crypt with a stake right through the heart. Fortunately, however, explanation did not appear necessary. This was, Stern sensed, well scripted, and Helen had assigned herself all the lines. She had a missionary role. She was going to heal Stern, sell him on himself. In a second she would be telling him that he was still attractive. He had known Helen for decades now and recognized this forwardness as uncharacteristic. This was not Helen’s true nature, but rather the new and improved model, head-shrunk and reorganized. So much of this seemed self-consciously political. The formerly colonized nations should engage in self-determination. Speak your mind. Admit your desires. You were equal and entitled. He was less hopeful than she about the virtues of this revolution. But, for tonight, it was just as well. He would play his part. Here sits Mr. Alejandro Stern, history’s first bald coquette.


      “You’re quite an attractive man, Sandy.”


      He could not suppress his smile. Again, she misunderstood.


      “Do you think that the only thing women find attractive is a twenty-year-old body?”


      Here was one of the five or six highest-order mysteries of life. What did women find attractive? Attention. That he knew. Strength of one kind or another, he had long supposed. But the physical element entered somewhere as well.


      “Whatever that might be, Helen, I think I lack some of the essential ingredients.”


      “I don’t think so. I think you have all the essential ingredients. Maybe some of the inessentials—” Her hand trailed off in space and they both laughed merrily.


      God knows, there was no sense in pretending he did not enjoy this. He did. Given the frame of mind with which he had started the evening, her honesty, affection, her excitement in his presence seemed a heartening miracle. He took her hand.


      “Helen, this is a charming offer. I am sure it will obsess me.” As usual, he enjoyed being elusive. He was back to his essential aspect, the foreigner, unknown and hard to figure. His ambiguous look was apparently too much for her. She shrank back and shook her head.


      “God, I’ve made a hash of this.”


      “Nonsense.”


      “Oh, Sandy.” She covered her face with both hands. “I’m drunk. I can’t believe this.” She sat, eyes closed, suddenly flushed, suffering intensely. The sight of dear, honest Helen so humiliated moved him terribly. He was beginning to take on the emotional lability of an adolescent. For now, no matter. He stood at once and from behind her chair wrapped his arms around her.


      “Helen,” he said.


      “I’m drunk,” she repeated. “I let myself come on like a lush sitting at a bar.”


      “You appeared the true, kind soul you are. I am positively alight with flattered pride. And.” he said, “I am enormously interested.”


      “You are?” She craned her neck straight back, so that she was looking at him upside down, a cute maneuver somehow befitting a person half her age. Her smile, too, was girlish.


      “I am,” said Mr. Alejandro Stern. He cared for her much too much not to embrace her. He leaned down to meet her, full of kind intentions and wholly unprepared for the spectacular jolt that lit him from the first contact. Helen, too, felt this and actually groaned. He came around the chair, took her in his arms. He touched both her breasts.


      “Upstairs,” she said, after a moment. She took him by the hand and led him to her bedroom. There he opened Helen’s dress, pulled down the bodice, and helped her remove her brassiere. Her breasts were wide-set and flattened somewhat by age and the toils of female experience, but the sight, to Stern, remained deeply exciting. She left him to begin turning down the spread. Helen had loosened his tie and he pulled it from his collar.


      It was then that he remembered Peter’s caution. Stern remained stock-still. He was without indispensable equipment. This would be terrible.


      “Helen,” he said. She looked at him, but his mouth seemed merely to grope. “Helen, I find this most embarrassing—”


      “Ohhh,” said Helen. “Aren’t you contemporary?” She pointed across the bed to a nightstand. “The top drawer.”


      Amid the pantyhose there was a package of condoms. He tried not to start. Helen, who had slipped her arms back into the top of her dress, so that it was languorously draped, smiled faintly.


      “I’m not offended, if you’re not. To tell you the truth, it’s a necessity.” He did not understand. “Birth control,” she said.


      “Why, Helen,” said Stern. This news, somehow, pleased him.


      “Don’t get too excited,” she said and tossed aside the bedcover. “I’m in menopause. Like everyone else. Just not as far along.”


      Stern fingered the package. The economy size. Twenty-four and most of them gone. Dear Lord, modern life was disconcerting. Helen had come back around the bed to him. She pushed her arms free of each sleeve.


      “Where were we?” she asked.


      Afterwards, he lay with Helen in her bed. Somehow, tonight, he had been less adept. He had fumbled with that stupid latex thing, and their nervousness expressed itself as an almost comic courtesy. ‘Is that all right?’ ‘Oh yes, yes, please.’ Nonetheless, they lay here, quiet and adhering to one another, fully content. At some point, he thought, he was supposed to leave. But not just now. In an idle way, it occurred to him that he was a truly vile creature, one of those sly, conscienceless rapscallions out of some French bedroom farce, vowing chastity and then throwing himself on the first woman that passed into sight. What was wrong with him?


      But he did not feel vile—or wrong. He had supposed from listening to TV and the movies and cocktail talk—from wherever it was these ideas came—that these couplings, called casual, were supposed to be loveless and numb. But here in the soft dark he found himself aswarm with gentle feelings. This woman, like Margy, would be dear to him for life. Was that self-deception? Or had pop mythology just missed the point. Was it intimacy and connection that everyone was seeking? He thought, oddly, of Dixon. Did the master swordsman also experience his thousand interludes this way? Yes. Probably. Even for Dixon there must have been more to his wandering than the chance to brag. He craved acceptance, tenderness, female succor, before returning to the world made harsh by men. So, too, Mr. Alejandro Stern. His life as he had always known it was gone, and the road down which he marched was largely unknown to him. What was ahead? The last months, he recognized quite suddenly, had been rife with fear. But not right now. For the moment, with Helen curled in the crook of his arm, her breathing against him slowing as she dove near sleep, he had stepped aside, taken time out, cooled himself in the refreshed air of night. For today, tonight, for the first fraction of time since it had happened, he was able to declare himself, however briefly, at peace.


       


      For the occasion, Stern borrowed the 1954 Chevy of his law school classmate George Murray. At this time in America, automobiles had only recently ceased being shaped like teakettles and Stern regarded this vehicle, which came equipped merely with a heater, as sleek and impressive. He had not made the acquaintance of many girls in the United States; there seemed to be so few opportunities. For years, he had been ahead of himself in school and, accordingly, was of little interest to the young women around him. And since he was seventeen, he had worked each weekend, driving a punchboard route that took him all about the Middle West in a dilapidated, foul-smelling truck owned by Milkie, his grubby one-eyed boss. Over time, his inexperience seemed to compound itself. Foreign-born, Hispanic-accented, Jewish, he was apt in female company to feel like something set down here from another universe.


      So he was grateful for Clara’s ease with him. He crossed his feet trying to race her to the car door, but she remained amused and casual. Somehow, he made this dour young woman comfortable. As much as he aspired to her, blindly and instinctively, she perhaps thought he was all that she deserved.


      “You know,” she said, as soon as he was seated, “this was really my idea. I begged my father to ask you.”


      “This,” said Stern, gesturing to the two of them, “was my idea. You, however, put it into action.”


      “Oh, you are smooth.” She smiled. “Daddy says that. He thinks you’re very bright.”


      “Does he?” Stern, unaccustomed to city driving, watched the road in desperation. If this car suffered any injury, he would have to flee the state. Murray had made that clear.


      “What do you think of him?” she asked. “My father?”


      Stern, in spite of himself, was too distracted to prevent himself from groaning.


      Clara laughed out loud. She touched his arm as he moved the gearshift along the column.


      “I am terrible, aren’t I? I’m not like this, Mr. Stern. It’s all your fault. Do you know that I am usually so quiet? People will tell you that about me.”


      “What else would they tell me?” Stern asked. He had fallen into a companionable mood. She smiled, but it was the wrong question.


      “Tell me about Argentina,” she said after a moment.


      The concert was Ravel. She spoke to him about the music, making offhand reference to passages that she supposed were as plain to him as if they were words written on the page. At the intermission, he bought orange juice. Only one bottle, for her. His normal penury had guided him without reflection and he saw at once that he had disconcerted her by making his lack of means so plain. But she refused to be flustered. She offered him the straw that had been punched down through the cardboard bottle cap and made him take a sip. And there something occurred. The concert hall was crowded; the grand acoustics of the building amplified the hubbub, and the lobby lights were stingingly bright after the prior hour in darkness. But the moment to Stern grew more intimate than an embrace. Somehow her character had become as clear to him as the notes which had been played: she was kind. Committedly. Unceasingly. She cared more for kindness than social grace. This vision of her overtook him, and Stern, in a kind of swoon, felt himself suddenly immersed in that warm current and his heart swimming toward her.


      “That was wonderful,” she told him as they moved along beneath the theater lights after the concert. She had carried her coat out the door, and they stood, buffeted by passersby, as she struggled with one sleeve. Summoning himself, Stern asked her to accompany him to Chinatown for dinner. He had contemplated this moment all week. He would have to take her somewhere. Chinatown, he eventually decided, answered the imperatives of economics and romance, and the thought of the meal—he was thin in those years and always hungry—had tantalized him for days. She refused, however. The money, surely, was on her mind.


      “I must tell you, Miss Mittler, that I intend to take a telephone next week.” This was true. He had held off only because he was not certain Henry would allow him to keep his office. But the remark, spoken in jest, succeeded in amusing her. This, Stem recognized at once, was a kind of rare power with her. Under the marquee lights, Clara Mittler easily laughed. She was wearing a tiny pink hat, with a trimming of white veil, and she reached up to hold it.


      “Next week,” she said. “We’ll make a separate outing of it. Why rush ourselves tonight?”


      Agreed. He offered her his arm and she took it. They strode off together through the symphony crowd, the men in overcoats, the women in fur stoles and jewels. Stern felt a swell of pleasure. He was certain that someone there looked up and thought, What a handsome young American couple.
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      THE PHONE MESSAGE SAID “Margy Allison.” If it had read, simply, “Margy” he would have realized who it was an instant sooner and felt a lesser pang. He had not had a word with her since they had parted at the hotel. No more flowers—not a call to say hello or, more pertinently, to mention that he might have inflicted a social disease. He’d had every intention. But it would have been easier to have the Department of Public Health send a postcard than explain this matter by phone. And how was he to account for the underlying facts, while protecting Clara’s privacy—and his own? Peter had already called to report that the specimen tested spotlessly; after the second blood test, due in a couple of weeks, he’d have a clean bill of health and nothing to tell her. Better to wait, he had thought. But now, with the message in hand, he was cornered. Well, he had gone the great circle in a few months, from faithful husband to complete cad. He sighed and asked Claudia to get Margy on the phone.


      “Hi, there,” she said. Stern thought he detected a chord of good cheer in her voice, but his hopes were soon dashed. She was being ironic. “Long time, no nothin,” Margy added.


      The line gathered sound. What had ever made him think he had skill with women?


      “If I said I am horribly embarrassed, would you believe me?”


      “Shore,” said Margy. “I’d believe that. I’d believe that makes a lotta sense.”


      She was angry. Indignant. Stern sank a little lower in his chair, trying to hold himself together around a livid core of guilty feelings. She was going to give it to him. He had it coming.


      “I am afraid—” he said, then stopped. He was going to say that he was new to all of this and, accordingly, confused. Bui it was much too pathetic an excuse.


      “Of what?” said Margy. “You gonna tell me there’s somethin you’re scared of?” Skeered.


      “Margy, I am truly sorry. Truly. You are much too fine a person to be treated so shabbily.”


      “You bet I am,” she said.


      “I know that. I really—”


      “But here I am callin you.”


      “I am very pleased you did so.”


      “I didn’t call you to please you. I got somethin you better see.”


      “Me?”


      “Yeah, you. Like it or not, I figure you’re the guy I gotta talk to about this.”


      When the thought came to him, it was like being stabbed. Oh God, he thought. Oh God. He closed his eyes. She had it.


      “I sat there lookin at this goddamn thing and that’s what I thought—well, I’m gonna be talkin to that rascal now.”


      “Oh, Margy,” said Stern. He waited a moment in unbearable shame. “When did this appear?”


      “Yesterday.”


      Naturally. Count on Peter to get it all wrong.


      “This is my responsibility,” said Stern. “You should have no doubt about that.”


      “Why would I have any doubt about it? I’m callin you, ain’t I?”


      Stern continued to keep his eyes closed. Never in his life had he undergone a moment like this. Never. He had always treasured his honor. One hand crept absently along the desk until he recollected that this furtive search was futile. He was going to buy cigars today. That was a promise to himself. A sworn oath.


      When he did not speak, she said, “I need you to tell me what-all I gotta do.”


      “Of course.”


      “How long is this goddamn thang gonna last, anyway?”


      What was it that Peter had said? Three weeks to a lifetime. He told her simply that one could never be certain. He had no wish to get into details.


      “That’s great. I suppose I gotta come down there?”


      “Here?”


      “Where else?” She was apparently confused about treatment or diagnosis.


      “I would think everything necessary can be done in Chicago.”


      “Well, I’d think so, too,” she said, “but it ain’t gonna be like that.”


      He had no idea what outraged impulse she was giving vent to now.


      When the thought of Helen came to him abruptly, he could not breathe. He sat back in the chair rigidly, dumb. Surely, there could not be a problem there, too. Peter had virtually promised. And if he was wrong twice? Stern’s eyes were now open wide.


      Margy asked if he was there.


      “I am sorry.” He asked her for a moment and pulled himself closer to the desk, gripping the glass by its green edge. All that control he had exerted, that excessive, ugly compulsive grasp he always had on himself and had always quietly despised—it had a purpose. He saw that now.


      “You know I only got three weeks,” Margy said.


      “Three weeks?” he asked.


      “Till I’m supposed to be there. This thing says June 27th.”


      What thing, he almost said. But he did not. A miracle process of reconstruction was immediately at work. Oh, he was still alive. He understood now: she had been served with a grand jury subpoena. He slapped himself on the chest, where he could feel his heart pounding.


      Answering his questions, she provided a short account of events the day before. The subpoena had been served by Chicago FBI agents, local functionaries uninvolved in the investigation, who merely dropped off the paper, telling her she would have to testify on the twenty-seventh about the documents called for.


      “You are quite right,” said Stern. “You must come here. I was thinking for a moment that they might not require a personal appearance before the grand jury, but since they told you otherwise—” He was lying fabulously now—in an instant he would have the entire conversation retooled. “So you say the twenty-seventh.” He reached for his appointment book, but Claudia had it. He did not bother to retrieve it. “Yes, that is fine. Well, I shall see you here then.”


      “That’s all?” she asked.


      “No, no,” said Stern, “of course not. I must meet with you, review the documents, determine why they have bothered you.”


      “But you’re my lawyer. It won’t be like John. Like you said—you’re responsible.”


      “I must check with the Assistant United States Attorney to be certain. But I must say—” Stop, he told himself. Cease. He was blathering, still electric with relief. “Margy, put the subpoena on the fax machine. Right now.” For a moment they were on the line together, unspeaking, difficult small things gathering in the hushed whirring. Then Stern announced that Claudia was summoning him to another call, a fiction out of whole cloth, and placed Margy on hold until the subpoena copy was laid on his desk. It sought corporate records and, properly, should have been served on him as the corporation’s lawyer. He had not taken Klonsky’s warning to mean they would go this far. But Chief Judge Winchell had let the prosecutors get away with this tactic in other cases where they had argued it was necessary to be sure that employees would be exacting in producing documents. And as usual, Stern noted, the government’s informant had been on target in identifying who would know MD’s records best.


      The contents of the subpoena were in most regards predictable. Listed first were approximately two dozen dates; the government wanted every ticket written on the central order desk those days. By asking for records of all of MD’s business on each date, the government was continuing its effort to obscure its interests by not focusing on individual transactions. But amid this volume of papers would be the tickets John had written at Dixon’s instruction for the orders that had ended up booked to the error account. Once again, the informant was right on the mark.


      In the subpoena’s second paragraph, the grand jury requested all MD’s canceled checks for amounts over $250 written in the first four months of the year. This, Stern took it, was a continuing step in the government’s efforts to trace into Dixon’s hands the illegal profits made trading ahead. It was also an encouraging sign; apparently, as Dixon predicted, the subpoena to his bank had been unavailing. Stern had spent an evening or two examining copies of the records the bank had produced and could see nothing more noteworthy than the occasional six-figure personal checks for investments and purchases that were part of Dixon’s millionaire life-style. Certainly, there were no large deposits from unexplained sources.


      “What is this last item?” Stern asked Margy, as he got back on the line. His pulse had retreated to normal. He read: “‘All account opening documents, purchase and sale records, confirmations and monthly statements for account 06894412, the Wunderkind Account.’ Do we know what that might be?”


      “I been lookin at that,” said Margy.


      “And?”


      “And he’s a clever old dog. You got the error-account statements I gave you?”


      Stern put her on hold a moment while Claudia pulled the file.


      “Look at Jan 24,” she instructed. “You see where the error account’s got a buy and a sell of fifty thousand bushels of oats?”


      He saw it. Dixon—someone, to indulge the formal presumptions—had bracketed these orders around a surge in oat prices caused when Chicago Ovens bought more than two million bushels that day in Chicago.


      “Trades make a profit of about forty-six thousand, right?”


      He was in no position to follow, let alone challenge her arithmetic. He simply agreed.


      “Now look at the next day. You see where there’s a buy of two April 90 silver contacts in the error account?”


      “Yes.” According to the posting notes in the error account statement, this trade, like the oat transactions the day before, had been made under an account number of which MD had no record. Therefore, all the trades had been set over in the error account.


      “Now guess what the cash value of the silver is? Surprise you that it’s a little under forty-seven thousand?”


      Everything was a surprise at this point, but Stern, recognizing his role, merely said “No.”


      “Now look down the error account statement,” she said. “See the two silver contracts again?”


      “‘Journal transfer to A/C 06894412.’” Stern read the note from the statement, then looked again at the subpoena. This was the number of the Wunderkind account. As usual, he did not understand.


      “See, he used the profit he made in oats on the twenty-fourth to buy silver on the twenty-fifth. The cost of the silver gets debited to the error account, and after it’s paid for, he makes accounting entries and journals the silver into this other account, Wunderkind. See? He’s turned the profit into silver and he’s got it in his hot little hand.”


      “And does anything similar happen on other occasions?”


      “Far as I can see, it’s every doggone time. Makes some money tradin ahead, then he throws on an error position to absorb the profit and shifts it over to the same account.”


      “Wunderkind?”


      “You betchum.”


      Stern explained it to himself to be sure he understood: it was a complicated device to move the profits made by trading ahead out of the error account. Once the profit was in hand, he would buy new contracts, making some mistake that would also put the new trade in the error account; after the error account paid for the new position, it was transferred to the account of Wunderkind—whatever or whoever he was. This was why Dixon had given him that sly look on the golf course.


      “And what happens to all the positions which this Wunder account holds?”


      “Dunno, cause I ain’t got the records yet. He probably closed them right out and put the money in his pocket.”


      “And Wunderkind denotes what?”


      “Beats me. Maybe it’s the name on the account. Only thing is, I can see from the number it’s a corporate account.”


      Stern nodded. So this race was heading into its home stretch. If the government could show that Dixon controlled this Wunderkind account, they would have the link they needed to blame all this on him. But from his expression on the golf course, it was probably a fair bet that Dixon had some final feint in store, another clever dodge to keep the feds from tracing these dirty dollars to him. A corporate account, Margy said. Perhaps the corporation’s stock was held in trust, and the trust was controlled and funded from offshore. In the course of the IRS investigation a few years ago, Stern had seen Dixon utilize ploys like this, cagey maneuvers that would have done the CIA proud. It was John who remained the principal concern—what would he say to the government? If he stonewalled them or went halvesies with the truth, Klonsky and Sennett would threaten to prosecute John—and mean it. Stern shook his head again over the delicacy of his son-in-law’s situation.


      Stern asked Margy to be sure she had the records pulled together by the Monday before her appearance.


      “Shore. I’ll just work all weekend. What else is new? Think maybe I’ll get in there Sunday night,” said Margy in a leisurely way. “Stay over by the Gresham.”


      “Ah, yes,” said Stern. “I see Claudia waving. It must be most urgent. Many thanks,” he told Margy, “many thanks,” and put down the phone, feeling queasy and grateful and free.
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      TWICE IN THE LAST WEEK, Stern had gone home in the morning to change for work and to look over the mail from the day before, having spent the night at Helen’s. They had been out three times since their evening at the symphony—dinner, the theater—and she demonstrated on each occasion her ability to make him sweep aside the vexing detritus of his wrecked life. With Helen, he tended to hear only her beguiling musical laughter, her clear firm voice, and to feel, of course, the urgent throb of his reinvigorated romantic life. Dear, sweet Helen—she remained intent on improving him.


      In yesterday’s mail, Stern this morning found another copy of Westlab’s bill, a pink form this time, bearing a red block-letter stamp which said OVERDUE. Yes, indeed, he thought at once. His most recent speculation was that, given the nature of the problem, Clara had consulted a female physician; he had gone paging through her phone book once again, looking for a name, even while he felt it would be fruitless. What could this doctor tell him? What could she change? But his curiosity was not all a matter of reason. He took this overdue notice as a direction from fate, and with Westlab’s bill and his checkbook in hand he set out, as soon as he was dressed, to find the place where, in the middle days of February, a specimen from Clara Stern was cultured, examined, and, with clinical exactness, named. What if it was a mistake? he thought suddenly as he was driving, and then realized, as he had a hundred times before, that diagnosis was not the final issue. Clara had had a reason to suspect a problem. Only in the Bible and the tales of King Arthur did the virtuous have relations in their sleep.


      Stern had never recognized the lab’s address, but his street guide placed it on a small court tucked between two prominent commercial avenues, no more than five or six blocks from the Sterns’ home in the Riverside neighborhood. And there it was, a low, flat-roofed brick building with casement windows, a construction style of the 1950s. He had been driving by Westlab for twenty years and never noticed. Within the building’s glass doors there was little public space, a small waiting area with four plastic bucket seats bolted to a bar of steel, and a glass partition. At this window, he asked for Liz. She was beckoned and came forth, just as Radczyk had described her, dark and small, with short black hair cut into a fringe around her face. She wore gray slacks and heavy makeup; liner was glopped below her bottom lashes as well. She smiled attractively, accustomed, you could tell, to dealing with the public.


      “I am Mr. Stern,” he said. “This bill was sent to my wife before she passed away in late March. In the confusion of events, I am afraid I neglected it.”


      “Oh, that’s all right,” said Liz emphatically. A hand proffering absolution, casual but complete, passed vaguely by her nose.


      He waited just an instant.


      “There was probably a doctor’s bill as well. Either we never received it or it was misplaced. I would like to contact the doctor to be sure the bill has not been overlooked, but I am not certain who that was. Could you give me the name of the physician who ordered the test? I am the executor of my wife’s estate, if there is any concern—”


      “Oh, no.” Liz waved a hand the same way and, with Stern’s copy of Westlab’s statement was gone at once, receding into the visible office space, illuminated as in most buildings of that era by too much glaring fluorescence. From somewhere farther back came a vague antiseptic smell. Banging through the file drawers, Liz called out to another woman about something else, then returned, paging through a folder. She had not quite arrived at the window when she spoke.


      ‘Calling,’ he thought she had said.


      “Pardon?”


      “Do you know him? Dr. Nathaniel Cawley? His office is over on Grove. About three blocks. Here’s the address.” By now she had laid the folder down before Stern and showed him the test requisition, a long form of small type and boxes which had been filled out in the usual indecipherable doctorly hand. Nate’s name and office address were stamped at the top of the form, but there was no question he had been the one to give the orders: he had signed, in a scribble, and had written “Viral culture for HSV-2” in a block for comments at the bottom of the page.


      Weak and suddenly chill, Stern glanced up to find Liz looking at him oddly. Perhaps she was reacting to his dumb response or had recollected Radczyk, or had finally noticed what the test was for. His first impulse, however, was that he must continue to pretend, and he removed the gold pen from his inside suit pocket to write down Nate’s address. There was no paper around, however, and instead, without speaking, he turned away.


      “Did you want to pay this?” Liz was holding the bill.


      He wrote out the check falteringly. He could not get the numbers right and had to tear up his first effort.


      Nate! Outside, Stern fell heavily onto the cherry-colored leather of the front seat of the Cadillac. There was undoubtedly a way to explain. Drinking too much, or overcome by the involvements of his personal life, Nate had allowed this to skip his mind. Nonetheless, Stern was badly shaken. Nate was fuddled at times but steady. It alarmed him for incomprehensible reasons to think of a doctor as unreliable or inexact. He reached for the car phone; this model had come equipped with one. Stern had no use for it—his daily drive to the office was no more than ten minutes, and he could walk to both courthouses—but out of his love for gizmos and toys, he had let Claudia get him a number and he used the phone on any occasion. Now he flipped on the ignition, dialed information and then Nate’s office.


      “He’s not in. Can I help you, Mr. Stern?”


      “I must speak with him.” He had shown Nate courtesy enough; he felt entitled to an immediate response. “It’s something of an emergency.”


      The nurse paused. You could tell what she was thinking: Patients—everything was a crisis.


      “He’s at the hospital.” She repeated the number. “Try to page him. He’s in the middle of rounds, though. I’m not sure you’ll get him.”


      He left his numbers—office, car, home—then dialed University Hospital. When he reached the page operator, he described the call as urgent. Behind him, near the doors of Westlab, a mother was dragging a screaming child up the walk toward the building. Stern turned about fully to watch this scene. The little boy apparently knew what was coming, for he was carrying on fiercely, almost lying on the ground. The mother herself was overcome; eventually Stern noticed that she was crying, too.


      “This is Dr. Cawley.”


      “Nate, Sandy Stern.”


      “Sandy?” In his voice, there was a catch of something, frustration or disbelief.


      “I shall be only a moment. It was important that I speak to you about Clara.”


      “Clara? Jesus, Sandy, I’m in the middle of grand rounds.” Nate took a second to contain himself. “Sandy, can I talk to you about this later?”


      “Nate, I apologize, but—”


      “Look, Sandy, is it on this Westlab thing? Is that why you’re calling? I’ve gotten your messages.”


      Nate, as he’d anticipated, was going to explain. In a prescient moment, Stern saw how compulsive and foolish he would look.


      “I know it is a silly obsession, Nate, but—”


      In a rush, Nate interrupted again.


      “No, no, Sandy, it’s my fault. I’m sorry I’ve made you chase me around, but I did look into it. Okay? I checked my files, I called Westlab, nobody knows what it’s about. They have no records of any kind over there, and I don’t either, so I don’t know what to tell you. It’s just a mistake, I’m sure. Okay? We’ve all checked thoroughly. Just let it go. All right?”


      Stern found himself looking down at one palm, pink and completely empty. What is it? he thought. What now? But there was already something moving through him in a subdued rumble, so that it was only another instant before he finally made the connection: Nate was lying. He had been lying all along. For just the faintest second, Stern needed to remind himself to breathe as he listened to Nate’s words go stumbling on. What more was he missing? he wondered. And then, as so often of late, he decided that he had no wish to know.


      Afterwards, he was unsure how the conversation had ended. The receiver, with the lighted touch pad on its back, was recradled and he was looking at his hand on it before he had recovered. He started to redial, but a sage voice urged him to gather himself first. He had learned something in the courtroom. A liar, called out, lied about that. Nate would deny misleading him. If confronted, he would tell Stern that, no matter what the form said, it was wrong. He needed to be composed—far more than he was now—to deal with this.


      He slowly placed the car in gear and pulled out of the lot. When he had driven a block or two, under the large stout trees that rose up along the parkways in this part of town, the thought drove through him, sharp and sudden, as if he had been impaled: She had hated him. Despised him. That, somehow, was what animated all this deceit. He could understand what motivated Nate; that had taken only a few minutes’ reflection. He was lying out of cowardice—because he did not want to face Stern with the facts. Not merely Clara’s unfaithfulness. That was the symptom, not the cause. But the disease, a kind of brutal and unremitting spousal discontent, was too painful to disclose. And yet it was obvious in every act, in the reeking mess she had left behind for her husband to discover. Never able to speak her mind, she had settled for a graphic demonstration—a life, a home, bespattered and fouled.


      And was he to pretend now that he never knew this? Along River Drive, he was approaching one of many vista points, a space of concrete, with an old Greystone wall bordering the river, and a line of park benches looking out toward the green hills of Moreland and the fashionable suburbs on the western bank.  Abruptly he parked and crossed the street. He leaned over the thick wall, watching the swift waters sluicing by with their hidden, welling currents, twinkling, lambent—La Chandelle—then fell back onto one of the benches.


      Only in the years when the children had gone off one by one to college was anything apparent. By the time Kate departed, a brooding desperate quality had come over Clara, a suffering lightlessness that would not yield. Unfalteringly polite, she was regularly out of sorts, and he was unable to soothe her. In the most indirect of approaches, he had suggested counseling, which she instantly rebuffed. Always mute about her discontent, Clara complained now periodically about his unavailability. The office. His trials. His cigars—it was during this time that he was forbidden to smoke at home. The message in retrospect was clear: He still had his life, in which she had never been included. She had little left. Shocked to be rebuked so directly, Stern had avoided her. He accepted a series of engagements out of town—a lengthy trial in Kansas City, seminars and demonstrations of courtroom techniques. He had gone flying across America for months, until he had shrewdly suggested the irresistible, a trip together to the Far East. In Japan, with its monstrous cities and mysterious gardens, they came together again.


      But before that, during the Kansas City trial, on one of his rare days at home, he had had what he saw now was the opportunity to look into her heart. The trial, concerning a nasty conspiracy of politicians and union officials, had gone on for fourteen weeks. Stern would fly home on Friday nights, leave again midday Sunday. He was present in body only; he spoke on the phone most of the weekend, or worked at the office downtown preparing for the upcoming government witnesses. On one of those Sundays, Clara had asked him to come with her to a showing of Japanese pots, raiku—ceramics fired directly in the blaze, then rolled in straw for markings. Clara was a passionate admirer of all the Japanese arts. Stern did not have time for this outing, but he agreed, hoping to appease her, knowing she would feel free to buy a substantial piece only if he was along. She pointed at one pot after another. Did he like it? Once or twice, he made the mistake of allowing his impatience to show. When he saw the effect of this, he began to gesture toward the shelves himself. This one? That? She found his sudden eagerness patronizing and abruptly suggested they leave. ‘Certainly there must be one,’ he said. She yearned for few physical possessions.


      Tersely, Clara shook her head and went ahead of him out the door. A moment, like so many of late, of wholly different aspirations. At the head of the staircase in the dark gallery building, he stumbled and reached back for her hand. The iron newel saved him. When he looked up, Clara had her brow drawn down wearily in irritation, and a rare edge was in her eye. She might as well have proceeded with the pronouncement: He did not please her, in a deep abiding way. The hand he had reached back for, he remembered, had remained at her side.


      He had believed that was past. Instead, it seemed now that this was to be Clara’s parting look. Guilt had overcome her in the end and she had left behind a message begging forgiveness. But she apologized only for her conduct. The rest could not be changed. Clara’s heart, too, had been set to the fire and inscribed with this hideous grudge. Better she should have torn apart the house, broken all the china, slashed the pictures on the walls. Instead, full of rage and despair, she had smashed and destroyed herself, and left him to wound himself whenever he stooped for any of the pieces.


       


      He spoke to her of Argentina.


      His father had come from Berlin in 1928 to serve as a doctor in the agricultural settlements of Russian Jews who had arrived in the late 1880s and put down near Santa Fe. There Bruno Stern had met Marta Walinsky. From subsequent comments, Stern took it that his mother believed she had acquired the sum of life’s meaningful attainments by marrying a physician. Jacobo came at once, and four years later Alejandro; Silvia five years after that.


      In the same way some actors are always on stage, Papa was always a doctor. He wore a full beard and he was wedded by the heat of fierce anxiety to his professional manner. He walked through the streets of Entre Ríos in his white coat and brought it home to Mama to launder. He wore three-piece woolen suits in every season. His fingernails were carefully pared and his hands were whitish and bathed at the start of every day in lavender cologne. He hung his stethoscope about his neck, picked up his medical bag, and walked down two streets to his infirmary each morning. Mama told him that Papa was important. He made people better. They respected him. Papa loved respect. Something about respect—Stern never knew the precise dimension of his father’s failure—brought the family when Stern was almost five to Buenos Aires, with its gracious, cosmopolitan air. One more unfortunate move. The city folk took them for rubes, and Mama’s country relatives treated them at once as disagreeable porteños.


      In the United States, word that Stern had grown up as a Jew in Argentina was taken as suggesting dangers only slightly less than if his father had stayed on in Berlin. To be sure, among the Argentines there were many anti-Semites. Mama’s cousin Ritella recalled from her rocking chair with emphatic flourishes the Semana Trágica, tragic week, when she was in her teens and roving mobs had entered the Jewish quarter in Buenos Aires with iron bars and barrel staves, beating any Bolshevik they found, which was taken loosely to include virtually any Jew. But for the most part, the years in B.A. that Stern recalled were not dramatically different from what he might have experienced growing up in Chicago or New York. In the area north and west of Corrientes and Callas, nearly 300,000 Jews—many of them, like his mother, the children of Russian immigrants who had come to the Littoral provinces late in the nineteenth century—maintained a full community life. There were three Yiddish dailies, kosher butcher shops and bakeries, the tiny storefront synagogues. These were poor people—shopkeepers and factory workers, dockhands and meatpackers—who, as Mama put it, sold their labor to survive.


      To Clara, as she sat across from him in the Chinese restaurant in a booth whose sides were magnificently tooled with red-eyed dragons with green tails, the familiar details were not emphasized. He spoke of the Indians who trod barefoot in Entre Ríos; the country’s uncouth gauchos. He explained the crazy quilt of Argentine culture, with its diverse European elements of British uprightness, Italian amplitude, and Hispanic bravery and guilt. The excitement of a far-off place and its customs thrilled her; you could see it in her face, but she sat silent as a cat. At times, you would think she was not capable of speaking. He, in the meantime, carried on with animation about what he most often felt inclined to hide. Her luminous look felt to Stern like a kind of homage.


      Afterwards, she accepted his arm and they walked through the park back to George Murray’s Chevy.


      “You really must stop calling me Mr. Stern.”


      “Very well. What are you called, then. Alejandro, is it?”


      “Most people call me Sandy.”


      “Very good,” she said. “Sandy.” Even with her perfect manners, he could tell that she struggled not to react to the inanity of the name. He joked that at last they had been introduced.


      “Oh, I knew who you were.”


      “Pardon?”


      “I recognized you. From Easton.”


      “Did you?” He was quite surprised. By his private calculations, she was too old to have been at the college while he was in law school, and he was certain she had not been a law student. There had been only nine women to enter in his three years and he had decided she was quite attractive and not liable to be forgotten.


      “I’m sure it was you. I saw you in the law school library all the time. You never seemed to leave.”


      “Ah, yes,” he said forlornly, “that certainly was me.” He asked what had brought her to the law school.


      “A fellow.” She looked down at the walk. “He was in your class. He was like you. He’d been in the service.” Stern asked his name, but she flapped her hand. No account. “He didn’t make it through.”


      Stern uttered a sympathetic sound. Of his class of three hundred, only about 120 had received degrees. The overheated atmosphere of law school and its occasional terror still returned to him at times in dreams. They had reached the car and Stern held the door.


      “I am shocked to find I was so memorable,” he remarked inside.


      “Oh.” She smiled a bit. “You had a GI haircut.”


      “Ah,” said Stern. He could read her thought: he had appeared so terribly out of place. The story of his life. Foreign-born scholarship boy with government haircut. At Easton he would have looked like an arrival straight from the immigration dock. She touched his arm. It did not surprise him that she already recognized the large place occupied in him by pride.


      She said merely, “Please.”


      He tried to save the moment. “I am flattered that I made any impression.”


      She looked down at her lap. So he saw it for the first time: Clara Mittler biting back her words. She knew a difficult social pass and had an infallible intuition for when to withdraw. He had learned to imitate her at this, in the way married couples will after decades, how to keep his silence when it was best, but he never had the same mastery as she. The subject drifted past; the sting receded. He started the car and drove, again tensely studying the streets.


      “Did you enjoy law school?”


      “To endure,” said Stern, “not to enjoy.”


      “That’s what my father says. I used to study in the law school library when I was an undergraduate. I wanted to go myself, but he wouldn’t hear of it.” She labored with the thought. “And what about Easton, Sandy?” She used his name deliberately. “Did you find it a pleasure to be out in the hills?”


      Here Stern showed more caution. This was apparently her alma mater. What could he say? There in the rolling countryside, thirty miles from the hub of Kindle County, Easton University had been built in the 1870s as an Episcopal alternative to the land-grant universities. By now, it had a magnificent faculty and a world-class reputation. But it was full of foppish fellows in tweed coats, boys from Brooklyn and Iowa who carried on as if they were princes and dukes. Easton was more Yale than Yale, a palace of pretensions. It had been an astonishing three years to Stern. Some people took him as exotic; others as a waif.


      “Easton,” said Stern, “I found to be much farther from the city than mere geography might suggest.”


      “Oh, yes.” She nodded heartily. “I used to think the same thing all the time when I was teaching.”


      “Teaching?” asked Stern. For a few moments, he learned a thing or two about her. It turned out that after college she had been a grade-school teacher at the Prescott School in DuSable. The students were almost exclusively black—“colored,” they said in 1956—poor youngsters whose poverty surrounded them like a vast gulf between them and the rest of the world. On the coldest mornings, attendance was down substantially because of the number of children who did not own coats.


      “Nothing was wasted,” she said. “Every moment was worth-while. Whether you succeeded or failed.”


      “What caused you to stop?” asked Stern.


      In the dark car, she made a heavy sound. “I quit almost two years ago.”


      Move to strike as nonresponsive, Stern thought. The nomenclature of the courtroom was always in his mind these days, one more American dialect he wished to faultlessly master.


      “For a particular reason?”


      “I thought I had something better to do.”


      In George’s car, they both became silent.


      When he said good night to her beside the iron standards of the pointed fence that bounded Henry Mittler’s handsome Georgian home in Riverside, she shook his hand and smiled against her will, and made him promise to call her about dinner next week. He watched her dash up the stairs, full skirt and petticoats hoisted. She ran through the doors of the house, which were large enough to front a mission, without turning back. Was she close to tears? Something has happened. She had been here, then gone, aswarm in her own troubles. A fascinating young woman, bright and tenderhearted, and from the eagerness with which she spoke of seeing him again, he was sure that no snub had been intended. But as he stared up in the dark at the ocher brick and iron flower boxes that hung on Henry Mittler’s home, the weight of grim conviction settled on him. He would never really know what lay inside.
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      WITH HIS USUAL ABJECT LOOK, Remo Cavarelli waited in the marble corridor outside the courtroom of United States District Court Judge Moira Winchell. Stern hung on to Remo like an old tie—one too garish and oddly proportioned to accompany any part of the current wardrobe. With his coarse hands and North End speech, Remo was an embarrassment to the young lawyers in Stern’s office, who were accustomed to Stern’s current trade—business people and professionals overcome by material appetites or caught up in ambiguous circumstances. But Remo had been a client for nearly three decades, and Stern would not abandon him. He had first approached Stern in the teeming halls of the North End police court and reappeared every few years in the midst of one scrape or another, a tough block of a man with the roughened brown face of a mariner.


      Remo was a thief. He stole as a profession, with attitudes not unlike a professional hunter’s. He admired what he stole; he enjoyed taking it; he looked forward to doing it again. And he regarded apprehension as part of his calling. Each time he went to jail—and he had done three stretches already—he lamented the effect on his family. On the last occasion, Stern remembered, Remo had wept wildly as he contemplated separation from his young son. But he had come of age among men who made bluff pronouncements about the time they had done. And so, when he was caught, Remo Cavarelli pled guilty.


      That was how he intended to answer the indictment pending against him here for conspiring to loot an interstate shipment. Not today, of course. Like a man with a toothache, the only thing that Remo regarded as worse than his present predicament was its solution. But sooner or later, after Stern had arranged another continuance or two, Remo would approach the bar and publicly admit his culpability. And this time it would be against the advice of his lawyer. The government’s case was extremely weak—a conspiracy depending entirely on Remo’s coincidental appearance at the site where a hijacked refrigerator truck was being unloaded of its cargo of beef sides. Stern had encouraged Remo to go to trial, even offered to adjust his fee, but Remo was not interested. Trials were for people who had a gripe. Remo had none. At this point, with his fourth conviction, Remo was likely to be gone for a number of years. But he remained resolute.


      Before the courtroom door, Remo pumped Stern’s hand and Stern took a moment to explain what would happen today. The period for pre-trial motions was now past, and Judge Winchell would set a trial date. Remo was to do nothing more than stand at Stern’s side before the bench. His appearance was not required, but Stern urged Remo to attend nonetheless. He would look like a tamed ruffian beside the lawyers as they spoke a language he could not understand. His coat hung on him with an evident foreignness; his broad tie formed a huge knot and elevated the collar points on Remo’s polyester shirt. Remo’s head would list slightly throughout, and his large rough hands would cling to his sides pathetically, as if, like awkward sensors, they could feel the cold weight of the bars. Stern had seen Remo perform this routine before, and standing beside Sandy, he would break even the hardest heart.


      Today he would get the chance. Moira Winchell had started out as a federal prosecutor, and went on to spend a number of years as a big-firm litigator, one of those lawyers who attended to complex civil lawsuits, trading Himalayan masses of documents and seldom bringing cases to trial. Ten years ago, she had been the first woman named a federal judge in this district; by now, she had been elevated by her colleagues to chief. Moira was rightfully celebrated as the triumphal conqueror of generations of discrimination. But, alas, there was a reason Moira had succeeded when others had not. She was a tough cookie. And the bench had made her tougher. Facing the manifold burdens of life as a federal judge—crowded dockets, churlish lawyers, middling pay, and almost unlimited power—some people did not respond well. They came to the bench thrilled by the acclaim of their peers and became, in a short period of time, as temperamental as Caligula. Moira Winchell was one of them—snappish, sarcastic, even, at moments, downright mean. Stern had tried cases against Moira years ago, during the time she was a prosecutor, and forged with her a relationship of mutual regard. More recently, the judge and her husband, Jason, a law school professor, had passed occasional intermissions with Stern and Clara at the symphony. There, soothed by the music, Moira was amiable, if a little haughty. But in her courtroom she was harder than granite.


      “Mr. Stern, where are we going with this matter?”


      From the substantial height of the dark bench, Judge Winchell addressed him as soon as the clerk called the case for status. She gave no apparent attention to Moses Appleton, the Assistant United States Attorney who stood beside Stern on the shoulder opposite Remo. Moses, a young black man, was a crackerjack lawyer—he figured for great things—but the prosecutors, all of them, were like cigar-store Indians to many of the judges: fungible young functionaries routinely clamoring for vengeance.


      Stern promptly complained about the prosecution, claiming that they had not provided enough information on the case for him to determine whether it should be “resolved without trial,” an oblique reference to a guilty plea. Judge Winchell, who had heard it all before, motioned him silent. In the large old courtroom, lawyers, each awaiting his or her turn at the podium, sat by the dozens on the dark-lacquered benches, attending to the judge like a reverent congregation and all the while registering legal fees in six-minute increments.


      “Two weeks for the government to file a Rule 801 statement, supported by 302s and grand jury testimony. We’ll set the trial for two weeks thereafter. No continuances. Give them a date,” said Judge Winchell to her minute clerk, who sat almost at ground level, four feet below. The clerk, Wilbur, who took his cues from the judge, called out a date next month like an announcement of doom.


      Remo, beside Stern, spoke up for the first time.


      “So soon?” he whispered.


      “Hush,” said Stern.


      On the bench, Judge Winchell whipped her straight dark hair back over her shoulder.


      “Mr. Stern, might I have a word with you?” She started down the stairway beside the bench and, as Stern approached, waved Appleton away. He was unneeded. Stern knew what was coming.


      “Sandy,” said Moira Winchell, suddenly beside him at his height, “I was terribly sorry to hear about Clara. We all think of you.” She placed her long hand on Stern’s shoulder and gave him a level look of real sadness. He found himself oddly moved by the judge’s sincerity. Here in the strong light of the courtroom, where Moira did not bother with makeup, Stern was impressed by the toll reflected in her features. Her pretty Irish face was deeply lined now; her eyes held no amusement. One tended to forget the earnestness that underlay all her efforts. The world watched her, she knew, waiting for a serious mistake.


      “Your Honor is most kind.”


      “Call,” she said. “We’ll have lunch.”


      Then she drew her black robe around her again as she ascended to her superior place. Her face was already wrinkled with its familiar look of irritation. More lawyers. More disputes. More decisions. Onward.


      Both Appleton and Remo had waited a few feet away.


      “Moses,” said Stern in the corridor, “I shall speak with you.” Then he led Remo into the attorneys’ room, a serene chamber with ancient oak desks and black-and-white photos of various judges of the court of decades past, all floured with dust and askew on the wall. Stern quickly summarized what had occurred. The judge would soon demand a final decision about whether Remo would plead guilty. Stern, again, urged him to proceed to trial, but Remo was clearly indifferent to this advice.


      “This here thing,” Remo said, “is Friday time. You know what I mean?”


      Stern did not. He shook his head.


      “What’s your religion?” asked Remo. “Catholic, right?”


      Stern shook his head once more. With his Latin accent, he had long found that Remo’s mistake was often made. After all these years, he was certain that it would shock poor Remo to learn the truth. But Remo made no further inquiry. He was caught up with what he was saying.


      “See, in the Roman Catholic religion, for all the time I was growin up, the priests say, No meat on Friday, don’t eat meat on Friday. You know? Fish, that’s okay. Jell-O mold, that’s okay. But no meat. See, but guys done it. Lotsa guys. Sometimes you’d slip up or somethin, you know. You’d be eatin a steak, then you’d think like, Jesus, what day is this? Sometimes it’d be on purpose. I remember, when I was at St. Viator’s, there’s a group a us, we’d go for burgers just on Fridays. We’d sit in a booth in the window and wave to the Sisters when they went walkin by. I’m not kiddin.” Remo laughed to himself, and wobbled his large dark face. “Oh, we was bad.


      “Then all the sudden the priests change their minds. See? It’s okay now. Have whatever you like, no problem. But what happened to all the guys who’s down burnin in hell for eatin meat on Fridays, huh? You think they let them out? I asked the Father, you know, cause I’m wonderin. I asked, Those guys get out or what? Oh no, he says. God’s rules is God’s rules. You don’t fuck with them. You know. I mean, he don’t say you don’t fuck with them, but you get what I’m sayin.


      “So that’s this here thing—it’s Friday time. It’s bullshit. I didn’t do nothin. Honest to God, I cross my heart, it wasn’t my job. You know, I heard about this thing, so I shown up and all, I figured could be I’d get a piece.


      “But maybe these guys and I, maybe we done some things before. See? So that’s how it works out. It’s Friday time, on account of what we done before. So what can you do?”


      Remo shifted his large shoulders and raised his hands. He did not control God’s universe; he merely understood a few of its rules. In his mild brown eyes the look of conviction was deep. Stern, inclined to quarrel, stifled himself. Behind Remo he saw Sonia Klonsky, burdened with numerous case files, drifting by. He called after her and quickly shook hands with his client, leaving behind the one man in the courthouse who had no doubts about justice.


      

        [image: image]

      


      “I must have a word with you about Margy Allison,” he said, coming abreast of her. Klonsky had apparently spent a typical morning for a trial Assistant: shifting between courtrooms, leaving messages with the clerks and other young prosecutors so that her cases, up for status or motions, could be passed while she ran between court calls. Stern attempted to complain about the government’s conduct in not serving him with Margy’s subpoena, but she showed no remorse.


      “You knew what our position was.” Klonsky strolled ahead, intent on her next court appearance. “Who’s going to be her lawyer?”


      “Is she a subject?”


      “Not at present.”


      “Then I intend to represent her.”


      Klonsky was prepared for this, too. “Stan thinks there’s a risk of conflict.”


      “Can you explain that?”


      “No.”


      “Then you may thank the United States Attorney for his ethical vigilance on my behalf and inform him that I shall be Ms. Allison’s lawyer.” His smile was personable; he meant to be firm, not snippy. “May I ask, as Margy’s counsel, a few questions?”


      “If you insist.”


      “What do you wish from her?”


      “Some documents.” Klonsky smiled but did not slow her pace. “Some questions. I have to go to Pivin.” She pointed to the courtroom of Judge Albert Pivin, seventy-eight years old and still presiding over an active calendar. Stern followed her inside, but the clerk saw her and called her case immediately and Stern went outside to wait across the hall from the courtroom doors. Emerging a few minutes later, she greeted him with a somewhat rankled look. Apparently, she had thought she was free of him.


      “Sandy, look. Personally, I don’t care what I tell you. But you know how Stan gets. He’s running a tight ship.”


      Stern followed her to the cloakroom, where she retrieved a light raincoat, then proceeded down the central alabaster staircase of the courthouse. Her business here was apparently concluded.


      “What exactly is it Stan Sennett has told you about me?”


      “Oh, don’t be like that. He has a great deal of respect for you. Everybody there does. You know that. Frankly, he looked very concerned the first time I told him you were involved in this case. I’m not supposed to admit that, am I?”


      “Oh, Mr. Sennett has no fear of me,” said Stern. “Old prosecutors merely love to praise their opponents. It adds immeasurably to the thrill of victory.” This gallantry, of course, was intended for the U.S. Attorney’s consumption. Like all men lacking self-confidence, Sennett was easily flattered and the South American in Stern was always alert to appease those in power.


      Klonsky was laughing out loud.


      “Come on,” she said. “We’re just taking you as seriously as we should.” She pushed out the doors of the courthouse. Spring was in its finale, the winds still sweet and the air light, just before it took on the burdens of summer.


      “What you are doing,” said Stern, “is limiting the information I receive, in order to protect your informant.”


      From her look, he could tell she felt he was trying to bait her. She did not answer.


      “Please,” said Stern. He took her by the arm momentarily. “I must ask you one or two more questions about Margy. Allow me to buy you coffee. I did not eat breakfast.” He pointed to a little restaurant on the corner called Duke’s, and to his surprise she came along without complaint. He meant what he said—he was hungry—and he found Ms. Klonsky, in spite of himself, pleasant and challenging company. Primarily, of course, he hoped that in a more amiable atmosphere she might be less resolute about guarding America’s secrets. Ms. Klonsky, as she had just demonstrated with her remark about Sennett, was not really equipped to be discreet. She understood the role, but her large, expansive character was still not comfortably confined by lawyerly proprieties. Like many young attorneys, she was imitating the mentor—Sennett, in this case—rather than making allowances for herself.


      Duke’s was little more than a lunch counter, a greasy spoon with an open grill under a spattered aluminum hood, and a number of old Formica tables. Klonsky set her files down when they were seated and lifted her face to the frying smells.


      “Wonderful,” she said.


      “That is an overstatement. Reliable will suffice. You have never been?”


      She shook her head.


      “The proprietor,” said Stern, “is the little dark fellow you see in the kitchen. A Rumanian. He is best known for his sausage, which he makes himself and which he aptly refers to on the menu as ‘Ruination.’ Will you eat?” Stern already had the menu in hand.


      “I shouldn’t,” she said. “I’ve put on twelve pounds already.” But she picked up the laminated card nonetheless. “Your son-in-law got a lawyer, you know. I was a little surprised by your referral.”


      “Oh, well,” said Stern, and smiled fleetly. He, on the other hand, was well practiced in appearing agreeable yet remaining silent; how John chose his lawyer was not the prosecutor’s business. He had been troubled not to have heard something from his son-in-law, but Klonsky’s remark made it clear that he had followed Stern’s advice and retained Raymond Horgan. There were many people in the legal community puzzled by Stern’s affinity with Horgan. They’d had celebrated battles while Raymond was the Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney, culminating in some uncomfortable moments three years ago when Stern had cross-examined Horgan, who appeared as a prosecution witness at the murder trial of Rusty Sabich, Raymond’s former Chief Deputy. But the law, much like politics, made its own strange bedfellows. Horgan’s large firm liked to send cases they could not handle due to conflicts to Stern, who could not compete for the other legal work of the big corporate clients, and he naturally reciprocated.


      “What’s really good?” she asked.


      “The sausage, if you have the stomach for it. I am not certain it is suited to your present condition.”


      “I doubt it,” she said. “I’ve just started eating meat again. For the protein.”


      “A vegetarian?”


      “Oh, I’ve been very careful for years about what I eat. I was once very sick.” She looked directly at Stern, the hinge of some tentativeness clear in her eye. “Cancer,” she said.


      The waitress came then, saving Stern from a response. Ms. Klonsky had a disconcerting directness, a willingness to proceed past the recognized borders with little thought, a trait which made Stern uneasy. She asked for a single scrambled egg, while he ordered an omelette and two servings of the sausage. He promised her a bite.


      “What was I saying?” she asked. Stern did not answer, but she remembered herself and said simply, “Oh, yes.”


      “You appear a picture of health now.”


      “I think I am. I mean, I wouldn’t be in this condition—” She lifted a hand. “But so much of it is outlook. You really never forget about it. You tell yourself you’re well. You search for signs that you’re not, and when you don’t find them, you rejoice and tell yourself that you can go back to believing that you’re infinite, the way you did before.”


      “How old were you?”


      She raised her eyes to remember. “Thirty-five, thirty-six just about.”


      Stern shook his head. That was young, he said, for that sort of thing.


      “Well, you know how it is. You get to the hospital feeling why me, how me, and then there are plenty of people in the same condition, and worse.” She had asked for tea and interrupted herself to fish the bag in and out of the cup when the waitress brought it. “It didn’t seem so unusual there. But I was a very young thirty-six. My life was in chaos. I was in law school, but it was the fourth postgraduate education I’d started. I had no idea what I was doing. My relationship with Charlie was going through its one millionth crisis—” She raised her hands for emphasis, one wrist today bedecked with a row of bright plastic bracelets. “It just seemed so unbelievable to me that I was being shown the door, when I didn’t even feel I’d arrived.”


      The expression made Stern laugh. “What were your other postgraduate programs?”


      “Let’s see.” She raised her hands to count and again lifted her eyes to the grimy acoustical tiles of Duke’s ceiling. “From college, I went out to California for graduate school in philosophy, but I wasn’t ready for that, so I enrolled in the Peace Corps—remember that?—and was in the Philippines for two years. When I came back, I started graduate school in English, which is where I met Charlie. I left that because I couldn’t imagine actually writing a dissertation. But, of course, I’d finished all the class work before I figured that out. Then I taught for about a year and a half, then I went back to the U. as a graduate student in education. Then I gave up on the educational bureaucracy as hopeless. Naturally, I owed a fortune in student loans at that point. So I began thinking about getting a decent-paying job. Which led to law. There were some things in between, but they didn’t last long enough to mention.”


      “I see,” said Stern. “It does sound as if you had a hard time getting started.”


      “Not starting,” she said. “That was no problem at all. Finishing was hard. I always believed that I was not an achievement-oriented person, but when I got sick, I was really unhappy that I didn’t have a single thing I could look back to that I’d completed. It was as if I’d passed through and never even left tracks. It was pathetic. I was getting radiation. I was lying there with my hair falling out, recovering from surgery, and I had Charlie bringing me volumes of Hart Crane. I actually started writing my dissertation right there. And, naturally, one morning I vomited all over it. That, needless to say, was a low point.” She sat back, gripped by her own story. She picked up a dull steel fork off the table and stared at it. “I’m talking too much,” she said.


      “You are charming, Sonia,” he answered, and immediately felt he had been drawn into her habit of saying more than one should. He rushed on to something more neutral. “So you became a health-food person in the wake of your illness? My daughter, who is a lawyer in New York, comes home with a knapsack full of bags and bottles of such things. I’ve learned to ask no questions.”


      “Oh, yes. That’s me. Ms. Natural here. We drive around all day on Saturday and shop. Charlie has written poems about it. It really is better for you. But the doctor has been dropping some pretty broad hints about more protein.”


      “Your husband is a poet?”


      “A living, breathing, write-every-day poet. He actually puts it in our tax return: ‘Poet.’ He has another job, naturally. You have to. Charlie likes to say we have the same employer.” She smiled. “He’s a postal clerk. He was an instructor in the English Department at the U. for years, but he couldn’t hack the politics. And he makes more money this way and gets more time to write. It’s an absolutely impossible, impractical life, to which he’s completely devoted.” She smiled once more, somewhat fitfully this time. Perhaps she felt she was being disloyal. She looked again at the silverware and took a second to praise her husband’s verse.


      The eggs came then.


      “God,” said Klonsky, “what is that black lump?”


      “Ruination,” he said. “What else?” Stern cut a piece and lifted it toward her, but she made a horrible face and raised both hands.


      “It makes me queasy just to see it. It looks like something excreted.”


      Stern dropped his fork to the plate.


      “Young woman,” he said darkly, “this is my breakfast.”


      She began to laugh then, a fine trilling note full of joy and congratulation. He laughed himself and she got caught up in her own amusement and went on until she had to use her napkin to wipe her eyes. She managed to say, “Bon appetit,” and began to laugh again.


      He started to eat in spite of her.


      “That’s right,” she said. “Don’t let it get cold.”


      “It happens to be good. And I am quite hungry.”


      “You must be.” She broke down one more time. She tried, with a few false starts, to control herself.


      “Are you sure you will not try some?” He lifted his fork in a perfect deadpan, and set her off once more. This time he laughed himself for quite some time.


      She told him he was a good sport.


      “I am accustomed,” Stern told her. “My daughter in New York lectures me about meat. She has ruined a number of meals.”


      “What’s her name?”


      Stern told her.


      “Marta. That’s beautiful. I’m thinking about names all the time now. It seems so important. The first thing. And I don’t want my child to feel that I’ve done what my mother did to me.”


      “You do not care for Sonia?”


      “I hated it as a child. My mother was this very heavy lefty? A big-deal labor type, until her union threw out the Commies. I was named for a Russian revolutionary killed in the revolt of 1905 and I resented being somebody else’s symbol. I wanted to be called Sonny. Which threw my mother into a rage. She thought I was being anti-feminist. Then I got to be forty years old and a lawyer, and all of a sudden I wanted a name that would sound professional. So I’m Sonia in the office. And my old friends still call me Sonny.” She laughed at herself. “That’s a little like what you do. You say Alejandro in court, but you introduce yourself as Sandy.”


      Stern smiled in an allusive way, reflecting his own inscrutability, but he was flattered to think he had been so closely observed. It was natural really, he told himself, for her to keep watch on a likely adversary.


      “My mother was an obliging sort. She called us by different names, depending on the locale. I had a Yiddish name. A Spanish name. And, of course, she desperately wanted me to fit in here. Even at the age of thirteen, I could recognize that it was not an optimal period for Alejandros in the U.S. I suppose you may take my using Sandy as a sign of weakness on my part.” This was very much as he thought of it—that he had yielded. His mother was a powerful person in her home. He seldom spoke of her but she was still with him every day, with her dark shrewd eyes, her teeming social ambitions, and her desperate pained hope that his father would somehow become the man she had envisioned instead of the poor wounded thing he was. Stern tended to remember her as she appeared on the nights she and his father went to the opera. The rich gown made a somewhat opulent display of her large proportions; her reddish hair was held in place by a diamond-studded comb, and her entire figure appeared gripped by her fierce determination to be seen, and remembered. He had always known that every fiber of strength in him derived from her.


      “So how did you settle on Marta?” Klonsky asked. “Was it a better world for Alejandros by then?”


      “She is named for my mother,” said Stern. He laughed at that and shared a look with her, the complexities of these facts seemingly lost on neither of them. Then he lifted his fork. “Last bite,” said Stern.


      She covered her mouth amid a muffled retching sound and Stern played along.


      “I’ll have you know, young woman, this is the best breakfast I’ve had for days.” For effect, he rang the tines of the fork against the dish, but the remark, intended in jest, somehow carried a forlorn suggestion of his personal plight. Ms. Klonsky gave him a sideways look, sweet and sad and lingering, and Stern suddenly was deeply embarrassed. He had disciplined himself to avoid this approach to anyone: Pity me. Feel for me. He looked down once more at his plate.


      “You were going to tell me what you wished with Margy,” he said. He heard her sigh. But when he looked up, she had folded her hands and gathered herself.


      She corrected him: “You were going to ask some questions.”


      “I thought you might tell me about the Wunderkind account.”


      “The number’s on the subpoena.”


      “Why is it, Sonia, that this account is of such interest?”


      She shook her head firmly.


      “No can do, Sandy.”


      “You expect me to bring this woman to the grand jury without any idea what she may be venturing into?”


      “I’ve told you, she’s not a subject. I’ll be happy to put that in writing. If she tells us the truth, she has nothing to worry about. You know the drill, Sandy.”


      “But the secretiveness—”


      “Doctor’s orders,” she said. “That’s how we’re doing it.” She was speaking again of Sennett. Stern, despite himself, made a sound. This had seemed from the inception to be too significant a matter for an inexperienced Assistant. Now he could see quite clearly that Stan Sennett was behind the scenes, pulling the strings, pumping the levers, palpitating at the thought of a case that would get his name in The Wall Street Journal and bring a moment of disquiet to that den of thieves in the Exchange, as he saw them, with their granite palace along the river.


      Sennett was a wiry, humorless little man, with the narrow, bird-boned physique of a runner. He was married to a probate lawyer named Nora, an ascetic type with a fixed jaw. Stern always imagined the two of them in a home with no dust and little furniture, eating carefully and going out for weekend runs. Stan had started out as the Chief Deputy Prosecuting Attorney in Kindle County under Ray Horgan, but he had gotten a yen for California and joined the Justice Department in San Diego. As the choice for U.S. Attorney he had been roundly welcomed—Stan was intelligent, experienced, and more or less independent of the mayor and his dark cabal.


      It was, however, one of the sad facts of political reform everywhere that incorruptibility was not the sole attribute of good government. Sennett was the kind of grim bureaucrat, a person of strong discipline and limited vision and courage, who seemed to turn up too often in prosecutors’ offices. Everybody’s chief deputy, he never quite seemed to believe he had assumed the mantle himself. In Stern’s judgment, he had a dangerous mixture of attributes for a man in power: he was vainglorious and insecure, quick to make judgments that were not always correct, and entirely beyond persuasion once he had done so. When you sat with him, presenting a problem, pleading for mercy or simply trying to make a point, his small shining eyes would follow you while his expression remained forbidding. ‘No,’ he would say the instant you had finished a ten-minute presentation. ‘No can do.’ Few words of explanation, little warmth. No argument. He would stand and shake your hand and see you to the door.


      Now he was using Klonsky as his cat’s-paw. That was for  appearances, but the fact was, this was his case. Stern wondered if Klonsky knew how quickly he would push her aside when the lights of the videocams filled the room. In the meantime, a dark, high-density fluid of regret poured through Stern, the stuff of gloom. Sennett would be dogged in the hunt; Dixon, whatever his evasive maneuvers, was in for a long, bloody fight. Lost in these reflections, Stern reached forward and picked up the check.


      “Oh, no,” she said. As they walked to the door, Klonsky insisted on paying her share. Stern eventually recognized that this was a point of propriety and took two dollars from her. Duke, with his fried-up hair, received their money and bade them, with heavy accent, to return.


      Outside, he shook her hand and told her that Margy and he would see her the following Tuesday. She faced him with what was already becoming a familiar look of ambiguity and regret.


      “Thank you for asking me. I enjoyed our conversation.”


      “As well.” He made a brief, cutaway bow, Mr. Alejandro Stern, the foreign gentleman. She smiled at that and, with her heavy files slung across her body, went off toward the new federal building down the block. Pigeons with their shining gray heads arose fluttering in her path, and a rush of underground air, breathed up through a grate in the walk, ruffled her skirt. As he watched her go, it came to him again, an intimation clear as the arrival of spring, that he was alone. The usual affairs of the day, the courthouse, his children—they did not seem to do. Like nausea or hunger, a deep-sprung bodily response, the sense of his own unconnectedness overcame him, just as it did certain mornings, and to his surprise he stood for some time watching the figure of Sonia Klonsky whittled by distance and the phenomenon of aging vision, until she was no longer distinct amid the dark forms on the street.
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      AT NIGHT, HE SAW HELEN—more often, each week. The logic seemed irrefutable. Why should he be home in an empty house when Helen, a charming dinner companion, was available? Various adolescent intuitions told him that he was moving with too much dispatch toward an undesired destination. But she was such pleasant company, and who, reasonably, would choose loneliness? He was fifty-six and going steady.


      And, like some teenager, he was also screwing his brains out. In fin de siècle America, it seemed, this was how men and women paid respects. The hell with notes and flowers. Let’s get it on! One afternoon, Helen met him for lunch at his club in Morgan Towers. In that upright atmosphere, with the waiters in frogged coats and the bankers and business folk waxing genial, Helen grasped his hand and said, “Fuck me, Sandy.” She had had a glass of wine and her eyes looked very green.


      And did he resist? Not on your life. Mr. Alejandro Stern, at 1:27 in the afternoon, rented a room in his own name across the street in the Hotel Gresham. They were at the elevator when Stern recollected that he lacked a necessary item. In the hotel’s sundry shop, the attendant proved, of course—of course!—to be an older woman, with a heavy tailored suit and a strong German accent. Already giddy from the loss of inhibition and the lunchtime wine, Stern stuck up his courage and was able to clearly pronounce, “Prophylactics.”


      “Of course.” The woman nodded ponderously as she searched through the warren of old-fashioned cupboards where the rubbers were hidden. Eventually, she offered an entire box of different brands. “Good to use them,” she added, in the most cordial hotel style. In the elevator, Stern and Helen had been unable to contain their laughter. Thereafter, that was their watchword. At the most intimate moment, Helen was apt to drone, “Good to use them.”


      Making love to Helen was inevitably that kind of good-spirited enterprise, and often highly educational. She had read all the books; she had practiced every maneuver. There was nothing she was going to miss. Some developments that took Stern by surprise were, naturally, the result of thirty years with one lover in which the zones of exploration had been long established. He was mystified the first time Helen had extricated herself from his embrace and nudged him onto his back, then moved below. His first thought was that he was the object of a visual inspection, a prospect which he found far more exciting than he would have imagined, but she was soon otherwise occupied, busy with her mouth and fingertips


      “Did you like that?” she asked afterwards.


      He answered slowly. “The wings of a dove.”


      Yet, even making allowances for his lack of prior experience, he still found in Helen a disconcertingly determined interest in the sexual act. This was not a roundabout complaint concerning Clara. Whatever inadequacies she may have felt—and who could doubt the evidence?—he had never been dissatisfied. But for Helen the actual moment of encounter, the performance, was supreme and seemed to acquire a detached dreamlike rapture that Stern sometimes experienced in museums. They were, both of them, the thing observed, pure phenomenon: her body, his, with their rosy tumescent glow and throbbing veinous parts, the glistening pinkish shaft probing and disappearing. He watched with Helen’s bold approval. She slipped her hand down to provide yet one more stimulant.


      Like a door prize, there was always something new. One day she tweaked the nipples of his chest while he worked above her. Another time, she lifted her legs and gently moved his hands so that his thumbs kneaded at the delicate little bead which he could reach as he pumped inside her. She presented herself from the rear, the side. She faced him and sat athwart Stern on a dining-room chair. Naked, stimulated, he would drag around the furniture as she instructed as a prelude to the latest innovation. He told her afterwards that the combination of sexual exertion and stoop labor threatened a coronary occlusion.


      “You’re in good shape,” Helen said and reached below to pet him admiringly.


      Stern could tell that Helen was immensely proud of her role as pathfinder and instructor. But occasionally the unlikelihood of these antics would overcome him. In the hotel room the afternoon they had received the peculiar blessings of the German lady in the sundries shop, Helen stood upon two dressers and Stern caught the sight of their forms on the dull slate-green surface of the television tube: a short man, with the tip of his erect penis nipping up just above the bottom of his white belly, which hung on him like a flour sack, his hands dug into the flattened shapes of Helen’s buttocks, crouching slightly and pressing face and tongue upward into the wet odoriferous reaches of that mystical passage. It looked like a circus trick or the played-out fantasy of a cheap pornographer. The image remained with him for hours, lurid, fascinating, but nonetheless disturbing. Was this some more essential self, or a brainless imitation of what others aspired to? Who were they supposed to be? A part of him remained ill at ease with this emphasis on the physical, not what he’d thought of as his best realm. But whatever his misgivings after the fact, he enjoyed these encounters as they were occurring. He admired Helen’s lack of restraint, and her agility. When he thought of her, it was with appreciation and desire, even while he discouraged himself from pressing for exact answers about the true state of his feelings for her.


      His friends and acquaintances welcomed Helen openly. It made for fewer reminders of Clara and her passing, which no one wished to contemplate. The Hartnells invited Stern and Helen to a ritzy summer cotillion that Silvia had organized at the Greenwood Club. At first delighted to be included, Helen became uncomfortable with the pretense of the evening once she had arrived. Whenever backs were turned, she rolled her eyes at Stern and made faces, conduct which upset him, with his lifetime adherence to certain rigid courtesies. “You don’t like all this schmaltz,” she murmured to him at one point. Helen’s honesty was wonderful and endearing, but he also realized how uncertain it made him. She could set him on edge a dozen times a night with her straightforward observations, particularly of him. Was he brave enough to face Helen and her facts? She wanted to know everything about him and then make it better. At one point, turning away from the bar and looking across the enormous tent that had been pitched for this affair, he observed her in animated conversation with Silvia and found himself alarmed. This was a mismatch, Stern thought suddenly. His sister was a woman guarded by layers of the most protective refinements, much as the petals lay about the center of a rose. His first impulse was that she was somehow in danger. He whisked Silvia away to dance.


      “So?” asked Stern. His sister had known Helen only remotely over the years, having encountered her principally at family affairs.


      “A charming person,” Silvia answered, somewhat formally. He would have expected a similar response from Clara, who, no doubt, would have thought a contessa or professor a more fitting companion for Stern. At that point, Helen came whirling by in Dixon’s arms, looking happier than she had all evening. Helen, like most women, enjoyed Dixon’s company.


      “Is he the one who is in so much trouble?” she asked Stern as they were driving home on the highway cut between the dark hills.


      “He is,” said Stern simply. With her unfailing sense for what was important to him, Helen listened carefully to everything he told her about his practice, but he could not recall exactly what he’d said which led her to piece this together.


      “Well, you’d never know it,” Helen said. “He’s quite entertaining.”


      “When he wishes to be,” said Stern.


      In the dark, she placed her head on his shoulder. Clara, raised in the fading era of rigid female posture, would never have been capable of this gesture, and he drove the hour back to the city with Helen drowsing, a warm, comforting weight upon him.


      Two nights later, they had a different kind of evening. Helen’s daughter, Maxine, came to town with Rob Golbus, her husband of only a few months. Maxine had been Kate’s childhood friend, and Helen proposed an evening out with all three couples—Kate and John, Maxine and Rob, Stern and her. With the perfect resourcefulness one expected from Helen, she figured out entertainment pleasing to everyone and bought tickets to a Trappers game. Stern was always delighted to spend a night in the handsome old park with its brick outfield walls and cantilevered upper decks, where skied fly balls occasionally came to rest as homers. But there was soon an irritating undertone. Too much seemed to be assumed. Maxine spoke repeatedly of Helen and him visiting St. Louis, so that he began to feel both put upon and cornered, while Kate seemed coltish and jumpy all evening. When Helen casually—too casually—mentioned a remark Stern had made to her one morning this week at breakfast, Kate burst into the unnerved tittering one would have expected from an early adolescent. When John offered to go downstairs for refreshments, Stern eagerly rose to lend a hand.


      With their order placed at the counter beneath the stands, they stood in silence. His son-in-law, laconic as ever, put on his glasses to watch the televised version of the game on the screen above the old fry grill.


      “How is the matter proceeding?” asked Stern eventually, desperate for some topic of conversation. He thought, perhaps, to ask if Kate was bearing up; it had occurred to him that the stress of John’s problems might have contributed to her worn look and high-strung mood.


      “The matter?” John looked at him.


      “The grand jury business.” Stern had lowered his voice slightly.


      “Oh.” John poked his glasses back up on his nose and reverted to the TV. “Okay.”


      “Klonsky, the Assistant United States Attorney, tells me you have found a lawyer.”


      “I guess.” John hitched a shoulder. It was time for sports; the rest of this was bad news, workaday stuff.


      “You are in excellent hands. Raymond is very experienced.”


      John removed his glasses.


      “Oh, I didn’t end up with him. I’ve got a guy named Mel.”


      “Mel?” asked Stern. “Mel Tooley?” It was an article of professional decorum never to speak ill of another lawyer to his client, but Stern could not restrain the note of contempt. Mel Tooley had not been on the list Stern had given John. The only list of Stern’s where Tooley might appear would be one naming the despised of the earth. Tooley, who had been the chief of the Special Investigations Division in the United States Attorney’s Office until he entered private practice approximately a year ago, was one of those lawyers who seemed to be attracted to the profession because it legitimized certain forms of deceit. Stern’s disagreements with Tooley over the years were celebrated; legendary. No wonder Klonsky had said she was surprised by the referral. How had John wandered into the clutches of a creature like that?


      His son-in-law had already gathered up the box containing the tissued dogs and the beers and was mounting the concrete steps back to the boxes. Fraught with paternal anxieties and lawyerly rules, Stern followed, lecturing himself. It was, in a word, none of his business how John had chosen his counsel—even Mel Tooley.


      Halfway up the stairs he ran into Kate, literally, jostled against her as she was on her way down. They both exclaimed. Stern laughed, but she seemed startled to see him and jumped back. Here in the stairwell, better lit than the stands, he again noticed her appearance. She was nicely turned out in a sort of maternity sailor suit with a large red bow, but she looked drawn and, most shockingly, seemed to lack her childish blush. It was more than pregnancy, Stern suspected. John’s situation was taking its toll. He instantly had the thought that this was the face of Kate’s true adulthood. Whatever he had long expected was now in its onset. He touched her hand.


      “Katy, are you all right?”


      Fine, she answered, just on her way to the ladies’ room. She touched her stomach and added that it was for the third time.


      “But is everything else—?”


      “You mean John?” When he nodded, she seemed to wince fleetingly and touched her stomach again. She began to speak, then stopped herself. “I shouldn’t say anything.”


      Kate had been briefed, he saw, fully informed. She had the facts, the procedures. In all likelihood, she knew a good deal more than he did.


      “I quite agree. I merely wanted to reassure you.”


      “Daddy—”


      “I have seen these situations often, Kate. Trust me. It will turn out all right.”


      “I only wish, Daddy.”


      “You must be patient. It will all probably go on longer than any of us like. But you should not worry.”


      “Daddy, please. You’re starting to sound like Mommy. She never wanted me to worry. ‘Don’t worry, Katy, don’t worry.’ “ She had lifted her hands in imitation, quick, bird-like shapes. “Sometimes I wonder: Did she think if I worried I was going to break or something?”


      He considered this lament, so unlike her, not sure how to respond.


      “Daddy, it’s not that easy. Believe me.” With that, she sighed, a despairing sound, and took another step down. “I have to go to the bathroom,” she announced, and moved off in that direction. Stern watched her depart. What was that last bit about? But he thought he could read the portents in her mood clearly. She was worried not merely for her husband—but by him. Kate, not unlike her father, had learned more from John, and about him, than she had cared to know. John lumbered on, he slept nights, but his wife now had her eyes open. To himself, Stern briefly groaned and muttered one of his mother’s Yiddish phrases. As he emerged into the open night air, the crowd was roaring over a fabulous catch by the right fielder Tenack. Ascending, Stern had seen the ball go by like a shooting star.


      By prior arrangement, Rob and Maxine went off to spend the night at Kate and John’s—a chance for a more intimate visit. Helen begged Stern to stay with her. “Just to sleep,” said Helen, who had barely been able to rouse herself in the car. The large, somewhat secluded house which Miles and she had built only a year or two before the end of their marriage seemed to haunt her at times, especially after one of the children visited.


      In her room, Helen without ceremony shed her clothes, leaving them on the floor in a single heap, and threw herself down naked on the bed. The intimacy pleased her, he knew: to be able to bare herself without reflection or fear of his scrutiny under the strong overhead light. See what you like. Helen had clearly done her best, but in truth she still looked somewhat pounded-on by experience—blotched and slackened here and there, her legs varicose-etched right up to her seat. Not that any of these observations were critical. He was hardly a physical example himself, and he had not withstood two pregnancies. He had been oddly troubled of late to find white hairs growing in his pubic region. But he and Helen were approaching the same point—not quite on last legs, but battered, wobbling, losing the battle to the major forces of physics, gravity, and time. This was one set of facts beyond the power of even Helen’s will.


      Stern, who had developed his own routine here, covered Helen in bed, shooed out the cat, and locked the doors. Yet for reasons he could not fathom he was not at ease. He was disturbed at moments by the thought of what it might spell for Dixon to have John in the hands of unfriendly counsel; but these were the kinds of worries that for decades he had been able to quell at night. Dozing off, he thought for an instant about Kate, looking transformed by the world of adult woe, then Nate Cawley, still to be cornered. Tomorrow he would catch him. Soon. And yet each time Stern felt himself gentling down to sleep, he rose like some float in the water. Eventually, it became a night of restless dreams. In the one that he remembered, Stern, from ground level, had seen a bird, lifeless in the snow, beneath the needled boughs of an evergreen. This bird, an old ragged thing with plumage of black and white, was gently lifted by a female hand. She stroked the old bird’s chest, stated that his wing, which was held erect from his body, was broken but would mend. Her voice struck a note of joy and congratulation. Waking in Helen’s room, with the strong morning light haloing the edges of the heavy drapes, Stern recalled nothing of this woman but that encouraging prediction. Helen continued in the shallow breath of sleep. He reached over to touch her shoulder. But he was certain that the voice he had heard when he was dreaming had not been hers.
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      KATE HAD BOUGHT STERN an answering machine. For all his love of gadgets, he’d sworn that this was one he’d never own. He was a slave to the telephone as it was. More to the point, it always pained him to listen to his voice on tape; his accent sounded so much more distinct than he imagined. But he could not spurn his daughter’s generosity. On the machine, Kate most days left a bright message or two (lately, as John’s problems had deepened, Stern thought he could occasionally detect a leaden undertone in Kate’s greeting); Helen also often recorded a pleasant word, so that Stern, despite himself, looked forward to coming home and fiddling with the buttons. Tonight, however, the first voice he heard was Peter’s. “It’s time to schedule your blood test.” Typically blunt—and indiscreet. Stern, in the empty house, actually reached to the side of the machine to lower the volume.


      But the message was a familiar reminder. He lurked by the window, awaiting Nate Cawley. He had spent a number of evenings working at the dining-room table in the hopes of spying Nate as he drove up; Stern had given up on reaching him by phone. While he waited, he opened his mail. There was a brief note from Marta reminding him that she would be home in a couple of weeks, over the Fourth of July, to continue sifting through Clara’s things.


      On paper, Marta was terse, but she had taken to calling late at night, on the verge of sleep, sometimes even waking Stern for long, meditative conversations. Marta had continued to dwell on Clara’s death—she recognized it as an enormous passage. And in her casting about, which she willingly shared, Stern, as usual, found much common ground with his older daughter. Sitting up in bed, he listened to her talk, mumbling responses, half-drowsed but intent.


      Marta had always been a person of somber character; Stern could not remember her as frolicsome. Even at seven or eight, she seemed perplexed by the fundamental nature of things. Why does a woman marry only one man? Why do we eat animals if it is wrong to treat them cruelly? Can God see inside things or merely their surfaces? Stern, much more than Clara, valued Marta’s dark, contemplative side and was, inevitably, moved by her internal struggles. She was the child with whom he felt most in touch. Second in his own family, he understood her occasional mighty battles with Peter, her unrestrained—if momentary—resentment of him.


      He had been so pleased when she went to law school, not merely because he was flattered to be imitated, but more because the law, with its substance, its venerated traditions, and its relentless contemplation of social relations, seemed capable of providing one set of proposed answers to the questions with which Marta had been so long preoccupied. But neither law school nor practice seemed to have lessened her brooding or uncertainty. She took the bar exam in four states before deciding to remain in New York; she’d found three different jobs before accepting the present one, the lowest paying, most tenuous, least promising. She was a single professional in New York, caught up in the usual New York swirl of consumption—the latest restaurants, stores, and events—but late at night there was an unguarded tone of deprivation. She was unsuccessful in her relations with men, stalled in her career, baffled by life, and more or less alone. Stern looked down to her note, with strong sensations of her. Marta’s quest—soulful, troubled, yearning—was nowhere near its end.


      Out the window in the lengthening evening, against a magnificent streaked sky, the BMW at last circled around the Cawleys’ drive. Stern was out the door and halfway to the auto before he saw that Fiona was driving. He stopped in his tracks.


      “Sandy.” She smiled and stepped from the car, carrying a small bright sack from some shop.


      Stern stood in the grass. He wore his suit pants and a handmade shirt, monogrammed over the pocket; he had removed his tie. Glancing down, he noticed he was still carrying Marta’s note. Stern explained to Fiona that he had mistaken her for Nate.


      “I took his car today. Mine’s conking out whenever I use the air.”


      “Ah,” said Stern, and rocked on his toes. With Fiona and him, it was always awkward.


      “Actually,” she said, “there’s something I’ve been meaning to show you. Come in for a minute.” Fiona set off for the front door, keys in hand, without allowing him the chance to refuse. Stern moved reluctantly in her wake up the pea-gravel walk. What new treachery of Nate’s did she wish to disclose? Fiona set her package down on a candle table near the doorway and snapped on some lights. Stern said he had an appointment shortly, a remark which Fiona, predictably, feigned not to hear.


      “This is really the most curious thing,” she said. “Come upstairs. I want you to see this.” Fiona stopped to release the collie from the kitchen. Stern declined her offer of a drink, but Fiona paused to pour a bourbon over ice, and quaffed half of it at once, easy as water. “It’s so hot,” she said. The dog, in the meantime, jumped all over them both, then, rebuked, followed placidly as they walked toward the staircase.


      Upstairs, Fiona opened the door to the bedroom and passed down a hall into the bath. Stern hung back, hesitant to follow. There was a certain stimulating intimacy in being with a woman in her bedroom. It was not the bed so much as the privacy of the scene. The room was clearly Fiona’s, finished to her taste in crepe de Chine and ambiguous pinkish shades. The strong scents of powders and colognes, too sweet American smells, rose here. A long umber negligee lay as a sort of inviting preconscious thought, discarded beside the bed on an upholstered chair arm, suggesting a languorous form.


      “Here,” said Fiona, “this is it. Come here.” She was in the bathroom, the door partly closed. When Stern pushed it open, Fiona was studying a tiny paper bag. Her drink had been set down on the counter. “I saw this last week. I couldn’t understand why Nate would keep something with Clara’s name on it in his medicine cabinet.”


      In his surprise, he virtually snatched it from her—the small patterned bag from a local chain pharmacy. Two computer-generated prescription receipts, little tags that conveniently assembled all the information required by Medicare or insurers, were stapled to the lip of the bag, overlapping one another. On the top one, Clara’s name, address, and phone number were printed. Stern could feel a large vial inside the sack. It was pointless to ask what Fiona was doing roaming in her husband’s medicine chest. Undoubtedly there had been many such expeditions: the pockets of his suits, his daily diary, his wastebasket. Fiona would have no trouble with the kind of low tactics divorce-court hostilities required.


      “Indomethacin,” Stern read the tag. “This is for Clara’s arthritis, I believe. Nate told me he had brought some to her.”


      Fiona passed him an odd look.


      “If he brought it to her, how come it’s still in the bag?”


      Stern made a sound. She was right about that. But the answer was obvious. Nate had had two prescriptions filled: that was why there were two tags. When Stern flipped to the lower one, he saw the word “Acyclovir” and his heart skipped. Quickly, he withdrew the clear brown container from the bag. What in the world would Nate Cawley need with this stuff?


      “What is it?” asked Fiona.


      Stern was intent on the label on the bottle. In the blank following the word “Patient,” “Dr. Nathan Cawley, M.D.,” was listed, and Nate’s office address and phone were also printed there. 85 ACYCLOVIR 200 MG CAPSULES. TWO (2) CAPSULES FIVE TIMES DAILY FOR FIVE DAYS, REMAINDER ONE (1) CAPSULE FIVE TIMES DAILY, IF NEEDED.


      When the thought came to him, Stern’s face shot around to Fiona.


      “Does Nate take these pills?”


      She shrugged. “I’d imagine. This is his medicine cabinet. What are they?”


      “Acyclovir,” answered Stern, pronouncing it just as Peter had when he explained that the drug was often successful in reducing the active period of the infection. The herpes infection. Dr. Nate had prescribed for himself.


      She reached for the bottle, and Stern, without thinking, pulled it farther away. The prescription was dated two days before Clara’s death. He shook the container. Almost empty. Wrenching off the cap, he spilled the contents onto a piece of tissue and counted six capsules remaining. Seventy-nine consumed. Stern contemplated the numbers: Nate was taking these pills more than a week and a half after Clara’s death. He stared down at the little yellow capsules with an unremitting intensity. The brand name of the drug was printed right on them.


      Fiona spoke to him again. “Sandy, what is this for?”


      Oh yes, thought Stern. He had known this, had he not? It was all right here before him. Nate’s lying, all his dodging and running—they were classic signs. There was clearly something Nate wanted neither discovered nor discussed. And it was here. Right here. Not simply what had ailed Clara. But the fact that Nate, who went on serenely consuming these capsules after she was laid to rest, had spread the disease. It had taken a real act of will, a high-minded deliberate obdurateness, not to recognize Nate’s role. After all, there had been obvious opportunities for initiation of this dalliance. ‘Please remove your clothes and put on the smock. Doctor will be with you in a moment.’ A man as wrathfully henpecked as Nate would probably find Clara’s quiet, inscrutable bearing irresistible. Yes, and it still seemed, still—if he could claim he knew anything about this woman’s nature—that anything of this character with Clara would have required time, exposure, trust, a gradual erosion. It was inevitably someone she knew well. Oh, yes. Nate had visited Clara in the mornings, Fiona had said long ago.


      “Sandy,” said Fiona, “for Godsake. What are the pills for?”


      He continued to hold the bottle in his hand and he looked again at the label. The woman, he supposed, was entitled to know.


      “Herpes,” he said.


      “Her-pes,” said Fiona. Her jaw flew open and she stepped six inches back. “Why, that son of a bitch.” With a sudden snuffling sound, Fiona, as unpredictably as last time, began to cry.


      “Let us sit down a moment.” Stern swept up the pills and replaced the bottle on a shelf within Nate’s cabinet. Then Stern steered Fiona around the corner into the bedroom and sat with her on the edge of the Cawleys’ perfectly made bed. The tailored spread was of a heavy mauve material, welted on the edges. Fiona was attempting to recover. She dabbed the backs of both hands at the heavy purple shadow over her eyes. Stern extended an arm in comfort, and she laid her narrow body against him for a moment, bringing close the rosy odor of her various perfumes. As soon as his hand was clapped across the thin cap of her shoulder, he had the first inkling. He had no notion from where the idea came. Some vicious instinct, he supposed, although it seemed that the plan had been present, unformed, for some time.


      Fiona got up to find a tissue, but sat down again beside him on the bed. “Herpes,” she muttered to herself. Stern, from the corner of his eye, could see the barest trace of a smile as the clear thought crossed Fiona’s mind: Served him right. Served the bastard right. Then she looked at Stern directly.


      “Am I going to catch this?”


      “I am afraid that it depends.”


      “On what?”


      “Your contact.”


      “Contact?” Fiona did not get it and looked at him with irritation.


      Stern awaited the right words. Oh dear, this was difficult. Divorce lawyers must ask all the time. Probably, they were crude and direct. ‘When was the last time you let him plug you, honey?’


      “I do not mean to be indelicate—”


      “Are you talking about our sex life, Sandy?”


      “Just so.”


      “Not much.”


      “I see.”


      “It’s not as if I don’t like it, Sandy, I do,” she added quickly, fearing, as always, the poor judgment of others. “But you know how that can get. I haven’t let him come near me since I saw that thing.” She gestured toward the floor, the family room, the television set. “Not that he seemed to care.”


      “And when was that, Fiona?”


      “March?” She dipped a shoulder. “I don’t take notes, Sandy.”


      “No, of course not.”


      “Frankly, I think he’d given up trying by then. He gets like that.” She smiled again, grimly.


      Stern imagined that Nate had given up long before. He had his own predicament. Not that it was much excuse. Nonetheless, here in Fiona’s precise bedroom, Stern was overcome by the mystery of anyone’s marriage. It was like culture or prehistory—a billion unwritten understandings. Nate and Fiona. What an unlikely couple, he mild and casual, and she so severe. She was always pretty, however. Her good looks must have mattered to Nate, been his pride. His treasure was at home while he went tomcatting all over the neighborhood, catching infections and fucking everybody’s wife—Stern’s wife, too. The recognition brought him to a kind of momentary delirium. Always reluctant to consciously anger, he felt drilled by the urge for revenge, high and mighty, powerful as a prizefighter. The thought passed over him again like a wave of fever. Was he really capable of this? Oh, yes. He felt excited, inspired, and nasty.


      “So am I?” asked Fiona. “Going to catch this?”


      “I see little chance of that, Fiona, given what you describe.”


      She pondered. “I suppose I should be grateful he left me alone.”


      Still seated beside her, Stern slowly said, “I should say he did a great injustice, Fiona.”


      Her head listed to a dubious angle, as if he had gone loony. Stern smiled bravely.


      “A great injustice,” he repeated and gradually lifted his hand. He grasped the top button of Fiona’s knit dress and leaned over to kiss the brown area at the top of her chest.


      She drew back at once. But she was smiling. “San-dy,” she said.


      His own look was intent; he meant serious business. He opened the button he had grasped and pulled the garment back slightly to caress her again.


      “Oh, my,” said Fiona, and laughed out loud. “I don’t believe this.” Fiona, it seemed, found it hard to contain herself; this was screamingly funny. The choices here, he knew, were entirely his own. She would not stop him. Fiona was a weak person. Her only resilience was in her brittleness of character, but she had no convictions. Taken by surprise, she would laugh her way along, not knowing what else to do. And he? How did he feel now? Odd, very odd, my American friends. Oh, this was wild and improbable and absurd. But sexual daring was more exciting than flying. He quietly touched her breast and felt blessedly, remarkably, fantastically, that he was no longer himself.


      He opened another button and pulled her brassiere down. Her breast, small and white, seemed as startling as a fish darting by in water, and he bent to kiss her on the small button of her nipple—


      Someone was looking at him!


      On the bedside, Stern jolted. He actually found himself standing halfway, his arms raised defensively. The collie, cowed, had also jumped back, dragging its front paws, but did not utter a sound.


      When he looked back, Fiona had risen and stood directly before him; her brassiere remained pushed down, so that her white breast looked like a package partly unwrapped. When he met her glance, something happened—perhaps his fear, even momentary, had dissuaded her, or, more simply, time had brought her back to herself. But he saw a point of contraction sharpening in her eyes, and then her arm moved. He knew what was coming but it seemed undignified to defend himself. There was a flash of pain as she struck him open-handed on the side of the face, and he felt instantly that one of his front teeth, which had knocked together, might have chipped.


      “You’re not any better than he is,” said Fiona. “You son of a bitch.”


      Her back to him, she fiddled with her clothing. He felt obliged to respond, but for the time being was not capable. He sat on the bedside again, suddenly melting in shame.


      “Forgive me,” he said.


      “Jesus,” said Fiona.


      He was going to tell her she was an attractive woman, but that sounded the wrong note.


      “I was overcome,” said Stern instead, one of his usual ambiguous formulations.


      “You were taking advantage.” This thought, when uttered, caused her, with as little warning as usual, to cry once more. She sat down in a white wicker chair by the window and crushed the ball of tissue to the center of her face. She’d found her drink, and she drained it for comfort, then stood, probably wanting another. She gave Stern a fiery look—one more unspoken curse—but, without further words, departed. The collie loped along behind her as she disappeared down the hall.


      Listening to her clump down the stairs, he looked up at the Cawleys’ bedroom ceiling. Cobwebs hung from the stylish fixture. Oh God, he was full of loathing and self-reproach. He had that underwater feeling of being very drunk, so that he knew it would be even worse whenever the adrenaline passed and a feeling of normality returned. What in the world could he have been thinking? Oh, he was going to despise himself. He did already.


      He walked over to the chair Fiona had sat in. Through the mullioned window, he could see his own house. In the twenty years he had lived here, he had never viewed it from this angle, and he looked down for some time on the variegated slate roof of the bedroom wing, taken by the sight. When he recognized the gable of his own room, he actually tried to imagine Nate and Clara enwrapped about each other there, but the image, mercifully, refused to flourish.


      What about the money? he thought suddenly. What in God’s name did Nate need with 850,000 bucks? But Fiona had given him the answer to that weeks ago: for years she had threatened Nate with financial ruin as the cost of a divorce. She would fight like a terrier for every penny, for the sheer sake of vengeance. But with Clara’s fortune squirreled away, Nate could afford Fiona’s wrath. Did that mean there was a pact between them, Nate and Clara? Were they each to abandon their spouses? Did she mean to leave Stern lonesome, wandering—the way he was?


      Downstairs, he heard the front door slam. Fiona was gone—perhaps to take a drunken drive about the city, rattling on to herself about the viciousness of men; or simply to give him a moment to slink off in shame. The collie, deserted by his mistress, trotted back into the room. The animal tilted its head, gazing with luminous greenish eyes. Imagine the dog’s life, always on the seeming verge of comprehension.


      This time, with the new thought, Stern was unable to move. This truly was Clara’s legacy to him, instants of horror as he made out the hidden forms in the mess she left behind. In his line of work, he was always attempting to puzzle out precisely what had occurred in the past. The participants, clients or government witnesses, rarely provided reliable accounts. They were knocked off course by winds of fear, blame-shifting, self-justification. But occasionally, as he worked over a case, Stern himself would recognize what had happened. A word, here or there, a piece of paper. The jigsawed pieces fit.


      Weak and light-headed, he had the same sensation now. Poor Clara. Now he understood. She had bestowed her enormous gift as the groundwork of whatever plan she and Nate had laid and, only after that, had learned the nature of her new medical predicament. Perhaps it was the first Nate knew of the problem. But in the circumstance he would have had no choice but to admit his other interest—probably the young lady in the video downstairs. Infidelity among the unfaithful. Oh, yes. Stern saw it now. What a drama. It was as tragic as Madama Butterfly. Bilked. Jilted. Diseased. Shame and loss at every window, every door, the future an endless refraction of ugly events: a husband’s wrath, a lover’s departure, and the excruciating knowledge of a fortune squandered in order to buy her boyfriend the freedom he intended to spend in other pursuits. What humiliation! Like a heroine of myth, Clara had lost everything through pride and desire. Sitting now on Fiona’s expensive bedspread, Stern placed one hand over his heart; it felt rough and sore, pumping away within his chest.


      He would have to call Cal. At once. What a story this would be to tell. Lawyer Hopkinson would drill another hole in his head. Stern wanted the papers drawn now. With the check, Nate was in a tricky position. His plan from the start must have been to hold it in order to hide the funds from Fiona and her divorce lawyer. But now, with Clara’s death, with bankers and executors, with probate, he would have to move, fearing that someone might soon learn of the transaction and attempt to see it undone. The day Nate found the nerve to present his check, Stern would sue. There would be smoke and fragments everywhere. He would grind Nate Cawley like a seed beneath a stone.


      In this burst of vicious impulse, Stern was smitten suddenly, overpoweringly, with the sensation of how preposterous this was. None of this had occurred. He thought that clearly. Any second, groping for the switch, he would find the light and see where he really was. But when he turned about, the collie was truly there, still watching, and the house he had lived in for twenty years was out the window, viewed at this angle from which he had never seen it before. His lip was beginning to thicken and welt from the impact of one of Fiona’s rings. He found his way down, closed the dog in the kitchen, and then, feeling that something he could never recall was utterly lost, let himself out the door.


       


      For him, the most evocative memories of their courtship were of the times he sat in the parlor of the Mittler home while Clara played the piano. Her soft reddish hair followed just behind the occasional downward movements of her head; her eyes were fast upon the keyboard, or closed, as she turned herself over to the music. Her high intelligence sang through the instrument. The first time she performed for him, he had no idea what to say. He had come to the door to collect her and she invited him to step inside a moment. Neither of her parents was home and apparently she felt free to show him about. “My piano,” she said. He asked her to play, and instead of demurring as he expected, she set herself free. He sat on the red plush divan in his scarf and overcoat, utterly ignorant of the music, but overcome by the conviction with which she struck the keys. He admired her intensely.


      “Magnificent,” he said.


      She stood shyly beside the instrument, absorbing his praise.


      They went then to the show. The movie—he still remembered—was the subject of some excitement. Marty. The story of this lonely, inept man, full of longing, stirred Stem. That was him, him! Afterwards, walking to George Murray’s Chevy, parked far down the block, he recognized that Clara, too, had been sadly moved. She clung to him firmly as they strolled, speaking of certain harrowing moments lived out on the screen.


      When they reached the car, Stern could not help himself. He cried out and doubled over for a moment.


      “Oh, George,” he said.


      Whoever had sideswiped George Murray’s car had left a number of victims. The scratches began behind the door, growing in a broadening trail until the point of impact on the front fender. There the metal was cruelly withered and the filament of the front headlamp hung down from a single wire. The auto ahead was worse; the entire trunk was folded up like a smashed carton.


      “Oh, God,” she said when she finally saw it. She grabbed his arm. “This isn’t your car, is it?”


      “Oh, no.” The loss seemed incalculable. His mind fumbled ahead futilely for some way it all could be restored.


      “I’m so sorry.”


      He shrugged, staring at the wreckage.


      “No telephone this month,” he said.


      He was required to call the police. They walked to a drugstore and the police were there by the time they had returned to the car. George Murray, thankfully, was not home. Somehow Stern felt he could tolerate all this, except telling him. This girl and her sympathy seemed to give him courage. The cop was an amiable type, an older white-haired man who had been put out to pasture. He asked Stern about his accent in an honest, inquisitive way and then lay in the boulevard hauling on the bumper in order to straighten it out so that Stern did not dirty his suit. Stern sat behind the wheel, turning it as the policeman pulled on the dimpled sheet metal.


      “Good enough to drive,” the cop finally announced. “Save you a penny or two on the tow. Those fellas are pirates.”


      The policeman, Leary, tipped his hat when they drove away. Stern had no idea where they were going.


      “Shall I take you home?” he asked her.


      “Oh, not yet,” she said, so emphatically that Stern was taken by surprise. The car had no radio, but there was a clock. It was five past midnight. “I have to be certain you’re well. Are you?”


      He made a sound. He was badly shaken. Yet it was amazing how buoyed he was by female attention. He reminded himself of the cartoons he saw in the theater of Popeye when he ate his spinach. With her, before he faced George and the months of bills, he felt almost invincible.


      “Where shall we go, then?” he asked. “Are you hungry?”


      “Really, no. I couldn’t, not now. I lost whatever appetite I had. I don’t take a drink very often, but I could use one now. You, too?”


      He answered her again with a sound. “Under the circumstances, I could drink,” he said.


      “You know what might be nice? Why don’t you stop at a package store and we can sit out by the river. There’s a lovely spot. I’ll show you.”


      So that is what they did. They bought a bottle of Southern Comfort and two cheap tumblers and drove a few blocks to a parking lot on a low bluff over the river. The river was wide here, black and wild with sound beneath them. The moon was up, high in the trees, filling the Kindle with racing light.


      As she opened the bottle, he cautioned her.


      “George,” he said, “expects his car to be returned in mint condition.”


      She eyed him over the cap, unimpressed on this occasion by his mild humor.


      “You’re going to suffer terribly over this, aren’t you?”


      He hesitated, then shook his head bravely.


      “You wouldn’t consider letting me pay for this, would you?” she asked.


      He shook his head again.


      “I could, you know. I have quite a bit of money. My mother’s sister left a trust. It was available after I was twenty-five and it just sits there.”


      “And what would your father think of that?”


      “I don’t care what my father thinks.”


      Stern again made his sound. He thought of her as he first saw her, on Henry’s footstool.


      “Do you care?” she asked. “About him?”


      “I am afraid to say I do.”


      “I do, too,” she said, after a moment. “I’d rather say I don’t, but I do. I think most girls care more about their mothers, but my mother worships him. Is your family like that?”


      Stern laughed, thinking of his father as he came to know him toward the end, an agitated, feckless human being on the verge of one breakdown or another.


      “No,” he said.


      “Do you like my father?”


      Stern contemplated the question. The engine was running, a throaty rumble, so they could have heat.


      “I believe I am too afraid of him to know the answer.”


      She laughed out loud.


      “Do you know what I like about you, Sandy? You don’t remind me of anyone.”


      He was tempted to remark about making virtues out of faults. But he realized that this pleased him. He was who he was. The car, the disaster, had allowed a remarkable candor between them. Moreover, as was usually true on the rare occasions when anyone could inspire him to straightforward response, he learned a good deal about himself.


      “And how do you feel about your father?”


      “The same as you,” she said. “I admire him. When I was a girl, I wanted to be just like him. Before I realized that he wouldn’t let me. I resent him, I suppose. It’s hard to know. My parents have been quite angry with me for some time.”


      Stern sat back against the door to look at her. The liquor had begun to make him warm and somewhat drunk.


      “What is the story you seem to have to tell? I sense great unhappiness.”


      “Do you?”


      “You must forgive me. I suppose that was rather blunt.”


      “Rather,” she said. In the dark, fear reached up to seize him. He had gone too far. He was on a cliff with this girl. At any moment this atmosphere of intimacy could fade and she could revert to being the daughter of a wealthy man, well beyond him. He knew that was what she meant before—that she did not know how to regard him. Like any person born to great wealth, she was proficient with an offhanded officiousness—she could instantly push him off to a million-mile distance, if she wanted to.


      “I don’t think of myself as a happy person,” she said. “I’m very shy. Except around you.” She smiled. “Are you happy?”


      “I enjoy my work. I care for my sister. But no, I do not consider myself a cheerful person by disposition.”


      “I didn’t think so,” she said. They were both quiet. “I’m going to tell you everything,” Clara Mittler said presently.


      He waited a moment in the dark before he said, “All right.”
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      “MEL? SANDY STERN,” he said into the telephone.


      “San-dy!” cried Mel in return, the usual trumpet blast: hail fellow well met. Face forward, Tooley had a single expression, a beaming countenance of unlimited goodwill. Turn your back, however, and the knives came out, the mischief started. An insidious fellow. Tooley claimed to be Irish—it was in this city, like many others, a political advantage, particularly at the bar—but he had the swarthy look of a more Southerly heritage. Mel wore a wig—profuse, dark, and curly as the coat of a poodle—a trait which Stern, in spite of his efforts at tolerance, found shabby and insincere. The man was always sweating and, in consequence, bathed in cologne. And he was overweight—not that Stern was the kind to criticize this fault; but Mel, cut to the dimensions of certain cattle, still favored double-breasted suits and flashy pocket hankies, and refused to accept biology as fate. He squeezed himself into tapered shirts and sat with his dark hairy gut bulging between the buttons, his oily smile suggesting an unambiguous belief that he was suave.


      Stern had dealt with Mel for years when Tooley was a prosecutor, a prickly relation marked by many bitter struggles. Mel, in a word, was underhanded, an exception in an office in which most of the lawyers were overly aggressive but generally respectful of rules and rights. Stern’s most serious run-in with Mel had occurred five years ago, when Stern represented a contractor whom Tooley desperately wanted to testify against two gentlemen whose names ended in vowels. The contractor had been granted immunity, but he persisted in a version of events which even Stern, privately, regarded as improbable. When he and his client showed up for his grand jury appearance, the contractor, a hard-boiled, tight-lipped kind, suddenly paled; the sweat on his scalp looked like rain. He was a Knights of Columbus man, the father of nine, and Tooley had the contractor’s former mistress seated primly on the sofa outside the grand jury room. For the sake of his client, Stern, always reluctant to publicly criticize any attorney, had to file a disciplinary complaint with the District Court Executive Committee. The judges had clucked their tongues and chastised Mel, but in the end the contractor testified, and just as Mel liked. Tooley had the last laugh. Face to face, he claimed to bear no grudges and was quick to praise Stern’s ability. But in a world where ego mattered so, one knew better than to believe that. Stern wondered again how it was John had wandered into Tooley’s hands.


      Tooley, now, said he had been about to call, a remark which Stern took as being within striking distance of the truth. Tooley naturally was interested in making arrangements for MD to pay his fee. He wanted a $15,000 retainer—on the high side for a fellow of Tooley’s age, but what Stern might have expected. They chatted as best they could about the case. Stern said nothing to Tooley about the house error account; he had to assume that every word would go back to the prosecutors, to be used however Tooley saw fit, for John’s advantage or simply as some way to curry favor for the future. Stern described the customer orders that the government was tracing, said the prosecutors seemed to think that Dixon had made some sort of improper profit.


      “I take it that they believe the orders were placed with John,” said Stern.


      “Were they?” inquired Tooley, as if he did not have a client to ask. “I mean, I don’t have any documents to look at. I wouldn’t mind seeing whatever you’ve turned over.”


      Stern made a note and said that he would send them.


      “Well, of course,” said Stern, “he may have received these orders but might be unable to recall them, given the crush of daily business. I have no idea whether or not that is a possibility, but a reasonable person might understand that.” Tooley was very quick—he would not miss the hint—but he did not answer, which Stern regarded as unpromising. Stern went on: “What exactly is it that Klonsky tells you she wants with him?”


      “Actually,” said Tooley, “I haven’t dealt with Sonny. I’ve talked just a little bit to Stan.” Sennett again. Stern shook his head. “He’s got his hand on the throttle on this one. Did you know that?” asked Tooley. He would have been delighted to one-up Stern with the news.


      “I have gotten that drift. I imagine he has his own agenda.”


      “He always does,” said Tooley, joining in brotherly fashion in the familiar complaints defense lawyers had with the present United States Attorney. From Tooley, this was mostly show. He had worked for Sennett for more than a year before entering private practice, and in that time Stan had promoted Tooley to chief of the office’s Special Investigations Division. Stan had made Mel a big macher. There was a reason Tooley had chosen him as his point of contact. “So, how you like dealing with Funny Sonny?” Mel asked, obviously skirting. “She’s a piece of work, isn’t she?”


      “Ms. Klonsky?” asked Stern. “I hadn’t heard that name.”


      “That’s what I call her,” said Mel. “Everybody calls her something. She’s my fault, you know. I hired her, right before I left the office. I mean, Stan did. But I interviewed her. I thought she had some balls. You know?”


      “Yes,” said Stern simply. He understood the point.


      “But I don’t think she’s a real star there yet. What’s the word? Ambivalent. They can’t get her to decide anything. She’s always wringing her hands. You know. Tries a good case, though. Nice-looking woman has got a hell of an advantage in front of a jury, don’t you think?”


      Stern uttered a sound. Perhaps. Mel went on. Clearly, he had little interest in speaking about John.


      “Y’know, I should blame you for hiring her. I say she’s my fault, but she’s really yours.”


      “Mine?” asked Stern. “Klonskv?”


      “I just remembered this. I asked her why she wanted to be a trial lawyer and she told me this story about when she was in her first year of law school, how she saw every day of the Sabich trial. She loved watching you work. I forgot how she described you. ‘Sleight of hand,’ I think. I thought it was a cute way to put it.”


      Indeed, thought Stern. Tooley must have held his sides.


      “So you see, you’re her idol, Sandy. I bet she gets hot flashes whenever you call.”


      “There is hardly any sign of that.”


      “Who knows with her? Very emotional person. She been telling you yet about her goofy husband?”


      “Not really,” said Stern. He felt, more acutely now, some alliance with Klonsky. Mel was improving his opinion of her the longer he went on.


      “She will,” said Mel. “She tells everybody. You know about this guy? He’s a mailman. I’m not kidding. He writes poetry and delivers mail. The guy thinks he’s Omar Khayyam or something. Apparently he’s nuttier than she is. Every second day while I was there she was in the head bawling her eyes out, saying she was going to divorce this guy. And now she’s p.g. because her biological clock is going ding-dong. Oh, well,” said Mel, finally tired of the subject. “Be kind to her, Sandy.”


      “More the reverse,” said Stern, trying in the mildest way to say something in Klonsky’s behalf.


      “I’m sure Sennett’s watching her like a hawk.”


      “So it seems,” said Stern. “Might I ask what he tells you?”


      “Not clear,” said Mel. “Not clear. I believe they’re looking for immunity. I’m not certain for what.”


      Stern hung there, feeling for all the world like a small insect humming its wings in a formidable breeze. There was little more that he could ask. Given pride, and fear of what might go back to the government, he was reluctant to discuss the blank spots in his knowledge of the investigation. And there were few other avenues of inquiry. What John had told Mel, if anything, was out of bounds in this kind of situation. Many defense lawyers blurted out their client’s confidences like bits of witless news posted on some local bulletin board, but Stern had never shared that inclination. In a situation of potential adversity, he neither asked for nor shared his client’s private words, his rigidity on this point of ethics accepted as one more part of Sandy Stern and his formal foreign manner, like the hedgerow and iron fence about certain older homes.


      “I’m just getting into this thing,” Tooley said. “Maybe I can give you a call next week when I get my bearings.”


      “Yes, of course,” said Stern. He would never hear from Tooley, not until a day or two before the indictment was returned, when Mel would describe vaguely the factors that required John to ax Dixon. Stern had faced similar dilemmas himself when he represented witnesses. But he tried to give his colleagues what little help he could along the way. Stern prepared to conclude the call, going over the list of things that Tooley wanted from him. Mel, slyly, had put the shoe on the other foot and was the one receiving all the information.


      “He’s a nice kid,” Tooley said in conclusion. “Maybe not a rocket scientist, but he should come out okay.”


      “One hopes,” said Stern, nettled nonetheless by the feeling that Tooley had gone out of his way to provide this dim assessment of his son-in-law.


      “It’s crazy how he came to me. You gave him a couple names, I take it.”


      “A few,” said Stern. Neither he nor Tooley harbored illusions about whether Mel would have been included.


      “He called those guys, but nobody was in. Apparently you put the fear of God in him. Felt he just had to get a lawyer lickity-split. So he called everybody he knew and ended up getting my name from your son.”


      “From Peter?”


      “My brother Alan and Peter were like this in high school. Remember Alan? I have to give Pete a call and thank him.”


      Alan was a handsome, wholesome, genial kid. It seemed impossible that the same home could have produced something as viperous as Mel Tooley. Stern held his head while he absorbed the latest news. Peter again! It was as inevitable as the seasons, however, that he would have mixed in if asked. Ignorant or not, his son considered any family problem part of his domain. Meanwhile, Stern imagined Mel across town, in his flashy office, smirking. He had Stern’s client paying his fee while John considered laying Dixon low, and Stern’s own son was the source of his employment. Quite a tickle.


      Chalk up one more for the government, thought Stern, as he put down the phone. There were lawyers friendly to the target or his counsel, or naturally disinclined to help the prosecution, who would go over the situation with John two or three times and remind him of how large the gaps were in his memory, how unrewarding testimony for the government might be. But that clearly was not Mel’s plan. He would offer John up freely to the prosecutors, encouraging him to be forthcoming with the vaguest hunch or suspicion. And John—if Stern could correctly read Tooley’s silence and the signs in his own conversations with his son-in-law—apparently had much to tell.


      Idly, he contemplated how it must have gone between John and Dixon. It was not likely that Dixon had announced what he was up to; he was too secretive for that. He issued commands, which John was afraid to countermand. But a certain furtiveness must have accompanied this scheme. Just between me and you. Don’t tell. As Clara always said, John was not dumb. Sooner or later, he must have known that these trades were being handled differently from others. So they went on in the usual murky world of collaboration and deceit, each with some unspoken ground of disrespect for the other: You are weak. You are dishonest. His son-in-law was the classic stuff of the government witness, an unquestioning lower-down with the convictions of a noodle. As soon as Tooley explained the facts of life to him—that his commodities registration and his right to do business on the financial markets in the future hung in the balance—he would reduce his level of actual suspicions to none at all. By the time he got to the witness stand, he would be one more wanton soul testifying that he had merely followed orders, without a minute for reflection. With his look of childish innocence, and his relative inexperience, John would carry this act off better than most.


      Thinking of all this and the way the situation was gradually spinning out of control, Stern felt queasy. For just an instant, he fell beneath a quirky vision of his entire family down at the federal courthouse, testifying, pointing fingers, hopelessly involved. In that scene, he somehow was the victim, not the man accused but the one left out in the cold. Everybody knew more than he did. He shook the notion off, but looked down to the phone, full again of that sense of coming injury which could not be prevented.
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      MARGY SEEMED TO HAVE DONE something with her hair. Near her shoulder it sprayed up in a froth of curls, and its blondish tint seemed brighter when she came into the light. She looked bigger than Stern recalled—a hale, large person full of life. He refused at once to allow recollection or imagination to take him any further.


      “Fine,” she answered when he inquired about her flight. “Nice hotel,” she added. “Slept good.” A simple declarative utterance ripe in implication: all was forgotten, forgiven, swept aside. Margy was good at this, pretending that nothing had ever occurred; she had done it, Stern sensed, dozens of times. Whatever the writhing inside, the internal outcry, the reverberations would never touch the surface. She sat there all dolled up, wearing a raw-silk suit and an orange blouse with a huge bow. She had come into Stern’s office carrying a large briefcase and a garment bag slung from her shoulder, and had been savvy enough to extend her hand, with its long red nails, while his secretary was still present, so that neither of them would be discomfited by the opportunity for some more intimate hello. The Oklahoma businesswoman, determined and composed. Hi y’all.


      Behind his smoky glass desk, Stern spent a moment describing the day’s agenda. He and Margy each drank coffee. Together, they would scrutinize the documents the government had subpoenaed and attempt to anticipate Ms. Klonsky’s questions. Then they would proceed to the U.S. Attorney’s Office, where Klonsky would interrogate Margy in preparation for her appearance before the grand jury, which would immediately follow.


      “Do I gotta do that,” Margy asked, “siddown and have this chat with her?”


      “No, but it is routine. It suits both sides. I am not allowed inside the grand jury room, so by submitting to an interview, we learn in advance what the prosecutor has in mind and I will have the chance to help in any troublesome areas. Ms. Klonsky, in turn, finds which questions she would rather not ask you on the record.”


      “I get it.” Margy was satisfied. She asked where he wanted to start, and he pointed to the briefcase.


      “The hard part,” said Margy with a smile. Hard port.


      “A problem?” asked Stern. He did not care for the sound of this. He put down the coffee cup and removed the subpoena from the file. Margy unloaded first the checks the government had demanded—all those written in the first four months of the year for amounts exceeding $250. She had them literally tied up in string, nine stacks, each the size of a brick, with the severed perforations lending, from the side, a striated look, like certain fish.


      “What-all they gonna do with these?”


      “They are looking, I assume, for funds being transferred to Dixon. Is there any evidence of that?”


      “Shore,” she said. “Lots of it. Salary. Bonus.”


      “Anything else?”


      “Nada.”


      “Did any companies or accounts you know him to control receive money?”


      “Nothin,” said Margy.


      Good, he thought. He flipped through the stacks, more to get the feel of the checks than anything else. She had made two copies, a set for Stern and a set for herself, and had a clerk stamp an identification number on each. You did not need to teach Margy anything twice.


      Stern referred again to the subpoena. Because many of the records were already here, Stern last week had taken responsibility for assembling the trading records which the prosecutors had asked for. The remaining documents had been delivered to Stern’s office, and in preparation for today he had carefully gone into each pile and replaced, just where he had found them, the order tickets the government was surely seeking—the four or five dozen which John had written. The bundle of documents, copied and numbered like the checks, waited now in a white transfer case. He showed them to Margy, then had Claudia summon one of the young men in the office, who would deliver the records to the grand jury room prior to their arrival.


      Stern read aloud the government’s last request for records of the Wunderkind Associates account.


      “The strange port.” Margy had her briefcase on her lap and removed a manila folder. Maison Dixon, like many houses, used what was called a consolidated statement, in which purchases and sales, confirmations, margin requirements, and positions were all reported together. The computer spat out a single form, which was mailed to the customer any time there was account activity. The second leaf of that computer form remained at MD and was microfilmed. Opening the folder, Stern was surprised to find the original statements which should have gone to Wunderkind.


      “It’s strange,” she said. “See the address.”


      The documents said “Wunderkind Associates” at the top, and “[HOLD].” He asked what the notation meant.


      “Hold,” she said. “You know. Like ‘Don’t mail it, I’ll pick it up.’”


      “Does that occur often?”


      “Sometimes. Fella’s gettin a divorce and don’t want his wife countin up everything he owns on her fingers or toes. Or he thinks the IRS is openin his mail. Or he don’t think much of the mailman in his neighborhood. Lotsa reasons.”


      Stern nodded. “And these were never picked up?”


      “They were sittin right in the file.”


      “Chicago account?”


      “Kindle,” she said. “05.” She lifted her bottom from one of the cream-colored chairs to point to the account number. “Greco found them.”


      “Peculiar,” said Stern.


      “Oh, that ain’t what’s strange.”


      “No?”


      “Look through ’em.”


      He did, and as usual noticed nothing.


      “Look at the activity. Look at the balance. Remember? This is where he’s puttin all that money he makes tradin ahead. I thought for sure he’d be cashin out these positions he’s transferrin in, havin us cut him one check after another. You know: take the money and run.”


      Clearly, however, that was not what had occurred. The statements portrayed frequent trading, two or three movements a day. There was no unusual concentration of positions. T-bonds. Silver. Beans. Sugar. Yen. Those were the favorites, but all were frequently traded, often with multiple moves each day. Stern read to the end in February of that year.


      “He lost money?” asked Stern.


      “Not just money,” said Margy. “Everything. There ain’t a red centavo that got stole that didn’t end up goin right back into the market. Hell, he didn’t just lose all that. He lost more. Look at the last statement.”


      Stern turned the pages again. On the final statement, in boldface, there was a deficit balance reflected of slightly more than $250,000. Trading on margin—borrowing money from the house to put on positions worth more than what you had invested in the account—it was always possible to lose large amounts quickly, and it had happened here to a fare-thee-well. Everything had been sunk into sugar contracts, which had come to ruin over several days in February when the market ran wild. By the time Mr. Wunderkind had extricated himself, the loss was enormous, a quarter of a million dollars more than the equity he’d had in the account to start with.


      “The debit balance was paid off?” he asked.


      “That’s what the statement says. All 250,000 bucks. I never heard nothin about it.”


      “Should you have?”


      “You betchum,” said Margy. She sat up a little straighter. “Deficit balance over a hundred grand? Either I hear about it or it goes straight down to Dixon from accounting.”


      “Ah,” said Stern. He wondered. Dixon could have probably written off a debt to the house like this with a single stroke of the pen. But the statement showed funds received—Wunderkind had paid off the money he owed MD.


      Stern stared at the papers and, with the familiar frozen precision of his most single-minded attempts to understand, went over it all aloud. Margy nodded each step of the way. The man had self-consciously placed orders ahead of customers, a major infraction. In order to hide that, erroneous account numbers were used and the transactions, taken for mistakes, were moved to the house error account, where substantial profits of tens of thousands of dollars on every pair of trades accumulated. Then, in order to gain control of these illegal profits, the man had placed additional orders, once again making deliberate errors in the account information. The result was that the error account paid for the trade. Then the new position was moved by various accounting entries to this new account.


      “Wunderkind Associates,” said Margy.


      “Wunderkind Associates,” said Stern. “And then, instead of simply closing his positions and making off with all these ill-gotten gains, he traded on them. Repeatedly. And badly.”


      “Right.”


      “So that, at the end, the net result of dozens of unlawful transactions, all of them wickedly clever, is that they have cost him approximately a quarter of a million dollars.”


      “That’s what the paper says.”


      “Not right,” said Stern resolutely. He knew, with a conviction durable as steel, there was more to it than this. These shenanigans in the Wunderkind account were one more interim link in the long, twisted chain. Stealing this money had turned into a sport for Dixon, his version of the steeplechase. How many hurdles could he take at a canter? Stern decided at once that the losses had to be phony. There was ample precedent for that. From what Stern understood, at the end of every year there were dozens of such transactions on the Exchanges, designed to fool the IRS. In violation of every rule, trades were arranged off the floor and then carried out in the pit as a kind of second-rate pantomime, so that a loss was recorded for tax purposes, while the position, through one device or another, eventually returned to its original owner. No doubt, something like that was involved here. Perhaps there was some record Dixon meant to set: most laws broken in a single theft. Stern sat there shaking his head, convinced he could never work through the final intricacies of this scheme. On the other hand, it was possible the prosecutors would not manage that either.


      “I am not certain, Margy,” said Stern at last, “that I see this as the problem you do.”


      “Oh,” she said, “this ain’t the bad port. This is the strange port.”


      “Ah,” said Stern, and felt his internal elevator descend another floor or two, not as far or as steeply as he might have expected. He was growing accustomed to this. “And what, Margy, is the bad news?”


      “This thing”—she hied half out of her seat to indicate the subpoena—“asks for all the account information. You know, the account application, risk disclosure statement, signature documents.”


      “Yes. They want to prove whose account this is.”


      “See, that’s why we got a little problem here, Buster Brown. Cause I can’t find even an itty-bitty scrap of paper to show who these Wunderkinds are.”


      “No,” said Stern simply.


      “I’m tellin you,” she said. “It’s all gone. All those forms go on microfiche. Fiche for the month that account opened last year ain’t to be found. Three copies. Then we got a little computer screen on every customer. You know: name, address, social security. Somebody’s gone in on the system and zapped it out. You put in that account number, you get nothin but a blinkin light. And a’ course, the hard copy on all the forms—they been swiped right out of the file.”


      “And where were those records kept?”


      “Depends. Central microfiche is in Chicago, but we got a backup here. Hard copy for this account’d be here. Computer you can get on anywhere. If you know what you’re doin.”


      “And would Dixon have access to these records?” The question, even to Stern’s own ear, sounded weak. The answer was obvious. Margy put it her own way.


      “Honey, there ain’t nothin in three cities that Dixon don’t have access to from the receptionist’s be-hind to the drawer where I keep my Maalox. It’s Maison Dixon. You askin me if somebody saw him piddlin around in a file cabinet they’d say, Hey there, watcha doin? No chance. I told you. They’re all scared a’ him.”


      “You searched thoroughly, Margy?”


      “I went through the files here myself last night.”


      “I see.” He flipped up the humidor and looked at the cigars, snug in their brown jackets like military men at ease. Last week, he’d had Claudia fill the box, but he had not yet lit or even pressed his teeth into a cigar. “Of course,” said Stern, “there have been times that records have been lost in the process of copying for microfiche, correct?”


      “Shore.”


      “And accidental erasures of computer information probably occur daily?”


      “Maybe,” said Margy.


      “And if you have no microfiche in either city, perhaps you never had one in the first place?”


      Margy looked at Stern with outthrust chin and gimlet eye, as he made these efforts in the mode of piercing cross-examination. Her expression was easy to read: No sale.


      Stern took a long swallow of his coffee and turned to the window. From here on the thirty-eighth floor of Morgan Towers, the river held a liquid gleam. Some days it was leaden and murky. In high winds, the current increased and the water spit and lashed at the brown standards used to moor barges and other slow-moving hauling craft that sometimes made their way upstream. Over time he’d come to know the meaning of its changing tones. Stern could tell from the density of color if the barometer was dropping, if the cloud cover was heavy or likely soon to lift. That was the value of experience, he supposed, to be able to read the meaning of signs, to know the large impact signaled by small things.


      This would go badly with the government. Quite badly. He had been warning Dixon against this for months now, to no apparent avail. Dixon was shrewd enough to recognize that even if the prosecutors could not figure out what he had done with the money, they would have a case if they could prove he had stolen it—and proof that he controlled this Wunderkind account would suffice. But it was a desperate response to destroy the documents. The government could barely avoid proving Dixon was responsible. As Margy said, there was probably no other person in the company who could have gone into the files in two cities with the same impunity. As the government showed Dixon’s access to each missing record, the circumstantial web would take on a taut, sinister look. And for that kind of action there was never an innocent explanation. Stern was good. He could refer to error accounts and margin calls and limit drops and make a jury dizzy. But when the prosecutors wheeled the MD shredder into the courtroom, there would be no way to cross-examine the machine. Dixon might as well have jumped inside. You could never save clients from themselves, Stern thought. Never.


      So begins the last act in the tableau of Dixon Hartnell, small-town boy made good, gone bad. For Stern, in every case which came to grief there was a moment when his knowledge of a gruesome future fact became firm and thoroughly delineated. Occasionally, it was not until the jury spoke; but more often there was some telling instant along the way when Stern, as the saving went, could see beyond the curve. In the matter of Dixon Hartnell, husband to his sister, client, compatriot, sporting and military companion, today was the day. Too much was accumulating here—knowledge, motive, opportunity; the error account, John’s recollections, the documents gone. Today he knew the end of the story.


      Dixon was going to the penitentiary.
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      He took a few minutes to coach Margy on the basics of dealing with Klonsky: Listen to the question. Answer it narrowly and precisely. Volunteer nothing. Never say no when asked if particular events occurred; answer, rather, I do not recollect. Name,  rank, serial number. Hard facts. No opinions. If asked to speculate, decline to. And in the grand jury, remember that Stern literally would be at the door. She had an absolute right to consult with counsel at any time and should ask to speak to her lawyer if there was any question, no matter how trivial, for which she felt remotely unprepared.


      He helped her pack the documents back into her briefcase and slipped into his suit coat by the door. He picked up her bag and asked if she was ready. Margy lingered in the chair.


      “I was pretty tough on you,” she said quietly. She looked at her coffee cup, against which she rested one bright nail. “When we were talkin a few weeks ago?”


      “Not without warrant.”


      “You know, Sandy, I got lots of calluses.” She looked up briefly and smiled almost shyly. “The only thing a gal wants is for you to pretend a little bit.”


      Stern moved a step or two closer. As usual with Margy, the thought of her boss was not far away. Dixon was probably very good at pretending, resorting to every corny gesture; he would throw his coat down in a puddle if need be, or croon outside the window. And here was Margy telling him that women liked that sort of thing. Stern waited, summoning himself. The best he could manage was diplomacy.


      “Margy, this has been a time of extraordinary turmoil. Many unexpected developments.”


      “Shore.” Margy smiled stiffly and tilted the cup, garishly rimmed with her lipstick, gazing down with great interest at her cold coffee. “Shore,” she said again.


      Well, thought Stern, here one could begin to understand her dilemma. Margy wanted her gentlemen friends to pretend—so that she could tell them coldly that she did not believe them. Stern was certain that he had now arrived at an essential vision. He had heard the pitch, found the harmonics of a perfect composition in the scale of personal pain. Margy’s creation was as clever as Chinese handcuffs. Constrained, however you moved. His heart, as usual, went out to her.


      And so, out of some impulse of tenderness, he told her what he took to be the truth. “I have lately been seeing a good deal of a woman who was a friend of ours for many years.” Very brief. To the point. He was not quite certain what he meant to accomplish by this eruption of candor, except the virtue of honesty itself. Indeed, after his bizarre interlude with Fiona, in which Helen had not been so much as a momentary thought, he had no idea whether this fact was any better than convenient. But clarification was called for, and Margy, whatever his admiration, was not his destiny. The news had the predictable effect. Her pupils took on the contracted look they might have in strong light. He had cast her again in her inevitable role: once more, the loser; the flop-and-drop gal. She was not pleased. Margy, like everyone else, wanted a better life than the one she had.


      “Nice for you,” said Margy. She snatched her purse, closed her case, smoothed her skirt as she rose, grazing him with a tight, penetrating smile. What was the poet’s phrase? Zero at the bone. She had put on again her blank tough-guy look that she brought to business meetings, once more Dixon Hartnell’s hard-ass hired hand.


      They walked the three blocks to the courthouse in virtual silence. Stern’s only remarks were directions: Just up there we turn. They were escorted back to Klonsky’s narrow office at once and Margy settled herself in the old oak armchair like a rider in the rodeo. She was ready.


      “Margy,” she said, when Klonsky asked what she liked to be called. “Hard g.” Hard g, indeed, thought Stern. Like a diamond drill.


      They had arrived late, and Klonsky cast an eye up at the clock. Time before the grand jury was assigned by a deputy court clerk in quarter-hour intervals and was zealously guarded by the Assistants, who were always pressed to get their business done in the period allotted. Klonsky began questioning Margy, even while Stern was reviewing her non-subject letter. It was signed by the U.S. Attorney himself and assured Margy that she was not suspected of any criminal involvement, assuming she told the truth before the grand jury. Stern put the letter in his case and looked on as Klonsky worked. She asked Margy questions, all of them routine, and wrote down the answers on a yellow pad. Wearing her prosecutor’s hat, Sonia was like most of her colleagues, relentless, humorless, intense. Her pace was sufficiently methodical that Stern actually grew hopeful that the matter of the missing documents might not come up. That would allow him to have a pointed conversation first with Mr. Hartnell. But with only a few minutes remaining before they were scheduled to appear at the grand jury, Klonsky removed her tissue copy of the subpoena from the file and went through it, item by item. When Margy handed over the statements for the Wunderkind account, she added brightly, “That’s it.”


      “That’s it?” asked Klonsky, with an immediate look of apprehension. She glanced back to her papers.


      Stern, for the first time, spoke up. Somewhere, he said, there was a misunderstanding. The various account-opening documents—signature forms, applications, et cetera—seemed to have been misplaced and could not presently be located. A diligent search had been conducted by Ms. Allison and would be continued, Stern stated, under his direction.


      “They’re gone?” asked Klonsky. “Trashed?”


      Margy started to speak, but Stern reached out to grab her wrist where a heavy bracelet lay. It was far too early, said Stern, to assume the documents could not be located. The subpoena had been served barely three weeks ago, and MD was a substantial company with hundreds of employees and more than one office.


      “I don’t believe this,” Klonsky said. She largely ignored Stern and put a series of questions to Margy, identifying the documents, the copies, the places they were stored. She extracted, in more precision than Stern had, the details of Margy’s search. Conducting this inquiry, Klonsky was rigid and intent behind her desk. Whatever her occasional geniality, Ms. Klonsky, when provoked, was quick to anger.


      She looked at Stern. “I’m going to have to talk to Stan about this.”


      “Sonia,” said Stern, “again, I think you are leaping unnecessarily—”


      She cut him off with an ill-tempered wave of her hand. Clad in her familiar blue jumper, she bumped her belly a bit against her desk as she climbed out from behind her chair and led the way downstairs to the grand jury.


      When the judges had deserted the new federal building, they left the grand jury behind. The defense lawyers protested this propinquity to the United States Attorney’s Office, but it was recognized as vain posturing. For all practical purposes, the grand jury belonged to the prosecutors. An unmarked door in the corridor a floor below led into what looked like a doctor’s reception room; it held the same inexpensive furniture, with cigarette burns and splintered veneers, as in the U.S. Attorney’s Office upstairs. Behind two additional doors lay the grand jury rooms themselves. Stern had often peeked inside. It did not look like much: a tiny raised bench at the front of the room and rows of tiered seats, like a small classroom. The twenty-three grand jurors, who had been called out of the regular jury pool to help the prosecutors determine whether they had enough evidence to try someone for a crime, tended to be union workers of one kind or another who had no store to mind, or else the retired, women at home who could manage the time, or frequently those out of work who valued the $30 daily fee.


      To Stern, the grand jury, purportedly intended to protect the innocent, remained one of the preeminent fictions of the criminal-justice scheme. Occasionally, the defense bar was warmed by tales of a renegade grand jury that returned a no bill or two, or quarreled with the prosecutors about a case. But usually the jurors deferred, as one would expect, to the diligent young faces of the U.S. Attorney’s Office. By all reports, the grand jurors sat knitting, reading papers, picking at their nails, while a given individual, brought here by the might and majesty of the United States, was grilled at will by the Assistants.


      “Remember I am here,” he told Margy. She strolled inside, hauling her briefcase, and did not look back. She remained in poor humor with him. Klonsky also was put out, and, perhaps without meaning to, slammed the door on Stern as she called the session to order.


      The proceedings were secret. The room had no windows and a single door. The grand jurors, the prosecutors, the court reporter could not disclose what had occurred, unless there was a trial, when the government was required to reveal the prior testimony of witnesses. In this federal district, commendably, there were seldom leaks of grand jury matters and much went on here that was never heard about again, a comforting fact for those subjected to baseless or even unprovable allegations. But it was the same respectable principle of secrecy that was cited to bar the witness’s lawyer from attending; Stern had only the right to wait at the door, in the fashion of a well-trained dog. The witness, under no bans of confidentiality, could leave if need be after every question to ask the lawyer’s advice. But intimidated by the setting, and eager to appease the interrogator, they seldom did so. His clients usually left Stern maintaining his vigil at the door, his case and hat in hand, his stomach grinding.


      Sometimes, particularly with male voices of a certain timbre, Stern found that the seat nearest to the grand jury room enabled him, if he moderated his breathing and others outside were not gabbing, to overhear the proceedings word for word. Today he was not as fortunate. Barney Hill, the deputy court clerk who slotted time and filled out attendance forms for witnesses, chatted to Stern about the Trappers, and the women’s voices did not seem to carry as well through the heavy door. He could hear Klonsky at a certain pitch and the confident tone of Margy’s response. After fifteen minutes, the door banged open and both women emerged. They were finished. Predictably, Margy had chosen not to visit with her lawyer.


      “I’m still concerned about those documents,” said Klonsky from the threshold of the grand jury room, with a number of the grand jurors milling about behind her. “Ms. Allison’s going to be looking for them again.”


      “Of course,” said Stern.


      “As far I’m concerned, we’re beginning an investigation for an O.O.J.” Obstruction of Justice.


      Stern once more attempted to mollify her, but Klonsky, with half a smile at his familiar excuses, waved him off. She repeated again that she was going to talk to the U.S. Attorney, and headed out, apparently to do just that.


      Stern, left with Margy, pointed her to one of the narrow rooms immediately beside the grand jury chamber which were set aside for witnesses’ consultations with their counsel. The room, six by ten, was bare; it contained a worn table and two chairs, and the gray walls were marred and filthy. Stern’s practice, invariable over the decades, was to debrief his clients right here, while their memories were fresh, question by question.


      Stern closed the door and Margy sat, frosty with him but otherwise calm. He asked how it had been.


      “Fine,” she said serenely. “I lied.”


      Stern stood with his hand on the knob of the door. This happened now and then, of course. Not as often as was commonly imagined. But now and then. A client chucks up her chin and frankly admits to committing a felony. Notwithstanding, he promptly felt feverish, weak.


      He sat down, facing her. She remained bitter and cross.


      “May I ask,” said Stern, “in what manner you provided incorrect information?”


      She flipped her white hand, her bracelets and long nails.


      “I don’t know. She asked if I had any idea where the records went.”


      Realizing that he was somehow the target of all this, he tried to avoid showing his relief. Barring further stupidity—an outright confession—the government would never make a case for perjury based on the fact that Margy had kept her opinions to herself.


      “She asked if I knew anything about this Wunderkind account from any other source.”


      “You told her no?”


      “Right.”


      “That was untrue?”


      “Yep.”


      Stern had not been bright enough to ask that question in his office. Perhaps Margy might have responded fully then. Certainly she was not likely to expand now.


      “Anything further?”


      “She asked if I talked to Dixon about the documents. I told her no to that, too.”


      “But you had?”


      “Shore.”


      What made him think he was wily when he had neglected the obvious? Naturally, she talked to Dixon about this. Who else would know where the records had gone? In all probability he had ventured a few suggestions concerning what she ought to say to the government—and to Stern. In truth, he had no desire to learn exactly what Dixon had told her. It was sure to enrage him—and at any rate, the conflict of interests which the U.S. Attorney had so gratuitously predicted had now come to pass. Margy’s lying, from a coarse perspective, almost certainly advanced Dixon’s cause; Stern could no longer counsel both clients. He knew he had himself to blame for that predicament. In thirty years, his personal relationships had never interfered with his professional obligations, but one way or another, his widower’s priapism had brought him here—if nowhere else, to the point that Margy was furious enough with him to admit what she had done. For the present, however, his humiliation was subordinate to his duties, which were clear.


      “Margy, I would like to introduce you to another lawyer, who, I believe, will counsel you to return to the grand jury at once and recant.”


      “‘Recant’?”


      “Correct the record. If it is done immediately, no harm will come to you.”


      “I’ve been there and I’m gone.” She had a terrible sour expression and got to her feet. Anger increased her substance—her hair, her frills, her bright nails, high heels, her smoothly glinting hosiery. Margy was a person of many pieces carefully assembled, but right now every layer was galvanized by her temper. “You don’t have any goddamn idea what’s goin on here, do you?” The way her eyes fixed on him, as she looked down, was frightening—not just the harshness, but the disrespect. She had made, apparently, certain assumptions that to her chagrin she now recognized were incorrect.


      “I should like to know,” he said hollowly. At the moment, he found himself gripped strongly by fear—for Margy’s predicament, and more, by the way she took him to task for his ignorance. So much was swimming beyond his knowledge or control. John. Dixon. Margy herself. They were like bits of matter drifting off into space.


      “Nah,” she said. She shook her head, its many curls. “Not from here, Jackson. You know who you gotta talk to. I got a plane to catch.” She hitched her bag to her shoulder and picked up her purse and her briefcase. “This here thing is a fool contest: who’s the biggest fool. You remember you got told that by Margaret Jane Allison of Polk’s Cowl, Oklahoma.” With bags in both hands, she used a foot to prop open the door, and without a backward glance went through it.
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      SOME DEFENSE LAWYERS SAID the worst moments came after indictment, when you saw the evidence assembled by the state—the mountain you could never climb. But Stern always welcomed that challenge; once you knew the prosecutors’ direction, every other angle became a line of escape. It was the times in the midst of an investigation that could be the most unbearable for him. Usually, there were people to interview, records to look at, motions to make. But, on occasion, he was frozen by realization: the government knew something and he knew nothing at all. Lawyer’s terror, he called it—and at the moment it was as bad as it had ever been. Blind and ignorant, you fear that any move will be wrong, the one to send you tumbling from the cliff. And so woeful, beleaguered—the right word, in all respects, was defenseless—you hang there, immobile, in darkness, awaiting the storm, hearing the winds build, feeling the air growing chill. He sat in the witness room, slumped, weary, aware of his weight, his age. He was terrified for Dixon.


      When he looked up, Klonsky was posed in the doorframe, leaning upon it and taking him in.


      “Sonia.”


      “Sonny to my friends.” She smiled; he must have looked pitiable to have softened her so quickly. But he welcomed her kindness. Sonny, then. She sat down in the card chair where Margy had been. “Stan wanted me to see if I could find you.”


      “And you succeeded.” He smiled cordially. “We may speak lawyer to lawyer, Sonny?”


      “Of course.”


      “I was as dismayed as you to learn that those documents were not where they were expected to be.”


      “I assumed as much, Sandy. But it’s a very serious situation for your client.”


      He smiled gently, in order to indicate that he did not need the pointer.


      “That’s what I was talking to Stan about,” she said.


      “Ah, yes,” said Stern. “The mighty United States Attorney.” Just now, in his present mood, he found his feelings much harder to suppress: the thought of Sennett, tight-fisted, rancorous, was the flint against his stone. He cautioned himself to assume a more amiable tone in speaking of her boss. “What does he tell us?”


      “He tells us,” said Sonny, “that he believes you can find the documents.”


      “Does he?” said Stern. “Imagine having fifty-four Assistants to supervise and still taking the time to do my job as well.”


      She smiled in spite of herself. “He says he has a message.”


      “Very well.”


      “Find the safe.”


      Nothing moved; not a twitch was allowed; perhaps, for some infinitesimal time, the blood did not flow. This was the training of the courtroom: Betray nothing.


      “Do you understand this remark?” he asked her finally.


      “Do I?” asked Sonny. “Do you think I should answer that?”


      She did not have to; it was clear. Sennett was using her as no more than the messenger. Stern knew what that spelled. ¡Ay, carajo! old words, a curse from childhood. Mr. Sennett and his informant. They seemed to know everything. Perhaps it was not an informant at all? Rather a wiretap. A mike in the wall. A hidden camera. Stern drew a breath. If anything, his fears for Dixon were greater. In company he smiled, a primitive reflex.


      “What’s funny?” she asked.


      “Oh,” he said, “I do not believe that I have handled a matter for some time that has frightened me more.”


      “Frightened?”


      “The correct word.” He nodded. “I have never been in an investigation where I have received less information.”


      “From the government?”


      “Certainly from the government. You have never even formally confirmed who is being investigated or for what crime.”


      “Sandy, there’s no rule—”


      “Rules are not the point. I speak of fairness. Of what is commonplace.” Having given himself berth to speak, he could not contain his indignation. “Do you not believe that some basic accounting of the government’s suspicions is appropriate by now? Rather than engaging in these highly selective and minimal disclosures in the hope I can be sent scurrying in one direction, then another? Do you think I cannot recognize that these subpoenas are composed with the obvious intention of hiding any scrap of information about the prosecution’s knowledge and interests?”


      “Sandy—look, you know I’m not in charge.”


      “You sit here now. You have been an Assistant long enough to know what is customary—and what is not. Give me just a word or two.”


      “Sandy, Sennett is really hinky on this thing.”


      “Please, I do not ask you to breach any rule of secrecy or standard of propriety. I shall settle for whatever information you can comfortably provide. If you would prefer, I shall tell you what I suspect about your investigation, and you need only state whether I am right or I am wrong. No more. There is no special harm in that, no confidences breached. You may do that, no?”


      Could she? The uncertainty swam across her face. Sonny’s strength would never lie in hiding her feelings.


      “Sonny, please. You are a warm individual and I sense a friendship between us. I do not mean to overreach that. But I have no idea any longer where to turn.”


      “Sandy, maybe I know less than you think.”


      “Certainly it is more than I.”


      They considered one another across the table.


      “I have a million things to do,” she said at last. “I’ll think about what you’ve said.”


      “I would need ten minutes. Fifteen at the most.”


      “Look, Sandy, to tell you the truth, I don’t have a second to breathe. I’ve got four cases going to trial in the next two months. Plus this thing. We’ve had plans since March to take Charlie’s son up to his family’s place in Dulin and stay there over the Fourth to pick strawberries. Now I have to come back here on Monday, and I had to move heaven and earth just to get the weekend free. So you’ll have to forgive me if I tell you that I’m a little bit pressed.”


      “I see,” said Stern, “you have no time to be fair?”


      “Oh, come on, Sandy.” She was frustrated by him, exasperated. He was plucking every chord. “If it’s so important to you to spend fifteen minutes asking me a bunch of questions I’ll never answer, you can drive a hundred miles up to Dulin on Saturday. That’s the best I can do.”


      When he asked her for the directions, she laughed out loud.


      “You’re really going to come?”


      “At this point, I must pursue any avenue. Saturday afternoon?”


      “God,” Sonny said. It was on County D, six miles north of Route 60. Brace’s Cabin. She described it as a glamorized shack.


      As he jotted this down, she pointed at him.


      “Sandy, I’m not kidding. Maybe I don’t agree with everything Stan’s done, but it’s his show. Don’t think I’ll get out in the sunshine and do something I wouldn’t do here.”


      “Of course not. I shall speak. You need only listen. If you wish, you may take notes and repeat every word I say to Sennett.”


      “It’s a long trip for nothing.”


      “Perhaps not.” Most unexpectedly, he had found again a trace of whimsy. He spoke in the greedy whisper of a child. He was, he said, so very fond of strawberries.
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      On the phone, Stern could hear Silvia’s voice resounding down the long, stone corridors of Dixon’s home as she went to summon her husband. Lately, whenever he spoke to his sister, he detected a note of apprehension. But by their long understanding, she would never discuss Dixon’s business with Stern. And Silvia, if the truth were told, was one of those women, come of age in a bygone era, who would never willingly set foot in the sphere they saw reserved to men.


      “What’s up?” Dixon was not reluctant to be brusque. “I’m on the social fast track. Your sister’s got us entertaining half the Museum Board in fifteen minutes.” Silvia, her mother’s daughter, never tired of the involvements of a high-toned social life: women’s auxiliaries, charity committees, the country club. Dixon mocked her rather than admit out loud that he loved doing what he imagined rich people did, but their nights were absorbed with charity balls and fund-raising occasions, gallery openings, exclusive parties. Stern often caught their picture in the papers, a remarkably handsome couple, looking smooth, stately, carefree. Silvia over the years had become preoccupied—as Dixon wished her to be—with acting her part, adjourning by limousine to the city for a luncheon, a trunk show at a tony ladies’ shop, the typical flesh-touching exercises with the wives of other very wealthy men who had welcomed the Hartnells into their company. Other days, she played golf or tennis, or even rode.


      Were it someone else, Stern would have been inclined to disparage the frivolity of this life-style, but there was no flaw in his sister which he had not wholeheartedly forgiven. In some ways, Silvia reminded him of Kate, with whom, in fact, she was uncommonly close—she had allowed beauty to be her fate. She had been treated to a privileged education and it had led her to Dixon. End of story. Even in the years when Dixon was out tromping in the cornfields to establish his clientele, he had commanded her not to work, and Silvia, with no apparent misgivings, complied.


      Yet Silvia was graced—redeemed—by kindness. She remained an extraordinary person whose generosity far outran the customary or typical. Clara, who had little use for empty vessels, loved and valued Silvia. They talked two or three times a week, met for lunch, lectures at the County Art Museum, theater matinees. For decades, they had attended the symphony’s Wednesday afternoon performances together. And whatever motivated others, Stern could voice no complaints. Silvia, as no one else in the world, adored her brother. In certain moods, she sent him brief notes, bought him gifts. She called every day and he continued to speak to her in a way he shared with no others. Difficult to define, but there was a pitch to their exchanges as easy as humming. He remained the moon to her, the stars—galaxies, a universe. How was Stern to describe as deficient a life in which he still played such a stellar part?


      “We need to see one another,” said Stern to Silvia’s husband now. “The sooner, the better.”


      “Problems?”


      “Many.”


      “Give me a hint.”


      “I would rather do this in person, Dixon. We have a great deal to discuss.”


      “I’m on my way to New York on the 5:45 tomorrow morning. I’ll be there the rest of the week.” Dixon, again, was hoping for a breakthrough on the Consumer Price Index future, going to meetings in New York or Washington twice each week. “Then Silvia and I are going to the island over the Fourth.” He was referring to another of their homes, one in the Caribbean, a serene cliffside refuge on a tax-haven island; the IRS, during its investigation a few years ago, had been driven to a frenzy by the inability to trace so much as a penny going down there. Stern, in his office behind his glass desk, drummed his fingers. Dixon, apparently, did not have time to be in trouble.


      “I spent the day with Margy and Ms. Klonsky.”


      “I heard that was happening.”


      “Yes,” said Stern. Of course, Dixon had heard. That was the point. Stern felt at a terrible disadvantage over the phone. “There were a number of disturbing developments.”


      “Such as?”


      “The prosecutors seem to know about your safe, for one. I believe they will be looking for it shortly, if they are not right now.”


      On the other end of the line, Dixon did not stir.


      “Where the fuck do they find out about that?”


      Where, indeed? Stern had not needed Dixon for that question. There was a certain obvious, if disquieting logic: Margy goes into the grand jury and the records are missing; Margy comes out and the government mentions the safe. In her anger, Margy could have disclosed anything. Perhaps Dixon had been prudent enough never to mention the safe or its movements to her, but that was doubtful. In his present mood of dark suspicion it had even struck Stern that Margy might have been the government’s source of information all along. A ridiculous thought, really, but one that continued to reemerge. In that scenario, everything today and for many days—and nights—before had been no more than well-acted melodrama. Highly unlikely, of course. But such charades had occurred in the past. There were cases where the government had indicted their informants to maintain their cover. Stern at this point ruled out nothing.


      “I was hoping, Dixon, you could shed some light.”


      “Hardly,” said Dixon.


      “Would John—”


      “John? John’s still lookin for the men’s room, Stern. Come on.”


      Both men breathed into the phone.


      “There are also some records, Dixon, that seem to have disappeared.”


      “Records?” asked Dixon, far less impulsively.


      “Concerning the Wunderkind account. Are you aware of that?”


      “Aware of what?”


      “The account. The documents. Their disappearance?”


      “I’m not sure I’m following you. We’ll have to talk about this next week.”


      “Dixon, it is quite clearly the disappearance of these records that is inspiring the government’s interest in the safe.”


      “So?”


      “If the records could be located—”


      “No chance,” Dixon said harshly. For an instant again, both men were silent, equally set back, it seemed, by the many implications of this remark and its tone. Then Dixon went on, making a token effort to be more ambiguous. “I don’t think there’s much hope that’ll happen.”


      “Dixon, this will go very badly for you. Very badly. I have told you before, it is the absolute zenith of stupidity.” With Dixon’s lapse, Stern found himself able to be more direct; he imagined a certain air of affront on the other end, but he continued. “In the current atmosphere, Dixon, if this safe is accurately traced, it will provoke many difficulties. Not to mention that it would be sorely embarrassing to me.”


      “Embarrassing?”


      “Damaging to my credibility. You understand. And the blame will be laid to you, nevertheless. The prosecutors will know the safe did not fall to its present location from the sky.” On the phone, Stern felt obliged to exercise some circumspection. Even with a wiretap, the government was prohibited from overhearing this kind of conversation between an attorney and his client. But you could never tell, particularly in a house as large as Dixon’s, who might inadvertently pick up an extension.


      “You mean, after telling me to hand the thing over, you want to give it back?”


      “Not at all. I am telling you that you are exercising poor judgment and creating a perilous circumstance.”


      “I’ll take it. Send it back.”


      “Dixon.”


      “Listen, I have to put on my fricking tuxedo. I’ll be back on the sixth.”


      “Dixon, this is not an opportune time for a vacation. I must ask you to return as soon as your business is concluded in New York.”


      “Come on. To me it sounds like a great time to get away. It’s a few days. This’ll hold. Law things always do.”


      “Dixon, I have many questions and I expect plain answers.”


      “Sure,” said Dixon. “Right. Coming,” he yelled, as if Silvia was calling, though Stern heard not the faintest echo of his sister’s voice.
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      ARRIVING HOME LATE FRIDAY NIGHT, Stern stood in the foyer of his empty home. Helen was out of town, jetted off to someplace in Texas to inspect a convention site; she would not be back until Sunday. With a certain resolve, Stern prepared to undergo the weekend by himself. While a leftover chop warmed, he wandered about the house, read the mail, and hung in the eddies of various dissatisfactions. A trying week.


      Before the huge windows of the solarium, he paused. By grace of prior work and fortuitous rain, Clara’s garden had flourished. The bulbs that had gone into the ground last fall now rose in glory—round peonies, lilies expressive as hands. Stern, utterly oblivious all these months, was suddenly struck by the perfect rows and stepped out into the mild evening air. Then in the fading light and rain-sweet breeze, he froze, lurching a bit as he came to a complete halt. Across the hedgerow, he caught sight of Fiona Cawley stooping in her yard.


      To say that he had avoided Fiona was not correct. He had hidden from her; he sneaked in and out of his own home like a commando. To his present mind, that incident had absolutely not occurred. Only with the prospect of confrontation did it recur to him with a harrowing pang. What had he done? What grand figure of macho revenge had he thought to imitate? Now, a week later, he was unwilling to accept the image of Alejandro Stern as a reprobate, a bounder making unwelcome passes at the neighborhood wives. Other men might have been more casual with their honor, but since a few hours afterwards, everything surrounding the episode seemed to have been smashed into storage. He had never phoned Cal. He had stopped searching for Nate, and even felt somewhat relieved of his urge, so great a week ago, to grind Dr. Cawley like pumice. No doubt, he’d have it out with Nate sooner or later. But only when Stern had accepted his own conduct, when he was ready to chat, one cad to another; only, frankly, when he had a better grip on himself and the mysterious world of his intentions.


      Now he stood stock-still, like some creature in the wild, but something, the scent of fear perhaps, gave him away. Fiona reared her head, saw him, and with the cruel curl of a powerful unpleasant expression advanced on the horny row of privet that marked the property line between the Cawleys’ and the Sterns.’ She had huge rusty garden shears in hand and was dressed in what she took to be gardening clothes, a monochrome outfit that was the green of an avocado, slacks and a clingy top. Her hair, usually smooth as a helmet, was windblown and hung in clumps, holding a few small brown leaves and twigs. She leaned across the privet, gesturing, hissing actually: Come here.


      “Sandy, I need to talk to you.” She advanced along the row. “I don’t want you avoiding me.”


      Stern at last stood his ground. He had no idea who he was, but the person inhabiting the skin of Sandy Stern was going to get it. His smile was appeasing. Fiona, in the meantime, seemed wordstruck. She had him where she wanted, and now had no idea what to say.


      “I need to talk to you,” she repeated.


      Determined to make it easy for her, Stern said, “Of course.”


      At that moment, behind her, Stern caught sight of Nate. He appeared to have just arrived home; his tie was wrung down from his collar and he was still carrying his case. He peeked about the shingled corner of his house and stared with a wide look on his pale narrow face. Fiona, following Stern’s eye, turned. As soon as she recognized her husband, her face shot about again with a grieving, stricken expression.


      “Oh God.” She put both hands on her cheeks in a childish way.


      Stern waited to see who would speak. He had once again the sensation of something momentous. And then, through the mild night, he heard the pealing of his telephone, clearly audible to all of them as it carried from the open French door of the solarium. Stern begged off without words; he threw up his hands futilely—Marcel Marceau could not have done better—and trotted a bit as he went toward the house, delighted, actually thrilled, to have escaped. But some intimation of the likely outcome of the scene he had left behind slowed his pace and eventually the thought came to form: Fiona would tell him. If she had not already. Think of the advantage she’d gain. With her tale of refusal, she could lord a superior moral character, while still punishing Nate by hinting that she, too, was not beyond temptation. With his growing sense of the Cawley marriage—nasty, competitive, and pained—Stern knew Fiona could never keep this episode to herself. In the darkness of the house, he stood still while the phone went on ringing, and his spirit gathered blackly about a hard seed of apprehension and shame.


      Oh, he thought, this was preposterous. What had he to fear from Nate Cawley? What apology could Nate demand from Stern, of all people—Nate, who had shtupped his wife and stripped her fortune? He withered in anxiety at the prospect, nonetheless. He saw suddenly that he would look across whatever space he shared with Nate Cawley and confront the very figure of all the failures in his own marriage. He was not sure he was ready for that, even now.


      The machine had answered the phone. Through the lightless house Stern heard the amplified voice, made deliberately husky and sinister: “‘I vant your blood.’” It was Peter. Stern picked up the extension.


      “So you are there,” his son said. They waited the usual agitated instant before either spoke again. “Well, are we going to do this or what?”


      Stern, who had begun to think the test was unnecessary, found that he did not have the strength to argue.


      “I am at your convenience.”


      “I’ve got my average exciting Friday night going, dictating charts. You can come over right now, if you’ve got the time. Or are you seeing Helen?”


      Peter liked Helen. On the few recent occasions when they had all been together, Peter seemed to have imposed some self-conscious restraint on his usual inappropriate or acerbic remarks. Stern explained that she was gone until Sunday and said he would come ahead now. Closing the sun-room door, he paused. The Cawleys were together in their yard, standing close, arguing. When Fiona’s hand swept up in the direction of the Sterns’ house, he jumped away from the door and waited, pressed against the wall, while he quietly lowered the blind.
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      Perhaps it was the effect of Peter’s joke on the phone, but there were few places as eerie as a darkened office building on a weekend evening. Stern found both sets of plate-glass doors at the front still open, but inside, he was at once drilled to the core by the sensation of being alone; the large, darkened building hulked about him. The pharmacy on the first floor was black—grated and closed. He rode the elevator up and, disembarking, found the long, tiled corridor lit in each direction only by a single fluorescent fixture, offering not much more illumination than a child’s night-light.


      What had Peter said? His average Friday night. As unpredictably as most of his feelings about his son, the stark sadness of this declaration overcame him. The stylish admiring friends of Peter’s college and high-school years seemed to have faded away. There was no one Stern knew of besides Kate who regularly shared Peter’s company. How did he spend his time? Stern had little idea. He had inherited his mother’s tastes for music; he cycled; he worked. When he came to visit his parents, as he had done now and then while Clara was living, he liked to go running through the public forests in the Riverside neighborhood. Afterwards, dripping with sweat, he would sit in the kitchen and read the newspaper aloud to his mother, making various caustic remarks about events. Clara served him soft drinks, puttered with dinner. Stern witnessed these scenes largely as an outsider, struck  by the very oddness of his son. Peter would be affronted to think he had his father’s sympathy; his tightly wound personality also reflected a kind of strength. But approaching the office door, Stern felt the blackish wellspring of Peter’s sarcasm, aloofness: his pain.


      How, Stern thought to himself, how had it become this way? He had in mind suddenly not merely Peter but the girls as well. Somehow these children had come into being—emerged with that strange agglomeration of talents and temperament he recognized as being essential to each. By three or four years of age, they had left behind the indefiniteness of infancy and were as fully formed as tulips on a stalk, ready to unfold. As a parent, he seemed so often to be no more than a spectator, applauding the expanding capacities, silently concerned by other developments. When Peter was six, his parents began to notice certain traits. Moodiness. A quietude that seemed to border on despair. Peter, who now fashioned himself a renegade, had the unyielding character of a steel soldier. And in time his sisters manifested, each in her way, discontents of their own. Marta, outwardly engaging, was known to become lost—so much like someone else—in impenetrable sulky dreams. Katy, who Clara always privately insisted was the brightest of the three, remained sunny and affable, but almost clinically indisposed to strive for any form of achievement.


      Stern to this day found all this shocking. In his childhood, there had been such remarkable disorder born of his father’s fragile condition, and the consistent watchful eye the entire family maintained on free-floating Argentine hostilities. But the home that Clara and he created was peaceful, prosperous—normal insofar as Stern understood the word. The children were cared for—and loved. Loved. Oh, he may have had failings as a parent—at his best, he was undoubtedly too contained with the kids for American tastes—but even in his dimmest, most distracted state his love for his children was genuine, glinting like some fiery gemstone in his breast. And no person would ever be able to measure the bounds of Clara’s dedication. Thus, as a younger man, it had stunned him to learn that every good fortune the world could offer wasn’t enough: his children suffered, nevertheless. Their difficulties became one more thing over the years to note about each and, with whatever halting efforts, to attempt to embrace. Geh Gezunderhayt, as his mother would have put it. Let them go in health, in peace.


      Peter showed him inside with little ceremony. With the office closed, he was free to take his father into an examining room, a tiny tiled space with an antiseptic smell and a leather patient’s table, test equipment, and instruments.


      “Roll up ze sleeve, bitte,” said Peter. Tonight it was accents. Stern complied, and his son precisely, instantly inserted the needle. “You okay?”


      Stern nodded. “And you, Peter?”


      His son, equivocally, opened his palm: Who knew, who could say. They spoke of Marta, expected in town any day. Stern asked about Kate.


      “I thought you went to the ball game with her the other night. Looks great, doesn’t she?”


      “Actually, her looks concerned me.” said Stern. “There is a difficult situation at hand. The circumstances are such that I must be somewhat removed, but I fear it is affecting her.”


      “I’ve heard about that,” said Peter quietly. Stern had come with no intention of raising the matter of Tooley. What was done was done, and besides, it would be unprofessional for Stern to complain. Yet they proceeded into disagreement as if commanded by nature. It turned out that Kate in her concern for her husband had involved her brother. The thought that the situation had required her to turn to Peter rather than him wounded Stern unexpectedly.


      “John wanted a name, I gave him a name,” said Peter. He withdrew the needle and flicked the vial with a certain pesky discontent. “Mel’s competent, isn’t he? What did I do wrong? You already told John you didn’t want to get involved.”


      How typical, Stern thought. His fault, his shortcomings. A quarreling voice, in which Stern would explain the ethical concerns that had led him to treat John as he had, died unuttered. What was the point? He had already come out second best again with his family.


      He had some thought of suggesting dinner, but Peter showed him out directly, taking Stern past the small consultation room, where the medical charts were heaped on his desk, weighed down by the black-corded dictaphone handset. Outside, in the parking lot, Stern was struck by the sight of Peter’s office, now the only bright window in the black solid square of the medical center.


      As a child, Peter had had a magnificent singing voice—sweet and pure like some perfect liquid. His vocal range was reduced by adolescence, when his sound became rougher and quavering. But at the age of seven or eight Peter often performed in school plays and community theaters. With his musical talents, he had found one more way to beguile Clara. She became a genuine stage mother who attended each performance in a quiet nervous heat. Stern came along now and then, uncertain about how to behave. From the back of the auditorium, he would watch the small figure onstage. By some vestigial parental instinct, Stern believed that those had been the happiest moments of Peter’s life, alone, admired, standing within the sole spot of light in the dark room, and bringing forth that lilting, expressive voice—he controlled every word, every note, filling his song with an emotional range unusual for a child of his age.


      That was the past, Peter’s past, that time of expression, attention, performance. Through the dark, Stern looked up to the light where his son, hard on the way through his own adulthood, would go on into the night, alone, the only sound his roughened voice mumbling out the details of the medical charts.
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      BRACE’S CABIN WAS BUILT along a wash. From the roadside, you saw only the roof coated with moss, glowing chartreuse in the brilliant sun, and the tin chimney pipe. Bumping along in his Cadillac in an astonishing fog of dust, Stern would have gone past it, except for the wooden sign knocked at an angle into the yellow ground. He had already been down and up, rapping on the door, nosing to the window, where he saw nothing but darkness. Below, by the house, the cover of the trees—oak, pine, cottonwood, birch—was deep, the forest floor dark and moist, barely penetrated by light. As he climbed back up to the road, the sun was intense. In the gravel parking area, Stern searched for other tire tracks. The red flag stood raised on the round aluminum mailbox.


      What was he doing here? He had awakened with a hopeful spurt. The thought of driving north through the sloping valleys, beyond the state line and the congested blight of urban life—his urban life—inspired expansive feelings. Now in the heat, far more intense here on the plains, he was full of doubts. Had he really driven two hours for a fifteen-minute conversation that in all likelihood would not occur? He would accomplish nothing beyond a moment’s discomfort for both of them. Thinking better of that, Sonny had probably decided not to come. He sat up on the car trunk with his face to the sun—the first lick of scorching summer heat he had felt—and then, when he grew uncomfortably warm, trudged down again and scouted about the cabin.


      It could not have been more than three rooms, perhaps only two. Down in the wash, it was bordered on two sides by a deep veranda in which half the punky boards had been replaced; the roof was supported by greenish treated standards. At the farthest corner, where the wild bushes and other growth of the ravine rose against the house, a round contraption had been carved into the porch. Stern bent to inspect the knobs and rubber hoses; there was a canvas cover across it.


      He was there when he heard the gravel spurned above. By the time he walked around, Sonny Klonsky was charging down the stairs from the roadside. Her arms were full, with two grocery bags and half a dozen children’s books, and seeing Stern, she bothered with no greeting but threw him, rather, a harried conspiratorial look of complete exasperation. The door to the cabin proved to be unlocked and she ran inside. The ride apparently had been a long one for a woman midterm.


      When Stern turned about, a boy was watching him, five or six years old, wearing a striped T-shirt and blue jeans, a dark-eyed, freckle-faced fellow with a bowl-shaped do of perfect silky hair and a look of cheerless curiosity.


      “Sam?” asked Stern. He never had any idea how he remembered these things.


      The boy toed the dirt and shied away. Stern climbed the ties braced into the earth, which formed the stairway up, prepared to greet Sam’s father. The boy had climbed into the front seat of an old yellow Volkswagen, a convertible, where there was no other passenger. Stern asked about his father and the boy murmured an inaudible response.


      “Not coming?” asked Stern.


      Sam, chin tucked down, waggled his head.


      “No.” Sonny spoke behind Stern and moved somewhat wearily back into the sun. “The poet’s in climacteric, or whatever it is. The grip of inspiration.” She pulled Sam by the shoulder from the car and introduced him to Stern, then reached into the back seat. There were two sleeping bags there, more groceries, and a single large piece of soft-sided luggage. Stern helped her carry the items down to the cabin.


      “I hope you did not make this trip simply for me.”


      “I came for Sam,” said Sonny. Entering the stale-smelling dark of the cabin, she faced Stern with a look that did not fully contain the nerve of her lingering anger. “And his father can go fuck himself.”


      “Oh, dear,” said Stern.


      “Oh, dear,” said Sonny. She threw the packages down on a worn table. The cabin was a simple affair. The plank floor had been painted; the studs had been paneled over in knotty pine. The central room was occupied by a cable-spool table and painted chairs, and a double bed with a wrought-iron frame and a clean chenille spread. To the left was a bath and another small room. The old stained toilet with its black seat made a tremendous clatter, recovering from recent use.


      In a mewling voice, the boy was pestering her about something.


      “Yes, all right.” She opened a window, then turned without stopping and went back out the door. Stern heard her moving heavily on the porch, then a deep bowel-like rumble beneath the cabin floor. From the rear window, he could look up to the wooded crest of the ravine, the bosks crowned in light. When the wind blew, there was a wonderful scent.


      “Are those raspberries back there?” Stern asked, when she returned.


      “Oh, yes. The strawberry field is back that way, too, another hundred yards. Acres of them. They make the air sweet, don’t they?”


      “The aroma is splendid.”


      “I hope you don’t mind, but I promised Sam I’d take him picking right after lunch. Some of us have had a few disappointments today.” Her eyes drifted off to the boy, who must have fussed badly about his father.


      “Of course,” said Stern.


      “You’re welcome to come. Or you can look around in town.”


      He made no response, but he had, he realized, not the slightest inclination to depart. Stern did not have what might be called an outdoor wardrobe. He wore a pair of golf slacks and a cotton placket shirt with some animal embroidered at the breast. Casual attire suited him poorly. Even in the dark colors recommended to the overweight, he cut a figure of awkward proportions and looked a little like a plum. Nonetheless, he was in the out-of-doors, the wilds to him, and ready for adventure.


      Sonny stirred among the bags until she found a jar of peanut butter and sat down at the table to prepare the boy’s sandwich. She offered Stern lunch, but he had eaten on the road. Watching her move about, you could see the toll of multiple responsibilities: lawyer, caretaker, weekend traveler; pregnant person. The fight with her husband—a bloody one, apparently—had left her drained. Her body seemed to have contracted a bit about her abdomen; she stumbled on, solid-footed, without grace. In the heavy summery air, her cheeks were rosy and her full, pretty face almost radiated heat. She wore shorts and a sleeveless blouse. She lifted her dark hair off her neck at moments to air herself.


      Sam, called back in to the table, assailed his food with unwashed hands. He was quiet in a stranger’s presence, interrupting his silence only to ask at one point, “Did you?”


      “Ye-es,” she said, as if she were giving in. Sam was in love with the hot tub, she explained. As the boy ate, Stern asked a bit about the cabin, how often they were here. The property, including the strawberry field, had formerly belonged to Charlie’s parents, people of means who used it as a summer retreat. When they moved to Palm Springs, Charlie wanted only this, a shack that had housed migrants before Charlie’s father turned it into a refuge for himself. Charlie, Sonny said, had retained the faith of the sixties and believed that owning things was a pain in the ass.


      “There’s some kind of covenant. When the Braces sold, everybody agreed their family could always harvest the fields they’d planted for personal consumption. You can be the honorary Charlie for today. I’m sure it will be an improvement,” she added, in a heavy sarcastic tone he had not heard from her before. She cleared Sam’s plate and brought out a number of plastic buckets from below the sink. Sam grabbed his at once and begged her to hurry, but Sonny paused, tying a bandanna across her forehead. She extended a bucket to Stern, then took a ragged straw hat from a shelf and without ceremony placed it on his head. “You’ll need this for the sun.”


      “Shall I look in a mirror?”


      “It’s magnificent,” she said. “Trust me.” She reached up again to angle the brim and gave him a merry look. For a second she seemed, despite her heavy form, winsome as a cheerleader, the kind of girl who would be grabbed and whirled about by some fellow, even though there was probably not a moment in her life when she’d been that sort of woman, and Lord knew, he had never been that kind of man. Then he followed Sonny and the boy from the dank cabin, and entered blinking into the potent daylight, his heart flopping about with a kind of febrile stirring.


      Pregnant, Sonny nonetheless remained far more agile than he; the boy, of course, climbed like a mountain goat. They plunged briefly into the woods and up a steep trail in the ravine. Stern, straining, puffing a bit, followed them back into the sunlight. After a few hundred feet of deep weeds, burned yellow already, they came to another graveled road. It curved, dry and white, beside the limitless acres of the farm, the low plants rising out of their hummocks in perfect ranks, the berries hanging red and luminous, bright as jewels. Sam reached to Sonny and then, by force of habit, extended the other hand, small and grimy, to Stern, who took it as well. So, he thought, still dazzled by the light and the overpowering heat. He had no sense of direction. The cabin was somewhere behind them, but he had no inclination to look back. Holding Sam’s hand, he crossed the road and began walking with them into the strawberry field.
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      “When I was twenty,” Sonny said, “I wanted to meet somebody who was perfect. Now that I’m past forty, I just wonder if anyone is normal.” As they walked into the field, she went on unburdening herself, her gestures emphatic, speaking in her unguarded way about her husband. She seemed to be at one of those impasses in her marriage where she suddenly viewed her husband as she might a neighbor observed from an undisclosed vantage, say a window or a terrace, seeing him only as a peculiar unfathomable individual who lived nearby.


      “His passion for what is actually happening is only to the extent he can reduce it to expression. You know?” She looked back to Stern, wearing her bandanna, squinting in the sun. Down the rows of the strawberry field, Sam ran in gym shoes and jeans, his feet kicking out, the yellow bucket bouncing at his side. His thin voice carried back to them in a swell of wind. “And the point of expression is so that he has things in control. I’m sure that’s why he’s not here.”


      “What’s that?” Stern was losing her, much as he tried. She was speaking for the most part to herself.


      “Pure jealousy. Can you believe it?” Trudging along, she laughed: the notion was ridiculous. Briefly, Stern felt an unidentifiable twinge. “I think the idea of meeting you was more than he could stand. You know, my adversary—it sounds so professional. He can’t conceive of me with a life apart from him, paying attention to anyone but him. I don’t know how he’ll live with a baby.”


      “I apologize. This is certainly my fault for being so insistent,” said Stern.


      “Oh, it’s my fault,” she said. “It’s mine. Believe me. I was up all night, realizing that for the one billionth time. I think my mother made me feel obliged to put up with temperamental people.”


      Listening to Sonny, who was twisted about by impulse and emotion—beseeching, beleaguered, ironic, angry—it struck Stern that Clara and he had had the benefit of certain good fortune. In his time, the definitions were clearer. Men and women of middle-class upbringing anywhere in the Western world desired to marry, to bear and rear children. Et cetera. Everyone traveled along the same ruts in the road. But for Sonny, marrying late in life, in the New Era, everything was a matter of choice. She got up in the morning and started from scratch, wondering about relationships, marriage, men, the erratic fellow she’d chosen—who, from her description, still seemed to be half a boy. He was reminded of Marta, who often said she would find a male companion just as soon as she figured out what she needed one for.


      “How long is it you two have known each other, you and your husband?” Stern asked. He was a few feet away from her, kneeling awkwardly to look at the plants.


      She gave him instructions on how to harvest the fruit. The overripe berries, dark as blood, looked wonderful but would not hold. “And you may as well roll your pant legs up. There’s no pride out here and a lot of dust and mud. What did you ask me?”


      He repeated the question.


      “We’ve only been married a few years, if that’s what you meant, but I’ve known him forever. It was a doomed relationship right from the start. I was his T.A. in Freshman English. The people in the English Department were scandalized when I started going out with him. Well, not scandalized. That department wasn’t scandalized by anything, but they thought it was pretty odd.”


      “He was a freshman?”


      “An older freshman, in my defense. He’d been in the service. But he was irresistible. He’s very dark, very big, very quiet. It was like someone put a mountain down in my classroom.” Sonny in the great heat shook her head, apparently overcome by the memory. “Talk about romantic. How could I resist a man who came back from Vietnam with poems hidden in the pockets of his camouflage outfits? I wanted to believe that poetry could transform the world, but Charlie really did. Have you ever known anyone like that?”


      “My brother. I would say. He was a poet,” said Stern, who had just finished rolling his trousers, exposing a row of pale flesh over his black nylon hose. He must have looked worse than a scarecrow. The straw hat she’d given him was too large and rested unevenly on his ears.


      “Honestly?”


      “Oh yes, a young one. He wrote romantic verse in a number of languages. I believe he was quite gifted. My sister still has Jacobo’s poems somewhere. I would like to read them again someday, but just now it would be a melancholy experience.” He took on momentarily the stung look he could not avoid from time to time, a close expression of admitted pain.


      “He passed away?”


      “Long ago. I seldom speak of him, actually. But he was an extraordinary figure—destined for greatness. He was the most remarkable young man. Handsome, bright. He wrote poems. He declaimed in public. He was a prize scholar. And he was also quite a rogue. That was an important aspect of his character. Always in the midst of one misadventure or another. Filching fruit from a stand. For a period when he was sixteen, he would sneak out at night to keep company with the mother of one of his friends.”


      Sonny made a lascivious sound: Oo la la. “He sounds as if he was something.”


      “That he was,” said Stern, and repeated the phrase. “He was the child the world adored. I felt this, of course, as a terrible weight, being the younger brother.” In his parents’ home, his brother as the first-born and a son had assumed a natural centrality, a regal primogeniture. Handsome, outgoing, willful, Jacobo had in one fashion or another overpowered everyone. Their mother lived under his spell, basking in each achievement, and their father was no more capable of confronting Jacobo than anyone else. Even as a child, Jacobo had more or less run the household, his moods and passions governing them all like the tolling grandfather clock in the front hall. At the age of fifty-six Stern could still recall his jealousy. There was probably no fury in his life like the rush of emotion Jacobo had inspired. Stern, too, was dominated by him, awestruck but also wildly resentful. Jacobo was often cruel. He relished Alejandro’s admiration, but he would not allow any equal in his domain. How many times did they enact the same scene, where Alejandro wept in humiliation and rage, and Jacobo laughed a bit before yielding to comfort him? Che, pibe. “The entire life of my household—my mother’s especially—was at an end after he died.”


      He stood straight and rubbed his knees. In the heat and wind, he felt a dreamy vagueness. The field of fruit, the irrigated furrows and the plants rising from the hills of straw, stretched in all directions into the dusty haze. There was not another soul around, not another voice, except for Sam’s, and the birds’, and the drone of planes approaching a country airfield ten or twenty miles away. Argentina, he thought suddenly. Its cruel history, its fateful cycles of hope and repression, pained him like a crushing hold applied to a vital place; it was always that way. He seldom thought of any of this, and when he did, the memories filled him with an ardor, fresh as any lover’s, for the United States. There were cousins left down there who prospered generally, but had also suffered terribly; they wrote once a year, sending money, which Stern invested for them in bank accounts here.


      “How old was he then?” Sonny asked of Jacobo.


      “Seventeen years four months.”


      “How horrible. What happened?”


      “One of those terrible tales of impulsive youth. He fell in with a Zionist crowd. Wealthy young Jewish people. My mother was thrilled at first by such impressive comradeship. When she eventually realized how strong Jacobo’s attachments were, it was too late to retrieve him. This was in the midst of World War II. Argentina was supposedly neutral, but tilted toward the Axis, and these were politically dangerous views to hold. Jacobo decided that he would go to Palestine, fight with Haganah. He could not be dissuaded. He knew, like everyone else, that he was destined to be a hero. There were thirty of them. We went down to see them off and the boat truly looked as if it would sink before it left the harbor. My mother wept; she knew she would never see him again. And she did not. The Germans said the Allies had sunk the boat; the Allies blamed the Germans. Perhaps it was a storm. We never knew.”


      Here amid the acres, thinking of all of this, speaking of what was lost and so momentous, he saw his present life as vulnerable as a paper construction. In Sonny’s company, there was, for whatever reason, less sadness. But it was like letting your fingertips drift along the raised features of a relief—he could feel the textures and recognized again his deepest secret, that without Clara, with the children grown, he had been left with no fundamental alliance. He could sense the desperate struggle every day had been, doing what had been done before with a determined effort to give it no reflection. Far from the city and those routines, he was strongly under the influence of this hearty outspoken young woman. The images were of things thriving, unfolding in the torrid early season heat, as if there was some fertile spirit carried from her, like the scent of humus on the occasional spells of warm wind.


      “Charlie’s not that kind of magnetic personality. He believes in the lives of the poets. A higher essence. He doesn’t want to live like everybody else. He’s grim and silent and—if you ask his wife—deliberately difficult.”


      Stern, straddling the row, reared his head to smile at her. He had moved on quite a distance from their starting point, stirring under the leaves and pulling, and Sonny just now was following him along, eating idly from her bucket. The fruit, baked by the sun, was wild with fragrance and incredibly sweet, gliding and soft on the tongue.


      “It’s not all that funny. We tried to live together for ten years and it never worked. Somebody was always moving out.”


      “There was a change eventually, I take it.”


      “When I got sick. Charlie showed up at the hospital with a bunch of posies and begged me to marry him. Begged—and I hardly needed to be begged at that point.” She had a few berries in her hand and she stepped over a row to drop them in Stern’s bucket. She made a remark: the stooping killed her back. Across her forehead, the bandanna had been darkened by sweat. Sam appeared at just that moment, as he had from time to time, holding aloft a huge berry. Both Stern and she took an instant to extol the prize. “He was very convincing. And you know how it is—it’s a crisis, you think you’re looking right to the center of things. I figured I loved Charlie, he loved me. The rest of it was details.” She shook her head. “Nobody promises us we’ll be happy, do they?”


      “No,” said Stern.


      “No,” she said. “Anyway, it was very complicated by then.”


      “I imagine,” said Stern quietly. He saw that this Charlie was due some commendation, having the heart to beg for the hand of a woman whose life hung in the balance.


      “Oh, it wasn’t what you’d think.” She seemed to be smiling. “He was married,” Sonny said. “I told you: there were details.”


      “Hmm.” Stern took an instant, adjusting. “Sam’s mother?”


      “That’s right. He married her after one of our breakups. As I said, it’s been an up-and-down relationship.”


      “Well, you know the sayings,” said Stern.


      “Which ones?”


      “Many. ‘True love never did run smooth’?”


      Sonny shrugged. The thought was not consoling.


      “How did you meet your wife?”


      “Oh, that.” Stern lifted a hand, prepared to consign the story to the ineffable, and then thought better of it, that it would be, in a word, unfair. “I worked for Clara’s father. He let me office space. One thing led to another.”


      “And what was not smooth?”


      “Most everything. You can imagine the complications when a penniless immigrant falls in love with the boss’s daughter.”


      “Her parents objected?”


      Stern made a sound, still not quite able, even thirty years later, to withstand the recollection of the disruption.


      “And they never accepted you?”


      “On the contrary. After I married Clara, her father offered to take me into his practice. He was quite prominent. I lived in dread of him but envied his success, and was much too callow to refuse.”


      “So what happened?”


      “We learned a bit about each other. Eventually, we had a serious disagreement.”


      “Over what? Can I ask?”


      “Oh, this is a very embarrassing story,” said Stern. He stood up to face her, adjusting the hat on his head. The rim was shot round with straw bands that had come loose and scratched his forehead when he moved. “One day my father-in-law called me into his office and told me there was a file he wanted me to steal from the county courthouse. A divorce matter for an important client, in which the husband had managed to sue first. This was thirty years ago, and the request was not quite as unthinkable as it might be today, but it remained a serious matter.”


      “You’re kidding! And your relationship fell apart when you refused?”


      “No, our relationship suffered when I did as he asked. We knew much too much about one another then. He knew how craven I was; I knew that he was corrupt. I suppose that having the courage to do that convinced me that I could walk out on Henry, too.”


      Stern glanced over to Klonsky. He had never told that story to another mortal soul, not even to Clara, whose loyalties, so early in their marriage, he could not fully depend on. Sonny had now sat down with the bucket between her knees, her face bright with the heat, massaging her lower back. It seemed they had passed the point where he could shock her; if he went marauding naked down the rows, she would nod and accept it with the same placid smile as a further exchange of intimacies.


      He bent again—the brightest berries were beneath the leaves, resting just above the straw beddings—but he remained under the charm of his own story. For a short time, his image of Henry with his braces and his white widow’s peak was as clear as if he were only a row or two over. He had been as brazen in this request as in so many other things, putting it to Stern right in front of the client, a fretful-looking woman in a tight blond hairdo and a dark green suit. Stern had wondered a bit about Henry’s relationship with her. It was well known that Henry was not a man of perfect virtue; but that question, like many others, went unanswered. ‘Oh, don’t look at me that way,’ said Henry. ‘This stuff is done all the time. I give Griffin McKenna one hundred dollars every Christmas to make sure no one does it on any of the bank’s cases, and half the goddamn files disappear anyway.’ But you have to sign for the file, Stern noted. ‘Are they going to look at your dog tags? Write down a name. Jones. Jablonsky, for Chrissake. Just make damn certain that you don’t write down Mittler—or even Stern, for that matter.’ For some reason, this recollection seemed to have been edging up on him for days. Then he remembered: John and Dixon. Amid the present amity, the thought was troubling and he immediately put it aside.


      “He sounds like he was a pretty tough customer.”


      “Oh, he was. No question about that. I have not met many men tougher than Henry. He reminded me of certain policemen. In some ways, he seemed to be made of stone. Resolute. This was how it was. Punkt.”


      “Did Clara like him?”


      “Ah, well. Now that is another question.” For a moment, he turned his attention to the plant; this picking, hard on the back and thighs, was satisfying work, quickly rewarding, and tempting in its own way. He found a berry large as a small apple and showed it to her. “Clara had strong feelings for him. She sat by his bed weeping when he died. At many other times, in earlier years, she reviled him, and probably in stronger terms than most children criticize or rebuke their parents.”


      “That sounds like my mother and me,” said Sonny. A wind, most welcome, came up then and raised dust in a revenant form down the road. When he looked back to Sonny, she had her eyes closed and both hands placed over the full shape in her middle. He was afraid that she was in pain, but it became clear quickly that it was, instead, resolve which gripped her. “God,” she said. “God, I am going to do better.” She opened her eyes then and greeted him with a magnificent smile—happy to be here, to have survived it all, to swear her vows and to see him sharing this, their acre of common ground.
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      LATE IN THE AFTERNOON, with Stern carrying all the buckets, the three of them returned from the strawberry field. The wind had turned suddenly, freshened by some northerly impulse. When they reached the cabin, Sonny sat heavily in a chair and laid the backs of her hands across her eyes. Stern suggested she lie down.


      “Would you mind?” she asked. “Just for a few minutes? Then you can try to have that talk with me.”


      “Sam and I shall make do.”


      “You can wash the strawberries,” she said. “Sam enjoys that. And Sam—check the hot tub. Make sure everything is okay.”


      The kitchen sink was joined unceremoniously to the rear wall, without any cabinetry to hide the plumbing. The boy stood on an old bentwood chair and insisted on holding each berry under the running tap. Laconic when Stern arrived, he now went on with five-year-old officiousness, issuing an unbreaking string of commands.


      “Don’t take the green thing out till you eat them.”


      “I see.”


      “They get rotting.”


      “I see.”


      “Then get them dry but don’t squish them.”


      “Certainly not.”


      When the berries were bagged and refrigerated, Sam offered to show Stern his cave in the ravine. Stern called twice to Sonny but she did not respond and they left the cabin quietly.


      Sam’s cave was in the hollowed trunk of an old oak. The boy had built a nest of sorts out of dried leaves and twigs and in an empty fliptop cigarette box had stored two or three plastic figures with gargoyle faces and muscular bodies of a resilient resin. Sam told Stern their names—each apparently was an important cartoon star—and spent quite some time heavily engaged in the staging of various interplanetary wars, which Stern observed from the safety of a resting place in the crotch of a birch tree about thirty feet away. Cowboys and Indians, the pastime of his children’s early years, was now banned on political grounds. Villains these days were alien species, and, rather than six-guns, firearms were lazer-mazers that evaporated all objects with a bright red beam. The game ended abruptly when the boy turned from his pieces.


      “I’m hungry,” he said.


      “After all those strawberries?”


      Sam tossed up his hands and repeated that he was hungry.


      “I am sure Sonny will make you some dinner. Shall we see if she is awake?”


      Inside the cabin, however, no one was stirring. Stern called to her softly and Sam added his voice at more telling volume. Stern hushed him and, after holding the boy back, crept alone to the small rear room where she lay uncovered on a narrow folding cot, still rosy with the heat but solidly asleep. Her hair was dark against her skin and one leg of her shorts had crept far up her thigh, showing some of the soft weight of pregnancy. Sonia Klonsky, his energetic antagonist, slept with the adorable soft innocence of a child, her pink mouth tenderly parted. Briefly, Stern, without reflection, raised the back of his hand gently to her cheek.


      When he turned, Sam was watching from the open doorway.


      “I want to to be certain she is not sick,” Stern whispered at once. But he felt his heart knocking and he heard an urgent note in his voice. The boy, however, required no explanation.


      “I’m hungry,” he said again, somewhat pathetically.


      Stern raised a finger to his lips and ushered Sam out.


      “Do you know how to make dinner?”


      “What is it you wish, Sam?”


      “Hot dog and potato chips.”


      “That may be within my range.”


      They ate two hot dogs apiece. Sam was a garrulous, free-flow talker except when he ate, an activity he undertook briefly but with great concentration. When he was done, he resumed conversation, relating, in response to questions, that he was five and a half, went to all-day kindergarten at the Brementon School, and could read, although he was not supposed to. He was a remarkable child, full of a warm, seeking intelligence. That brightness lit him up like a candle and gave him a physical radiance which, in a person so young, amounted to beauty.


      He considered Stern through a single squinted eye. “What’s your name again?”


      “Sandy.”


      “Sandy, can I go in the hot tub after dinner?”


      “You must ask Sonny, after she is up.”


      “I always go.”


      “Sam, not so loud. You will wake her.”


      As the light dwindled, Stern and Sam played Battleship. Sam, most impressively, understood all the rules, although he treated them with occasional indifference. At one point, as Stern marked out the location of one of the boy’s destroyers, he erased furiously on his page.


      “Sam, I believe your ships must remain where you placed them.”


      “See, I was really going to put it somewhere else.” He pointed to the page.


      “I see,” said Stern.


      “I really was.”


      “Very well.” Peter, Stern recalled, had refused to obey the rules of any game until he was past ten. He cheated with alarming guile and cried furiously whenever he lost, particularly to his father. After Sam’s triumph in Battleship, they played a number of hands of Go Fish. Sam was a canny player, but was interested only in making books of picture cards. He did not care to hold ace through ten.


      “I wanna go in the hot tub,” he told Stern.


      “When Sonny wakes up.” Stern had checked on her again from the doorway only a few minutes before.


      “I’ll have to go to bed then.”


      “I see. What is it you do in the hot tub, Sam?”


      “Look at the stars.”


      “Perhaps we can look at the stars, nonetheless.”


      “All right.” He climbed down from his chair at once, ignoring the hand in play.


      On the veranda, Stern found two splintered rockers and they sat side by side. The change of wind had pushed off the haze and the country sky was clear and magnificent. The air, after the heat of the day, was almost brisk. Sam had read a number of books about astronomy and at the age of five spoke about “the heavens.” He knew the names of a number of constellations and demanded that Stern orient him to each.


      “Where’s Cassiopeia?”


      Oh dear, thought Stern. Cassiopeia. He had not spent many evenings in his life studying the night skies.


      “Over there, I believe.”


      “That one?”


      “Yes.”


      “Sort of blue?”


      “Yes.”


      “That’s a planet.”


      “Ah,” said Stern.


      The boy accepted this failure without complaint. Stern had forgotten that—that it was not rivalry or a showdown that Sam was after, just information. If it was unavailable here, there would be better sources soon enough.


      “I’m cold.”


      “Would you like your jacket?”


      “Can I sit in your lap?”


      “Of course.” Stern boosted the boy beneath his arms, and he settled in at once, lolling back against his chest and belly. Dear God, the sensation. He had forgotten. To be able to fold yourself about this life in the making. The small limbs; the waxy odor of  his hair after time in the woods. Stern put both arms about the boy and let Sam nestle against him.


      “Is the sun a star?” asked Sam.


      “So they say.”


      “Are the stars hot?”


      “They must be.”


      “Could you drive a jet plane through a star if you went real fast?”


      “I suspect not, Sam. The stars are hot enough to burn up most anything.”


      “Anything? Like the whole earth?” Sam now had a troubled look. Stern wondered if he was telling him more than he should. “What if you poured like jillions and jillions of gallons of water on it?”


      “That undoubtedly would work,” said Stern.


      The boy was still watching him. “Are you joking me?”


      “Joking? No. Is that a joke?”


      “You’re joking me,” the boy insisted. He pressed his finger in Stern’s belly, as often seemingly had been done to him.


      “Well, perhaps a little.”


      Sam turned around and rested again against his chest.


      Was it possible? Stern thought in a swift rush of emotion. Was it truly possible? Could he start again and do it better on this go-through? Oh, but this was mad. With the small boy somehow coursing against him, Stern closed his eyes in the great country darkness and wrestled despair. How, truly, could this be occurring? He saw more and more clearly how fixed his feelings were, how set he was on a path of absolute lunacy. He could not prevent a brief sound from escaping.


      In a moment, Sam turned back.


      “Can I go in the hot tub? Please,” he said. “Please please please.”


      “Sam, I know nothing about hot tubs.”


      “I do. I’ll show you. It’s easy.” He slithered away and ran down the veranda. “It’s full and everything.”


      Stern drifted over. The tub protruded about a foot above the level of the porch. Sam had already eased off the canvas cover. The water temperature was moderate, apparently for Sam’s benefit. What, after all, was the harm?


      Sam hugged him the instant he agreed and immediately shed his clothes. Fully naked, he dipped in a toe.


      “Come on,” he said.


      “Pardon me?”


      “Come on. Get your clothes off.”


      “Thank you, Sam. I do not care to get into the hot tub.”


      The boy gaped. “You have to. Sonny says I can’t go in without a grownup. I’m only five years old, you know.”


      “Yes,” said Stern. He stood a moment and stared at the moon, just rising and visible through the fingerlet branches of the trees of the ravine. He had lost control over most everything sometime ago. In the dark, he kicked off his shoes and loosened his belt.


      As life had repeatedly shown him, there was usually something to other people’s pleasures. However suspect it seemed, the hot tub was enchanting. Little foggy wisps rose in the moonlight and the thin evening air was gentle as a breath. His large body felt lighter, submerged in the dark. Stern sat on a bench inside the tub and Sam crouched beside him to keep his chin above the water’s level.


      “When is Sonny gonna get up?”


      “Soon, Sam. She must have been very tired.”


      “She’s going to have a baby,” said Sam. It was the first mention he had made of the subject.


      “So I understand,” said Stern.


      “Is she sick?”


      “No,” said Stern.


      “You said she was sick.”


      “No, I said I wanted to be sure she was not sick.” What would he tell his father of what he observed? Or Sonny, for that matter? For the moment, that concern, like many others, seemed capable of passing.


      “Do you go to Sonny’s work?”


      “In a fashion.”


      “Sometimes, if someone does something bad, the good people have to tell them they did something bad.”


      Stern thought of adding a defense perspective but answered finally, “Yes.”


      Sam suddenly stood straight up, shining like a fish in the moon’s light. He hung his head over the edge of the tub.


      “Uh-oh,” Sam said.


      “What?” Stern feared that the tub might be leaking.


      “No towels.”


      Together they groaned in the dark.


      It was Stern who, after a brief disagreement, was appointed to return to the cabin. Wearing only his boxer shorts, he saw in the mirror on the back of the bathroom door that his seat was sopping. He could hear Sonny a few feet away, grumbling a bit in her sleep.


      Sam was wrapped and dried and placed in his pajamas. Before going to sleep, he demanded a story. In his backpack was a comic book depicting a protracted battle between two television characters, a blond hulk and a hooded creature who resembled a skeleton. They were dressed in medieval costumes but were located in outer space in the distant future and traded threats. The blond triumphed; that much had not changed.


      The boy lay down, then drew himself up again, full of the familiar curiosity of bedtime.


      “Sandy,” he said, “does good always win?”


      “Excuse me.”


      “Does good always win?” the boy repeated.


      Stern was not certain if this was apropos of the story or their conversation before. He nearly asked what Sam was referring to but restrained himself with the thought that it was unseemly to be evasive with a five-year-old. Marta used to venture questions like this. Peter did as well, probably, but in his case they were put solely to his mother.


      “No,” Stern said finally. “Not always.”


      “It does on TV,” the boy said. This was offered in part as refutation.


      “Well, it should win,” said Stern. “That is what the television is showing you.”


      “Why doesn’t it win?”


      “It does not always lose. It wins often. But it does not win every time.”


      “Why not?”


      “Sometimes the other side is stronger. Sometimes both sides are good in part.” Sometimes neither, Stern thought. In the midst of this, he could not keep himself from thinking of Dixon. He looked at the boy. “Sam, who talks to you about this, about good winning?”


      “It’s on TV,” said Sam innocently. He had no notion that he had engaged in an abstraction. “How much does good win?” he asked. “A lot?”


      “A lot,” said Stern. He had meant to answer, As often as it loses. But he felt this was inappropriate and perhaps not even correct. There was no place for brutal honesty with a child. Everyone felt that. It was taken in the Western countries as a rule of nature. So we raise our children with love and comfort for a future they can only find disappointing. He told Sam it was time to sleep.


      “Thank you for keeping me company, Sam.”


      “Sure.” He lay down and popped up again. “Wait a second.” He clambered from the bed, searched his bag, and came back with a small stuffed bear and a yellow piece of blanket. Passing by, he kissed Stern as naturally as if he had been doing it forever, and then right before Stern’s eyes laid himself down and was instantly asleep.
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      A child asleep, a woman asleep, and Mr. Alejandro Stern in sole waking possession of a still home. It had been many years since he had felt this particular pleasure. He sat at the cable-spool table and ate a bowl of strawberries, listening to Sam’s husky breath and, now and then as a distant counterpoint, a sighing sob from Sonny. Oh, he was pretending. He knew that. Nothing was truly hidden from himself. But he was enjoying it far too much to depart. He again wandered outside to the veranda. His wet underwear had begun to chafe, and after some reflection, he retrieved his towel inside, undressed once more, and hung his shorts on the branch of a tree, hoping the breeze would dry them before the long ride home. Then he resumed his place in the hot tub. The moon had risen fully and loomed over the ravine, full of tricks and magic. All his troubles waited for him in the city, in the daylight. For just this instant, watching the wisps wraith off the water, he was free.


      It was only a few minutes before he heard the screen door bang.


      “There you are.” Her voice in the dark came from somewhere behind him. He turned in one direction, then the other, and still did not see her. “I thought you’d left until I saw the car. How long was I asleep?”


      About five hours, he told her.


      “Oh God.” Sonny was at the corner of the porch, keeping her distance in an effort to be discreet. “I’m so sorry. What did you do with Sam all that time? Did you feed him?”


      Stern described their activities. “He is a splendid young fellow. Bright as a firecracker.”


      “His father’s son.”


      “No doubt.”


      “I don’t think much of Rebecca, his mother. But she’s done great things with Sam. I don’t quite understand it. It seems like you can’t predict who the good parents will be. It frightens me.”


      “You will fare well, Sonny. I am sure of it.”


      Gradually, she had approached. She was now a few feet from the tub and took the last few steps at once. She stooped a bit and her hand lingered in the dark water.


      “God, it’s nice. Sam helped you figure it out?”


      “He was quite insistent on getting in here.”


      “We do everything to encourage him. He doesn’t seem to recognize yet that it’s the same water that’s in the bathtub.”


      “It was only after I had finally agreed to let him do this that he informed me that I was required to join him. But I must say, it is most pleasant. After he was in bed, I could not let the opportunity pass. Here I am on a Saturday night in the woods. The sky is clear, the moon is full. The solitude is magnificent.”


      She inclined her head to look, as Stern had, at the stars. She was quiet a second.


      “Will you die if I come in there?”


      The shock of cold emotion, terror really, went through him like a bolt of iron. He shook his head before he spoke.


      “No, no,” he said.


      “Because, look. I mean, people have different attitudes. You can just say it’s too embarrassing.”


      “No, no,” Stern said again. He was not sure he was capable of more.


      When she began to slide off her shirt, Stern looked away, studying the tremorous movement of certain dark branches in the wind. But even this effort at discretion was not a full success. In the extended half of the cabin’s casement window, he noticed a clear reflection and, turning back, caught, even against his will, just the slightest glimpse of her form, licked in the moon’s bluish cast. It was no more than her upper torso as she eased into the bath, the smooth swell of the other life, and the lopsided proportions of her chest, where the fine blue light clung to the smoothness of her scarred left side, the visible ribs looking a bit like piano keys; like all things human, the sight was far more bearable than he had imagined. She settled in the bath and shook her hair free.


      “Ah, this is great.”


      “I feared you had heat stroke.”


      “Just tired.”


      She reached over and laid her hand very briefly on his forearm. “It was nice out there.”


      “Yes.”


      “I’m glad we’ve become friends.”


      “As well.”


      These things came out of Sonny trippingly; she spoke from the heart as a regular matter. For him, it was all a muddle. He felt, as so often in his life, the important moment, the one of high emotion, deep feeling, sliding beyond him, not merely beyond control but wholly out of reach. He would never stop being himself.


      “Can I tell you a story that will embarrass you?” she asked.


      “If you believe I can stand it.”


      “I think you can.” She looked off in the darkness. “When I was in law school, I went down to watch you in court. When you were defending Judge Sabich. I was there every day. It was like close-up magic. You know—how it doesn’t really matter whether the balls are disappearing, because it truly is magic that human skill can make it look that way? That’s how I felt. I didn’t care whether he was guilty or innocent. I just wanted to be able to do what you did. What do you think of that?”


      “I think you are most kind to tell me.” She peered over; he could see she did not understand, and he inched somewhat lower in the tub. “I find it difficult, of late, to think of my professional life as an example to anyone. Given its costs.”


      “Are you talking about your wife?”


      He made a sound.


      “Huh,” Sonny said. She was quiet. “Is there something you could have done?”


      “Paid greater attention.”


      She did not seem inclined to respond, and he was quickly seized by a fear that she found this morose or, worse, self-pitying. For a second she disappeared, plunging beneath the surface of the water and came up glistening, shedding water and light, bubbling her lips and smoothing her hair.


      “You know what I think?” she asked.


      “What is that?”


      “I think you can only be yourself.” She wrung out her hair. Was this the thought for the night? Stern wondered. “I tell myself that a thousand times a day. Everybody’s screwed up. And things happen that screw you up worse. You get cancer. Or somebody dies. But you do your best. I would give anything to be a lawyer as good as you are, to think I did something important that well. I mean, look at what you’ve done.”


      “I look,” he said, “and feel that I could have done better.”


      “Then do better next time.”


      “With the next life?”


      “With the next part of this one.”


      That was, he realized, the only answer, the sole sane response. This, too, seemed to be a repetitive theme.


      “And remember,” she said, “that you’re an example to people like me.”


      “You flatter me.”


      “I mean it.”


      He looked over to Sonny. She had laid her arm on the back of the tub and he touched her most briefly, as she had touched him. Then he went on.


      “Apparently, I was not example enough, inasmuch as you chose the wrong side.”


      She drew back, as he expected. “Is this humor?”


      “Of course.”


      “Oh.” She smiled, shirking off the sense of injury. “I always thought I’d become a defense lawyer. But prosecutors have so much power. To do good things, you know—not just bad.”


      “Of course,” he said again. “I admire the rectitude for which prosecutors stand.”


      “But you wouldn’t think of doing it?”


      “I have thoughts. But my view—purely an idiosyncratic one, I stress—is that I would only be doing further damage to what is already smashed and broken. Understand, I truly believe yours is a job that must be done—but better not by me.”


      “Is the story true, then?”


      “What story is that?”


      “That you turned down the offer to be U.S. Attorney before they gave the job to Stan?”


      He waited, reflecting. “Is that worn-out rumor circulating again?”


      She knew she was being put off.


      “I’m not asking so I can tell someone else.” With all her terrible pride, she was, he saw, somewhat offended. “I have a reason for wanting to know.”


      He described his meeting with the senator’s aide in a few sentences. “I was never told that I was the first choice. I have no idea who would have been selected, even had I been disposed.”


      “You know it would have been you,” she said, “and so does Stan. I think that bothers him. A lot,” she added.


      Stern privately had long harbored the same view. She was pensive, and then dipped again beneath the water.


      “I’m getting out,” she said when she emerged. “The o.b. doesn’t like me in here for more than ten minutes.”


      Stern turned away to stare at the moon and the darkness.


      “When you’re ready,” she said behind him, “we can have that talk.” He heard her pad off and, after telling himself not to, turned to watch her go, with her bundled clothes clutched to her chest, her hair dripping, the broadened lower proportions of her form still a becoming sight, wet and shining, as she retreated.


      In a minute, he rose. He was on the edge of the tub, in his full naked glory, when Sonny leaned out the window with another towel. “You should see the look on your face,” she said, and hung the towel on the window frame. He could hear her laughing inside as she walked away.


      When he came in, she was in a white terry-cloth robe, combing out her hair at the cable-spool table. Un-made-up, undone, she remained herself, strong and pretty, confident of her own appeal. She went to the bed to move Sam to the smaller room, but Stern insisted on carrying him and, with Sonny directing, bore the warm, small form to the cot in the adjacent room. Sam remained miles off in the profound grasp of a child’s sleep.


      “Strawberries? Cottage cheese?” Sonny was eating and the food was on the table. Stern declined. “So how do we do this? You’re going to tell me what you know and I’m going to tell you if you’re wrong. Is that the deal?”


      “Sonny, I was perhaps too insistent. If—”


      “No,” she said, seizing a strawberry. “Sennett is screwing you around. I was never sure why before. Your client deserves better treatment. But there’s only so much I can do.”


      “I understand.”


      “All right,” she said. “Shoot.”


      This was a boundary, a line he preferred not to cross. He went on, merely because he remained grateful for her company, their conversation, for any reason not to depart.


      He started with the basics, the large orders, the two exchanges, the error trades. When he mentioned the use of the house error account, she drew back with a marveling smile.


      “Now, how did you figure that out? Sennett is sure you’ll never get it.” When he hesitated, she turned the back of her hand. It did not matter. “Go on.”


      “Can the government show, by the way, that market prices were affected by any of these trades, or that someone was otherwise harmed?” He had been thinking about this point for some time. After indictment, a motion to dismiss on these grounds would be called for, claiming the prosecution could not prove a crime.


      “We’ve looked at the cases,” Sonny said. “There’s an offense here. If you profit off the customers’ information, you’re taking something from them, one way or the other. What do you think the customers would say?”


      Stern lifted his hands noncommittally. In the abstract, he probably agreed with her. He was more certain a judge would.


      “Go on,” she told him again.


      He described how the accumulating profits, after further manipulations, were invested in the Wunderkind account—where over time they were lost, all of them, not to mention a good deal more.


      “And you suspect Dixon of controlling this account.”


      “Go on,” she said yet again. She had offered no other comment when he told her what evidence he thought they might have.


      “I am certain the government can explain,” said Stern dryly, “why someone would steal $600,000 in order to lose it.”


      “That’s not an element of the offense.” She meant that the government could prove the crime without solving that riddle. The fact that the money was lost might not even come into evidence.


      “Nonetheless,” said Stern.


      “Go on,” said Sonny. She had become grave and composed and clearly had no interest in debates.


      “Right now, you seem to be energetically seeking the documents which show who established the Wunderkind account. Without that, of course, you will have no way to tie Dixon to the account, to the profits, and to the trading ahead.”


      For the first time, she was completely quiet. Stern waited until he realized that he was being informed he had missed a step.


      “Is that where John comes in?”


      “I don’t know where he fits, Sandy. Honestly.”


      That matched what Tooley had told him; Mel was dealing strictly with Sennett. Stern wondered if that meant that John was being extraordinarily cooperative or more difficult than expected—or simply that Sennett, as usual, was being high-handed and secretive, even with his own staff. Yet even if John had a perfect recollection of Dixon calling in every dishonest trade, the government would want proof that Dixon controlled the Wunderkind account, where the profits briefly rested. Without that, the prosecutors would have difficulty establishing that Dixon was not acting innocently or at the behest of someone else. Stern repeated this thought aloud.


      “But you still require the signature forms in order to establish Dixon’s relationship to the Wunderkind account.”


      Again, she made no answer.


      “I am wrong?” asked Stern.


      Sonny reached to the bowl and ate another strawberry, while he tried to concentrate. This was ordinarily his strength, picking out the nuances of the evidence. But he had missed something of consequence. He remained quiet.


      “Last year,” said Sonny, after a bit, “starting out in the office, I prosecuted a lot of dope cases.”


      “Yes?” He had no idea where she was leading.


      “You know how those cases go. DEA sees suspicious activity. There’s an informant. They get a warrant, knock down the door of a stash house, find ten keys of cocaine and no one inside it. Then they come to the poor Assistant to issue grand jury subpoenas so they can figure out who owns the house—and the dope.”


      “Yes,” he said again.


      “When you get the title to the property, or the lease to the apartment, whatever, it’s pointless. It’s always some little old lady from the North End with whiskers and a bunch of cats. But we prove it’s their house, anyway.”


      Stern nodded. He was familiar with the government’s techniques. They went to the gas company, electric, telephone, and found out who was paying the bills. In one case that Jamie Kemp had handled before moving to New York, the government proved control of the house by showing that their client had purchased the garbage cans in the alley. He took it that Klonsky had issued a broad hint but for a moment it was lost on him.


      “The deficit,” said Stern suddenly.


      She smiled.


      “Dixon paid for the quarter-million-dollar debit balance left in the Wunderkind account,” he told her.


      “Go on.”


      “That is why you subpoenaed his bank records. To find the check he wrote to cover that debit. You were never tracing the funds he’d deposited.”


      “Go on,” said Sonny.


      “And you have the check?”


      “Go on,” said Sonny again.


      He waited. Dixon, too, had apparently missed the point of the inquiries at the bank. Protecting its informant, the government with its various subpoenas had made a convincing show of being more interested in the money Dixon received than what he’d paid out.


      “So why, then, are you so concerned about the account-opening documents?”


      Of course, she would not answer. Stern subsided again to silence. What if Dixon had filched those papers? Why would the government initiate such hot pursuit of what was beside the point?


      Unless the prosecutors knew in advance that Dixon had made off with the records. Of course. Their informant had once more led them to the right spot. The prosecutors—Sennett, at least—never expected the Wunderkind records to turn up in Margy’s hands. That was why Sonny had recovered her good humor after she had gone to speak with him. She had learned what Sennett had counted on all along, that the prosecution would end up with the best of both worlds: evidence that Dixon controlled the account and proof he was trying to conceal that fact. With that kind of showing—state-of-mind evidence, as it was called—the government could cut off any clever conjectural defenses that might be ventured at trial to suggest a half-sane or innocent motive for Dixon’s conduct. Once the prosecution was able to establish that Dixon was covering his tracks, there could be little argument about what he thought of his own activities. John, at this point, remained Dixon’s sole hope, and a faint one at that. If John’s memory failed in some critical regard about who had instructed him to place the error orders, there might be a minute space in which to turn a sly pirouette. Yet that was not likely. The prosecutors had the critical proof in hand now. The walls were closing in on Dixon, as on some Poe character; the light was growing weak. Here, supercharged by the presence of this young woman, the weight of these developments did not really seem to settle upon Stern fully.


      “You really like him, don’t you?” Sonny asked, after watching him a moment.


      “I care greatly about my sister. Perhaps my feelings for Dixon are merely force of habit. But I am very sad to hear this.”


      “This is just between us,” Sonny said. “Stan would hang me.”


      “You have told me nothing.” He crossed his heart, a schoolboy habit from Argentina, from a time when Gentile friends demanded the gesture, never understanding his reluctance. “There will be no communication. To anyone. No hint. My promise.”


      He looked at her across the table. He had exhausted the excuse that brought him here. He rose, slapping his sides.


      Sonny yawned.


      “Believe it or not,” she said, “I think I’m going to sleep.”


      She insisted he take an enormous bag of berries. As they approached the door, he made her promise to say goodbye for him to Sam. Then she grabbed him, applying a quick comradely hug, coming close enough to bump her firm belly against him and sweep her wet hair across his cheek. His arms came together slowly and never reached her before she was gone again. A brief ache of some kind, of deprivation, rose up and subsided.


      “You were most kind to have me,” he said from the other side of the screen.


      “We’ll do it again,” she said. As he trudged up the stairs, her voice, full of her own ironic laughter, reached him in the dark. She’d had an afterthought.


      “If I’m still married to Charlie.”
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      HE ARRIVED HOME NEAR ONE, after traveling down the dark country roads and then the highway, tugged through the night by the beam of his headlights and the heavy currents of his own thoughts. He had tuned the radio to the mumble of a Trappers game, but after a time snapped it off and drove entirely in silence, dominated by sensation—the heat and scent of the strawberry field, the reverberating charge when she had slid so quietly into the water. At moments, of course, he pondered about Dixon. Soon they would have to seriously consider the alternatives. For a few minutes Stern worked at it all in his mind, probing, tangling and untangling, but he saw no avenues of quick escape. He thought, naturally, of his sister then. Silvia would suffer. Full of high emotion in the dark, he endured that pain anew.


      Inside the door of his home, Stern plunged his heavy-bottomed body down on the antique milking chair in the front foyer, his thick legs poked out before him. The bag of strawberries, moistened now by their own juice, lay in his lap. Across the hall, he caught a piece of his reflection in the wig-stand mirror and saw how ridiculous he looked; he had been in that tub more than an hour and never let a drop of water touch his head. The little pouches of hair on either side, brittle with the sun, were lifted out like cherub’s wings, and two or three dirty streaks of dried sweat ran from his crown to his cheeks. Licking his lips, he could still taste the dried salt gathered in the hollow beneath his nose.


      He was exhausted. But there was no resisting in the safety of his home the measure of his own excitement. Here in this known space, close and his alone, something finally gave way, and riding up in him he felt at last the full expression of what had waited throughout the day. He made a sound out loud as the longing radiated through him and he sat riveted by passion. This was remarkable. His blood carried an electric charge. His heart and male organs were affected by an aura of desire which was not just that deep body-wanting thing, that longing like a stifled moan, but something else, something needier, softer, and more yearning. He wanted, simply, this young woman. To be with her. To hold her and be held. My God! It passed over him in waves as he marveled at the overpowering, transforming feeling of it all. The rest of life did not exist, not simply the boundary lines of circumstance, but the hobbling limits of personality. Here, for a moment, all limitations could be exceeded. He would croon beneath her window or, more simply, confess to this wild yearning. He had half a mind to go directly to the phone, until he recalled that he had seen none in the cabin. This was what drove grown men to shirk their families and young men to foolish daredevil acts. He sat gripping the arms of his chair.


      Oh, it made no sense, but that was hardly the point. The empire of dreams, the region where images preceded words and sensation was supreme, had given up this fixation and there was no logical quarreling with it. How much, really, did we ever understand about this? He’d had prescriptions from everyone, advice from every soul on earth about how to run the remainder of his life. But this was what he had been awaiting—to find what was beyond humdrum propriety or custom and to learn his own true ambition. And it was this young woman, troubled but struggling each instant, no matter how else she faltered, to be the real thing, her best and most authentic self.


      But, of course, nothing would happen.


      The thought swung through him like the closing of a heavy door. Not a thing would actually occur. He had proved that convincingly when he sat inches from her, naked as Adam and Eve, and had been powerless, inert. Her troubled talk of leaving her husband was just that—angry idle talk. She was merely becoming accustomed to the fact that the pathways in her life were, finally, marked out, established. At the age of fifty-six, he had now managed to lead the emotional life of a seventeen-year-old, full of moonstruck fantasies that would never be fulfilled. The anguish sang through him for a short time with the perfect reverberations of a high note rung from crystal.


      And somehow, then, he thought of Clara. The association was not direct, for his thoughts were actually bittersweet, some admiration of the pure sentience of his present state. He had been immobile throughout, but now a new shock passed through him, for he recognized, with a precision that passed beyond the realm of any allowable doubt, what it was that Clara had been seeking when she turned away from him. Just this: the mercy of passion. And here in his chair he was equally certain—sure, if he had learned a thing about her in the decades—sure not merely that she had never found that grace but that she had discovered that for her—in her—it would never be attainable. Never. In this instant, there was not a grain of ill feeling, only comprehension, definite—complete. Eyes wide, he sat, somehow rebuked by the enormous silence of the large home and the harshness of these judgments which he made about himself and his entire life. His blood was coursing; the image of that young woman a hundred miles away still seemed so near, so compelling, that he remained half inclined to lift his hand in greeting. And yet he held that thought of Clara at her ultimate moment, grappling with desperation, as the biblical figures were portrayed in lush oil paintings wrestling God’s winged angels of death. Never, she had thought. Never, he thought now. Never.


       


      “I was engaged,” said Clara that night as they sat in the dark car over the river, with the sweet julep smell of the liquor around them. “We broke it off a year ago last June.” It was nearly December now. The street lamps and scattered light from the sky, vaguely refracted, cast deep shadows; he could see only the movement of her eyes as she looked ahead through the car window. Some spirit of bravery gripped her, though. There was a finer, noble look to her as she spoke; Stern was impressed, as he had been often lately, by her beauty. “His name was Hamilton Kreitzer. Do you remember him? From law school?”


      The name meant nothing to Stern. He had the vaguest image of a fellow with a callow, luminescent smile and half a head of wiry blondish hair.


      “He’s older. Than we are. Than I am. He had left Easton before I started. But, well, he was glamorous. You know, he came driving out on the weekends. He had that little English car, whatever it’s called. The roadster. He’d come flying onto campus with the top down in the middle of the winter and his scarf blowing behind him. He went out for some time with Betty Tabourney’s sister. He had a terrible reputation. But girls don’t ever know what they really like, do they? He’s very handsome. You have to give him that. He’s got a tiny little mustache like Errol Flynn. And, of course, he’s quite well-to-do. His father is one of Daddy’s clients. They make candy. You see it in all the five-and-dimes. Packaged stuff. It’s been stale whenever I’ve bought it. At any rate.” She stopped to adjust herself in the seat. She was probably not accustomed to speaking at such length. For a moment, even in the dark, Stern could discern some tentative reflex: she was not certain that she wanted to go on. Then she straightened somewhat and continued, looking again through the front window, raising that fine profile. “They call him Ham. Nice name for a Jewish boy.” She laughed. “Of course, my parents liked that. You know how they are. They don’t like anything to be ‘too Jewish,’ which means Jewish at all.”


      Stern made a sound of acknowledgment, assent. He knew what she was saying.


      “At any rate, I saw him one night at a dance, the Grover Hospital Cotillion. He was just out of the service, going to law school. I was with another boy, but we spoke, you know how that is, flirted, and he called me up the next week and asked me to be his date at another of these dances. I knew half a dozen girls who had gone out with him, and not one of them with a decent thing to say, but I was so thrilled. Oh.” She closed her eyes, she shook her head, overwhelmed. “I was so delighted to have all my friends, everyone I knew, see me with Ham Kreitzer.”


      She found her drink in her hands—she seemed to have forgotten it—and nipped at it briefly. He could see it was not much to her taste.


      “I was quite surprised when he called after that. But he honestly seemed to enjoy my company. He told me how I’d blossomed since college.” She threw a hand in the air for expression, then regained herself and made a sound that led Stem to believe that in the dark she might have blushed. “Well, I had grown up a good deal. I suppose he was attracted to the side of me that didn’t think he was all that important. Which was there, even though you wouldn’t know it to listen to me now. He enjoyed the challenge of winning me over. And, of course, I listened to him. He liked to talk about himself. So many men do.”


      Across the seat from her, Stern smiled, but she was too caught up to find any special meaning in her remark.


      “But when you got to know him, he was like everybody else. He had so many schemes. He hates his father, despises the poor man, and naturally, after he was dismissed from law school, he felt he had no other choice, and so he has to work beside his father every day. He wants to break away so desperately and of course he never will.” She turned to Stern. “I felt something for him. And I believe it was mutual. But he was also at the age at which it was expected that he would get married. He’d had his flings or wild oats, or whatever you call it. And I’m socially acceptable. My parents are, that is. So we were engaged. I loved to sit and hold his hand, just watch him. He is such a handsome man. I couldn’t believe he was mine. It all seemed so magnificent. My,” she said. For the first time in the dark, she touched her eyes, but she drew herself together. She had her own momentum now.


      “Of course, that’s not the end of the story. We were engaged for fourteen months. I had to have a June wedding. Two weeks before the ceremony, I got a phone call. I could tell he was far away. ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid I can’t go through with it.’ I wasn’t surprised. I’d realized by then that he was really quite a little boy. I knew he would be terrified. He didn’t say where he was. It turned out that he was on Catalina Island. And that one of the girls had disappeared from the packaging line—I’m sure she was on Catalina Island, too. I didn’t care about that. It was me he didn’t want. Whether he preferred someone else was beside the point. And then, of course, there was one more problem.” Across the seat, she turned in Stern’s direction, while the heat purred, pouring up thickly from beneath the dash. “I was pregnant,” she said.


      He realized she was watching him to see if she could catch some flicker of his reaction in the dark. And she had judged him correctly. Her news instilled not merely shock but something close to panic. But as a child in a home rife with torment he had learned to save all expression and he showed nothing now; not a ripple to the surface.


      “Are you shocked?” she asked.


      He drew his breath and reflected.


      “Yes,” he said at last. There was no avenue for diplomacy.


      “I was, too. Not at how it had happened, naturally. And I don’t want you to think that I was taken advantage of, or that I was left behind like some dirty conquest. We had carried on that way for many months. I think, frankly, that I liked the idea of it better than anything else. The secret. The romance. Wasn’t this what the world was supposed to be about?” She stopped. “Well, listen to me.” She seemed to consider looking over once more, but even she was not that courageous. Stern fought back the same cold panic. He regretted suddenly that she was telling him all this; but that, he realized, was the point. Somewhere down the bank, voices, a man’s and a woman’s, were raised, then passed.


      “Naturally, I couldn’t believe I was in that state. It was only a month. I hoped for a while that something would happen. But it didn’t. Then I thought about killing myself. And I very nearly did. I actually got hold of some sleeping pills. I fell asleep one night holding the bottle in my hands, and I remember”—she laughed and tossed her head—“that after an hour or two I jolted awake and I thought I had done it, and I actually accepted it, the whole idea, for just that one second, and then was glad I had the chance to think better of it. I was sure that telling my parents would be the worst thing I’d ever done, but it was even more difficult than I’d imagined. Lord,” she said suddenly, “I never want to do anything like that again.” Again she touched her eyes. “My father was monstrously angry. Monstrously. And of course they wanted me to marry Ham, which was out of the question. We quarreled about that for another week. But finally my father took me to Mexico City. The flight was eleven hours each way. We had to fly through Chicago. And I was so sick coming back, I thought I would die. But it was taken care of.


      “And I really have very little now. I know how silly that sounds. I have so much compared to most people. And even compared to what I had before, there’s no real difference. But I feel as if the whole world’s changed. I gave up my job before the wedding. Because Ham wanted me to. That’s what brings me around the office. And naturally I’m ashamed. I really don’t know who’s heard about this. I imagine everyone. I go into a movie theater or a store or the concert hall and I assume that every person knows. That they’re whispering. You know how unkind people are.


      “So,” she said. “That’s the story. It’s terrible, don’t you think?”


      “Painful,” said Stern.


      A breath, almost a sob, rattled through her, and she nodded.


      “Do you know what humiliates me most? That I didn’t realize what I wanted. That I was almost twenty-five years old and had no idea. I should have known better than to care for the likes of Ham Kreitzer. I did know better. And I couldn’t help myself.” She lifted her arm in the dark to see her watch.


      They drove largely in silence. At her home, he began to get out of the car to open her door, then stopped.


      “This was a very fine evening.”


      “Oh, certainly.” She laughed. “You’ll be indentured to George Murray for the rest of your life and your date turns out to wear a scarlet letter.”


      Stern looked at her directly.


      “I heard the most wonderful music played on the piano.”


      She reverted to the gestures of the rich, and kissed him, French style, on each cheek. Then she left the car by herself and ran up the concrete stoop of her parents’ Georgian home. She waved to him from the doorway.


      Driving away, he still felt the liquor. But he knew he would never sleep. There was a briefcase full of work at home. And the problem of the car to be fully contemplated, waiting like some vexing puzzle he knew it was his responsibility to solve. But he could not make his mind work over those things. Even a few blocks away, he recognized his emotions. He was thrilled. Thrilled. The cool racing beat of high excitement was in his blood. He was thrilled—by her trust, her depth. There was wild, exciting news in her confession of a carnal side. But what thrilled him most, Mr. Alejandro Stern, immigrant American, refined rascal, placid scheming soul—what thrilled him most was that he knew now she was truly available to him.
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      GREETING HELEN ON SUNDAY NIGHT, he was unprepared for his tender feelings. How welcome the scent of her perfume, her very form, as he lifted his hands to embrace her. Ah, Helen. In her doorway, he took her in his arms and lolled her about. They both laughed. Even now, though, the thought, the ache for Sonny was not far away.


      “Tell me of your journey,” Stern insisted.


      She described Texas, hot and desolate. You drive seventy-five on the highways and the city towers loom ahead through the shimmering heat and seem to come no closer.


      “You were bad while I was gone,” she said. They were in the kitchen; Helen was tossing a salad and Stern was making a faltering effort at assistance while he drank his wine.


      “Me?”


      “I called last night and got your machine. At eleven o’clock.” She raised an eyebrow.


      “I was working,” he said. “Dixon’s case,” he added to enhance his credibility. He had attempted to reach Dixon all day. He wanted the man back in town at once. He phoned the island house directly a number of times, and finally called Elise, Dixon’s secretary, at home—she could reach Dixon twenty-four hours a day, like the President. Today, however, Dixon was out of touch, lost under the Caribbean sun. Perhaps he had done the wise thing and decided never to return or, more realistically, wanted to enjoy, unencumbered, the last breath of freedom. Certainly, Dixon knew best how grave his problems were. There was a reason that he felt he had to get away.


      In the meantime, Stern stood in Helen’s kitchen, if not lying to her, then avoiding the truth. To what point? he wondered. He had no idea what to do. Go on? Long? Suffer? There was at all moments this intense sensation of heat. Sooner or later his resistance would erode; he would seek out Sonny and perform some lunatic act. Today at home, he had been utterly useless. He came to rest, and sat, mouth agape, eyes caught, replaying all the same images in a heart-bursting swoon. He was hopelessly smitten. But what about the present? The world? Here was Helen, decent, capable, and kind. How should he treat her? He had no plans, except a vague inclination to avoid sleeping with her tonight, for the sake of decency perhaps, or more likely because he could not stand further stimulation.


      Helen as usual had prepared a splendid meal, shrimp rémoulade, his favorite, with two warm vegetables and potatoes. She wanted this to be a glorious reunion. Just last week, in speaking about Miles, Helen had said in the mildest, most casual fashion that when she divorced she could not imagine marrying again. There was no emphasis, but she clearly intended to describe that state of mind in the past tense. Stern had not missed the point but had prudently allowed the observation to pass. Now, over time, he would have to maneuver gently for distance.


      They ate and chatted. He was grateful, even in his punished, overwrought state, for their constant amiability. Stern pushed the potatoes aside with his fork.


      “You like those,” Helen told him.


      A Stern face: a world of emotions too hard to express. “I am contemplating a diet,” he admitted.


      “Dieting?” Helen took a bite, chewed once, and eyed him acutely. The intelligence flashed in her eye. He felt his stomach sink. What in the world had led him to conceive of her over the years as not bright? “I was right,” she said. “You’re seeing someone younger, Sandy, aren’t you?”


      Now what? Why is lying so often the truth? Seeing? Oh yes, he was seeing. On the air, in the sky. A holographic projection. He was seeing someone younger, all the time.


      He had been still a few seconds.


      “Yes,” he said.


      Helen looked straight at him. She said, “Shit.”


      A moment passed.


      “Well,” said Helen.


      He could not think of a single comforting word.


      “I’ll live,” she told him.


      Tongue, speak. He merely watched.


      Helen got up from the table.


      He found her by the island cutting board in the fancy kitchen Miles had built her before he set himself free. Chin high, she watched the darkening sky through a broad window, her view partly obscured by an apple tree that had blossomed magnificently only a few weeks ago.


      He touched both her elbows as he came up behind her.


      “Helen.”


      She reached around herself to hold his hands.


      “I knew this was too soon. I should have let you get over all of it.”


      “Helen, please do not—” Overreact? “Helen, this is not—”


      “Yes, it is,” she said. “You’re hooked.” She looked back at him. “Aren’t you?”


      He closed his eyes rather than respond.


      She turned away and crushed her fist squarely in the middle of her nose. She wanted desperately not to cry.


      “I’m really being miserable.”


      “Of course not,” he said.


      “You didn’t make any promises.” She eyed him. “How young?”


      He considered avoidance and gave up the thought.


      “Forty,” he said. “Forty-one.” Pregnant. One-breasted. Married to someone else. And not interested in me. The utter madness of it, for a moment, almost drove him to the floor with shame.


      Helen shrugged. “At least you’re sane.”


      He nearly groaned.


      Eventually, they returned to the table. He offered no details of this new interest—how could he?—and Helen courageously refused to ask. She told him that Maxine, after her day with Kate, had remarked on Kate’s drawn look; she did not have the glow of some pregnant women. Hearing the remark, he thought at The once of Sonny, then was pierced to see how quick he had been to skip beyond his concerns for his daughter.


      As soon as he had his coffee, he went to the closet for his hat. At the door, he took Helen in his arms, and she held him for a moment.


      “You’re not going to mind if I tell you I don’t want to see you, are you?” she asked. “Under the circumstances?”


      “Of course not.” He kissed her briefly and walked into the tender night air, toward his auto, full of the pangs of terrible regret. Truly now, he was losing his grip. He had given up the best part of his actual life to indulge a high-school fantasy. But through all this immediate anguish, his heart still rose. One tie that bound, now severed. There were a thousand others, but his intent was clear. He was going to surmount all obstacles, each of them. He felt as valiant as a knight. He walked down the suburban avenue with a determined step, full of momentary pain, and the winging feel of freedom, of wild, improbable dreams.
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      MONDAY WAS A DAY of unexpected communications.


      The first was awaiting Stern when he reached the office. Dr. Cawley had called, Claudia said, and needed to see him. She had compared schedules and agreed to a meeting at five o’clock at Nate’s office. “He said it was personal,” said Claudia, “and that he didn’t want to see you at home. That’s all.”


      Personal and not at home. Mano a mano, in other words—away from Fiona. Nate had tiptoed around Stern for months. Now he wanted a meet? Stern sorted the possibilities. Had Fiona spoken up, as Stern suspected she would? Were Nate and he about to have a scene? Perhaps Nate was going to clear the air completely—hand Stern the check and declare a lasting peace. His sense of intrigue for once was greater than his anxiety.


      Later in the morning, he also heard from Mel Tooley. Stern was on the phone, attempting one last time to persuade AUSA Moses Appleton to soften his position on Remo, when Claudia laid down a note saying Tooley was on hold. Stern ended his conversation with Moses promptly.


      “None of this goes any further,” Tooley said.


      “Of course.”


      “Sennett’s sneaking around like some spook. He hears I talked, he’ll go ballistic. You didn’t get this here.”


      Stern once more assured Mel of his confidence.


      “My guy is going in the grand jury next week.”


      “I see. May I ask the terms?”


      “Immunity. Letters. Court orders. I got him everything. It was a white sale at the U.S. Attorney’s Office.”


      “And the prognosis for my client?”


      “Bad.”


      “I see.”


      “Very bad. There’s a bunch of papers and tickets my guy wrote and your guy told him how to do it, every i, t, and comma.”


      “I see. And yur client recalls this clearly?”


      “Like a vision. My guy was new to the business, didn’t know what was going on, so all this stood out.” Mel waited. “You know that song and dance.”


      Stern said nothing. John had done the predictable thing. There was justice in this. Dixon, after all, deserved what he was going to get.


      “He really feels like shit about this,” Tooley said. “You know, it’s family stuff. Very messy. Well, I don’t have to tell you.”


      “No,” Stern agreed.


      “I keep telling him he’s got to think ‘Me first.’ He doesn’t have a long way to wander on this thing. If he fucks around with them, they land on him with both feet.” Tooley meant that MD’s records implicated John as well. Whatever John’s protests that all this had been over his head, the prosecutors knew that no one, no matter how naïve, could have regarded this maneuvering as wholesome. But wanting its case to be ironclad, the government preferred to have John’s testimony, rather than a woebegone lower-down sharing the charge and defense table with Dixon. This, too, was an entirely predictable turn of events. “He’ll look like a whipped dog up there, if that does you any good.” Mel was talking about John’s trial testimony. That would be another lawyer’s problem, in any event.


      “When does he appear before the grand jury, Mel?”


      “A week from tomorrow. I don’t think the indictment’s far away. They’ve got it all pretty well organized. I imagine they’re going to D.C. for RICO approval right now.”


      “Yes,” said Stern again. The racketeering charge, the one by which the government would divest Dixon of the business in which he’d invested a lifetime, required approval in Washington. Stern would have to request an audience at the Department of Justice. The bureaucrats in D.C. would sometimes act with greater restraint than the U.S. Attorney, although there were unlikely to be any soft hearts in this case.


      Tooley and he concluded with a vague promise to speak again. It was unlike Mel to be so forthcoming. Usually there was a hidden agenda, two or three of them, in fact. Was it possible he was actually acting at Sennett’s instruction? Yes—but it would be hard to mislead Stern about the testimony of his daughter’s husband. That probably accounted for Mel’s candor, the fact that Stern would inevitably learn about this. Realizing that, Tooley wanted credit for being the first with the news. Stern drummed his fingertips on his desk and picked up a cigar. Of late, he had taken to twirling them between his fingers, unlit, never letting the ends touch his lips. Dixon was going to have to be made to think seriously about a guilty plea. In cases like this, the best that generally could be managed was to agree to a staggering financial penalty in hopes of sharply limiting the time in jail. Whatever was hidden in the islands, many of the visible assets here were in jeopardy—the stone house, the chauffeured cars. Dixon would want to save what he could, for Silvia’s sake. Perhaps Stan would accept forfeiture of a discrete sum—millions—and Dixon’s resignation from the business in lieu of all the stock.


      In the meantime, Stern would have to call Kate—and John—take them to dinner as soon as the grand jury appearance was past. Dixon’s wayward path had detoured the life of his family long enough. Stern wanted to be sure that his daughter, and even his son-in-law, knew that he was prepared to go on with this episode in the past. If Dixon decided to resist the government, Stern would help him search for another lawyer; the time was at hand. That, however, would not be a complete solution. It was difficult to imagine a family gathering with Silvia, whose husband was in prison, occupying one corner and John, who sent him there, the other. Stern let a sound of some distress escape him. They would all remember this year.
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      Nate’s nurse, who showed Stern back to the consultation room seemed familiar—he had seen her timid smile and slender good looks somewhere before. Stern watched the young woman depart and spent an instant trying to place her, before Nate bade him sit in a gooseneck chair of maroon leather.


      They asked, conventionally, about one another’s health, then lapsed into silence. Stern had never been here and that fact seemed to underscore the unusual nature of their meeting—right faces, wrong setting. The atmosphere grew tenebrous. The consultation room was far more ample than Peter’s, furnished, like the Cawley home, out of Ethan Allen, with an imposing wallpaper of green vertical stripes and a heavy paddle-shaped clock on one wall. Nate sat in his long white coat behind a substantial walnut desk, his certificates arrayed about him, rocking a bit in his tall leather chair. Eventually, he eased forward and came to the point.


      “I want you to know, Sandy, that I’m going to ask Fiona for a divorce.”


      Stern was dumbstruck, not by the news, of course, but by the notion that this was Nate’s revelation.


      “Are you asking my advice, Nate?”


      “Not really. If you have some, I’ll take it.”


      “No,” said Stern, then added wickedly, “It may be expensive.” Nate let the back of his hand drift out in space: no matter. He could afford it. Stern found his jaw setting harshly, as if there had been a graft of iron. “Have you told Fiona?”


      “Not exactly. I wanted you to know first.”


      “Me to know?”


      “You,” said Nate. He fiddled with the little ornaments on his desktop, an onyx-bladed letter opener, a matching paperweight; then, eventually, he folded his hands. “Sandy, I don’t care,” he said. “About what happened between you and Fiona.”


      “I see,” said Stern.


      “She told me.”


      “Apparently.” He had his feet on the floor and his hands in his lap. So far, he was holding on better than he might have expected.


      “I found a piece of your mail in the john off our bedroom a couple weeks ago. We ended up having it out then.”


      “My mail?” asked Stern, but he realized then what Nate meant: Marta’s note, the one Stern had carried out of the house that night. He had been looking for the letter just the other day, having been unable to reach Marta by phone and wondering when she was due to arrive.


      “As I said,” said Nate. “I don’t care. I really don’t. It sounds a little bizarre to say I don’t care, but I don’t.”


      “Very well.”


      “You slept with Fiona, so you slept with her.” Nate threw up his hands magnanimously.


      Stern found that he had hold of both arms of the chair, his fingers gripped down to the studs; perhaps he feared that the furniture was going to fly. Slept with his wife! What had she done? Fiona’s killer instinct, he saw, had taken her far from the facts. Did she think that, by setting them even, she could get a new start with Nate? No, Stern decided, probably not. Fiona had just hunkered down, abandoned all caution, and taken her greatest pleasure—retribution: I want to see the look on the dirty bastard’s face.


      “Am I to respond?” he asked eventually.


      “You don’t have to.”


      “Because, to say the least, Nate, you have not received an accurate portrayal.” Stern stopped then, recognizing his dilemma. What were his lines? ‘It is not true, Nate, that I fucked your wife. I only attempted to do so.’ That would not be an especially stirring defense. Nor, for that matter, did Nate seem to believe him.


      “Listen, Sandy, that’s not the point of this.”


      What was the point? Stern studied Nate, who did not quite have the fortitude to look back. He had always taken Nate as a person of little malice—a healer, a caring type, with that easy, quiet manner that many women took for masculine gentleness. All in all, in spite of Stern’s moments of dizzy rage, those judgments held. Nate had no real will to do injury. Instead, he muddled about, full of warm feelings and covert impulse, inadvertently knocking over lives like plates in a china closet. He had grown up in Wyoming and had come to the big city as a medical student. At times, he still liked to play the befuddled cowboy. Over the years, Stern had decided that pose concealed laziness, sloth, a weakness of spirit. That was why he so easily surrendered to female temptation or, more pertinently, maintained his unsatisfying life with Fiona. The same remained true now. He clearly savored the sheer ease of the solution Fiona’s supposed confession presented: You’ve screwed my wife, and I don’t care. Now take her off my hands and let us go on in peace. The matter of Clara was far from his mind—a secret he took to be entombed and thus forgotten. He dealt merely with the present. Fiona could be dismissed and cared for in a single stroke, and at a cheaper price. He would dust off his hands and move on.


      Assessing all of this, Stern, amazingly, felt at considerable advantage. Not so much with the facts. That Fiona was lying was almost beside the point. She’d said what she’d said. Go disprove it. But he was much better equipped than Nate to deal with a circumstance of this sort. He saw suddenly, decisively, how this would play out, and knew that Nate, whatever his plans, was about to be badly outflanked. He told him so directly.


      “I believe, Nate, you have miscalculated.”


      Nate pulled a face. He was going to deny any cunning, but thought twice of that and said nothing at all.


      “Were I you, Nate, I would proceed to divorce court with caution.”


      Nate stiffened. Clearly, he had more here than he had bargained for. He flipped his hand again, as he had before.


      “Sandy, I—Listen, this isn’t a holdup. Or whatever you think. Don’t take it that way.”


      “No, of course not,” said Stern. “I know you would not mean to threaten me. Nor I you.”


      “You?” asked Nate.


      “I,” said Stern. “But let me offer a word of warning, nonetheless. Do not, Nate, attempt to involve me in your bloodbath with Fiona. Do not dare. After all, we both know, I am not a witness to your good character or your veracity.”


      Nate wound his head about as if he’d been kicked.


      “Jesus,” he said.


      “If I am placed under oath, Nate, I shall speak truthfully about all matters. Including those most painful to me. Do not think that pride will prevent me from disclosing the manner in which you and Clara deceived me.”


      Nate for an instant was absolutely still, his mouth open in a small dark o. Then he took his hand and covered his eyes. He heaved a bit.


      “Look.” Nate eyed his desktop, considered his thumb. “Look,” he said again.


      “Yes?” said Stern. He had known, instinctively, that Nate would be helpless. “As long as you have chosen to speak plainly, Nate, let me do the same: there is a large check which I believe you owe Clara’s estate.” Nothing—no scruple, no sense of taste, not even the recollection of his own discomfort—could dull Stern’s delight in this moment. With a whetted look of absolute malice, he considered Nate, who sat back in his tall chair, his sparse hair in disarray from the sudden pulling at his face and scalp, looking overwhelmed, sorely confounded, scared.


      “I was afraid you were going to say that,” said Nate.


      “I have a lawyer looking into this matter.”


      “I was afraid of that, too.”


      Stern nodded. He finally understood Nate’s plan. He’d held the check, not merely to hide it from Fiona’s future attorney, but from Cal now. He wanted to see if the coast was clear or if he’d been discovered.


      “I would suggest you do the same, and have the attorneys make contact,” said Stern.


      Nate absorbed that in silence, but finally looked at Stern.


      “I knew you’d find out eventually,” said Nate. “I’ve eaten myself up alive about this whole thing. You may not believe that, but I have. Really. It’s on my mind every day. I know you probably think I’m responsible for what she did. At the end.”


      “I do not blame you solely, Nate. I offer you that solace. I am sure that the ultimate denouement was a shock to you as well. But I bear you heavy resentment, notwithstanding. Clara’s choice to take a lover was, of course, her own. But as a doctor, Nate, particularly one experienced with this sort of”—Stern waited, then fastened something down in himself and pushed on—“this sort of sexually transmitted disease and its course, I would certainly have expected you to have exercised greater care. And I take it from what I see that you were entirely indifferent to Clara’s needs at the end.”


      “You think I mistreated her?”


      “How else am I to feel?”


      With an unhappy look, slumped in his chair, Nate nodded, mostly to himself.


      “Not to mention the fact that you abused me, Nate, and our friendship. You lied to me. Quite boldly.”


      Nate again closed his eyes, then licked his lips so he could speak.


      “I was afraid of what you would do when you found out. I admit that. But I want you to know something—I followed her lead. At all times. I did what she wanted.”


      Cornered, cowed, Nate took a coward’s response. He blamed Clara. He was too weak perhaps to focus upon the sheer nasty bite of these words. But this meanness, intended or not, hit Stern like a blow. Yes, of course. This was the rebuke he had coming: she liked it. For an instant, he was close to responding with gutter obscenities. Even when he recovered, his accent, to his own ear, suddenly seemed peculiarly distinct.


      “Nate, you are a scoundrel.”


      “Jesus,” Nate said again.


      Stern resumed his feet. This confrontation, long imagined, like so much else, seemed far more difficult in actuality than in prospect. He had no wish to prolong it. But Nate’s comment still left a wake of ruthless emotion.


      “One last word, Nate,” said Stern. “A piece of friendly advice.” Nate, who, all in all, looked thoroughly wrecked by this conversation, sat up on alert: he knew something else was coming. And he was certainly correct, for Stern had had a flash of the insight that for three decades had saved his life in the courtroom, some adrenalized ability of the synapses to suddenly connect, no more explicable than the gift of tongues or flight. “I suggest you fire your nurse before you head off for divorce court. Fiona has some damaging evidence, and the cross-examination will be even nastier if that young woman remains on your payroll.”


      The nurse was there, fiddling with some charts, when Stern threw open the office door. She had taken a message from his office and handed Stern the slip. He did not bother examining it now. He was in a courtroom mode, playing for appearance, knowing his behavior would be carefully recounted. He looked her up and down, just like that, an entire once-over, which she took in almost innocently, with the same uncertain smile, the same unruffled bland beauty. Then he showed himself out, having decided, with Fiona’s videotape well in mind, that the young woman belonged to that small class of human beings who look worse with their clothes on.
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      “CLAUDIA CALLED—URGENT,” read the pink message slip the nurse had handed him. He reached her on the car phone, driving back to the office.


      “They got you,” said Claudia.


      “I have something somewhat pressing of my own. Please find the number at Dr. and Mrs. Cawley’s home and patch me through.” They were on the line together while it rang a number of times; Fiona was not in. Stern swore—old words—in Spanish.


      “Did they give you the message about Ms. Klonsky?”


      “Klonsky?”


      “That’s what’s urgent. She’s called here three times in the last hour. She says she has to see you today. Personal business. I wasn’t sure where you were going from there, but she said she’d go to your house and wait for you. I gave her the address. Is that all right?”


      It was nearly six now. Stern slammed on the brakes and jerked the car to the curb. His hands were shaking. He was already turning around.


      “Hello?” asked Claudia.


      “Yes, yes. How long are you there tonight, Claudia?” Another few hours, she answered, working on a brief for Raphael. Stern asked her to try Mrs. Cawley every fifteen minutes and to give her this message: Mr. Stern apologized for not reaching her directly, but he was unavailable and thought it important that she know Dr. Cawley and he had met this afternoon and had a very thorough and candid discussion. “And then tell her,” said Stern, “that I want to know, with all respect, if she has lost her mind. You must repeat it just so.”


      Claudia was mumbling and laughing as she made notes; she always enjoyed Stern.


      He put down the phone then and shot off through the traffic. The auto clock said 6:02. Urgent and personal. Yes! He was flying.


      The yellow Volkswagen was in the circular drive of Stern’s home. He could see it as he approached, driving too fast down the block. It was an instant before he picked out Sonny. She sat on the slate front steps, her legs spread to make way for her belly, and her face turned to the sun—Ms. Natural, as she had called herself last month. Stern did not bother putting the car in the garage. Instead, he parked behind her and hiked up the drive, exhilarated and self-conscious.


      Here he was, he thought, at one of those signal moments in life which come upon you, part of the infinite progression, just like other moments, but with the chance for enormous change. There had been a great deal of that for him lately—but he was prepared. He had probably not felt a thing like this in over thirty years, yet he recognized it at once. A certain border terrain had been crossed, and they waited on the edges of real intimacy—not just social interaction or an exchange of views, but penetration of the most fixed personal boundaries. And here, awaiting that final passage, he felt the full complexity, mystery of her persona. Oh, he knew nothing about the kinds of things that had made her. They came from different ends of the earth, different eras. It would be years before he recognized the imprint of her experience upon her, every layer, like the accumulating pages of a book. But his heart rose to the assignment; and he was confident that the required energy still resided within him. Every corny fatigued metaphor seemed apropos. He was drunk with the prospect, dizzy.


      “What an unexpected pleasure,” he said, beaming, as she awkwardly stood, brushing the soil from her seat and blinking off the sun.
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      He had actually opened his arms to embrace her, when he caught her look, pointed and intense, which stopped him cold; he knew at once that he had blundered. From somewhere she had produced a white envelope and she raised it at arm’s length, as if to warn him, or even, perhaps, to fend him off.


      “This is not for pleasure, Sandy. I came to give you this.” She continued to extend the envelope. “I wanted to do it myself.”


      He stood there, mannequin-still. How had she put it? After forty, she had learned no one was even normal.


      “Here.”


      Eventually he took it. With any reflection, he would have known what it must be, but instead he opened the envelope, fumbling and mindless, and studied the document. It was a grand jury subpoena which she had drafted; her initials were at the foot. Investigation 89—86. He read it over three or four times before the import came home. It was addressed to Stern himself; he had been subpoenaed to appear personally, commanded to attend on Thursday 10 a.m., and then and there produce “a safe transported on or about April 30 from the premises of MD Clearing Corp. and all items in your possession, custody, or control which were contained within said safe as of the time you received it.” She had checked both boxes on the form—he was required to testify and to produce the object. As he read, there loomed up in him once more the familiar intimation of yet another disaster.


      “I have to tell you,” Sonny said, “that I’m really pissed off ”


      “Oh, Sonny,” he said. “This is a misunderstanding. Please. Come inside for a moment.” He was already walking up the slate stairs to his home.


      “Sandy, there’s no point.”


      “A moment,” he said again.


      They came into the foyer, and around them the house was dark and cool.


      “Sonny, I am constrained, of course, by privilege,” he said,  meaning that he could not repeat anything Dixon had told him, “but I believe you have a terrible misimpression about this.”


      “Sandy, I really wouldn’t say too much if I were you. I don’t know where this thing will end up, and I don’t want to have to testify. I can’t play the game as hard as you guys do. Any of you.”


      “Sonny, there are no games involved.”


      “Oh, please! How can you say that? After you sat there telling me you were going to search for those records, when you had them in your office all the time. And I fell for that routine. That’s what I really can’t believe. Do you know what I’ve been wondering all day—what was so important you had to drive a hundred miles to find out about it? What would you have done with those documents if I told you the government’s whole case depended on them?”


      His mouth parted vaguely as he realized what she was saying: he was being accused. He sat heavily on the milking chair, which was behind him.


      “You misunderstand,” he said again.


      “I understand fine. I thought you were my fucking friend.”


      “I am your friend.”


      “Pardon me, but bullshit. Friends don’t do this to each other. No matter who their clients are. Do you want to know how I found out?”


      He nodded mildly, afraid that, if he showed greater interest, in her great anger she might refuse to say.


      “I walked in this morning,” she said, “feeling sort of cheerful, and there’s Kyle Horn waiting for me. He had a nice weekend, too—he went through all the checks from MD what’s-her-name brought into the grand jury last week. And guess what he found? A check written out of your client’s Chicago office to a cartage company here, with a little note on the bottom: ‘DH Personal.’ Think DH is trying to hide something, maybe?”


      Margy again, thought Stern. Had Horn merely been exhaustive, or had someone provided him a clue about what he might find in those stacks of negotiated checks?


      “So, naturally, he wants a grand jury subpoena, and he’s out to the cartage company before noon and comes back with the bill of lading and lays it on my desk. ‘Your idol,’ he says. ‘Shit happens.’ I’m not naïve, Sandy. I understand you have a job to do. But you don’t seem to care a bit about the position you put me in.”


      “Oh, Sonny, I care enormously.” His tone—soulful, plaintive—took even her aback, and she stared at him a moment, weighing his sincerity. Finally she winced and turned for the door.


      “My client,” he said to her, “will not return until late on Thursday.”


      She shook her head at once.


      “Don’t ask for an extension, because you won’t get it from Sennett—or from me. You and the safe and everything in it are in the grand jury on Thursday morning.”


      “That is not possible without conferring with my client.”


      “Then you better get a lawyer, Sandy. I mean it. This isn’t amusing or cute or anything else. Don’t put yourself in a vulnerable position with Sennett.” She stopped herself. “Jesus, I’m doing it again. Look. You need a lawyer.”


      “A lawyer?” asked Stern.


      Sonny seemed to hear the sounds first and bolted about facing the stairwell. It had not occurred to Stern that they were not alone, but he recognized the wind-sprung hairdo and the flowing gown, even before the face, so much like his own, appeared over the banister.


      “Who needs a lawyer?” Marta asked.
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      THE ENSUING SCENE at the bottom of the staircase was brief and confusing. Stern, at the height of emotional turmoil, found himself sorely annoyed with Marta for her grand entrance and her failure to announce herself earlier. Never one to brook criticism casually, Marta defended herself stoutly, reminded him that she had written and that she had been letting herself into this house with the same set of keys for nearly twenty years.


      “I called Kate. She said she left you a message last night. Don’t you even listen to that machine?”


      Finally daunted, Stern made no reply. Instead, he noticed Sonny, who seemed awestruck by the unpredicted outbreak of spirited family emotions. He made the introductions, while Marta, in her familiar way, removed the paper from his hand.


      “This is a grand jury subpoena,” she said.


      “Ms. Klonsky has served me this moment.”


      “Again!” exclaimed Marta. Clearly she recalled the day of the funeral. “You people are too much. Haven’t you ever heard of an office?” She took one step toward Sonny. “Get out,” Marta said.


      “Oh Lord.” Stern held his head. He reached despairingly after Sonny, but she was at the door long before him, and was gone with no further remark than “Thursday,” as she pointed at Stern.


      “My God, Marta. Your tongue!”


      “You mean you’re happy about this?”


      “Marta, this is a most complicated circumstance.”


      His daughter tipped her head querulously and her face abruptly took on a new light.


      “Is that the girlfriend?”


      “Girlfriend?” asked Stern. Flummoxed, he managed to ask who had spoken to her about his girlfriends. It was a serial connection, as it turned out. Maxine had called Kate last night, after hearing from her mother; Marta had spoken with Kate this afternoon when she had not met Marta here, as planned. Kate said she was not well, but that Stern would be expecting Marta, since she had left a message last night. The discussion of last night apparently brought out the rest.


      “Is she?” Marta asked. “Your girlfriend?”


      Deeply troubled by all this—Sonny, the subpoena, the image of a tom-tom network of females wailing over his shortcomings late into the night—Stern could not contain his irritation. Why did his children, in their twenties, extend to themselves an irrevocable privilege to be irreverent, even rude?


      “Does she appear to be in any condition to be my girlfriend?”


      Marta shrugged. Who knew? Who understood proprieties at the end of the century?


      Stern, ready for another subject, asked about Kate.


      “She says it’s nothing physical. She’s tired. But she sounds upset. Is something going on around here?”


      “Ay, Marta,” answered Stern, who finally took his daughter in his arms. He asked about her flight, whether she was hungry. They decided to go out for dinner.


      “What about this?” asked Marta of the subpoena.


      “I should call someone now, I imagine.”


      “I could represent you,” Marta said. “I’ve had a couple clients get grand jury subpoenas, nothing like this but, you know, you could tell me what to do. I don’t have a lot of experience in court, but I’d love to try it. I’m licensed here.”


      Indeed, thought Stern, not to mention in three other states. Nonetheless, as a holding action, the idea held some appeal. Stern would never feel completely comfortable as the client of one of his competitors. And criminal lawyers gossiped so freely. He would hate to read some clever item in the papers about his visit to the grand jury. All in all, this was the sort of thing he would be just as happy to keep in the family.


      “Bring it along,” said Stern. “We can speak over dinner.”


      Marta ran upstairs. There were things of Clara’s she had discovered during her afternoon sifting through the dressers that she wanted Stern to see.
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      “That,” said Stern, “is a cameo your grandfather Henry gave her when she was sixteen. I have not seen it in years.” Stern held the pendant above a small silver-stemmed menu light on the table. By the same wan glow, Marta studied the female silhouette.


      “It’s beautiful.”


      “Oh, yes. Henry had a fine eye for such things.”


      “It’s strange she never gave it to one of us. Don’t you think?”


      Perhaps she could not bear to part with it. Or to think about her father. Perhaps this was marked for the first granddaughter. It piqued him to think that Clara had some plan which had gone unfulfilled. He asked Marta what else she had discovered.


      “This is amazing.” Marta peered into her enormous bag and withdrew a huge ball of tissue, from which she slowly unwrapped a splendid sapphire ring. The stone was very large, guarded by a row of diamonds on either side, the setting platinum or white gold.


      “Dear Lord,” said Stern as she handed it over. It was the kind of item, so grand, that these days one could not even afford to insure it. He studied the ring at length. “Where on earth did you find these things?”


      “There was a little Japanese black lacquer box at the bottom of her second drawer. I guess it was her private place or something.” Marta touched the ring. “You don’t know where she got that? It looks old.”


      Her private place, indeed, thought Stern. Could Nate possibly have provided a gift so lavish? Once more, he had that sensation of the earth failing beneath him, as he grappled with Clara’s secrets. Then he clenched his eyes, stabbed by guilt. Oh, he was a shabby, suspicious fellow.


      “This,” said Stern, “is undoubtedly the ring your mother received the first time she was engaged.”


      “Engaged!” cried Marta.


      Stern smiled a bit. “You did not know that your mother married me on the rebound?”


      “God, no,” said Marta. “Tell me. This sounds juicy.” She had leaned across the table and the waitress had to shoo her back in order to set her dinner down before her. The establishment was called Balzini’s, a glamorized neighborhood place in Riverside, with an Italianate theme and fake fireplaces and tablecloths of crimson linen. The steaks were reliable. He would always be enough of a son of Argentina to enjoy a piece of grilled beef, but it was hardly what he would have expected Marta to choose. Apparently, however, over the years she had found that they made a generous chopped salad.


      He told her Hamilton Kreitzer’s name, and that the courtship had ended precipitously. But he said no more. If Clara had not wanted to share this part of the past with her children, it was not his place to do so. Her privacy now remained Clara’s final and most valued treasure.


      At the same time, Marta was the least likely of the three to be thrown off by any revelations. Marta, whose relations with Clara were most difficult, in some ways knew her best. Stern’s most telling recollection of the two would remain seeing Marta at ages four and five, dark-eyed, standing beside her mother at the sink and questioning each habit: Why do you peel the carrots? Why do you wash your hands before you touch the food? What if we just went outside and ate vegetables off the ground? How can germs hurt you if you can’t even see them? On and on. Clara, a woman of some patience, was inevitably exhausted. ‘Marta, please!’ This became the signal, as it were, for more intense inquiry. There were occasions when Marta actually drove Clara from the room.


      Having become acquainted early with her mother’s vulnerabilities, Marta was less inclined to worship Clara than her brother and sister were; she saw her mother more as others very likely did. These were not, in all measures, pleasant observations; over time, Stern had acquired a strong flavor of Marta’s opinions. Her view of her mother probably came down to a single word: weak. Marta had little use for Clara’s homebound realm, her music and her garden, and the occasional synagogue functions and teas. She regarded her mother as inert, with her dignified manner and cultivated habits sheltering her from turmoil, inner and outer, that she lacked the spirit to address. Marta saw the world by her father’s measure: action, achievement. Her mother was not a doer, and was accordingly diminished in her daughter’s eyes. Over time, they had come to have a relationship that could be described as proper. Clara was wounded by Marta’s reproaches. Still, she remained available to her. In the universe of relational disasters—Peter and his father, for example—Marta and Clara had managed to make do. They recognized and reverenced, in spite of misgivings, their world of attachments.


      “Was this her broken heart?” Marta asked, touching the ring her father held.


      “Perhaps. Is that how you saw her, Marta—a person with a broken heart?”


      “I don’t know. Sometimes.” The judgment, like most of Marta’s observations, cut him deeply. She went on with no recognition of that. “It’s hard for me to think of you guys floundering. Having sad romances. When I was a child, I thought what every kid thinks: that you two were perfectly matched, that you’d just been out there waiting for each other. Silly, huh?” Marta looked up shyly, her small eyes flickering her father’s way. No doubt, over time, Marta had also developed an unforgiving view of her parents’ marriage. Stern long assumed it had contributed to her ambivalence about men, her shifting attachments. But now, suddenly, her line of sight rose far past Stern, carried off by recollections. “God,” she said, “I can remember one night—I must have been eleven or twelve, and I found myself sitting up in bed, in the dark. Kate was sleeping, it was warm and the wind was slapping the blinds, and I thought, Oh, he is out there! This one man, this perfect man. It was so exciting, that thought.” She closed her eyes, shook her head, suffering. “Did you ever think like that?”


      Stern wondered. His adolescence, as he recalled it, seemed full of other passions: the stalled complex of feelings that arose around the memory of Jacobo; his fiery determination to be American. At night, in bed, he planned: he thought about the clothes he saw—he could remember being preoccupied with a pair of red suspenders for weeks—the way the young men dug their hands into their pockets; he mumbled phrases in English, the same words again and again, with the same sublime frustration, feeling each time that he could not quite hear himself for the sound of his accented voice. There was not much romance in him then, yet he knew what Marta meant: that romance of perfect union: heart on heart; each word, each gesture immediately known; the soul’s image reflected, a fit like puzzle pieces. He was still now, his blood suddenly racing as his mind lit once more on the image of Sonny. Already, the picture was fading somewhat, was a fraction more remote. Some bracing principle of reality had begun to intervene, burnishing his heart with much desolate pain and a feeling of injustice. He smiled weakly at his daughter and said, “I understand.”


      “Now, of course, it’s not one man I think about, it’s any man. There’s something about the whole thing I can’t get. Men and women?” As she shook her head, the thick, ungoverned hairdo went in all directions. “Lately, I’ve been tormenting myself trying to figure out if men and women can be true friends without sex. Do you know the answer to that one?” she asked her father in her natural, direct way.


      “I fear I am of the wrong generation. I lack experience. The two women I counted as true friends were your mother and your aunt. No doubt, that is not a valuable perspective.”


      “But it’s always there, isn’t it?” asked Marta. “Sex?”


      “That seems to be the case,” answered Stern, and thought again—fleetingly—of Sonny.


      His daughter ate her large salad, ruminating.


      “Do you still count Mommy as a friend?” Marta asked. “Even now?”


      Well, here certainly was a question for a child to put to a parent. How much hope could he hold out?


      “Am I allowed to answer only yes or no?”


      For the first time she displayed a look of impatience, displeased by his forensic gambit.


      “Marta, we seem to have done a great deal to disappoint you.”


      “I’m not asking you guys to apologize for your lives. I’m really not. I just wonder. It seems so depressing. You know, you spend thirty years and that’s what it comes to—with somebody rotting away in a garage. I think about it. What was she to you at the end? In the beginning? Was she the One? Probably not, huh?”


      His first impulse, of course, was not to answer, but Marta in these moments had a sincerity that was unbearable—for all her worldliness, the prickly humor, the boldness, she searched with the same innocent urgency that Sam had manifested gazing at the night sky. It was beyond him not to respond.


      “We live in this world, Marta. Nowhere else. As you say, it is disappointing to learn that your parents’ lives are no better than your own. You will not be graduating at some point to a higher order of existence.” Uttered, these words sounded harsher than he had intended, but she accepted them with the same serious look. “No person speaks accurately of the feelings of years and decades in a few lines. I cannot see your mother apart from the life we had. I had the good fortune of most people who find any contentment to have determined what mattered to me and to have achieved some of it. My work. My family. I adored the three of you—I suspect that was never adequately communicated, but it has always been true. And I cared greatly for your mother. I know I disappointed her terribly, over time. I was not as good a friend to her as she was to me. And she disappointed me as well—particularly at the end. I admit, awful as it may be to do so, that I resent that ending terribly. In my inner sanctum there are many rooms which appear closed to visitors—I acknowledge that. But I believe, after months of reflection, that I am a better and more capable person than she was willing to see me as being.” He said this to his daughter stoutly, with his face held high and his voice metered by conviction, even though he realized that Marta had little notion of everything he was referring to. Then he chewed at his steak and swirled his wine. He drank the half glass down, but the tide of strong feeling remained, so that he was unwilling to allow this to be the final word.


      “We did our best, Marta. Both of us. Given the vast limitations with which we all deal. We shared an enormous amount. Not just events. But commitments. Values. She was the sum of my entire life. I loved her. Sometimes passionately. And I believe, even today, that she loved me, too. Every parent wishes for his child a life better than his own. But I admit I would be very pleased to see you forge a relationship as enduring.”


      Marta nodded gravely. He had answered. Stern noticed that he had continued to hold the ring, the fine stone glinting even in the weak light. He admired it again for a moment and handed it back. When Marta lifted her purse, he asked if there were other treasures she had uncovered in her afternoon of searching.


      “No more treasures,” said Marta. “Just something I wondered about.” She brought her face right down to the purse and reached in with both hands. “What kind of medication was she on?”


      “Medication?” asked Stern.


      It was a silver pillbox, oval, with a hinged lid. It had been in the Japanese box, too, Marta said. She sprung the cover, but even before it lifted, Stern knew what would be inside. He spilled out the small yellow capsules right on the tablecloth. The brand name was printed on their sides. Seventy-nine of them. He counted twice. The same number he had found missing from the bottle in Nate’s medicine cabinet.


      Marta looked at Stern in sympathy. His confusion was plain.


      “Not possible,” Stern said.


      “Maybe,” Marta offered, “you should ask Nate Cawley.”
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      He sat up late that night. Marta, understandably, preferred her own room, and so Stern, for the first night in months, returned to the bedroom he had shared for twenty years with Clara. Marta had ransacked the bureaus; the drawers hung open, with silky undergarments spilling over the edges. There were a number of cartons on the floor into which items were being sorted—some to be given away, others to keep.


      Again, he had difficulty sleeping. The raucous Independence Day eve celebration was going on down by the river. After ten, the racket of the fireworks began, a few miles away; from the window in the gable he could see the shuddering glow reflected at instants against the thin clouds. He was one of those immigrants who still became weak with sentiment—and gratitude—on the Fourth of July. What an idea this country was! The flourishing of the liberal democracies, with their ideal of equality, remained in his eyes, along with advances in medical care and the invention of movable type, humankind’s grandest achievement of the millennium. His life in the law—at the criminal bar, in particular—was somehow bound up with those beliefs.


      He lay on the bed hoping to slip off. He tried to read, but the turbulence of the day rode with him: his confrontation with Nate; Sonny steaming like some departing ship toward the horizon; the vexing legal complications he was headed for; and the spirits wakened by his conversation with Marta. His daughter asked—demanded—her entire life that her parents speak to her from the soul. It was in some ways the most disturbing event of the day.


      At one point he quietly moved downstairs to reexamine the pillbox, but Marta apparently had it with her. Instead, he parted the curtains and stared at the Cawleys’. It was all beyond him now. He would have to speak to Nate once more, but where in God’s name did such a conversation even begin? ‘Now, Nate, as long as we were on the subject, I had just another question or two about your affair with my wife.’ Stern shook his head in the dark.


      Then he returned to the bedroom. Even after months, Clara’s scent remained here; as much as the unspeaking furnishings, she was present. Lying in the bed, he expected Clara to emerge from the bathroom at any instant, a comely middle-aged person, flattered by the full lines of her nightgown, hair shining, face creamed, distracted as she often was, humming faintly some musical theme.


      Ah! he thought without an instant’s preparation, ah, how he loved her! His recollection of her was suddenly overpowering, the most particular details returning to him with painful exactness: the soft wave in which she wore her hair for years; the harmless sweet smell of her French bathwater; her pink gardening hat; the tiny peculiar ridge, flange-like, on each side of her nose. He remembered her slow way of lifting her hands, her slender fingers and the slim wedding band—gestures somehow articulate with intelligence and grace. These memories stormed over him so powerfully that he felt he could embrace her, as if in this urgent heartsore fondness he could clutch her from the air. The freshness of his love stunned him; it wrung his heart and left him weak. He had no idea what dark crabbed corner of madness she had wandered off to. He could deal solely with the woman he had lived with, the person he knew. That woman, that person, he missed terribly.


      There in that moment, close and potent, he waited until at last the ghost was somewhat faded. Here was what he had attempted to communicate to his daughter, this eternal ocean of feeling. Then he lay under the intense beam of his reading light, wrapped in his Paisley robe, unstirring, holding for this particle of time to what little more he could of the presence—mysterious, defined, animate, deep—of Clara Stern.
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      ON WEDNESDAY MORNING, Marta came down to work with Stern. Claudia and Luke, one of the office men, who had both been with Stern more than a decade, marveled at her—how pretty she was, how mature and poised. Then she and Stern occupied themselves drafting a motion to Chief Judge Winchell, asking that the date of Stern’s grand jury appearance be continued. Although it ended up less than three pages long, the motion took hours to compose, because the problems presented, as Marta recognized first, were complex. Ordinarily, communications between a lawyer and his client for the purpose of securing legal advice were privileged—the government could not compel either the attorney or the client to disclose them. But was the privilege properly invoked here?


      “That’s it?” asked Marta. The safe, a cubic foot of gunmetal, still stood behind Stern’s desk. “And you’ve never opened it?”


      “I have no combination, and no permission from your uncle.”


      Marta set a toe against it; she wore pink socks under her huaraches. Her leg—as much as showed when her billowy skirt fell away—was, Stern noted, dense with hair.


      “Jesus, what is this made of? Lead? This thing would survive nuclear war.”


      “Dixon values his privacy,” said Stern simply.


      “Well, that’s a problem, don’t you think? How do we say that you received the contents for the purpose of providing legal advice when you’ve never seen them?”


      Stern, who had not focused previously on this dilemma, reached for his unlit cigar.


      “But, on the other hand,” said Marta, “doesn’t it tend to disclose confidential communications if you admit you’ve never opened the safe? Doesn’t that reveal the client’s instructions and show that the client has, in essence, told the lawyer that the contents are so sensitive he will not or cannot share them? And what about the Fifth Amendment in Dixon’s behalf?”


      Marta went on a bit about that. She had a large, subtle mind. Stern, well aware of his daughter’s brilliance, was nonetheless impressed by her facility with matters to which she previously had had little exposure. She had gone to Stern’s library and digested the leading Supreme Court case as soon as they arrived, absorbing its difficult distinctions without lengthy study. Marta was wholly at ease in one of those complex areas where the law’s abstractions occasionally became as unavailable as higher mathematics to Stern himself.


      Eventually, as they sat together drafting, they determined that their legal position for now was simple: given the potential applicability of attorney-client privilege, Stern could not properly proceed without instructions from Dixon. Accordingly, they asked the court to continue the subpoena briefly to allow Stern to consult with his client when he returned to town. Marta wrote each sentence on a yellow pad, reciting it aloud, and she and Stern edited, trading words. Stern, who by long habit did all such work alone, was delighted by the ease of this collaboration. When the motion was complete, Marta signed it as Stern’s lawyer.


      “What happens if she orders you to testify tomorrow?” Marta asked. She was referring to Judge Winchell.


      “I have to refuse, no?”


      “And the government will move to hold you in contempt. She won’t put you in jail, will she?”


      “Not tomorrow,” said Stern. “I would expect the judge to give me time to reconsider, or at least grant a stay, so we could go to the court of appeals. Eventually, of course, if I persist after being ordered to produce—” His hand drifted off. This happened, on occasion, lawyers jailed for resisting court orders detrimental to their clients. Among the defense bar, such imprisonments—usually brief—were regarded as a badge of honor, but Stern had no interest in martyring himself, particularly in Dixon’s behalf. “I am in your hands,” Stern told his daughter.


      “No problem,” Marta said, and hugged him. “But be sure you bring your toothbrush.”
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      On Thursday morning at ten o’clock, at the precise moment he had been scheduled to appear before the grand jury, Stern and Marta entered the reception area of the chambers of Moira Winchell, chief judge of the federal district court. The allocation of space reflected the proportions of another century; while the judge’s chambers were grand and cavernous, the outer rooms constructed for secretaries, clerks, and criers were stinting, the desks and office equipment wedged together a little like a packed trunk. The narrow waiting area was bounded by a hinged balustrade of broad spindles. When they arrived, Sonny Klonsky sat on the sole available seat, flushed and pretty in spite of her grim demeanor. Stern’s heart spurted at the sight of her, then settled when she fixed him with a baleful look. He reintroduced Marta.


      “We’re waiting for Stan,” said Klonsky, and with that, the United States Attorney pushed through the door, narrow and flawlessly kempt, humorless as a hatchet blade. Even to Stern, who regarded himself as fastidious about his personal appearance—treating himself to custom-made suits and shirts and even, once a year, a pair of shoes from a bootmaker in New York—Stan was impressive. He was the sort of fellow who did not cross his legs for fear of wrinkling his trousers. He greeted Stern properly, shaking his hand, and managed a smile when he was introduced to Marta.


      With that, they were ushered into the chambers of the chief judge. Because of the secrecy of grand jury matters, the hearing—much to Stern’s good fortune—would be conducted here in private. Although the judge’s court reporter arrived through a side door, carrying his stenotype machine, the transcript would be held under seal, unavailable to reporters, the public, even other lawyers.


      In the privacy of her chambers, Moira Winchell was personable. She wore a dark dress—no robe—and came out from behind her enormous mahogany desk, larger than certain small automobiles, to venture a cordial word to each of them. She had met Marta more than a decade ago—Stern had no recollection of this—and greeted her warmly.


      “Are you practicing with your father now? How wonderful for him.”


      The arrangement, Marta indicated, was temporary. As the greetings went on, Sonny ended up at Stern’s shoulder. She was almost exactly his height—he had made no note of that before—and he turned, without a thought of resistance, to stare at her, her strong face and handsome features. Like any good trial lawyer’s, her attention was entirely on the judge; she took no notice of Stern at first, and when she finally felt his gaze, she provided him with a quick distracted grin and turned away, following the judge’s suggestion that they all be seated at the conference table.


      The furnishings here were in the ponderous Federal mode, massive pieces of handsome dark woods, ornamented only with deep, many-planed edges, American style, with no European gewgaws. Huge arched windows rose on two sides of the chambers, but the light remained somehow indirect, as if, in the dark style of the late nineteenth century, the architects had turned the building obliquely to the path of the sun. The judge as usual spoke her mind without inviting comment.


      “Now look, Stan, I’ve read this motion. How can you refuse Sandy time to talk to his client?”


      Marta, without expression, caught her father’s eye.


      Sonny, rather than Sennett, answered for the government. The United States Attorney was present merely for emphasis, to let the judge know that the government viewed this as a signal matter. There was a history here, Klonsky said. The government had been seeking the documents it believed were in the safe for many weeks.


      “Are you telling the court,” asked Marta, “that the grand jury has heard evidence about the contents of the safe?” This was an adroit question, turning the tables on the government in the hope that they might reveal something about their informant in order to support their position. But Klonsky veered at once from that course, saying that she was not commenting at all on what the government or grand jury knew.


      “Then on what basis do you even issue the subpoena?”


      The two young women went on contending. Stern, who had accepted his daughter’s caution to say nothing, sat back with peculiar detachment. With no speaking part, he did not feel fully himself. Sennett, at the far end of the table, kept his hands crossed primly as he listened; he was customarily a person of few words. The court reporter was taking down nothing, awaiting the judge’s instruction to go on the record. Stern after a moment realized he had lost track of the argument. Without looking back, he could not tell which of the young women was speaking; each had the same heated tone and confident timbre. The thought, for reasons he could not fathom, made him dizzy and sick at heart.


      “Look. Look,” said the judge at last, “let’s cut through this. With documents missing, the government clearly has a broad right to inquire. So I’m not going to entertain any motion to quash, if that’s what you have in mind next, Marta. But I must say that the privilege questions here are not simple ones—they seldom are when an attorney is subpoenaed—and I cannot conceive of how Sandy could be forced to answer without being given the opportunity to consult with the client. So that will be my ruling.”


      She pointed to the court reporter, who began to type now. The parties identified themselves for the record, and the judge permitted Marta and Klonsky to briefly state their positions. Then she allowed the motion.


      “Off the record again,” the judge said to the court reporter. “What date do we fix?” She asked Sonny, “When does the grand jury meet again?”


      “Next Tuesday, Your Honor,” she answered, “but that’s a special session called to hear just one witness.” She meant John. The government wanted Stern nowhere near when his son-in-law went before the grand jury to implicate Dixon. Apparently, they contemplated lengthy testimony.


      After consulting the grand jury’s schedule, Judge Winchell set the subpoena over two weeks. Klonsky looked down the table to Sennett, who shrugged: nothing to do. Clearly, they had wanted to move more quickly. The indictment, as Tooley had guessed, was not far away.


      “On the record,” said the judge to the court reporter. “Mr. Stern, you shall appear before the grand jury on July 20. If there are privileges to be asserted, we’ll take them up on a question-by-question basis. I’ll make a note of the date and I will be available if you need me. So ordered,” concluded the judge. The court reporter folded the tripod on his machine.


      “One more thing,” said the judge, “for all of you.” She waved away the court reporter, who had paused, thinking they were going on the record again. “I don’t like to see lawyers in the grand jury. It’s a dangerous practice for both sides. I encourage you to resolve this among yourselves. Sandy, you’re ably represented. Very ably. The same is true of the government. With all these good lawyers, I find it hard to believe you can’t arrive at a proper solution among yourselves. I expect reason to prevail.” She flexed her brow and looked about the table at each of them. Hell to pay, in other words, for anyone who was unyielding.


      In the hallway, the company parted. Sennett, outside the judge’s presence, abandoned the semblance of a pleasant demeanor and walked off with a stiff look and no comment. Klonsky tarried only long enough to tell Marta that she would wait to hear from her. Once more, she said nothing to Stern. As the elevator descended, Stern felt the weight of his troubles. Marta, on the other hand, was exuberant.


      “What a gas!” she cried on the way from the courthouse. The judge was right; she had done very well. Stern complimented her at length. “Can I come back if we don’t work this out?” Her plans were to return to New York tonight.


      “You are my lawyer,” answered Stern. “I cannot proceed without you.”


      But he intended to allow no repetition of this scene, exciting as it may have been. He had phoned Dixon’s office before they left for the courthouse, and Elise, his secretary, had promised that Stern would be his first call. It was time to play Dixon the music, the short, sad song. This party was over. Stern kissed Marta in the courthouse square and sent her toward home, where she and Kate were to go through the last of Clara’s things. He returned to the office, his mind, with customary dolefulness, on his brother-in-law.
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      BY FIVE O’CLOCK he had still not heard from Dixon. He had talked to Elise twice in the interval, and on the last occasion, near 3 p.m., she had said that Dixon had a critical problem in New York on the Consumer Price Index future and was flying out again tonight.


      “Tell him if he leaves town without making time to see me I shall resign as his lawyer.”


      Elise, accustomed to trivial banter from Stern, paused, waiting for the punch line, then took the message without comment. Stern called Dixon’s home next, but reached only Silvia. They spoke for almost half an hour about the islands, Helen, Marta’s arrival. Eventually, Stern asked if Silvia knew where her husband might be. He was due home shortly to pack, she said, and Stern made her promise that Dixon would call.


      Late in the day, Stern sat by the telephone, reviewing the FBI reports on Remo Cavarelli’s case, which Moses Appleton had provided at last. As Stern expected, the agents’ memoranda reflected little hard evidence against Remo. His three cohorts were, as they said, dead bang—caught in the truck with their hands on the beef sides—and each had pled guilty weeks ago. But they were all tough professionals, old school, and would keep their mouths shut. The only proof against Remo was his dim-witted arrival—the agents stated that he literally had walked up  to the truck and looked in at the arrest taking place—and the remark by one of the thieves that “our guy made arrangements.” The government would claim this referred to Remo, who supposedly was going to dispose of the loot, a role which would account for his late appearance on the scene. So far as Stern could tell, the government had no real basis for their suspicions. Assuming that the prosecutors found no proper excuse to bring out Remo’s long criminal record in front of the jury, he stood a reasonable chance of acquittal. The case should be tried. Stern, who had not been to trial in almost four months, since the weeks before Clara’s death, welcomed the prospect. The only problem was convincing Remo.


      The phone rang. “Stern here.”


      “Daddy.” It was Marta. She and Kate had finished for the day. They were leaving shortly for the airport and wondered if Stern wanted to meet them for dinner before her flight. They hoped to reach Peter, too. Eager to see Kate in particular, Stern agreed. He went down the hall to determine if Sondra could assist on Remo’s trial, and to solicit a second opinion from her on the strength of the government’s case.


      When Stern returned to his office, Dixon was sitting on the cream-toned sofa. Wearing a double-breasted blazer and yellow socks, he had his feet up and was smoking a cigarette. He was brown and wholly at ease; the top of his forehead was peeling. Amazed by his entry, Stern only then noticed the leather key case thrown down on the sofa beside him. He’d forgotten having given Dixon a key.


      “Silvia says you broke up with your girlfriend. I thought you had better judgment than that, Stern. She’s an interesting gal.”


      Stern had heard similar criticisms often this week, but he did not care to discuss the matter, especially with Dixon, who only meant to divert him.


      “Dixon, have I mentioned before that you are my most difficult client?”


      “Yes.” He flicked his ashes. The crystal tray was on the sofa beside him. “What’s up?”


      “Many matters.”


      Dixon turned his wrist. “I’ve got ten minutes. The car’s downstairs. I have a meeting at LaGuardia at 9 p.m. I spend two years working on this thing and it goes to shit in a week. Honest to God,” he said.


      Stern considered his brother-in-law with a stark humorless look and sat down behind his desk.


      “You are going to prison, Dixon.”


      “No, I’m not. That’s why I hired you.”


      “I cannot remake the facts. I have no comprehension of your motives. But I understand the proof. It is time we consider the alternatives.”


      Dixon caught on at once.


      “You want me to plead guilty?” He stubbed out his cigarette, eyeing Stern as he did it—there was a yellow cast to his eyes, a hulking feral power. He felt, evidently, he was under attack. “You think I’m guilty?”


      This, of course, was one further element of their unspoken compact. Dixon spared Stern the facts; Stern withheld his judgments. He was surprised to find himself even now so reluctant to express himself, but there was no avoiding it.


      “Yes,” said Stern.


      Dixon ran his tongue around inside his mouth.


      “Dixon, this matter is taking on hopeless proportions. John has been granted immunity and will testify before the grand jury next week.”


      Even Dixon was brought up short by that news.


      “And he’s saying what?”


      “That he followed your instructions—each improper order in Kindle came from you. He was a witless sheep led astray. I am sure you can imagine his testimony.”


      “Did John tell you this?”


      “Dixon, as you know, I may not communicate with John about this matter.”


      “Where do you get this from? His lawyer? What’s his name, Toomey? I thought you said he was a snake. Maybe he’s bullshitting you to help out his old compadres.”


      “About the testimony of my own son-in-law? I would think not. No, Tooley has done what he must in this case. He has persuaded John to follow his own interests. He is a young man. He has a pregnant wife. No one, Dixon, would tell him to turn his back on immunity. No one,” Stern repeated.


      “I won’t believe it until I hear it from John.” Dixon lifted his chin and dragged on his cigarette. “I could have had a million reasons for placing those orders.”


      Stern knew that if he asked for one or two Dixon would remain silent for some time.


      “Besides,” said Dixon, “you’ve been telling me they have to show I made money through this thing. You said that the profits got shifted into that account—what’s its name?”


      “Wunderkind.”


      “They can’t find the records,” said Dixon.


      “I believe they have located them,” said Stern.


      Dixon abruptly came to his feet. He hitched his trousers and walked behind Stern’s desk to check on the safe, on which Stern out of habit had rested a foot.


      “No, they didn’t,” said Dixon. He wagged his head and displayed a broad wiseass smile.


      Stern groped on his desk until he found the subpoena. Dixon took some time reading it. When he was done, he was considerably sobered.


      “How’d they find out where it was?”


      “They have their own story, but I tend to suspect it was by the same means they have found out everything else: their informant. Perhaps you were careless in discussing this.”


      “The only person around who even knew it was moved was Margy, because she cut the check to the cartage guys. I told you that before.”


      Had he? If so, Stern had forgotten. The detail had not seemed significant then. Dixon was reexamining the subpoena.


      “This thing was due today,” he said.


      Stern described the hearing.


      “You’re not going to let them get it, are you?”


      “I shall follow any instruction you give me, Dixon, assuming Marta and I agree it is within the law.”


      “What are you telling me?”


      “I can assert the attorney-client privilege.”


      “And?”


      “I doubt I shall have to testify about our conversations.”


      “What about the safe?”


      “That is a complex legal question, Dixon.”


      “But?”


      “When all is said and done, Dixon, I suspect we shall have to produce it.”


      Dixon whistled. He lit another cigarette.


      “Look, Stern, you told me, when I sent it here, those bastards wouldn’t be able to get it.”


      “I told you Dixon, that your personal papers would be more secure.”


      “Fine,” said Dixon. “It’s personal. It’s all personal shit in there.”


      Stern shook his head.


      “If I say it’s personal,” said Dixon, “where the hell do you get off saying it’s not?”


      “No,” said Stern. He would not pretend he had never practiced law that way, but he had allowed himself the luxury of a clear conscience for many years and he was not about to become Dixon’s winking collaborator. “There is no stretch of the imagination, Dixon, under which internal company documents pertaining to the Wunderkind account do not belong to the corporation. They should have been produced by Margy last week.”


      “Oh, for cry sake,” said Dixon. He stood up and threw off his gold-buttoned blazer. He was wearing a shirt of dark vertical stripes, wide open at the throat, with the white hairs of his chest well displayed; his arms were thick, and dark from the sun. “Get the fuck out of my way.” Dixon strode around Stern’s desk, bent at the knees, and lifted the safe several inches into the air. Then he began to walk with it.


      “Dixon, this subpoena is directed to me, not to you, and I must comply with it. You may not remove the safe from these premises.”


      With the safe slung between his knees, Dixon started toward the door, lumbering like an ape.


      “Dixon, you are placing me in an impossible position.”


      “Ditto,” he said.


      “Marta is extremely clever, Dixon. Much more so than I. There are motions to file. With an appeal, we may keep the government at bay for months. I promise you we shall resist by every lawful means.”


      “You’ll lose.” He had little breath, but he continued swinging along. “You’ve already told me you don’t have a leg to stand on.”


      “Dixon, for God’s sake. This is madness. You are assuming,” said Stern, “that the government has no other way to prove you controlled that account.”


      Dixon, past the desk, eased the safe to the floor and turned back.


      “What other way would they have to prove that?”


      “There must be other means,” Stern offered lamely. For an instant he’d had a thought of mentioning the check Dixon had written to cover the deficit balance in the Wunderkind account. But that impulse was past. On a giddy night in the woods, he had made an irrevocable promise. Whatever may have occurred since, he surely would not go back on his word. At best, he could be indirect. “Certainly, Dixon, the account application cannot be the only means to determine who was responsible for the account. Perhaps John knows.”


      Dixon peered at Stern in determined silence. At length, he shook his head with painstaking slowness, a gesture of absolute refusal.


      “No dice,” said Dixon. He bent at the knees again and took hold of both sides of the safe.


      “Dixon, if I appear without the safe or an explanation for its disappearance, Judge Winchell, I promise you, will remand me to the custody of the marshal.”


      “Oh, they won’t put you in jail. They all think you walk on water.”


      “Dixon, I insist.”


      “Me, too.”


      “I must withdraw, then, as your lawyer.”


      Dixon took a moment with that.


      “So withdraw,” he said at last. He adjusted his shoulders and, with a practiced groan, hoisted the safe again.


      “Dixon, you are committing a federal offense right before my eyes. And one in which I am implicated. You are forcing me to notify the government.”


      Dixon, near the door, glanced back over his shoulder with a sullen, challenging darkness.


      “Dixon, I mean it.” Stern reached for the phone and dialed the U.S. Attorney’s Office. At this hour, they were unlikely to answer. “Sonia Klonsky,” said Stern into the instrument, while in the earpiece he continued to hear the ring.


      By the door, Dixon dropped the safe; he was red-faced, heaving for breath. As Stern replaced the phone, Dixon waved a hand disgustedly. He took a step out, then came back to the sofa and stuffed his cigarettes and his keys into a pocket of his sport coat. He shook a finger at Stern, but he did not yet have enough breath to speak, and left without another word.


    


  




  

    

      37


      

        [image: image]

      


    


    

      STERN HAD AGREED TO MEET his children at the Bygone, one of those clever chain restaurants plunked down by their corporate parents at commercially availing spots in every major city in America. The one in Dallas looked just like the one in the tri-cities—the same old cast-iron lampposts, bell jars for bar glasses, and little girls’ trading cards with pictures of kittens cutely cemented under the urethane tabletops. The restaurant stood on a bluff overlooking the network of highways near the Greater Kindle County Airfield. Stuck in traffic, Stern could see it miles away.


      The airport now was what the river had been to Kindle County a century ago, a point of confluence for the vast urges of commerce. Great office buildings—rhomboid shapes of shining glass—had risen in what were hayfields only fifteen years before; enormous warehouses with corrugated doors and various chain hotels constructed of preformed concrete stood at the roadside, and the highway was heavily posted with signs for other projects that would be under development to the end of the century. The traffic at all hours was thick. Stern, stalled intermittently, snapped off the radio in the Cadillac so he could give vent to various thoughts about Dixon.


      Perhaps, Stern thought, tracing the trouble back to its roots, if Silvia had felt more secure in the aftermath of their mother’s death, she would have found Dixon less compelling. Stern had done his best, planned carefully for both of them. He sold some of his mother’s furniture and two rings to raise capital, and by the following fall, Easton University, the pastoral haven of privileged education in the Middle West, became the refuge of the orphaned Sterns. Silvia, a gifted student, ahead of herself in school like her brother, enrolled in the college on a full scholarship; he attended law school on the G.I. Bill. Stern for the sake of economy, and continuity, lived in their mother’s apartment in DuSable, riding the train down each morning, while Silvia was soon invited to join a sorority.


      For financial support, Stern resumed the punchboard route he had driven throughout college. The punchboards were minor attractions utilized by small-town merchants; for a dime a chance, customers poked tiny paper rolls out of the board and read a joke or, far less often, word they had won a washer or a TV. On Friday mornings, Stern loaded new boards and the prizes won a week before into the aging truck his boss Milkie provided him, and rambled in fourth gear along the prairie highways, visiting the small-town stores to make his deliveries and split the fees. By the time he returned to the tri-cities late Sunday, Silvia had taken the train up and was in their mother’s apartment preparing dinner. These were rewarding, expansive moments, coming off the road with the dust of several states on his suit, and he looked forward to his sister’s company, their hours as a family of two.


      One Sunday night he turned the key and found Silvia seated at the dining-room table with Dixon Hartnell, who was still in uniform. Passing through the city on leave, he had searched out Stern’s address and Silvia had let him in. She claimed to have remembered Dixon’s name, but there was no way to be sure. Silvia was smitten with all of Stern’s law school friends, and from the first moment you could see that these two young, good-looking people were intent on each other.


      Stern was horrified to find Dixon, long consigned to the past, beside his precious sister. Dixon still had the flossy gleam of a cheap suit, and having been shot at in Korea, having served as the commander of other men, he was if anything more brash. Stern treated him correctly, and sent him on his way after dinner, fairly certain they would not see him again.


      Dixon’s correspondence with Silvia began properly enough with a note thanking his hostess for dinner. It never occurred to Stern to suggest she not answer. Eight months later, when Dixon appeared again, mustered out and enrolled at the U., it had become a romance. Stern had never been Silvia’s disciplinarian and he was at a loss as to how to put an end to this disastrous relationship, though he bristled with disapproval whenever the two were together in his presence and barely spoke to Dixon. Finally in Silvia’s junior year, a crisis erupted. Stern forbade her to transfer to the U. to be with Dixon. She accepted this edict with typical silent distress, but three months later they announced marriage plans. Silvia and Dixon countered every irate objection Stern raised: Dixon would convert to Judaism; Silvia would not have to leave college; Dixon, indifferent to school anyway, would drop out and take a job with a brokerage house. Stern, long-suffering, denounced Dixon at length: a huckster; a fake; an illusion. They remained resolute. One Sunday night, Dixon appeared at dinner and begged Stern to attend the wedding: he would both give away the bride and be the best man. ‘We can’t do this without you,’ Dixon said. ‘We’re the only family each of us has got.’


      When Dixon completed his conversion course, Silvia and he were married beneath a canopy. Stern stood immediately behind the bride and groom. He began weeping halfway through the ceremony and could not stop. He had not carried on like that in front of others before or since, but his circumstances had overpowered him: he was twenty-four years old now and utterly alone. His search for a wife, never a matter of conscious priority, started at that moment.


      As for Dixon and Silvia, there was no saying years later who was right and who was wrong. Silvia relished the comforts time provided and Dixon’s almost celestial admiration of her; but her pain, particularly with her husband’s wandering, was sometimes intense. Given the history, she never dared speak against him to Stern, except during that short period several years ago when Dixon was banished from the household. One evening then, Stern had come home and found Silvia and Clara at the dining table. There was a sherry snifter between them and he could tell from Clara’s warning look that something was amiss. Red-eyed and tipsy, Silvia spoke at once to her brother.


      “I always thought it was all because he wanted children so badly,” she said, offering her own explanation for Dixon’s wanderlust. That barrenness, which the doctors could not explain, was Silvia’s heartbreak in those years; she talked of it often to Clara, but only in private, for Dixon was far too humiliated by their failure to bear the thought that anyone else knew. “But he’s taking advantage,” said Silvia. “He always has. I did not even realize he had been lying to the rabbi until he took off his pants on our wedding night.”


      This remark seemed entirely mysterious at first, and then deeply shocking. The revelations seemed to ripple off, not around Silvia, but about Stern himself. He was being informed of something deeply telling, yet he could not read the message. By then he had engaged in dozens of athletic competitions with Dixon, stood with him time and again in various club locker rooms. Dixon did no fan dance; the fact, as it was, was plainly displayed. He must have assumed that among men, creatures of the here and now, this centuries-old ritual could be disregarded as brutal or passé. Who ever knew exactly what Dixon thought? But certainly he would not believe that Stern had simply not noticed that Dixon had never been circumcised.
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      On a knotty-pine bench by the door—the entire restaurant motif was of a basement rec room—Stern’s daughters waited for him, drinking club soda, engrossed in one another. Stern took Kate in his arms.


      As they were seated, Marta offered Peter’s apologies. He had been unable to reschedule his late rounds.


      “And where is John?”


      Kate’s dark eyes skated quickly toward her sister. They had struck some agreement.


      “He’s with his lawyer,” said Kate. “You know where. They have him looking at papers all night.” Marta, obviously, had encouraged Kate to be plain, but the subject made her quiet and glum.


      “This is a hell of a situation,” said Marta in a tone that was largely devoid of blame. She had had many of the details from Stern, but clearly had learned more from Kate during the day.


      “If there is not a complete resolution shortly, then I shall be stepping out of the case,” said Stern. Marta knew this, but he repeated it for Kate’s benefit. Seeing her made him more resolute. He took the hand that Kate had laid on the table beside him. Her eyes smarting, she suddenly hugged her father and brought her face to his shoulder in the small booth.


      After debating whether Stern or Kate should be the one to take Marta to the airport, they agreed to go down together in Stern’s Cadillac. They left Marta at the metal detectors, then Stern swung back to drop Kate at her car. The parking lot for the Bygone was on the restaurant’s roof, and the location offered impressive vistas of the airport, the highways, the hills, and the violet sky being pinched of the last light. Kate kissed her father quickly and was gone, but Stern, sensing he had not said all he meant to, threw open his door and called after her. He trotted a few steps to catch up and took her hand.


      “This business with your uncle, Kate—the blame for it does not fall on John. If it is any consolation, you must tell him I said so.”


      Kate did not answer. She looked all around, in every direction, and for no apparent reason began tapping her foot. Stern’s impression was that she was about to cry. She rooted in her purse. It was not until the flame rose in the dark that he realized what she was doing.


      “Katy! You smoke?”


      “Oh, Daddy.” She looked about again, all ways, as she had just done.


      “How long is this?”


      “Always, Daddy. Just a few puffs. Since college. Exams. You know: heavy stress. It’s terrible for the baby. I have to cut it out,” she said, but then inhaled deeply and turned her face up into the aura of smoke she released.


      “Kate, I realize this has been difficult.”


      She made a sound, almost laughter, a bit derisive.


      “Daddy, I wish it weren’t so easy for me to shock you.” She spoke almost harshly and stopped herself. They were silent. Then she took a last drag; in the dark he saw the cigarette fall, the lighted bit tumbling end over end and splitting in three on the pavement. She made a long business of crushing out the embers, twisting them repeatedly under her foot. “Look, Daddy, we’ll get through this. We have to.”


      Inches taller than he, she brought her soft cheek against his, then hiked off toward her car, her high heels clacking, her keys jingling in her hand. He stood in the parking lot, poorly lit, watching as she backed her car out quickly, then gunned the Chevy into a turn, leaving behind a ghost of dark smoke.


      Who was that, he wondered, that woman? Of all things, the image that remained with him was of the way she had crushed out that cigarette, with her toe pivoting so harshly on the asphalt. There was a certain fierce purpose in that which he had never been certain existed in her. He thought of her tonight and as lie had seen her at the ballpark and suddenly had the clearest intimation of how it was with Kate. Her whispering. Her murmurs with John. She was a person with secrets, with a secret life. And the greatest secret of all, perhaps, was that she was someone else—someone different from the beautiful innocent thing her parents wished her or allowed her to be. Stern’s deepest impression, that she was a person very much like her aunt, like Silvia—lovely, capable, kind, but limited by choice—was merely the impression she had found it easiest to leave, so that she could otherwise elude them, with no trace. Who was she? he thought again. Really? He stood in the mild summer night and turned back to where she had been, but even the smoky cloud of exhaust had cleared away.
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      Stern slowly drove home. Approaching the dark house, he was tense. If he had anywhere else to go, he might not have gone in. The weeks, months really, he had spent overcome by various women and the ether of sexuality were, if not at an end, at least in abeyance for the night. Without that, he felt in some ways more familiarly himself—round, solitary, solid like a stone. As he knew it would be, the large house was as wholly empty as it had been full the night before with that spirit of visitation. Now he was alone. The silence loomed about him with the power of some wayward force; he felt his own figure somehow dwindling in the unoccupied space. He stood in the slate foyer, where he inevitably seemed to tune in on his own soul, and thought quite distinctly that his life had gone on without Clara. It was an absurd notion; what he meant was well beyond expression. The fact, such as it was, had been clear at one level from the instant he stood here months ago, white with panic, yet still able to draw breath. But it seemed that it was not until this very moment that he actually had believed it. Yet he felt it now, his own life, that particular strand drawn out of the intricate tangle of mutual things he and his wife had created and shared. It was like electrical work, finding the line that drew power—he could feel the hum of his peculiar, isolated existence, which had continued with the persistent unmusical rhythm of a beating heart—his own heart, lugging on. He was by himself, neither pleased nor embittered, but aware of the fact. His mind lit somehow on Helen then, and he closed his eyes and worried his head a bit, full of regrets.


      He slept again that night in the bed he had shared with Clara—solid dreamless sleep, if brief. He was up by six and, reverting to old habits, was at his desk by seven. He went through piles of mail that had gone unread for weeks. He felt calm at the core, purposeful. But in the office something was amiss. It took him at least an hour to notice.


      The safe was gone.
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      “THIS ISN’T FUNNY,” Marta said when he reached her in New York on Friday. “You’ve got to get it back. I don’t know how much of this is privileged, but even if you told the whole story, no one will ever believe he just took the thing without your help. You’re going to end up in jail.”


      Stern, at the end of the line, made a grave sound. Marta’s analysis was much the same as his.


      “This scares me,” she said. “I think you should get a real lawyer.”


      “You are a real lawyer,” said Stern.


      “I mean someone who knows what they’re doing. With experience.”


      What kind of experience might that be? asked Stern. There were no defense attorneys expert, so far as he knew, in explaining the disappearance of critical evidence.


      “Tell him he’s a big fucking asshole,” offered Marta near the end of the call.


      “If I can get him on the phone,” answered Stern.


      Dixon avoided Stern until Monday, but when he came on the line, after Stern had made repeated demands of Elise, he was as innocent as a coquette. “I’d file an insurance claim,” Dixon suggested. “Notify the cops. There’s important stuff in there.” With Stern broiling in silence, Stern’s brother-in-law pressed on with this shameless routine. “You’re not blaming me, are you?”


      Stern spoke into the telephone in a mood of absolute violence.


      “Dixon, if you insist on convicting yourself with ludicrous antics, so be it. But it is my livelihood and my reputation at stake. The safe must be returned promptly.” He pounded down the phone.


      The next morning, he came to the office hopeful. But the safe was not there. The Berber carpet where it had rested for weeks was now permanently dimpled with the impress of the four heavy feet.


      At moments during the week, he actually indulged the thought that Dixon might not be involved. He had been in New York late that night, Dixon insisted. He had gone to his meeting. How could he have swiped a safe? What about the maintenance people, he asked, the late-night cleaner-uppers? They all had keys. Maybe one of them had noticed the safe after it was moved and decided to carry the thing off, hoping it contained real valuables. The notion, although preposterous, was urged by Dixon relentlessly. Trying to resolve every last doubt, Stern, despite his warnings to himself, offhandedly mentioned the safe to Silvia, in the midst of their daily conversation on Wednesday.


      “Oh, that,” she said with sudden exasperation. “You would never believe what went on here.” She proceeded to describe a scene last week involving Dixon and Rory, their driver. Silvia, recovering from jet lag, had apparently been roused from a sound sleep by the two figures who stood at the closet arguing. The driver, with a heavy German accent, had spoken to Dixon severely, warning him that he was out of breath and should leave the lifting to him, while Silvia sat up in bed, clutching the sheet to her chest, addressing both men, who, she said, ignored her. Dixon was swearing, fuming, carrying on in a violent temper about Stern. He had gone off to the airport to rent a private jet.


      “Sender, whatever is going on between you two?”


      Stern, who always had an easy time putting Silvia off, did so again. A business disagreement, he told her. Upon reflection, he said it would be best if she made no mention to Dixon of his call. His sister hung on the line, troubled and confounded, caught between the North Pole and the South, the two men who dominated her life. Resting the phone, Stern again regretted having acted impulsively. For one thing, he recognized only now that his conversation with his sister was probably not privileged. He sat scolding himself, while he contemplated the law’s obliviousness to family affection. In the worst case, Stern would face ugly choices when he was called before the grand jury: implicating Dixon and abusing Silvia’s confidence or, on the other hand, disregarding the oath.


      What a trial Dixon could have, Stern thought suddenly. First, his daughter’s husband would incriminate Dixon; then the government would call Stern himself. Under the compulsion of a court order to respond, he would describe Dixon’s ape-walk with the safe and its disappearance shortly after. Then, for the coup de grâce, the prosecutors would try to find an exception to the marital privilege in order to force Silvia to testify about the sale, too. How Stan Sennett would enjoy it. The entire Stern family versus Dixon Hartnell. Looking down at the phone, Stern shuddered. It would breach the faith of a lifetime to testify against a client, any client, let alone Dixon, whatever he was.
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      Stern had come of age in the state courts. There in the dim hallways lit with schoolhouse fixtures, with the old wainscoting bearing the intaglio of hundreds of teenagers’ initials, with the crotchety political retainers, who displayed an almost pathetic craving for any form of gratuity, he felt at ease. That was a scene of royal characters: Zeb Mayal, the bail bondsman and ward committeeman who, late into the 1960s, still sat in open view at a desk in one branch courtroom issuing instructions to everyone present, including many of the judges called to preside; Wally McTavish, the deputy p.a. who would cross-examine the defendants in death-pen ally cases by sneaking close to them and whispering, “Bzzz” and of course the rogues, the thieves—Louie De Vivo, for one. who planted a time bomb in his own car in an effort to distract the judge at his sentencing. Oh God, he loved them, loved them. A staid man, a man of little courage when it came to his own behavior, Stern felt an aesthete’s appreciation for the knavishness, the guile, the selfish cleverness of so many of these people who made it possible to embrace human misbehavior for its own miserable creativity.


      The federal courts, which were now in a fashion his home, were a more solemn place. This was the forum preferred by the lawyers with fancy law school degrees and prominent clients, and admittedly, it was a more ideal place to practice law. The judges had the time and the inclination to consider the briefs filed before them. Here, unlike the state courts, it was a rarity for lawyers to engage in fistfights in the halls. The clerks and marshals were genial and, in proud contradistinction to their colleagues in the county courthouse, incorruptible. But Stern never left behind the feeling that he was an intruder. He had won his place of prominence across town, watching his backside, avoiding, whenever possible, the questionable dealings in the corridors, proving over time that skill and cleverness could prevail, even in that brass-knuckles arena, and he still felt that he belonged there, where the real lawyers of his definition were—in the Kindle County Courthouse, with its grimy corridors and pathetic rococo columns.


      These thoughts of one more fugitive border crossed came to Stern in the idle moments before the commencement of the afternoon session in Moira Winchell’s courtroom. Remo Cavarelli, cowed and silent, sat beside Stern, biting anxiously at his sloppy mustache and upper lip. Notwithstanding Remo’s agitation, the indulgent somnolescent air of the early afternoon had fallen over the courtroom. Judge Winchell, like her colleagues, allowed an hour and a half for lunch—time enough for wine with the meal, a screw on the sneak, a run for the athletic. Then, without warning, a door flew open and Judge Winchell stalked from her chambers and assumed the bench, as Stern and Appleton and Remo and the few elderly spectators came to their feet.


      Wilbur, the sad-faced clerk, called Remo’s case for trial. In spite of Stern’s frequent reassurances that nothing would actually transpire today, Stern could feel Remo quaking at his side. Wilbur already knew there would be a motion for a continuance, and no jury had been summoned.


      “Defendant is ready for trial,” said Stern, for the sake of the record, as soon as he reached the podium.


      Appleton, Stern knew, was not. He was trying a two-pound buy-bust cocaine case before Judge Horka and would need another week or so before he was ready to go on to this case. With an Assistant less cordial than Moses, Stern might have fussed—there were, after all, fifty other prosecutors down the street who could try this matter—but he listened in silence to Appleton’s request, adding merely, “I object,” at the conclusion of Moses’s presentation, a remark which Judge Winchell ignored with the studied indifference she would have applied to a stray sound from the hall.


      “How’s next Thursday?” asked the judge. “I have a grand jury matter that may require some attention, but that’s all.” The judge, marking in her docket book, let her dark eyes find Stern. “Mr. Stern,” she said with practiced discretion, “as I recall, you have some involvement with that matter. Have the parties resolved their impasse?”


      “Not as yet, Your Honor.”


      “Oh,” said the judge, “how disappointing.” The arch mannerisms did not conceal the predictable: Moira was displeased.


      Klonsky had called Stern first thing that morning. ‘I don’t have your daughter’s number in New York. I thought we better talk. You’re in the grand jury next Thursday.’ It was Friday today.


      Her voice still stimulated wild feelings. How goes it with your husband? he wanted to ask. How do you feel? He read out Marta’s number from his book.


      ‘Has the government reconsidered, perhaps?’


      ‘We’ll compromise,’ said Sonny. ‘You deliver the safe and an affidavit that says that it’s in the same condition as when you received it, and you won’t have to appear before the grand jury.’


      ‘I see.’ The government, as usual, would get everything it wanted, but their moderated stance would please the judge.


      ‘I think this is fair, Sandy,’ said Sonny. ‘I really do. The fact that you have the safe just isn’t privileged. All we want is the safe and to know that we have everything that was in it. We’d be entitled to get the thing if he’d left it at MD, where it belonged. We can’t allow someone to avoid a subpoena duces tecum by conveying what we want to his lawyer.’


      Even if he had the safe, Stern might not have agreed, but there was no point in quarreling now. Speaking with Sonny, in fact, made him unbearably sad. The whole situation—all aspects—was impossible.


      Stern called Marta to pass on this news, and then at her suggestion drafted a motion to withdraw as Dixon’s counsel. It was a simple paper, stating that there were irreconcilable differences between lawyer and client. He sent it to Dixon by messenger just before he left to meet Remo, along with a note saying that he would file the motion next Tuesday, unless the point of difference between them was immediately resolved. The motion was not actually required in a grand jury proceeding, but Dixon would not realize that, and Marta believed it would be an appropriate prelude with Judge Winchell.


      Considering the judge now, as Appleton went on begging for more time, it was clear that some groundwork was in order. When Stern rejected the prosecutors’ compromise, offered none of his own, and simply refused to produce the safe—his latest plan—Moira’s reaction would be severe. Standing here, Stern saw admirable prescience in Marta’s prediction of jail.


      The judge made Moses plead miserably, but ultimately set Remo’s case down for trial the first week in August.


      “And work on that other matter, won’t you, Mr. Stern?” she said as she rose from the bench. There, from that considerable height, she smiled in her icy, domineering way, a person accustomed to being obeyed.


      In the corridor, Remo again began to quarrel with Stern as soon as they were alone. He was still dead-set against a trial.


      “How much more is she gonna give me if I take a trial?” Remo asked. “With this babe,” he said, “I could catch a real whack.”


      Stern again played Remo the music: If he was convicted, he was going to the penitentiary for a lengthy period, in any event, guilty plea or not. The evidence, all factors considered, warranted proceeding to trial.


      “Yeah, but what’s it cost?” asked Remo. “You don’t work for nothin, right?”


      That, Stern allowed, was true.


      “Sure,” said Remo. “Right. No one works for nothin. So what I gotta give you? Five, maybe?” When Stern hesitated, Remo’s dark eyes widened. “More? See. I ain’ been doin much as it is. You know, few months now, there ain’ much.” Stern had no idea whether Remo was referring to legitimate endeavors or not, and by long habit was disinclined to ask. From other remarks, he took it that Remo’s routine at present was confined to visiting the neighborhood social clubs, drinking aperitifs from eleven in the morning on, and playing backroom card games, throwing down money with great show and cursing in Italian. “What’s the odds in that? I go way,” said Remo, “there ain’t nothin as there is for the old lady and the kid. And I give you five?” Remo had settled the matter of fee with himself. “I don’t see it. Neh,” he said, then furtively smiled. He stepped closer to Stern and whispered, the trace of Frangelico or something else still on his breath from his idle morning. “Course,” he said with a lively look of amusement, “if you had a job or somethin, we could maybe work it out. You know.”


      Stern peered at Remo.


      “You know: Do me, I’ll do you. You know. No offense or nothin. You probably ain’t that kind of guy.” Remo was not at all certain what he had gotten himself into or how to read Stern’s expression of almost brutal concentration. “No offense,” said Remo again. “Right?”
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      ON SATURDAY NIGHT, Stern returned home prepared for another desolate evening. He was beginning to give in to old habits and was once more spending the weekends in the office, trying to swim through the ocean of items neglected for months. He had spoken with Silvia this morning and with spurious innocence asked what their weekend held in store. As he had predicted to Remo, she and Dixon would spend both days at the country club. He refused the invitation to join them; legal work called. With whatever honor he retained, he declined to be more specific about his plans. Besides, he was still not certain he really had the nerve to carry through.


      Alone now, facing his empty house, he thought with considerable regret of the invitations he had spurned in April and May. Many people now believed Helen had first call on his time. He would have to send up smoke signals or whatever signs were used by a widower willing to sit at dinner beside the aging maiden cousin. Disheartening, he thought, but better than lonely solitude. He opened the car door and recalled in a dizzying rush that two weeks ago he had believed he was in love.


      With a foot in the drive, he stopped. Nate Cawley was across the smooth expanse of lawn between the two homes, tending to his garden. Shirtless in the balmy evening, Nate drove a shovel energetically in the beds of his evergreens. Stern, taken aback, wondered if he truly had the will to deal with this, too. But the moment for decision passed quickly. Nate became aware of his gaze and Stern rose from the auto and the two men faced each other across the short distance. They met a step or two onto the Cawley property.


      “Thought maybe I could get you to make me a drink,” said Nate. Involuntarily perhaps, he glanced over his shoulder in the direction of his house and, presumably, Fiona. He was glazed with sweat. Grass clippings and specks of dirt clung to the patchy gray hair on his upper body; both hands were caked with dried soil. He briefly developed the courage to look at Stern directly. “Fiona and I had quite a conversation a few nights ago. We probably oughta talk.”


      “Of course,” said Stern and, in spite of himself, swallowed. His heart plunged somewhat and then stalled. It—and he—were not going down any further. Whatever was in store would apparently be absorbed under the existing quota.


      Stern showed Nate through the front door and directed him back to the sun room. He asked for a diet soda—Stern recalled Fiona’s mention of AA—and was standing there, facing the garden, when Stern returned with the glass. Nate was a slight fellow, narrow across the shoulders and back. His dirty khaki shorts hung down from his seat, and he was sockless in a pair of old loafers. Except for the bald spot, you might have been reminded of a young boy. Perhaps this was what women found so appealing.


      Nate raised the glass in salute, and took a great breath. He began.


      “First off, I owe you a heckuvan apology.”


      In the courtroom, Stern had learned to say as little as possible in uncertain terrain. He dropped his chin now in a fashion that might have passed as a nod.


      “After twenty-odd years, I should have known better than to believe Fiona. She was so full of vinegar. Probably couldn’t enjoy the real thing half as much as she liked telling me.” Nate smiled a bit. “And boy, was she ticked off that I talked to you. How dare I.” Nate tossed his head about in frank wonderment. “There’s only one Fiona,” he said.


      He had taken a seat on one of the white wicker chairs that surrounded the glass-topped table on which Stern and his children had played cards the morning of the funeral. The late light, almost umber, fell through the broad French windows of the solarium.


      “I guess it just suited me to think that something was goin’ on. Would have made things easier for me a lot of different ways.” He laughed, a nervous sound which Stern realized he had heard from him on other occasions. “I know I should have thought better of you, Sandy. If I had, I’da realized why Fiona hauled you over there when I found that letter under the medicine cabinet. Instead of thinking one silly thing or another.


      “But frankly, even after we talked, it didn’t dawn on me that was how you’d put it together. I figured then—” Nate paused, and held his own thought with a quick smile which seemed to be at his own expense. “Well, I didn’t figure that. I take it you found Clara’s pills in her stuff and asked somebody what they were for. Then when Fiona showed you that bottle, it was just like two and two. She told me you counted the caps.” Nate looked up, seeking confirmation apparently, and, receiving nothing, laughed in the same fashion. “She didn’t have the damnedest idea what was going on, by the way. She thought you figured I had it.” Nate laid his thumb against his chest and smiled at the thought. Of course, he enjoyed the notion of Fiona being misled.


      To this soliloquy Stern listened with only passing comprehension. But somewhere, as Nate went along, Fiona began to enlarge in Stern’s estimation. Recanting, she had apparently mentioned nothing of Stern’s advances—or the full nature of their conversations. Perhaps that suited her purposes as well. But all in all, Stern believed she had better motives. Having taken his name falsely once, she had decided not to blacken it again, even with the truth. A gesture of decency—from Fiona, no less. People, thought Stern, could always surprise you.


      “So the pills Clara had here came from the bottle in your medicine cabinet?”


      “Sure,” said Nate. He nodded emphatically. “She wouldn’t have them in the house on a bet. She figured you’d know what the pills were for or start asking about ’em. I could never talk her out of that.” Nate, downcast, shook his head. “I had to do every damn thing but take the pills for her. Get the prescription, keep the bottle, bring her her caps for the day every morning. Hell, I had to promise I’d write the ’scrip in my name.” Nate smiled gently, then looked intently at Stern. “Nothing was more important to Clara than being sure you didn’t find out.” He took a second to allow that to settle in. “Afterwards,” said Nate, “after what happened, I thought it was just as well to keep it to myself. But when you showed up asking questions about that bill, I panicked.”


      “You were protecting her memory,” said Stern.


      “That’s a nice way to put it, Sandy. But you and I both know I was trying to save my own ass.” Bent over, he looked away. On the table beside him, framed photos of the family were arranged in a row. The faces of the children at younger ages, Clara, Stern gazed out in witness.


      “Look,” said Nate, glancing up at once, “I don’t want to get sued. I’ve just flat-ass decided to tell you that. I’ve been practicing medicine for twenty years, and I’m one of the few guys I know who doesn’t spend half his week with lawyers and depositions. I guess my feeling was that this would be the worst time. After hitting the rocks with Fiona. It’s the last thing I need, to see my malpractice premium double. I can’t afford it, with two kids in school, not to mention alimony. And more to the point, the thought bothers the hell out of me—being an enemy with your patients. I realize that’s the world we live in. The patient died, the doctor mistreated her. What’s the term you guys have? The thing speaks for itself. I heard what you said the other day: it’s a big check for Clara’s estate. I followed you, believe me. That’s who sues, right? The estate? I’m sure there’s lots of money to be made here. But I wanted to try to explain this to you, since I did a piss-poor job of that the last time we talked. Maybe you’ll reconsider.”


      Stern, who had lost Nate entirely for a moment, like a plane off the radar, suddenly had it all, everything, clearly in focus. Nate was Clara’s doctor. Her physician. No more. Stern opened his mouth to speak, but Nate, hanging his head down, remained under way.


      “I’m not gonna pretend that I’d handle the situation the same way today. I’ve looked backwards and I see that there were a hundred different things I could have done. In retrospect, I should have brought a shrink in. That’s obvious. Maybe I should have involved you, too. But I was trying to keep her faith.”


      “Nate,” said Stern softly, “I was overwrought during our last conversation. There will be no lawsuit concerning your care of Clara.”


      “No?” Nate took a moment to adjust to the thought. “That’s a hell of a relief.”


      The two men looked at each other. Nate, chilled by the house’s air conditioning, rubbed his arms.


      “She spoke to you of this impulse, I take it?” asked Stern. “Ending her life?”


      “She did,” said Nate. “She had a way of talking about it.” Nate posed, studying the air so he could recall. “She said she wanted to put out the noise. Something like that. You know, she didn’t always go on that way, but over seven years, when things got bad, I’d hear it once in a while. And I can’t pretend I didn’t take her seriously.”


      Nothing, for an instant: no sound; no time. “Seven years,” the man had said. Looking down, Stern realized he’d taken a chair.


      “Seven years, Nate?”


      “God—I’d assumed—” Nate stopped. “Well, how would you know?” he asked himself. “Sandy, this wasn’t a new condition. It was a recurrence.”


      “A recurrence?”


      “You understand: she wasn’t newly infected. This disease in some people returns. About two-thirds of all cases. Usually, it goes on for a couple of years. It gets better and better and finally peters out. But sometimes, pretty rarely, you can have bad episodes a number of years apart. That’s what happened to Clara. I treated her originally about seven years ago. I really thought that what happened now was going to happen then. The only thing that kept her from giving up was the fact that you weren’t around.”


      “I was not?” asked Stern. “Where could I have been?”


      “Kansas City, as I recall,” said Nate. “Some trial?”


      “Ayayay.” Oh, it was terrible. It was the most shameful moment of his life, but he sat there, in his wicker chair, with his eyes closed, thanking God. Seven years ago. That at least neared the periphery of comprehension. Then, eventually, he was taken by a new thought: “My Lord, Nate, after all that time, what was there to hide?”


      “Sandy, I think in her eyes it was worse. Because she had said nothing for so long. In some ways, she seemed to feel it was kind of an added deception. And being further from it, she was less accepting of her own behavior. Whatever she’d been thinking back then, she couldn’t understand it now. It was this old, awful mistake that she couldn’t get away from. And I didn’t even know what to tell her anymore.”


      “You mean medically, Nate? There were no answers?”


      “You have to understand the whole history.” Nate looked into his glass. “She’d been treated for years with acyclovir. It saved her life originally. I mean it. It got things under control, just like that. She took it preventively for six months. But the drug’s toxic enough that they warn against taking it longer. Eventually, she had recurrences. Two tiny ones, about two, three years apart. But with the drug—” Nate snapped his fingers. “We’d put her back on, and then five days from onset, good as new. I mean, it was always a trouble and a worry as far as she was concerned. The faintest sign, and she was in my office. I must have cultured her three times a year. But, you know, it was under control. All in all. I thought it was.” Nate, who had raised both hands, made a face and let them fall.


      “About six weeks before she died, it flared up again. She took her pills and they didn’t help. She had a full, florid course. We see that all the time with other viruses or bacteria—some kind of auto-mutation, so you end up with a resistant strain. She had a bad couple of weeks. And then it came back again. I consulted everybody I knew, but it was so damn unusual, and the virus is unpredictable to begin with. And by then she was talking pretty seriously about doing what she did. I could see her giving up. One time, just kind of like thinking out loud, I said something about talking to you, one of us, and I thought she’d jump right out the window. No way.” He repeated that and, as many times before in this talk, shook his head.


      “Anyway, I’d thought I’d talked her into trying one more course of medication. Double dosage for five days. That was what was recommended to me. But I had that conference in Montreal. And, to make a long story short, I went. That’s where I get really critical of myself.” Nate was bent again, almost doubled over, studying his soiled hands. Behind him, out the large windows, the sky was pinking over, and the sun, dying in ember radiance, was masked in thin clouds. “I knew she was in crisis. I talked to her about my going. I gave her the chance to tell me not to, but Clara would never say something like that. You know, she promised me nothing would happen. I gave her all the pills she’d need while I was gone—she said she’d just hide them. And I,” said Nate, “I had consulted with another doctor who was aware of the situation, and I hoped he could just kind of watch things for me. But it was my responsibility. If I wanted to play confessor, then I had to know what I was doing.”


      “Nate,” said Stern, “I meant what I said to you in your office. There is blame enough to go around. You need not punish yourself. It was a professional judgment.”


      “No, it wasn’t.” Nate drained his glass and looked at Stern. “I took Greta with me. On the sneak. We made our plans. I,” said Nate with considerable weight, “was looking forward to that.” Greta, Stern realized, was Nate’s nurse, the toothsome bland beauty from the videotape. “Still sure you don’t want to sue?”


      “Yes,” said Stern.


      “Oh, hell,” said Nate. “There I am in Montreal, lying with this girl, when the phone rings and it’s Fiona, bawling her eyes out. I thought she was soused for a change, and then suddenly I realize she’s talking about Clara. God, what went through my mind. I just figured, if it ever came out—how I left this patient in distress so I could go speak college French and screw my mistress…” Nate looked at Stern. “I didn’t ever want to have to tell you that.”


      “Now you have,” said Stern.


      “I sure have.”


      The two men hung in the silence.


      “And what was the outcome with Fiona?” asked Stern.


      “Can’t put that genie back in the bottle. We each went and got a lawyer. We’re gonna sell the house. Both live there for the time being and not talk to one another. That whole mess.”


      “I am truly sorry, Nate.”


      “Yeah, well, I’d say we died a natural death. I think I’m in love with this girl, Sandy. ’Course, I’ve wanted to be in love with all of them. I’m like the fella in the song. Lookin’ in all the wrong places. But I think it’s true now. So I’ll try it again from the top. Can’t do any worse.”


      “How did Fiona react?”


      “Well, she’s gonna beat me into the ground financially. She always told me she would, and Fiona’ll keep her word, I’m sorry to say. She’s got the evidence, all right. I appreciate the warning.” He glanced up at Stern. “Pretty goddamn embarrassing,” he said. “Lawyer said to me if I really wanted out so bad, I could have saved myself a lot of money by just writing a note.”


      Stern, in response, could manage only one of his Latin shrugs. He felt for Nate, though, at the thought of him watching that tape and witnessing all the harm he had done. That truly was not in Nate’s character, the inflicting of pain. Oddly, Stern felt a bond to him, joined by the embarrassments which they’d unwittingly shared. He knew Nate’s shame, and Nate, of course, had known his for years.


      “All in all, I’d say Fiona was actually kind of spunky. You want to know what she said? This’ll tickle you. She said men still find her very attractive. She’s certain that as soon as we’re divorced there’ll be all kinds of fellas in hot pursuit. She actually mentioned your name. After tellin’ me how she’d been making up stories. Can you beat that?” Nate laughed, but something in Stern’s look made him cut himself off. “You can do what you want, you know.”


      “Of course,” said Stern. No more. It made for an uneasy moment, but he felt obliged not to join any conspiracies against Fiona. They had their own compact now, and Stern sensed from what Nate had said that Fiona and he might have matters to sort out. If so, he had only himself to blame.


      Stern saw Nate to the door. When he began to castigate himself again, Stern held up a hand.


      “I know what it means to maintain a confidence, Nate. Clara had her secret and you were obliged to keep it.”


      Nate waited. His mind seemed to be working ahead. Stern wondered if there was more that Nate had determined not to tell him out of some vestigial duty to Clara. Nate seemed to read that thought.


      “I don’t know who it was, Sandy, if that’s what you’re wondering.”


      The sound of it was so gross that Stern’s impulse was to deny that he had any curiosity. But of course that was not true.


      “She told me years ago that the person, whoever, was aware of the problem. That was the only thing I had the right to be concerned about. The relationship was already over when she came to me.” Nate looked at him helplessly. “I assume it was a man. These days—” He lifted a hand.


      “Yes, of course,” said Stern. Of course. This possibility, briefly contemplated, Stern rejected.


      They shook hands. When Nate was gone, Stern returned to the solarium and the row of family photos lined up in their frames on the game table. A picture of Clara as a very young woman was at the end. She was dressed in a white blouse and pleated skirt, posing in her page boy with a hand on the newel of the central staircase of the Mittler family home. Her smile looked coaxed at best, a wrinkle of hope managed against deep currents of resistance. The world was at war then, and even at the age of thirteen or fourteen, Clara Mittler seemed to have her doubts about the future.


    


  




  

    

      40


      

        [image: image]

      


    


    

      IF ONE THOUGHT ABOUT IT CAREFULLY, as Stern had for three days now, this was not a theft. Not legally. The property in question, the safe, was lawfully in his custody, not Dixon’s. And the risks of prosecution, in any event, were nil; neither Dixon nor Silvia would ever prefer charges. This action was simply an expediency. He had taken advantage of Silvia by asking about the safe. Involving her in its return, in light of Dixon’s iron-headed determination not to yield to the government, would compromise her unforgivably with her husband. This solution was dramatic, effective, and, given Dixon’s conduct, richly deserved. But in the car with Remo, driving from the highway through the wooded hills with their subdevelopments and residuum of baronial estates, Stern was beset with considerable anxiety—he had not made a court appearance in twenty years that had frightened him the same way. His bowels and his bladder both seemed on the verge of becoming unpredictable, and throughout his entire upper body there was a palpable tremor. Suppose the brawny German driver came in and resorted to violence? What if the police were somehow advised and entered with guns drawn? Stern, on a dozen occasions, had imagined Remo and him bloodied or massacred.


      Remo, driving his old Mercury, was cheerful. He loved his work. He had urged Stern to allow him to do this alone, but that was unthinkable. If someone intruded, Stern, whatever the embarrassment, could explain, but Remo alone might come to real grief. As it was, the risks—at least as they could be calculated—were minimal. The Hartnells would be at the club, Dixon shooting a late round of golf, Silvia sunning herself by the pool, and on a Sunday afternoon no one else would be home. The cook and the houseman were both dismissed at 2 p.m. The driver stayed with the car, cooling his heels behind the clubhouse. As long as the weather was good—and the sky was crystalline as they drove—the plan was flawless.


      Behind the wheel, Remo smoked his cigarette and chatted companionably.


      “I ain’ done houses much,” said Remo. “Not since I’m young. There ain’t no good guys to work with. Them burglars, they’re all crazy. I’ll never forget, I’m eighteen, nineteen, a guy got me on a job, one of them places down near the river. You know, real fancy apartment. Knocked the door right off the hinges. Jesus, the stuff these people had, real nice stuff, beautiful.” Remo lifted two fingertips to his lips and made a kiss. “We got what we got, and I come in the living room and this son of a buck, Sangretti his name is, he’s got his pants down and he’s taking a shit, right there on the rug. I says, What the fuck is this? You know, and since, I heard all the time about burglars do stuff like that. In somebody’s house, for Chrissake?”


      Stern, too nervous to respond directly, nodded and for whatever reason felt obliged to explain again that this was not a burglary. The house was his sister’s; it was a practical joke of sorts within the family. An ironic glimmer came into Remo’s eyes. He needed no excuses; he knew how it was. Everybody wanted things and did what they had to. Remo was one of those crooks who believe that they are no worse than anyone else.


      Sensing this judgment, Stern nearly spoke up in his own defense. He was not one of those lawyers, the state court sharpies with the razor cuts who worked only for the Boys, and who took payment in cocaine, or hot artwork, or, in one instance Stern had heard of years before, a hit on his wife. As a young lawyer, he had done things for money on occasion, some of them nasty enough that he no longer cared to recall them. But one of the clearest grains in his character as a lawyer was the desire to let his clients know that he did not wade in the same polluted waters they did. The utter meanness of this conviction—and its dubious basis—came home to him with sudden disturbing clarity: a visit to yet one more unattractive aspect of his soul. These months of gazing inward had been a little like a trip to a freak show, with the sheer ugliness of what he found never quite overcoming his compulsion to look.


      Following Stern’s directions, Remo proceeded down the narrow wooded road fronting Dixon and Silvia’s home. The house itself, erected more than a century ago of stone and heavy joints of mortar, was below them, behind a quarter mile of lawn, which itself was interrupted by a lighted tennis court. Behind the house, Lake Fowler twinkled, dotted with speedboats and small craft under sail.


      “Nice,” Remo said. He turned the car around and parked so that it was partially obscured by the untamed shrubbery that grew up with summer lushness along the roadside. They would walk in, Remo said, down the long gravel drive. After they had the safe, one of them could bring the car down. Never park, Remo told him, where it was easy to cut you off. Stern absorbed these lessons in silence, noting that Remo accepted none of his reassurances about the safety of the job.


      They walked to the rear of the house, Remo appreciatively examining the grounds. A number of large blue spruce rose throughout the sloping lawn, and the air was freshened somehow by the clear water of the lake. Behind the patio, the gardeners this year had laid out a bright patch of small summer flowers, most so exotic that Stern did not know their names. He looked down to the lake. The boathouse was below and, beside it, a waterfront cottage that Dixon had winterized and filled with athletic equipment. Last year, he had also added a lap pool, and the long finger of still, blue water glimmered. Beside a large screened porch, Remo now looked the great house up and down. Following Remo’s eye, Stern saw that it was the power and phone lines, not the architecture, Remo was assessing. He questioned Stern again about the burglar alarm. Remo had a hand on the metal junction box, and he reached to his back pocket for a tool. He worked there awhile, then waved a number of wires that he had pulled free.


      “Is that all?” asked Stern across the yard.


      “That’s it.”


      Remo entered through the screen porch. He had a slap hammer with him, inserted like the other tools in various pockets and covered by the tails of a long velour shirt. For his day on Lake Fowler, Remo had worn blue jeans and cowboy boots. Stern thought he looked very much like a burglar, thickset, with bulky arms and bowed legs.


      Remo had driven the lock through the barrel of the doorknob by the time Stern had followed him onto the porch. The back door was secured by a chain. Remo asked if he should pull it free or break the glass. Whichever was more authentic, Stern answered. It was important that it look like a burglary, not for Dixon’s sake—he would know what had happened—but for everyone else’s. After the break-in was discovered, the police would comb the house but find nothing missing. Only Dixon, eventually, would recognize what was gone and he was in no position to file a police report admitting that the safe had ever been here. Stern regretted upsetting his sister—he might let her know somehow that he was involved—but Dixon’s consternation he would savor. Done in on his own turf. Dixon would be livid, unhinged with rage. Standing in the shade of the porch, Stern actually chuckled.


      Remo, preoccupied, raised one heavy boot, bracing himself against the wall of the porch, and gave the door a tremendous kick. It flew open with an explosion of plaster dust and the breaking of glass. “Shit,” said Remo. The back window had shattered from the impact as the door sprang back. The first plan, thought Stern in spite of himself, gone awry.


      Like much of the house, the hallways were stone; the taps on Remo’s heels resounded. He looked about freely as Stern showed him to the staircase. The home had been built in the 1870s, with period elegance—twelve-foot ceilings and tiered moldings. In the dining room a circular mosaic of Venetian tiles was laid in the stone floor. The stillness of the unoccupied house set a shiver in the bottom of Stern’s spine. He thought about using the toilet, but he wanted to get in and out quickly. This was a bad idea, he thought suddenly. Terrible. Something was sure to go wrong. Remo leaned into a front parlor to admire the French antiques and the pictures on the walls, English watercolors mounted in heavy frames. “Beautiful, beautiful,” said Remo. The wealth of the house, perfectly composed here in its unoccupied state, impressed even Stern.


      Upstairs, they moved into the enormous master suite. Dixon years ago had combined three or four rooms to get what he wanted, a bedroom area on the palatial scale of Beverly Hills. There were two baths, his and hers. Dixon’s, through which they walked, a cavern of travertine, held a Jacuzzi the size of a small swimming pool, and a one-bay wooden sauna attached to the shower. The bedroom itself was not particularly large, but it was festooned with various gizmos—intercoms, a telescope, an old market ticker, a large projection TV which pivoted on a remote control over the bed. A deck out the French doors provided a commanding view of the lake. On the side of the bed where Dixon slept, the antique night table was stacked with business magazines and a number of thrillers. An ashtray held the butts of three cigarettes. Stern felt oddly thrilled by the chance to spy.


      “Here,” Remo called. He had entered the walk-in closet on Dixon’s side of the room and cleared away his suits. “That it?”


      The safe was right there, dull gray, the color of seawater under clouds, turned on its back, so that the silver numerical dial was face up. A set of free weights was beside it, the plates haphazardly stacked; a bar, with three dishes on each side, had been rolled to the wall.


      “Just so,” said Stern.


      “Get back,” said Remo. Stern moved into the room. “Oh, my fucking God.” Remo swung the safe out the door and set it down promptly. “That’s a fuckin ton.” He stood up straight to rub his back. “We shoulda brought help.”


      Both men stared at the safe.


      “Thing’s open,” said Remo. With the safe set on its bottom again, its small door indeed hung open a dark fingerbreadth. Dixon, evidently, had checked the contents, perhaps to be certain that Stern had left them undisturbed. Or could it be that whatever the government was seeking had been removed? With this thought, that the safe had been emptied, Stern knelt immediately and pulled the door wider. The light was poor, but he could see that there was a wad of papers inside, folded, doubled and tripled over.


      There, on his hands and knees, even before he made out the sound, Stern could feel the vibration of the garage door opening.


      “Oh, my Lord.” He rose awkwardly and ran a few steps to the doorway to listen. He faced Remo. “Someone is here.” Outside, he had heard the gravel crunching, but by the time he reached the bedroom window he could see only the rear fender of a Mercedes as it pulled into the farthest bay of the four-car garage.


      “Oh, for Godsake,” said Stern. He had not fully imagined how humiliating this was going to be. It was a shocking breach of decorum—inexcusable, inexplicable—breaking into someone’s home.


      “Hide,” said Stern.


      “Hide?” asked Remo. “What for?” An eyebrow lowered. “You mean this ain’ really your sister’s?”


      “Of course it is. But I prefer not to be apprehended in this silly exercise.”


      “I been caught,” said Remo. “Lots. I don’t never hide. Guys get shot like that. Just siddown. Be quiet. Maybe they ain’t comin upstairs.” Following his own advice, Remo found one of the eighteenth-century French chairs beside Silvia’s writing desk. He crossed his legs and smiled patiently at Stern. He reached to his pocket for a cigarette, then thought better of that.


      Remo was right, Stern thought. His own reactions were juvenile. Particularly if it was the houseman or the driver, there would be real danger in some effort to avoid him. But Stern’s skin still crawled. Dixon would never let him live this down. He would ridicule, threaten—whatever advantage he could wring from having caught Stern in flagrante burglary would be utilized repeatedly. Stern crept into the carpeted corridor, stepping forward with breathtaking precision, like a pantomime character. In some unconscious japery of this task, he had dressed all in black, in slacks and a cotton golf shirt, and he hung back now in the shadows.


      He could hear the steps rapping out in the stone hallways downstairs, an even slapping rather than the sharp clack of a woman’s high heels. Would Dixon be violent? His temper with Stern was ordinarily restrained, but this was a much different setting. If someone popped out of the shadows in Stern’s home, what would his reaction be? Probably to run. But that was Stern.


      The footfalls drew near the stairs. Stern pushed back into one of the doorways. Whoever was down there lingered, then walked away. With a desperate plunge of his heart, Stern recalled the kitchen. The narrow hall from the garage emerged right beside it; if the person who’d entered noticed the broken glass, he would surely hale the police. Stern listened intently; if there was a voice on the phone, he was determined to run. He looked about to see where he was—Dixon’s den. Fax, computers, three telephones. The old rolltop desk was heaped with papers, and the shades, for whatever reason, were drawn. A pillow and a blanket were on the sofa. Dixon, he took it, was not sleeping well. This room, more than the rest of the house, was rank with the rancid smell of cigarettes.


      The footsteps came back. Then nothing. After a short time, he realized the visitor had started up the carpeted stairs. Stern pushed back farther, so that he could see only the landing. The person was upstairs now, but Stern had not yet caught sight of the figure. Then Silvia, in a graffiti-patterned beach cover-up and flat shoes, passed by, looking about, wholly abstracted, mumbling to herself. She pushed her sunglasses up so they sat atop her upswept hairdo. Like Dixon, she was richly tanned. She was headed for the bedroom where Remo waited.


      Stern held his head and, after one more second’s faltering, called his sister’s name.


      She shrieked—not for long, but at a high, hysterical pitch.


      “Oh, my God,” said Silvia. She had laid one hand, with its polished nails, over her heart and the other touched the wall. She was breathing deeply. “Sender,” she said. “You nearly killed me.”


      “Forgive me.”


      “What in the world?” she asked.


      Stern actually deliberated saying that he had come to go swimming. But enough was enough.


      “I am stealing something,” he answered.


      She took only a second with that. “The safe?”


      He nodded. Silvia’s expression became cross—powerfully irritated. She spoke to him in Spanish for the first time in probably forty years: What is in the safe?


      “¿Qué es lo que contiene la caja de seguridad?”


      “No sé.’” I do not know.


      “¿Esto es para ayudarlo?” This is to help him?


      Stern shrugged. “I believe so,” he answered in English. “I must do this, in any event.”


      “Give me a moment. I want to speak with you about all of this. I came back for a book.” She turned again toward her room, but Stern took her hand. There was a man he had brought with him in there, he told her.


      “Oh, Alejandro!” She shook her head in severest reproof. “You are like two boys, you and Dixon.”


      “This is a serious matter.”


      She made a disgusted sound. She refused to believe it.


      Stern led her downstairs to the living room. Silvia, unfailingly polite, offered him a drink, and he asked for soda. She tapped her shoe for a moment on the servant’s button in the carpet beside the sofa, then, recalling it was Sunday, went off by herself. Stern looked about the vast living room. Silvia and her decorator had strived for a crowded, almost Egyptian effect; the colors were dark, with many eruptions of gold in the fabrics, and there was furniture in all corners—chaises, heavy drapes, twin antimacassars with a whiskery fringe, adorned, for no apparent reason, with voile shawls. On a table was a huge vase of woolly protea, dark desert plants with a primeval look. The far wall of the room was all stone, like the facing walls of the house, with an enormous hearth of double-width beams. An original oil by a well-known Spanish artist—one of his savage women, purchased years ago by Dixon, with his inevitably astute eye—hung fearsomely over the fireplace. In the winter, logs the size of tree trunks burned here all day. They left, even now, a smoky residue, as if the air had been cured.


      “What did you do to my kitchen?” demanded Silvia as she returned. She handed her brother the glass but looked at him scoldingly. Stern made one of his expressions and Silvia smiled, though she went on shaking her head. “Sender,” she said, “you must tell me what is occurring.”


      In her absence, he had pondered how to put this, and he adopted a moderate approach. The government was investigating. They had done so before, but this was a criminal matter and the prosecutors seemed to have hold of evidence of some questionable practices on Dixon’s part. The investigation had grown increasingly complex, but Dixon was attempting to put his head in the sand. The government had demanded the safe, and Dixon, against Stern’s advice, was endeavoring to hide it, a maneuver which would prejudice not only Dixon but Stern. He spoke allusively, hoping his sister would not gather the full impact, but she understood enough.


      “Is he in danger of prison?”


      “He is,” answered Stern. Silvia sat still, a small woman sparely knitted together. She looked tiny, with her bare legs and flat shoes. She clutched her elbows close to her body and drew her face long to maintain her composure. Stern himself, to his enormous surprise, found himself on the verge of tears in sympathy.


      “I have been very concerned for him,” Silvia said.


      “I as well.”


      “You have no idea, Sender.” She knotted her hands. “He coughs for thirty minutes when he wakes up in the morning. His secretary tells me he is terribly forgetful. He does not sleep. He wanders about at all hours. Or leaves in the middle of the night, headed God knows where. For the last week he has not even slept here once.” She glanced up at Stern; this was intended to be a significant remark, referring apparently to something other than Dixon’s travel schedule.


      “I am attempting to help him, but he is resisting.”


      “Of course,” she said, “but I am afraid he will never survive.”


      “He will survive,” said Stern. “He is one of those types who always survive and triumph.” Spoken, the words struck him as merely cordial. He had not realized until now how deep-seated his own fears for Dixon were, even as he felt some swell of resentment rise when he predicted his glory. “I had hoped to come and go today without involving you.”


      “I shall not tell him,” said Silvia.


      Stern weighed this, but remained convinced that it would be wrong to force Silvia to take sides. Dixon was entitled to the comforts of home.


      “That is not necessary.”


      “Unless he asks,” she offered.


      “He is certain to ask once he sees the disorder in the kitchen.”


      “I shall have it repaired. Tomorrow. Today, if possible. I would be very surprised, at any rate, if he spends the night here.” She looked down again at the rug. Years ago, before Silvia had evicted him, Dixon would do this, fail to return. He had an apartment in town where he usually claimed to be, and no doubt often was, enjoying one young woman or another. Once he and Silvia were reunited, however, Dixon seemed to maintain a minimal pretense and confined his roaming to business hours or his many trips out of town. “It is very disturbing,” she said.


      He nearly uttered a word or two in Dixon’s behalf, about the strain recently, but he realized it would be little comfort.


      “Do you ask where he goes?”


      “Work.” She smiled tersely. “Of course, there is no answer when I phone.”


      “I see.” Stern at first said nothing. “I must say, I hope this can be endured. It would be a terrible moment for you both to repeat your separation.”


      Silvia made a face. “There will be no repetition. I am accustomed.” She smiled the same way, briefly, bitterly. “As you know, our difficulty was not only that.”


      Stern looked at his sister without comprehension.


      “Oh, you knew. Clara knew. She told you; I knew she would. You are gallant, Sender, but there is no need to pretend.”


      “I am not pretending,” said Stern.


      “Truly?”


      “Truly.”


      “It is long past,” she said, and flipped a dark slender hand. She was ready to give up the subject, but she saw that Stern was still puzzled and she came forth with the truth abruptly to satisfy him. “He had come home with an illness. Which I was afraid he had inflicted on me. It was repulsive.”


      “An illness?”


      “A disease. You understand.”


      His head was ringing now, and his throat and chest felt terribly constricted. He asked, nonetheless, as he knew he was required to.


      “Herpes?”


      Her mouth opened somewhat and then, to his amazement, Silvia smiled—in a reluctant fashion, part grimace. She would never see through him, she would never understand him. Only from Stern in the entire world might this be tolerable, but if he insisted, she would find humor in the pain of the past. Older brothers, after all, forever reserved the right to tease.


      “Oh, Sender,” she said to him with a girlish wag, “you knew all along.”
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      EVENTUALLY, REMO DESCENDED the staircase. He had brought the safe with him, and he took each step sideways, in a straddle, lowering one booted foot, then the other. It was slow work and he stopped at one point and rested the safe. He lit a cigarette and eased down the remaining stairs, with the Marlboro tucked in the corner of his mouth and one eye closed to the smoke. From his seat on a living-room settee, Stern could see Remo coming, but he made no move to assist him, nor did he open his mouth to speak. He was capable of movement, no doubt of that; but he was uninterested. Perhaps he would remain here, with his hands folded, for what was left of his life. He did not feel any emotion with particular strength, except that he was no longer himself. His head was still ringing, and his arms were light; but, predominantly, he was beset with the sensation of difference, departure. A new man—not better or worse—but someone else would leave here.


      “I heard you talking in the hallway,” said Remo when he finally arrived. He knew his presence was no secret.


      “Of course,” said Stern. “Remo Cavarelli, Silvia Hartnell.”


      Silvia nodded properly to the man who had broken into her house.


      “We goin or what?” asked Remo.


      “Sender, are you all right?” asked Silvia. This was not the first time.


      “Quite all right.” Stern managed a smile. His voice sounded peculiar to him, weak. It was as if his spirit had fled his body and was outside, examining him.


      “We still takin this thing?” Remo nodded to the safe at his feet. Stern, after recalling what he was speaking about, smiled fleetingly again.


      “Oh, yes.”


      Remo departed for the car. Silvia, too, left the room to make a phone call. There was a local fireman who did work around the house and might even be available on Sunday to repair the kitchen.


      Stern was left alone with the safe. Remarkable, really, Stern thought, that he had spoken Spanish to Silvia—he would have wagered a large sum that he could not finish a sentence. Occasionally over the years, certain latino gentlemen appeared in Stern’s office, Cubans usually, who needed the assistance of bilingual counsel. And of course, during the 1970s there were the pathetic impoverished Mexicans who were arrested here by the gross for distributing brown heroin, sad, unlettered men, spewing their chingas and begging Stern to take their case at any price. Stern had always declined such representations. It was not the drugs that bothered him; it was the old fear of being recognized for what he feared he was, someone else who did not belong here. But he saw very clearly, as he held off more pressing thoughts, that that period and those attitudes were behind him. Those clients would henceforth be welcome. The words, he was sure, would come back to him over time.


      He reached for his soft drink and tasted it. Silvia had said he knew all along. She had meant something else, naturally, but alone here he wondered if the unintended meanings were also correct. A part of him remained solidly composed with the truth; his first faith would always be in the facts. But in another region—someplace silent but still known to him—the toll was mounting, the damages were still being assessed. If he had foreseen this, it was only with that inner eye that always envisions the bad dreams—the worst dreams—coming true. It was clear now that it was who much more than what that Clara dared not live to tell. Her choice of a lover was no accident; he would never be persuaded otherwise. Clara knew her husband too well. Afterwards, even she must have been frightened by the sheer ferocious spite that had moved her. It was that which she trembled to reveal. Well, at least the evidence of his senses had not failed him. Clara indeed had no use for Dixon after he returned to Silvia. She must have been disgusted with him. And herself. What transpired between them? What conversations? He was back here again, a familiar point of arrival, feeling he would probably rather not know.


      Stern hunched forward on the settee and brought a toe to the door of the safe. It was still open and Stern with the sole of his shoe wedged the little door wider. The lump of papers was in there. Oh, why not? he thought. He could put up with anything.


      There were two full sheets from a microfilm printer, heavy with toner, each folded in four. As he removed them from the safe, various items, about which the records were wrapped, fell out: two checks and a number of the gray celluloid squares which Stern recognized as microfiche cards.


      “The phones are not working,” said Silvia, coming back to the living room; she was deeply perturbed. “How can I reach him?”


      Remo returned at that moment.


      “Who’s that?” he asked. “Who’s comin?” Remo’d had enough time in the closet to notice the weights and, all things considered, wished to be gone when the man of the house arrived. Silvia explained her difficulty, and they disappeared together so Remo could reconnect the phone lines. In the interval, Stern went through the papers from the safe, studying them for some time. Remo returned first, then Silvia breezed back in.


      “He’s on his way now,” Silvia said. She seemed consoled by the thought that the disorder in her kitchen would be quickly repaired.


      “Well, let’s get goin,” said Remo, a hasty departure still on his mind. He bent over the safe. “Alley-oop,” he said.


      Stern and his sister followed as he lumbered through the stone hallway. Stern had all the papers from the safe cradled in his hands. Silvia held the screen for Remo, and at his request opened the rear door to the Mercury. Squinting in the brilliant sunshine, Stern and his sister watched as Remo sank to his knees to lower the safe onto the dirty floor of his spring-shot Cougar. He stood up straight and dusted off his hands while he waited to catch his breath. A rill of sweat had run down his temple.


      “On second thought,” said Stern suddenly, “we shall leave it.”


      Remo’s jaw fell open, revealing a mouth full of bad teeth.


      “If you would, Remo, I shall ask you to replace the safe where we found it.”


      “No,” he said, in disbelief.


      “Please,” said Stern. He had assumed, without thought, his most commanding manner, and Remo looked at him uncertainly, reluctant to obey but unwilling to object further. Stern turned to Silvia. “It shall all be as it was. You need say nothing.”


      She, too, appeared confused, but, like Remo, did not know how to respond to the change in his manner.


      “Very good,” said Stern to both of them. He walked back into the house, turning to ask Remo to bring the safe into the living room for a moment. Stern had continued to hold all the items from the safe, and he sat again on the settee and laid them out on the raw-silk fabric so that he could arrange the papers as he had found them. The two copied pages were first, then the microfiche squares, then, at last, the two checks, one nested inside the other. He studied them again. The first was Dixon’s canceled personal check for $252,646 made payable to MD Clearing Corp. The note in the memo section said “Debit A/c 06894412,” which was surely the number of the Wunderkind account. This was the check which the government, according to what Sonny had told him in Dulin, had already obtained a microfilm copy of through the subpoena to Dixon’s bank.


      The other check, the one Stern examined at greater length, was printed on the long green bank stock of River National and was a certified draft drawn on Clara’s investment account and made payable to Dixon Hartnell personally. The amount, inscribed correctly in numbers and figures, was $851,198. Stern held the check, full of the strong emotion that contact with Clara’s possessions continued often to bring over him. Then he refolded both checks and wrapped them and the microfiche cards in the two printed pages, along the same creases on which they had been folded before. These sheets reproduced the first and last pages from the account agreement for Wunderkind Associates where identifying information for the account holder would appear—name, address, social-security number. On the last page, after dozens of paragraphs of warnings and disclaimers, the customer executed the agreement. Before replacing the papers in the safe, which Remo obediently had set at his feet, Stern peeked again at the final line where in her steady fluid hand Katherine Stern had signed her name.
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      CERTAINLY, HE WAS NO HAPPIER. Much of what had transpired in the last few days had left him more confused than ever. But somehow an old ability to distract himself with work had revived. Recently, Stern had resumed his habit of being the first person in the office, and in the last week, he had agreed to take on three major new matters—an insider trading case already under indictment; a defense fraud investigation conducted out of Washington; and a county case in which the owner of a waste dump faced possible manslaughter charges. Beleaguered, Sondra and Raphael pleaded that they were too shorthanded for more work. But Stern himself was ready. In the office, he felt an energy and relish that had been previously lacking. The toil of man in society! The rushing about, the telephone calls, the small breaks of light in the tangle of egos and rules. Mr. Alejandro Stern adored the practice of law. His clients, his clients! No siren song was ever more compelling than a call to Stern from someone in dire straits—a tough in the precinct lockup in his early days, or a businessperson with an IRS agent at the door, as happened more commonly now. Either way, it excited him to a kind of heat: ‘Speak to no one. I shall be there momentarily.’


      What was it? What was this mad devotion to people who balked at paying fees, who scorned him the moment a case was lost, lied to him routinely, withheld critical information, and ignored his instructions? They needed him. Needed him! These weak, injured, even buffoonish characters required the assistance of Alejandro Stern to make their way. Disaster loomed. Life destruction. They wept in his office and swore to murder their turncoat comrades. When sanity returned, they dried their eyes and waited, pathetically, for Stern to tell them what to do. He drew on his cigar. ‘Now,’ he would say quietly.


      In the afternoon on Monday, he found a moment to call Cal.


      “Just to let you know,” said Stern, “that the matter of the elusive check has been resolved.”


      “Oh, really?” asked Cal. He waited.


      “So, if you would be so kind, Cal, let our friends at River National know that all is well and thank them for their cooperation.”


      “I will,” said Cal, “I will.” He cleared his throat. “May I ask?”


      “Quite a complicated matter,” Stern said.


      “The beneficiary, I meant. The payee.”


      “It is difficult to say,” said Stern, striving for a frank tone, “just at the moment. But the matter is well in hand, Cal. Have no doubt. My deepest thanks to you.”


      “I see,” said Cal. He was hurt, of course. He expected greater veneration and confidence from Stern, as a matter of professional courtesy, if nothing else.


      Returning home that evening, he found an enormous hanging case in the foyer. He bent to examine the luggage tag. Marta was back. She usually traveled with a backpack and a briefcase, the baggage of her diversified life.


      She was not in the house. Instead, after circling the first floor and calling, he spied her out the solarium windows, leaning across the hedge in animated conversation with Fiona. Marta was listening, with far more interest than she generally showed their neighbor. Stern ventured out. When Marta saw him, she broke off to embrace him, and Stern, by some peculiar logic, then reached over the hedge, took Fiona’s tanned hand, and kissed her as well. She was in her gardening attire, a few leaves in her hair with stray vegetation, and she seemed to blush at Stern’s enthusiasm.


      “Doesn’t she look wonderful!” Fiona declared, motioning to Marta, who was in the usual formless floor-length frock. Fiona undoubtedly held the private belief that Marta was dressed like one of the women who had walked behind the wagon trains across the prairie. “I was just giving Marta the news,” said Fiona.


      “Oh, yes?” asked Stern, with some foreboding.


      “About Nate and me,” said Fiona more definitely.


      “Ah, yes. Nate mentioned that. I am sad to hear it, Fiona.”


      “We’re probably both better off.” Like many people on the other side of a dread event, Fiona appeared, as she said, better off—more resilient than one might have expected.


      Marta was beginning to slip away toward the house. Stern made a remark about stumbling over her suitcase.


      “I’m planning to stay for a while,” she told him. “I quit my job.”


      “You did?” asked her father. “Just like that?”


      “A month’s notice, but I have some vacation coming. I’ll go back for a few days next month to clean up. But last time I was here, I was looking at Katy, how tired she was, and it just sort of dawned on me, she’s having a baby and I’m going to be eight hundred miles away for no good reason. Why did I bother taking the bar exam in four states if I don’t go where I want to? I’ll find a job here. Do you mind?”


      “I should say not.”


      Fiona chimed in: Wonderful, wonderful—how nice for all of them. Stern found his head bobbing in agreement.


      “I have to call Kate,” Marta said. “I’m supposed to go see John and her later. Do you want to come?”


      “Not tonight,” said Stern promptly. “Please tell Kate, however, that I wish to have dinner with John and her later this week.”


      “God,” said Marta, “you sound so serious.”


      He supposed he did. Stern did not answer, and Marta galloped into the house. Both Fiona and he watched her go.


      “Did you take it she is planning to live here?” asked Stern.


      “It sounds like it.”


      “Dear me.” The thought of Marta and her vitamins and minerals in permanent residence provoked a moment of consternation. Fiona, in the meantime, had crept a bit closer to the hedge.


      “I suppose that you’re madder than hell at me,” she said quietly.


      “Hardly, Fiona. In truth, I received what I deserved.”


      “I was trying to warn you that night. When Nate came home. Honestly.” She tested Stern with a glance. “After all, Sandy, I had to say something when he found that letter. You put me in a helluva position. And I couldn’t stand to tell the little bastard that I’d had some respect for our marriage, when he didn’t have a bit. But do you know the worst part? When I told him that ridiculous story, I could see he was actually happy. Do you believe that?” Fiona shook her head gravely. “Why am I always so dumb?” she asked Stern, and looked at him momentarily as if she expected an answer. She stood in her garden, just over the property line, hopelessly lost to the misery of being herself, of making so often, like everyone else, the same mistakes.


      “He swears up and down, by the way, that those pills weren’t his,” Fiona said. “He kept saying they were for a patient. Finally, he told me if I didn’t believe him I could call the other doctor who worked on the case. Guess who that was.”


      Stern lifted his hands: no idea.


      “Peter.”


      “Peter?”


      “Your son. Isn’t that a coincidence?”


      The night was thick. The bugs were out now in mid-July, buzzing and biting, and Stern swung at something close to his ear while he thought of the look Nate had given him the other evening when they were parting. It was obvious what Nate had held back. Stern realized he had been right all along. At the thought of yet another showdown, he nearly groaned. Perhaps with Peter it was unnecessary.


      “Anyway, I’m sorry,” said Fiona.


      “Fiona, the apologies are all mine. As you say, I put you in a difficult position. And you more than made up for it. I appreciate your discretion with Nate when you spoke again.”


      “Oh hell, I figured what’s the point. I couldn’t give him any more satisfaction.” She remained glum, and continued shaking her head, overwhelmed by divorce, herself, the varied but momentous concessions of defeat that life just now was requiring.


      “Nonetheless,” said Stern, “I am sorry to have made you the victim of my state of disruption.”


      “Oh, it wasn’t so bad.” She looked up then, shyly, teasingly, beneath her penciled brows, a pretty fifty-year-old woman in her avocado gardening outfit, practicing the elusive, winsome look she used to give the boys. “Kind of gave me a boost.” Disconcerted by her prior remarks about Peter, Stern nevertheless could not keep himself from laughing aloud.


      “You have been very generous, Fiona.”


      “Oh, sure,” she said once more. She considered him pensively, some deliberation evident in the striking yellowish eyes. But he could see they had made their ways. His ship and Fiona’s were each headed off for their own channels. His tact, for once of late, had not failed him—truly, he was more and more himself. Moved by all this, he reached out and took Fiona’s dirty hand, which rested on the bushes, and kissed her palm.


      “Here we go again,” said Fiona. She rolled her eyes and walked away. Stern called after her: let him know any way he might help. She waved bravely, then paused by the gray steps to her back porch. “Do you know that little son of a bitch has actually stopped drinking?” she asked Stern across the short distance and then, with the strength of challenge, resentment, her entire complicated persona, shook her head fiercely once more and pulled open the door.


      In his kitchen, Marta was replacing the phone.


      “How is your sister?” asked Stern.


      “Uneasy. There seems to be a lot of strain. She said John testified in the grand jury last week.”


      “So I understand. I spoke to Tooley today.”


      Marta asked for a description of John’s testimony. She had been reluctant to ask Kate.


      “My conversation was as one would expect with Mel. Very evasive. He made it a point to tell me that he had not been in the grand jury room—as if I thought he might have been. It seems, though, that it went very much as we would have thought. John blamed your uncle: Dixon gave all the orders; John carried them out, with no appreciation of their significance.”


      “Ugh,” said Marta.


      “Yes, indeed.”


      “And what about the safe?”


      “I do not have it,” said Stern simply.


      “Have you heard from Uncle Dixon?”


      “Not a word.”


      “Can you figure out what he’s up to?”


      “At moments I have an idea. Then, again, I am mystified.”


      “You let him know you’d file that motion tomorrow, didn’t you? To withdraw?”


      Stern said he had.


      “You better go through with it. You have to put some distance between yourself and him. That woman, Sonia, whatever her name is, she’s going to be screaming for your scalp. And Judge Winchell may give it to her.”


      “Yes,” said Stern. He had considered that, too.


      “So?” asked Marta.


      “So we shall see.” Stern walked across the kitchen and took his daughter in his arms. “Go meet Kate. Tell her about your change of residence. I am sure she will be delighted.”


      “What about you? You really don’t mind having your nutty daughter come back?”


      Stern kissed her. He thought of Peter, of John and Kate. Of Dixon. Clara.


      “You will be at home,” he said to her.
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      IT WAS NOT QUITE SEVEN when Stern arrived at the office on Tuesday morning. He had left Marta a note suggesting she come downtown this afternoon to plan as best they could for his grand jury appearance two days from now. He had heard her return late last night, but he had not risen to greet her. Another day could pass without hearing the latest of Kate and John.


      Inside the outer door, Stern waited. A sound? Some sense of disturbance. He paused at the door to his office, which was ordinarily locked but now stood barely ajar. From the threshold, he pushed it wider. Across the room, on Stern’s cream-colored sofa, Dixon was asleep. He had stunk up the space with his cigarettes and the effluvium of his slumbers.


      Beside him, on the carpeting, stood the safe.


      Quietly, Stern slipped behind his desk. He worked there for about fifteen minutes, until a client called, the defendant in the waste-dump investigation, a heavy-bellied fellow named Alvin Blumberg. Alvin was one of those types guilty as sin and paralyzed with fear; he wanted what he would never hear—a promise he would go free. Stern listened as Alvin ventilated, complaining about the prosecutors, his business partners, the intolerance of his wife. After some time, he broke off the call. He would have to introduce Alvin to Sondra. When he replaced the phone, Dixon was just sitting up, stretching out, yawning, rubbing his eyes. He was wearing a simple cotton camp shirt and a pair of pleated trousers; a heavy gold chain was around his neck, and he immediately pounded at his shirt pockets looking for his cigarettes.


      “What time is it?”


      Stern told him.


      “I have to call Silvia. You mind?”


      Stern pushed the phone to the corner of the desk and watched as Dixon spoke with his wife: He had come down to Sandy’s, there were papers to look at, he had been here all night. “He’s sitting right here. He found me asleep. Ask him. You found me asleep, right?” Dixon turned the phone around. Stern, reluctant to be Dixon’s prop and his excuse for a night spent God knows where, murmured in the direction of the mouthpiece that Dixon had been asleep. “You see?” Dixon then ran through his schedule for the day with her, every meeting, each person he expected to see. “I love you,” said Dixon near the end of the call. Stern watched him, tanned, whiskery, the flesh beneath his jaw slackening. His wavy hair was beginning to thin. Age was overcoming him, but Dixon still brought to his conversation with Silvia all earthly interest. In their waning years, as they slipped into dotage, Dixon and Silvia would maintain their happy fixation on one another, aided, no doubt, by some inevitable dwindling of Dixon’s interest in other pursuits. The recognition, as usual, affected Stern: however thwarted or immature Dixon’s emotional life, it was no lie when Dixon told Silvia he loved her. After his discoveries on Sunday, Stern would have expected that witnessing this exchange, as he had so often over the years, would have driven him to rage, but his immediate sensation was of absence, pining, the sting of real envy—his own wife was gone.


      “You want to go get some breakfast?” Dixon asked him. He had cradled the phone.


      “What is it you have brought me, Dixon?”


      “You wanted the fucking safe? There’s the fucking safe. Are you happy now? Problems all solved?”


      “The government also wishes an affidavit from me stating that the contents have not been disturbed.”


      “So give them the affidavit.”


      “How am I able to do that?”


      “You want to see what’s in there?”


      “On the contrary. I am simply making a point.”


      “I want you to look.” The safe was facing him and Dixon spun the dial. After reaching in, he threw a single piece of paper down on the glass of the desk. It was Dixon’s check, folded in four, the one he had written to cover the debit balance on the Wunderkind account. Stern found his glasses and made a considerable show of studying the document.


      “No more?”


      “You know what the fuck you’re looking at?” Dixon had given up all sign of his civilized manners. He was his true self now, agitated and profane.


      “I believe I understand the significance of the check to the government.” If they turned over only this, Sonny Klonsky would accuse Stern of more bad faith, of conforming the contents of the safe to the contours of the government’s knowledge. Of course, that would remain one more private grief between them—she would never be able to tell Sennett what she had revealed. “The prosecutors seem to believe that there are account documents somewhere.”


      “Are?” asked Dixon, with one of his roguish smiles. He was stressing the present tense.


      “That would be most foolish, Dixon.”


      “Well, I kind of agree,” he said. “I was having a little bonfire, and then I had second thoughts, but that’s all I could save.” He pointed to the check. “They won’t complain. They’ll have my head on a platter, anyway, if they ever get hold of that.”


      “Assuming they have not obtained this check already,” said Stern.


      “Where would they get it?”


      “It is possible, of course, that this was what they were looking for with their subpoenas to your bank.”


      Absorbing that thought, Dixon proceeded to the obvious: Why bother with the safe if they could already establish Dixon’s control of the Wunderkind account? Tactics, Stern explained. Proof that Dixon was withholding documents would provide compelling evidence of his guilty frame of mind.


      “You mean I’ve fallen into their trap?” Dixon asked.


      “In all likelihood,” said Stern. He had his hands folded. He was relentlessly composed. He had never given a better performance. Dixon, in the meantime, stroked his chin thoughtfully. He sighed, pulled his nose; he shook his head.


      “You think I should plead guilty, don’t you? That’s what you said last time.”


      “If one is guilty, that is always an alternative that merits serious consideration.”


      “So what’ll happen to me? What kind of deal can you cut?”


      “The usual wisdom is to attempt to buy freedom. Negotiate for a heavy financial penalty and a lesser prison term.”


      “How much time?”


      “These days? With the federal sentencing guidelines, probably three years.”


      “And when do I get paroled?”


      “There is no longer parole in the federal system.”


      “Jesus.”


      “Very harsh.”


      “And I voted Republican,” said Dixon. He smiled stiffly. “How much do I have to give them to get this three-year bargain?”


      “One can only estimate, Dixon. Certainly millions. God only knows how much Stan Sennett will want you to forfeit. Probably some large portion of the value of your interest in MD. It will be very costly.”


      “Hmm.” Again he gripped his chin and, unpredictably, smiled. “They can’t forfeit what they can’t find, can they?” This thought, of what was hidden in the Caribbean, seemed to fortify Dixon for a moment. Silvia would be well provided for. Stern saw his logic.


      Dixon lit a cigarette.


      “If you do not mind, Dixon, it would give me a better sense of our negotiating position if I had an idea of what actually transpired.”


      “You already know,” he said, but ran through it quickly: how he was informed of large orders to be executed in Chicago and immediately called the central order desk to place front-running trades in Kindle. He described his use of the house error and Wunderkind accounts to gather and shelter the profits. “Pretty fucking clever,” concluded Dixon, “if I do say so myself.”


      “What about that account, Dixon—Wunderkind? What was that?”


      “Just a corporate account. I’d had it set up for this.”


      “And what was John’s role in all of this?”


      “John? John is a lunkhead. He did what I told him. John would think it was raining if you pissed in his eyes.” Dixon looked at his cigarette and tapped his foot; he was wearing smooth Italian shoes of taupe-colored leather. He seemed at ease.


      “A man of your wealth, Dixon. It is—”


      “Oh, don’t start moralizing, Stern. That’s the markets, okay? Down there, we eat our young. Everybody does it. Shit, the customers do it—the ones who know what’s up. It’s humanity in the jungle. I got caught with my hand in the cookie jar, that’s all. I want to move on. I want to get this fucking thing over with.” He slapped his knees and looked at his brother-in-law directly—ruddy, vital, still handsome, Dixon Hartnell, colossus of the marketplace. “I want to plead guilty,” he said.


      Stern did not answer.


      “Okay?” asked Dixon. “What time is it? Give those assholes a call, will you? While I still have my nerve. I want to hear the sound of Sennett, that pompous son of a bitch, falling over from shock.”


      “I believe, Dixon,” said Stern, “that you seek to deceive me.”


      Dixon jolted visibly.


      “Me?”


      “Just so.”


      “You’re crazy.”


      “I believe not.”


      Dixon’s mouth hung open a bit.


      “You’ve been talking to that girl, haven’t you? What’s her name? Krumke.”


      “Alas, Dixon, your antics have cost me the confidence of the government. I have not been speaking with Ms. Klonsky.”


      Dixon stood up. He walked around the office, waving his cigarette.


      “You want me to bleed, don’t you?”


      “I would welcome the truth, Dixon. If you care to tell it.”


      Wandering, Dixon paused at Stern’s spot by the window and looked down to the river, spangled and living in the morning sun.


      “There are some things about that account.”


      “Which account is that?” Stern asked.


      “Wunderkind, Inc. Whatever we called it.”


      “Yes?”


      “That was John’s account. Or it was supposed to be. I didn’t want to move money into an account that would trace to me. So I asked him to open one. You know, a corporate account, because of exchange compliance. It can’t be in his name. The KCFE has a rule that member employees can’t have their own accounts.”


      “So whose name did you use, Dixon?”


      Dixon turned around. He was in extreme discomfort.


      “Kate. She signed the account papers. In her maiden name. I’m sure she didn’t know a damn thing about what was going on. Goofball just told her to sign by the x.”


      “And what did John obtain by accommodating you in this fashion?”


      “Oh, he’s the village idiot. I ask him to jump, he says, How high. He wants to be a floor trader. He was waiting for me to promote him. Look, he’s a kid. He’s a noodle. You bend him in whatever shape you want. I told him to do things, he did them.”


      “You did not promise him even a penny in profit?”


      “I never talked to him about it. Frankly, I think he’s too dim-witted to ask. And there never was any profit, anyway. Not for long.”


      “Yes, Dixon, explain that to me. You stole money and then lost it?”


      “It was Las Vegas. Who cared? I lost, I got more. It was a fucking amusement, Stern.”


      “In which you embroiled my daughter and my son-in-law—your niece and nephew. A crime of curiosity in which you proposed to hide behind children—my children?”


      Dixon did not answer. He returned to the sofa and fired his lighter for another cigarette.


      “Did you not estimate, Dixon, that John would tell the government about that account and how it was established?”


      “Yeah, I estimated,” he said. “I just wasn’t real eager to tell you.” Dixon lay back and extended his feet. “I have the records at home. I’ll bring them in.”


      “Did you fear, Dixon, that I would lose respect for you?” He delivered the remark perfectly—a rapier thrust; cold steel.


      “Oh, go fuck yourself, Stern. I’m sorry—I did it, I’m guilty, and I’m pleading guilty. I’ll have a long time to repent. So call the goddamned prosecutors and let’s get this over with.”


      With one arm over the sofa back, Dixon blew smoke rings in the air.


      “You are guilty of a great deal, Dixon. But, regrettably, not this crime.”


      Dixon sat up straight.


      “Are you frigging out of your mind?”


      “I believe not. You are innocent, Dixon.”


      “Oh, please.”


      “Dixon, you are telling me precisely what you believe the government thinks.”


      “You’re right about that.”


      “Which you know to be a lie.”


      Dixon, brought up abruptly, did not answer at first.


      “A lie?”


      “Let us leave aside, Dixon, the question of motive. You insist that a rich man might steal as willingly as a poor one, and that is often the case. But explain this, please. You tell me that you inveigled John into establishing this account so that, if the day ever came, blame might fall on someone other than yourself. And yet, when the government became aware of the account, you hid the records from them.”


      “So? I’m not quite as big an asshole as I thought I was. Besides, I told you: I wasn’t real interested in explaining that one to you.”


      “I feel, Dixon, that you had other motives.”


      “You’re smoking dope, Stern.”


      “Tell me, Dixon, according to your explanation, how is it that the government learned of any of this in the first place? Who is the informant, Dixon?”


      Dixon shook his head no. As if he had never even pondered the question.


      “Who do you think it is?” he asked.


      “After a great deal of reflection, I have concluded that it is Margy, and that you have known that all along, perhaps even directed her activity.”


      Dixon was absolutely still. His eyes, a lighter shade tending toward gray or green, moved first.


      “You’ve lost your fucking mind. Completely.”


      “I believe not.”


      “You really are a piece of work,” Dixon said. “Do you know that? You badger me for months to tell you about this. You cross-examine me. You send me frigging motions. You threaten my secretary. And now, when I finally suck it up and let you know what’s going on, you call me a liar and make some wild-ass accusation that came to you in a hallucination. Go fuck yourself, Stern.”


      “A wonderful speech.” Stern raised both hands and clapped once.


      “I’m pleading guilty.”


      “To an offense you did not commit?”


      “Look, I’m not taking any more of this crap. You’re my lawyer, right?”


      “At the moment.”


      “Well, I want to plead guilty. Make a deal. Those are your orders. Instructions. Whatever you call it.”


      “I am sorry, Dixon. I cannot do that.”


      “Then I’ll fire you.”


      “Very well.”


      “You think I won’t do this? I’ll do it without you. The city is full of lawyers. They all work for pay. It’s like blood on the water. I’ll have six by the end of the day.”


      “You are not guilty, Dixon.”


      Dixon wrenched his face and his voice tore from him at top volume.


      “Goddamn you, Stern!”


      It was like a cannon blast. Somewhere in the still building Stern could hear movements. Down the hall, a door opened.


      “You smug, insufferable little son of a bitch. Has there ever been a minute in your life when you didn’t think you were smarter or better than I am?” Dixon had a wild look. He had come within a few feet of Stern, and Stern was afraid for an instant that Dixon might strike him. But at last Dixon turned away and bent toward the safe.


      “Leave it be, Dixon. I remain under subpoena. The safe is my responsibility.”


      Hot rage, nuclear in its intensity, radiated from Dixon’s look, but he stepped away.


      “Can you fucking imagine?” he asked before he left.
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      “Stern here.”


      “It’s Sonny.”


      He greeted her warmly, asked how she felt. With her voice there was still, if more distantly, the same storm of feeling. Far-off thunder. He looked at the clock built into the telephone. Another of his gadgets. It was well past five.


      “Listen,” she said. “I just got the most bizarre call. Your client. Mr. Hartnell. He told me he wants to come in to have a meeting with me.”


      “Ignore him,” said Stern at once.


      “I tried. I told him I couldn’t talk to him, because he had a lawyer. He said he fired you. Is that right?”


      After a pause, he told her he was not certain precisely where they stood, that Dixon was extremely emotional at the moment, feeling the stress. “If I withdraw, however, I shall not do so before he has substitute counsel. I must insist, Sonny, that the government not deal with him directly.”


      “Well, Sandy, I don’t know. I mean—”


      “I am not criticizing you.”


      “I understand.”


      Most judges would react adversely if the government proceeded. With Stern professing that the client was in turmoil, the court would feel that the prosecution had taken unfair advantage. Even Sennett would not take the chance. His case was strong. Why put it in jeopardy? Sonny, no doubt, was making the same calculations.


      “I’ll talk to Stan,” she said at last. The usual exit from a difficult pass. “Do I take it Mr. Hartnell might be interested in a plea?”


      “I would advise him against that,” said Stern. “Most emphatically.”


      “You’re bluffing,” she said. He could hear the tricks in her voice, the humor. She could not keep herself from a certain  bonhomie. She relished being on the same footing with him, proving herself. She was kind enough, however, not to press further. “What about the safe?” she asked. “Have you and Marta talked about our proposal?”


      “What is it you want?” Stern asked. He remembered, of course. It was merely a lawyer’s device, one of a thousand, hoping the terms might somehow improve when they were repeated. They did not. She offered the same deal: produce the safe and an affidavit that its contents were undisturbed. So here was that moment again, the everyday of the lawyer’s life. It was, after all, only a signature. Who besides Stern would know?


      “I believe, Sonny, that I shall not be able to comply.”


      “Look,” she said.


      “I understand.”


      “I don’t think you do. Stan has very strong feelings.”


      “Of course.”


      “Oh, man,” she said. She pondered. “I don’t like where this is going, Sandy. I really don’t. Is your client aware that we can prove he controlled that account? You know, Wunderkind?”


      “I cannot tell you what I discussed with my client, Sonny, but I have not breached your trust. I hope you would not assume otherwise.”


      “I know that. I meant—” she said. “Listen, I have to think this through—If I can see my way clear to let you tell him, do you think that would make a difference?”


      “You are very kind, Sonny. But it would make no difference at all.”


      She hesitated, deliberating. From her silence, he was sure she was lost.


      “Sandy, this is nuts. If you think that someone in this building is going to be afraid to put Sandy Stern in jail—”


      “I harbor no such illusions. I assure you.”


      “And there’s nothing else anybody can do?”


      He waited with the thought, unwilling to prevail upon her again. He had done that in Dulin, and in the end there had been considerable emotional cost to them both.


      “What?” she asked.


      “No matter.”


      “What?”


      He sighed. “The informant.”


      She made some sound with her tongue. “What about it?”


      “I take it you still do not know the identity.”


      “I couldn’t tell you if I did.”


      “Of course not.”


      “So?”


      “I believe the United States Attorney has taken particular delight in duping me. I suspect you will find that your source is someone with whom the government knows I have a relationship, one that naturally tends to place that person above my suspicion.” He weighed saying “a client,” or even giving her Margy’s name, but the more specific he was, the more difficult this would become. As she said, she could never confirm an identity. “If my suspicions are misplaced, I would very much like to know that.”


      “And that’s important to you? In connection with this? The subpoena?”


      “Critical,” he said.


      “I’m not making any promises,” she said. “If I find out, I find out. I don’t know what I’d do.”


      They waited on the line. It amazed him again—she was such a strong, fine person.


      “How is your life?” he asked. He dared not be more precise. Your marriage. Your husband.


      “Better,” she said.


      “Good,” he told her.


      “Yeah,” said Sonny, and waited. “But the law sucks,” she told him before she put down the phone.
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      “STATE YOUR NAME, PLEASE, and spell your last name for the record.”


      “My name is Alejandro M. Stern. The first name is A, l, e, j, a, n, d, r, o. The last name is S, t, e, r, n.”


      “M?” asked Klonsky. She would perhaps never wholly resolve her curiosity about him.


      “Mordecai.”


      “Ah.” She absorbed that stoically and went back to her notes.


      Sonny ran through the usual preamble, one Stern had read in dozens of transcripts. She told him that he was before the Special March 1989 Grand Jury—March being when they had been impaneled—and provided a one-line description of investigation 89–86, which, she said, concerned “alleged violations of Title 18, United States Code, Section 1962.” She also mentioned that Stern was not a target and that his lawyer was outside, available to consult with him.


      “And her name is Marta Stern, same spelling?”


      “Yes,” said Stern. He spoke to the court reporter seated before him, Shirley Floss, who formerly had worked in Judge Horka’s courtroom: “M, a, r, t, a.” Shirley smiled as she typed. Proper spellings were the moon and stars of a court reporter’s life.


      Stern sat in the witness chair, inside the grand jury at last—thirty years of curiosity finally satisfied. Beside him, behind the façade of the raised walnut bench, were the grand jury foreperson and the secretary, two middle-aged women selected from among the grand jurors for this largely ministerial function. A small desk, shared by the court reporter and Klonsky, was immediately before him, and arrayed beyond in the small, tiered room sat the remaining grand jurors: the League of Nations, all races, all ages. Two older men slept; a young thuggish man, with heavy side-burns and long, greasy hair, read the paper. Some listened abjectly. A slender, attractive, middle-aged woman sat with a pad, taking notes for her own benefit. There was no window, no natural light.


      “Where do you reside, Mr. Stern?”


      He gave his home address, and in response to the next question answered that he was an attorney. Sonny moved to the table.


      “Mr. Stern, I show you what the court reporter has marked as G.J. 89–86 Exhibit 192. Do you recognize it?”


      It was the subpoena she’d served on him. One hundred ninety-two exhibits, Stern thought. John had been a busy fellow. No question, the investigation was nearly complete, indictment was near. Klonsky established Stern’s receipt of the subpoena and had him read the text aloud.


      “Now, Mr. Stern, do you have in your possession, custody, or control the safe referred to?”


      “I decline to answer.”


      “On what grounds?”


      “The attorney-client privilege.”


      Klonsky, who expected this, turned to the grand jury foreperson, a gray-haired woman with glasses.


      “Ms. Foreperson, please direct the witness to answer.”


      Abashed by the thought of a speaking part in the drama that occurred routinely before her, the foreperson barely glanced at Stern and said simply, “Answer.”


      “I decline,” said Stern.


      “On what grounds?” asked Klonsky.


      “As stated.”


      Sonny, who up until now had been proficient and formidable, appeared to have second thoughts. Her pregnancy had progressed to the point that it had wholly erased her usual solid grace. She waited before him, with her own thoughts and a rankled look. “Mr. Stern, I advise you that I shall have to ask the chief judge to hold you in contempt.”


      “I intend contempt for no one,” said Stern.


      Klonsky asked the grand jurors to recess so that Stern and she could proceed to Chief Judge Winchell’s chambers. The grand  jurors were more or less familiar with this trip, since they strolled down the block en masse and appeared before Judge Winchell  each week to return indictments. Stern, now and then, had seen them coming, a covey of happy executioners. It was a function to them, $30 a day, part of the customs of the law as arcane as the habits of the Chinese. For the defendant, it was often the end of a respectable life.


      Sonny threw open the jury room door, and Marta, dressed in a dark suit and nylons—nylons!—peered inside.


      “What’s up?” she asked her father.


      “We are on our way to see the chief judge.”


      On her face, Stern saw his own reflective Latin expression, accepting the inevitable.


      The group—Sonny, Sandy, Marta, and Shirley, the court reporter, who was also required—waited silently in the corridor for the tardy elevators of the new federal building.


      “I called Stan,” said Sonny. “He’ll meet us there.”


      The U.S. Attorney was going to smite his staff and call for justice. It was evident that to a degree Stern had never fully appreciated Sennett hated his guts. Shame, spite, humiliation; the bitter yearning for self-respect. Human beings, thought Stern, were such pitifully predictable creatures.


      The small party walked down the teeming avenue in the summery heat. Shirley had packed her machine and notes in a small case, and toted it along on one of the little wheeled carrying racks that airline stewardesses use for their luggage. She talked to Stern about her children. The youngest, in college at the U., hoped for a career in radio and TV. Sonny and Marta, in spite of themselves, got along admirably. They had finished law school at virtually the same time and had mutual acquaintances. A fellow named Jake, a law school friend of Marta’s, had clerked with Sonny in the court of appeals.


      Sennett, in his flawless blue suit and perfect shirt, waited for them in the judge’s anteroom. As they walked through the door, the U.S. Attorney was, literally, studying his nails. He shook Marta’s hand, and Stern’s. Feeling somewhat surly, Stern did not return his greeting.


      After a minute, Moira Winchell’s door opened and the chief judge swept a hand to usher them in. She was in a straight skirt, and her hair, more and more visibly shot through with gray, was held back by a headband today, so that she looked  a bit schoolgirlish.


      “Well, I can’t say I’m happy to see any of you.” She called out the side door for her own court reporter.


      The group was seated again at the judge’s conference table, solid as a fortress. The light of the day fell through the heavy windows, long parallelograms of brilliance that gave the rest of the room a kind of prison gloom by contrast. Pure metaphor, thought Stern of the association.


      “On the record,” Judge Winchell said to her court reporter. “Mr. Sennett, I take it you have a motion?”


      Stan raised a hand to Sonny, who drew out of a manila folder a short written motion which had been prepared in advance. It asked that Stern be ordered to reappear before the grand jury and to respond to the questions he had refused to answer. Reappearance was required because the grand jury had no power of its own to compel him to respond. It was only for violating the judge’s order to answer that Stern could be found in contempt—and jailed.


      Moira put the motion aside.


      “All right, let’s hear what happened. This is the court reporter?”


      Shirley was sworn, and read from the narrow stenotype pad in a singsong voice, stumbling at moments as she interpreted the symbols. The judge’s court reporter, Bob, sat beside Shirley, taking it all down on a machine of his own.


      “Answer by Mr. Stern,” she read at the conclusion, “‘I intend contempt for no one.’”


      Stern saw Sennett, at the foot of the table, frown. Stan was not buying any.


      “All right, Ms. Stern,” said the judge, careful with her record. “What do you say to the motion?”


      “We object, Your Honor.” Marta said that whether Stern had received or retained the safe were both questions that implicated communications with his client. She asked for a week to present a brief in support of that position, and Sennett, speaking for the  government today, objected in his usual tone of suppressed vehemence. Briefs were unnecessary on this issue, he said, and would unfairly delay the grand jury’s final action. Marta fought back bravely, but the judge eventually sided with the government. She would never tolerate briefing each question Stern was asked.


      “If you have cases, I’ll read them right now,” the judge said.


      Marta did. From her briefcase, she removed photocopies of various judicial opinions speaking to the breadth of the attorney-client privilege, and passed copies to the judge and the prosecutors. The company, including the two court reporters, sat silently while the judge and the lawyers read.


      Stan clearly remained intent on indicting quickly. Yesterday morning, Stern had received a letter from the Department of Justice granting him an appointment with the Organized Crime and Racketeering Section at 9 a.m. next Tuesday in Washington, D.C. If it went as usual, the meeting would be brief, polite, and entirely perfunctory. By two weeks from today at most, prosecution would be approved and Dixon Hartnell would be a former powerhouse, become instead the carcass for a three- or four-day media feeding. That Thursday morning the business pages would banner the rumor of his imminent indictment, as the result of a leak from the man at the end of the table. Then, following return of the charges that day, Stan would hold a news conference and read his press release with a still-eyed intensity that would make him appear properly tough when his sound bite flickered up on the evening news. On Friday morning the indictment would command the front page here, and probably an item in the Journal and The New York Times. Following that, the weekend papers would run a lengthy rehash, comparing Sennett’s initiative in combating corruption on the Kindle County Futures Exchange with others around the nation, or, even worse, recounting the tragic rise and fall of Dixon Hartnell.


      And while his reputation was devastated, the actual bricks and mortar of Dixon’s business life would begin to collapse. Competitors would vigorously woo Dixon’s stunned clients, and key employees would start freshening their résumés. In light of the RICO charges, a restraining order would be entered at once, tying up all of Dixon’s visible assets, so that Stern would have to call Klonsky for permission before Dixon could cash a check for spending money. The reporters would lurk outside Dixon’s home and call him on his private line at work. And Dixon, everywhere, would see some reflex of aversion or harsh judgment pass behind the eyes of each person he met. To Stern, this remained unfathomable—it was impossible to think of Dixon brought so low or, more pertinently, being able to soldier on in the face of such disgrace.


      “Here’s what I think,” said the judge. She had finished reading Marta’s cases and apparently was not even going to allow argument. “I think these opinions are not on point. In this circuit, under decisions like Feldman and Walsh, an attorney must make a specific showing in support as to each question asked or item sought for which the privilege is claimed. The privilege must actually, not potentially, apply. From this I conclude that the privilege does not protect Mr. Stern or any other witness from answering whether he has a subpoenaed item in his possession. Otherwise, the court and counsel might become embroiled in lengthy proceedings that are, in reality, pointless. Accordingly, Ms. Stern, I am going to overrule your objection and order your client to answer. Now.” The judge laid her long hands on the tabletop. She wore no jewelry other than a slim wedding band, and her nails were unpolished. “I would like to know whether or not your client intends to respond, since I’d rather have some time to reflect before dealing with any contempt. Why don’t you use my study to confer?”


      “I think she’s right,” said Marta as soon as she had closed the door to the study.


      “Of course, she is,” said Stern. The room was compact—probably the quarters for a scrivener when the building was first erected. There was a wall of books, and various photos of Jason Winchell, and also a dog, an Irish setter, in the phases of its life from puppyhood to mothering a litter. The dog’s eyes were green and eerie in the light of the flash as her pups suckled beneath her. “Your desire is that I answer this question?”


      “That’s my advice,” said his daughter.


      They returned to the table. Marta said that Stern would answer. The prosecutors showed nothing, but the judge nodded. She was pleased.


      “All right, now,” said the judge. “What’s the next question going to be? I’d like to avoid wasting the grand jurors’ time—I don’t want all of you trooping back and forth repeatedly.”


      “Well, what’s the answer to the question?” asked Sennett.


      The judge looked at Stern, and Marta raised a hand to prevent her father from speaking.


      “I believe my client will indicate that he has the safe in his possession.” Marta knew this much, having seen the safe in the office again. But Stern had kept to himself what had further transpired between Dixon and him, and Marta, to her credit, had not inquired. She took seriously her father’s obligation to maintain Dixon’s confidences.


      With the news that Stern had the safe, Sennett wheeled about and gave Klonsky a look. Perhaps he had been betting against that. Sonny did not respond. In the grand jury, she was businesslike, but now, confronting the consequences, she was considerably less animated and seemed increasingly withdrawn from the proceedings, which Sennett was conducting more or less on his own. She was paler, showing less of her usual rosy glow. Stern could not help thinking of Kate or taking small comfort from what he viewed as signs of Sonny’s sympathy.


      “Next question,” said the judge again.


      “The next question,” said Sennett, “is whether the safe, including its contents, is in the same condition as when Mr. Stern received it or whether, to his knowledge, anything has been removed.”


      Marta started to object, but the judge was already shaking her head. One question at a time, she told Sennett. He whispered to Klonsky, who somewhat listlessly shrugged.


      “The question,” he said, “is whether, to the best of Mr. Stern’s knowledge, anything has been removed from the safe since the time the subpoena was served.”


      This, regrettably, was a clever improvement. As reframed, the question followed the lines of the judge’s prior ruling and went no further than asking whether Stern had maintained possession of what had been subpoenaed from him. Sennett was working in increments. If Stern answered that nothing had been removed since Sonny served him, Sennett would attempt to move back to the time Stern had received the safe. That might be more objectionable. Of course, Stern realized, he was never going to answer the first question.


      “All right now, Ms. Stern, any objection to that question?”


      “Asking him if he knows,” said Marta, “doesn’t distinguish between what his client might have told him and what he has learned on his own.”


      “We’ll limit the question to exclude any communications with his client,” interjected Sennett.


      “So the question, then,” said the judge, “is, leaving aside client communications, does Mr. Stern know of anything removed from the safe since the time the subpoena was first served upon him”


      Sennett nodded. That was the question.


      “Any further objections?” asked the judge.


      Stern whispered to Marta: Assert privilege. She did, stating that the question still called upon knowledge gained in the attorney-client relationship and might reveal the attorney’s own mental impressions.


      “Very well,” said the judge, “I’ll overrule those objections. This question, no less than the one before it, simply deals with what is and is not in respondent’s possession, without regard to client communications. Therefore, I’ll order Mr. Stern to answer. Again, I’d prefer to know now whether he intends to respond.” The judge once more gestured grandly to her study.


      “No,” said Stern when they were alone.


      “Daddy!”


      “I shall not answer.”


      “Why not?”


      “I cannot respond.” There was a small sofa, a love seat of heavy brown tweed, and Stern fell down upon it. He suddenly felt quite tired. Marta remained on her feet. “You told me before he took the safe that he’d never let you open it.”


      “True,” said Stern.


      “So you don’t know if anything has been removed.” Marta stared at her father. “How could you know?”


      He shook his head—he would not answer.


      “Come on,” she said.


      Stern glanced up at the walls—the judge had various citations there, a medal from a woman’s group. As Stern would have guessed, she kept a cluttered desk here in her private space.


      “If I were to answer,” said Stern, “that to my knowledge the contents of the safe are not the same, what would transpire?”


      “They’d ask you what’s missing, how you know it’s gone, who had access to the safe, where it was located, whether you know who’s got what was taken.” Marta was counting off the questions on her fingers.


      “And would our privilege objections to such questions be sustained?”


      “Maybe. To some of them. It depends how you know.”


      “Perhaps to some. But certainly Judge Winchell would require that I state who had access to the safe or where it may have been located.”


      “That’s a reasonable guess,” Marta said. “Are you really telling me that he took something out of there and you know it?”


      Once more, he refused to answer her.


      “Dad—”


      “Marta, if I testify that Dixon took the safe, that Dixon returned the safe, and that some item is missing, what inference will the prosecutors and the grand jury draw?”


      “That’s obvious.”


      “Just so,” said Stern. “And thus I cannot indulge this line of inquiry. I shall not give answers that imply wrongdoing by my client. Nor, frankly, have I any intention of responding to questions from anyone about the safe’s contents.”


      “On what grounds?”


      Stern, baffled, thought an instant. “The right to privacy.”


      There was no such thing in criminal proceedings. They both understood that. Marta studied her father. Stern knew the internal race taking place, the mind dashing ahead of the emotions. Somewhere, if she was nimble enough, there was an argument to be made that would persuade him, save him from himself. Her small dark eyes were intent.


      “You’re not being asked any of those questions now,” she said. “All they want to know is whether the contents of the safe are the same. Yes or no. If you have a problem later, we’ll deal with it then.”


      “I refuse. Once we start down that road, there is no logical stopping point.”


      Marta groaned. “What was in the safe?”


      Stern shook his head.


      “How do you know?”


      He shook his head again.


      Marta watched him with the same driven concentration.


      “Aunt Silvia,” she said at last. “She told you. You’re protecting her.”


      “You are brilliant, Marta, but not correct.”


      “I don’t understand this,” Marta said. “I don’t understand what you think you know. And I don’t understand your loyalty to him. Don’t you hate him? After all the stuff he’s pulled?”


      Stern hesitated.


      “Come on,” said his daughter.


      “I have a duty to Dixon. The government can seek evidence against him in every other corner of the world, and seems to have done so. He is entitled to know that his lawyer will not join the melee.”


      “You don’t have a duty to violate court orders. This is a matter of personal philosophy, not law.”


      “So far as I am concerned, Marta, this is not discretionary. And if it were, I would not use the legal system to settle my differences with Dixon.”


      Frustrated, Marta threw down her hand.


      “What about the Fifth?” she asked suddenly.


      “No,” said Stern. “In my judgment, Dixon has no Fifth Amendment rights in these circumstances.”


      “No, no. What about you? You can be innocent and assert the Fifth. If you disclose that something was taken while you were under subpoena, you might be incriminating yourself. You’ve got a Fifth.” Marta was excited. She had convinced herself this was the solution.


      Resolutely, Stern differed. If he did as Marta wanted, the prosecutors would promptly obtain a use immunity order dissolving his Fifth Amendment rights. Nothing would have been gained and the judge would feel taunted by the desperate tactics.


      Defeated, Marta sat down beside him.


      “I don’t understand this. How can you do this to yourself, just to suit him?”


      “If I were to suit your uncle, I would commit perjury and solve all my problems. Perhaps I am simply too much of a coward to adopt that approach.”


      “Daddy, please. If you confront her in an area like this, where we have no legitimate grounds to resist, she’ll put you in jail.”


      “Then that is what will occur.”


      His daughter looked at him for some time.


      “Jesus Christ,” said Marta. “And you complain about him as a client. What was in the goddamn safe?”


      He shook his head again.


      They returned to the table. The judge and the court reporters were chatting about movies.


      “All right, on the record,” said the judge.


      Marta folded her hands, placed them squarely on the table before her, and announced that Stern would refuse to answer the question posed, on the grounds of the attorney-client privilege and the Sixth Amendment’s guarantee of the right to counsel. The judge, the prosecutors, even the court reporters took a second to absorb this.


      “Move contempt,” said Sennett at last.


      “My client believes that the government is attempting to use him as a witness against his client,” added Marta.


      “Whether that is true or not,” said Judge Winchell, whose eyes were cast to the floor, “he must answer. Neither the attorney-client privilege nor the Constitution allows him a basis to refuse.”


      “He will not respond,” said Marta. She leaned toward the judge with erect posture and an implacable look. She betrayed not an iota of doubt. Marvelous, Stern thought, in spite of everything else.


      The judge covered her eyes with one hand.


      “Well,” she said at last. “I will reflect on how this contempt should be addressed, assuming it takes place. And I’ll listen carefully to arguments.” She straightened up. “But I want you to know, Mr. Stern, if you persist, my present intention is to remand you to the custody of the marshal, and I will leave it to the court of appeals to determine whether my order should be stayed while they consider the matter. And I also caution you that I will not terminate your grand jury appearance. You will have to go on answering the prosecutors’ questions, or refusing, as the case may be.”


      Judge Winchell had fixed him with her icy tough-guy look. No friendship. No bullshit. No symphony intermissions. They were now in the heartland of Moira Winchell’s judicial existence—her rightful authority. Sharing this look with considerable apprehension, Stern managed to nod.


      In silence, the party proceeded back down the street to the new federal building. A block away, Stan broke off. He had a luncheon speech to deliver. No doubt it disappointed him not to be there to see the marshals clap on the cuffs, but there were at least forty-five minutes more and Stan, always precise, did not have the time. He said a word or two to Klonsky and left them to proceed ensemble in the noontime heat, the sounds of downtown construction and traffic banging about them.


      Outside the grand jury room, the jurors were lounging, drinking coffee, gabbing, smoking their cigarettes. Sonny raised a hand to round them up.


      She stood with Stern and Marta before the door.


      “I know this is a matter of principle for you,” she said to Stern. She put her hand on his, a mildly shocking gesture in the surroundings. “But I think this is a mistake. Please reconsider.”


      In the grand jury room, Stern resumed his seat. Klonsky read the first question from her notes: Was he in possession of the safe?


      “I am.”


      She studied her pad again.


      “Leaving aside client communications, does Mr. Stern—strike that—do you know of anything removed from the safe since the time the subpoena, G.J. 89–86 Exhibit 192, was first served upon you?”


      “I decline to answer.”


      Sonny peered at him, pale, grim.


      “State the grounds.”


      They were quickly finished. The grand jurors groaned when Klonsky called another recess.


      Marta was standing immediately outside the door. “Shit,” she said as it opened.


      Klonsky asked Barney Hill, the grand jury clerk, to call Judge Winchell’s secretary to tell her they were on the way back. The four of them headed out onto the street. Marta lagged behind with Stern, and spoke to him heatedly.


      “Now I’m going to beg and plead. I’ll use everything—thirty years of service in this court, Mommy’s death, everything. And I don’t want any back talk. Do you hear me?”


      He nodded to her, smiling a bit, and marched down the street, shockingly free of apprehension or doubt.


      The judge’s staff knew what was transpiring and went quiet as soon as they entered. The secretary called in to the judge to announce their return, but the door to the chambers remained closed, and the four of them—Stern and his daughter, Klonsky and the court reporter—waited in the judge’s anteroom. Sonny, if anything, appeared paler. She took the lone seat across from Stern, her lips drawn into her mouth, her jaw gripped firmly, while she stared into space. She was, Stern thought to himself, in a kind of remote observation, so terribly pretty. Then Bud Bailey, one of the deputy marshals, blundered through the door, a sweet bald-headed oaf, with his gun and uniform and jangling keys. His arrival jarred Stern, like a note of music misplayed.


      Bailey greeted both Stern and Klonsky by name, then looked at the judge’s secretary. “She rang?” Sonny had sat up tensely with Bailey’s appearance.


      The secretary sent Bailey in first. He would be getting instructions about taking Stern into custody. Stern had imagined all this and felt well girded. He would be escorted to the marshal’s lockup, a mesh-fenced holding pen on the third floor which looked much like a birdcage for human beings. He would sit  there for an hour or two. If the motion judge in the court of appeals did not rule promptly, he would be transported by jail van to the federal correctional center. There he would be asked to disrobe completely, then searched from head to toe and made to bend over while the guard examined his anus with the beam of a flashlight. Afterwards, he would be given a blue jumpsuit. He would not be inside long. They had drafted the petition for a stay last night; Marta had it with her and would go at once to the twelfth floor to file it. Marta and he had contacted George Mason, president of the county bar association, a figure of prominence, who promised to attempt to get his Board of Governors to file an amicus brief. In any event, Mason would organize dozens of lawyers who would join in a petition to the court of appeals. The court, most surely, would order Stern’s release and set an expedited schedule for briefing and arguments. To proceed with the appeal, Marta had already insisted on deferring to Mason, a decision with which Stern agreed. The question, of course—the real question—was what he would do once the court of appeals ruled against him and he was required to respond in the grand jury or return to jail.


      Klonsky suddenly spoke up in the silent office.


      “You still want to write a brief for Judge Winchell?” she asked Marta.


      “Sure.”


      “I think you should write a brief,” said Sonny. “I think our discussions have persuaded me that there are serious issues.”


      Marta blinked once. “Sure,” she said again.


      Stern began to speak. What discussions, he was going to say, but his daughter dug her hand into his sleeve and spun about with a harsh look that bordered on violence. She mouthed the words distinctly: Shut Up.


      Stern turned from her. “Sennetl will fire you,” he told Sonny.


      “Goddamn it!” said Marta.


      “This whole thing is sick,” Sonny said. The remark was directed to no one in particular: a final conclusion. Stern had no idea who it was that she meant to condemn, but her judgment was firm. She focused on Stern. “You were right, you know. Do you understand me?”


      He did not at first. Then it came to him: the informant. That was what had upset her—seeing Sennett’s duplicity, his mean, clever game.


      The door to the judge’s chambers opened then. Bud Bailey was standing behind Moira Winchell.


      “Sandy,” she said, even before the company was over the threshold, “Bud will go with you to the grand jury. When you’re done, he’ll keep you in custody in his office until the court of appeals rules on your petition for a stay. That’s the best I can do.” Even Moira Winchell, firm and unflappable, was somewhat undone. Her head moved about in the loose wobble of an old lady as she told him she could do no more.


      Marta spoke up then. She and Klonsky, after discussion, had agreed there were serious issues. The government now would agree to a week’s adjournment in order to allow Stern to file a brief.


      “Oh, really?” said Judge Winchell. She turned to Klonsky. “Mr. Sennett had seemed so intent.”


      “He may not agree with me,” said Sonny. “If he doesn’t, I won’t be here next week.” She smiled vaguely at her own irony.


      “Do you want to speak with him?” asked the judge.


      “He can’t be reached,” she said.


      “I see,” said the judge. Moira knew she was getting a message of some kind. “Off the record,” she said. “What’s the deal?”


      Stern, his daughter, Sonny exchanged looks among themselves. No one answered the judge.


      “Your brief Monday, response Wednesday, a reply if you wish when you appear Thursday morning, 10 a.m.,” said the judge, pointing at, Marta, Sonny, then Marta again. She looked once more at the three silent lawyers, then shrugged at Bailey, the marshal. “It’s a secret,” she said.
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      AS A CHILD, Peter was a sleepwalker. These were horrifying occasions. Because Clara tended to turn in early, it was usually Stern who had to deal with the situation. Once, Stern found him about to head out wearing his hat and mittens, although they were in the steamy depths of summer. Another night, Peter came down and practiced the clarinet. One other time, Stern heard the bathwater running. Assuming it was Clara, he only happened to peek in to find Peter lying in the tub in his pajamas. He remained fully asleep, the water a shining frame about his dark, serene face. The advice in those years—probably still today—was not to rouse him. Stern pulled him from the water gently, stripped off his clothes, and dried the lean young body, then dressed his son again. In these states, Peter responded to instruction like a magician’s assistant in a trance. Walk. Turn left. Turn right. He was, however, incapable of speech. It was a disturbing sight. Like waking the dead. The private theater of dream and sleep were not stage enough to relieve Peter’s inner forces. They needed, literally, to be acted out. After the bathtub episode, Peter reported he had dreamed he was dirty.


      It was the thought that Peter ought to be allowed to share his burdens which had brought Stern, late Thursday afternoon, to the rehab’ed apartment building where his son lived. After his adventures in the grand jury, he found himself too distracted for work. He was concerned about Klonsky, who, in her dismay over Sennett’s high-handed tactics, might have placed a black mark on a promising career, while emotionally Stern felt some need to take advantage of his reprieve. Eventually, his mind turned to Peter. Near three, he had called his son’s office, where the staff reminded Stern that Peter had no hours on Thursdays. Next he tried him at home. He was there apparently—the line was busy—and after failing to get through on a number of tries, Stern decided to go ahead while his courage remained high. He wanted no confrontation. No fussing. His manifest assumption was to be that Peter was well-meaning and bound by professional obligations. But Stern had decided it was best to get this out in the open. He preferred to have no other distractions when he proceeded to the calamitous showdown that he was headed for sooner or later with John and Kate. That one, he feared, might blow the Stern family to smithereens; they would float through space like an asteroid belt, pieces of the same matter, within the same orbit, but no longer attached. Only Marta might see things her father’s way in the end, and even she would be somewhat divided.


      Stern stood in the lobby’s dim light, attempting to correlate the name with a button. “4B P. Stern.” There. In Stern’s opinion, this was a desolate part of town, south along the river. It had been formerly the habitat of skid-row bums and mission houses, until the developers had arrived here in force about five years ago. The old churches, the printing plants, even the unused former train station were turned into loft apartments, but the area did not quite catch on. The streets were empty; there was little planting, no children. A few of the reprobate bums would get soused and return here out of habit or confusion and lie in the sandblasted doorways, their grimy heads against the shining brass kickplates of the refinished doors. Apparently, the denizens here were all like Peter, young and childless, happy to trade the convenience of a location adjoining the Center City for other amenities.


      A pretty young woman came into the lobby. She carried her cleaning and was dressed in full urban regalia—a blue suit, aerobic shoes for the walk from the office, and yellow headphones. The inner lobby door was activated by some electronic-card pass which she drew out of her handbag. Stern pressed the button for Peter’s apartment and, as the young woman held the door, entered. Climbing the stairs—none of these buildings had elevators—he once more prepared himself. No scenes, he promised himself. He knocked on his son’s door. After a moment, Peter’s face appeared in the seam allowed by the chain lock between the frame and the paneled door.


      “Dad.” All the usual emotions swam across Peter’s face: discomfiture, surprise. Oh God, this—this eternal nuisance.


      “May I come in?”


      Peter did not answer. Instead, he closed the door to sweep aside the chain. Was there the sound of movement inside? There was no one else when Peter threw the door wide. The young man himself was dressed in a spandex cycling outfit—a garish top and black knickers, with lime blocks of reflective material running down his flanks, and little low shoes. Peter’s blondish hair was rumpled after his ride. His bike, with the black headgear strung along the handlebars, was propped near the doorway, as much a part of the furnishings as anything else.


      “Jesus, Dad, why didn’t you call?”


      He explained that he could not get through. “There are matters,” said Stern, “that I wish to discuss.”


      “Matters?” asked Peter. They were still standing near the doorway and Stern looked into the apartment hopefully and actually took a step farther inside. It was only a little better than a studio. The kitchen and dining room and living area were merged, with a single bedroom and bath behind the common wall. The decoration was modest—opera posters and bright furniture filled with polyfoam, inexpensive modern stuff. Peter still did not invite him to sit. “What kind of matters?”


      “Concerning your mother,” said Stern. “I am hoping to have a candid discussion with you.”


      Peter virtually winced. Perhaps it was the subject—or more likely the notion of an open exchange with his father. Ignoring his son’s lack of hospitality, Stern wandered farther into the living room, looking about. “Very nice,” he said. He had been here  only once, after the closing, when the place was empty and entirely white.


      “Look, Dad,” said Peter, “I’m kind of into something right now.”


      “I do not anticipate a lengthy discussion, Peter. I suspect I shall have rather more to say than you, and that is not very much.”


      “What about?”


      Stern, at last, helped himself to a seat on the foam sofa.


      “Peter, I have long suspected that you were concerned for more than your own emotional well-being when you urged me not to allow an autopsy of your mother.”


      Peter stared straight at him, his blue eyes and gaunt face still.


      “Frankly, I was thrown off when I visited you at your office,” said Stern. “You seemed so easily convinced that I had come there because a new partner of mine had this problem. I realize now that your theory was that I had been infected before, sub-clinically, and was the one who had actually passed this on to my new acquaintance. That was why you insisted on such a rigorous course of testing.”


      Watching with a frantic, disbelieving look, Peter suddenly held up both hands.


      “Dad, not now.”


      “I am not here to criticize you. On the contrary, I believe—”


      Peter leaned down to his father and spoke with a determined clarity.


      “Dad, there’s somebody here. I have a guest.”


      With that, on cue, a distinct cough was emitted from the bedroom. There was no mistaking the sound, either.


      It was a man.


      “I see,” said Stern. He stood up at once. As resolved as he was to resist this, a response of dizziness, sickness gripped him. This lifestyle, choice—whatever it was called—remained beyond him. Not the acts, but the very philosophy. Stern, in truth, did not care much for men. They were rough, sometimes vicious, and generally unreliable. Women were far better, except, of course, they frightened him. “Well, we must speak soon,” said Stern. He attempted to look at his son, but failed by a fair margin and instead let his eyes fall to the toe of his shoe. There he saw a briefcase, the visitor’s no doubt, resting against the block of laminate that passed for the coffee table. The case was zippered, blue vinyl, with a large brass tag hanging from it. Stern had seen the case before. With that realization, he felt an outbreak of something else—panic, riot, emotion out of control: the man was someone he knew.


      “Look, we’ll have dinner,” said Peter.


      “This evening?”


      “Not tonight. But I’ll call.” Peter rested a hand on his elbow.


      It was, of course, weak and sick. There were secrets he could live without knowing, were there not? Life’s compulsions were hopeless. Obliquely, Stern glanced back at the briefcase. The tag was an enlargement of the man’s business card—Stern had seen these items before—but it was not visible from here. He let Peter lead him two steps to the door.


      “Sometime this week,” said Stern. “Soon after, I may be in jail.”


      “Jail?”


      “An interesting story.”


      Peter at once waved a hand. He did not want to know—or to have his visitor hear it. With that, that clue, there was a sudden pulse of alarm. Stern let his eyes shift to the case again. With the gift of farsightedness, the tag might be legible.


      And it was. Not the name, actually. He recognized the crest. When he did, Stern pulled his arm free from Peter’s grasp and bent to be sure he had made no mistake.


      “Oh, shit,” said Peter behind him.


      Stern stood up and covertly pulled on the hem to straighten his jacket, a courtroom gesture that he used before confronting a difficult witness.


      “Agent Horn,” said Stern loudly. “Show yourself.”


      “Oh, shit,” Peter said again, more despairingly.


      Stern did not bother to look back at his son. He was watching the bedroom door.


      “How do you say it, Agent? ‘Don’t make me come in there to get you’?”


      Kyle Horn, in his sport coat and white shoes, stepped into the living room. He was chewing gum, trying to smile.


      “Hey, Sandy,” he said.


      When Stern finally glanced about, Peter had taken a seat on his sofa and was looking out the window toward the far distance, where he no doubt wished to be. Horn, shameless, had continued smiling. Stern was erect as a soldier.


      “Please tell the distinguished United States Attorney for me that it will be a most interesting set of motions.”


      Horn at once shook his head.


      “We didn’t do anything wrong. Nobody’s rights got violated. You can just cool it.”


      “I shall not ‘cool it.’ Any person of decent sensibility will be deeply offended. To use counsel’s son—the target’s nephew—as an informant?”


      “It was all done right,” said Horn. He approached Stern briefly and snatched his case from near Stern’s shoes. “You’ll see.”


      “I shall never see,” said Stern.


      Horn was near the door. He pointed to Peter, a form of goodbye.


      “Stay in touch,” he told Peter.


      “What can I say, Kyle? ‘Shit happens’?”


      “Hey,” said Horn as he opened the door. He actually winked. “Life,” he told Peter, “is full of surprises.”
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      “ I’M NOT SORRY,” Peter said to his father. “It was the right thing to do. So don’t give me your disdainful look.”


      Peter held his father’s eye a second, then moved away. From his refrigerator, he removed a bottle of soda, pulled off the cap, and sat alone at the small butcher-block table, where he drank down the contents. When he belched he covered his mouth, then appeared to concentrate on the wall.


      Stern eventually followed him into the kitchen, a narrow whitewashed space built with typical late-century efficiency, the toaster and microwave slotted beneath the cabinets. Stern swung his dark suit jacket over the back of the wire-mesh chair opposite Peter’s and sat. His son glanced at him once or twice.


      “Peter, I believe I am representing an innocent man.”


      Peter removed something from his tongue and stared at his fingers.


      “He hasn’t told you anything, has he?”


      Stern reflected. “Very little.”


      “That figures. I couldn’t imagine you were holding back for tactical reasons.” He was still not looking at his father. “I was pretty sure you didn’t know.”


      “I know enough, Peter, to believe you have been spreading lies.”


      Peter turned to him then.


      “Don’t make judgments,” he said. “You don’t understand how it happened.”


      Neither spoke. The compressor clicked on in the refrigerator and a bus wheezed by down in the street. Peter flexed his jaw about ruminatively.


      “About five or six weeks before Mom died,” said Peter, “Kate comes to see me. One morning, before school. She’s forty-five minutes in traffic and as soon as she gets here she does a beeline for the John and I hear her retching. So the great diagnostician says, ‘You know, maybe you’re pregnant.’ And she answers, ‘I am. That’s why I came. I need the name of a decent place to get an abortion.’


      “I’m like, what? And so she tells me this long, involved story. About John. How he thinks he’ll never be anything that matters. How inferior he feels in this family. You know, everything we’ve all thought to ourselves a million times. And how, because of that, and because of her, too, he’s done something really stupid at work. Really, really stupid.


      “He had his heart set on becoming a floor trader. I guess his idea was that if he could show some ability, he was going to ask you and Mom to put up the money so he could rent a seat. But Uncle Dixon wouldn’t really let him near the pits. John kept asking. But Dixon thought the same thing about him as everybody else: dumb as a post. And he’s not. He really is not.”


      “Apparently not,” said Stern. Peter, absorbing his father’s dry tone, actually smiled.


      Kate, Peter said, believed no one would take John seriously until he could demonstrate that he had made money trading. So she suggested they open an account at MD. He was right there on the central desk. He could put in his own orders. It would be almost as if he were in the pits. Kate signed the forms. They both knew that employees of member firms weren’t supposed to trade, but it was a minor infraction, Peter said. Everyone did it.


      “And they call it Wunderkind because that’s what he is, you know, in their heads, that’s who they figure he’ll be.” Peter dwelled on the thought. “I guess he’d promised her he could scrape together $5,000 to get started, but neither one of them is making much money, and so, eventually, he got another idea.”


      The idea was trading ahead. He’d put in small orders here when he knew that big orders were going to be executed in Chicago or New York. And he’d learned enough when he’d worked in MD’s operational areas to know how to use the house error and Wunderkind accounts to hide the profits.


      “He promised himself that he was only going to do it once or twice, just to get himself started. Famous last words from the penal colony, right?” Peter asked.


      “Those,” said Stern, “and ‘Just one more time.’”


      “Right.” Peter actually laughed for a second. Then he sobered himself and went on. “Obviously, the front-running worked. But when he traded, the money was gone like that.” Peter snapped his fingers. “He decided he didn’t have enough capital to handle the ups and downs in the market. What he needed was real money. So he traded ahead again, say thirty times, and picked up $300,000 in a month.”


      “And why did he simply not buy his seat on the Exchange at this point?” asked Stern.


      “Why didn’t he do a lot of things?” Peter smiled, in a way. “I think basically he was afraid to. He couldn’t explain to anybody where the money came from. And, frankly, he still didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground as a trader. He’d have lost the seat in a week. He wanted to try to stay even for a couple of months.”


      “And how much, may I ask, did your sister know about this?”


      “Kate?” Peter leveled a hand. “Obviously, she knew about the Wunderkind account. But she didn’t know where the initial money came from. Not yet.”


      “Not yet,” said Stern, mostly to himself.


      Peter removed two more bottles of soda from the refrigerator, and plunked one, uncapped, in front of his father. It was French mineral water, a brand Stern had never heard of, savored with a rose-petal aroma. Stern asked for a glass.


      “I take it John lost the $300,000?”


      “Right. He did a little better, but eventually it was gone.”


      “And so he stole again.”


      “If that’s what you call it.”


      “That is what I call it,” said Stern. “That is what a prosecutor would call it. And that is what a judge would call it when he or she committed John to the penitentiary.”


      Peter, in front of the white cabinets, turned about.


      “Look, Dad, I spent summers down there. I’m not making excuses for him, but it’s like nothing really exists. It’s all numbers on a scoreboard. That’s all. You trade ahead of customers, in ten or twenty lots, you don’t hurt a soul. Not really. It’s against the rules  because if everybody did it the  customers  would get maimed. But one guy? No harm. It was found money. And it’s money that a lot of people down there have found. You think Dixon never traded ahead of a customer?”


      “No one has ever cited Dixon as a moral exemplar.”


      “That’s for sure,” said Peter with a flash of the same hard light he had shown when he said he wasn’t sorry.


      Stern told his son to go on.


      It was at this point, Peter said, that Kate found out. There was a confession, said Peter, lots of tears.


      “She makes him promise that he won’t do it again. He’s ripped off another 275 K by now, and he reassures her. No way. No chance. He’ll never have to do it again. And promptly goes right into the dumper in the market. So he’s down to his last twenty, thirty thousand, and he makes The Big Mistake. He hears all these rumors about left-handed sugar. You know about that?”


      “Enough,” said Stern.


      “John thinks he’s got inside dope—he bets the ranch that the world sugar market is going to collapse. And he gets creamed. Destroyed. The market goes up so fast he can’t even get out. When the smoke clears, not only has he lost every penny in the Wunderkind account, he now owes MD $250,000 to pay for the losses in the value of the positions over and above his equity.”


      “Enter Dixon?” asked Stern.


      “Almost,” said Peter. “First, John panics. You can say anything you want to about what he did, but it was low risk. Different Exchanges? And the best bean counter in America couldn’t follow the paper trail between the error account and the Wunderkind account without someone to help him. But now, with a quarter-million-dollar deficit, he’s in deep. Obviously, they have no money. And he can’t like come to the family for a loan. So he takes what seems to be the only alternative. He starts trashing all the records that show who owns the account—you know, the idea is that way they can’t find him. He zaps the computer system, he cleans out the files here. He fries up the microfiche. Unfortunately, the duplicate fiche is in Chicago. John had actually called a clerk there with some bullshit and had him ready to send the dupes, but the clerk asked what’s-her-name first. Who’s in charge there?”


      “Margy Allison.”


      “That’s it.” Margy, Peter said, called Dixon, who by then had heard from MD’s accounting department about the Wunderkind account and its sizable deficit balance. Dixon told Margy to send him the records John had requested. When he summoned John to his office two days later, Dixon had the pages he’d printed out off the fiche and the account statements spread across his desk.


      “He had John sit down in one of those Corbusier chairs he’s got, the deep square ones with the stainless-steel frames? Then he gets hold of John by the tie, puts his knee in his chest, and beats the living crap out of him. Quite a scene, apparently. Dixon’s big, but he’s not John’s size. But John lies there like a lump, bleeding and crying, just sort of begging.”


      Peter grabbed a bit at his rumpled hair. Dixon by then had written his own check for the deficit in the Wunderkind account. He preferred that to admitting to his best customers, the ones who had placed the large orders John had traded ahead of, that no one noticed while an employee—worse yet, a relation—had stolen them blind. And he couldn’t simply write off the debit without drawing a great deal of attention from his in-house accountants. It was all one pocket or the other, anyway, and to cover himself with the customers, Dixon preferred to keep this quiet.


      “But, of course,” said Peter, “Uncle Dixon was tear-ass. John’s fouled his nest, put the whole business in jeopardy, and Uncle Dixon announces that John’s going to pay for it, Dixon-style. Big speech. ‘You are now my fucking slave.’” Peter thrust his elbows out in imitation of Dixon and rumbled on; he was an able mimic. “‘You’ve seen your last raise or bonus in this century, and you’ll do anything I decide you’ll do, whenever I want. You’ll be a floor runner or a window washer or the guy who cleans the latrines, if that’s what I say. And if you ever think about leaving, or so much as crap crooked, I’ll ruin you. I’ll take the hit with the customers, and I’ll call the CFTC, the FBI, George Bush, anybody I can think of, and I’ll tell them this has been laying heavy on my soul, and I’ll beg them to fry your ass.’ And to back it up, Dixon makes a big show of taking all the account records and throwing them in his personal safe and telling John that they’re always going to be there.”


      “John believed Dixon would carry through?”


      “You bet your life.”


      Stern thought about Margy’s story and the legend of Dixon’s wrath murmured among his employees. Dixon, no doubt, was convincing when he bragged about his own cruelty.


      “In fact, Uncle Dixon says, on second thought, he will turn John in. He’s going to turn him in tomorrow. Tomorrow comes and he says it’ll be the day after that. Then he’s back on the fence. And so this is John’s life. He works on the order desk. Then, when everybody’s gone, Dixon finds something humiliating for him to do, like sort the trash. And then every other day Dixon says he’s thought it over, the best course for him is just to drop the dime on John. One day he calls John to his office, while he phones the CFTC Enforcement Division and has this long chat about error accounts. He gets hold of a photo of John and draws bars across it. He even gives John the draft of a letter that Dixon says he’s sent to the U.S. Attorney. Every day, it’s something else. My beloved uncle is practicing extreme mental cruelty. Hard to believe of him, of course.”


      Stern, tempted to comment, said nothing at all.


      “So that’s where this thing is when Kate comes to see me. John is in Uncle Dixon’s prison, which by now, he figures, is ten times worse than the real thing. At this point, Kate and he have decided the only thing John can do is bite the bullet: John will call the FBI and confess and go to prison, and Kate will terminate her pregnancy. This is their life plan. And nobody’s kidding. All right?”


      Peter finished his soda and burped again. He nodded to his father.


      “Did you think perhaps,” said Stern after a moment, “that I might be helpful in an arena in which I have worked for most of my life?”


      “First of all, Dixon was your client, which means he was an object of religious worship. And second, what the hell would you do?”


      “Obviously, I would speak with Dixon.”


      “And how would you prevent him from going to the FBI? That’s what he said he’d do. That would leave John without even the benny of having turned himself in.”


      “I would ask Dixon not to do so.”


      “And he’s always done just what you wanted, right?” His son had lifted his face to a haughty angle. Peter was an angry young man, no doubt about that. Life deeply dissatisfied him—people failed him in all respects. He was not gay, Stern suddenly thought. He was, rather, oddly misanthropic. He rendered help out of some sense of superiority or noble duty, but he expected—perhaps even enjoyed—disappointment, time and again. He had full faith in no one. In this, Stern realized, to a greater measure than he wished, Peter was his son.


      “I thought about this for a long time. I went to dinner out there and I talked to Kate and John all night. I took Dixon’s little letter to the U.S. Attorney home with me, where he’d laid out the whole scam. I kept going over the details. And then, of course, I figured out the answer. The obvious fucking answer: John should go to the FBI. But…” Peter, maestro-like, had lifted both hands.


      “Yes?”


      “But blame Dixon. Say it was all Dixon’s show. John was minorly involved, just the flunky.”


      They looked intently at one another.


      “Very clever,” said his father at last.


      “I thought so.” Peter smiled stiffly, for effect. “Of course, there were a few problems. For one thing, John could never carry this off. Not on his own. He didn’t have the nerve left to walk down the street by himself, let alone bullshit the FBI.”


      “So you volunteered?”


      “Yes.”


      “You became his representative.”


      “Right.”


      “His defense lawyer,” said Stern.


      Peter did not answer; it was clear, however, that he had never thought of it this way.


      “Is that truly, Peter, how you imagine this business is conducted?”


      “Oh, spare me,” he said. “I sat at your dinner table too long. How many people have you gotten immunity for who were lying their asses off and blaming whoever the government wanted to hear about?”


      “Far fewer than you apparently imagine, Peter. And in any event, whatever fictions were spoken I had not created.”


      “No? Were they ‘fictions’ you really believed? I know. You’re just the lawyer. If the client has the balls—or the brains—not to tell you he’s lying, you pass him along without comment. And how many of those little fairy tales have you helped shape?”


      Peter was the son. He knew his father’s life well.


      “There are distinctions, Peter. I think as little of your presumption in this matter as you would, were I to perform open-heart surgery.”


      “Look,” said Peter. “It was my sister.” He resumed once more his aspect of inspired anger. The challenge was there: my sister. Your child. They stared again at each other.


      “So you called the FBI,” said Stern.


      Peter met Kyle Horn in the lobby of a downtown hotel. They adjourned to the men’s room and searched one another for electronic devices. Then Peter made his proposal. He was uninvolved himself, but he knew a man. The man had a boss who was one of the biggest names at the KCFE. There was a scam. The man was involved—at the bottom, not the top—and he was scared. He would tell all—but only for immunity and a promise that Peter’s part in arranging this would never be revealed. Take it or leave it, Peter told him.


      “And the government agreed?”


      “Not at first. I had to meet Sennett. They made me go over the whole thing about four times. Finally, I let them interview John in person. All hush-hush, since they wanted John to be able to stay undercover. But I could see they would go for it from the day I gave them Dixon’s name. They actually made jokes about RICO’ing the place and calling it Maison Stan.”


      Maison Stan, thought Stern.


      “Did they know you were my son?”


      “I told them.”


      “They must have been very amused.”


      “I suppose. Mostly, they were concerned. None of us knew for sure who Dixon would use as his lawyer, but once you showed up I got all kinds of bulletins and memos and guidelines arid crap about never discussing the case with you. Which I’ve followed. For the last three weeks they’ve been telling me I’ve got to stay away from Marta, too, and I have.


      “We all sort of panicked when what’s-her-name, Margy, sent out that memo saying you were going to talk to the people on the order desk. But Sennett had figured for a while that they were going to have to subpoena John to keep his cover, so they did it then and told you that you couldn’t represent him. Pretty cute, huh?” Peter smiled faintly. Stern did as well. All deserved. They had run rings around him.


      “I take it that Mr. Tooley was another player in your farce?”


      “More or less. I suggested him and Sennett thought that was great. I think at one point Stan told Mel not to ask too many questions, which was fine with him. He’s not your biggest fan.”


      “Indeed not,” said Stern. Peter had located all his father’s foremost antagonists and joined league with them. In the midst of everything else, Stern was stung by the thought, and he stood, walking across the tiny kitchen to the counter. For some reason he found himself recalling the early years, when the children were piled with pillows and blankets into the back of the current sedan and the entire family went to the drive-in for a movie. Only Peter of the three children remained awake. Even at the age of six or seven, he would watch the entire show, entertaining his parents with his curiosity about the world of adults, while the girls pressed their tiny hands to their faces and slept.


      “You know you have inflicted terrible misery on your uncle.”


      Peter’s eyes lighted on him briefly, holding the same hard gleam.


      “I told you I wasn’t sorry.”


      “You believe Dixon deserved this? For what—his treatment of John?”


      “For lots of things. He’s lived a piggish life.”


      “I see,” said Stern. “For what other grave sins of Dixon’s were you attempting to deliver retribution?”


      Peter was silent. Eventually, he looked away.


      “Help me with the chronology, Peter. When, exactly, did Nate Cawley tell you about your mother’s condition? Clearly, it was near the time of these events.”


      Peter, using his thumb, peeled the paper wrapper off his soda bottle. He was worrying his head somewhat, disappointed about something.


      “Nate told me last week he talked to you about Mom. He swore he kept me out of it.”


      “He did not mention your name,” said Stern. “As I said when I arrived, I have been mulling over the circumstances.”


      Peter shrugged indifferently. He was not certain he believed his father, but that was beside the point.


      “He felt someone in the family had to know, because of the state she was in. He figured I was another doctor, you know. He wanted me to keep an eye out and my mouth shut. Needless to mention,” said Peter, glancing fleetingly at his father, “he thinks he made a rather serious error.”


      “Nate has been hardest on himself, Peter. He even believed that I might sue him. Did you know that?”


      “I knew.” Peter nodded. “I thought it was possible, frankly. If you got the whole story. I figured you’d regard it as the height of irresponsibility that he involved me rather than you.”


      Stern meditated an instant on Peter’s dim hopes for him. They expected, inalterably, the worst of each other.


      “On the contrary, I believe it was prudent. I am certain you did your utmost. You were a devoted son, Peter, to your mother.”


      Peter puckered his lips a bit at the final words, but said no more.


      “And how had you divined what Dixon’s role was in your mother’s illness?”


      Peter looked up. “I’d taken a medical history from him. Remember? I was his doctor. After I talked to Nate, I checked my notes. The dates matched. He had gonorrhea, too, in Korea, did you know that?”


      It had not come up in discussion, said Stern.


      “He thinks it made him sterile,” Peter said. It was a thought, a professional observation. With it, he walked into the other room and sat down on the blue foam sofa. His bravery, his moral certitude seemed to be flagging. His look was turning abject.


      “So, when you heard about John’s dilemma, it was not entirely accidental that you began to consider how this might be turned back against Dixon.” Peter did not answer. Stern approached from the kitchen. “It was gallant of you, Peter, to fight your mother’s battles. Not to mention mine.” Stern, standing, took a moment to turn a dark countenance on his son, then moved to the window. Evening was coming through a great rosy sky. The last of the near-town commuters were in the street now, a stream of isolated persons carrying home, from various fancy shops, dinners which they would eat in silence, alone. “And may I now demand the last piece, Peter?”


      “Which is?”


      “How was it that your mother came to learn of this scheme to accuse Dixon?”


      In his surprise, Peter let forth a brief sound—part laughter, part groan.


      “You’re smart,” Peter said to him. “I’ll always give you that.”


      Stern dipped his head in appreciation. “And the answer?”


      “She could see how distraught Kate was. She knew something was wrong. Finally, she pried some of it out of her. Kate told her what John had done at MD. And that I was trying to work it out. No details.”


      “And of her pregnancy Kate said what?”


      “Nothing. Not a word. She still wasn’t positive she wouldn’t have to terminate.”


      Slowly, Stern nodded. That would fit.


      “Anyway, so Mom came to see me, to find out what was going on. I told her she shouldn’t worry about it. But naturally that didn’t satisfy her.”


      “And so you informed her what you had done?”


      “Yeah. Eventually.”


      “Thinking what? That she would be delighted? That she, of all people, would share your desire for vengeance on Dixon?”


      “You don’t have to try to make it sound so ludicrous.”


      “Oh, I see your logic, Peter. You carried in Dixon like a cat out mousing and laid him at your mother’s feet. And her reaction—shall I guess?—was horror.”


      “Horror,” said Peter. “I tried to explain it to her. You know. That it was the best thing for everybody in the end, but she wouldn’t hear it.”


      “And how far along had your plan proceeded by then?”


      “Pretty far. Sennett’d met John. It was just about a done deal. I’d refused to let him take a lie detector, but we’d agreed that he’d stay undercover at MD and wear a hidden tape recorder—what do they call it? Wear a wire.”


      “On Dixon?” By the window, Stern was still. “And what was to happen when your uncle was tape-recorded denying any role in the scheme?”


      Peter looked at him at length. “You still don’t get it, do you?”


      Weary of being derided, Stern closed his eyes for an instant and searched in himself for restraint.


      “I had to explain it to Mom, too. The idea wasn’t to get Uncle Dixon for what John did. I mean, he didn’t do it, after all. I knew he would deny it. He’d say it was all John’s doing. And John would say Dixon was scared and was trying to save his skin by blaming the whole thing on him. It would be a pissing contest in the end, a flatfooted fucking tie. There’d be nobody to prosecute because the government would never know which version was true. Everybody’d just go on. With no jail. And no torture. It was a decent solution for both of them.”


      “But?”


      “But he kept his mouth shut. Uncle Dixon did.”


      “Why?”


      Peter threw both hands in the air.


      “You ask me? You’re his lawyer. I don’t know what’s going on. I sit awake at night. I just can’t believe it’s gone as far as it has. Have you got any idea?”


      Stern pondered, reluctant to speak.


      “I have suspected for a few days now that he is assuming blame that properly lies with John and Kate. I cannot imagine what would move him to do that, particularly given what you tell me.” He turned back to the old double-hung window, the frame lumpy with generations of paint. “And what happened to this plan to tape-record Dixon?”


      “That’s why they were trying to subpoena him. In March? They were sure he’d go running for John as soon as he was served. It was a setup. John was wearing the equipment for two weeks. But the agents could never find Dixon. And once they did, he wouldn’t talk to John. I mean, not even hello or goodbye. There hasn’t been word one between them in months. Uncle Dixon just gives him his killer look—John is still terrified. Sennett figures you’d warned Dixon not to go near him.”


      “Need I ask, Peter, how Agent Horn was finally able to find your uncle to serve him that day?”


      “No, you needn’t ask. They were supposed to catch up with him outside, as he came in.”


      Stern shook his head. How pitiful it was. He returned to the kitchen for his suit coat.


      “You’ve placed yourself in enormous jeopardy, Peter. If the government is ever able to piece this together, you will join your brother-in-law in prison.”


      “Oh, I was scared at first. But the three of us talked about what would happen if it all went to shit.” Peter smiled wanly. “How do they prove I knew John was lying?”


      Peter had learned a good deal in those years sitting at his father’s dinner table with his bored, superior look. When his children were young, Stern would look at them, arrayed at that table, with such gratitude—they were all clever, all healthy, all pleasing to the eye. They had every good fortune, he thought.


      “They were never really skeptical,” said Peter. “After they went out to the bank and confirmed that Dixon had written the check to cover the debit on the Wunderkind account. They never seemed to figure there could be any other reason he might do it. And, of course, Dixon had the records that showed who owned the account, and was hiding them. And what’s-her-name even lied for him in the grand jury. It looked pretty convincing,” said Peter.


      “You are referring to Margy?”


      “Yeah. Kyle says that after the indictment they’ll give her a chance to ‘refresh her recollection.’” He made the quotation marks in the air.


      Stern straightened the sleeves on his coat. His son, reconsidering everything, sat with his head in his hands. Occasionally, Stern was called upon to represent young people—sixteen, seventeen, eighteen years old, children really—who had taken part in events so heinous that they would be tried as adults. The most recent example was Robert Fouret, a sulky college freshman who, stoned on something, had put his father’s Porsche in drive rather than reverse and crushed his waiting girlfriend against the garage wall, killing her. In these circumstances Stern always felt for the parents, wealthy people who had retained him in the hope that he could repair all damage, and who discovered in time that not even a favorable sentence would still the reverberations of great wrongs. It was the parents who saw clearly, helplessly, the way the excesses and impulses of youth, stupid empty-headed acts, childish compulsions acted out in an instant, could burden and even extinguish the opportunities of a young life. Stern saw this, too. But he spared himself, at least for the moment, that anguish.


      For the moment, all that made itself clear was that his son and he had reached a point of termination. Within, in his own emotional theater, some final curtain had come splashing down. No doubt he had responsibilities here; he would suffer intensely when it came time to assess blame. But for now he knew that the years—the virtual half of an adult lifetime—of recriminations, of ambivalent efforts with Peter were past. He would greet his son always with absolute cordiality—he owed his mother’s memory that much—and he knew that they would forever regard one another with pain. But something essential was over; he was done, he saw, awaiting improvement, acceptance, or change.


      He was ready to leave now, but he had learned in the law that the pronouncement of judgments mattered, perhaps more than anything else.


      “Peter, I shall say this once. What you have done is unforgivable. It is wholly immoral. And, as important, you have risked unlimited misery for everyone in this family.”


      Peter took this in quietly, but finally made a sound to himself and once or twice bobbed his head.


      “That’s what Mom thought. She was terrified. It was the dumbest move of my life, telling her.” Peter looked up. “I’m sure it was the last straw.” His face was divided by a visible palsy, a tremor of contained emotion. It came to Stern then, a clear realization that, whatever the impact of the awful judgments which Peter applied to others, he afflicted them most severely on himself. He had bid his mother, the dearest soul in his life, farewell for eternity, with her parting expression one of withered hope and dashed beliefs. There was no denying biology. Stern found himself terribly moved by his son and his now interminable anguish.


      He stepped toward the door.


      “What are you going to do, Dad? What’s going to happen?”


      Peter, like sons always, still wanted to believe that his father was a man of infinite resources, perfect solutions. Just now, however, Stern had no ideas at all.
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      MARTA RETURNED HOME sometime after ten. From his recliner in the solarium, Stern heard her enter, humming faintly, off-key. Alone among the Stern family, Marta had had a good day. She came back from the courthouse ebullient. ‘Even she couldn’t stand it,’ said Marta about Klonsky. She was thrilled to think she had converted a prosecutor. Back at the office, she had called George Mason with the news, then dictated their brief to Judge Winchell. Finished with that, Marta asked, offhandedly, if there were cases around the office on which she could lend a hand while she was looking for a job. Pay by the hour. Stern, after a moment’s reflection, decided his thought was too hopeful and referred her to Sondra.


      By the afternoon Marta had set herself up in the one empty office and was examining the flood of files recently received in connection with the new government fraud case, writing longhand or chatting happily on the telephone whenever Stern wandered by. Marta seemed to live her life like an appliance. Plug her in anywhere and she operated on full current. His daughter amazed him, but his soul still soared at the thought of having her company. They would continue this way for some weeks. He would be himself, and hold his breath. And would this prospect even have been possible had Clara lived? No, he decided after an instant, not really. There were many reasons Marta suddenly found the tri-cities attractive, and not the least of them, in all likelihood, was the fact that her mother was gone. So, he thought, goes the heartsore arithmetic of human events. Loss and gain.


      Now, in the solarium, he closed his eyes when he heard her approach. “Are you asleep?” she whispered. He could feel her creep close, but did not stir. Tonight he was not prepared for any further commerce with his children, even Marta. He remained inert, listening as she trod the stairs. He had no thought of sleep, no inclination. Around one, he moved to the kitchen and sat under the green glass shade over the breakfast table, sipping sherry, as he had the night Clara was discovered. He was past judgments for the time being. Nor was he absorbed yet with the trigonometries of possible solutions. Instead, he sat, deliberating, taking stock, mourning again, up to his chin in the heavy glop of something like heartbreak, which held him fast as quicksand.


      Near 5:30 a.m., he crept upstairs, showered, and dressed. He percolated coffee and warmed a roll from the freezer. Then he headed downtown, to the refuge of work and the office. He entered through the back door and stood still. There was, once more, some faint sign of disturbance.


      Dixon was back.


      He was on the sofa in Stern’s office, upright this time, but asleep. His fancy loafers were off, carefully paired, not far from where the safe still remained, and he had slept with his legs crossed at the ankle. He wore a raw-silk sport coat—the air conditioning had apparently been left on high overnight and the room was chilled—and his arms were thrown out wide along the top of the nubby off-white fabric of the sofa cushions. His chin rested on the bold pattern of his tropical shirt.


      Stern stood before the dark glass of his desk, silently lifting the stacks of papers from his attaché case.


      “You must have thought that was pretty goddamn funny the other day.” Dixon spoke clearly, but he had not moved. “That bullshit with the safe? ‘You deceive me, Dixon.’” He opened his eyes. “Like you’re some fucking oracle.” Putting a hand to his neck, he craned his head about. “You must have been laughing your ass off. Since you’d already pawed through the thing.”


      “Ah,” said Stern. Silvia. A breach of security.


      “I got a bill from the guy who fixed the back door. You should have heard your sister. ‘Oh, that’s from Alejandro.’ La di da.” He had briefly adopted a falsetto. “Like, Oh, didn’t I mention that my brother hired a goon to kick the door in. Four hundred bucks, by the way. I expect you to pay.”


      Dixon had his fearsome, lightless look and a haggard appearance. He was unshaven  and visibly weary; his eyes seemed shrunken within the dark orbits. Reminded, he asked Stern to dial his home. Stern pressed a button on the speed dial and handed him the phone, while he left to put up coffee in the small kitchen down the hall. When he returned, Dixon was just bidding Silvia goodbye.


      “Your sister says you and I have to stop meeting like this.” Dixon laughed. Silvia’s humor was awkward, but Dixon adored it. “I see you’re not in jail.”


      Stern lifted both hands to show off his entire large form.


      “I called Marta,” said Dixon. “She said your girlfriend there, what’s-her-name, saved your ass.”


      “For the time being,” said Stern. “Festivities will resume next week. Will you come to visit me?”


      “Visit you,” muttered Dixon. “What’s your game, Stern?”


      “My game?” He revolved fully to consider his brother-in-law, a courtroom turn. “Have you found another lawyer, Dixon?”


      “I don’t want another lawyer. I changed my mind.”


      “You need another attorney, Dixon. A lawyer and client must have confidence in one another.”


      “I have confidence in you.”


      “But I, Dixon, have no confidence in you—in your character or your motives. You are a vain, disloyal, deceitful man. You are a terrible client and, if you care, a wretched friend.”


      Dixon blinked a bit and rubbed his eyes.


      “I’m not a friend,” said Dixon finally. He still had no idea what was going on, and he smiled weakly. “I’m a relation. You can’t get rid of me.”


      “On the contrary. I am exhausted by the mysteries of your affairs. And your disdain for me.”


      “Disdain?”


      “Among the legion of resentments I bear you, Dixon, I believe that none is greater than this: there is no person in the world who has better insight into Clara’s death than you. And you have kept those details to yourself. Undoubtedly for your own good, to serve some misbegotten and bewildering personal agenda.”


      “You’re jerked off because I didn’t mention that check she gave me.”


      Stern did not answer.


      “And there’s really a simple explanation.”


      “Dixon, you are about to lie to me again.”


      “No,” he said, with his frozen innocent look.


      “Yes.”


      “Stern,” he said.


      “You owe me some regard, Dixon.”


      “I have a lot of regard for you.”


      “Dixon, I may be befuddled for the remainder of my lifetime about your motivations, but I have no doubts about Clara’s. I am one of those Jews who can do arithmetic. Almost $600,000 stolen by trading ahead and $250,000 plus lost in the deficit in the Wunderkind account equal somewhat more than $850,000, which is the amount of the check Clara wrote against her investment account at River National. My wife was paying the debts her son-in-law incurred in the brokerage account her daughter had opened. And I would be pleased if you would not affront me by denying what is obvious.”


      “All right.” He nodded once and began to pace, his mind clearly racing. “She knew John and I were both involved. She thought maybe I’d be willing to take all the heat myself. And she offered to pay the costs.”


      “A lie!” Stern slammed shut his case. Long-suffering, pusillanimous, he was suddenly on the rim of a smoking volcanic rage with Dixon. “Dixon, you may have convinced Margy long ago with that folderol about how you and John were secret conspirators and that you deserved all the blame, but I am well aware that you were never involved in this crime.”


      “Margy?” Dixon stopped. “I thought she was high on your shit-list.”


      “I have reevaluated.” Stern was tempted to add a further word in her defense, having spoken in error about her when he and Dixon last met, but he remained convinced that somewhere along she had agreed to follow Dixon’s bidding in what she told Stern. ‘Leave the kid out.’ He could hear Dixon saying it. “You may as well know, Dixon, that I have heard the entire tale: how you decided to spare your business and impose punishment yourself, and how you were informed against as a result.”


      Dixon waited, stood still, then finally retreated to the sofa to assess this new development. He removed his sport coat and threw it down there and, after further reflection, sat down beside it himself.


      “As you conceived of matters originally, Dixon, how long was John intended to remain in your purgatory?”


      Dixon jiggled a hand, as if something were in it. He was still manifestly uncertain about telling the truth.


      “No time limits,” he said at last. “As a matter of fact, I told him straight out that two or three years from now I’d probably go to the government and burn him, anyway.”


      “Apparently, he believed you.”


      “He should have,” said Dixon. He gave his brother-in-law another direct and lightless look, the smoke of the conflagration still darkening his expression until he broke it off in order to reach for a cigarette. He tamped the filter repeatedly on the glass of the desk. “Of course, the big jerk never told me his wife was pregnant.”


      “Would that have made a difference?”


      Dixon shifted his shoulders, not certain. “Probably. I might have thought a little more about the corner I was painting him into.”


      “And Clara?” asked Stern. “I would like to hear about your last meeting with her. How long before she died did it occur?”


      “Three days? Four?” Dixon looked at his cigarette. “There’s nothing special to tell. She showed up with that check. Like you say, she wanted to pay his debts. I told her not to bother. I wasn’t having any. I wanted his ass, not a check. That’s all. She insisted on leaving it. So I threw it in the safe. That’s the whole story.”


      “That’s hardly the whole story, Dixon.”


      “Yes, it is.”


      “No, Dixon. You were tempted to surrender John to the prosecutors. And not only lost your nerve but stood mute while his freedom was traded for yours. A remarkable transition.”


      Dixon Hartnell had come of age in the regions where the pressure of the earth had transformed organic wastes into something black and shining and nearly hard as stone. He had taken that lesson to heart—he had his look in place now, as dark and adamantine as if he derived his power to persist from the center of the earth. Transported from the coal lands to the heart of the markets, he had learned that his will was vast, and it was all imposed now. He had no more to say.


      “Tell me about your hearing this morning. You really going to the pokey for my sake?”


      “If need be. There are enough members of my family bearing witness against you.” Dixon absorbed the remark with the same unyielding expression. “Do I take it correctly that Clara informed you of Peter’s role in all this?”


      Dixon smoked his cigarette without comment.


      “Another lawyer, Dixon, might help you mount an excellent motion directed against the grand jury proceedings and the government’s conduct vis à vis Peter. You would not even have to comment on the veracity of the information he’s given them.”


      A flare of some interest arose in Dixon’s face.


      “Would I win?”


      “In my judgment? No. You would be granted a hearing to determine that there had been no infringement of your right to counsel. Certainly, you could delay Mr. Sennett’s steamroller. But I doubt a court would find outrageous governmental conduct or a violation of your rights. The government is more or less constrained to take its witnesses and informants where it finds them. It simply found this one in a rather inconvenient locale.”


      Dixon shrugged. He was not surprised. Stern again urged him to seek another lawyer’s opinion, but Dixon waved a hand.


      “I’ll take your word for it.” He stood then and roamed to the English cabinets. On one shelf, there were pictures, photographs of the family. Clara. The children. If the truth were told—and today once again the truth was required—Stern seldom examined these portraits. They were obligatory items, appropriate decoration. But Dixon paused to consider each photograph, holding them up, one by one, by their frames. Stern gave him the moment, until he was ready himself.


      “And now, Dixon, if you please, I should like to know what happened when you met last with Clara. You may be brief. I shall settle for the high points. There is no need,” said Stern, with sudden glottal thickness, “for you to dwell on that which you least wish to tell or which I frankly least wish to know.”


      Dixon wheeled about, maintaining considerable poise, to his credit, but Stern could see that he was wide-awake now. His eyes were larger, his posture almost militarily correct. If Dixon were to accept these rules, this terrain would always remain unexplored between them. After great reflection, Stern had decided he preferred that accord. But Dixon, alas, was who he was, a guts player to the end. He blinked and looked at Stern straight on.


      “Whatta you mean?” he asked.


      “What do I mean?” Stern teetered an instant, and then toppled down into the smoking heart of his rage. He picked up his attaché case and slammed it back down on the desktop. “Shall I draw you pictures, Dixon! Shall we engage in a dispassionate colloquy about the mortal hazards of sexually transmitted disease? I refer, Dixon, to your relations with my wife.”


      Dixon’s grayish eyes did not move. When Stern glanced to the desktop, he saw that it had cracked, a bullet-like impression at the point of impact and a single silver line that skated from there all the way across the smoky surface to the green beveled edge. The desk, of course, had never been his taste.


      “Do you expect me to explain?” Dixon asked. He had moved behind his brother-in-law, and Stern chose not to face him.


      “No.”


      “Because I can’t. I really am a no-good son of a bitch.”


      “Are you trying to charm me, Dixon?”


      “No,” he said. “It was a long time ago, Stern.”


      “I am aware.”


      “It was an accident.”


      “Oh, please!”


      “Wrong word.” He heard Dixon’s fingers snap. “Unintended.” When Stern pivoted, Dixon had come close and with an eager, servile look had the humidor extended. “Cigar?”


      Stern grabbed the whole box from him at once.


      “Keep your hands off, Dixon!” The humidor ended caught up in his arms. Stern removed a cigar and lit it, then snapped down the lid with a round clap somewhat deadened by the felt liner. He glowered at his brother-in-law while Dixon retreated to the sofa, where he brought his lighter to another cigarette.


      “It was all my fault, you know,” he said. “You don’t need me to tell you that. I pestered her for years,” he said. “Years.” Some image offered itself, of Dixon at a family gathering emerging from shadows in the kitchen or the hall and placing his hands suggestively on Clara’s hips. Repelled. Rebuked. Something clear and uncompromising, so that he would have feared disclosure. But with her silence, Dixon, being himself, would have been emboldened. He knew there was some small shining point of interest he had ignited. Step by step, gesture, nod, and touch, year by year, he had kindled the firepoint, knowing that this possibility of passion was one more treasure to Clara, one more secret. Stern, inclined to imagine more, called a halt. Enough, he told himself. Enough. “I admired her,” said Dixon. For the first time, he dared to look at Stern. “She was a woman to admire.”


      “Dixon. You have no conscience.”


      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m curious. I’ve always wanted to do what other people wouldn’t.”


      “I believe that is called evil, Dixon.”


      Dixon put out his cigarette. His mouth seemed to quiver like the muzzle of a dog. Dixon Hartnell was going to cry. His face was flushed near the eyes and he peered downward.


      “I really never connected any of it with you.”


      “I find that hard to credit.”


      “I mean it.”


      “You are pathological, Dixon.”


      “Okay, then that’s what I am.” He was finally growing impatient with Stern. Self-criticism was not in Dixon’s repertoire. He went forward in life, seldom looking back.


      “May I ask, Dixon, when this interlude occurred?”


      Dixon’s face reared up; he was baffled. “What time of day?”


      “Please, Dixon. When in the history of humankind did these events take place?”


      “I don’t know. It was right after Kate went to college. Clara was at the end of things. Very depressed. Swimming through all kinds of dark shit. You were on your big case in Kansas City. Busy, busy, busy.”


      “Is that your excuse, Dixon?”


      Dixon eyed him as he removed another cigarette.


      “I told you, I took advantage. She couldn’t have cared less about anything. It was an act of despair,” Dixon said. “Fucking despair.”


      “Thank you, Dixon, for your important psychological insight.”


      “She was destroying her life. She was getting even with you.”


      “Again,” said Stern.


      For the first time, he felt, absurdly, that it was likely he might cry. This was not what he wanted to hear, Dixon revealing to him Clara’s hidden sides. Did Dixon really have it right? Close enough, probably. Clara had taken her reprisals, hoping that in what was most forbidden some dark magic might be found. She would soil and abase herself, pray for release, and if worst came to worst, she at least would have cause for her misery, her contempt for herself.


      “It was A night and A day. And it was a complete bust,” said Dixon. “A zero. I’m not just saying that now. If she hadn’t come up with that problem, you could have said nothing happened.”


      “If,” said Stern.


      “Obviously, I hadn’t noticed,” said Dixon. “I’ll never forget. She handed me a note at some family shindig. I still remember it. One line. She never wasted words. Not even Dear Asshole. Just ‘I am being treated for…’” Dixon circled a hand to fill in the blank. “I had no idea. And then when I told your sister she had to be examined, she promptly tossed me out on my duff. And went to cry on Clara’s shoulder. Talk about fucked up.”


      This drama, all of the play, had transpired entirely out of his presence. He roamed offstage in Kansas City. In the arms of his own jealous mistress. Absorbed in the role he liked best, he had managed to miss the signal events of his lifetime.


      He smoked his cigar for some time then. The night without sleep had taken its toll. His eyes felt raw and his limbs, after the rush of anger, were now burning and weak. As for the cigar, he was shocked to find that its taste was no longer pleasing. He would finish it, of course. He had begun to smoke cigars in Henry Mittler’s office when he could not really afford them, usually limiting himself to the ones Henry reluctantly supplied, and with a cigar  his hand he still experienced mixed sensations of absolute triumph and parched frugality. But he would have no difficulty, Stern thought, not picking up another. His life, after all, had changed.


      “She came to my office,” Dixon said. “Just showed up.”


      “Clara?”


      “No, the man in the moon.” He had lain down completely on Stern’s sofa. “I knew why she had to be there. She hadn’t said more to me than ‘Pass the beans’ for years.”


      “And?”


      “And she came in, she sat down, and she cried. Jesus, did she cry.” Dixon lay there a moment with the thought. “Not a dry eye in the house. Anyway, I heard the whole fucking story. Peter. John. Doctors. Treatment. What got me was the money. When she handed over the check, like she thought money—” Dixon lifted a hand, suddenly rheumy-eyed again, hurt once more to think Clara believed dollars might persuade him. In his own mind, of course, Dixon had no price.


      “And what was her thought, Dixon? What did she want?”


      “Want? What you’d think a mother would want. She wanted her children to be safe. She wanted me to figure a way out. That was the reason for the check. She thought maybe I could repay everybody, MD, all the customers, and wash it all out.”


      “And what did you tell her?”


      “It was too frigging late for that. Peter had already started playing junior G-man.”


      “Did you understand that Peter’s theory was that no one would be charged?”


      “Yeah, I understood. That was strictly nuts. I figured if I opened my mouth, John and he would end up drawn and quartered. I thought even those jerks in the U.S. Attorney’s Office could see through this. What’s my motive, for Chrissake. I’m going to fuck around stealing nickels and dimes?”


      “Did you tell Clara that?”


      “She was a bright lady. She knew what the risks were. She was scared to death for all of them.”


      “And so?”


      “And so what?”


      “How did your conversation end, Dixon?”


      “Oh, I don’t know. The other reason she’d come was because of her medical condition. She wanted me to know that she might have to let you know the score. I mean, she wasn’t worried for my sake—she was concerned Silvia would find out. Anyway, after she got through that, she put on this very composed look and said, ‘Dixon, I am really not certain that I am able to carry on.’ It was the scariest fucking moment of my life. I didn’t have to ask what she was talking about.”


      “And how did you respond?”


      “How the fuck do you think I responded? I begged her not to do it. For about half an hour. I gave her every reason I could think of. She kept talking about the children. Peter and Kate. And John. And you. A lot about you. She was completely unglued. You know, I tried to reassure her. I told her Peter and Kate and John would be okay,” said Dixon. “But what could I really say to convince her of that?” He shrugged. “So I promised.”


      It was like everything else. Everything else. Like forms in the clouds. He had seen it but never made out the shape.


      “You promised Clara,” said Stern, “that you would stand mute when accused and accept the blame.”


      Dixon, on the sofa, let his arm dangle down. He flicked his ashes toward the ashtray and missed by a considerable margin. He sat up then and ground the heels of his palms against both eyes.


      “May I ask why, Dixon?”


      “I just told you why. Because I owed it to her. Look, I’m not you, Stern. I’m not wise or good. I can’t help what I do. I can only be sorry afterwards. That’s the story of my life. But I clean up my own messes.”


      They sat together for some time.


      “I release you, Dixon.”


      “What?”


      “I release you from this bargain. It was truly valorous. You were dealing for Clara’s life, but in spite of your brave efforts,  you failed. You may be released.”


      Dixon shook his head.


      “I promised her.”


      “Dixon.”


      “I promised.”


      “I cannot permit this, Dixon.”


      “I didn’t ask for your permission.”


      “I have thought about this at length, Dixon. I believe that John and Peter must be allowed to play their hands. Speak up. Hire another lawyer and through him tell the truth. See if the prosecutors end up confounded, as Peter calculated they would.”


      “And what happens if Sennett gets hit by lightning and actually believes me? If he turns on those two, it’ll make what he’s planning for me look like a party game.”


      Stern allowed his shoulders to move—his weary, mystical, foreign look. There were no words.


      “Listen,” said Dixon, “I’ve held my breath all the way along. I’ve hoped for months that those creeps would drop the ball over there. Fuck things up, or lose interest, or have doubts. But I won’t play it that way. John will never make it. I’ve seen him when someone turns up the bright lights. In a courtroom, or with somebody really banging away at him, he’ll fold. You mark my words. And he’ll take Peter down with him. Maybe even Kate.”


      Dixon was correct—no question of that. He had thought this out carefully. John would be wearing wires on the entire family by the time Sennett was through with him.


      “That was the risk Peter chose, Dixon.”


      “Oh, screw that. They’re children.”


      Stern sat down on the sofa beside him. With a single finger, he actually touched Dixon’s hand.


      “Dixon, I understand your object. I recognize that you are attempting to settle accounts with me—that you wish to see the rest of my family remain intact. But I absolve you.”


      Dixon glared at him, rankled—no, more: outraged.


      “Can’t you just show some fucking gratitude and shut up?” He got to his feet. “I’m pleading guilty, Stern. And I want you to arrange it.”


      “I shall not.”


      “Don’t give me that ‘shall not’ crap. This is the right thing.”


      “It is a fraud, Dixon.”


      “Oh, stow it, Stern. Don’t start boasting with me about your honor. I’ve known you too long. You’ve whored around plenty for reasons worse than this. I’m talking about your children.”


      “No.”


      “Yes. You think you’re the only one in this family with the right to be noble?”


      “Silvia—”


      “Silvia will be fine. She’ll have you to take care of her. She’ll see me on the weekends. You’ll get me into some country club. I’ll do that time standing on my head.”


      Dixon’s primary talents were still in the arena of sales. Pacing here, he had taken on his urgent salesman’s bearing. It was all bluster—Stern knew that. Dixon’s haggard look and fitful nights were not due to the welcome prospect of country-club living. But Dixon had once been a soldier. He knew that courage was not the absence of fear but the ability to carry on with dignity in spite of it. At this instant he was oddly reminiscent of the young man Stern had met, with his strong chin and wavy brass-toned hair, wearing his uniform like a trophy and willing himself to glory—a perfect specimen of what Stern then believed to be the most enviable species on the planet, a true American.


      “Dixon, it is wrong.”


      “Oh, fuck principle, Stern. Fuck your honor! Don’t you understand, you sanctimonious asshole, that this was exactly why she was afraid to come to you?” In great heat, Dixon smote the desk once with his fist. The glass broke through with an odd tone—a clear snap and a whiny ringing. Both men moved at once. Stern rushed to his own side and, like Dixon, held the two pieces together. Along the crack, one edge was now barely below the other. The heaps of papers had tumbled and Stern’s cigar had jumped out of the ashtray and lay in the cleft, still burning.


      “Will it fall?” Dixon asked.


      Stern was not certain. He finally swiveled his desk chair about and propped it beneath the separated halves. Slowly, Dixon removed his hands. The desk sagged barely, perceptibly, but moved no farther.


      It required a second for Stern to recollect where they had been. The hammer fall of Dixon’s observation had been lost in the commotion; for the moment, he was saved. He knew that Dixon had pondered this matter at length and was once more correct. Clara had doubted her husband’s pragmatism, his willingness to yield his scruples, especially in a contest with his son. For the time being, however, he could put that thought aside; the suffering would come later, when he was alone. Right now, he felt a different curiosity, one that had arisen yesterday, with a remark of Peter’s.


      “Why am I your lawyer, Dixon? Now. In this matter?”


      “Where else would I go? And besides, you might have thought something was up if I hired a different attorney.”


      “But you say you feared my principles.”


      “You weren’t going to find out.”


      “Is that why you left the safe with me for so long?”


      “It was locked.”


      “Nevertheless.”


      “Listen, you scared the shit out of me with that song-and-dance about search warrants. I believed you. I thought it was the best place for it.”


      “But you did not even take the precaution of destroying the check Clara had brought you.”


      “How could I? I figured the bankers would go look for it. Or the lawyer for the estate. I had my whole routine planned when they got here: ‘She wanted to open a new investment account for the kids, died before we finished the papers, boy, am I glad to see you, sign right here.’” Dixon smiled at himself.


      “Yet you must have recognized some risk that I might piece it together?”


      Dixon leaned over the broken desktop.


      “They’re your children, Stern. You may give me all your high-minded advice about turning them in, but I don’t see you banging down the prosecutor’s door. You’d never do it.” Dixon, with his canny, handsome face, his weary eyes, regarded his brother-in-law. “You’ll do what I want. You’ve got to.”


      “You couldn’t resist the game, Dixon, could you?”


      Dixon shrugged. “Competitive instincts,” he said.


      “Why do you feel so improved by my weakness? You love to  see me bend, Dixon.”


      They were still across from one another. But the traces of some forgotten laughter already sneaked through Dixon’s expression in spite of his most disciplined efforts at suppressing it. He was wonderfully amused, tickled pink.


      “I want to plead guilty,” he said. He knew he had won, as he knew all along he would, if it came to this.


      Stern went down the hall and returned with coffee for both of them. It was, he admitted, an opportune time to negotiate. Sennett would be reluctant to confront a motion concerning the government’s relationship with Peter. While he would ultimately prevail, Sennett knew he’d be seriously criticized along the way. The judges would chastise him for his zeal and the defense bar would protest vehemently. The papers might say unpleasant things. Sennett would be eager to avoid the damage to his reputation.


      “Sure,” said Dixon, quick to agree.


      “But I shall not let them stampede us in the interval. Sennett may seek to use the proceedings concerning me as leverage against you. I shall not negotiate from weakness. If they must hold me in contempt—”


      “Fine, fine,” said Dixon, “we can take adjoining cells.” He handed Stern the phone.


      It was before eight; the secretaries were not in. But they were in luck. Sennett picked up the line himself.
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      SENNETT AGREED TO SEE HIM AT FOUR. The U.S. Attorney was cagey on the phone and asked what their meeting might concern, but Stern said merely that it was imperative that they speak. Sennett was at an obvious disadvantage, too apprehensive to ask him to elaborate. The idea came to Stern while they were still speaking. That brittle unyielding edge in Sennett’s voice suddenly riled him, but before placing the call, he waited to see Dixon off, and to attend to a few matters on Remo’s case, scheduled to start trial a week from Tuesday. By then, it was close to noon.


      “Would you have a few minutes for lunch?” He had reached her directly.


      “I’m not eating,” Sonny said. “The heat’s sort of got me.” She hung on the line, waiting for something, probably an explanation. “If it’s about your meeting with Stan, I won’t be there.”


      More a personal matter, Stern responded. He would welcome a moment of her time. “Could you meet me at the Morgan Towers Club in twenty minutes?”


      “Oh, Sandy, I hate those private clubs. I’m dressed like a bag lady. You know, with the heat.” As always, the air conditioning in the new federal building had failed.


      “I prefer a neutral locale.” Away from her office, he meant. “For your sake. I promise there will be no fashion commentary.”


      “My sake?”


      “When we meet,” he responded.


      He feared at first that she would not come. He sat in one of the overstuffed club chairs across from the elevators, watching the polished steel doors open and close and the business types disembarking. When Sonny arrived, she looked rosy and agitated and, as she herself was the first to acknowledge, out of place, dressed in a simple sleeveless maternity frock better for a country outing. Sonny seemed to have reached that point in her pregnancy where the premium was on merely surviving. There was a vague ungainly roll as she walked. Approaching, she removed a broad slouch hat, with a pink satin ribbon, which she had worn to protect herself from the sun.


      “Here.” Stern had raised a hand in greeting. He complimented her appearance, and asked again about lunch or a drink.


      “I couldn’t.” She put a hand on her stomach and made a face. “And I’m on the run. Come on, Sandy. What’s this about?”


      On second thought, he led her down a hall to a rear cloakroom, a small space paneled in red oak, unused in the summer. The banging of the kitchen went on behind the wall, and the vegetable and meat smells of luncheon cooking emerged through the air returns. The place had a vague secret feel.


      “I apologize for this maneuvering. I suspect Sennett might criticize you for meeting with me.”


      She made another face in response: Who cared?


      “Sonny, I am deeply grateful for your act yesterday, but it was ill-advised. I am certain that the United States Attorney was displeased.”


      “I wouldn’t call him cheerful.”


      “No doubt.”


      She was looking around for a chair. Her legs hurt, she said—she had walked over too quickly. He found a round back card chair in a corner. She put herself down in front of the empty coatrack and fanned herself with her hat. Stern remained standing.


      “Sandy, what’s the point?”


      “Go to Stan, today. Tell him you have thought the matter over and that you are prepared to proceed with full vigor.”


      “I’m not ready to proceed with full vigor. And today he doesn’t care, anyway. He’s flipped out over the fact that you found out about”—she dropped a beat—“about the informant. He had four assistants in the library last night until two doing legal research. That’s Stan. It’s always this macho crap: it’s okay because I say so. Then when it hits the fan he wants to call out the Marines to cover his derriere.” She stopped abruptly. He knew that as usual she felt she had spoken too freely. “I had no idea, by the way,” Sonny said. “You know, who it was. I finally asked Stan three days ago. Right after we got off the phone. I think it’s sick.”


      “Sonny, I would not pretend I am not deeply chagrined, but I shall tell you in the privacy of this room that I do not believe the government’s conduct in this matter was unlawful.”


      “Probably not,” she said. “But it’s shitty. If Stan didn’t have a smirk on his face, it wouldn’t bother me as much. It’s not disembodied principles to him. It’s a grudge.”


      “Sonny, there are no disembodied principles in the practice of law.” He spoke with some weight. “There are human beings in every role, in every case. Personalities will always matter.”


      “It was over the line. The way he handled it.” She fingered the ribbon on her hat. “Listen, Sandy, I wasn’t doing you a special favor. At least, I don’t think I was. I just got really uneasy with the idea of enforcing a subpoena based on that kind of information if we hadn’t disclosed the source. I could just see it: the judge locks you up and then finds out there was a sensitive issue which the government never mentioned. She could land on us with both feet. I thought if you wrote a brief, maybe you’d raise it, maybe we would. It would give me a chance to talk to Stan again.”


      Stern nodded. Her reasoning had been cautious, sound. More thoughtful—more lawyerly—than her boss’s.


      “Don’t think I’m not still pissed at you,” Sonny said. “I am. That was an ugly little charade out in the country—asking me questions about those account papers, like you’d never seen them in your life.”


      “I had not seen them,” he said simply. “Ever in my life.”


      She studied him intently, trying to figure it out, whether he was telling the truth, and if he was, how it could be.


      “I really don’t understand,” she said, then raised a hand. “I know. You’ve got your confidences, right?”


      “Correct.”


      “It must be a hell of a story.” She shrugged. “I suppose that’s why you don’t want to tell it to the grand jury.”


      For an instant, he said nothing.


      “Sonny, when we were in the country you shared as much as you could with me out of a sense of fairness. I would like to respond in kind. Speaking with Stan this morning, I am sure I left him with the impression that I wished to meet in order to complain about the government’s use of my son as an informant. No question, I shall do a good deal of that. But assuming that Mr. Sennett is willing to make the concessions he ought to in the circumstances, I would expect our discussion to lead eventually to an agreement for Dixon to enter a guilty plea.”


      She took that in and then tipped her head admiringly.


      “Nice timing,” she said.


      “I believe so.” They both lingered with the thought of how far Sennett would go to prevent Stern from causing a stir about the government’s tactics with Peter. “So, you see, there will be no further grand jury investigation or contempt proceedings.”


      She smiled when she made the connection.


      “You want me to kiss and make up with Stan before he knows? Right?” Sonny laughed out loud. “Oo, that’s sneaky,” she said. “And, boy, does he deserve it.”


      Stern smiled with her, but did not speak. Sonny fanned herself again with her hat.


      “Look, Sandy, I’m okay with him. He didn’t fire me. He knew he should have clued me in a long time before on something this delicate. And besides, he’s political enough to figure out the angles. An Assistant out there criticizing him on the issue? No way he can have that. He has to keep me inside the tent. He just took me off the case. He said I’m not objective about you.” With that, due to the heat perhaps, or what she had said, or one of the many bodily quirks of pregnancy, her color rose again—her cheeks grew bright, so that for all the world he had the impression of a flower unfolding. “Which I’m not,” she added quickly, showing a swift, rueful smile and allowing her eyes to drift to him, where they remained.


      It was, Stern thought, a sweet look they shared.


      “I think I might have run away with you that night,” she said quietly, “if you had asked.”


      “And I was so close to asking,” he answered. Until he heard himself, it did not occur to him that they both had spoken of something in the past, but now, for the first time, that seemed to suit him just as well. Speaking, he had found some touch of grace, a perfect note, so that neither she nor he nor anyone passing would ever know precisely where the meter fell, how much of even one syllable was uttered in the kindliest jest or the truest lost ardor. “Regrettably,” he continued, “you are married.”


      She placed both hands on her stomach. “Lucky for me.”


      “Just so,” he answered.


      “I told Charlie we got married so we could be crazy together, so we just have to go on that way.” She laughed at herself, flipped her hat, took her feet. “Tell me you approve.”


      “I do,” he said.


      “That makes one of us.”


      He laughed out loud.


      “Sonny, you have inspired me,” he said. He took a step closer, and she averted her face slightly, giving him her cheek. But he did not kiss her. Instead, moved or, as he would have it, inspired, he placed one of his soft hands on each of her bare shoulders, and then in some peculiar ceremony, standing just a few inches from her, let them travel down her arms, a strange would-be embrace. He grasped her above the elbows, on the forearms, at last her hands. She had raised her face by then to greet him, eye to eye.


      “When I grow up,” she said, “I want to be like Sandy Stern.”
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      SO THAT WAS LIFE, thought Stern. He descended in the Morgan Towers elevators, blinking off the presence of this young woman as if he were emerging from strong light. For an instant he was full of doubt. On another day, when he was less weakened by lack of sleep, might there have been a different outcome? The doors fell open to the noon sun blazing through the lobby’s enormous plate-glass windows, and as he stepped forward, eyes stinging, light-headed, he was amazed to find again that he felt more positively himself than he had in months. The core things—not simply the safe items, but matters of faith and influence—remained in place, impervious to the stamp of failure. He touched the center button on his suit jacket and lifted his chin properly, as he so often did. Mr. Alejandro Stern.


      He did not return to the office. Instead, he drove home and went immediately to bed. He would rise and re-dress in time for his appointment with Sennett. But right now he needed solemn contemplation. One of the philosophers, Descartes, Stern believed, had chosen his bed as the site for intense reflection, and for unknown reasons Stern had long followed his example. Most of his closing arguments were composed here, with a bed tray beside him amply laid with food and a yellow pad. He wrote down very little. Instead, he weaved the arguments and phrases in his mind—the same sentences, the same notions, again and again, until his consciousness was little more than the passionate speech he was going to deliver. Today it was Clara. Her last hours now belonged to him.


      Stern had known a number of suicides. It was one more sad facet of his practice—so many of his clients were intent on doing harm to themselves one way or the other. He had stopped asking himself why decades ago. For too many of them, the answers were obvious: the self-negation, the willful personal abuse, the deficits, shames, the scars. In the late fifties, when he was starting out, Stern had defended the drug case brought against a local rock ’n’ roll star who went by the name of Harky Malarky. Harky was full of the untamed moonstruck bleakness of an Irish bard and always danced along the precipice. Morphine addiction. Destructive women. Violent friends. He died, blind drunk, on a motorcycle he purposely raced from the roadside into a magnificent Utah canyon.


      And there were others, not as vivid as Harky, but they all had the same unshakable belief that they were doomed. And Clara had it, too. He had always known that. A terrible hard-bitten pessimism, an absolute gloom. She never foresaw a future in which she was included. A psychiatrist he had met over the years, Guy Pleace, confessed to Stern one night at a private moment, during a party at the Cawleys’, that he wrestled with the impulse to commit suicide each day. He got up every morning and it was a task as certain as shaving and going to the office: he must not kill himself. That night, Pleace said, he had seen a goblin of sorts beckoning to him from a lamppost. He had driven around the block three times to be certain it was not there. His wife, who was accustomed to this, took it calmly, knowing that he would have to satisfy himself. Eventually, three years ago, Guy had played a losing game of Russian roulette, one round in the chambers—he had, apparently, let the goblins take their shot.


      In the midst of his unnerving, half-drunk confession, Pleace had laughed, because some famous depth psychologist, probably Freud, had commented that human beings cannot grasp the reality of their own deaths. That was not true of Guy; and probably not of Clara, or most others who make a deliberate departure. The cup is always half empty or half full. For most of us—certainly for Stern—the concern was over how much remained. Since the time of his fortieth birthday, in his inevitable greedy way, he had remained irritated by the feeling that the serving had been slight to start with. Here, at home, under his covers, alone with the afternoon sounds of the neighborhood and the air conditioning recirculating the still air of the household, he recognized how frightened Clara’s death had left him. We stand in line with certain recognizable figures. Her turn. Now yours.


      But for Clara, a bit like Guy, the moment must never have been far away. Nate, in fact, said she had told him as much. To Clara it was always a brief ride to a known destination. She meant to be of service along the way. But a sense of futility that went beyond any psychological name—depression or anomie—no doubt often overcame her. What was the point in waiting, given the aeons, the eternity in which she would never take part? And in this frame of mind she had faced her final choices. Dixon’s magnificent, grandiose act in the end must have only complicated her overwrought state. There was not a bearable alternative on the horizon. Could she actually stand by and watch as Dixon undertook this gruesome act of self-sacrifice? Could she reveal her problems, and the past, to her husband, devastating him and, in all likelihood—given the odd explosive chain effect of anger and grief—Silvia, too? That would be a poor reward for Dixon, who, in the circumstance, might even lose the will and strength to see his promise through. Could she instead bear the rest of it and also watch her children march off to the penitentiary? It was not suicide, thought Stern. Not in her eyes. It was euthanasia in the face of mortal heartbreak.


      Could he have saved her? Was it the cheapest lie, the glossiest balm for his soul to think that if the same two persons had married today, in a franker era, this would not have taken place? They had assigned one another roles at a time when their own ambitions for each other allowed for more unexplored geography. Now there were counselors and meddlers and self-help aids to force couples to walk within each other’s fence. He had respected boundaries that, with just a bit more strength or attention or nerve, he might have been able to surmount. His every effort, though, would have been against her will.


      Thirty-odd years ago, Clara Mittler had drafted a composition, called it Clara Stern, and remained intent on playing it to the end. It was a woodwind part of austere and unwavering beauty, and he was the uncritical audience, one set of hands clapping when he took the time to occupy his seat. The quiet precision of this performance hid from all—but most significantly herself—a terrible banging turmoil. Somewhere, well beyond her power to bring it forth, there must have been a thunderous rage. She knew it only as disorganized sound. The noise, she had told Nate, the crashing dissonance of anxiety and unending disappointment, was always with her. Ultimately the noise had come from all directions, at unendurable volume, and Clara bowed to the aesthete’s inevitable grief that Beauty would not be her.


      He knew for some reason just now what he had not before—how it was done. He had never understood why she had chosen the car. But today that was clear. She had triggered the ignition and then slipped a cassette into the player. The police, of course, had not even looked. It would have been Mozart, certainly, but Stern felt a stitch of a keen frustrated grief that he would never know which selection. The Requiem? The Jupiter? But the remainder he could imagine. The volume had been turned up considerably—the woodwinds lowed with lost sounds of the soul and the plangent violins engulfed the small space, so that even a fine ear could not detect the engine’s rumble, and she lay back, eyes already closed, no doubt, while the magnificent music rose in great waves toward that perfect moment at the end of every piece when there was silence.
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      WHEN HELEN CALLED, Stern was dreaming: Dixon had accosted him on a street corner. He was smoking one of Stern’s cigars and in his usual joking manner was pointing out that he had gone bald. He circled his hand over his crown and with considerable satisfaction turned about so that Stern could see the large spot where the straight black hair had actually fallen away. As Helen spoke, the dream and its difficult feelings still swam within him and for just the barest instant he was convinced his dreaming had gone on.


      “What?” He was lost. Was she crying?


      “I need you.” She seemed short of breath. When he had answered—as in the office, ‘Stern here’—she had said repeatedly she was sorry to be calling. Sorry. Sorry. “I need you here. Please.”


      “Yes, yes. I shall be there momentarily.”


      In the bathroom, he felt unbalanced by the light. He splashed water on his face and gave up the thought of shaving. The line of a sheet was impressed on his cheek. Had she even mentioned the problem? One of her children, he imagined. The boy in college. He crept down to the garage.


      When he started the Cadillac, the digital clock flashed on. It was almost three; early Friday morning. He had been asleep since a little after nine, having gotten only an hour or two on Wednesday night. Marta had kept him awake, demanding that he share in advance every thought and nuance that would go into the closing argument in U.S. v. Cavarelli. Stern had delivered this argument at ten yesterday morning, then waited with poor Remo most of the day for the jury, which returned near five o’clock. Not guilty. With the verdict, Judge Winchell had fixed Remo with a sour look, but her sole comment had been to Moses Appleton: ‘Better luck next time.’ Marta, who had assisted her father throughout, even cross-examined one of the surveillance agents, was eager to celebrate. Gracious to the core, Moses had insisted on buying both of them a drink. After a single soda water, Stern had left Marta and Appleton for the sleep of the old and weary. Why were triumph and exultation always so fleeting? He drove through the night streets now, toward Helen’s, waking gradually and increasingly alarmed.


      Facing him, in Helen’s drive, a van had been backed to the paneled door of the garage. In his own headlights Stern could read the lettering, reversed to be legible in rearview mirrors:
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      Not again, he thought, God, not again. He ran up the walk, his change and keys jumping in his pockets; he did not have to ring the bell. Helen, by the door, swept it open and was in his arms at once, weeping and thanking him for coming. He had caught her face for just a second, but it was a sight. She had been fully made up when she started crying. A mess of liner was clumped along her cheeks, and the tears had washed away the cosmetics in streaks below her eyes. A tuft of her hair stood on end. In his arms, in spite of the heavy robe, he could tell that she was otherwise unclad, and all of this—the sight of her, the feeling now, her voice and breath, her urgent clinging—unloosed in him a tremendous wallop of sensation. His poor heart. It was like a barnacle drifting through the sea and ready to attach itself to any prominence. And still how welcome all this was, her ardor, her presence, her declared need. Lord, what a dear person Helen Dudak was to him. For this instant he felt amazing gratitude.


      “What? Please?” He held her hands.


      She tossed her head about.


      “I’m so sorry I had to call you. You were the only person I could think of. Sandy, please…” She did not finish; a retching sound escaped her. She pressed her folded hand to her mouth and once more leaned against him.


      “Lady, hey. Sir?” A latino in the ambulance service’s brown uniform was on the landing of the staircase, beckoning down to both of them. “His no good.” The man slowly shook his head.


      Helen wailed, a brief wavering sound.


      Stern was already on the way up, following the attendant, who had retraced his way along the staircase and was headed down the hall. In Helen’s bedroom there was a terrible stink. The bed was unmade. And a man was in it, a crippled, still figure, unclothed, his face beneath the plastic form of an oxygen mask. In extremity, he had apparently lost control of his bowels. There was a second attendant here, a young white man, and both of them were busy with the equipment which they had at the bedside, two large green cast-iron tanks and a cart with wires and various apparatuses. On one corner of the king-sized bed, entirely unexplained, stood a small wooden end table. The latino, the one Stern had seen on the stairs, gestured to Stern in the doorway. He was removing the last lead from the man’s chest.


      “EKG?” He whistled and drew a smooth line in space. “No good. They’ll pronounce him at Riverside. Okay I use the phone? I got to call the cops.” Before he moved on, the attendant leaned over and removed the air mask from the man in the bed and stopped to close his eyes, a quick stroke with his forefinger and his thumb. Even from the doorway, Stern could tell.


      “Oh, dear God,” he said out loud. Helen had arrived beside him. Stern was holding on to the doorjamb. “Who is it?” he asked her, moved by some impulse of propriety or hope. Helen had not looked at him directly since he had arrived. She gripped Stern’s hand with both of hers and bowed her head a bit, so that her forehead rested against his shoulder. “Helen, please tell me that is not Dixon.”


      As before, she merely shook her head, the washed-out tousles of fox-colored hair. She had no words for the moment. And in any event, what Stern wanted was something she could never say.
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      With the attendants’ consent, it was Stern who summoned the police. He called Division 4 Homicide and insisted they rouse the lieutenant at home. When he called back, Stern put him on the line with the attendants. At the lieutenant’s instruction, they were relieved, told to go on their way and to leave the body to the police. Stern saw the two out as they bumped their tanks and cart over the threshold. Helen was seated right there, on a low, upholstered bench positioned by the doorway to collect mail or packages or wraps. She remained downcast, looking into a snifter of brandy. Stern sat beside her and she passed him the glass.


      “I’m sorry I had to call,” she said again.


      “Please, do not—” A hand drummed in the air. The words did not need to be spoken. “In the act?”


      She nodded with emphasis.


      Dead with his boots on. Dixon Hartnell in his many lost vain moments would be abundantly pleased. Stern attempted without success to smile.


      “And how long has this been going on?”


      “Going on?”


      “This,” said Stern decidedly.


      Helen glanced up.


      “Sandy, please don’t take that tone with me. He called. Did I do something wrong?”


      Stern worked against the weight of various judgments, too shocked, it seemed, to follow his customary instinct for reticence.


      “He is married, Helen.”


      “I’m not.”


      “No,” Stern agreed.


      “Do you think this was aimed at you somehow?”


      Did he? God knows what he felt. He looked back up the stairs, where Dixon’s body now lay beneath an old blue sheet, like some shrouded piece of statuary.


      “He called me. The week you left me high and dry, as a matter of fact. And I enjoyed his company. That’s all.”


      “Very well,” said Stern.


      “He was very romantic,” said Helen. Her face was harsh with unconcealed ire. “He’d call, he’d come by at any hour. He was charming.”


      “Yes, I see,” said Stern. No need now to ask where Dixon was roaming to at night. His next utterance would be ‘Enough.’


      They sat in silence. Stern could hear the clocks tick, the appliances. The headlights of another car swept into the drive.


      “The policeman,” Stern said.


      Helen tightened the belt on her robe, preparing to tell the story.


      Radczyk, alone, in his rumpled sport coat and an old fedora, approached the doorway. Stern shooed Helen into the living room, then let him in.


      “Always sad occasions, Lieutenant.”


      “My business,” said Radczyk, and laughed in his inoffensive, hickish way, amused by himself. His blotchy face was red from sleep. He raked the straying hair over his head and clutched his hat.


      Stern introduced Helen, who in a few brief strokes said what she had to. They were making love, she said. Radczyk stood in the living room with his tiny pad, making notes.


      “So, let’s see,” he said. “This guy and this gal—” He nodded in a courteous way to Helen, who was standing right there. “This guy—”


      “My client,” said Stern.


      “Your client,” said Radczyk. He hitched his chin finally and invited Stern to walk farther down the hall.


      “I take it this fella wasn’t the gentleman of the house.”


      “Ms. Dudak is unmarried. He was my brother-in-law,” said Stern. “My sister’s husband.”


      “Okay,” said Radczyk. He nodded a number of times. He got it now.


      “This will be terrible for her.”


      “Sure, sure. So wha’dya got in mind?” He knew there was something, because Stern had told him on the phone he would ask a favor. He wished to spare his sister, Stern said now. Radczyk listened. It was nothing to him, one way or the other.


      “Let me look around, be sure it’s kosher,” Radczyk said. He was matter-of-fact. It was his job.


      Upstairs, he examined the body, touched the chest, rolled Dixon a bit from side to side. Radczyk held his nose. “P.U.,” he said. “Stroke or heart attack, you figure?”


      “Heart,” said Stern. That was the paramedics’ diagnosis.


      Radczyk thought so, too. “Looks okay. No marks or anything. I ain’t got a problem, if you’re sure that’s what you want to do.”


      Stern said it was.


      “I gotta make a call or two,” said Radczyk. “Get somebody to hit the wrong key on the computer.” He winked. At the doorway to the bedroom, Radczyk grabbed Stern’s arm, lowered his voice. “What about the table?” He hitched a shoulder toward the corner of the bed where the small end table had remained.


      Stern only shrugged.
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      While Radczyk was on the phone, Stern returned to Helen. She had not moved. She was still in her robe, still pale and stricken, barefoot, with her thin calves looking white without hosiery. The brandy glass was beside her. Stern took it up again and told her what he planned.


      “It will be much easier this way for Silvia,” said Stern. Dixon and he were to have lunch with her today. Stern would drive out to the house and together they were going to tell her—that Dixon was going to plead guilty to two counts of mail fraud next week, and soon after would be confined in a federal penitentiary, probably the one in Minnesota, for a year, ten months, actually, with good time. It had not been a task he had been looking forward to, and in a peculiar way the notion that he had already shouldered some ominous duty toward his sister made the thought of what was now at hand easier by some bare measure.


      “Silvia,” said Helen. With that realization she started crying again. “I was trying to get even with you, I suppose.”


      “You were entitled.”


      She wiped her nose on her sleeve before Stern could get out his hanky.


      “I was,” said Helen, as only she could, in her frank, emphatic way. “I was so hurt, Sandy. I feel. Felt. Shit.” She lowered her head and laughed and cried at once. “He would have dropped me, anyway. He hadn’t come by for days and he told me tonight that he’d decided we had to break it off. I couldn’t believe it. Jilted by the replacement, too.” Helen smiled a bit, but then the thought of something, the moment probably, came back to her and she wrapped her arms about herself and closed her eyes. “He was trying to comfort me,” she said.


      She took a second.


      “I should have known better. I tried to get even with Miles, too, after I found out about him. Did you know that? That I had an affair before I left him?”


      “No. Should I?”


      “I always felt everyone knew. Didn’t you? I was certain you did, that night.”


      Stern looked at her blankly. “What night?”


      “When Nate dropped by,” said Helen. “At your house? I’d brought dinner?”


      He absorbed this, too.


      “I do not approve,” Stern said suddenly. “I understand. But I do not approve of any of this.”


      This utterance amazed him. Not so much the judgment as its sudden force. He realized that he stood revealed, a man of harsh opinions, which he ordinarily kept to himself. It seemed that he spoke mostly out of confusion, but the significance was not lost on Helen. She looked at him bravely, knowing, apparently, with her strong intuitions of him, that it was necessary that something be denounced.


      “Of course not,” she said.


      Radczyk returned then.


      “Okey-doke,” he said. “All set. No report, no nothin. This here never happened.” He nodded politely to Helen. “I’ll give you a hand,” he said to Stern.


      Dixon’s clothes were strewn about the room. Stern gathered the items, but Radczyk took them from his hands. “Here, here, let me,” he said. “Homicide dick is half an undertaker.”


      When Dixon was dressed again, they carried him out. Radczyk took the ankles and Stern grasped Dixon’s hands, clammy to the touch and strangely firm. The feel was like nothing human; cool, almost chilled. Dead weight, they said. It was a considerable task. Helen walked away at the sight of the body. They rested Dixon on a sofa in the small den off the kitchen and then Stern backed his car into the garage. Together, they laid Dixon out in the back seat and covered him with the same washed-out sheet.


      “I’ll meet you down there,” Radczyk said. “I gotta make a call, then I’ll be there.”


      Stern insisted it was not necessary, but Radczyk would not hear of it.


      “You gonna go walkin round Center City with a stiff, better have a badge along. Could get pretty peculiar, otherwise.”


      Radczyk drove off, and Stern returned to Helen, who had sat again on the bench, her place of contemplation for the night. She had dressed in the interval, a black top and stretch pants, and had washed her face clean of any makeup. She looked plain, drawn but composed. He had been pondering his outburst, haunted now by embarrassment. Something—that high-and-mighty tone—was so wildly hypocritical. He began to apologize.


      “Please, Sandy,” she said.


      He sighed at length.


      “You must understand,” he said. And so he told her, more directly than he ever could have imagined, about Clara: she and Dixon had had a brief affair some years ago. As he spoke, it occurred to him that there was nothing in the world he could not say to Helen Dudak.


      “Oh, Sandy.” She covered her open mouth with one hand.


      “So you see,” he said.


      “Yes, of course.” She closed her eyes. Then she took his hand. “He must have envied you terribly.”


      “Envied me?”


      “Don’t you see?”


      The thought was breathtaking.


      They sat together on the bench in silence. He would have to move along, he thought, meet Radczyk. She continued to hold his hand, and now Stern was reluctant to depart.


      “How’s your friend?” she asked presently.


      He did not understand.


      “Your new friend,” Helen said.


      “Oh, that.” He smiled to himself. “Well past. Temporary insanity,” he said. “I seem to have grown up again.”


      They were both quiet. Eventually, Helen slumped and held her face in her hands in her familiar, youthful manner.


      “Do you believe,” she asked, “that we’re doomed to repeat the same mistakes all our lives?”


      “There is that tendency,” he said. But, of course, if he believed that the soul would forever be a slave to its private fetishes, why had he come to the U.S.? Why did he cry out for justice for those who were most often unredeemable? What, indeed, had he spent these months trying to transcend? “But I also believe in second chances.”


      “So do I,” said Helen, and reached over again to take his hand.
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      After he married Helen the following spring, Stern told her on a number of occasions that it had all been foregone from the moment they had sat together on that bench. But this was not really true. For months after, he remained uncertain about many things, particularly himself, the limits of his strength and the exact form of his wishes. But as he rose to leave that night, he took her once more in his arms—Helen, who had been in bed with Dixon a few hours ago, and Stern, who had his body in the back seat of his car—and felt, as he embraced her in these impossible circumstances, if only for an instant, the clear bright light of desire. It was what he had felt when he greeted her tonight, but the events that had unfolded since had added a new urgency. What was it? He could never explain, but as he had absorbed her peculiar confession, he had been full of strong emotion. In her disorder, her confusion, her hasty admission that she, like the rest of us, was still, for all her effort, partly invisible to herself, he adored her. So he held her another moment and told her a bit more of the story. About the latest turn of events with Dixon. And the fact that his children were involved. He did not say how. Helen, he knew, would want to share every secret, to tell each of hers and to hear from him everything he told no one else. And in time, he realized, he would probably do that. It was that moment, those discoveries, he would be talking about the following spring.


      Then Mr. Alejandro Stern, heavy with thought and feeling, drove through the night, eerily aware of the presence behind him. At every light, he tilted down the rearview mirror so that he could look at the form in the back seat. “My God, Dixon,” he said out loud at one point. Envied him. Envied, Helen said. For what? He was a fat man with a foreign accent. The respect he claimed, esteem, was nothing, minor, transitory. What, really, were his achievements? A disordered family life? Poor Dixon. His cravings were unending. Great men, thought Stern, had great appetites. Had someone said that? He was not certain, nor was he sure what name he would put to Dixon. Great something, was the thought tonight.


      Radczyk’s car, an old Reliant, was in the loading zone behind the building. Stern took the door handle and was ready to alight when he was struck again with that sensation, clear as déjà vu, that none of this had happened, that this actual moment was not occurring. Not this or anything of the last week, weeks, months. He was someone else, somewhere else. This was all the concoction of some stupefied wreck in the corner cot of a distant bedlam. He stared at the amber circles thrown down by the crane-necked street lamps and returned gradually to his life.


      They carried Dixon under the sheet. Radczyk propped the building’s front doors open with pieces of cardboard and they hauled Dixon around to the back service elevator. In a building tenanted principally by lawyers, someone was likely to be here, even at 5:45 in the morning. In the dirty elevator, they kept Dixon, taller than both of them, between them, under his pale blue sheet. Radczyk held the body upright with a hand on Dixon’s belt.


      In Stern’s office, they attempted to position him, as he had been on those two recent nights, on the sofa. Stern crossed Dixon’s legs, and with that the body rolled slowly forward, collapsing by stages, until it arrived with a heavy helpless thump on the floor.


      Stern covered his face. It could not be avoided. Both Radczyk and he laughed out loud.


      Then they placed him once more on the sofa, holding him there. Stern unbuttoned Dixon’s jacket, lifted his hands. He was like a store mannequin now. When Stern bent Dixon’s legs to position his feet, Dixon’s head fell backward, his mouth open, agape, in an unmistakable pose of death.


      Neither Radczyk nor he moved for a moment.


      “How may I thank you, Lieutenant?” Stern asked as Radczyk started to leave.


      “No need,” said Radczyk, He looked at Stern sadly. “I owed you. I told ya. Never woulda straightened myself out otherwise.”


      Radczyk had said he owed him forty times if he had said it once, and Stern had never caught the meaning. But now he did. There was a reason Radczyk sat through each of Marvin’s meetings with Stern. A reason for his nervous garrulousness. He and Marvin, after all, were raised as brothers. They had shared many things. Too many. Radczyk, given a reprieve and the opportunity for reform, had seized it; Marvin took the more familiar course. Stern shared a look with Radczyk, this man whom he barely knew—they possessed many of each other’s most terrible secrets. Then Stern simply nodded, a compact of confidence, gratitude, renewal.


      Stern saw the policeman to the outer door and then, on second thought, went back to retrieve the sheet. He wanted no telltale signs when the others arrived here this morning. Then he returned to his office and was alone with the body of his brother-in-law, Dixon Hartnell. There was no comfortable place to sit. The sofa clearly was out, and his desk chair was still beneath the broken glass, which had not been removed or replaced, given the spell of busy activity for Remo’s trial. Stern was required to use one of the upholstered pull-up chairs, cut a bit too narrowly for him. He hauled the chair about to face the body. How sad Dixon looked, how fully depleted. His color was unnatural, that dark gray veinous shade. The spirit had fled.


      “Does good always win, Dixon?” Stern asked. “It does on TV.”


      He had no idea how the words came to him or why, with them, he began to cry. The tears had been in the offing for some days now; that he knew. He was puzzled merely by the moment. But there was no point in holding back. The storm blew up and through him. He covered his mouth with his hanky and pressed his fist to his lips at moments to suppress his howl.


      “My God, Dixon,” he kept repeating when he spoke.


      When he was done, he stood, approached the sofa, and decided to pray. He had never been certain what it was he believed. On High Holidays he attended shul and engaged the Lord in direct address. The rest of the year he seemed agnostic. But at this point, he called on his talent for sincerity, since he was his finest self, an advocate not speaking on his own behalf.


      Accept, dear God, the soul of Dixon Hartnell, who made his own amends, and who traveled his own way. He failed, as we all fail, and perhaps more often than some. Yet he recognized fundamental things. Not that we are evil; for we are not. But that, by whatever name—self-interest, impulse, anger, lust, or greed—we are inclined that way; and that it is our tragedy to know this can never change; our duty to try at every moment to overcome it; and our glory occasionally to succeed.


      An extra suit hung behind the office door, and Stern quickly changed. He had a tie and shirt in a drawer, and a razor. He would not have his attaché case, but in the confusion no one would notice. He went down the hall to shave, returned, and sat before the telephone. When he heard the first stirring of someone else within the office, he would call Silvia to tell her he had just found Dixon, here where he had spent many recent nights, intent, obsessed with assembling his defense.


      From this side of the desk, he faced the shelves of the walnut cabinet where the framed photographs of his family remained, the ones Dixon had lingered with last week. They were free. Totally. John. Kate. Even Peter. That thought had not occurred to him until now. With Dixon’s death, the entire matter was over. The events—their shame—would recede into the past. With Clara’s fortune, they were now even prosperous. The three of them would have their second chances, too. He tried to envision their futures and his with them, but nothing came—murky shades, something bleak. Then he recalled. There would be a baby—a child. Children always drew a family together. Even his, he supposed. He had some vision, like a vaguely surreal painting, the strange conjunctions of a dream, of all of them drawn close to this pink, unknown infant in a kind of halo radiance, each face alight with that wonderful instinctive glee. They would surround this child and be, each of them, someone new: parents, grandparent, uncle, aunts. New responsibilities. Fantasies. Dreams. Mistakes, of course, would be made. Bad habits would be repeated and, worse, taught anew. They would succumb, each of them in some measure, to folly, to the grasp of unwanted portions of the dark, indomitable past. Nonetheless. We go on.


      In the outer office there was the sound of someone arriving; he reached at once for the phone. When he heard his sister’s voice, he spoke her name and, in spite of the qualm of grief which unexpectedly rifled through him, began. Yet again, he said, a terrible blow. She knew at once.


      “We must manage these burdens together,” he told her. “I am able to help.”


    


  




  

    

      NOTE


    


    

      I have been fortunate to draw on the specialized knowledge of many friends in writing this book. Dr. John Weiss provided invaluable advice about medical matters, as did Dr. Robert Stein, the Cook County Medical Examiner, and my father, Dr. David Turow. I am grateful to Nadya Walsh for sharing her recollections of Argentina and to Steve Senderowitz for discussing with me various questions of commodities law. My partners Jim Ferguson and Tom Opferman were of great help on other legal points.


      I also should note that Gabriel Turow is the author of most of the good lines in Chapter 29.


      Finally, to my friends on the commodity futures exchanges, particularly Frank and Brian Gelber of Gelber Group Inc., I am especially indebted.


      The aid of these persons undoubtedly prevented many factual errors. Any that remain are solely my responsibility.
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  For seven years now, my colleagues at Sonnenschein Nath & Rosenthal—lawyers and non-lawyers alike, but especially my partners—have provided me with unflagging support in a variety of circumstances which have occasionally surprised us all. Only I know better than they how little the law firm described in the following pages either resembles our firm or shares its atmosphere of sustained decency. In gratitude for their comradeship, their kindness—and their tolerance—this novel is affectionately dedicated to the many persons at Sonnenschein to whom my deepest thanks are due.




  Where was my heart to flee for refuge from my heart? Whither was I to fly, where I would not follow? In what place should I not be prey to myself?


  The Confessions of St. Augustine
BOOK FOUR, CHAPTER VII


  •


  The secret self—
ever more secret,
unhappy,
misled.
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  GAGE & GRISWELL
Office Memorandum
ATTORNEY WORK-PRODUCT
PRIVILEGED AND CONFIDENTIAL


   


  TO: Management Oversight Committee


  FROM: McCormack A. Malloy


  RE: Our Missing Partner


   


  Attached, pursuant to your assignment, please find my report.


  (Dictated but not read)




  Monday, January 23


  I. MY ASSIGNMENT


  The Management Oversight Committee of our firm, known among the partnership simply as “the Committee,” meets each Monday at 3:00 p.m. Over coffee and chocolate brioche, these three hotshots, the heads of the firm’s litigation, transactional, and regulatory departments, decide what’s what at Gage & Griswell for another week. Not bad guys really, able lawyers, heady business types looking out for the greatest good for the greatest number at G&G, but since I came here eighteen years ago the Committee and their austere powers, freely delegated under the partnership agreement, have tended to scare me silly. I’m forty-nine, a former copper on the street, a big man with a brave front and a good Irish routine, but in the last few years I’ve heard many discouraging words from these three. My points have been cut, my office moved to something smaller, my hours and billing described as far too low. Arriving this afternoon, I steadied myself, as ever, for the worst.


  “Mack,” said Martin Gold, our managing partner, “Mack, we need your help. Something serious.” He’s a sizable man, Martin, a wrestler at the U. three decades ago, a middleweight with a chest broad as the map of America. He has a dark, shrewd face, a little like those Mongol warriors of Genghis Khan’s, and the venerable look of somebody who’s mixed it up with life. He is, no question, the best lawyer I know.


  The other two, Carl Pagnucci and Wash Thale, were eating at the walnut conference table, an antique of Continental origin with the big heavy look of a cuckoo clock. Martin invited me to share the brioche, but I took only coffee. With these guys, I needed to be quick.


  “This isn’t about you,” said Carl, making a stark appraisal of my apprehensions.


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Bert,” said Martin.


  For going on two weeks, my partner Bert Kamin has not appeared at the office. No mail from him, no calls. In the case of your average baseline human being who has worked at Gage & Griswell during my time, say anyone from Leotis Griswell to the Polish gal who cleans the cans, this would be cause for concern. Not so clearly Bert. Bert is a kind of temperamental adolescent, big and brooding, who enjoys the combat of the courtroom. You need a lawyer who will cross-examine opposing party’s CEO and claw out his intestines in the fashion of certain large cats, Bert’s your guy. On the other hand, if you want someone who will come to work, fill out his time sheets, or treat his secretary as if he recollected that slavery is dead, then you might think about somebody else. After a month or two on trial, Bert is liable to take an absolute powder. Once he turned up at the fantasy camp run by the Trappers, our major league baseball team. Another time he was gambling in Monte Carlo. With his dark moods, scowls, and hallway tantrums, his macho stunts and episodic schedule, Bert has survived at Gage & Griswell largely through the sufferance of Martin, who is a champion of tolerance and seems to enjoy the odd ducks like Bert. Or, for that matter, me.


  “Why don’t you talk to those thugs down at the steam bath where he likes to hang out? Maybe they know where he is.” I meant the Russian Bath. Unmarried, Bert is apt to follow the Kindle County sporting teams around the country on weekends, laying heavy bets and passing time in sports bars or places like the Bath where people talk about the players with an intimacy they don’t presume with their relations. “He’ll show up,” I added, “he always does.”


  Pagnucci said simply, “Not this time.”


  “This is very sensitive,” Wash Thale told me. “Very sensitive.” Wash tends to state the obvious in a grave, portentous manner, the self-commissioned voice of wisdom.


  “Take a look.” Martin shot a brown expandable folder across the glimmer of the table. A test, I feared at once, and felt a bolt of anxiety quicken my thorax, but inside all I found were eighteen checks. They were drawn on what we call the 397 Settlement Account, an escrow administered by G&G which contains $288 million scheduled to be paid out shortly to various plaintiffs in settlement of a massive air crash case brought against Trans-National Air. TN, the world’s biggest airline and travel concern, is G&G’s largest client. We stand up for TN in court; we help TN buy and deal and borrow. With its worldwide hotels and resorts, its national catering business, its golf courses, airport parking lots, and rent-a-car subsidiaries, TN lays claim to some part of the time of almost every lawyer around here. We live with the company like family in the same home, tenanted on four floors of the TN Needle, just below the world corporate headquarters.


  The checks inside the folder had all been signed by Bert, in his flourishing maniac hand, each one cut to something called Litiplex Ltd., in an amount of several hundred thousand dollars. On the memo lines of the drafts Bert had written “Litigation Support.” Document analyses, computer models, expert witnesses—the engineers run amok in air crash cases.


  “What’s Litiplex?” I asked.


  Martin, to my amazement, rifled a finger as if I’d said something adroit.


  “Not incorporated or authorized to do business in any of the fifty states,” he said. “Not in any state’s Assumed Names registry. Carl checked.”


  Nodding, Carl added like an omen, “Myself.”


  Carl Pagnucci—born Carlo—is forty-two, the youngest of three, and stingy with words, a lawyer’s lawyer who holds his own speech in the same kind of suspicion with which Woody Hayes viewed the forward pass. He is a pale little guy with a mustache like one of those round brushes that comes with your electric shaver. In his perfect suits, somber and tasteful, with a flash of gold from his cuff links, he reveals nothing.


  Assessing the news that Bert, my screwball colleague, had written millions of dollars of checks to a company that didn’t exist, I felt some peculiar impulse to defend him, my own longtime alliance with the wayward.


  “Maybe somebody asked him to do it,” I said.


  “That’s where we started,” Wash replied. He’d taken his stout figure back to the brioche. This had come up initially, Wash said, when Glyndora Gaines, our staff supervisor in Accounting, noticed these large disbursements with no backup.


  “Glyndora’s searched three times for any paper trail,” Wash told me. “Invoices. Sign-off memo from Jake.” Under our procedures, Bert was allowed to write checks on the 397 account only after receiving written approval from Jake Eiger, a former partner in this firm, who is now the General Counsel at TN.


  “And?”


  “There is none. We’ve even had Glyndora make inquiries upstairs with her counterparts at TN, the folks who handle the accounting on 397. Nothing to alarm them. You understand. ‘We had some stray correspondence for this Litiplex. Blah, blah, blah.’ Martin tried the same approach with one or two of the plaintiffs’ lawyers in the hope they knew something we didn’t. There’s nothing,” he said, “not a scrap. Nobody’s ever heard the name.” Wash is more shifty than smart, but looking at him—his liver spots and wattles, his discreet twitches and the little bit of mouse gray hair he insists on pasting across his scalp—I detected the feckless expression he has when he is sincere. “Not to mention,” he added, “the endorsement.”


  I’d missed that. Now I took note on the back of each check of the bilingual green block stamp of the International Bank of Finance in Pico Luan. Pico, a tiny Central American nation, a hangnail on the toe of the Yucatan, is a pristine haven of fugitive dollars and absolute bank secrecy. There were no signatures on the checks’ backs, but what I took for the account number was inscribed on each beneath the stamp. A straight deposit.


  “We tried calling the bank,” said Martin. “I explained to the General Manager that we were merely trying to confirm that Robert Kamin had rights of deposit and withdrawal on account 476642. I received a very genial lecture on the bank secrecy laws in Pico in reply. Quite a clever fellow, this one. With that beautiful accent. Just the piece of work you’d expect in that business. Like trying to grab hold of smoke. I asked if he was familiar with Mr. Kamin’s name. Not a word I could quote, but I thought he was saying yes. God knows, he didn’t say no.”


  “And what’s the total?” I thumbed the checks.


  “Over five and a half million,” said Carl, who was always quickest with figures. “Five point six and some change actually.”


  With that, we were all briefly silent, awed by the gravity of the number and the daring of the feat. My partners writhed in further anguish, but on closer inspection of myself I found I was vibrating like a bell that had been struck. What a notion! Grabbing all that dough and hieing out for parts unknown. The wealth, the freedom, the chance to start anew! I wasn’t sure if I was more shocked or thrilled.


  “Has anybody talked to Jake?” That seemed like the next logical step to me, tell the client they’d been had.


  “God, no,” said Wash. “There’s going to be hell to pay with TN. A partner in the firm lies to them, embezzles, steals. That’s just the kind of thing that Krzysinski has been waiting for to leverage Jake. We will be dead. Dead,” he said.


  There was a lot that was beyond me going on among the three of them—the Big Three, as they are called behind their backs—but I now thought I could see why I was here. Through most of my career at G&G I have been viewed as Jake Eiger’s proxy. We grew up in the same neighborhood and Jake was also a third or fourth cousin of my former wife. Jake was the person responsible for bringing me to the firm when he left to become Senior Division Counsel of TransNational Air. That is a long tradition at Gage & Griswell. For over four decades now, our former partners have dominated the law department at TN, becoming rich on stock options and remembering their old colleagues with the opportunity for lavish billing. Jake, however, has been under pressure from Tad Krzysinski, TN’s new CEO, to spread TN’s legal business around, and Jake, unsure of his own ground with Krzysinski, has given troubling signs that he will respond. In fact, in my case he seems to have responded some time ago, although I can’t tell you if that’s because I divorced his cousin, used to drink my lunch, or remain afflicted by something you might politely call “malaise.”


  “We wanted your advice, Mack, on what we should do,” said Martin. “Before we went any further.” He eyed me levelly beneath his furry brows. Behind him, out the broad windows of the thirty-seventh story of the TN Needle, Kindle County stretched—the shoebox shapes of Center City and, beyond that, upraised brick smokestack arms. On the west bank of the river, suburban wealth spread beneath the canopy of older trees. All of it was forlornly sullied by the dingy light of winter.


  “Call the FBI,” I offered. “I’ll give you a name.” You’d expect a former city cop to recommend his own department, but I left some enemies on the Force. Reading my partners’ looks, you could see that I’d missed their mood anyway. Law enforcement was not on the agenda.


  Wash finally said it: “Premature.”


  I admitted that I didn’t see the alternatives.


  “This is a business,” said Carl, a credo from which all further premises devolved. Carl worships what he calls the market with an ardor which in former centuries was reserved for religion. He has a robust securities practice, making the markets work, and a jet-lagged life, zooming back here to Kindle County at least twice a week from D.C., where he heads our Washington office.


  “What we were thinking,” said Wash, who laid his elderly hands daintily on the dark table, “some of us, anyway, is what if we could find Bert. Reason with him.” Wash swallowed. “Get him to give the money back.”


  I stared.


  “Perhaps he’s had second thoughts,” Wash insisted. “Something like this—he’s impulsive. He’s been running now, hiding. He might like another chance.”


  “Wash,” I said, “he has five and a half million reasons to say no. And a little problem about going to jail.”


  “Not if we don’t tell,” said Wash. He swallowed again. His sallow face was wan with hope above his bow tie.


  “You wouldn’t tell TN?”


  “If they didn’t ask, no. And why should they? Really, if this works out, what is there to tell them? There was almost a problem? No, no,” said Wash, “I don’t believe that’s required.”


  “And what would you do with Bert? Just kiss and make up?”


  Pagnucci answered. “It’s a negotiation,” he said simply, a deal maker who believes that willing parties always find a way.


  I pondered, slowly recognizing how artfully this could be engineered. The usual false faces of the workplace, only more so. They’d let Bert come back here and say it was all a bad dream. Or withdraw from the practice for a while and pay him—severance, purchase of equity, call it what you’d like. A person feeling either frightened or remorseful might find these offers attractive. But I wasn’t sure Bert would see this as much of a deal. In fact, for three smart guys they seemed to have little idea of what had happened. They’d been flipped the bird and were still acting as if it was sign language for the deaf.


  Wash had gotten out his pipe, one of his many props, and was waving it around.


  “Either we find some way to solve this problem—privately—or the doors here will be shut in a year. Six months. That’s my firm prediction.” Wash’s sense of peril no doubt was greatest for himself, since he had been the billing partner for TN for nearly three decades, his only client worth mentioning and the linchpin of what would otherwise have been a career as mediocre as mine. He has been an ex officio member of TN’s board for twenty-two years now and is so closely attuned to the vibrations of the company that he can tell you when someone on TN’s “Executive Level,” seven floors above, has broken wind.


  “I still don’t understand how you think you’ll find Bert.”


  Pagnucci touched the checks. I didn’t understand at first. He was tapping the endorsement.


  “Pico?”


  “Have you ever been down there?”


  I’d first been to Pico when I was assigned to Financial Crimes more than twenty years ago—sky of blue, round and perfect as a cereal bowl above the Mayan Mountains; vast beaches long and lovely as a suntanned flank. Most of the folks around here are down there often. TN was one of the first to despoil the coast, erecting three spectacular resorts. But I hadn’t taken the trip in years. I told Carl that.


  “You think that’s where Bert is?”


  “That’s where his money is,” Pagnucci said.


  “No, sir. That’s where it went. Where it is now is anybody’s guess. The beauty of bank secrecy is that it ends the trail. You can send the money anywhere from Pico. It could be back here, frankly. If it was in the right municipal bonds, he wouldn’t even have to pay taxes.”


  “Right,” Pagnucci quickly said. He took this setback, like most things, in silence, but his precise, mannerly good looks clouded with vexation.


  “And who’s going to do the looking?” I asked. “I don’t know many private investigators I’d trust with this one.”


  “No, no,” said Wash. “No one outside the family. We weren’t thinking of a private investigator.” He was looking somewhat hopefully at me. I actually laughed when I finally got it.


  “Wash, I know more about writing traffic tickets than how to find Bert. Call Missing Persons.”


  “He trusts you, Mack,” Wash told me. “You’re his friend.”


  “Bert has no friends.”


  “He’d respect your opinion. Especially about his prospects of escaping without prosecution. Bert’s childish. We all know that. And peculiar. With a familiar face, he’d consider this in a new light.”


  Anybody who’s survived for more than two decades in a law firm or a police department knows better than to say no to the boss. Around here it’s team play—yes, sir, and salute smartly. No way I could refuse. But there was a reason I was going to law school at night while I was on the street. I was never one of these lamebrains who thought cop work was glamorous. Kicking doors in, running down dark alleys—that stuff tended to terrify me, especially afterwards when I got to thinking about what I’d done.


  “I have a hearing Wednesday,” I said. This took them all back for a moment. No one, apparently, had considered the prospect that I might be working. “Bar Admissions and Discipline still wants to punch Toots Nuccio’s ticket.”


  There was a moment’s byplay as Wash proposed alternatives—a continuance, perhaps, or allowing another G&G lawyer to handle the case; there were, after all, 130 attorneys here. Martin, the head of litigation, eventually suggested I find another partner to join me at the hearing, someone who could take over down the road if need be. Even with that settled, I was still resisting.


  “Guys, this doesn’t make sense. I’m never going to find Bert. And you’ll only make them angrier at TN once they realize we waited to tell them.”


  “Not so,” said Wash. “Not so. We needed time to gather facts so that we could advise them. You’ll prepare a report, Mack,” he said, “something we can hand them. Dictate it as you go along. After all, this is a significant matter. Something that can badly embarrass them, as well as us. They’ll understand. We’ll say you’ll take no more than two weeks.” He looked to Martin and Carl for verification.


  I repeated that there was no place to look.


  “Why don’t you ask those thugs down at the steam bath where he likes to hang out?” Pagnucci asked. Talking to Carl is often even less satisfying than his silence. He is stubbornly, subtly, but inalterably contrary. Pagnucci regards agreement as a failure of his solemn obligation to exercise critical intelligence. There is always a probing question, a sly jest, a suggested alternative, always a way for him to put an ax to your tree. The guy is more than half a foot shorter than me and makes me feel no bigger than a flea.


  “Mack, you would be the savior of this firm,” said Wash. “Imagine if it did work out. Our gratitude would be”—Wash waved—“unspeakable.”


  It all looked perfect from their side. I’m a burnt-out case. No big clients. Gun-shy about trials since I stopped drinking. A fucked-up wreck with the chance to secure my position. And all of this coming up at the most opportune time. The firm was in its annual hysteria with the approaching conclusion of our fiscal year on January 31. All the partners were busy choking overdue fees out of our clients and positioning themselves for February 2, a week and a half from now, when the profits would be divided.


  I considered Wash, wondering how I ever ended up working for anybody in a bow tie.


  “I say the same thing to you I’ve said to Martin and Carl,” Wash told me. “It’s ours, this place, our lives as lawyers are here. What do we lose if we take a couple of weeks trying to save it?”


  With that, the three were silent. If nothing else, I had their attention. In high school I used to play baseball. I’m big—six three—and never a lightweight. I have good eye-hand, I could hit the ball a long way, but I’m slow, what people call lumbering when they’re trying to be polite, and the coaches had to find someplace to play me, which turned out to be the outfield. I’ve never been the guy you’d want on your team. If I wasn’t batting, I wasn’t really in the game. Three hundred feet away from home plate you can forget. The wind comes up; you smell the grass, the perfume from some girl in the stands. A wrapper kicks across the field, followed by a ghost of dust. You check the sun, falling, even with all the yelling to keep you awake, into a kind of trance state, a piece of meditation or dreams. And then, somehow, you feel the eyes of everybody in the park suddenly shifted toward you—the pitcher looking back, the batter, the people in the stands, somebody someplace has yelled your name. It’s all coming to you, this dark circle hoving through the sky, changing size, just the way you’ve seen it at night when you’re asleep. I had that feeling now, of having been betrayed by my dreams.


  Fear, as usual, was my only real excuse.


  “Listen, guys. This was carefully planned. By Mr. Litiplex or Kamin or whoever. Bert’s three sheets to the wind with his sails nowhere in sight. And even if I do find him, by some miracle, what do you think happens when he opens the door and sees that he’s been tracked down by one of his partners, who undoubtedly is going to speak to him about going to prison? What do you think he’ll do?”


  “He’ll talk to you, Mack.”


  “He’ll shoot me, Wash. If he’s got any sense.”


  Bereft of a response, Wash looked on with limpid blue eyes and a guttering soul—an aging white man. Martin, a step ahead as ever, smiled in his subtle way because he knew I’d agreed.


  Pagnucci as usual said nothing.




  II. MY REACTION


  Privately, my partners would tell you I’m a troubled individual. Wash and Martin are polite enough to murmur some faint-hearted denial as they read this, but, guys, we all know the truth. I am, I admit, kind of a wreck from all directions—overweight even by the standards of big men who seem to get some latitude, gimpy on rainy days because I ruined my knee while I was a copper, jumping off a fence to chase some bum who never was worth catching. My skin, from two decades of drinking hard, has got that reddened look, as if someone took a Brillo pad to my forehead and my cheeks. Worse is what goes on inside. I have a sad heart, stomped on, fevered and corrupted, and a brain that boils at night in a ferment of awful dreams. I hear like far-off music the harsh voices of my mother and my former wife, both of them tough Irishwomen who knew that the tongue, for the right occasion, can be made an instrument of pain.


  But now I was excited. After the Committee broke, I lit out from the Needle for the Russian Bath, eager and actually somewhat jealous of Bert. Imagine! I thought as I bounced along in the taxi taking me west. Just imagine. A guy who worked down the hall. A foul ball. Now he was off roistering with a stolen fortune while I was still landlocked in my squalid little life.


  Reading this, my partners probably are squinting. What kind of jealous? they say. What envy? Fellas, let’s not kid ourselves, especially at 4:00 a.m. It is the hour of the wolf, quiet as doom, and I, the usual insomniac mess, am murmuring into my Dictaphone, whispering in fact, in case my nosy teenaged son actually returns from his night of reprobate activity. When I finish, I’ll hide the tape in the strongbox beneath my bed. That way, in the event of second thoughts, I can drop the cassette into the trash.


  Before I began dictating the cover memo, I actually figured I would do it just as Wash requested. A report. Something anesthetized and lawyerly, prose in a straitjacket, and many footnotes. But you know me—as the song goes, I’ve done it my way. Say what you like, this is quite a role. I talk, you listen. I know. You don’t. I tell you what I want—when I want. I discuss you like the furniture, or address you now and then by name. Martin, you are smiling in spite of yourself. Wash, you are wondering how Martin will react. Carl, you’d like it all in no more than three sentences and are bristling already.


  The bottom line, then: I didn’t find Bert this afternoon. I tried. The cab got me to the right place and I stood outside the Bath, looking over the run-down commercial street, one of DuSable’s many played-out neighborhoods, with the gritty restaurants and taverns, storefronts and tenements, windows dulled by dust. The brick buildings are permanently darkened from the years when this city burned coal. The masonry seemed to gather weight against the sky, which had been galvanized by winter, heavy-bellied clouds, gray and lusterless as zinc.


  I actually grew up not far from here on the West End of the city, near the Callison Street Bridge, a phenomenal structure of enormous brownish stones and concrete filigree, designed, I believe, by H. H. Richardson himself. A mighty thing, it cast a shadow for blocks over our gloomy little Irish village, a neighborhood really, but a place as closed off as if there were a draw-bridge and walls. The dads were all firemen, like my father, or policemen or public-payroll hacks or guys who worked in factories. A tavern on every corner and two lovely large churches, St. Joe’s and St. Viator’s, where the parish, to my ma’s constant regret, was half Italian. Lace curtains. Rosary beads. Until I was twelve, I did not know a kid who went to public school. My mother named me for John McCormack, the famous Irish tenor, whose sad ballads and perfect diction left her trembling over the sadness of life and the forlorn hope of love.


  “Seedy” is not the word for the Russian Bath; better “prehistoric.” Inside, the place was vintage Joe McCarthy—exposed pipes overhead, with the greenish lacquered walls darkened by oil and soot, and split by an old mahogany chair rail. The motif here was Land That Time Forgot, where was and would-be were the same, an Ur region of male voices, intense heat, and swinging dicks. Time would wear it down but ne’er destroy it: the sort of atmosphere that the Irish perpetuate in every bar. I paid fourteen dollars to an immigrant Russian behind a cage, who gave me a towel, a sheet, a locker key, and a pair of rubber shoes I purchased as an afterthought to shield my tootsies. The narrow corridor back was lined with photos in cheap black frames, all the great ones—sports stars, opera singers, politicians, and gangsters, a few of whom fit in more than one of these categories. In the locker room where I undressed, the carpet was the gray of dead fish and smelled of chlorine and mildew.


  This Russian Bath is a notorious spot in Kindle County. I’d never set foot inside before, but when I was working Financial Crimes, the FBI always had somebody sitting on a surveillance here. Pols, union types, various heavy-browed heavyweights like to take a meet in this place to talk their dirty business, because even the Feebies can’t hide a transmitter under a wet sheet. Bert is down here, relishing the unsavory atmosphere, whenever he can break free—lunchtime, after work, even for an hour after court when he’s in trial.


  Inside his head, Bert seems to live in his own Boys Town. Most of my partners are men and women with fancy degrees—Harvard, Yale, and Easton—intellectuals for a few minutes in their lives, the types who keep The New York Review of Books in business, reading all those carping articles to put themselves to sleep. But Bert is sort of the way people figure me, smart but basic. He’d been law review at the U., and before that an Air Force Academy grad and a combat pilot in Nam in the last desperate year of war, but the events of his later life don’t seem to penetrate. He’s caught up in the fantasies that preoccupied him at age eleven. Bert thinks it’s nifty to hang out with guys who hint about hits and scores, who can give you the line on tomorrow’s game before they’ve seen the papers. What these fellas are actually doing, I suspect, is the same thing as Bert—talking trash and feeling dangerous. After their steam bath, they sit around card tables in the locker room in their sheets, eating pickled herring served at a little stand-up bar and telling each other stories about scores they’ve settled, jerks that they’ve set straight. For a grown-up, this sort of macho make-believe is silly. For a guy whose daytime life is devoted to making the world safe for airlines, banks, and insurance companies, it is, frankly, delusional.


  The bath was down the stairs and I held tight to the rail, full of the usual doubts about exactly what I was up to, including going someplace I didn’t know without my clothes on, but it proved to be a spot of well-worn grace, full of steam and smoke, a breath of heat that rushed to meet you. The men sat about, young guys shamelessly naked, with their dongs hanging out, and older fellas, fat and withered, who’d slopped a sheet across their middles or slung it toga-like over their shoulders.


  The bath was a wood construction, not your light color like a sauna that reminds you of Scandinavian furniture, but dark planks, blackened by moisture. A large room rising fifteen feet or more, its scent was like a wet forest floor. Tiers of planked benches stepped up in ranks on all sides and in the center was the old iron oven, jacketed in cement, indomitable and somehow insolent, like a 3OO-pound mother-in-law. At night the fires burned there, scalding the rocks that sit within the oven’s belly, a brood of dinosaur eggs, granite boulders scraped from the bottoms of the Great Lakes, now scarred white from the heat.


  Every now and then some brave veteran struggled to his feet with a heavy, indigenous grunt and shoved a pitcher of hot water in there. The oven sizzled and spit back in fury; the steam rose at once. The higher up you sat, the more you felt, so that even after a few minutes at the third level you could feel your noggin cooking. Sitting, steaming, the men spoke episodically, talking gruff half-sentences to one another, then stood and poured a bucket of icy water, drained from flowing spigots in the boards, over their heads. Watching this routine, I wondered how many guys the paramedics have carried out. Occasionally someone lay down on the benches and another fella, in a bizarre ceremony, soaped him from head to toe, front and back, with callus sponges and sheaves of oak leaves frothing heavy soap.


  These days, of course, a bunch of naked men rubbing each other leads to a thought or two, and frankly, exactly what gives with Bert is not a matter I’d put money on. But these guys looked pretty convincing—big-bellied old-world types, fellas like Bert who’ve been coming here since they were kids, ethnics with a capital E. Slavs. Jews. Russians. Mexicans. People steeped in peasant pleasures, their allegiance to the past in their sweat.


  From time to time I could catch the sideward glances. Many gay blades, I suspected, had to be stomped into recognizing that Kindle County isn’t San Francisco. This crowd looked like they made fast judgments about newcomers.


  “Friend of Bert Kamin’s,” I muttered, trying to explain myself to a solid old lump who sat in his sheet across from me. His graying hair was soapy and deviled up, going off in three or four different directions so he looked mostly like a hood ornament. “He’s always talked about it. Had to give it a try.”


  The fella made a sound. “Who’s that?” he asked.


  “Bert,” I said.


  “Oh, Bert,” he said. “What’s with him? Big trial or somethin? Where all’s he gone to?”


  I took a beat with that. I had figured that would be my line. I could feel the heat now, agitating my blood and drying my nostrils, and I moved down a level. Where does a fellow go with five and a half million dollars? I wondered. What are the logical alternatives? Plastic surgery? The jungles of Brazil? Or just a small town where nobody you’d know would ever appear? You’d think it’s easy, but try the question on yourself. Personally, I figured I’d favor a simple agenda. Swim a lot. Read good books. Play some golf. Find one of those women looking for a fellow who’s honest and true.


  “Maybe he’s got someplace with Archie and them,” said the old lump. “I ain’t seen him too much neither.”


  “Archie?”


  “Don’t you know Archie? He’s a character for you. Got a big position. Whosiewhasit. Whadda they call it. Hey. Lucien. Whatta you call what Archie does with that insurance company?” He addressed a guy sitting near the oven, a man who looked more or less like him, with a sloping belly and fleshy breasts pink from the heat.


  “Actuary,” answered Lucien.


  “There you go,” said the guy, sending suds flying as he gestured. He went on talking about Archie. He was here every day, the guy said. Clockwork. Five o’clock. Him and Bert always together, two professional fellas.


  “I bet that’s where-all he’s gone, Bert. Hey, Lucien. Bert and Archie, they together or what?”


  This time Lucien moved. “Who’s asking?”


  “This guy.”


  I made some demurrer that they both ignored.


  “Name of?” asked Lucien, and squinted in the steam. He’d come in without his glasses and he stepped down to get a better look at me, clearly sizing me up, one of these guys too old to apologize anymore for anything. I gave my name and offered a hand, which Lucien limply grabbed backhanded, his right paw holding fast to the bedsheet around his middle. He took a breath or two through his open mouth, red as a pomegranate.


  “You lookin for Kam Roberts, too?” he asked finally.


  Kam Roberts. Robert Kamin. I was sure it was a joke.


  “Yeah,” I said, and brought out some blarney smile. “Yeah, Kam Roberts,” I repeated. Don’t ask me why I do these things—I’m always pretending to know more than I do. Since I was a naughty kid, I’ve been like that, faking one thing or another; there are so many selves rollicking around in here and it is a harmful indulgence for a man often out of control. I had the thought that “Kam Roberts” was like the secret password, I could ask a few more questions once I’d said it, but something, the peculiarity of the name or my odd tone of enthusiasm, seemed to deaden the air in the room.


  In response, Lumpy and Lucien more or less withdrew. Lucien said he wanted to play cards and nudged his pal along, both of them shoving off with only a bare goodbye and a quick look back in my direction.


  I stayed put in the steam, blanching like some vegetable and considering my prospects. Heat has its odd effects. In time, the limbs grow heavy and the mind is slower, as if gravity’s increased, as if you’d taken a seat on Jupiter. This thing of men being men amid the intense heat revived some lost thought of my old man and the firehouse where all those guys spent so much of their lives together, bunking down in that single large room in which they dreamt uneasily, awaiting the hoarse call of the alarm, the summons to danger. We always knew when there’d been fires. You could hear the engines tearing out of the little firehouse four blocks away, the clanging of the bells, ‘the sireens,’ as my father said, the enormous roaring motors that sounded big enough to power rocket ships. My dad came home sometimes still carrying the fire with him, a penetrating scent that hung around him like a cloud. ‘Smellin like the sinners down in hell’ was how he put it, weary and beaten in by physical exertion and fear, waiting for The Black Rose to open so he could have a snoot before he slept. My dreams since are full of fire, though I can’t say for sure if that’s from my pa or the way my ma, when she was scolding, would pinch my ear and tell me I was in league with Satan and would need to be buried in britches of asbestos.


  Cooked out, I stumbled back up to the seedy locker room. I was trying to squint up the number from my key when I heard a voice behind me.


  “Hey, yo, mister, you. Jorge wants to see you.” It was a kid with a bucket and a mop. I wasn’t sure he was talking to me, but he tossed his head of sleek jet hair and waved for me to follow, which I did, clip-clopping after him in my thongs and wet sheet, leaving the locker area for something a hand-drawn sign called “The Club Room.” Maybe somebody wanted me to buy a membership, I figured. Or to tell me about Bert.


  Here again the furnishings were the latest, if the year happened to be 1949. Cheap mahogany paneling. Brown, speckled asbestos floor tiles such as would give any OSHA inspector an instant coronary. Red vinyl furniture with the stuffing oozing out the corners and, in one case, a black spring so long exposed it was beginning to rust. At a gray Formica table, with one of those old designs of vague forms like the sight through an unfocused microscope, four men were seated, playing pinochle. The youngest of them, a smooth-looking Mexican, nodded, and behind me the kid with the bucket scooted a chair.


  “You lookin for Kam Roberts?” the Mexican asked. His eyes were on his cards. Lucien and Lumpy were nowhere in sight.


  “I’m a friend of Bert Kamin.”


  “I asked you ‘Kam Roberts.’ ” He considered me now. This fella, Jorge, was a thin guy, one of those unshaved stringy-looking Mexicans who make such amazing lightweights, always whipping the fannies of these sleek black guys with bulging muscles. Un-foreseen strength like that always impresses me. “You got some i.d.?”


  I looked at my sheet, heavy and almost translucent from the steam.


  “Give me two minutes.”


  “How far you think you get in two minutes?” he asked and threw down a card. I took a while on that.


  “My name is Mack Malloy. Bert’s my partner. I’m a lawyer.” I offered my hand.


  “No, you ain,” said Jorge. Story of my life. Lie and I make you smile. The truth, you only wonder.


  “Who are you?” I asked.


  “Who am I? I’m a guy sittin here talkin to you, okay? You’re lookin for Kam Roberts, that’s who I am. Okay?” Jorge studied me with what you might call Third World anger—this thing that really goes beyond skin color and echoes back across the epochs, some gene-encoded memory of the syphilis that Cortez’s men spread, of the tribal chieftains that the helmeted European troops tossed into the steaming volcanic crevices. “Mr. Roberts here, that’s Mr. Shit. You know what I mean?”


  “I hear you.”


  He turned to a guy beside him, a thick old brute who was still holding his cards.


  “He hears me.” They exchanged a laugh.


  Overall, this was not a good situation, being naked with four angry men. Jorge put both hands down on the table.


  “I say you’re a cop.” He wet his lips. “I know you’re a cop.” Those dark Hispanic eyes had irises like caves and emitted no light, and I was lost in there; it was a second before I heartened with the thought that a copper was unlikely to end up beaten in the alley. “I’d make you nine days a week. You got a star tattooed on your tushy.”


  The three guys watching thought this was a terrific line.


  I smiled faintly, that primate fear-flight thing, still trying to figure what it was this guy thought he knew about me. It had been more than twenty years, but I would bet I could remember every guy I cracked. Sort of like the kids from grade school. Some faces you don’t forget.


  “Whatever you lookin for, hombre, you don’ find here. You check with Hans over in Six, you’ll find out.”


  “I’m looking for Bert.”


  Jorge closed his eyes, heavy-lidded like a lizard’s.


  “Wouldn’t know him. Don’ know him and don’ know nobody he knows. I tole the first copper what come around askin Kam Roberts, I tole him straight up, I don’ want none of this shit. I tole him, see Hans, and now we got some fucker here playin What’s My Line. Don’ fuck with me.” He worked his head around completely as if it were on a string, so that I knew I’d had it right to start: a former boxer.


  I got it now, why he thought I was a cop, because the cops had already been here looking for Kam Roberts. I wanted to ask more, of course—which coppers, which unit, what they thought Bert had done—but I knew better than to press my luck.


  Jorge had leaned in his confidential way across the table once again.


  “I’m not supposed to have any this shit.” That’s what he paid Hans for, that’s what he was telling me. I knew Hans too, a watch commander in the Sixth District, two, three years from retirement, Hans Gudrich, real fat these days, with very clear blue eyes, quite beautiful actually, if you could say that about the eyes on a fat old cop.


  “I was on my way out,” I said.


  “See, that’s what I thought.”


  “You were right.” I stood up, my sheet wetting the floor beneath me. “We all have a job to do.” My impression of an honest policeman didn’t sell. Jorge pointed.


  “Nobody got no jobs to do here. You want to sweat, that’s fine. You come here runnin any scams, Mr. Roberts or whatever, we’ll take a piece of your candy-ass, I don’ care what kind of star you carry. To me, Mr. Roberts, man, I better not hear no Mr. Roberts again, you know?”


  “Got it.”


  I was gone fast. Bert may have been a fake tough guy; these fellas knew a thing or two about making hard choices, and I was dressed and on the street in a jiffy, bombing down the walk, my insides still melted down in fear. Nice crowd, I told Bert, and, once I’d started this conversation, asked a few more questions like why he was calling himself Kam Roberts.


  I was now up to the intersection of Duhaney and Shields, one of these grand city neighborhoods, the league of nations, four blocks with eleven languages, all of them displayed on the garish signs flogging bargains that are pasted in the store windows. Taxis here are at best occasional, and I stomped around near the bus stop, where a little bit of the last snow remained in a dirty crusted hump, my cheeks stinging in the cold and my soul still seething from the trip into that inferno of tough men and intense heat. Near my native ground, I found myself in the thick grip of time and the stalled feelings that forty years ago seemed to bind my spirit like glue. I was hopelessly at odds with everyone—my ma, the Church, the nuns at school, the entire claustrophobic community with its million rules. I took no part in the joy that everybody here seemed to feel in belonging. Instead, I felt I was a spy, a clandestine agent from somewhere else, an outsider who took them all as objects, surfaces, things to see.


  Now this last couple of years, since Nora scooted, I seem to be back here more and more, my dreams set in the dim houses beneath the Callison Street Bridge, where I am searching. Four decades later, it turns out it was me who was secretly infiltrated. Sometimes in these dreams I think I’m looking for my sister, sweet Elaine, dead three years now, but I cannot find her. Outside, the wash flags in the sunshine which is bright enough to purify, but I am inside, the wind shifting in the curtains and the papers down the hall as I prowl the grim interior corridors to find some lost connection. What did I care about back then? Desperately, in the nights now, I sit up, concentrating, trying to recall the source of all of these errors, knowing that somewhere in this dark house, in one room or another, I will sweep aside a door and feel the rush of light and heat, the flames.




  III. MY LAWYER


  It was about seven-thirty when I got back to the office, and Brushy, as usual, was still there. Near as I can tell, none of my partners believes that money is the most important thing in the world—they just work as if they did. They are decent folks, my partners, men and women of refined instinct, other-thinking, many of them lively company and committed to a lot of do-good stuff, but we are joined together, like the nucleus of an atom, by the dark magnetic forces of nature—a shared weakness for our own worst desires. Get ahead. Make money. Wield power. It all takes time. In this life you’re often so hard-pressed that scratching your head sometimes seems to absorb an instant you’re sure will be precious later in the day.


  Brush, like many others, felt best here, burning like some torch in the dark hours. No phone, no opposing counsel or associates, no fucking management meetings. Her fierce intelligence could be concentrated on the tasks at hand, writing letters, reviewing memos, seven little things in sixty minutes, each one billable as a quarter of an hour. My own time in the office was a chain of aimless spells.


  I stuck my head in, feeling the need for someone sensible.


  “Got a minute?”


  Brushy has the corner office, the glamour spot. I’m ten years older, with smaller digs next door. She was at her desk, a plane of glass engulfed at either end by green standing plants whose fronds languished on her papers.


  “Business?” she asked. “Who’s the client?” She had reached for her time sheet already.


  “Old one,” I said. “Me.” Brushy was my attorney in my wars with Nora. An absolutely ruthless trial lawyer, Emilia Bruccia is one of G&G’s great stars. On deposition, I’ve seen her reform the recollections of witnesses more dramatically than if they had ingested psychoactive drugs, and she’s also gifted with that wonderful, devious, clever cast of mind by which she can always explain away the opposition’s most damaging documents as something not worth using to wrap fish. She’s become a mainstay of our relationship with TN, while developing a dozen great clients of her own, including a big insurance company in California.


  Not only does she bill a million bucks a year, but this is a terrific person. I mean it. I would no sooner try to get a jump on Brushy than I would a hungry panther. But she is not dim to feelings. She has plenty of her own, which she exhausts in work and sexual plunder, having a terminal case of hot pants that makes her personal life, behind her back, the object of local sport. She is loyal; she is smart; she has a long memory for kindnesses done. And she is a great partner. If I had to find someone on an hour’s notice to go take a dep for me a hundred miles from Tulsa in the middle of the night, I’d call Brushy first. It was her dependability, in fact, which inspired my visit. When I told her I needed a favor, she didn’t even flinch.


  “I’d love it if you could grab the wheel on Toots’s disciplinary hearing at BAD,” I said. “I’ll be there for the first session on Wednesday, but after that I may be on the loose.” BAD—the Bar Admissions and Disciplinary Commission—is a sagging bureaucracy ministering over entrances, exits, and timeouts from the practice of law. I spent my first four years as a lawyer there, struggling to remain afloat in the tidal crest of complaints regarding lawyerly feasance, mis, mal, and non.


  Brushy objected that she’d never handled a hearing at BAD and it took a second to persuade her she was up to it. Like many great successes, Brushy has her moments of doubt. She flashes the world a winning smile, then wrings her hands when she is alone, not sure she sees what everybody else does. I promised to have Lucinda, the secretary whose services we shared, copy the file, to let Brushy look it over.


  “Where will you be?” she asked.


  “Looking for Bert.”


  “Yeah, where in the world is he?”


  “That’s what the Committee wants to know.”


  “The Committee?”


  Brushy warmed to my account. The Big Three tend to be tight-vested and most of my partners relish any chance to peek behind the curtains. Brushy savored each detail until she suddenly grasped the problem.


  “Just like that? Five million, six?” Her small mouth hanging open, Brushy looked dimly toward the future—the lawsuits, the recriminations. Her investment in the law firm was in jeopardy. “How could he do that to us?”


  “There are no victims,” I told her. She didn’t get it. “Cop talk,” I said, “it’s a thing we’d say. Guy walks down a dark street alone in the wrong neighborhood and gets mugged. Some shmo cries a river cause he lost a hundred-thousand-bucks hoping some con artist could make a car run on potato chips. People get what they’re asking for. There are no victims.”


  She looked at me with concern. Brushy sat here tonight in a trim suit and a blouse with a big orange bow. Her short hair was cut close, a little butch, and showed off two or three prominent acne scars that pitted her left cheek, like the dimples of the moon. Her teenaged years had to have been tough.


  “It’s a saying,” I said.


  “Meaning what? Here?”


  Shrugging, I went to the pencil drawer in the gunmetal credenza behind her to find a cigarette. We both sneak butts. Gage & Griswell is now a smoke-free environment, but we sit in Brushy’s office or mine with the door closed. From the drawer I also removed a little makeup mirror, which I asked to borrow. Brushy couldn’t have cared less. She was chewing on her thumb, still wrought up with the prospect of disaster.


  “Should you be telling me this?” Brushy asked. She always had a better sense than me for the value of a confidence.


  “Probably not,” I admitted. “Call it attorney-client.” Privileged, I meant. Forever secret. Another of those witless jokes lawyers make about the law. Brushy wasn’t really my lawyer here; I wasn’t really her client. “Besides, I need to ask you something about Bert.”


  She was still pondering the situation. She said again she couldn’t believe it.


  “It’s a nice idea, n’est-ce pas? Fill your pocket with some new i.d.’s and several million dollars and jet off to be someone else for the rest of your life.” I made a sound. “It gives me the shivers just to think of it.”


  “What kind of new i.d.’s?” she asked.


  “Oh, he seems to be using some screwy alias. You ever hear him call himself Kam Roberts for any reason—even just kidding around?”


  Never. I told her a little about my visit to the Russian Bath, watching these guys built like refrigerators flail each other with oak branches and soap.


  “Weird,” she said.


  “That’s how it struck me. Here’s the thing, Brush. These birds around there seem to think Bert has gone off with some man. He ever mention anyone named Archie?”


  “Nope.” She eyed me through the smoke. She already knew I was up to something.


  “It made me think, you know. It’s been years since I saw Bert with a woman.” When Bert got here more than a decade ago, he was still squiring Doreen, his high-school honey, to firm functions. He’d made vague promises to marry this woman, a sweet schoolteacher, and in the years she waited she turned into a kind of sports-bar bimbo, with a drinking problem like mine and skirts the size of handkerchiefs and blond hair so ravaged by chemicals that it stuck out from her head like raffia. One day at lunch Bert announced she was marrying her principal. No further comment. Ever. And no replacement.


  Always live to nuance, Brushy had perked up. “Are you asking what I think?”


  “You mean something dirty and indiscreet? Right. I’m not asking you to speculate. I just thought you might be able to contribute pertinent information.” I sort of scratched my ear lamely but it wasn’t fooling her a bit. Pugnacious, you would call her look. She’s not big—short, broad, and but for tireless health-club hours tending to the stout—but her jaw was set meanly.


  “Who are you now? The Public Health Service?”


  “Spare me the details. Yes or no will do to start.”


  “No.”


  I wasn’t sure she was answering. Brushy is touchy about personal lives, since hers is always the subject of sniggering. Every office deserves a Brushy, a stalwartly single, sexually predatory female. She subscribes to a feminism of her own vision, which seems to be inspired by piracy on the high seas, regarding it as an achievement to board every passing male ship. She does not recognize any common boundary: marital status, age, social class. When she decides on a man, either for the position he occupies, the promise he radiates, or the good looks that stimulate other females to mere fancy, she is unambiguous in making her desires known. Over the years she has been seen in the company of judges and politicians, journalists, opponents, guys from the file room, a couple of former jurors—and many of her partners, including, should you be wondering, for one fitful afternoon, me. Big and good-looking, Bert had undoubtedly fallen within the circled sights of Brushy’s up-periscope.


  “It’s not prurient interest, Brush. It’s professional. Just give me a wink. I need your opinion: Is it he’s or she’s when Bert dances the hokey-pokey?”


  “I don’t believe you,” she said and looked off with a sour scowl. In her pursuits, Brushy, in her own way, is discreet. She generally wouldn’t talk under torture, and her advances, while relentless, always recognize the proprieties of the workplace. But for her sexual follies, Brushy still pays a heavy price. Her commitment to appetites that most of us are busy trying to suppress leads folks to regard her as odd, even dangerous; other females are often downright hostile. And among her peers, the younger partners, the men and women who started together as associates and survived those years together—the giddy all-nighters in the library, the one thousand carry-in meals—Brushy is on the outs anyway. They envy her advancement in the firm, and when they gather privately for gossip, it’s often about her.


  She is, in her own way, alone here, a fact which I suppose has drawn us together. Our one misfiring encounter is never a topic. After Nora, my volcano seems more or less extinct, and we both know that afternoon belongs to my wackiest period—right after my sister, Elaine, had died and I had stopped drinking, just when the recognition that my wife was busy with other sexual pursuits was beginning to assume the form of what we might call an idea, sort of the way all that swirling gas and dust in the remote regions of the cosmos starts to zero in on being a planet. For Brush and me our interlude served its purpose, nonetheless. In the aftermath, we became good pals, schmoozing, smoking, and playing racquetball once a week. On court, she is as vicious as a mink.


  “How’s the Loathsome Child?” Brushy asked. She eyed me in strict warning. We both knew she’d changed the subject.


  “Living up to his name,” I assured her. Lyle was Nora’s and my only kid, and his insular ways as a little boy had led me to refer to him with what I thought was tenderness as the Lonesome Child. When adolescence set in, however, the consonants migrated.


  “What’s the latest?”


  “Oh, please. Let me count the ways. I find muddy footprints on the sofa. Dried soda pop on the kitchen floor. He comes home at 4:00 a.m. and rings the doorbell because he forgot the keys. The PDR doesn’t list half the drugs he takes. Nineteen years old. And he doesn’t flush the toilet.”


  At that last item, Brushy made a face. “Isn’t it time for him to grow up? Doesn’t that happen with children?”


  “Not so as you’d notice with Lyle. I’ll tell you, whatever you saved me on alimony, Brushy, she got even with that shrink. All that crap about how an adolescent male was too vulnerable to be without his father in these circumstances.”


  Brushy said what she always said: the first custody fight she’d seen where the dispute was over who had to take the child.


  “Well, she got even,” I repeated.


  “What did she have to get even for?”


  “Jesus Christ,” I said, “you really haven’t been married, have you? The world went to hell and I went with it. I don’t know.”


  “You stopped drinking.”


  I shrugged. I am seldom as impressed by this feat as other people, who like to think it shows I have something, some element which if not unique is still special to the human condition. Courage. I don’t know. But I was aware of the secret and it never left me. I’m still hooked. Now I depend on the pain of not drinking, on the craving, on the denial. Especially the denial. I get up in the morning and it strikes me that I’m not going to drink and I actually wonder why I have to do this to myself, same as I used to think waking from a bender. And inside there’s the same little harpy telling me that I deserve it.


  I had taken another cigarette and wandered to the big windows. The trail of headlamps and brake lights stippled the strip of highway, and an occasional building window was lit up by the isolated sparks of somebody else’s life being squandered in evening toil. Stepping back, I caught a glimpse of my own reflection decaled over the night: the weary warrior, hair gone gray and so much ruddy flesh beneath my chin that I can never button my collar.


  “You know,” I said, “you get divorced, it’s like being hit by a truck. You walk around in a fucking fog. You’re not even sure you’re alive. Maybe the last year, I’ve realized when I stopped drinking was probably what pushed her out the door.”


  Brushy had removed her pumps and crossed her feet on the desktop. With my remark she stopped wiggling her short toes against the orange mesh of her pantyhose and asked what I was talking about.


  “Nora liked me better when I drank. She didn’t like me much, but she liked me better. I left her alone. She could conduct her international experiment in living. The last thing she wanted was my attention. They have a word for this now. What is it?”


  “ ‘Co-dependent.’ ”


  “There you go.” I smiled, but we were both rendered silent. It hadn’t taken Brushy many guesses. As usual, the mess in my life was its own dead end.


  I sat down on her sofa, black leather trimmed with metal rails. It was twenty-first-century decorating in here, “high-tech,” so that the place had the warmth of a hospital operating room. Every partner furnishes as he or she likes, inasmuch as our offices are otherwise the same, three walls of union Sheetrock and a glamour view, all plate glass framed by piers of stressed concrete. We have been here in the TN Needle, a forty-four-story stiletto looming prominently against Center City and the prairie landscape, since it opened six years ago, keeping cozy with our biggest client. Our phones and electronic mail intersect with TN’s; half our lawyers have stationery of the General Counsel, Jake Eiger, so they can dash off letters in his name. Visitors to the building often say they cannot tell where TN ends and Gage & Griswell starts, which is just how we like it.


  “So you’re really going to do this, look for Bert?”


  “The Big Three didn’t think I had a choice. We all know my story. I’m too old to learn to do something else, too greedy to give up the money I make, and too burnt out to deserve it. So I take on Mission Impossible and buy myself a job.”


  “That sounds like the kind of deal somebody could forget about. Have you thought of that?”


  I had, but it was humiliating as hell to think it was so obvious. I just shrugged.


  “Besides,” I said, “the cops’ll probably find Bert before me.”


  She became rigid at the mention of the police. I took some time to tell her the rest of the story, about Jorge, the lightweight, and his three mean friends.


  “Are you telling me the cops know about this? The money?”


  “No chance. It’s gone out of our escrow account and we haven’t heard word one from them. It’s not that.”


  “Then what?”


  I shook my head sadly. I didn’t have a clue.


  “Actually,” I said, “from the drift I got, I think they’ve been asking about Kam Roberts.”


  “I’m lost,” she said.


  “Me too.”


  “Well, I don’t understand why you’re willing to do this,” Brushy told me. “Didn’t you say he’d shoot you?”


  “I was negotiating. I’ll fend him off. I’ll tell him I didn’t believe it, I took it on to defend his honor.”


  “Do you believe it?”


  I raised my hands: who knows? Who ever knows? I spent a moment with the wonder of it all. What is it really, this life? You’re shoulder to shoulder with a guy eight hours a day, try cases with him, go to lunch, sit in the back row and make wise-cracks at partners’ meetings, stand beside him in the men’s room and watch him shake his thing, and what the hell do you know? Zippity-do. You haven’t got a clue about the inner regions. You don’t know what he regards as dirty thoughts or the place he dreams of as a haven. You don’t know if he constantly feels close to the Great Spirit or if anxiety is always nibbling inside him like some famished rat. Really—what is this? You never know with people, I thought, another phrase I picked up on the street and have been repeating to myself for twenty years. I repeated it to Brushy now.


  “I can’t accept it,” she said. “This is so calculating. And Bert’s impulsive. If you told me he’d signed up to be an astronaut last week and was already halfway to the moon, that would sound more like him.”


  “We’ll see. I figure if I actually track him down, I’ll always have a great alternative to turning him in or bringing him back.”


  She stared, green eyes hopped up with all her wily curiosity.


  “And what alternative is that?”


  “Bert and I can split the money right down the middle.” I put out the cigarette and winked. I said to her again, “Attorney-client.”




  IV. BERT AT HOME


  A. His Apartment


  My partner Bert Kamin is not an everyday-type guy. Angular and swarthy, with a substantial athletic build and long dark hair, he looks good enough, but there is something wild in his eye. Until she passed away, five or six years ago, Bert—former combat ace, trial shark, hotshot gambler and hoodlum hanger-on—lived with his mother, a demanding old witch by the name of Mabel. He didn’t have a shortcoming she failed to mention. Slothful. Irresponsible. Ungrateful. Mean. She’d let him have it, and Bert, with his macho jaw set, tough talk, and chewing gum, just sat there.


  The man left after this thirty-five-year mortar assault is a sort of heaping dark mystery, one of those vague paranoiacs who defends his odd habits in the name of individuality. Food’s one of his specialties. He is sure America is out to poison him. He subscribes to a dozen obscure health newsletters—“Vitamin B Update” and “The Soluble Fiber Wellness Letter”—and he is regularly reading books by goofballs just like him which convince him that something new should not be ingested. I have unwillingly absorbed his opinions over many meals. He lives in mortal fear of tap water, which he figures has everything deadly in it—fluoride, chlorine, and lead—and will drink nothing from the city pipes; over the protests of the Committee, he’s even had one of those big green bottled water coolers installed in his office. He won’t eat cheese (“junk food”), sausage (“nitrites”), chicken (“DES”), or milk (he still worries about strontium 90). On the other hand, he believes that cholesterol is an AMA-sponsored fiction and has no brief against red meat. And he never ate green vegetables. He will tell you they are overrated, but in fact, he just never got to like them as a kid.


  I was feeling Bert’s presence pretty strongly now, all his screwball intensity, as I stood outside his place. It was about eleven and I’d decided to check out his digs on my way home. Last time I looked, break and enter was still a crime and I figured I’d just keep this visit to myself.


  Bert lives—or lived—in a little freestanding two-flat in a rehabbed area near Center City. As I recalled the story, he’d wanted to stay in his ma’s house in the South End, but he got into one of those coffin-side spats with his sister and had to sell to make her happy. Here, he was pretty much at loose ends. I arrived with my briefcase, which had nothing in it but two coat hangers, a screwdriver which I’d borrowed from the maintenance closet on my way out of the office, and the Dictaphone, which I took on the bet that my dreams would wake me, as they have, and leave me grateful for something to do in these awful, still hours.


  Twenty-some years ago, before they shipped me off to Financial Crimes to give me time to finish law school, I worked in the tactical unit with a good street cop name of Gino Dimonte, who everybody called Pigeyes. Tac guys are plainclothes, the sort of roving linebackers of the Force who’ll do further investigation on what the beat cop reports—stake out an arrest, round up a suspect. I learned a lot from Pigeyes, which is one of the things that ticked him off when I testified about him before a federal grand jury; these days he’s backwatered in Financial Crimes and, as the legend goes, always looking for me, the same way Captain Hook had an eye out for the crocodile and Ahab for the whale. Anyway, Pigeyes taught me a million tricks. How to sneak the cruiser down an alley, headlights out, using the emergency brake to stop so that your suspect doesn’t even see the red glow of the rear lamps. I watched him get into apartments without a warrant by making calls, saying he was UPS and had left a package downstairs, or that he lived across the street and thought there was a fire on the roof, so that our man would come rushing out and leave his door wide open. I even heard him phone and say there were suspicious guys around, and have a high old time when the dip stuck his mug out with an unregistered pistol in his hand and got his ass arrested and his front room tossed incident to arrest.


  This was another of Gino’s little bits, just a makeup mirror that a lady would carry in her purse or keep in the drawer in her office, as Brushy had. In most old buildings, the front door on an apartment has been trimmed at the foot to fit the carpeting, and with the mirror, if you get used to looking upside down, you can see a lot. I knelt there in the vestibule, putting my ear to the door to the upstairs apartment now and then to make sure the neighbor wasn’t shaking around. As I remembered it, she was a flight attendant. I figured on trying her sometime, after I’d seen what was what in Bert’s apartment.


  It sure looked like Bert was gone. In the mirror I could see the mail piled up on the floor in heaps—Sports Illustrated and health and muscle magazines and flyers, and of course a bunch of bills. I rumbled around a little bit against the door, enough noise so that if there was anyone inside I’d get them moving, then after a while I used the coat hangers. I straightened them out, all but the hook, and joined them at the crimps. Using the mirror, I could see the chain lock hanging open. I must have spent five minutes trying to get a decent purchase on the knob of the dead bolt, and then it turned out the damn thing wasn’t set. The old skeleton-keyed door lock and knob came off with the screwdriver in twenty seconds. I always told Nora: If they want to get in, they’re coming in.


  Maybe it was that thought of Nora, but as soon as the door swung open, I was attacked by the loneliness of it all, Bert’s life. I felt like I’d gone hollow, unfilled space aching with the absence. It scares me to see the way single guys live. When Nora bolted for the great outdoors, she left most everything behind. A lot of the furniture is broken and torn, what with the Loathsome Child, but it’s there, it’s still a house. Bert’s living room didn’t even have a rug on the floor. He had a sofa, a 3O-inch TV, and a huge green plant that I bet somebody sent him as a gift. In one corner, housed on its packing box, was an entire computer setup—box, keyboard, monitor, printer—with a folding chair in front of it. I had a sudden vision of goofy old Bert lost inside the machine, spending the dead hours of the night with his mind tracing the circuits of a chip, whizzing from one bulletin board to the next or playing complex computer war games, wiping out little green people with a death ray from space. Crazy guy.


  I walked right through the mail as I came in, then thought better of it and plunked myself down on the hardwood floor among the gathered dustballs. The oldest items were postmarked about ten days ago, which seemed to fit Bert’s suspected date of departure. One envelope had a footprint on it, maybe mine, or someone else’s, or Bert’s when he took off. The last thought seemed to make the most sense, since I found another envelope which had been opened. Inside was a bank card—one only—tucked into the little two-sided cardboard holder used to send out new cards annually. Maybe Bert had taken the other card to travel? The one that was there was embossed with the name Kam Roberts.


  In the scattered mail I found another envelope addressed to Kam Roberts. I held it up to the light, then just ripped it open. A monthly statement for the bank card. It was pretty much what you’d expect with Bert during basketball season, charges run up in every town in the Mid-Ten. Bert thought nothing of flashing to the airport at five and getting in one of those flying buckets so he could arrive in some Midwestern college town in time to witness the walloping of the U.’s team, the Bargehands, known for generations as the Hands. There were a number of local charges, too, but I stashed all of it, the card and the bill, in my inside suit pocket, figuring I’d study the details later.


  The only other item in Bert’s mail that struck me was The Advisor, Kindle County’s gay newspaper, with its sizzling personals section and some pretty embarrassing ads for underwear. Was he or wasn’t he? Bert might tell me that he subscribed for the classifieds or film criticism, but to me it figured that Bert was in the closet. He’s of my place in history, when sex was dirty and desire a hidden misery that each of us kept steeled within our own Pandora’s Box and released only in clandestine darkness where we were promptly enslaved. Bert’s inclinations are a deep-dark secret. He isn’t telling anybody, maybe even himself. That’s where Kam Roberts comes in; it’s his drag. If he’s meeting boys in the men’s room of the Kindle County Public Library or visiting leather bars in another city where he’s supposedly gone to watch the Hands, Kam is his name. All of this is surely what the TN engineers refer to as a WAG—a wild-assed guess. Yet standing in the apartment, I thought it made sense. No, he never put his hand on my knee or cast lascivious glances at the Loathsome Child either. But I’d bet the farm anyway that all Bert’s twitches and costumes and lonely moods came out of which way his pecker was pointing. Which is his business, not mine. I really mean it. Frankly, I’ve always admired people with secrets worth keeping, having, of course, one or two of my own.


  Which is not to pretend on the other hand that scoping all this out did not give me a combo of the creeps and some little thrill of kinky curiosity. So talk to me about my tendencies. But don’t you wonder sometimes, really, what these guys are up to? I mean, who does what to whom. You know, tab A, slot B. They’ve got this weird secret thing, like the Masons or the Mormons.


  I wondered if it was problems in his life as Kam that had the coppers looking for Bert. When I was on the street, there were always the sorriest scams with these fellows—a prisoner in the Rudyard penitentiary who somehow got a bunch of guys he’d found through the personals to pay him fifty bucks apiece with a letter promising he was “going to put a liplock on your love-muscle” as soon as he was released. There was one restaurant owner who installed a hidden camera behind one of the urinals and had a private photo gallery of Kindle County’s most prominent penises. And you’d hear of plenty of outright extortion, boy-toys who threatened to tell the wife or the employer. There were a billion ways Bert could have gotten himself in trouble, and tossing all this around, big bluff old Mack felt pretty sorry for Bert, who wasn’t trying to hurt a soul.


  I made a tour of the apartment. Bert’s bedroom wasn’t much better than the living room—a cheap dresser set, his bed unmade. There wasn’t a picture in the entire place. His suits hung neatly in his closet but his other stuff was thrown around the room in the familiar fashion of Lyle.


  I went to the kitchen to check out the fridge, still trying to see how long our hero had been gone, another old cop move, smell the milk, check the pull date. When I opened the fridge, there was a dead guy staring back.


  B. His Refrigerator


  The dead, like the rich, are different from you and me. I was racing with that crazy bursting feeling as if I was going to pop out of my own skin. Not that I couldn’t acknowledge a macabre interest. I actually pulled one of the kitchen chairs around and was sitting, say, three feet away, staring at him. In my time on the street I’d seen my share of corpses, suicides hanging from the basement pipes or in a bathtub full of blood, a couple of murder victims, and lots of folks who just plain expired, and I’m at the age now where every couple of weeks it seems like I’m going to a wake. However it is, I’m always impressed by the way a human being looks stripped of that fundamental vitality, like a tree without its leaves. Death always takes something away, nothing you could really name, but life somehow is a visible thing.


  It wasn’t Bert. This guy was about Bert’s size, but he was older, maybe sixty. He had been folded into the refrigerator like a garment bag. His feet went one way, his legs were squashed down under him, his head was forced to about ninety degrees to make him fit. His eyes were bugged out unbelievably; they were that very light green you might as well call gray. He was wearing a suit and a tie, and around the collar of his shirt, the blood had soaked in and dried like a kind of batik. Eventually I noticed the black line dug into his neck and tied to a shelf hook to hold him up. Fishing tackle. Deep-sea stuff. One-hundred-pound test. The refrigerator light glowed like a bald head and threw a little orange into his gray face. Alive, he must have been a respectable-looking fellow.


  I sat there trying to figure out what to do. I had to be good and careful, I knew that much. Still, I kept wondering what had happened. Bert’s motives for disappearing seemed clearer. The most obvious reason to chill the remains would be to get some time to run. But there was no blood anywhere in the apartment. Unless there’d been a rug or a little more furniture before. Did wonky old Bert have murder in him? The Jesuits in high school told me nobody did, then the police force gave me a gun and told me to shoot and I was in enough basements looking for some slug who’d vanished down a gangway, ready to piss my trousers every time I heard the furnace creak, so that I knew I would have. Bert, in his own way, was pretty tightly wound. So maybe.


  Option 2 was that this was somebody else’s handiwork. Before Bert left or after? Before appeared unlikely. Not too many people are going to break into your apartment with a stiff and leave him in your refrigerator without your permission. After was possible. If somebody knew Bert was gone.


  I really didn’t want to call the cops. If I did, everything was going to come out. Missing Bert. Missing money. So long, client. So long, Mack and G&G. Worse yet, the way things work, murder suspect number one for a while would be me. That could be a real pain, given the number of coppers, pals of Pigeyes, who are laying for me, one of whom in time would realize he could charge me for the break-in. Sooner or later the police would have to hear about this. This poor bastard, after all, probably had a family. But the best way to tip them was anonymously, after I’d had some time to think things through.


  I went about putting the place back together as best I could, wiped the refrigerator handle down, swept the kitchen floor to clear my footprints. I couldn’t get the lock in the front door without opening it, since the outer plate screwed in from the other side. So I stood there on the threshold, upright, in plain view, fumbling for five minutes, fixing up the apartment I’d just broken into. I tried to imagine what the hell I’d say if the stew came home or if I raised the curiosity of somebody passing on the street, how I’d get myself out of trouble. Still, as I fooled around with the last screw, I liked it, my minute dangling over the cliff. Sometimes in life, things just happen. No planning. Out of control. That’s one of those things guys like about being cops. I’d liked it too, just not the way I woke up in the night, with my heart galloping and my mouth like glue and the fears, the fears, licking me all over like some cat getting ready to do it to a mouse. It drove me to drink, was one of the things, and off the Force, though it has never stopped.


  But nothing happened, not now. The stew never showed, nobody on the street even looked my way. I went through the outer door with my scarf pulled up to my nose, and down the city walk, safe and happy, just like I am with daybreak coming now, knowing I can stop talking into this thing, having slipped away for one more night.




  TAPE 2
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  Tuesday, January 24


  V. A WORKING LIFE


  A. The Mind of the Machine


  Now and then everybody wants to be somebody else, Elaine. There are all these secret people rolling around inside—ma and pa, killers and cops and various prime-time heroes, and all of them at times reaching for the throttle. There’s no way to stop it, and who’s to say we should. What seemed sweeter yesterday than the thought of nabbing Bert and running with the money? It’s just your brother, the old copper, explaining how it is that folks go wrong. Every guy I cracked said it: I didn’t mean to, I didn’t want to. As if it were somebody else who’d scored the smack or kicked the coins out of the vending machine. And it is in a way. That’s what I’m saying.


  I sat in my office this morning, venturing this two-bit commentary for the benefit of my dead sister, as I do a couple of times each day, and noodling over the statement that I’d pocketed from the Kam Roberts credit card. The thought of Bert being someone else impromptu still drilled me with that little secret jolt, but the particulars of his hidden life remained elusive. Besides the charges for air tickets and restaurants and motels in little Mid-Ten towns, there were items, five to fifteen dollars each, posted almost daily for some something called “Infomode,” and there was also a series of cash advances totaling about three grand. Bert made more dough than me, maybe 275K, and I’d have figured he’d write a check to cash in Accounting if he needed folding money, rather than pay interest. Then we got really strange: a single credit item, over nine thousand bucks for something called Arch Enterprises. Maybe this was pal Archie, the wayward actuary, but what-for nine thousand dollars credit? I was writing comedy making up the explanations. E.g., Bert returned a big insurance policy? And then we had the small-time peculiar, two nights’ charges last month at U Inn, a kind of run-down hotel/motel right across from the university’s main quadrangle, an odd spot for Bert to be checking in since his apartment was only a mile away.


  I was pushing around these puzzle pieces when my phone rang.


  “We have a serious problem.” It was Wash.


  “We do?”


  “Very serious.” He sounded undone, but Wash is not the fellow we turn to in crisis. There are people, like Martin, who talk about Wash as a legend, but I suspect he was one of those young men who was admired for his bright future and now is forgiven his lapses due to the supposed achievements of his past. Aged sixty-seven, Wash by my reckoning lost interest in the practice of law at least a decade ago. You could say the same of me, but I’m not an icon. This life can make you soft. There are always younger lawyers, agile-minded and bristling with ambition, to think for you, to write the opinion letters and draft the contracts. Wash has capitulated to that. He is, for the most part, a ceremonial lawyer, a soothing presence to old clients to whom he is connected by club affiliations and schooling.


  “I just spoke with Martin,” Wash said. “He ran into Jake Eiger in the elevator.”


  “So?”


  “Jake was asking about Bert.”


  “Uh-oh.” Ticklish inquiries from the client. I felt the usual moment of private gratitude that I wasn’t in charge.


  “We have to figure out what to tell Jake. Martin had to jump onto a conference call—we only spoke for a second. But he should be through soon. He suggested we all get together.”


  I told Wash I’d stand by.


  In the interval I resumed my routine endeavor these days at G&G—trying to find something to do. When I came here eighteen years ago, it was with the promise that Jake Eiger would have lots of work for me, and for a number of years his word held true. I rewrote TN’s Employees’ Code of Conduct, I conducted a number of internal investigations—flight attendants selling drinks out of their own bottles, a hotel manager whose hiring standard for chambermaids was whether they swallowed after fellating him. Eventually that stuff tapered off, and in the last two years has stopped cold. I’m left doing odds and ends for Bert and Brushy and some of my other partners who remain on Jake’s main menu, trying cases they are too busy for, doing firm committee work, still hoping, after eighteen years in private practice, that somehow, somewhere there’s some million-dollar client who wants an ex-drunk former copper for its principal outside counsel. Between slouching work habits and a lack of clientele, my economic value to this enterprise is dwindling toward zero. True, I cash a hefty draw check every quarter, notwithstanding three straight years of reductions; and there are folks, like Martin, who seem inclined to support me as an act of enduring sentiment. But I have to worry about when someone like Pagnucci will call time’s up—and then there’s the matter of my pride, assuming I have any left.


  Not happy thoughts as I looked over the Blue Sheet, our daily bulletin, and the remainder of the lost forest of memos and mail that are generated within G&G each day. I had some desultory work to do on 397, the air crash disaster that has provided nearly full-time employment for Bert and more than occasional toil for me in the last three years. There were letters to sign and a draft of payout documents which were due over with Peter Neucriss, the lead plaintiff’s lawyer, an exacting prick who’d force me to rewrite them four times. Today’s letters purported to be from TN, written on TN stationery—various proclamations regarding the settlement fund that we were supposed to safeguard and which TN controlled—and I applied my flawless imitation of Jake Eiger’s signature, then went back to the Blue Sheet, shifting for interesting news. Only the usual. A corporate department luncheon to discuss interest rate swaps; time sheets due by 5:00 or we’d get fined; and, my favorite, mystery mail, a photocopy of a check payable to the firm for $275 with a note from Glyndora in Accounting asking if anybody knew who sent it and why. There was once a check for about 750 grand that ran for three days straight which I very nearly claimed. Carl and various subalterns had also sent four separate memos to the partners, hard copy and E-mail, telling us to giddy up and get our clients to pay their fees before the fiscal year ended next week on January 31.


  This thought of bills coming due reminded me of the Kam Roberts credit card. I told Lucinda where I’d be when Wash called and rambled through the halls to the law library, a floor above on 38. Three associates, all in their initial year of practice, were yakking around a table. At the rare sight of a partner in these surroundings, they embarked on a silent, quailed departure from each other’s company to resume making profit of their time.


  “Not so fast,” I said. I had recruited each of them. A large law firm is basically organized on the same principles as a Ponzi scheme. The only sure ingredients of growth are new clients, bigger bills, and—especially—more people at the bottom, each a little profit center, toiling into the wee hours and earning more for the partnership than they take home. Thus we have a lecher’s interest in new talent and are always wooing. In the summers we give fifteen law students a tryout on terms that make over-night camp look like hard labor. Twelve hundred a week to go to baseball games and concerts and fancy lunches, an experience that is a better introduction to life as royalty than the practice of law. And who’s in charge of sucking up to these children this way? Yours truly.


  When I was assigned to the recruiting subcommittee, Martin tried to explain it as a tribute to my raffish charm. Young people would relate to my offhand ways, he suggested, my casual eccentricities. I knew that with his native bureaucratic dexterity he’d struck on some last-hope way to demonstrate my usefulness to our partners. The fact is I do not particularly care for younger people. Ask my son. I resent their youth—their opportunities, the zillion ways they are inherently better off than I am. Nor, frankly, are they particularly taken with me. But nineteen times each fall I sit in some desolate hotel room near a premier law school and watch them, in their lawyer costumes, strut their stuff, twenty-five-year-olds, a few so self-impressed you want to stick a pin in and watch them blow around the room. Jesus.


  “I got this guy’s bank card statement in discovery,” I said, “and I’m trying to figure what he was spending money on. What’s Infomode?” Amid the library’s lavish surroundings, the three listened to me with the studied solemnity reserved to the young and ambitious. This was a comfortable, old-fashioned place with club chairs and oak bookcases and tables, and a second-floor balcony rimmed with gold-trimmed volumes that ran the circumference of the room. Leotis Griswell, the firm’s late founder, had spent generously here, sort of on the same theory by which Catholics like to glorify their churches.


  It was Lena Holtz who knew about Infomode.


  “It’s a modem information service. You know. You dial up and can go shopping or get stock-market quotes, the wire services. Anything.”


  “You dial up what?”


  “Here.” She walked me over to a laptop computer in one of the carrels. Lena was my touchdown for the year, law review at the U., from a rich family out in the West Bank suburbs. She’d had some rough times prior to law school and they left her with an appealing determination to use herself well. Five feet tall, with those teensy thin limbs so there always seems to be extra room in her clothes, she’s not much to look at, not when you looked closely, but the pieces fit well. Hair, cosmetics, clothes—Lena has what is generally called style.


  I had given her Kam Roberts’s bill and she was already punching at the computer. A phone was ringing inside.


  “See?” she said as the screen brightened with color proclaiming INFOMODE!


  “And what kind of information can you get?” I asked.


  “You name it—flight schedules, the prices of antiques, weather reports. They have two thousand different libraries.”


  “So how do I figure out what he was doing?”


  “You could look at his billing information. It would come right up on the screen.”


  “Great!”


  “But you’d need his password,” she told me.


  Naturally I was blank.


  “See, this isn’t free,” she said. “They charge your credit card every time you enter a library. Like now, I logged on into his account.”


  “How?”


  “The account number’s right here on the bank card statement. But to make sure that I’m really authorized to use it, we need his password.”


  “What’s the password? ‘Rosebud’?”


  “A kid’s name. Birthday. Anniversary.”


  “Great,” I said again. I sat hunched, watching little iridescent squiggles radiate on the screen, as if the letters were burning, fascinated as ever by the thought of fire. This might be why Bert had the card, so he could rack up Infomode charges in another name. I grabbed her arm.


  “Try Kam Roberts.” I spelled it.


  The screen lit up again: WELCOME TO INFOMODE!


  “Whoa,” I said. Once an art student, always an art student. How I love color.


  “Do Billing,” she typed. The listing that scrolled up looked like the bank card statement, a log of charges incurred every day or two, which included the length of use and the cost. It was just what you’d expect of Bert. It was all for something called “Sportsline,” or for another service they referred to as “Mailbox.” I figured Sportsline reported the scores of games. I asked about Mailbox.


  “It’s what it sounds like. Get messages from people who are on-line. Like electronic mail.”


  Or, it turned out, you could leave messages behind, little memos to yourself or to someone who logged into your account with your permission. That was what Bert had done. The note we found was dated three weeks ago and seemed to make no sense.


  It read:


  

    Hey Arch—


    SPRINGFIELD


    Kam’s Special 1.12—U. five, five Cleveland.


    1.3—Seton five, three Franklin.


    1.5—SJ five, three Grant.


    NEW BRUNSWICK


    1.2—S.F. eleven, five Grant.


  


  Lena grabbed a yellow pad out of another carrel and wrote it down.


  “Does this mean anything to you?” she asked.


  Not a thing. Baseball scores in January? Map readings? The combination for a safe? We both stared desolately at the screen.


  I heard my name from the P.A.s in the ceiling: “Mr. Malloy, please go to Mr. Thale’s office.” The announcement was repeated twice, somehow more ominous with each rendition. I felt trouble darken my heart. What were we going to tell Jake? I rose, thanking Lena. She clicked off the machine so that Bert’s message, whatever it was, vanished in a little star of light that lingered on the dull screen.


  B. Washing


  Relieved to have found me, Wash welcomed me to his office with a warmth you’d expect if you were entering his home. George Washington Thale III has the sort of charm meant to reflect breeding, a steady geniality he radiates even with the secretaries. When he turns all his attention and smooth manners on you, you feel like you’ve met somebody out of Fitzgerald, scion of an old rich world to which all Americans once aspired. Still, I never can forget the term “stuffed shirt.” He has this big bag belly that seems to push up to his chest when he is seated. With his bow ties and his horn-rimmed glasses, his liver-spotted face and his pipe, he is a type, one of those used-up emblems of prosperity whose very sight makes you think that somewhere there’s a kid waiting for his inheritance.


  Wash asked after my well-being, but he was still fretting about Jake, and he promptly dialed Martin’s extension on his speakerphone. In Wash’s grand corner office, decorated in dark woods, with colonial objects brightened by dabs of gold or red, the practice of law generally has an easy, elegant air, a world where men of importance make decisions and minions at a distance carry them out. He has filled this space with memorabilia of George Washington—portraiture and busts, little mementos, things that G.W. was alleged to have touched. Wash is some ninth- or twelfth-hand relation, and his hapless attachment to this stuff always seems secretly pitiful to me, as if his own life will never measure up.


  “I’m with Mack,” Wash said when Martin came on.


  “Good,” he replied. “Just the men I’m looking for.” I could tell from Martin’s tone, a quart over on oil, that he too was in the company of someone else. “Mack, I just bumped into Jake and we began to talk about the progress on some of the 397 cases Bert’s been handling. I invited him to stop in. I thought we all might want to talk about this together.”


  “Jake’s with you?” Wash asked. He only now grasped what Martin had meant when he said we all should get together.


  “Right here,” Martin answered. Upbeat. Strong tone. Martin is like Brushy—like Pagnucci—like Leotis Griswell in his day, like many others who do it well, a lawyer every waking hour. He manages the firm; he plans the renewal of the river and the buildings on the shore. He counsels clients and gets fourteen younger attorneys in a room and plays war games on all his big-time cases. He flies here and there and engages in endless conference calls with parties strung out across most of the world’s time zones, during which he listens, opines, edits briefs, and reads his mail. Something in the law is always at hand and on his mind. And he adores it—he is like a gourmet gorging down an endless meal, eating every goody on his plate. With Jake there, with crisis looming, he sounded chipper and self-confident, raring to go. But when Wash looked back, his aging, pale face was stricken and he looked more scared than me.


  C. Introducing the Victim of the Crime


  If you’ve ever seen The Birth of Venus with the goddess on the half-shell and all the seraphim bent back with the vapors because she is so great, then you’ve seen big-firm lawyers when the General Counsel of their major client arrives. During our first few minutes with Jake Eiger in Martin’s vast corner office, getting coffee and waiting as Martin quelled the usual urgent calls, about half a dozen partners stuck their heads in to tell Jake how fit he looked, or that his latest letter on the Suchandsuch matter reflected the same pith and sensibility as the Gettysburg Address; they threw out offhand invitations to dinner, theater, and basketball games. Jake, as ever, accepted this attention with grace. His father was a politician and he knows the way, waving, laughing, parrying with various skillful jests.


  I have known Jake Eiger most of my life. We went to high school together at Loyola, Jake two years ahead. You and I, Elaine, we were the kind of Catholics who grew up thinking we were a minority group, the mackerel snappers who ate fish on Friday and wore ash on our foreheads and made way for the ladies in black sheets; we knew we were regarded by Protestants as a clandestine organization with foreign loyalties, like the Freemasons or the KGB. Jack Kennedy of course was our hero, and in his aftermath America for Catholics, I think, truly was different. But you are ever the child, and I’ll never really be sure there is a place at the table for me.


  But Jake was a Catholic boy, German-Irish, who thought he’d joined the white man’s country club. I envied him that and many other things, that his father was rich and that Jake was easy with people. Very good-looking, a movie-star type, he has smooth coppery blond hair that never leaves its place and is only now, with Jake a year or two past fifty, beginning to show less of the radiance that always made you think he was under a spotlight. He has prepossessing eyes—the kind of abundant lashes that you seldom see on a man and which gave Jake, since an otherwise unimpressive childhood, the misleading look of a worldly adult depth. There were always lots of girls after him, and I suspected him of treating them cruelly, wooing them in his soft way and rebuffing them once he’d gotten between their legs.


  Still, when I was on my fourteenth version of who I would be, having decided against Vincent Van Gogh, Jack Kerouac, and Dick Tracy, and figured I’d give my dad’s idea, law school, a try, Jake, of all people, became a kind of ideal. Our paths had split after high school but my role as Nora’s intended brought us back in contact at little family dos, and Jake took it on himself to give me pointers and advice about law school and practice. Then when I got started at BAD he called upon me for a rather auspicious favor which he felt obliged to repay years later by bringing me here.


  A rational person would be grateful to Jake Eiger for that. I made $228,168 last year, and that was after they cut my points for the third time in a row. Without Jake, I’d probably be in some interior office space with cheap paneling, practicing on my own, scrambling around to the police courts and otherwise looking hungrily at the silent telephone. But Jake flies and I float. He’s still soaring for the stars and on his way has cut me loose to go to cinders as I plummet back through the atmosphere. A lesser type might be bitter, because without me Jake Eiger would be a handsome middle-aged guy looking for ways to explain why he gave up the practice of law many years ago.


  “Wash, Mack—” Martin had clapped down the phone, dispensing with the last interruption, and his secretary had finally closed the door. “About Brother Kamin.”


  “Ah yes.” I smiled brightly and waited to watch Martin dance this tightrope.


  “Jake’s aware, of course, that Bert is on another of his self-declared sabbaticals.”


  “Right.” Smiles. Wash laughed out loud. Martin’s such a card.


  “And I thought, frankly, that it would make more sense just to share with Jake everything that we’ve been concerned about. Everything. I don’t want any misunderstandings down the line.”


  Martin went on in a mood of impressive gravity. The room was quiet as he spoke, windowed on three sides, full of abstract paintings and the kind of kooky objets d’art that Martin adores—funny clocks, a side table whose glass top overlay an entire city carved of exotic woods, a shaman’s crook that makes the sound of a waterfall when you turn it upside down. Rather than the standard photo of the family, a small soft-sculpture that rendered Martin and his wife and three kids in the mode of Cabbage Patch Kids was perched on his credenza. Martin was behind the desk toward which all the room’s furnishings subtly angle, a broad barely finished burl from the trunk of some thousand-year-old oak.


  I saw where Martin was going long before Wash, who was in one of the Barcelona chairs that form a proscenium about Martin’s desk. When Wash finally realized that Martin was detailing our suspicions about Bert, he made a vague move to object. But Wash clearly had no time to think it through and instead contained himself.


  Martin removed his credenza key—he had it hidden in the rubber belly of a clock set in a hula dancer—and displayed the folder of documents I’d seen yesterday. He explained to Jake that we had found no paper trail authorizing these checks. As Jake began to sense that something had gone wrong, he started to fidget. But Martin, the man of principles and solid commitments, showed no wavering. It couldn’t have been easy for him. G&G has been life to Martin since his days at Leotis Griswell’s right hand, and he adores the hurly-burly, the business of bringing everyone together. That’s his faith, that the team is greater than the sum of the parts. He’s my Chinaman here, the man I admire, and he was being admirable now. Only yesterday the Committee had made its decision to wait before the client was informed. Yet Martin was manifesting his allegiance to something more significant than law firm Hoyle: Values. Duty. The lawyer’s code. The client, unexpectedly, had asked a question which clearly invited the truth and Martin would not be party to withholding it.


  By now Martin was explaining the Committee’s plan, how I was searching for Bert in the hope he could be persuaded to relent. From Jake, Martin asked brief forbearance, a couple of weeks, with the promise that at the end I’d provide a full report. To sum up, he came and sat on the forward edge of his desk.


  “If we can tell Bert that you, that TN, is looking at this in an understanding way,” he said to Jake, “I think there’s a chance, a real chance, to get the money back. If we do, we can, perhaps, avoid the scandal. That truly strikes me as best for everyone.”


  He stopped. Martin had made his appeal, all his formidable charm and powers turned on Jake. Now we waited. It was, on the whole, a moment of high daring. Gage & Griswell was probably about to join the lost city of Atlantis as a civilization that fell into the sea. I thought Wash might black out, and even my skin was crawling, anticipating Jake’s reaction. Jake, for his part, looked worse than I’d ever seen him, the fatal gray of a man in shock.


  “Unbelievable.” That was the first thing Jake said. He got to his feet and walked a circle one way and then the other around his chair. “How am I ever going to handle this upstairs?” He asked this question mostly of himself, fingertips at his lips, and it was clear he did not know the answer. He stood there, visibly pained, not quite willing to discuss the repercussions, as if they were lexically beyond him, like a man who could not bear to utter dirty words.


  “We’re here to help you,” Wash said.


  “Oh, you’ve helped a lot,” said Jake and winced at the thought.


  TN lately had been on hard times, if a company with gross earnings of four billion every year can be described that way. Almost everything they own—the hotels, the rent-a-car companies, the airlines—is sensitive to fluctuations in travel, of which there had been damn little since our warlette against So-damn Insane. No surprise either, since anybody with a college business course could have told you that covey of enterprises would move cyclically. To diversify, TN a decade ago bought a traveler’s check business and from that made an entry into the world of Sunbelt banking, just in time to watch their loan portfolio go to hell. After the suicidal fare wars of last summer, the company lost about 600 million bucks, the third bad year in a row. To stem the bleeding, the outside directors brought in Tadeusz Krzysinski as CEO, the first person ever to advance above the level of vice-president who was not homegrown. Among many reforms, Tad has cracked the whip on expenses and by all accounts has been prodding Jake about his relationship with G&G, on the theory that there should be more competition for TN’s legal work. Krzysinski has been heard to speak warmly of a 200-lawyer firm in Columbus he grew to like when he was in his last incarnation, as president of Red Carpet Rental Car.


  This, to say the least, is a subject of concern at Gage & Griswell, since TN has never been less than 18 percent of our revenues. Martin and Wash have been trying to convert Krzysinski, lunching with him, inviting him to meetings, reminding him repeatedly how expensive it would be to replace our knowledge of TN’s structure and past legal affairs. In response, Krzysinski has emphasized that the decision is Jake’s—his General Counsel, like most, must have free rein to choose the outside lawyers he works with—a deft move since both Jake and G&G have their supporters on TN’s board. But Jake has a seasoned corporate bureaucrat’s lust for terrain. He covets a seat on the board, the title of Vice-Chairman, which only Krzysinski can award him, and evinces a toadying willingness to please his new Chairman, with whom in truth he seems frequently ill at ease. As often happens in corporation land, there’s been more talk than action. Jake has sent only a few morsels to Columbus, as he does with many other firms. But in business, like baseball, senior management is often behind you right up to the day you get the ax.


  Jake by now had turned to me. “This is very sensitive. Mack, I want to know about everything you’re doing. And for God’s sake,” he added, “be discreet.”


  Jake is accustomed to being an executive. He stood a moment, medium height and lean, a hand placed over his eyes. He was wearing a smart double-breasted suit, a subtle glen plaid, and his initials—J.A.K.E.: John Andrew Kenneth Eiger—a favored decorative element, had showed on his shirtsleeve when he pointed at me. “Jesus Christ,” Jake said in final reflection and with nothing further left.


  Wash rose in his wake. In extremis his aging face had taken on the texture of a gourd, and he hung there, a mystery to himself, torn between remonstrating with Martin and comforting Jake, and finally chose the latter. A grade-schooler knew what he was going to say: Give us time. Don’t be rash. Once we find Kamin, this can be worked out.


  Behind the thousand-year oak, Martin watched them vanish and asked me, “So what do you think?” He had his hands across his tummy, his face tucked down shrewdly between the matching braces, so that his chin rested on his fancy handmade shirt of jazzy vertical stripes.


  “I’ll let you know as soon as I get feeling again in my limbs.” My heart was still flapping. “I thought we weren’t going to say anything.”


  Martin is one of those men who abound in the legal profession whose brains seem to make them a quarter larger than life. His mind is always zipping along at the speed of an electron. You sit down with him and feel surrounded on all sides. Jesus Christ, you wonder, what is this fellow thinking? I know he’s turned over every word I’ve said three times before I get another one out of my mouth. Accompanying this kind of intellectual hand-speed is a canny grasp of human nature. To what uses all of this is put is not necessarily clear. Martin would not be mistaken for Mother Teresa. Like anybody else who has whizzed along the fast track in the practice of law, he can cut your heart out if need be. And talking to him, as I say, is a kind of contest, in which his clever, warm remarks, his conveyed sense that he knows just what you mean, is somehow never mutual. I know you; you don’t know me. His true residence is out-of-bounds, somewhere in the neighborhood of Mount Olympus. But Martin was rarely as mystifying as he was now. He seemed unshaken by anything that had occurred here. He met my inquiry with an inscrutable little tip of the hand, as if he could not alter bygones.


  “What do you think Krzysinski’s going to say when Jake tells him about this?” I asked.


  Martin closed his eyes to weigh the inquiry, as if it had not occurred to him yet, and when he looked back a little wrinkle of something close to humor, an embracing irony, briefly crossed his worn face. He stood to regard me, as another of his funny clocks began to chatter like a chipmunk somewhere in the room.


  “I think you’d better find Bert,” he told me.




  VI. THE SECRET LIFE OF

KAM ROBERTS


  A. Good News


  Most of the time as I am recording this, talking it through, I do not see the faces of Carl and Wash and Martin. I can’t really imagine them with the pages in their hands. So there must be someone else I mean to talk to, sitting here in my rummage-sale bedroom late at night. In the stillness the voice seems to be the spirit, the way a candle is best represented by a flame. Maybe the Dictaphone’s a medium, then, a way to enhance communication with the dear departed. Maybe this is really an extended message to sweet Elaine, with whom I used to speak three times a day. Today I’ve felt her absence starkly, the willing ear to whom I’ve muttered stray remarks, even as I sat in my office, shiftless and sour, feeling perplexed by the hunt for Bert.


  I stared again at the statement from the Kam Roberts bank card. My feet were on my desk, a large period piece with the formidable tiered look of a steamship, its rosy surface lost in a patchwork of discarded telephone messages, throwaway memos, and various briefs and transcripts that I was yet to file. When I came in at G&G with Jake Eiger’s backing and made partner during those initial years when Jake drowned me in work, I had the option to redecorate this room but never got around to it, too drunk to care I guess. I’ve lived all this time with what is in reality secondhand stuff, the big walnut desk, the glass-paned bookcases, two leather gooseneck chairs with brass studs, a nice, if worn, Oriental rug, a personal computer, and my own clutter. The only object I care much about is on the wall, a terrific Beckmann print—the usual dissipated people in a café. By daylight I have a fine view of the river and the west edge of Center City, girded by the Interstate, U.S. 843.


  I thought sullenly about how I was going to make Martin happy and find Bert. I still wanted to talk to the flight attendant in the apartment above his, but I didn’t have her name—she hadn’t left it on the mailbox—and the notion of putting myself in the vicinity of that stiff again gave me the willies. I phoned long-distance information for Scottsdale and after two calls found Bert’s sister, Mrs. Cheryl Moeller, whom I’d met when the ma was buried. She didn’t know where her brother was and had not heard from him in months, which was par for the course. She couldn’t remember any pal of Bert’s named Archie either. She didn’t sound as if she liked her brother any better than she ever had and ended up reassuring me that Bert was going to turn up, as usual.


  Fellas, Elaine—whoever I’m talking to—I have to tell you, your investigator was stumped. I went over the statement one more time. Why was Bert booking hotel rooms on game nights when he had an empty apartment a mile away? Purely on a flyer, I called U Inn. I got the hotel operator and did what we used to refer to in Financial as a pretext call. I said I was trying to get information on a guy I’d had a business meeting with at U Inn on December 18. I’d lost my entire file in a taxi and was hoping maybe they had a forwarding address or phone for him.


  “What’s this gentleman’s name?” the hotel operator asked.


  “Kam Roberts.” I was looking for any clue to Bert’s present whereabouts. I heard a few computer keys click, then spent most of eternity on hold, but finally got a fellow named Trilby who said he was the Associate Manager. He asked first thing for my name and number, which I gave him.


  “I’ll check our records, Mr. Malloy, and ask Mr. Roberts to call you.”


  Wrong idea. Bert didn’t figure to stick around for an encounter with any of his partners.


  “I’m on vacation after today. I really need to reach him. Any chance of that?”


  “Just a moment.” It was a good deal longer than that, but Trilby sounded quite pleased with himself when he returned. “Mr. Malloy, you must have ESP. He’s a guest in the hotel.”


  My heart stopped.


  “Kam Roberts is? You’re sure?”


  He laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t say that anybody here knows him, but there’s a gentleman by that name checked in to Room 622. Should I have him call you? Or can we tell him when you’ll be coming by?”


  I thought. “Can I talk to him?”


  He returned after I’d heard an extended symphonic version of “Raindrops Keep Falling On My Head.”


  “There’s no answer there, Mr. Malloy. Why don’t you stop by at the end of the day and we’ll get him a message you’ll be here.”


  “Sure,” I said. “Or I’ll call.”


  “Call or come by,” said Trilby. He was writing a note.


  After I put down the phone, I sat a long time looking at the river. There was one building across the way, still wearing Yuletide festoonery, lights and a skirt of holly across the roof. It didn’t make much sense. Bert had reason to be laying low—his partners, the police, and maybe even whoever had stuffed that bug-eyed businessman in his refrigerator were all after him. But why hide in Kindle, where sooner or later he’d run into somebody he knew? Whatever, I had to get down there fast, before Bert got this lamebrained message in which I’d used my actual factual name, the sight of which undoubtedly would lead him to scoot once more.


  I took the elevator down and crossed the street to the health club where I play racquetball with Brushy. I jumped into my sweats and shoved my wallet in a pocket, then started jogging. It was 28 degrees so I hauled my broad Irish backside down the avenues with some dispatch, but I ran out of wind after about four blocks and went back and forth, running till my smokedup lungs felt like I’d breathed in bleach, then stopping and letting sweat freeze up on my nose.


  I cruised out of Center City into the neighborhoods where the two-family houses roosted like hens behind the frozen lawns and the leafless trees, stark and black, loomed above the parkways. Lured by my mood, I jogged a few blocks out of my way into the edges of the ghetto, so I could pass St. Bridget’s School. It is a stucco building split by long cracks the shape of lightning. There, for more than thirty-one years, Elaine was the school librarian—“feeding the starving,” as she put it. This was a person of iron convictions. With our ma, I turned myself into a sort of human tetherball, always close enough to be pounded back in another direction when she’d go off her nut and rage about one thing or another, but Elaine was smarter and held her distance. She developed, through this exercise, I suppose, a strongly contrary temperament. When everyone was sitting, Elaine was standing; she wandered around the kitchen when the family dined. She preferred her solitary self to any company, and that never seemed to change.


  She ended up one of those Catholic spinsters, a spiritual type who never quite joined the secular world, at 5:00 a.m. Mass every morning, always palling around with the nuns and identifying people, and even store locations, throughout the tri-cities by their parish. She had her worldly moments, some gentlemen friends with whom she sinned, and she was a terrific card too, one of these clever old Irish gals with a bracing wit. All Ma’s sharpness was still resident in her, but where Bess took to the cudgel of spiteful words and judgments, Elaine’s humor was aimed principally at herself. These little muttered cracks as you left your seat, turned your back, and always an arrow to the heart. Her only failing she came by naturally—she drank a bit. The night she left our house, goofy from plum brandies, and turned up the off ramp and headed onto U.S. 843 was the final drunken evening of my life.


  In AA, where I’ve lapsed just like I have in the Church, impressed by the faith but unwilling to engage in the required daily rituals—in AA they told me to submit myself to a power outside myself. Don’t count on beating the demon on your own. The help I ask for, Elaine, is yours. And sometimes as I do it, as I ran down the bleak streets toward the U Inn or sit here in the night whispering into the Dictaphone, I puzzle on what strikes me as a piece of nasty truth.


  I miss you ten times more than Nora.


  B. Bad News


  Eventually I reached the outskirts of the U., with its handsome progressive neighborhood, integrated since early in the century, its bookstores and vague bohemian air. U Inn was at the corner of Calvert and University, and I did a long tour of the parking lot, then jogged right through the front door, waving to the doorman, playing today’s role as another hotel guest, a traveling business type living on snacks from the mini-bar and morning aerobics. I ran all the way to the elevator, hopped in with a fat woman who was whistling to herself, and rode up to 6.


  Room 622 was quiet. I stuck my ear to the door and rattled the knob. As I figured, there were not going to be any of Pigeyes’s tricks in a mid-city hotel. The doors were reinforced and the locks had been replaced with those solid-state electronic gizmos, little brass boxes with lights that required sliding in some plastic card they give you these days instead of a key. I knocked hard. Nothing doing. A suspect fellow in a lizard-skin jacket came by and I kept my eye on him until he got some ice and disappeared under the exit sign at the other end of the dim hall. The hotel corridor was quiet, except for the whine of a vacuum inside one of the rooms.


  I’d planned the next move. The guy on the phone had told me nobody here knew Kam on sight. I had some second thoughts, but I had to count on sliding by. That was the point of leading a perilous life. I needed to find what in the hell Bert’d been up to. And I’d be a lot better off sneaking up on him than announcing myself. I took the Kam Roberts credit card out of my wallet.


  At the reception desk in the lobby, I talked to a cute blonde, a student, I imagined, like many of the employees.


  “I’m Mr. Roberts in 622. I went out for a little trot and like a fool I grabbed my credit card when I left instead of my room pass.” I showed her the credit card casually, tapping an edge on the counter. “If you could just get me another.”


  She disappeared in back. This was frankly a pretty rummy place, especially after the big-bucks life where you get used to going first class. The shabbiness of course was excused by a convenient location—there wasn’t another hotel within a mile of the university—and an atmosphere of self-conscious boosterism. The U Inn, as you would expect, is pretty rah-rah. Everything was roped in U. colors, vermilion and white, and near the desk there were pennants and pom-poms and U. sweatshirts tacked to the walls. The Hands basketball schedule, a cardboard poster featuring a color photo of Bobby Adair, this year’s wannabe star, was pinned up on either side of the desk, and as I studied it I realized that a Hands basketball game probably would have brought Bert back to town no matter what.


  But there was none today. Not even last night. Or tomorrow. In fact, a lot of things didn’t fit. The home games were set on the schedule in vermilion, the away games in black. I didn’t have Kam’s bank card bill with me, but I’d been staring holes in it for eighteen hours and I was pretty sure that I had committed most of the entries to memory. What bothered me was that the days didn’t match. December 18, the last time Kam was here, the Hands were at home. But according to the schedule, they’d been in Bloomington and Lafayette and Kalamazoo since then, and on different dates than the ones when Kam had rung up charges in the same towns.


  “Mr. Roberts?” The blonde had returned. “Can I see your credit card again for a moment?” I’d kept it out and she removed it from my hand. I had some instinct to start running, but the girl looked like she’d rolled in off a haywagon, with those sweet eyes the color of cornflowers. One of America’s twenty million blondes with looks too standard to conceal any scam. She disappeared again into the office, but was gone just a second.


  “Mr. Roberts,” she said when she returned, “Mr. Trilby would like to see you for one minute in back.” She opened a door for me and pointed to the small rear office, but I hung on the threshold, heart fluttering like a moth.


  “Is there a problem?”


  “I think he said he had a message.”


  Ah yes. Me old bud Mack Malloy had called. A perceptive fellow, Trilby probably wanted to tell me that Mack sounded like a phony. There were three men in back, a black man behind a desk who I took to be Trilby and the wormy-looking guy I’d seen upstairs in the hall. The third one turned to face me last.


  Pigeyes.


  I was in deep.


  C. Would You Care If Your Partner Did This to You?


  This is not an especially pretty story, Elaine. Pigeyes and I worked tac nearly two years, life and death and plenty of whiskey, lots of laughs, I’m the former college-boy art student, wet behind the ears, he’s the guy who’s been street-smart since he was seven. I’m talking out loud about Edward Hopper and Edvard Munch when we drive down city streets at night and he’s feeling up every hooker. Some team.


  Working with this guy was always an adventure. Pigeyes was one of those cops in the old style, who think parents take care of kids, you go to church and pray to God to save your soul, and everything after that sort of depends on where you stand, how you look at it, right and wrong, you know, sometimes you have to squint. I’d been riding with him about eighteen months when we hit a dope house, just a small packaging factory in a dismal apartment building. We had followed some little shitbum off the street, pretty sure we’d seen him swapping packages, and then, afraid we’d got made, decided to go through the door in the name of hot pursuit before any backup arrived. Pigeyes was always that kind of cowboy—he thought he was in the movies, strung out on the rush of danger as bad as if he were sticking a spike in his arm.


  Anyway, you’ve seen the next scene at the Odeon: We come through with guns drawn, a lot of yelling and carrying on in two or three different languages, people jumping out the windows and onto the fire escapes, and some poor bastard running first one way, then the other with a seal-a-meal under one arm and a scale under the other. I kick in the door of the john and there’s a gal sitting on the can with her print skirt around her belly, holding a baby in one hand, using the other to push a baggy full of powder up herself.


  We got four people facedown on the floor. Pigeyes did his usual raging, sticking his service revolver in their ears and saying various terrible things until somebody whimpered or literally shit their trousers, then he turned his attention to a little card table in the corner of the living room which was covered with money, I mean a lot, lying there in heaps like it was just paper. Pigeyes had radioed for the narcs to come help us with the arrest, but without skipping a beat he counted out two piles of bills, three or four grand each, and handed me one. I took it but handed the money back in the car, after Narcotics had shown up.


  ‘What’s this?’ he asked.


  ‘I’m goin to law school.’ I’d been accepted by then.


  ‘So?’


  ‘So I shouldn’t be doin this shit.’


  ‘Hey, get real.’ He read me out then. He beat me up with the truth. Did I think the narc guys wouldn’t take a nibble out of this? What were we supposed to do, leave it in a nice pile so that the shitface beaners could have it all back when Judge Nowinski decided we weren’t in hot pursuit? Were we gonna wait around and hope that the mopes in the Forfeiture Unit actually took some time off from the golf course to try to get a writ, in which case the cash’d get lost in the clerk’s office or maybe in some judge’s chambers? Did I think the beaners were gonna say something? Every one of them didn’t know nothin, man. They were wet and waitin for a trip across the river. ‘Or do you just want to be able to go tell Momma?’ he asked.


  ‘Hey, give me a break.’ We’d sort of been down this pass before. What he did, he did, I figured, he wasn’t the only one and he made some effort not to involve me. Now he wanted me aboard. ‘You do what you wanna, I’ll do what I wanna. I got a rest-of-my-life to think about. That’s all.’


  He sat there watching me, a nasty-looking fellow normally, with a sullen face going to jowls and those little whiteless eyes, his expression now slackened and mistrustful. This was what they call a delicate situation. Like being with the Yakuza. You got to cut off a finger to prove you’re in. What was he up to? I think, in retrospect, he had a point to make, that before I departed for the world I ought to know that there’s no judging, that everybody has their moments. So I brought the money home and showed it to my wife and, after leaving it in my sock drawer for three weeks, gave it to my sister for St. Bridget’s. Yeah, Elaine, that’s where it came from, it wasn’t, like I said, a stationhouse collection. I got a note back from the eighth-grade class president which I’ve kept for all these years, a pointless thing to do, since I wasn’t going to tell anyone the real story, inasmuch as I was a policeman who was supposed to arrest Pigeyes’s unlawful ass right on the spot, not sing “Que Sera, Sera,” or make a charitable donation of what was, in law, money I’d stolen.


  Two months later I started law school and a few weeks after that I was Form 6o’d to Financial. Pigeyes threw a nice bash when I left. Everything for the best.


  The police, any city you go to, are kind of a sneak fraternity. The Force. Close-knit. Trust each other first and most and nobody very much. There are lots of reasons, maybe the most important being that no one really likes the police. Who should? All these types looking sidewise and waiting for you to slip. I was a cop myself, but when I see a black-and-white just sitting on the corner, the first thing I think is, Why’s this bastard got his eye on me?


  Also, cops are really by themselves. This retinue of lawyers, prosecutors, judges, wardens, that whole world of rules, they’re as far away as Pago Pago when you’re in that basement looking for the robbery suspect Mrs. Washington saw running. You go through the basement door and wait there on the threshold, come out five minutes later shaking your head in disappointment, just can’t find him, that whole crew, lawyers, wardens, so on and so forth, they have nobody to chew on. It’s only you—not just your life on the line, but you’re the only reason this guy is going to get caught. There’s no system. That’s why it’s so easy to whack the mouthy bastard when he’s cuffed in the back of the black-and-white and is still talking about your mother or the violation of his constitutional fucking rights, never mind the seventy-seven-year-old guy he just hit in the head with a paving stone the better to steal his T-check. Because it was only you. And he’s yours. And only other cops really understand that.


  Which is how come, even forgetting everything else—that you’re a sneak fraternity, that nobody likes you—even forgetting all that, coppers don’t do it to coppers. When you’re there, when it’s only you, you do your best. And if some days you’re not up to your best, then you’re no worse than anybody else, are you? Tomorrow you can try again. Who’s to judge? You start that game, I saw you be bad, shit, it’s the whole Force tellin tales.


  Shift scene: Two years later I’m coming out of Constitutional Law II, here’s two Feebies, real types, drawls and polyester suits and white shoes, who want to talk to me—did I work with Gino Dimonte, la-di-da, a few warm-up pitches, then the hard stuff—was I on a dope bust three years ago April? I do the arithmetic real fast. One of the dopers has finally gotten cracked federally rather than stateside and has found some Ivy League AUSA happy to cut him a few months in summer camp if he’ll talk about Kindle coppers with their hands on dirty money, and the doper naturally doesn’t give him everybody he has on the pad who he might need again, he gives him Pigeyes, who used self-help. I know all this at once, I see just where they’re going, and I’m like ‘Yeah, okay, yeah, I think I remember that one, oh yeah, that one, there was money on the table.’ A bubble in the brain. What am I thinking? It was the weirdest goddamned thing. Five seconds in the law school hallway and I’ve changed my freaking life. There was not a cop who heard about this—and believe me, they all heard about it before the ink was dry on the 302s, the FBI agents’ reports—who didn’t think I’d done it because I felt with law school I was now a cut above. Coppers are very sensitive about class and have always got it on the brain, they just can’t get over the fact that they make forty grand to keep the world safe for millionaires, eat a bullet for Daddy Warbucks, who’ll use your corpse to wipe his shoes. But it wasn’t that, I wasn’t trying to make new friends, and in point of fact, I never much liked snitches. And it wasn’t my sterling character for the truth. Who am I kidding? I’ve fibbed for worse reasons than to help a pal. It’s just that, at that moment, I was standing there in the law school, with its wainscotted walls, and something came over me, that thing going back to when I was a kid when I’d realize I didn’t belong, that feeling that the world was objects. That’s where I was, I guess, the smartass fourth-grader looking at his life as Something in This Picture Does Not Fit and always thinking the Something was me.


  Anyway, I got about three-quarters through the story when it hit me like a bolt that this would not work out. The agents had come on with the usual street immunity, just be straight and you’re okay, you won’t even get lint on your new suit, but I realized suddenly that the feds were not my only problem. I would have to explain this to Bar Admissions and Discipline, to BAD, and they were pretty tough on the new recruits. Immunity. Felonies. Breach of trust. I was not going to make a good impression with this story of stolen dope money in my sock drawer. So the tale ended with me and Pigeyes in the car and me telling him to inventory my end and his end too, handing the money back so he could turn it all in to the evidence room.


  Things sort of went in natural sequence after that. I testified in the grand jury, just what I’d said in my statement to the agents, nothing more. The last six months I was a policeman, I was assigned behind a file cabinet, I didn’t get near the street, and even the khaki crew, the unsworn personnel, would spit in my coffee when I turned my back. Then Pigeyes got indicted and I went to court and testified against him. He had paid about thirty grand to Sandy Stern, who a few years ago I would have described as a Jew defense lawyer, and Sandy made it look like the government did not have much of a case. They had a couple of the shitbum dopers who had to admit they’d had their faces planted on the floor; a narcotics officer’s inventory of two grand in cash on the table when the beaners said there had been forty; and they had me. Of course, I was up there only sort of telling the truth, with my old pal Pigeyes giving me the death look, and something uneasy came to the surface, like bones bubbling up in tar. Stern asked if I was jealous of Pigeyes, felt he was a better cop than me, and I said yes to that, and I agreed that I never checked with Evidence to see what Pigeyes had inventoried. I allowed as how there were beaners who didn’t know one Anglo cop from another, and I even said yes when Stern asked if Yours Truly was in fact the only police officer who admitted having received money removed from that table. The AUSA got this look like he needed Preparation H and the jury came back not guilty in two hours. When I walked out of the courtroom I had really lit the scoreboard: I don’t think there was a soul there, not the judge, not even the toothless buffs out in the peanut gallery, who didn’t think I was lower than pond slime. Nora, never one to miss a point of vulnerability, put it nicely: ‘So, Mack, now do you think you got what you want?’


  Did I? There were a few strange turns, I admit. One of the strangest was that BAD publicly embraced me. They thought ratting out your friend was a mark of character and gave me a job, since I’d demonstrated such fidelity to the rules of upstanding conduct in another calling. As for Pigeyes, he was ruined. For the jury it’s always opening night, but the cops had all seen Stern’s act before and they didn’t need a trial to know that Pigeyes was dirty. All his buddies in the department, and there are a million, they’ll do him favors day to day, get him twice as much for uniform allowance, but as far as going higher, he smelled bad, to the brass he was wearing lead boots. He’s been on his unhappy trail down the hill ever since, getting the kind of discipline they practice out of Rome, sending the pederast priest to dwell at a convent. Pigeyes’s punishment is Financial Crimes. Personally, I’d always liked the intricacy of Financial, the fact that there was more to investigating a case than finding the perp’s girlfriend and sitting on her house until he came by for a cha-cha, but for Pigeyes, a proof mark will never take the place of drawing his gun.


  From what I hear he has a sad life now. These days the rare dope bust he horns in on, he’s picking powder off the table, not money. Behind his back, guys call him G-Nose or Snowman, and it’s not cause he likes winter weather. He was always a copper’s copper, full of twitches and complexes, sort of hated everyone, so there never was a Mrs. Pig, just the usual copper-bar girls and chickies on the edge of trouble who thought it was a good idea to give a cop a screw. He did not have much. Until now. Now he had me.


  D. Pigeyes and I Renew Acquaintances


  “Didn’t I tell you this guy was gonna turn up? Didn’t I fucking tell you?” Pigeyes was so happy, gloating like some cock who’d gotten every hen in the coop, that I thought he was going to fall over and give himself a hug. I had, I admit, some glum thoughts about my partners who had set me off blind on a path that led straight to my life’s greatest enemy—even counting my former wife—a man who, judging by his comments, was clearly expecting me.


  “Refresh me,” he said, “memory serves, this ain’t you.” He was holding the credit card.


  “I’m sorry, Officer?”


  “Detective, shitface.”


  “Detective Shitface, I’m sorry.” Personally, I didn’t believe I’d done it. But there you have it. Chasing Bert and teasing myself with the notion of another life, I was becoming a new man. By the door, the younger cop in lizard, in his longhair do with shiny sidewalls, grimaced and turned a full pirouette. I was looking for it. But he didn’t know the history. If Pigeyes kicked the bejesus out of me, he could never fit a story good enough. He stared at me with those little black eyes without any visible whites, while this reality crowded in on both of us. Then he extended one finger, thick as a stake, and gave me his own unique look, a laser right to the heart.


  “Not again,” he said.


  Trilby spoke up at that point, a pudgy black man of middle years, sitting behind his desk. He and his sidekick out front had done a nice job of setting me up. The coppers obviously had been here long ago looking for Kam and had left instructions to get in touch if anybody connected with him ever reappeared. While I was on hold, Trilby was probably on the line with Pig-eyes, who gleefully thanked whatever idol he worshipped as soon as he heard my name. To this point, Trilby had watched our exchange out of one eye, face sort of averted, so he could claim he hadn’t seen it, if anything bad happened. Now he stuck up his courage to ask who I was.


  “A drunk,” said Pigeyes.


  It’s always strange how that shot can reach me.


  “I’m a lawyer, Mr. Trilby.”


  “Quiet,” said Pigeyes. He wasn’t that tall, probably lying when he said he was five ten, but he was built like your freezer, no neck, no waist, a lot of slack flesh on a real solid structure. His anger gave him a kind of aura, an impression of heat. You knew he was there. He was dressed in a sport jacket and a knit shirt, beneath which his undershirt showed. He was wearing cowboy boots.


  His partner could see he was hot and edged past him; Gino sunk back toward the door. With the second cop, we started again.


  “Dewey Phelan.” He pulled his badge from his pocket and we actually shook hands. Good cop, bad cop. Mutt and Jeff. Fuck, I invented this game, but still I was relieved to be talking to skinny young Dewey here, maybe he’s twenty-three, with pale skin, a lumped-up complexion like custard, and that greasy black hair falling into his eyes.


  “Now the question, Mr. Malloy, you understand what it is, is we kind of think you were trying to go into a hotel room that isn’t yours. See? So maybe you could explain that.” Dewey wasn’t really great at this yet. He shifted between feet like a five-year-old who had to go tinkle. Pigeyes was back near the door, arm on a filing cabinet, just taking this in with a sour expression.


  “I’m looking for a partner of mine, Officer.” Better the truth. There was only so much I could bluff, and right now everything was concentrated on looking chipper.


  “Uh-huh,” said Dewey. He nodded and tried to think of what to ask next. “Your partner, what’s his name? What kind of partner is he?”


  I spelled Kamin. Dewey wrote in his little pocket spiral, which he rested on his thigh.


  “False personation,” said Pigeyes. Back at the filing cabinets he gestured at the credit card which Dewey was now holding. Pigeyes was going to charge me with the crime of pretending to be someone else. I had forgotten up to now that the state claimed any interest in who I was or wanted to be.


  I looked to Dewey almost as if he were a friend. “You know, Gino and me,” I said, “there’s some history. But you can explain this to him. It’s not false personation when you use somebody’s name with their permission. That credit card belongs to Kamin. See?”


  Dewey didn’t. “You got this card from him, is that what you’re saying? From Kamin?” He looked back to Pigeyes for a second, maybe to check how he was doing. I had the sense, though, I had told them something. There was a little of that light-bulb look in both faces. Bert was Kam, or vice versa. They hadn’t known that. “It’s Kamin’s card?” Dewey asked.


  “Right.”


  “And he gave it to you?”


  “It’s Kamin’s card, I came here to look for him, as far as I know it’s Kamin’s hotel room. I’m sure he’ll tell you I had his permission.”


  “Well, we’ll have to ask him.”


  “Natch,” I said.


  “So what’s his address?”


  I’d raised him one too many. I saw that, but not quick enough. Sooner or later, when Bert didn’t answer their phone calls, they’d turn up at his place. And the shit would fly when they opened the refrigerator. I tried momentarily to figure how many days it would be until we got to that point and what would happen then.


  Dewey, in the meantime, had written down Bert’s address and stepped away to chew things over with Pigeyes. Dewey, no doubt, was telling Gino they didn’t have any real good reason to hold me and Pigeyes was saying, Like hell, he had me in sweatpants using someone else’s name. But even Pigeyes would realize that, given our colorful past, if he pinched me and it didn’t hold up, the civil suit I’d file for retaliatory arrest would lead to his immediate retirement.


  All in all, I was beginning to figure I’d come out okay, when I heard Gino say, “I’m gonna get her.” He was back in a blink with the sweet-looking student who’d been at the front desk. I imagined he wanted to review my antics out there with the card, see if maybe she’d give him some handhold on me he had missed. I was wrong.


  “This isn’t the guy, right?” he asked her.


  This office was small and getting crowded, five of us now and most of the space to begin with occupied by Trilby’s desk, which was clean but for pictures of his children, all grown, and his wife. There was a U. pennant on the paneled walls and a clock. The girl looked around.


  “No, of course not,” she said.


  “Describe him.”


  “Well, for one thing he was black.”


  “Who’s that?” I asked.


  Dewey gave me a warning look, a minute shake of the head: Don’t interrupt. Pigeyes told the girl to go on.


  “Late twenties, I’d say. Twenty-seven. Kind of receding hair. Athletic build. Nice-looking,” she added, and shrugged, maybe by way of apology for the frank observations of a white girl.


  “And how many times have you seen him?”


  “Six times. Seven. He’s been here a lot.”


  I spoke up again. “What is this, a show up? What’d I do supposedly, steal this guy’s wallet?” I was guessing now, earnest if confused.


  “Hey, dude,” said Dewey. “I think it’s time for you to be quiet.”


  “You’re questioning me, you’re talking about someone in my presence. Come on, I want to know who.”


  “Oh my God, can you believe this guy?” Pigeyes turned away and bit his knuckle.


  “Hey, so tell him,” said Dewey. He hitched a slight shoulder. What was it to them? Gino eventually caught the drift. A glimmer struck home.


  “Here, fine,” said Pigeyes, “knock yourself out.” He moved his hammy paw toward the girl. “Tell Mr. Malloy here who we been talking about.”


  The girl did not get any of this. She shrugged, farm-plain, a little thick in her white blouse.


  “Mr. Roberts,” she said. “Kam Roberts.”


  “Your pal.” Across the room, Pigeyes’s hard little eyes glowed like agates. “So now tell us something smart.”




  VII. WHERE I LIVE


  The house in which Nora Goggins and I made our married life was a little square thing, brick with vinyl siding and black shutters, three bedrooms, in a sort of middle-of-the-middle suburb called Nearing. Nora always said we could afford more, but I didn’t want it; we had a summer place out on Lake Fowler and that was plunge enough for me. There were so many extraneous expenses—the Beemer, my suits and hers, the frigging clubs. I suppose, in retrospect, it means something that our home wasn’t much. Ivy clings to the bricks, plantings that went in when we bought and now have vines thick as tree branches which are beginning to develop bark and sinister tendrils that have found the cracks in the mortar and are gradually pulling the entire place down. When I got the kid, I got the house. Nora cashed out. Nearing will never be glamorous and Nora knows a thing or two about value anyway.


  Nora is a Real Estate Lady, you’ve seen them before, suburban gals dressed to kill at lunch. She could not stand it at home. She limped to the finish line with Lyle, got him into high school, but I could tell that she had done a calculation on some scratch paper somewhere and figured what percentage of her brain cells were dying every day. Even drunk, I sensed a wild, unhappy thing in her that was not going to be tamed. I remember seeing her once; she was in the garden. She had a different homebound passion each year and that summer it was vegetables. All the green things abounded: the cornstalks with their broad leaves like graceful hands, the jungle density of the peas, the ferny tops of asparagus spread like lace. She stood in our tiny suburban back yard with Lyle at her knee and looked toward the distance, a mind full of lonely visions like Columbus, who saw round when everybody else saw flat.


  Eventually she tore off into the land of open houses, showings, new on the market, with a ruthless glee, lit up like a rocket—she loved it, being back in the grown-up world. She was like twenty-one again—regrettably in all ways. When I figured out something was doing, a year or two along, I was more or less immobilized. I was no longer drinking, so I’d sit at home with painful fantasies, thinking about the guys relocating from Kansas City who got something special off Nora’s own Welcome Wagon. She was pointing out the features of her inner sanctum and I, the former sot who’d done more wandering than a minstrel, was at home conducting a perverse and private romance with Mary Fivefingers. Isn’t that the worst part of sex, that we think about it? Guys especially. You know how that goes, we don’t have babies so we only have one way to prove the point. “You gettin any?” It’s like asking a fat person if they’ve had a chance to eat. I swear, I was depressed for days after my last physical, when the doctor asked, in the modern way, if I was sexually active and I had to answer no. But then, I digress.


  In her roaming, Nora was joined by her manager, a gal named Jill Horwich with whom she was always having a drink or sneaking off to a convention. Jill was like a good number of the Real Estate Ladies, divorced, the main support of a passel of kids, and I figured she liked screwing around because it was low-stress, some tomcat in a bar better than a fellow making himself a fixture in the kitchen, one more mouth to feed. Nora somehow seemed impressed by Jill’s way of life.


  But it was hardly news that Nora was adventurous. Soon after I met her, on date number two, it was Nora Goggins who gave me my first blow job. I still count the moment when she peeled back my zipper and greeted John Peter eye to eye, taking hold with the confidence of some nightclub vocalist grabbing the mike, as among the most exciting instants of my life. It was not a boy’s thrill I’m talking about either. I knew I’d found a rare one, somebody braver than I was, a trait that I found irresistible, especially in a Catholic girl. I figured this was someone to follow through the jungle, who’d show no fear of the wild creatures and had the inner strength to clear a path of her own. Instead, it meant that she was a person of strong opinions who would feel thwarted by our life. She picked on me, told me regularly how I failed her emotionally, and apparently conceived of secret yearnings that I could never satisfy.


  The noise I made coming in tonight brought the Loathsome Child in person bouncing off the staircase, rubbing his eyes, shirtless but wearing his jeans, looking as if he had been foraged on by some roaming beast. He is a scrofulous creature, frankly, my size but still not well developed, with a few errant hairs that crop up along his breastbone amid the acne. His peculiar haircut, which looks like a golf green cut onto an overgrown hillside, was disheveled. We ended up together at the kitchen table, both of us making a meal on Cheerios.


  “Tough night?”


  He made a vaguely affirmative sound. His hand was across his face and he rested his arm on the cereal box as if it was the only thing keeping him from collapse. He had put a shirt on by now, some chic rayon chemise I’m sure I paid for. The red stripe on it, I decided, was not design but ketchup.


  “What time did you get home?”


  “One.”


  He meant afternoon, not morning. I checked the clock: 7:48 p.m. Lyle was just rising. He pretty much lives backward. He and his pals consider it uncool to get started anytime this side of midnight. Nora, of course, attributes Lyle’s libertine existence to the poor example his drunken father set when he was growing up.


  “You should try reading St. Augustine. He has much cautionary advice about a life of excess.”


  “Oh, shut up, Dad.”


  Maybe if there were just a trace of humor in this I wouldn’t have been so hot to smack him. As it was, I had to contain myself with the thought that if I hit him he would tell his mother, who’d tell her lawyer, who’d tell the judge. If I believed they’d take the kid away I’d have knocked him cold, but it would only end in more restraining orders and restrictions on me.


  According to that splendid education I received out at the U., it was Rousseau who began in Western culture the worship of the child, innocent and perfect in nature. Anyone who has raised a human from scratch knows this is a lie. Children are savages—egocentric little brutes who by the age of three master every form of human misconduct, including violence, fraud, and bribery, in order to get what they want. The one who lived in my house never improved. Last fall it turned out that the community college, for which I’d dutifully given him a tuition check at the beginning of each quarter, did not have the bastard registered. A month ago I took him out to dinner and caught him trying to pocket the waitress’s tip.


  About three times a week I threaten to throw him out, but his mother has told him the divorce decree provides that I will support him until he’s twenty-one—Brushy and I had assumed that meant paying for college—and Nora, who thinks the boy needs understanding, especially since she doesn’t have to provide much, would doubtless find this an occasion for yet another principled disagreement and probably seek an order requiring Lyle and me to get some counseling—another five hundred bucks a month. Thus, the thought often stabs me with the ugly starkness of a rusty knife: I am afraid of him now too.


  Believe me, I am not as cheerful as I sound.


  Rising for another bowl of cereal, my son asked where I had been.


  “I was dealing with uncomfortable aspects of my past,” I told him.


  “Like Mom, you mean?” He thought he was funny.


  “I ran into a cop I used to know. Over at U Inn.”


  “Really?” Lyle thinks it’s neat that I was a policeman, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity for role reversal. “You aren’t in trouble are you, Dad?”


  “If I ever need to be bailed out, chum, I know where I can find an expert.” I gave him a meaningful look, which sent Lyle at once across the kitchen.


  It had killed Pigeyes to let me go. He and Dewey had talked it over for about fifteen minutes and apparently decided that they had better check out my story about Bert. Gino gave me back the credit card and told me to hold on to it because I’d hear from him soon. It didn’t sound like he’d be bringing a bouquet.


  Slurping up my dinner now, I wished I hadn’t been so hasty with Bert’s name. The problem, slowly dawning on me, was that when Pigeyes and Dewey open Bert’s refrigerator, the next stop would be G&G. They’d want to know everything about Kamin. At that point—probably within the next week—it would be hard to keep the missing money out of our answers. And once this was a police matter, everybody would be posturing. Even if Krzysinski kept his cool now when Jake gave him the lowdown, there’d be no hush-hush after the cops arrived, no diplomatic solutions. It’d be sayonara, G&G. I needed to get going.


  Still, the news that there is a living breathing human named Kam Roberts has left me feeling like an astronomer who just discovered that there’s a second planet in our orbit, also called Earth. If he wasn’t Bert—and Bert wasn’t twenty-seven, black, or losing his hair when I last saw him twelve days ago—then why is Kam Roberts using Bert’s name upside down and getting his mail at Bert’s house?


  I’d been carrying the note that Lena had copied off Infomode in my shirt pocket. I studied it for a second and in total desperation even showed it to Lyle. I told him it seemed like Bert had written it.


  “That dude? One who took us to a couple Trappers games? Got to be sports with him, man.”


  “Thank you, Sherlock. What sport in particular? Safe-cracking?”


  Lyle was blank. I might as well have asked him about Buddhism. The kid had left a pack of cigarettes on the table and I took one as a garnish.


  “Hey.” He pointed. “Buy your own.”


  “I’m saving you,” I said. “I’m conserving your health and future.”


  The kid didn’t think I was funny. He never did. If I start counting the endeavors in this life at which I have failed, I’ll burn out the batteries on this thing. But somehow Lyle and I stand on our own plateau. When I was an active drunkard, there were moments while I was crocked that my love for this child would come over me with breathtaking intensity. It was always the same image, this chubby two-year-old running to beat all hell, his laughter free as a waterfall and sweeter than music, and I loved him so dearly, with such heartsore tenderness, that I’d sit over my highball glass shameless at my tears. These were the most intimate moments I had with my kid, this kind of imaginary contact while he was fast asleep and I was in some barroom half a dozen miles from home. Practically speaking, I did him little good. Near as I can figure, that makes me the same as three-quarters of the dads I know who just sort of phone it in as fathers. But somewhere along the line Lyle recognized my vulnerability, that when it comes to him I am wholly paralyzed by regret. Call it what you like, getting even or being nuts together, we both know that him pushing my buttons and me refusing to jump has the same screwed-up emotional dynamic as, say, ritual torture or some family form of S and M. Lyle by his behavior berates me, while I cry out by suffering this punishment that I love, if not him, then something he alone represents.


  With the cigarette I retreated and knocked around the living room. I had gone back to the health club to dress and to the office to pick up the file for Toots Nuccio’s hearing tomorrow and I read at it a bit. Eventually I wandered upstairs, doing my nightly usual, trying to sneak up sidelong on sleep. Should I describe my bedroom, site of my nighttime dictation? Hiroshima after the bomb. Books and newspapers and cigarette butts. Scattered highbrow journals and law reviews read in my brainier moods. A brass colonial lamp with a broken shade. Beside my cherry highboy, there is a rectangle of carpeting less faded than the rest, dimpled at each corner by the casters from Nora’s dresser, one of the few pieces of furniture she took. With Lyle around, there is not much point in cleaning anywhere, and my little corner of the world now seems crushed and flattened on all sides.


  Next to my bed is a dropcloth and a half-finished canvas on an easel, upon whose ledge sit many tubes of paint, thumb-dented and fingerprinted with the bright pigments. Artist at work. When I was eighteen, I was going to be Monet. As a child in my mother’s house, as a victim of her shrill tirades, I took a certain comfort in concentrating on what did not change, on the permanence of a line and the silence of the page. I don’t know how many times, in how many schoolrooms, I drew the people from the funnies, Batman, Superman, Dagwood. I was good too. Teachers praised my work, and nights when I was sitting around The Black Rose with my old man I’d amuse his cronies by faultlessly rendering a photo from the paper. ‘Boy’s great, Tim.’ He took the usual bar-time pleasure from this, man among men, letting others boast about his son, but at home he would not cross my ma, who took a dim view of this vocation. ‘Drawin flippin pictures,’ she’d mutter whenever the subject was raised. It was not until I got a D in a drawing class in my first year at the U. that I began to see she had a point.


  Here’s the problem: I see well only in two dimensions. I don’t know if it’s depth perception or something in the brain. I envision the picture but not the figure it is drawn from. If counterfeiting were a legitimate profession, I would be its Pablo Fucking Picasso. I can reproduce anything on paper as if it were traced. But real life somehow defeats me. Foreshortened, distorted—it never comes out right. My career as an artist, I had realized shortly before I joined the Force, would be a sort of secondhand hell in which I’d never do anything original. So I became a lawyer. Another of those jokes, though when I make it, my partners flinch.


  At home, in private, I like to pretend. Normally, when I jolt awake at 3:00 a.m., it’s not Wash’s report or the Dictaphone that occupies me. Instead, I repaint Vermeer and imagine the thrill of being the man who so saucily transfigured reality. I am here often in the middle of the night, the light intense, the glare from the shiny art book page and the wet acrylics somehow dazzling, as I try to avoid thinking too much about the image that leapt up from the flames to wake me.


  And what image is that? you ask. It’s a man, actually. I see him stepping out of the blaze, and when I start awake, heart banging and mouth dry, I am looking for him, this guy who’s got my number. He’s around the corner, always behind me. Wearing a hat. Carrying a blade. In dreams sometimes I catch the gleam winking as he treads through the path of blue light from a streetlamp. This is an always thing, all my life, me and this guy, Mr. Stranger Danger, as the coppers put it, the guy who’s out there and gonna do you bad. He’s the one that mothers warn their daughters to watch out for on a deserted street. He’s the mugger in the park, the home invader who strikes at 3:00 a.m. I became a copper, maybe, because I thought I’d catch him, but it turns out he still gets the drop on me at night.


  Jesus, what is it I have to be so scared of? Five years on the streets and still with all my fingers and toes, a job that I’m busy trying to make secure, and skills of one kind or another. But I am looking at the big 5-0, and the numbers still stir something in me, as if they were the caliber of a gun that is pointed at my head. It gets a body down. I lie here in the bed in which I screwed several thousand times a woman who I figure now never really cared much about what I was doing; I listen to the phlegmy report from the rotted muffler of what I used to call my car and desolately hold to the departing sounds of that roaming creature who was once a tender child. What is there to be so scared of, Elaine, except this, my one and only life?


  Tonight I woke only once. It was not as bad as sometimes. No dreams. No knives or flames. Just a single thought, and the horror of it for a change was not too large to name.


  Bert Kamin is probably dead.
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  VIII. MEN OF THE CITY


  A. Archie Was a Cool Operator


  When I got to the office on Wednesday morning, Lena was waiting for me.


  “Is this guy a gambler?” You could see she already knew the answer was yes.


  “Show me.” I followed her toward the library.


  When I interviewed Lena on campus at the U. last year, I noticed there was a hole in her résumé—seven years to finish college. I asked if she’d been working.


  ‘Not really.’ She had grasped her briefcase, a little redhead with a worldly eye. ‘I went through a rough spell.’


  ‘How rough?’


  ‘Rough.’ We scrutinized one another in the interview room, a soundproofed spot no bigger than a closet; it would have done well for torture. ‘I thought I was in love with a guy,’ she said. ‘But I was in love with the dope. I’m NarcAnon. That whole thing. Once a week.’ She awaited my reaction. There were a half dozen other good firms in the city and we were interviewing early. If candor didn’t work, she could lie to the next bunch, or hope she’d make it through someplace before anybody asked. She’d had A’s. Somebody would take a chance. You could read all these calculations in her strong features.


  ‘AA,’ I said and shook her hand. She’d done well here. Brilliantly. She had taken control of her life with an athlete’s determination, which, whenever I witnessed it, colored me from the same palette of murky feelings—envy, admiration, the ever-present conviction that I am a phony and she the real thing.


  In the library she stationed me by a p.c. and went through the codes to bring Bert’s message up on the screen. I stared at it again:


  

    Hey Arch—


    SPRINGFIELD


    Kam’s Special 1.12—U. five, five Cleveland.


    1.3—Seton five, three Franklin.


    1.5—SJ five, three Grant.


    NEW BRUNSWICK


    1.2—S.F. eleven, five Grant.


  


  “See,” she said, “I looked in Sportsline. It’s not only scores. They also have a sports book. From Las Vegas? It shows the odds and spreads. Here.” The list went on for pages: basketball, college and pro, and hockey, with a point spread for every game, each one listed on a separate line. “Then I asked myself,” she said, “do any of these sports have anything to do with Springfield or New Brunswick?”


  There was some kind of basketball shrine in Springfield, Massachusetts, but I drew a blank on New Jersey.


  “Football,” she said, “that’s where they played the first college football game. In New Brunswick. And the first basketball game was in Springfield.”


  I made her flip the screen back so I could look again at Bert’s message. Three weeks ago, the NFL playoffs had laid waste to my weekend.


  “These are games,” she said. “I think he’s betting one side of the spread or the other.” She looked at me to see how she was doing, which was fine. “It makes sense,” she told me. “Franklin and Grant—they’re on money, right? I mean bills. I don’t quite get Cleveland.”


  “Grover Cleveland’s on the thousand.”


  “He is betting,” she said. “Heavy too. How’s he covering his losses?” An addict, Lena had an ingrained view: For sin you pay sometime.


  I considered her question. Betting between five and ten grand a day, Bert had the look of a man likely to steal.


  “I can’t figure what this means,” she said, “Kam’s Special?” I had no idea.


  “And who’s Arch?” she asked.


  That one was more obvious to me.


  “A bookie.” Actuaries, of course, are oddsmakers in white shirts. Archie, I guess, couldn’t resist plotting probabilities on something more amusing than mortality tables. It was a funny thought, some buttoned-down type making book in one of these steel towers.


  “Look,” I said to Lena, “if this character Archie had my guy’s account number and the name Kam Roberts, he could call in and take bets out of the mailbox. Right? And he could do that with dozens of other people too, if he had the same kind of arrangement with them.”


  “Why would he want to?”


  “Because bookmaking is illegal and it’s a better business if he doesn’t get caught.” Even when I was on the street, before wiretapping got so big, guys kept a book on the run. Somebody with no nose would knock on a door in a poor neighborhood and offer to rent an apartment for a month, three grand, no questions asked. They’d use the place for four weeks, then go somewhere else, hoping to stay ahead of the feds. But these days, no matter how they do it, when they’re taking bets over the phone there’s the chance the G is listening. Archie took calls from no one. You could scout out the Sportsline and leave your bets for Archie in your Infomode mailbox. Archie was an electronic tout, man of his times.


  Which also explained the reference to Arch Enterprises on the Kam Roberts bank card statement. Archie had solved the bookie’s age-old dilemma—how do I collect without giving the legbreakers a call to knock 6 for 5 out of you by Friday? This was clean, professional. It was all charged to the credit card. Wins and losses. Probably once a month a debit or credit memo went through. For a winner, it was as good as cash—you could wash your airline tickets, dinners out, a suit, a tie, everything you charged. If you lost, Arch got paid by the bank. No doubt everybody employed intermediate devices. In all likelihood Arch Enterprises was the subsidiary of some holding company owned in turn by a trust. Maybe created in Pico Luan?


  “What’s this case about?” Lena asked. “Can I work on it?” Better than bond indentures and coverage claims.


  I thanked her at length, then took the bill back to my office, somewhat saddened by myself. As usual, I had let my lurid imagination get the better of me. Archie was not Bert’s lover. He was a bookie. Even so, there was a lot of this that didn’t fit. I still didn’t know what Bert had to do with Kam, and I couldn’t figure why Pigeyes and his pals were chasing him. It wasn’t for gambling, which would be a vice investigation. Pigeyes and Dewey were working this out of Financial Crimes. But this information did do one thing. It made my wee-hours theory look even better, and I said it to myself again out loud, if quietly: “Bert’s dead.”


  Icicles of steely light drifted out on the river. You had to consider Bert’s situation with what I call cop logic. Look for the simple explanation. The gentleman in the Amana had not tied a fishing line around his neck by himself. Bad People had a point to make. And given the location of the body, it seemed that point had something to do with Bert. And now Bert had disappeared, and I find out, to boot, that he was in the middle of some off-the-wall gambling scheme, just the kind of scene where people end up sore over money and who shorted who, subterranean disputes that get settled with bloodshed, since you can’t file a lawsuit. I wondered if Bert had another fridge in his basement.


  One thing for sure, I wasn’t going back to check, especially now that I’d sent Pigeyes in that direction. It would have been enlightening to take a peek at what was on the computer I’d seen in Bert’s living room, to see if there were more references to Kam, his specials and his life. Settling for second best, I visited Bert’s office down the hall. The door was locked—that was Bert, manic and jealous of his clients’ secrets, not to mention his own. They’d moved his secretary to another station while her boss was AWOL, but I knew where she kept the key and I let myself in.


  Bert’s home had that fly-about look, but fitting his compulsions, the office was crazy clean. Every object dusted and in its place. Lawyers’ furnishings are pretty standard: diplomas on the walls, pictures of the family, and a few discreet mementos that nod toward the high points of their legal career and are likely to impress clients. Wash, for example, keeps the reminders of certain big deals in one bookcase—announcements from the Journal preserved in little Lucite blocks; deal “bibles” in which the thousands of closing documents, all on foolscap, are bound in leather with the name and date of the transaction etched in gold on the binding. Even I have a framed sketch, done by one of the local TV station’s artists, of me arguing a big jury case for TN concerning their firing of a pilot who’d been hired as John and later took on the name and genitalia of Juanita.


  Looking around Bert’s office, all you’d know is this guy’s sports-crazy—game memorabilia were wall-to-wall: autographed baseballs, a Hands jersey, signed in indelible marker by every member of the ‘84 championship team, which was framed and hung from one of the concrete pilasters. Nothing else was visible he cared about, except the huge goofy water cooler in the corner.


  Working on 397, I learned all Bert’s passwords on the network, and I popped on the computer and cruised through the directories, pressing the buttons to glimpse different documents in the hope that there’d be more signs here of what was doing with Kam Roberts and Archie. But there was nothing. Instead, I started looking over Bert’s endless correspondence, sort of idly poking for clues but also, I admit, enjoying some of the twisted thrill of the snoop, surveying old Bert’s life as a lawyer.


  His odd ways have held Bert back with clients and he’s brought in few of his own. He is what they call a “service lawyer,” like me, somebody who does the work that one of our hotshot partners has been hired for. But with that limit, the Committee loves him. Bert clocks a good twenty-five hundred hours every year, and with his own fierce methods gets great results in court. Every case is a full-bore commitment. Got a client with a small problem, say, falsely representing that night is day, Bert will defend him without blinking. He is one of those lawyers who agrees with the other side about nothing. Everything leads to correspondence. Move the dep from two to one, Bert will send you a letter. Which bears no resemblance, by the way, to the conversation it claims to record. I say my client’s having open-heart and Bert’s letter says the guy can’t appear because he scheduled a doctor’s appointment. With stunts like that, Bert’s made enemies of half the trial lawyers in town. In fact, that’s why I started working on 397 in the first place, because Jake can’t be bothered with 150 plaintiff’s attorneys, and most of those guys want to turn on a tape recorder before they’re willing to say so much as good morning to Bert.


  Out in the hallway I heard my name being repeated on the paging system, asked to dial Lucinda’s extension. That meant it was time to go to Toots’s hearing. I was about to turn off the p.c. when I saw a name in Bert’s letter directory that struck sparks off my heart: Litiplex.


  I fiddled with the buttons to call up the file. I was nervous, sure that I’d hit the wrong key and obliterate the whole thing, but I didn’t, although there was not much to see, just a short little cover memo.


  GAGE & GRISWELL


  Office Memorandum


  ATTORNEY WORK-PRODUCT


  PRIVILEGED AND CONFIDENTIAL


  

    20 November


    TO : Glyndora Gaines, Supervisor
        Accounting Section


    FROM : Robert A. Kamin


    RE : 397 Check Requisition—Litiplex, Ltd.


    Per the attached, re agreement with Peter Neucriss, please draw for my signature separate checks to Litiplex, Ltd. in invoice amounts as indicated.


  


  I read this over four or five times. Finally, when I’d made as much sense of it as I could, I printed it.


  “Hey.”


  I started. I hadn’t heard the door open over the printer’s whine. It was Brushy. She was standing with my coat and hers and the file on Toots’s case all bundled in her arms.


  “It’s ten to. We’re just going to make it.” I guess I had some telltale look, because she came straight up to Bert’s desk chair where I sat. I had a thought of fending her off so she couldn’t read Bert’s little memo over my shoulder, but on the whole I was too pleased with myself and my skills of detection to make much of an effort at that.


  “Holy smokes,” she said. “What’s ‘the attached’?”


  “Hell if I know. I searched—there’s no other mention of Litiplex. I suppose I’ll have to go ask Glyndora. I’ve been meaning to talk to her anyway.”


  “You said the Committee told you there wasn’t any paperwork to cover the checks.”


  “They did.”


  “Maybe this memo is phony,” she said. “You know, so Bert had something to show if anybody asked why he signed the checks.”


  That was possible. It even made sense. The odds against Bert reaching any kind of “agreement” with Peter Neucriss approached the level of mathematical certainty. Neucriss is Kindle’s number-one personal-injury lawyer, a portly little demon whose commanding ways and courtroom successes have led him to be called “The Prince” to his face, with “of Darkness” added when he turns his back. He and Bert haven’t exchanged a civil word since the Marsden case some years back, when Neucriss in closing referred to Bert as “the attorney from the fourth dimension” and got a laugh out of the jury. It would make sense, I supposed, to talk to Neucriss too, although that was never a welcome prospect.


  “Will you tell me what happens,” she asked, “when you talk to them?”


  “Sure,” I answered, “but no blabbing. You know: attorney-client. I don’t want this getting around before I figure it out.”


  “Come on, Malloy,” she said. “You know me. I always keep your secrets.” She gave me her own special smile, whimsical, flirtatious, tickled with herself and her hidden adventures, before she rushed me out the door.


  B. The Colonel


  “State your name please and spell your last name for the record.”


  “My name is Angelo Nuccio, N, u, c, c, i, o, but since I’m a kid folks like to call me Toots.” The Colonel, as he is generally known, displayed a grand showman’s smile for the members of Bar Discipline Inquiry Panel D arrayed beside him at a long table. We were trying our case, such as it was, before them, a three-member jury of other attorneys, volunteers with a part-time yen to sit in judgment of others. In response to Toots, the chair, Mona Dalles, yielded something, but the two men at either side of her maintained expressions of utter self-imposed neutrality. Mona is at the Zahn firm, G&G’s biggest competitor, and is known as amiable, level, bright—qualities that were not helpful on Toots’s case if you looked at it from the perspective of the defense. What we needed was somebody certifiable. A large reel-to-reel tape recorder spun in front of Mona, preserving, for those who might care to listen in the future, the final stage of one of the county’s most vivid public lives.


  Colonel Toots is eighty-three years old and a physical wreck. His bowed little legs, one of which had been shot up at Anzio, are brittle with arthritis; his lungs are smoked out, curled up, as I imagine them, like dead leaves, so that he has developed a wheezy little breath that punctuates every word. He has diabetes which is imperiling his sight, and various circulatory ailments. But you have to give it to him, the guy is still full of it—Colonel Toots has been running on premium all his life. He is a man of the city who has been a bit of everything—a soldier in three wars, and a ludicrous chest-thumping patriot; a pol; an accomplished clarinetist who on two occasions has rented the entire Kindle County Symphony to back him when he did a not-bad run-through of a Mozart number for clarinet; a mobster; a lawyer; a friend of whores and gunmen and virtually anyone else in the tri-cities who common sense taught him might count. When I was a copper twenty years ago, he was still in his heyday, an elected city councilman from the South End who, when not politicking, was fixing judges, selling jobs, or, so it was claimed, killing a fellow or two. You could never tell for sure with Toots. He was an absolute stranger to the truth. But a storyteller such as might have beguiled Odysseus, charming even when he recounted matters that better sense told you were absolutely revolting—how he bought votes from “shines” for turkeys (”November is a good month for elections”) or once shot the knees out of some dunce who refused to pay a poolroom debt.


  At eighty-three, Colonel Toots has survived just about everything but BAD, which has fired at him an even half dozen times over his career and is still reloading. During a recent federal investigation, it developed that Colonel Toots for fourteen years running had paid the country club dues of Daniel Shea, the chief judge of the county Tax Division, a court where Toots’ firm was especially prominent. Judge Shea had wisely died before the U.S. Attorney’s Office could indict him on various income tax charges. The government couldn’t prove that any matters in Shea’s courtroom had been influenced, so there wasn’t much of a case on Toots. But the payments violated a number of ethical provisions and the Justice Department had referred the matter to BAD, where my former colleagues, beetle-browed dogooders, knew at once they had Toots’s number, eighty-three years old or not.


  So at 10:00 a.m. this Wednesday morning, Brushy and I and our client had arrived at the old school building where BAD is housed. Our presence in itself was a sign of defeat. At my client’s urging, I’d employed various gambits to put this off for over two and a half years. Now the ax was certain to fall.


  I stipulated to the Administrator’s case, a collection of grand jury transcripts offered by Tom Woodhull, the Deputy Administrator, who years ago had been my boss. Standing up to rest his case, Woodhull appeared himself—unruffled, tall, handsome, and completely inflexible. I called Toots to the stand at once, hoping to appear eager to begin the defense.


  “When did you become an attorney?” I asked my client, after he had given a gaudy review of his war record.


  “Was admitted to the practice of law sixty-two years ago, nineteen days. But who’s counting?” He supplied the same corny smile he used every time we went through this.


  “Did you attend law school?”


  “At Easton University where I was taught contracts by the late Mr. Leotis Griswell of your firm, who was my conscience throughout my professional life.”


  I turned away from the panel for fear I might smile. I had told Toots to drop the Jiminy Cricket routine, but he did not take easily to correction. He sat in his chair with his walking stick against his knee, a little trail of spittle on his lips from all the heavy mouth-breathing, a bulbous tuber of a man, all belly and cigar, with woolly eyebrows that meandered halfway up his forehead. He wore what he always wore—a shocking-green sport jacket, somewhere in color between your lighter watermelons and a lime. I would wager a considerable sum that neither of the men on the panel owned a tie that bright.


  “What has been the nature of your law practice?” I asked next, a tricky question.


  “I would say I had a very general practice. I would say,” said Toots, “that I was a helper. People came to me who needed help and I helped.”


  This was about as good as we could do, since Toots in sixty-two years as a lawyer could not name a case he had tried, a will he’d drafted, a contract he’d written. Instead, folks came to him with certain problems and their problems were solved. It was a very Catholic concept, Toots’s practice. Who, after all, can explain a miracle? Toots helped many public officials too. There was someone in almost every significant public agency with whom Toots maintained a special friendship. There was a debonair Assistant Attorney General for whom Toots bought suits; a particularly important State Senator who’d had three additions to his home built by a contractor friend of Toots for the remarkably low cost of fourteen grand. This generosity had made the Colonel quite an influential fellow, especially since his methods were always understood. He relied first on his rogue charm. After that, he had other friends, guys from the neighborhood who’d smash your windows, torch your store, or, as happened once to a club singer who got crosswise of Toots, perform a tonsillectomy without benefit of an anesthetic.


  “Did you practice in the Tax Division courts?”


  “Not at all. Never. If I was goin there today I’d need to ask directions.”


  I glanced down at Brushy to see how this was going. She was seated beside me, wearing a dark suit, trying to record every word on a yellow pad. She gave me a wee smile, but that was just being friends. She was too tough to hold out any more hope than I did.


  “Now, did you know Judge Daniel Shea?” I asked.


  “Oh yes, I known Judge Shea since we was both young attorneys. We was terrific friends. Like this.”


  “And did you, as the Administrator here alleges, pay the country club dues of Judge Shea?”


  “Absolutely.” Toots had not been quite as sure when the IRS asked him the same question a number of years ago, but he had cut the interview short; it would not prove too damaging when Woodhull began his cross-examination, which was guaranteed to be wooden in any event.


  “Can you please explain how that occurred?”


  “That would be no trouble at all.” Toots grabbed hold of his walking stick and shifted, as it were, into forward gear. “In about 1978 I run across Dan Shea at a dinner for the Knights of Columbus and we started talking, as fellas do, about golf. He told me that he had always wanted to get into the Bavarian Mound Country Club, which was right in his neighborhood, but unfortunately for him, he did not know a soul who could sponsor him. I volunteered for that job with pleasure. Shortly thereafter that, the president of the club, Mr. Shawcross, called to my attention the fact that Dan Shea was having some trouble making his dues. Since I was his sponsor, I felt it was up to me to pay them, and that’s what happened ever since.”


  “Now did you mention these payments to Judge Shea?”


  “Never,” he said. “I did not want him to feel embarrassed or uncomfortable. His wife, Bridget, was in very bad health then and the expense and trouble was weighing quite heavy on him. Knowing Dan Shea, I’m sure that he had meant to get to this and it slipped his mind.”


  “And did you ever discuss with him any of the business in his court that your firm had there?”


  “Never,” he said again. “How could I? The younger fellas in my office do any number of things. It never crossed my mind that they was in that court. There’s so many courts these days, you know.” Toots spread his arms wide and smiled, revealing the worn yellow stubs of what were left of his teeth.


  Brushy handed me a note. “The cash,” it said.


  “Oh yes.” I touched my tie to revert to role. “We’ve stipulated that when Mr. Shawcross was in the grand jury, he testified you made these payments in cash and asked him not to discuss them with anyone. Could you explain that, please?”


  “That would be no trouble at all,” said Toots. “I did not want it to become known among the members of the club that Judge Shea was having a problem with his dues. I felt that would embarrass him. So I paid in cash, hoping that the bookkeeper and all of them would not see my name on a check, and I asked Mr. Shawcross to very kindly keep this to himself.” With effort, he cranked himself about to face the panel. “I was just trying to be a friend,” he told them. I didn’t notice anybody up there reaching for a hanky.


  Woodhull spent about fifteen minutes stumbling around on cross-examination. Toots, who hadn’t missed a word on direct, was suddenly virtually deaf. Woodhull repeated every question three or four times and Toots often responded simply with a vague, addled stare. About noon Mona called a recess. That was enough for today. Seven lawyers, we all got out our diaries to see when we could resume. We went through the mornings and afternoons clear from today to next Tuesday before everybody was free.


  “How’d I do?” Toots asked on the way out.


  “Great,” I said.


  He lit up childishly and laughed. He thought so too.


  “Why does a guy who’s eighty-three want to be disbarred?” asked Brushy after we’d put him in a taxi. “Why doesn’t he just resign from practice?”


  Toots’s forty-year career as councilman for the South End had come to a conclusion in the early 1980s, when it turned out that the city’s Parks and Playgrounds Commission, which Toots controlled by appointments, had voted for a decade straight to award its refuse-hauling contract to Eastern Salvage, a company owned through various intermediaries by one of Toots’s sons. Since then, Toots’s life had been confined to his role as the man for desperate occasions. He needed his law license to lend his activities some air of legitimacy. I explained all this to Brushy as we walked back toward the Needle through the noontime crowds. There had been a light snowfall last night which had been ground to gray mush and crept over the toes of our shoes.


  “There’s no listing in the Yellow Pages for Fixers. Besides, it would stain his honor. This is a man who wanted to wear his medals to the hearing. He can’t accept the public disgrace.”


  “His honor?” she asked. “He’s had people killed. Those guys in the South End? He eats lunch with them. Dinner.”


  “That’s an honor too.”


  Brushy shook her head. We entered the Needle and rose by elevator to G&G’s reception area, where oaken bookcases had been erected and filled with dozens of antique books, bought by the gross, to lend the proper air. Our offices had been re-decorated at Martin’s direction a couple of years ago in the manner of an English hunting lodge. This main reception area was refurbished with planked pine and tufted leather chairs of royal maroon and little landscapes and hunting scenes on the walls, pictures in brass frames with broad green mats, second-rate decorative crap, but who was asking me? That kind of stage setting, though, made it easier to fall into some kind of fugue state—new faces every day, young people striding about with urgent anguished looks, all this important stuff going on that didn’t have a damn thing to do with me. Bonds issuing. Deals closing. You could see it all from a considerable distance: Men with phallic symbols around their necks. Women with half their legs exposed. What on God’s green planet were they up to? Why was it that they cared and I didn’t?


  “I’ve told him we can’t win,” I said of Toots. “He kept asking me to get continuances.”


  “I see that.” She thumped the file. “Two years four months. For what?” She was backing down the corridor. She had a meeting with Martin but reminded me about racquetball at six.


  “Time.”


  “What’s he going to do with time?” asked Brushy.


  “Die,” I said, before turning away.




  IX. TOUGH CUSTOMERS


  A. Slave Queen of Accounting


  Like the engine room of an oceangoing vessel, where soot-spotted hands shovel coal into great fires, the firm’s Accounting Department burns on belowdecks. On 32, between an investment banking operation and a travel service, the location has a sub-basement feel, because it is cut off from the three other floors we occupy. Yet in many ways this is the heart of G&G: to Accounting our billable hours are reported on a daily basis; from Accounting our statements for services go out every month. Here the great profitmaking motor of the law firm whines away at high r.p.m.’s.


  One of the most peculiar things about going from BAD to G&G was getting used to a world where money—which as a cop and then a public lawyer I regarded as inherently evil—is, instead, the point of axis of an entire universe. Money’s why the clients hire us—to help them make more or keep what they have. God knows, it’s what we want from them. It is what we all have in common. At this point in the calendar, when our fiscal year concludes, the firm takes on the air of a campus before the Big Game. We have partnership meetings about collecting that can’t be easily distinguished from pep rallies, where Martin, and especially Carl, make speeches designed to give us the stomach to demand our clients actually pay our bills. It was one of Carl’s many clever innovations to move the close of our fiscal year back a month to January 31, in order to give clients the chance to book our fees in either calendar year. On February 2, Groundhog Day, after the receipts are totaled, the partnership meets in tuxedos, while the Committee announces each partner’s “points”—our percentile share of firm income.


  Accounting is housed in a couple of rooms, garish with fluorescence, nine women in an environment of white Formica. Their figures are reported daily to the Committee and various CPAs. The staff supervisor, the resident person in charge, is Glyndora Gaines. When I came in she was on her feet, studying a clipping torn from the newspaper. The paper itself was spread on her desk, the only thing there besides a framed photo of her son. As soon as she saw me, she walked away.


  I was in my overcoat, on my way out to see Peter Neucriss. I’d called Glyndora three or four times now without response, and I asked if she’d gotten my messages.


  “Busy,” she said, the gal who’d just been reading the Tribune. I followed her around Accounting while she slammed through cabinets.


  “This is important,” I added.


  I got a look that could have smelted lead.


  “So’s what I’m doing, man. We’re 10 percent below budget and looking for ways to reallocate every expense we got. Don’t you want to make money?”


  Boy, this is a lady with an attitude—capital A—one of those powerhouse African-American women whose chief regret seems to be that she has but one life to fume over the indignities of the last few centuries. No one gets along with her. Not the attorneys, the paralegals, the staff. During her years as a secretary Glyndora worked with half the lawyers in the firm. She couldn’t cut it with another woman and lasted only a week with Brushy. She’d been far too intimidating for Wash—and many others. In all the ensuing scrapes Glyndora’s been protected by—guess who?—Martin Gold, patron saint of the local eccentrics. He seems to find her amusing and, as I knew well, is inclined to forgive every sin except sloth for the sake of ability. Able Glyndora is. That’s the problem. She resents the way she’s been enslaved by circumstance. She had a kid at fifteen, whom she raised on her own, with no chance after that really to make her way.


  Recognizing that Glyndora could not resist the chance to prove how capable she is, Martin had ultimately teamed her with Bert, the lawyer for whom she’d worked longest. Glyndora filed his motions, kept his schedule, wrote the routine correspondence, filled in the blanks on the standard interrogatories, made excuses when he took a powder, even went to court for him in a couple of emergencies. (And had an income about 10 percent of his, if you’ll excuse the son of a union man.) The only problem was that about a year ago they began to fight. Here I am not being euphemistic. I do not mean occasional cross looks or even one or two sharp words. I mean standing in the hallway bellowing. I mean papers flying, clients in the doorways of the conference rooms staring down the halls. I mean Scenes. Finally, someone who must have been in the army or on a police force got the right idea: promote her. Glyndora was less a tyrant as a boss than she had been as an employee and she clearly enjoyed having a universe of her own. Bert, naturally, carried on like a baby when they took her away. And Glyndora undoubtedly enjoyed that too.


  “Glyndora, it’s this Litiplex thing. The money.” That stopped her. We were in front of a row of bone-colored cabinets. Her face was narrowed by her customary suspicion. “When you searched for the paperwork, I think you could have missed a memo. From Bert. Maybe attaching some kind of agreement with Peter Neucriss?”


  She shook her head immediately, a copse of long hair, dulled by straighteners. I nodded firmly in response.


  “Hey, man.” She swept her hand wide. “I got 80,000 files here and I had my nose in each one. You think you can do a better job, Mack, help yourself. We lock up at five.”


  The phone rang then and she picked it up, long sinister sculpted nails painted bright red. Glyndora is past forty and showing little wear. This is one good-looking woman and she knows it—built like the brick shithouse you’ve always heard about, five foot ten in her stocking feet and female every inch of it, a phenomenal set of headlights, a big black fanny, and a proud imperial face, with a majestic look and an aquiline schnozzola that reports on Semitic adventures in West Africa centuries ago. Like every fine-looking human I have ever met, she can be charming when there’s something she wants, and with me, in certain moods, she’s even something of a tease, picking up, I guess, on a certain susceptibility. I’ve lived most of my life with women like this, who were suffering from the peculiarly female frustration of feeling there had never been any way out to start—and besides, a body can’t ignore how she looks. I’ve heard men speak of Glyndora with admiration for years—but only from a distance. As Al Lagodis, an old pal from the Force, told me one day when he came by for lunch, you’d need a dick like a crowbar.


  She had no use for me now. “I told you, Mack,” she said when she was done on the phone, “I don’t have time for this.”


  “I’ll see you at five. You can show me what you went through.”


  She laughed. Glyndora and non-essential overtime were mutually exclusive.


  “When?” I asked.


  She picked up her purse, dropping something into it, and gave me a little tight smile that said, Go jump. She was on her way down the hall, where I couldn’t follow. I said her name to no avail. She left me by her desk. The newspaper from which she’d ripped that item was still open. It looked like it had been an article, an eighth of a page. A little portion of the headline remained. WES, maybe part of a T. West? I looked up. Sharon, one of Glyndora’s underlings, was watching me, a little brown woman in a pink outfit that was half a size too tight. Twenty feet away, she eyed me from her desk with suspicion—worker against boss, woman versus man, all of the workplace’s silent little competitions. Whatever I was looking for, she figured, I shouldn’t know.


  I tried a silly smile and stepped away from the forbidden zone of what was Glyndora’s.


  “Tell her to call me,” I said.


  Sharon just looked. We both knew I had no chance.


  B. Prince of Darkness


  TransNational Air Flight 397 went down in a horrible fireball at the Kindle County Municipal Airfield in July 1985. A TV crew was coincidentally at the airport to cover the arrival of the Peking Circus at a nearby gate and so the footage played again and again across the country, you’ve probably seen it, 397 bouncing on its front wheel and taking air again, looking a bit like a kiddie’s book where the hippopotamuses dance ballet, all quite slo-mo and graceful until the thing canted forward, hit square on its nose, and fire ignited, flashing through the cockpit first and then rolling back through the plane, lighting the windows as it went, until the engines and underbelly blew off in a memorable eruption of orange and yellow flame. No survivors—247 fried.


  At this point, the plaintiffs’ lawyers took the field, the guys and gals who prate to juries about the misery of the widows and orphans and then take a full third of what is forked over in sympathy. As someone who works the other side of the street, I’ll spare the high and mighty—let me just note that Peter Neucriss, Barracuda-in-Chief of the local plaintiffs’ bar, had filed three lawsuits in behalf of the families of crash victims not only before the remains were buried but in one instance before, quite literally, they had cooled. Within six months, there were more than 137 cases on file, including four class actions in which some enterprising lawyer claimed to represent everyone. All of these cases were consolidated before Judge Ethan Bromwich of the Kindle County Superior Court, a former law professor at Easton whose brilliance is exceeded only by his regard for his own abilities. And in every single suit, TransNational Air, our client, was the lead defendant.


  Being the airline in an air crash case is sort of like driving a bumper car at the carnival. There are more drivers than you can count; no one knows or cares about rules of the road; everyone’s headed in his or her own direction; and every single one of them seems to get his jollies out of ramming you in the behind. It’s not just that there are 247 individual victims, each one with relatives and lawyers looking for money to assuage their misery, but you also have ten or twelve co-defendants, ruthlessly pissed off to be involved. Everybody gets sued, not just the airline and the pilot’s estate, but any poor son of a bitch who left so much as a fingerprint on the plane: the folks who made the body, the engine manufacturers, the flight controllers, even the company that distilled the gas—anybody with deep pockets who might conceivably be blamed or forced by the prospect of a decade of expensive litigation to throw a few million bucks in the pot. And every one of those folks has a stop-loss insurer who steps to the plate looking for a way to deny coverage to the company that pays their premiums, or, if that won’t work, to blame somebody else and get them to pay. There are weathervanes that do not point in as many directions. We blame the people in the flight tower; they in turn say the ailerons weren’t working; the manufacturer speaks of pilot error. The plaintiffs all stand on the side and gloat.


  About a year after 397 went down, Martin Gold began an effort that seemed to me as romantic and ill-considered as the Crusades: settling 397. Martin has a mind like a cloud chamber, that device where nuclear physicists trace the course of complex atomic reactions; he is probably the only lawyer I know who could even have embarked, let alone succeeded, on a negotiating process which, at one point, had him taking calls from 163 different attorneys.


  Under what Martin is always careful to refer to, even sometimes in the office, as “The Bromwich Plan” the defendants, meaning for the most part their insurance companies, put together a fund of $288.3 million. In return the plaintiffs, led by Neucriss, agreed that the damages in all the cases together could not exceed that sum. Over the last five years, every individual case has been either tried before a Special Master, or more often settled, with Captain Bert heading the TN litigation team and supervising administration of the settlement fund which G&G has held in an interest-bearing escrow.


  Recently, as the last of the damage trials have been resolved, we’ve had an unforeseen development: there’s going to be millions left over which, accordingly, will remain the property of little ol’ TransNational Air. Indeed, the only problem for TN has been keeping this news to ourselves, since it would be a public-relations nightmare to explain how, when everything is added and subtracted—legal fees, interest, the surplus, and TN’s initial contribution to the fund—the company netted close to $20 million by killing 247 people. More pertinently, the plaintiffs’ lawyers, who have never seen a dollar they didn’t think was rightfully theirs, would use that vulnerability to weasel themselves a bigger share, and the co-defendants of course would wail piteously. We have been on a self-conscious campaign to make sure that every plaintiff has been paid out and signed a release before we submit our final accounting on the settlement fund to Judge Bromwich. Nonetheless, if you put liquor into Tad Krzysinski, TN’s CEO, in an intimate setting, you can get him to laugh pretty hard at the inevitable jokes about crashing more planes.


  When I was finally allowed to see Neucriss about 4:30, he had a tuna steak on a plate before him. Just out of court, he was enjoying a light supper, preparing for an evening’s toil. He had a full kitchen and a chef in the office. The immediate air was savored with ginger, but there was still the frantic feel of trial. Peter’s $100 foulard was dragged down; the sleeves were rolled on his white-on-white silk shirt; he stood as he ate, rumbling out every free-associated thought as a command. Four or five associates came charging in and out with questions about exhibits that they would need tomorrow. It was a bad-baby case, worth in Peter’s hands at least $10 million. The mother was going on in the morning.


  Meanwhile, I sat there in the mendicant pose in which Peter prefers to see everyone around him. I was hoping to get a quick answer and go. I had brought over drafts of the payout documents on 397, and had casually mentioned Litiplex, using the routine Wash said had been employed with others—correspondence we couldn’t place, maybe Peter had an idea?


  “Litiplex.” Peter touched his forehead. He stared, unseeing, toward the middle distance. “I did talk to somebody about that.”


  “You did? Was it Bert?”


  “Bert?”


  “He’s been out of town, I haven’t been able to ask him.”


  “Right. Visiting his family on Mars.” Neucriss rolled his eyes. “No. Who?” He drummed his fingers, he yelled for one of the secretaries, then stopped her with an explosive clap of his hands. “I know who asked me about Litiplex. Jesus Christ, what a squirrelly bunch you are. Don’t you guys even talk to each other? Gold. Gold brought it up. Is he out of town too, or just out to lunch?”


  My heart went flat, I wasn’t even sure why, except I knew something was wrong. There were plaintiff’s guys Martin could talk to with confidence, whereas even hello on the street with Peter required full body armor for Martin and an Alka-Seltzer afterwards.


  “Martin?” I asked.


  “No, good as. Yeah, Gold called three or four weeks ago. Doing the same soft-shoe as you, talking to me about something else, then trying to slide this Litiplex name in so I wouldn’t notice. What the hell are you guys up to now?”


  Nothing, I said. Lying to Peter is not even a venial sin: speaking to a Frenchman in French. Wash had said Martin phoned a couple of plaintiffs’ lawyers with discreet inquiries about Litiplex, but it had never crossed my mind they might include Neucriss. In the meantime, I tried to smooth over the concerns all this Q and A about Litiplex seemed to have raised. Just getting ready for distribution, trying to cover all details, who more likely to know all than Peter?


  With Neucriss, flattery is always the best way. Perhaps because it is the social world’s realm of ultimate restraint, the law seems to attract more of these types, the utterly self-impressed who regard the bar as the pathway to a frontier where will and ego can go virtually unbounded. The sole partner in a seventeen-lawyer firm, Neucriss is the only lawyer I know who earns more every year than a good left-handed pitcher makes in the National League. Between $4 and $6 million are the printed estimates, and this year, with some $30 million worth of settlements in the 397 litigation about to pay out, his income will, as he puts it in his own unctuous way, “reach the eight figures.”


  This success has not been achieved by adherence to scruple. Peter’s political contributions are vast—he hits every limit and gives in the name of his sixteen associates, his wife, and his children. Even so, he leaves nothing to chance. His witnesses are skillfully tutored; documents disappear; and in the bad old days, perhaps not entirely gone, when cash on the barrelhead bought judicial favor, Neucriss was figured to do this as well. Worst of all, his very prominence is a sort of revolting advertisement of the fallibility of the jury system. Ten minutes with this guy and you know the story: ego run wild, some form of character disorder. But somehow, from juries, Peter’s schmaltzy performance, his self-congratulatory baritone and silvery mane, have drawn nothing but rave reviews for forty years. He goes on, with all of us knowing that no matter what his triumphs, his wealth, the national accolades, all the purchased adoration, the only motive force in nature surer than gravity is Peter’s desire for more.


  He continued talking about Martin, always a raw nerve with him.


  “Oh yeah. What was Gold’s line? Something like yours. A letter to be forwarded. I asked him, ‘What game is this? Post Office? I thought that was adolescent foreplay.’ ” Neucriss roared at himself, his mouth still full. Being profane, he kept Martin on edge.


  “But what about it, Peter? Litiplex? What is it?”


  “Listen to this. How the hell do I know? For crying out loud. Call information. Ask them about Litiplex. Jesus Christ,” he went on, “how do you stand stuff like this, Malloy? One hundred forty lawyers running around bumping into each other. Two senior partners sorting the mail. And now you’ll bill Jake Eiger five hundred bucks for looking at an envelope and tell him it’s the plaintiffs’ lawyers who make legal expenses so high.”


  Jake and Neucriss were sort of on speaking terms, since Jake’s dad was one of those pols to whom Neucriss had barnacled himself decades ago. Peter, in the meantime, was off and running, going on about big law firms, the Gog and Magog of his universe. In his own oleaginous way, he was even attempting to appeal for my support. He knew where I stood at G&G—the entire legal world, local and national, was mapped in his head. Hanging on there by my fingernails, I might be brought to side with him against my partners. Instead, I fended him off lamely with wit.


  “If I didn’t know better, Peter, I’d think you were offering me a job.” As soon as I said it, I heard that the tone was all wrong. Neucriss’s quick eyes registered something, the possibility of corruption, which around here is always in the air, like carbon dioxide. He held on just a second before rejecting that thought.


  “Not you, Malloy. You’re an old plowhorse.” That’s all he said. Dead or dying went unspecified, but either way, my bones in his view would soon be tromped upon, ground down by some other dray treading my row. He went back to work and I went on my way, fighting him off, trying not to be diminished by his estimate, but of course feeling absolutely flattened. I wasn’t even worth buying off.


  I was on the street, my overcoat open for the short walk to the Needle, buffeted by the thick pedestrian traffic on all sides, workers departing in the sullen dwindling light of winter. Overhead, the sky was dimming to the color of a burnt pot. The morning snow was now nothing but a dampness on the walks, freezing over amid the little hummocks of salt that rimed the concrete and would stain my shoes.


  In the interval, I tried to figure what was doing. I wouldn’t say I believed Peter. It was safer to bet on the Easter Bunny. But I couldn’t figure why he had anything to hide. I was feeling surly, in a formerly familiar cop-mood in which everyone was a suspect. Bert. Maybe Glyndora. Even, possibly, God’s emissary on earth, Martin Gold. The vague unpredictability of Martin’s behavior bothered me especially: the way he’d been with Jake; the fact that Martin had called Neucriss, which he ordinarily did only when somebody was paying premium rates. I stopped on a corner where a little boy in a hooded sweatshirt was hawking papers, while a sudden wind snapped my muffler in my face. Here I stood in the city where I’ve lived my entire misbegotten life, the canyons I’ve been prowling for decades, feeling depressed and undermined, full of the convincing if momentary illusion that I didn’t know where in the hell I was.


  C. Somebody Else’s Girl


  For unexplained reasons, I always found it a shock seeing Brushy’s pale meaty thighs in her athletic shorts. Her adolescent acne still flared on the parts of her body that were ordinarily concealed, high up on her arms and in the V-neck of her tennis shirt, but I found her appealingly girlish. She did not spend much time letting me look her over, though, and began to bat the ball around the racquetball court. We went through more or less the same routine each week. I moved well left and right, and had superior reach and better strokes. Brushy swung with an awkward roundhouse, elbow locked, but she scrambled all over the white-walled court like a squirrel and got to every shot; she’d run me over rather than call hinders. Each week we’d play the first two games even. I careered around, yelling oaths and curse words whenever I mishit the ball. Then Brushy, who had not hit drop shots out of deference to my knee, would dink one ball after another, until I was limping and so short of breath I could faint.


  We were at the usual fateful pass between the second and third game in the little low corridor outside the court, toweling off. She wanted to know what had come of my visits with Glyndora and Neucriss.


  “Zero,” I said. “Nobody knows nothin. Maybe you were right. Bert was just trying to phony up something to cover his tracks.” She started asking me questions and I told her a little about Archie and his betting scheme, and my misadventures yesterday, in which, in my version, I had stood up heroically to my old nemesis from the Force.


  Brushy took in as much as I said and with her usual cool deliberation got fast to the bottom line.


  “So whose credit card is it,” she asked, “Bert’s or Kam’s?”


  I had no idea.


  “Where’d you find this card anyway?” she asked.


  I was still keeping that part to myself. I didn’t want anybody to put me near Bert’s refrigerator. I invoked the magic words “Attorney-Client” and pushed Brushy back onto the court, where she shortly whipped my butt once more, 21’7, dropping shots to the corners and banging the ball off the ceiling like a storm of large blue hail.


  “Would it kill you if I won just once?” I complained as we were leaving.


  “I know you, Mack. You have a weak character. You’d want to win every week.”


  I denied it, but she didn’t believe me. She was heading off to the ladies’ locker room, and I asked about dinner, which we did now and then when we were both in the office late.


  “I can’t. Maybe later this week.”


  “Who’s the lucky fella?”


  Brushy frowned. “Tad, if you must. I’m meeting him for a drink.” Brushy’s occasional rendezvous for lunch or cocktails or dinner with Krzysinski had been going on for some time, and nobody at G&G knew what to make of them. Tad had been on the job at TN no more than a month when he was personally named in a securities fraud case which Brushy had handled and won, filing a successful motion to dismiss. Purportedly, Krzysinski was just staying in touch, but everybody at the firm alternately suspected or hoped that he was getting the usual from Brushy, since any direct line to the top was valued, given the precariousness of our relationship with TN. The part that didn’t fit was that Krzysinski had the rep of a serious family man, nine kids, and had been known to fly back from Fiji so he could be around for family Mass late afternoon on Saturday. On the other hand, as my mother would say, the devil finds a way into the safest home.


  I greeted Brushy’s news with a lascivious wag of my brow.


  “Ooo la la,” I said. Between us, Brushy generally took this kind of joshing pretty well, but today she called the foul.


  “I resent that,” she answered, and her eyes heated up. Brushy wanted to be thought of as a counselor to titans, a hotshot who’d be a logical drinking partner for a Fortune 500 King. Instead, here was her ace partner and pal assuming that she’d have one hand on her martini and the other on Tad’s privates. I stood there in the hallway, a foot taller, sweating, and felt myself vulnerable for the lack of any smart remark.


  “You happen to be wrong,” she went on, “and you’re getting to be worse than anybody else. Why do you suddenly think my sex life is your business?”


  “Because I don’t have one of my own?”


  She remained in a huff.


  “Maybe you should work on that,” she told me, and marched off down the narrow white hall that led to the locker rooms. The door was too heavy to slam but she gave it a try.


  It was rare, but there were instants like this when between Brushy and me there was the throb of something, maybe lost opportunity. Especially in her early days, Brushy let a guy know she was available not long after you said how do you do, and for ten years or so we’d had this running thing about the great fun I was missing. I smiled but kept my distance. Not, by the way, that I was a man of perfect virtue. But it was bad enough being known around the office as a lush, and something about Brushy seemed to make her a daunting proposition, maybe just the well-worn story of a college student who worked in the mailroom and let it be known after one magic summer night that Brushy had so inspired him that they’d had, count them, nine separate encounters between 7:30 p.m. and the following dawn, an achievement that led the young man to be known thereafter solely as Nueve and cast such a pall over every man in the place that there was a palpable atmosphere of celebration the day the kid finally left to go back to school.


  Anyway, during that period when my life seemed to be demonstrating some law of thermodynamics or entropy, all to the effect that if things could fuck up they would, with my sister dying and Nora wandering and Lyle in his teenaged funk and me sworn off the bottle, I finally spent an afternoon with her at the Dulcimer House, a class place around the corner. Sex with Brushy was, well, brief. I did not completely fail, but various thoughts of home and spouse, a staid life, and even social disease had suddenly crowded within me, leaving me weak as water and quick as mercury.


  ‘So what?’ Brushy had said, and I welcomed her kindness. For Brushy it was all conquest anyway. No doubt she felt better finding that she hadn’t missed much.


  As for me, I probably expected it. The only good sex I’ve had was when I was drunk, which must tell you something about me, I wish I knew what. Still, something was easier when I could blame each mishap on the bottle. I was so gassed, et cetera—that’s why I spent two sawbucks on the hooker who sucked me off in the back of that taxi; that’s why I plugged that girl, even after she puked. A lot of guys lose the capacity that far along, but now and then after half a bottle of Seagram’s 7, I lit up like a firecracker.


  Without it, there is not a lot left to be said. Every now and then some fancy still strikes me, the oddest things—some gal in a cosmetics ad or some ordinary-looking female whose skirt hikes up in a provocative way as she is crossing the street—and I find myself engaged in Man’s Oldest Amusement. I know this is revolting to imagine, a grown man, a big one, with a hand on his own throttle, but we’re not really talking about much. Afterwards I am full of Catholic shame, but also curiosity. What’s wrong with me? I wonder. Am I just half-dead in that region, or is it that no woman can be as good as what I dream up myself? And what is it I dream? you ask. People. Couples, frankly. I admit it, I like to look. X-rated movies, but in my own theater. The man is never me.


  So that’s what I was thinking as I came out of the locker room into the reception area of Dr. Goodbody’s Health Club. There were a couple of chairs with a little table between them where most of the papers for the week were piled up, as well as the usual health and fitness magazines, and feeling somewhat morose anyway, I plopped myself down there, having half a mind to look for something in the newspaper, although at the moment I could not quite recollect what. The sports page was full of hype about the Super Bowl on Sunday and the high point of local interest, Friday night’s Hands game with UW–Milwaukee. The season records of the Hands and the Meisters were in a box on the inside pages, and I noted, in passing, that Bert or Kam, whoever, had won the $5,000 wager he’d called Kam’s Special on Infomode, the U. over Cleveland State. I diddled around with that thought. The card statement had a $9,000 credit for December. He’d been winning, Kam or Bert, which meant nobody had a reason to steal to pay Archie.


  I remembered then, suddenly, why I’d wanted to see the paper—to check what Glyndora’d torn out. I went through the day’s Tribune twice with no luck, and was ready to quit when I found it at last in the late edition, an item from the City section: WEST BANK EXEC MISSING. The wife of prominent insurance industry executive Vernon “Archie” Koechell confirmed that her husband had not appeared at home or work for the last two weeks. Koechell’s disappearance had been reported to the Kindle Unified Police, who were investigating a possible connection to an undisclosed financial crime. On the jump page, there was a picture of Archie, a noble-looking business type with a round mug and a widow’s peak. The photo was old, twenty years, but I recognized him, no doubt of that. We’d met face to face, so to speak, and I’d be a long time anyway forgetting the man I’d seen in Bert’s refrigerator.




  X. YOUR INVESTIGATOR

RESUMES SOME OLD BAD HABITS


  A. Your Investigator Is Misled


  Glyndora lives in a triplex in one of these resurrected areas in the shadow of the projects. I swear to God, when I come back from the dead I want to be a real estate developer. Sell people a three-room apartment for two hundred grand and when they go out in the morning their car has no hubcaps. Two blocks away you could see the kids, in tattered coats in this season, playing basketball and looking through the chain-link with their devastated dead expressions. But here the construction was reminiscent of a Hollywood set, perfection in every visible detail, and the feel that you could put your hand right through it. The effect was Williamsburg. Little wooden doodads at the roofline and wrought-iron rails; starving saplings, bare sticks in January, were planted in little squares removed from the pavement. One could not help thinking of a theme park.


  “Glyndora, it’s Mack.” I had found her address in the firm personnel directory, and I wasn’t expected. I made my apologies for bothering her at home through the buzzer intercom. “I need to talk to you and I don’t have a lot of time.”


  “Okay.” Silence. “Talk, man.”


  “Come on, Glyndora. You don’t need to be so entertaining. Let me in.”


  Nothing.


  “Glyndora, cut the crap.”


  “Call you tomorrow.”


  “Like you did today? Listen, I’m gonna stand down here freezing my chestnuts and pressing on this buzzer and shouting your name. I’m gonna make a big goddamn scene, so that your neighbors wonder about the company you keep. And in the morning, I’m going straight to the Committee to tell them how you’ve been horsing me around.” Something here might pass for a credible threat. Especially the Committee. I stomped around on the stoop another minute in the dark, breathing smoke beneath the brass colonial lamp, with my chin nuzzled into my muffler. Finally I heard the buzz.


  She waited for me at the top of the stairs, backlit by her own home and barring the way to her door. She was wearing a simple housedress and no makeup, and her stiff hair had been released from barrettes and looked somewhat shapeless. I more or less moved her across her own threshold, waving my hands to show I wouldn’t take no for an answer. Inside, I seated myself at once on her sofa and opened my overcoat. I did my best to look heavyset and immobile.


  “Aren’t you going to offer me coffee? It’s cold out there.”


  Standing near the door, she showed no sign of moving.


  “Look, Glyndora, there are a couple of things. One, maybe you can think again about whether you ever saw a little memo from Bert about the Litiplex checks. Two, the name Archie Koechell mean anything to you?”


  She was going to stare me down, the way sideshow performers overcome certain fearsome creatures, cobras or bears. She put her hands to her waist and slowly shook her head.


  “Glyndora, you answered Bert’s phone for years and this guy Archie is a big pal of his. Think again. He’s an actuary. And he’s missing. Just like Bert. There was an article in the paper today. Maybe you saw it?”


  Nothing. The same fiercely baleful expression. I blew on my fingertips to warm them and again asked for coffee.


  She went this time, but not before she cussed me, tossing her head about in disbelief. I wandered around the apartment. Very nice. The sort of discreet middle-class taste I would have preferred in my own home. Light carpeting of a Berber weave and patterned fabrics with big flowers on the cushions of the rattan-sided furnishings. There was a kind of decorator painting, a lot of innocuous wave motion, over the sofa. Otherwise the walls were bare. Glyndora was not a person attached to images.


  She was gone awhile. I looked into the kitchen, a little galley affair hinged to the cramped space the architect had probably called the “eating area,” but she was not in there. No coffee brewing either. I could hear her movements through another door or two and thought I detected her voice. Maybe in the john, or putting on her battle regalia. It would not be unlike Glyndora to be holding an animated conversation with herself, but I also had some thought of picking up the phone to see if she had reached out for somebody else. I held my breath, but I could not make out a word.


  Across from me, in a corner of the dining room, was a little round etagere, a multilevel thing of chrome and glass. There were various glass animals—Steuben, if you asked Nora Goggins’s ex-husband—and pictures of Glyndora’s kid, a high-school graduation photo, complete with mortarboard, and a smaller snapshot, more recent, in a frame. An okay-looking guy, lean and muscular, the mother’s strong build and good looks gender-translated, but with an impish unfocused expression that had never emanated from Glyndora since the day of her birth.


  “You still here?” Over my shoulder, she looked remotely amused, probably with herself.


  “Still warming up.”


  She had combed her hair a little and reddened her lips, but her manner remained unyielding.


  “Look, Glyndora,” I said, “you’re a smart guy and so am I, so let’s skip the horseplay.”


  “Mack, you ain been no po-lice for twenty years, and I ain never been no mope. So just take it somewhere else, man. I’m tired.” Glyndora is often at her blackest around white people, especially when she’s on the offensive. In the office today, she’d spoken the same English as me.


  “Come on, Glyndora. I already told you how it is. I’m the Question Man and you’re the Answer Lady. Otherwise we can all sit down and discuss this tomorrow—you and me and the Committee.” I hoped the renewed threat, which had been enough to get me through the doorway, would make her relent. But the notion seemed to perk her up with a kind of tough amusement.


  “I gotta do what you say, huh?”


  “Sort of.”


  “That figures, man. You like that, right?”


  I shrugged.


  “Yeah, you like that. Just you and me and I ain’t got no choice.”


  “Come on, Glyndora.”


  “Yeah, that’s why you got to come round after dark to my house. Cause I ain’t got no choice.”


  Glyndora has what you might call issues. For her it always comes down to this, master and slave. She was moving in my direction now, sashaying slightly, a hip-rolling walk that was both deliberately provocative and defiant; I got back to my feet to greet her, but she still came a little bit closer than she was supposed to. She knew what she was up to and so did I, we’d both been to the movies. She was just going to back me down with her boldness. She’d cinched the waist on her dress and projected herself and her formidable anatomy at me, rocking a little on her toes, hands on her hips. She might as well have said, I dare you.


  “So tell me, Mr. Mack. What-all is it I gotta do for you?” Up close, her dark skin was a complex of colors, pointillistic. She was giving me a taunting smile, revealing a gap in her teeth which I’d never noticed over the fifteen years I’ve known her.


  I said again, quietly, “Come on.”


  She stayed right there, head high, eye mighty. As a grownup I have believed that priests, schoolteachers, and criminal investigators should have no carnal knowledge of the people over whom they exert authority. Temptations, naturally, abound. What it is with some gals there’s no telling, but it sometimes seems they’d stand in line to screw a copper. You can take a guy built like a Franklin stove, half bald and dirty looking, a fella who’d sit at the end of the bar all night and attract no company, and once you put a uniform on him and a pistol on his hip, the guy’s a freakin ladykiller. It’s just a thing. Some fellas on the Force, it was a dream come true, they’d work for free, and others, so what.


  For me, this was one of the few areas in my life where I had actually exhibited self-control. Naturally I was not perfect. There was a party girl from Minnesota one time who made me dizzy, witness in a white-slavery case in which we were making our usual effort to catch some of The Boys by hiding behind a tree. Twenty or twenty-one years old, beautiful blond thing who looked so innocent you’d have thought she’d sailed in off some fjord. Terrible life. Ran from home because her old man was cornholing her each night, fell in with the wrong crowd in the city, and Jesus, forgive me for sounding as if I had a Catholic education, but then did everything in the world to degrade herself. There was some big TV star, a comedian whose name you’d know, who paid her two g’s each time he was in town for her to come to his hotel and let him take a dump on her and then—prepare yourself—watch her eat it. This I am not making up. Anyway, Big Bad Mack thinks she’s pretty neat. And Christ, this is her life, she catches on like that, the way a plant will turn to face the sunbeams. And so one day it comes to pass, I’m supposed to take her from the stationhouse to her apartment, pick up some address book where she has the name or two of some big-time gumbas, and we both know what’s cooking, nature is about to take its course, and she opens the door to this rummy place—I remember the door was like a pockmarked face; somebody had taken an ax or crowbar to it—and inside is this little Chihuahua, this pygmy animal, spotted with black sores from the mange or some similar doggy disease, charging our feet. She tells it once to scoot and then chases this poor mutt around, kicking and cursing it with a look of such fixed and intense hatred that it sort of let the air out of my heart. It woke me up, I admit it, seeing the ugly mark all that cruelty had made on her, beaten up, assailed, like her door.


  And I was awake now with Glyndora. Chugging right up to fifty and potbellied, I was not, I knew, the image rousing Glyndora in a parched erotic heat at night. But something wild and screwy was turned on in me, especially to see how far this was going to go, and feeling the daring that is always leaping up in me, else I die of fear, I took each index finger and with a thrilling directness settled them one at a time on the point of each breast, then, gently as somebody reading Braille, let my fingertips come to rest on the thin fabric of her dress. I could feel underneath the lace pattern of her brassiere.


  The moment that then passed between us was what we used to call on the street p.f.s.—pretty fucking strange. Nobody was supposed to mean it. I wasn’t supposed to squeeze her tits and Glyndora wasn’t supposed to like it. We were playing chicken or the Dozens. It was as if we were both on camera. I could see it in my mind’s eye—the bodies here and the spirits hovering fifteen feet above, wrestling like angels over someone’s soul. In theory, we were merely disputing power and terrain. But with all these faces, the secret self was set free and was frisking about. Those rich brown eyes of hers remained dead set on mine, thoroughly amused, determinedly defiant: I see you. So what? I see you. But, folks, we were both pretty goddamned excited.


  This contact, encounter, call it what you like, lasted only seconds. Glyndora pushed her arms up and slowly parted my hands. Her eyes never left mine. She spoke distinctly.


  “You couldn’t handle it, man,” she said and turned for the kitchen.


  “Are we taking bets?”


  She didn’t answer. I heard her say instead that she needed a drink.


  I was ringing—the body after 4,000 volts. It was the whole idea of it, me playing with her playing with me. Mr. Stiffy downstairs was definitely awake too. I heard her banging around in a cabinet and swearing.


  “What?” I asked. She had no whiskey, and I offered to go out to get her a pint. I wanted her to relax. This could be a long conversation, a longer evening. “You make coffee.” I pointed at her but didn’t linger as I leaned into the little kitchen; I was afraid to see what showed. Something in me was already clinging to the weird intimacy of that instant between us. With any invitation, I might have kissed her goodbye.


  So I went charging out toward the Brown Wall’s, a local chain I’d seen on the way in, a grown man running down the street in the dead of winter, with his flag half unfurled. The store was in the neutral zone, between the projects and the upscale, its bricks spray-painted with gang signs, its windows holding gay displays but guarded by fold-back grates. I grabbed a bottle of Seagram’s off the shelf, feeling I’d seen something pornographic when I looked at all those glass soldiers arrayed side by side. As an afterthought, I detoured to pharmaceuticals for a three-pack of Trojans, just in case, I told myself, because a Scout is always prepared. Then I barreled back down the block oblivious to the three gangbangers who stood on the corner in their colors checking me out. I took all the front steps in one bound and hit the buzzer, waiting to be restored to paradise.


  I rang intermittently for I’d say maybe a minute and a half before I began to wonder why she was not answering. My first thought? That I’m a big dumbbell? That I’d let the little head think for the big one? No, I actually worried about her. Had she fallen ill? Had one of the neighborhood muggers come through the window and done her while I was gone? Then I recalled the little fatal click behind me that I’d made nothing of as I flew down the staircase. Suddenly, as I stood on the stoop, shriveled by the cold, I realized that was the sound of the dead bolt being set, of a lady locking up for the night.


  I will say this for myself—I did not go gently. I punched that buzzer like it was her fucking nose. After about five minutes, her voice came up clearly, just once, and not long enough to allow any reply.


  “Go way,” she said, alive and well and not waiting for me.


  Let me be honest: it was not a good moment. I had beaten Lyle to the car tonight, my shitbox Chevy; Nora got the good car, a jade-green Beemer which I always drove with a pleasure that made me feel as if I had taken a pill. I retired to this wornout wreck, where I was always ill at ease with the stains Lyle and his friends left on the seats, and tried to assess the situation. Okay, I told myself, some gal won’t let you in, then puts the make on you, then locks the door. The point is … ? Fill in the blank. Pictures? Maybe some dope was in the closet with a camera.


  I had to give her credit, though. Glyndora knew where the belly was on this porcupine. Let him strike out with the ladies once again, then put liquor in his hand. In my palm, the bottle had a strange magical heft. I always had drunk rye, same as my old man. God, I loved it. I felt a little thrill when my thumb passed across the tax labels on the bottle’s neck. I was a civil drunk who did not get started until nightfall, but by two in the afternoon I could feel a certain dry pucker back in the salivary glands and the first shot was always enough to make me swoon. I used to think all the time about Dom Perignon, the monk who’d first distilled Champagne. He fell down a flight of stairs and announced to the brethren who rushed to his rescue, ‘I am drinking stars.’


  It all seems so goddamned sad, I thought suddenly, looking out in the bleak night toward Glyndora’s apartment. My breath was fogging the windows and I turned the engine over for heat. The whole appeal of this venture had been to take some sudden startling control over my existence. But I felt again some faraway master puppeteer whose strings were sewn into my sleeves. The fundamental facts were plain again: I was just a lowdown bum.


  I wondered what I always do—how’d I end up this way? Was it just nature? In my neighborhood, if your old man was a copper or a fireman, you took it for granted he was a hero, these mystical men of courage donning their helmets and heavy coats to brave one of nature’s most inscrutable events, how substance turns to heat and color, how the brilliant protean flames dance as they destroy. When I was three or four, I’d heard so much of this stuff, sliding down the pole and whatnot, that I was sure that when he wore his boots and fire slicker my old man could fly. He couldn’t. I learned that over time. My father was no hero. He was a thief. “T’eef,” as he used to pronounce the word, never in application to himself. But like Jason or Marco Polo, he brought back treasure from each adventure.


  I often heard my father explain his logic when he engaged my mother in bouts of drunken self-defense. If a house is burning to the ground, woman, why not take the jewelry before it melts, for heaven’s sake, you’re there risking life and limb—you think you went outside and asked the residents, as they stood there with the flames shooting through their lives, that they’d say no? When I studied economics in college, I had no trouble understanding what they meant by a user’s fee.


  But I was not inclined to forgive him. I used to wonder as a kid if everybody knew the fireman stole. Everyone in my neighborhood seemed to understand—they’d come nosing around, looking to buy cheap the little items that were nicked and fit well in the rubber coats. ‘Why’d you think they made them pockets in the coats so big?’ my father used to say, never to me but to whoever had sidled by to examine the table silver, the clocks, the jewels, the tools, the thousand little things that entered our household. He’d laugh as he made these subverted displays. ‘Where’d it come from?’ the visitor would ask, and my father would chuckle and say that bit about the coat. Kind of dumb, of course, but he wanted people to think that he was bold—all frightened people do, they want to be just like the people who scare them. I had a cousin, Marie Clare, who came by once and asked my father to keep an eye out for a christening dress for her baby and he got her a beauty—why’d you think they made them pockets in the coats so big?


  For me, as a kid, the shame of it sometimes seemed to blister my heart. When I started confession, I confessed for him. ‘My father steals.’ The priests were never uninterested. ‘Oh yes?’ I wanted to leave my name and address in the hope they’d make him stop. A boy’s father is his fate. But this kind of stealing was a matter of society, forgivable and common. They told me to respect my father and pray for his soul, and better mind my own conduct.


  ‘So much of life is will.’ I had spun the golden cap off the pint before I knew what I’d done, and repeated that old phrase to myself. I had heard it from Leotis Griswell, not long before he died. I looked into the open bottle as if it were a blind eye, and was reminded for whatever reason of looking down at something else, another seat of pleasure. The sharp perfume of the alcohol filled me with a pang, as acute and painful as the distant sighting of a lovely woman whose name I’ll never know.


  So much of life is will. Leotis was speaking to me about Toots, his old student. Leotis had the skill I’d noted in many of the best lawyers, ardent advocates who at the same time held their clients at a distance. When he talked about them he could often be cold-blooded and he did not want me to be beguiled by Toots. ‘He’ll make excuses to you about his harsh life, but I’ve never cared much for sociology. It’s so negative. I don’t need to know what holds down the masses. Any fellow with an eye in his head can see that: it’s life. But where does that rare one come from, what is the difference? I still spend hours wondering. Where the strength comes from not to surrender. The will. So much of life is will.’ A certain subtle incandescence refracted through the old man as he said this, the feeble body still enfolding his large spirit, and the memory of it and the standard he set as a person punished me now.


  Still, Leotis had it right, about life and will. It’s an appropriate belief for a man born in the last years of the nineteenth century, yet it’s out of phase for anybody else. Now we believe that a nation is entitled to self-determination but a soul is a slave to material fate: I steal because I’m poor; I feel up my daughter cause my ma did that to me; I drink because my ma was sometimes cruel and called me names and because my father left that trait, like some unhappy lodestar, in my genes. On the whole, I still prefer Leotis’s outlook, the same one they taught me in church. I’d rather believe in will than fate. I drink or don’t drink. I’ll try to find Bert or I won’t. I’ll take the money and run or else return it. Better to find options than that bondage of cause and effect. It all goes back to Augustine. We choose the Good. Or the Evil. And pay the price.


  And this, this may be the serpent’s sweetest apple. I did not even seem to swallow.


  I am drinking stars.


  Thursday, January 26


  B. Your Investigator Loses Some thing Be sides His Self-respect


  I have awakened so many mornings vowing never to do this again that there was almost pleasure in the pain. I felt like something fished out of the trash. I held absolutely still. The sunlight was going to be like a bullet to the brain. Along the internal line from head to gut there was a bilious feeling, some regurgitive impulse already stirring. “Slow,” I told myself, and when I did I sensed for the first time that I wasn’t alone.


  When I opened my eyes, a kid was looking square at me, Latin he seemed to be, crouched about an arm’s length away on the driver’s side beneath the dash. He had one hand on the car’s tape player, which he’d lifted half out, revealing the bleak innards of the auto, colored cables and dark spaces. Cutting the wires would be the next step. The door was cracked behind him and the dome light was on. There was a little sniffle of cold air riffling across my nose.


  “Just cool,” he told me.


  I didn’t see a gun, a knife. A kid, too. Thirteen, fourteen. Still with pimples all over the side of his face. One of your sweet little urban vampires, out in the early-morning hours rolling drunks. Fifty coming, I could still pound this little fuck. Hurt him anyway. We both knew it. I checked his eyes again. It would have been such a frigging triumph if there was just a dash, a comma, an apostrophe of fear, some minute sign of hesitation.


  “Get out,” I said. I hadn’t moved. I was sort of folded up like a discarded shopping bag, piled sideways onto the passenger’s seat. With the adrenaline I was waking fast and turning dizzy, whirly city. My tummy was on the move.


  “Don’t fuck around, men.” He turned the screwdriver to face me.


  “I’ll fuck with you, shorty-pants. I’ll fuck with you plenty. And after I do, you won’t be fuckin anybody.” I gave my head a sort of decisive nod. Which was a bad mistake. It was like tipping back in a chair too far. I rolled my eyes a bit. I picked myself up on my elbow. With that, it happened.


  I puked all over him.


  I mean everywhere. It was dripping from his eyelashes. His nappy head had got little bits of awful stuff all over. His clothes were soaked. He was drowning in it, spluttering and shaking, cursing me, an incoherent rap. “Oh men,” he said. “Oh men.” His hands danced around and I knew he was afraid to touch himself. And he was out of there fast. I was so busy waiting for him to kill me I actually didn’t see him go until he was running down the street.


  Well, Malloy, I thought, you are going to like this one. I patted my back all over a few times, before I straightened myself up, then realized that this story, like the tale of what really happened between Pigeyes and me, was going to go untold. After all, I had been bad. Weak. I’d had a drink. A bottle. I had fucked around with fate.


  My guy at AA, my angel, guardian, hand in the dark, was a fella named Giandomenico, LNU, as we said on the Force, last name unknown, none used. Even though I haven’t shown at a meeting in sixteen months, I knew he would talk to me and tell me that I still had what it took to do it. Today was no different than the day before yesterday. It was a day I wasn’t gonna drink. I was going to get through today and work on tomorrow then. I knew the rap. I’d memorized all twelve steps. Somehow over the long haul I found AA sadder than being a drunk, listening to these folks, ‘My name is Sheila and I’m an alcoholic.’ Then would come the story, how she stole and whored and beat her kids. Jesus, sometimes I wondered if people were making things up just so the rest of us wouldn’t feel so bad about our own lives. It was a little too much of a cult for me, the Church of Self-denunciation, I used to call it, this business of saying I’m a shit and I turn myself over to a higher power, LNU, who’ll keep me safe from John Barleycorn, the divil. I welcomed the support and got all warm and runny about a number of the people who showed up each week and held my hand, and I hope that they’re still going and still safe. But I’m too goddamned eccentric, and reluctant to contemplate the mystery of why, with my sister’s death, I no longer felt the uncontrollable need to drink. Had I finally filled even my own bottomless cup of pain? Or was this, as I often feared in my grimmest moments, some form of celebration?


  Glyndora’s little complex was across the street, gray on gray, the colors almost indecipherable in the subdued elements of winter, still looking like a stage set except for the sign in front, announcing that units were available, from 179 grand. What was her point last night? Was that whole thing, that interlude, just for laughs? I didn’t think Glyndora enjoyed that kind of subtlety. She told you off face-to-face. But for some reason she had wanted me out of there. Was she afraid I would catch on to something? A boyfriend, maybe? Somebody’s clothes were in the closet, shoes by the door. Archie’s? Or Bert’s?


  I straightened myself up. I had a pretty good yuk thinking about Lyle getting in here with his buddies south of midnight and taking a whiff. I’d bet a lot of money he wouldn’t know who to blame. He’d sit here trying to recall who’d hurled night before last. The little bastard had left worse for me. Still, I opened all the windows and threw the floor mat on the street. I shoved the radio back into the fragile plastic membrane of the dashboard. I thought about that little thief running all over the North End in the cold, searching for a hose. He’d smell like something when he got to school. Yep, I was feeling mean and humorous. I gathered myself together and slid across the seat behind the wheel, and only then noticed the absence against my hip. I began to swear.


  The goddamn kid had got my wallet.




  XI. EVERYTHING IS JAKE


  A. Your Investigator Gets Interrupted


  If Bert Kamin was dead, then who had the money?


  This question struck me suddenly as I stood before a mirror at Dr. Goodbody’s, where I’d come to clean up before heading on to the office. A shower and shave had not done much for my condition. I still had the shadowy look of some creep on a wanted poster and my headache made me recollect those cavemen who used to open vents in their skulls. I phoned Lucinda to say where I was, asking her to make the calls to cancel and replace my credit cards. Then I found a lonesome corner in the locker room to figure things out. Who had the money? Martin had said that the banker he talked to in Pico had hinted that the account where the checks went was Bert’s. But that was hardly authoritative.


  A refuge, even a phony one, is where you find it, and I was irritated when the attendant told me I had a call. One of the things I hate worst about the world of business at the end of the century is this instant-access crap: faxes and mobile phones and all those eager-beaver, happy delivery people from fucking Federal Excess. Competition in the big-bucks world has made privacy a thing of the past. I expected Martin, Mr. Impatience, who likes to call you with his latest brilliant idea on a case from some airplane at eleven o’clock at night as he’s bounding off to Bangladesh. But it wasn’t him.


  “Mack?” Jake Eiger spoke. “I’d like to see you ASAP.”


  “Sure. Let me get hold of Martin or Wash.”


  “Better the two of us,” said Jake. “Why don’t you come up here? I want to give you heads-up on something. About our situation.” He cleared his throat in a vaguely meaningful way, so I suspected at once what was coming. The powers-that-be at TN had reviewed this fiasco—Bert and the money—and concluded there was a certain large law firm they could do without. Cancel the search party and pack your bags. I was going to get to give my partners the news as a “leak.”


  It had been some time since Jake and I had sat down man-to-man. They became uncomfortable meetings after my divorce from his cousin—and Jake’s decision to stop directing TN cases to me. We never speak about either subject. The unmentionable, in fact, is more or less the bedrock of our relationship.


  As usual, a long story. Jake was not an especially good student; I’ve always suspected he got into law school on his father’s pull. He’s bright enough—downright wily at times—but he has trouble putting thoughts on paper. A whiz at multiple choice but gridlock when he was writing essays. His own term was “cryptophobic,” but I think in today’s lingo we’d say learning-disabled.


  I had been at BAD about a year when Jake invited me to lunch. I thought it was some kind of family obligation—one of Nora’s aunts hopping his keester about buy Mack a meal and give him some advice, maybe he’ll amount to something. But I could tell he was uneasy. We were at some snazzy rooftop place and Jake squinted in the sun. The wind flapped the fringe of the umbrella overhead.


  ‘Nice view,’ he said.


  We both were drinking. He was unhappy too. Jake’s handsomeness has always had room only for boyish easiness. The worry was like a painted sign.


  ‘So,’ I asked, ‘what?’ There had to be something. We did not have a real social relationship.


  ‘Bar exam,’ he said.


  I didn’t understand at first. I thought it was one of those clever, stylish remarks he made that was beyond me, rich-kid talk. He was just starting his third year at G&G, Wash’s favorite flunky, three years out of law school, with one year spent clerking for a judge, and the bar ordinarily would have been long behind him. I ordered lunch. You could see Trappers Park from there and we talked awhile about the team.


  ‘I should get out there,’ Jake said. ‘Haven’t had much chance.’


  ‘Busy? Lots of deals.’


  ‘Bar exam,’ he said again. ‘I just took it for the third time.’ And he looked from the distance to me, the level sincere agonized way he probably took in the ladies he wanted to lay. I did not need a guidebook to know I was being compromised.


  ‘Three strikes and you’re out,’ he said. Three failures and you had to wait five years to take the test again. I knew the rules. I was one of the guys who made them. ‘The firm has to fire me,’ he said. ‘My old man’ll die. Die.’ His career as a lawyer would, practically speaking, be over, but no doubt for Jake his father would be the worst part.


  While I was growing up, Jake’s dad was a colleague of Toots’s in the City Council and a considerable figure. Invested with the medieval powers typically exerted by a councilman in DuSable, Eiger père lived in our close-knit Catholic village like a prince among the folk. June 18, 1964, the day I turned twenty-one, my father took me to Councilman Eiger to ask him to find me a place on the police force. I’d had a couple of years of college by then and was sort of supporting myself selling vacuum cleaners door-to-door; I had bombed out around the art department and was a kind of bookstore beatnik, your average troubled youth, an Irish lad still at home with his ma, absolutely mystified about which way to go in life. The Force at least would get me off ground zero and keep me out of the service too, not something I said out loud to anybody, and no left-wing politics involved either, just a pit stop on the life track I didn’t want to make, never one to enjoy taking orders from anybody. Three years later I wrecked my knee and had a free shot at law school, no draft, no Nam to trouble me, and went, mostly to be in school again, another of those funny accidental ways things just happen in a life.


  Sitting there in the ward office, which looked like a basement rec room decorated with maps and political posters from past campaigns and four of those clunky old-style telephones, big and black and heavy enough to be murder weapons, absorbing most of the space on his desk, Councilman Eiger assured me that my police application would get every consideration. You had to love him, a man so richly endowed with power and so generous about its use. He was the kind of pol you could understand, whose lines of loyalty were long inscribed and well known: first himself, then his family, then his friends. He was not against law or principle. They were just not operative elements. I was a cadet in a previously selected entering class at the Academy within three weeks. Now his son was sitting in front of me, and even though Jake denied his father was aware of anything, the message was the same. I owed. I owed the family. You knew his old man would see it just that way.


  I made my one and only stab at rectitude.


  ‘Jake, I think we ought to talk about something else.’


  ‘Sure.’ He looked into his drink. ‘I took the test last week. There was a question—I fouled up so badly—a civil-procedure question, you know, revising a divorce decree, and I wrote this ream about matrimonial law.’ He shook his head. Poor old handsome Jake was about to cry. And then he did. A grown man almost, sobbing like a kid into his gin and tonic. ‘Hey, you know, I’m sorry.’ He straightened himself up. We ate in absolute silence for about ten minutes, then he said he was sorry again and walked away from the table.


  One of the peculiar things you learn in life is that what makes Great Institutions great is the stuff people attach to them, not their actual operation, which is often purely prosaic. The scoring of the bar exam was like that. We sent the bluebooks out to ten graders around the state, one for each question. The booklets came back UPS, thousands of stacks, piled up no more ceremoniously than rubbish. The secretaries sorted them for days, then added each individual’s totals, and the staff attorneys checked the arithmetic. Those were the results. Seventy passed, 69 failed. Jake was at 66 when I found his stack on another assistant administrator’s desk the night I decided to go hunting for it. The guy who graded Jake’s civil-procedure answer had given Jake three out of a possible ten. A 3 and an 8 of course can look a lot alike, even if you don’t have a gift for forgery. I wasn’t taking any risk; no one would ever know. Not counting me, of course.


  Still, you wonder, why’d I do it? Not because of Jake, God knows, not even because my old man and my ma’d have been ashamed to think I wouldn’t look after a friend. No, I suppose I was thinking of Woodhull and his minion, who confused ethics with ego, those judgmental prigs, my colleagues, one more team I didn’t want to play on, one more group I would not allow to claim my soul. Same reason I did it to Pigeyes, then lied, un-willing to play for either side.


  Jake took me out to lunch the week after the results were mailed. He was pleased as a puppy. He slobbered all over me and I wouldn’t say a thing. I congratulated him when he told me that he passed. I shook his hand.


  ‘You think I’m going to forget this, but I won’t,’ he said.


  ‘No comprendo. Thank yourself. You took the test.’


  ‘Don’t give me that bull.’


  ‘Hey, Jake. Practice makes perfect. You passed. Okay? Give us both a break.’


  ’You’re all right. You know, after my performance last time—I got sick. I thought to myself, A cop, for Chrissake. You talk like that to a guy who was a cop.’


  His look said everything. Us pals. Us guys. That smug fraternity thing Jake over the years has never lost. His life now is country-club golf courses and screwing around behind the back of his third wife, but there, twenty-one years before, I could see I’d restored the central faith of his life: we were special people who could outwit harm if we stuck with each other. I wanted to spit in his eye.


  ‘Forget it, Jake,’ I said. ‘Everything.’


  ‘Never,’ he answered.


  And I knew it was a curse.


  B. Your Investigator Visits Herbert Hoover’ s America


  Waiting for Jake, I sat in reception on 44, TN’s Executive Level, feeling inferior. There is a jazzed-up air of self-importance here that routinely deflates me. Someday someone will explain to me why this system of ours that is supposed to glorify diversity and individual choice becomes instead the vehicle by which everybody ends up choosing the same thing. With its airlines, banks, and hotels, TN did business last year with two out of every three Americans who make more than 50 g’s. Many of those folks think of TN as nothing better than a kind of flying bus, but in a mass society it turns out that even a trivial connection to twenty-five million lives, especially prominent ones, imbues an institution with an extraordinary aura of grandiosity and power.


  Jake’s secretary steered me back and His Handsomeness rose to make me welcome. The office is so vast that when I walked in he actually waved. Once we were alone, Jake sat on the corner of his desk, one foot on the rich carpet. You could not help thinking it was a pose he’d seen in some ad in a magazine. He had his jacket on. His hair was perfectly combed. To fill air time, Jake usually likes to talk to me about the old neighborhood, guys from high school, our place among the generations. But today he came to the point directly. As I’d feared, he had Bert on his mind.


  “Look, old chum, I have to admit I’m playing catch-up. What in God’s name is going on down there?”


  “I wish I could tell you, Jake.”


  “And you,” he went on. “You’re not helping much. I understand you went to see Neucriss.”


  Word travels fast.


  “He was on the phone to me before your elevator had reached the ground floor,” said Jake, “wanting to know what was wrong. Can I ask what in the world you were doing?”


  “Hey,” I said amiably. I never offend Jake. I had all those years watching my old man kiss the fire captain’s ring. “You know, I’m playing hunches. We can’t figure what the hell Litiplex is. Maybe the plaintiffs know. I didn’t realize that Martin had already tried the same thing with Peter.”


  Jake took that in levelly. He was assessing me.


  “Yes, but he had. And when you showed up, you really began ringing bells. We can’t have this kind of fumbling.” Neucriss, on the phone, had obviously had a great time: These klutzes you employ at three hundred an hour. Get a load of this. Two of them busy forwarding the mail. Ho, ho, ho. Jake had felt the needle and I was paying the price.


  “Look, Mack, my friend, let’s review the bidding.” Jake is a master of these phrases, the corporate idiom, one more style he is on top of. It softens the edges, but he’s still as ham-fisted as his father and I knew him well enough to see that no matter how fashionably, he was about to be coarse. “He”—Jake pointed to the door of the chairman’s adjoining suite; he had lowered his voice—“the Polish gentleman next door. He likes me, he doesn’t like me. Who knows day to day? Let’s assume he’s not president of the fan club. All right? Let’s say he thinks I use the wrong lawyers and I pay too much to the ones I choose. All assumed. But he’s going to put up with me. Do you know why?”


  “The board?”


  “The board, that’s right, the board. Because there is a faction there, a number of members who believe I fly without wings. And do you know why that is?”


  “Why?”


  “Because I—and the lawyers I chose—handled a $300 million disaster for this company, a litigation mess where we’d reserved $100 million to pay for our share and we—I, your firm, Martin—we handled that and actually made money for this company. Almost $20 million. Every dollar left in that trust account is a badge of pride. For all of us. And a point on the Scoreboard. All right?”


  I nodded. “Sure,” I said. I had to sit still for this, tutored like a child, simpering and pretending he was inventing cold fusion.


  “Now let’s look at this supposed business with Bert. Very disturbing. Frankly, personally, I don’t even believe it. If I did, I’d be more alarmed. But in the end, if we’re patient about getting to the bottom of it, perhaps review the accounting, I think it may develop that something else is going on. But it appears as it appears—Fine, investigate. Look into it. That’s the responsible thing to do. But, old man, let’s keep our eye on the ball. If you go out and rile up the plaintiffs’ lawyers so that they want a bean counting before we distribute next month—if you do that and fellows like Neucriss catch wind of the fact that we’re running a surplus, they’re going to do their utmost to lay hands on every dime. Not to mention our co-defendants. So no matter what you think has happened with Bert, all that would be far, far worse for us all. Okay? So let’s move ahead carefully. I told you the other day. Be discreet.”


  More or less on cue, Tad Krzysinski, Board Chairman and CEO, poked his head through the side door. In a perfect world, this guy would be somebody you could comfortably hate, a prig like Pagnucci, a wild fucking success drunk on ego. He is nothing like that. No more than five foot four, he is a sunny little fellow, and in every room he enters it feels as if somebody has suddenly installed a compact nuclear reactor, a force so vital you half expect to be blown back through the walls.


  “Hack,” he greeted me, and advanced to pump my hand. He is a musclebound former gymnast with an engaging eye. I took a moment to wonder, as usual, about what gave between Brushy and him, but he always seems so goddamn cheerful there is no way to tell.


  “Tad,” I said. The guy holds no brief for proprieties, never anything but who he’s first to tell you he is, the son of a plumber, one of eight kids, now with nine of his own, a three-hours-of-sleep guy who by his own admission cares only about his family, his God, and increasing the wealth of the people who’ve put their faith in him by plunking down their dough to buy TN’s common shares. You could see that just nodding and shaking hands he scared Jake to death. They were the two sides of ethnicity, the Americans, once excluded, who since the sixties have found their way in corporation land—Jake, a deracinated wimp who aspired to everything vain the upwardly mobile envisioned, and Krzysinski, who accepted like Holy Writ all that stuff the immigrants believed about hard work, fortitude, and the capacity to alter the face of the world. I stood there uneasily between them, with a sudden recognition that this was an impossible match. Jake had powerful boosters on TN’s board, but Krzysinski had to hate him. Which was what Jake meant about the 397 surplus being his lifeline.


  “Well, I see you here, Hack, we must be in trouble again.” Tad pounded my shoulder good-naturedly and laughed at his own joke and then talked to Jake about a problem they had in Fiji. TN of course owns hotels everywhere. Tokyo. Paris. But they got to the Far East ahead of everybody else, which in these lean times means those operations have become particularly important. Many days Tad is far more concerned about Prime Minister Miyazawa than Bill Clinton. Somebody ought to sit down and think about this, because your corporate types are soon going to be a stateless superclass, people who live for deals and golf dates and care a lot more about where you got your MBA than the country you were raised in. It’s the Middle Ages all over again, these little unaffiliated duchies and fiefdoms, flying their own flags and ready to take in any vassal who will pledge his life to the manor. Everybody busy patting himself on the back because the Reds went in the dumper is going to be wondering who won when Coca-Cola applies for a seat in the UN.


  As Tad at last disappeared, Jake darted a nettled look at his back.


  “Let’s take a walk.” Jake headed down the hallway and I followed, acknowledging the people I knew. For me, a visit up here called for a lot of glad-handing, trying to remind folks on the counsel’s staff I was neither drunk nor dead. When we reached the elevator, a messenger, one of the members of that minimum-wage cavalry that slams through the Center City traffic on bikes, came charging out, wearing an optic-orange vest over his worn parka. Jake and I stepped in, now alone.


  “I want to be sure we’re singing from the same hymnal,” said Jake. He jammed the button labeled “Doors Close” and turned to face me when they had.


  “Bert?” I asked.


  “That matter,” he replied.


  The elevator began to move and Jake pumped the button for the floor below.


  “You know what I want—make this tidy,” Jake said. “And if Kamin really doesn’t turn up?”


  “Yes?”


  He took a step so that he was no more than a foot from me, his finger still anchored on the door-close button as the car slowed.


  “No one up here has to hear any more.” He looked at me solemnly before the doors peeled back slowly and he stepped again into the brighter light.




  XII. TELLING SECRETS


  A. Boys and Girls Together


  “SOS,” I said as I poked my head into Martin’s office. His secretary was gone and I’d given a quick knock and leaned in from the hall. Glyndora was standing there with him.


  “Oh shit,” I said. It just sort of popped out and they both stared. It was an odd little moment. Glyndora shot me a look that might have contemplated my death, and my first thought was that she was here complaining about my investigative technique. That was one of Martin’s many roles, Mr. Fix-It, in charge of the disgruntled, the waylaid, the weak. Our first year can’t cut in practice, a partner flips out or has a problem with substance abuse, Martin takes care of you. You’d say compassion, but there’s no there-but-for-the-grace; it’s more his Olympian thing. I’m here, the mountain.


  But Martin seemed unconcerned when he saw me. He actually smiled and casually waved me into his office with all its funny overstated objects. He said something about Glyndora showing him yesterday’s numbers on cash received, the Managing Partner and the head of Accounting measuring our progress at year end. Somehow, though, I remained struck by the pose in which I’d initially found them. Nothing untoward: she was at a distance from him, a few feet from his chair. But she was on his side of the desk, and Martin was facing her and the milky light coming from the broad windows behind her, sitting with his legs outstretched, hands on his tummy, relaxed, open to her in an un-characteristic way, less our Martin, ever on alert. Maybe, though, it was just the shock of seeing Glyndora, who was still charged up for me like a magnet.


  Martin, at any rate, said they were about done, and with that hint she arranged herself and strode past me in the door without so much as turning my way. I admit I was disappointed.


  “I just had a conversation with Jake,” I told Martin when she was gone.


  “Troubling?”


  He could see it in my face, I imagined. My heart was still skittering around like a squirrel. Jake in his own way had given off quite a sinister air. I began to describe my encounter with Jake, and Martin listened, absorbed. When you actually study him, Martin has distinct ethnic looks; he’s one of those hairy darklings you’d expect to see loading a truck, with a dense beard that lends his face a bluish cast. His father was a tailor who cut the clothes of various gangsters and Martin refers now and then to his upbringing when it is availing to charm a client of humble roots or to worry an opponent; he has a number of racy stories about delivering tuxedos to the famous Dover Street brothel in the South End. But unlike me, Martin takes no refuge in the past and allows it to make no claim upon him. He evinces the airy noblesse of a fellow who grew up summering in Newport. He is married to a graceful, tall British woman by the name of Nila, whom you sort of picture in a garden with a Pimm’s Cup the minute you see her. Large hats and shirtwaist dresses, with petticoats. He is thoroughly the man he decided on being, and that fellow showed little reaction to what I related, except that something abruptly caused him to interrupt.


  “Better save this,” he said. “My colleagues and I should probably hear it together.” He meant the Committee. “Carl is in town again today.”


  Martin proposed a meeting at four and left me to arrange it. I went back to Lucinda to ask her to make the calls, though I tried to reach Pagnucci, since I wanted a word with him myself. Then I stood over my secretary’s desk for a moment, examining the list of my credit card issuers she’d reached. It struck me for the first time that the Kam Roberts card had been in my wallet too. I had no idea what to do about that.


  Brushy came ambling by in her sturdy fashion and did a double-take when she saw me.


  “Jesus, Mack, you look horrible.” No doubt that was true. Jake had stirred my adrenaline but it still felt like my heart was pumping motor sludge. “You sick?” she asked.


  “Maybe a touch of the flu.” I turned away, but she followed me into my office out of concern. “Could be I’m depressed.”


  “Depressed?”


  “From our conversation yesterday.”


  “Hey,” she said, “you know me, spirited Mediterranean type. I say things.”


  “No,” I said, “I thought you had a point.”


  She looked herself, little chopped-down hairdo, big pearl earrings, honest face, solid and peppy like she could step out of her heels and give you a good block.


  “Maybe I did.” She sort of smiled.


  “Yeah,” I said, “I even went out and had a minute last night where I thought I might practice my hokey-pokey.”


  I could have filled in her dental chart.


  “And?” she demanded.


  “ ‘And’ what?”


  “And?” she said once more, Ms. Mind Your Own Personal Business.


  “And I ended up getting rolled.”


  She actually laughed out loud. She asked if I was okay, then sang, far off-key, a few bars of “Looking for Love in All the Wrong Places.”


  “You don’t have to gloat.”


  “Why should I gloat?” she asked and laughed again.


  I turned my back on her to look through the mail. More memos from the Committee about the lagging pace of collections; the Blue Sheet. I heard her close the door, and the click of the bolt gave me a weird little amorous thrill, some vagrant inspiration from our conversation and the last twenty-four hours, an idling recall of what happened when men and women were alone. Brushy, however, did not have anything like that on her mind.


  “Did you see the paper?” she asked. Apparently there’d been another small piece this morning about Archie, basically just saying he still hadn’t been found. She described it and asked, “Do you think that’s the guy? The one they talked about at the steam bath?” She never missed a detail.


  “I think,” I said, and then, not quite understanding myself, added, as I thumbed through the mail, “he’s dead, by the way.”


  “Who’s dead?”


  “Him. Archie. Vernon. Dead-dead.”


  “No,” she said. “How do you know?”


  So I told her. “Bert has a problem in his refrigerator that baking soda will not help.” She took a seat on my worn-out sofa, threshing her fingers through her short hair as I described the corpse.


  “How could you not tell me this?” she asked.


  “Hey, get real. The better question is why I tell you anything at all. This one’s attorney-client, no kidding. The coppers’ll sweat me if they find out I was anywhere near that body.”


  “Did Bert kill him?”


  “Maybe so.”


  “Bert?”


  “Your idea,” I said.


  “Never.”


  “Probably not.”


  “So who?”


  “Somebody else. Probably the heavy-cuff-link crowd.”


  “Those guys don’t do that anymore, do they?”


  “Don’t ask me,” I said, “you’re Italian.”


  “Come on,” she said. “I mean to regular people.”


  “This guy wasn’t regular people, Brush. If you make book you’ve got to be connected.”


  “Why?” she asked.


  “ ‘Why’? Because this is their business. Coast-to-coast. And these guys don’t believe in competition. You keep a book, fine and dandy, but you give them a share—they call it paying the street tax. Otherwise you suffer physical harm or they snitch you out to their favorite law enforcement type. Besides, they provide many valuable services. You got a customer who’s slowpay, these guys can hurry em up, believe you me. You can’t do business without them.”


  She stared. She still didn’t see why.


  “Here,” I said, “it’s like your insurance client. What’s the name?”


  She reminded me, a fair-sized outfit that sent her their coverage litigation in the Midwest. A significant piece of business, and even saying the name she had a hard time managing her pride.


  “Let’s say they have four billion in property and casualty coverage in California,” I told her. “How do they make sure that they don’t go under when the hills burn?”


  “They reinsure.”


  “Exactly. They find a few large, reliable companies and literally insure their insurance. And bookies do the same thing. A good bookie isn’t a gambler. Any more than your insurance client is. Bookie makes 10 percent vig on your bet, win or lose. You bet 100, you owe him no. That’s where his money is. On any given game, he wants you to bet the loser and me to bet the winner. He gets $110 from you, keeps $20 vig, and gives 90 to me.”


  Brushy interrupted.


  “No chance, Malloy. He’d use your money to pay me.”


  “Very amusing.” I faked a little pop to her biceps and went on. “Anytime his book puts him at risk, when he has a lot more win money than lose money or vice versa, he’ll do like the insurance company. Lay off. Reinsure. Call it whatever. And in this business, you want to lay off, you better be part of the network. Otherwise no one’s going near you. Besides, if you need Mr. Large and Reliable, the outfit who can always handle your action, it’s them.”


  “So what did he do wrong? Archie?”


  “Maybe he was screwing around with the street tax.” Guys had gotten fixed for less than that. With his gimmick with the credit cards, Archie might have thought he didn’t need them. But even an actuary using the Vegas line was going to have to lay off. What I could use was a little heart-to-heart with somebody connected. At that moment Toots crossed my mind.


  Having run out of answers, I asked Brushy about lunch.


  “I can’t,” she said. “Pagnucci’s in town. I said I’d have lunch with him.”


  “Pagnucci?” This was not one of Brushy’s known allies or liaisons, but remembering yesterday I bit my tongue. “What’s doing?” I asked. “Groundhog Day?”


  That was her guess. In our firm, a partner is guaranteed to make 75 percent of what he earned the twelve months before, drawing it out after each of the first three quarters of our fiscal year. Then on January 31 the Committee divvies up the remainder and announces the results on Groundhog Day. Everybody puts on a tuxedo and goes to the Club Belvedere for dinner. We are served in elegance and joke with each other. On the way out, we each receive an envelope listing our share of firm income. Nobody carpools to this event. Each partner returns home alone, full of the elevating light of success or in fitful depression. The carping begins the next day and often goes on most of the remaining year until the next Groundhog Day. Some people campaign with the Committee, listing all their good deeds and achievements, the many new clients, the great rate of collections. To minimize discord, Pagnucci, who does the first draft of the point distribution, makes the rounds of influential partners to be sure they can accept the Committee’s view of their worth. At least, that’s what I hear. Pagnucci has never made luncheon reservations with me. The only info I get generally is by gossip, before or after the event, since your share, like your private parts, is supposed to be known only to you. When I got my first cut three years ago, I was in enough of a snit that late one evening I took a peek in the drawer in Martin’s credenza, where he stashes the point-distribution record. I just about opened a vein after seeing all the layabouts and losers making more money than me.


  “How about if we do lunch tomorrow?” Brushy asked. “I’ll get some place with tablecloths. I want to talk to you.” She touched my knee. Her round face was warm with feeling. Emilia Bruccia is probably the only person I know who feels any concern for my spirit.


  B. Police Secrets


  After Brush left, I got on the phone and called McGrath Hall, headquarters of the Kindle County Unified Police Force. Twenty-two years, but I knew the number by heart. I reached Al Lagodis, who was now up in Records, and told him I was gonna swing by. I didn’t give him a chance to say no, and even so, I could hear he was about as enthusiastic as if I’d told him I was selling raffle tickets for some charity.


  The Hall is a big graystone heap the size of a castle on the south rim of Center City, just where the big buildings stop and the neighborhood turns littered and bleak, full of taverns with garish signs sporting mention of dancing girls, places where lushes and perverts, released from the big buildings at lunchtime, drink beside the hustlers. I was at the Hall in ten minutes. I had to check in at the front desk and they called Al to fetch me.


  “How are you?” Al gave me both eyes, a look of dead sincerity, as he was walking me back.


  “You know.”


  “That good?” He laughed. Al and I go back to the time when I was in Financial Crimes and he thought I did the right thing on Pigeyes. Not that Al did anything himself, except, I always suspected, a little confidential muttering to the FBI—deep background stuff, a cup of coffee and some hard information that he’d refer to as “rumors.” I always figured it was Al who put the Feebies onto me. He was one of the few folks here who would still talk to me afterwards—although he preferred to do it when nobody was around. Two decades and old Al was still going all shifty-eyed, hoping nobody saw him with Mack Malloy, legendary no-good guy. Around here not much changes. There were gals now, stepping through the dim old halls, wearing guns and ties and shirts that to my eye were not really designed for folks with tits, but even they have got that cop-roll, do-me-something stride.


  “Nice digs,” I said. He had a cubicle, steel partitions painted police blue, that rippled plastic stuff for windows, and a door. No ceiling. Life where you keep your voice down and can literally touch each wall when you stretch. Al worked Financial fourteen years. When Pigeyes was transferred in, he transferred out—discretion and valor, you know how that is—and went to the Records Division, which anyway is a better end to the road. He is now one of those coppers whose hard-charging days are behind them, who’ve found their cul-de-sac on the police life map and can hide here till it’s retirement time, pretty soon now for Al, come age fifty-five. The Hall is full of these types, guts like saddlebags and smoked-out voices. He works 8:00 to 4:30. He supervises the clerks and fills out forms. Nobody shoots at him, nobody kicks him in the ass. He has his memories to keep him warm and a wife to set him straight whenever he’s had a brewski too many and begins that lamebrained talk about how nice it would be to get back on the street. A good sod, with features blown out by alcohol.


  “Need you to check me out on a couple things,” I told him.


  “Shoot.” I was seated right beside his little desk and he could reach out from there to shut the door, which he did.


  “You worked Financial a lot longer than me. I’ve gotta get information from Pico Luan—i.d. on who controls a bank account.”


  Al shook his head. “No,” he said, “forget it,” then asked, trying to be casual, “Whatta we got here?”


  I was dodgy. “I’m not completely sure. I’m real confused. Here, let me try this one on you. Guy tells me he had a conversation with the General Manager of a bank in Pico Luan, long-distance telephone, and the G. M. sort of gives him between the lines whose account it is. How’s that sound to you?”


  “Not like any of them I ever talked to. Not on the telephone. Those guys got a patter. Go over to the Embassy. See your diplomat with the palm oil. Fill out a form. Wait an eon. Then another one. They’ll send you a beautiful document back, honest to Christ, you never saw so many seals and ribbons, you’d think it was the fuckin VFW on parade, but it’s spit, they won’t tell you momma’s first name when it comes to whose money’s really in the bank. You been down there. You know how it is.”


  I knew, but I hadn’t thought twice on day one, when Martin told us about calling the bank, because, after all, it was Martin. Now suddenly I was wondering how I sat still for that. ‘Like trying to grab hold of smoke.’ Jesus, I thought.


  “Once or twice,” said Lagodis, “we were desperate, we hired some sickening creep called himself a lawyer who claimed he had inside connections at the banks. What a snake charmer this character was. Ninety-nine and forty-four one-hundredths percent stinko, if you ask me. You could give him a try. Me, I believe more in the guys who get up and walk at the tent meetings.” Al shook his head again, but I told him I’d take the name.


  Scraping his chair across the floor, he walked out into the clamor of the central Records area, computer terminals and files, a number of empty desks at the lunch hour. From where I sat, I saw a sole uniformed type eating a burger out of the wrapper and glancing over the Tribune. The Hall, the h.q., units like Records especially, remain a sort of central backwater where it’s like everyone took Valium, you’d swear every thirty seconds took a real-world minute, but I felt sort of cheerful to breathe again this gloomy bureaucratic air, this stolid, police thing of being utterly invulnerable.


  The sad truth is that being a copper won’t ever quite leave me. I never was in a flatter moral landscape. Or happier, as a result. Cops see it all—the Scout leader who scouts out the little boys, the business guy who makes 300K and gets caught stealing more, the mother who’s beat her baby black and blue and wails in agony when you come with Child Welfare to take the kid away. You see her reach out, kneel and plead, tears a river, you see the utter knotted-up violence of her own agony, you see that you are taking her whole universe, cockeyed or not, that everything was in this child, not only her wild pain but some squalid hope, if maybe she could just get the suffering out of herself into some realm where it was more tangible, it might be easier to control. You see it and wonder how can you understand if some of that’s not in you? It’s just that today you’re on the right side, you’re wearing blue.


  “ ‘Joaquin Pindling.’ ” I was reading the card Al handed me. “Jesus, what kind of name is that?”


  “He’ll cost you a buck or two, I promise that. Course, maybe a guy like you,” offered Lagodis, “lots of personality, you could go down there yourself and make new friends, get information on your own.”


  “Kind of friends who’ll leave me lighter in the pockets?”


  “Anything’s possible. Then of course could be somebody don’t feel as friendly as you do. Then you become a sort of firsthand big-time expert on Due Process in Pico Luan.”


  “Now that’s a subject, I’ll bet.”


  “Oh yes indeedy. I talked with a couple visiting scholars once. Prison conditions in Pico Luan, friend, not like the Regency on the Beach. They let you crap in this big hole in the middle of the cell, deep, deep, goes down who-knows-where-the-fuck. Nighttime the guards like to play hide-and-seek with the white guys. Watch where you step, mon. You lose, you find out where who-knows-where-the-fuck is.”


  “Got it.”


  Al waited a bit, seeing how it was. He was still on his feet. He was wearing a tie and, here in the dead of winter, a shortsleeve shirt a little snug over the beer gut. I told him I’d run into Pigeyes, but he’d already heard. This was the Force. That was yesterday’s news.


  “He let me go too,” I said.


  “Better be no next time. He’ll tear off your head and shit down your neck. From what I hear, he skins his knees he still mentions you. I think what it is is his feelings got hurt.”


  “That must be it.” I had some idea to ask if Al knew what Gino was investigating, in hopes of getting a little more info on Kam, but all in all, I’d probably pressed my luck already.


  “Yeah,” said Al, just filling in, hitching up his trousers, which dropped six inches every time he rocked on the balls of his feet. “You got a lot to watch out for,” he told me.


  That part wasn’t news.




  XIII. WHO SAYS LAWYERS

AREN’T TOUGH?


  A. Toots’s Walls


  I was received in Toots’s law offices with the air of ceremonial grandeur undoubtedly lavished on every guest. Stumbling along on his cane, his cigar extinguished but comfortably couched inside his jaw, he introduced me to each secretary and half his partners, the greatly renowned Mack Malloy, who was helping out the Colonel on that ethics thing. Then he showed me into his office and propounded a lengthy commentary on each memento on the walls.


  Toots’s office should have been moved intact to a museum somewhere, if not as a monument to twentieth-century political life then to one individual’s capacity for self-appreciation. It was a virtual Colonel Toots Nuccio shrine. There were of course signed photos of the Colonel with every Democratic President from FDR forward, and two with Eisenhower, Toots in uniform in both. There were plaques from B’nai B’rith (Man of the Year), Little Sisters of the Poor, and the Kindle County Art Museum. There was a special award from the symphony, a clarinet cast in bronze; religious relics received from grateful clerics; and a lengthy salutatory letter from the Urban League, perhaps the only compliment Toots had received from people of color in the last thirty years, but which nonetheless had been framed. There was a gavel he’d been given from the City Council upon his retirement, his years of service engraved on the brass hand that circled the mallet head, and scores of photos of Toots with sports stars and political luminaries, some so long gone that their names had vanished from memory. At the absolute focus of attention, mounted immediately above his ponderous old desk, were his medals, aligned in a glass-doored case with a separate little high-intensity lamp that trained on Toots’s silver star, which was pinned to black velvet. I spent the required instant marveling at it, wondering as I always would if it had been awarded for real bravery or as part of one of Toots’s inevitable deals. Within these walls, one tended to realize that self-congratulation, the collection of banners and ribbons, was far more real to Toots, far more important than the events they were intended to commemorate.


  “So,” he said, finally seated, “I didn’t figure you made house calls.”


  “Occasionally. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


  “This here hearing?”


  I told him it was something else and hiked my chair a little closer.


  “Toots. Can a fella ask a question? Between friends?”


  He gave me the usual fulsome stuff, for me anything. I replied in kind, saying he was the only person in the tri-counties I knew who might be able to answer this. He smiled, deeply pleased by any compliment, without regard to its sincerity.


  “I wondered if you might have heard something around town. There’s an insurance guy, an actuary, who the papers say is missing. Vernon Koechell. They call him Archie. What I have to find out is if you know any reason for somebody to pop him.”


  Toots laughed quite merrily, as if I had made a saucy remark just within the borders of good taste. The shrunken old face showed not a sign of even vague offense, but I noticed that he had drawn back on his walking stick and within the milky elderly eyes was perhaps lodged a trace of something lethal.


  “Mack, my friend, can I make a little suggestion?”


  “Sure.”


  “Ask another question.”


  I stopped on that.


  “See, Mack, I got a rule for life. Always followed it since I didn’t even have hair on my chin. I known you a long time now. You’re a smart fella. But let me share my thinking with you: Don’t talk about other people’s business. It’s their business and it’s for them to worry about.”


  I received this advice solemnly. Looking at me, Toots winked.


  “I hear you, Colonel, but I’ve got a real problem.”


  “Whatsa matter? He rate you on your policy or what?”


  “Here’s how it is, Colonel. I have a partner missing, a guy named Kamin. Bert Kamin. Where he’s gone, I haven’t the foggiest. But this guy Archie, he’s got a white shirt on and a nice tie, but he’s keeping a book. And my guy Kamin’s laying bets with him. At least that’s the way it looks.” I peeked up at Toots. I had his attention.


  “Anyway, Archie, he’s quite dead. That’s a fact. Something I know. And pretty soon, any minute now, the coppers are going to show up to talk to me about that. And I’m frankly not interested in getting myself in Dutch with the wrong folks. So that’s why I ask. I gotta know what’s doing here, because I may have to do some fancy steppin’.” I tried to look hangdog and sincere, reverencing one of the many powers that dominated Toots’s life. He wasn’t really buying it.


  “You a straight shooter, Mack?”


  “As much as the next guy.”


  Toots laughed. He liked that. He removed the cigar and in the gloomy light of the room considered the mangled end. It looked like a hunk of seaweed pulled up on a line.


  “You understand with bookies,” he said.


  “Not everything.”


  “See this here— Guy makes a book, you know, he’s got to lay off, right?”


  “Like insurance companies. He doesn’t absorb all the risk. I understand that much.”


  “This guy, he had some very good luck. Somehow he always had laid off his losing action.”


  I waited.


  “How could he lay off only losing bets? Doesn’t he lay off beforehand? I mean, before the event. The race, the game, whatever?”


  “That he does,” said Toots.


  I was on very delicate ground. Toots worked lovingly on his cigar.


  “You mean he knew how these events were going to come out? Is that what you’re saying? He knew these games were fixed?”


  “You see,” said Toots, “you share risks, you share no-risks. Capisc’? A fella’s gotta look out for his friends. Otherwise he don’t got friends, he got enemies. Right? That’s how life is, right?”


  “That’s how it seems to be, Toots. There are no victims.”


  Toots liked that one. No need to explain it to him.


  “So you see,” he said, “you asked a question, you asked another question, you told me some things, I told you some things, we had a talk. Okay? Somebody asks, some things you know, some things you don’t know. Right?”


  “Right.”


  “Sure,” said Toots. He gave a quick, smug, frightening little laugh. “So. We gonna win this hearing?”


  “I wish I could tell you yes, Colonel. The hill’s pretty steep.”


  He shrugged, here in his element capable of seeming worldly-wise, ripened by life.


  “Give it your best. I ain’t gonna get the death penalty, right?”


  We agreed on that.


  “And who’s there, you or the skirt?”


  “The skirt’s good,” I told him.


  “They say,” said Toots. “So they say. Bit of a punchboard, I hear.” I’d known he would check her out.


  “Woman of the world,” I answered.


  “A big world,” he said.


  “I’ll try to be there, Colonel. I have to worry about this too. Archie. Bert.”


  He understood. Sometimes a fella got himself into a spot. He walked me to the door.


  “Remember my rule.” He pointed with the cigar. Don’t talk about other people’s business. I had it firmly in mind.


  B. Accounting Secrets


  On the way back into the Needle, the elevator stopped at 32. No one got on, but I felt destiny beckoning and I jumped off and trod the hall to Accounting. When I came through the door, the unit manager, Ms. Glyndora Gaines, was sitting right there.


  I took a seat beside her. Her desk was completely clean, windswept but for one file she was examining, a state of order which added to the usual impression of a dominant, unremitting soul. Glyndora continued to look over the file, determined not even to acknowledge me. Maybe there was a trace, a vapor, of a smile being willed to oblivion.


  “Glyndora,” I said quietly, “just as a matter of curiosity, not saying I’m gonna do it, but you know, what if. What if I go tell the Committee the way you’ve been screwing me around? What if I act like I’m one of your bosses, instead of a chump?”


  I was trying to sound sort of reasonable, maybe not pleasant, but calm. In the big room out the door, a dozen people were whizzing around, overwhelmed by the year-end rush, adding machines chugging out tape and phones giving their little electronic chirp. Checks were at a number of desks in colorful stacks.


  “You gone talk to the Committee? Then tell them this.” She rose up in her chair as she took a surveying glance toward the doorway. “Tell them you come to my apartment, you pounded on the buzzer causing all kind of commotion, talking all kinds of jive about Bert, and when I let you in, man, there wasn’t barely one little word about Bert. The next thing, dude’s got one hand on my titty and the other on my ass, and the only way I got rid of his rasty old self is cause this boy talkin all that AA shit went out to buy something to drink. Tell that to the Committee.”


  She smiled in her way, tight like she was fastening down a bolt or a screw, and sized up the effect all this had. With Glyndora everything is a contest and she knew she had me beat. My side of the story was going to sound weak. Worse than that, ridiculous. Nobody would believe I was just posing with my hand on her breast. And if they knew I had been drinking again, my time as Deadeye Dick, Private Detective, would probably be over, not to mention my employment.


  “Glyndora, you know exactly what’s going on here.”


  She leaned forward against her arms, making her frontal equipment prominent in a blouse of orange flourishes. A layer of purple shadow lay thickly on her lids like pollen.


  “Here’s what I know, Mack. You are weak, sucker.” She was leering again, amused by the thought that she knew my secrets. But I’d been there too and learned some of hers. I pointed.


  “And you like white guys.” I let that out and nodded myself, maybe imitating her. Even so, I regretted it. She stiffened; she reared back. We were headed where we always headed—me beats you, hah hah. One more contest. The Dozens, some kind of phony signifying. It was nothing I wanted, and I did what seemed under the circumstances somewhat daring and reached out to grab one of her hands. The touch, my big pink hand on her brown one, was shocking to us both. And that was the point.


  “Hey,” I said, “you know, I’m like you, I work here. I’m not trying to be your lord and master. Have I ever done that? Call me callous, I’m crude, et cetera, et cetera. But have I ever gone out of my way to do some kind of job on you? These guys tell me ‘Find Bert’ and I wanna find him. I’ll tell you the truth—it’s something I need to do. So just give me a break, okay? Be a person.” In the bleakness of the tone I’d assumed, I suddenly heard a confession to myself. All along, I’d talked about this whole escapade, tracking down Bert, as a boondoggling effort at life reform. But that was kidding around, teasing myself with fantasies of running away with the money or earning my partners’ esteem. Yet somehow I’d staked a lot more on this venture than I had admitted. Maybe my life was on its last legs. Maybe my chances were few. But I saw now that I’d promised myself that I was not coming out of this funhouse the way I’d gone in. Somebody within me believed that and was connected to what even in this meager, glimmering form you’d have to call hope.


  And in admitting that, I was doing to Glyndora the one thing she tried to warn everyone against—being vulnerable, hanging it out for her to tromp on. She stared, disbelieving, insulted, and not altogether happy with the physical approach. She withdrew her hand from mine and slid her chair back so she could view me from a more distant perspective as we continued sizing each other up. Glyndora has her routine, the Hey-I’m-a-tough-black-bitch number, and she does it on autopilot, a piece of racial rhetoric that’s as much mask and cipher as Steppin Fetchit onstage. Oh, I know she means it. I know she’s tough. Like Groucho, who would not want to be a member of any club he could join, Glyndora wants to be the first one to reject you. Mission accomplished. But swimming through her eyes on occasion is some misgiving, a recognition that she’s someone else. I don’t know if she gets caught up in crackpot fantasies about how she is being poisoned by aluminum pots or whether she is a secret reader of the Koran. But there is more to her than she lets on. And that’s the final insult she hurls at most of us. That she’ll never let us in. Yet Glyndora has her secret place. He says with confidence, a denizen of his own secret places. Somebody who’d been there briefly with her the evening before and was knocking on the door again now.


  “I need to find Bert,” I repeated.


  Finally she leaned toward me and spoke in a softer tone, maybe an appeal of its own.


  “No, you don’t, Mack. You just gotta tell them you looked.” That was a message. Glyndora was playing the role of medium, of oracle, but even so, I wasn’t sure if I was being beseeched or warned.


  “You have to give me more, Glyn. I’m clueless. Who are you fronting for? I mean, at least tell me about the memo.”


  Her posture became rigid again, her face hard. It was like watching a book slam closed.


  “You’re asking too much, man.” It wasn’t clear if the excess was on her end or mine, if I wanted information I wasn’t entitled to or if it came at a cost she wasn’t willing to pay. But the answer, whatever, was no. She stood up and walked past me. She was running for cover. I thought about what I ought to do. I could demand her keys and toss her office. I could hire a service and get thirty temps to tear through the files. But I’d just made a deal. Without turning, I spoke before Glyndora could get far.


  “One thing,” I said. Her heels stopped clacking, so I knew she was hanging there by the threshold. “I never put my hand, not once, on your behind.”


  When I looked back, she was smiling a little, something like that. I’d gotten that much. But she wouldn’t give any actual ground.


  “Says you,” she told me.


  C. The Devil Himself


  “It’s a pact with the devil.” Thus spake Pagnucci as Carl, Wash, Martin, and I sat in the same paneled conference room where we had encountered each other at the start of the week. There was a moment of rare winter sun, a part of the circle escaped from the clouds like something hanging out of a pocket. The heavy drapes had been permanently sashed by the decorator and the long walnut table was bright with the glimmer of the late light, thick as caramel. I had found the three of them waiting for me and quickly reviewed my conversation with Jake Eiger that morning. I skipped Bert’s memo and my trip to Neucriss. Glyndora had made me shy of both subjects, and I wasn’t eager to take on Martin, whose motives remained perplexing to me. He and Carl gravely received the message I’d brought, but Wash was slower on the uptake.


  “He’s telling us that if we can’t put this crime right, it will go unreported,” Martin said to him. “Jake is concerned about Jake. He can’t go to his Chairman, to Krzysinski, with this without endangering his own position. After all, who put Bert in charge of the 397 escrow in the first place? He wants us to keep our mouths shut.”


  “Ah,” said Wash, who did a poor job of hiding the fact that he was quite pleased. “And where do we end up with Jake?”


  “In bed, I would say,” said Martin. “Holding dirty hands. He can’t very well cut us off, can he? He’s our hostage.”


  “And we’re his,” said Pagnucci, invoking by his remark a pointed silence.


  “But,” said Wash, continuing to muddle it through, “we’ve reported the matter to the client. We’ve done our duty. If he chooses not to do his—” The back of his elegant white hand traveled off to the land of moral oblivion. Wash was already sold. A tidy solution. Five million gone and a secret forever.


  “Jake says he doesn’t believe it, actually,” I offered. “He says that he’s hoping that an accounting will prove it’s not true.”


  “That’s horseshit,” said Pagnucci. “He’s posturing. We know the client isn’t really informed. If we go along with this, it’s the same thing as having said nothing at all.”


  With the only difference of course that there was a far lower risk of detection. Auditing of the escrow account from which the money had disappeared was under Jake’s direction and control. He’d cover us in order to cover himself. That was the meaning, I realized now, of that remark he’d made to me this morning about an accounting.


  We were silent again, all four of us. Throughout this session, my attention remained on Martin. Wash had already set his course down the path of least resistance, and for Carl the problem-solving method was equally apparent, a question of benefits and costs. In his head, the pluses and minuses were already totaling. But Martin’s calculations, in line with his character, figured to be more complex. Like an Aristotelian figure, his eyes were raised to heaven in the course of higher contemplation. Martin is your veritable Person of Values, a lawyer who does not see the law as just business or sport. He’s on one million do-good committees. He’s against the Bomb, the death penalty, and damage to the environment, for abortion, literacy, and better housing for the poor. He’s been the chairman for years of the Riverside Commission, which is devoted to making the river clean enough to drink or swim in, goals that frankly will not be achieved until long after we have colonized Mars, but he’ll still take you for a walk along the tangled, littered banks, soft with prairie grasses, and describe out loud the bike paths and boat piers he sees in his head.


  Like any Person of Values who is a lawyer, Martin is not in it for goodness alone. These activities make him prominent, help him attract clients. Most of all, they invest him with the same thing that knowledge of the law imparts to us all: a sense of power. Martin gets off with his hand on the throttle. When he talks about the $400 million public offering we did for TN two years ago, his eyes glow like a cat’s in the dark. When he says, ‘Public company,’ he says it the way the priest passing out wafers says, ‘The body of Christ.’ Martin has a grasp of the way business runs America and he wants to help be in charge.


  Yet it’s not just the sense of being important by attachment that excites him. It’s also what his clients want to know: right or wrong, allowable or no. He’s the navigator, the person with the compass, the man who tells the high and mighty, if not about morals, then at least about principles and rules. His clients can go out in the vineyard and get their boots covered in muck. He’s back in the office, charting their course by the stars. When Martin goes to sleep at night and asks God’s blessing, he tells the Lord that he helped his clients move with grace and speed through the difficult and ambiguous world He has made for us. Though perhaps not even Martin can tease out the logic, he believes that he is engaged in an enterprise that is fundamentally good.


  Listening to this, I’m sure you’re humming “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and marching in place. All right. I’m just trying to tell you how it is. But don’t sneer. It’s easy to be a poet sitting behind the gates of a university or a monk in a monastery and feel there is a life of the spirit to which you are dedicated. But come into the teeming city, with so many souls screaming, I want, I need, where most social planning amounts to figuring out how to keep them all at bay—come and try to imagine the ways that vast unruly community can be kept in touch with the deeper aspirations of humankind for the overall improvement of the species, the good of the many and the rights of the few. That I always figured was the task of the law, and it makes high-energy physics look like a game show.


  Wash finally interrupted this extended silence by posing the question that no one had been willing to ask: “How would anybody ever find out?”


  Martin actually smiled and without saying more looked to each of us, ducking his chin in a brief, suggestive way. The gesture by itself, his mere acknowledgment of what was held within the room, was vaguely shocking. The next step would be to dip a pen in blood.


  “Where would you say Bert went?” I asked. “There are three hundred people here asking already.”


  “Say that, so far as we know, he’s in Pico Luan,” answered Pagnucci. “Retired from the practice. That’ll pass the red-face test. Forward his mail to the bank there. None of that is what bothers me.”


  “Retired?” I asked. “Just like that? He’s forty-one years old.”


  “There is not a soul who knows Bert Kamin well who wouldn’t believe him capable of something so impulsive,” said Wash, waving his pipe around. He had a point. Bert had done stranger things half a dozen times in the last five years. “This is doable,” said Wash, “quite feasible. And as to your concerns, Carl, about Jake ignoring our report—” Wash filled the pipe bowl with fire from his lighter. “I personally do not believe Jake Eiger would lie.” It was something of a non sequitur but we all saw what Wash was up to. If it ever proved that the secret had not held, we could say that we had placed our faith in Jake—to be honest, reverent, and true, to protect the best interests of TN, to tell what-all must be told. The silence upstairs we took to reflect TN’s desire to save face and to protect the settlement fund from raiding by the plaintiffs’ lawyers. We would express shock about Jake. In the face of calamity, Wash, who had placed Jake at TN like a spore years ago, would trot out his protégé for drowning.


  But Martin saw through Wash instantly.


  “If we go that route,” said Martin, the man I love, a fellow who could make Keats think twice about whether beauty is truth and vice versa, “and the day comes that we have to explain, we’ll all lie. You’ll hear four different versions of what went on in this room.” His look panned each of us and settled on me.


  “Lest I repeat myself,” he said now, “I hope you find Bert.”


  D. The Head of Finance


  Pagnucci said, “That was troubling,” as we headed toward my office after the meeting, strolling down the book-lined corridor. Martin and the decorators have decided that it is the right touch to fill the halls with the gold-spined federal and state reporters, though it’s hell on the associates, who never know where to find the volumes they need.


  Carl was in town from D.C. for the second time this week. Eager to please TN, and to minimize their dealings with other large firms, we had opened the Washington office fifteen years ago to handle matters before the FAA and CAB. When airline regulation went the way of white tennis balls, we had about thirty lawyers with nothing to do. Enter Pagnucci, a former Supreme Court law clerk to Justice Rehnquist, with six million dollars in annual billings, thanks to Ronald Reagan, who in 1982 made Carl the youngest member ever of the Securities Exchange Commission.


  The saying about law firms is that there are finders, minders, and grinders, referring first to people like Carl and Martin and Brushy who find big-time, big-money clients to employ them, then the service partners, guys like me, who make sure that skilled work is carried out by supervising the third group, the young toilers laboring in the library amid the ghosts of dead trees. The sad fact is that there are far fewer finders than minders and the finders increasingly demand more of the pie. Carl left his former firm because they were not contemporary enough, meaning they did not pay him what he thought he was worth, and his very presence among us on those terms means we have to make sure the same thing does not happen here. There are only so many ways to do it. Maybe you can get the associates to stay another quarter hour past midnight, or pile on charges for ludicrous extras—fifty cents a page for running sensitive documents through our shredder—but in the end the best way for the top guys to stay ahead is if they have fewer people to share with, fire a few minders and give Carl their points. Lots of people around G&G claimed we’d never do it, but the pressure’s there, and Carl, who heads the subcommittee on firm finances, has never expressed the same resolve. No doubt he thought that’s what I wanted now—to lobby him about next year’s pay—and as soon as my door was closed he raised another subject.


  “So what’s the latest from the Missing Persons Unit?”


  “Gaining a little ground,” I said. “Still no sight of our man.”


  “Hmm,” said Pagnucci. He allowed himself a bit of a frown.


  “I had a request to make to you as head of finance.”


  He nodded. No words. He was steeling himself. Unconsciously he raised a hand to his head. There’s a bald spot the size of an orange at the back of his head and you can tell from the way he’s always fussing that it drives him nuts—the imperfection, the lack of control, the fact that he is as subject as anyone else to the whims of fate.


  “Suppose I told you I want to take a trip to Pico Luan?”


  Carl deliberated. Even crossed up, he was disinclined to quickly agree.


  “You didn’t think that was such a clever idea earlier this week.”


  “It’s the only lead I have left.”


  Carl nodded. He’d been right from the start; he could accept that. For my own part, I felt too much vestigial loyalty to tell him there was something squirrelly about Martin’s account of his phone call to the International Bank of Finance.


  “There’s a lawyer down there I’d like to retain. Subject to your approval.” I handed him the card I’d gotten from Lagodis. “The guy’s supposed to do black magic getting stuff out of the banks.”


  Pagnucci made a sound but otherwise failed to react. Off-camera, Pagnucci has quite a life, this trim little guy with a stiff little mustache cuts some figure. He’s on wife number four—each of them blondes, drop-dead gorgeous, who are getting progressively taller as his marriages wear on—and he runs himself to work in one modified Formula One car or another, Shelbys and Lotuses, all kinds of hot stuff. At some point, maybe all day, his fantasy life must be running wild, John Wayne movies probably, banal stuff like that. But in the office, none of it shows. Not a muscle twitches. He did not seem to have any more to say now. He touched the corner of his mustache with a lacquered fingernail.


  “I was going to charge the trip to the recruiting budget, frankly,” I said. “I’ll probably take someone with me to witness any interviews. But I wanted you to know so there’s no squawk when the bills come through.”


  “Have you talked to Martin or Wash about this?”


  “I’d rather not.” I was telling Carl a good deal now and he absorbed it like all else in silence. I was taking a chance. But Carl by his nature liked keeping things to himself. And I couldn’t see him vetoing his own idea.


  “You’re turning out to be a much more complicated fellow than I imagined,” said Pagnucci. I tipped my head slightly. I thought it might be a compliment. Before he opened my door, Carl said, “Keep me in the loop,” then drifted off, smug and. unruffled, leaving behind his usual aura: every soul for itself.


  Rational self-interest is Carl’s creed. He worships at the altar of the free market. The same way Freud thought everything was sex, Pagnucci believes all social interaction, no matter how complex, can be adjusted by finding a way to put a price on it. Urban housing. Education. We need competition and profit motive to make it all work. It is, I know, quite a theory. Let everybody struggle to get their bucket in the stream and then do what they like with the water they fish out. Some will make steam, some will take a drink, a few fellows or ladies will decide to take a bath. Entrepreneurship will flourish; people will be happy; we’ll get all this nifty indispensable stuff like balsamic vinegar and menthol cigarettes. But what kind of ethical social system takes as its fundamental precepts the words “I” “me” and “mine“? Our two-year-olds start like that and we spend the next twenty years trying to teach them there’s more than that to life.


  I stayed down for the evening, cleaning up what I’d ignored while running all over town the last couple of days. Memos and letters. I returned all my calls. I hadn’t eaten much. I was tired, my eyes and bones felt acid-etched from the hangover. Now and then I closed my eyes and thought I could still catch far back in my throat the fierce taste of rye, which I savored.


  Eventually I picked up the Dictaphone. The city out the window at this hour has a sort of painted stillness, all black forms and random lights: a woodcut pattern—gray on indigo and jet. A lone car races up the ridges of the superhighway. I am one more life in hiding amid the occasional heaving and cranking of a big building in the darkness, talking to myself. A single coast guard icebreaker’s mast light bucks along the river.


  It seems increasingly obvious, even to me, that I’ll never show a word of this to anyone on the Committee. Ignoring the insults, which I could cross out, I’ve lied to or hidden things from each of them half a dozen times. And for you, sweet Elaine, a Dictaphone or some typing won’t really make our communication improve. So we all wonder: who am I talking to?


  In my mind’s eye, there are faces. Don’t ask me whose. But I see some reasoning and sensate being who will get hold of this thing, some someone of largely indecipherable characteristics who I nonetheless find myself addressing now and then. You. The universal You. U You, in my mind. Gender, age, and disposition unknown. Experience unimagined. A somebody floating like dust in the outer reaches of the cosmos. But still—I think, bud, this is for you.


  Of course, I try to imagine reactions. You could be a copper, or a Bureau agent, with a soul rough as sandpaper, who locks this up at night to make sure your wife does not get ruffled by the bad words, while you, when you’re alone, rifle the pages looking for another passage about my hand on my crank. Maybe you’re some fifty-year-old Irishman who thinks I don’t sound a bit like you do. Or a kid who says this is boring. Or a professor who concludes it is generally vile.


  Whoever, I want something from You. Not admiration, God knows, I don’t feel much for myself. What more can I call it but connection? Comprehend. Let that mighty magic lightning flow across the gaps of space and time. From me. To you. And back. The way the bolts explode from sky to earth and then bounce again into the heavens and the universe beyond. Going on forever, to the regions where the physicists tell us matter equals time. While in one spot on this single humble planet, a tree is split, a rooftop smokes, a human being sits awake and startled by the miracle of energy and light.




  TAPE 4


  Dictated January 30, 1:00 a.m.




  Friday, January 27


  XIV. YOU GUYS


  A. The Murder Suspect


  Friday a.m. I was heading in through the revolving doors of the Needle when a young guy stopped me, pockmarked skin and a slick-backed do and a fancy jacket made from the skin of some creature with a two-chambered heart. Familiar from someplace, like an actor you’ve seen on TV.


  “Mr. Malloy?” He flipped his tin at me, and naturally I recognized him then, Pigeyes’s wormy companion, Dewey.


  “You guys,” I said.


  “Gino’d like a word with you.” I looked in all directions. I didn’t believe I could get within one hundred yards of Pigeyes without picking up some sensation of him, like a missile detector homing on infrared. Dewey was indicating the curb where I saw only a rusted conversion van.


  I asked what would happen if I said no.


  “Hey, fella, you do what you wanna do. Me, I wouldn’t fuck with him. You’re in a lotta deep doo-doo.” Pigeyes was in a mood, Dewey was saying. There was a vaguely plaintive quality to his address. Life forges all kinds of fraternities and Dewey and I were in one of its strangest: partners of Pigeyes. There were only so many people on earth who could understand his plight, and dogmeat or not, I was still one of them. We looked at each other a moment as the Center City crowd scurried past, and then I followed him to the curb and the van, which looked like a weary delivery truck bearing sclerotic rust marks on its rocker panels and six of those grayed-over bubble-type portholes, two in the back and two on each side.


  When Dewey opened the rear doors, Pigeyes was inside, along with a black guy, another copper. It was a surveillance van. No way to be sure how long they’d been watching me; long enough to know I wasn’t upstairs. They could have followed me from home or, more likely, called Lucinda and learned that I hadn’t arrived. There were video cams mounted on swivels over each of the portholes and two rows of recording equipment in small wooden consoles behind the driver’s seat. The entire interior had been carpeted in a mangy gray shag, which had matted and worn away on the floor and was marked here and there with cigarette burns. Guys spent long nights in here, begging each other not to fart, watching whoever they watched, dopers or Mafia dons or nuts who’d said they wanted to kill a senator. There were cup holders fixed to the walls and carpeted benches over the wheel wells. Pigeyes was sitting next to the electronics, wearing one of those short-billed county caps. I suppose this was his getup when he was undercover. I nodded rather than use his name and Dewey took my elbow to help me up. Inside, the van smelled of fried food.


  I was impressed by Pigeyes’s access to this equipment. Surveillance was a separate department unit. When I was on the Force, they would have shitcanned a request for assistance from Financial Crimes faster than junkmail. But Pigeyes sort of had his own police department, his own affiliations and rules. His cousins were coppers and so were two of his brothers, and he had one of “his guys” as he put it, in every nook and cranny of the Hall. He could fix up any little problem—leave or sick days, expense money to take care of a snitch. Naturally he’d return favors—outside the Force, too, for that matter. The guys he grew up with, fellas who these days were importing tunas stuffed with brown heroin or gambling for a living, were all the time giving him a holler when they got in a jam and Gino’d always help out. No questions asked. The Pigeyes National Bank of Favors Owing and Owed. The only thing I found disconcerting was that he was spending his markers to watch over me.


  As soon as I took a seat on the wheel well, Pigeyes was on his feet. Make no mistake, he was unhappy.


  “I know one fucking douche bag, Malloy, who isn’t as fucking smart as you think you are.” He waited for me to buy the straight line but I wouldn’t bite. “You knew I was sitting on the goddamn credit card, didn’t you?”


  I looked at the black copper, tall, wearing a tweed jacket and a wool vest but no tie. He was lurking around near the equipment. The van, I would bet, was assigned to him.


  “He’s having those visions again,” I said.


  “Don’t smart around.” Pigeyes pointed. “That’s some story he’s tellin, this kid. How much did you pay him?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” but of course I did now. Pigeyes had been tracking Kam Roberts the same way I had—with the Kam Roberts credit card. Being a police officer, and one in Financial Crimes, he had clear advantages. The bank card people needed pals in Financial, guys who’d maybe visit some deadbeat who was twenty grand over his limit to suggest that a payment was due soon, otherwise this could go down as a criminal fraud. Now it was payback. Every time a transaction was posted to Kam Roberts’s account, the computer center down in Alabama would call Pigeyes. He could track Kam all over the planet, and when Kam showed up in the tri-counties, Gino could skedaddle over to wherever, collar Kam if he was lucky, or at least ask where Kam had been and what he looked like and tell the store owner, the hotel manager, if this guy or anyone asking for him popped up again, to pronto give Pigeyes a jingle. That, I now realized, was how he’d set up on me at U Inn.


  All well and good, but apparently Gino and Dewey had spent the last day chasing all over the North End, exploring a rash of purchases of CD players, high-top sneakers, Starter jackets and video games, receiving consistent descriptions of a thirteen-year-old Latino who was not a twenty-seven-year-old black man with receding hair.


  Dewey was using a fingernail to pick at his teeth as the three of them watched me.


  “I didn’t pay him,” I said.


  “Sure you didn’t,” said Dewey. “He says he took your wallet off you while you’re passed out in some Chevy near the projects.”


  “Sounds right to me.”


  “Not to me,” piped in Pigeyes. “What I hear, you’re on the Life Plan down there at AA. They take attendance?”


  I looked pretty clever from Pigeyes’s perspective. On the street, everyone knows you use a juvenile to do dirty business, because practically speaking, there’s no such thing as jail for a kid that age. The gangbangers employ twelve-year-olds to make dope runs, even as triggermen. Pigeyes figured I gave the kid the Kam Roberts card and told him it was Shop-Till-You-Drop or the coppers come round, in which case here’s your story.


  “You’re buying him time to run, Malloy.” I wasn’t sure if Gino meant Bert or Kam Roberts, or if they were actually one. “What’s this guy to you?”


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Who am I looking for, fuckface?”


  “Kam Roberts?” I really was guessing.


  He mimicked me, a long face, a bit of Brando. “ ‘Kam Roberts?’ ” He repeated the name half a dozen times, his voice capering up the scale. Then he turned vicious. There was a rheumy turn to his eyes and something inflamed near the bridge of his nose; I could see why people were talking about Pigeyes and dope. On the other hand, he’d always been fast to anger.


  “You fuckin tell me right now where he is. Now.”


  “You holding paper on him?” I still wanted to know what it was for, what Kam, whoever he was, was supposed to have done.


  “Uh-uh, no way, Malloy. You give, you get. No one-way streets.”


  “You have the wrong address, Pigeyes. I don’t know a thing about this guy beyond what I told you last time.” I raised two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”


  “You know what I think, Malloy. I’m thinkin, you’re dirty here.” Pigeyes’s instincts were highly reliable and his inclination to view me with suspicion did not need to be explained. “I think it’s adding up. We been looking for your friend Mr. Kamin.” Pigeyes placed his hands on his knees. He put his face right in mine. His breath was heavy; his flesh was laden with a dense, cruel light. “You wouldn’t happen to have been in his apartment in the last couple days?”


  I’d known for seventy-two hours this was coming, but the papers were already writing about Archie, and the homicide dicks have all got deals with the reporters—dinner and drinks and spell the name right before the sixth graph—and I thought for sure we’d be hearing an item on News Radio 98, with one of the secretaries scooting down the hall going, Oh my God, did you hear about Bert’s place? So this one caught me by surprise.


  You probably know it already, U You, but I really am crazy. Saying that, I mean what people usually do, not that I act without reason, but that my reasons, lined up with each other, don’t make too much sense. Contradictory, you’d say. In conflict. I’m such a smart-guy who has all the answers, then I whistle in the dark with all these fears racing inside me and, worse yet, pull stunts like breaking into hotel rooms and apartments that would give the heebie-jeebies to the daring young man on the flying trapeze. But now and then even a knucklehead like me gets a wake-up call from reality and without warning I felt, in the radiance of Pigeyes’s usual aura of menace, that I was in danger. Somehow with all my preoccupations, my good-time visions about what I’d do when I caught Bert, I hadn’t recognized the opportunity I’d handed Gino. I’d known he’d vet me, give me a proctoscope, the third degree. But I had touched a lot of things in Bert’s apartment. Doorknobs inside and out. The mail. Homicide was there now, taking lifts off every surface. My sworn enemy, Detective Gino Dimonte, finds a dead body, my prints, and evidence of a lot of peculiar behavior on my part. Guess what comes next? The panic arrived with the same sudden welling power as tears.


  “I told you, the guy’s my partner. I go to his place all the time.” Gino knew just what I was up to. If I admitted I was in the apartment recently, I’d give him the break-and-enter cold, a forcible felony, and a leg up on the murder, since I put myself close to the body. If I denied it, I’d have no way to explain my prints.


  “Bull,” Pigeyes said. “You’re such a pal of his, you know his friends? You know a bookie named Vernon Koechell?”


  “No.”


  “Never heard of him?”


  “Don’t know him.”


  “That’s not what I asked, Malloy.”


  I’d been down at the Russian Bath talking about Archie, and it would not take too much bullying to turn somebody’s memory around about who’d brought up the name. Pigeyes could monkey with a lot of things, in fact, the evidence techs and the path reports. The people who owed him and played his way were all over the department, and I’d broken their code. A lift off the doorknob could be identified as coming from the refrigerator or the vegetable crisper. My hairs found in the kitchen might eventually appear on Mr. Koechell’s lapel. I suddenly knew why there’d been no news flash about Archie’s body. It would be easy to mum this in the papers, for a few hours anyway, if the coppers needed time to lay hands on the killer. In the folds beneath my chin, I could feel a slick of telltale dampness beginning to gather.


  “This bird Koechell—I been looking for him. Did you know that?”


  “No.” I was relieved to give one honest answer.


  “Some questions I need to ask him about his buddy Kam Roberts.”


  In the midst of all this sensation, mixed up and intense, I suddenly knew what Pigeyes was investigating—at least what it had been to start. It came into clear view like a birdie flapping through a cold sky as I recalled my conversation with Toots. Fixing games. Kam Roberts and Archie. That’s why it was being looked at out of Financial Crimes instead of Vice. ‘Kam’s Special—U five.’ Bert maybe had been in on this too.


  “I got lucky, sort of. One of those good news, bad news things. Run into some rummy asshole I used to know, sort of sweat him a second, and bingo, this guy gives me the name of Robert Kamin, tells me go look for this dude, seems he knows Kam Roberts. And I do. I even take a look round Robert Kamin’s place.”


  “With a warrant?” I asked. It was a question, an obstacle. The fear was still all over me now, like a brick on my heart.


  Pigeyes sneered. “Listen, jagbag, a warrant for his apartment don’t make any difference for you.” We both knew he was right. “Here. Show him the warrant.”


  Dewey reached for a briefcase next to the passenger’s seat. I closed my eyes briefly, in spite of myself.


  “Now I’m asking you again, Malloy, you didn’t happen to be in that apartment, did you?”


  I was a copper during those years when it was starting that the police had to give somebody arrested Miranda. I never saw the point. It was a nice idea, I recognized that, put everybody on the same footing, rich guy and poor, they’d all know the same rules. But the problem was human nature, not social class. Because a man in a corner is never going to shut up. If he shuts up, if he says what I knew I should say, call my lawyer, then he’s going to the station, he’s going to get booked, he’s going to court. For a guy in a jam, there’s only one way out, to keep explaining, hoping that somehow bullshit buys liberty.


  “Pigeyes, what do you think I did?”


  “I asked if you were in that apartment.” He pointed at Dewey to make a note. “That’s twice he’s not answering.”


  “Gino, I’m the guy who gave you Bert’s name and told you to go shag him. Write that down,” I said. Dewey, of course, didn’t move. “What kind of sense does that make, if I’m hiding something?” He knew where I was going—if I killed Archie, why would I suggest they go looking for Bert? But I knew the cop answer: If everybody didn’t do dumb things, nobody’d get caught.


  “Malloy, nothing with you makes sense. You’re not a sensible guy. You tell me why you send some punk with pimples on his ass to run all over the city with that fucking credit card? You tell me why the guy I’m looking for and the guy you’re looking for got the same names inside out? You tell me why you’re looking for this Robert Kamin in the first place? Or how come you don’t know nothing about his asshole pal Vernon Koechell? You tell me why you’re fronting for this fucking homo?”


  Homo. I wasn’t making the reference. I didn’t know if he meant Archie or Kam or Bert.


  “Now maybe,” said Pigeyes, “third time’s the charm. We’ll try it again, and listen up. Yes or no. Last few days, were you in that apartment?”


  I felt like he’d shoved his whole fist into my throat.


  “Pigeyes, do I need a lawyer?”


  “Hey, I thought you were a lawyer.” All three of them laughed. The black guy covered his face with his hand. My, my, my. He was wearing a square diamond ring that was bright on his fingers. “See, here’s why I ask. Cause I looked all over that place, Kamin’s. Checked the dust on the window ledges, postmarks on the mail. I opened the fridge to see any food spoiled, pull date on the milk carton and orange juice. Know what I found?”


  “No,” I said. Without looking away from me he pointed at Dewey to make another note. I tried to be resolute but he was drilling holes in my peepers, reading every thought in my head. He knew he had me. He’d seen me frightened before. He knew the look and he savored it. And I knew him too. I’d watched him drag these poor kids into the station for questioning and go put on a stained butcher’s apron he kept in his locker, knowing there was nothing these young bloods wouldn’t believe about the Kindle police. He had the same expression. He was going to deliver the rabbit punch now, the body, and how the path report, the hair samples, the digestive track enzymes, somehow spelled Malloy. He bent close, he put his harsh face right back in mine. Mr. Stranger Danger in person.


  “Not a fuckin thing,” he said. “That’s what I found: not a goddamn fuckin thing. This guy’s gone two weeks at least. And if you ain’t been in that apartment, you tell me how you come up with a credit card that the bank says they only mailed twelve days ago?” He took a real bite on the words and smiled a little bit as he did it.


  And so did I.


  B. He Looks Like Kam Roberts


  I felt mostly cold in the wake of my panic. I might have belched or sung a song. I felt a little like I could fly. Gino had said, distinctly, that there was nothing in the refrigerator, and so far as I could see, he was having too much fun intimidating me to bother to lie. Who had moved the body and why were questions for later.


  Satisfied he had nailed me, Pigeyes stumbled back through the divide between the front seats and sat to have a chuckle; he laughed so hard he held on to his hat. He’d had a great time. His buddies here, Dewey and the black guy, they were smiling right along. Nobody was feeling sorry for Malloy.


  Pigeyes finally wiped his eyes. “Let’s be straight guys, okay? I don’t give a flying foreign fuck what you’re up to, Malloy. Robert Kamin? I don’t care if he diddled the senior partner’s wife—or the senior partner, for that matter. All I want is this guy Kam Roberts, whoever he is. You gimme that, he gimmes that—Go have your fucking little life. Sincerely.” Gino touched his chest. I thought he was wearing the same shirt he had on the other day.


  “You gonna tell me why you need him?”


  “You gonna tell where I find him?”


  “Gino, I don’t know.” He weighed that, the doubt hinged in his eyes. “I never met the guy in my life. The card gets billed at Kamin’s place. Don’t ask me why. That’s all I know.” That, and Infomode, one or two little things. But they were my business. Besides, who knew better than Pigeyes that sometimes I lie? “That’s it. Okay? You did a great job breaking my balls.”


  Pigeyes motioned to Dewey. “Show him.”


  Dewey went for the briefcase. They had a sketch. It was on mat board, done with pencil and stored in a little plastic sleeve. Surveillance van. Police artist. Pigeyes had a lot of support. Dewey handed the drawing to me.


  A black guy, late twenties, nice-looking, receding hair.


  “Ever see him?” Dewey asked.


  And this was the strangest goddamn part. I had.


  “I’m not sure,” I said.


  “Maybe?”


  Where? I would never remember. Not now anyway. If it was coming, it would hit me when I was half asleep, or scratching my fanny, or trying to recollect some clever gambit I had meant to include in a losing brief. Maybe he was the guy at the cleaner or a fella on my bus. But I had seen him.


  I kept shaking my head. “This is him? Kam?”


  Pigeyes rolled his tongue over his teeth. “Who is he?” he asked.


  “Gino, I swear to God, it beats me. I see him on the street, I’ll make a citizen’s arrest. You’re the first guys I call.”


  “Would Robert Kamin know?”


  “I’ll have to ask Robert Kamin next time I see him.”


  “When would that be?”


  “No telling. He seems to be somewhat indisposed.”


  “Yeah, he seems to be.” He shared looks, a smile, with the two other coppers. Finding Bert, I suspected, had recently occupied a lot of their time. “What about Koechell?”


  “Honest to God, I never met him.” I raised a hand. “Honest. And I have no idea where he is now.” That was true too.


  Pigeyes contemplated all of this.


  “Which one’s the homo, by the way?” I asked. “Koechell?”


  Pigeyes put his hands on his knees again, so he could get up in my face.


  “Why ain’t I surprised that’s of interest to you?”


  “If you’re trying to disparage me, Pigeyes, I’m going to have to call the Human Rights Commission.” We were heading back to where we had been. Fun and games. Gino’s bladder had run dry on the hot piss of vengeance for only a moment. The reservoir was filling and he was ready again to lower his fly. It came back to him as the lodestar of his universe: he really did not like me.


  “Suppose I tell you,” he said, “that you could fit a Saturn rocket up Archie Koechell’s hind end, you gonna tell me how come you’re so curious?”


  “I’m just looking for clues to Bert’s social life. That’s all. Guy’s out of pocket. You know that. My partners are worried and asked me to find him.” I gave an innocent little shrug.


  “You find him, I wanna know. He talks to me about Kam, he can go home. But you screw around, Malloy, it’s the whole load: break and enter, credit card fraud, false personation. I’ll fuck you up bad, big guy. And don’t think I won’t enjoy it.”


  I knew better than that. Dewey opened the van door from inside and I stepped down to the street, enjoying the daylight and the cold, the greatness of all outdoors. Twice now, I thought, two miracles. I spoke words of thanks to Elaine. Pigeyes had let me go.




  XV. BRUSHY TELLS ME

WHAT SHE WANTS AND

I GET WHAT I DESERVE


  A. Brushy Tells Me What’s on the Menu


  For our luncheon on Friday, Brushy had chosen The Matchbook, a quiet old-line place that tried to preserve some atmosphere of leisured sanctuary for the business class. You walked down from street level into a feeling of soft enclosure. The ceiling was low; the lack of windows had been obscured by little puddles of light projected onto the faux marble wallpaper from the top of the plaster columns dividing the room. The waiters in black waistcoats and bow ties did not tell you their first names or get so chummy that you started hoping the meal might be on them.


  Following my adventure with Pigeyes, I’d had an uneventful morning, ruminating periodically about the body vanished from Bert’s fridge. I wanted to believe that its disappearance had nothing to do with my visit to the apartment, but I was having a hard time convincing myself.


  Eventually I tracked down Lena in the library. She had her feet up on her oak carrel and was absorbed in one of the heavy gold-bound federal reporters as if it were a novel, giving off the fetching aloof air of all brainy women. I asked if she had a passport and a free weekend and still wanted to work on that gambling case, the one where she’d cracked the bookmaking code on Infomode. She was enthusiastic. I did the usual law firm delegating, shit always rolling downhill, and told her to call TN’s executive travel service, pull strings if need be to get us on a plane to Pico Luan Sunday and a decent hotel, the beach if they could. She took notes.


  “So,” I said, when Brush and I were seated side by side in a booth at the back. The maitre d’ had greeted Brushy by name and took us to a rear corner on a raised terrace of the room, with a column and a plant buying a little more privacy. The table was adorned with big linen napkins and a splendid anthurium, looking like a priapic valentine, and a huge cloth, stiff and white as a priest’s collar, that ran to the floor. I looked about and marveled. For Center City, The Matchbook was a great place. A few years ago I would have pleasantly surrendered to temptation and had a drink at lunchtime, which would have been the end of my day. I asked Brushy when she was here last.


  “Yesterday,” she said. “With Pagnucci.”


  I’d forgotten. “How was that?”


  “Strange,” she said.


  “What did he want? Groundhog stuff?”


  “Just a little. Basically I think he was trying to figure out why I keep having lunch with Krzysinski.”


  “Jeez, I hope you slapped his face.”


  She squeezed my knee with a grip strong enough to cause pain.


  “He wasn’t being like that. It was business.”


  “Pagnucci? What a surprise. What did he want to know?”


  “Well, he said it’s a turbulent period for the firm. He wondered how I viewed things, my practice. He made it sound like a management review.”


  “Sort of checking you out for a mid-life crisis?”


  “Sort of. I thought he was trying to set a context. You know, for Groundhog Day. Points. But the way he ended up putting it was, did I think that my personal relationship with Tad was strong enough that TN would remain a client of mine, come what may?”


  “ ‘Come what may’?”


  “His words.”


  I took a moment. Brushy and Pagnucci would make a great team, a litigator and a securities guy, two up-and-coming Italians.


  “Did he actually say it? That he was thinking of leaving the firm and taking you with him?”


  “Mack, we’re talking Pagnucci here. He barely gets a word out. He made it sound, you know, like some remote curiosity.”


  “Like a dinner party game. Who Would You Be If You Weren’t You?”


  “Exactly. And I cut him off. I told him I was fond of my partners and proud of the work we do and that I didn’t spend my time thinking about questions like that.”


  “Good for you. Leotis couldn’t have done better. Was he abashed?”


  “He completely agreed. He fumpfered around. ‘Of course, of course.’ He tried to act as if it was nothing to him.”


  “Carl obviously thinks I’m not finding Bert, the money’s not coming back, TN’s going bye-bye, and the firm is too. Right?”


  “Maybe. He’s probably just being cautious. Considering all the angles. You know Carl.”


  “Maybe he knows I’m not going to find Bert.”


  “How would he?”


  I couldn’t figure much that made sense. Especially after Carl had blessed my voyage to Pico.


  The waiter came and we ordered iced teas, then Brushy on second thought asked for white wine. We looked over the menus, a foot and half if they were an inch, old-fashioned, with vellum pages and a tasseled binding. I remained puzzled by Pagnucci’s game, but Brushy cut me short when I returned to the subject.


  “Mack, do you really think I wanted to have lunch so we could talk about Pagnucci?”


  I told her if I had, I probably wouldn’t have come.


  “I want you to try to be serious about something,” she said. “You hurt my feelings yesterday.”


  Within, I recoiled. Some ancient retractile mechanism set in. Another lecture from another woman about how I’d disappointed her. We were going to have feminist reconstruction of my spicy remarks about her wandering loins.


  “Hey, Brush, I thought we went past that. It’s me, us, you and me. Pals forever.”


  “That’s the point.” She faced me in a casual way, so that we were more or less knee to knee. Her back was to the adjoining wall and she propped an arm on the top of the banquette and leaned her full face and her soft hairdo against a hand in an appealing fashion. She looked frank and friendly, like a teenager in her rec room. “I thought the next time you danced the hokeypokey, Malloy, it was going to be with me.”


  That one took me a sec.


  “You did?” This was apparently one of those male-female understandings that so often eluded me.


  “Yes, I did.” She pouted. Cutely.


  “I guess, Brush, I thought I’d missed my chance. I figured we’d just sort of finished that.”


  “I guess I figured we’d just sort of started.” Her little eyes were luminous and very much alive, full of the quest. Like a great institution, say a university or the President of the United States, Brushy was seldom formally rejected. According to the know-alls with whom I served on recruiting, nosy fishwives who somehow always heard this stuff, Brushy over the years had mastered a perfect line: ‘I’m wondering if I should let you make love to me.’ The nonplussed or the sincerely uninterested could back off, with little harm to either party. I was touched that she’d actually gamble, but I was confused in the presence of real emotion. While I went blank, she, as usual, took the lead.


  “Unless,” she said, “there’s no spark.” I felt, with that, her fingers laid daintily on the meat of my thigh, and then as she held my eye, her palm touched down and her hand skated home. She gave my little business a squeeze which in the scheme of things might best be called affectionate. I had no doubt anymore why she’d wanted a place with tablecloths.


  How to respond? The adrenaline, the shock inspired an elevated mood, a kind of lunacy which in retrospect I attribute to the dizziness of the rare feeling that something significant was at stake. She was, as I have always known, a hell of a gal. And I was vaguely amused by how close this was to what I’d imagined with Krzysinski. But Brushy had the talent of all seductive females, to recognize a guy’s fantasies and play along with them, without feeling debased.


  “I would say there’s a spark,” I told her, still caught up in that fixed look, her green eyes with their clever gleam. “I would say you’d make a hell of a Boy Scout.”


  “Boy Scout?”


  “Yes, ma’am, cause you keep rubbing that stick, you’re gonna get a lot more than a spark.”


  “I’m hoping for that.”


  We were eye to eye, nose to nose, but in the dignified air of The Matchbook there would be no embrace. Instead, I turned a bit on the bench, diddled my fingers a little on her knee, then, leaning close like I was about to impart a little joke, slid my hand up her hosiery toward the female zero point, thinly guarded by the layer of panty hose. I looked her square in the eye, gathered the fabric, and gave it a sharp yank so that Brushy actually flinched. But she kept watching me, highly amused, as I found the gap I’d rent and tenderly as I could nuzzled two fingertips against her labia.


  “Is this what we call equal opportunity?” she asked.


  “Maybe. But you see, Brush, I got further than you. It’s still a man’s world.”


  “Oh,” said Brushy, and lay back a bit, grabbing the tablecloth and tenting it in a casual way over my hand, which was already beneath her napkin. She opened the menu and rested it between her waist and the edge of table, making it more or less a roof, a privacy panel. Then her hips came forward and her knees parted. She lit a cigarette. And took hold of her wine. She faced me, taking her pleasure with a wild gimlet eye, a woman who loved life when it reduced itself to this basis.


  She said, “I’m not sure I’d agree with that.”


  B. Would You Call This a Success?


  In the room at Dulcimer House things were going pretty well until I took off my shorts. Then Brushy screamed. She covered her mouth with both hands.


  “What’s that?” She was pointing at me and it wasn’t because she was so impressed.


  “What’s what?”


  “That rash.” She steered me to the mirror. There I was with half a boner and a livid band, shaped like a land mass, covering my hip. There was an island extension that broadened as it crossed my circumference and disappeared in the pubic overgrowth. I stared, feeling direly conspired against. Then it hit me.


  “The fucking Russian Bath.”


  “Ah hah,” she said.


  She reared back when I moved toward her again.


  “It’s dermatitis,” I said, “it’s nothing. I didn’t even know I had it.”


  “That’s what they all say.”


  “Brushy.”


  “You better see your doctor, Malloy.”


  “Brushy, have a heart here.”


  “It’s the nineties, Mack.” She stalked naked through the room. She pushed through her clothes and I was afraid she was dressing, but it was only a cigarette she was after. She sat across from me on an overstuffed brocaded chair, smoking, naked as a jaybird with her heel on the fancy fabric, leaking female fluids on the nice furniture. The stick figures do well for clothes racks, but naked, a woman with Brushy’s Rubensesque proportions was still a lovely sight. I remained rosy and pointed for action, but I could tell from her posture that I had reached my sexual high point at lunch.


  I lay down on the bed and, feeling I had every right to, began to moan.


  “Mack,” she said, “don’t be like that. You’re making me feel bad.”


  “Jeez, I hope so.”


  “It’ll just be a few days,” she said. She gave me a doctor’s name and said he might even prescribe over the phone. She sounded authoritative, but I stowed all those questions she didn’t like me to ask.


  I quieted eventually. Soon I was back to being myself, primarily sad, staring at the classy ceiling here at the Dulcimer House, where the plaster decorations around the light fixture radiated off in various whitish doodles. We had been here once before, of course—with similar success. I had felt it was a mistake to start, checking into the same hotel—the same amiable stroll over here, a little frozen up with anticipation and propriety, trying, within hailing distance of the office, to look like anything but two people going to fuck; the same kind of sycophantic desk clerk; the same sort of room with heavy furnishings, a bit too dated to be tasteful. One more failure to connect. I felt rather imprisoned by the cycles in my life.


  “I got drunk two nights ago, Brush,” I said suddenly. “What do you think of that?”


  “Not much,” she said. I didn’t think she meant she had no opinion. When I cranked my head around to see her in the chair, still naked, still smoking, I could tell from her level expression that this hadn’t been a thunderbolt. “You looked pretty awful yesterday,” she said. She asked if I had enjoyed it.


  “Not particularly,” I answered. “But I can’t seem to get the taste out of my mouth.”


  “Do you think you’re going to do it again?”


  “Nope,” I told her, and then, feeling almost as tough as she is, added, “I might.”


  I lay there feeling all the weight of my big fat body, this belly like a medicine ball, these saddlebags of fat that ride my back above the hipbones.


  “Oh, don’t you get sick of it?” I asked. “Another Irish lawyer. Another Irish drunk. I’m so tired of being myself—of fucking things up the way I do. It’s a tiredness not lost in sleep and only worse on waking. I can’t help thinking how great it would be to start new. A really clean slate. It’s the only thing left that excites me.”


  “It makes me sad when you talk like that,” she said. “It doesn’t become you. You’re just asking for someone to tell you that you’re really okay.”


  “No, I’m not. I wouldn’t believe it.”


  “You’re a good man, Malloy. And a good lawyer too.”


  “No,” I said, “no. Wrong on both fronts. To tell you the truth, Brush, I don’t really think I’m cut out for the law anymore. Books and bills and briefs. It’s a black-and-white life and I’m a guy who loves color.”


  “Come on, Mack. You’re one of the best lawyers there. When you do it.”


  I made a sound.


  “In the old days, you were there all the time. You had to enjoy some of it.”


  When I drank, I worked like a demon, billed twenty-two, twenty-four hundred hours a year. I was in the office until eight and in the bars until midnight—then back in the Needle at eight the next morning. Lucinda used to bring Bufferin with my coffee. When I set about changing my life at AA, that was another of the habits I broke. I went home at six—saw the wife, the kid. And was divorced inside a year. It doesn’t take Joyce Brothers to figure out what that proves.


  “The truth?” I asked. “I don’t even remember. I don’t remember what it was like to be busy. I don’t remember where I stood at the firm before Jake decided I was a useless piece of dung.”


  “What are you talking about? Are you grumping because he doesn’t send you work right now? Believe me, Mack, you have a great future with that client. Krzysinski respects you. Give that time. It’ll work out.”


  Krzysinski again. I mulled on that, then set her straight.


  “Look, Brush, there is no future. Jake stopped sending me work because he knows it’s his ass if anybody at G & G drops the ball and he figures I’m a guy who can’t catch a pop fly.”


  “That’s not so.”


  “Yes, it is,” I said. “And he’s probably right. I mean, I liked trying cases. Getting up in front of a jury. Waving my hands around. Seeing if I could make them love me. But nobody’s sure I can handle the stress anymore and stay sober. Including me. Without that, I don’t like it all. I’m just hooked on the money.”


  I felt bruised, lying there, pounding myself with the truth. But I knew I was on the mark. Money was worse than booze or cocaine. God, it could just go in the sweet rush of spending. You start visiting the tailor, buy the Beemer, maybe pick up a little country house, find a club or two not picky enough to keep you out. Next thing you know, two sixty-eight before taxes, and you’re looking in the button drawer for coins to pay your bridge tolls. Not to mention being a drunk who used to arrive home routinely, pulling my pockets inside out under the light of my front porch, wondering, sort of abstractly, where it was all those twenties went. (As well as my house keys, which on one occasion I eventually realized I’d thrown into the tin cup of some beggar.) Now I had an ex with a nice German car and a house in the country and God to thank that I paid alimony and had something to show for the money I made.


  “We all are,” she said. “Hooked. To some extent. It’s part of the life.”


  “No,” I said. “You meant what you told Pagnucci. You love it. You love G&G. You’d work there for free.”


  She made a face, but I had her nailed and she knew it.


  “What is it?” I asked. “Seriously. I never got it. To me, you know, all these lawsuits, it’s my robber baron’s better than your robber baron. What do you get off on? The law?”


  “The law. Sure.” She nodded, mostly to herself. “I mean, all this right and wrong. It’s nifty.”


  “ ‘Nifty’?”


  She came over and lay beside me, belly down. She had those bandy legs and her bad skin, but she looked awfully good to me, a perky little derriere. I patted her rear and she smiled. The flag was unfurling again, but I knew it was no use. Besides, she had her mind on the law now, and that, as I’d told her, was really the love of her life.


  “It’s the whole thing,” she said, “all of it. Money. The work. The world. You know how it is when you’re a child, you want to live in a fairy tale, you want to play house with Snow White, and I mean, here I am, hanging out with all of these people I read about in the Journal and the business pages of the Tribune.” Brushy, Wash, Martin, all of them, they kept track of the movements of big-time corporate America—financings, acquisitions, promotions—avid as soap opera fans, gobbling up the Journal and the local business press every morning with a hunger I felt only for the sports page.


  “Like Krzysinski.”


  She darted a warning look at me but answered straight.


  “Like Krzysinski. And they like me, these people. And I like them. I mean, I think about what a mess I was when I got here. I was the only female lawyer in Litigation and I was scared to death. Remember?”


  “Couldn’t forget.” She had been on fire in the self-consuming fashion of the sun. Brushy knew she was a woman in a man’s world—just ahead of the female gold rush to law school—and she confronted her prospects with a combustive emotional mix of hell-bent determination and ravaging anxiety. She was the only girl in a family of five, born plug in the middle, and her situation here matched something that had faced her at home, some yes-and-no game she was always playing with herself. She’d do something brilliant, then come to one of her confidants—me or somebody else—and explain, with utmost sincerity, how it had all been accidental and would never be repeated, how she felt doomed by the expectations created by her own success. It was exhausting—and painful—just to listen to her, but even then I felt drawn to her, the way certain free molecules always react. I shared, I suppose, all these alternate moods, the brashness, the fear, the inclination to first blame myself.


  “And now. All these people—they need me. I did this piece of takeover litigation for Nautical Paper a couple of years ago. My father worked there for a while, you know decades ago, but after we’d won the case I got this note from Dwayne Gandolph, the CEO, thanking me for the great work I’d done. It made me dizzy. Like inhaling Benzedrine. I brought it to my folks’ home and we all passed it around the dinner table and looked at it. The entire family was impressed with me—I was impressed with me.”


  I understood what she was saying, perhaps more than she did, that her membership in this world was too hard-won not to be valued, too much a symbol to her to be understood as anything else. But she was smiling at herself for the moment. Gosh, she was great. We both thought so. I admired her enormously, the distances she’d dragged herself and her baggage. I gave her a smooch and we lay there necking for maybe ten minutes, two grown-ups, both of them naked in the daylight in a goddamn hotel room, just kissing and touching hands. I held her awhile, then she told me we had to go. There was G&G, the office, work to do.


  We both laughed when she poked her fist through the hole in her panty hose. She put them on anyway and asked how I was doing finding Bert.


  “I’m not going to find him,” I said. She went quizzical and I told her what I hadn’t yet said to anyone else—that I thought Bert was dead.


  “How could Bert be dead?” she asked. “Who has the money?” It required only an instant, I noted, for her to reach the question that had come to me after a week.


  “It’s an interesting window of opportunity, isn’t it?”


  She had sat down in the chair again, half-dressed and posed against the fancy brocade. I loved looking at her.


  “You mean,” she said, “if somebody knew Bert was dead, they could blame it on him?”


  “That’s what I mean.” I was off the bed, stepping into my trousers. “But they’d have to know,” I said. “They couldn’t be guessing. If Bert shows up again, they’d look pretty bad.”


  “Well, how would they be sure?”


  I looked at her.


  “You mean someone killed him? From the firm? You don’t believe that.”


  I didn’t, in fact. There was logic to it, but little sense. I told her that.


  “These are just theories, right? Bert being dead? All of it?” She wanted more than my reassurance. She was being her true self, relentless, beating the idea to death like a snake.


  “Those are theories,” I told her, “but listen to this.” I told her then about my meetings yesterday, first with Jake, then with the Committee. This time I caught her off guard. She sat far forward, her mouth formed in a small perfect o. She was too distressed to feign valiance.


  “Never,” she said finally. “They’ll never agree to something like that. That kind of cover-up. They have too much character.”


  “Wash?” I asked. “Pagnucci?”


  “Martin?” she responded. Brushy’s reverence for Martin was even greater than mine. “You’ll see,” she said. “They’ll do the right thing.”


  I shrugged. She could be right, and even if she wasn’t, she was improved by thinking the best of her partners. But she could see she hadn’t really persuaded me.


  “And Jake,” she said, “my God, how sleazy. What’s wrong with him?”


  “You just don’t know Jake. If you’d grown up with him, you’d see another side.”


  “Meaning?”


  “I could tell you stories.” I fumbled in her purse for a cigarette. I was tempted to tell her about the bar exam, but realized on second thought that she’d think less of me than Jake.


  “You don’t trust him, right? That’s what you’re suggesting. He wasn’t brought up to be trustworthy?”


  “I know him. That’s all.”


  In the green chair, she was stilled by disquiet.


  “You don’t like Jake, do you? I mean, all that palling around with him. That’s bull, isn’t it?”


  “Who wouldn’t like Jake? Rich, good-looking, charming. Everyone likes Jake.”


  “You’ve got a chip on your shoulder about Jake. It’s obvious.”


  “All right. I have a chip on my shoulder about a lot of things.”


  “Don’t wait for me to say you’re wrong.”


  “I’m bitter and petty, right?” She could tell what I was thinking: I’d heard the tune before, someone else had sung the words, another chanteuse.


  “I would never say petty. Look, Mack, he’s lucky. In life, some people are lucky. You can’t sit around despising good fortune.”


  “Jake is a coward. He’s never had the balls to face what he should have. And I let him make me a coward with him. That’s the part that frosts me.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Jake.” I looked at her hard. I could feel myself turning mean, Bess Malloy’s son, and she saw it too. She stepped into her pumps and fixed the clasp on her purse. She’d been warned off.


  “This is attorney-client, right?” she finally asked. “All of this. About Jake saying not to tell?” She wasn’t being humorous. She meant that the communication was privileged. That she was forbidden to repeat it, to TN or anyone else, and thus that BAD could never criticize her for failing to come forward, as, ethically, each of us was obliged to do.


  “That’s right, Brushy, you’re covered. There’s no shit on your shoes.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Yes, it is,” I said, and she did not bother to answer back. A certain familiar melancholy attacked me midline, spreading from the heart. Ain’t life grand? Every man for himself. I sank down on the bed, on the heavy embroidered spread which we’d never removed, and couldn’t quite look at her.


  Eventually she sat beside me.


  “I don’t want you to tell me any more about this. It makes me feel weird. And confused. It’s too close to home. And I don’t know what to do. How to react.” She touched my hand. “I’m not perfect either, you know.”


  “I know.”


  She waited.


  “I think this thing is frightening and out of control,” she said at last. “All of it. I’m worried about you.”


  “Don’t worry. I may bitch a lot, Brush, but in the end I can take care of myself.” I looked at her. “I’m like you.”


  I wasn’t sure how that sat and neither was she. She went to the chair and picked up her purse, then on second thought stopped off to kiss me. She had decided to forgive me, that things, everything, could be worked through. I held her hand for a second, then she left me there, sitting on the bed, alone in the hotel room.




  XVI. INVESTIGATION

APPROACHES CLIMAX,

INVESTIGATOR GOES FURTHER


  My afternoon with Brushy left me in a state. Longing—real longing—took me as a walloping surprise. I reeled around in an adolescent fit, captured in transported recollections of the impressive qualities of Brushy’s person, her pleasant scent of light perfume and body cream, and the pure transmission of some as yet unnamed form of human-emitted electromagnetic sensation which continued to grip my thorax and my loins. From my house that night I called her at home, reaching only her machine. I told myself that she was in the office, a number I did not have the bravery to dial.


  I had called her doctor, who’d prescribed a salve, and I went to the john to give myself another treatment. In my sensuous thrall, I soon found myself otherwise engaged. Unspeakable activities. I sweated in my bathroom, imagining wild amours with a woman who’d been naked in my arms a few hours before, and wondered about my life.


  I had just reholstered when I noticed the catarrh of an engine idling outside. I was stabbed at once by the kind of probing guilt my mother would have cheered, chilled by the thought that Lyle and his pals might have seen my filmy shape through the wobbled glass blocks of the bathroom window. I would have made quite a sight, backlit, bending and swaying as I squeezed the sound from my own sax. I heard the front door bang and gave some thought to remaining locked up there. But that was not my approach with Lyle. In any circumstance, I felt committed to staring him down.


  I encountered him as he galloped up the stairs. In his various rangy parts, he looked a little more organized than usual; I suspected he was with a girl. His spume of hair was combed and he had on a Kindle County Unified Police Force leather jacket, not mine but one he’d purchased from the cop supply house on Murphy Street and which he wore in unspoken comment on the time when I had what he judged a more authentic life. He stomped past me, muttering something I did not catch at first.


  “Mom’s downstairs,” he repeated.


  “Mom?”


  “Remember her? Nora? It’s boys’ night out.” I wondered if it meant anything positive that he was treating his parents’ foibles with humor rather than undiluted contempt. We were in the dim interior hallway between the upstairs bedrooms, and after a few steps he turned back to me with a smirk. “Hey, man, what the hell were you doing just now? In the john? We were like taking bets.”


  “You and your mother?” I asked. I summoned all my courtroom dignity and told him I was blowing my nose. Frankly, he could not have cared less, but when he walked off down the dark corridor, I felt so hollowed by shame I thought I might stumble. Often humiliated and seldom saved. Is it just a Catholic thought that sex will always get you in trouble? God, I thought. God. What a moment that must have been. A boy and his mother laying odds on whether the old goat’s actually up there having a wank. I headed down in an appropriate mood to see my former wife.


  Nora was standing in the bright lights of the front entry, framed by the white molding and the storm door, holding on to her purse and not venturing any farther inside. I kissed her cheek, a gesture she received stoically.


  “How are you?” she asked.


  “Jolly,” I said. “You?”


  “Jolly.”


  Serve and volley. Here we were, a total standoff after twenty-one years. After flips and swirls and curly dos, Nora had let her hair go straight, so that it hung lank and fine and almost black, looking as it does on those Japanese gals who seem to have surrounded their faces with a lacquer frame. She had given up makeup too. I saw Nora infrequently enough that she was starting to look different to me. The work of time was no longer undetectable for being observed day by day. Her chin was getting full and her eyes were sinking into shadow. She looked okay, though, except for her manifest agitation at being here.


  Nora had a different life now, one that she thought of as better and truer than the decades she’d spent with me. New friends. New interests. A big-city life. Female circles principally, no doubt, with meetings, lectures, parties. I’m sure that days went by before she woke to any recollection of me—or Lyle. One foot inside this house and something fearsome gripped her, I suspected, not nostalgia, but the terror that she would be confined again, imprisoned, held hostage once more from her real self.


  “You can sit.” I swung a hand beyond the black slate of the foyer to the worn meal-colored carpet of the living room.


  “It’s just a minute. He wanted to stop for money. He’s going to take me out.”


  “Money?” With that, I heard footsteps overhead. He was in my room, rooting for cash. Nora heard the same thing, and gave me the wrinkle of some happy, suburbanized expression she’d seen on TV.


  “He’s no better,” I told her. “Not a bit.”


  The plainness of this observation seemed to catch us both; somehow a sense of tragedy reared up between us so large that I thought we’d both go down like bowling pins. You could never get around the future with Lyle, the way he was now and the suspicion that it foretold something grim, that he was worse than an unhappy kid, but was one of those people—everybody knows several—who turns out to be lame, crippled, not even up to the dismal functions, like holding a job or hanging in with someone else, which allow us our meager share of daily satisfactions. In the moment of recognition nobody—not Nora, not me—could run from the unhappy evidence that our lives were once one thing, not merely a failure of spirit but an institution of cause and effect of which neither law nor will could annul the unfortunate consequences. Those would roll on through another generation or two.


  “And whose fault is that, Mack?” she asked. The answer, if we were going to be honest—which we weren’t—was probably elaborate. We could start with Grandma and Grandpa and go on from there. But I knew Nora. We were starting a game of Matrimonial Geography, in which Nora would point out how all roads on the map of blame led only to me.


  “Desist,” I said, “cease. Let’s fight about something less predictable. A new subject. Just skip Lyle, money, or me.”


  “Look at your life, Mack. You’re Mr. Entropy. What can you expect from him?” Her observations through the bathroom window seemed to have emboldened her, though ordinarily she did not need much excuse.


  Mr. Entropy, I thought. There were entire universes saved from self-reproach by that remark. Jesus, this was one person who didn’t take long to get under my skin.


  “He’s thirty years younger than me and doesn’t have the same well-worn excuses.” I smiled tightly and she made various faces, implying it was all right, she could take being stiff-armed. We confronted one another in simmering silence until Lyle returned and blew past me, taking his mother in tow.


  In the aftermath, I settled by the TV in the living room. The Hands were playing UW-Milwaukee the usual tough first half—both their bench and self-confidence would give out in the last twenty minutes, when they would resume their role as this decade’s Mid-Ten doormat. Within, I continued prolonged fomenting. Nora fucking Goggins. Entropy! How long had she been storing up that one? There was always a hundred megaton warhead in her silo.


  When I stopped drinking, Nora used to tell me I was really no fun anymore, a line that served the great principle of relationship transitivity by which she could both put me down and make excuses for herself. If I was no fun, she should have fun on her own. We reached a seven-week period where she went off for weekend conventions three times and then finally a mid-week night when my bride of nineteen years simply did not come home.


  When I marched through the door the next evening, the house was clean, I could smell a hot meal, a relative rarity, and I immediately made out the plan: life as normal. The idea was that I should ask nothing. Neither of us had enough fingers and toes to count the occasions when I’d pulled more or less the same stunt in those nineteen years, nights when I was so drunk that I sometimes felt I had to hang on to the grass to keep from falling off the earth, though usually the barkeep knew enough to give her a call. Nonetheless, about 9:30 I finally glued together my courage.


  ‘I was with Jill,’ she answered. Jill Horwich, her erstwhile manager and bartime buddy.


  ‘I know you started out with Jill. I want to know who else you were with.’


  ‘Nobody else.’


  ‘Nora, don’t bullshit me.’


  ‘I’m not bullshitting.’ When I fixed her with one of those looks she might have given me, she said, ‘I don’t believe this is happening.’ She was on her feet, twisting the wedding ring around on her finger, posed in a corner of the living room where a lovely brass vase with gladioli was arranged. I was, I admitted, struck at that moment by the enduring phenomenon of beauty. ‘Mack, leave it be. I know I don’t have the right to ask that. But I am.’


  ‘Motion denied,’ I said. ‘Let’s go. The sticky truth.’


  ‘You don’t want to know.’


  ‘You’re right, I don’t. But I’m asking anyway.’


  ‘Why?’ She looked at me bleakly.


  ‘I suppose I sort of think it’s important.’


  Silence.


  ‘So who’s the guy?’


  ‘There is no guy, Mack.’


  ‘Nora, who were you with?’


  ‘I told you, Mack, I was with Jill.’


  Press your buzzer when you have the correct answer. It was the next afternoon before I got it, sitting in my office, being, as usual, no use to anyone, talking as I recall to Hans Ottobee, an interior decorator hired to do something about my furnishings. Nineteen years, you think you’ve seen everything from a person and then some guy mentions a modular wall unit and somehow you see something else. I always loved cubism. What a wonderful illusion that you can see all sides at once.


  At home that night, I didn’t wait long. She’d cooked again. I took my plate of pot roast from the oven and started right in.


  ‘So how long have you been like this?’


  ‘What do you mean “like this“?’


  ‘Spare me. When did you start?’ I finally got the heart to look at her straight on, which was more or less the end of the game.


  ‘Always.’ She blinked. ‘As far as I know.’


  ‘ “Always”?’


  ‘Do you remember Sue Ellen Tomkins?’


  ‘From the sorority?’


  She just nodded.


  ‘I don’t think women are like men,’ she said. ‘I don’t expect you to understand.’


  ‘Jesus,’ I said.


  ‘Mack, this is taking incredible courage for me.’


  She apparently did not consider that it wasn’t particularly easy for me. People who stay married, who hold on for the long pull, put up with a lot from each other: personal oddities, bad habits, ill health. For some it’s tolerance, others commitment, many, like me, fear the unknown. For a while I tested myself with the notion that I should put up with this too. People stay married without sex. I’d known plenty. After all, I grew up a Catholic. And who even said it had to be like that? But it just sort of cut to the heart of things. I never saw this issue in normative terms. I wasn’t worried that it was a perversion, or something that would have made my sainted ma faint, and I gave Nora no points just because it was the latest in style. It just seemed like an awful lot not to know. For her not to tell. For me not to recognize.


  So what was it like for her, those many years with drunken old Mack, whose sails on rare occasion would blow full of lust and fall upon her, riding her waves, mast in her harbor? What did she think? How much was she faking? Inquiring minds want to know. I sat there tonight with the wretched dark broken by the flickering of the sporting event and the announcer’s occasionally hysterical pitch, trying to fathom it all, and found myself, for me, admirably charitable. I doubt she knew what to think. She must have felt uncertain, not really herself. Not resentful. Not engaged. How could she not know? you ask. The law governs acts, not evil intent alone, and we seem to take that lesson to heart. In this life—Catholic theology notwithstanding—we are what we do. She must have thought about her college friend from time to time and been surprised to find herself stimulated by the memory. She must have put it off to voyaging youth, the same untamed daring that let her give fellas blow jobs on the second date, and dismissed her continuing reflections as part of the universe of unruly and unsavory things rattling around in the average human mind. At times she must have confronted herself starkly with the question—Am I?—and at other instants comforted herself with the facts: husband, boys in the past, her roots in the present, her child. It must have taken her by surprise to have been so pleased the first time Jill Horwich laid a hand on her shoulder and then, feigning inadvertence, brushed against her breasts. That’s what I think. I didn’t know, whatever the disbelief with which that state of knowledge—or grace—is greeted. We see a person, hear a voice, are drawn most intimately to them, and yet so much remains unknown. No matter how earnestly we search, the mysteries abide. As Nora would tell you, we do not even know for certain when we look in the mirror.


  Practicing man’s original sin, I have found my own unruly mind passing over the image of the two of them, with Jill’s face buried up to the brows in Nora’s female region and my wife lolled back in an ecstasy she only aspired to with me. I see this, I admit, with an unseemly exactness of detail, imagining it from Nora’s eyes, another of those figures I can’t manage to paint. Afterwards, I am morose, immobilized by grief. But often in the instant of sensation and heat, in that image of Nora finally free, relishing her own sensations like the finest music, I have a certain flight myself, as if something similar were even possible for me.


  So that’s what I thought, staring frozenly at the TV, suddenly recollecting how much I loved to drink and hating my surroundings. I swear, aren’t the Irish the tackiest decorators in the world, dark and cheap, with so many fucking little knickknacks collared in dust that I never can find an inch of space on a tabletop to put down a glass, and too much lace and all the required family pictures? My ma’s place looked just like this too, kind of a savage irony, since Nora hated Bess, both her tightfisted, pursed-lipped, judgmental ways and her flipside moods where she was worshipfully reverent of her men. More’s the marvel, since as time passes and I close my eyes, it feels as if they both filled the same space inside.


  The TV screen was full of a big close-up of the referee. As I watched the picture, some extraordinary sensation of discovery took hold of me: I was at once suddenly focused, rescued, finally free.


  “That guy!” I shouted in the empty house. I knew him, I’d seen his face.


  In Pigeyes’s drawing.


  That was Kam Roberts.




  XVII. I COULDN’T HAVE BEEN

MORE SURPRISED IF

THE HANDS HAD WON


  A. Phantom of the Fieldhouse


  Among the many noble institutions that, years ago, had first sought Leotis Griswell’s counsel was the U. For his partners, this connection was priceless, inasmuch as it allowed us to obtain prime seats for football and basketball games and private tours of important university facilities like the bevatron or the field-house, where the Hands played their games. I’d been down on the lacquered playing floor, with the huge-knuckled hands drawn at the center line amid a collar of vermilion, had capered down the tunnels and visited the locker rooms. Most important now, I’d also been to the ugly little changing room, where the refs dressed before games and sat out halftime and, after the final buzzer, immediately showered and put on their street clothes and dark glasses and escaped by mixing into the throng, rather than waiting for any lurking villain who wanted to engage in his own instant replay of various calls.


  Flying out of the house, I grabbed only a tweed sport jacket and drove recklessly over the river back into the city, wary of black-and-whites as I spun the dial to find the game on the radio. I had to lower the windows to clear the odor from yesterday morning and the Chevy was frigid. I blew on my fingers when I stopped at each light. It turned to halftime, the Hands down by only a bucket. I was desperate to get there while the refs were off the floor so that I’d have some chance to get hold of this Kam.


  Approaching this guy, whatever his name was, was going to be dicey. As far as I was concerned, the bookies and he could fix what they liked, but I didn’t expect him to be carefree about that, and almost everything I might mention was likely to spook him. I was curious, naturally, although it didn’t take much imagination to see how having a ref in your pocket could be, as they say in the law, outcome-determinative: a foul here and there, an out-of-bounds, a jump ball, a goal tend, a travel, all called or not. You could probably swing twenty to thirty points a game without being too obvious, given the usual grousing about officiating and the fact that in a sport like basketball, where everybody’s always pushing and moving, a ref can only be expected to see so much. Archie had a great thing with this Kam, no question, but I had retired as a policeman. All I needed was to know about Bert—alive or dead, and if the former, how to make contact. For my sake, aside from my usual snoopy impulses, I didn’t even need to know where Bert fit in their scam.


  The fieldhouse, “The House of the Hands,” as it was known, was the usual old university structure, a formidable mass of the same red-clay bricks from which most of the U.’s buildings were constructed. The House was relieved of utter grimness by roofline adornments of turrets and battlements and gunsight notches blocked out of stone. Someone will have to explain to me someday why the architectural plans for so many of the land-grant universities seem to have been borrowed from Clausewitz. What was the idea, that if the South rose again these buildings could be converted to armories?


  At the moment I could have used my own militia, since without it I could not find any place to park. The attendant at the lot across the street stoutly refused the two twenties I tried to force on him to get the Chevy inside, and I tore off around the block, sweating, swearing, itchy and bitchy, running out of time. Outside the fieldhouse the hawkers with the pennants and cups, buttons and banners, were milling with nothing to do, putting up with the little black kids in hooded sweatshirts and tatty coats who hung out just to get a scent of the game and the players. A dribble of early departees emerged through the gates two or three at a time. There were no more than five minutes left of halftime by now. The teams would be out there warming up, trying to look loose and jovial while they strutted their stuff without opposition, jamming and blocking, doing drills; the refs would soon follow them back out. I finally left the car on the street in a red zone. With luck, if I found this guy, I could be back out in ten minutes.


  I did not have a ticket. This didn’t occur to me until I saw the gate attendant. They guarded the entrances throughout the game due to the little kids outside, who employed considerable craft figuring out how to get in. I ran back to the ticket windows in front, which were closed when I got there. I had to get a glum kid to go fetch some old biddy, who raised the shade halfway, eyed me serenely, and said, “I’m sorry, we’re totally sold out.”


  “I’ll take standing room.”


  “Fire marshal doesn’t allow that here in the House.” The shade dropped. I heard her walking away while I pounded on the glass.


  Back in front, I found some guy with three young kids, leaving to put them to sleep; he did not mind parting with his ticket stub for ten bucks, and I ran back to a different gate. The two student ushers, a boy and a girl in their red sport coats, were both overweight and obviously amorous, still overcome by that first thrill of love, the amazing news that in the flight of life, solo thus far, there might be a co-pilot. Watching them, I had an abrupt thought of Brushy, pleasing and then somehow muddled and pained. I bulled through the stiles between them, shaking my head and smiling and telling anyone who could hear how glad I was that I’d remembered the car lights. As I rushed on, I heard the boom of the horn and the crowd suddenly rousing itself: the second half was starting. I was in the dark rampway by then and I stood beneath the enormous welling crowd noise muttering, “Fuck.” I could be one of those jerks who run out on the court, but the best that would come of that would be a trip to District 19, maybe even a clubbing.


  Instead, I slowly paced through the warren of brick corridors, trying to remember where the refs’ changing room was. The old interior bricks of the place were all painted in a heavy enamel, a garish Hands’ vermilion that refracted the spectral light. The air had a sort of salty smell, not so much sweat as excitement, the way lightning leaves the pungency of ozone in its wake. Already there was a lull in the clamor, which meant that the Hands were fading. Passing by a ramp up, I caught a look at the big four-sided scoreboard suspended on taut cables between the rafters and the blue ribbons of smoke floated in from the hallways. Milwaukee had put up six points in the first forty seconds out of the locker room. Maybe the Hands weren’t even on the court.


  Finally I found what I was looking for, a simple wooden door painted the same red as the bricks and labeled “Authorized Personnel Only.” I caught my only break of the night. The security guard in his ill-fitting red jacket was down the concrete corridor a good fifty yards, his radio clutched to his ear as he meandered, probably on his way for a leak now that halftime was over. I grabbed the knob and went through like I knew what I was doing. There were steel stairs, then a long low passage lit by bare incandescent bulbs, a janitor’s gangway running downward beside the boiler pipes and plumbing into the field-house basement, where the refs changed.


  To be under there while the game roared above was strange. Overhead there was glamour. The ash floor gleamed under the phenomenal brightness of the stadium lights. The cheerleaders, heartbreaking emblems of youth, simple in their grace, like flowers, flounced their skirts and jumped up and down. In the stands that timeless thing that goes back to when we ran in packs was strumming like the current in a high voltage wire in 18,000 sober citizens who were now nothing but one mass of screaming freaks. People with troubles, with a disabled kid or a mortgage they couldn’t meet, were shouting so loud that tomorrow they wouldn’t be able to speak at work, but now they were thinking of nothing but whether some long-bodied kid in shorts could throw a leather ball through a hole.


  And the refs would be out there, dressed in black and white amid the colors and brightness, the very figures of reason, the law, the rules, the arbiters, the force that kept it a game, not a fistfight. Down here was where they got ready, where they steadied themselves and came to grips with reality, and believe me, it stank. Literally. I remembered from visiting before. The changing room would be gamy with sweat, a little closet with a seven-foot ceiling, an architectural afterthought carved out of the service channel that runs for the sewer pipes. The walls were wood, painted some miserable yellowish eggshell lacquer that glimmered cheaply under the unshaded bulbs. There were two little partitioned changing cubicles and a shower and a crapper, each behind a blue canvas drape, a setup that offered about the same level of privacy that inmates get in a holding cell.


  At the bottom, the gangway joined a tunnel that ran up at an angle, leading to the court. Noise and light were funneled down, and as I got close to the door of the changing room, looking up the concrete channel to courtside, I could see the legs and red coat hems of two security guys stationed there to guard this area. The crowd above and the fury of the game, the pounding sounds of the court, the whistles, the yells, reached down here like exotic music.


  The door to the changing room was like the one I’d come through above, an old wood thing painted red, with three raised panels. If the security guys up there were smart, they’d have locked it. If not, I’d hide inside, waiting. When I rattled the knob, it didn’t give; I shook it twice and swore. I’d have no choice but to lurk about ten feet down the gangway, hoping for a chance as the refs came rushing down the tunnel right after the game. I was likely to get grabbed by security guys. They’d drag me away as I was screaming something dumb like “Kam! Kam Roberts!”


  I was still holding the doorknob when I felt it move. The bolt shot back inside, and as my heart seized up, the door opened toward me.


  Bert Kamin looked me up and down.


  “Hey, Mack,” he said. “Jesus, am I glad to see you.” He waved me inside and threw the bolt at once when I was beside him. Then he told me something I already knew.


  He said, “I’m in a lot of trouble.”


  B. Troubled Heart


  Bert has never really mastered the gestures of amiability. In my unworthy suspicions about him, I imagined he was reluctant to put a hand on your shoulder for fear of what he might reveal. But the fact is that Bert is just strange. His usual manner is of some hey-man hipster. He chews his gum and gives forth with cynical carping from the side of his mouth. I’m never sure exactly who he thinks he is—he comes on like somebody who didn’t quite get the sixties, who wanted to be in on what was happening but was too tough or unsentimental to take part. He reminds me at times of the first guy I ever busted, an engaging little rat named Stewie Spivak who was a student at the U. and seemed to enjoy peddling dope much more than taking it.


  Bert stood there now bucking his head, telling me I looked good, man, I looked good, while I appraised him too. His dense black hair had grown to an unbarbered length and his hands kept moving to shove it in place; he was unshaved and that weird out-of-kilter light in his eye was brighter than ever. Otherwise, he was neatly turned out in a black leather jacket and a fashionable casual ensemble: Italian sweater with a snazzy pattern, pleated trousers, fancy shoes and socks. Was this the attire of a man on the run? He didn’t look quite right, but then he never did.


  “So who sent you?” he asked me.


  “Who sent me?” I reeled around on that line. “Come on, Bert. Who the hell are you kidding? Where’ve you been? What are you doing here?”


  He hung back, squinting a bit, trying to comprehend my agitation in the forgiving way of a child. He remained happy for familiar company.


  “I’m waiting for Orleans,” he finally said.


  “Orleans? Who in God’s name is Orleans?” At that Bert’s eyes glazed—an aura of galactic mystery took hold. I might as well have asked the secret of the universe, of life. The level of misunderstanding between us was immense—different dimensions. In the silence I noticed that a radio was on. Locked away here in this dungeon, he was still listening to the game. The ceiling was low enough that he was hunched over a bit out of caution, which furthered the impression of something more yielding in his character. He hadn’t replied yet when I figured out the answer to my own question.


  “The referee,” I said.


  “Right.” He nodded, quite pleased. “Yeah. I’m not supposed to be in here. You either.”


  Kam Roberts was Orleans. I was piecing it out in my head. Archie owned Orleans, and Orleans, the referee, was Bert’s friend. Archie was dead and was once in Bert’s refrigerator and Bert was alive and hiding from somebody, maybe just the conference officials of the Mid-Ten. It was not adding. I tried it again, hoping to settle him down and get better information.


  “Bert, what’s going on here? The cops are looking high and low for you and, especially, for Orleans.”


  He jumped then. There was an old teacher’s desk, probably requisitioned from a classroom, on which the radio sat. Bert had rested against it until I mentioned the police.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he said. “For Orleans? The police are looking for Orleans? Why? You know why?” I realized then what was different about him—his emotions were unmasked. Grim and adolescent before, he now seemed almost childish. He was jumpier than I recalled, but also pleasingly sincere. I felt like I was dealing with a younger brother.


  “Bert, it’s not like the traffic reports, they don’t explain. I’ve been putting little bits together here and there. My guess is that they think your buddy Orleans there has been shading games. For bookies.”


  He took this badly. He brought his long fingers to his mouth to ponder. The refs’ room, as I’d remembered it, was strictly low-rent. On the other side of the court, where the Hands changed, the boosters had provided carpet and whirlpools, weight rooms, a country-club air. But there was nothing similar here. In the center of the room, there was an old backless bench of varnished oak splintered at a corner, and against the wall facing the door three crummy-looking lockers listed. They were rusted in places and one of them was pretty much staved in from a foot or fist hurled by some ref who’d heard those remarks from the crowd about his mother, his eyesight, the size of his penis a little more clearly than he’d allowed out on the floor.


  “Bert, there’s a lot of screwy stuff going on. There’s a body in the refrigerator in your apartment. At least, there was. I think it’s another pal of yours. Did you know that?”


  He glanced up barely, grimly preoccupied, and nodded a bit.


  “That’s jail, right?” he asked.


  He couldn’t have meant murder.


  “Fixing basketball games? I’d say that one’s pen time, yeah.”


  He swore. He took a step to the door and then stopped.


  “I gotta get him out of here.”


  “Bert, wait a minute. Why was this guy in your refrigerator?”


  “How’d they find out, you think? The cops? About Orleans?”


  Talking to Bert is always the same thing, his subject is more important than yours. You have to follow him around like a puppy or a three-year-old child.


  “I have no idea, Bert. Frankly, they seemed to have known about Orleans before they knew about you. Actually, they’re looking for somebody named Kam Roberts. Is that him?”


  He answered me this time. “It’s complicated.” Then he pounded a fist on his thigh. “Shit,” he said. “I don’t understand. How’d they find Archie? Nobody knew he was in there.”


  Nobody knew Archie was in there and Bert liked it that way. A brief qualm of something, a feathery spooky feeling like being touched by a moth, passed over me. I scrutinized Bert’s vacant manner for signs as I explained to him how it was, that I, not the cops, had seen the body.


  “By the time they got there, somebody’d adiosed the corpse. Maybe you know who.”


  He had the nerve to draw back and look at me as if I’d lost it, then he reverted to his calculations. If the cops hadn’t seen Archie, he asked, what brought them to Orleans?


  “Bert, how am I supposed to know? They were down at the Russian Bath asking questions. Would they have heard about Kam Roberts there?”


  “Oh right,” said Bert. “Right, right, right.” He snapped his fingers a number of times and did a few paces. “God, me and my mouth, man. My fucking mouth.” He held still, in considerable pain. When he opened his eyes, he looked right at me.


  “If anything happens to me, Mack, can you make sure he gets a lawyer? Will you promise me, man?”


  “I promise you, Bert, but give me a hint here. What’s gonna happen to you? What are you afraid of?”


  With that, there was the first sign of the old Bert, the sometime madman, always on the brink of falling into his own volcano. Red fury mobilized his expression.


  “Come on, Mack! You said you saw what they did to Archie.”


  “Who we talking here? Outfit?”


  I got that much from him, a nod.


  “And they want what? Money?” That was my first thought, that they were demanding to be made whole for the losses Archie had palmed off on them.


  He looked at me.


  “Orleans,” Bert said.


  “Come again.”


  “They want Orleans. You know, man. How to find him. Who he is. I mean, that’s what they wanted from Archie.”


  “Did he tell them?”


  “How could he? He didn’t have any idea where I was getting this stuff. I had a guy I called Kam. That’s all he knew.” Bert was bouncing around pretty good now, twitchy, scrambling all over the little refs’ room like a hamster in a cage. But I thought I was following him. Bert was giving Archie advance word on game outcomes. “Kam’s Special.” Archie knew only that.


  “Did Archie tell them about you?”


  “He said he wouldn’t. At first. And then the last time I talked to him, he told me—You know, he was pretty emotional. He said they’d kill him if he didn’t let them know where it was coming from. They wanted Kam. They gave him like twenty-four hours to bring them Kam. You know, he was beggin’.” Bert dared a little look my way, just to see how I handled that thought, some guy pleading with you for a secret to save his life. Which Bert didn’t reveal. That’s why he was only peeking at me.


  “I knew he’d give me up. I already figured I’d have to run. I was edge-city, I kind of snuck home, and I like open the fridge, and I’m so fucking freaked out, I’m like out of my mind, for Godsake what they did to him—” His voice cracked, it broke, big bad Bert Kamin. He squeezed his hands to his eyes. The sight was so strangely out of keeping with what I knew and expected of Bert that a little inky blot of suspicion again darkened my heart. This might all be showtime. Bert after all was a trial lawyer, which meant he was part hambone. But Bert’s long dark face appeared earnestly tortured and weak. “What they fucking did to him. And I’m next. I knew that. They’re not kidding around, these guys.”


  My days as a copper sort of deprived me of any respect for the mob. Mind you, there are policemen who fall in with them, who gamble, particularly, and end up on the vig, with their asses owned in a city minute. And there is even an Italian son or two who I always was told had come on the Force because the uncle was some big something who wanted a toehold in the department. But as guys, who are they? Just a bunch of dark Mediterraneans who didn’t finish high school really. If you’ve seen a guy selling fruit down at the market you’ve seen your basic mobster—some dese dems and dosers with a lot of jewelry who couldn’t find something better to do. Accepting the fact that human beings are pretty mean, who but some guy who feels like a pygmy gets his jollies out of making everybody crap in their boots? And they are also the most overpublicized group in history. A city this size has maybe fifty, seventy-five guys max who are really inside, and a bunch of little rats running beside them hoping to gobble up crumbs. That’s the mob. They live out in these bungalows on the South End because they don’t want the IRS asking where they got the dollars for anything else; they drink coffee and Amaretto and tell each other that they’re tough and worry over which of them’s wearing electronic underwear, FBI issue. Bad dudes, no doubt about that, not folks you want to get crosswise of or even have to dinner, but their business these days is shrinking. The gangs control drugs. Hooking, that’s mostly for oddball stuff now, golden showers, Greek, not straight sex; pornography’s the same. The only place they can really still turn a buck is gambling.


  “And what do they want to do with Orleans? Kill him?”


  “Maybe. I mean, who knows. Do you know? They say not. That’s what Archie said, they won’t hurt him.”


  “So what do they want?” I asked, but I caught up at that moment. Orleans was a golden goose and golden geese are not slain. They would want him to give them what he’d given Archie. Points. Fixes. Games. I said that to Bert. “They want him to perform, right?”


  “He’ll never do it. It’s not him. Even if he wanted to, he’d mess it up somehow. They’ll kill him. Sooner or later.”


  “And that’s why you’re running? Here’s what I don’t get, Bert. What’s that to you? In the end.”


  He didn’t answer, but it was there for a second, just a sudden stricken look, his dark face riven by feeling. And I’m slow, Elaine, lumbering, like the coach said in high school, but I get there eventually. Bert was in love with him. With Orleans. There’s no real etiquette for this. It’s still not the thing to do, to tell your gay friend that you knew all along. So we said nothing.


  “Anyway,” I said eventually. “You’re protecting him.”


  “Right. I’ve got to.”


  “Sure,” I said.


  He was back by the desk, haunted, caught up in the vastness of all these troubles. He said it aloud a couple of times—“God, what am I going to do?”—and then without any real warning or connection he focused on me.


  “And what’s with you?” he asked. “I don’t get why you’re here, man. Who sent you?”


  “Our partners, basically, Bert.”


  He drew back again. He closed one eye. “For what?”


  “They want the money back, Bert. No questions asked.”


  I’d caught him, surprised him. He hung there, mouth vaguely parted as he sought the right words. Taking a step closer to him, I was startled by my own impulse. I was actually halfway to some sly remark, some ingenious quip about splitting the dough. It was as if I’d stuck a hand inside myself, trying to find out what was there. But it was just the same awful mess and I said nothing.


  There was a tremendous commotion outside about then. Footsteps, pounding, lots of voices. My first thought was that the ball had rolled down the tunnel and they were playing the game right there. Someone began hammering on the door so that it seemed ready to jump out of the frame. But that happened only after Bert had looked me square in the eye, blinked, and swallowed so his large Adam’s apple wobbled in his long throat where the hair grew coarse and unshaven. His face was utterly empty of guile.


  He asked me, “What money?”




  XVIII. RUNNING MAN


  “Okay, pissface, open up.” I recognized Pigeyes’s voice. “Come on, Malloy. Give it up. Come on,” he kept saying. He’d had me again. The guy gets a surveillance van to watch me gambol down the avenues and I don’t wonder. I was a dangerous fool. I had been followed.


  Bert started to speak and I lifted a finger in warning. When I mouthed the word “Police,” Bert circled his jaw and did a brief swoon.


  Pigeyes was still pounding, while I waited. The tail could not have been that good because I’d have heard somebody behind me in the gangway. So they were guessing. It was a good guess, but there was always the chance they’d go away.


  I found my datebook in my pocket and wrote Bert a note: “If I can get rid of these guys, grab your pal as soon as the game is over and scram.” We both started hopping around, trying to figure out where he should hide, while Pigeyes went on walloping the door and calling me names. Finally we noticed the shower and I helped Bert chimney up so that his back was braced against one tile wall and his feet were parallel. I drew the blue curtain slowly; none of the rusty hooks gave even the slightest tinkle. It looked okay.


  By now somebody was working on the door hinges. I heard the tapping of a hammer and a screwdriver.


  “Who is it?” I called sweetly.


  “It’s Wilt Chamberlain. Open up so we can play one on one.”


  Pigeyes was dressed the same as yesterday. With him, he had his reptile-skin sidekick, Dewey, who was holding the screwdriver and hammer, and the two security guys I’d seen at the top of the runway up to the court, who were along for the ride.


  “Voi-fucking-lá,” Gino said. He pointed a finger at me and said, “Back.” He was awfully pleased. He’d got the drop on me twice now, counting U Inn. You’d never take this out of Pigeyes. He loved hunting some scumbag down, the whole pure adventure. Plenty of squirts come on the Force like that, adventure their watchword, it’s all in their head, car chases, street scenes, kicking doors in, girls in the cop bars who can’t wait to see them get hard. But the biggest adventure most of the time turns out to be department politics, seeing who gets back-stabbed in the latest downtown deal. Oh, plenty of excitement in the abstract. Every day you go to work and know in some fraction of your heart you might not come home. But usually, everyone does. Instead, there are hours of paperwork; there are nights of lame jokes and burning your tongue on bad coffee; the same old same-old on the street. Lots of folks, and I’m one, they get their fill and move on, knowing that life’s life and can only be so much of an adventure. The guys who want adventure and stay—Pigeyes—they’re the ones who seem to go wrong. Being a smartass, a wise guy, a rogue on your own—that’s an adventure too. That’s how they figure. That’s one of the reasons he is like he is.


  The two security types followed Pigeyes in, both of them looking around, deeply chagrined. As Bert said, no one was supposed to be in here. Dewey stayed at the door. I talked to the security men, one white guy, one black, with matching potbellies, and the same vermilion sport jackets with the university crest on the breast pocket, both with polyester trousers and cheap shoes. This was too good a gig, getting paid to watch basketball games, for me even to have to guess what these fellas did for a day job. Coppers off duty, or my ma wasn’t named Bess.


  “You didn’t let him get away with that old thing that he was looking for someone, did you?” I asked. “I’ve seen him badge his way into Sinatra. He’ll say anything to get in for free.”


  Pigeyes cast me a dirty look as he wandered around. He flipped the doors on the three banged-up lockers against the far wall, not really expecting to see anything inside.


  “What gives, Malloy?”


  “I’m hiding.”


  “Funny place.”


  I told him about representing the U., getting the tour, learning about all the out-of-the-way places in here. “Billy Birken from Alumni Relations took me around.” The name, I could tell, bought me a little something with Security.


  Sensing this, Pigeyes said, “He’s full of shit” and, as if to prove it, pointed one of his thick fingers at me. “Who you hiding from?”


  I went to the door and grabbed the doorknob, which was so old and so often handled that the brass had worn off. I leaned past Dewey, who laid a hand lightly on my chest as I scouted the hall. Both the gangway and the tunnel runway up to the court were clear. I looked back at Pigeyes.


  “You,” I said and with that gave Dewey a little shove so he wouldn’t be hit as I slammed the door between me and them and took off. I turned back once to make sure they were all right behind me.


  I got a hell of a lot farther than you would think. Four hardass cops shagging my fanny, but all of them heavier smokers than me, and they were lagging after the first twenty feet. Mack the Moose with one bum wheel made a hairpin when I got courtside and bolted up the aisle beside the first-tier seats, taking the stairs three at a time. As I came up from beneath, the smell and color of the enormous crowd in all its great clamoring power seemed startling, like falling into the hot breath of some beast. Pigeyes was shouting prosaic things like “Stop him!” but nobody seemed inclined. People watched us—those who didn’t crane around so they could keep up with the game—with the same amused curiosity they’d take in a parade. It was nothing to them, part of the spectacle. Though it slowed me down, I could not keep myself from laughing, especially with the thought of Bert sneaking out of the room. One guy in a Milwaukee sweatshirt yelled, “Sit down, you clowns.”


  When I reached the mezzanine level, my knee hurt like a bastard from my gallivanting, but I was holding my lead. Huffing and puffing, I went down the exit passageway, ran past a big refreshment stand, with its Coca-Cola sign clock and long stainless-steel counter, and took a quick right up the old concrete stairs for the upper tiers. I could hear their voices ringing up the stairwell behind me. On the top level, I popped into the men’s room and hustled into one of the stalls and waited. In about five minutes the game would be over and I’d have a chance to get out with the crowd. But that meant entertaining Pigeyes at my house. Besides, if they lost me completely, they might go back to the changing room, near which Bert would be lingering, waiting for Orleans. So I hid out another minute or two, then adjusted my sport jacket and found a seat in the second balcony.


  There were about forty seconds left on the big game clock when Pigeyes sat down beside me. The Hands were losing now by eighteen and were taking bad shots for treys, with the Meisters picking up the long rebounds. Gino was winded. His forehead was bright with sweat.


  “You’re fucking,” he said, “under arrest.”


  “For what? There a law against running in a public place?”


  “Resisting.”


  “Resisting? I’m sitting here talking to you almost like we were friends.” Dewey came up then. He put his hands on his knees for a minute to catch his breath, then he sat down in the seat on the other side of me. The place was emptying, but there were enough people left to keep me safe. “I wanted to see the end of the game.”


  Pigeyes told me to fuck myself.


  “Did you tell me I was under arrest, Gino? Did you have a warrant?”


  Pigeyes looked at me levelly. “Yes,” he said.


  “Fine,” I said. “Show me the warrant. Hey, miss,” I called to a fat college girl two seats down, and reached for her sleeve. “Would you please witness something?”


  The girl just stared.


  “Don’t be a smartass, Malloy.”


  “Battery of a police officer,” said Dewey.


  “The way I remember, you put your hand on me first.”


  They exchanged a primitive look. I could remember how much I hated lawyers when I was a cop. The game horn went off then. Various people swirled out on the floor, the cheerleaders, photographers, TV crews, more security guys and kid ushers, the players from both benches. Bert Kamin was right at the edge of the court, among a hundred gawking fans. I saw him from three levels above, a distance of two hundred feet. He motioned to Orleans and went running down the tunnel behind him.


  “I think they could play in this conference,” I said, “if they had a big man inside.”


  “Listen, pencil-dick. You’re way past being humorous.”


  “Have I forgotten something, Gino? Did I take a shower with you?”


  “Keep it up, Malloy.” He sighted me down the line of a finger. “We been on your ass since six tonight. You tear out of your house, you run around here like some fuckin mutt smelling heat, I say you’re here for a meet. You got a call and you showed, lickety-split.”


  “And who would I be meeting?”


  “Stop playin, Malloy. Who am I looking for?”


  He still didn’t have the remotest idea who Kam Roberts was. He was suspicious of course, because this was a basketball game and that was what Archie was fixing. But he didn’t know how. Eventually, of course, the significance of my presence in the refs’ room would come to him. But he’d been too busy running after me for that glimmer to strike home yet.


  “I’m going to tell you this again, Pigeyes, and so help me, if I’m lying then put me in the paddy wagon. I’ve never met this Kam Roberts. Never said boo to him.”


  “Then it’s the other guy. What’s-it. Bert.”


  “I’m a basketball fan.”


  “I’ve had it a lot with you, Malloy. Not a fucking little. A lot. I want to know what gives.”


  “Forget it, Gino.” I puckered my lips and made that little motion, the lock and the key.


  He wasn’t kidding about having had it. He was all gone. Looking into Gino’s eyes, no one would be surprised to find that humans are carnivores.


  “Stand up.” I didn’t at first, but when he repeated it, I figured I’d about run out the string. He tossed my pockets then. He pulled them out viciously so they were hanging from my trousers. He threw my keys and folding money down on the floor. He jammed his hands in my sport coat and found my datebook there, which he went through page by page until he got to the note I wrote Bert. He passed Dewey the book and was so over-heated that his lips were sort of rumbling around on their own. Finally, for lack of anything else to do, he spat a big wad on the floor.


  “Illegal search,” I told him. “With only two, three hundred witnesses. And all of them holding season tickets. I don’t even have to take names.”


  He snatched the datebook from Dewey and threw it as hard as he could toward the scoreboard over the court. It flipped around in the air over the seats, then opened along its main seam and looked like a swallow in flight, diving at last and disappearing between the lights. Pigeyes got up close and lowered his voice.


  “I’m coming back with a subpoena.”


  “Do what you like. You start subpoenaing a lawyer, Pigeyes, with all those privileges and stuff, you’ll have some poor assistant prosecuting attorney still dragging to court after you’ve got your thirty.”


  “Malloy, I cut you too much slack, twice now. I could have jacked you up good with that credit card, and I’m feeling what I always felt about you. That you’re an ass-wipe. That you don’t know dick about how to say thank you.”


  “Thank you, Pigeyes.”


  It was as close as I’d come yet to getting cracked. He was about ready to handle the beef. Public place. Lots of witnesses. He didn’t care. He’d make up some outrageous insult I’d uttered, one that took in his manhood, his mother, the Force, in one breath. I didn’t flinch either. A scaredy-cat like me, but I was ready to take what was coming. Go figure. Something with me and this guy. I couldn’t back off or give him a break. We were an always thing, me and Pigeyes. With the death rattle I’d have one hand groping to yank on his chain.


  And he, in the meanwhile, had to hold back. He didn’t have the room he wanted. It was the past, I suppose. I had more liberty with him than just any stray dog on the street. An instant passed before Gino got his impulses under control. Then he did what he liked to do. He threatened me.


  “I’m still making you as dirty on this thing. You were stinkin with sweat yesterday when I was puttin you in it. And I’ll find out why. I’m going to be as close behind you as a fart. You better mind your fuckin manners. Cause when I tag you, Malloy”—he touched me on the lapel, just his fingertips—“you’ll be It.”


  He and Dewey walked away. They were about half a row down when Gino turned back.


  “And by the way. We got an amazing videotape of your bathroom window. Strictly fucking amazing. I’m gonna show it in the Squad Room tomorrow night in case you want to come by.” He had that slug smile, oily, evil, enjoying the contemplation of pain.


  I picked up my things eventually, after they were gone, figuring all in all it probably wasn’t going the way I would have liked. A guy from the cleaning crew appeared, filling a huge trash bag and advancing me little dark looks in the hopes I would beat it, but I stayed put. I was wondering about Bert. Did he have the money or not, and if he didn’t, who did? In the big empty stadium, I felt the perpetual nature of doubt, the way it’s always with us. In life, we just never know.


  It struck me eventually that I was going to have to find some way to get home. I walked out, hope against hope, but I knew it. My car had been towed.




  Saturday, January 28


  XIX. SATURDAY


  A. Possible Connections


  On Saturday morning I went to the office. I had little to do but attend a lunch of the Recruiting Subcommittee and answer my junk mail, but I came in as a matter of habit on Saturdays. It kept me from fighting with Lyle and impressed those of my partners who saw the sign-in sheet. I liked the day, in fact, wandering down the uncrowded streets of Center City where other attorneys headed to work, moving at leisure with their briefcases and overcoats and blue jeans. The whole day had the off-center, underwater slowness of a dream. No flipping telephone. No secretaries sneaking looks at the clock. No hubbub, no filing dates. No stressed-out aura from all those striving young people running around. I got in early and checked my voice messages and E-mail, thinking I might have heard from Bert, but the only word was from Lena, asking me to call when I arrived.


  She came up from the library, wearing a button-down shirt of broad green stripes. She’d gotten the plane tickets and a beachfront hotel booking for Pico.


  “What are we going to do there?” she asked.


  “Investigate. Meet with a lawyer named Pindling. Find out what we can about an account at the International Bank of Finance.”


  “Great.” She seemed pleased by the prospects, by me.


  When she was gone, I took out the file on Toots’s case, reviewing some of the records we would be offering to complete the defense, once Woodhull finished mauling Toots on cross-examination. My mind though remained on Bert and his problems, which would soon be getting worse. By now, Gino would have done the arithmetic: he’d seen the note in my datebook; he’d found me in the refs’ room. Pigeyes would figure one of last night’s refs was involved and would start hunting. I wanted to warn Bert—and finish our conversation about the money.


  I tracked down a copy of the morning’s Tribune in a stall in the john, but the refs’ names weren’t listed in the box score. After some reflection, I called Media Relations at the U. I figured they might not answer on Saturday, but I got hold of an obliging young woman. Introducing myself as Detective Dimonte, Kindle Unified Police, I awaited a telltale response, something like ‘You again?’ but she seemed unsuspecting.


  “Brierly, Gleason, and Pole.” She was reading to me from last night’s press handout. Those were the refs’ names.


  “How about their first names and addresses?”


  “Care of the Mid-Ten. Detroit.”


  “You’re not gonna make me send a subpoena?”


  She laughed. “You can send what you want. We don’t have that information. The conference doesn’t even like giving out the last names. There was a lawyer a couple of years ago who wanted to sue one of these guys for smashing somebody’s car in the parking lot and he had to get a court order. I mean it. As far as I know, you will need a subpoena. You can call Detroit Monday, but they’re incredibly tight with this stuff.”


  That made sense. No off-color fan mail. No fixes. When I put down the phone, I got out the local phone book. I found an Orlando Gleason, but nothing else close. Bert must have made Orleans’s acquaintance out of town. All in all, Pigeyes had more hurdles ahead than I’d figured.


  Not long afterwards, Brushy came in, full weekend regalia, blue jeans and running shoes. She looked pretty cute, wearing a big tan hat and carrying her briefcase, big as a saddlebag, and a bundle from the laundry wrapped in bright blue paper. She took just a step or two inside my door.


  “That was nice yesterday,” she said.


  “I’ll say.”


  “You mad? About your rash?”


  “Hey,” I said amiably. I told her I’d called her doctor.


  “How is it?”


  “Wanna check?”


  “I’ll remember you offered.” She stood there, small, buttoned up, brimming with a great jolly glimmer. It made me a little sad to think how often Brush had been here before, walking into the office and feeling the thrill of knowing that she had this secret something going, a recollection of the senses in this quarter reserved for the grimly logical and perpetually banal. Everybody else arrived thinking of contract clauses and case names, and she rode up the elevators realizing she was going to share the sort of rosy smile we shared now, ripe with the anticipation of pleasure, of things that ought not be spoken of with the door open to the hall.


  “I called you last night,” I said.


  “I was here late. I called you, too, when I got home, but you weren’t around.”


  “Guess who I ran into?”


  She actually dropped her laundry and clapped her hands when I mouthed Bert’s name.


  “He’s alive?”


  I motioned to close the door.


  “Where is he?” she asked. “What’s he been up to?”


  I reminded her about what she said yesterday, about wanting to stay in the dark.


  “Starting tomorrow,” she responded.


  I told her just a bit—Bert running from bad guys.


  “But what did he say about the money?”


  “Not clear,” I said. “Our negotiations didn’t get very far.” I explained that we’d been interrupted by Detective Dimonte.


  “It sounds like this guy’s really after you,” she said.


  I just made a sound. Boy, was that true.


  “So when will you hear again from Bert?”


  “I’m sitting by the phone.” I touched it, right next to me, the latest in technology, sleek and black, like something from Skylab. “In the meantime, I’m going to Pico Luan tomorrow to nose around.”


  “Tomorrow? Toots’s hearing is on again Tuesday.”


  “The Committee only gave me two weeks. I’ll do a two-day turnaround. Back Monday night. We’re ready on Toots, right?” I lifted the brown expandable folder to show her I’d been minding the file. I added, “I’m taking Lena.”


  “Who’s Lena?”


  “First-year. From the U.”


  “The redhead? The cute one?”


  “I’d say stylish.”


  Brushy frowned. “What do you need her for?”


  “A prover.” A witness—someone who could testify, if need be, in court. “This lawyer I want to see is supposed to be a little slippery.”


  Brushy wagged a finger and let forth in a self-mocking sing-song, “Don’t be forgetting who’s your girl now, Malloy.”


  “Brush, you flatter me.”


  “Mmm-hmm,” she answered. I was not sure whether Brushy was feeling wise to the ways of humans in general or just me, but somehow we’d blown past airy humor; her expression was wizened by mistrust. This mood of few illusions reverberated between us, with its bluesy wave forms, and I felt a momentary commission to get to the point.


  “Think you’re ready to be a one-man woman, Brush?” It was as close as I could come to mentioning Krzysinski.


  “I’ve always gone one at a time, Mack. It’s just now and then the time’s been short.” She smiled a bit, but I realized intuitively that she meant it. Every one-night stand was a piece of Cinderella inside her head, a part of her always hoping that this slipper was going to fit. People’s fantasies, even when they’re morbid or trite, are somehow touching; it’s the vulnerability, I suppose, the fact that lives, like cardboard cartons, fold so reliably along certain lines.


  “You know,” I said, “if the gals break my heart again, I don’t think anyone’ll find the pieces.”


  “Malloy, give me some credit, okay? I know you. I get it.” She looked to the door to be certain it was closed, then walked to the desk and removed her hat before she gave me a smooch. I was still not ready to be soothed.


  “How old are you now, Brush?”


  “Thirty-eight,” she said, then thought twice of it and looked at me fiercely. Jesus, this gal could be tough. She asked what difference that made, as if she didn’t know. The riff of the independent person is, I don’t need nobody. I used to hear the same thing from certain old coppers. But God never made a soul for whom that was completely true. I sort of felt sorry for Brushy. She didn’t really take me as the hottest thing on the market and she couldn’t misapprehend my reliability or my nature. She just thought I was the best she could get or, maybe, that she deserved. But we both knew I had certain virtues. I’d do what she told me; I needed her guidance. She was smarter than me. And she thrilled me through and through.


  “I was just thinking about you,” I said.


  “Thinking what?”


  “How it is,” I answered. “You know. The bright fires of youth burning down. A body gets lonely.”


  “Very literary.”


  “The Irish.” I touched the inside of my wrist. “Verse is in the blood.”


  “You have a dislikable side, Mack.”


  “So I’ve been told.”


  “It doesn’t give you the right to hold someone in contempt, just because you get their number. You’re not such a mystery yourself, you know.”


  “I see.”


  “You’re a miserable wretch, in case you think anybody else hasn’t noticed.”


  I told her to ease up and got to my feet. I took her firmly by her full shoulders and gripped her to my chest, where she willingly lingered, a foot shorter.


  “Lunch?” she asked.


  “Recruiters,” I said.


  She groaned sympathetically at the prospect of committee work.


  “Tonight?” I asked.


  “It’s my parents’ anniversary.” She brightened. “You could come. Warm Italian family.”


  “Uh-oh.”


  “I suppose you’re right.”


  We looked at each other.


  “Tuesday,” I said. “Toots.”


  “Toots.” From the door, she cast a gloomy eye as I stood by my desk. Maybe there is never really a chance to fully combine after adolescence. Maybe all those tribal types, the Indians and the Hebrews, had it right, marrying everyone off by the age of thirteen. After that it’s hit-or-miss, the spirit singing out but forced to surmount the channels, the borders dug deep of what has become recognized, if not cherished, as the self.


  “Open or closed?” she asked from the door.


  I flicked my hand.


  “I’m here,” I told her, “either way.”


  B. Checking My Points


  In a bow to democracy and to help with the work, the Committee over the years has created more subcommittees than either House of Congress, each one empowered with dominance over some minor region of law firm life. We have subs on ethical questions, on staff employment, on computer usage, pro bono work, and paper recycling. In this regime, recruiting is regarded as a mixed bag. It wields genuine authority, hiring both summer clerks and the first-year lawyers who join G&G every fall following the bar exams, but the workload is substantial and can never be fully managed in the rush of the week. By long-standing agreement, we meet when we have to for Saturday lunch. At this time of year, when our activities lull, it’s only once a month, and after reviewing a final list of summer hirings and calendared interviews for next fall, the five of us—Stephanie Plotzky, Henry Sommers, Madge Dorf, Blake Whitson, me—fell, as we generally do, into gossip.


  “So what do you hear?” asked Stephanie. “I saw Martin this morning. He just said, ‘Bloodier than ever.’ He looked beat and it was nine o’clock.” We were two blocks down from the Needle at Max Heimer’s, a deli characterized by second-rate food and Third World hygiene. Stephanie had ventured this goody, leaning over the table, her round face, highly made up even on Saturday, close to the container of pickles, whose side was spattered with grime.


  “The corporate guys are getting hit,” said Henry. “The eighties are over.” He was a bankruptcy lawyer himself, on boom times. Madge, a deal person, didn’t really agree, and we debated a little among ourselves, as if it made any difference.


  The Committee members were over at Club Belvedere today, in one of the elegant conference rooms, licking their pencils and passing out points. Groundhog Day was Thursday. My partners reacted with the same anxieties all the good boys in grade school exhibited on Marking Day, when the nuns sent us home so they could fill in our report cards. I never worried. I knew what was coming—A’s and boxes of corrective checkmarks in the sections reserved for deportment.


  But I was not as sure where I was headed this year at the firm. I thought my deal with the Committee when I agreed to go looking for Bert was no more pay cuts, but nobody’d actually said that. My four partners on Recruiting were up-and-comers and it was clear that Pagnucci had given each one the treatment—some soothing, some encouragement. They were all going to make more money next year. As for me, I could tell from the sidelong glances that each of them sensed, supposedly privately, that my share was going to be reduced again. It was never ax murder. Just a 5 percent cut every year. Still, I walked back to the building after lunch alone and brooding.


  All right, I admit it—these decreases each year hurt my feelings. Money’s the big scorecard in this kind of life; there’s no winning percentage, no runs batted in. It’s always struck me as meaningful how we refer to the percentage of firm income we each are awarded as “points.” Your partners tell you each year what they think you are worth. By now I can live without everything the marginal dollar buys, except self-esteem.


  I sat in my office. The cold winter sun could be seen through the screen of clouds; its light played on the river, tossing Christmas spangles across the greenish reflections of the big buildings on the banks. I tried to set aside my feelings of deprivation to think about Bert, but I got nowhere with that. How much? I kept thinking. How much were they taking away this year? What an effing load of nerve. I’m running from coppers and they’re cutting my pay. I kept this up until I was seething. I was in one of my states, angry and mean, Bess Malloy’s boy reeling from what he was missing. I drifted upstairs, not really telling myself where I was going, then looked both ways down the book-lined hall and slipped into Martin’s office, figuring he’d have retained a draft of the proposed point scheme somewhere in his drawer where I’d peeked at it three years before. I wasn’t worried at that moment about being caught. Let somebody catch me. Fucking let them. I had a few things to say. Eighteen years, for Chrissake. And they’re paying Pagnucci on my back.


  The most important papers in Martin’s office were locked in his credenza behind the thousand-year oak. I’d seen him open the drawer a hundred times before, lifting the rubber belly on his hula dancer clock to reveal the battery and the little gold key. I had the usual drilling sense of isolation when I was alone in the firm and screwing around. The big corner office with its reliquary of goofball objects—the paintings, the sculptures, the weird furniture—was dim and I hesitated to turn on the light. What the hell would I accomplish? I wondered. Would I shit in the drawer, like some badass burglar expressing himself? Could I complain? I might. There were a lot of people around here who lay on the floor and moaned as GH Day approached, or went office to office sniping. It didn’t matter, though, really. I was being bad. I felt just like a kid, but I’d felt like that before and there was some peculiar purification in acting on impulse.


  Martin’s private drawer is a mess. I was shocked to discover that the last time I did this. I would have expected exacting order. Martin is one of those persons, so large and voluble, so much a presence, that it is always disquieting to realize how much of his soul he conceals. I suppose Martin did the filing himself, given the utter sensitivity of the documents, and chaos reigned without a secretary’s assistance. There were hanging folders in the drawer but many of the papers had been slopped unstacked on the unfinished slats of the bottom. A lot of the most intimate secrets of the firm were in here. Letters from a shrink saying that one of our first-years would slit his throat if we fired him. (We hadn’t.) Financial projections for the end of the year, which looked pretty bad. There was also a file with written evaluations of the performance of each partner. I was tempted to read through the disdainful comments about me, but decided to pass on the chance for more self-laceration. Finally I found a folder marked “Points.”


  Inside was a photocopy of an early draft, handwritten by Carl Pagnucci, of this year’s point distribution plan. I didn’t look at it closely, because in the same file I found a memo. It had been folded in four, but the handwritten initialing at the top could not be mistaken. J.A.K.E. John Andrew Kenneth Eiger. Jake loved his initials. They were on everything, his shirt cuff, his beer mugs, his golf bag. Like anything else in his hand, I could imitate the initials so well that I didn’t even need a subscript to show I was signing with his authority, but nobody else around here was quite as skillful. I had no doubt this was authentic.


  PRIVILEGED AND CONFIDENTIAL


  

    18 November


    TO : Robert Kamin, Gage & Griswell


    FROM : John A.K. Eiger, General Counsel,
           TransNational Air


    RE : First Wave 397 Settlements


    I wanted to advise you of a flap concerning the 397 settlement payments which arose while you were trying the Grainger claim. As usual, the plaintiffs’ lawyers are fighting with each other about litigation expenses. It seems that Peter Neucriss engaged a firm in Cambridge, Mass., called Litiplex for litigation support—apparently they provided crash reconstruction, computer modeling, consulting engineers, expert testimony, analysis of the NTSB proceedings, and records management. Litiplex has a series of invoices outstanding totaling about $5.6 million. Neucriss says he hired them with the consent of all lead counsel for the class and says I agreed at the time of the settlement that Litiplex would be paid from the 397 fund. The class lawyers say there was no such agreement—not too surprising, since paying Litiplex off the top, as Neucriss is demanding, will reduce the class lawyers’ fee by about half a million dollars. Both sides are threatening to take up the issue with Judge Bromwich. I am very much afraid that Bromwich will ask for an accounting, which will lead to discovery of the fund surplus. Rather than take that risk, and accepting that I may have made a commitment to Neucriss, I’ll authorize payment of Litiplex’s invoices as a below-the-line charge against the surplus. Please deliver the following checks to me.


  


  Attached was a listing of Litiplex invoice numbers and the amounts supposedly due.


  I no longer had to look for what Bert had transmitted to Glyndora. ‘Per the attached, re agreement with Peter Neucriss …’ This, clearly, was it. But I read the memo three or four more times as I sat there in Martin’s empty office, feeling as if somebody had put a cold hand on my heart. I kept asking myself the same thing, the voice within speaking in the forlorn tones of a child. What was I going to do now?




  XX. MEMBERS OF THE CLUB


  The Club Belvedere is Kindle County’s oldest social club, erected in the Gilded Age. Here the true elite of the county, men of commerce and standing, have dined and played squash with each other for more than a century. Not your usual grubby politicians whose power is transient and, worse yet, borrowed, but people with fortunes, the owners of banks and industrial concerns, families whose names you see on old buildings, who will still be prominent here in three generations and whose children are apt to marry one another. These are folks who, generally speaking, like the world as it is, and virtually every achievement in social progress which I can recall has involved a celebrated fracas among the club membership, some of whom have inalterably opposed the admission of first Catholics, then Jews, blacks, women, and even a single Armenian. You would think that a sensible human would find this atmosphere repulsive, but the cachet the Belvedere confers seems to overwhelm almost every scruple, and Martin Gold, for instance, in relaxed conversation spoke of nothing but “the club” for a solid month—how good the food was, how handsome the locker rooms—when he was elected to membership over a decade ago.


  The club is an eight-story structure in Revival style that occupies half a block in Center City, not far from the Needle. I dashed over there, Jake’s memo in my pocket, and swept in past the doorman. The facility is splendid. The entire first floor is paneled in American walnut, handsomely burnished to a deep tone which seems to embed the glow of low lights and reminds me inevitably of the brown-skinned men who chopped these trees, and their descendants in livery who’ve kept the wood polished to a sheen like somebody’s shoes. An imposing dual staircase of white marble rises at the far end of the lobby, adorned with the club crest and winged cherubs, emblems of the period when Americans felt their surviving republic was destined again to achieve the greatness of Greece.


  Naturally, I was not even in the lobby long enough to check my topcoat when here, goddamn it, was Wash. He was carrying, of all things, a golf club, a wood, gripping it like a dead goose by the neck, right below its lustrous persimmon head. I could not imagine what he was doing. It was in the twenties outside and the ground was frozen hard. He was equally surprised to see me, and met my appearance with a member’s vaguely scornful air for a known outsider. He was wearing a smashing houndstooth sport jacket, checks of black and autumnal gold, and gleaming tasseled loafers. Squashed down below the neck of his open button-down shirt so that it was partly concealed, as if even Wash recognized that this was a ludicrous affectation, an ascot peeked out, spotted with itsy-bitsy paisleys. I had no idea what I was going to say when he greeted me, but I was saved by instinct.


  “Meeting over?” I asked. Wash is far too cowardly to want to discuss with me the Committee’s decisions about points, especially mine. That job fell every year to Martin, who, after the formalities of Groundhog Day, would honor me by a visit to my office and clap me on the back, creating the impression that he, at least, maintained firm opinions about my value. Instead, Wash’s face weakened at once into a sappy ingratiating expression. Up close you can see a certain studied nature to Wash’s amiable mannerisms. Pressed, he has no instincts of his own. He is a collection of everybody else’s gestures, the ones he sees as appealing, winning, sure not to offend.


  “Not quite,” he answered. “Martin and Carl needed a break for the phone. We’ll resume at four. Thought I’d take the opportunity to clear my head.” Wash hefted the golf club; only the fear that I might actually detain him kept me from saying that I was glad to finally know what it was for. Wash, meanwhile, escaped gladly from my company and headed for the gilded doors of the elevators.


  I did not leave the lobby. With my topcoat checked, I took a straight-backed chair in a small paneled alcove near the cloak-room and the telephones. I still didn’t know what I was doing here. I had rushed over to confront Martin, but now I was moving as if my weight had tripled, and thinking at the same pace. What would that exercise accomplish? Plan, I told myself, think. Beneath my hand, my knee, to my considerable surprise, had started to tremble.


  A few years ago Martin’s pal Buck Buchan, who was running First Kindle, got in Dutch in the S&L crunch and Buck made a few calls so that Martin was hired as special counsel to the board. Buck and Martin go back to a time when the mind of man runneth not to the contrary, Korea and the U. when they were both trying to get in the girdles of the same sorority girls. There’s a picture someplace of both of them in white socks and bow ties. I was with Martin the morning he had to go tell Buck they were taking his job. It was the end of the line for Buck, the conclusion of an upper-class life of achievement, a daily existence of hopping along the highwire, with the eyes of the world upon him and his body full of the erotic pleasure of power. The tent was coming down for Buck; he would have to tend his wounded soul in the festering dark of scandal and shame. Buck had dropped the ball and Martin was going to tell him, eye to eye, man to man, and remind Buck of what he undoubtedly always knew, that for all the hours he and Martin had spent together matching lively minds and senses of destiny, no one could expect Martin Gold to take a dive, to abandon the noble traditions of his professional life. Martin went off to this meeting with a graven face, shadowed and grieved. Everybody here admired his grit—and so did the board at First Kindle, which has hired Martin since then with increasing frequency. But how good are all those principles when you and your law firm come out on the short end of the stick? The answer—the memo Martin had stashed—was folded in my shirt pocket.


  I should have known better of course than to go after Wash. He’s a weak person, never any help at all in a crisis. But when push came to shove, I wasn’t ready to take on Martin—I lived with my father until I was twenty-seven and never once told him that I knew he was a thief. Nor did I want to confront Pagnucci’s icy calculations. That would require more forethought and surer resolve. Instead, I went to an attendant, the kind of good-looking retainer you expect in this sort of place, a guy in a navy blazer and white gloves, retired military probably, and asked if he had any idea where Mr. Thale could have gone with a golf club.


  He directed me to the second sub-basement, a cavernous service area that had probably doubled as a fieldhouse decades ago, before a sturdy running track had been put down under a dome on the roof. Now a flooring of green plastic turf had been laid over the concrete and a line of folks stood whacking golf balls. Many of these people were in sweats. Down this low, it was chilly, maybe 65 degrees. The green rug of the tee area extended twenty feet or so to a curtain of netting that was suspended from the ceiling and draped in layers like a veil. Beyond was a region of complete blackness, darker than doom. Somewhere out there must have been some kind of wiring, because mounted from the concrete abutments, directly over each golfer, was what looked like a green electric scoreboard. I watched as the guy nearest me hit and then studied the screen overhead, where a progression of white dots appeared, meant, I eventually realized, to show the predicted flight of the ball. After the last dot lit up, a digital readout popped up, announcing the supposed distance of the shot.


  I finally spotted Wash down the line, flailing away. He had a bucket of balls and had laid his fine jacket out neatly behind it. He swung awkwardly. He’d probably been playing his whole life, without ever quite getting the game.


  Seeing me approach, Wash’s look hardened. I knew at once he thought I’d come to beseech him about my points and he was already drawing himself up to a high-minded stance in which he could remind me, with his usual perfect cordiality with underlings, that I was way out of line. Instead, to disarm him, I took the memo from my pocket and watched him unfold it. He read it standing on the driving mat. His eyes had a sort of hyperthyroid extension from his face anyway and they were quick, with little throbbing veins jumping about. The air around us raced with the steady rhythmic click of balls struck and rising. When Wash finished, he looked utterly uncomprehending.


  “It’s Jake,” I said.


  He recoiled somewhat. He checked over his shoulder on the other golfers, then pushed me back toward the steel door I’d come through to enter this area, where the light trailed off and the full subterranean dark began to reach toward you, along with the spooky underground sounds of the building.


  “You’re making assumptions,” Wash said. “Tell me where this came from.”


  I told him. I didn’t know how to explain and I didn’t. But even Wash recognized that my bona fides were a side issue. It was obvious from the results that I had good reason to search.


  “The memo’s a phony, Wash. There’s no Litiplex, remember? There are no records at TN. Jake faked this. Maybe Bert’s in on it too. There are a million questions. But it’s Jake for sure.”


  Wash scowled again and took a gander over his shoulder. His look was reproving, but he was too well brought up to tell me to keep my voice down.


  “I say again you’re making assumptions.”


  “Like hell. You explain this.”


  The whole notion of a challenge clearly vexed him. I was putting him on the spot. Then I saw Wash’s pale, soft face become firm as he fixed on an idea.


  “Perhaps it’s Neucriss,” said Wash. “Some game of his. Maybe he made all this up.” Peter, God knows, was capable of anything. But I had realized still sitting in Martin’s office why he had contacted Peter. Martin had the memo. He wanted to know what was going on. He wanted to know if the document was real or a fraud, if Neucriss, by some improbable circumstance, could explain. But it wasn’t Neucriss jacking us around. It was Jake.


  “Sure,” I said to Wash, “sure. So we get Jake in Martin’s office and tell him there’s no Litiplex, and does Jake say, ‘Oh my God, Neucriss told me there was’? Hell no. He acts like this whole thing’s a shock to him. ‘How dare Bert,’ he says. ‘And by the way, if you don’t find him, let’s never hear about this again.’ This only adds one way. Jake wrote this frigging memo to Bert. Bert gave him the money. And Jake’s got it now. He’s covering himself, Wash. And Martin’s helping him.”


  “Don’t be absurd,” he said immediately. He was reacting to the idea of Martin as corrupt. His mouth worked around, as if he could actually absorb the bad taste.


  “Absurd? You think about this, Wash. Who was it who said he’d called the bank down in Pico? Who told you that the General Manager, whatever his name is, Smoky, that he indicated between the lines it was Bert’s account? Who’d you hear that b.s. from?”


  Wash is a good deal shorter than me, and my height seemed at the moment, as it is now and then, an odd advantage, as if I was out of reach of refutation.


  “Think about Martin’s performance the other day,” I said, “dragging Jake in and spilling the beans after you and Carl had decided otherwise. What did you make of that?”


  “I was put out,” Wash said. “I told Martin so afterwards. But that’s hardly the sign of some dark conspiracy, that he felt he had to speak up.”


  “Come on, Wash. You want to know why Martin whistled Jake in? He wanted Jake to know. He wanted it, Wash. He wanted Jake to know that Martin had the goods on him and was keeping his mouth shut.”


  A certain blankness set in as Wash pondered all of this. He was very slow.


  “You’re putting this the wrong way. I’m sure Martin found this document somehow and realized, I suppose, that for the time being it was best not coming to light. You’re making it sound sinister.”


  “It is sinister, Wash.”


  He frowned and torqued away. He took one more look in the direction of the other golfers. I could see that my brusqueness and bad manners had finally stimulated Wash to a sense of offense.


  “Look, man,” he said, using that term, “man,” in an old-fashioned high-born way, “he was following the logical imperatives here. Don’t be so quick to scorn. Or condemn. Think this through. This firm cannot go on without Jake. Not in the short run. Tell me, Mack, you’re such a clever fellow—tell me. If you run and do something half-cocked, you tell me what your plans are.” His aged light eyes, pocketed by all that used flesh, glimmered with rare directness. The plans he was asking me to specify were not an investigative scheme. He meant what plans did I have to make a living without Jake. I actually took an instant to let the little logical steps descend. Nobody was going to reward my virtue if I put a knife in Jake’s heart. I knew that. I’d been hugging his hind end for years with that realization. Nothing had changed really. It’s just that the cost would be a little bit higher, in terms of my own self-respect.


  “So that’s it? I’m supposed to say dandy? That’s Martin’s answer. Let Jake steal. Just so long as he sends business. ‘Hey, Jake, you know that I know. So cut the crap with the firm in Columbus. Let’s resume the gold rush.’ Come on, Wash. This is making me sick.”


  There was a sudden thunderous rumble above and we both jolted. One of the golfers had bounced a shot off the heating ducts on the ceiling. They were padded in foam but still let forth a tremendous sound on impact. The instant of brief fright seemed to prompt Wash to an effort at candor.


  “Look, Mack, I can’t read Gold’s mind. Obviously he prefers to keep his plan, whatever it is, to himself. But you’ve known this man for years. Years. Are you telling me you can’t trust Martin Gold?” Wash and I, in this basement, snapping in whispers, posed close as lovers, both stood struck by that question. Wash was doing what he always did—what he did the other day when the Committee talked over Jake’s proposal that we stay silent if Bert didn’t return. Wash was posturing, shooting air-balls, taking the easy way out. He knew just what was happening. Not every detail; neither did I. I still found it impossible to calculate how Bert fit in, how Martin had been able to blame him confident that he would not reappear. But Wash nevertheless had the lowdown on this scene: it was grubby and evil. He knew that instinctively because it was exactly what Wash, with no reflection, would have done—swap Jake the money for the survival of the firm. And he was keeping himself from speaking that sooty truth by pretending that Martin might have been up to something better.


  “You’re a fool, Wash,” I said suddenly. In the midst of everything else, the seething emotions, the basement gloom, I walked away feeling great. Pure primitive pleasure. I had needed to say that for years.


  I had wrested the memo from Wash without resistance. I folded it into quarters again and jammed it in my pocket as I strode up the gray steel stairs that had led me down. It was all clear now. By the time I was back up in the grand surroundings, amid the wooden walls and the cut-crystal sconces, I felt motivated and strong, mean and myself. I was done being little boy disappointed. I was man among men. When I forged through the revolving doors to the winter street, I was starting to plan.




  Sunday, January 29


  XXI. THE INVESTIGATION

BECOMES AN

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIR


  A. International Flight


  The TN Executive Travelers Lounge, where I waited for Lena Sunday morning, afforded a rare vantage on a world askew. The place looked terrific. The interior designer produced the kind of tasteful space-age effect I’d have strived for in my office if I ever decorated, lots of curved woods and big windows, sleek leather chairs and granite end tables upon which were perched those special telephones operated by credit cards with two or three jacks for your portable modem and fax. The elegant-looking ladies guarding the door examined the entrants, who, every one of them, flashed their membership cards with the same air, Hey, look at me, I’m in the front of the boat, I really made it. Nipponese businessmen flying for thirty hours dozed on the fancy furniture; well-turned-out executives cracked away at their laptops; wealthy couples conferred, one of them always looking anxious with the prospect of flight. A waiter in a white jacket wandered around with a tray to see if anybody wanted a drink, while voices from the Sunday-morning TV news shows emerged from the bar.


  Here met is the Flying Class, a group ever expanding, whose real workday is spent in the sky, whose true office is an aisle seat on a DC-io, folks who have so many million award miles they could fly to Jupiter free. These are the orphans of capital, the men and women who have given up their lives for the corporate version of manifest destiny, who are trying to fling far some company’s empire in the name of economies of scale. I had an Uncle Michael who was a traveling salesman, a sad sack with an ugly brown valise, one of those lacquered boxes that seemed welded to his hand. His was regarded as the fate of a misfit. Now it’s a badge of status to be away from home four nights a week. But on God’s green planet is there anything more depressing than an empty hotel room at ten at night and the thought that work, privilege, economic need not only claim the daylight hours but have, however briefly, entitled you to these awesome lonesome instants in which you’re remote from the people and the things, tiny, loved, and familiar, that sustain a life?


  Listen to me. What was I missing but my easy chair and the TV set and bloviating moments interacting with Lyle? And I’d have Lena’s youthful company. My briefcase and travel bag were between my knees. I’d packed light—underwear, a suit to do business, swimming trunks, and a few items I’d need: my passport, my Dictaphone, some TransNational Air stationery from the office, an old letter signed by Jake Eiger, and three copies of TN’s annual report. Plus the memo I’d found in Martin’s drawer, which was never going to leave my sight. Like Kam, I’d also taken a $2500 cash advance on my new golden credit card, which had been messengered to the office on Friday. I had been up most of the night scheming and I shut my eyes, imagining the wind on Pico, fragrant with sea salt and tanning oil as it rattled the palms.


  “Yoo-hoo.” The voice was sweetly familiar, but I still jumped a little when I opened my eyes.


  “Brushy Bruccia, as I live and die.”


  “So,” she said, seeming perky and young. She looked happy and pleased with herself. Her bag was slung over her shoulder and she carried her coat. She wore jeans.


  “Where you going?” I asked.


  “With you.”


  “Really and truly? What happened to Lena?”


  “Emergency assignment. She’ll be in the library all night.”


  I got it then. I told Brushy I didn’t need to ask from who.


  “That girl has a lean and hungry look.”


  “She’s got a look,” I said, “I’ll give you that.”


  Brushy punched me solidly in the arm, but I was too embarrassed to carry on in front of all these men. We walked over to the leather chairs. Neither of us said anything.


  “You’re supposed to be pleased,” she told me eventually.


  “How could I not be?” I was feeling impinged upon. I had my plans for Pico, which depended on a traveling companion who was more credulous than Brushy.


  “Let’s try this again.”


  She walked away and came around a handsome rosewood divider that sported CRTs listing arriving and departing flights.


  “Mack! Guess where I’m going.”


  “With me, I hope.”


  “Now you’ve got it.”


  I told her she was odd.


  “By the way,” she said, “what are we doing down there?”


  “ ‘By the way’ nothing,” I said. “Forget ‘we.’ Remember our deal? No askee, no tellee. You’re not on the team.”


  A gal with a radio voice announced our flight, while Brush absorbed my rebuff lightly. She hung her head sideways; she fluttered her eyes.


  “Oh dear,” asked she, “whatever will you do with me?”


  B. That Old Dance Step


  This, the high season, was not my favorite time in Pico Luan. I had last been here years ago during the summer, when the capital, Ciudad Luan, was almost a ghost town, but in this season the homebound travelers, grownups and kids in their bright clothes, were crowded in the airport like the huddled masses from a steerage vessel. Their tanned faces were as surprising as the sweet breath of heat that greeted us as we descended the TN airliner staircase. Even in the long light, the tropical sun was compelling, so vital that winter at once was only a sad memory.


  “God,” said Brushy, shaking her hands free in the mild air.


  There was a rental car waiting. TN, as usual, had coughed up great accommodations right on the Regent’s Beach, a nine-mile stripe of sand, white and uncluttered, that polishes the toes of the Mayan Mountains. Enormous and green, the foothills loom above the coast. In this season, with all the high-flyers and snowbirds down here, the narrow roads were crowded, and I found a back way out of the airport. Brushy opened the windows and took off her hat and let her short dark hair rise in the breeze. We whizzed along past the little lean-to houses with their metal roofs, the hand-lettered signs of occasional stores and stands offering local foods. Huge plants with leaves the size of elephant’s ears grew in clumps at the roadside. The eternal Luanders strolled unmolested in the middle of the narrow roads, yielding for the car and then returning, pacing along down the center stripe, frequently barefoot.


  The Luanders are pleasant people. They know they have it made, having mastered the white man through his greed. They have been bankers since the Barataria Bay pirates began storing their gold in the caves above Ciudad Luan—C. Luan to the locals—and the Luanders today remain as casually indiscriminate about clientele. International narcotics magnates, tax cheats from many lands, and upper-crust bankers mingle congenially in this land of little restraint, sharing the tiny nation with its polyglot people in whose blood is mingled the DNA of Amerindians, African slaves, and a variety of runaway Europeans—Portuguese, English, Dutch, Spanish, and French. Pico has survived despots, Indian conquerors, and two centuries of Spanish rule, which ended in 1821, when Luan chose to become a British protectorate rather than be subsumed by the sovereignty claims of nearby Guatemala. In 1961, when Pico achieved independence, its parliament adopted the strict bank-secrecy laws of Switzerland and some of the B.W.I., islands.


  With the acceleration of the offshore economy and the vast riches of today’s pirates in neighboring Latin nations, who trade in powder rather than pieces of eight, Pico has gone through startling development in the last three decades. All the dough that’s stashed here goes untaxed, and for that reason is not apt to leave. There’s a $100 airport tax, a $10 tariff for every wire transfer, and a flat 10 percent VAT on everything that’s bought or sold. Burgers for the family in a restaurant in C. Luan can cost one hundred bucks. But the combination of no income tax and financial privacy means there is steady commerce and plenty of jobs. The Luanders remain remote, cordial, even, as British discipline made them, correct, but confident about the native way of wanting less. Fast-paced and ham-fisted, white people are regarded with whatever good nature as freaks.


  Our hotel, at the far end of the beach, three or four miles outside C. Luan, was terrific. We had two little thatch-roofed cabanas side by side, self-contained units, each with a kitchen, a bar, and a bedroom that looked out on the water. Brushy had to reach her secretary at home to rearrange tomorrow’s appointments, and I stepped outside on the small terrace of my unit as her voice rose in occasional frustration over the difficulty of getting a U.S. connection.


  The sun was heading down now, a great rosy ball burning away in the clear sky. We’d been traveling all day most companionably, doing crosswords on the plane, holding hands, gossiping about our partners and items in the Sunday Times. Out on the beach, various mothers, weary at the end of the day, called for their kids with fading humor. Pico, originally the haven either to guys who stepped off planes with wraparound shades and a firm grip on their valise, or a few archaeologists drawn by the enormous shrines the Mayas had built high in the mountains in sight of the ocean, is, after decades of promotion by TN, taking hold as a family vacation spot. By air, it’s an hour farther than the islands, but it’s less overrun and sports more notable sights. I watched kids scramble around between the legs of their parents, the little ones flirting with the waves and running screaming up the beach. One boy was lugging coconuts, still in their smooth brown husks, so that it looked a little like he was mounting a collection of heads. The sailboats were still out, but the water was losing its color. In the blazing sunlight it was a radiant blue, the result perhaps of copper deposits on the coral floor, a hue you thought existed solely in ads for color film.


  “All done.” Brush was off the phone. She’d put on a kind of sundress and we walked up to the hotel and had dinner on the veranda, watching the pink fingers take hold of the sky, the water licking down on the beach. With my blessing she had a couple of drinks while I knocked down iced teas. She was looking happy and loose. Halfway through dinner a native band started playing a few rooms away in the bar inside, and the music and laughter came through the open french windows. The rhythm and themes were haunting, that Central American sound, pipes and flutes, sweet melodies like an echo out of the mountains.


  “What a place.” Brushy looked with yearning at the sea.


  “I kind of think this is charming,” I said. “Your following me.”


  “Somebody had to do something,” she told me.


  I was as ever dishonorable, and pretended to have no idea what she might mean. She peered into her drink.


  “I thought a lot about that conversation. In your office yesterday? People are entitled to change, you know.” When she raised her eyes, she had that look again, all pluck and daring.


  “Naturally.”


  “And you’re right about me. But I don’t have to apologize for that. It’s a natural thing. The older you get, the more you wonder about things that are—” She faltered.


  “What?”


  “Enduring.”


  I flinched. She saw me.


  She put a hand to her eyes.


  “What am I doing?” she asked. Even with the candle guttering on the table, I could see she had flushed suddenly, maybe the liquor, maybe the heat adding to the effect of the strong emotion. “God, what do I see in you?”


  “I’m honest,” I told her.


  “No, you’re not. You’re self-deprecating,” she said. “There’s a difference.”


  I gave her the point. “You deserve better,” I told her.


  “You’re not kidding.”


  “I mean it.” I was as resolute as I could be. It was not, I swear, easy for me. But I was having one of those lucid moments when I could tell just how it would go. Brushy would always blame me for not being better and herself for not wanting more.


  “Don’t tell me what’s good for me, okay? I hate when you do that, like you’re Lazarus, who crawled out of his cave just to do Ann Landers’s column for a week.”


  “Jesus Christ,” I said. “Ann Landers?”


  “You try to make people dislike you, Mack,” she told me. “You lure them in, then drive them away. If that’s supposed to be some form of winning Irish melancholy, I want you to know I don’t find it charming. It’s sick,” she said. “It’s nuts.” She threw her napkin in her plate and looked out to the sea to gather herself.


  After some time she asked if it was too late to swim.


  “Tide’s out. It’s shallow for a quarter of a mile. The water is 83 degrees year round.” I tried smiling.


  She made a sound, then asked if I’d brought a suit. She held out a hand as she stood.


  The path to the beach was carved through the high ragged weeds and Bermuda grasses and lit by little fixtures on stanchions at the point of each stair. Sunday night, even in Pico, was quiet. There was action on the beach, but that was closer to C. Luan, where the big hotels were clustered. Down here, where it was mostly condos, there was a deserted, summery air, except for the band that struck up periodically a few hundred yards off in the hotel bar. We swam a little, kissed a bit, and sat there while the water washed around us. Middle years and acting like eighteen. Every time I thought about it, I wanted to groan.


  “Swim with me,” Brushy directed, and she splashed out a bit to a deeper point. Closer to shore the gathered shells were hard on the feet, but about fifty yards out the sand was soft and she stood lolling against me. The moon had been up for a while but was growing brighter, a blue neon glow spilling down like an apron beneath a few boats moored for the night. The hotel and its little outbuildings and the giraffe-like coconut palms hulked on shore, dark on darker.


  “There are fish in these waters,” I told her. “Gorgeous things. Stoplight parrot fish, and sergeant majors trimmed in yellow, and whole schools of indigo hamlets with colors more intense than you see in your dreams.” The thought of this great beauty, below, unseen, moved me.


  She kissed me once, then placed her face on my chest and swayed to the band that had struck up again. The small swells rose and fell about us.


  “Wanna dance?” she asked. “I think they’re playing our song.”


  “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


  “The hokey-pokey.”


  “No shit.”


  “Sure,” she said, “don’t you hear it?”


  She left her bikini top on, but she removed the bottom and then wrestled off my trunks. She held our suits in one hand and with the other grabbed hold of the horn of plenty.


  “Salve work?” she asked.


  “Miracle drug,” I said.


  “And how do you do the hokey-pokey?” she asked. “I forget.”


  “You put your right foot in.”


  “Right.”


  “You put your right foot out.”


  “Good.”


  “You put your right foot in and you shake it all about.”


  “Great. What’s next?” she asked and kissed me sweetly. “After the foot?” She boosted herself up on my shoulders and with the slow controlled grace of a gymnast parted herself in the dark water and settled upon me so that I was somehow reminded of a flower.


  “I don’t think this’ll work.”


  “It’ll work,” said Brushy with all her familiar confidence in matters sexual.


  So there we were, Brushy Bruccia and me, hokeying and pokeying, cruising through the tropical waters among the beautiful fish, with the silver of the moon spilled out like glory around us. In and out and shaking it all about.


  Mon, it was something else.
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  XXII. BANK SECRECY


  A. Staying Alone


  With a woman beside me, I suppose I should have slept well, but I was away from home and near the heart of darkness and I could not pass through the portal to my troubled dreams. A high-voltage anxiety coursed through me, like some grid from which the tortured lightning seems to leap. I sat on the edge of the bed with my face screwed up in the dark and begged myself not to do what I had a mind to, which was head to the bar, where the band was still tootling, to get one of those five-dollar shots of rye. It is not really an illusion that liquor makes you brave. It does, because it is so much harder to be hurt. I have a catalogue of significant injuries inflicted while I was crocked—second-degree burns from cigarettes and boiling liquids which went awry; twisted ankles; sprained knees; and some walloping insults from an angry wife that were hurled with the force of a cannonball. I survived them all with only a little Mercurochrome or an occasional trip to the emergency room. I had a right to think that was what I’d need.


  I got up and, for comfort, like a child who fixes on a blanket or a teddy bear, went back across the veranda to my cabana, and found my Dictaphone. I spent an hour telling my story to myself, my voice hushed but still seeming to travel on the sweet evening wind so that I worried that Brushy might hear.


  It was my father I thought about, my father and mother both, actually. I tried to figure how it settled with her, his being a thief. Many of the little treasures he carried off in his pockets were offered to her first. Perhaps I flatter her memory to say that she never seemed at ease. ‘We don’t need this stuff, Tim.’ Encouraging him, I would say, to be a better man. She wore a brooch once that especially pleased him, a large ruby-colored stone in the middle and a lot of antique filigree, but usually she ended up declining anything, which led naturally to many quarrels when he’d had something to drink.


  I talked to my mother about what was happening on a single occasion. I was sixteen then and full of opinions.


  ‘He’s no worse than everybody else,’ she told me.


  ‘They’re thieves.’


  ‘Everybody’s a bit of a thief, Mack. Everybody’s got something they’re wantin to steal. It just takes the rest of us watching to make most folks stop.’


  She was not so much trying to defend him, I thought, as standing a parent’s high ground. Either way, I didn’t buy it. I was still at the age when I wanted to be a better man than my father. It was a thirst in me. Unquenchable. One of those many appetites I tried to sate thereafter with the fiery taste of liquor. I never wanted to see a woman regard me with the blighted disappointment he saw from my mother. But, you know, life is long, and I loved my old man too, all those moody Irish songs and his hapless affection for me. He never told me to be better than he was. He knew what life was like.


  I fell asleep upright on the sofa, briefcase in my lap. Brushy’s searching about woke me. Even groggy, I recognized from the fretful way she inspected me that this was a woman who had awakened before to discover herself disappointed and alone, and I was quick to comfort her, having had some lonely mornings of my own. We had a fine time together, in bed and on the terrace, where we eventually took breakfast squinting and sweating in the unremitting sun. Around 11:00, I stood.


  “I’m going to meet that lawyer,” I said.


  Still in her robe, Brushy asked me to wait for her.


  “You stay,” I answered. “Get some snorkel gear from the beach attendants. Go look at the fishies. It’ll make the trip.”


  “No, really,” she said. “I knew there was work to do.”


  “Hey. You don’t want to know. Remember?”


  “I lied.”


  “Listen.” I sat down beside her. “This whole thing’s turning mean. Just stand clear.”


  “Mean in what way?” she asked. Her face became absorbed in lawyerly precision. She wanted to ask more, but I held her off. I kissed her quickly and headed downtown with my briefcase.


  B. Foreign Banking


  The International Bank of Finance, whose block stamp appears on the back of each of the eighteen checks cut to Litiplex from the 397 escrow account, is a little tiny place, almost a storefront, except for the grand mahogany interiors. Since my days in Financial Crimes, it has been known as reliable. Ownership, as ever, is a mystery, but there are impressive correspondent relationships with some of England’s and America’s biggest banks, and rumor always had it that it was one of the American royal families, Rockefeller or Kennedy, somebody like that, with an ancient knowledge of the relationship between wealth and corruption, who was really behind it. I don’t know.


  I said I wanted to open an account, and in the cordial Luan way the manager presently appeared, an angular black man in a blue blazer, Mr. George, an elegant fellow with that peculiar Luan accent, an island lilt fugued with the patois still spoken by the coastal peoples. George’s office was small but richly paneled, with wooden columns and bookcases. I told him I wanted to discuss a seven-figure deposit, U.S. funds. George didn’t even twitch. For him stuff like this is every day of the week. I hadn’t told him my name yet and neither one of us thought I was going to. This is an entire city where nobody’s ever heard about I.D. I want to be Joe Blow or Marlon Brando, that’s fine. Bank passbooks down here all have your photo pasted inside the cover, no name.


  “After deposit, if I want to transfer the funds while I’m Stateside,” I asked, “what’s the procedure?”


  “Telephone,” he said. “Fax.” Mr. George wore round black glasses and a bit of mustache; he had long fingers which he raised in a steeple as he spoke. For phone transfers, he said, a customer was required to give an account number and a password; prior to the transaction the bank would telephone to confirm. I considered it unlikely that Jake was sitting in his office at the top of the TN Needle taking calls from bankers in Pico Luan. I asked about fax.


  “We must have written instructions, including a handwritten signature or other withdrawal designation,” he said. Very artful, I thought. Withdrawal designation. For all those who didn’t like names.


  “And how long before the transfer takes place?”


  “We wire to Luan-chartered institutions within two hours. If we receive instructions before noon, we promise good funds in the U.S. by 3:00 p.m. Central Time.”


  I reviewed all of this thoughtfully and then asked him for whatever I would need to open an account and whether I could do it by mail. George replied with an enigmatic Luanite gesture: white man can do what he likes. He opened a drawer for the papers.


  “The account holder should kindly supply two copies of a small photo. One for the passbook, one for our records. And here, in this space, we should have the account holder’s handwriting, whatever designation will be used to authorize withdrawals.” ‘The account holder,’ he said, surmising that I was a stand-in for somebody too important to be seen in C. Luan. And of course he never used the words “signature” or “name.” It struck me then that Martin had to have spoken to this guy. His description was dead on. ‘Like trying to grab hold of smoke.’


  In the office there was a small window, discreetly shaded by jalousies, through which you could see the street traffic passing. There was no screen, since on this side of the mountains there is nothing as troublesome as a bug. At that moment a bird landed on the windowsill, a little wrenny-looking thing, no make I recognized. He, she, it hopped around and finally took an instant to look straight at me. It made me laugh, I must admit, this birdy scrutiny, the thought that you didn’t even have to be a mammal to wonder what gives with Malloy. George whisked the back of his hand and told it to shoo.


  With the papers, I returned to the street. The sun was high now, savagely bright and thrilling after the indoor weeks in the Middle West. Down here I always understood how people could worship the sun as a god. The business district is only a few blocks, close-set buildings, three and four stories each, stuccoed in Caribbean pastels with roofs of Spanish tile. The tourists roamed among the business folk. Good-looking gals in straw hats and beach coverups, their legs tanned and fully revealed, strode among the suits with their briefcases.


  I looked around for more banks, the names of which were unobtrusively displayed on the building sides in English and Spanish, both of which are official languages. Many of the great names in world finance are present, with Luan affiliates housed in pocket-sized spaces like the International Bank’s. In this modest fashion a $100 billion economy thrives, Luan-chartered corporations and trusts, funded with fugitive dollars, borrowing and buying and investing around the world, money without a country, as it were, and happy to stay that way.


  I found the office of one of the big banks from Chicago, a name I knew—Fortune Trust—and told them I wanted to open a personal account. Same drill as across the street, except this time I wasn’t just fishing and did it. I put down $1,000 American in bills and they took my picture twice with one of those machines. When the photos dried, they pasted one in my passbook and the other to their signature card. I elected to keep all deposits in dollars—I could choose from a menu of fourteen currencies—and said I wanted no statements, which saved me from the need to provide an address. Interest would be posted whenever I showed up to present my passbook. I checked a box on a form authorizing them to debit the account $20 U.S. any time money was wired.


  “And what will be the designation for purposes of identification?” asked the smashing young woman assisting me. By her accent I took her for an Aussie, here to scuba and be free of something, parents or a guy or the throttling force of her own ambitions. The whole place was free, with the gorgeous fish that decorated the warm waters, the sun, the rum, the sense that many of the world’s rules were disregarded. I eventually realized she wanted my code word.


  “Tim’s Boy,” I answered. She asked if I cared to write it, and I did that as well. I was now free to transfer money in and out, to check my deposits by phone.


  According to my prior calculations, I still needed one more account. For that, I did not even have to leave the building. There was a Swiss bank on the second floor, Züricher Kreditbank, and I listened to the lecture on their procedures, which included access to funds out of either Swiss or Pico facilities and the full benefit of the secrecy laws of both nations. I deposited another thousand. I had two new passbooks now in my briefcase.


  Outside, I stopped a guy on the street and asked if he knew of a secretarial service, somewhere I could have a letter faxed. I wandered down toward one of the big beachfront hotels where he directed me. I had my suit jacket off, tucked under my arm with my briefcase. I looked into the windows, as if I was shopping, but I was thinking solely about myself, wondering who I was, what I was going to be. A guy getting ready to cheat on his wife has to feel like this, examining the island curios and the fancy knits, the scuba gear in vivid colors, seeing but not seeing, senses focused mostly on his heart and pondering why this is necessary, what this hunger is that he just has to feed, how he’ll feel forever after, with some fraction of him cringing whenever he hears words like “faithful” and “true.”


  U You, I know what you think: usual Catholic upbringing, the only sin not forgiven is sex. But I’m looking at a bigger picture than that. Okay, it’s true, most people’s secrets are sexual; that’s still the realm where a soul is most often unknown. Just ask Nora. Or Bert. We tell ourselves that nobody’s hurt when the wishes become real, it’s consenting adults, so who cares, but you can’t sell that story to Lyle—or to me. Hurting happens. But we still have our needs. That’s the point. Whatever it might be, sex or dope or stealing things, everybody’s got some weird not-oughta-be that lights them up when it crosses their brain. Nora, Bert, and, in a few minutes, me—we were all members of a teensy-weensy minority group, having fulfilled our sly, unspeakable yearnings. For most people it goes the other way, hanging on that fulcrum where the greatest despair is not really knowing if misery is larger in the realm of fulfillment or restraint. Me, I’d about had it with that balancing act.


  I was down at the Regency on the Beach now, and I walked through the hotel, its lobby of fronds and air like dry ice. I sat on a cane chair to think, but I was frozen up, unable to feel much. I asked the concierge to direct me to the secretarial service, and he introduced me to the attendant of their Executive Center. His name was Raimondo, short, sun-coppered, perfectly groomed. I told him I needed a typewriter and a fax machine and gave him fifty Luan. He took me to an area in back, right next to the hotel offices. Raimondo set me up in a small booth that resembled one of the firm’s library carrels; an old IBM reposed there like a roosting bird. He offered to arrange for a typist, but I declined, and he left me alone after pointing out two phones and the john around the corner.


  I ducked into the head then and studied myself in the mirror one last time. I was still me, a big graying galumph in a suit rumpled up like some elephant’s knees, with this gone-to-pot face. I knew I was going to do it.


  “Well, well,” I said, “Mr. Malloy.” Then I looked around to make sure nobody was lurking in the stalls who could overhear me.


  Back in the carrel, I withdrew a piece of TN stationery from my case. I typed:


  

    TO: International Bank of Finance, Pico Luan Please immediately wire-transfer the balance of account number 476642 to Fortune Trust of Chicago, Pico Luan facility, Final Credit Account Number, 896-908.


    __________


    John A.K. Eiger


  


  In my briefcase I found the letter from Jake I’d brought along. I didn’t remove it, just spread the sides of the case to get a good look, eyes reminding the hand, then signed Jake’s name, the way I customarily do, a perfect imitation. Examining my work, I felt an odd flare of pride. I really am world-class. What an eye! Someday, for amusement, I’d have to take a whack at G. Washington on the dollar, frame a copy for Wash. I smiled at the thought and then below the signature wrote “J.A.K.E.” I was guessing, of course. As a code, Jake could have used his mother’s maiden name, or whatever was written on his last mistress’s shoulder tattoo, but I’d known him for thirty-five years now and this didn’t feel much like gambling. If he needed a password, he was hard-wired to come up with only one thing: J.A.K.E.


  I gave the letter to Raimondo and watched him feed the paper through the machine. My heart suddenly bolted.


  “The origination line,” I said.


  He didn’t understand. I tried smiling and discovered my mouth dry. On the fax, I explained, there was a line printed on the top to identify the sending machine. Some of the people I was dealing with were under the impression I was Stateside. I wondered if he’d be able to block that line out.


  Raimondo went mutton-mouthed and hooded his eyes. This was C. Luan, nobody had names or a sure point of origin. He just shook his head in silent reassurance that no one around here would even consider setting that feature. At the other end, they wouldn’t know if the fax had come from around the corner or from west Bombay.


  After watching the letter buzz through the machine, I felt like a drink. I wandered out through the garden. I laid my jacket over my lap as I took a seat by the pool. The waitress came by in sort of a safari outfit, pith helmet and khaki shorts, and I ordered a rum punch, no rum. I wondered if I could stand this for the rest of my life, this nation of rock hounds, archaeologists, inland tribes, and sunning exiles.


  Around the pool at this time of day there was pretty much nobody, a few scuba widows and a number of the babes who various big buckeroos stash down here and shtup whenever they pay a visit to their secret, hidden dough. These young ladies, each one generally better-looking than the next, naturally attracted my attention, but in a somewhat abstract way. They spend their days working on their tan, oiling down their perfect flesh, reading or plugged into headphones, and then when the heat is too great, they strut to the shower and cool down so that the nipples peak up in the tops of their skimpy little string suits. They excite the few guys around—the towel boys, the old goats like me—and, having made sure that they’re still full of magic, lie down again for another couple of hours. I’ve never been in another place like C. Luan, where the cookies on the side all gather and are laid out together as if on a baking sheet, and it makes you wonder, What do these gals think, twenty-five or twenty-six years old, who are they and where do they come from? How does a person settle for life as a trinket? What do you tell yourself? This is great, this old guy’s only here to paw me every other week, I’m living rich and free. Do they all need daddies? Or do they wish they’d had the luck and stuff to get through law school? Do they puzzle about where they’ll be when they turn forty-three? Do they hope the guy is going to sack the wife, like he’s always saying, that someday soon they’ll have babies and a house in New Jersey? Do they figure they’re just the same as an athlete, in great shape till the body goes? Or do they think, as I think, that life is neither sensible nor fair, that this, however objectively miserable it may be as an outcome, is the best that luck will allow and they’ll enjoy the moment, since there will be time to suffer down the road?


  I sat there about half an hour, as long as I could stand it, and then went back to the Executive Center to call the Fortune Trust office where I’d been today.


  “Tim’s Boy, checking a deposit by wire transfer to account 896-908.” I thought the voice on the other end belonged to my girlfriend, the glamorous young Aussie. The image of her, longhaired and lean, deeply tanned with eyes so light they verged on yellow, lingered—but there was a coy absence of recognition and I was simply shifted to hold, that electrical nowhere, as empty as whatever is between the stars. Up until then I’d been in control. A day in the life. But at that point, where I was, hoping and having no real connection, my bloodstream froze over and I was sure I’d lost my mind. I knew this was never going to work. Please, please, please, I thought and the only thing I wanted was not to get caught. I realized, with the exactness of clairvoyance, that I’d done all this simply to give myself an instant of pure fright. The man awake at midnight offers solace to his tormentors: Don’t bother torturing me, I’ll do it myself.


  Now I could see it had to unravel. Jake in all likelihood had adopted a different code word, or had long ago transferred the money somewhere else. Maybe I’d miscalculated and the money was not even Jake’s. It was Bert’s after all. Or Martin’s. In any case, Mr. George, the General Manager at the International Bank, was probably out on the street, frantically waving to attract the police. This was not a casual infraction. They would ransack the nation. Bank secrecy was a national treasure, the key to an entire people’s way of life. I remembered Lagodis’s words with a painful clarity that felt like somebody was putting a brand to my heart: Watch where you step, mon.


  I had escape plans, naturally. Sitting up late on Saturday night I’d thought of several and I comforted myself by remembering them now. I’d say I was investigating, trying to pierce bank secrecy only to confirm the commission of a crime and restore the funds to their rightful owner. I’d have Brushy phone the Embassy and her buddy, Tad the K. He’d think I was a hero when he heard how I was saving TN’s money; he’d call his Governmental Relations folks and his lobbyists who knew half the pols in this country; they’d get me out in an hour. And who, anyway, was going to catch me? There was bank secrecy here, designed even to protect thieves, and no one knew my name. I didn’t care what anyone said to lure me back on the premises at any of these banks. That there were problems with the wire. That the Aussie lass wanted to meet me for a drink. They’d never see me again. I’d thought it all through. It was a lark, a chance, a lottery ticket.


  But standing here, I knew I was done joshing. The scheming, the fantasies—I’d had my fun. Now it turned out, I had never been kidding at all. It no longer seemed that Martin or Wash or anyone else had driven me to this. Instead, I was back with Leotis: So much of life is will. I’d made my choice. And I had no idea where it was leading. It was like some scary sci-fi story about a skywalking astronaut who gets cut loose and can’t be retrieved and just drifts off forever into endless space. At that instant, if Raimondo’d walked by, I’d have given him another of those funny-looking Luanite fifties just to touch his hand.


  “We confirm a deposit, Tim’s Boy. Five million, six hundred sixteen thousand, ninety-two dollars, U.S.” Just like that. Boom. She didn’t even say hello when she got back on the line. From where I stood in the phone booth, I looked out a mullioned window to a stout palm and a bed of flowering shrubs with fronds like spears. A gal in a bathing suit was scolding her child. The doorman lugged somebody’s case, and a little native bird, maybe against every improbable chance the one I’d seen in George’s office, hopped down the walk, skittering a few steps, as if it was hoping no one was catching up from behind. All of this—these things, these people, this little dumb creature—appeared to me as if they’d been etched on time, distinct as the facets of a diamond. My life, whatever it was, was different.


  I started to speak, then started again.


  “Can I give you a further transfer of funds, confirmed by fax?”


  That, she said, was fine. I read from my passbook. To Züricher Kreditbank, Filiale Pico Luan. I repeated the account number.


  “How much?” she asked.


  “Five million, U.S.” I thought I was safer, leaving something in this account, enough that Fortune Trust would continue to feel I was a customer worth protecting from inevitable inquiries. Not that they would think twice about the whole thing. This happened all the time down here, money hopscotching across the planet. Nobody asked why. They already knew. It was being hidden from someone. Tax collectors, creditors, a weaseling spouse. But I wanted a second transfer to cut off the trail. Jake would raise hell at the International Bank. They’d show him they’d sent the money to Fortune Trust at his instruction. But secret is secret and Fortune wouldn’t be saying where the money went from there, or whose account it landed in in the first place.


  I waited more than an hour to call Züricher Kreditbank to confirm the second transfer. All was well. My money was safe in Swiss care. I was ready to go back to Brushy. I wished I could drink wine with her. I wanted to be in the grasp of her strong skillful hands. Checking my watch, I reassured myself there was time to make love again before our plane. She would ask where I’d been, what I’d done. She’d want to know every secret. But I wouldn’t tell. She’d inquire about Pindling; her brain would be full of intrigue. She’d envision a character like Long John Silver, with a macaw on his shoulder and a hook for a hand. Let her imagine. Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no lies. I felt dangerous and elusive. Light-headed, light-fingered, amused. On the way out of the hotel I poked my head in the john again, just a quick little look-see, a peek in the mirror to find out who was there.




  Tuesday, January 31


  XXIII. BAD RESULTS


  A. Toots Plays for Us


  At two on Tuesday, when Toots’s disciplinary hearing was scheduled to resume, only Brushy and I were present for the defense. The members of the inquiry panel looked on dispassionately but I surmised from their weary disciplined air that they’d already heard more than enough. After they recommended disbarment, we had a right of appeal to the Courts Commission. Still, in less than a year, Toots’s law license would be a relic, one more memento he could tack to his walls.


  The old school housing BAD is the kind of structure whose starkness you don’t notice until you remove the color and randomness of children. We were in a grim old classroom, with wood floors and walls of that shiny functional tile that resisted abrasion and ink pens. There was a distinct resonance when anyone scraped a chair or cleared his throat.


  By ten after, I knew there was a serious problem. Across the long conference table where we were arrayed, Tom Woodhull questioned us about our absent client. The distinguished governmental functionary, enforcer of rules, man with cool white skin, no dark spots or bug bites, Tom had never cared much for me—my drinking, my moods, my occasional assertions that commingling client funds was not a crime on the level of treason. I had long suspected that he had held on to this file for the sheer personal pleasure of kicking my ass.


  Brushy rooted in her purse and handed me a quarter.


  “Better find him.”


  Jesus Christ, I thought. Another one.


  As I was on my way to the door, my client poked his head in. Toots was heaving for breath and he motioned me into the hallway.


  “Got,” he said and repeated it many times. “Got someone for you to meet.”


  By the dusty stairway, hanging on to the square steel newel post was a rotund little fellow in the same condition as Toots, red as Christmas from exertion, breathing hard and spotted with sweat. Brushy had followed.


  “You won’t believe this,” Toots said. “Tell them.” Toots motioned with the cane and again asked the man to tell us.


  Taking a seat on a plain wooden bench in the hall, the man removed his topcoat. At that point I saw the Roman collar. He was a little guy, bald but for a white fringe and some fried-up strands growing straight out of his scalp.


  He held out his hand. “Father Michael Shea.”


  Father Michael was Judge Dan Shea’s younger brother, retired from a parish in Cleveland and attached to a friary there. He had come to town last week to visit relatives—Dan Shea’s son, Brian, as a matter of fact, Father’s nephew—and in conversation he had heard that Mr. Nuccio here was still having trouble over that old business.


  “I give Mr. Nuccio a ring at once. I talked many a time to Daniel about this and he always told me he never knew a t’ing about any generosity from Mr. Nuccio. The dues over there by the country club had just completely slipped his mind. I was skeptical, I am the first to say. Daniel was no angel and he confessed some terrible things to me, as a priest and as a brother. But he swore on Bridget’s memory that there’d never been any kind of funny business between him and the Colonel. Never.” Father Shea absently touched the crucifix that he wore.


  My partner and the love of my life, Ms. Bruccia, absorbed this intently. Our fine tropical romance was now past. There was sand in our shoes and sweet feelings between us which we had nurtured at her apartment all night. But we were again in the cold Middle West, in the land where the subdued winter light, dull as pewter, makes some people crazy and where troubles abounded. She had a million concerns. Us. And all the stuff I wouldn’t tell her. Groundhog Day approaching at the firm. But Brushy was now a trial lawyer ready for trial. In her own theater all the seats were sold to Toots, even the standing room. Her powers of concentration were phenomenal; great performers of all kinds, athletes, entertainers, share this single-mindedness. And when I assessed her now, I saw nothing subdued. Rather, there was glee, the flame of celebration. She was looking from Toots to Father Shea to me, about to win the case that everyone told her she’d lose, ready to prove to the world at large what every trial lawyer secretly yearns to establish, that she was not merely an advocate or a mouthpiece but a palpable magician.


  Toots had finally recovered his breath and, if possible, looked happier than she did. His old stoved-in face danced around the fire.


  Hitching my shoulder, I strolled them both down the old school hall. There were still those little half-height metal lockers on either side on which various enterprising youngsters had scraped their initials, hearts, and an obscenity or two, all of these symbols now enlarging in rust.


  “Can you believe this?” Brushy asked. “It’s phenomenal.”


  “It certainly is,” I answered. “Just phenomenal. Right at the last minute. After the last minute. So late nobody could even ask this guy boo.”


  Brushy looked at me strangely.


  “Tell her, Toots,” I said.


  The old guy stared up at me dumbly. He wiped his mouth with the heel of his hand.


  “It must have been a tough decision, Toots, to hire someone who looked more like Barry Fitzgerald or Bing Crosby.”


  “Mack,” said Brushy.


  Toots wouldn’t even feign injury.


  “Forget me. Forget you,” I said to him. “She could get disbarred for a stunt like this. And she has a career.”


  He displayed the rumpled-up sour face that appeared whenever I corrected him. He’d sunk onto another bench and was staring vacantly down the hall, rattling his cane and doing his best not to look at me. Somewhere a radiator spit a bit. I had not quite shaken the chill of winter since getting off the plane.


  Brushy, now that it had come through, had lost color.


  “Is he a priest at least?”


  “A priest? I’ll bet you a bundle this guy’s name is Markowitz. He’s straight from central casting.”


  “I believed it,” Brushy said. She touched her head with her short hands and bright fingernails and sat down next to Toots whom she fixed with a brief, baleful look. “I believed it.”


  “Sure you did,” I said. “So would that dope Woodhull, probably. But somebody would figure it out eventually. Here or on the Court’s Commission. If anybody ever asked for this guy’s fingerprints, I’d book a seat on the next stagecoach.”


  The old guy still wasn’t saying anything. He’d learned from the best. If you get caught, dummy up. No good ever came from confessing. I thought about his luminous expression when he had Brushy going. It must have been music to him every time he fixed something. The unraveling of society was his secret symphony. He was the hidden conductor, the only guy who knew the real score. In a way you had to hand it to him. This was the coup de grace. Imagine corrupting your own ethics hearing. Now that would make a story. After all, they forced him. He’d just wanted a continuance.


  Woodhull appeared down the hall, outside the door to the hearing room.


  “What’s going on?” he demanded. His straight thick hair, dirty blond, had fallen down over one eye. Hitler youth. “What are you up to now, Malloy? Who’s that guy?” he asked as he came closer. He meant Father Markowitz, who was still on the bench down the way.


  “Who’s the guy?” Tom repeated. “Is he a witness?”


  Brushy and I looked at each other, neither of us answering.


  “You have a new witness? Now?” It didn’t take much from me to set Tom off. He’d brought a yellow pad with him and he began worrying it in the air, while he let his temper mount. “Eleventh hour, we’re going to get a surprise witness? Who we haven’t heard word one about? Now? Who we haven’t even had a chance to interview?”


  “Talk to him,” Brushy said abruptly. I reached for her arm, and that gesture of restraint was all the encouragement Tom needed.


  “I will,” he said and advanced past the three of us.


  I whisked Brushy around a corner and asked, concisely, if she’d lost her mind.


  “It’s unethical to put him on to testify,” she said. “I know that.”


  “ ‘Unethical’ isn’t the word, Brush. You do straight time for that stuff.”


  “Okay,” she said. “But you said Woodhull would believe him.”


  “So what? You don’t think he’ll drop the case. Woodhull doesn’t know how to change his mind. The testimony’s hearsay, and even if it comes in, he’ll argue that it’s worth nothing, that the judge was just too ashamed to level with his brother. You know the pitch.”


  “But he’ll believe him, right? That’s what you said.”


  “Probably. He’s probably having a shitfit right now.”


  “So he’ll be afraid he’s going to lose. Suddenly. A case every-body thought he was going to win.” She was giving me the reverse of her own logic, which is what I mean about her being quick-witted and devious. “He’ll be willing to settle. For something short of disbarment. That’s what we want. Am I right?”


  I finally saw her point. But there were still problems.


  “Brush, think about this. You just introduced the Deputy Administrator of Bar Admissions and Discipline to a supposed witness who your client told you is an impostor.”


  “My client didn’t tell me anything. I didn’t take any fingerprints. I’m an advocate. And I made no representations. Or introductions. Tom was free-associating. Am I supposed to protect him from himself?” She stared at me. “I believed this guy. If somebody else doesn’t, fine. The witness won’t testify either way. I mean, Mack,” she said quietly, “there’s no downside.”


  Toots was gimping our way. He was having a great time. Father obviously was selling well. There was no point in warning the Colonel about consequences. He’d lived his life jumping chasms, scaling perilous heights. I heard Woodhull’s voice rising around the corner.


  The deal we cut was unique. Under the state law attorneys could be disbarred for five years. After that they were free to reapply, and the Court’s Commission, with a frequency exasperating to BAD, tended to readmit them on the theory that for most of these men and women it was the only profession they knew, like shoemakers who could only make shoes. What we offered on Toots’s behalf was something better: Toots would promise never to practice law again. Not much of a concession, since he didn’t practice anyway, but he would take his name off the door of his firm, give up his office there, and not receive another penny from firm income. If he ever violated the agreement, he would consent to an order of disbarment. In exchange, the proceedings against him ended. No findings. No censure. No record. His name stayed on the rolls. He would never be publicly disgraced.


  Toots, in the grand tradition of clients everywhere, refused to be grateful, becoming reticent as soon as the agreement was announced to the panel.


  “How’m I gonna support myself?” he asked out in the hallway after we had put on our topcoats.


  We both gave him the fisheye. Toots couldn’t spend what was in his mattress if he lived to one hundred.


  “Toots, it’s what you want,” I told him.


  “I like the office,” he said, and no doubt he did. The secretaries who called him Colonel, the phone calls, the pols coming to visit.


  “So take an office down the hall. You’ve retired. That’s all. You’re eighty-three, Colonel. It’s logical.”


  “All right.” But he was downcast. He looked elderly and glum. His color was bad and his skin seemed ripply like the rind on an orange. It’s always sad to see the high brought low.


  “Toots,” I said, “they have never done this for anybody else. It’s a one-of-a-kind. We have to swear to God and the Governor that we’ll never leak one word of this deal to anyone. They can’t admit they backed off on a disbarment.”


  “Yeah?” He liked that better, being a category of one. “So what’s so special about me?”


  “You hired the right lawyers,” I told him. That, finally, made him laugh.


  B. Final Accounting


  Back in the office, Brushy and I went for what is called a victory lap, moseying by the offices of various litigators and casually describing the result. The acclaim was universal, and by the time we reached the desk of our secretary, Lucinda, we were feeling roundly admired, a sensation I experienced with a surprising rush of sentiment, since it had been some time.


  Brush and I stood there checking out our message slips and mail. The firm’s fiscal year ended today, and all partners had received a solemn memo from Martin stating that even with good collections before midnight, income was likely to be down 10 percent. That meant the distribution of points two days hence on Groundhog Day was going to be a slaughterhouse for the lower-level partners like me, since Pagnucci would not allow the top tier to be stinted. As we’d moved cheerfully between offices, the air was already growing fraught. Brushy ran off with her phone messages—one triumph behind her, a world of possible triumphs ahead. I lingered by Lucinda’s work station. There was, as usual, not much doing for me.


  “Same guy’s been calling,” she told me. “Keeps asking when you’ll be back in town.” She had described these calls to me this morning, saying they had started yesterday.


  “Any name?”


  “Just hangs up.”


  Brushy and Lena and Carl were the only people who’d known I was leaving. I hadn’t even told Lyle much more than the fact that I might not be home for a night or two. As near as she could recall, Lucinda said, it sounded like the same man who’d phoned the office on Friday morning before Pigeyes nabbed me out on the street. That fit. Gino or someone from his crew had probably been keeping an eye on the house, maybe even tailed me to the airport, and was trying to figure out where I was now. If Gino was good to his word, he was toting a subpoena for me.


  Or, I thought, it could be Bert. If he’d spoken to Lyle first, he might have figured I was gone. But Lucinda surely would have recognized the voice. Maybe he had Orleans calling for him?


  Lucinda watched me with her usual brimming expression. A stout, handsome, dark-skinned woman, Lucinda keeps her own counsel, but it bruises her heart to work up close to such a living mess. She is a great pro—my salvation, as loyal to me as to Brushy, even though everybody in the place understands that I am the underbill and Brush the big star. Lucinda keeps plugging. A picture of her husband, Lester, and their three kids was at the corner of her desk. They were all posed around the youngest, Reggie, at his high-school graduation.


  “Oh my God!” I said then, when it hit me. “Oh my God, Orleans.” I actually ran the first few steps before I looked back to tell Lucinda I was on my way to Accounting.


  Down there, it was chaos. The place was like a campaign headquarters on election night, with computer terminals clicking and adding machines spilling tape and a lot of people running around full of purpose or desperation. Because of the IRS, everything collected had to be booked today. A number of secretaries and messengers were in line to process the booty of fees finally bludgeoned out of clients. Money—collecting it, counting it, making it—thickened the atmosphere the same way gunpowder and blood embitter the air of battle.


  Behind her clear white desk, Glyndora started out of her chair the instant she saw me, her intent manifest to avoid any further intimate tête-à-têtes.


  “Glyn,” I said, blocking her way. “Whatever happened to the photo of your son? Didn’t you keep it right here?” The picture had been on her desk for years, and on the credenza in her home, a fine-looking lad in his mortarboard and graduation gown. “Remind me,” I told her. “What’s his name? Orleans, right? Not Gaines, though. Carries his dad’s last name, doesn’t he?” I’d remembered now where I’d seen Kam Roberts.


  Junoesque, Glyndora confronted me in silence, a beautiful totem, her dark face tight in anger. But it was like a closet where you couldn’t quite squeeze the door shut because of everything packed inside. There was an edge of something unwanted, beseeching, that undermined her expression and riled her, no doubt worse than anything which I’d said.


  “I don’t want to hurt anybody,” I said to her quietly, and she allowed me to lead her out to the hall. It seemed a bit of a haven, away from the urgent clamor.


  “Have Orleans get a message to Bert,” I told her. “I need to see him. Face-to-face. In Kindle. ASAP. All Bert has to do is name the time and place. Tell him I have to sort things out with him. Ask him to call me here tomorrow.”


  She didn’t answer. Man, those were eyes she had, black and infernal, sizing me up, her mind flopping about furiously behind them. It didn’t take a lot of imagination to figure out what caused all the legendary squabbling in the hallways between Bert and Glyndora, throwing things and calling names. Stay away from my boy. This wasn’t a scene that pleased her, her boss and her lad in the mode of the ancient Greeks. She was probably glad Bert was on the run.


  “Glyndora, I know a lot now. About your son. And I’ve got that memo you bootlegged to Martin, which, you notice, I’m not even asking about. I’m going to try not to hurt anyone. But you’ve got to get that message to Bert. You’re gonna have to trust me.”


  I might as well have asked her for a pot of gold. She despised the position she was in—the weakling, the wanter, the one to say please. Worst of all, she felt something I knew like the back of my hand, as familiar to me as darkness and light, which Glyndora as an act of will had simply abolished from her existence: she was scared. She gummed her lips into her mouth to control herself, then turned to look down the hall where there was nothing to see.


  “Please.” I said it. It was the least I could do. She shook her head, the mass of dark hair, not so much in answer as dismay, and, still without speaking a word, went back to counting our money.


  C. A Word for the Big Guy


  Near five I phoned home, rousing Lyle from a sound sleep. He reported that he’d been getting the same strange calls as Lucinda: ‘Mack there, when’s he back?’ He did not recognize the voice.


  “Did you tell him?”


  “Fuck no, Dad, I know better than that.” His pride and his assumptions, the whole tone of his response, struck me in the desperate total way only Lyle could. It was so clear where he was frozen—the latchkey kid of thirteen whose mommy had warned him about strangers. My boy. Listening to him, I felt for a moment I might simply expire from the pain. It eased a bit as he carried on about the Chevy, which he’d retrieved from the pound with two flats. One hundred eighty-five bucks it cost, plus the ticket, and he wanted the money back. He made the point a number of times.


  I’ve come home again with Brushy tonight. We had takeout Italian, fancy stuff, rigatoni with goat cheese and obscure antipasti, which we consumed between screws. I won’t say how I ate my tiramisu. About an hour ago, as we were drowsing, her back to me, saved from drowning in my arms, Brushy said, “If I ask, you’ll tell me, right?”


  “Ask what?”


  “You know. What’s going on. With the money. Bert. The whole thing. Right? You know, attorney-client. But you’ll tell me.”


  “I think you don’t want to know. I think your life is better without this kind of news.”


  “And I accept that,” she said. “I do. I know you’re right. I trust you. But if I decide, if I really have to know, for whatever reason, you’ll tell me. Right?”


  My eyes were wide in the dark. “Right.”


  So that’s how it is. My warped little dreams, private so long, are now hurling themselves through my life with volcanic force. Perhaps the sheer peril made my lovemaking with Brushy vigorous and prolonged. She sleeps as she’s slept the previous nights, in the comforted grip of her own improbable fantasies, immobile almost, but I am desolate and awake in the dark, chasing away goblins and spooks, out here in her living room now, whispering again into my Dictaphone.


  So you ponder, U You: What is he up to, this guy, Mack Malloy? Believe me, I ask myself the same thing. The apartment is surrounded by the odd silences of winter—the windows closed tight, the heat whispering, the cold keeping idle souls from the street. Since I actually committed this stunt, robbing TN blind and preparing to blame it on somebody else, my ma’s barking accusatory voice seems to be with me wherever I go. She regarded herself as devout, one of the Pope’s own Catholics, her life whirling like a pinwheel where the Church was at the very center, but her religious thought seemed to dwell mostly on the devil, who was regularly invoked, particularly whenever she was remonstrating with me.


  But it wasn’t the devil that made me do it. All in all, I think I’m just sick of my life. It seemed like such a terrific idea. But it was my fancy, my folly, my fun-time escapade. There’s no sharing. Hell, it turns out, is being stuck forever listening to your own jokes.


  So who is this for? Why bother talking? Elaine always had the same hope. ‘Mack, you won’t die without a priest at your side.’ Probably right. I’m a short-odds player. But maybe this is the first act of contrition, part of the process that the Church these days calls reconciliation, where your heart, unburdened, rises to God. What do I know?


  So here goes. Big Guy, Big Entity, Big Being, if you’re up there listening, I suppose you will think what you like. But please forgive me. I need it tonight. I did what I wanted and now I am sorry as hell. We both know the truth: I have sinned, big-time. Tomorrow I’ll have my stuff back. I’ll be bitter and ready to stick it to everyone else. I’ll be the apostate, agnostic, you won’t cross my mind. But like me tonight, accept me one moment before I reject you, as I reject everyone else. If you can forgive infinitely, then forgive this, and have an instant of pity for your ragtag creation, sad Bess Malloy’s boy.
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  XXIV. YOUR INVESTIGATOR

HIDES OUT


  A. Waiting for Bert


  Brushy had an early meeting and went rushing off at seven, wrestling into her coat as she grabbed her briefcase, a jelly doughnut stuffed whole into her mouth. I was still in bed and lingered amid my lover’s possessions. Brushy’s apartment had an overcrowded urban air. She was on the first floor of a brown-stone with nifty Victorian touches—raised moldings and patterned plaster, and those little breastlike caps in the ceiling where the gas fixtures had been removed. There were tall pine shutters on the street-side windows that ran floor to ceiling, and many plants, and walls of books, stacks of everything. No real art to speak of—a couple of tasteful posters, but strictly representational stuff, no more adventurous than a bowl of fruit. In the bedroom, where I would have expected maybe a mirror or a trapeze, there was little furnishing, except for a king-size bed and heaps of dirty clothing at the corners of her closet, laundry on one side, dry cleaning on the other. She looked, appropriately, like a person with a busy life.


  About eight-forty, as I was getting ready to head out, the phone rang. Better not to answer, I figured. What if it was one of Brushy’s pinup legion of male admirers? What if Tad Krzysinski was asking if he could slip her the big one at lunch? I let it go to the answering machine and heard Brush emphatically telling me to pick up.


  “You better stay where you are,” she said.


  “You’re coming home for an interlude?”


  “I just met Detective Dimonte.”


  “Oh Christ.”


  “He was looking for you. I told him I was your attorney.”


  “He have a grand jury subpoena?”


  “That’s why he was here.”


  “Did you accept service?”


  “Told him I wasn’t authorized.”


  “Clever lady. What else did he want to know?”


  “Where you were.”


  I asked what she’d said, then realized the inevitable response and repeated it with her: “Attorney-client.”


  “I’ll bet he was in a mood,” I added.


  “You might say. I told him I’d have you get in touch.”


  “When I’m ready.”


  “He’ll come looking for you, won’t he?”


  “He is already. He may even follow you. And I wouldn’t talk too much more on this phone either.”


  “Could he get a wiretap order that fast?”


  “Pigeyes doesn’t know from court orders. He’s got a guy at the phone company he caught buying cocaine or with his thing in a glory hole who he makes throw switches for him when need be.”


  “Oo,” said Brush.


  “Attractive guy, right?”


  “Well, actually,” said Brushy. “I mean, you’d say masculine.”


  “Don’t do this to me, Brush. Tell me you’re only saying that because he might be listening.”


  She laughed. I took a moment to think.


  “Look, I better cut out—just in case he got enterprising. I’m supposed to hear from a certain tall missing partner of ours today. Make sure Lucinda forwards the call to you. Don’t get into any extended conversations over this phone. Tell him to give you the information I wanted on 7384. Follow?” She assured me she did. 7384 was G&G’s fax line. I looked forward to Gino listening in on that screech, the mating call of two machines. He couldn’t tap that.


  I gathered my briefcase, still packed with everything from Pico Luan, and walked down about three blocks, where there was another location of Dr. Goodbody’s. I knew I’d have to deal with Gino eventually. But only after I talked to Bert and figured out what I could say. I had plans—millions, in fact. Soon I’d have to choose.


  I spent the day at the health club, hairy-eyeballing the gals in their leotards and playing with the machines. I’ve passed time like this before. After all those years in saloons, I just get this yen to be near people I don’t know. With a towel around my shoulders, dressed in a pair of gray sweats, I hop on the stepper, punch in a bunch of numbers, and jump off shortly after the thing begins to move. I do some pulls at one of the weight stations. Eventually I find someone to talk to, one of those dumb little chats that a drunkard gets to like, where I can pretend to be someone who’s never exactly like me.


  Today I stuck pretty much to myself. Every now and then I’d try to think through all the alternate routes up ahead, if this, if that, but it was too much for me. Instead, I found myself oddly preoccupied with my mother, feeling as I did last night, punished and without too much hope. I’d made my big move, so why wasn’t I happy? At times I sensed myself on the verge of laments I’d heard from her, all this stuff about life being hard, being bitter, barren choices, none of them good.


  I called the office now and then. Brushy had heard nothing from Bert and instead ended up describing the intense local anxieties with Groundhog Day tomorrow and firm income down 12 percent from last year. When I called again at four, Lucinda answered Brushy’s line. Brush was out at a meeting. There was still no word from Bert, but I had two other messages. Martin and Toots.


  I phoned the old guy first. I knew just what was coming: he’d thought it out overnight and was going to back off the deal with BAD, he’d rather get clobbered, he was too old to change. The thought was excruciating.


  “I love the deal,” he said first thing.


  “You do?”


  “I wanted you to know, on account of yesterday I might not a looked too happy, but I love the deal. Love it. I told some guys, they tell me, you musta hired Houdini for your lawyer. Nobody’s ever heard of nothing like this.”


  I mumbled something, just once, about how Brushy deserved credit too.


  “You done me right, Mack.”


  “We tried.”


  “So listen, so you know: you need, you got. Call Toots.”


  The Colonel was not the kind of guy who was hot air when he said he owed a favor. It was, in fact, quite a privilege. Like having a fairy godmother and three magic wishes. I could have a leg broken or get certain performers to sing if Lyle ever had anything like a wedding. This was the part of the practice Brushy was addicted to, somebody saying thanks for the help, not everyone could have done it. I told Toots at length how great it had been to represent him and, at the moment, meant it.


  “Where are you?” asked Martin when he came to the phone.


  “Out and about.”


  “About where?” There was a new note here, a harsh tensile quality to his voice. I’d heard Martin talk like this to opponents, the man raised among tough guys.


  “About where I am. What’s up?”


  “We need to talk.”


  “Okay.”


  “In person. I’d like you to come in.”


  It struck me just like that—Martin was doing me wrong. Pig-eyes was sitting there, with his smug smile, loving it as my mentor delivered the sucker punch. Then, just as quickly, I rejected the thought. After all the sewage under the bridge, I still wanted to believe in the guy. There are no victims.


  “What’s our general subject?” I asked.


  “Your investigation. There’s a document you found, apparently.” The memo. He’d talked to Glyndora. He was going to posture. He was going to be magical Martin, potent and charming. However slyly, he was going to ask me to give it back. I breathed in the phone.


  “No can do.” Sentiment was one thing, but I wasn’t going anywhere near the Needle with Pigeyes and his posse posted nearby.


  “Just maintain the status quo, will you?” said Martin. “Will you promise me that?”


  Without answering, I put down the phone.


  I called in again at five-thirty. Brushy picked up herself.


  “He’s ready to see you,” she said.


  “Don’t say anything else.”


  “Okay. But how can I get this message to you?”


  I thought a second. “Maybe you should come see me.”


  “What about being followed?”


  “You and I had lunch last week.”


  “Right.”


  “And then we went somewhere else.”


  “Okay.” The hotel. She got it.


  “Before we went upstairs, you went somewhere on your own. Remember?”


  She laughed a little when she caught my drift.


  “That’s where you’ll be? Where I went?”


  “Center pew. One hour.”


  “O-kay,” she sang. If I said so.


  B. Looking for Love in All the Wrong
Places, Part 2


  The bar at the Dulcimer House hotel has one of those great after-work scenes where the young gals, the secretaries and bank tellers and female functionaries who are not sure if they’re looking for fun or a life, go to be ogled and throw back half-price drinks while various guys, bachelors and married fellas with undisciplined dicks, line up three deep at the bar, hoping for some quick drunken action to think of tomorrow at work. As I stood in the distinguished lobby, with its wedding-cake ceiling ribboned in gold, the emanations from the bar intruded, strange as radio signals from deep space: the booming dance music, the garlicky reek of various warm hors d’oeuvres, the carousing voices hoarse with thwarted emotion and ambient lust.


  The restrooms were down a short carpeted corridor off the lobby. I waited outside the Ladies’, which Brushy had visited as we were checking in last week. Pigeyes would never work with a female cop and he was too old-line and prudish to even think of following her in. He’d wait at the door like Lassie. I spent about five minutes in the hallway, circumspectly checking out the ingress and egress, then stopped a young lady ready to enter.


  “Say, my wife’s been in there awhile. Would you let me know if she’s okay when you come out?”


  She was back in a jiffy.


  “There’s nobody in there.”


  “No,” I said. She was standing at the door, which was decorated with a buxom silhouette, and I held it with one hand and gradually slid into the vestibule, pushing shyly at the inner door. “Shirley?” I called, averting my face so I did not even peek. I turned a little more front and center, yelled in again, and heard my voice ringing off the pink tiles. The girl hunched her shoulders and went back to party.


  As soon as she was gone, I stalked into the john and locked myself in the center stall. Resting my briefcase on the toilet paper dispenser, I stood up on the fixture so that no gal would see my wingtips and start yodeling. I squatted there hoping Brushy would be hasty. At 255, my thighs would burn out quickly.


  I found myself eye level with two bolt holes originally meant to hold some coat hook or other apparatus. Unutilized, they could serve from this peculiar vantage as a kind of peephole. A gentleman never would, of course, but who said I was Sir Galahad? About a minute along, a great-looking gal in a black dress with tassels entered the stall next to me and I got, as usual, just what I deserved. She didn’t touch her zipper or hike her skirt. Instead, she took a minute to remove her rings, then put the middle three fingers of her right hand as far down her throat as could fit. When they came out, she touched each hand to the metal sides of the stall, bucked her head deliriously a couple of times, and puked her guts out. Varoom. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The force of it all drove her down to her knees, and she shook her fine head of black curls a little bit, then cleared her throat with a crackling expulsion. A second later I peeped over the top of the stall and saw her by the sink freshening her breath with an atomizer. She tossed out her curls with her long red nails and shoved her boobs back into her push-up bra with a hand underneath each, then lingered to give herself a sizzling look in the mirror. Wednesday night and ready for fun.


  I was still trying to figure out what to make of that one when I heard Brushy say my name. She rattled the door. After I closed us in together, she gave me a big smooch, right there next to the toilet bowl.


  “I think this is all very exciting,” she whispered. That was Brushy, part of what had led her on the world penis tour or ignited some of her interest in me: raw curiosity, the fact that she wanted to see life’s every side, savor every far-flung experience. As I’ve said, I always find female bravery notable and attractive.


  “So where is he?” I asked.


  “Wait. Don’t you want to hear how I shook the tail?” She loved the lingo, the cops and robbers. Brushy thought she was in a movie where I was going to do something smart and save us all, not run away with the money. She described a circuitous route through various buildings in Center City, a stop at a client’s, and entry here through the back door of the bar. She would have eluded Joe Friday.


  She was searching through her little black purse when we heard the restroom door open. I jumped back up on the bowl, so that I was basically rubbing my zipper on Brushy’s nose. Being Brushy, she found this pretty amusing. I covered my lips with a straight finger, and just to let me know she cared, Brush gave my pecker a pat and took the opportunity to start unzipping my fly. I swatted her hand.


  The water ran at the sink. Somebody was doing a makeover. Brushy tugged on the zipper. I scowled and mouthed various vituperations, but she loved the circumstance, me in this bondage of silence and place, and pretty soon she was down to business and getting a response. She had old J.P. out there, touch, kiss, prod, and consume, aided by some quick dancing work of the fingertips, and she might have finished if some gal hadn’t pulled into the stall next door. The nearby audience diminished my interest, but the whispers and giggling and squirming around were apparently audible to our neighbor, who seemed to jump up. On her way out she put one eye to the breach between the stall door and the post and said, “Weird.”


  “You are,” I said, when we were alone again. “Weird.”


  “To be continued,” Brushy answered. I was in my rough tweed sport jacket, and when she saw my sour look she dug her fingers in. “Come on, Mack. This is wild. Be wild. Enjoy it.”


  I just shook my head and asked about Bert. She gave me the note he had faxed: “Behind 462 Salguro. 10 p.m.” Recognizing the address, I laughed.


  “It’s the Russian Bath.”


  “Aren’t they closed then?”


  “I suppose that’s the point.”


  “Will you come see me afterwards?”


  “They’re gonna sit on your house, Brush. They might.”


  She was funny and melodramatic. “Is this goodbye forever?”


  I don’t think she liked the uncompromising square-jawed expression she got in response. She wanted to be lovey-dovey and lighthearted here in the bathroom stall, giddy and teenaged, as if singing a chorus or two of “I Got You, Babe” would conquer all.


  “I want to see you,” she said. “I want to make sure you’re all right.”


  “I’ll call.”


  She gave me the eye. After all, she’d followed me to Central America. So we made a plan. She wouldn’t go home, because Gino might pick her up there. Instead, she’d grab a taxi, have it circle the block twice to see if she was being followed. Maybe in the movies coppers can tail somebody for days unseen, but in real life it takes four cars at least, someone to go in every direction, and if the mark knows you’re there, nine times out of ten you get lost or he’s flipping you off in the rearview or sending you a round when you follow him into a tavern. If she came away without company, we agreed Brushy would go to a chain hotel three blocks down. Just check in for the night. Leave a key at the desk. And buy me a toothbrush.


  I told her to take off first now. I waited in the vestibule between the doors and she rapped once to signal the hallway was clear. Then I gave her a few minutes to get a lead and take any trailing companions with her. Naturally some old biddy with flossed-up beauty-parlor hair came in then and did a triple-take and a haughty who-are-you look, and I had to pirouette around and play like I thought this all-pink enclosure was actually the men’s room and then bow my way back out the door.


  No Pigeyes in sight, none of his pals. I put on a winter hat and drew up my muffler and went out to see if I could talk a hack into taking a ride at night into the West End. I was thinking about Brushy. She had kissed me goodbye in the bathroom, a long, lingering embrace full of all her spunk and ardor, and issued fateful advice before disappearing: “Don’t get another rash.”




  XXV. THE SECRET LIFE OF

KAM ROBERTS, PART TWO


  I got to the West End with more than an hour and a half to spare and I spent the time in a little Latin bar on the corner near the Bath where almost no English was spoken. I sat sipping soda pops, sure every second that I was going to break down and order a drink. I was thinking about Brushy and not enjoying it much, wondering what-all that was coming to, whether I wanted what she did or could give it, and as a result, I was in one of my most attractive moods, refusing to move my elbows and waiting for somebody to try to hoist my no-good Anglo ass.


  But the fellas here were pretty good-natured. They were watching one of those taped boxing matches from Mexico City on the bar TV, commenting en español, and taking peeks now and then at yours truly, figuring all in all I was too big to mess with. Eventually I got into the mood, joshing with them, throwing around my four or five words of Spanish, and recalling my longtime conclusion that a neighborhood joint like this might be the single best class of places on earth. I was more or less raised at The Black Rose, a terrible thing to admit maybe, considering the rumpot I turned out to be, but in a neighborhood of tenements and tiny homes, people longed for a place where they could expand, lift an elbow without knocking down the crockery. At the Rose, it was all right if your wife came; there were kids running round the tables and jerking on their mothers’ sleeves; there was singing and those jokes. Humans warmed by one another’s company. And me, as a kid, I couldn’t ever wait to get out of there, to blow the whole scene. I recollected this with chagrin, but suspected for reasons I couldn’t explain that I’d end up feeling the same way if you put me back there today.


  Ten o’clock even, I headed out and walked down the alley. This was a big-city neighborhood where the cops and the mayor long ago installed those orange sodium lights with their garish candlepower that seemed to turn the world black and white, but the alley was still all kinds of menacing shadows—garbage cans and dumpsters, sinister alcoves and iron-barred doorways, a lot of lurking spots for Mr. S/D, Stranger Danger, to smile and wield his knife. Walking on, I had the usual dry rot in the mouth and watery knees. I heard a grating clank and stopped dead. Someone was out here waiting for me. I reminded myself that was how it was supposed to be, I was meeting somebody.


  When I got closer, I saw a figure beckoning. It was the Mexican, Jorge, Mr. Third World Anger, who’d questioned me the day I was down here. He stood in the alley in bathroom slippers and an iridescent blue silk robe. His hands were shoved deep in his pockets and you could see the great puffs of his breath hazing above him in a blade of light angling from the doorway behind. He chucked his face in my direction and said, “Eh.”


  Bert was inside, out of sight of the door. We seemed to be in a supply area behind the locker room, and he greeted me as eagerly as he had the other night. Meanwhile, Jorge engaged the dead bolt on the door and padded off. Apparently he was going back to sleep. He paused to poke his head down the hall.


  “When you leave, lock it. And, men, don’t leave nobody see your ass. I don’ want no fuckin shit here. I tole you a long time ago, hombre, you was fucked up, all fucked up.” He said this to Bert, but he pointed at me. “I tole you, too.”


  Jorge, Bert said, had to get up at four, arrange the stones which had been in the oven firing all night, and make the place ready for the bathers who’d begin arriving as early as 5:30 a.m. I wondered where Jorge stood with the outfit guys. There were a lot of them that came around here to steam off the stink of corruption and ugly deeds. Jorge, I suspected, kept everyone’s secrets. But if a guy with a tommy gun or a coat hanger knocked on the front door now, Jorge’d point out where we were and go back to sleep. It was a tough life.


  I told Bert we had to talk.


  “How about the Bath?” he asked. “You know, oven’s on. It’s blow-your-brains-out hot in there. It’ll be great. Get all that oil and stuff right up to the skin. How about it?”


  I had some thoughts, silly bigoted ones, about sitting around naked with Bert, even wrapped in a bedsheet, and then I began to feel sheepish and stupid, sure that if I said no he’d read that as the motive. So we hung our clothes in the lockers and Bert found the way down, both of us in the ocher-colored bedsheets cinched at our bellies and worn much like skirts. Bert didn’t dare burn a light near a window. The shower room outside the bath remained dark, and the bath itself was lit only by a single bulb that left a gloomy light the color of tea. The stones had all been shoveled back into the oven and the room was arid, the great fire roasting the air. Even so, the place still had a vaguely vernal scent. Bert cracked the door a bit on the oven and then sat himself down on the top bench in the stepped wooden room and made exultant noises in the withering heat.


  You’d have thought he had no troubles, chatting away about the Super Bowl, until I asked him to tell me on the level how it had been. He looked down then between his knees and didn’t answer. Scary times, I suppose. Here was a fella who’d flown wartime missions, who knew what it was like being throttled by fright. But time had passed; the imagination takes over; honest memories fade. The pain of fear had plainly surprised him.


  “I been eating fried food. Drinking bad water, man. Can’t tell what’s gonna get me first. You know?” He smiled. Loopy old Bert. He thought he was funny. Lead from the tap or a gun barrel was lead either way.


  “And where the hell have you been hiding out?” I asked.


  He laughed at the question.


  “Brother,” he said and laughed again. “Here, there, and everywhere. Seeing the sights. Tried to keep moving.”


  “Well, let’s take today, for instance. Where’d you start out?”


  “Today? Detroit.”


  “Doing what?”


  He fidgeted in the dense heat while words evaded him.


  “Orleans had a game up there last night,” he said finally. He was looking the other way as he said it and he didn’t say any more. I got the picture: Bert was seeing all the best places, Detroit and La Salle–Peru, chasing Orleans, romancing on game nights in funky motels, places like the U Inn.


  “And what about money? What’ve you been doing to live?”


  “I had a credit card in another name.”


  “Kam Roberts?”


  That startled him momentarily. He’d forgotten what I knew.


  “Right. I thought it’d be better than using my own, they’d have a harder time tracking me down, but they did anyway.”


  “I thought Orleans used that card.”


  “I had one, he had one. We scissored them finally. The cards were about to expire anyway. But we piled up some cash. That’s okay. What the hell do I need? A motel with cable, I’m cool. It’s just those guys, man. They were right on us. They were checking at stores where Orleans used the card, stuff like that. Scared the hell out of us both. Man.” He looked at me. “Those guys were cops, you’re saying?”


  “They’re hot on the trail.” I had remained on my feet. I figured if I kept the sheet clutched around me and my butt off the boards, I’d make Brushy happy and come home unblemished. “That’s our problem, Bert. The coppers. They know I’ve been looking for you, so now they’re looking for me, especially after that runaround at the House of the Hands on Friday. I haven’t slept at home for four nights. You and I have to scope out what I tell them, Bert, cause ‘I dunno’ doesn’t really seem to cut it. This whole thing with Orleans—I’d like to know how it happened, just so we can figure what kind of dance step I do.”


  I wasn’t facing him then. There was no point in that. Even so, I could feel him sort of hanging, suspended in space as we sat here in this hot wooden box.


  “I mean, you know,” he said behind me.


  “Right,” I said. We were going forward easy. “You met him when he came to visit his mom at work. Something like that.”


  “Right.”


  So we stumbled around in conversation and Bert told me the tale of Orleans and him in his own half-ass way. We were there broiling, not looking at each other, just two voices in the tea-gloomy light and incredible heat. Bert wasn’t much of a story-teller. He did a lot of shit-out-of-luck mumbling. “You know,” he’d say, “you know.” And I did, I guess. I got the point. Orleans changed Bert’s life the way people’s lives are ordinarily altered only by human violence and natural disasters—volcanoes, hurricanes, typhoons. You see the pictures all the time, some poor son of a bitch in his hip waders, looking with zoned-out disbelief at the roof of what used to be his house, now angled into the black waters of the flood. That was Bert after Orleans. I’d only seen the guy across the distance of a basketball court, so I couldn’t tell you a thing about him, except that he was a fine-looking young fellow. But as I put the pieces together, my two bits, he was sort of high-strung and erratic. Apparently he’d been a high-school football star who tore up his knee and suffered a lot over that, getting cut out of athletics, then started refereeing various sports while he was still in college. These days he taught grade school p.e. as a sub and reffed, but his principal occupation apparently was fighting with his mother. He had a peculiar job history, moving in and out of town, always coming back, living at home half the time. I suppose Glyndora wanted him to be different and he was engaged in the usual parent-child struggle, always angry with her and wanting her to accept him, the way we all want with our folks at one level or another.


  Somehow, though, they connected. For Bert, it was epochal. Orleans, I took it, was Bert’s first actual real-life thing, and Bert was in love with him the way you’d love the genie if you’d found that magic lamp. Orleans to Bert was liberty. Destiny. In the midst of his longing, his attachment, Bert was also wild with gratitude. It’s hard to believe that this could really happen in this day and age—people who live on the other side of earth from what they’re really feeling—but the old copper in me says it occurs every day. Look at Nora. Look at me. Suddenly you’re at an age when your own naughty thoughts exhaust you; no matter how much you try to ignore them, they remain. Whatever ugly stamp they place on your soul is impressed there indelibly. You might as well be whatever it is they say you are. You are anyway.


  So they got their rumba going, Bert and Orleans, and Glyndora caught on and went wild. I got the feeling that was okay with Orleans, to be causing that kind of ruction.


  Bert was walking back and forth now on the tier above me, roaming on his big feet with the long nails and the calluses from his loafers and athletic shoes. His black hair was heavy with perspiration and his unshaven cheeks looked darker in the heat.


  “And how’d this betting thing happen? Whose idea?”


  “Oh, you know, man,” he said again, for the one hundredth time. “There was never any idea about it. We’d talk games. Players. Stuff like that. You know how it is, you hang with somebody, you kind of figure what they’re thinking, I mean maybe he’d say— He’d say. You know, before the Michigan game, he’d say, ‘I’m going to call Ayres tight, he’s a street player, you got to call him tight.’ Or Erickson at Indiana. All elbows.”


  “And you’d bet it. Right? If Ayres was going to be called tight, you’d bet against Michigan.”


  “Yeah,” he said. He was slowed by shame. “It didn’t seem like much. Just a little edge. I didn’t really think twice.”


  “Did Orleans know?”


  “To start?”


  “Eventually?”


  “Man, do you know I bet the games?”


  “I do,” I said. Orleans, he was saying, knew too. I thought for a sec about Bert as a gambler. What was it that compelled him? Did he lust to feel favored by chance, or did he want to dare punishment? What drew him? The men? Or the sport? The grace, the fact that it was all winners and losers with no compromise? Something. It was part of the game of hide-and-seek he was playing with himself.


  “Did he ask if you bet his games?”


  “Not like that. He’d just ask what I was down on. You know, I’d tell him. He wasn’t even sure where he was going until 4:30 the day before.” This was slow: “He never said I’m gonna fix this. It was nothing like that.”


  “But did you notice that he was taking care of it?”


  I dared a look back at Bert, who was standing on the top tier, his head in the rafters, his black eyes still and stricken.


  “You want a real fucking yuk? When I knew what he was doing—when I saw it, you know, I was happy. I was fucking pleased. God.” Bert suddenly reached forward and hooked one hand on the beam and leaned out, muscles articulate in his long arm, wincing, holding on to his sheet with the other hand. What he’d thought was that Orleans was in love with him. That’s why he liked it. Not the money. Not even bragging rights in this room. Because it was a token of love. Now he was in pain.


  “What a sick stupid thing,” he said.


  I realized suddenly that I had been looking forward to having this out with Bert for my own reasons. Here we both were, two middle-aged men, big-deal successes, sort of at least, and both of us felons. There may be no honor among thieves, but there is a kind of community, knowing that you’re no weaker than somebody else. And I guess I’d been thinking that cornering Bert, making him account for himself, I’d have an answer or two to throw back at that nagging voice of my ma’s. But this was a letdown. Bert’s was a crime of passion. Not in the sense that the object of the scam was secondary; maybe it was with me too. But because for Bert and for Orleans there was really no scam at all. It was simply a stepping-stone, a point of access to the place they needed to go, Bert especially, where “wrong” didn’t even exist.


  “And how did Archie find out?” I asked him.


  “Well, Christ, he’s taking the bets. All the sudden I’m betting one game heavy three times a week and making a bundle. I didn’t want him to get hurt. I’d tell him, Watch out for this one. Everybody down here had money in Archie’s book.” Bert took an instant to explain Archie’s system with Infomode, everybody with a credit card and a funny handle. One guy’s Moochie. Hal Diamond got called Slick. Bert was Kam.


  “We sit here, we’re talking games for hours. And, you know, we keep track of each other. Real close. You know how that is. We’re all in each other’s pockets.”


  So pretty soon everybody here knew. They’d kid Bert. ‘What’s Kam Roberts got today?’ Bert realized it was a mistake. Afterwards. At the time he couldn’t resist. That was his way: talk and swagger. I’m a fella. Who says we’ll ever change?


  “Archie had no idea where you were getting the information?”


  “I wasn’t talking, I don’t know what they thought. Some connect to the players, I guess.”


  I paused to put it together in my head. “And Orleans got the credit card?”


  Wrong thing to say. Bert popped. He came down a tier, cat-quick, got right up in my face. My favorite madman.


  “Hey, fuck yourself, Mack. It wasn’t like that. Christ, it’s part-time work. Refereeing. He’s a teacher. You know, you have money, you give a friend money. Get real. I had this credit card, money to spend. That’s all, man. But it wasn’t like that. Don’t give me that crap.” Orleans wasn’t really fixing games. Bert wasn’t really sharing the proceeds. It wasn’t corruption. Not in their minds. It was love. Which, of course, it was.


  Behind me I heard a faucet loosen and water begin to run. He had turned on one of the spigots between the boards and was filling a bucket, getting ready to do that number with the icy aqua over the head.


  I realized about then that I’d sat down. I jumped up and did some heavy-legged version of the hootchy-kootchy, swearing, swatting at my big broad Irish bottom as if that was going to do any good. Bert watched, but I didn’t explain. I pushed him back to the story.


  I said, “So play it out for me. Some dude with brass knuckles starts making an impression on Archie, telling him he’s got to give up the fixer, and all he can give them is you. And you find Archie in your refrigerator and go for the world tour, right?”


  “Sort of. I knew I was leaving. Martin had pretty much convinced me of that.”


  Bingo. I watched the sweat gathering among all my gray chest hairs, the rivulets running over the swell of my belly and dampening the sheet bundled there.


  “Martin had?” I asked. “Fill in the blank, Bert. Where does Martin fit?”


  Bert’s reaction was amazing. He hooted.


  “What a question!”


  “Where he fits? Martin?”


  “Hey, the answer’s like, ‘In Glyndora,’ ” said Bert and, smirking like an absolute juvenile, circled his index finger and thumb and poked a finger through the form a couple of times. The gesture was so silly but direct that we both laughed out loud. What a life! Here we were, me and Bert of all people, giggling about somebody else’s peccadilloes.


  “Mar-tin?”


  “Fuckin A,” he answered.


  “No way.”


  “It’s ancient history. Years ago. Not now. Orleans was in grade school. But they’re still like, what would you say—” Bert shifted a hand. “I mean, when things get heavy for her, that’s who she goes to. Not just around the firm, man. You know. Life.”


  “Martin and Glyndora,” I said. I was still marveling. I have made addled party-time chatter with Martin’s wife, Nila, for years and know nothing more about her than what meets the eye: elegant looks and cultivated manners. I’d always assumed that Martin was happily wed to his own pretensions. The idea of him with a girlfriend was somehow at odds with his projected image of complete self-sufficiency.


  “So what problem did Glyndora come to him with?” I asked. “I still don’t understand why he got involved.”


  Bert didn’t answer. By now I knew what that meant. Go gently. We were on that subject.


  “She was upset about you getting to know Orleans?”


  “Right,” said Bert. He took his time. “He was in the middle at first. A mediator, I don’t know what you’d say. She was just out of control. You know her. She’s pretty nuts on this subject.” He glanced up bleakly, a one-eyed peekaboo. In the meantime, with that remark, I got a load of the family dynamic. Orleans had grabbed Mom’s attention big-time. Not just ‘This is how I am,’ but ‘I am—with your boss. Your world.’ I knew Bert would never recognize these intentions. He was like somebody with a perceptual disorder. His own emotions so dominated him that he had little perspective on anyone else.


  “Then Martin found out about this, the betting. Man, it was Mount Saint Helens. He was more ticked than Glyndora. He told me straight up we were in way too deep. You know, he learned all about these guys growing up. He said the best thing was for me just to clear out. Disappear.


  “And it started to actually sound okay, you know?” Bert said. “New life. That whole thing. Just drop out of sight. For a while anyway. Get out of the firm. You ever hear of Pigeon Point?”


  “No.”


  “It’s in California. North. On the coast. I found this ad. For an artichoke farm. I’ve been out there now. You know it’s foggy. Amazing, man. The fog comes in over the artichokes twice a day. You barely have to water them. Great crops. And it’s a phenomenal food.” He started on the fucking vitamin count, more information in five seconds than a label on a can, and I let him go on, struck again by that notion. The new life. The new world. God, the mere thought still made my heart sing. Then, unexpectedly, I recalled that I had nearly six million dollars in my name in two foreign bank accounts and was gripped by an urgent question I could just as well have asked myself.


  “So why aren’t you gone?”


  “He won’t leave.” Bert threw his big hands in my direction, the fingers crippled by desperation. “The dumbfuck won’t go. I’ve begged him. I beg him three times a week.” He stared at me, unhinged by the thought, and then turned away rather than confront what he could tell I was seeing—that Bert had given up his life to protect Orleans, and Orleans, when push came to shove, lacked the same dedication. Maybe Orleans couldn’t honk off his mother sufficiently from two thousand miles away. Maybe, in the end, he didn’t really have it for Bert. However it went, Bert’s crusade was a one-way thing. I saw something else then, that this romance, Bert and Orleans, wasn’t the high-flown love of the poets. There was something bad in it, it was tethered to pain; there was a reason Bert was so long telling himself the truth he did not want to know.


  And even so, I envied him for a minute. Had I ever loved anybody like that? My feelings for Brushy seemed flimsy in the intense heat. But what about time? I thought. Maybe with time. Life has these two poles, it seems. You go one way or the other. We’re always choosing: passion or despair.


  “I’ve told him about the police,” Bert said. “He doesn’t believe it.”


  “They’ll be pretty convincing if they catch him.”


  “Can you talk to them?” he asked finally. “The cops? Are they friends of yours?”


  “Hardly,” I said, but I sat there smiling. It was terrible really, the joy I took at the notion of skunking Pigeyes. I already had a few ideas.


  The heat and the hour were gradually making me faint. I turned on the water and poured a cold bucket for myself, but didn’t have the stamina or the courage to dump it over my head. I stood there before Bert, dabbing the water on my face and my chest, while I tried a moment to figure out what all this meant for me. There was a whisper about of the oven and the rocks barely sizzling.


  “You don’t know a thing about what’s been going on at the firm, do you? The money? That whole thing?”


  The sweat ran into his eyes and Bert blinked. He had his impenetrable black look: he doesn’t understand you and never will.


  I asked if the name Litiplex rang any bells.


  “Jake?” he asked.


  I nodded.


  “Didn’t Jake send me some memo? And I wrote him a bunch of checks on the 397 account? Yeah,” Bert let his long body bob. He was remembering. “Something was very touchy. It was a mix-up with the plaintiffs. Jake was afraid Krzysinski would roast his hind end when he heard Jake had to pay these expenses. Big, big goddamn secret. Jake was very uptight on this thing.” Bert reflected. “Something’s fucked-up, huh?” he asked.


  “You might say.”


  “Yeah,” he said, “you know, now that I’m thinking, maybe a month ago Martin asked me about this. This Litiplex. But he was like, no problem, no big deal.”


  That would have been when Martin saw the memo and the checks. Glyndora, of course, would have come to him first when she noticed.


  “So what’s the story?” Bert asked.


  I laid it out briefly: No Litiplex. The numbered account in Pico Luan. Bert seemed to regard it as remotely amusing until I got to the part where Martin and Glyndora manipulated appearances to make it look like the money was his.


  “Me? Those fuck-ers! Me? I don’t believe it.” He’d jumped to his feet. I was abruptly reminded of trying cases with Bert, his sudden courtroom rages, objecting to a leading question like it was the landing of foreign troops on our soil. I waited for him to cool off.


  “Just answer me straight, Bert. There’s no deal between you and Martin for you to take the blame for this? The money?”


  “Are you kidding? Fuck no, man.”


  “Nothing? No wink, no nod?”


  “No. NFW. That’s scumbag stuff.” This was Bert, who had deceived millions of Americans about the outcome of sporting events, who had thought with his dick and made a profit besides, but he was on his high horse. He had the same lunatic look as when he talked about the secret poisons some faceless “they” put in his foods. He got back up on one of the moisture-blackened benches and poured the bucket over his head, and came out of the flood glaring. I had an odd thought at that moment of how much he reminded me of Glyndora.


  We went upstairs to dress then, both turned pretty sulky and without much to say. Bert had a bag in his locker with deodorant and whatnot and let me use his stuff.


  “Who is it?” he asked me suddenly. “With the money?”


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  “Yeah, but—” He shrugged.


  I’d spent the last few days delving into the depths of the mind of Martin Gold. It was like walking downward in some endless cave. From the start Martin must have figured that if he hung this on Bert no one would ever contradict him. Not Jake, of course. Not Bert, who was on permanent leave, hiding from hit men among the artichokes. Not clueless old me. Not even the TN board, which, if informed of the loss, had nothing to gain by making a public fuss that would only attract attention to what was left of the 397 surplus. By blaming Bert, Martin would keep everything tidy.


  And I could have gone along with that, Martin’s scheme to save the world as I knew it. Unless Pigeyes caught him, Bert wasn’t going to surface. Any day now Jake would discover that he’d developed a hole in his pocket down in Pico Luan, but so what? Self-preservation would prevent Jake from making an international scene. He couldn’t start hollering, Where’s all that money I stole? Trumped and taken, Jake would probably blame Bert too. It could work out for me Martin’s way. In a couple months I could retire from the firm, vacationing when need be in Pico Luan.


  But when I’d steamed out the shellacked doors of the Club Belvedere on Saturday and sat up all night hatching plans, I was gripped by ornery impulses. I’d developed the fixed intention to smite Martin and the whole smarmy scheme. Since then I’d hoped against hope at moments. I came here wanting Bert to tell me there was a galaxy of good intentions involved, some aspect that was wholesome, or at least excusable, which I hadn’t seen. But he couldn’t. Because that wasn’t the case. And recognizing that, I found myself under the same internal momentum. Maybe I was still a cop on the street, committed to my own kind of rough justice. God knows, I never have played well for the team. But I was going to do it my way. Brushy hung there somehow in the balance, an indeterminate weight. Yet there was no reason, really, I couldn’t make that work out. I kept telling myself that.


  “Jake,” I answered at last. “Jake’s got the money.” That’s where this was going. I was gonna be mean. Even so, the details were daunting.


  “Jake! Whoa.” Bert brought his long hand to his jaw and rubbed it as if he had taken a blow. He was sitting there on the bench in the dim locker room, holding his socks, the only light borrowed from a single bulb burning in the john.


  “Martin’s covering for him, protecting the firm.”


  “Jake,” Bert said again.


  It struck me with an exactness that had completely eluded me before that if I was going to carry through with this, undermine Martin and pass out just deserts, I’d have to figure some way for Bert to return. Without that, it might come down to finger pointing. Martin and Jake could still call Bert the bad guy somehow. Why else was he running? Mystery Thief on the Loose. To make my version fully convincing, Bert had to be here to tell his story: he got the memo from Jake, gave the checks to Jake, listened when Jake told him it was all hush-hush. I couldn’t imagine, though, how that could be engineered. Amid the dank atmosphere of the locker room, we sat in silence. One of the steam pipes eventually emitted a distinct clank.


  “Look, Bert, I’m going to try to help you. I want to see you get out of all this, but I really have to put my thinking cap on. Just stay in touch. Make sure you call every day.”


  The guy saw right through me. Not what was wrong. But something. That I had some stake. And he couldn’t have cared less.


  “Please,” he said quietly. He watched me there, his face buried in shadow but still rimmed by some eager hope.


  When we were dressed, he took me to the back door and unlocked the bolt, the grate.


  “Where you going?” I asked.


  “Oh, you know.” His eyes floated away from me. “Orleans is in town.”


  God, he was lost. Even in the dark you could see him, swarthy and lean, in the grip of his sad hopeless love. He was being tortured and teased. Moth and flame. I thought to myself again, What is this? A character like Bert, you figure his gyroscope’s wacky. But the head, the heart—who am I kidding? One man’s rationality is another fella’s madness. Nothing ever really adds up. Either the premises are faulty or the reasoning sucks. We’re all of us pincushions, lanced by feelings, full of wounds and pains. Reason is the lie, the balm we apply, pretending that if we were just smart enough we’d make some sense of what hurts.


  I’d already stuck my nose into the cold when I realized one question remained. I barred the door with the arm of my overcoat.


  “So who moved the body, Bert? Who took Archie? Did Orleans?”


  “Fuck, never,” said Bert. “He’d freak.” Bert shook his head violently at the thought and repeated that Orleans wasn’t up to something like that.


  “So who?”


  We stood on the threshold, eyeing each other, surrounded by the deep alley darkness and the harsh touch of winter, hovering with the unspoken improbabilities of our futures, everything that was simply unknown.




  Thursday, February 2


  XXVI. MACK MALLOY’S

FIFTEENTH

CONTINGENCY PLAN


  A. Step One


  So. It was midnight. I was the only white man for a mile, a guy in an overcoat with a briefcase and a prominent urge to begin making plans. I stalked through the tough old neighborhood, headed in the direction of Center City, an exercise in fifty-year-old daring, striding from the rescuing glow of one streetlight to the next. A bus came along presently and I boarded gratefully and bucketed down the avenues with the winos and the workers returning from late-night stints. A few blocks from the Needle, I jumped off. Kindle County at night is not lively. The lights are on but the streets are empty; it has its own spectral air, like a deserted building, a place even the ghosts have fled.


  I entered the lobby of the Travel Tepee, where Brush and I had agreed to meet. The big lobby was quiet; even the Muzak had been turned off for the night. I sat in an ugly easy chair with a horrible bold print and considered the future. Finally the lone registration clerk asked from behind the front counter if he could help me. From his tone, I thought he was pretty sure I was just a better-dressed derelict whom security would have to give the heave-ho. I went over to make peace, told him he had a Ms. Bruccia registered, and picked up my key, then I sat down again, counting out the steps in my plan. I thought of waiting until morning to begin putting this together, but I was feeling edgy, compulsive, call it what you want. I was wide-awake anyway and a little reluctant to be with Brushy, now that I actually knew what I was going to do.


  About two blocks down there was an all-night pharmacy, another Brown Wall’s, built near the exit ramp of the Interstate, a place with a bus station air, a lot of downtown creeps hanging around near the doors, and a cop car parked right at the curb. I bought two pens—one ballpoint, one felt tip—and some glue and a pair of scissors. I asked at the counter if they had a coin-operated copying machine, but the answer was no, so I walked back to the hotel, waved to the desk clerk, and found a little phone alcove which had a laminate surface I could use for a desk.


  I already had the rest of what I needed in my briefcase—the signature form I’d received at International Bank of Finance, the letter of Jake’s I’d used as a model to forge his signature to the fax I sent from the Regency, and the copies of TN’s annual report that I’d toted down to Pico. The report contains pictures of all the corporate officers, including Jake Eiger, and I’d brought copies along thinking Jake’s photo might come in handy if I had to do any of a number of things I was then considering to get at the money, such as phonying up a passbook or some form of U.S. I.D.


  The signature form was printed on onionskin with a schmaltzy heading in script: “International Bank of Finance, Pico Luan, N.A.” There were only four or five lines of information required, the descriptions written in all of the major Western European tongues. Using the felt tip, I filled in the account number that appeared on the back of the Litiplex checks, 476642. I named the account owner as Litiplex, Ltd., Jake Eiger as president. Then just to remind myself of the look of his hand, I took Jake’s old letter from the briefcase and signed his name to the form with the ballpoint, dead on again, so close you’d think it was traced. After that, I cut Jake’s grinning puss out of the TN annual report and pasted it down where Mr. George had shown me it would go in the upper-right-hand corner of the form. Finally, in the little block labeled “Designation,” meaning code word, I wrote out, perfectly, “J.A.K.E.”


  Then I went back to the clerk at the counter. He was starting to get used to me. I gave him a weary sigh, dragging my hands down my raddled kisser.


  “I have a presentation in the morning and I forgot to copy one thing. Just two pictures of it, one page. You must have a machine in the office.” I had a twenty between two of my fingers, but this guy, young, maybe a graduate student, somebody still starting out in his life, wouldn’t take it. He was still feeling bad for thinking I was a bum. He brought back the copies of the signature form and we talked about the weather, how quiet the city could be at night.


  I returned to the phone booth. I took the original of the signature form and tore it into pieces, throwing them in the opening in the long sand-topped trash canister by my feet. The two photocopies the desk clerk had made me went into my case. Then I called information for D.C. The latest Mrs. Pagnucci, a six-foot blonde, answered the phone. She said nothing to me when I explained who I was. Instead, in a voice I’d heard now and then in my own home, the soul of tedium, she remarked, “One of your partners.”


  B. Step TWO


  Brushy was asleep when I let myself into the room. It was about 3:00 a.m. She still slept like a child, in a small fetal ball, and her hand was close enough to her mouth that I wouldn’t have been surprised if she suckled a digit or two. Vulnerable, with her sly wits turned off for the night, she looked dear to me, maybe precious is the word, and I felt really bad, my heart twisted around like a cloth being wrung. I threw my clothes down and crept into bed. As my night eyes came on, I could see this was not exactly the bridal suite. The headboard had been nicked in many places, revealing the mealy composition of the underlying particle board, and directly over the bed the old textured wallpaper had peeled from its butt joints and hung down from the plaster like an extruded tongue. I drifted a hand against Brushy’s solid flank to comfort myself.


  “How’s Bert?” She still hadn’t moved.


  “Okay,” I said, “safe at least.” I apologized for waking her.


  “I was waiting for you.” She snapped on the light and covered her eyes like a child with the backs of her hands. While she was blinded, I touched her, just kidding around, pulled the sheet down and nuzzled my cold cheek to her breasts, but she held me there and we heated up fast. Every time we had screwed so far it was different. There was horseplay sometimes, as in the hotel ladies’ room, and she also had a lot of daring and skill, a bold way of laying her hands on that cut to the basics, that said this was for pleasure so let’s not kid ourselves. Now suddenly, in the cheap hotel room, as beaten down as Center City around us, we were quick and desperate, wanting to overcome everything else. Real fire, and afterwards, spooned to her from behind, I could tell she thought that was great. We were quiet, with the empty sounds of the hotel and the street reaching us—sirens at a distance and the shouts of drunks and kids like my son who should have been at home for the night. I asked if she had brought cigarettes, then sat beside her on the bed, trading one back and forth with her in the dark.


  “Does he have the money?” she asked.


  “Come on, Brush.”


  “Just that. Does Bert have the money?”


  “Brush, aren’t we too old for Twenty Questions?”


  “Attorney-client,” she said. “Does he have it? Yes or no?”


  “No.”


  “Really? Did he ever?”


  “He doesn’t have the money. Go to sleep.” I went to the john, found the toothbrush she’d bought me, and lingered there hoping she’d fall off.


  When I snuck in beside her, I slept dreamlessly, a velvet pit. Near seven, I snapped awake with a tiny outcry, quickly muted, the sound of inspiration. I dressed quietly and left Brushy a note that said I’d be back.


  I had a walk of about six blocks and I jogged a step or two now and then as I penetrated Center City from its grotty outskirts, getting closed in by the morning hubbub, the trucks double-parked and wreaking havoc with the traffic, the silent army of workers marching the streets. It was pretty cold, less than 15 degrees, and I threw myself down into my coat.


  Toots ate breakfast every morning with the same guys, old pols, ward types, and lawyers, at a corner table of a Greek joint called Paddywacks right across from his office. This was a legendary event. Toots greeted half the folks in the restaurant and waved to them all with his cane. In the corner booth Toots and his friends gossiped about dirty business in any number of venues—the courthouse, the council building, the mob. A few years ago the feds had put a microphone in one of the salt shakers, but Toots and his pals had got word somehow. One of them, it was said, complained loudly about the taste of his eggs, then slammed the shaker on the tabletop and blew the listening agent’s eardrum out.


  Paddywacks was slightly overdecorated—brass fixtures and tufted benches and floors that were mopped once a week. I was beginning to be afraid I’d missed Toots, when he came in about 8:15 on his stick, two paisans on either side. One of them, Sally Polizzo, had been a federal guest up until six months ago. Toots greeted me like a visiting king. I shook hands with each of his companions, then strolled him down to a booth where he took a seat alone. I stayed on my feet.


  “Did you mean what you said about a favor?” I asked him. Sitting on the little velveteen bench, the Colonel looked tiny, a little guy shrinking worse with age, but when I asked if he’d meant what he said, he just drew back with a look tough enough to make you believe he’d been a killer. I corrected myself.


  “This may be too much. If it is, you say so. You remember we talked about my partner?” I went over it quickly, but I told Toots the truth. How his pals were looking for my guy and his friend and how my guy was hiding. Somebody else was going to end up dead, and for nothing. The bookie had paid the big price, and these other guys were scared straight. Justice of the kind Toots practiced had been served. I asked him to get his friends to lay off Bert and Orleans. Favor for favor.


  Toots sat there silent, the rubbery old mouth pursed, his eyes still. He was working it out in his head. If he called that guy and reminded him of this thing, then that guy could get to someone else. It was all geometry to him, and power. He wanted to justify my faith.


  “Maybe,” he said. “Depends. I think so. I’ll let you know this afternoon. This fella got any money?”


  “Some,” I said, then thought of Pico and added, “yeah, he’s got money. Why?”


  “This here’s a business. Somebody’s got a point to make. He gets paid, that’s his point. Right?”


  “I suppose.”


  Toots said he’d leave word for me at the office. Then I helped him to his feet so he could totter down to the corner booth and his courtiers. There were already two old guys with rubbery faces waiting to say hi.


  C. Watch That Step


  “I went to see Toots,” I told Brushy when I got back to the room.


  “Toots?” Sitting by the window at a little cane table arrayed with a light room-service breakfast she’d ordered—coffee and rolls, haif a cantaloupe—she considered me intently. The heavy-lined night curtain had been pulled back, admitting the light and revealing a sheer that nestled about her. She was wearing her overcoat as a robe and she’d made up her face. When I came in, she’d been reading the paper.


  “Mack,” she said, “I want to know.”


  I didn’t say anything and threw my coat on the bed. I was hungry and she watched me eat, measuring the meaning of my lack of response.


  “I called the office,” she said, “to say we’d be late. Detective Dimonte’s been there already.”


  I made a sound. No surprise.


  “And Lucinda said Martin’s looking for you. He’s left two messages.” She looked at the phone as if to guide me, but I didn’t move.


  “Look, Mack,” she said, “I can handle it. I’m a grown-up. Whatever it is. It’s just—”


  “I thought you were going to take my advice.”


  “It’s my life too.”


  I hated this moment. But I’d always known it was coming. One of the problems about settling for Mr. Not-Quite-Good-Enough is a sense of peril about accepting his guidance. With my eyes closed I ruminated, then I grabbed my briefcase and looked into its dark, disordered depths. Balled deposit slips rested in the bottom, along with fragments of papers, and paper clips; stick-on notes adhered to the sides. I pulled out one of the photocopies of the signature form I’d made up last night. I laid it down on the rattan table. Litiplex, Ltd. Jake Eiger, line 1.


  “Don’t ask how Pindling got it. We don’t want to know.”


  She studied the document with a hand on her forehead as the weight of the tangible evidence bore down on her visibly. I got her cigarettes and we shared one, the odor of the smoke filling up the little room. I cracked the sliding window a bit and the curtains flowed around her like spirits.


  “Jake?” she asked.


  “That’s what it says.”


  “You’ve known about this all along, haven’t you? That’s why you were so peeved with Jake.” I think I winced when she said that. Even with alarm bells clanging, she was listening for good news about me.


  “I’ve known a lot,” I told her.


  “Like what?”


  I was just sailing here, no charted course. I didn’t have the will to resist her and the lying made me feel childishly eager to cry. In my briefcase I found the memo I’d pulled from Martin’s drawer. As she read, she picked a fleck of tobacco off her tongue. Her expression was flat, intense. She was being a lawyer.


  “I don’t understand,” she said. “This isn’t from Pindling. This memo.”


  “Martin.”


  “Martin!”


  I told her the story, some of it anyway, about finding the memo, chugging over to the Club Belvedere. I was moved by her pain. As she often told me, Brushy liked these people. Martin. Wash. Her partners. The firm. These were her colleagues, who admired her abilities, who trusted her years ago with the things that mattered to them, who applauded her many triumphs and had received her assistance with a gratitude that was often intense. She knew she’d survive. She had clients, a growing reputation. That was not her worry. The point was commitment, allegiance, shared enterprise. She was devastated.


  “They were setting up Bert? Right? To take the blame for Jake. Isn’t that how this looks?”


  “That’s how it looks.”


  “God,” she said, and raked a hand through her hair. I opened the sliding door for an instant to crush out my cigarette on the small cement balcony, and the cold briefly forced its way into the room. The sun was out but seemed to offer no heat, as if it were just posed in the clear sky for decoration. Brushy asked me how Bert fit in and I told her his story and why I’d gone to see Toots. Her mind, though, remained on the Committee.


  “Oh, it’s so stupid. Stu-pid,” she said. “Is this all of them?”


  “Couldn’t say. Martin obviously. Pagnucci doesn’t seem to be in it. Wash—well, I told you what his attitude was.”


  “Martin,” she said again. The Great Oz. She’d taken a seat on the bed, clutching her coat. I’d be willing to bet she wasn’t wearing a stitch underneath—not that either of us would be pursuing that prospect in our present mood.


  “What are you going to do with all of this, Mack?”


  I shrugged. I’d lit another cigarette.


  “I’ll probably do the right thing.”


  She watched me, assessing, wondering what that might mean. Then she shook herself in a lonesome spasm of disbelief.


  “Something,” she said. “I mean Jake. Why? It doesn’t make sense. He makes money. His father is rich. Why do this?”


  I leaned over the bed. I peered in her eyes.


  “Because that’s how he is.” The sheer viciousness gripped me and she looked on as if it were some kind of spectacle. She didn’t care that I was saying I told you so. And she wasn’t afraid. She held me at a distance, marveling.


  “You’re going to blackmail him, aren’t you?”


  It was the weirdest fucking thing. I felt like I’d been kicked. My mouth hung open and my heart felt hard as a fist and filled with intense physical pain. The humiliation ran like an acid to my eyes.


  “Kidding,” she said.


  “Bullshit.”


  I walked around the bed and picked up my coat.


  “Mack.” She reached for me. “I don’t care what you do.”


  “You don’t mean that. Don’t even ask me to believe it. I know who you are and so do you.” Looking into my case, I realized I’d left the papers on the table. I waved them at her as I picked them up. I was hating myself for having said anything.


  “Attorney-client,” I remarked to remind her she was ears only, that I was the only one with options, the right to act. Then I went down the shabby hallway to the elevator. I punched at the button, calling the car, and leaned against the wall, hollowed out and hopeless, certain that I would never understand the first thing about myself.




  XXVII. PLAN EXECUTION


  A. Up to His Neck in Sand


  “This is distressing,” said Carl. Those were the first words from him in a number of minutes. He had read the memo, then looked over the photocopy of the International Bank signature form. When he asked me about Pindling, I used the same words as Lagodis.


  “A real snake charmer,” I said. “You call him, he won’t even know my name. I had to pay him in cash.” I’d show the charge on my golden credit card if I ever needed to prove that.


  We were at the airport in the TN Executive Lounge, in a tiny conference room just big enough for a small table of black granite surrounded by four chairs. There was a telephone between us, as well as an insulated thermos of coffee which neither of us had touched.


  Last night I had told Carl it was urgent. He didn’t seem especially surprised to hear from me. It fit both his view of what he did and himself to receive emergency phone calls after midnight. It probably happened a lot, some young genius noticing a snafu in an offering circular three hours before they were going into the market. There was the usual deliberative pause when I asked Pagnucci to catch an earlier plane, leave himself time before Groundhog night. I promised to meet him at the gate. It was almost one now.


  Carl looked at the papers a second and then a third time. His mind was moving at a phenomenal pace, trying to absorb everything, but I could tell from his deliberation that he was having trouble figuring it all out, especially the next move. He compared Jake’s handwriting, first on the signature card, then on the old letter I’d given him as an example, and minutely shook his head.


  “And what is it you propose?” he asked me at last.


  “We’ll call one of the nice ladies outside in the service center to make copies of all this. The originals I hold.”


  “Yes?” He watched me alertly.


  “You phone Krzysinski right now. Tell him you have to see him at once. Highest priority. Then you take these documents to him. Say you’re proceeding on behalf of G&G. You express appropriate emotions. Horror. Regret. Disclosure of course is the only avenue.”


  “And I do so without advising Martin or Wash?”


  “Right.”


  Pagnucci was sallow, his eyes small and intent. He nibbled a bit at his little mustache.


  “Are they in league?”


  I didn’t follow.


  “Wash, Martin, Eiger,” he said. “Are they in this together?”


  I shook off the question. “That’s beside the point. I’ve been around G&G a long time. A lot of people have been good to me.”


  That was not the sort of feeling I’d expect him to share. One thing about Pagnucci I was banking on was that he was as tough as he made out, the kind of guy who, if he was up to his neck in quicksand, would have the brass to tell you to walk on. I knew cops like that, guys who felt they could prove something essential by refusing—ever—to yield to sentiment. They believed what they believed, absolutely. He sat there quite erect in his perfect blue suit.


  “Yes, but let’s play this out,” said Pagnucci, unconsciously patting the bald spot behind his head. “My partners told me that this memo couldn’t be found.”


  “It turned up. It was a surprise.”


  “And what about that meeting the other day, where you outlined Eiger’s proposal to keep all of this mum? What’s to be said about that?”


  “Tell Tad. It’s part of the evidence. Jake wanted the whole matter forgotten. But we continued to investigate and now you’re here on behalf of the Committee, the firm, to bring everything out. Look, no one’s ever accused you of saying too much, Carl. You can handle it. But it’s your obligation to go forward.” Talking to Pagnucci about his obligations felt as vain and mindless as saying, Have a nice day. In the stuttering movements of his dark eyes, you could see him calculating, his mind on the roam.


  “But who had the memo?” he asked. “Wash?”


  I didn’t answer. Pagnucci may have had questions, but he’d like what he saw. Carl Pagnucci—man of grit and integrity. Forthcoming with the truth, even when it was devastating to his firm. Pagnucci had already been making contingency plans with Brushy, and this would fit. He understood how his candor was likely to be recalled and rewarded by Tad in the future, now that TN would be floating free as a client. Moving on, he would take some of TN’s work with him, even as G&G sank. There was an irresistible cocktail here for somebody like Carl, looped already on the ethers of self-importance.


  “And you wouldn’t advise sharing this with Martin or Wash before we act?” The fact that his caution exceeded his greed startled me a bit.


  “Afterwards you can tell them what you’ve done, what you’ve said. They can only follow. If you tell them in advance, they’ll try to derail you. They have to. You know that.”


  Carl continued his silent reflection. The thing that bothered him most, I suspected, was that he was depending on me.


  “Carl,” I said, “there’s no choice. We have a duty to the client. Someone from the Committee has to go to Krzysinski, someone who speaks on behalf of the firm.”


  He considered me soberly. We both knew I was manipulating him shamelessly. But I’d given him what he needed—a good excuse. It had all the right appearances. Highly principled. Above criticism. And very good for Pagnucci. He could salute the flag and steal the client. Beyond that, it did not matter much what I was up to.


  I pulled the phone close and dialed TN. It took some time to get to Krzysinski, but he said he had a few minutes for Carl before two.


  B. Some People Want Me and Some People Don’t


  I waited until three to leave the airport, then took a cab home. Right about now, big powwows were going on at TN: Carl and Tad and TN’s head of security, Mike Mathigoris. They were figuring what to do with Jake—question him, crucify him, or just throw his ass out. In another hour or so, they’d be calling the FBI.


  When I got home, I stood on the low concrete stoop before my front door and the vines. The rare sunshine had continued, but the air remained cold, with an astringent wind. I looked around for the surveillance vehicles and waved. I raised my hands the way Nixon used to, fingers in V’s, and pivoted about for a full minute. Nobody appeared. Inside, I changed into my tuxedo for Groundhog Night and drove downtown. Lyle had even cleaned up the car.


  I walked the entire block outside the TN Needle three times, looking for the tail and waiting for them to pick me up, but there was still nobody there. Finally I headed up. Lucinda handed me three messages. All from Martin. He wanted to see me at once. In my office, I went to the phone.


  “Financial Crimes,” I told the operator at the Hall.


  Pigeyes picked up himself. I was relieved to hear his voice. I thought he might have called off his forces because he’d grabbed Bert, but his voice was full of bovine indifference for the paperbound life in Financials.


  “You drop your investigation? I thought you were looking for me?”


  “Who the hell is this?” he asked, and then, figuring it out, added, “You think you’re all I got to worry about?”


  “I’m at the office. I’m ready to tell you whatever you want to know.”


  He was thinking. Something, God knows what, had him buffaloed.


  “Ten minutes,” he told me. “And don’t go running again to the fuckin dark side of the moon.”


  I found a cigarette in my drawer. Lucinda stuck her head in. Toots was on hold.


  “All done,” he told me. “All square. Your fellas are in the clear. Had to remind one or two guys a some things.”


  “Toots, you’re a miracle worker.”


  Over the phone, the old guy basked in the praise. You could hear it.


  “Only one thing,” he said, “is the money. We gotta talk about that. I think, you know,” said Toots, “I think it’s gotta be 275.”


  The number was a blow. I hadn’t been thinking of bankrolling Bert like that, but I began to reason it through. Bert was useful to me, essential really. Besides, I was happy to prove to myself that I wasn’t quite the lowdown bum Brushy had implied.


  Toots was explaining. “This here was big stuff, that’s what I’m hearing. So it’s gotta be that, you know, 275.” This was not so much a negotiation as Toots setting a price. And it came to me—maybe something I was supposed to know from the start—that the Colonel would be getting his share. This was Toots’s skill, his profession, fixing things up, making big problems go way. We didn’t defend him for free either.


  I explained how I wanted to do it. I needed an account number at a local bank. Sometime in the next seven days a wire transfer would hit there from Fortune Trust, Pico Luan.


  “What are the ground rules?” I asked. “Is my guy in danger until the money arrives?”


  “I got your word, they get my word. It’s all done, this here. Never happened. But tell your partner: there can’t be no next time.”


  Next door Brushy was on the phone. She mugged up and made kissy-face when she saw me, sweeping a hand in admiration of my gallant look in my tux. I tried to smile. She put her caller on hold.


  “Can I say I’m sorry?” she asked.


  “Sure.” I closed my eyes. What was I supposed to be angry about anyway? That she suspected me of bad intentions toward Jake? “Anything from Bert?”


  He had phoned an hour ago, she said, and promised to call back soon.


  “What about Toots?” she asked. “Did he work it out? Really?” I got a great smile. I was some kind of fella. The door was open to the hall, so she just took my hand. We did an instant of that stuff, gazing fondly. We’d found a sick little cycle, swords and wounds and soft rapprochement. I saw her eyes shift to the threshold. Lucinda was there. The policemen had arrived. And Mr. Gold wanted me upstairs in ten minutes.


  “He sounds angry,” she added.


  “Tell him I’m with the police.” I turned to Brushy, who had finished her call. “That’ll get his attention,” I said.


  C. I Try to Satisfy Pigeyes


  “Okay, Gino, let’s see if I’ve followed the bouncing ball. After talking to Mrs. Archie, Missing Persons made a trip to the Bath, where somebody with a weak bladder snitched out this little game-fixing thing, and Missing did what they always do, lateraled to someone else, Financial Crimes in this case, telling you what a great investigation you had, and by the way, should you run into an actuary or a corpse, assuming you can tell the difference, give Missing a call. Am I guessing good so far?”


  He didn’t say a thing. We made an odd little group—me, Brushy, Pigeyes and Dewey, scattered around Brushy’s hightech office, each of us visibly wary. Brushy was behind her glass desk, which was sided by the potted jungle plants. I was the only one standing, walking around, waving my hands, having a great time. I was in full dashing formal array, tuxedo and cummerbund and a boiled shirt I’d owned for twenty years and never replaced; it sported silly button-on frills that reminded me of the comb on a cockatoo. Gino’d looked up and down at my getup when he walked in and asked for a T-bone, medium well.


  “So that’s why you’re looking for these guys, Kam Roberts especially, and Archie and Bert along the way, and you’re pretty sure you have a hot one and you get half the Force helping out cause here’s what you see: A, a bunch of characters from the Russian Bath say they were winning money with Bert, who was getting information from someone he called Kam Roberts. B, Bert has got a credit card in the name of said Kam Roberts. C, we have sightings here and there of said Said. And D, the bookie, Archie, is among the disappeared. But there are a few questions: One, who the screw is Kam Roberts? Two, how does a partner in a big law firm fix basketball games? Three, why is he playing hide-and-seek all over North America? And four, by the way, where’s Archie? Am I on the right track?”


  Pigeyes gave me something, a shrug, a tip of the hand. He still wasn’t talking. You never explain what you’re investigating, not until you tell them the charges when they’re under arrest. Still in their overcoats, Pigeyes and Dewey were seated side by side on Brushy’s chrome-trimmed sofa. I could tell Gino was uneasy because I was having such a good time.


  “Okay, so let’s explain some of this. Hypothetically, of course, since if one is a big-goddamn-deal lawyer he has to watch out for BAD and his shingle, which is why you’re hearing from me. But let’s get one thing straight to start: Nobody was fixing games. Nobody here and nobody anybody here is friends with.”


  That got a rise. “No?” Pigeyes asked. Skeptical, you might say.


  “No. Here’s how it ran. Archie is a tout, but he’s an actuary to start. Clever with computers. Does his number runs. Let’s say there are some gentlemen, we’ll call them Valpolicella and Bardolino, V&B, who just always seem to get certain Mid-Ten games right. Let’s say Archie notices. The nature of the world is that Archie is supposed to keep such thoughts to himself. V&B are making suckers out of the suckers, and Archie’s getting a break on his street tax.


  “But let’s imagine Archie’s got a buddy—a real good-type close intimate friend.” I hit Pigeyes’s peepers to make sure he got it. “Archie clues him on this info. The friend, a certain hotshot partner in a certain big law firm, starts betting what V&B do, winning big. So far so good?”


  Pigeyes somewhere had acquired a photo of Bert and he withdrew it now from the many layers of his coats.


  “Good-lookin here? We sayin he’s that way?”


  “How you talk, Gino. Let’s not get too personal, okay? Just remember, you’re the one who told me about Archie. Pecker tracks in the porthole, didn’t you say?”


  He and Dewey liked that one. Brushy covered her eyes.


  “Anyway, Bert, which is what I’ll call this lawyer hypothetically, he tries to be discreet, but these guys at the Russian Bath are always in each other’s pockets and heads, they’ve got to know everyone’s action. One thing leads to another. And pretty soon everybody there realizes that Bert, or Kam Roberts as he’s called when he’s putting down money, is hitting big on certain games. Now he’s not about to explain why. Everybody sweating there is in Archie’s book. It’s bad business to favor one customer. And the reasons for doing so are highly personal. So Archie and Bert start this little thing like it’s Kam Roberts who’s got inside stuff. But it isn’t. It’s Archie all along.


  “Sooner than Archie hoped, V&B hear about what’s going down at the Russian Bath and they know sure as shooting the info ain’t from any Kam flippin Roberts. It’s their proprietary confidential trade-secret business-time information and Archie’s peddled it, denting their odds, and they let it be known that Archie is about to literally have his private parts fed to some mutt. Archie scoots and V&B start hunting, which brings them pretty quickly to Bert’s door. They give Bert the choice—twenty-four hours to dig up Archie or he’s the one who’s dog food. So Bert scrams too. Until one of his intrepid partners who knows a guy who knows a guy who knows another guy arranges what we might call an amnesty. High-priced. Could be, hypothetically, that Bert is repaying his profits at interest rates that exceed the ceiling on usury.”


  Brush, when I glanced her way, was sunk back in her desk chair regarding me with an uneasy eye. It troubled her, I suspect, to see me lying with such élan.


  “And?” Pigeyes asked me.


  “And what?”


  “And where’s this crumb Archie? Today?”


  “I’d look in the sanitary canal. Watch what comes out of the treatment plant. That’s the way I hear it. V&B found him. He’s got something around his neck besides his tie. And if your people on the street are half as good as they used to be, Gino, you’ve heard the same thing.”


  Whacking a guy, making him dead, is not something anybody owns up to, but word spreads. It has to. It’s the way those guys keep everybody in line.


  Lucinda knocked. “Mr. Gold,” she said.


  “Tell him five minutes.”


  “He wants to talk to you right now.”


  “Five minutes,” I repeated.


  Lucinda stepped to the phone and pressed a button. She held out the extension. It’s been this poor woman’s lot for years to protect me from myself.


  “We are not amused,” Martin said when I put the handset to my ear.


  “I’m busy.”


  “So I hear. What, pray tell, are you and the nice policemen discussing?”


  “Detective Dimonte had some questions about Bert.” I smiled at Gino when I mentioned his name.


  “We’re not talking high finance?”


  “Bert,” I said.


  “Did Bert do something else that was naughty?”


  “Never kid a kidder, Martin. I’ll be up in one minute. We’re just about done.” I put the phone down without allowing further comment.


  Gino was waiting. “So this Kam Roberts thing was strictly an act?” he asked.


  “Exactly.”


  “Except there’s a Kam Roberts.” Pigeyes sneered.


  “No. There’s a certain young man who’s used Bert’s bank card a few times. That doesn’t make him Kam Roberts.”


  “No? Who is he?”


  “Friend of Bert’s.”


  “Another one? Good-lookin’s real frisky, isn’t he? He’s two-timing the other guy?”


  “Hey, Gino, call it what you like. But remember, I used to ride with you. I’ve seen you stop off with three different gals on the same shift.”


  He was flattered, of course, by the memory. He stole a glance toward Brushy, hoping she was impressed. Someday I’d have to tell Pigeyes about Nueve.


  “Anyway, there’s this young man,” I said. “Bert’s piling up a lot of credit on the card, so he’s got plenty to share. Now it could be, hypothetically, this young man, he’s got a connection to the U. Maybe he’s the one who let a certain middle-aged lawyer into the refs’ room the other night so Bert and the middle-aged lawyer could confer outside the watchful eye of the law in the hopes of straightening some of this out.”


  “That so?” Gino asked.


  “Could be,” I said and rested on a chair arm to see how it had gone down. Better, it seemed, than I might have thought. I was trying like hell for Bert’s sake and my own, vamping like crazy, and when it came to Gino, there was no end to my daring. But I still thought I’d gone over the top. The whole thing was too much, too curious, way too lame. I didn’t know what I’d do if, for instance, they wanted to quiz the young man from the U. And there wouldn’t be any smart answers if Gino ever started matching the games the guys at the Bath called Kam’s Specials with the ones officiated by Friday night’s referees.


  But the great thing with people is that you never know. After two weeks of riding my fanny, chasing me everywhere, and spooking my dreams, Gino seemed to have run out of gas. Not that he believed me particularly. He knew better than that. But he was clearly afraid the prosecutor’s office would toss him out on his keester because he was nowhere near beyond a reasonable doubt. Bogus or not, I’d touched all the bases; it was a comprehensive defense. And my history with Gino was enough to make a conscientious deputy P.A. think twice anyway. Pigeyes didn’t come to these conclusions peaceably. When he looked at me, his eyes were stilled by a hatred entirely void of goodwill, like black being the absence of color, but I could see he knew I had him beat.


  He turned to Dewey, who shrugged. Go figure. They both got to their feet.


  “Great to see you again, Gino.”


  “Yeah, really,” he offered.


  Lucinda peeked in, beckoning, and I followed her out, departing with a cheerful wave as Brushy started with Gino and Dewey toward the door. Lucinda had a note: “Bert’s on the phone.” I picked up in my office.


  “Listen,” I said. “I’ve settled your problems. Those guys won’t be looking for you anymore.”


  The line gathered static. I could hear from the gray roar behind him that Bert was on a pay phone somewhere near a highway.


  “Humor, right?” he asked.


  “Don’t ask me how. You’re done. D, o, n, e. I’ve got it squared with the coppers too. What you oughta do is get down here. You’ll probably need to answer some questions about Jake.” Mathigoris from TN security would want to go over the whole thing many times. The memo, the checks. Jake telling Bert to keep it strictly hush-hush.


  “And what about—”


  “I covered both of you. Go rent a tux and get over here. It’s GH Night.”


  “God,” he said softly. I could tell that in the instant of relief the terror suddenly had hold of him. He’d been flying combat again. Now he was on the ground, torn up by what he’d been through, the great concussions of noise and the light that had rattled the plane and trailed him through the sky. “God,” he said again. “Mack, man, what can I say?”


  “Just come back,” I repeated.


  This was getting exciting, everything falling in place. My phone rang again.


  “I’m waiting,” Martin told me.




  XXVIII. HOW MARTIN

SOLVED THE CRIME


  Martin was dressing. He had on his tuxedo pants, striped in satin along the seam, and his wing-collared tuxedo shirt, into which he was nimbly inserting the studs, little diamond jobs that glimmered in the pearly light of the late-winter afternoon. In an hour or so my partners, all similarly dressed, would stroll down the avenue to the Club Belvedere, share a drink or two and some canapes, and then over dinner get a report on financial results and the size of their share. It promised to be an excruciating evening in every regard.


  Martin did not speak at first. Standing, he worked over the shirt for some time. Every now and then he stopped to examine a small blue note card on his desk, reading it to himself. It was, I suspected, his GH Night speech. Rah-rah from the managing partner. Picking up his pen, he made a few corrections. I said nothing either. The large corner office, fully lit from the long windows, was quiet enough that you could hear the whirring of the gyroscope device that powered one of his clocks. I was tempted to play with some of his toys, the shaman stick or the coffee-table games, but I took a seat instead in a wooden side-chair painted up in Southwestern shades. I’d brought along my briefcase.


  “I’ve been too fucking good to you,” Martin said at last. He didn’t talk dirty and this was meant to be shocking. He wanted me to know he was pissed, that our partnership agreement didn’t include a search warrant for his drawer. He continued fooling with the shirt.


  “How much trouble is Bert in?” he asked in a moment.


  “Now that I’ve had a little chat with the police, probably none.”


  He glanced my way briefly to be sure I was serious.


  “How’d you arrange that? This policeman an old friend?”


  “You could say.”


  “Very impressive.” He nodded. I was sorry, frankly, he hadn’t been there to see it. In a law firm it took all types, and I was one of the best bullshitters in town. It was like having a guy in the bullpen who could get away with throwing spitballs. Witnessing that performance would have rewarded Martin’s faith in me, all the time he’d spent telling our partners I might come back yet.


  “I’ve been doing a lot of impressive stuff,” I said. “I was in Pico Luan over the weekend.”


  Martin’s eyes stayed with me for the first time. Standing there, his figure was framed by the black iron circle of the enormous arc lamp that cut the space over the desk.


  “Are we forestalling one another with humor?”


  “No, I’m demonstrating my investigatory powers,” I told him. “I’m telling you politely to cut the crap.”


  I took one of the dupes of the International Bank signature form from my briefcase and threw it on the desktop, where Martin studied it at length. Finally, he sat down in his tall leather chair.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m done doing. Mr. Krzysinski has been informed.”


  The last stud, which Martin still had within his thick fingers, caught his attention somehow. He considered it briefly, then let it fly at the windows. I heard it bounce but couldn’t see where it went.


  “Carl’s up there with that document and the memo you were hiding, and Tad and he and everyone else are trying to figure out why Jake Eiger would do something like this.”


  Momentarily Martin covered his whole face with his broad hand, blackly pelted on its back. From the hall I could hear through the closed door the phones, the voices of the workday.


  “Well, that’s not going to take very long, is it?” Martin asked finally. “The motive is hardly elusive. Jake’s planning for his future. He knows that Tad doesn’t like him and that sooner or later, when Tad’s alliances on the board are firm, Krzysinski is going to be opening the bays and dropping Jake without a parachute, golden or otherwise. So Jake provided one for himself. That’s the explanation, isn’t it?”


  “Seems right,” I said.


  Martin looked at me through one eye as he canted back in his chair.


  “What else is Carl saying?”


  “I covered your butt, if that’s what you’re asking. Which is more than you deserve. You were fucking around with me, Martin.”


  He made some move to deny it and I challenged him.


  “I can give you a hundred examples. I don’t have to ask who Glyndora called for advice on how to get me out of her apartment last week, do I?”


  “No.” He laughed suddenly, and I did as well. I was being a good sport, but a mood of disclosure was also beginning to lighten the air. I suppose it made a great story, the way I went running down the stairs like a little elf, trying not to stumble on my you-know-what.


  “Didn’t want anybody messing with your girl, huh?”


  Martin rolled his jaw. He looked again through one eye. I wasn’t sure how he’d take this assault on his secrets, whether it would make him frantic or if he would get up and try to throw me out of the room. But I guess he knew himself well enough, because he seemed to accept this with a faint resignation.


  “Don’t let me stop you,” I said. “You were about to explain.”


  “My personal life? That’s before the flood.” It wasn’t quite a rebuff. He was looking out the broad windows toward his city and its life, and his tone suggested worlds, universes of emotion suppressed. God, I thought, to have been a fly on the wall for that romance, to have observed these two characters surmounting the many barriers to get into each other’s pants. Glyndora must have stuck out all her prominent parts and dared him to touch them—a way to put him in his place. I’d seen that routine: You think you’re tough? I’m tough. I’m the best-looking woman in four city blocks. I’d wear you out. I’d get you up four times a night, I’d screw you dry and tell you I needed more, I’d be so much you’d want to unhitch it and put it in my trophy case. You didn’t have wet dreams as a puppy 10 percent as good as me. And you won’t dare touch it. Cause I ain’t gonna have it.


  She probably laid it on thick. And he accepted the World Championship Challenge of treating her kindly. Glyndora’d stomp and sulk and he must have signaled in a hundred ways that he thought she was valuable and would never change his mind. He must have worn her down until she had to succumb to the fantasy that everything she rejected before it refused her might, instead, fold her in its embrace. And Martin visited that shadow zone where not much matters, where pretense and power, every one of his bets which was always on the future, had to surrender to the pure sensation of the present. I’ll bet until ten minutes before they were screwing it was no more than daily titillation for each one of them, a dirty movie that was always shuttered in their minds.


  “But what happened?” I said. “You know. With you and her. Can I ask?”


  “It didn’t work out,” he said. His hand skirted the air. “We were kidding ourselves.” The remark hung there, with all its potent sadness—the American predicament. Martin had these kids, this wife—and there was the Club Belvedere, clients who’d snigger that he’d taken up with a colored girl. But the result probably suited Glyndora. It would have been a lot to ask of her, to be herself in his world.


  “I am very fond of Glyndora,” he said then, impaled on whatever the remark conjured and concealed. He looked at me. “Do you believe in reincarnation?”


  “No,” I said.


  “No,” he said. “Neither do I.” He was quiet then. Martin Gold, the most successful lawyer I knew, wanted to be somebody else too. It was touching, though. Loyalty always is.


  We were silent some time. Eventually Martin started talking about what had happened in a depleted, reflective tone. He had not been fooling with me, he said. Not intentionally. I gave him far too much credit. Circumstances had mounted. Combined. His honesty as he spoke was beguiling. You so rarely got Martin to talk straight from the heart.


  “Glyndora came to me with the memo and the checks as soon as they’d cleared. Early December, I think. Around then. It looked odd to both of us, of course, business checks negotiated offshore, but I didn’t feel any great concern until I started doing the research—talking to Bert, Neucriss, the banker down there in Pico. No Litiplex registered anywhere. No records upstairs. I was shocked when I saw where it pointed. I never perceived this in Jake. He’d lie to the Pope for the sake of his vanity, but I was stunned to learn he was a thief. And it was gruesome, of course, imagining the consequences.”


  Martin, like any man with an empire, was accustomed to problems—big ones, situations that could bring him and everyone who depended upon him to doom. Like TN walking out as a client, or Pagnucci making a move. He got used to it, accustomed. He learned to walk the highwire, sailing along with gumption and a parasol. This thing with Eiger was a problem too. He left Glyndora on alert for more checks and took some time to ponder the common good.


  “At which point,” he said, “Glyndora’s life began coming apart.”


  “Bert and Orleans?”


  He emitted a sound, the old wrestler’s grunt, a little eruption of surprise, self-consciously controlled, when he was snatched for the takedown. He peered, his squat face immobile, engraved by shadow in the dwindling light.


  “You know, Malloy, if you’d done half as good a job around here in the last few years as you did looking into this, you would have made my life a great deal easier.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


  “Please,” Martin answered.


  “What’s he like?” I asked. “This son of hers?”


  “Orleans? Complicated fellow.”


  “He’s her heartbreak, I take it.”


  Martin made various ruminative gestures. It seemed he had tried to be good to Orleans as a boy.


  “Very bright individual. Mother’s son, that way. Very capable. But not steady. Temperamentally. Nothing you could do about that. She thought she was going to prohibit him from being the way he clearly was. And he wasn’t willing to be prohibited.”


  “She found Bert an upsetting development?”


  “Not Bert as Bert. It’s a situation she’s never wanted to confront squarely.” He made a sad face.


  “Yeah,” I offered. I got it. But I felt for Bert. In all likelihood, he’d been largely beside the point with Orleans from the start.


  “Did you warn Bert?”


  “No one here has accepted my warnings. No one.” He remained momentarily forlorn, even as his agitation visibly mounted. “Jesus, what a mess. What a mess! This one may have been the single stupidest thing—” Martin waved. “This ludicrous, insane novelty with these basketball games— And worse, both of them, neither had given a moment’s thought, not a bare instant, to the costs of this behavior— Imprisonment, bodily harm, my God, the prospects, and the two of them are surprised by this, shocked, absolutely, positively disbelieving, like tiny children, the two most immature grown men I have ever known, neither with the remotest—” Martin stopped himself; he was losing the thread.


  “You were explaining how you decided to cover for Jake.”


  “This is part of it,” he said. “I told you. It’s happenstance. Circumstances conspire. This is part. This is what led Glyndora to it.”


  “Blaming Bert? You’re saying that’s Glyndora’s idea? For what? To get even with him?”


  He waited. He smiled.


  “What kind of mother do you imagine Glyndora is, Mack?”


  You could take your choice of adjectives. Intense. Protective. She’d have sheltered Orleans through the ravages of war, scavenged food, or sold her body. For all I knew, that’s what she was doing with me that night. But I still wasn’t following. Martin saved his partners, his professional life, by covering Jake. I didn’t see much gain to the chief clerk in Accounting.


  “Look, Mack, Bert’s decision to drop out of sight was well-intentioned as far as it went. He thought he was being heroic. But it was hardly a solution for Orleans. Not as far as Glyndora was concerned. She wasn’t going to have him running for the rest of his life. She wanted him safe to stay here, and he wasn’t.”


  I still didn’t get it.


  “You’re the one who asked the question, Mack. Last week. ‘Where did Bert go?’ Where do we say Bert went? This is a lawyer. With sixty-seven partners. And clients. Never mind his family. There’s not much. His friends, so-called, were all implicated in the same thing and surely willing to keep their peace. But what the hell do we say around here? How do we keep somebody from notifying the police who, in investigating Bert’s absence, will promptly discover that whole basketball mess? The only way to insulate Orleans—to completely protect him—was if there was another credible explanation for why Bert disappeared—even if that explanation was understood only by a few people who’d make excuses to everyone else.”


  I rolled my head around, this way and that. I sort of liked it. Until I saw the next part.


  “That’s why you needed some hapless stumblebum to go look for him.” Someone, I realized, who wasn’t supposed to really catch Bert or even figure out what he’d actually been up to—just state convincingly that he was gone. That was what Glyndora had meant in the one sincere moment we’d had. Absorbing my observation about their estimate of me, Martin, I noted, made no effort to differ.


  “And that’s why you hid the body,” I said. It came to me, just like that. “Once I started looking for Bert.”


  “We what?” Martin’s entire weight was suddenly planted on one hand fiercely gripping the arm of his chair. This aspect of alarm, of incomprehension, could have been posed, I realized. But Martin didn’t look like he was fooling. Instead, I recalculated: Orleans and Bert, already shamed and scolded, yelled at, told they were irresponsible fools, hadn’t confessed the worst. Martin and Glyndora thought Bert was running only from threats. Archie’s disappearance, when it hit the papers, must have terrified them.


  “Figure of speech,” I said. “The memo. You hid the memo.”


  “Oh,” said Martin. He relaxed. “Right. We hid the body.” He made a brief effort to smile. For an instant, I wondered again about who’d moved the body. The only thing certain was that Archie couldn’t have walked.


  In the meantime, Martin had resumed his explanation, telling me how they had come to blame Bert for stealing the Litiplex money. The first few times Glyndora and he had discussed it, he said, the whole plan, it was in the vein of magnificent fantasy, a perfect future where all problems came to an end. He worked it out with her dozens of times, calculated how the dominoes would fall, saw at once how advantageous it would be to the firm not to have to sacrifice Jake. It was fun to discuss, lots of laughs, like a couple saying they’ll rob a bank to pay the mortgage. Eventually he recognized that she was urging him to pursue what he’d regarded as jest.


  “I told her this was lunacy. Worse than that, impermissible. A fraud. But you see. Really.” He sat up. He faced me squarely. “It’s me. It’s mine. It’s my precious values. My law. My rules. Take that out of the equation— My right,” he said, “my wrong. My precious abstractions.” He halted in the midst of the litany he must have heard from her for years and lingered like some bug in the breeze, manifestly pained. Watching him, my heart spurted with sudden hope that Brushy and I might resolve what divided us the same way, until I recollected, as quickly, that we were both supposed to believe in the same thing.


  “Here are these people,” he said. “Glyndora and Orleans. My partners. Jake. Bert. Even you, Mack. Even you. This is an institution. It’s the product of lives. Hundreds of lives. All right. I sound like Wash. Forgive the sanctimony. But do I lay that all on the altar? I’ve made worse compromises.”


  Both hands were thrown wide. He had a touch of priestly majesty. He thought he was revealed.


  I said, “It doesn’t hurt you either, Martin. We all know who gets the biggest share.” I was enjoying this—being the man of greater rectitude, even if we both knew it was situational and I knew it was an act. Fact is, I’ve enjoyed my acts, every one of them—copper, hard guy, smartass, lawyer. I can be a good anything, if it’s only part time.


  Martin had absorbed my remark with a lingering, rueful grin.


  “Not me,” he said. He backhanded the little note card he’d had on his desk so it spiraled through space; I picked it up off the rug. Martin’s handwriting is atrocious—slashes and squiggles indiscernible to me, even after all these years. But certain words were clear enough. “Resigning.” “Mayor.” “Riverside Commission.” “Long-held passion.” In tonight’s speech to the partnership assembled, Martin Gold was going to quit.


  “Think the public sector can handle me?” he asked.


  “You’ve got to be kidding.” I couldn’t believe it. The circus without Barnum.


  He muled around. Stubborn. Set. It was time, he said. The deal was done. Martin Gold, head of the Riverside Commission. Starting April 1. He talked about thirty years in private practice, giving things back, but I understood the imperatives. If he took a dive for Jake, if he didn’t march stalwartly to Krzysinski’s office and let his law firm pass into the great beyond, then Martin would punish himself instead. His people might survive, but he wouldn’t get to the promised land. It was an old idea, and its mixture of shrewd practicality and highfalutin principles was quintessentially Gold. Lawyerly, you’d say. But still nuts.


  “You should have been born a Catholic,” I told him. “You really missed your chance. There are all these obscure fast days and penitential rites. We’ve been working for centuries on strategies for self-denial.” He thought I was funny of course. He always did. He laughed out loud.


  All these years I’ve figured that if I somehow eluded Martin’s defenses and peered into his core it would be a vision of glory: I’d see a lionheart, beating at mach speed and enlarged by passion. Instead, what was within was some little gremlin that made him believe that his greatest nobility came from cutting himself off from what he liked best. Glyndora. Or the law firm. He was cheap with himself, with his own pleasure. It was crushing to recognize: he was more productive than me, but no happier. I didn’t want his life either.


  He was still disagreeing.


  “As of today”—And he nodded toward me—“I’m not giving up much. Not once the dust settles upstairs. Whether Tad instructs his new General Counsel to cut us off or just cut us back, this place won’t hold together. A fellow like Carl—” Martin stopped himself; he never spoke ill of his partners. “Not everyone will settle for less. In the end, frankly, there will be those who paint me as an opportunist. First man to the lifeboat.”


  There was, of course, a subtle accusatory element to these observations. Martin had removed a limb or two for the team. I’d destroyed it. The Catholic boy, ever guilty as charged, still reared up to defend himself. It was comic, of course. I’d stolen nearly six million bucks and wasn’t beset by thoughts of giving it back. But in that goofy way we have of thinking we are what we’re seen to be, I cared about Martin’s impressions.


  “Am I supposed to apologize?” I asked. “It’s an ugly deal, Martin, the one you were trying to cut with Jake—five and a half mil of the client’s money so he continues throwing slops to G&G.”


  Martin went still—just the way he had when I mentioned the body. He gave his head a distinct shake.


  “Is that what you think?” He smiled suddenly. Luminously. He used the chair arms to boost himself. What I’d said actually pleased him. I knew why too. I’d made some error that allowed him to resume his familiar supremacy.


  “Oh, I see,” he said, “I see. I was bartering with Jake. TN’s business for the money. Is that it? That’s it?” It was a contest now, a stalking. I just kept my mouth shut as he kept moving in. “I plead guilty, Mack. I was trying to preserve the firm. I was even trying to save Jake from himself. And God knows I was hoping to shelter Orleans. I trimmed some corners off my conscience in the process—I admit that too. Maybe more than corners. But do you honestly think the object of this was that—that crass?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “I can’t imagine how you viewed this. Why would I confront Jake with Wash and you last week? Why not just whisper in his ear that I knew he was a thief and demand he send all business now and hereafter?”


  He was safer, of course, not confronting Jake openly, but I knew he would ridicule that suggestion.


  “Don’t you see?” he asked. “Look at this, for God’s sake, from Jake’s perspective. We tell him the money’s missing, we believe Bert’s got it, we can’t locate any records related to the disbursement to Litiplex. But we also say we’re looking high and low for Bert, and when we find him, we’ll beg him to give the money back and come home. We even tell Jake we want his blessing for that arrangement. You were sitting right here. You heard that. Now how does Jake know that you’re not going to find Bert? How can he be sure?”


  This was like law school. The Grand Inquisitor. I swallowed and admitted he couldn’t.


  “He can’t,” said Martin, “that’s right. He can’t. He can’t be certain. And when Bert is found, when he returns from whatever exotic detour he’s taken, Jake knows where Bert is going to be pointing. Straight at Jake. There’s no safety for Jake in the fact we blame Bert. He knows it’s a misimpression.


  “But now let’s consider an alternative. You’re out searching up Bert, trying to get him the message that all is well if he just gives back the money, and lo and behold, lo and behold, Jake Eiger, Glyndora, someone is able to report that mysteriously, wonderfully, a wire transfer has come in from Pico Luan. God bless Bert. God bless us. Case closed. As promised, not another word will be spoken on the subject. My God, Mack! Could you really have missed this? Don’t you understand that the point was to offer Jake a discreet way, a last opportunity to give the goddamned bloody money back?”


  It settled in then, like the mystical presence of some nearby angel. Martin, of course, was speaking the truth. It had all the delicate signs of his typical engineering. Nothing so direct as a confrontation with Jake. That would have been shabby and extortionate—and risky as well, if Jake ever told tales. This way the world could go on, with all its false faces. Oddly, it would be exactly as the Committee had told me from the start. Except for the identity of the thief, the plan was precisely the same: Get the money back, sweep it under the rug, kiss and make up.


  “He could have run,” I said to Martin.


  “He could have. But he hasn’t run yet. Jake obviously wants to hold on to this life. He just craves some security to which he’s not entitled. I was letting him know it was time to make a more realistic choice.”


  “And what happens when he doesn’t give the money back? You’re not telling me you were actually thinking of turning him in?”


  He looked at me like I was nuts.


  “What other choice is there? That was the one limit I set with Glyndora to start.” He could see I was astonished. “Look, Mack, if I was determined to say nothing, no matter what Jake did, I would have burned that memo, not kept it in a drawer.”


  “But you didn’t say anything.”


  “Why should I? You’re the one who brought us Jake’s message last week: Be patient, Bert’s not to blame, it’s not what it appears, future accountings will show that there’s been a mistake. That was clearly the prelude. Jake was planning to get the money back.”


  A strange qualm passed between us then, some recognition of the differing planes where we’d stood which was transmitted in a stark look. Martin got to his feet.


  “My God,” he said. It was just coming home to him, not the dimension of our misunderstanding—he’d seen that before—but rather, its consequences. He’d assumed I’d sent Carl to Krzysinski out of disdain for the grubby arrangement Martin was orchestrating—protecting Jake and the firm, breaching our duty to TN to fully inform them of what we knew about the General Counsel. Martin saw only now that I’d been propelled by imagining malefactions far grander. He spotted his stud on the floor and pitched it at the windows again—full force, so the jewel flew off in a kind of musical ricochet. He pointed at me. He called me names.


  “You goddamned dumb bastard! You wouldn’t even talk to me on the phone.”


  He stood there huffing and puffing. And how did I feel? Pretty strange. Confused. In a peculiar way, I was actually relieved. When I recovered some sense of myself, I realized I was smiling. I’d misjudged Martin and his complexities. You wouldn’t call his conduct saintly, but he’d done better than I thought—and, God knows, a hell of a lot better than me.


  There was a knock on the door. Brushy. She had put on her formal, a sleeveless black floor-length job with sequins. She wore long white gloves. A rhinestone tiara was perched in her hair like a sparkling bird. Her eyes went to the desk where the copy of the form from the International Bank still lay and she tolled that, as usual, at the speed of a Univac. I whistled at her and she diverted herself for a fraction of a second to smile.


  “Is Wash here yet?” she asked. “He just called and asked me to come down. He sounded upset.”


  Wash arrived presently. In the condition she’d discerned.


  “I’m just off the phone with Krzysinski. All hell’s broken loose up there.” He was in his tux, with a jazzy red bow tie, but his face was pale and he had broken a sweat. “Tad asked for everyone TN works with—‘my dependables’ was how he put it.” Wash closed his eyes. “He wants all of us upstairs. You. Me. Brushy. Mack. Bert as well. What do we say about that? About Bert?”


  Martin waved his hand to pass off the question; Wash, as usual, was missing the point. Martin asked what precisely Tad wanted and Wash at first seemed unable to bring himself to answer. The old age descending on him, where he would be bewildered and addled, seemed at hand. He stood there with his mouth vaguely moving and his eyes never quite fixed. He answered at last.


  “Tad said he wants to figure out what to do about Jake.”




  XXIX. AND THIS TIME

IT’S THE TRUTH


  A. Office of the Chair


  In Tad Krzysinski’s huge office we found the disjointed air of a large, unhappy family. Tad’s assistant, Ilene, met us and said that Pagnucci had stepped out to put on the tuxedo his secretary had brought up. Mike Mathigoris, the head of security, was also elsewhere for the moment, while Tad’s four o’clock meeting was going on in his adjoining conference room. Only Tad and Jake remained here, paying no attention to each other. Krzysinski was taking a phone call and Jake was abjectly hulked on the edge of his chair, staring without much comprehension at the many portraits of Krzysinski’s children that were the principal decoration on the far wall, between the three doors that led to Jake’s office, the office of TN’s CFO, and the conference room. You could tell from the empty way that Jake first looked at us, the wan smile, that he couldn’t explain what was wrong with this picture, why Brush in her floor-length gown and the three men in tuxes appeared out of place. Martin’s bow tie was still hanging loose through his collar, and his shirt was held closed over his stomach principally by his cummerbund, since he’d never managed to insert the last stud.


  “I wanted you to hear this.” Krzysinski had gotten up to shake each of our hands, the usual crushing grip. In college, I’d heard, Tad’s nickname had been “Atom” and that about said it all—size, structure, the barely contained power. Tad, of course, had a vast corner office. The parquet was covered by an enormous Oriental rug—fifty grand at least—and his view ran all the way to the airport on a clear day. When the weather was good, Tad liked to stand at the long windows and watch TN’s planes rise, giving you the flight numbers and the names of the pilots.


  Now, once he’d greeted us, he jiggled a commanding finger at Jake, instructing him to proceed. Jake recounted the story somewhat methodically, drained of emotion. You could tell that he’d repeated it about six times already and it was beginning to get routine. He was, as usual, perfectly groomed, hair stiffly parted, his gray herringbone suit buttoned at the waist to add to the impression of his ordered form. But his face was out of focus. Jake, for once in his life, was under the crush of sensible pain and it threatened his sanity. I felt only a twinge of regret. Asked to speak, I might well have said, “Goody.”


  In November, Jake said, as we were thinking about making the final disbursements on 397, Peter Neucriss and Jake had a talk. Actually, Peter took Jake out for the evening, a characteristic manipulation, wooing the enemy. Royal treatment. Dinner at Batik. Many drinks. Hockey game. Afterwards, as Jake and Peter were having a nightcap down at Sergio’s, Peter got to what he had been leading up to all night. He had a business proposition for Jake. For TN, really. Neucriss had three different settlements on 397. Huge cases, naturally. A mother and child one of them. The total was nearly thirty million. Peter was working on the usual third. He had almost ten million in fees coming.


  “He told me this long farfetched tale, how a fortune was owed to this litigation support group, Litiplex. He said their work had benefitted all the plaintiffs, but the class lawyers were acting as if they’d never heard of them and Peter was in a spot because he was the one who’d retained the company and made some cozy deal with them, these Litiplex people, something a little unsavory. You know Neucriss when he gets like this. You’d expect him to leave a spot on the wall. At any rate, he felt it was his obligation to pay Litiplex even though I—me supposedly—I’d said at one point it would come off the settlement fund. I objected. A number of times. I mean, I’d had a few drinks, but I knew I’d never said anything like that.


  “I couldn’t imagine what was going on, until suddenly he made this proposal: If we’d pay Litiplex offshore—$5.6 million was the number he’d come up with—set up an offshore account in their name, disposition subject to Peter’s later direction, then Neucriss would let us reduce our remaining payment to Peter’s clients to $22.4 million. That way, TN would be two million dollars ahead. He assured me his clients would net the same amounts. You know how it goes—we pay him, he deducts his share and remits to the clients. He’d just cook his books so it looked like he was working on a 10 percent contingency instead of a third. Why should I care? It’s two million to us. That’s the bottom line.”


  “I’m not following,” said Wash. “What does Peter get out of it?”


  “It’s a tax dodge.” It was Brushy who spoke. As usual, she didn’t need a book of instructions. “There’s no Litiplex. Not really. It’s a sham for Neucriss, who gets his fee offshore and never pays income taxes on it, not this year, and not on whatever it earns in the future. That’s why he was willing to take two million less. He’d save two or three times that in the long run.”


  Jake was nodding eagerly as she ran it down. Eagerly. Even Jake had understood this much.


  “Neucriss denies all of this, by the way, the entire conversation.” It was Pagnucci, in the doorway. Carl was dressed in a double-breasted dinner jacket, blue sharkskin no less, smoking a cigarette and looking somewhat haggard. Considering the assembly, he said dryly that he’d already listened to this story several times.


  “Mathigoris and I were just on the phone with Mr. Neucriss,” Carl said. “He states, most emphatically, that the only time he’s heard of Litiplex was when Mack and Martin spoke with him recently.”


  “Naturally,” said Jake, “naturally he denies it. I told you he would. He’s engaging in tax evasion. I don’t expect him to put up a billboard. But I’m telling you, that was the deal. I set up the account with that understanding. When he presented me with signed releases on our cases, I’d give him the balance of the settlements and a letter of direction entitling whoever he designated to the account. Don’t you see? I wasn’t stealing anything. This for the company. For TN.”


  He looked at Krzysinski, but Tad’s attention was on Ilene, the assistant, who stood at the door signaling obscurely. Tad stepped into his conference room to attend to whatever fire was burning there.


  “And what were you thinking the IRS would say about the company and you, Jake?” Brushy asked this. Wash in the meantime was peeking up hopefully. He didn’t understand everything, but Jake’s last lines had buoyed him. He could see it coming. Undeserved salvation. Story of his life.


  “Me? We haven’t lied to them. We haven’t filed any false documents. I haven’t even seen Peter’s return. God knows, I’ve got suspicions, but who can fathom the mind of Peter Neucriss? If the Service ever asked, I’d tell them the absolute truth. And I’m certainly not hiding any income. We want to declare it. It’ll be on every return and financial statement. That’s the point. Let’s not pretend. We all know the story. Tad has been very concerned about the level of legal expenses. And quite pleased with the way 397 has turned out. This is two million, straight to the bottom line. We need that. All of us. The company and everyone here.”


  “I still don’t think you’d get a good-conduct medal from the Service,” said Martin to Jake.


  “Or the SEC,” said Pagnucci.


  “Or Tad,” Brushy said.


  “Admittedly,” said Jake, “admittedly. True on all counts. Krzysinski hates it. Hates it. Look at him. It’s not his style.” Glancing darkly at the conference room door, Jake lowered his voice. “But he’d love the result. So would the board. Friends, really. A tree falls in the forest. Is there sound if nobody hears? If I’m discreet, what does anyone know? Neucriss won’t say a word. The IRS has no reason to audit an escrow account. We’re showing a surplus, for crying out loud. That’s why I told no one. I sent the memo to Bert, explaining that it was very sensitive. I left no records here. And I made my own hell by doing it that way. I’m the first to admit it. The very first. There was not a thing I could say when all of you began looking into the matter, except what I told Mack last week: If we just wait, it’s going to turn out all right. When the disbursements were made, there would be no money missing. There’d be two million more than expected. Who would complain? Don’t you see? I’m not a thief.” He looked around the room at each of us. He was being achingly sincere, wounded and vulnerable, that Jake-thing I’d probably last seen when he talked to me about the bar exam.


  Krzysinski had returned for the latter stages of this performance, but he did not allow it to hinder him as he walked back to his desk. He addressed Jake without rancor. Tad was just himself—completely in charge. His job was deciding things. He was better at that than most people, the way certain guys can jump a foot over the rim. He roamed an empyrean landscape where he figured out what would happen with the perfect instantaneous reflex of a machine. He asked Jake where he wanted to go while we spoke.


  “Home,” said Jake, and Tad nodded. That was a good idea, he said. Go home. Stay by the phone in case there were more questions. Jake departed, clearly at a loss for the right gesture of farewell. He reverted to his friendly little wave, a politician’s touch that he’d absorbed from his father. It was, in the circumstances, sadly wrong. His departure, disappearance, seemed fateful and left a silent, troubled wake.


  “So what do you think?” Tad asked after a moment. “I wanted your opinions. You’ve all known him much longer than me.” He swiveled about in his big chair. This might well have been Tad’s ultimate test—would G&G’s lawyers shoot straight when the target was Jake? Maybe, in order to decide about us, he was matching our estimate against one he’d derived already. But I thought he was merely making smart use of the available resources.


  “I believe him,” Wash said instantly. He had summoned himself to sound stalwart. He brought all that upper-crust nobility back into his face.


  Krzysinski pursed up his mouth. “Mathigoris thinks it’s a cover story. Carefully planned. Carl shares that opinion.”


  Carl nodded. As usual he wasn’t saying much. But his ego would suffer no blows and he preferred the sinister to admitting he had failed in divining the situation. Now and then he had looked darkly at me, suspecting, I imagine, that I’d set him up. But I’d hung in there, meeting his eye meaningfully, and now he was not backing down.


  Martin, when Tad addressed him, wasn’t there, lost instead at mystical depths within himself. He’d still not fit the last stud into his shirt and he was tossing it up and down in one hand, in a mindless way, the jewel glinting as it turned in the air. He caught me eyeing him and gave me a wry look.


  Tad asked the question again to gain his attention. What did he think?


  “Oh,” Martin said. “Do I think it would tickle Neucriss to see your General Counsel doing tricks for him like a streetwalker? Naturally. Neucriss’s favorite pastime is proving that all human nature is as base as his. On the other hand, do I think Jake is capable of this deception on his own?” Martin smiled fleetingly at me, with his usual deep appreciation of irony. “Quite,” he said. “Quite. Frankly, Tad, I don’t know what the hell is going on.”


  Martin stood up in his half-secured formal wear and hoisted his striped trousers; he threw his stud in the air one more time. He was enormously cheerful. You wouldn’t quite say he didn’t give a damn. But you could tell he felt free of this life. Martin was on the road to being somebody else. He smiled again when he looked at Krzysinski.


  “To me it sounds typically Jake.” That was Brushy. “I hate to say it, but we all know Jake’s consuming interests are corporate politics and what makes him look good. Frankly, Tad, I’m not even sure he realized he was breaking the law. I believe him.”


  I wasn’t certain I’d ever seen Brush in the same room with Krzysinski and I watched them for signs. But all that showed was Tad’s native intensity. His searching look lingered with her even after she’d spoken.


  “I think I do too,” Tad stated finally. “You see,” he said to Wash, picking up on some dispute from the boardroom, “this is what I never liked. Always the easy way out. Well, he’s gone today. That’s given. Given. And I have to advise the board. But I need to know what to recommend. Everyone will prefer to avoid the scandal. I’d hate to turn him over to the authorities if I didn’t have to. I guess you go on your gut. I just wish I had some experience. What’s your view, Mack? You’re the one who’s done this for a living. What do you say? Does Jake look to you like a crook?”


  We were back to where we had been last week. I had their attention. Everyone’s. The fly ball once more was coming my way. I knew I could save Jake. I could tell one of my wonderful wild-ass stories. There were already six of them in my head. Say, for example, that Jake must have forgotten that long ago he had vaguely mentioned some shady deal with Neucriss which I’d told him to avoid. That would do it. Give me five minutes with a fax machine to rip off messages to Pico Luan to the Züricher Kreditbank and Fortune Trust and I could even replenish Litiplex’s secret account. I could do it all.


  But I wasn’t going that way. It’s happened to all of us, especially as kids. The screen goes dark; the music fades and the speakers hiss; the sudden lights sting the eyes. How can it be over, the heart cries, when the film’s still running inside me?


  It turned out that it no longer mattered what had actually happened. I was set on my way—another direction. I felt that. Somewhere new. Somewhere else. Me and Martin. I’d made the decision. Brave new world. No turning around. If I wasn’t headed for a better life, at least I was going toward something unexpressed in the life I presently had.


  Looking back, I suppose it’s sort of funny that we’d all been so willing to believe Jake was a thief. That slippery side of him must be out there for everybody to see—which was why we were still hanging in doubt. Isn’t that life? Seeing it, hearing it—how much is there we don’t really understand? Caught in our own foxholes, we never see the battlefield scene. I had wanted to believe they were no better than me. All of them. But we think what we do for a reason. Call me a fool or the victim of my own expectations. The one guy I wasn’t wrong about was me.


  “I believe him,” I said. And I did. Not because Jake was too honest to steal. God knows, he wasn’t. It was the story he’d told. About Neucriss. It wouldn’t come to Jake in one thousand years. Not in REM sleep. Tad had it right. Jake always took the easy way out. If Jake was going to need phony cover, he’d find some fall guy, some flunky. Somebody like me.


  “I believe him,” I said again, then added, “assuming there’s no problem getting the money back.”


  “No, no,” said Krzysinski. “He and Mathigoris ran off an hour ago to send a fax to the bank. Mathigoris has been standing by the machine waiting for a confirmation. Wait, here he is now.”


  There he was, Mike Mathigoris, security chief, nice-looking, right-in-the-middle kind of guy, former vice-commander of the State Police, out after twenty and in a great job here, fending off future skyjackings, ticket frauds, travel agents with commission schemes. I’d worked with him a lot before Jake let my well run dry. He handed the papers he was carrying to Tad without any ceremony. Tad read them and started to fume.


  “Son of a bitch,” he said. “Son of a bitch.”


  Brushy, in her vaguely familiar manner with Krzysinski, stood to read over his shoulder. Soon the documents were passing among the rest of us. The first page was a fax cover sheet from the International Bank of Finance N.A., Pico Luan, with the following message at its foot:


  

    Account closed, January 30, per attached letter of
direction.
Best wishes,
Salem George


  


  The letter I’d faxed over on Monday from the Regency was attached. When I looked at the signature, I admit I smiled. Handwriting analysts can’t work with a copy. And I’d fool them anyway. Brushy, it turned out, was watching me, something solid, maybe even fatal, in her eye. She mouthed: “Why are you having such a good time?”


  “It’s ironic,” I said aloud and turned away.


  Pagnucci was reading now, looking quite smug. He made little pontifical sounds but might just as well have said, Told you so.


  “What in the hell is Jake up to?” asked Tad. He had said this already a couple of times and nobody had replied.


  “He’s running,” I answered. “He put together this story about Neucriss to buy himself time. Now he’s headed for the hills. And the money.”


  “Oh Christ,” said Krzysinski. “And I let him out of here. Oh Christ! Let’s go. Let’s get the police.” Krzysinski was waving at Mathigoris.


  Wash had turned to wood right in front of me. He was dead as a stump.


  “Who do we call?” Tad asked.


  “Mack has friends on the police force,” Martin volunteered at once from across the room. “He just had one in the office before.”


  “Wrong guy,” I said immediately. “Not for this case.” “Who’s that?” Mike asked me.


  “A dick named Dimonte.”


  “Gino?” asked Mike. “Tough cop. He’s working Financials now. He’d be fine.”


  In desperation I looked to Brushy, but she’d turned away.


  “Don’t you think the Bureau would be better with an international case?” I asked Mathigoris. He was indifferent. “This guy’s idea of investigative technique is to scare you to death,” I told Tad.


  “That sounds like just what Jake deserves. Call him. Go,” Tad said to me. “Quickly, please. Jake can’t get away. We’ll move from bad to worse.”


  Because the conference room was in use, I ended up in a little phone closet off the TN reception area, where there was a colonial print of a woman in a Dutch collar, a poor cousin of Rembrandt. This was a kind of in-house phone booth, designed for visitors, a place they could take a call from their office in privacy. There was a small bowl of potpourri that sweetened the tight air. I considered the alternatives. I had none. ‘I couldn’t get through’ is not a credible excuse on a call to the police. ‘I called him’ wouldn’t work, because when he didn’t show up, somebody would just call him again.


  “Gino,” I said. I tried to be upbeat and bright. “When you hear this one, you’re gonna love me.”


  “In another life,” he answered at once.


  I told him the story. If he ran quick, he could get Jake at home. I gave him the address. Jake of course would be sitting there. Like some beaten hound. Right by the phone, as he promised. Maybe he’d called a lawyer. Or his dad. But he’d be there. I’d have paid some money to see the look on his face when Pigeyes grabbed him. God, I thought. God, I hated Jake.


  “You won’t need another collar before you retire,” I told Pigeyes.


  “I just want you to know,” Gino said when I finished, “I didn’t buy one word of that.”


  I had no idea what to say.


  “Not one fucking word. I don’t want you going home and laughing in your beer tonight, or whatever you drink now. Postum. I knew that whole routine was a crock. About these three guys all doing the bunny hop.” He was talking about what I’d said when he’d come to the office, the tale I told about Bert and Archie and the could-be-Kam from the U. This was mano a mano, him to me. He wanted me to know I hadn’t gotten the best of him after all.


  “It’s all wrong,” Pigeyes told me.


  “How?”


  “Archie ain’t bent, for one thing.”


  “You’re the one who told me, Pigeyes. About Archie. Rocket up his ass? Remember?”


  “No. You told me. I said, What if. I said, Give, and you said, Has this guy got an elastic asshole? and I said, What if. This mutt Archie, I know the story of his life and his mother’s life. He’s straight. He don’t got nothing but dingleberries back there, same as you and me. So it’s a crock. That whole routine. Just so you know.”


  Just so I knew. The other one, his young bootlicker, Dewey, he was taken in. Not Gino.


  “I’m not following.”


  “What else is new?”


  “Are we done here or what?” I asked.


  “Are we done, you and me done, is that what we’re asking?”


  “I mean Bert.”


  “Fuck ’em.”


  Nothing but fuzz on my screen. I did not understand. Which was just what he wanted.


  “So what is this? Favor done, favor owed?” I thought maybe with the big collar on Jake, he was calling the score even.


  He laughed, he roared. There was a phenomenal clanking wallop in my ear when he banged the phone on something hard.


  “You done me enough favors. When you’re miserable in hell, suffering your sins and thinking it can’t get no worse, you look behind you and I’ll be there. Payback time with me and you ain’t gonna end, Malloy. Just so you know. I’m telling you, you’re dirty somewhere. I said that from the git-go and I still say so. You’re covering your ass, same as you were doing with Good-lookin. So stay tuned. Same time. Same fuckin station.” He slammed the phone again and this time it went dead. Maybe he’d hung up. Maybe he’d broken it.


  But he’d done what he wanted. I sat in that tight little space and broke a sweat. This time I was really scared.


  B. Closing the Circle


  In the elevator, on the way down, Martin announced his resignation. I suppose he was forewarning Wash and Pagnucci. He seemed to regard his statement as dramatic, but it fell flat. This group had already been through too much, and as Martin had acknowledged before, there was not much left now to resign from. Brushy, a good kid to the last, started to talk to him anyway about changing his mind.


  When the elevator doors parted, back on 37, Bert was standing there. He was dressed in supposed formal wear—a leather coat as a dinner jacket and four days’ growth. He looked like a rock star. I guess Orleans was picking his clothes. He remained in the elevator doorway confronting us all in an auspicious posture, sneaking a glance to see who was inside. A lot had gone on since we’d last seen him here, and there was an instant so still it could have been suspended animation.


  Martin, in particular, seemed undone by the sight of Bert, finally bereft of all his survivor’s aplomb, that intense belief in his own powers which ordinarily sustains him. He stared a bit, then shook his head. Finally, he took note of the last diamond stud, still in his fingers. He seemed to weigh it. I think he had some impulse to throw it again, but in the end he simply paused to insert it in his shirt.


  “Well,” he said presently, “some of us have an appointment at the Club Belvedere.” It was time to worry about the future. For the person of importance, the moment never waits. Martin was going to read the firm its epitaph. He was good at that kind of thing. When we’d buried Leotis Griswell last year, Martin had made the eulogy, the usual funeral folderol, stuff he did not fully believe about how Leotis was a lawyer’s lawyer who knew that the law in the end is not a business but is about values, about the kinds of judgments that were not meant to be bought and sold. The law, as Leotis saw it, said Martin, is a reflection of our common will, meant to regulate society and commerce, and not vice versa. God knows what Martin would tell the partners tonight. Maybe just goodbye.


  Wash, Carl, Brushy all followed him, going off to get their coats. I tarried with Bert but gave Brushy a palsy little wink as she departed. She responded with a blistering look over her bare shoulder, the motive for which eluded me entirely. Here we go again. Fuck did I do? She said, coolly, that she had a call to make and would wait in her office to walk over with me.


  Standing with Bert, I could tell he was shook up to be back. He was near the windows behind the receptionist’s desk, facing the glass where his reflection loomed, vague and incomplete, like an image on water. He looked bleak.


  “I wish I’d done it,” he said to me, out of nowhere.


  “Done what?”


  “Stolen the money.”


  I recoiled a bit and gripped his arm to quiet him. But I could see his problem. He had a future again suddenly. His high times and adventures were over. He’d been out there on the edge, mad with love, crazy from danger. Now, if he liked, he could go right down to his office and answer interrogatories. He had lived for a while with all those neat shows playing in his head. Gangsters and athletes—his honey and him doing weird stuff in the moonlit artichoke fields, being covered and chilled by fog in the perfect still nights. Never mind that it was mad. It was his. Poor him. Poor us. Dragged to sea in our little boats by the tide of these irresistible private scenes and crashing come daylight on the rocks. But who can turn back?


  “Somebody beat you to it,” I told him. He laughed at that. Eventually, he asked if I was coming to the Belvedere, but I sent him along on his own.




  XXX. THE END AND

WHO’S HAPPY?


  A. Brushy Isn’t


  I went home. A man in a tuxedo boarding a plane would grab too much attention. And although I distrusted the sentiment, I wanted a word with my boy. It was time for the get-tough speech: Hey, I know you think your life is grim. But so is everyone else’s. We’re all grinning in spite of the pain. Some do better than others. And most do better than I have. I hope in time you grow up to join that majority.


  For Lyle, this talk figured to be largely beside the point, but I could feel I’d made a final effort. Upstairs at home, I found him asleep, knocked cold by some intoxicant.


  “Hey, Lyle.” I touched his shoulder, sharp-boned and bitten by ugly acne marks. I shook him some time before he seemed to come to.


  “Dad?” He couldn’t see straight.


  “Yes, son,” I said quietly, “it’s me.”


  He froze there on his back, trying to focus something, his eyes or his mind or his spirit. He gave up quickly.


  “Shit,” he said distinctly and rolled back so that his face went down into the pillow with the lost despairing weight of a felled tree. I understood Lyle’s problems. As he saw it, his parents owed him apologies. His old man was a souse. His mother pretended all his young life to be something she only later told him she wasn’t. Having found no adults to admire, he’d decided not to become a grown-up at all. In strict privacy, I couldn’t even quarrel with his logic. But what’s the further agenda? Granted, all of it, guilty as accused, but you tell me how to repay the debts of history. I touched the tangles of his long dirty hair but quickly thought better of that and went off to pack.


  I had been at it about twenty minutes when the front door chimes jingled. I was feeling cautious and glanced down through the bedroom window that overlooked the stoop. Brushy was there in her sequins, no coat, stomping one patent-leather pump on the concrete and casting occasional foggy breaths behind her as she looked to the taxi which waited in the street. Once I hadn’t shown in her office, she must have checked at the Belvedere, then called a hasty search party of one.


  I opened the various locks and bolts I’ve mounted on the front door to shield me from the Bogey Man and his captain in arms, Mr. S/D. We stood with the glass of the storm door between us. Brushy’s long white gloves were wrapped about her, and the flesh of her upper arms, where the daily workouts had never quite slackened the softness, was mottled and goose-bumped from the cold.


  “We need to talk,” she said.


  “Attorney-client, right?” I’m afraid I was smirking.


  She turned to wave off the taxi, then snatched the door open in her own decided way and, as she stepped up on the threshold, smacked my face. She struck me open-palmed, but she’s a strong little person and very nearly put me on my seat. We stood in the doorway in the midst of a nasty silence, with the rugged breath of winter flowing around us and invading the household.


  “I just predicted to our partners that all the money was going to be returned by tomorrow at 5:00 p.m.,” Brushy said.


  “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re too smart for your own fucking good, Brushy?”


  “Lots of people,” she answered, “but they’ve only been men.”


  Brushy smiled then, but the look in her quick eyes would have fit well on Hercules. She was not taking any crap. Not that she’d never forgive me. But she wouldn’t back off. Those were her terms. I rolled my jaw to make sure I was all right, and she stepped in beside me.


  “You’ve misjudged your man,” I said.


  “No, I haven’t.” When I didn’t respond she approached me. She put her sly little hands on my hips, then slipped her chilly fingertips into the expandable waistband of the tuxedo pants I was still wearing. She shook her wind-draggled hair out of her face so she could see me squarely. “I don’t think so. My man is attractively nuts. Impulsive. A practical joker. But he’s in touch. Really. In the end.”


  “Wrong guy,” I said. I touched my cheek one more time. “What’s going to happen to you when the money doesn’t come back? Huh?”


  She kept watching me with the same intent light, but I could see her beginning to melt down inside. Her bravery was fading.


  “Answer me,” I said.


  “I’m in big trouble. Everybody will ask what I knew. And when.”


  I put my arms around her. “Brushy, how could you have been such a chump?”


  “Don’t talk to me like that,” she said. She laid her head on the silly frills of my shirt. “It makes me sad when you pretend you’re mean.”


  I was going to tell her again she had the wrong guy, but went instead to the front closet and groped in the gummy pocket of Lyle’s leather police jacket where he hid his cigarettes. I brought the pack back for us both. I asked her what she had in mind.


  “What about the truth?” she asked. “Isn’t that an alternative? Telling the truth?”


  “Sure, I’ll just give Gino a jingle: ‘Pardon me, Pigeyes, you got the wrong guy behind bars. I’d like to swap places with Jake.’ Gino’s already hoping for that.”


  “But doesn’t somebody have to file a complaint? I mean, what if it’s all right with TN? I can explain this to Tad. Mack, I know Tad. Give me twenty minutes with him. He’ll love you for scaring Jake this way. He’ll think it was just what Jake deserved, having someone turn the tables on him for a while.”


  “Twenty minutes, huh?”


  Her face fell. “Go to hell,” she said. She sat on Nora’s old rose-printed sofa and scrutinized the spotted meal-colored rug, caught between anger and some scandalized sense of her life.


  “What’s your deal with this guy?”


  “Not what you think.”


  “So what is it? Pals? Sodality meetings?”


  She went through a retinue of reluctant gestures—evasive looks, nervous fretting with her cigarette—always committed to protecting her secrets. Finally, she sighed.


  “Tad’s asked me to be the new General Counsel at TN. I’ve been thinking about it for months.”


  “You replace Jake?”


  “Right. He wants somebody whose independence he trusts. And who’ll spread TN’s business around a lot more over time.”


  Tad of course had not arrived at the top by accident. He knew corporate politics, too, and this move was slick. Wash and his coterie on the TN board wouldn’t have stood in his way if Jake’s replacement came from G&G.


  “Martin doesn’t think the firm can survive without a big share of TN’s work,” I told her.


  “Neither do I. Not in the long run. That’s why I was reluctant.”


  Jake was gone now, though. Tad would make the change anyway. Brushy’s course was clear. I saw the future.


  “And what happens to Mack under the Brushy plan for the world, with Emilia as General Counsel of TN and G&G a wreck at sea?”


  “You’re a lawyer. A good one. You’ll find work. Or”—she smiled somewhat, the shy-sly routine—“you can be kept.” She got up and put her arms around me again.


  I still had my cigarette in my mouth and I drew back with the smoke in my eyes.


  “Wrong guy,” I told her. I broke away and headed upstairs. She followed to the bedroom eventually. She considered my canvas, the Vermeer mounted on the easel, before turning to watch me pack.


  “Where are you going?”


  “To the train. Which will take me to the plane. Which will take me far away.”


  “Mack.”


  “Look, Brushy, I told you. My pig-eyed former colleague, Detective Dimonte, already smells bullshit in the air. He said so when I called him.”


  “You can handle him. You’ve handled him for weeks now. Years.”


  “Not now. He’s flat-out said he thinks I’m dirty. He’s thickwitted but he’s like a cow. He always ends up in the right place.” I went to the easel. I thumbed through my sketchbook and threw it in the bag.


  “Why, Mack?”


  “Because I’d rather live rich and free than in the penitentiary.”


  “No, I mean, why? The whole thing. How could you do this? How could you think you wouldn’t get caught?”


  “You think everybody’s as smart as you are? The only reason you figured it out is because screw-loose here ran his mouth. You really believe you’d have seen it if I hadn’t told you from the jump about how much I’d love to steal the money myself or how much I hate Jake?”


  “But don’t you feel bad?”


  “At moments. But you know, once it’s done, it’s done.”


  “Look.” She started again. She put her hands together. She lifted her pert rough-skinned face. She tried to sound even and rational, to look persuasive. “You wanted to make a point. You wanted to get Jake, all of us, you wanted to hit us where we live. And you did it. You felt ignored, undervalued, wounded. Deservingly. And—”


  “Oh, stop.”


  “—you want to get caught.”


  “Spare me the psychoanalysis. What I wanted was to do it. There’s such a thing as infantile pleasure, Dr. Freud. And I got mine. And now I’m doing the adult and responsible thing and saving my ass. Just like you’re going to do very shortly when they ask you to account for five and half million dollars which you said would be repatriated tomorrow.” I pointed at her. “Remember the privilege,” I said. “Attorney-client.”


  “I don’t understand,” she said and bounced herself off the bed in sheer frustration. “You have to hate everyone. You do, don’t you? Everyone. All of us.”


  “Don’t manipulate.”


  “Come on. Don’t you see how angry you are? My God. You’re Samson pulling down the temple.”


  “Please don’t tell me about my own moods!” I’m sure for a moment I looked violent. “Why would I be angry, Brush? Because I had such great choices? Should I have whored around like Martin to cover Jake’s hind end? Just so Jake could ignore me while Pagnucci pushed me toward an ice floe, after I’ve surrendered my adult years to this place? I mean, how does Pagnucci put it when he bothers to justify himself? ‘The marketplace speaking’? I forget the part of the theory, Brushy, which explains why the people the market fucks over are supposed to let the tea party continue for everyone else. So I showed some initiative, entrepreneurship, self-reliance. I helped myself. Those are free market concepts too.”


  She didn’t say anything for a while. I took off my pants and my shirt and hopped around in my underwear, putting on clean slacks and a pullover. I wore my athletic shoes. Ready to run.


  “What about your son?”


  “What about him? He’ll fend for himself. Or live off his mother. It’s high time, frankly, for either one.”


  “You’re twisted.”


  “Sick,” I said.


  “Hostile.”


  “Granted.”


  “Cruel,” she said. “You made love to me.”


  “And meant it.” I looked at her. “Each time. Not something every fella could say to you.”


  “Oh.” She closed her eyes and suffered. She wrapped her long white gloves around herself. “Romance,” she said.


  “Look, Brush, I’ve seen ahead of the curve from the start. I told you this was a bad idea. I think you’re a great human being. Honest Injun. I’d share your bed and your company for the foreseeable future. But Pigeyes is now on the scene. So that leaves only one alternative: You have a passport, you’re welcome to come. As I’ve always said, there’s enough for two. The more the merrier. Wanna start a new life? My impression is that you’re pretty attached to the one you have here.”


  I held out both hands. She just looked at me. The idea, I could tell, had never crossed her mind.


  “No sweat,” I told her. “You’re doing the right thing. Take it from your old buddy Mack. Cause I’ll tell you the real problem, what I keep coming back to: Honey, you ain’t gonna respect me in the morning, not when you think this whole thing through.”


  She eventually said, “I could visit.”


  “Sure. Tell Mr. K. He’ll love hearing that from his new General Counsel: I’m going to visit that crackpot who destroyed my law firm and looted your company. Face it, Brush, your life is here. But hey, prove me wrong. I think you’ve got ties. And”—I closed the case—“I’ve got to go.”


  I grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed her quickly, hubby speeding off to work. She sat on the bed and put her head in her hands. I knew she was too tough to cry, but I said something anyway.


  “Let’s not be mushy, Brushy.” I whined it. I made it rhyme. I winked at her from the doorway and told her goodbye. I saw Lyle down the hall, dressed only in the jeans in which he’d fallen asleep, groping to make something of the voices. Maybe he’d been roused to check out his dream that it was Mom and Dad, home again and happy, one of those dream things that never really happened. I stood on the threshold considering them both, enduring one of those moments. Up to now I’d been beset by great emotional constipation. Pour me a couple of drinks and I could bawl my eyes out, but in the present I’d felt smug and stuck on myself. Only with the actual instant of departure at hand was the pain beginning to mount.


  “God, Mack,” said Brushy, “please, please don’t do this. Think about what you’re doing to yourself. I’ll help you. You know I will. You know how hard I’ve tried. I mean, at least, Mack, think about me.”


  Oh, what about her? She imagined, no doubt, I was running from her. And I’d succored myself with disarming comparisons to the devotion of others—Bert to Orleans, Martin to Glyndora. But who was I kidding? My heart was suddenly sore and afflicted, full of a hurt that seemed to double its weight.


  “Brush, there’s no choice.”


  “You keep saying that.”


  “Because it’s the truth. This is life, Brushy, not heaven. I’m out of alternatives.”


  “You’re only saying that. You’re doing what you want.”


  “Fine,” I said, though I knew in a way she was right. Standing with her now, I was abruptly some kind of suffering blob, ectoplasm without boundaries in which the only point of form was a hurting heart. But even in that condition there was a sense of direction. It wasn’t hope, I saw now, that drove me. Perhaps I was at one of those passes again, doing what I most fear, because otherwise I’m paralyzed, worse off than some slave in chains. But the compulsion was strong. I was like that figure of myth, flying with his wings of wax toward the sun.


  “Mack, you talk about my life? What am I going to say? How am I going to explain why I let you run, why I didn’t just call the police?”


  “You’ll think of something. Look.” I took one step back into the room. “Here. Go to your pal Krzysinski. Right now. Today. Tell him the whole thing. Everything. Tell him how you couldn’t stand by and let me ax Jake. Tell him how noble you are. And smart. You were going to sucker-punch me. Get me to give the money back. Then turn me over to the police.”


  She was sitting on the bed, holding on to herself, contracted with pain, and she recoiled a bit. The words seemed to strike her with the reverberating force of an arrow. I thought at first she was again overwhelmed by shuddering wonder at my facility when it came time to lie. Then, at once, I saw something else.


  I held absolutely still.


  “Or did I just get it right?” I asked her softly. “Was I finally reading your mind?”


  “Oh, Mack.” She closed her eyes.


  “Grab me and love me and let them haul me away? The Brushy-first plan?”


  “You’re lost,” she said. “Do you even know the truth? When you’re seeing it? When you’re telling it?”


  She thought she had me with that one, but you could nail most folks like that from time to time. I refused to back off anyway. Brushy, as I well knew, was a four-wall player. She had all the angles in her head, and I’d found something, some notion, some line of reflection she couldn’t keep herself from seeing, any more than I could help being myself at that moment, full of a liberating spite, an anger so generalized but intense I didn’t really know what was making me mad—her or me or some unnameable it.


  “Was that the idea?” I put on my coat. I picked up my bag. “Well, you haven’t been listening.” I said it again and I suspected by now she believed it.


  “You’ve got the wrong guy.”


  B. Pigeyes Isn’t


  The little light-rail system that ties Center City and the airport was one of those genius planning notions for which Martin Gold occasionally takes some credit. He was counsel to the Plan Commission and our bond folks worked out the financing. The thing doesn’t always run on time, but in rush hour it beats the traffic, which you can see stalled on either side as the train rambles down the divider strip. The LR, as it is known around town, terminates in an underground station, a big cantilevered space with the rising ceiling of a cathedral and various-colored block-glass windows lit from the rear to simulate daylight.


  I arrived there lugging my case and still yelling at Brush in my head, purging my guilt and explaining again how she ought to be blaming herself, there are no victims. I was a few steps from the train when I saw Pigeyes at the end of the platform. I’d had a few intense and unsettling visions of Gino nabbing Jake, booking him, printing him, putting him in the police station cell where the gangbangers would grab Jake’s Rolex right off him without even saying thanks, and I briefly hoped I was seeing things. But it was Gino. He was leaning on a pillar in his scruffy sport coat and cowboy boots, picking his teeth with a fingernail and eyeballing the passengers as they alighted from the cars. No doubt about who he was looking for, but I didn’t have too many places to go. He’d caught sight of me already and the return trip to the city wouldn’t begin for another five minutes. So I kept walking. It was daytime, but I was dead in my dreams, headed for that mean dangerous stranger. He had me now and my blood was suddenly pumping at 30 degrees.


  As he watched me approach, Gino’s little black eyes were still and the rest of his big face harsh with purpose. He was ready to chase me, maybe to shoot. I took a quick peek for Dewey but it looked like Pigeyes was flying solo tonight.


  “What a delightful coincidence,” I told him.


  “Yeah,” he said, “what. Your girlfriend gimme a call. Said I ought to track you down.” Pigeyes faked a smile without showing his teeth. “I think she likes me.”


  “That so?”


  “Yeah.” He was not near my height. But he got good and close. His face was in mine, all his heavy breath and body odors. He was chewing gum. I was taking in a lot at that moment. I’d been soft about Brushy. I thought she believed all that stuff, attorney and client, my secret to keep and hers not to tell. She could give me one hundred reasons the privilege didn’t apply; I could probably give you fifty of them on my own. But I hadn’t thought she’d sell me out. She was always tougher and quicker than I figured.


  “What’d she say?” I asked.


  “Nothing much. I told you. We talked about you.”


  “How good I am in bed?”


  “I don’t recall that being mentioned.” Pigeyes smiled the same way. “Where you off to?”


  “Miami.”


  “For?”


  “Business.”


  “Oh yeah? Okay I look in your little case there?”


  “I don’t think so.” He had one hand on it and I tightened my hold.


  “I think maybe there’s a bankbook in there. I think you got a connecting plane for Pico-whatever. I think maybe you’re about to take flight.”


  He took a step closer, which didn’t seem physically possible.


  “Careful, Pigeyes. You may catch something.”


  “You,” he said. He opened his mouth and tried to belch. He was standing on my toes now, so that if I moved I’d fall over. If I pushed him, God knows what he’d do. “I knew I’d catch a piece of you. Guy asked me to do this thing, this whole caper, and I said to myself, Maybe you’ll meet up with your old pal Mack.”


  I believed that. Pigeyes was always looking for me, and I was always watching for him. Immovable object. Irresistible force. In that moment that is worse than dying, the flaming terror that wrests me from sleep, Pigeyes will always be there. How do we explain that? I turned this over in my mind, that same old thought, that there are not accidents, there are no victims. And then, God only knows why, I had one last revelation. I was okay now. I knew it at once.


  “I think,” said Pigeyes, noting the intensity of my expression, “you just wet your socks. I think when you walk, your shoes’ll go squish.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “I do.”


  “No, I’ve got this too well figured.”


  “That’s what you thought.”


  “That’s what I know. You always talked too much, Gino. Especially to me. Couldn’t live with me thinking I’d skunked you one more time, could you? You couldn’t resist straightening me out when I called to tell you about Jake this afternoon.”


  His belt buckle was still under my belly, his nose was one inch from mine. But a certain caution had set in. Once badly bitten, Pigeyes was an unusual creature in the depth of his respect for me.


  “All of these things I should have seen,” I said, “I couldn’t explain. Why you never arrested me. Or served me. You must have thought I was deaf, dumb, and blind. You say you knew I was spreading manure this afternoon with that myth about Archie and Bert, but you left Bert alone even so. Why? Why didn’t I see it? You’d been called off. Whoever hired you in the first place unhired you. The capo, or whoever. What are they holding your marker for, Pigeyes? Gambling? Dope? G-Nose take one sniff too many? Or are you doing it for one of the old buds from the neighborhood? You’re the guy, though, right? You’re the one who was supposed to get Archie to give up his connect. You’re the one who was going to make the connect grateful for staying alive so he could throw basketball games for some ungrateful types. It’s you.”


  I had his attention now.


  “How could I not catch on? I should have known as soon as you said you were following Kam with the credit card. Christ, where the hell do you come by that card? I know where I found mine. And the envelope was open. There were footprints on the mail. You were in there before me, Gino. At Bert’s. And that wasn’t the first time.


  “The first time, Pigeyes, was when you guys put Archie in the icebox. You were gonna scare Bert into telling what you wanted to know. Big-time lawyer? I don’t care whose windpipe is severed. Bert couldn’t call the police, because he can’t answer their questions. He’s not gonna throw away the money, the shingle, by admitting to the coppers how he’s been fixing national sporting events. He’d be meat when he saw that body. He’d be yours. Bert would cry on the telephone. Beg for his life. He’d tell you just where to find this Kam fucking Roberts who Archie kept mentioning. Bert would even have to take care of dumping Archie himself. It never figured he’d run—not when all he had to give you was a name. But he wasn’t there when you called.”


  Pigeyes’s dark eyes were caving in. He was not as smart as me. He’d always known that.


  “So that was trip number two to Bert’s, right? Looking to find where he’d gone. That’s when you picked up the credit card. And decided you better Lujack Missing Persons’ case. That way you’d be the only cops looking for Archie. You got Missing to send the case to Financial—those guys are always happy to lose one—then you went sniffing around the Bath to see if you could get a hot lead on Kam.


  “And if guys didn’t do dumb things, Gino, they’d never get caught. Why didn’t you get the body out of Bert’s when you had the chance? What was the problem? Upstairs neighbor at home that week? Not enough help? But when you nabbed me with the bank card down at U Inn you knew where I’d been. And what I’d seen. I mean, Gino, who’s the guy who taught me to look first thing in the refrigerator? But dim-bulb Malloy, he gives you the perfect excuse to go back in. With a warrant, no less. That’s why the body disappeared then, right? Before I could tip Homicide. That’s why we had our scene in the surveillance van. So you and Dewey could get me on paper in front of a prover, saying I never saw anything of interest in Bert’s apartment. I mean, Christ, was I dumb or what? Why would you wanna make me say that? And that’s why you didn’t want to run me in on any of the chickenshit that you could have. It wasn’t worth it. I’d be out in an hour, so why take the chance that I’d have second thoughts and start free-associating to some stray Homicide dick about this body I’d seen?”


  Somewhere along there he had gotten off my toes. If we had been having this discussion out on a dark road, he’d have shot me. But we were standing in the subway stop underneath the airport, and various passengers burdened with heavy cases and garment bags were coming and going on the platform, glancing back to get a load of what looked like it might turn into a fistfight. Pigeyes was not a happy dude.


  “Tell me you didn’t start out to murder poor Archie, Pigeyes. Tell me you just got carried away when Archie wasn’t coming up with Kam’s real name. Tell me you felt sorry.” I pulled away the briefcase from where he had continued resting his hand.


  “What do they pay for a job like that? Fifty? Seventy-five? You getting ready for retirement, is that it? I’ll make that in interest in a couple of weeks.” For emphasis, I tapped him right over the heart, grazing my fingertips on the same dirty knit shirt he’d been wearing for days. We both knew I had him.


  “So turn me in,” I said. “Think I can swing a deal for immunity if I give them a hit man who walks around with a star?” He didn’t answer. He’d been to Toots’s school. “The guy I hung with,” I said, “my old partner, he wasn’t that bad. He cut some corners, he did some things. But he didn’t torture people for money. Or dope.” I picked up my suitcase and nodded to him.


  With that, I had a serendipitous recognition. If you gave Pig-eyes truth serum he’d explain to you how this was partly my fault. Years ago I’d taken his good name. And cheated to do it. The neighbors, his ma, the people in church—they now knew what he was. He couldn’t pretend. He looked to them suddenly the way he looked to himself. I put it to him out loud, here in the public way.


  “You’re a bad guy,” I said.


  You know how he responded: Fan-gul! Fan-gul! “I gotta take that from you?”


  “Have it your way, Gino. We’re both bad guys.” I didn’t mean it. I wasn’t as low as him, not in my mind. We were two different types, two different traditions. Pigeyes was like Pagnucci—really tough, really mean, capable of courage and cruelty. One of those men for whom it’s always wartime, where you do what you have to. I was the second in a line of thieves—deceivers. But we’d both touched bottom, Gino and I, and I saw then that was the point of all the bad dreams: I am him and he is me, and in the dark feelings of night there is no discernible difference between wishing and fear.


  So that’s where I left him, on the train platform. I looked back once, just to make sure he was absorbing the full effect of letting me go. I made my plane to Miami, and now the connection to C. Luan. I’m sitting here, in first class, telling the end of my story to Mr. Dictaphone, whispering so that my voice is lost below the engine’s great hum.


  When I get off, these tapes, every one of them, are going to Martin. I’ll send them Federal Excess. I will be wildly pie-eyed by then. At the moment, on the fold-down table in front of me, four little soldiers, hot off the attendant’s drink cart, are dancing with the vibration of the plane, the sweet amber liquid bobbing in the throat of each bottle so that I can almost feel it in mine. I will be drunk, I promise, for the rest of my life. I’ll travel; I’ll sun. I’ll engage in prolonged dissipation. I’ll think about how ecstatic I was sure this gig would make me and how, in that frame of mind, I couldn’t tell the right guys from the wrong ones, the merely plain from the plain ugly.


  Now that I’m done, I’m thinking that telling this whole thing was for me. Not for Martin, Wash, or Carl. Or U You. Or Elaine up above. Maybe it’s me I meant to entertain. A higher, better me, such as Plato described, a kinder, gentler Mack, capable of greater reflection and deeper understanding. Maybe I wanted to make another of those failing efforts to figure out myself or my life. Or to tell it all in a way that is less ambiguous or boring, remembering it with my wit sharper and my motives more defined. I know what happened—as much as memory serves. But there are always blank spots. How I got from there to here. Why I did whatever at a particular moment. I’m a guy who’s spent so many mornings wondering just what happened the night before. The past recedes so quickly. It’s just a few instants under the spotlight. A couple of frames of film. Maybe I recount it all because I know this is the only new life I will get, that the telling is the only place where I can really reinvent myself. And here, I am the man who controls not just the words but with them the events they record. The higher, better Mack, sovereign over history and time, a fellow more earnest, honest, more fully known than the mysterious guy who has always recovered from one disaster just in time to rush on to another, that incomprehensible being who blinks at me in the reflections on window-panes and mirrors, who treated most of the settled items in his life with scorn.


  Nonetheless, I’ve had the final word. Taking blame where it is due and otherwise assessing it. I don’t make the mistake of confusing that with an excuse. I have regrets, I admit, but who doesn’t? Still, I had it wrong. Completely.


  There are only victims.
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      THOSE OF US BORN IN THE YEARS OF BOUNTY after World War II knew we had a different outlook than earlier generations of Americans. Blinkered by need, they had come of age with narrower commitments—to the glory of God, the glee of acquisition, or the mean little business of survival. But we took seriously the promise of the Declaration of Independence that the birthright of America was not merely life or liberty, but the pursuit of happiness. Personally, as a child, I always assumed that was the point of growing up. So I’d feel better than I did then.


      Which leaves us with the awful doomed inquiry of our middle years, the harpy’s voice that whispers in dreams, at sunrise, at those unforeseen instants of drilling isolation: Is this as happy as I will ever be? Do I have the right to just a little more? Or is there nothing better I should hope for?


      —MICHAEL FRAIN
 “The Survivor’s Guide,”
 September 7, 1995


    


  




  

    

      September 7, 1995


    


    

      HARDCORE


      Dawn. The air is brackish, although this place is miles from water. The four high-rise towers hulk amid a hardened landscape of brick, of tar and pavement broken by weeds, of crushed Coke cups and candy wrappers, of fly-about newspaper pages. A silvery bedding of broken glass, the remnants of smashed bottles, glitters prettily—one more false promise. It is a time of uncommon quiet. In the night, there are often sounds of life at the extreme: outcries and drunken yells, machines at volume. Sometimes gunfire. The day brings voices, children, the many stand-abouts, the species at large. Now the wind is up, whistling in the fence links and on the bricks. At the prospect of motion, the man walking this way looks up abruptly, but there is only a dog huddled in a gap between the buildings who, out of some animal instinct, has determined, across the distance of a hundred yards, to have no truck with him. A single used tire sits, inexplicably, on the cracked blacktop of the play yard.


      The man, Ordell, is almost thirty-six years old. He still maintains some of his penitentiary build, buffed up, he’d say, although he’s been out again four years now. He is dressed simply, black shirt and trousers. No gold. ‘Don’t wear you no gold when you workin,’ he often advises the Unborns, the eight-and nine-and ten-year-old wannabes who trail after him, complimenting his appearance and offering to do him favors, when he arrives here most afternoons. ‘Hardcore,’ they always goin, ‘get you Co-Cola by Ko-rea?’ like he don’t know they aimin to keep the change.


      This morning, Ordell Trent, gang name Hardcore, is alone. The building he approaches, the tallest of the four which comprise the Grace Street Projects, has come over the years to be called by everyone ‘the I.V. Tower,’ due supposedly to the Roman numerals, but most suspect the label originated with the familiar mockery of the residents practiced by the police, who refer to the building among themselves as the Ivory Tower. The open structures—windows, porches, connecting walkways—are caged in mesh of heavy gauge. Formerly, from the gangways and balconies refuse was sometimes thrown, bricks were tossed down on enemies as in the Middle Ages, drunks and dopeheads stumbled to their death, and several persons were pushed. Around three or four windows you can see the ragged blackening marks of bygone fires and at street level, on the bricks, in rounded letters, the initials of Ordell’s gang have been inscribed in phosphorescent colors etched in black: “BSD.” Black Saints Disciples. His set—the branch of the gang which Ordell heads—the T—4 Rollers, is often celebrated, too, and some daring members of Gangster Outlaws, a rival organization, have also put their marks here, wallbanging, as it is known. Occasional messages of personal affirmation, quickly sprayed, appear now and then as well. “D’Ron Is Cool.” “Lucifer!”


      Inside, Ordell nods to security, Chuck, he named, chump rent-a-cop from Kindle County Housing Authority, huddled in a concrete shelter with a small window of bulletproof glass. Chuck gettin half-a-one—fifty dollars—every month from Ordell, and Chuck, he like to love Hardcore, man, see him, Chuck damn well salute. In the entry, the sole illumination is from a Pepsi machine, with a heavy padlock. Every electrical fixture is gone, stolen to sell, or put out by some Saint who prefers to do business in the dark. Bare wires in twisted bunches snake from the walls. The atmosphere is sodden with the bitter reek of hallway filth and broken plumbing. The paint is old; the pipes, exposed overhead, have grown rust stains and mold. The impression is of a bunker—something built to survive the bomb. The floor is concrete, the walls are cinder block. Everything—everything—is marked with gang signs: the Saints’ halo, the capped ‘4’ which represents the T-4 Rollers, and names—“D-town,” “Mike-o-Mite,” “Baby Face,” “Priest”—written in school markers or, more often, smoked into the plasterboard or paint with a cigarette lighter.


      The elevator, one of them, is working again today and Hardcore rides to 17. The first five floors of this building are more or less deserted now, given up by folks who found even $38.50 a month too high a price for a life where beds had to be placed on the floors to avoid the gunfire, where the safest sleeping was in the bathtub. When he lets himself in, Hardcore hears the old woman’s husky breath, clotted by the deteriorations of living, emerging from one of the two back rooms he lets her have.


      Ordell has the two front rooms. Where he watches. From up here, he can see the entire operation. Sometimes the police—‘Tic-Tac,’ as the Saints call the Kindle County Municipal Police Force Tactical Unit—the ones who won’t accept Hardcore’s money and a few who do, sit down there and watch. They’re wondering, he knows. How come this nigger so cool, how come it freeze up whenever they on the scene? Because Ordell sees. From here. He got all them tiny gangsters—the youngest gang members—‘peepers,’ as they’re called, rovin, scopin. Any po-lice, any rent-a-cop, any limp DEA, any them mothers truck into them towers, Hardcore gone know. On the street that cuts a perpendicular, there are two three-flats and some tiny gangsters down there on the steps each day, servicing the cars that pull up. They got rock, bottles, crank, sometime pills. Some Top Rank Gangsters, veterans in BSD, they-all slang a couple zones—sell a couple ounces—to they homies every week, be tight, all they need. Not Ordell. He got him houses and ladies, he got a Blazer and a slick BMW 755, shit, he got his gold, but what be fat and all is this thang, what he got goin here—‘DJs,’ so called, to mix the stuff, and ‘scramblers,’ who get paid in drugs to make the connections, ‘mules’ to carry it and move it two times every day from the garages and apartments where it’s stored, and his ‘artillery,’ Honcho, Gorgo, and them, armed motherfuckers so nobody think they can move up on Ordell. Seventy-five people, sometime a hundred, and Hardcore watchin over: Go here, mother, go there, don’t get beat by no snitch, don’t deal with no nare, don’t mess with no rings or gold, see cash, man, do it! That’s what he wants, somethin happenin, man, every day.


      Now, slightly past 6:00, his beeper alerts, vibrating at his hip. Hardcore curses aloud when he inspects the readout: Nile. More whining. “Too late for that shit,” he notes to himself. At his voice, the old woman’s rasping breath briefly ceases. Perhaps she is awake now, listening, pressing at her grey hair, snuffling and clearing her throat in hopes he’ll leave. Here in the front room, there is nothing. Two chairs. Old newspapers. The concrete floor holds the sallow glimmer of the early light. The rug was stolen long ago.


      This was her apartment, raised her children here, the boy in Rudyard, two boys, Ordell thinks, and some bitch, a silly pipehead selling what she can out on the street. In the pen, the boys come to Jesus and busted out, quit BSD. So Ordell’s set moved in here. The old woman was tough. ‘You-all go on, shoot and kill me, do whatever you-all like, I ain movin out, this here’s my house, I ain givin my house to no bunch of silly-ass hoodlums.’


      T-Roc, one of BSD’s two heads, Vice-Lord he called—T-Roc told Hardcore straight up, ‘Do just like she say, man, fade her.’ Hardcore, he put in work for his, done whatever for BSD, be a bar-none Saint and all, but he don’t fall to cappin no old lady. He decided leave her stay.


      ‘And I ain gone have no dope-peddlin or whorin or any other gangbanger whatnot in here neither,’ she’d said to Ordell.


      ‘We ain doin nothin,’ he told her.


      ‘Hmm,’ she said.


      Now she sleeps. Just then, 6:15 like they been sayin, he sees the ride, some shitbox Chevy a hundred years old, bend the corner on the street far below. Now, Ordell thinks, now we gone tear some shit up. He has field glasses but he can see well enough. Bug, just folding the flip-phone back into her jacket, approaches the car. Then she retreats a distance, as she’s supposed to do. The cell phone in his pocket makes a throaty sound.


      “Yo,” he answers. “’T’s up, cuz?”


      “Ten-two,” Lovinia says. They use radio code, mix it up, make them Tic-Tacs crazy. “Ten-two.” Means trouble. Need help. “You hear?” she adds. That Lovinia. Don’t never have no respect.


      “Stall out, bitch, I hear. And I don’t see no damn 10–2.” On the broad avenue, on Grace Street, there is nothing, cars, white folks driving by fast. Not even foot trade. “I ain’t seed nothin. You standin still, bitch, and you best be hittin the wall, man.”


      “Ain to see, not from where you is, and I ain talkin on this punk-ass telephone neither. Ten. Two.” She’s gone with that.


      Setup, he thinks, as he often thinks. Bug—as Lovinia is known—damn Bug be settin him up. Kan-el, T-Roc, one them, maybe them Goobers—as the Saints call the Gangster Outlaws—one them switched her somehow. He ponders Kan-el and T-Roc, Commandant and Vice-Lord of BSD. They on top, man, but they all the time trippin and shit, worryin is Hardcore on this power thang, man, he gone bust his whole set right out the gang or what? And him running eight zones into the jail every week, so BSD down for theirs, catch his black booty he be gone for-ever. Set him up. “Mmm.” He grunts aloud at the thought of it.


      But he’s on his way. He has a 9-millimeter pistol stored behind the iron grating of the air return and he tucks it in his belt and lets his black silk shirt hang out of his trousers. In the elevator he continues rumbling with his angry thoughts, speaking to himself and wondering if he should have shouted out for Honcho, some of them. Scared, he thinks, scared is what he is and old enough to know it. All them youngsters always puttin down that shit, ‘Cain’t no nigger fade me,’ shit like that, make him laugh. You always scared. Get used to it is all. Gotta be is gotta be.


      He has three sons. Dormane—Hardball he called—got two kids of his own, he inside, doing fifteen no-parole on some fool buy-bust, and Rakleed is on these streets, too, and the little one, Del, still too young to know too much of nothing. They mommas, each of them, behind Ordell’s back, told those boys the same. ‘Don’t you be no dope peddler now, don’t you be slangin and hangin and bangin, I’ll be whompin you backside, you ain never gone be too big for me do you like that.’ That’s what they sayin. In his own time, Ordell gave each of these boys his answer: ‘You got to be somebody. They’s bad shit here. With them bad coppers—bad motherfuckers everywhere here. But, man,’ he said, ‘man, this here what you-all’s—you with the people here, you giving them what these poor niggers need, some nickel’s worth of happiness white folks and all don’t want them havin.’


      Walking from the IV Tower, the first stirrings of the day, music and voices, from some windows, wondering is he really gone get himself gauged, Hardcore thinks, as he often does, about his sons. He walks past one of the newer buildings, where the concrete corner has parted, revealing a cheap core of pink foam. In a nearby play area, only one seesaw remains, and on that both seats were long ago shattered by some teen in a random outbreak of destructive will. A milky-eyed drunk is teetering down the block, slept it off somewhere and now looking for home. He has a tatty overcoat and his hat askew, a face of white whiskers, and when he sees Hardcore, he wants to move, get out the way, man, and his legs can’t let him. Funny. Hardcore calls him “Man” as he passes by. They got they needs, he thinks, wishing he’d told his boys that, too. ‘Everybody on these streets, man, these motherfuckers out here is just completely crazy with what they need. This gal she need her check, and this momma be needin to hold her baby, and that old cat need his fix.’ Needing. He sometimes thinks he doesn’t walk on pavement—he is just moving on top of what everybody needs.


      He crosses the boulevard, Grace Street, and starts down Lawrence, a block of ruined three-story apartment buildings, stout as battlements, with flat tarred roofs and limestone blocks placed decoratively amid the dark bricks and as a border above the doorways and at the cornices. The windows are gone in some, boarded up. A raised garden area of railroad ties sits under the windows of 338, the dirt desert dry, even the weeds struggling to survive.


      “Yo,” Lovinia calls, emerging like a cat from one of her hiding places. This Lovinia, he thinks. God, look-it here at this scrawny bitch, motherfucker are you gone believe it? With this fuzzball stocking cap dragged down over her whole damn head and this grey coat and twill pants. Don’t want nobody comin up on her to know she a bitch is what it is, figure they’ll shoot her ass or molest her ass or somethin. They better not try neither, she ain’t strapped—armed—she know better than that for when Tic-Tac come by, but you bet she got it near here, under the mailbox, or in a hole in one them trees, you mess with her, she gone smoke you ass. Word up. T-Roc, he think Hardcore stone crazy using Bug, but she sharp. She strut up to the cars, she change her whole routine now, she sort of swingin it a lot. ‘What you like, man?’ Make them say. Anybody she take for Tic-Tac, narco, when they say ‘Dope,’ she just go, ‘Oh, man, I ain sellin dope, man, I got somethin sweeter ’n that, man,’ like she thinkin they was here to bone.


      Now she points to the white Nova at the curb, a hundred feet away. “I done told her, ‘Lady, you in the wrong place.’”


      “Lady? What kind of motherfuckin lady?”


      “Tol’ you now, 10–2. He ain come. She come. She be lookin for Or Dell.” Bug smiles then, toward the walk. Lovinia, just a kid and all—fifteen—she love to play.


      “Lady,” Hardcore repeats a few more times. Damn. He advances on the car. “Lady, this the wrong place for you.” Leaning into the darkness of the car, he catches some of her soapy smell and the humid sour scent of his own overheated breath. “You best get out here fast.”


      “Mr. Trent? I’m June Eddgar.” She extends her hand, and then laboriously leaves the car to stand in the bluish morning light. Old. She be fat, too, big and fat. Some kind of hippie or farmer or some such, and her thighs all mashed together in her jeans. She have a plain face and some long lightish brown kinda hair going to grey, kind of lopsided and knit together like it ain’t really combed. “I thought we could talk a minute.”


      “Lady, they ain nothin for you and me to talk about.”


      “Well, I thought—I’m Nile’s mother.”


      “Told him get hisself here. Didn’t tell him send nobody’s momma.”


      “I thought it was better if I came.”


      “You better go. Thass all. They’s some powerful shit may go down here. Word, now. Go on.” He steps away, flitting his hand.


      “Look, I know them both. I think there’s a misunderstanding.”


      “Only misunderstandin is you stayin here stead of leavin out when I say go. Thass the only misunderstanding we got.”


      “I really think—”


      “Lady, you gone get fucked up bad, you hear? Now jump in you rusty-ass ride.” He throws a hand again in disgust and walks away. Lovinia has stepped toward the street, waving.


      “Gorgo,” she calls, signaling overhead.


      “Aw, fuck me, motherfuck,” Hardcore says. From the alley across the way, Gorgo has emerged, tearing out on a sturdy black-framed mountain bike. He has a mask on, a blue handkerchief across his face like he some cowboy motherfucker, but looks otherwise like he just goin home to momma, blue pack fixed on his back, red satin jacket, hat turned behind his ear, just a kid, if you don’t notice the gat—the gun—held low by his side. A 9. Got his Tec-9. The semiautomatic weapon, from its sheer weight, seems to drag behind as Gorgo rides. Bug keeps on waving, calling out as Gorgo rushes on, but he doesn’t see her. He never will, Hardcore knows. You can see Gorgo’s eyes at sixty feet now, popped out like some pipehead’s, only with him all it is is panic. I gotta do this, Gorgo’s thinking, got to do this, man. Hardcore knows. His whole self is shrunken down to a little pea of violent will, so there’s no room for anything to tell him no. The gun is up, straight this way, and for one second Ordell sees nothing of it but the small silver o and the frightening black space within it, at the end of the muzzle.


      “Gorgo!” she calls again, and Hardcore, who has already dropped to the pavement, catches the hem of her coat and drags at it.


      “Get yo fool self down,” he says, and she comes to him, easy as a leaf falling from a tree, just as the first shots bolt the air. Damn guns always be louder than you expect. The reports come at once, five or six volleys, a rampage of sound. Just that quick. Afterwards, it is the same as always, a moment of awful, cowering stillness—the birds gone from the trees, radios knocked silent, folks in the adjoining buildings stretched out flat along the cold floors, desperate not to stir. Caught up, the pointed scent of gunpowder embitters a sudden breath of wind. A block off, in some silly act of jubilation and relief, Gorgo cries out shrilly and his voice trails down the distance like a ribbon.


      Breathe, Ordell thinks, breathe now, nigger. He’s amped: his heart is hard with panic. You okay. He talks to himself. You not hurt, stay cool, stay movin. Then he sees the blood spread darkly on the sidewalk.


      He has been shot twice before, once when he was sixteen, that was some serious shit, sort of giving face to some dude, and the mother pulled out a .38 and boom, just like it was but a little more downtalk. Now he cool. He’s checked his body twice, felt everything. He damn well knowed he was gone get hisself popped and he didn’t. But Lovinia has hold of her knee, and she is moaning.


      “Happenin, Bug?”


      She’s crying. Tears well across her smooth face and curl in silvery traces about her mouth.


      “It hurt, Hardcore. Man, it hurt real bad.”


      “We gone help you, girlfriend.” He crawls closer to her. She is lying on her side, with her knee drawn up halfway. Her hands are covered with blood and it has turned most of the right leg of her twills brown; this close, he can detect the strange animal smell of it. He isn’t going to get her to move, he can see that. How’d she go get shot in the damn leg of all places? Ricochet, or some such. Dudes shot in the leg died, too. He’d seen that. Severed femoral artery. Leg might be broke. There was no use shoutin out for any of his people, tiny gangsters or them. Soon as the guns rang out, they sprung.


      “That Gorgo. I’m gone fuck that motherfucker up bad.” Gorgo is long gone—between the buildings, up an alley, down one more gangway. Somewhere along, the Tec-9 went into the backpack. Now he’s just some skinny kid out on his ride. Up above, somewhere, a window screams as it’s opened.


      “I hope all you goddamn gangbangers be dead, what I hope.” The woman’s voice carries clearly in the thin morning. “I hope you dead. Look at what you-all done.”


      “Call the ’mergency, bitch,” he shouts.


      “I already done that. Po-lice comin. They gone take yo sorry ass down to the jail where it belong, Hardcore.”


      At his name, he wheels and the window is slammed to, that fast, before he can see. Lovinia is still moaning.


      “Gone help you, homegirl,” he repeats. The white lady, he sees now, Nile’s momma, she layin there, too. They’s just blood, blood, all over her head. Half her brownish hair gone and she ain’t moving none. Smoked, he thinks. He’s seen dead before and knows it for sure.


      Bug is all gone to pieces. Some is like that. Them po-lices, Tic-Tacs, they done her like they do, took her, handcuffed her arm over her head all day, walk by her smacking them nightsticks in they palms, she be tight, like it don’t bother her none. But now she cryin like a baby, she like something what got broke. She wasn’t gonna hold. Nile neither. Specially Nile. His daddy gone be goin on now, in his shit. When them Tic-Tacs start in with questions, wasn’t nobody gone ride this beef. Gone be all fucked up.


      “Po-lice comin,” he tells Bug. He’s going to have to figure something. That damn woman know his name. Tic-Tac be knocking on his door. Call the attorney. Call Attorney Aires, he thinks. Gone have to look after hisself. How it always be.


      He stands. The white Nova is messed up. The windows, except the one which was open, are shot through, jagged pieces gone and the remainder a map of silver crazes; the tires on the side that faced Gorgo’s onslaught are flattened, causing the car to list. Through one of the steel window supports, there is a single bullet hole, the white paint burned grey about it. Damn him anyway, Hardcore thinks. Damn Nile, fuck everything up.


      “Best gimme that shit, girlfriend. You got trouble enough.”


      She opens her mouth, but cries out as she turns herself to reach.


      “Here?” he asks and slips his finger quickly between her tooth and gum to pull out the little foil packet. Goddamn, what he gone catch from her mouth anyway? “This here just some damn drive-by,” he tells her. “You hear? Outlaws ridin down. Po-lice gone be askin. Thass what you say. Same as we done said. Just Goobers ridin down on you.” He touches her cheek. She wasn’t never gone stand up to Tic-Tac. “Posse out,” he says. Bye-bye.


      “P.O.,” she repeats.


      He hates it most when he has to run.


    


  




  

    

      September 12, 1995


    


    

      SONNY


      Her Honor, Judge Sonia Klonsky, enters her chambers, burdened with packages and the teeming, solitary feelings of the lunch hour, and finds two police officers in the outer office usually occupied by her minute clerk, Marietta Raines. Both large men, the cops linger over a yellow legal pad, drafting an affidavit to support an arrest warrant. The white one, Lubitsch, is a self-conscious prototype, a body builder who has turned himself into a human landscape, with mountainous shoulders and a neck like a tree stump. He has removed his sport jacket and seated himself at Marietta’s desk. As he writes, his partner, Wells, makes sounds over Lubitsch’s shoulder to show whether or not he agrees.


      Passing by, the judge glances at the face sheet of the warrant which they have already completed for her approval. From the two brown paper sacks she carries, the aromas of a household arise, bread and produce and cardboard, items gathered as she rushed store to store among the little Italian shops that persist on these depleted streets near the Kindle County Central Courthouse. Lunch is the most important hour of the day for Sonny, the only time she is without direct responsibilities to others. She must retrieve Nikki from day care by 5:00, and then begin the hours of feeding, bathing, talking, mothering—her truest labor, in Sonny’s mind. Now, with the bags still in her arms, she remains vaguely conscious of six summer nectarines she picked by hand whose cool flawless skin and sensuous cleft woke her unpredictably—comically—to some semblance of longing.


      The warrant is for one DeLeel Love, residing at Apartment 9G, 5327 Grace Street, DuSable. On Saturday, September 10, according to the warrant, “Defendant did commit the offense of deviate sexual assault against one Zunita Collins, aged twelve, a minor, in that he engaged in the unconsented and offensive touching of said Zunita Collins’s breasts, buttocks, and vagina.” Wells points to the defendant’s name.


      “Guess he’s just Love all the time,” he says. A stout man, Wells smiles too broadly. He has dark, venous gums and snaggle teeth. Lubitsch continues writing, which means he has heard the remark before.


      The last time Wells was in here, a month or two ago, he talked to Sonny at length about his son who was competing in the Special Olympics. But the crime—the projects—has brought something rougher to the surface. There are some cops who remind Sonny of her Uncle Moosh, in whose home she lived for extended periods throughout her childhood, men who seem to be the calm center of the world, quietly and confidently sorting good from bad with the cheerful conviction that it is somehow worth the effort. But neither Wells nor Lubitsch is like that. For them you can see that each case, each crime is personal, riling contentious feelings.


      In this, of course, they are more like Sonny than she would prefer. In her prior job as a prosecutor, an advocate, it seemed natural to feel this intense connection to every case, to the world’s need to punish, to be for the victims and their right to receive whatever poor amends they could. Coming to the bench, she welcomed the prospect of more distance, but instead, she frequently finds herself not merely touched by cases but, in ways that puzzle her, still deeply involved. Occasionally, she is gripped by the anguish of the victims. But most often—too often for comfort—it is the accused, the defendants, poor and always somehow wretched, who remind her in the most secret and fragmentary ways of herself.


      The judge lifts a hand to the cops, letting them resume work on their warrant. They are amiable regulars here, particularly welcome because few other persons around this courthouse seem to fully trust her. Most of the clerks, the deputies, the PAs and judges regard Sonny as a foreigner, a former federal prosecutor who was one of a half dozen lawyers of established integrity recruited to the state court bench by a Reform Commission created in the wake of the latest bribery scandal, which enveloped four different courtrooms. Sonny suspects that after only two years on the bench, she is regarded by her colleagues as unqualified to be sitting on felonies, a plum—and demanding—assignment. Certainly she is unwanted here amid people who have been entrusted with each other’s secrets for years.


      In the interior office of the chambers, the deputy sheriff assigned to the courtroom, Annie Chung, is arranging the array of multicolored paperwork that resulted from the tumultuous status call which Sonny holds each Tuesday morning. At the sight of the judge, Annie rises to relieve her of her packages, taking an instant to peer discreetly into one. Annie has begun night classes at college. She dreams of law school and, Sonny is sure, envisions herself someday in the flowing black raiment of a judge, on the bench, empowered and obeyed. To these hopes there is a heartsore quality, since Annie a few months ago married a sleek, wealthy boy from Hong Kong, far more traditional than she is. At times Sonny sees Annie staring at the wedding and engagement rings on her left hand, admiring them in the light, but with the startled, immobilized air of some discontent she cannot yet name.


      “Reporters called,” Annie says.


      “What about?”


      “You god a new case, up for initial appearance at 2:00. Ordell Trent. A.K.A. Hardcore.” She has a distinct Chinese accent that softens the r’s to the point that they are indistinct. Aw-dell. Hahd-caw. “Murder in the First Degree.”


      “You caught that one, Judge?” Lubitsch has come to absorb the light in the doorway. “We had that goof in the station this morning. Big-time Saint. That’s the one I was tellin you about?” He is speaking to Wells. “Where we got to get over to General? Judge, that case’s a doozy.”


      Sonny shakes her head. Her dark hair is abundant and, as has been the case since college, is worn free to her shoulders. There is now more than a little grey, which in this job is thought to add distinction.


      “Fred, come on. Don’t backdoor me. I’ll hear it from the PA in court.”


      “Yeah, okay,” he says, “but it’s a doozy.”


      “It’s a doozy,” Sonny says and restrains, in the name of amity, a motion to Annie to close the door. She has taken her chair behind an enormous mahogany desk, which, with its tiered edges, reminds her of a steamship. From the tall old mullioned windows behind her, a grand view of the back reaches of DuSable city recedes. On her desk is a Lucite gavel, three feet long, given to her by her colleagues when she left the United States Attorney’s Office. In jest, they had it inscribed Ms. Justice Klonsky. There are also pictures of two children, her daughter, Nikki, almost six, and Sam, a knock-kneed boy past twelve, whom she helped raise during the years she was married to his father. Sonny left that man, Charlie, almost three years ago.


      “It was on the radio last week,” says Annie. “Those damn gangbangers or somethin. Some kind of drive-by shooting? And this lady god in the way. A white lady.”


      “White?” says Sonny. “Where in the world did this happen?”


      Annie reads from the complaint in the court file, prepared by the PAs in Felony Review: 6:30 a.m. September 7. Grace Street again.


      “What was she doing at Grace Street?” Sonny asks.


      “Maybe she’s with Probation? Children’s Services? Somethin like that.”


      “At that hour?” Sonny motions for the complaint. Reminded, she calls out to the officers to be sure they notified Children’s Services about Zunita Collins.


      “Already got her,” Lubitsch answers.


      “Got who?” asks Marietta, coming through the door. Returning from lunch, she is still wearing sunglasses and carries a package of her own. Without a word, the two cops rise at once to make way. Marietta Raines is proprietary about every aspect of this courtroom, where she has been the clerk—and procedural ruler—for almost two decades. She throws her purse and packages inside her desk and immediately reads the pages the officers have drawn for the judge’s approval.


      “Lord!” says Marietta, shaking her head over Zunita Collins. “I don’t wanna hear about nobody had a better weekend than me.” In a heavy-footed way, Marietta moves into the inner chambers, feigning to remain oblique to the dark look the judge has passed her. With barely a rearward glance, Marietta throws the inner door closed on the two cops still howling over her remark. She has on a long bunchy cotton skirt, summer wear that will outlast the season in this overheated building. Despite their nine months together, Sonny is still not certain whether the woolly Afro Marietta wears is a wig. Rather than further confront her clerk—always a challenge—the judge returns to the murder complaint Annie handed her, the one naming the gangbanger Hardcore.


      “Oh my God,” says Sonny. “My God. ‘June Eddgar’? I know June Eddgar. She’s the one who was killed? My God. Her son’s a probation officer, isn’t he? Nile Eddgar? Remember when he was in here I told you I knew his family?”


      Marietta, already familiar with the murder case, nods and with a flawless memory recalls the matter on which Nile appeared last May. Nile, as Sonny remembers that appearance, was tall and poorly groomed; he wore a funky goatee and was far too fidgety to meet her eye. He gave no sign he might have any memory of her from so long ago.


      “Oh God,” Sonny says again. “June Eddgar. Do I have to disqualify myself?”


      “What for?” asks Marietta. “She your girlfriend or somethin? How’d you know her in the first place, Judge? You-all from the same neighborhood?”


      “No, no, it was in California. We lived in the same apartment building with the Eddgars. My boyfriend and I. He used to babysit for Nile. This is years ago. Twenty, at least. More. God, what a weird coincidence.” She shivers somewhat. It always takes her an instant to recognize what has gripped her so fiercely. Death. Dying. A dozen years ago, she had cancer of the breast, and anything that whispers about her own mortality can seize her with panic. “Nile’s father’s here, isn’t he? In the state legislature? Is that right?”


      “State senator.” Marietta, who is beholden to her councilman for her job, goes to all the dinners, knows every party figure. “District 39. Far Kindle, Greenwood Counties. Some kind of college professor seem like. And he got some funny name.”


      “Loyell Eddgar,” says Sonny, and all three women laugh. Names, around here, are a never-ending subject. African names, Hispanic names, gang names. Aliases by the dozen. “People just call him Eddgar. At least they used to. I think he was teaching at Easton at one point. That’s how he ended up back here. He’d gone there before. When I knew him—in California?—he was a Maoist. God, those were crazy times,” adds Sonny and for a moment is held by the turmoil, the conflict of those years. It seems so far away and yet, like so much of life, underlies everything she is doing, like the soil from which all that’s planted blooms. And now he’s a state senator. ‘Wow,’ is what she wants to say. Lexicon of that bygone era. Wow. There have been some changes in her lifetime.


      “I think June and he split up a long time ago,” Sonny adds. “As far as I knew, she didn’t even live around here.” The details have not really stuck. Her mind is porous when it comes to gossip. She will often make terrible gaffes.


      “And which boyfriend is it you was living with?” asks Marietta. “The one who writes the column now?”


      Yet another dark look passes from the judge to her clerk, a plump brown woman of middle years who, as ever, makes a determined effort to pay no mind. Within the chambers, when there are no outsiders, there is an odd intimacy among the three women, especially when the conversation turns away from the law to home, men, children—the female realm with its mysterious equality. Yet Marietta knows no proper bounds. The way she puts it! As if Sonny had submitted a curriculum vitae of her love life. 1969–70: Seth Weissman a.k.a. Michael Frain. 1970–72: various gentlemen of the Philippines. 1972–75: long dry spell. 1977–1992: Charles Brace. In truth this is information that Marietta has cobbled together with her own insistent curiosity, which Sonny always feels somewhat powerless to turn aside. Marietta has a husband of sorts, Raymen, but they have their troubles. For Marietta, therefore, this is the question of her life: What happens to love?


      “What guy who writes the column?” Annie asks.


      “Now haven’t you heard that? Judge here used to live with that fella—what’s his name, Judge?”


      “Marietta, that was in the dark ages. I was a child.”


      But the usual look of appreciation for Sonny’s accomplishments has already come across Annie’s tiny face.


      “He’s in the Tribune,” Marietta says. “How’d you call it, what he writes, Judge?”


      “Lifestyle, I suppose. The sixties survivor point of view.”


      “Right. You know how funny people can be in what they do.”


      “I think the column is called ‘The Survivor’s Guide.’ Michael Frain,” says Sonny. “He writes under the name of Michael Frain. He’s syndicated,” she adds and then feels that she’s fallen into Marietta’s trap and is actually boasting about this boy who came and went from her life before Noah set to sea.


      “Oh, I read that,” says Annie. “He make me laugh. He was your boyfriend?”


      “Momentarily. But his name isn’t really Michael Frain. It’s Seth Weissman. Michael Frain is a pen name. The whole thing is somewhat confusing. We knew somebody named Michael Frain at that point. He lived in the building, too.”


      “With Nile Eddgar and them?”


      “Right. Nile and Eddgar and June in one apartment. Seth and me in another. And then Michael Frain. Other people, too, obviously.”


      “Sounds like some commune,” says Marietta, and Sonny cannot contain herself, she laughs aloud. Sometimes Marietta might just as well say it: You white folks are strictly crazy. Yet there was some aspect of happy communalism in those years—young, before the walls were up, the boundaries drawn. Seth’s best friend, who was in law school, was always in their apartment, Hobie something, a big, funny guy, black, a wild character.


      Annie has looked up from the files and studies the judge, trying to comprehend all of this—the names, the relations. She has delicate looks, her eyes smallish against a broad flange of cheek. Sonny repeats herself.


      “Michael wasn’t my boyfriend. My boyfriend’s name was Seth. He’s the one who writes the column. But the pen name he uses is Michael Frain.”


      Marietta, with a big-city look of mistrust, finally speaks the lingering question. “So what happened to Michael Frain?”


      “I haven’t the foggiest,” says Sonny. “God’s Truth. Seth and I were past tense by then.” Not that she hasn’t wondered. A sudden stab of curiosity sometimes reaches her when she sees the name, the picture at the heading of the column. How did Seth become Michael? Where did Michael go? The questions, even now, make her uneasy.


      This talk of Seth, of newspapers, brings Sonny’s mind again to June Eddgar and the murder. There will be reporters in the courtroom. A white lady murdered in a drive-by. Mother of a probation officer. A prominent politician’s ex. Lubitsch is right. It’s a doozy.


      “I’d love to keep this case,” she says to Marietta. It’s not really the attention that excites her. Since all new judges face a yes-no retention vote six years after appointment, the accepted wisdom is to avoid publicity, so that the voters will have no reason to reject you. It’s more the past that seems somehow alluring. The unexcavated remains of her own existence. Something back there, perhaps merely her youth, inspires curiosity, the vaguest thrill to think of the distances she’s moved.


      “Keep it,” Marietta answers. “Chief Judge don’t like you to transfer cases anyway.” The judges—lawyers, pols, bureaucrats by training—are often schemers, inclined to dump demanding or controversial cases on colleagues with less clout. As a result, the Chief, Brendan Tuohey, has erected strict rules. The mere thought of Tuohey and his edicts makes Sonny uneasy. Raised without a father at home, she inevitably finds men of a certain age formidable. And Tuohey, a crafty pol whose probity has long been open to question, has never cared for Sonny or the Reform Commission that forced her into his domain. To her face, he is unfailingly polite, even courtly, but Sandy Stern, Sonny’s old friend and occasional mentor, has gone so far as to suggest that Tuohey placed her in the Criminal Division, in spite of her limited judicial experience—a year in the matrimonial division, a few months in the criminal branch courts—in the hope she would fail.


      “Well, I have to put something on the record. About knowing June. When’s this case up for the bond hearing? Now?”


      It’s nearly 2:00. There will be no bail, of course. The gang defendants are invariably on probation or parole, and bond, under the law, is not permitted. Sonny asks about Hardcore’s probation status and Annie sets off to the outer office to get the answer from Marietta’s computer console. Marietta continues racking the files from the morning call on a stainless-steel cart for transport back to the clerk’s office.


      “Hardcore has himself a probation officer.” Lubitsch, having thrown open the door a bit too forcefully, is on the threshold, with Annie beside him. Beaming, virtually luminous with secret knowledge, the policeman engages in a stage pause until Sonny beckons with a hand.


      “Nile Eddgar,” says Lubitsch. “He’s Hardcore’s probation officer.”


      In the corridor outside, between the chambers and the courtrooms, somebody important enough to be disdainful of the peace happens by whistling.


      “This gangbanger killed his probation officer’s mother in a drive-by?” Sonny asks. “That’s a coincidence?”


      “That’s no coincidence. And no drive-by. Maybe the Saints want to make it look that way. This was a contract killing.”


      The portent of this is bad: A street gang taking deliberate aim on a  probation officer’s family. A new battlefront opened in the war on the streets.


      “Want to know the rest?” asks Lubitsch, still glowing.


      “I’ll hear it in court, Fred. I’m going to do your warrant after my motions.”


      “Whatever you say, Judge,” he answers, but cannot restrain one more disbelieving toss of his head. He says yet again, “It’s a doozy.”


      Sonny grabs the black robe from the coat tree behind her desk and zips it halfway. With a certain processional formality, Marietta and Annie hasten before her down the hall into the courtroom. A double doozy. Everyone will want a piece of this case. The Mayor will be on TV, sticking up for law enforcement. An atmosphere of brooding anger will penetrate the courtroom. Sonny, who has not yet endured the storm of a controversial case, becomes conscious somewhere at her center of the troubled qualms of fear.


      In the corridor, Marietta’s fine alto arrives, so round with pride you would think it’s her own name she is singing out. “The Honorable Sonia Klonsky,” she can be heard crying, “judge presiding.”


       


      Two p.m. bond call. Black men in manacles. The Chief Judge, Brendan Tuohey, sets bail according to a pre-established scale on all cases on which the grand jury returns an indictment. But under state law when a defendant is arrested on the basis of a prosecutor’s complaint, he is entitled to a bond hearing before the assigned trial judge. Sonny regards it as one of her saddest duties to deliver the crushing news most of these young men receive, that their liberty, like some item checked at the door, is lost and unlikely soon to be retrieved.


      April, Eliot said, is the cruelest month. But if he was looking for the cruelest place, he should have come here, to the Superior Court of Kindle County. A kind of barbarity seems to blow in with the defendants from the bad neighborhoods and mean streets, a grim devastation, a slaughterhouse reek. Here are freely traded the secrets no one wants to hear. At one point last month, there were four different trials ongoing involving mothers or fathers who had murdered their children. This morning Sonny arraigned six gang members who surrounded a recalcitrant twelve-year-old in a housing project stairwell and beat him with a pipe until the brain matter was literally oozing from his skull. These tales of astonishing brutality, of stabbings and rapes, of shootings and stickups, of the inevitable ‘crime of the day,’ so heinous that, like certain forms of pornography, it seems beyond normal imagining—these are routine, routine, routine, and their meanness is matched only by the system of which she is standard-bearer and emblem, whose clandestine rationale too often seems to Sonny to be to capture, judge, and warehouse the very poor. Every month or so, preparing for a status call, she will go back to the lockup, looking for Annie or the transport deputy, and confront, through the bars, the day’s load of prisoners, twelve or fourteen young men. You would expect them to rise up and revolt, but most are quiet, shifting about, smoking their cigarettes. If they dare to look her way at all it is without defiance or, often, hope. They have been humiliated. Tamed.


      On the bench, though, sorrow is seldom the predominant emotion. In this atmosphere of loathing and fear she labors on, trying to impose reason where, generally speaking, impulse and emotion have held sway. Murder is the marquee business of this courtroom—gangbangers killing gangbangers; men killing men. They use guns mostly—also knives, bats, razor blades, automobiles, crowbars, and, in one celebrated case, an anvil. The young people kill each other for reasons that are often incomprehensible: because somebody was signifying on the wrong corner; because a jacket was torn. In nine months, she has mastered all the terminology: “ride-by” (shooting on the move); “drive-up” (firing from a stop); “drive-through” (the car is the weapon); “chase-aways” (the enemy flees). The older folks also live in a world from which anger and desperation emanate, as tangible as heat. Yes, men still kill each other over dice games, drugs, and, naturally, who was coveting whose girl. What can you say about a loaded gun in the hand of a spurned and drunken man? On the streets, unrequited love and death go together almost as often as in Shakespeare.


      Now the courtroom lingers in the somnolent air of the afternoon. This morning, during the weekly status call, the courtroom and corridor teemed with all the urgent antagonists, the defense lawyers, the cops and prosecutors, the aggravated citizen witnesses, the deputies sullenly transporting the defendants, and those defendants’ beleaguered, woebegone women. But now there is a melancholy stillness. Outside the open doors at the rear of the courtroom, a custodian mops the halls in the yellowing light.


      Marietta hammers the gavel sharply, and the lawyers and reporters and sheriff’s deputies slowly gather themselves to their feet, as Sonny climbs up the four stairs beside the bench, a clean-lined oak affair of faux-Bauhaus design. The senior judges sit in stately palaces in the main building on the third and fourth floors, vast chambers that bespeak the same architectural strategies as cathedrals—the individual dwarfed by the majesty of marble columns and gilt-framed portraiture, by the rococo gewgaws of carved walnut and ceilings vaulting two and a half stories above. These courtrooms in the Central Courthouse Annex were built in the eighties, when D.C. poured what money there was into law enforcement. The room strikes a clanging note of late-century efficiency—bang for the buck. For Sonny, the courtroom feels as intimate as her living room, but like certain children, its glory is not obvious to outsiders. It is a pie-shaped room, broadening back from the bench, rickety public construction, the plasterboard gouged in places, the meal-colored carpet already tearing away in hairy chunks. The jury box and witness stand repeat the stark lines of the bench. Weirdest is the track lighting, reminiscent of a motel lounge, which is positioned over the major players—judge, witness, attorneys—leaving dim spots throughout the windowless courtroom where the lawyers, the bailiff, the clerks tend to retreat in relaxed instants, like actors offstage.


      In the wake of the shooting death of a matrimonial court judge several years ago, these courtrooms have been built with a wall of bulletproof glass in front of the spectators’ sections. The sound of justice being done is piped back there by way of microphones which seem to pick up the heavy breath of everyone—defendants, lawyers, Sonny herself—in the intervals between words. She looks out there every day, toward the friends, the relatives edging forward on their seats to catch some sight, some news about their loved one in jail overalls. In warning to them, Marietta has taped a hand-lettered sign to their side of the glass:


      

        NO EATING


        NO DRINKING


        NO VISITING


        IN THE LOCKUP


        OR THE COURTROOM


      


      Now the dozen reporters who are present resume the leather barrel chairs in the jury box, where they have placed themselves to ensure that they can hear. The amplification system to the region beyond the glass often conks out, and the angled walls make the acoustics unpredictable. The journalists are mostly the hangdog beat reporters, but two of the pretty faces of local TV are present. Stanley Rosenberg, the little ferret from Channel 5, in a $500 blazer—and ratty blue jeans that the camera will not see—scurries to a seat next to a sketch artist he has brought along. In this courthouse, where the judges are elected, the press is inevitably accommodated, especially in the afternoon, when the reporters are all on deadline. Marietta calls first the case about the murder of June Eddgar.


      “People versus Ordell Trent!” From the lockup, the defendant, a.k.a. Hardcore, is brought into the courtroom in his blue jumpsuit, handcuffs, and ankle chains. With mild alarm, Sonny recognizes the lawyer who comes to stand beside him, Jackson Aires. Aires has fought these wars so long he comes up firing out of instinct—one of those guys who talk the trash he knows his clients want to hear, albeit in a somewhat inanimate fashion, with no real body language to his lament. A worn-out-looking black man of mid-tone complexion, with a pomp of age-whitened African hair, Aires wears an old burgundy sport coat and scuffed bucks. With reporters here, he will put on a hell of a show, demanding bail for his client.


      The lawyers state their names and Sonny makes her record: she knew the Eddgar family twenty-five years ago but has had no contact with any of them since, save Nile Eddgar, who may have appeared as a probation officer in this courtroom once. Tommy Molto, deputy supervisor in Homicide, a smallish dumpy-looking lifer who rose close to the top of the PA’s office a few administrations back, only to slide back down in the shadow of some disremembered scandal, has appeared for the state, filling in on the initial appearance.


      “Mr. Aires, or Mr. Molto, if either of you feels the slightest reservation, I’ll be happy to return this case to the Chief Judge for reassignment.”


      Aires just shakes his head. “No problem, Judge.” Molto repeats the same words. She knew the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office would have no objection. They have 106 cases in this courtroom. They will have between 98 and 112 cases on her docket every day of the year. They are not about to question her impartiality. Not on the record. The only cavil she will hear, if there is one, will come in the corridors, through the grapevine.


      Sonny recites the charges in the complaint. Hardcore looks on alertly. The defendants are usually fazed or anxious, lost to arcana of the courtroom. But Hardcore, burly, dark, with thick eyes, maintains himself with dignity. He knows what is occurring. Innocently, as if she did not know she was sounding a battle alarum, Sonny asks, “Mr. Aires, do you have a motion?” Long-limbed, still lithe-appearing, Jackson Aires uncrosses his arms and edges closer to his microphone that angles up from the oak podium before the bench. To Jackson Aires the criminal law really has no categories, only colors, white and black. He can play the game, talk your talk, cite the precedents, but with no evident belief they control, or even contribute to, the result. To him, every rule, every procedure is simply one more device to delay, by other means, the emancipation of the slaves. Now he looks disconsolately at the rug.


      “No motion, Judge.”


      There is a decided change, a pulse in the atmosphere. The two lawyers look up at her like collared hounds, hoping for understanding. They wish to say no more in front of the reporters, many of whom nonetheless seem to have gleaned the significance of Aires’s remark. Stanley Rosenberg, Sonny notes, has slipped over two seats toward Stew Dubinsky from the Tribune. Stanley’s smooth coiffure holds a spot of courtroom light as he bobs his head, absorbing Dubinsky’s interpretation.


      “Perhaps counsel should approach,” says Sonny. She waves away Suzanne, the court reporter, and meets the lawyers, remaining on the lowest step beside the bench. “What’s the deal?” she whispers. “I take it the defendant has made an arrangement with the people?”


      Aires looks to Molto. Molto says, “That’s correct, Judge. We’ve worked something out. If the court approves.” His Adam’s apple does a turn beneath the second chin. He is badly pockmarked. “We’re still checking the details. Judge,” Molto whispers. “There’s a lot to investigate. But if the defendant’s story holds, we’ve agreed to twenty years, Judge.”


      “On the shooter?” She has raised her voice more than she would like. With day-for-day good time, Hardcore will be out of the penitentiary in a decade. “On this case? With a sheet? He’s only doing ten inside?”


      “He’s not the trigger, Judge. And he’s giving us someone else. He was just the broker, Mr. Aires’s client. There was someone else who got him to do it.”


      “The Mayor?”


      The two lawyers both laugh, a peculiar outbreak of sound in the courtroom where everyone else is silent in hopes of getting an idea of what is transpiring beside the bench. When she became a judge, Sonny found she had grown much funnier. In the interval, she ponders what Molto is saying. Hardcore has flipped, turned state’s evidence, which the gangbangers seldom do. It’s an interesting development.


      “Look,” she says, “when you can talk about the case, you call me. This is going to require some discussion.” Sonny is visited by her recurring suspicion: they are setting her up. Somebody is—the cops, the prosecutors, the Chief Judge Brendan Tuohey. They are hoping she’ll make a noteworthy mistake, so they can run her out of the building. She gathers her robes, ready again to ascend, then thinks to ask if Molto plans to indict Hardcore and his co-defendant together. Molto nods. It will be her case. She will preside at trial, if the threat of Hardcore’s testimony does not persuade whoever engineered the murder to plead guilty. Molto speaks up to detain her.


      “Judge,” he says. His voice has dropped to the very edge of audibility. Even his lips are self-consciously stiffened to defeat the most intrepid of the reporters. “Judge. Just so you know. It’s Nile Eddgar. It’s no problem for the people. But so you know. Given what you said.”


      An empty second passes among the three.


      “Wait.” She’s come down the last stair. “Wait. I’m playing catch-up. Let’s not be cryptic, Tommy. You’re telling me Mr. Aires’s client, whatever, Hardcore, that he’s going to testify that his probation officer, Nile Eddgar, conspired with him to plan this killing of Mr. Eddgar’s mother?”


      Molto looks at length across his shoulder to the reporters before he answers. “More or less,” he says. The two lawyers face her without expression, awaiting whatever will come next. Sonny labors an instant with the turmoil. “We haven’t picked him up yet,” Molto says. “We’ll probably get a warrant tomorrow.” It’s a secret, he’s telling her. She nods two or three times, numbed.


       


      After the call, she finds Wells and Lubitsch loitering in the inner office. They’ve placed the draft on her desk, but Lubitsch winds his head back around toward the courtroom as soon as she appears.


      “Average American family, right?” he asks her. “Apple pie, hot dogs, and Chevrolet, right?” This gloating, the usual cop smugness—us and them—is rankling to Sonny. Only yesterday, Fred Lubitsch would have called Nile a player on his side. With a bare inspection, she signs the warrant and lets the officers go.


      Marietta slinks in about an hour later, having wheeled the morning files across to the main building. She is curious, naturally, about the goings-on at sidebar and utters a startled, dyspeptic groan upon learning of Molto’s news about Nile, but shows little other emotion. Marietta has been around.


      “Should I take myself off the case now?” Sonny asks.


      “Cause you knew these folks twenty-five years ago? Hell, who they gonna give the case to, Judge? Everybody else sitting in the Criminal Division knows Nile Eddgar better than you now. You’re the junior here, Judge. The other judges? They’ve all had Nile before them a bunch of times, worked with him, believed his testimony under oath. We’ve only had him in here but once. And plenty of these judges know the father, too. He ran for controller a couple years back, didn’t he? He was at all the dinners. ’Sides, Judge. A case like this? Nobody’s gonna be happy to see it turn up on their calendar.”


      Race. That’s what she means. The great unmentionable. That’s what the case will be about. Black against white. On the street. On the witness stand. In the jury room as well. With the press holding up its magnifying glass throughout. Her colleagues will be convinced that politics, not scruples, led her to dump it. There will be narrow looks in the corridors, colder shoulders. Tuohey, surely, will call.


      “I’d like to hear it. Really. Who wouldn’t be intrigued to see what’s happened to people decades later? But it feels so—close.” She pauses, waging battle with her own fierce propriety. Is she afraid of something, she wonders suddenly.


      “Hell, Judge,” says Marietta. “This here’s bound to be a jury trial anyway. Defense lawyer’s gonna wag his finger and say how this gangster can’t be believed, when he’s puttin all the blame on someone else. We-all seen that a thousand times. Won’t be anything for you to decide, except the sentence. Why don’t you wait and see, Judge? See what the parties say? Spell it out for them. Like you done today. If it don’t bother none of them, no reason it oughta bother you.”


      She’s still wavering, but the truth is that Nile won’t want her on this case. She saw too much of his family, especially his father. Eddgar in those years was dangerous, cunning, a zealot who some claimed had even sponsored murders. Like father, like son. That’s the thought Nile will be afraid of. With a wave, Sonny closes the discussion.


      “We’ll do it your way, Marietta. See what the defendant says. It was twenty-five years ago.”


      “Sure,” says Marietta, and then seemingly takes a second to review in her own mind the twisted, long-attenuated connections Sonny has explained. She turns, then turns back with a vague smile, fixed on a predictable thought. “So your boyfriend went off and got rich and famous and you was young and dumb and let him go?”


      “I suppose.” Sonny laughs. Marietta has long intimated that Sonny has poor instincts for romance, hinting frequently the judge has not properly renewed her social life.


      “And you don’t never hear from him or nothing?”


      “Not in twenty-five years. We had a strange parting.” She smiles a bit, consoling Marietta, if not herself, then catches sight of the clock. “Shit!” She is late for Nikki.


      “Shit,” she says again and flies about the chamber stuffing papers she must study overnight into her briefcase. She runs down the hall, cursing herself, and feeling a lurking foreboding, as if this lapse with Nikki is symptomatic of a larger error. Dashing across the windowed gangway that connects the Annex to the main courthouse, she wonders again if she is doing something wrong, capitulating to whatever it is—the titillating yen for foregone things and the hope of being master over what once was daunting—that comes with thoughts of the Eddgars and that period in her life. So often in this job there is never a correct decision. Far more frequently than she imagined when she was a law student, or even a practitioner, she chooses, as a judge, the alternative that seems, not right, but simply less wrong. And in some ways, this sense of being maladjusted, in the wrong place, has been a hallmark of her life. She often feels, like those people who believe in astrology, that her life has been driven by mysterious celestial forces. In earlier years, she came and went from things with alarming briskness, leaving men with little warning, passing through three different graduate programs and half a dozen jobs before she landed in law school.


      Even now, she is not certain the bench is really right for her. It was an honor, and a convenient exit from the U.S. Attorney’s Office, where she had begun to repeat herself. At the most pragmatic level, becoming a judge met the desperate need of a single mother to control her working hours and, almost as important, kept her in the law. She had tired of the battle hymn of practice, the race going always to the aggressive and the shrewd. It had brought out the Sonny she least liked, the child always secretly wounded, and, as she explained to herself in the most secret way, had forced her to accept the world according to men. After Nikki—after Charlie—she wanted to have a working life that depended not on slick maneuvering and sly positions, but which was anchored instead by kindness, which had some feeling connection to what surged through her when she held her child, the emotions she knew, knew were truly the best, the rightest things in life. But is the serious-looking dark-haired woman of fading looks, the Sonny she envisions up on the bench, this person scolding and sentencing the vicious and the woe-torn, is that her?


      She is alone now, racing along in the strange night world of the central courthouse, with its empty corridors and isolated, purposeful habitués: bail bondsmen, police officers. Her high heels resound along the marble. At this hour, arrests are processed here from across the city. A broad young Hispanic woman in a bold ill-fitting print camps with a far-off look on one of the granite benches positioned just outside the bank of metal detectors. She embraces a child of three or four, who faces her, asleep, black ringlets dampened to one side of her face. They are always here: mothers, babies, families exhausted by trouble, waiting in the wasted hope their men will be bailed, acquitted, somehow freed.


      Racing by, Sonny smiles in fleeting communion. Stirred by this momentary connection, she finds urgent visions of Nikki beckoning to her again. She foresees the humbling scene which is waiting, Nikki a straggler at Jackie’s, and Sonny apologizing, vowing nevermore, even as Jackie insists it’s not a problem. It is the sight of Nikki herself that will be worst: already in her coat and backpack, wiping her nose on her coat sleeve, gripping Sonny’s hand by the fingers and urging her to suspend apologies and to leave; that little life, ragged with the toil of her own day and the worry of a prolonged separation. Within Sonny, there is always the same recriminating thought: How many times did Zora do this to her? How many thousand? It is startling to find how near at hand the pain remains, still fully memorized, how clear the recollection of the occasions when her mother was gone. Gone to meetings. Gone to organize. Gone to touch someone else with all those grand important yearnings: for freedom. For dignity.


      So this is who she is, Her Honor, Judge Sonia Klonsky. The sheer momentum of her passions has her dashing a few steps down the street toward her car. The night has entered that moment of magic dwindling light when the sky almost clamors with drama and perspective drains, so that the buildings, figures, trees, the small circling birds, the Center City looming beyond, seem to stand on top of one another in the reduced proportions of a diorama. Neon promises glow cheaply in the storefronts of the tatty bond emporia across the street: “Bail. Fast. E-Z terms.” Gripped by the heartsore cycles of her life, any life, the vexing complications of this case, and the perpetual anguish that seeps like a pollutant into the air around the courthouse, she rushes on. She rushes with high feeling and a sudden silvery fragment of happiness lacing her heart. She is thinking of her child.
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      SETH


      When the electronic bolt is disengaged admitting them to the guard desk at the Kindle County Jail, Seth Weissman finds that Hobie Tuttle and he are not the sole civilians. A delivery man from Domino’s, a skinny guy everyone calls Kirk, is also there with lunch.


      “Yo,” he tells the three correctional officers and shoves off, counting his tip. The bolt is shot again, a potent sound of slamming metal, stark as a rifle shot, and Kirk departs. On the door a sheet of bulletproof glass has been mounted, but it is the bars beneath which occupy Seth’s attention. They are squared off and thick with rust-resistant paint, a depleted shade of beige which is the color of everything here—the walls, the floor, even the reinforced-steel guard desk.


      “Warden’s got to clear any press interviews, man.” A guard waves his fingers, tainted with pizza grease, over the form Hobie has been filling out.


      “Nobody doin any interviews, man,” says Hobie.


      “Says right here, ‘Michael Frain. Profession: Journalist.’” The guard looks from the form to Seth twice, as if to assess whether the description fits.


      “No, no, here’s what I’m sayin now,” says Hobie. “This young fella, your inmate, Nile Eddgar, he asked Mr. Frain here to help him find counsel and he chose me. Okay? So he’s part of the attorney visit.”


      After another go-round the captain is summoned, an erect black man who looks longingly at the pizza but shows the discipline to first finish his business with them. Hobie holds forth with characteristic bluster, and the captain, wary of messing with the press or simply hungry, lets them go. They pass from one brick guardhouse to another. Their wallets are checked in a small tin locker, and another solemn correctional officer pats them down.


      Then they are inside, enclosed in a small admitting area. The barred door with its lock, thick as a book, clangs home irrevocably behind them. Hobie takes in the sick look on Seth’s face.


      “Number 47 said to Number 3,” he quips, amused. He is quoting “Jailhouse Rock.” Number 47/said to number 3/You’re the cutest jailbird/I ever did see. On the way over from the airport, Hobie did a complete head-trip. ‘If we get on those catwalks, man, stay on the rail, don’t go near the cells, those mean dudes will grab your tie, man, just for a hoot, they’ll knot it around the bars and watch you strangle yourself screamin “Help!” You’ll keep ’em laughin for a week.’ He roared at the thought. Although they are 1,000 miles from Hobie’s home in D.C., this is still his world.


      Another guard points them along a path through the yard. The jail hulks about them, seven red-brick structures, remnants of the institutional era in American architecture. These buildings could be factories or, these days, schools, especially with the heavy chain link that cages each window. They are set down amid acres of asphalt, the sole greenery the weeds and lichens worn but still persisting in the gaps between the path’s paving bricks. At the perimeter, stout walls with freshened mortar joints are topped by nasty whorls of razor wire.


      “You think he’s okay in here?” Seth asks.


      “Might be. Might not be. We’re gone know in a minute.”


      “Oh my,” says Seth, “aren’t you the hard case? You know, it won’t dent your armor, Hobie, if you show just a little concern about your client.”


      “Lookee here,” Hobie says, repeating one of his father’s favorite expressions. After twenty-five years in which Hobie, a native mimic, has, at times, taken on the speech patterns of everybody from Timothy Leary to Louis Farrakhan, he now most often sounds like his father, Gurney Tuttle. He has stopped dead, his large briefcase swinging by his side. “Here. You call me up in D.C.—you happen to interrupt my personal life at a truly crucial moment—”


      “I.e., watching reruns of Dallas.”


      “Hey, you wanna play the Dozens, or you gonna listen up? I’m tellin you how this was. I was with a really excellent lady, and you hype me up, man. I felt like I was being licked by a goddamn puppy. ‘Black brother, you gotta do this, you gotta help this little old Mouseketeer, remember Nile? You’re the best I know and so you gotta do it for me.’ I mean, am I accurate, so far?”


      “Close enough.”


      “Okay. So I’m here.” Bearded, Hobie, in his elegant suit, lectures Seth with a finger raised. “But I follow the lady’s advice. You remember Colette? ‘Who said you should be happy? Do your work.’ That’s me, man. I work. I get paid. I don’t fall in love with them. Some go out the courtroom door, some don’t. I accept all collect calls from the penitentiary. But that’s the end of my sympathy gig. Now, you’ve gone and made it your lifetime hobby to feel sorry for this young man, that’s your thing. But don’t be layin that on me.”


      “Hey, he’s not my hobby. I’ve stayed in touch with him, that’s all. He’s always needed a little help. And besides, how would you feel? Guy reaches me from a pay phone. His mother’s dead, the cops are hunting him for something he didn’t do, and he can’t call his own father for help, since he happens to be one of the twentieth century’s leading assholes. That’s pretty rugged.”


      “Hey, brother.” Hobie sweeps his hand. “There eight million stories in the naked city. You’ve had it rugged. Lucy’s had it rugged. You-all I feel sorry for. Folks in this place—most times it turns out they made their own trouble.”


      A guard, sent across to escort them to Department 7, where Nile is housed, has been watching their approach along the mottled bricks.


      “Which one of you’s the reporter?” he asks. “Come to interview me, man? Shit, somebody ought to. I’m not kidding. I been doing this twenty-three years, going on twenty-four. I seen some unbelievable shit.”


      The guard, a lanky man, laughs robustly at himself and falls in with them. He seems far too affable for the job. He is chewing a toothpick, which comes out of his mouth at the starting point of each stream of declarations. In the meantime, whooping voices tumble toward them from the fenced area of the jail play yard, where the inmates, hundreds of them, in their blue jumpsuits and slip-ons are shooting hoops or jiving with one another in milling clusters. There are three different courts, games at each net. In two side areas, a number of men are spotting around the weight benches. Seth surveys the population. They are long and short; some are fat; some bristle with prison muscles. A few of the inmates are staring with sullen contempt, while others hang on the chain links and call after them. “Hey, lawyer, lawyer, man, you gotta take my case, man, man, I’m innocent, man, I didn’t do nothin.” One thing: they are black. At a far remove, beneath one net, the Latinos are at play, and after some searching, Seth finally takes note of a covey of white guys, most of them with shaved scalps and visible tattoos. But here in Kindle County Municipal Jail, decades after the great Southern migrations, the sad facts speak for themselves.


      It is easy therefore to spot Nile, at the far side of the yard. He looks fatter than when Seth saw him last, three years ago. On someone of his age, Nile’s potbelly seems a confession of weakness. His dun hair is long and matted, and he is smoking a cigarette. He rocks on his soles as he talks with three or four young black men. As always, nothing in Nile’s aspect is as you might expect. Where is the grim, broken mood that would be natural, whether he was wrongly accused or enduring the internal upheaval that would follow arranging the murder of his own mother? The tall young man looks, if anything, at home. But that is Nile. Mr. Inappropriate. And besides, as Seth himself knows, of all the great emotions, the least predictable in its effects is grief.


      The guard, Eddie, has to call Nile twice. One of the khaki-suited officers opens the locked gate to allow him to emerge.


      “Hey,” Nile says. He is awkward. He prepares to throw an arm around Seth, then thinks better of it. Seth reintroduces him to Hobie. It’s been decades. “Great,” Nile says. “Great.” He rattles Hobie’s hand with ungainly enthusiasm. Even for Seth, it is hard to know where to start. Condolences? Outrage over the circumstances?


      “So how are you?” Seth asks. “You handling all of this? How’s this been?”


      “Hey, he’s havin a great time,” Eddie answers, “this here is Fun City,” and laughs with continuing appreciation for his own humor.


      Descriptions appear beyond Nile. Up close, he looks himself, painfully uncertain. Behind his eyes, his spirit always seemed to be skittering about on the ice of suppressed terror. Now he shrugs.


      “I worked in here,” he says. “I meet most of my clients here the first time. I know the drill.”


      Eddie has walked them into Department 7. The cinder-block walls and staircases are painted thickly in red gloss. Here the steel doors open with a key, admitting them to the barred foyer, where a number of guards are congregated, two of them women. Beyond a wall of bars lie the tiers, the catwalks, the region of steel where the men are housed. There are dour scents of steamed food and disinfectant. A radio plays; a cell door bangs far above and the metal floors overhead resound with movement. A single window at the far end, half a block away, is the niggardly source of the little natural light. Seth, from here, can see the nearest cells, strung with clotheslines. Postcards and family photos are taped inside the bars, above the little shelves they call the bunks. On one a man with smooth dark limbs lies in his briefs, immobilized by the sorrow of confinement.


      As they enter, a prisoner, whose jumpsuit is tied about his waist, revealing an imposing physique, comes to the bars, remonstrating with the guards in an intense ghetto squeal. Seth does not understand much. The man’s hair is grown wild, uncombed, untreated, rising up in nubby spears, flecked with nits of lint.


      “Get your ass back, Tuflac,” someone says to him. “We done told you three times already.”


      Eddie holds a hand aloft like an amiable host and directs Nile, Hobie, and Seth into a cafeteria which doubles as a visiting area. There are four or five other prisoners meeting with outsiders at various tables spread around the room. One man in a tie is clearly an attorney. The rest are family, girlfriends, making the odd visit on a weekday afternoon.


      “Okay, now we need to talk,” says Hobie. He points Seth away. “Got to be just Nile and me to protect the privilege.”


      Inclined to protest, Seth can name no reason, except that he has come halfway across the country from Seattle to facilitate this meeting. He is relegated to one of the small tables bolted to the floor, while Hobie, somewhat triumphantly, directs Nile to the farthest corner. The cafeteria is compact, with glazed brick walls, spotlessly maintained, except for the stains and gang signs tooled into the white laminate tabletops. By terms of the jailhouse, this place is almost cheerful. Daylight, soothing as warm milk, emerges from a bank of barred windows, and three or four vending machines provide a touch of color. At the table nearest Seth, a slick Hispanic man is visiting with his girlfriend or his wife. With teased-up masses of dead-black hair, she has dressed to give him an eyeful—a tight red sleeveless top, cut daringly, and black jeans that make a taut casing for her healthy female bulk. Her eyes are painted so heavily they bring to mind Kabuki. She is up often to get coffee, cigarettes, a Coke. Coming and going, she and her man grab as much of each other as they can, a quick, relentless passing over of hands. They are flouting the rules, but the three or four guards in khaki looking on from their positions of retreat around the room remain impassive. Pleasure, so brief, can be forgiven.


      Eddie, with time on his hands too, has approached Seth. “So what-all is it you write?” he asks.


      Seth rolls out his standard patter on the column: syndicated nationally, printed here in the Tribune.


      “Oh yeah, yeah,” says Eddie, but it’s clear he’s never heard of Michael Frain and is mildly disappointed. They both momentarily contemplate this dead end. Casting about for a subject, Seth asks if Nile’s encountered any trouble in here.


      “Don’t seem like. Had him in seg when he come in yesterday, but he asked for general population. Now, if he was over there in Department 2? I call that the Gladiator Wing, y’know, all these cats, nineteen years old, always rumblin and scufflin. But he’s all right here. Seems like he’s okay with them BSDs. They won’t let nobody kick his ass, take his food.”


      “BSDs?”


      “Black Saints Disciples, man. We get kind of familiar in here, you know?” Eddie, freely given to hilarity, laughs once more at his own remark, then rolls his toothpick around his fingertips before going on. “You know, PO, coppers, shit, guards—you can be okay with these birds if they know where you comin from. When I started out, I worked on stateside, down in Rudyard? Lot of those officers, they just got a thing with the inmates. Their women come see ’em, guard like to come up, pinch her butt, smile like he got new teeth, and her man sittin on the other side of the glass can’t do shit. Now you get you a shank in the back that way. Me? Take no shit, give no shit, man, that’s my motto. I got myself in here, I’d be okay, same as Nile. Some them BSDs or GOs—Gangster Outlaws?—they’d cover me. Them gangs pretty much run the show in here anyway. You hear what I’m sayin?”


      Seth shakes his head once. He doesn’t want to say a thing to slow Eddie down. Seth’s decided that the guard was right to start. A column about Eddie and the jail might be a terrific piece.


      “Here,” says Eddie, lifting onto a chair one leg, decorated along the seam with a line of brown piping. He leans over confidentially now that he has found his subject. “First thing they teach you, first day of training: Institution can only be run with the cooperation of the inmates. These days, we got a problem in here, we find whoever’s ranking with the Saints, the Outlaws, we get it straightened out. See? What we want is a peaceful place. You hear? Nobody gettin cut in the shower, no gangbangers making war in the yard, no kind of three inmates waitin to cut off some guard’s nuts, like they done down at Rudyard. That’s what we want.”


      “And what do they want?” A man who asks questions for a living, Seth knows from the way Eddie’s perpetual verbal momentum suddenly loiters they have reached the good part.


      “Them?” Eddie laughs again, more subdued. “Now you ain’t gonna write this, right?”


      Seth lifts both hands to show he has no paper, no pen—as if it is the furthest thought from his mind. Eddie reverses the chair and takes a seat, his long arms crossed over the back. He has a moon face and a fine smile, in spite of a single missing incisor. His hairline, buzzed short, cuts a scalloped frontier across the back half of his head.


      “What these gangsters want is not to have nobody all over them gettin their shit in here.”


      “Shit?”


      “Contraband, let’s say. Don’t you look at me like that. I’m not sayin anything ain’t the truth. Everybody round here will tell you that. See, these gangbangers need that shit. Man, these kids in here, jail, it’s like graduation for some of them: this is where the big boys go. Hey, you think I’m kiddin you? I’m not kiddin.” Eddie looks back toward Hobie, as if he has some hopes he might be nearby and able to agree. But Hobie and Nile are still engaged. Hobie’s briefcase, a smooth pouch of umber-colored Italian leather, is on the table, and Hobie, as usual, is doing the talking. Beside them, each has a small paper cup of coffee, breathing steam. Eddie goes on.


      “So when they on the outside, half these young men already thinkin, What-all this damn gang gonna do for me when I get in there? Gotta be anybody dis you, beat you down, man, gotta be all your gangbanger brothers down for you, kickin ass and shit. Gotta be. Now half these young men, more than half, they in here for narcotics and quite a number come in strung out. Gang’s got to provide, see? Some others, you know, they like to get them a little buzz, break up the boredom. Either way, the dope’s the gang. Like them ads on TV say: Membership got its privileges. Gives them money. Discipline. Gangs gotta get their shit in here.”


      “We were searched pretty thoroughly coming in.”


      “Hell yeah, you better bet we gonna search you, cause this here is a penal institution, man, we ain’t gonna help nobody break the law. Sheriff’s got to run for re-election you know. Mayor do too. But these gangbangers find a way. Shit comes in here, same as the money to pay for it. I mean, that’s how it is. Everybody knows that. Kind of works, let’s say, to mutual advantage.” Eddie smiles again, but on reflection he seems concerned that he may have shown excessive candor, particularly with a reporter. He jams the toothpick, long held between his fingers, back into his mouth and drifts off to his duties.


      Kindle County, Seth thinks. Always something dirty doin. Always amazing him. Will he ever escape this place? No. He’s wondered that for thirty years and now he knows the answer: No. This is where his dreams are set. In the gloomy winter light, thick as shellac. In the air of childhood, tinted with the oily-smelling smoke and ash of burnt coal. No escaping. He and Lucy have lived everywhere: Seattle, Pawtucket, Boston, Miami, and Seattle again for the last eleven years. But now that his life is up for grabs, now that this lugubrious mid-life mourning period, too prolonged to be called a crisis, has him thinking of fresh starts, he answered yes when the flight attendant asked, “Going home?”


      About ten minutes later, Hobie and Nile are done. Nile seems more pensive. Hobie says he’ll see him tomorrow and Seth embraces Nile quickly, before he’s returned to Eddie’s custody. The guard waves goodbye, still laughing.


      “Okay, Froggy,” says Hobie. “Pluck your magic twanger. Let’s blow.”


      “So?” asks Seth, as soon as they are on their way back across the yard.


      “‘So,’ what?”


      “So what do you think. You going to get him off?”


      “Wouldn’t really know. I left my crystal ball at home.”


      “Yeah, but how does the case look?”


      “Beats me. I didn’t talk to him about it.”


      “Christ, what the hell did you talk about then for forty minutes? O.J.?”


      “What I talked to this young fellow, my client, about is none of your business. But what I discuss with every client first time I meet em is my fee.”


      “Your fee!”


      “Hell yes, my fee. I asked you, first thing—didn’t I ask you, ‘Can he afford a lawyer?’ And you told me, ‘No problem.’ Hell yeah, I talked to him about my fee. I pay alimony to three mean women.”


      “How much?”


      “That’s none of your goddamn business, either. I told him what I get, which is one hell of a lot, and he says he can handle it. That’s jazz to me. I don’t ask em where-all it’s coming from. Long as he ain’t stickin up my mother. All I care is check comes upfront and clears.”


      “Jesus,” says Seth. “What are you doing out of your coffin in daylight?”


      “You wanna hear stories about gettin beat? I’ll tell you stories. I had one sumbitch handcuffed his woman to the radiator, just to prove he’d be back with the money soon as we finished in court. And you know what I ended up with? Bill for the fuckin hacksaw.”


      Seth laughs out loud. Hobie’s bullshit is still the best. Reality so seldom intrudes.


      “Upfront,” Hobie repeats. “In hand. Period. You find him another lawyer that won’t do him like that, that lawyer isn’t worth having, because he doesn’t know shit.”


      “Nobody said anything about another lawyer. I told you, he wants somebody who isn’t from around here, so he’s sure they won’t be beholden to Eddgar. I promised him he can be damn certain of that with you.”


      Hobie pauses for reflection, a huge pile of a person, the color of dark oak. As he has grown older, little dark flecks of melanin have appeared around the deep wells of his eyes, and his hairline, while not as sadly reduced as Seth’s own, has undergone a mature retreat. Softly styled and salted with errant kinks of grey, his hair combines with the beard and the fine suit to lend a subdued edge to his volatile persona.


      “See now, this is what I don’t savvy,” Hobie says. “Eddgar’s no kind of pissed with Nile. He says Nile bolted right after the shooting and is refusing to talk to him.”


      “Where do you get that? Dubinsky?”


      “Eddgar. Called me in D.C. last night. The warden told him I was counsel.”


      “Jesus Christ. Why didn’t you say you talked to Eddgar?”


      “Listen here,” says Hobie. He stops again in the midst of his rumbling forward movement. “You know, you have got the wrong picture. You got the wrong idea. You know what you are here? You’re like the matchmaker. What’s that word? The shotgun?”


      “In Yiddish? The shadkin?”


      “That’s it. You’re the shadkin. Now, the shadkin don’t get in bed with the bride and the groom. You want me to represent this young man? Okay, I’m gonna do it. But I can’t be discussion every detail with you. I got privileges to protect. You better get straight on that right now. This isn’t high school. So don’t keep askin me what my client’s told me. And don’t you talk to Nile about this case anymore either. This is a trial,” he says, “this is war. You gotta think four steps ahead. Fourteen. Those prosecutors lay a subpoena on you, I don’t want you to have squat you can testify about. This is murder, man. Serious shit.” Hobie loves this, Seth knows, the superior knowledge, the strutting around, the gravity of his mission. At least it isn’t murder one. The state charged conspiracy to commit second degree. No death penalty. Seth checked himself.


      “Well, what did Eddgar want anyhow?”


      “Listen to you,” says Hobie. “What did I just carry on about?” Yard time is over and the place has regained a sullen air. The inmates are all locked down for the afternoon count, but one or two still call after them from windows high above. “Hey, slick. You lookin good.”


      “Eddgar’s gonna throw Nile’s bail,” Hobie says finally. “That’s what he called about. Says he’s willing to put up the family manse—$300,000 worth. I gotta go see him this afternoon. How’s that hit you?”


      It doesn’t sound like Eddgar is what Seth thinks.


      “Confused me, too,” admits Hobie. “Even Nile was pretty much astounded.”


      “Maybe Eddgar’s developed a conscience. Maybe he’s bugged by the ironies of the situation. I mean, have you thought about this? Nile’s in jail for murder and Eddgar’s been walking the streets for twenty-five years. It’s incredible.”


      “Could be it runs in the blood,” says Hobie.


      “Oh, that’s cute,” says Seth. “You’re the one who’s supposed to think Nile’s innocent.”


      “No, man, no way is that my job. My job is to get him off. Period. I don’t know what happened. And if I can avoid it, I don’t ask, either. They gotta unburden themselves, or spin a tale, well bless them, then I have to listen. But the game here, man, is can the state prove them guilty? That’s all. Whether they did it, or some dude named Maurice did it, you know, I don’t worry my little mind.”


      “He’s innocent.”


      “No, he told you he’s innocent. There’s a whole world of difference.”


      Half a continent away, Nile, on the pay phone, had issued a nasal denial. ‘It’s bullshit. They say I paid this guy $10,000 to set this up and it’s bullshit, all of it, the $10,000, all of it, it never happened.’ The fierce desperation of this declaration had been too daunting for Seth to probe, unsure if Nile—or, Seth’s darkest fear, the denials—might fall apart. He encourages Hobie now, much as he has bolstered himself in the last few days.


      “He’s too feckless, Hobie. He’s never had the first clue.”


      “Listen, Jack, you better take yourself a reality pill. No decent prosecutor’s gonna go puttin on a piece-of-shit gangbanger to call a white boy a killer without plenty of corroboration. Not even considering that Nile’s daddy’s a politician in the same damn party as the PA, somebody they’d want to cut any break they could. Get yourself ready, man, cause the state’s gonna bring some evidence to that courtroom.”


      Seth is listening. This is the first he’s heard of how Hobie really looks at it. When they were cruising in from the airport, it was old times and new times, the state of the world with Lucy, the latest on Hobie’s kids. Now that they’re here in the scariest place on earth, Hobie is giving him the logic: Nile’s guilty. That’s what he’s saying. The prosecutors wouldn’t have brought the case if they had a choice.


      “Well, he’s gotta have a chance, doesn’t he?”


      “Seth, man.” Hobie stops to face him, his dark eyes bloodshot and direct. It is the rare moment between them, fully sincere. “I’m gonna go full-out. Okay?”


      “What about Sonny? Doesn’t it help to have a judge who knows him? And you?”


      “I don’t know her anymore. You don’t even know her anymore. And I don’t know what she thinks about Nile and whether that’s any good for him a’tall. Besides,” Hobie mutters, “she may damn well take herself off this case.”


      “You mean she might not be the judge?”


      “Maybe not. And even if she decides to keep it, could be I make a motion to disqualify her.”


      “No,” says Seth. “Really?”


      “Whoa,” says Hobie. “Look at you. Damn, I knew you were gonna be like psy-chotic, waitin till you see that lady up on the bench. Tell me that ain’t so. You’re transparent, man. You musta been a store window in a prior life.”


      Seth laughs. A strange coincidence, he says. Life is full of them.


      “All the fucked-up luck,” says Hobie. “Honestly,” he says, and after further reflection adds, “Shit.” He fishes his mouth around as if he might spit. “See, man, you never change. You’re still like cr-azy with that whole California scene we went through. Nile. Sonny. Eddgar. You won’t ever let go of it. You gotta write about it. You gotta think about it. Then you gotta write about it some more. I oughta call you Proust. Honest and truly.”


      “Everybody’s got a youth, Hobie.”


      “Yeah, well listen here, Proust. You stay away from her till I get this all scoped out. I don’t care what damn curiosity you got. I don’t want to be decidin it’s best for Nile that she preside and have you spook her off this case, cause she sees she’s gone be holdin class reunion in her courtroom. Time being, you do like me, man, just lay low, till I can figure out what a good lawyer’s supposed to.”


      “Which is what?”


      “How the hell to take advantage of the situation.”


      They have come close to the admitting area, where they started. The bolts are disengaged and they progress toward the uncloistered light. The lieutenant makes it a point to greet Hobie on the way back through. The black thing. There’s a handshake and a riff about the pizza. Then Hobie and Seth are outside, moving toward the last guard shack and the iron gates, meant, apparently, to repel motorized invasion.


      “Proust,” says Hobie again, archly shaking his head to rub it in a little more. “I’m gone go find you some tea cakes, I swear to God. Help you hold on to all this shit you can’t forget.”


      “Hey, I held on to you, too, so just lighten up.” It took some doing. They both know that.


      “Oh, yes you did!” says Hobie emphatically, and in his grand comical way grabs Seth suddenly and kisses him on the forehead. Then Hobie throws a burly arm about him and pulls Seth along the walk, celebrating the relief of the free air outside the jailhouse. He laughs hugely and repeats himself. “Oh, yes you did.”
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      PEOPLE MY AGE ARE HUNG UP ON THE SIXTIES. Everybody knows that and regards it as sort of a problem with us: the generation who won’t throw out their bell-bottoms. Whenever something by the Beatles comes on the car radio, my son begins to moan for fear I’m going to sing along. ‘But look,’ I sometimes want to say, ‘all these people said they were going to change things, and things changed: The war. The cruel formalities that disadvantaged minorities or women. People stopped behaving like they’d all been knocked out of the same stamping plant.’ These days I say I’m going to stop dropping my underwear on the bathroom floor, and I can’t even change that. So naturally I think something special happened in the sixties. Didn’t it? Or was it just because I was at that age, between things, when everything was still possible, that time, which in retrospect, doesn’t seem to last long?


      —MICHAEL FRAIN
 “The Survivor’s Guide,”
 September 4, 1992


      MANY YEARS AGO, I LIVED WITH A WOMAN who left graduate school in Philosophy right after she read a remark of Nietzsche’s. He’d said: “Every great philosophy [is] the personal confession of its originator, a type of involuntary and unaware memoirs.” In light of that observation, I guess my friend decided she was, literally, in the wrong department.


      Nietzsche—and, as ever, the woman—were brought to mind recently when I went to a gathering in Washington in which some of the D.C. smarty-pants types, the pundits and pols, were analyzing the primaries and repeating as gospel the adage Tip O’Neill used to like, “All politics are local.” But to me that saying has always seemed to be off by an order of magnitude. It’s Nietzsche who was on the button. I suspect he’d say, “All politics are personal.”


      —“The Survivor’s Guide,”
 March 20, 1992


    


  




  

    

      December 4, 1995


    


    

      SONNY


      My mother was a revolutionary. At least that’s what she called herself, although ‘visionary’ was probably a better word. Guns and bombs and political maneuvering, the cruel mechanics of the war for power, had little hold on her imagination. It was the utopia beyond that inspired her, the promised land where humankind was free of the maiming effects of a hard, material fate. I stood in awe of her whirlwind energies and, in an act of faith of my own, have always kept her soaring hopes at heart. But she and I were never wholly at peace with one another. She was impulsive, a little bit off-kilter—beyond me, in all senses.


      With Zora and our differences in mind, I have arrived at the courthouse late. It has been one of those mornings. Nikki would not dress. She lay down when I said stand up, took off her blouse as soon as I had it buttoned, demanded, for no reason detectable to rational inquiry, to wear blue. And when I finally resorted to scolding, she wept, naturally, clutched my hem, and delivered her familiar entreaty: She does not want to go to school. Not today. She wants to stay home. With me. Oh, the agony of Mondays, of parting, of asking Nikki to believe, against the evidence, that she remains for me the center of the world. Someday, I always promise, it will be as she asks. I’ll call Marietta with orders to continue every case. But not, of course, today. Today there is duty and compulsion. Nile Eddgar’s trial starts. I must go off to my other world, play dress-up and make-believe. And so I begin the week in familiar torment, telling myself I am not my mother, that I am somehow on the road to conquering what remains of her in me.


      For both our sakes, I allowed Nikki to skip the car pool and dropped her at school myself. That left me twenty minutes behind our frantic morning schedule. ‘Great thing about this job,’ one of the old-timers told me when I was sworn in. ‘They can’t start without you.’ Yet I have always regarded a full courtroom waiting for a missing judge as a token of arrogance. I rush through the back door of the courtroom onto the bench, not quite prepared for the scene that greets me. It feels as if both the lights and the heat have been turned up. Beyond the bulletproof divider, the gallery is thick with court buffs and other citizen-onlookers: sickos, retirees, court watchers, and the thoughtfully curious drawn in primal wonder to the act of murder. Within the well of the room, extra deputies in uniform mill idly at the periphery, while the many reporters crowd the limited space available. The jury box must remain empty, awaiting the prospective venire, which will be summoned shortly. Instead, Annie has created a makeshift press gallery, positioning folding chairs on the near side of the yellowish oak panels of the jury box. The best seats, in the front row, have been occupied by three sketch artists, who have laid their pastels at their feet.


      As soon as she catches sight of me, Marietta cries out her “Hear ye’s,” bringing court to order. The room is caught up in the commotion of hundreds of persons shifting to their feet, papers rattling, conversations adjourned in a final buzz.


      “People versus Nile Eddgar,” Marietta cries out, when we all are seated. “For trial.” To my surprise, my stomach rebounds with the words. Two of the artists begin work immediately, eyes revolving between their pads and me. On the one earlier occasion I saw a rendering of Judge Sonny on TV—during a heated divorce case—I was disturbed by the severe look the artist gave me, my even-featured face grave with shadow. Surely I’m better-looking and lighter-hearted than that?


      Meanwhile, the participants stalk slowly toward the oak podium at the focus of the room: Gina Devore from the State Defender’s Office, a sprite in Ann Taylor, accompanied by a burly black man who must be the lawyer from D.C. she said would appear for trial. From the other table advances Tommy Molto, the Homicide supervisor, who has elected to try this case, a rarity for him these days. He too has a companion, Rudy Singh, a slender, inexpressibly beautiful young man with a delicate way and a musical Indian accent, who was assigned to this courtroom only last week to handle more routine matters. Finally, behind all of them, somewhat shyly, stands Nile Eddgar. He is more than six feet, far taller than I remember his father, and looms over both Molto and Gina. When he was last here, for arraignment, his hair was ponytailed and not especially clean. Since then, he’s shaved and had a dramatic haircut too, albeit not a particularly becoming one. He looks as if he simply bargained to let the barber cut off half. Charged up by winter static, his brownish hair Christmas-trees about his ears, resembling some hapless Dutch boy’s. Nonetheless, as the resident emblem of authority, I’m pleased Nile has made these concessions to respectability, even if off the bench I’d regard the same gestures as silly or conventional.


      Back in the lockup, keys are jangling and voices are raised. The transport deputies have been searching desperately for the prisoner, and a peal of relieved laughter sails into the courtroom when they realize he is not in custody but on bail. The lawyers state their name for the record.


      “Your Honor,” says Gina, “may I introduce Mr. Tuttle from Washington, D.C.” Her motion to substitute counsel and Tuttle’s appearance form ascend, handed up from Gina to Marietta to me: H. Tariq Tuttle. At arraignment, I allowed the State Defender to stay on the case while Nile attempted to find his own attorney. An out-of-towner is welcome, since that will avoid the sticky conflict issues that might arise if Nile was the probation officer for other clients of his lawyer. I note aloud that Tuttle has a local attorney number, meaning he’s admitted to practice in this state.


      “Took the bar here, Your Honor, before I moved out to D.C.”


      “Welcome back, then.” I allow the motion, and Gina, tiny and energetic, disembarks at once for the half a dozen other courtrooms where she has cases up. “Mr. Tuttle,” I say, “help me with your first name, so I don’t mangle it when I introduce you to the jury. Tariq?”


      The question startles him. He stares up briefly, then pronounces the name. “It’s just on the license, Judge, I don’t go by that much anymore. The second syllable’s like ‘reek.’ As in odor.”


      He smiles at himself. The message is unmistakable: Don’t worry, I’m not that way. He’s magnificently groomed, a large man of substantial weight, his bulk gracefully draped in a splendid suit of a greenish Italian wool. He is all soft contours, a half-head of Afro hair, roundly sculpted, and a beard trimmed close to a broad cheeky face. He shows the slick courtroom poise of a big-city criminal defense lawyer. This is a man who has stood at many podia, making jokes at his own expense. For the moment, ingratiating himself, he is radiant as the sun. But the worm will surely turn. Between a judge, laboring to rule properly, and the defense lawyer, always criticizing her for the sake of appeal, there is a natural rivalry. The process starts at once.


      “If the court please, I have a motion.” From beneath his arm, Tuttle slowly removes a newspaper, as if revealing a concealed weapon.


      “Before you start, Mr. Tuttle, let me spread one matter of record again.” I begin an oration about my past relations with the Eddgar family, but Tuttle shakes his head amiably.


      “We’re grateful for your sensitivity, Your Honor, but there’s no problem. Mr. Eddgar acknowledges his past acquaintance with the court, without objection. As, of course, do I.”


      “You do?” I ask. I have never been good at hiding my emotions. Instead, since taking this job, I have practiced letting them emerge with a certain confidence, as if I figure it was worth getting to forty-seven to know what I do about myself. Even so, I often find myself undone, as I am now, by the dumb impulsive things that escape me. I am still ruing my lack of control when, unexpectedly, I see what I have missed. Despite my resolve to show presence of mind, I find my mouth has actually fallen open.


      It’s Hobie. Hobie!


      “Forgive me, Mr. Tuttle. It’s been some time.”


      “Contact lenses, Judge,” he says. “The name. The beard.”


      “The belly,” I hear from near the jury box, a lowered voice that nonetheless carries distinctly in the angled contours of the room. A few of the reporters join in collegial laughter, but it is brought to an immediate conclusion by a single astonishing clack of Annie’s gavel on the block she stations on the lower tiers of the bench. You could probably do case studies about what happens when you give a person subjected to a lifetime of ethnic suppression a gavel and a uniform. Annie maintains relentless decorum. She does not permit reading, talking, chewing gum. Even the young gangbangers who come to catch a glimpse of their homies are forced to remove their hats. Now she scalds the offending reporter with a look so furious that he’s dropped his face into his hands in shame. Hobie, too, has turned, arms raised imploringly, shaking his head until the man dares to look up again and I recognize Seth Weissman. He scoots himself half-upright on the chair arms, faces me, and mouths, “I’m sorry.” I find my jaw slackened again.


      It isn’t really seeing Seth that’s shocking. He’s come to mind often enough with thoughts about the case that I’m vaguely prepared for his presence. It’s his appearance that stuns me. My first impulse is that he’s been sick. But that, I recognize, is my dismal inner urge to pull everyone down to my level. His injury is benign: he’s gone bald, a smooth pink dome that nevertheless strikes a note of bathos on a man who used to wear his dishwater hair behind the shoulder. Otherwise, he appears only incrementally reduced by time, thicker in the middle, and still a little too tall for his slender limbs. He has a long, male face, nose-dominated, now more fleshy at the jaw. Gravity has done its work. He has lost color. The same things I would say about myself.


      “Mr. Molto,” I ask, when I regain myself, “does the court’s prior acquaintance with defense counsel have any impact on your position regarding my presiding?”


      Molto stands with small nail-bitten hands folded before him, exhibiting his customary impatience. We have been over the issue now half a dozen times.


      “None,” he says distinctly.


      In the meantime, my eyes cheat back to Seth in the jury box. What’s he do-ing here? I’ve finally wondered. But the answer seems obvious. A column. About coincidence. And serendipity. He will write about the strange whims of fate, how the figures from his past have reappeared with everyone written into odd new roles, as bizarrely misplaced as the characters in a dream.


      “Your Honor,” says Tuttle. “My motion? I take it Your Honor saw this morning’s Tribune?” The news I get generally comes to me on NPR on the three mornings I drive the kindergarten car pool. Sometimes late at night, in moments of supreme indulgence, after Nikki is bedded down, I’ll take a glass of wine in the bathtub and turn the pages of the Tribune or the national edition of The New York Times. Most evenings, though, I am too burned out for more than rattled reflections on the day that’s passed and the hundreds of tasks undone at home and in court, counted, instead of sheep, as I drift off.


      Now as I open the paper that’s been handed up, I confront a headline stretching across the top of the front page. STATE: POL’S SON MEANT TO KILL HIM, NOT MOM. Trial Starts Today, the kicker reads. The byline is Stew Dubinsky’s. Exclusive to the Trib. I scan: “Sources close to the investigation…murder conspiracy trial of Nile Eddgar starting today…Prosecuting Attorney’s Office plans to offer evidence that the intended victim of the plot was not the Kindle County Superior Court probation officer’s mother, June Eddgar, who was gunned down by gang members on September 7, but his father, State Senator Loyell Eddgar…mistake in identity is believed to have occurred when Mrs. Eddgar borrowed her former husband’s car that morning.”


      By now, I’ve piled a hand on my forehead. God, the calculations that accumulate. Eddgar! I find this news unsettling, most of all perhaps, because in a single stroke it feels far more likely that the strange young man before me may actually be guilty. At last, I nod to Hobie to proceed.


      “Your Honor,” he begins in a resonant courtroom bass; he grips the podium with both hands. The impression is of some opera star about to hit a booming note. “Your Honor, I have been trying cases for twenty-some years now. And I have seen devilish conduct by prosecutors in that time. I have been sandbagged and backdoored and tricked. But to have leaked this kind of incendiary detail to the press on the day we are trying to pick a jury, knowing that this news concerning a prominent citizen is bound to become a page 1 headline and irreparably prejudice the venire against my client—” Hobie does not finish. He smacks his hand against an extra copy of the paper, which he has held up for illustration, and tosses his large head about in embittered disbelief. He goes on to paint a vivid tableau of dozens of citizens in the jury room in the main building, forming firm impressions of the case even as we speak. Most of them, he predicts, with time on their hands and a peculiar interest in what’s occurring in the courthouse today, will have read this one-sided account of the state’s evidence in the very papers which, ironically, are provided to them free. His rhetoric is overheated, but I have little doubt he’s correct and that most of the potential jurors will have seen this story.


      “Your Honor, really,” he concludes, “how can this man get a fair trial? I must, I have to, I have no choice but to move to dismiss this indictment.” He punctuates his request with a grunt of continuing outrage.


      Molto, chubby in his inexpensive charcoal suit, his wiry, thinning hair barely combed, appears somewhat dumbfounded when I call on him for a response.


      “Judge Klonsky,” he says, “I received no notice of this motion. I came here to pick a jury. I have witnesses subpoenaed. This is the kind of last-minute—”


      I decide to save Tommy from himself. “Mr. Molto, let’s start from scratch. Is this report fundamentally accurate? Is the state going to contend that it was Nile Eddgar’s father who was the actual, intended victim of this crime?”


      Tommy takes a deep breath. He looks forlornly to Rudy Singh, who has taken a seat several feet behind Tommy at the prosecution table, where a diminishing circle of light appears on the oak-toned laminate. Eventually, Molto allows his shoulder to drop.


      “Basically, that’s it,” he says. In the courtroom, there is a stir, particularly among the reporters, contending with the fact Dubinsky got it right.


      “So I take it, then, that the senior Mr. Eddgar, the defendant’s father, Senator Eddgar, will be a witness here?”


      Molto grimaces. I’m asking too many questions, as usual.


      “We expect him to testify for the people,” says Molto. Now there’s a real riffle in the press seats. Hard news: PROMINENT DAD TO IMPLICATE KILLER SON. Nearby I hear a bracelet jingling, Annie or Marietta, readjusting, caught unawares.


      “And as the intended victim, he, too—Senator Eddgar—is without objection to this court presiding? In spite of our prior acquaintance? Have you taken that up with him?”


      “Judge, it’s not a problem.” ‘Period,’ he seemingly would like to add. Clearly, Tommy has his orders. The mullahs in the PA’s office have met and concluded that Tommy should try the case and I should preside. Slowly, I am beginning to recognize that Molto is not especially content with either prospect. I turn my copy of the Trib in Tommy’s direction.


      “Now looking at that headline, Mr. Molto, I can’t pretend to be pleased. You know better, the state knows better, than to try a lawsuit in the newspapers, especially when you’re aware that the prospective jurors have not yet been admonished about viewing media accounts of this case. Now—”


      “Judge, as an officer to the court: I didn’t speak to any reporters and I have no knowledge of anyone on our side speaking to reporters, I promise you that.”


      “Mr. Molto, I’m pleased to have your representation. And I accept it, of course. But you and I are both grown-ups, and we know that someone intent on leaking is not going to send up a flare or call you for permission first.”


      The reporters find this very amusing. There are a dozen ways this could have happened. Some cop on the case wanted to poison the well, or perhaps it was one of Tommy’s superiors. Either way, the police reports appeared in Stew’s mailbox in a plain envelope. We’ll never know from whom. Behind the reporter’s shield law, Dubinsky’s source will remain fathomless.


      “Judge, the defense had this information,” says Tommy. “They had the statements of the witnesses. Our theory is obvious.”


      The book on Tommy is that he cannot stand down when he should not bother firing, and I lose my patience with him now.


      “Look, Mr. Molto, are you suggesting that the defendant would find it helpful to try to pick a jury on the same day the state’s theory of the case is detailed on the front page of the Tribune?” Molto is mocked by another rollicking burst of spectator laughter, ringing loudest from the press section. “Res ipsa loquitur, Mr. Molto. Remember that phrase from law school? The thing speaks for itself. Doesn’t it? Again, I’m sure it wasn’t you. But you should remind everyone on your side what their obligations are and let them know that if there’s a repetition, there will be a hearing.” Sallow, still, Molto frowns unconsciously at my rebuke. “For today, I suggest we deal with the situation that confronts us. Do you agree with Mr. Tuttle that I should dismiss the indictment?”


      Rudy Singh has come back to stand by Tommy. He whispers urgently, telling him, no doubt, to give up. Fight a different fight.


      “No,” Tommy says lamely.


      “Then what’s my alternative, Mr. Molto?”


      “Judge, I don’t know. We came here this morning prepared to try this case. I think you should do what we always do. Bring the prospective jurors up. Voir dire them. Ask them if they’ve read the paper, and the ones who have, ask if they can put it out of their minds.”


      Hobie, of course, will have none of this. The problem, he points out, is that it forces the defendant to accept all the risks of juror prejudice created by the state’s misconduct in leaking. Instead, Hobie insists again that the indictment must be dismissed. As a young man, he was grandiose and that part of his character clearly has not changed. No defendant subjected to pre-trial publicity—not O. J. Simpson or John Hinckley, who shot the President of the United States on national TV—has ever gotten such relief.


      “What if we continue the case?” I finally ask. This is what I have been waiting for Molto to suggest. “In a couple of weeks this story will be forgotten and whatever benefit the state has gotten by virtue of the leak will be dissipated.”


      “Your Honor,” says Tuttle, “leaving aside the personal inconvenience—I’ve come from D.C., gotten myself settled here—but leaving that aside, Judge, my client has a right to a speedy trial. He wants that speedy trial, and it shouldn’t be delayed because of the prosecutors’ misconduct.”


      Smooth, clever, Hobie knows he has the advantage and presses it. Molto, true to courthouse legend, seems determined not to give me—or himself—any help. He again urges questioning the jury pool right now. Singh, with his sleek black hair, stands behind Tommy, with one hand on Molto’s jacket sleeve, not completely certain about whether he wants to stand ground with Molto or retreat.


      “Gentlemen,” I say eventually, “something’s got to give. I’m not going to continue the case over the objections of both parties. I’m not going to dismiss the indictment. And I’m not going to allow the prosecution to make an uncombated opening statement in the newspapers and force the defendant to pick a jury out of a pool exposed to that.” I stare them down, all three men—Tommy, Hobie, Singh with his large doe eyes—all looking up to me with evident bemusement. Silence, the spectacular silence of two hundred persons rendered mute, veils the courtroom.


      Finally, Hobie asks for a moment and strolls off with his client. As Nile listens, the dark dot left by the earring he has removed for the sake of a good impression appears distinctly when he nervously sweeps back his hair. Returning to the podium, Hobie uses his bulk to move Tommy aside.


      “There is one alternative which we can offer that would let us get started,” Hobie announces. “My client and I are willing to proceed with trial to the court alone.”


      A current of something—shock, dismay—lights me up. This time, finally, I catch myself and maintain a collected expression.


      “Mr. Molto?” I manage. “What’s your position on a bench trial?”


      “Your Honor,” Hobie interjects, “they don’t have a right to a position. If you won’t do it, the defendant can’t make you, we realize that, but this is none of the state’s affair.”


      “You’re certainly correct, Mr. Tuttle. But given the disclosures the court has made, I really would not exercise my discretion to accept a bench trial if the state for any reason felt that was not a wise course. Mr. Molto?”


      “Judge, all I know is I got up this morning ready to try this case. I agree with Mr. Tuttle. We don’t have the right to a position. And if I had a position, and if Your Honor was willing to get on with openings and the witnesses, I’d be very happy.” Listening to Tommy insist again on moving ahead, I finally catch the drift. The prosecutors have a problem with their case. They’ve gummed things back together for right now, but it’s going to go from bad to worse with time. Probably one of their witnesses has had a change of heart. Hardcore, perhaps? Someone important.


      But does that mean I have to say yes to a bench trial? The older judges always tell you not to rush. They have a dozen sayings: ‘There’s no stopwatch on the court reporter’s transcript.’ ‘The court of appeals won’t reverse for delay of game.’ I find myself staring down into the open pages of my bench book. It’s an oversized volume, with a red clothbound spine, heavy stock pages lined in green, feathered edges, and a cover clad in rough black Moroccan leather. On the spine, my name has been impressed in gold. In the quaintest of courthouse customs, the book was presented to me when I took the bench, a judge’s diary, the place for private notes about each trial. The pages before me are blank, as undetermined as I am.


      Decide, I tell myself, as I so often do. In this job, deliberation is respected. Indecision is not. My work, in the end, is simply that, deciding, saying yes or no. But it’s hard labor for the natively ambivalent. There’s no other job I know of that more reliably reveals the shortcomings of a personality than being a judge. The pettish grow even more short-tempered; the silently injured can become power-mad or abusive. For someone who can spend a tortured moment before the closet, picking a dress, this work can be maddening. I’m supposed to let the conclusions roll forth as if they were natural and predetermined, as if it were as easy as naming my favorite color (blue). But I wait now, as I often do, silently hoping that some alternative, some forceful thought or feeling, will expose itself. The years roll on and life seems like this more and more, that choices don’t really exist in the way I thought they would when I was a child and expected the regal power of adulthood to provide clarity and insight. Instead, choice and need seem indistinguishable. In the end, I find myself clutched by the resentment, which I still think of as peculiarly female, of being so often the victim of circumstance and time.


      “Mr. Eddgar,” I say and call him forward. I explain to Nile what it means to have a bench trial, that I alone will decide whether or not he is guilty, and ask if he’s willing to give up his right to a jury.


      “That’s what we want,” he replies. Perhaps because it’s the first sound of Nile’s voice since the start of these proceedings, the remark takes me aback. What does that mean? ‘What we want’? He’s going to get it, notwithstanding.


      “Trial shall be to the court. What are your thoughts on scheduling, gentlemen?” After discussion, Hobie and Molto decide they’re better off spending the balance of the morning on stipulations, hoping to agree about certain facts now that there’s no need to educate—or fool—a jury. “If you care to make opening statements, I will hear them immediately after my bond call at 2 p.m.” I point to Marietta, seated below me on the first tier of the bench, and tell her to call a recess.


       


      The courtroom springs to life with an urgent buzz. A bench trial! The court buffs and cops and reporters mingle, exchanging speculations as they head into the corridor. I converse with Marietta about discharging the seventy-five citizens who’ve been summoned as prospective jurors. Then I gather the bench book and the court file. A day at a time, I tell myself. Weary already, I sink down the stairs.


      “Judge? Can I talk to you?”


      When I look back it’s Seth Weissman, hunched somewhat timorously beside the front corner of the bench. A little squeeze of something tightens my heart, but I’m struck principally by the way he’s addressed me. It must have been less peculiar to be a judge back in the Age of Manners, or even thirty years ago, when the lines of authority were more absolute. These days the attendant reverence can seem downright inane. People who were grown-ups when I was a child stand a few feet below me and, at their most casual, address me as ‘Judge.’ To hear it from the first man outside my family who ever said “I love you” raises the implausibility of these customs to dizzying heights.


      “Seth,” I say. “How are you?”


      Something—a sense of the momentousness of time—swims through his expression.


      “Bald,” he answers, summoning in one word the boy I knew: funny, vulnerable, always willing to accept a helping hand.


      I try a straight face that doesn’t last. “Is my line ‘I hadn’t noticed’?”


      “I’d settle for ‘It’s nice to see you.’”


      “It is, Seth.”


      “Good,” he says, then hangs midair. “I just wanted to apologize,” he says. “You know, the acoustics were kind of startling.”


      I dispense a forgiving backhand wave. He asks how I am.


      “Busy. Crazy with my life like everybody else. But okay. And you, Seth? I can only imagine how proud you are of your success.”


      He worms around, an aw-shucks routine meant to suggest it’s all beyond him. More than ten years ago I first saw a column by Michael Frain. I was sure the name was a coincidence. The Michael I knew could never have become a master of the quick shot or the snappy bon mot. Then a year later I saw a picture, which was unmistakably Seth’s. What in the world? I thought. How did this happen? Questions whose answers I still want to know.


      At times since, I’ve looked at the somewhat whimsical photo (conveniently cropped just above the brow) and the accompanying columns, wondering about this man with whom I parted company with the usual tangled feelings but no deepening regrets. I liked Seth. I lost him. There were half a dozen others about whom the same might be said, even, if I’m feeling mellow, Charlie. Sometimes—especially when something he writes has struck me funny—I have recalled distinctly the droll delivery of Seth’s somewhat monotonous Midwestern voice, in which the glottal I’s rasp in a minor speech impediment. At other moments, he can disappoint me. Always the sucker for easy laughs, he is sometimes too quick to flay targets already tattered by public scorn, and he occasionally displays certain ungenerous retrograde political opinions, a former leftist too eager to show he’s wised up. At his best, though, he can be quick and penetrating, putting down a line or two that seems to sum up all the world’s sadness. Even so, these commonplaces often perplex me. What could have brought that on? I’ll wonder. Or even worse, I’ll imagine all of it was there in the sweet, funny boy who whirled through my life, and that I overlooked it because I was so busy seeking within myself. Was it? How did I miss it? Where was it hidden? Those questions also linger.


      “You were always funny,” I tell him. “I didn’t realize you were wise.”


      “You can create a lot of illusions in eight hundred words.”


      “Oh, you’re very good, Seth. Everybody likes what you write. My minute clerk acts as if I used to hang out with Mick Jagger.”


      “Wait till she hears me sing.”


      I actually laugh. “Still a smart guy,” I say and he seems pleased to find his character so well remembered.


      “I’ve always told Lucy, that’s what I want on my gravestone: ‘Now what, smartass?’”


      With that, the rear door bangs open and Marietta bulls a few steps into the courtroom. She’s headed for the bench with a sheaf of draft orders when she catches sight of us and goes completely still. She turns heel abruptly, leaving the courtroom as it was, empty and hushed.


      “So I take it I can look forward to a column about all of this?” I ask. My index finger circles toward the courtroom.


      “‘The Big Chill Meets Perry Mason’?” He laughs at the notion. “Maybe. It’s an amazing curiosity, isn’t it? Coincidence. Whatever you’d call it. Everybody together? I had to see it.”


      “I take it from the way you were giving Hobie the business, you’re still close with him?”


      He laughs about that, too. That’s how Seth heard about the case, I suspect, from Hobie, but now that I’m asking questions about the defense lawyer I realize I’ve probably already let this conversation go further than I should. I offer my hand and tell Seth I’m on my way.


      “Is it crazy for me to say let’s have a cup of coffee?” he asks.


      “Not crazy. But probably inappropriate.”


      “We don’t have to talk about the case.”


      “We can’t talk about the case. That’s why I’m going to bid you farewell. The case will end. We’ll talk then.”


      “Is there a rule here or something? I’m just asking.”


      “You could call it a rule. My practice is to make sure that nobody has anything to worry about. I have lawyers in front of me all the time who I know well, but generally, while a trial’s ongoing, I don’t pass the time with them—or their close friends.”


      “Sonny, really, I don’t have a clue about this case. Honestly. Hobie’s got me in an isolation booth.”


      We both turn abruptly again. Marietta has walked into the empty courtroom once more, using the front entrance this time and arriving purposefully on the other side of the bench. She’s a caution: a lot of busy officiousness, shuffling files and humming to herself. Nonetheless, her full, dark eyes slide over this way with foxy calculation and I meet them with a look that sends her back out like mercury.


      “Really, Seth, it’s wonderful to see you. You seem well. And I look forward to sitting down with you as soon as this case is over, to hear about everything you’ve been up to.”


      “How about you?”


      I thought we covered this ground already, but I answer that I’m fine.


      “Married?”


      I hum a bit, not sure when I should simply quit. “I seem to have passed through that phase.”


      “Kids? Do you have kids?”


      “A daughter who just turned six.”


      Six! He’s impressed.


      “Late start,” I answer. “What about you, Seth? From the column, I think I’ve counted what, two children?”


      A knotted expression tightens his long face as I continue slipping farther away. He tells me that his older child, his daughter, is a college senior. At Easton, he says, his alma mater, an admission that brings forth the same wondering, self-conscious grin.


      “Great school,” he adds. “Astonishing tuition, but a great education. That’s another reason I’m here. I get to see a little more of her.”


      I nod again and say something polite. How wonderful. I pull open the door.


      “It’s just,” he says and stops. He’s stepped nearer.


      “What?”


      “How many people do you get close to in a life?” he asks. “I feel really badly I lost track of you.”


      “We’ll make amends, Seth. Just not now.”


      “Sure.”


      I offer my hand again. He takes it, with a bewildered, defeated look, and holds on just a bit longer than he should before letting go.


       


      A bench trial is still a trial. When it’s over the defendant is just as guilty—or not guilty—his prison sentence can be as long. When I was practicing I always felt the same high anxiety at the moment of decision which I did confronting a jury’s verdict. But a bench trial is usually conducted without the same atmosphere of flamboyance or chicanery. Frequently, the bench trial is the refuge of the lawyer with a technical defense, an argument too intricate, or offensive, for lay people to freely accept. With a judge as the decision-maker, instead of rubes off the street, the proceedings are usually more understated, even sometimes legalistic.


      Nonetheless, there’s an alert air in the courtroom this afternoon. The spectators’ section remains cheek to jowl, but there’s more room in the well of the court, since the journalists have repositioned themselves in the jury box. All sixteen seats are occupied by reporters and sketch artists, while a number of latecomers have helped themselves to chairs from the counsel tables, which Annie has discreetly positioned in the corners of the courtroom, against the glass partition to the spectators’ gallery. In the front row, Stew Dubinsky is getting it from two colleagues, who are clearly ribbing him. I can imagine what that’s about: Stewie gets more leaks than a plumber. Beside Stew, Seth Weissman sits in his rumpled blazer. The man with a national byline, Seth is clearly a center of attention. In spite of the call to order, one of the TV guys has slunk along the jury rail to shake his hand and pass a word which entertains them both.


      Marietta cries out the case name and the three lawyers step forward. Nile lingers closer to the defense table, where two square leather document cases and a banker’s box are piled.


      “All set?” I ask.


      Everyone answers ready for trial. Joint motions to exclude witnesses from the courtroom are granted. I take a breath.


      “Opening statements?”


      “Your Honor,” Hobie says, “I’d like to reserve my opening until after the prosecution has put on their evidence.” His motion, a matter of right, is allowed. In one of those untutored gestures of power which I was astounded to find came so naturally to me, I lift my hand to Molto.


      “May it please the court,” says Tommy, and waits for the courtroom to settle. The other participants now are seated and Tommy has the floor to himself. In the intense light over the podium, his scalp shines amid his sparse hair, held fast by spray.


      “Judge, since Mr. Tuttle is going to pass up opening for the moment, I can make this brief. I know you’ll want to hear the evidence yourself. So let me just outline what the People will be proving.


      “The state will show that the defendant, Nile Eddgar”—Nile has looked up at his name and now uncomfortably meets the prosecutor’s glance, as Molto turns. It strikes me that Nile’s eyes are the same penetrating marine shade as his father’s, but his are fear-beset and seldom still. “We will show that Nile Eddgar was not only a participant in a conspiracy to murder but, in fact, the prime mover. It is a conspiracy that went tragically awry, but a conspiracy to murder nonetheless. What the evidence will show is that Nile Eddgar asked his co-indictee, his co-defendant, Ordell Trent, to murder Nile’s father, Dr. Loyell Eddgar. Mr. Trent is a member of the Black Saints Disciples, Judge. He is a gang member. He is a drug dealer. He is a repeat felon. And he was Nile Eddgar’s friend.”


      “Ob-jection,” says Hobie. I am pleased to see him take the trouble to rise, a gesture of respect the PAs often overlook when there is no jury present. His yellow pad is open before him on the light oval of the counsel table. Behind him, Nile, making his own notes, has looked up, startled. “Guilt by association?” Hobie asks.


      “Sustained,” I say mildly. A small point. Hobie is merely trying to break Tommy’s rhythm. Even Molto recognizes this and accepts the ruling indifferently.


      “Nile Eddgar and Mr. Trent, whose gang name is Hardcore, first became acquainted,” Molto says, “because Mr. Eddgar—Nile, as I’ll call the defendant to distinguish him from his father—Nile was Mr. Trent’s probation officer. He was—and I’m sure it’s not disputed—Nile Eddgar was a probation officer in this very courthouse. And somehow, and you will hear this from Mr. Trent, he, Hardcore, and Nile developed a personal relationship, a friendship of kinds. And as a result of this close acquaintance, it eventually came to pass that Hardcore also came to know Nile’s father, the state senator from the 39th District, Dr. Loyell Eddgar. Dr. Eddgar, who is an ordained minister and a college professor, as well as an elected representative, will testify for the state.”


      Perhaps he’s a Scout leader, too, and also helps old ladies cross the street? I grin privately at Tommy’s pacan to his witness.


      “Dr. Eddgar’s acquaintance, Senator Eddgar’s acquaintance with Hardcore is complicated and it will be described in the testimony. But suffice it to say, Judge, there were political aspects to it. Senator Eddgar will tell you frankly that politics were involved. At any rate, because Mr. Trent had also met Senator Eddgar, the senator was a frequent subject of discussion between Nile and Mr. Trent, and it came out over time that Nile Eddgar, the defendant, resented his father. He hated his father, Judge.


      “Now, the evidence will show, Judge, that one day in September, the week of Labor Day, Nile Eddgar urged Senator Eddgar to meet with Hardcore. Nile told his father Hardcore had something important to discuss with him. And Senator Eddgar agreed to meet. What he did not know was that his son, Nile Eddgar, had promised to pay Hardcore  $25,000 if Hardcore would arrange to murder his father. He did not know that Nile Eddgar had made a $10,000 down payment.” Tommy with his notes on yellow sheets looks up at me for the first time. “The People, Judge, will offer in evidence cash, currency that Ordell Trent received from Nile Eddgar on which Nile Eddgar’s fingerprints have been identified.”


      News. Movement in the jury box. In the bench book, I make my first note: “Prints?” The harsh sibilance of whispers continues throughout the courtroom, and is brought to an immediate conclusion by another walloping smack of Annie’s gavel. She scans the space with a menacing look. Tommy, in the meantime, has paused and wiggles his shoulders about, appreciatively absorbing the impact he has made.


      “Indeed, Judge, Mr. Trent’s testimony about this will be corroborated not only by fingerprint evidence but by telephone records showing a long pattern of communication between Nile Eddgar and him, including a page to Mr. Trent twenty minutes before this murder took place.


      “And you will hear the details of this murder plan, not only from Ordell Trent, from Hardcore, but from a young female gang member, a juvenile named Lovinia Campbell. Ms. Campbell, Judge, is fifteen years old, and you, Judge, you will hear evidence that Hardcore told her that at Nile Eddgar’s request—”


      Hobie has again taken his feet. “Objection.”


      “Grounds?”


      “That is most emphatically not what the evidence will show. Mr. Molto’s engaged in argument.”


      “Overruled. I wouldn’t know if it’s argument or not. Mr. Molto, I’m sure you recall your obligation to merely describe the evidence.” I smile, a gesture which Tommy finds momentarily confusing. Hobie resumes his seat, satisfied that he has tagged the issue.


      “Ms. Campbell will tell you that Hardcore described the plan to her. A plan in which the evidence will show”—he turns briefly toward Hobie—“Nile Eddgar’s name was in fact mentioned. The plan, Judge, was for Ms. Campbell, a member of Hardcore’s narcotics operation, to meet Senator Eddgar. She would be there when Senator Eddgar drove up to the agreed spot. As the car approached, she would make a cell phone call giving a code word. And then she would greet Senator Eddgar. She would tell him she was going to get Hardcore. And she would exit that area. And as Senator Eddgar waited in his white Chevy Nova, a rider on a bicycle would come around the corner and sweep Senator Eddgar’s car with gunfire from an automatic weapon. Ms. Campbell would then approach the car, ostensibly to aid Senator Eddgar, to see if he was alive, and in reaching over the body, Ms. Campbell, according to the plan, would plant a packet of drugs in Senator Eddgar’s hand. And the story afterwards would be that Senator Eddgar was a white drug buyer, that his visits to the area were for drug reasons, not political reasons, and that he was killed randomly, in a drive-by shooting by a rival gang.” Tommy waits again to let the details, the horror, the cleverness of these calculations sink in. He knows it sounds right. The bicycle has become the murder wagon of today—maneuverable where cop cars cannot go, easily ditched behind a bush, and not identified by license plates.


      “That was the plan, Judge. It did not work out. Senator Eddgar was not able to make it that morning. Other commitments in the statehouse had come up. And unfortunately, Judge, Mrs. Eddgar was here. She lives in Marston, Wisconsin, Judge. Lived. But although Dr. Eddgar and she divorced many years ago they remained close and she was here visiting him and her son. She came to the Tri-Cities often to do that, Judge, she was often in the county, and on this morning Senator Eddgar, when he was called away to his other business, he and the decedent, he and Mrs. Eddgar agreed that she would drive down to Grace Street. As I said, Judge, Senator Eddgar’s acquaintance with Mr. Trent had political aspects and he did not want to offend Mr. Trent by missing this meeting. He could not reach him by phone and so June Eddgar agreed to go down and apologize in person for the senator.


      “And so she went, Judge,” says Tommy, “and so she died. The evidence will show that when June Eddgar arrived in the area, when they realized that it was her in the car, not her husband, everyone—Lovinia Campbell and Ordell Trent—they tried to get her to leave quickly, but it was too late, Judge, to stop this plan that Nile Eddgar had put in motion. The zip bike came and it arrived too fast for the rider to see Ms. Campbell’s signals to stop. Ms. Campbell was shot herself, Judge. And June Eddgar was killed. And I’m sure, Judge—it really isn’t disputed—that Mr. Tuttle will tell you that Nile Eddgar didn’t intend to kill Mrs. Eddgar. Indeed, Judge, we’ll offer a statement he made to the community service officer who came to inform him of his mother’s death, in which Nile Eddgar all but admitted he intended to kill his father instead.”


      “Objection!” Hobie booms. Both arms are raised. “‘All but admitted’? Your Honor, that’s argument, clearly argument. Defendant did no such thing.”


      I strike Molto’s comment.


      “Sorry, Judge,” he says before I can reprimand him further. Molto’s tiny, darting eyes shy away, knowing he was caught. “The point, Judge, is we acknowledge that the defendant has lost his mother, Judge, which undoubtedly has caused him some anguish and some grief. But that, as you know, is no excuse in the eyes of the law.”


      With this, my attention falls again to Nile. I felt a momentary kinship with him this morning as I arrived on the bench, thinking about my mother and a childhood lived in the shadow of political commitments. But I’m struck now by a more distant perspective: Nile is simply odd. For the moment, he is occupied with his notepad. Defense lawyers often try to find a focus point like this for their clients, knowing that they are best off showing no reactions at all to the proceedings. But my sense of Nile is that he’s beyond the grasp of any plan or discipline. There is an abiding ungainliness about him. He’s potbellied, and when he walks, he moves from the balls of his feet, in a loafing, dopey Alley Oop gait. Indeed, for someone who made his living in these courtrooms, he appears remarkably baffled. When he stood before me this morning, his head bobbed about like a barnyard hen’s, and he is clearly uncomfortable in his go-to-court clothes. His tie knot is too large and askew, and his shirt collar will not stay in place. Yet Nile is my riddle to solve. What did he do? What did he intend? The most basic tasks in judging, they seem in this case frightening and enormous. Molto is winding up.


      “What the evidence will show is that Nile Eddgar planned to murder, took substantial steps in furtherance of that plan, and that a murder resulted. That is the People’s evidence, Judge. And once you have heard it, we expect you to find the People have proved beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant Nile Eddgar is guilty as charged of conspiracy to commit murder.” Tommy nods to me politely, convinced he has done a good job, which he has.


      Meanwhile, in the jury box, another conspiracy is afoot. Several of the journalists are huddled, trying in hasty whispers to reach their usual consensus about the parts of Molto’s presentation which are newsworthy. By striking this accord they ensure that no editor can complain that his reporter was scooped or missed the mark in her story. I can imagine what they’re asking one another: What do you think about this stuff about the father and the gang guy having some political deal? What about the fingerprints on the money? I wonder myself. I make a few more notes.


      “Again, Mr. Tuttle, the defendant will reserve?”


      Hobie nods from his chair, then stands and nods again. We agree to begin the evidence tomorrow. Molto promises to have a witness to fill a couple of morning hours before my Tuesday motion call commences. With that agreed, Annie smacks the gavel once again. The first day of the trial of Nile Eddgar is over.


       


      “See you got to renewing acquaintances,” Marietta says as I pass through her small office outside my chambers. The space here is subsumed by her desk, shiny mahogany and nearly as large as mine, which angles into the room to allow for a small matching filing cabinet. Beside the blotter, pictures of her children and grandkids repose in a Lucite frame, under a brass lamp. A fake philodendron, bedded on woolly hummocks of sphagnum moss, rests on one corner of the desk, next to a tiny plastic Christmas tree, one foot high, mold-formed with icicles and candy canes, which has been added in the last week. On her blotter, Marietta has propped a tiny portable TV, on which the screen, no larger than a compact, moves with color. She listens to the soaps throughout the day when she is here, literally with one ear, a black wire running from the set and disappearing amid the dense dark curls on her left side. We have not spoken since she burst into the courtroom this morning, but the calculating sidewards glance she briefly permits in my direction is enough to establish the subject.


      “Really, Marietta,” I say. “All that running in and out—what was that supposed to be about?”


      “I just needed some files, Judge,” she answers. “I meant to tell you I seen him out there, only how you arrived so late, Judge, there wasn’t any chance.” With mention of my tardiness, Marietta’s full brown eyes again rise adroitly, retaking the advantage. “Looks like you got to old times anyway.”


      “It wasn’t old times, Marietta. It was very brief. He apologized for heckling Tuttle and I explained that I can’t really talk with him now.”


      She’s astounded. “You-all gotta talk,” she says.


      “Marietta, he’s close to Hobie. They’ve been best friends since childhood.”


      “Lord, Judge. ‘Knows the defense lawyer.’ There’s no rule like that. Judge, that happens all the time. Everybody in this building knows everybody else. They’re all cousins and husbands and girlfriends and boyfriends.” Being technical, she’s right, of course. But in this case I’m already walking on eggshells. And ethics are hardly what Marietta has in mind. I see how this is. Marietta’s constructed the entire drama in her head. It’s just like the sudsy fare on her TV. Some Rhett Butler rides back onto the scene explaining he’s been a prisoner for the last twenty-five years.


      “Marietta, you’ve got the wrong picture. He’s married. He’s been married forever. I know his wife, too, by the way. She was also in California.”


      Shaking her head emphatically, Marietta insists I’m wrong.


      “Marietta, I read the column every day. He talks about his wife all the time. He mentioned Lucy to me this morning.”


      “Nn-uh,” says Marietta. “People or one of them—I think he’s getting divorced, I read.”


      “I’m sure it was The Star, Marietta. Maybe The Enquirer. Right after the articles about the two-headed baby or George Bush contracting AIDS.”


      Stung, Marietta pouches her lips and returns her eyes to the TV. Feeling both provoked and rueful, I creep across the threshold into my chambers.


      “You gone end up with a cop,” she says in a low voice behind me.


      “What?”


      “You heard me. I see it comin. I’ve been around this courthouse twenty-five years, Judge. I’ve seen half a dozen gals just like you, can’t be bothered no way, and every time it’s some cop, just don’t take no for an answer.” She begins her list. Jan Fagin, from the State Appellate Defenders, and Marcie Lowe, the PA. I feel like screaming. Some people, many people, manage cordial relationships with their staff that don’t include advice to the lovelorn. Whatever happened to boundaries? But I’m far past the point where I can cut this off with Marietta. I have spent too many hours eagerly soaking up the tales of Raymen’s latest infidelity to restrict our intimacies now.


      Even as I am ready to rebuke Marietta, some image of Lubitsch rears up, one of those dark mountainous men, like Charlie, who I always thought in former years was my destiny, and I’m paralyzed by fear, the very stuff of superstition, that this will prove to be one of those dumb, chance remarks that in some way, as yet unknown to science, becomes fate. When I discovered boys, or vice versa, when my acne passed and late in high school I found myself suddenly attractive to males, one of the things that shocked me was that I liked so much to be embraced, surrounded. The men I envisioned were all dark and large. Even if they were, in fact, somewhat fair and bony, like Seth, that was how I saw them—one more reason I was doomed by Charlie.


      “Marietta, you’re pushing my buttons.”


      “I’m just sayin, Judge.”


      “That’s enough saying for the moment. All right?”


      Her jaw rotates in discontent, but she nods in a way. We’ve had this row a hundred times. Contentious by nature, I cut to the quick: Does she think a woman needs a man to have a meaningful life? Arguing this point, we stand across the chasms of social class. The feminist verities I regard as fixed as the rules of physics do not seem to apply on Marietta’s side of the divide. As she lectures me, Marietta’s round forms—the full circular do, her soft figure—plump up with disdain. ‘Oh, I heard all of that, Judge. But are you really sayin you’d mind if some fella just loved every inch of your skin?’


      It’s more complicated than that, I always answer. I escaped from my marriage with no lasting disdain for men. In fact, before Nikki was born and I became so often soothed by the succor of other mothers—their helping hands, their reassurance—I had secret moments when I suspected I was one of those women who is more comfortable with males, with their badinage and rivalries. Even now, I wonder if it wasn’t some of that which carried me into the law and the roughhouse of trial practice.


      Yet, in some ways, I haven’t begun to think of myself as divorced. Not that I feel the remotest connection to Charlie. But I cannot willingly take up the striving and the anxiety that sometimes go with being unattached. Riding the bus into the Center City, I observe with almost scientific distance the younger females who are single and still so focused on the details: the eyeliner and the base just right, the hair combed and piled and sprayed with sculptural precision, the hem, the seams, these women who you know look through the stores for clothes for at least an hour a day and are still in every sense presenting themselves. It’s such a relief to be uninvolved with that, not because you’ve sworn some oath, to which you cling in the unreasoning way of religious faith, that a woman shouldn’t let herself be judged on that basis (a credo which, after all, hasn’t persuaded these young women), but because you’re at another stage, another place, a different plane, where your connections are known, fixed, where you’re not, like these girls, some atom waiting to be part of a molecule. Done with Charlie, I’m nonetheless unwilling to go back to that, like some upsetting grudge that has finally been forgotten.


      Besides, I’ve found the idea of being a single mother and dating mutually exclusive. Assuming I had time to meet a man, when would I see him? The evenings and the weekends are all I have with Nikki. My few halfhearted efforts have generally been guilt-racked and uncomfortable. Living without sex, which never seemed an especially inviting or necessary prospect, is frankly far easier than I imagined. I am moved to old-fashioned thoughts—that abstinence must be easier for women than men. Still, at moments, especially on the bus, when I am often at close quarters with strangers, there are instants of longing that have the profound purity of music.


      “Let’s talk about tomorrow, Marietta. What have you been doing with the call?”


      She checks the computer screen. If we start early, at 9 a.m., we’ll get a couple of hours of testimony before I have to go on to the midweek status call. Although I hear bail motions and other emergencies each day, routine matters—sentencings, progress calls, arraignments, guilty pleas—are scheduled on Tuesdays, in the morning or afternoons, so that trials can proceed on other days without constant interruptions.


      “I think Molto’s got a custody comin over,” she adds. “That little girl—one who was supposed to put the drugs or something.”


      “Tommy made a good opening,” I tell her. Marietta makes a face. “Tommy’s not your style?”


      “He’s one of those trippin-over-his-own-feet-type guys. Like this morning. What good did all that do him?” The leak to the Trib, she means, not just a low stunt, but a stupid one, since I was so unlikely to let him get away with it. Clearly, Marietta does not believe for a second Tommy was not Dubinsky’s source. “Besides,” she adds, then thinks better of whatever she was going to say. Marietta, who intervenes cheerfully in my personal life without invitation, is too much of a pro to express herself on pending cases. I invite her to go on, but even at that, she seems to take a moment to choose her words.


      “Judge, he’s sayin the boy was tryin to kill his father. Wasn’t it the father, Judge, who posted Nile’s bail? Wasn’t that in the court file? We had a long bail report and then there wasn’t any motion filed, cause the father put up his house. Remember?” I hadn’t until now. “What kind of sense does that make, Judge?” asks Marietta. “Have his son try to kill him, then pay to get him out? Most folks think awhile ’fore they do that. That boy killed his momma and the father had him on bail in twenty-four hours. Why’d he be doing that?”


      Because he doesn’t think Nile’s guilty. That’s the logical answer, I suppose, but I keep that to myself and respond, more circumspectly, that perhaps we’ll hear about this from the defense.


      “What’d you make of Hobie, by the way?” I ask. “Smooth, huh?”


      “Oh, he’s hot stuff, that one. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Now, how’d this go, Judge? You know him, too?”


      “Him, too.” I shake my head once in bleak wonder.


      “Rich boy, idn’t he?”


      “Hobie? Richer than I was.” That’s rich in America: someone who has more money than you. His father, if I recollect, owned a pharmacy.


      “I can tell,” says Marietta, “I can tell every damn time. Feet don’t even touch the ground. He’s marchin round that courtroom. ‘How you doin, girl?’ Like he gave a good goddamn how I ever done. Just hopin nobody notice what kind of good time he’s havin when he gets up in court, talkin like he’s white.” She nods to cement that judgment. I think what I always think: God, they can be hard on each other. “And you ain’t seen him in years either, Judge?”


      “No, you know how that is, Marietta. Once you give up the guy, you tend to lose his friends, too.”


      A second passes. “And why exactly was it you give the guy up, Judge? He do you bad? Must have been somethin like that if you haven’t been talkin for twenty-five years.” Her eyes train on the glowing screen, but we both know we have arrived once more at Marietta’s favorite subject. Wary of hurting her again, I toss my head vaguely. “Wasn’t the other way, was it?” she asks.


      “No, Marietta. Not really.” Was it? For a second I am faint with fear, until the past again returns to focus. “No, the main thing, Marietta, is that Seth more or less dropped out of sight. And I went into the Peace Corps. The last I heard from him, there was something about being kidnapped.”


      “Kidnapped!” This declaration startles Annie, who has just entered the outer office. The keys on her broad black belt clink as she steals a few steps ahead, surveying the situation. “Yeah, ‘kidnapped,’” says Marietta, and humpfs to herself. “Judge, I hear better’n that every Friday night.”


      “It wasn’t like that, Marietta. It’s a crazy story. And I never knew much of it.” I look somewhat helplessly toward each of them, feeling suddenly vulnerable to the strange are of my life. The two women, both dependent on my moods, watch me carefully. Time, I think. My God, time.


      “We were young,” I say.
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      SETH


      When I was twenty-three and in the midst of crazy times, I arranged for my own kidnapping. I was not actually abducted. It was a ruse of kinds, but in the aftermath my life was sadly changed. One man was dead and I had taken another name. In the years since, I have always felt I had been stolen from myself.


      It was 1970, still the height of ‘the sixties,’ that period when America was in the midst of war and tumult. The combat raged not only in Vietnam but here, at home, where young people like me who opposed U.S. involvement were openly regarded as enemies of the government and our way of life. This role pleased me in many ways, but it gave my existence a persistent renegade air.


      By April of 1970, I had received my draft notice and was being forced to choose between conscription—and the likelihood of a tour of duty in the jungles of Vietnam—or exile in Canada. Each course seemed unbearable. My opposition to the war was unyielding. On the other hand, I was an only child, weighed down by my parents’ many claims on me. Even 1,900 miles away from them and my home in Kindle County, I felt them close—a hot breath from behind—a phenomenon that left me alternately infuriated or resigned. They were camp survivors who had met in Auschwitz after their families—her husband, his wife and child—had perished. My father was almost seventy now, still robust, still full of his subtle commanding powers, but bound for decline. Even more troubling was my mother, a fretful person who seemed to sustain herself by clutching me close. When I was a child, a sensation of my mother’s pain was always turning near my heart, and I had grown up feeling an unwavering duty not to add further to her suffering. My departure with my girlfriend for California the prior fall had prostrated her with grief. Actual exile, as my father never tired of reminding me, would revive for her—for both of them—unbearable horrors.


      Faced with the pressure of sorting this out, I allowed the other relations in my life to collapse. I fell out badly with my best friend since childhood, Hobie Tuttle, who was a first-year law student in the Bay Area. But my greatest agony, as is usually the case, came from love. The spring before, in 1969, I had fallen helplessly for a young woman—strong, dark, and beautiful—named Sonia Klonsky, whom I had met on an overnight bus trip from Kindle County to D.C., heading for one of the first of the Student Mobilization Committee’s marches on Washington. At the time, we were both college seniors on the verge of graduation, she from the U. in the city and I from stuffy, renowned Easton College. With her striking dark looks, set amid a stormy abundance of jet hair, her long-waisted, full-busted proportions, and, most important, her air of frank seriousness about herself, Sonny was dazzling to me.


      I had never been in love. In fact, I had never been a notable success with women. My bleak outlook and sardonic manner made me somewhat fashionable, I guess, but under the strain of sustained female attention, I tended to come off as simply weird. My relationships all petered out after a few weeks. So my passion for Sonny was a great shock—the heat of it, the puppyish desire to be near, the amazing news that human loneliness, which I took as an elemental condition, could vanish like the reagents in a test tube. My mind and heart spun crazily on the magic of details: We were both left-handed. We both knew the words to every cut on Happy Jack. When we were alone, she called me “Baby.” The news that I held a spot in the life of someone so fiercely intelligent, so beautiful, so surely destined to make her mark upon the world, clapped home three times a day with the breathtaking impact of divine revelation.


      This devotion, the stuff of legends, would have been perfect, had it been better received. Sonny enjoyed my company, my idiosyncratic humor, my headlong commitment to what she thought was right, my unruly, experimental side. But she forbade all talk of love. In September 1969 she prepared to leave for the Bay Area, where she had been accepted at Miller Damon Senior University in an accelerated, interdisciplinary Ph.D. program known as Modern Critical Thought and Philosophy. I moped around until she finally suggested I come with her to California, a step I’d already secretly contemplated, given Hobie’s destination for the same locale.


      “Because you need a ride?” I was always trying to trap her.


      “Seth.”


      “No, seriously, man. What’ll we be, roommates?”


      “We’ll be ‘living together.’” Dangerous words then for a man and a woman, full of a subversive appeal I could never reject. So we had driven west in my yellow VW Bug, in a two-car caravan with Hobie and his young girlfriend, Lucy McMartin. Big and good-looking, smooth-talking and funny, Hobie was a hit with many women, and Lucy had dropped out of her sophomore year at Easton to follow him. Lucy was cute in a Betty Boop way, a little freckle-faced white girl, narrowly made, always clothed in stylish items culled from secondhand stores—leather vests and a short-billed cap like the ones the Beatles wore in Help! Hobie found Lucy pliant, sweet-natured, and bright, if chronically naïve, but she was generally overwhelmed by Hobie and his lunatic manner. Behind her back, we called her ‘Groovy,’ since that was her automatic reply to any inquiry from ‘How do you do?’ to discussion of the Tet Offensive.


      Entering the town of Damon, California, was much like crossing a national border. Beyond the campus environs dwelled men who looked as if they had gotten their haircuts in pencil sharpeners and women in girdles, but here along Damon’s main drag, Campus Boulevard, the culture of the young flourished in a tumbling bazaar atmosphere. The town’s transient elements—students and street freaks, hippies, home runaways, and communards—now far outnumbered the indigenous residents, the faculty families, and various grumpy Latinos who had watched as Campus Boul sprawled, surrounding the bookstores and student hangouts and mercados with head shops, candle stores, and the new ‘boutiques’ vending tie-dyed dresses and garments of macramé. The traffic, thick at all hours with touring gawkers, staggered by, while street performers—mimes and bongo drummers and gentle pipers—did their things, and the Damonites, in leisure suits and floral granny gowns, strolled the avenue among the soiled barefoot hippies, each one inevitably accompanied by a mongrel dog leashed on a piece of string. On the building sides, the trisected peace sign was spray-painted, while harsher words praised the NLF in Vietnam, and Huey Newton, then in jail for supposedly killing a police officer. Appearing often amidst the graffiti in Day-Glo shades was a round-lettered injunction which simply urged, “Be Free.” Arriving with Sonny, I found all of this, the commotion, the array, the slogans inspiring; I could feel the life of my generation—historical, dynamic, epochal—like a rush flowing through my arms. This was the bold new world, its shape as yet uncertain, but sure to be better than the one our parents had given us.


      On the first weekend in town, Hobic led us to Dionysus ’69, the theater-of-assault piece, in which cast members mingled naked with the audience. The next night it was Fillmore West, a teeming environment of maximum amplification, sweat, and drug deals, where amoeba-like colored visuals swarmed on enormous projector screens, and various rock maniacs cruised about with a hipper-than-thou air. Hobie, particularly, loved the Bay Area scene: so many wiggy new things to dig, so many new drugs to take. First citizen of the counterculture, he wore shirts mottled with balls of color the size of grapefruits, bell-bottoms bigger than his shoes, and tinted aviator shades. He’d also grown a large globe Afro, somewhat reluctantly, since he’d been at constant odds with the Black Power types at Easton, who called him a Tom for rooming with a white guy.


      Hobie and I had grown up together in University Park, the only neighborhood in the Tri-Cities anybody might have called cosmopolitan and probably one of the few in America which, during the years of our childhood, could pass as integrated. Blacks had arrived in U. Park during the Civil War, brought by the Underground Railroad, and were quickly isolated through the device of four public parks laid out around the small area where they resided. But beginning in the 1930s it gradually became acceptable for Negroes of sufficient stature—doctors, dentists, lawyers, certain entrepreneurs—to settle on the white sides of the park. This depressed land values somewhat, and my father, always in relentless pursuit of a bargain, could not resist. Thus, I moved in down the street from Hobie Tuttle. As youngsters, we had little contact; Hobie went to Catholic elementary school and, always large, was known as something of a bully. It was only in junior high that we suddenly found each other. He was someone else who openly admitted having weird thoughts about science, girls, his parents.


      In high school, we went through phases together. For a while, we were beatniks, appearing each day in berets and shades and black turtlenecks and calling each other ‘Daddy-o.’ We spent weekend nights in the paneled basement of Hobie’s home, eating pizza, listening to Mort Sahl and Tom Lehrer records, and debating the philosophical issues of male adolescence, such as whether vaginas, like snowflakes, were each unique. In college, we’d become mildly notorious on the Easton campus as performers. During rush week, we did our own minstrel show, a Negro and a Jew, pining together in Jolson-faces before a picture of the honey-haired homecoming queen—Muffy or Buffy or Betty—crooning Bing’s old tune: ‘I’m dreaming of a’—


      Hobie: ‘White’


      Seth: ‘Christian.’


      We thought we were hysterical. Both Lucy and Sonny had met the inevitable measure, proving tolerant of our strange riffs. The apartment Sonny and I found in Damon was only a block from them.


      So we arrived, and in less than a year I had been handed over to doom. I look back at that young man with his hand-tooled-leather headband, his Sergeant Pepper mustache, the froth of mid-shoulder blondish hair which my father in his correct Viennese accent never tired of comparing to Jesus’s and feel weak with shame. In spite of my degree from a fancy, famous Midwestern university, I was largely aimless. For a year or two in college I’d had thoughts that Hobie and I would become a comedy act, but I was simply not funny enough; these days I was talking about writing underground movies and had broken all records for repeat watchings of Jules et Jim and the films of Jean-Luc Godard. For the most part, I saw the draft as having rudely barricaded my way, but at moments, especially when I was stoned, I would recognize how large and undifferentiated my universe seemed, how lost I was inside myself. I was liable to fall under the influence of any strong suggestion, acting at moments with no more forethought than a person trying on hats I knew only a few things for certain: That I was in love. That I wanted the world to be better than it was. Yet my passions seemed powerful enough to light the planet. And now that the earth is somewhat dimmer, I look back with a solitary heart, limp not merely with regret, but also with longing.


       


      Sonny had her fellowship and I supported myself with hand-to-mouth measures typical of the era, food stamps, and a variety of odd jobs. I sold The Good Times out on Campus Boul and was eventually recruited to distribute a rival publication called After Dark, basically a skin mag, whose cover each week featured a blurry color separation of an unclothed full-busted beauty whose smoky look smoldered above the fold in the vending machines where I placed the papers. My principal occupation, however, turned out to be baby-sitting for a six-year-old named Nile Eddgar. His parents lived in the same apartment building as Sonny and I, a brown-shingled Victorian with a round bulb extension at one end that rose three floors to a roof pointed like a wimple. The inner construction was shabby—the usual marked walls and devastated carpeting of a typical student slum—but our apartment had an ample kitchen and many nifty Victorian touches, including a raised pattern in the plaster.


      I’d found my job with Nile purely by accident. The day we moved in, I knocked on the door to the single upstairs flat, looking for a hammer, and was greeted by Nile’s father, Loyell Eddgar, whose movie-star looks undoubtedly contributed to his charisma. He was a slighter, shorter version of Bruce Jenner, an Olympic athlete of the day, with the same long, lank hair smoothly groomed, and a similar Barbie doll handsomeness. I was struck by his eyes, a remarkable limpid blue, which gave him the pale haunted gaze of a mystic. Eddgar, however, had none of a jock’s relaxed way—he was rigid as someone taking an electrical shock. As I explained what I needed, he stood his ground in the threshold and clearly would have slammed the door on me had it not been for a mild Southern voice behind him. A pleasant-looking woman in jeans and a chambray shirt approached, her stiff, bronze hair ponytailed, her measured smile reflecting self-control and excellent breeding.


      “Will you sit?” June Eddgar asked, as soon as we’d made our introductions. As it turned out, this was a job offer, rather than an effort to improve on Eddgar’s congeniality. June explained that both she and her husband, a theology professor at Damon, worked full-time. Their former baby-sitter, our neighbor downstairs, Michael Frain, had quit unexpectedly only the day before in order to supervise a lab in the Applied Research Center. She was, frankly, desperate and hoped I could step in with Nile, after school and on some evenings.


      The notion of me as a baby-sitter seemed slightly preposterous. I had no younger siblings and naturally thought of it as girls’ work. On the other hand, I was without any means of support at that point, which meant, even halfway across the country, I felt myself vulnerable to my father and his perpetual craziness about money. He was an economist, one of the first of the money-supply experts, whose lifework—his very consciousness—was given over to money, which, as a result, was the frequent terrain of our many conflicts.


      Only after I accepted June’s offer did I find out what I had gotten myself into. “Oh, lad. You’re a flippin employee of the chairman of One Hundred Flowers,” I was informed that night by Sonny’s departmental adviser, Graeme Florry. We were at the first of what I quickly came to regard as dreadful events, the departmental party, where the grad students chattered brightly and sized each other up. Graeme, a tall ruddy Englishman with a blond pageboy, wore a skinny Jacob’s beard fringing his jaw and narrow yellow-tinted granny glasses suggestive of some psychedelic orientation. I had no idea what he meant by One Hundred Flowers or why he seemed so agitated.


      “Ask the FBI, mate, Damon security, the town police. Know One Hundred Flowers well, I reckon. Refer to themselves as a ‘revolutionary council,’ I believe. The Black Panthers. White Panthers. Weathermen. PLP. The Brown Berets. Everybody, love. The Red Mountain Tribe. Honkies for Huey. Each little root and seed group, all the various head cases who begin nodding vigorously when anyone starts talking about taking up weapons. A treacherous fellow, that one. Believe me. Ordered an execution last year. Did you know that? Word from some poor devil who was involved. God, I hope you’re not with the FBI.”


      I assured him I wasn’t. Graeme took another belt of his whiskey to still his concerns.


      “Someone from the Panthers they took for an informant. Coppers found him in a ditch down by the Bay. Injected the poor chap with heroin, forcibly, tucked a wee bit of powder in his pocket so the police would think it was a junkie overdose. Not give a bloody damn. Which they didn’t.”


      Graeme briefly sketched Eddgar’s history. He was the scion of Southern planters—his grandfather had been raised with slaves—a background of gentility and greed which Eddgar freely acknowledged and regularly denounced. He was an ordained minister and, until he had tenure, had been a promising professor in the School of Divinity, with a scholarly interest in comparing the teachings of the Gospels to Marxist doctrine. But after freedom riding and lunch-counter sit-ins in the mid-sixties, he had begun adhering more to Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book than the Scriptures. Through his radical organization, Eddgar was suspected of inspiring riots the prior spring, when separate groups of black and white students occupying university buildings had been ejected by a phalanx of city cops, culminating in the wounding of a university guard who had been shot from across the main quad.


      In those first days, Sonny heard the same things about the Eddgars—that they had taken part in planning the prison breakout at Soledad, that a faction in the faculty senate wanted to expel Eddgar from the university—and she repeatedly urged me to quit. Sonny herself was a red diaper baby, daughter of a labor organizer named Zora Klonsky, who briefly, during World War II, had served as president of a Kindle County pipefitters local. I viewed Zora more prosaically, as the only real-live Commie I’d ever met, and—in utter privacy—a serious nut. But whatever her sanity, Zora was a unionist. She’d broken factory windows but never staged a prison breakout, never fired a gun. The Eddgars were too much for Sonny.


      “They’re into very heavy stuff,” Sonny warned. I was unconcerned. For one thing, I had learned that first day, as June was vetting me, that both the Eddgars were Easton graduates, fugitive Southerners who’d endured four years of Midwestern winters. I sentimentally assumed that made for a bond that would keep me safe. Beyond that, I was intrigued. Given the dismal results produced by the political process the year before—the police riot outside the Democratic convention; Richard Nixon’s election and his subsequent refusal to bring the war to a close—many people on the left argued that it was time to move beyond civil protests to militant action. In Manhattan, bombs had decimated the Armed Forces induction station on Whitehall Street and the criminal courts building. SDS, the most prominent left-wing organization on many campuses, had splintered over the issue of violence, and in the fall of ’69, the surviving Weatherman faction staged the Days of Rage in Chicago, in which dozens of rads ransacked the streets, smashing auto windows with case-hardened chains and going hand to hand with police. In Southern California, Juanita Rice, the daughter of a prominent industrialist and Republican fund-raiser, was grabbed at gunpoint out of her high school by some cadre called the Liberation Army, who held her for ransom. I regarded these actions as counterproductive and extreme, but I couldn’t stifle a spark of excitement at the notion of reshaping the world from scratch. Amid my sense of wandering, dangling, the Eddgars seemed to represent reality, life, the thing I still felt was waiting to start.


       


      Over the years I’ve wondered of course why it didn’t work out between Sonny and me. The times? Did I frighten her with all my crazy passions? Did I cling? Insight, like some sweet inspiration, remains temptingly beyond reach. But somehow living together was hard. The carrying through. The day to day. Neither of us really had the remotest idea how to be with someone else. Sonny’s mother, Zora, hadn’t lived with a man while Sonny was alive, and from an early age I’d known that my parents’ high-strung, suffocated relationship was something I did not want to duplicate. As a result, virtually everything between us was definitional: who did the wash, who made the social plans, how clean to keep the apartment. We fought about it all.


      And some of what emerged couldn’t be dismissed as mere adjustment. I regarded the girl I’d been dating as the most ‘together’ person I knew, thoroughly and enviably adult. Sonny was poised and rigorously logical in all circumstances, while maintaining a warm, frank manner. She was quick to laugh at jokes, if poorer at making them, easy with strangers, kind to street people and their dogs. My principal contribution to her, so far as I figured, was to add a combustible element to a life that was a little too confined by deliberation.


      Yet living with her, I found Sonny full of mysterious, molten emotions that seemed to defy both her understanding and mine. She was inclined to manic spells, isolated periods of zombie-like staring, as well as adolescent attachments: writers, classmates, clothes that were one week’s passion and then were never spoken of again. And she was touchy. Criticisms from professors about papers, or even their disagreement with a remark she offered in class, could make her funky and combative with me. Listening to her at those loathsome departmental parties, I was struck eventually by the way she presented herself as largely sui generis—never any mention of a hometown, or of a childhood in which her father, Jack Klonsky, secretary of the bargehandlers’ local, had died in a dockside accident before she was two and in which she thereafter had been traded back and forth to the household of her Aunt Henrietta while Zora traveled and organized. Like a sculpture, Sonny presented no apparent access to her interior space. Desperate for any handhold, I would sometimes study her class notes when she was not around, or inspect the marginalia in the books she read, the passages she highlighted. What was I to make of that exclamation point? What insight made her write ‘I see’?


      On no subject was she more confusing than school. At times, she was preoccupied by her department and its hothouse politics, the arch proclamations of her young adviser, Graeme Florry, and the complicated realms of thought she was required to master for her classes. Then periods would set in in which she declared it all a waste of time. Philosophy was only about words, she’d say, or she’d repeat an observation of Nietzsche’s disparaging the philosophic enterprise. In the catchword of the day, philosophy was no longer ‘relevant.’ For Aristotle, philosophy and science were one and the same. Now, she said, there were a thousand other fields of study, from psychology to physics, that we depended on to tell us more about the truth.


      “It’s real things, doing things I admire,” she told me, “not ideas about them. That’s what I’m trying to say. I can’t live like this, talking about imaginary categories or making more of them than they really are.”


      Often enough, as a means of encouraging her, I asked her to digest her reading for me, like a mother bird chewing and feeding this heavy stuff to me in lightweight bits. In order to speed the degree process, Modern Critical Thought required all students to complete a dissertation proposal by the end of the first term, which meant the work began at once at a furious pace. Sonny’s emerging thesis concerned a philosopher named Brentano, who taught that consciousness was, at root, images shorn of all abstractions. Sonny was going to treat him as the unsuspected bridge between the depth psychologists, like Freud, and existentialists such as Sartre. In this connection, she was rereading the nineteenth-century German philosophers. One of her passing fixations was a term—from Nietzsche, I think—traumhaft, a sense that all beliefs—religion, love, the golden rule—were but a dream with no provable justification in morality or science. Our lives, Nietzsche claimed, our customs, were really no more than rote learning. We were, he said, actually afloat within sensation and otherwise unanchored, free but terrified, like the moonbound astronauts had been when they left their capsules and stood in space.


      “Get it?” she asked. It was a Sunday afternoon, and we were, as was often the case on Sundays, in bed. It was our time of refuge before the forced march of the week began again. Sonny did not dress all day. We ate brunch and sometimes even dinner on the Goodwill mattress on the floor. In alternating periods, we went through the paper and screwed. When she dozed, I took up the sections she’d been reading. In the afternoons, Sonny moved on to her assigned texts.


      “Heavy,” I answered. “Very heavy. But bullshit.”


      “Why is it bullshit, baby?”


      “Cause that’s not how it is. Not for me. I mean all this raging volcanic shit, I feel? Everything’s connected to everything else. The draft. My parents. The war. You. I’m not floating. Not hardly. Are you?”


      There was a round window, like a porthole, in our bedroom. Its existence had seemed a typically pointless Victorian frill until a night, a week ago, when the full moon had appeared there and filled the room with light so ghostly but intense I’d found it difficult to sleep. Lost in reflection, Sonny looked in that direction now.


      “That’s what I feel,” she said. “A lot.”


      “Traumhaft?”


      “Traumhaft. There are times when I wonder. Do you know Descartes? Sometimes I wonder about everybody else. Like Descartes did. How do I know they’re not in my imagination? How do I know for sure there’s anything besides me? And even so, I wonder if I can really reach what’s outside of me. There seems such a terrible abyss. Even between what I feel and what I can say about it. I can’t—”


      “What?”


      “Get out? Does that make sense?” She scrutinized me with her searing, dark-eyed look. “Am I too weird?”


      “Not compared to me.”


      “No. Really.”


      “For-real,” I answered. “Listen, I’m here. I promise, man.” I took her hand. “This is here,” I said and fell upon her.


      Sex was often the answer. It remains the most intensely physical relationship I’ve known. Words were the instruments of critical scrutiny to Sonny and talk, therefore, was as dangerous as a game of mumbly-peg. In bed, she was somehow freer to give what remained often inaccessible. She was a willing participant in most of the experiments I concocted from a lifetime of unsatisfied fantasies: feathers and vegetable scrubbers; a large red dildo that briefly entered our lives. Our favorite was a tantric exercise we called The Touching Game. Naked and stoned, we faced each other in the dark, our eyes closed, legs folded yoga-like. The rules allowed us to touch with fingertips only—our bodies  could not meet. No brushing knees, no kisses. And the genitals were out of bounds; they could not be caressed until some aching point when it became irresistible. Instead, we drifted our hands across each other for endless periods. I shivered when she stroked the skin behind my knee, my toe tops. We would fall, for long pieces of time, into the quivering zone above each other’s lips, out of our minds with drugs and sensation, our mouths a breath apart as we trembled on the vapor of each other, of our beings.


       


      In the Eddgars’ apartment, the hot-blooded personalities of the revolution came and went: the Progressive Laborites in their workingman’s twills; the leader of the Campus Employees Collective, Martin Kellett, with his sloppy redheaded ringlets; and, of course, the famous Black Panthers from Oakland, turned out in shades and berets and their three-buttoned coats of shining treated leather. The most prominent of the Panthers was Eldridge Cleaver. More often, he was represented by Cleveland Marsh, equally famous in Damon, where he had been a college football star. Currently the Panther Party’s Minister of Justice, Cleveland was a hulking guy with a terrifying, insolent look. He was a classmate of Hobie’s in the entering law school class, and Hobie, a notorious sucker for celebrities, was forever rushing into the hall whenever Cleveland appeared, the better to fortify their minimal “Hey, man” relationship.


      The members of One Hundred Flowers appeared at the Eddgars’ for meetings or occasionally arrived individually at odd hours to whisper with Eddgar on the back porch about some intrigue too sensitive for the telephone. Eddgar was obsessed with security. He assumed, probably correctly, that his organization and he were the constant targets of intelligence gathering and infiltration. That was why he’d removed Nile from a local baby-sitting co-op years before and barred me from his home the day we met. Once daily, the Eddgars swept the apartment for bugs. June used a device called a Private Sentry which looked like a voltmeter with a lightbulb attached, and Eddgar backstopped her, plugging a microphone into an AM—FM radio and his TV set. He chattered constantly—usually sayings from The Little Red Book—playing the channel knob across the UHF band or the full radio spectrum, awaiting any telltale feedback.


      According to the rumors about him always circulating on campus, Eddgar was careful never to issue any revolutionary directives on his own. Even the most treacherous orders—to kill the snitch in Oakland or to aid the Soledad breakout—supposedly had been delivered to One Hundred Flowers through the month of June.


      Coming and going with Nile or visiting with June to discuss his care, I now and then caught glimpses of the One Hundred Flowers meetings. The revolutionaries engaged in fierce doctrinal disputes, addressing each other as ‘Comrade’ and invoking the names of Gramsci, Fanon, Sorel, Rosa Luxemburg, and Bakunin, arguing about Lin Piao and China’s role in Biafra. Meanwhile, June would slip off with different members to ride around the blocks in someone’s car, where communications could take place securely. Before these ride-arounds, June and the passenger would search one another for recording devices, passing their hands across each other’s bodies so casually that conversations were not interrupted.


      The only time Eddgar’s security concerns yielded was with regard to Nile’s baby-sitting arrangements. June called Nile a ‘troubled sleeper’ and insisted he be put down each evening in his own bed. I could tell the Eddgars had quarreled about this, but June apparently felt I was trustworthy and I stayed in their apartment, alone with Nile, on the nights the Eddgars were out with their ‘cells,’ or affinity groups. Eddgar kept a deliberate distance from me, to be sure, I guess, that I didn’t learn too much.


      In truth, Eddgar didn’t have casual dealings with many people in Damon. He gave his lectures and spoke at public rallies; he carried on passionately at the faculty senate, delivering speeches which appeared to have been borrowed in tone and, worse, in length from Fidel Castro. Otherwise, he was remote. It was something of a privilege if he made any gesture of recognition when I saw him around the theology department. I was going there regularly in the mornings for meetings of the Damon chapter of the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War, which was coordinating local planning for various nationwide demonstrations that took place that fall.


      Early in November, I was there mimeographing observations on draft resistance when the machine broke. I sputtered and wrestled with a reluctant gasket, until someone edged in behind me and extended a hand. When I looked back, I found Eddgar. On good behavior at the department, he wore a plaid shirt and contrasting knit tie, and looked almost raffish. Under one arm, he carried papers for the class he was about to meet. He accepted my gratitude without comment, but took an instant to look over the mimeo, still slopped across the machine’s canister in a reeking puddle of toner. He could not have made out much reading backwards, but he seemed to get enough and turned away with a wee, telling smile, which, to my credit, irritated me.


      “It’s not funny, man,” I said. “Okay, you don’t agree, but it’s not funny.”


      I could tell I had struck a note Eddgar never expected. He lifted a pale hand in a remote gesture of compromise.


      “I don’t dismiss good intentions, Seth.” He smiled tautly as he quoted Mao: “‘Whoever sides with the revolutionary people is a revolutionary.’”


      “But you don’t think that’s enough, right? Good intentions?”


      He reared back and observed me at length. “Seth,” he said finally, “you sound like you’re trying to involve me in an argument you’re havin with yourself.” I sensed instantly he was right. This kind of susceptibility, as I was to learn, never passed Eddgar’s notice, and he took a step closer now. “I understand you, Seth,” he said quietly, “I believe I do. I’ve seen you here, toing and froing with these Mobilization folk. I see what you’re doin. And I confess I’ve thought of myself. I think of all those high-hope little mimeos and prayer sheets we used to turn out in church basements in Mississippi. I’d say that you bring to mind all the passions of a young Christian activist, if you were a Christian.”


      I think Eddgar was making one of his rare efforts at being humorous. Perhaps he knew that I thought of myself as quite a card and was trying to meet me on my own terms. But the remark had an unsettling undertone. I was never much at ease, to start with, when someone else mentioned I was Jewish. It called up my parents’ lifelong warnings that my gentile acquaintances would never let me forget this difference. Inwardly, I looked forward to a new world where the need for such self-consciousness would be erased. Besides, Eddgar knew little about me, and it seemed to reveal the abiding attitudes of a small-town Southern boy that he kept this detail in mind. He frowned deeply at himself and remarked that what he’d said had not come out right at all. We hung there, both afraid of the implications were we to part. The vacuum made me bolder.


      “What happened?” I said then. “I mean to the young Christian activist. Why did he change?” At the age of twenty-two, the news of how lives turned out the way they did gripped me like a thriller.


      “What happened?” Eddgar asked himself. He walked as he thought and I followed him into an open courtyard. Although it was fall in the land I came from, Miller Damon was lush with blooming vines and flowering cactuses and ivies with shiny leaves that climbed the sandstone-colored bricks of the low buildings with their terra-cotta roofs. The sheer abundance of the place was still strange to me. Tall eucalyptus trees with hairy, peeling trunks formed a jungle line at the edge of campus, their aromatic leaves mentholating any breeze. At the back of the campus toward the Bay, the brass-colored hills burned to acres of straw, broken now and then by solitary live oaks, each lonely tree looking as if it had been placed there to accommodate a hanging.


      “Teaching happened,” Eddgar answered at last. “Scholarship. Mostly, however, I would be inclined to say Mississippi. That was the intervening force.” He seemed mildly amazed, recollecting the person he now so clearly renounced.


      “Did you lose your faith?” I asked this casually, as someone who’s never believed much, but I saw from his astonished expression I couldn’t have pried more deeply if I’d asked what went on in bed between June and him. We walked on for some time along the single diamonds of Carrara marble that had been laid out beneath a columned esplanade.


      “Every semester,” he said at last, “there’s a student who by the second or third class becomes confident that he or she has got me. ‘How can you claim?’ this student will say, ‘how can you claim that Christianity, which hallows the life of the spirit, has any common ground with Marxism, which recognizes only a material world?’ But that isn’t what Marxism teaches. Do you think Che isn’t spiritual? That Mao or Marx didn’t believe in—indeed revere—the life of the spirit? The Marxist believes that the spirit can only find expression in this material world, and in Mississippi, slowly, I came to understand that point of view.


      “Slowly, I say. On the night that the Civil Rights Act passed in 1964—on that night, I felt ecstatic. I felt that years, decades of goodhearted efforts had been vindicated, that the world was finally changed. And, you know, two years later, I went back to Mississippi and there was not a thing different for those folks. Lord knows, I didn’t have to go to Mississippi to see that. I could have walked down the road from my father’s house and seen the people who have been cutting black tobacco in his fields for generations. But I had to go to Mississippi to see it, if you understand me, and I saw. The same little shacks. The same laundry on the line. The barefoot kids, bathin in big tin tubs. No runnin water, save what came up from the ground. Same ten hours in the field, twelve bits an hour. Still wasn’t a school for them within ten miles. Oh, there was some talk of change when I asked. But I had to wonder.


      “And I wrestled with myself. I struggled. Viewing that squalor, I would look at those babies, those precious babies, and wonder, ‘How do I say to you, after all this work, after this great triumph, how can I say to you that it will be no better in your lifetime? How do I, where do I, derive the right to tell you to wait?’


      “You see, I couldn’t really comfort myself with hopes for future generations, because that meant accepting her misery, the misery of the child I saw now. And I couldn’t agree to the sop of the religious, heaven,” he said with mild contempt, “the poor received in glory, because after all, after all, it was not just the Kingdom of Heaven that Jesus said the meek would have—he said they would inherit this earth. Was he merely taunting them? So that was the question, you see: How do I temporize with this generation? With any one child? What mandate of law, of God—where in anyone’s teachings, Christ’s or Marx’s or Adam Smith’s, where does it explain how a government derives the moral authority to tell the poor to languish in squalor, to wait and wait for the earth that is theirs while it is consumed by the rich? What happened to me, Seth, was that my faith, or my conscience, or my moral sensibility, told me there is no logic to this life but revolution.” His dramatic eyes were wide and pale as a wolf’s. I was never of anything but two minds about Eddgar. I always recognized how theatrical he was. But as he finished his tale of ardor and personal pain, as he headed off alone beneath the arches of the esplanade, I was barely breathing.


       


      Near three-thirty each day, chubby little Nile Eddgar limped home from first grade and became my responsibility. June had chopped Nile’s straight brown hair into a bowl-shaped do à la the Little Rascals, but it would have been a stretch to call him ‘cute.’ He was an unsmiling, slow-moving soul, a turbulence of shirttails, smudged cheeks, and dirty fingernails. After devouring a snack his mother had left. Nile languished, child of the revolution, in front of my television. His parents prohibited TV and had gone so far as to get rid of their set, but somehow I found myself powerless to keep Nile from the dials. He would sit entranced, stroking one of the few toys he was allowed, Babu, a handsome bear with a pelt of shiny synthetic fur. I seldom interested Nile in the list of kid-time activities June had suggested—the park, the library, projects from school. He seemed to have no friends, partly because Eddgar, wary of government snoopers, didn’t allow visits with families he hadn’t approved. Instead, Nile moped around, telling me often how much better he liked Michael Frain, the physics graduate student who lived next door to Sonny and me and who had been Nile’s sitter for the last two years. Frequently Nile would sneak away and hide in Michael’s apartment, waiting for him to come home, at which point Nile would follow Michael around, resisting my efforts to recapture him.


      I found Nile’s relationship with Michael humiliating. I knew I was a pretty lousy baby-sitter. I was quick to regard myself as wounded by my childhood, yet I had little memory for a kid’s preoccupations, while Michael, who was mute, virtually flash-frozen, with adults, could fall with Nile into the rhythms of children’s play. I’d find them in a treehouse in the back yard, or in the park, making funny noises and ugly faces at each other as they twisted around a jungle gym, engaged in games where the rules changed moment by moment. ‘Let’s say I’m the guy who wants the treasure, no, you’re the bad guy, okay then we’re both the good guys, and these other guys…No, wait.’


      Michael had come from a small town in Idaho, and he had about him the arid, silent mystery of those high, empty plains. Michael spoke slowly and only after considerable reflection in a voice with a hee-haw monotone that climbed uphill at the end of every sentence. He had a bit of a stammer, too, so that you had to wonder if perhaps he’d been taunted into silence at home or in school. His looks, I was told, were a little like mine—tall and thin with a prominent nose—but he had a fragility I never saw in myself. His head appeared delicate as a china bowl, his skin drawn tightly across his skull, with the wiggly purplish trace of a prominent vein near his temple. Grown long in blondish dreadlocks, his hair was already receding.


      I initially viewed Michael as a hapless turkey, with his slipstick hanging from a plastic holster on his belt. But he eventually sifted his way into our life. I found him uncommonly generous. Michael filled in with Nile when he could, and also helped me keep up a preposterous fiction I’d created for my mother that Sonny and I were living in different apartments. The idea of me cohabiting with a woman was much too much for my mother. In her Old World view, marriage would have been morally required, an impossible thought both because Sonny was not Jewish and because it would represent one more rending of the strong fabric that bound me to her. Instead, I’d had a second phone installed in our apartment which I alone answered when my parents called. With Michael’s permission, I gave my mother his address and thumbed through his mail each day for her letters.


      Nonetheless, what drew Sonny and me to Michael most strongly was probably our stomachs. He could cook, a skill we each decidedly lacked. With the wok, Michael was a master. He could tell the temperature of hot oil within a few degrees, by dropping a scallion on the surface and watching it wither. Since it was often my job to give Nile dinner, and Nile always craved Michael’s company, the four of us often ate together. I shopped. Michael was the chef. Sonny did the dishes. We pooled our student food stamps for costs and also fished scraps out of the Eddgars’ refrigerator. On the weekends, we were frequently joined by Hobie and Lucy. She was a terrific cook herself and would add exotic touches—cilantro and peppers she’d found in the mercados along Mission Street, or watercress which she’d discovered growing wild beside the golf course in Golden Gate Park.


      Michael also began to join us for something we called ‘Doobie Hour.’ In college, Hobie and I had always ended the day together, passing a joint with dormmates, and we’d more or less kept the custom alive in Damon. In our living room, amid the tattered, used furnishings, we’d all watch an 11:30 p.m. rebroadcast of Walter Cronkite that followed the local news. We smoked or drank wine, making smug remarks in reply to Nixon or Agnew or Melvin Laird when they appeared on the TV screen. Michael would pass on the j, but always seemed to enjoy Hobie’s and my late-hour riffs.


      Usually during those first months in California, when the news was over, I became the entertainment, reciting weird little sci-fi fantasies that ventilated my grim obsessions and which I liked to pretend could be turned into movies. There was one about a fakir who somehow lost his ability to walk across hot coals; another about a heartless mercenary from Vietnam who became the ruler of a South Seas nation and met a chilling end when the natives saw through his magic. One night Michael told us how the universe was expanding but might someday reach its limit, contracting like a rubber band. According to Einsteinian theory, this would cause time to run in reverse. I spent a number of nights thereafter spinning out tales about this inverted universe in which effect preceded cause, where people at birth sprang out of their graves like tulips and grew ever younger, where you knew the lessons of life before you’d had the experience, and where you perished while your parents were at the height of passion. Michael was especially amused by my freewheeling improvisations on the principles of physics.


      He spent most of his time at the Miller Damon Applied Research Center—the ARC—which was located in the elephant-toed hills south of the campus. Within its walls, elite scientists conducted experiments in high-energy physics, including many projects sponsored by the Defense Department in hopes of aiding in the war. According to various reports, these included efforts to miniaturize nuclear devices, to perfect laser-guidance systems for mortar shells and bombs and—the innovation that was bruited about most often on campus—the battlefield use of microwaves. This would allow the army to stop trying to rout the NLF from their networks of tunnels, dangerous, often lethal duty loathed by our servicemen. Instead, grunts could just point a portable device and cook the gooks alive. These ghoulish rumors were never denied, and as a result the facility was the target of repeated demonstrations. Marchers stormed up the road and were regularly rebuffed by phalanxes of university security police in helmets and shields.


      “Hey, man,” said Hobie one night during Doobie Hour, “this stuff about roasting slopes in the tunnels—is that for real?”


      “That’s classified,” Michael said immediately, a response which deadened the room. He finally tipped a shoulder. “I’m doing a little work in there. Just a little. In one of the labs. Everything is need-to-know. But there’s a lot of unusual microwave research. You hear stuff.”


      “Evil,” Hobie muttered. “What about you, dude?” Hobie asked. “Is your shit classified?”


      “That’s classified,” answered Michael, in what passed from him as outrageous humor.


      As guardian of the counterculture, Hobie was always suspicious of straights and he was sure now he was on to Michael. “You think Eddgar knows he’s got a fascist scientist around his boy?” Hobie asked as soon as Michael left. “Did you hear him? ‘That’s classified.’ What could he be doing that’s classified? You think he’s studying the peace process? I’ll bet Eddgar isn’t hip to it.” Hobie hooted. He ridiculed political involvements and Eddgar therefore presented an especially tempting target. Hobie’s father, Gurney Tuttle, was on the executive board of the Kindle County NAACP, and throughout high school and the early years of college, I was arm-in-arm with him and Hobie’s mother, Loretta, at marches and demonstrations for open housing, for passage of the Civil Rights Act, during those sweet, inspired days when we believed the right laws would bring down every barrier. Hobie made fun of us all. His concern was the inner realm. He read The Tibetan Book of the Dead and Nightwood and the novels of Hermann Hesse. He listened to Charles Mingus records, and took incredible quantities and varieties of dope. Hobie’s credo was that thought was culture and culture was the vice that contained us all. Anything conventional, any activity people had tried before, whether it was sit-ins or, even, revolution, was hopeless, a dreary repetition of the limitations of the past.


      “Michael’s a good head,” I answered.


      Lucy, who disliked no one, spoke up for him too. He was an Aquarius, she said. It was a compliment, though I didn’t know why. She’d found a job at a kiosk on Fisherman’s Wharf, drawing astrological charts, an activity she viewed with Delphic seriousness and which Hobie, to her face, treated as laughable.


      “He’s just quiet,” said Sonny.


      “Quiet?” asked Hobie. “Sometimes when I’m with him, man, I feel like I’m in a Bergman movie.”


      Much as I wanted to defend Michael, there was no denying the cryptic element. He was a ham operator and had three or four radios, big clunky boxes in his apartment. This activity was what had first led him to speculate about wave motion and energy, the unseen realm of the furthest spectrum of light. When he was ten, Michael’s mother had died. He never spoke about that, but I often imagined him as a boy in his small Idaho town, lonely, half-orphaned, sitting up at night, spinning the dials and listening to the jits and jots of Morse code, the static-scratched voices in other languages. Typically, he was only a listener; he sent no messages of his own. He said he had tried it once or twice, but he was never quick enough with the snappy lingo of the airwaves. On occasion when I was searching for Nile, I’d knock on Michael’s door and, getting no response, let myself in, only to find Michael sitting there with his headset, mystically absorbed by these unseen lives and the flickers of sound they emitted from almost as far off as heaven.


       


      On our side of the Bay, Friday, November 14, 1969, was warm and clear. The National Student Mobilization Committee had scheduled local demonstrations across the country, hoping to spark interest in the massive marches set to take place the next day in San Francisco and Washington, D.C. My own interest in stopping the war was growing increasingly personal and desperate. Throughout the fall, I’d endured a series of dismal phone calls from home in which my mother in her heavy accent read the latest bad news from my draft board. First my application for conscientious-objector status was denied; then I was ordered to report for a pre-induction physical. In response, I talked about leaving the country, and my mother, two thousand miles away, wept. Crabbing the phone, my father would order me to cease discussing such insane plans. The two of us always ended up screaming.


      It’s probably useless trying to explain the passions of one era to another. I can say now, as a sign of mature detachment and openness to reason, that my views about Vietnam might even have been wrong. But I do not mean it. They were formed then with the hardness of diamonds and not even the surface can really be scratched. I carried few images of Vietnam with me. I did not see its overgrown humid beauty, its mountain verdure, or the casual depravity of drugged-out troops fragging lieutenants or having debased encounters with former peasant girls, now sexual zombies in the meaty trading places of the cities. For me it was the vaguer, close-up view of the nightly news: sweating grunts streaked by camouflage paint, tensely stalking among the oversized leaves of the tropical Asian forests; huts in flames and black-garbed peasant mothers running with their bald-headed babies as strafing raised dust along the earth. The wrong of Vietnam was not on the ground but in the air—in principle, far more than in particulars. I envisioned a black heart, a jungle enshrouded in permanent night, where conscience and reason did not even make the skittering light of tracers in the air. I did not deceive myself: the rage of that era was not simply about whose prediction of the future of Southeast Asia was accurate, or the issue of an indigenous people’s right to control their nation, or even the debate about whether Ho Chi Minh was more noble than the U.S.-sponsored thugs. In my own mind, in my own bones, the war protest represented an entire generation in combat against the rigid views of our parents, especially about the roles of men—about the need for males to be warriors, patriots, conformists, unblinking followers of aging generals and other elders. The furious issue was what would happen to all of us, parents and children, if the laws of our fathers were forgotten.


      On November 14, about five thousand people surged up the dry road from campus, boiling dust on our way to the Applied Research Center. We larked in the warm air, flaunting banners and chanting slogans. “One. Two. Three. Four. We don’t want this fucking war.” “Withdraw, Nixon, like your father should have.” “Drop acid, not bombs.” Although she was burdened by her classes, Sonny was with me. Women’s liberation notwithstanding, the war had a special gender inequality, since only men were being drafted. The watchword of the day was ‘Girls say yes to boys who say no.’ I always felt the moment I’d won Sonny the prior spring was when I’d confided that I was serious about going to Canada, a step she’d pledged to support.


      A lawsuit had forced the university to permit us onto the grounds of the ARC, and its iron gates, tipped in spears of gold, were thrown open. A cast of thousands, we marched on the winding asphalt road past the precise lawns and hedges, up to a wide concrete plaza that fronted the Research Center. The building, ordinarily unseen except from a distance, loomed there like Oz. It was a futurist design with large fluted pillars of sand-colored stucco and vast windows protected from the sun by a cantilevered overhang. Between the building and the crowd, the Damon Security Corps positioned themselves in three even rows. In the middle ground, a single square fountain issued a segmented spray that piddled on brainlessly, wavering in an occasional light wind. The cops wore white reflective patrol belts angled across their chests, the better to recognize each other in a melee, and riot helmets whose Plexiglas visors were raised like the lids on welders’ masks. Long batons were holstered at their sides, and a large plastic shield rested at the feet of each officer, like an obedient dog.


      The turnout was far larger than any of us on the Mobilization Committee had foreseen. The weather, a welcome relief from a recent chilly spell, made it a good day to cut classes. I rarely admitted to myself the extent to which demonstrating had become sport for people my age. A generation that had lived secondhand through the television set seemed to find a special thrill in the live spectacle. But the political climate was also provocative. In the aftermath of the Moratorium Day in October, in which campuses and many businesses around the country had shut down, Richard Nixon had delivered a defiant speech announcing that a ‘silent majority’ of Americans supported his refusal to withdraw from Vietnam. The ugliness of the war Nixon wanted to maintain had been underscored by reports this week of a young lieutenant, William Laws Calley, detained at Fort Benning on suspicion of having slaughtered five hundred Vietnamese villagers.


      As music played, the crowd assembled on the ARC’s vast lawn. Sonny and I lay toward the rear on a large beach towel. Behind us, people threw Frisbees for their dogs, while the usual contingent from the National Organization for Marijuana Legalization lofted smoke upwind where the telltale aroma breathed down on the security forces, who were powerless to abandon their posts.


      Near 3:30, the speeches began. The Moratorium demonstrations were intended to show the breadth of opposition to the war, and representatives of all the participating organizations briefly spoke: church groups, faculty committees, union representatives, businessmen against the war, women’s liberationists, browns and blacks, students of all stripes, from rads to McCloskey Republicans. In this pantheon, One Hundred Flowers had been included, notwithstanding objections that their agenda was not peace. As a makeshift stage, the speakers had mounted a sign for the ARC, a large concrete block perhaps six feet high, and near the end of the afternoon Loyell Eddgar appeared there. The various entities that comprised One Hundred Flowers had identified themselves with red arm sashes decorated with Chinese characters. As Eddgar was announced, a number of them forced themselves through the crowd toward the front. About sixty members of the Progressive Labor Party went by close to where Sonny and I were sitting. They were all in their khakis, and rushed forward, heads bowed, hands on the shoulders of the person ahead, the tails of their arm sashes turned at the same precise angle. They chanted:


      

        Mao is red


        Red’s Supreme


        Mao will smash


        the war machine.


      


      I had never heard Eddgar speak before and my impression at first was that I was experiencing some trick of perspective, seeing from a distance someone I’d known only at close range. Here was this lean figure dressed simply in a button-down shirt and chinos that might have been left over from his college years. His thick, dark hair was lustrous with sweat, and the tendons and muscles in his neck and jaw stood out as he spoke. But gradually I realized he was in fact someone else. Standing on the concrete block, projecting his voice through a bullhorn which amplified both his breathing and the click of the machine going on and off, Eddgar was transformed by revolutionary passion. In the spirit of the cultural revolution, he called for the destruction of all elites.


      “We must make this university a place that improves the world rather than destroys it. We do not need to study how to cook our enemies. We must study how to feed the poor, and help them feed themselves. We must stop educating the children of the ruling class, to the exclusion of the black, the brown, the red and yellow people who come into our classrooms more often to clean the desks than to sit behind them as students.”


      Led by One Hundred Flowers members who were still pushing to the front, the crowd began greeting Eddgar’s well-timed pauses with choruses of “Right on!”


      “We must take the power to make the decisions about our lives from people who care only about theirs,” Eddgar cried. “We must, as Mao taught, ‘Make trouble, fail; make trouble again, fail again…till their doom.’”


      Suddenly, somewhere near the front, a woman cried out—a shocking, terrified sound. Something was happening. We all knew it. “This isn’t good,” Sonny said and pulled me to my feet. Around us, everyone was rising.


      Eddgar, who had been silent for a moment, screamed another quotation into the bullhorn: “‘It is good we are attacked by the enemy, since it proves we have drawn a clear line of demarcation between the enemy and ourselves.’”


      I saw the first rock in the air then, traveling a long arc toward the enormous panes of the front windows of the building. The closed environment, the riot-clothed coppers, the university’s sullen, entrenched battlefield atmosphere agitated me enough that an abandoned, heart-sprung piece of me probably soared in flight with that stone. But the thinking part was already in agony. The window seemed to drop out at once. A waterfall of glass crashed down on the cops, who reacted immediately. They claimed afterwards there’d been some further attack, but I know I saw batons swinging then. There was intense confusion, high-pitched screaming, fierce buffeting as people fled.


      From the rear, where Sonny and I were, the deterioration near the stage had a remote quality for a moment. We could see the crowd peeling back in rows twenty or thirty deep as the line of cops fell upon them. Then suddenly, the ripples of panicked movement were nearby, then around us—molten faces and piercing voices and hair flying about. The earth jumped with the pounding of the mob. Some people held their ground momentarily to throw rocks and cans, but Sonny and I ran. As I reached the road back to the gates, a young woman stumbled to the asphalt right next to me and I helped her up. There was an open gash across her forehead, amid a throbbing welt. Blood ran on her face and was already crusted in her hair. She wiped at it tentatively and cried aloud when she saw her hand, then she ran along, clearly afraid of being struck again. You could feel from the surging, wild movement of the crowd that the cops were still coming, still swinging.


      For a moment, as we all rushed toward the gates, the panic seemed to have receded. I had lost Sonny somewhere and I stood on the tarred drive, yelling her name, answered with the cries of a dozen people like me attempting to find someone from whom they’d been separated. Then, without warning, another hysterical chorus rose up. With the second volley, I recognized the screaming sound of the canisters in the air. The little smoky trails, innocuous-appearing at a distance, dissolved as they rose from the ground, but the students knew enough to take flight with a new, maddened intensity. At the bottom of the hill, I could see people climbing the iron fence, and the spikes rocking at other points as the crowd massed against it. Overhead, the birds who had tasted the tear gas shrieked, flying crazy circles, mad with pain.


      Near the gate, it was a horrible scene. I saw a woman with her head trapped against a concrete post, entirely unable to move for an instant until she suddenly disappeared. Beyond the gates, people rushed on, screaming and crying, shouting threats against the police. Once I was on the gravel road, I turned back again, searching the grieved, dirt-streaked faces for Sonny. As they flowed past, I noticed a few who somehow had had the foresight to soak washcloths, which were now stuffed into their mouths to abate the effects of the gas. There were even three or four people, each dressed in the PLP khakis, who wore rubber gas masks. As she came by, one woman pried off the green-monster face of her mask and, improbably, kissed me. It was Lucy.


      “We’re with Cleveland. We were. I don’t know where he and Hobie are.” She looked in all directions.


      “Cleveland Marsh?” Hobie’s law-school classmate. I wouldn’t have expected a Panther leader at a peace march—or Hobie, for that matter. Lucy kissed me again and ran on, swept into the current of the moving crowd.


      I waited another ten minutes or so, hoping to see Sonny. The wind changed direction then and I ended up catching a mouthful of gas. In full flight, I took off toward the campus. I went to the spot where I’d parked the Bug, but Sonny wasn’t there. After some time, I moved on, figuring she could drive home. It turned out she was far ahead and had left the car for me.


      Unaware of that, I walked on, reassuring myself that Sonny was okay and hoping to see her on the way. Beyond the bright lights of Campus Boul, the night had closed softly on the streets of stucco apartment buildings, in their soft, reflective shades, and the little tile-roofed homes. Away from the commotion, the panic, I could feel my heart. My shoulder ached for reasons I could not recollect. It was turning cool quickly and you could feel the fog coming, thickening the air, even though it was not yet visible. I was sick to my stomach from the gas, and my eyes now smarted considerably. I knew enough not to rub them, and so I walked along in the cool night streaming tears that I wiped gingerly on my sleeve.


      When I reached our building, I heard some kind of shuffling—fast steps, a voice, something furtive. My impression was that it was more than one person. I drew back with an arm raised and yelled out, “Who is that?”


      Eddgar stepped out then from beneath the exterior wooden stairwell which served as a fire escape. He remained in the shadow, beyond the path of light from the fixture over the entry. He was breathing heavily. A rill of sweat glistened on his temple. And he had lost his shirt along the way. He wore only a colored T, and he looked more slender than I might have guessed. He had run from somewhere. Somewhere he was not supposed to be, I thought. I figured he had run to get ahead of the police. So that he could say he was at home. He must have come through the alleys, afraid that the coppers were keeping surveillance on the cars of One Hundred Flowers members, or that he could not move fast enough in the heavy traffic.


      “Seth,” he said. He seemed unusually full of himself, his face lifted up somewhat daringly toward the light. “It’s all right,” he said over his shoulder. Then he faced me and in silent instruction nodded toward the stairs. I walked up slowly to the landing outside our apartment, but I knew I’d never make myself go inside. I turned back to watch.


      Below me, Eddgar knocked on the shingles as some kind of signal and two people came around the building side—Martin Kellett, the campus union leader, in his heavy motorcycle boots, and a pale, thin person I thought was a woman. She had fly-about dishwater hair and wore an open flannel shirt. She and Kellett carried a rolled stretcher, like something from Scout camp, a canvas sheet suspended between two poles. Eddgar stepped aside then, and they crouched beneath the wooden stairwell. Kellett spoke consolingly to someone. “All right, Rory. Just cool there, comrade. Here we go.” A man cried out then, and Kellett and the woman emerged bent from the black space beneath the stairwell. A man lay on the stretcher. Even in the minimal light, I could see that his foot was turned at an inhuman angle. “We’re boogying,” Kellett said to Eddgar. “Truck’ll be in back.”


      Eddgar moved off with them. The gate slammed and the latch clinked thickly home. I heard the hoarse rumble of the truck come near, and the explosion of gravel as it tore off again. Then, in the borrowed light, Eddgar reappeared. He caught sight of me on the stairs and trudged up slowly.


      “He broke his leg,” he said.


      I knew better than to ask how. Something had happened. Something bad. Something Damon Security would want to know about. But what bothered me most was the way Eddgar cupped my shoulder and headed on, without troubling himself to look back. He knew he had nothing to fear from me.
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      REPORT AND EVALUATION OF PRETRIAL SERVICES ON NILE EDDGAR


      

        Subject: Nile T. Eddgar


        Judge: Klonsky


        Charges: Violation of Sections 3 and 76610 of Revised States Statutes (Conspiracy to Commit Murder)


        At the request of his counsel, Subject was referred to Pre-Trial Services (hereinafter PTS) for evaluation and recommendation regarding Subject’s fitness to be admitted to bail pending trial. Because of Subject’s employment with the Kindle County Probation Office (KCPO), this matter was referred to the undersigned in Greenwood County Probation Office, which is not acquainted with Subject.


      


      On Tuesdays, when Cindy Holman drives—I should probably say ‘manages’—the kindergarten car pool, Nikki and I are always prompt. Arriving early, I had time to indulge a moment’s curiosity and pulled the PTS report, which Marietta mentioned last night, from the court file. It had remained there unread after Eddgar posted Nile’s bail, one more copious summation of information and energy made irrelevant by the swift course of courthouse events.


      

        GENERAL OBSERVATIONS: Subject was interviewed at Kindle County Jail (KCJ) on September 13, 1995, in the presence of State Defender, Gina Devore. Subject is presently attempting to retain private counsel, but signed Form 4446—PTS Waiver of Rights—in order to allow his new lawyer to file a motion for reduction of bond.


        Subject is a white male, aged 31 years old. He is 6 feet 1 inch tall and weighs 245 pounds. He appears alert and was cooperative throughout the interview. He describes his health as good. Subject was observed smoking cigarettes, which he says give him a chronic bronchial condition. A routine intake urine screen at KCJ was negative for the presence of opiates and other narcotics. Trace amounts of tetrahydro-cannabinol (THC) were reported, after Subject’s interview, suggesting possible marijuana use.


        EDUCATION: Subject attended college intermittently until three years ago. He claims an A.A. from Kindle County Community College (confirmed) and lists sufficient credit hours in social work—related areas for his Bachelor’s Degree. A B.A. has not been awarded due to his failure to complete required courses in science. Subject claims a twelfth-grade diploma from Easton Lab School (confirmed).


        EMPLOYMENT: Subject has been employed for almost two years as a probation officer with the Kindle County Probation Department (KCPD). Subject’s duties generally involve him in overseeing the activities of clients who have been released from the penitentiary and whose sentence by the Court included a period of supervised release or probation. Subject monitors family adjustment, employment, attendance in chemical dependence programs, etc. His salary is $38,000 p.a. Previous employment was sporadic as Subject was completing his education. (See above)


        Subject’s KCPD personnel file, which was reviewed by the undersigned, shows that Subject has generally had good evaluations. His written work product is frequently late, causing complaints from certain judges, but he relates well to clients. One supervisor stated that Subject is sometimes too sympathetic and “buys the [b.s.].” In his first year of employment, Subject was placed on review status due to failure to appear for work on three occasions within a month. His attendance has been regular since.


        Joseph Tamara, head of KCPD, states that Subject is presently on administrative leave. He will receive his salary but will not be allowed to work while the instant charges are pending. If acquitted of all charges, Tamara says, Subject would be entitled to return to work.


        FAMILY HISTORY/BACKGROUND: Subject is unmarried. Since taking his position with KCPD, he has maintained a residence at 2343 Duhaney (confirmed) in DuSable. Subject acknowledges that he continues to spend weekends and many nights during the week with his father in Greenwood County.


        Subject states that he was born in Damon, California, November 19, 1963. His father was a university professor; his mother worked outside the home in various capacities.


        In 1971, his parents separated and subsequently Subject moved with his mother to Marston, Wisconsin. Subject’s mother remarried, Dr. William Chaikos, a doctor of veterinary medicine, in 1975. She divorced Dr. Chaikos in 1979 and, according to subject, chose thereafter to use the surname ‘Eddgar’ in deference to her son.


        Subject admits that in Wisconsin his social adjustment was poor in school and that he did not get along with his stepfather or two step-siblings when his mother remarried. Subject’s father (see below) states that his ex-wife was having problems of substance abuse throughout this period. Therefore, at the age of 13, Subject moved to Greenwood County to reside with his father who had become a professor at Easton University. Subject says that he continued to do poorly in school and had other troubles. (See below.) He moved back and forth on a number of occasions between his father’s home and his mother’s in Wisconsin.


        Subject’s father, State Senator Loyell Eddgar, was also interviewed by phone on September 13. Dr. Eddgar characterizes his son as highly intelligent but not well motivated. He says he had to encourage Nile to finish his education. He says that in spite of troubles in school, Nile maintained a stable relationship with both parents. While Sen. Eddgar acknowledges that Nile has experienced various adjustment problems, the senator says that since joining KCPD his son has been productive and seemingly more content. Sen. Eddgar helped Nile secure his present position. Sen. Eddgar refused to discuss details of the instant offense at the request of the Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office (KCPAO).


        Subject’s mother, June Eddgar, was not available for interview, as she is deceased as a result of the crime with which Subject is presently charged.


        CRIMINAL HISTORY: Kindle County Unified Police Force records, FBI, NADDIS reports were requested. All are negative. During interview, Subject admits that while a juvenile he was the Subject of two station adjustments for shoplifting, and one for destruction of wildlife. Subject adds that it was this experience which first interested him in becoming a probation officer.


        FINANCIAL: Subject’s counsel states that Subject will attempt, through new counsel, to make arrangements to post an adequate bail. He will report directly to the Court on his resources at the time of the bond hearing.


        CONCLUSION: PTS concludes that Subject is an appropriate candidate for bail. While subject is charged with a very serious offense for which a grand jury has found probable cause exists, he has lifelong ties to the community, no history of violent crime, and no adult criminal record.


        Maria Guzman Tomar
 Chief, Pre-Trial Services
 Greenwood County Probation Office
 18 September 1995


      


      ‘Subject,’ I think, is always an appropriate candidate for bail. PTS is a holdover from CETA, a job-training program staffed by persons who  are barely beyond the point of poverty themselves. Their sympathies are freely engaged by the prisoners; PTS’s message, sometimes barely lettered, is usually the same as Moses’: Let my people go. The length of this report—three pages—and the speed with which it was prepared—a week—are a tribute to the political sensitivities of this matter and the suburban caseload in Greenwood County. Here in Kindle, we are often a month awaiting a single paragraph. It’s not clear whether Ms. Tomar didn’t hear that Nile made bail or decided it was politically advisable to complete her report anyway. But clearly she had no inkling Eddgar would come through for Nile. Why did he, then?


      “We-all are ready, Judge,” says Marietta, peeking in from the back door of the chambers.


      In the courtroom, we get off to a fractious start. Tommy told Hobie the first witness would be Lovinia Campbell, the young homegirl who ended up as another victim of the shooting, but Molto says the transport deputies have failed to deliver her, as they often do. Hobie thinks this is simply an excuse to turn the tables on him.


      “Mr. Tuttle,” I say, “I have to tell you this happens all the time.” Annie is always on the phone complaining about the jail’s failure to deliver the prisoners we need. Somehow there is never any keeping track. A thousand inmates go back and forth each day, walked over into the basement of this building down the tunnel that ties the jail to the courthouse. Somebody bonds out. Somebody else never arrived from the police station where he was first arrested. And in a system in which everything—bail, jail housing, sentencing—go harder on repeat offenders, it is a daily occurrence to discover that a defendant has not given his true name. Often the intake fingerprint comparison done at McGrath Hall, Police Force headquarters, will reveal that a defendant has a rap sheet with four or five different aliases. Kamal Smith is Keeval Sharp, Kevin Sharp, and Sharpstuff. Aggravated by all of this, Annie’s English is apt to fall apart. ‘Today, dis mawnin, you send me wrong Ortiz. I need Angel Ortiz. Numbah, six oh six, faw faw f1’. Tree times now we ged wrong Ortiz. Is not right. Ged me right one. Please!’


      “Your Honor,” Hobie says, “I think they’re not prepared to put on the witness. I think she’s giving them trouble.”


      “Judge,” answers Molto, “there wasn’t any trouble until she met Mr. Tuttle. And we’ll be happy to put her on, but she’s not here. Maybe the transport deputies dropped the ball, maybe our office did, but she didn’t arrive from Juvenile Hall. We can’t change that now. We have some stips to read and another witness on the way over. That’s all we can do.”


      “Mr. Tuttle, are you unprepared for the witness the state intends to call?”


      “I’m all right,” he answers casually.


      “Well then, what’s your point?”


      He shrugs as if he doesn’t know and without more discussion retreats to counsel table, fiddling with his pad and pretending not to notice my irritated glance. A few feet away, Molto and Singh confer. Is Lovinia Tommy’s problem? Is she the reason he was so eager to get started? Was he hoping to keep her in line? That’s what it sounds like.


      After some shuffling at the prosecution table, Rudy Singh arrives at the podium. His limp grey suit is far too light for the season.


      “We have reached stipulations, if the court please,” he announces. Rudy has a musical voice and pretentious manner. He is darker by a shade than Hobie, slender, with heavy black brows and perfect features. He strikes me as one of those spoiled, pretty-boy princes who seem to be produced by every ethnic group around the world.


      Rudy reads what has been agreed into the record. Essentially, the police pathologist’s report has been accepted. June Eddgar died of multiple gunshot wounds to the head. Blood gases and the lung tissues indicate death was immediate. Various details regarding the state of her digestion, and facts reported by the officers on the scene lead the pathologist to opine that the time of death was between 6:15 a.m. and 7:00 a.m. on September 7. Mrs. Eddgar, according to the pathologist, was looking straight into the path of the gunfire when she was struck.


      “So stipulated,” Hobie intones.


      “The People and the defendant, Nile Eddgar, further stipulate that the remains examined by Dr. Russell were in fact those of June LaValle Eddgar, date of birth March 21, 1933.”


      “So stipulated.” We have a murder case. A victim dead of violent means.


      Next, Rudy reads a summary of an array of telephone toll records. In the era of computers and multiple area codes, the phone company maintains magnetic media recording every call from every number. These summaries show that in August and early September Nile seldom let twenty-four hours pass without calling a pager number. The testimony, no doubt, will be that the pager was Hardcore’s. It was dialed repeatedly from Nile’s apartment and office, and his father’s home on several evenings and weekends.


      After that, Rudy recites the parties’ agreement about the fingerprint expert’s report. One of the shell casings recovered from the scene shows a partial print from Gordon Huffington, a.k.a. Gorgo. Huffington has not been available for any current comparisons.


      “He’s a fugitive?” I ask. “Huffington?”


      Singh looks to Tommy, then Hobie, before responding. Hobie waves a hand to show he could not care less if Rudy answers.


      “Yes, Yaw Onah,” Rudy replies.


      “And the state’s theory is that he’s the shooter?”


      Again, there’s a pause. Molto gets to his feet, his small mouth shriveled by chagrin about my frequent questions.


      “It wasn’t covered in openings,” I explain. “I’m just trying to get my bearings.”


      “He’s the alleged member of the conspiracy who fired the shots,” Tommy answers. “And he’s at large.”


      I nod. But there is a hole in the state’s case. The actual killer is unaccounted for. That’s bound to provide room for the defense.


      Singh resumes reading. He allows his voice a flourish meant to inform me that we’ve reached a point of drama. People’s Group Exhibit 1 consists of Exhibits 1A and 1B. Exhibit 1A is a plastic bag. Singh holds it aloft, displaying a long blue plastic sleeve resembling the wrapper from my Sunday newspaper. Group Exhibit 1B consists of 177 pieces of United States currency, 23 hundred-dollar bills and 154 fifty-dollar bills. Like the blue bag, the bills are encased in thick plasticine and sealed with heavy tape, which is inscribed in red with the repeated word “Evidence.” When received by the lab, the bills in 1B were bound by a single common latex band and were contained in Exhibit 1A, the blue bag. Eighty-nine bills from Exhibit 1B were submitted for fingerprint examination: the top and bottom bills of the stack—a $100 bill and a fifty—and 87 bills chosen at random, each one identified in the stipulation by serial numbers.


      Rudy’s reading continues monotonously. The stipulation discusses points of comparison and ridge details, and goes on at particular length about the so-called Superglue Method, involving cyanoacrylate, which was used to develop prints on the plastic bag. But there is no missing what’s significant: Nile’s fingerprints were identified on the two outer bills of the stack of money, and his prints, as well as Hardcore’s, were also discovered on the blue plastic bag in which the money was wrapped.


      As a prosecutor, it took me years to learn I was almost always better off with a stipulation. It avoided the hundred ways witnesses fail—memory lapse or slip of the tongue, the fatal, blurted remark on cross-examination. Especially without a jury, Tommy is probably doing exactly what he should. But he’s also allowing Hobie to make the best of the situation, by underplaying highly damaging testimony. What excuse, after all, is there for a probation officer to be exchanging large bills with one of his clients? Even the reporters, minutely whispering at the onset of Rudy’s recitation, gradually quiet as the details about the fingerprints emerge. Everyone in the courtroom now knows the case has passed beyond the stage of accusation. No matter how dryly delivered, the state has offered real evidence against Nile Eddgar.


       


      As its first witness, the prosecution calls Detective Lieutenant Lewis Montague of Area 7 Homicide, who supervised the case investigation. When his testimony is complete, Montague will be in and out of the courtroom to assist the prosecutors—contacting witnesses, retrieving exhibits. He’s the cop on the case. Questioned by Rudy Singh, in an orderly and energetic way, Montague describes what confronted him on the morning of September 7—uniforms, yellow tape, ambulances, and cruisers. Photos are produced. Pictures of the body are passed up to me. I thumb through them and write down the exhibit numbers. There is no face, just mess. Grim, I think. But it’s not June. It occurs to me after the fourth or fifth eight-by-eleven I may be reacting to the fact she gained so much weight. In the scramble of papers already heaped here on my leather blotter, I find the path report. Seventy-seven kilograms! I am mortified for June’s sake. The woman I knew had an enviable adult sensuousness, on which she clearly counted, even in the midst of the revolution.


      “Did you examine the victim?” Rudy asks.


      “We waited for the PP.” Police pathologist. Montague bothers himself with a glance my way and adds, confidentially, “She was off-line, Judge. Clearly.” Dead, in other words. The cops are always at their toughest when the subject is dying. They have a thousand euphemisms. ‘Giving the Q sign’ is the one that occasionally makes me suppress a smirk. It means the decedent was found with her tongue hanging out of the corner of her mouth.


      “And did you, Detective, have occasion to make observation of a young woman who was subsequently identified as Lovinia Campbell?”


      “Ms. Campbell was on the pavement at the time I arrived, about fifty feet from Mrs. Eddgar. A paramedics team which was on scene was preparing to remove her.”


      Montague details her position. A photo of a bloodstain is offered, then a schematic line drawing of the street. Montague makes an X and a Y to indicate the positions of Lovinia and June Eddgar. The testimony is crisp, dispassionate. Montague describes the work of other officers whom he supervised. Evidence techs went over the interior of the vehicle. They found June’s purse and dusted it for prints, then inventoried the contents. A uniformed officer called in the plate on the Nova and received a report that the car was registered to Loyell Eddgar in the town of Easton. Finally, Montague says he directed a canvass of the neighborhood. After the results were reported to him, he instructed Homicide investigators to attempt to locate an individual.


      “And what was the name of that individual?” asks Rudy, tiptoeing past the hearsay rule.


      “Ordell Trent.”


      “And was Ordell Trent identified by any other name?”


      “Hardcore,” says Montague. “That’s his gangster tag.”


      “And calling your attention, sir, to September 11, 1995, four days later, did you have occasion to meet with Hardcore?”


      “I met him that day, at Area 7.”


      “And who else if anyone was present?”


      “His lawyer. Jackson Aires.”


      “And did you receive anything that day from Hardcore?” Rudy has gone back to the prosecution table and fishes in the cardboard box where the state stores its exhibits. On the white carton, the prosecutors have written the case name, People v. Eddgar, and in letters big enough for a street sign—and certainly for a jury to have noticed—CONSP. MURDER. Rudy again holds up People’s Group Exhibit 1, the $10,000 on which Nile’s fingerprints were found. Montague says he received the money from Hardcore, initialed it, and submitted it for fingerprint examination.


      “And what, if you please, was the result of that examination, Lieutenant?”


      Rankled, Hobie takes his feet. “Your Honor, I already stipulated. What’s this about?”


      “Yaw Onah,” answers Rudy majestically, “I am merely trying to establish the process of Lieutenant Montague’s investigation.” He is, in fact, attempting to emphasize his best evidence, which is why Hobie accepted the stipulation in the first place. I sustain the objection and Singh is done.


      Montague turns his head minutely, awaiting Hobie. Sitting below me a few feet away, Lew Montague is a picture of repose. He wears a blue blazer and a shirt pilled at the collar. His long black hair is smoothly combed. He seems thickened by experience, by his years of scraping blood and guts off the streets near the projects. In the witness chair, he sits almost limply. Montague has been crossed and recrossed once a week for at least a decade and has fully mastered the body language of credibility. He will maintain his calm. His voice will never rise. His answers will be brief. A cop like Montague, a true expert on the stand, could convict virtually anyone he chooses, support the theory of phlogiston or the burning of witches at the stake.


      “Just a few questions, Detective,” says Hobie. He is in another gorgeous suit; his beard is trimmed and his fingernails sparkle with clear polish. He starts toward Montague and then, seemingly struck by something, retreats. He takes the plastic bags containing the currency, People’s Exhibit 1, from Rudy’s hand. The band of Hobie’s watch, a huge hunk of gold, comes briefly into view from beneath his French cuffs.


      “Now when you sent this money here to the state police lab, did you happen to ask them to test for anything besides fingerprints?”


      Montague frowns barely. He catches Hobie’s drift at once. My friend Sandy Stern has often told me that a defense lawyer is like a person feeling along a wall, looking for a light switch in the dark. Hobie, apparently, is in search of procedural defects, hoping the state performed scientific tests about which they failed to advise him. There is always the vague hope, even in the era of the Rehnquist court, that a defendant can be set free, not because he is innocent, but because the state has been unfair.


      “No,” Montague answers to the question about other tests.


      “So you didn’t test to see if there were, perhaps, traces of blood on this money?”


      “No.”


      “You didn’t attempt to see if there was, for instance, any evidence of gunpowder?”


      “Gunpowder?” Montague contains himself. “No.”


      “Could you have run those tests?”


      “I saw no reason to.”


      “You could have, though?”


      “Sure.”


      “Could you do it now?”


      “No,” says Montague. “No, wait. Yes, you could. I was going to say no, because the money was treated with ninhydrin”—the stinky purple print-developing agent—“but we only sent half of it. The lab—” Montague lifts a hand, but it is the soured mouth that says it all.


      “The lab sometimes loses track of things?”


      “Yuh,” says Montague, happy to say no more.


      Hobie nods gravely, as if this were a major concession. I’m not surprised to find that Hobie is a bit of a courtroom con artist. As a young man, he was always so emphatic, even when he was out of his mind or ill informed. His initial inquiries of Montague predictably reveal a sort of high-wire style, asking another question because he asked the first one, letting his ego roam free in the thin air of the courtroom. As a trial lawyer, I always felt stifled. I was never one of these great performers. I was more Tommy’s style, just somebody who got the job done, but as a result I was not inclined to the kinds of blunders that seem the inevitable consequence of Hobie’s free-association manner.


      “Now this fellow Ordell—Hardcore,” Hobie says, changing subjects, “you indicated he was known to you as a gang member. Which gang was that?”


      “You mean what gang he belongs to? At Tower IV at Grace Street, they tend to be Black Saints Disciples. Most are jumped—in to a set called the T-4 Rollers.”


      “And is Hardcore a leader in that gang?”


      “Counselor, a gang isn’t organized like the police department or a corporation. You know, who’s in charge can vary from day to day, depending on who they think is cool—who shot, who robbed, who busted on the Goobers. Candidly, that’s not my thing. They kill each other, I learn what I have to. Otherwise, you know—” He lifts a hand with a glistening ruby ring on the smallest finger and doesn’t bother with the rest. Montague is from the Joe Friday school: Just the facts. The kind of stuff Hobie is asking about is for sociologists or reporters, people who think there are motives worth understanding beyond plain meanness. Worst of all, the questions imply that Montague has an abstract interest in people whom, truth be told, he largely despises. In reaction, he casts a wayward glance at the prosecutors. Molto, in his frumpy suit, throws an elbow in Rudy’s side and Rudy takes his feet, even as Tommy continues whispering what it is he ought to say.


      “Judge, these answers are calling for hearsay and speculation from the witness. Detective Montague is not a gang member.”


      “This is background on Hardcore?” I ask Hobie, and he nods eagerly, pleased I’ve gotten the point. I overrule the objection. The defense is entitled to show that the state’s main witness did not arrive in the courtroom fresh from finishing school. At the prosecution table, Tommy shrugs off my ruling. He merely wanted to assuage Montague, who apparently was feeling beleaguered.


      Granted some latitude, Hobie rephrases his last question, asking Montague to describe the leadership structure of BSD, as he understands it. Montague reacts as he did before, rolling his mouth about with mild distaste.


      “Again, counsel, these folks don’t give us an organizational chart. This particular bunch,” says Montague, “have some relationship to another gang, called the Night Saints. There were some arrests and convictions, say, a dozen years ago. And this is sort of what you could call the surviving organization, although it’s much bigger by now.”


      “And how big is that, Lieutenant?”


      “Jeez.” Montague directs a few stray hairs back into the black mass shining under the strong courtroom lights. “From what I’ve seen, the Force estimates, they place membership in BSD at five, six thousand.” A murmur from the press section follows this news. Glancing over there, I am mildly startled by Seth Weissman, whom I hadn’t noticed yet today. He has his arms laid across the chairs on either side, and he is fixed on me, somewhat disconcertingly. Having caught my eye, he issues a smile of greeting, which I return vaguely. Really! I think, although I am not certain if I mean to criticize him or me.


      “And is Hardcore in charge of all six thousand?”


      “Not as I get it. You know, the head of the Night Saints was a three-timer name of Melvin White, who was known on the street as Harukan. One of his sons now—who’s called Harukan-el—son of Harukan. I guess—anyway, Kan-el is supposedly the head of the organization. But he’s been in the state penitentiary at Rudyard for many years. So there’s a Jeffrey Wilson, Jeff T-Roc, who is usually acknowledged as the top dog in BSD. Or so I understand.”


      “And am I correct that this Kan-el is eligible for parole?”


      “Supervised release. Parole by another name. That’s what I hear. As I remember, he’s been up twice. You know, he applies, he gets turned down. He’s not a favored candidate, let’s say.”


      “There’s some opposition from the law-enforcement community?”


      “Some,” says Montague dryly.


      “Judge,” interjects Tommy, “what’s the relevance of any of this?” I tell Molto that I want to hear objections only from the lawyer who questioned the witness, meaning Singh, then direct Hobie to explain his line of inquiry. He says he’s only trying to establish where Hardcore fits in the organization in relation to Kan-el and T-Roc.


      “Then ask that question,” I tell Hobie.


      “Under them somewhere,” answers Montague, when Hobie does. “Core’s what they refer to as a ‘shot-caller’ or ‘caller.’ He runs the T-4 set.”


      “Was he over this Ms. Campbell, this young lady who got herself shot?”


      “So I understand.” Montague, although visibly unruffled, cannot resist an addition. “You’ve seen her more recently than I have.” At that, Hobie comes to a complete stop. Every trial lawyer has his way. Hobie moves. He’s big and seems to try to occupy the entire courtroom as a way of guaranteeing attention. He careers between the tables, slides up on the witness, nodding his dark, bearded face over his shoulder as he retreats. He’s effective, too. Sloppy at moments, as when he groped with the money. But cagey and stylish. Now he takes full advantage of Montague’s lapse by staring the witness down before moving to strike the last remark. I grant the motion and he goes on to another subject.


      “Now, Detective, Mr. Singh asked you a couple of questions about the investigation you conducted on September 7 following Ms. Eddgar’s murder. Remember?”


      “That I had a canvass done?”


      “Right. When you canvassed that neighborhood, no officer reported to you that anybody’d mentioned the name of Nile Eddgar, did they?”


      “Not that I remember.”


      “They mentioned Hardcore, right?”


      “Right.”


      “But not Nile?”


      “No.”


      “Then there was this Lovinia Campbell. This young lady on the sidewalk? What’s she called in the gang?”


      “Bug,” says Montague.


      “Bug. Did you speak with her?”


      “Very briefly.”


      “And did you ask Bug what had happened there?”


      “I did.”


      “And did Bug tell you that Nile Eddgar had conspired to murder his father, or his mother, or anybody else?”


      Tommy prods Singh, who objects that this is hearsay. I overrule. The state opened up the subject of which suspects were named at the scene.


      “No, she didn’t,” Montague answers, somewhat wearily.


      “As a matter of fact, Lieutenant, what she said was this whole thing was a drive-by shooting and Ms. Eddgar had got herself caught in the crossfire—isn’t that what Bug said?”


      “I suppose that’s what she said. You know, she was in shock.”


      “‘In shock’? Is that your medical opinion, Detective?”


      Tommy’s on his feet. “Judge, he’s arguing with the witness.”


      “If anything, I think the witness is arguing with him, Mr. Molto. And I believe this is Mr. Singh’s witness, and even in a bench trial, I told you, I don’t want to be tag-teamed.” I nod to Hobie to proceed.


      “The fact here, Lieutenant, is that this Lovinia—Bug—didn’t mention Nile Eddgar in any way that day, isn’t that so?”


      “She mentioned Nile a few days later when she talked to Officer Fred Lubitsch at General Hospital.” In exasperation, Hobie wilts. The question was what she said on September 7. In his worn blazer, Montague stares at Hobie hotly. There’s no doubt anymore that Lovinia Campbell is the state’s problem or that Montague blames Hobie for their trouble. In theory, a defense lawyer is entitled to interview any prosecution witness, but usually when the witness has made a deal with the state, her own lawyer will discourage her from cooperating with the defendant. It keeps the prosecutors happy and avoids the jeopardy that might arise from contradicting what she told the state. Somehow, though, Hobie slipped past Bug’s counsel, or even got her help, and the cops and prosecutors don’t like it. I’m sure now this is why Hobie brought up Lovinia’s name this morning—so I’d have the picture if Montague acted up.


      “Come on, Detective,” I say, striking his last answer again. Montague makes a face and composes himself. In the meantime, I jot a note: ‘Lubitsch!’ No wonder Fred knew the case was a doozy.


      “Bug didn’t mention Nile that day,” Montague finally says when the court reporter rereads Hobie’s last question.


      “Truth is,” says Hobie, “when you were there at the scene—what you heard was basically just this: Hardcore and a drive-by, right?”


      Hobie leers a bit, daring Montague to disagree in the face of my warnings. The detective blinks first, then answers, “Right.”


      “Now, from there, Lieutenant, you had a community service officer—Kratzus?” Hobie’s looking for the police report on the defense table.


      “Kratzus,” says Montague.


      “Kratzus went to tell Nile about his mother’s death. And you took yourself over to see Senator Eddgar to find out how come Ms. Eddgar’d been driving his car, right?”


      “Right.”


      “And you eventually found Senator Eddgar at his home in Greenwood County?”


      “True.”


      “Where he told you a big fat lie, right?”


      “Objection!” Both prosecutors are on their feet.


      “Your Honor,” says Hobie innocently, “it’s right here in Montague’s report. He says—”


      “Judge!” screams Tommy. “Judge, Senator Eddgar isn’t on the stand. When he testifies,” says Tommy, “he’ll explain this encounter with the police. It has nothing to do with Lieutenant Montague’s direct.”


      Tommy’s right, of course, but I can’t help briefly wondering what Eddgar lied about. Which is why Hobie did this. Very clever. He always was. I tell him he’s too far afield for the time being and he lays the report beside Nile on the light-oak defense table. Nile, with his bedraggled haircut and errant mood, has observed most of this morning’s proceedings with his mouth slightly parted, as if he’s largely amazed this is taking place.


      “All right,” says Hobie. “Here’s the point: On September 7, in terms of your investigation, Lieutenant, the big thing was to find Hardcore, wasn’t it?”


      “I don’t know about the ‘big thing.’ I don’t know what that means. I wanted to find him, I can say yes to that.” Montague’s dark eyes steal toward me, to be sure I’ve noted how accommodating he’s become in the face of my rebuke.


      “And did you find him?”


      “Eventually. Word was on the street, and on September 11, he came into Area 7 for questioning.”


      “With his lawyer, wasn’t it? Mr. Jackson Aires? That was your testimony on direct?”


      “That was my testimony.”


      “And did you talk to Mr. Aires before you saw Hardcore?”


      “I had a number of conversations with Mr. Aires that morning.”


      “You and Aires talked about what-all Hardcore might say if he turned himself in and what kind of a deal he could get, right?”


      “Yep. That’s how it went,” says Montague in a tone meant to remind Hobie that’s how it’s always done.


      “And without going through all of it word for word, the nitty-gritty here is that Attorney Aires let you know that Hardcore was willing to say this whole killing, the entire thing, had been the idea of his probation officer, Nile Eddgar? Right?”


      “Close enough.”


      “And that was pretty interesting to you, wasn’t it?”


      “‘Interesting’?”


      “You knew June Eddgar’s murder was all over the news?”


      “I don’t know. Personally, I don’t read the papers much.” From Lew Montague, a hard-boned cynic, I tend to credit this assertion more than I might from some. With his rough-complected face, bare of expression, he seems to be without enthusiasm for much. You catch criminals because it’s better than letting them go. I doubt he nurtures, even in his dreams, thoughts of a more perfect world.


      “It was an important case,” Hobie suggests.


      “They’re all important, counsel.”


      “Oh, are they, Detective? You knew the PA’s office would be willing to make Hardcore a pretty sweet deal if he put it on Nile Eddgar, didn’t you? Son of a prominent politician? Everybody’d get their names in the paper. Folks in the PA’s office don’t mind that, do they?”


      Tommy jerks Rudy to his feet to object, but Montague, shaking his head throughout the question, is answering already.


      “You got the wrong picture, counsel. Molto approved the deal,” says Montague. “On his own say-so. And I don’t think his bosses liked it very much. Couple of them seemed like they’d rather the whole case just went away.”


      In his chair, Molto sags a bit. Eager to score, Montague has spoken out of school. We all know now why Tommy is stuck trying this case. He got ahead of the office pols and they’re making him carry his own water.


      “So it was Molto who wanted his name in the paper?” asks Hobie.


      Rudy comes to his feet again. His teak-colored hand is poised to note his objection, but Montague is headstrong and again keeps talking.


      “He wanted to do what was right,” Montague answers. “My captain and me brought Molto the case. None of us thought your client should get away with this.”


      “You wanted the deal,” says Hobie.


      “I wanted the deal,” says Montague, more or less acknowledging what Hobie said to start. Hobie knows better than to ask what made Montague so eager, realizing that would elicit a lyric to Hardcore’s credibility. Besides, to the courthouse veterans in this room, Montague’s motives are obvious anyway. The downfall of the mighty always tickles the police, who generally see themselves as unappreciated vassals keeping the world safe for the airheads on top.


      “Okay,” says Hobie, “okay, but here’s my point.” With the concession he wanted, he’s striding about, full of excitement. “You were willing to make this deal with Hardcore, even though your investigation had given you no reason a’tall to think Nile Eddgar was involved in this crime.”


      “I wouldn’t say that,” answers Montague coolly.


      Hobie freezes with his back to the witness. Struggling toward his predetermined point of arrival, it takes him a moment to absorb what Montague has said.


      “You suspected Nile Eddgar? By September 11 you were looking at him?”


      “What I thought? Yeah, I’d say I was.”


      Hobie’s cross, the big windup he had planned—showing that nothing until Hardcore’s appearance implicated Nile—has been derailed. I’d caught his drift, which was that the whole investigation was shaped to fit Hardcore’s information. He was suggesting that the prosecutors and cops, hungry for the excitement of a heater case, had been less skeptical than they should have about what Hardcore was saying.


      “You suspected Nile Eddgar,” Hobie repeats. “Why? Because he’d talked to a community service officer when he came to tell him his mother was dead? You weren’t there for that, were you?”


      “I heard about it.”


      “And that’s why you suspected him?”


      “In part.” Montague is even now and confident. He is sitting a little straighter in his chair, while Hobie is blundering. He has lost all form, propounding two or three questions at once, quarreling with Montague and forgetting to lead him. Hobie’s like a terrier hanging on to a trouser cuff and getting kicked each time.


      “And what was the other part?” asks Hobie. “You didn’t hear anything from Lovinia Campbell, right? Or on the canvass?”


      “We’d talked to his father.”


      “His father! The senator?”


      “That’s right.”


      “So it was what his father told you that made Nile a suspect?”


      “Basically,” says Montague. “Yes.”


      And just that quickly something happens in the courtroom. It’s like that extraordinary instant in the theater when an actor comes through the curtain to take her bow, and the character she has been for hours suddenly has been shed like some second skin. Hobie, too, is someone else. He lifts his face to a refractory angle, and briefly allows a cryptic, constricted smile across his lips, like a lizard darting through the sun. He’s apparently gotten just the answer he wanted, and scared me badly in the process, because I was taken in like Montague, like everybody else. Hobie ponders the witness one more moment, then looks straight to me and says serenely, “Nothing more.”


       


      Once each month, as a matter of solemn commitment, I have lunch or dinner with my friend Gwendolyn Ries, without our kids. She is a large cheerful woman, emphatic by nature, one of those people who proudly regards herself as an element of the life force. She wears too much perfume, too much makeup, too much jewelry; there’s a reddish wash in her hair too bright to call ‘henna.’ She appears today in gaucho pants and a woolen vest of South American weave, bedecked with matte-gold buttons in the shape of lizards.


      Since the birth of her son, Avi, eight years ago, Gwen, a radiologist, has worked four days a week. Today, she has taken the morning to herself for shopping, long her favorite pastime, and dashes from the taxi into the restaurant, arms abounding with bags full of gold and silver boxes. We have met at Gil’s, a renowned spot, and surely the best meal near the courthouse. Years ago, this place was known as Gil’s Men’s Bar, and it retains an Old World atmosphere, with its splendid century-old interior. The vast room is a gorgeous wooden box, the wainscoting, the floors, the tables, the paneled ceiling, all hewn of quarter-sawn oak, heavily grained and varnished, accented by various polished brass fittings and great cast-iron chandeliers suspended on heavy chains from the high ceiling. One of the only real perks of judicial life is that I can always get seated here. As soon as Gwen arrives, she and I are swept past the long line of lawyers and other courthouse regulars crowded behind a red velvet rope to one of the many square tables for two aligned in dual rows at the center of the restaurant. For the sake of privacy, the abutting tables are separated by handsome partitions of yellowish wood, into which some clever craftsman long ago burned graceful images of German mountain scenes. The brusque waiters, in black cutaway coats, and the busy patrons speak at volume. With its solid surfaces, Gil’s is a cascade of noise.


      Gwen opens every box. I admire each item, even though we both know I wouldn’t wear most of the exotic clothing if it were given to me free. We are long accustomed to our differences, which I alternately cherish or, in some moods, tolerate with the self-conscious discipline of one who at the age of forty-seven still feels she is learning how to be a friend. I’ve never had a full complement of close relationships. My mother, always battling landlords and principals, jumped from apartment to apartment, enrolling me in a different grade school every fall; and as a grown-up, I’ve taken my own bumpy twisting path, forever leaving folks behind as I’ve gone through my changes. Naturally, there are colleagues and acquaintances. I think I’m regarded as amiable, candid, maybe even charming. I’m welcome in lots of places. Judicial power, like a beacon, draws invitations to zillions of functions, bar affairs, political dinners, law-school dos. And although I was an only child, I have a semblance of family life, through my cousin Eddie, the oldest son of my Aunt Hen and Uncle Moosh, who has always treated me as an honorary sib. I talk to him or his wife, Gretchen, every week, and Nikki and I are with them and their five kids for every holiday.


      But, admittedly, it’s been hard for me to connect. For this reason, I have found the alliances of motherhood a sweet relief. Is it only my imagination, or are women better to each other at this point in life? It seems as if we all learned some crucial secret in the delivery room about nurturance and kindness. My neighbor Marta Stern, Sandy’s daughter and a lawyer herself, who is now at home with two young daughters, has become a special friend. There are a couple of others.


      But I go back in time only with Gwen, whom I have known since high school. She was upbeat, alert, one of those loud, effusive, laughing girls I so admired, someone who seemed to have a promising relationship with every person at East Kewahnee High. I felt greatly honored by her friendship, and for years contrived not to notice that I was never invited to her home. Eventually, through other kids who were her neighbors, I learned that her mother was in the final stages of MS. There were a few occasions, after we started to drive, when I’d borrowed my uncle’s Valiant and dropped Gwen off, that I glimpsed Mrs. Ries through the window. She was enfeebled by disease, with stricken hands and dirty matted hair and a harrowed look as she sat in her chair, a blanket folded precisely over her knees. The contrast with Gwendolyn was extraordinary. And I can remember taking note of Gwen’s slow stride across the lawn as she approached her home, a girl inclined to run on most occasions. I could see her posture take on the weight of knowing that at the center of her world lay trouble no one else could share and which she could not escape. And I remember seeing exactly what we had in common, since during those years I hoped, always—secretly and eternally—no one would know I was the daughter of Zora Klonsky, gadfly and loudmouth, a person whom only I understood, a woman notorious in the early sixties in the Tri-Citics for her conduct at a city council meeting where she had punched a right-wing city councilman opposed to water fluoridation.


      “Shit,” says Gwen now, as we near the end of our meal. From beneath the brightly striped flap of her vest, she grabs her beeper off her belt and makes a face at the readout. The hospital. She disappears to find a phone. We have spent most of lunch, as always, gabbing about our kids. We’re the two oldest moms in U. Lab Lower School and both on our own. Nikki is a kindergartner; Avi’s in second grade. I worry that Mrs. Loughery, a benign soul who talks to grown-ups in the same brain-dead singsong in which she speaks to the children, is not challenging enough for Nikki. She was born just on the wrong side of the deadline and seems a little ahead of herself, able to read simple sentences, to add sums in her head. Gwen told me to ease up, Nikki and Virginia Loughery both are doing well, advice I’m somberly pondering when I’m drawn to voices on the other side of the panel at my right: two men who. I realize quite suddenly, are talking about my case. One just said distinctly, “Molto.”


      “Why’s it wrong?” the first asks.


      “It’s wrong. I’m telling you it’s wrong. This bird, around the courthouse they call him Mold-o. I’m not kidding. Talk about a guy who walked through the metal detector too often.”


      “He’s doing all right,” the first man says. “He did all right yesterday.” The voices are familiar. Lawyers, I guess. It has to be. I think the first one, who I’ve heard often, tried a case before me. A good guy. Very good. A flush of positive feeling is the sole retrieval when I send the summons to memory.


      “Eh,” says the second one. “Room temperature IQ. Molto—Jesus, he was nearly disbarred back in the eighties. Were you ever around here when Nico Della Guardia was the PA? Molto was sitting at the right hand of God then. I think he used to write Nico’s papers in high school. So when Nico wins, Tommy gets to be Queen for a Day. And the two of them fucked up some murder case to a fare-thee-well. God, I can’t even remember what it was.” I hear knuckles rapping on the table. “Sabich,” the man says.


      “Who?”


      “Too hard to explain. But there was this implication they’d doctored the evidence. So, you know, the baying hounds of the press ran Nico out of office. With help. Plenty of help. He’d gotten crosswise of the Mayor in the meantime. And Molto they sent out for hanging with BAD. Bar Admissions and Discipline. And it’s a typical BAD investigation. Four months, six months, eight months, ten months. Two years. Nothing happens. So he’s still here. Still a deputy PA. Poor mutt. What else is the son of a bitch gonna do for a living? His name is shit on the street. All he can do is keep cashing that green check. That’s Molto. Now you tell me. Is this the guy you send to court to win one for the Gipper? I think not. He’s sleepwalking up there. He’s a beaten dog. I checked my file. He hasn’t tried a case in three years. He’s just a bitter little man waiting to collect a county pension.”


      “So what are you saying?”


      “I’m saying it’s wired. Didn’t you hear that cop today? The PA and his cronies want to see this thing go in the dumper. They sent this poor hump Molto up there cause he’d get lost looking for the men’s room.”


      “Jesus, Dubinsky,” the first man says. Stew Dubinsky! The Tribune courthouse reporter, the man to whom the prosecution leaked yesterday’s story about Eddgar being the murder target. I feel an immediate impulse to leave. I shouldn’t listen to discussions of this case, let alone from someone who could turn my eavesdropping into a cause célèbre. But I see no unoccupied tables nearby and there’s still half a piece of sole on Gwendolyn’s plate. Besides, she’d kill me if I left all her new treasures unattended. Instead, I look straight forward with an impassive expression, but the voices, raised in the raucous lunchtime atmosphere, remain disturbingly clear on my side of the panel.


      “Jesus,” the first man repeats. “‘Wired.’ Doesn’t anybody ever tell you you’re paranoid?”


      “All the time,” Stew answers. “That’s how come I know they’re part of the plot.”


      “Christ. Go watch JFK again.” Whoever this is has Stewart’s number. He’s always snooping around the courthouse and implying in his stories that the true facts have been concealed in an obscure conspiracy of silence. “How’s your salad?” Stew’s friend asks.


      “Shit,” Dubinsky says. “This isn’t food. Why’d I let you order for me? Spinach and spring water. I feel like I’m a fucking elf.”


      “You don’t look like an elf, so just keep chewing.” Stew has pretty much lost the battle. His belly has the dimensions of a late-term pregnancy, and his face is swaddled in chin. This has to be an old pal to be freely giving Stew the business about his physique. “So what’d you think today?” this man asks. “How’d you like that business at the end about Eddgar?”


      “Six point zero for Artistic Impression. Zero point zero on substance.”


      “How’s that?”


      “You don’t watch these alley cats day in and day out like I do. It’s standard defense melodrama. Letting rabbits loose in the courtroom. Eddgar’s the big name so Hobie figures he’ll raise the most dust that way. But it’s a smoke screen. Take it from me. I know what I’m talking about on this one.”


      On reflection, my assessment has not been much different. The craft was impressive, but it’s hardly a shock that the target of the murder scheme had things to say that drew suspicion to Nile. The other man maintains his doubts. Hobie, he says, seemed to have a point.


      “Listen, why ask me what he was doing?” says Stew. “Talk to Hobie.”


      “I keep telling you, he won’t say anything to me about this case. Not word one. I came two thousand miles and I’m sitting in the Hotel Gresham at night playing computer games.”


      It’s Seth! With Dubinsky? How interesting. In the midst of my spying, I hear within a discordant note, a fugitive thought calling for later reflection.


      “You know,” Dubinsky says, “you call me suspicious—”


      “I called you ‘paranoid.’”


      “‘Paranoid,’ fine. But look at you. You think Eddgar’s Darth Vader’s misplaced twin. His constituents admire the guy.”


      “Shit,” answers Seth, “talk about the American electorate. I think about Eddgar in the State Senate and I can’t believe we’re not on Twilight Zone.”


      Dubinsky recounts Eddgar’s emergence in local politics more than a dozen years ago. Eddgar had become a green. He forged a coalition of anti-capitalists, ecologists, and animal-rights supporters. When a large cosmetics company made a grant to one of the labs at the university, Eddgar led demonstrations.


      “College kids didn’t want rabbits to die to make eyeliner. Christ, they didn’t even wear makeup,” says Dubinsky. “After that, he gets elected to the City Council in Easton first, then mayor. Then a State Senate seat opens up. He ran for controller two years ago. Nearly won.”


      “Don’t people know about him? His history?” Seth asks.


      “Hey, you know, you’ve given me the heads-up. I’ve done the articles. Twice, in fact. But being a former radical is very—what?”


      “Trendy?”


      “It makes him trustworthy in a certain way. I think that’s what it is. It goes to show he has a commitment to reform. And besides, Eddgar never burnt down anything around here. Christ, everybody was crazy in the sixties. And it’s not like he’s representing Orange County anyway. His district’s a college town and some East Kindle housing projects. Lincoln would lose that district if he ran as a Republican.”


      “I can’t imagine that guy backslapping and glad-handing, though.”


      “No, no. He’s shit on a stick. These big dos, everybody breathing on each other, looking for the biggest ring to kiss, I see him half the time, shrinking against the wallpaper, nibbling his lip. But you know, he’s a professor. People figure he’s a dead fuck anyway.”


      “How about a woman? He ever show up with a companion?” A moment passes. Perhaps there’s an expression of discomfort from Dubinsky, long divorced, as I remember. His own social life is probably far from scintillating, but Seth persists. “Any talk?” he asks.


      “Ah shit,” says Stew, “people talk, they don’t talk. Nothing really. I don’t know—boys, girls, pygmies. Christ, he’s old. He’s sixty-what? Five. Sixty-five, sixty-seven. I’d guess he’s retired in that department.”


      “Yeah,” says Seth. “I was just curious. Did you ever reach out for June?”


      “Sure. Remember? During the election? When he ran for controller. You gave me that tip. I dug her up. She’s in this little burg in Wisconsin?”


      “Right.”


      “Told her I wanted to talk about Eddgar. And I get the oh-fuck five-minute pause. And then she says, ‘I’m too old to remember that.’ Friendly enough otherwise. Ready to tell me anything I didn’t want to know. She sounded like an old drunk. You know, ditzy middle-aged dame, chasing every butterfly dancing through her brain. Afterwards, I get a call from Eddgar’s flack. I’m ‘delving into his personal life.’ I’m like ‘Fuck-you, give-me-a-break. This guy’s got secrets he wants to keep, let him join the CIA.’”


      “He’s got secrets,” Seth says, somewhat ponderously.


      “So you keep telling me. But say what you want, maybe he was a bigger jag-off than Captain Hook, but he’s gotten it done now. Christ, he gets awards. The whosycallit. Women,” he says.


      “The League of Women Voters?”


      “Exactly. Twice. Best legislator. Bleeding Heart of the Year. The century. You get him in the statehouse? He’s in his element, he’s high. You should feature this bird in his office, with four phones ringing and the staff people running in and out, the pols, the interest group people coming by to smooch his derriere. I mean, this is the guy. Manipulating. Plotting. The other side of it, you know—Getting elected? Making them love him? I think he really hates campaigning. But the back doors? The back rooms? The deals. The doing. We’re talking high, high on that stuff. And he gets his shit through. We got a new juvenile-justice scheme. He’s got a program now where the state pays 250 bucks to poor kids who finish high school. College Preparation Awards, he calls it. Day care. Mental health care. And you know, he’s czar of penal reform, prisons. Any warden sees him coming, they start moaning, he’s all the time in their faces: Job training! Job training!”


      Just as Dubinsky on the other side of the partition explodes in laughter at a joke he’s made—probably the most inappropriate remark I’ve heard yet—Gwendolyn reappears. I rise at once and greet her some feet from the table.


      “Are you done?” I ask.


      She wants coffee and I suggest the bar.


      “What’s wrong with the table?”


      I raise a finger to my lips. We bear her packages into Gil’s noted barroom, where the lawyers and law enforcers mix each week in a burly Friday-evening scene. It’s another gorgeous room, if somewhat dimmer, centered on the oak bar, where carved pillars and vines surround a beveled mirror that runs forty feet above the whiskey bottles. We pile the shopping bags along the brass boot rail below and hike ourselves onto the stools. My explanation to Gwen about the occupants of the table adjoining ours is briefly interrupted when our heavy-browed Greek waiter bursts in, certain we ditched the check.


      “You mean the columnist?” asks Gwen. “Your old squeeze? He’s around now, too?” Gwendolyn’s inquired once or twice about the case, because of the articles in the paper, but she’s heard nothing of these events. “Ooh,” she says, “how cinematic. What’s he look like?” She elevates herself on the stool in hopes of seeing over the stained-glass divider to the restaurant. Gwendolyn has a bold attitude toward romance and, particularly, sex. She’s made love to colleagues in the Doctors’ Lounge. Privately, I regard this as unconvincing feminist bravado, particularly since I’ve followed her counsel on a few occasions in the last year or so and each time found the experience alien and sad. She’s been married three times, most recently to an Israeli doc several years younger than she, whom she was training. She met him, had his child, and booted him out the door in a whirlwind period of eighteen months.


      “He looks like he’s approaching fifty, the same as I do,” I answer now.


      “Don’t be dour, dear.”


      “Sorry. I’m a little sensitive. Marietta’s giving me the business again. She’s just biting her nails until I take up with him.”


      Gwen rolls her eyes. “You’re the only woman I know who got divorced and still has to put up with a mother-in-law.”


      I laugh heartily. It’s too true. And Charlie’s mother was easygoing, a delight.


      “It’s crazy,” I say. “This is complicated enough. Just sitting on this case, I feel like I’m Humpty-Dumpty ready to fall off the wall.” Above the demitasse from which she’s drinking an espresso, Gwendolyn’s reddish face narrows.


      “How did you end up in this position in the first place? One way or the other, won’t somebody say your decision is based on how you feel about this boy or his family?”


      I explain the circumstances. I was free to keep the case if I wanted to. The week before the trial, I even took the precaution of describing my predicament to Brendan Tuohey, the Chief Judge. The thought of me in a ticklish situation seemed to spark some brief delight beneath the crafty veneer of his narrow rosy face, but he was reassuring. ‘You’re the right judge, Sonny,’ he told me. ‘You know the saying: “If you can’t tell the difference between your job and your friends, you don’t deserve either.” Comes with the robes, you know. Besides, if you don’t sit, no one in the Criminal Division will want to. Then the Supreme Court will make me pay the bill to bring in someone aw-ful.’ He regaled me with a long story about the extravagant expenses the court incurred when the Supreme Court designated an upstate judge named Farrell Smedley to sit on the fraud trial of Marcelino Bolcarro, the former Mayor’s brother. ‘Did you know, Sonny, that man never met a lobster he didn’t like? I finally asked him, “Don’t you ever get a taste for ground beef?” And the poor dumb backwoods s.o.b., he looked at me, I thought he was simply gonna cry. “Li’l Abner,” they called him behind his back.’ Tuohey went off shaking his head.


      “But why did you?” Gwen asks.


      “What?”


      “Want it? The case? It sounds so messy.”


      “Nostalgia?”


      “You’re not nostalgic. I don’t know anybody who was happier to grow up. You quake when I mention high school. You barely remembered me.” This, of course, is an exaggeration, but I did lose track of Gwen, like so many others. Then in 1983, I took a routine mammogram. In one of those strange twists, the radiologist at Bethesda who read the film was Gwendolyn. She showed up at my house in person, took my hand, wept when I wept after the biopsy, and promised we would arrive together on the other side of the experience, as we have. Another part of the past I don’t much care to remember.


      “I don’t know,” I say. “Do you know anybody our age who doesn’t look back at that time without feeling they did something amazing, like going off to the Crusades?” I’ve often heard recollections of Gwendolyn’s experiences in Madison. She performed nude onstage in rock musicals and still relishes the memory.


      “You know what it is?” Gwen points a long nail at me, manicured in a persimmon shade. “It’s Zora. You’re working something out with Zora.”


      “I’m always working something out with Zora. I’m working something out with Zora when I send Nikki to school in the morning.”


      She shrugs. I do as well, but Gwendolyn has exerted her customary power to upset me. I bundle her into a taxi, feeling low, feeling again that I’m careening about as the captive of mysterious forces and that I blundered taking this case. Everyone else knows something—about me, or the case, or what will happen with it—which has completely cluded me. Dubinsky had his own sarcastic prediction, the last thing I overheard from the next table. He was talking about Eddgar’s role as a legislative advocate of penal reform.


      ‘Eddgar’s in those prisons twice a month, looking them over and giving the wardens hell,’ Stew said. Then his laughter, sharply nasal, always somehow derisive, pealed forth, loud even on the other side of the partition. He’d amused himself greatly with a thought.


      ‘Now he can go on Sundays, too,’ Dubinsky said.
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      SETH


      Jolted by the million marchers who’d gathered on the Mall on November 15 to protest the war, Congress enacted the draft lottery system the next week. Now, instead of years of continuing jeopardy, eligible men would confront only a single night when their fate would be decided. Some would go; some would be free. I recognized the lottery for what it was, an ignoble effort to divide and demobilize the young. But privately I was near jubilation. All but certain to be drafted days before, I now had a chance to escape.


      The lottery was conducted on December 2, at 5 p.m. our time. We watched in our apartment. Hobie and Lucy were there. So was Michael. Sonny sat next to me, holding my hand. The local news yielded to Walter Cronkite and a live feed from Washington. It looked like my imagination of a court-martial—a bunch of old men up on a platform. A congressman pulled the first little capsule from the rotating drum. A date, September 14, was read aloud by an elderly colonel and posted on a board behind him. The point of the lottery was to place every day of the year in a random order, which would, in turn, become the sequence in which young men would be called. If you were born on September 14, you’d be drafted first. On the other hand, if Hobie’s birthday or mine was pulled above a certain number—200, we figured, given the many deferments in University Park—we’d be free.


      Members of President Nixon’s Selective Service Youth Advisory Board grabbed the remaining little bullets from the drum. They were draft-age men with haircuts which revealed their cars, work-within-the-system types whom I despised. One of them drew my birthday, March 12. It was the fifteenth number selected. I would get a draft notice by April at the latest.


      “Luck of the Irish,” I said, but the joke was bad and my tone was worse. Somehow I’d gotten to my feet. From behind, Sonny wrapped both arms around my chest, just to hold on. “I am fucked,” I told her. There was no counter.


      The local newscast resumed, with the numbers from D.C. scrolled along the bottom of the screen. I watched stupefied, trying to envision my future and hating everything in America. In Hartford, two students were on trial for criminal libel for publishing an obscene cartoon of Nixon in the college paper. Mark Rudd and the Weathermen had been indicted in Chicago for the Days of Rage. And the saga of Juanita Rice, currently riveting California, was continuing. The girl was the object of occasional sightings across the state, while her captors issued various communiqués demanding five evenings of national TV time. Since it had occurred, the Rice kidnapping had been of irrational concern to my mother. Having heard about my radical acquaintances in the building, she convinced herself they might kidnap me, too. It was, I suppose, some kind of coping mechanism, a danger she could reasonably dismiss—unlike Vietnam.


      In the meantime, Hobie sat silently before the TV, watching the numbers roll. Hobie was as intent on avoiding Nam as I was, but he had a different approach. He swore he would show up for his induction physical in a dress. He was going to claim to have had homosexual relations with every prominent black Communist from Patrice Lumumba to Gus Hall. He also sometimes attached his leg to a concrete cinder block and pulley, hoping to aggravate a high-school football injury. Now, once the numbers passed 275, we knew he would not have to go through any of those antics. Inconsolably jealous, I nonetheless roused myself to kiss him on the forehead.


      “Luck of the Irish,” Hobie said. He did not hit until after 300. The last one to go was Michael at 342—and him with a 1-Y. Even though he had grown up mowing and baling, Michael had been exempted from the draft for hay fever and asthma. It did not seem fair, but very little at that moment did.


      My mother and father had viewed the lottery with almost pitiably high hopes. They did not find the courage to call until the following afternoon. It was 6:01 p.m. Central Time, the very minute long distance rates went down. No matter how extreme the circumstances, my father would never violate his personal dogma about money.


      When my parents phoned on Sundays, my father and I barely spoke. He made a few correct inquiries regarding my health or the California weather, then passed the phone to my mother, who painfully elaborated a list of questions I knew she had been assembling all week. With a rush of constricted feeling, I would visualize the two of them, my mother holding a ball of Kleenex, her fingers touching her mouth, my father close enough to overhear, but with his head in a paper to show he did not have much interest. But this was a moment of confrontation with his renegade son, a challenge from which my father never retreated.


      “I believe this decision is unwarranted,” he said at last, when I told him I had no choice now about Canada. “There are alternatives.”


      “Such as?”


      “I have the name of a doctor. He is conversant apparently with all the regulations.”


      “Oh great. I’m going to bribe some MD to find something wrong with me. Is that the idea?”


      “The idea is this man feels as you do and will assist you.”


      “Oh sure. What other ideas have you got?” I imagined that my mother had rushed him straight to the phone as soon as he came in from work, still in his heavy wool suit. Beside him stood his briefcase, which, as a child, I had improbably associated with a cowboy’s saddle bags.


      “I have talked with Harold Blossman. He tells me his son has joined the Naval Reserve. There is some period of training, then you are free to go on your way. Write movies, whatever.”


      “And what happens if you get called up?”


      “Called up?”


      “You know, they activate your unit. Then when you run away they call it treason.”


      “Apparently that is rare.”


      “And if it happens?”


      “Then you confront the matter at that time, Seth. Dear God, you cannot make plans for the rest of your life concerning a matter of this sort.”


      This talk of compromise, difficult to counter, tended to terrify me. In my passionate disapproval of the war, I had found one thing—perhaps the only thing—which I knew to be right and which was thoroughly mine. To believe so strongly and not to act on it, to capitulate to my parents’ needs, was to condemn myself to a murk in which I’d never find my own outline.


      “I’m against this. You don’t understand. I’m against this war machine. I want to resist. I don’t want to just skate through so that some Puerto Rican kid from the North End can go die for me. I don’t want to pretend I’ll serve and let them torture me in basic training and then run away if they’re going to ship me out to Nam. It’s another form of involuntary servitude, to go fight the war that the defense contractors want. There is one alternative.”


      “This is not an alternative.”


      “Dad, this is the kind of thing that has to be fought. I would think you’d understand that.” I knew this was a vain argument. My father and I agreed that there were lessons in history, but not about who was who. He scoffed at the parallels I drew between our national government and Germany in the thirties. It was the students at Columbia whom my father compared to the beer-hall putsch; the Panthers, in his eyes, were the brownshirts with berets.


      “Your mother would feel that her life had come to nothing,” he finally said. “You should have some feeling for her. I do not need to remind you.” As I had gotten older, my conflicts with my father were all supposedly conducted for her sake. What he wanted, did not want, was never purportedly in his own behalf. He was her spokesman, her defender. I begged him not to start with that.


      “And Hobie?” my father asked. “What will he do? Will he run away with you?” My father and Hobie always had a peculiar kinship, on some weird wavelength of their own. My father had the usual Viennese snob’s appreciation for high intellect, and he listened to Hobie’s smart remarks with a dry, approving smile he never found for me. When I told him that Hobie had pulled a high number, he sounded relieved. “So you will take this step alone,” he pointed out. “And when is that?”


      “I don’t know. Not for a while.”


      “I see. We can hope then for your better senses, can we not?”


      I did not answer. Sonny had come in by then and she stood tensely listening to the conclusion of my conversation. I looked to her as I cradled the phone.


      “‘Zere are alterna-tifs,’” I said, mocking my father’s accent. I had made fun of both my parents this way all my life, even to their faces, never quite focusing on why this teasing was acceptable to them. Yet it was always vital to my parents that I be genuinely American, fully at home here—and secure. They spoke English whenever I was around, and had even given me a name which to my enduring puzzlement neither of them could correctly pronounce. I was ‘Set’ in my mother’s Czech accent, ‘Sess’ to my father. This passionate desire of theirs that I fit in was my sole avenue of escape in a home where my father’s humorless correctness and my mother’s anxieties left me little other refuge. My claim that something was ‘American’—cap guns, when I was six; watching too much TV; my irregular sense of humor—almost invariably caused them to yield. Which, in large part, was why so much seemed to be at stake in my decision to leave the United States.


      “Did he have any new ideas?” Sonny asked.


      “Zip,” I responded. In truth, there were other courses that fit my moral regimen. I could go underground. False IDs—especially a social security number—were needed, but it was really life on the run, with the constant anxiety of apprehension, that seemed impossible to me. There was also the more noble alternative of accepting prosecution. Brad Kolaric, a fellow I knew at Easton, had done it and was now in the federal penitentiary at Terre Haute. But the prison butt-fuck stories kept me up at night, and I didn’t feel my government should be imprisoning me for its errors. Exile seemed my only alternative.


      “Maybe I can trade myself for Juanita Rice. Maybe the Gypsies would kidnap me. Carry me away with them. My mother always told me how they snatch children.”


      Sonny had heard the same from her Aunt Hen.


      “You think they have an age limit?” I asked.


      “They might.”


      “Shit. I thought I had the solution. They could take me to Canada.” I looked at Sonny. “It’s such a down,” I told her.


      “There’s no answer, baby.”


      “Kidnapping,” I said.


      Sonny gave me a melancholy smile. “I don’t think so.”


      “Hey, look, I know what bothers me. It’s not Canada really. It’s deserting them. That’s the way they see it. If they knew I was safe in a real nice country but being held against my will—” I shot out a hand: smooth sailing. More than the government, what I needed to escape was my parents’ unspoken condemnation—that I would dare forget what was never to be forgotten.


      No doubt, that night I dreamt about the numbers. Frail figures, they turned up in my dreams throughout my childhood, usually appearing to my horror somewhere on my body: under a trouser cuff, in the center of my forehead when I caught sight of myself in a mirror. Unlike my father, who wore long sleeves on all occasions, even in the mug of summer, who, so far as I can recall, never swam in public—unlike him, my mother made no exceptional efforts to hide the blue-green characters tattooed on her forearm, a few inches above her wrist. The marks, so distinct, were always remarkable to me—ineradicable and vaguely disfiguring, but dear and special because they were so identifiably hers. I can recall more than one occasion when I was very young when I wet a finger from my month and with no objection from her tried to wipe the numerals away. When I asked what they were, she said simply—always—‘Those? Those are numbers.’ And when I wrote numbers—scribbles, really—on myself in pen, she walked me to the sink at once.


      As I learned to read, I remember noticing that the figures were peculiarly formed—hand-drawn in a style that struck me as foreign. There were tails of some sort on the fives and a dash across the middle of the seven. And around this age I began, at last, in some awful unspeaking way, to associate the numbers with that large, indescribable horror, that dark fog that lay somewhere in the past which was always the subject of silent allusion in my parents’ home.


      My father never allowed any talk about the camps. If something appeared on TV, he watched it with unwavering silent attention. But he made no mention on his own and would discourage my mother with stark looks. And yet the few images I saw—of the naked skeletal bodies, the cyanotic corpses stacked and so profoundly without life—endured as specters. They lived with me inalterably, part of the high tension of my household, which had an atmosphere at all times like a tautened instrument string waiting to be plucked.


      Much of what I knew came from what I’d read—almost unconsciously—or what my mother eventually told me. I learned the few details I was allowed in my teens and largely in answer to my own ceaseless question to her: What was wrong with him, this man, my father? The stories I was told, in the barest strokes, were so alien to the secure envelope of University Park—its streets canopied by elderly elms, its confident persistent values and enduring social ethos of calm, intellectual debate—that I was truly years in absorbing them, some kind of titration of my own experience that took place in infinitesimal measure like medication being dripped by IV, tear by tear into the blood. And even so they remain to me the very quintessence of horror: how my mother’s husband had disappeared from her for good, as they were sorted by gender in one of Birkenau’s lines. How my father’s six-year-old boy was shot dead right before him at Buchenwald. The inhuman work. Meals of boiled grass. The unfathomable nature of what it means to have survived this utter blackness.


      I rigidly avoided any conscious thought of my parents as the victims of any of those barbarities, and never took account of the mark their experience had made on me. Sonny had shipped literally hundreds of books from home. I had taken only four or five: The Diary of Anne Frank; The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. Talcott Parsons; Alan Bullock’s biography of Hitler. A few lonely volumes, they stood together on the lee end of one shelf amid the board-and-cinder-block bookcases erected along every free wall of our flat in Damon. Even seeing them side by side, I had absolutely no sense of what connected them. They were simply great books to me, consumed in college in hours of isolated reprieve from life’s furies. I did not see any relationship between my parents’ past and my political passions. I didn’t recognize the futile deal I’d silently negotiated with myself: that if the world could be reformed, made right, if I knew there could never be another Holocaust, I would be free of the burdens they had placed upon me. It was all invisible to me. Instead, during those years, I had an unexplained phobia which filled me with so much racing panic that I was always forced to leave the room whenever I saw scenes in cowboy movies of cattle being branded.


       


      In the aftermath of the melee at the ARC, demonstrators—consistently reported to be wearing the red arm sash of One Hundred Flowers members—had rampaged on campus. Windows in most of the buildings on the main quadrangle were smashed and glass vials of sheep’s blood were splashed on the buff bricks. A smoke bomb was hurled through a basement window into Ryerson, the main undergraduate library. It was closed for four days and hundreds of thousands of volumes were removed to protect them from the lingering stench. Another bomb had been dropped down the chimney of the headquarters of the Damon Security Corps. According to reports, the bomber had slipped in his haste and cascaded off the tile roof, thudding to the ground, feet first, right outside the police station windows. The cops claimed he had been gathered up by other armbanded rads, who carried him away, his foot, or ankle, or lower leg severely injured. Emergency rooms throughout the Bay Area had been combed, but the bomber was not identified.


      On campus and on the Boul the talk for days afterwards focused on how it all went wrong. The campus police announced that Eddgar was under investigation for inciting to riot and claimed that his boisterous, singing quotation from The Little Red Book was the cue for the rocks to fly. But I spoke to dozens of people who had been at the head of the crowd and were certain the cops had struck first, clubbing a woman whose dog had innocently approached the police line. Pressed, most of these witnesses admitted they had merely seen her bloodied face. No one seemed to recall the batons falling on her. Some said she wore a One Hundred Flowers sash, and others were clear she hadn’t. The woman could not be found. Eddgar calmly denied any role in the provocation.


      “How foolish do you think I am, Seth?” he asked when I finally attempted to talk to him about it the following week. “Do you really believe the faculty apparatchiks? The administration’s theories—why, they’re actually amusing. I’m not fooling. They paint me as the arch manipulator, the grand schemer with control over scores of lumpen rebels. And yet they want to claim I would stand in public and issue signals to a mob? Does that sound like a well-conceived attempt to subvert anyone but myself?”


      I knew that this speech was rehearsed, that it had been given a dozen times already. Only last week, I had heard Eddgar quote Sun-tzu to June. ‘War is deception,’ he had said. Eddgar never explained—nor did I dare ask—how the smoke bomber, with his broken leg, arrived under our stairwell. But I wanted to believe him when he denied orchestrating violence.


      Sonny was far more skeptical. We quarreled about Eddgar all the time.


      “At least he’s not like the head cases out on Campus Boul saying, ‘How can I make the world better for me?’” I explained to her one night. “He doesn’t say, ‘Let’s change everything, but make sure there’s still plenty of LSD and lots of cool James Bond movies and someone to do my cleaning.’ What I think is that he’s said to himself, ‘If I was poor, if I was dispossessed, if I was, you know, like Fanon says, one of the wretched of the earth, how would I react? If I had these smarts, what would I do? Would I put up with this crap for an instant?’ And he’s being honest when he says the answer is no. He’d want to smash everything that kept him from being equal and free.”


      “And you agree with him?”


      “‘Agree’? No. Not completely. But I mean, I’m more with him than against him. ‘Whoever sides with the revolutionary people is a revolutionary.’ Right?” I smiled puckishly and Sonny made a face. “Christ,” I said, “why do I have to explain this to you. You’re the one who was raised as a Commie.”


      “I wasn’t ‘raised as a Commie.’ It’s not like being a Baptist, baby. My mother belonged to the Party. Not me. And that doesn’t make her the same kind of Stalinist zealot Eddgar is. He’d think she’s a Trotskyist.”


      Sonny always stuck up fiercely for her mother. During her term as president of her pipefitters’ local, during World War II, Zora had appeared on the cover of Life—Wendy the Welder—with her acetylene torch glimmering like the Lamp of Liberty on the lowered visor of her mask. She was famous then. But because she was a Communist, and female, she was hounded from leadership and, eventually, from the union once the men came back. At the height of the McCarthy years, Zora had packed canned goods and blankets in two suitcases, expecting the army any day to take Sonny and her to the camps.


      Sonny was cheerfully tolerant of her mother’s eccentricities. Zora tended to call out of the blue and would keep Sonny on the phone forever. She would sit locked in the bedroom, even when we had guests in the apartment or people waiting elsewhere. By habit, Sonny never disagreed with her. She was silent. Zora talked.


      “So what did she say?”


      “Not much.”


      “In an hour and a half?”


      Sonny shook her head. It went beyond her power to explain.


      “You know her.”


      I didn’t really. I had met Zora on only a few occasions. She was a tiny woman, not more than five feet, if that, always smoking Chesterfields. She had one walleye and heavy glasses and barely filled out her shirtwaist dress. I recall being impressed by the strings of muscles in her forearms. A tough bird, you’d say. The few times Sonny brought me by, Zora had not directed a single word to me, including hello. Instead, she soon launched into an account for Sonny’s benefit of some recent outrage she had suffered—unemployment, landlord troubles, a union steward who had become a management whore. Small and quick, racing back and forth, Zora reminded me of a hamster in a cage. She screamed, spat words, raged her hands through the air, as she rambled at enormous speed and volume.


      Sonny tirelessly consoled Zora. She sent her money whenever she could afford to and also maintained communications with Zora’s enormous Polish family—the Milkowskis—with whom Zora, generally, was not on speaking terms. I took Zora with her wild look, erratic manner, and self-centered habits as clearly out of her mind. But this, I quickly learned, was not a view I was free to share.


      Late one night the meeting of one of Eddgar’s collectives ended upstairs, while Sonny and I were in the rack, stoned and amorous. In order to confound the Damon police surveillance, the rads would head out from Eddgar’s in all directions, and three or four of them came clomping down the back stairs in their work boots, passing right next to our open window. We ceased grinding, waiting for the loud voices to drift off into the thin night. One of the last remarks I heard was someone trying to be brassy, boasting about the oinkers he was going to off on the day the rev came. Drifting on the dope, I found myself pondering the question that life in Eddgar’s midst was gradually forcing on me.


      “Do you think there’s going to be a revolution?” I asked. “I mean, really?”


      Beneath me, Sonny groaned. “Of course not.”


      “Oh.”


      “Seth, I mean—baby, I grew up with this. It’s a crazy discussion. If there was no revolution in the United States in the 1930s, when 15 percent of the workforce was unemployed, how could it ever happen now?”


      I repealed, somewhat experimentally, what I’d heard Eddgar say about raising the consciousness of the working class. “These guys on the assembly lines who think they love George Wallace? They’re like avoiding the despair of their own lives.”


      “Seth, these are the people my mother has been organizing all her life. I’ve listened to Zora explain to them that they don’t recognize their despair, and they’ve run her out of town.”


      “That’s Zora.”


      Beneath me, Sonny slid her hips back so that I was suddenly on my own. “What does that mean?”


      I knew I was on tender ground, but somehow I felt provoked, probably by her callousness toward my own screwy hopes.


      “It means, you know, no offense, but your mother can come across as a little weird.”


      “Meaning?”


      “‘Meaning?’ Jesus, don’t be dense, goddamn it. I mean, maybe all these working joes are like rejecting Zora, not what she’s saying.”


      The light went on then, a painful brightness. Sonny, whose warmth seldom left her, was cold as stone.


      “Not my mother,” she said.


      I shielded my eyes. “Okay.”


      “Never.”


      “I get it.”


      She flipped the light off and turned her back on me.


      “Sonny.”


      She shirked my hand.


      Eventually I slept, but about an hour along I woke. Some sense, perhaps just waiting for my bearings, told me not to move too quickly. Gradually I became aware of Sonny beside me, breathing heavily, jolting with small tremors. After a number of minutes, I realized that her hands were beneath her waist, finishing off what I’d begun. I lay there in the dark, absolutely still, not knowing what to do, whether it would be too humiliating if I intervened—or if, as I suspected, that was not even desired. Instead, I listened, as her breath slowly rose, reaching its summit and briefly ceasing as she thrilled to her own touch, and then resuming softly as she disappeared into sleep.


       


      Hobie’s newfound alliance with Cleveland Marsh, which had uncharacteristically brought both of them to the ARC demonstration, had begun one night in the fall when Hobie was at our apartment for dinner. Heading up the stairs to a meeting at the Eddgars’, Cleveland had caught sight of Hobie in our doorway, where he was lurking as usual in hopes of passing a word with his illustrious classmate. In his black turtleneck and shades, Cleveland drifted past, then thought better of something and, a few steps above, extended a finger Hobie’s way. A .45-caliber cartridge, sleekly jacketed in copper, swung like an amulet around his neck.


      “Hey, Blood,” he said. “We got a kind of study thing we might be doin in Contracts. You know? Maybe you be up for that?”


      Personally, I was somewhat unsettled by my passing contacts with Cleveland. Not because he was manifestly angry. Leaving aside Hobie, every young black person I knew seemed perpetually pissed off, an attitude which required little explanation in 1969, a year after Martin Luther King had been gunned down, and one in every eight Americans had voted for George Wallace for President. But I’d grown up around black folks; I’d marched, I’d held hands; I’d dated black girls. I knew the churches and the preaching; the dance steps; the hierarchies of the black middle class. I knew what was different and what wasn’t. Cleveland was the first black person I’d encountered who unrepentantly refused to look beyond the color of my skin. He viewed me with the sinister, unfeeling look you’d save for a snake.


      Nonetheless, Hobie was thrilled by Cleveland’s comradeship. Cleveland had grown up in Marin City, the housing project at the foot of the Golden Gate, and had become an all-West Coast Conference running back for Damon. In the spring of 1968, he had made the national news shows repeatedly, first when he announced that he had joined the Panthers, and then when he was admitted to Damon Law School amid protests from faculty and alumni, who objected either to his political views or to his qualifications. Hobie regarded anyone who’d been on television as if they descended from a higher realm. In this, I suppose, he took after his father, Gurney, who had a treasured row of celebrity photos above his soda fountain, featuring baseball stars, jazz musicians, and boxers. Besides, Hobie’s relationship with Cleveland soon took on a predictable dimension. Shortly after the ARC demonstration, Hobie arrived for Doobie Hour with a small bundle which he opened as soon as Michael was gone for the night.


      “Called co-caine,” he told Sonny and me, as he spilled a small white rock out of a test tube onto a pocket mirror. Sonny was always too earnest to really enjoy drugs of any kind. She described the near-ruination of Sigmund Freud’s medical career when he’d unwittingly addicted patients to this miracle substance, and left the room in disgust. But with Hobie my watchword was to try anything once. Overall, I wasn’t impressed.


      “It’s groovy,” said Lucy. “Except the straw. Everybody’s nose? That’s gross.”


      “Where do you come into this stuff?” I asked Hobie.


      “Panthers are into some awesome shit,” he said, as he was sniffling and wheeling his head about to absorb the rush. “This here, man, this is a far-out form of political fund-raising. They’ve got a dude, man, he’s stamping out acid in tabs with the big B on them? Wrapped in the little bubbles of cellophane? Aspirin all the way, when you look at it. Outtasight operation.”


      “Hobie even went to Cleveland’s house,” said Lucy. “He’s got like kids. It was all weird and everything. Did you tell Seth? There are all these guns? And—”


      With his huge hand, Hobie had taken hold of her knee. His eyes flashed at me somewhat tentatively.


      “That whole seene, they’re freaky paranoid, you know. ‘Safe houses.’ All that shit. Fucking I Spy, or something. You know the rap: I’m righteous and I’m a brother, but anybody else, nothin bout nothin. I had to swear by the Zulu gods.” He smiled at himself. It took me a second to understand he was saying he wasn’t going to talk about it. Hobie and I generally had no secrets, particularly when it came to his exploits. But Cleveland remained a touchy subject.


      Late one afternoon, shortly after the turn of the year, Hobie rang the bell and stood downstairs in his green army-surplus poncho. The rains had come then, occasional chill downpours, but more often drizzle and heavy fog, nasty stuff that felt like a cold hand gripping my bones. The blue flame in the space heater in our hall was never off.


      “Okay you drive?” Hobie yelled up. We were going to play basketball on campus. As we were walking among the puddles toward my car, I glimpsed Hobie’s old Dodge Dart, springshot and rustworn, off in a corner of the gravel lot. The car had the old push-button automatic and half a psychedelic paint job, both front fenders whorled in color. I asked what was wrong with it.


      “Nothing. I just got some stuff in there.”


      Hobie had an uncharacteristic poor-mouth expression and I pushed past his hand to inspect. The car was full of oozing burlap sacks, piled on the front and back seats. Hobie, who’d followed, pointed to the sky and told me it was raining.


      “Hobie, don’t be a douche bag. What is this, the Magical Mystery Tour? What the hell do you have back here, man?”


      “Sandbags.”


      “Sandbags?”


      “Suckers are heavy, too. Wudn’t even sure Nellybelle was gonna make it up the hill on Shattuck.” Nellybelle was his car, named after Roy Rogers’s sidekick’s jeep.


      “You get the lowdown from Noah? Are we havin another flood?”


      “It’s just a favor, man. That’s all. I was rappin with Cleveland a little after Contracts yesterday, and he asked when I was comin this way to hang with you. So he’s like, well do I mind any stoppin at an autosupply place—tells me where a couple are—pick up a can of battery acid and twenty sandbags. Gives me the money and all. Weird, right? Said just leave the car unlocked. Somebody’d get it.”


      “Eddgar?” Cleveland didn’t know anyone else in the building.


      “Man, I didn’t ask. It’s just a favor. Dude does for me. I do for him.”


      “Hobie, you better watch your ass.”


      He hooted at that, particularly coming from me, Eddgar’s admiring employee. “Come on. Battery acid and sandbags? Gimme a break, Jack. Why should I be gettin uptight about that?”


      “Well, what are they doing with it?”


      Hobie shrugged. “Only thing I could figure is like winter travel. You know, Gurney’s always topping off his battery and throwing a few sandbags in the trunk around this time of year. But it’s gonna be a hell of a climate change for California, if that’s what he’s getting ready for.”


      “Maybe he got an advance forecast from the Weathermen.”


      We larked around for a moment with the notion. What a gas if the Weathermen really knew something about the weather. Or, better yet, could change it. Talk about making trouble.


      When we came back later, I was careful, at Hobie’s instruction, not to pull in next to his car. Instead, I watched him cross the lot. It was still raining. Inside, he turned my way and rolled down the window so I could see him as he mouthed a single word: “Gone.”


       


      One Wednesday afternoon in January, I walked into Michael Frain’s apartment, calling for Nile, and found Michael in bed with June Eddgar. It was around 4 p.m. Down on campus at another Student Mobilization Committee meeting, I’d been piereed by a sudden fear June had forgotten I was off today, and that Nile, as a result, would have no one looking after him. Shouting the little boy’s name, I’d rushed through all the places in the building he was likely to be. From the bedroom, I was sure I’d heard Michael answer, “In here.”


      When I pushed open the door, June was sitting up in the bed, with the sheet drawn across her chest and her other hand pinching the bridge of her nose. Lying beside her, Michael was turned away from me. I could see nothing but his skinny shoulders and the pale bald spot among his longish dreadlock curls. But even at that I recognized him. It was, after all, his apartment.


      I said exactly one word, “Whoops,” and turned completely around. I ransacked myself for some idea of what to do next and finally, foolishly, called Nile’s name again.


      “We said, ‘He’s not here,’” June answered behind me. She was in the doorway now, unclothed. She confronted me flatfooted, utterly confident of herself, as I took in what she unflinchingly revealed—limbs of trim strength, the dark female triangle, a tummy barely sloping and withered by childbirth, her daring uncompromising nature. Released from her ponytail, her bronze hair fell to her shoulders. “Nile’s with Eddgar,” she added, clearly aware of the boldness of speaking her husband’s name in these circumstances. That said, June closed the door.


      June had always seemed clusive to me. Campus legends painted her as a revolutionary drone, fully governed by Eddgar and the requirements of doctrine. There were astounding rumors—that at Eddgar’s demand she’d slept with the entire Panther leadership council in Oakland; that she’d taken wild risks smuggling in weapons for the Marin County jail breakout. But to me that picture never seemed quite right. She rarely passed a mirror without a prudent look at the fine figure she saw there, straightening her collar, patting a stray ringlet back into place, still a bit the Southern cotillion queen. June’s training at Easton was in theater, although, in the spirit of the cultural revolution, she now worked on the line in a salmon-canning plant in the East Bay. Yet at moments she continued to exude a star’s enigmatic domineering air. She was forever laying a hand on my elbow and somehow getting me to do favors—run to the store, throw wash into the dryer—although we both knew these errands weren’t part of my job. Even Eddgar, at moments, seemed wary of her. Now and then I saw them in the kitchen, hip to hip, debating in low voices beneath an old console radio playing to foil any wiretap. Eddgar watched her tensely lest something be missed at his expense, his lean jaw set, his focus unblinking.


      The dimensions of the Eddgars’ relationship, always unclear to me, now seemed unfathomable. But no one else, it turned out, was as shaken by my discovery as I was. Sonny, when I told her later that afternoon, actually laughed.


      “You mean this isn’t like the shock of the century?” I demanded of her. “You don’t find it perverted? Don’t look at me that way. It’s weird, man. She’s a mother, for crying out loud. She’s fifteen years older than him. I mean—” I couldn’t find the words.


      “God, are you uptight.” I was always unnerved that Sonny’s sophistication about sexual matters was so much greater than mine. Most girls I’d grown up with fretted obsessively about their virginity, but Zora was a freethinker and in late adolescence Sonny seemed to have found welcome solace in the attentions of men.


      “Uptight?” I asked. “I mean, what about Eddgar?”


      “What about him? Maybe he doesn’t care. Maybe he likes it.”


      “Edd-gar?” There were many disciples of free love in Damon, but it was hard to imagine Eddgar as one of them. “Think about this. I bet she’s the one who convinced Eddgar they can trust Michael. You know. Even though he’s hooked into Applied Research and that whole thing? I’ll bet she did.”


      “So?”


      “So, it’s like her revolutionary movement is all in the hips.”


      I debated for a few days about whether to mention what I’d seen to Hobie and Lucy. He was a menace with secrets, especially when he could use them against someone, like Eddgar, whom he wanted to cut down to size. But the gossip was too sensational to keep to myself and I finally shared it at Doobie Hour. It turned out both of them already knew.


      Lucy nodded stoically. “It’s sad for him, really,” she answered. “For Michael?” Over time, Lucy had succeeded far more than the rest of us in drawing Michael out. No one ever disliked Lucy; she was too passionately sincere. Men, especially, seemed to pour their hearts out to her, stirred by the way her tiny brimming brown eyes, her entire being, seemed given over to whatever they had to say. For Michael, so ill at ease, this avid, unquestioning interest must have been especially welcome. Lucy and he usually cooked together, on the weekends. The rest of us did the seutwork while they toiled happily in the kitchen, murmuring to each other like children. Lucy let cheerful talk pour from herself with the natural forward motion of a fresh running spring. It hadn’t occurred to me, until now, that there’d been anything confessional about their discussions.


      “He wants her to leave Eddgar,” Lucy explained.


      “Le-ave?” I’d envisioned this relationship as no more than a dalliance.


      “I mean, her thing with Eddgar is a nothing. Noth-ing,” she repeated, with an emphasis that suggested sex. “Not since Nile,” she added. The intimacy of this detail threw me for a loop. I suspected at once that June—or Michael—was simply inventing excuses.


      “What sense does that make?” I asked. “Why’s she stick with the guy?”


      Lucy hitched her slender shoulders. “She told Michael he’s like the greatest actor she ever met.”


      “Actor?” I’d heard similar remarks about Eddgar regularly—that he was a chameleon, a phony. But I hardly expected that from June.


      “It was a compliment, I think,” Lucy said. “You know, like a great actor makes Shakespeare even greater? Or maybe, he’s at his best onstage?”


      “That dude doesn’t even know who he is if he’s not onstage,” said Hobie, who’d been listening with his joint from his usual outpost on the rug.


      I was unsettled by all of this. Neither Michael nor June ever spoke a word to me about their affair, but I felt the silence we all maintained made us—me, in particular—conspirators against Eddgar, even, possibly, Nile. The whole arrangement suggested things about love, the world of women and men, that I didn’t understand, or perhaps even wish to know. After that, I was always uneasy whenever Michael and June were together, pretending to be indifferent to one another.


       


      “From what I hear, Graeme’s parties are really wild,” Sonny told me as we approached the little Victorian coach house in the city where Graeme was living. It was late January, near the end of the semester. I could see that Sonny had weighed saying anything at all. I was carrying a half-gallon jug of wine in a paper bag and she was wearing a black shawl and a floor-length skirt made from an old American flag. Her hair, freshly washed, lifted in the city winds. I thought what I always thought, that she was gorgeous. “We’ll just see, okay? But I may not want to stay long.”


      “He’s your buddy.” I’d thought it was sporting of me to come in the first place, but Graeme had promised it would not be the usual departmental party, with people talking about Foucault as if he were an intimate. Sonny found Graeme endlessly intriguing. He was ironic and complex, and egalitarian in manner, and she admired his innovative if grandiose structuralist theories. Graeme claimed that the Western societies were in the midst of altering the episteme—the ultimate generative structure from which all thought in the culture devolved, a kind of girdle on the brain that loosened and changed shape only at critical historical moments, one of which was now.


      “Sonny!” Graeme cried, as we came through the door. He was lit already. Both arms were aloft, a clipped roach in one hand glowing amid a twirl of fragrant smoke. He came crashing down upon her in a stifling embrace and, without a glance at me, swept her into the living room and the midst of the dense, gabbling party crowd.


      I realized gradually that Graeme had been honest in a way. This party was nothing like ones we ordinarily went to. An expectant, high-voltage energy charged the air and the crowd was far more funky-looking than the Damon contingent—leggy sinuous women with miniskirts and ironed hair, men in beads. Plangent sitar ragas groaned from speakers hidden amid the deep human undergrowth in the room.


      That night people seldom spoke of politics—the war or Loyell Eddgar—which were the staples of university conversation. Here there was only one topic and frequent references to baeehie adventures that had occurred before. The guests tirelessly discussed open relationships, always concluding that anyone who refused to take part was not simply unhip but somehow dangerous. A girl whom I encountered while I was putting down our coats uttered the Weatherman dogma that one purpose of the revolution was to destroy monogamy.


      This young woman, named Dagmar, remained by me most of the evening. She was a student of Graeme’s, a junior in one of his undergraduate courses. Dagmar was blond, with a cheeky face and imposing breasts, barely concealed by a stretch top she wore braless. It did not occur to me until later that Graeme might have inspired her role as my escort, or distraction.


      Whenever I tried to find a sight line to Sonny, she seemed unapproachable. There were always a dozen people around Graeme. His long form and whitish pageboy remained bent over Sonny, his arm loitering about her shoulder. At one point, I broke free to offer to fetch Sonny a drink. There were mescal and tequila available, and a tremendous amount of dope. In the first instant she glanced over, Sonny seemed somewhat startled to see me, then reached for my hand in a way that seemed so paltry and apologetic that I fled back to Dagmar immediately.


      Near midnight, virtually at the stroke of the hour, a group of men and women stalked through the living room entirely unclothed, the dark pubic regions and swinging parts shocking and incongruous as the clink and chatter of the party went on. A moment later, someone switched off most of the lights.


      “Are you ready?” Dagmar asked.


      “For what?”


      “For what’s happening. Come on, Seth. Be mellow. Don’t hassle it.” She touched the heavy buckle on my jeans, and I jolted back protectively. Dagmar took this response antagonistically. She eyed me fiercely and tended to herself. Her little miniskirt slid to the floor, then she unsnapped the body stocking and peeled that off too. She was revealed at instants by the oscillating shadows of a lava lamp. Drunk and stoned, besotted by the evening, I found it hard to deal with the cruel edge of this invitation. Dagmar’s breasts were very large but tiny-nippled, blued by a heavy network of veins. We confronted each other without speaking, then she moved off with an insolent toss of her soiled blond hair. I heard the determined thud as she pounded up the stairs.


      I careered through the first floor. Sonny and Graeme were gone. Forlornly, I considered the staircase up to the bedrooms. Utterly bewildered about what I might do next, I headed up. In Graeme’s bedroom, I was relieved to see no sign of Sonny. But most of the group which had capered naked around the living room were there, six or seven men and women, applying body paint freely to one another with their hands. One fellow had sprouted an impressive hard-on, which a young lady was obligingly swirling in a kind of Day-Glo green from a squeeze bottle. Two other groups were engaged in various states of intercourse. On the waterbed, three people, two men and a woman, were entwined, a nest of butts and legs, in what I took to be a post-coital trance, while below, on the semi-privacy of the shag rug, another couple was grinding away. The guy, who was on top, had a belly so huge it looked almost as if there were a foreign object between him and the woman beneath him. When she turned my way, I recognized Dagmar. She gave me a vaporous smile and lifted one hand, still pudgy with baby fat, even as she jolted with the fat man’s emphatic thrusts. I thought she was waving and timidly waved back; I realized then she had been beckoning me inside.


      “On the bus or off the bus, m’boy.” Graeme had caught me by the elbow. He was in an improbable getup, dressed only in briefs and dark elastic socks attached to calf garters. A few errant hairs grew amid the spots on his sternum. He tried to edge me from the door, but I was too spaced-out to move. The room stank with cat pee, and I noticed only now shadowy forms within the waterbed mattress which I recognized as goldfish. Graeme was gone momentarily. When he returned, Sonny spoke behind me.


      “Come here, baby.” She stood down the narrow hall, which was yellowed by a Chinese paper shade that covered the single bulb. If anything, she appeared prim and collected in her flag skirt.


      “One of those girls asked me to sleep with her.” I was well enough out of it that this struck me as some kind of explanation of my conduct.


      “‘Women.’ Which one?”


      I turned back to the bedroom to point, but the door was closed now and Graeme was gone.


      “Did you?”


      “Hell no.” I was slow. “What about you and Graeme?” I asked.


      She seemed to shake her head.


      We found Sonny’s shawl bundled in another room downstairs, and left in silence. I stood still suddenly on the walk outside, my face to the stars and the dank city night. It was like the touch of a cold towel, a sobering relief after the spoiled, smoky air of the cottage.


      “God,” I said, “what a dildo I am. This guy invited us to this party fourteen times, and I never flashed on what he was up to.”


      “Referring to what?”


      “Referring to the fact that in your case he’s got his own ideas about conquering the mind-body dichotomy.”


      She said nothing.


      “You sure you didn’t sleep with him?”


      “No. I said no.”


      “But you thought about it?”


      “You’re hassling me, Seth.” She plunged down the walk and I slowly followed, the noise and music of the party dwindling. “Am I supposed to be against it?” she asked. “Am I supposed to think it would be immoral or bad? I didn’t feel like it. He’s old. He’s strange. It’s not my bag. Okay?”


      “Yeah, but I mean, I’m trying to figure out where we stand here.”


      “Here’s where we stand, baby. I live with you. I sleep in the same bed with you. You want a chastity belt, too? You want to have the key?” Like most conversations that started out about the way we felt, this one was quickly wandering toward the safer grounds of politics, where the doctrines were previously determined and where Sonny could nimbly foreclose any genuine discussion.


      “But I mean, look,” I said lamely, “I love you.”


      “Why do you always say that?”


      “How about because I do?”


      “What does it mean?”


      “Mean? It means I think you’re keen. It means the biggest trip in the galaxy is hanging out with you. It means what it always means.”


      “It scares me. You’re twenty-two years old. You don’t know what you’re saying.”


      “Okay, so you’re gonna head-fuck me, right? You tell me what I feel.”


      Silence. I was not satisfied, naturally, to have won the round.


      “So here’s the deal, right? I love you and you don’t love me.”


      “Oh, Seth. Not again. This is a drag.” Her arms went limp, allowing her shawl to lie half on the sidewalk as we stood beneath a streetlamp. Our voices were strangely resonant in the sudden isolation of the street, where small single-story houses stair-stepped the hill.


      “It’s the truth. I mean really, man. What is this, you and me? Entertainment?”


      “It’s life, Seth. It’s living. I mean, I enjoy you. I care about you. It’s better being with you. Usually.” She walked on then. She stopped in a moment when she found more words. “Seth, you drive me crazy to say I love you, because you can’t say it to yourself.”


      “Oh yeah, great,” I said. “Great. I’m like incredibly glad you told me. Now I can save all the bread I was gonna spend on that trip to Esalen.”


      “Seth, you don’t see this. Sometimes, it feels like you want so much of me that you’d like to be me.” She nodded sharply, certain that she’d scored. I caught her by the arm as she turned to surge ahead.


      “So what,” I said suddenly. “So what? Let’s say that’s true. At least I know what I admire. You’re the most together, the sanest—”


      “That!” she screamed, “that’s the problem. You don’t know the first thing about me. I’m an imaginary person to you.”


      “Jesus,” I said. “What are you talking about? I’ve like fucking studied you. I’ve listened to your batty old mother. I’ve met her friends. Your aunt. I’ve read your high-school yearbooks. I try to wheedle any story I can about your childhood. And you think I’m missing the point? Here’s the problem, lady. You’re afraid I’ll know you. You don’t want anybody to discover the shit you don’t want to know yourself.”


      “What a load,” she said. She twisted in agonized disbelief. We were done then. She was the first one to the car and I half expected her to leave me. Instead, we puttered across the Bay Bridge in silence, the only noise the little engine of the Bug, which, at high r.p.m.’s, uttered a sound as if change were twirling through its carburetor. I turned on the radio finally—KSAN—where, naturally enough, they were playing a clever, larking piano arrangement of “What Is This Thing Called Love?”
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      SONNY


      In the same short-sleeved blue coveralls worn by the male prisoners, Lovinia Campbell is escorted by the transport deputies from the lockup and walks alone to the stand with a loose, disaffected ease. She is a thin, dark girl, with perfect skin and prominent eyes. No wonder she is called Bug, except the name belittles her beauty. She has the exotic, assertive looks of some of today’s fashion models, big-featured and proud to be more than merely cute, although this young woman seems largely unaware of her striking appearance.


      Questioned by Tommy, whose heavy grey suit looks as if it had been stuffed in a drawer overnight, the girl says she is fifteen years old, sixteen soon. When Molto asks, she looks to the courtroom ceiling to recall her precise birthdate. Her hands are in her lap and her shoulders are rounded protectively as she sits in the witness chair. Her voice is small.


      “And where do you presently reside?” Tommy asks. “Where do you live?”


      “Sometime I stay by my momma.”


      “No, I meant right now. Are you in the Juvenile Hall?”


      “Uh-huh. In juvie.”


      “And how long have you been there? Since September?”


      “Uh-huh,” says Lovinia. “Since I be out the horspital.” She scratches her nose and watches Tommy alertly, her mouth barely parted, sitting forward slightly to hear the next question. It is not Tommy, however, who speaks.


      “Your Honor,” says Hobie. Basso profundo. His hands, in more courtroom opera, are lifted imploringly. “If Mr. Molto can’t bring out the witness’s residence without leading, we may as well just administer the oath to him.”


      “All right, Mr. Tuttle.” Hobie knows Tommy has a tough road here and is serving notice that he will not let him travel easy. I remind Tommy not to ask his witness questions which suggest their answer and Tommy nods resignedly. He and Lovinia move falteringly through the details of her bargain with the state. She has acknowledged responsibility—a guilty plea, in juvenile terms—for conspiracy to murder and been adjudicated delinquent. She will be in juvenile facilities until she turns eighteen. She will not, however, be tried as an adult, will not even have a criminal record when she emerges. It’s a great deal, a point which Hobie is bound to emphasize on cross. Tommy turns then to BSD, eliciting Bug’s gang name, her set, her acquaintance with Ordell Trent.


      “And what was your relationship to Hardcore in terms of BSD?”


      “Core no kin to me,” she answers. “Only BSD sides me is my brother, Clyde, and he downstate.” ‘Downstate’ is one of many euphemisms for the maximum-security prison at Rudyard.


      “No,” says Tommy, “no, what did you do for Hardcore in the gang?”


      Recognizing her mistake, Lovinia’s eyes plunge to her shoes. “Kinda like scramblin,” she answers softly.


      “What does that mean?”


      “Sell.”


      “Sell what?”


      “Mostly smoke and crank. Sometimes blow.” Crack and speed, occasionally powder cocaine.


      “You mean you sell dope for Hardeore?”


      “Leading,” says Hobie, as Lovinia says yes.


      “As long as he’s clarifying previous answers, I’ll allow it.”


      Tommy nods. One for his side.


      “And do you sell for Hardcore in any particular location?”


      “Round T-4. Mostly by Grace Street and Lawrence.”


      “Across from the IV Tower?”


      “Kinda there, uh-huh.”


      “All right,” says Tommy. Feeling somewhat steadier, he leaves the prosecutor’s table and travels a few steps along the carpeting.


      “Now, Ms. Campbell, do you know a man named Nile Eddgar?”


      “Uh-huh,” she says. She gets a smile, this girl, this accomplice to murder, and is at once her age, happy, even a little silly. She looks askance. “I be knowin Nile for a long time.”


      “And do you see him in the courtroom? Point him out please and say what he’s wearing.” Although all eyes in the courtroom are already turning toward him, Nile, in another of his odd moments, seems unselfconsciously merry. He has turned himself fully about in his black bucket swivel chair, his worn cowboy boots—cowboy boots!—planted on the carpet. He sports an absolutely foolish grin, as if this young woman were here to entertain him. Lovinia is not quite able to meet his eye, even as she lifts her hand.


      “He over there, by the big fella,” Bug says. This description of Hobie brings down the courtroom. The laughter resounds, even from me. Caught by the outburst while her slender arm is still midair, Bug once more drops her head abjectly. Like most of the homegirls, she wears a plastered mass of straightened hair, dulled wisps, stiff as a hedgehog’s, that go in one direction, another shiny patch of bangs shellacked in place with spray. The Afro, the do of liberation, is long gone, one more forgotten fashion of the disrespected past.


      “Ms. Campbell,” I say, “he is a big fella. You didn’t say anything wrong.”


      Hobie stands grandly. “I’ll stipulate to that, Your Honor. Bigger than I should be.”


      Lovinia nods, somewhat mollified by all this reassurance. She is, as so many of these children turn out to be, a nice kid, without much protection at the core.


      Tommy resumes. “Now how do you know Nile?”


      “He round,” she says, “he hangin.”


      “Around where?”


      “IV Tower,” she says.


      “When did you first see him around the IV Tower?”


      She rolls her eyes again to the ceiling and guesses it was about March.


      “And how often after March did you see Nile around? Once a week? Twice?” asks Tommy.


      “Seem like.”


      “Judge Klonsky,” says Hobie, “he’s leading.”


      Tommy tries again, asking simply, “How often?” Bug can’t really say. Tommy’s eyes close briefly. He says something to Rudy, seated just beneath him, and Rudy shrugs. I imagine they’re debating whether to go after her, to remind her that she said something different before. But that is always the last resort for the state. Once they attack the witnesses they’ve called, they’re admitting they have no direct road to the truth. Tommy decides to venture on.


      “And did Nile tend to be with anyone when you saw him?”


      “Seem like he kickin it with Hardcore.”


      “He was with Hardcore?”


      Something darts through her expression and her eyes flash away, perhaps toward the defense table.


      “You know, seem like he be checkin out lotsa different cuzes,” she adds.


      Tommy frowns. He leans down and confers with Rudy once more, then opens a file folder on the prosecution table and stares into it for a moment.


      “Ms. Campbell, do you recollect ever characterizing Nile as, quote, ‘Hardcore’s road dog’?”


      Lovinia passes off the question with a vague gesture.


      “Isn’t a road dog a best friend?” Tommy insists.


      “Don’t know nothing bout no road dog,” says Lovinia.


      At the table, Rudy waves his long slender hand. Move on, he’s saying. It’s a small point, and she already gave the answer Tommy wanted before. But Molto stares darkly at Lovinia another second before accepting his younger colleague’s guidance.


      “Let me call your attention, Ms. Campbell, to September 6, 1995. Do you remember having a conversation with Hardcore?”


      Hobie makes a standard hearsay objection. He and Molto debate at length whether a preliminary showing of a conspiracy has been made, but given Nile’s fingerprints on the money, I rule in the end for the state.


      “Do you remember that talk with Hardcore?” Tommy asks, starting again.


      “Kinda,” she answers.


      “Kinda,” Tommy says. He raises his eyes to God. He’s strolling now. “Where did you speak to Hardcore?”


      “Seem like in the crib on 17.”


      “In an apartment on the seventeenth floor of the IV Tower?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And what did Hardcore tell you?”


      “Said next a.m., real early, man, we was gone ride down on some dude on my corner.”


      “What kind of dude? Did he describe the dude you were going to ride down on?”


      “White dude.”


      “He said your set was going to ride down on a white dude?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Did he say who the while dude was?”


      “Said somethin bout some kin to Nile, seem like.”


      “What kin? Did he say what relation the white dude was to Nile?”


      She tosses her head around uncertainly. Across the courtroom, Molto is still, his lips drawn into his mouth. He knows for sure now. She is going to do it to him. Rudy knows, too. He has already picked up the file folder Molto had before. When Tommy gets back to the table, he takes it from Rudy and snaps it open.


      “Ms. Campbell,” he says. “Do you recall talking to police officers on September 12? And September 14? And September 29? Do you remember that?”


      “Seems like I be talkin to the po-lice all the time.”


      “Do you remember on September 12 that you spoke to officers Fred Lubitsch and Salem Wells at Kindle County General? And on September 14, you were released and you spoke to them at the intake area of the juvenile home? And you saw them there again on September 29? Do you recall all of that?”


      Her shoulders rise and fall in mild resignation.


      “And do you recall saying on each of those occasions that Core said you were going to ride down on Nile’s father?”


      “Maybe I say it be some kinda kin like his father.” In this brief interchange, Lovinia’s youth has left her. The girl shamed by the courtroom laughter and intimidated by the setting has disappeared. Her street mask is on now. She sits straight in her chair.


      “Ms. Campbell, didn’t you meet with Mr. Tuttle two weeks ago?”


      Hobie rises immediately. “Your Honor, what’s the insinuation here?”


      “You’ll have to let me hear the question to know.”


      “And wasn’t it only after meeting with Mr. Tuttle that you suddenly began to say that you couldn’t recollect which kin of Nile’s it was Core said you were going to ride down on?”


      “Can’t only say but what I ’member. You done tol’ me that a bunch of times,” she says to Tommy.


      “I ask you again: Didn’t you tell Officer Lubitsch repeatedly that Hardcore said you were going to ride down on Nile’s father?” Tommy has rolled up the police reports in one hand and he brandishes them for a second. He has shown her those reports often by now. There have been a dozen impassioned sessions in the little attorney interview rooms at Juvenile Hall, with their barred windows and peeling radiators. In menacing tones, he’s reminded her what the cops say she told them and he’s put it to her: she flips him, her deal’s out the window, she’ll be tried as an adult, do murder time, maybe even some perjury time, too. Molto waits, while the unspoken memory of these threats is summoned.


      “I don’t hardly ’member,” says Lovinia. “Might be I been sayin that.”


      “Okay,” Tommy says. He’s finally getting somewhere. He straightens his coat and finds his notes. “Did Hardcore tell you who was going to ride down on Nile’s father?”


      “Objection to ‘Nile’s father,’” says Hobie. “We still don’t have such testimony.”


      “Overruled.” Hobie’s being a pest. Judging from the opening, the state has plenty of proof that Eddgar was the intended target. But Hobie, I surmise, messed with Lovinia’s testimony on this point anyway, just to throw down roadblocks for the prosecutors. I still can’t quite make up my mind about Hobie. He’s already done some memorable things: the way he snuck up on Montague or courted Lovinia here. But there doesn’t seem to be any overall purpose or strategy. Stew said it yesterday: it’s all diversionary tactics. For all his craft, I see Hobie as another charming courtroom blowhard, ad-libbing and always onstage, more interested in causing a constant commotion than conducting a symphony.


      “Gorgo, he said. Said some white dude gone roll up and be askin after Hardcore. And how it be, I’m s’pose to say I’m gone go get Core, then I’m s’pose to shout out for Gorgo instead.”


      “How were you supposed to shout out?”


      “On my flip.”


      “You had a cell phone for the dope business?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And what was the number?”


      She gives it.


      “And after you called Gorgo, what were you supposed to do?”


      “Jam,” she says.


      “Get out of there?”


      “Uh-huh. Leave out.”


      “And was there a further plan? Were you supposed to do anything else?”


      “Uh-huh,” she says. “After they done burned a cap in him and all, then Core say like I oughta get back up to the car and put a seam on him.”


      “And by ‘a seam’ you mean a little foil packet of narcotics?”


      “Uh-huh,” she says. “Blow.” Cocaine.


      “And did Hardcore tell you that the idea was to make it look like this white man had been killed in a drive-by while he was buying blow?”


      “Objection. Leading.”


      Caught, Tommy slumps a bit. Lovinia continues on her own.


      “Hardcore, he like, ‘Gone be like GOs come bustin up while this dude was coppin.’”


      “Were you supposed to tell the police that? That this was done by the Gangster Outlaws?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      Pleased with himself, Tommy struts back to Rudy, who reminds him of one further question.


      “And by ‘busting up’ and ‘riding by’ and ‘capping,’ did you understand that Hardcore was telling you this white dude was going to be murdered by gunfire?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “All right now, Ms. Campbell, now after Hardcore had explained all of this to you, did you have any further conversation with him, there in the crib on 17?”


      “No, sir. Not so I ’member.”


      Tommy breathes once, sharply, through his nose. “Did you ask him why it was necessary to kill this relation of Nile’s?”


      She shakes her head, with far more vigor than she has mustered until now.


      “Didn’t he tell you he was doing this killing for Nile?”


      “Objection!” Hobie lumbers to his feet. “Objection, Your Honor! There is no good-faith basis even to ask that question.” He raised the same point—at similar volume—during Molto’s opening. Tommy is looking back at Hobie with awful hatred. His view is obvious: Hobie suborned her. At a point so critical, I decide to take over. I lean down toward Bug.


      “Did you hear Mr. Molto, Ms. Campbell? He says Hardcore told you he was doing this for Nile. Did he say that?”


      “Nn-uh,” says Lovinia. “I am never be sayin nothin gainst Nile.”


      The courtroom is at a standstill. Tommy’s witness has gone over the border. Prepared for this, Molto is resolute.


      “Did you not state on September 14 to Officer Lubitsch, and here I quote, ‘I asked Hardcore why we had to be doing like this with Nile’s father and he answered, quote, “We all are doin it on account of Nile.”’ Did you say that?”


      “Nn-uh,” says Lovinia.


      “Do you recognize this statement?” Tommy approaches her, flourishing the papers like a flag.


      “I din’t write that. That ain my writing.”


      “That’s Officer Lubitsch’s writing, isn’t it? And didn’t he write down your words exactly as you spoke? And didn’t you then sign this statement? Isn’t that your signature right here?”


      “That be what I wrote, just here, my name. I din’t write none the rest.”


      “Isn’t this your signature under all these words?”


      “That just be my name.”


      “And right before your name, it says, ‘I sign this statement freely and voluntarily, under no coercion of any kind, and swear that the foregoing is true and correct.’”


      “I don’t hardly understand that,” says Lovinia, her beautiful dark eyes quite wide. Buckwheat could hardly improve on her performance.


      “And, Ms. Campbell, wasn’t it only after your meeting with Mr. Tuttle that you suddenly disavowed this portion of your statement, where you said that Hardcore told you this was being done for Nile?”


      “I don’t understand what you saying now neither.”


      “I’m saying you’re lying.”


      “Nn-uh,” says Lovinia. “This here, what I be sayin now, this the swore truth. And I am never been sayin nothin gainst Nile.”


      “Didn’t you say again yesterday, Ms. Campbell, in the presence of Mr. Singh and Detective Montague and myself, when I met with you at the Juvenile Hall, didn’t you in fact say again that you now recalled Hardcore saying this was being done on account of Nile?”


      “Is that when you-all was trippin on me, how I tricked on you and I was gone away for M-1?” Murder one.


      Tommy stands still in the middle of the courtroom with his eyes closed. The trial lawyer’s bad dream: major witness giddyap and gone. At the defense table, Hobie is making notes madly. Behind him, his goofy client remains fixed on the girl with the same erratic grin. Bug, in this idle moment, becomes aware of Nile’s attention and again looks toward her shoes.


      “Lunch?” I ask Molto.


      With evident gratitude, he nods.


       


      Annie knocks her gavel once to announce the recess and the spectators rise, voices racing with the trial’s first taste of excitement. I stay on the bench to write a few more notes in the bench book about Bug, not certain yet what I think of her or the way the attorneys have dueled over her testimony. Marietta appears with the files on two new custodies, both State Defender cases. They are scheduled for bond hearings at 2 p.m., but Gina Devore has grabbed Rudy Singh in the hopes of doing them now. She has a suppression hearing before Judge Noland this afternoon. I oblige Gina, and the keys rattle and doors clank as the transport deputies head back to retrieve the prisoners.


      We immediately reach the Crime of the Day. Rogita Robbins slouches out of the lockup, small and overweight, with orangish hair and many black marks on her face. I am almost sick listening to a description of this case. Rogita and her man, Fedell, are Gangster Outlaws from Fielder’s Green. They had a date with their homegirl, Tawnya, who was safekeeping the night’s entertainment, multiple doses of dust. When they arrived at Tawnya’s apartment, Fedell found both Tawnya and their PCP gone, and in reprisal exorcised his fury by sodomizing Tawnya’s children, a boy eight and a girl nine. Fedell was apprehended months ago. Nailed on DNA and fingerprints, he pled out for sixty years before Judge Simone, whose call I inherited when he transferred to Chancery. Rogita has been at large, and was taken into custody on a shoplift. She will probably not deal, Gina and Rudy explain, since the state is light on her. The PAs have only the boy and girl to testify against Rogita. A mother of two, Rogita aided Fedell by holding both children down.


      “A million full cash,” I say.


      Gina looks at me. $100,000 would keep Rogita behind bars.


      “Full,” I repeat.


      She gives her wavy high-school hairdo a churlish toss, but I doubt if we changed places the ruling would be different. I like Gina. She’s a tiny, athletic woman, a gymnast at one point, if memory serves. It’s always impressive to see her, barely five feet, even in her big high heels, standing in the lockup, reading out her clients, who hulk over her. Yet last month she cried in my chambers. She’d spent hours she didn’t have cobbling together bail for Timfony Washington, a decent young man being held for setting fire to the back porch of his girl’s apartment. Gina talked the contractor who employed Tim as a laborer into making a $1,500 cash advance on some overdue workmen’s compensation benefits and, late Friday, handed the money to Timfony’s mother and sisters with instructions to post bond at the jail at 8 a.m. Monday morning. Instead, it was gone after the weekend—spent, stolen, disappeared, you could guess whatever you liked based on the four or five different stories the family told. In the jailhouse, Timfony accused Gina of ripping him off, and became so abusive he had to be restrained.


      By the time we are done, the courtroom is largely empty. A few stragglers, elderly buffs with no place to rush to, are gossiping behind the glass, while Seth has remained at the near end of the jury box. He’s preoccupied, looking toward his lap, his hands moving furtively. Idling on the question that finally came home to me after overhearing Dubinsky and him yesterday, I drift his way.


      “What in the world?” I ask, when I first see the needle in his left hand. Then I realize he’s sewing a button back on his sport coat. He’s made a terrible hash of it. Thread is going everywhere. It looks less like a button than a leak.


      “You can see why I gave up a career in surgery.” He bites off the thread between his teeth. “I thought we weren’t talking,” he says.


      “We’re not.”


      “Ah.”


      “There’s just one question I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


      “I figured you would. The answer is, I truly don’t know. That’s straight up.” His eyes, a dense, greenish-grey, narrow mysteriously. I haven’t a clue what he means. “Forget it,” he says. “I need some work on my Carnak routine.” He raises a hand, inviting my question.


      “I couldn’t help noticing you sitting here every day with Stew Dubinsky. I wondered how well you know him.”


      “Stew? Only since kindergarten. We all grew up in U. Park together.”


      “All of you? You mean Stew and Hobie and you?” I didn’t have the remotest idea how I was going to broach this subject as I moseyed over, but I’ve done a decent-enough job. I sound casually curious. Life is full of these funny little connections.


      “Hobie wasn’t there in grade school. He went to St. Bernard’s?”


      “St. Bernard’s,” I say, simply to fill airtime. When I was in fourth grade, my mother made the first of her periodic out-of-town journeys, living for three months in North Carolina while she attempted to organize a stamping plant. In the interval my Aunt Hen put me in St. Rita’s down the block. I was already developing, well ahead of everyone else, and my skin had become awful. I was delighted by the uniform and the opportunity to look like all the other girls. By comparison, the discipline, the catechism, the nuns smacking their rulers on the desktops seemed unimportant. When Zora came back, though, she had a fit. Catholic school? Had Henrietta lost her mind? “Hobie’s Catholic?” I ask, still being somewhat diversionary.


      “Just his mother, but Loretta’s pretty religious. He got a full dose. I remember, when I was first getting to know him, in sixth grade we had this phenomenal argument because he refused to believe his parents had intercourse in order to conceive him.” Seth laughs at the memory. “I actually made him cry.”


      “But you guys all went to high school together, you and Hobie and Stew?”


      “U. High,” he says, “in the fabled days when U high was a question, not a place.”


      A little buzz passes through me, the naughty satisfaction of the old prosecutor vindicating her suspicions. Stew and Hobie are old pals. Hoping to remain unobtrusive, I smile at Seth’s joke.


      “If you stick around for Narcotics Court,” I say, “you’ll find those days aren’t over. I live in the neighborhood. They have undercover cops in the high school now.”


      “Yeah,” he says. “That’s a good column, you know. I write it three times a year. Being the first generation to take a dose of our own medicine. ‘Listen, kids, Daddy really didn’t mean what he was saying about sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll.’”


      “And turn down the record player when I speak to you.”


      “The CD player.”


      “The CD. So, thanks,” I say.


      “That’s it? Jeez, don’t run away. So what’s the deal with Stew?”


      “Nothing to talk about. Something struck me while I was on the bench.” He’ll mention my question to Stew, I know, even perhaps to Hobie. Which is fine. If it’s what I fear, then I want them to realize I’m on to them.


      “No, really,” Seth says. “Take the load off your feet. Tell me what I’ve missed in the last twenty-five years. Anything dramatic?”


      The courtroom is empty now and quiet. One of the stout Polish cleaners, friendly, mute, and virtually analphabetic in English, is emptying the trash can behind the bench.


      “I don’t think of my life as dramatic, Seth. Anything but. What about you? You’re the one who’s rich and famous. What’s dramatic with you?”


      “I’m not famous. Not really. I may not even be that rich pretty soon.” His eyes, his face draw in somewhat with the discomfort underlying this cryptic declaration, then he disciplines himself to look straight at me. “Lucy and I are separated,” he says.


      Sorry, I say. The only thing you can.


      “Yeah, well,” he answers. “Life. Love. The big city. We’ve been talking about getting back together. I think we will. But it’s been a pretty rough patch.” He sighs at the thought. I should have known better than to argue with Marietta. She always has a faultless grip on facts.


      “Is she well? Lucy?”


      He nods. “I think so. She still looks like she’s fifteen. There are days I’d say she acts that way, too, but then again there’s twenty-five years with me, so she’s got her excuse.” The joke does not seem to elevate his mood. “So you live in U. Park?” he asks. “You know, my father’s still there.”


      “Your fa-ther? God, my memory really must be going. I have this picture of him as elderly twenty-five years ago.”


      “He was. He’s ancient now. Don’t bother looking for a nicer word. Ninety-three. Visibly failing. Still going to the office a couple of times a week. And still full of shit.”


      That was a difficult relationship, Seth and his father. The old man was cold, unyielding. A Holocaust survivor. He had endured, but was hardly unharmed.


      “And your mom?” I ask.


      “Gone. She died in a home. Advanced Alzheimer’s. Terrible thing. It’s just a body in a bed.”


      “Oh, that’s right.” I tap my forehead. “That was a number of columns, wasn’t it?”


      “Columns? Hell. That was two years of treatment.”


      He’s funny, he always was funny, a sweet, vulnerable boy, unusually in touch for a male of his era with the fact he was needy. Irresistibly, mysteriously, I find, still standing above him, that I’ve touched him on the shoulder. He asks, of course, about Zora, and I answer with the sad news: passed too. I hope my delivery is stoical and mature, but there is still a throb, an inner outcry whenever I am forced to acknowledge this.


      “She died of lung cancer four years ago.”


      He winces. “God. I remember the cigarettes. Chesterfields, right? Cancer,” he says.


      “I had cancer myself,” I tell him. “You asked what was dramatic. I suppose that was.”


      “No shit,” he says, “cancer?”


      “It was shit, but I’m not kidding.”


      “Lung cancer?”


      “No, no. Breast. I had a breast removed, almost twelve years ago.” I never impart this information, especially to a man, in a mood of complete neutrality. In some minute way, I always feel as if I’m issuing a warning, an attitude that persists even though I took my retirement money when I left the federal government and, with Gwendolyn’s relentless encouragement, used it for a reconstruction. I had terrible conflict about this. I hate the idea of apologizing for being sick. And I’d adjusted. On Saturdays, I’d walk around without even bothering to stuff the other side of my bra. Then I became single again. And it was easier for Nikki. She’d begun to notice and I was always concerned about explaining it to her. Even the little ones are so quick to peek into the void. And what reassurance can I really give her?


      Seth says the right things, mentions everyone he knows who’s doing well, cites the recovery statistics with which he’s familiar. He’s clearly pained at the thought of what I went through.


      “Was chemo as bad as they say?” he asks.


      “I didn’t have chemo. I was lucky. There were no lymph nodes. And I still wanted to try to have a baby. It was radiation. A lot of radiation. It was pretty terrible. But I hated the surgery more. It just seems so barbaric. Cutting off a piece of you? The whole experience made me crazy. It was a little disappointing. I thought I was mature enough to weather anything.”


      “No such illusions here.” He’s raised a finger. “We’re all as crazy as we used to be, Sonny. There are just fewer opportunities to show it.”


      That line I like. My laughter bounces off the empty pews. Standing over Seth, in my robe, I feel some echo of the usual relations of the courtroom, where so many men look up toward me, hoping for clemency of some kind. Seth also wants something. I can feel that much. I’ve noticed him once or twice, resting his chin atop his hand on the urethaned oak railing of the jury box, his expression as he watches me so stupid, beamish, and—face it—adolescent that I find my heart surge in a combination of shock and dismay as I turn away. It is, all in all, an odd grown-up he’s turned out to be. His feelings seem slightly beyond his full control, like a dripping nose. I like him, though. I’m pleased to find he’s maintained some basic appeal. It would be horrifying to think I’d wasted my time with him, too, particularly since I’ve long since reached that conclusion about Charlie.


      “Before?” he asks. “I thought you wanted to know what happened to Michael Frain. When you said you had a question? I figured you had to ask eventually.”


      “Can I ask?”


      “I gave you my answer.” He said he didn’t know.


      “Well, is that all there is to it, Seth? I’ve always thought it was a bizarre choice for a pen name.”


      “It’s a story,” he answers. “I’ll tell you one day.”


      “And you never hear from him?”


      “I doubt he’s alive.” He says this in a morose, deadened tone that spells trouble to me.


      “Okay,” I say and lift a hand in farewell.


      “Are you really going to avoid me as long as this trial lasts?”


      “I intend to try.”


      When I wave again, he catches my fingers, and with his other hand taps once on my knuckles, a tiny gesture affirming some lingering contact. I take it that way, with a laconic smile, and turn at once, where, to my misfortune, I confront Marietta, who has just come through the back entrance to the courtroom. Chief Judge Tuohey’s chambers are on the phone, she says, counting noses for a judges’ meeting later today. I take the call at my desk and assure Wanda, the judge’s officious secretary, that I’ll be along.


      By the time I’m done, Marietta has resumed her standard lunch-hour posture at her desk in the outer office, attention fixed on a minute TV held on her lap, while she eats a sandwich off the brown sack in which she brought it. The metal band between her headphones glints amid her bushy curls, and disregarded crumbs dandruff her full bosom and the nubbly brownish tweed of her sweater. Nonetheless, I become aware, through the open doorway, of her droopy eyes drifting toward me in assessment.


      “Not a word,” I tell her.


      She remains silent only a few seconds. “Folks never do forget bein in love,” she says suddenly, as if to herself.


      “Oh, give it a rest, Marietta.” I scowl at her from twenty feet. She turns away, but her jaw is set as if to show she’s standing her ground. “It wasn’t love,” I say, “not for me.” She actually grimaces slightly. I’m blaspheming. But over time my understanding has become surprisingly clear. “He adored me,” I explain, “and the ugly truth is I loved that.” I never felt more splendid, more admired, than in those months I spent with Seth. But his attention was draining because it was so needy. Seth was like a nosebleed. So close, too close. Life with him was always on the verge of turning suffocating.


      “Well, I thought you two wasn’t talking,” Marietta offers in her defense.


      Annie has just come in and quietly takes the straight-backed chair in the corner of Marietta’s office. She is carrying a school text and demurely finishing an apple.


      “I had to ask him about something.” I explain to them that I found out Hobie and Dubinsky have been friends since high school.


      “So?” asks Marietta.


      So it means the notion Molto offered two days ago which I scoffed at is actually possible: Hobie could have been the source of the very leak for which he blasted the state on the first day of the trial, the story revealing that Eddgar was the target of the shooting. I’ve caught both women’s attention with this idea. Marietta lays her carphones down. Annie is quick to accept that there is a conspiracy afoot.


      “That Dubinsky,” she says. “He is bad. He is a snake.” She recalls an incident two or three years ago, during the Termolli trial, in which an oil executive and his mistress were charged with killing his wife. The judge, Simon Norfolk, found Dubinsky with an ear up on the jury-room door, during deliberations. Norfolk stuck Stew in the lockup for several hours for contempt, before the Trib’s lawyers arrived in flotilla screaming about the First Amendment.


      “Yeah,” says Marietta, “but you asked the right question, Judge, the other day. What’s the defense get out of leaking this? It don’t make any sense for them.”


      In reply, Annie speaks up softly. “Maybe for the bench trial?” she asks. That’s what’s occurred to me, too.


      “Think about this, Marietta,” I say. “Tommy’s hair’s on fire—he has to get started, because he’s hoping to keep Lovinia corralled. Hobie knows it, since he’s the one who’s been causing the problem with her. So he pushes his story into the paper, screams bloody murder about how he can’t get an impartial jury, and then magnanimously takes a bench so we can get started, realizing that normally I’d be reluctant to do it in a case where I know so many of the players. Remember that remark of Nile’s when I admonished him on the jury waiver? ‘That’s what we want.’”


      “Ooh,” says Annie and makes a face. “Ooh. That is sneaky.”


      “What I can’t figure out is what he thinks he gets out of a bench.”


      Marietta laughs. “Judge, I’m not picking on you or teasing you or nothing but, Judge, you know, there’s lots of defense lawyers who work in this courthouse might have said to him, ‘You get a bench with her, you got a pretty good deal.’ That’s fact, Judge.”


      In this building, the judges who were once PAs are expected to exhibit the loyalty of a Marine to their former office. Many think of being a prosecutor here as akin to combat experience, each courtroom another theater in a war zone, civilization versus barbarians. After my weekly call, I’ve heard supervisors ask the courtroom PA for a “body count,” referring to the number of guilty pleas. But the rhetoric I grew up with in the federal courts was constitutional not military: I still think about rights, about inviolable first principles in the dealings between individuals and the state. The defense lawyers regard me as a natural ally—and Marietta as a turncoat.


      She stands, her skirt another pleated brownish print that spreads about her amply, and tosses her empty soda can into the trash, then shoots me a hard look, reaffirming her message. Hobie did this because he thinks I’m more likely than a jury to acquit Nile. Who’d be more sympathetic to Nile, twelve coldhearted folks off the street or me, somebody who knew Nile as a boy and, better yet, who knows firsthand the gripes of a child who lived through the revolution at home? That’s the bet Hobie took. I’m here because I’m Zora’s daughter. Always. Inescapably. Just as Gwen said yesterday. Marietta goes off, unable to restrain a slight toss of her head in unending amazement at what I miss.


       


      The trial resumes with bickering. Hobie wants to have lab work performed on the money the state introduced yesterday. He cites Montague’s acknowledgment that the bills had not been tested for blood, for example, or gunpowder. Rudy objects for the state.


      “Yaw On-uh, such tests are to be puhfawmed befaw thee trial.”


      “I made some calls,” says Hobie. “I can have the tests done in twenty-four hours. Montague admitted the state doesn’t need the bills they didn’t submit to the lab. What’s the harm?”


      “What’s the relevance?” asks Tommy. “Even if there’s gunpowder or blood on the money, so what?”


      “Well then,” says Hobie, “the state will have to explain how it got there.”


      “Talk about a fishing expedition!”


      Tommy’s right. But I allow the motion. It’s harmless, and the accepted wisdom in this job is to let the defendant have his meaningless victories. It shows evenhandedness to the court of appeals.


      The state completes its examination of Lovinia uneventfully. With unsettling calm, Bug describes the shooting on September 7: the approach of June’s car, her call to Gorgo, and then, when a woman, not a man, rolled down the window to the Nova, summoning Hardcore. The woman and she were alone for about five minutes.


      “Did you have a conversation with the woman?”


      “She askin, can she talk to Or-dell.” Messing with Hardcore’s given name, Bug pauses to smile. Hardcore came up fast, she says, and the woman and he conversed momentarily. Then Gorgo swung out of the alley. “I got wounded,” she says, with the composure of a soldier.


      Having survived the last of this examination, Tommy retreats to the prosecution table with a glum look, awaiting whatever will happen next. Hobie rises for cross.


      “Bug,” he says. In his fine suit, a rich grey nailhead which I would bet is part cashmere, Hobie strolls around the courtroom, hands in his pockets. ‘Bug,’ he called her. No pretending they’re unacquainted. “Let me ask you a few questions about this shooting. You say you didn’t hear what Hardcore told this lady?”


      “Nn-uh. Seem like they trippin with each other.”


      “Some kind of argument?”


      “Seem like.”


      “Did she leave the area?”


      “No how. She standin there, you know, out the car, gone on with Core.”


      “And then Gorgo came and fired. Now, when that happened, where was Hardcore?”


      “Come by me.”


      “He’d come over by you, leaving Ms. Eddgar at her car. Right?”


      “Yes, sir,” she says.


      At the easel, Hobie has raised the street schematic, People’s 3, where Montague made his X’s and Y’s to show the location of the bodies. Now he is indicating that Lovinia had stepped into the street about fifty feet from June Eddgar’s vehicle and that Core was near Bug.


      “And what did he do?”


      “Seem like he tryin to get me down.”


      “Before Gorgo shot?”


      “Seem like. It was all, man, that scene go down like ninety, man. Fast.”


      “But it seemed as if Hardcore was trying to get you down, as if he knew Gorgo was going to be shooting?”


      “Cuz got his T-9 out there, gone look like blastin.” Everybody laughs.


      “But did you see Hardcore trying to stop Gorgo?”


      “He behind me, man.”


      “Well, Bug, do you remember hearing or seeing Hardcore do anything to stop Gorgo?”


      She eyes Hobie narrowly. Whatever her disaffection with the prosecution, her loyalty to Hardcore remains supreme.


      “Can’t be tellin you that,” she says.


      “But you were trying to stop Gorgo, weren’t you?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “And he shot anyway?”


      “Shot me.”


      “You’ve said. Now did Hardcore get shot?”


      “Nn-uh.”


      “He ducked in time?”


      “Got down by them cars.”


      “Okay.” Hobie lifts his face to consider her, the equivalent of a musical caesura. It’s not completely clear if he’s really suggesting something or simply wandering the way he does. The mystery of this unannounced defense briefly lingers, like smoke, in the courtroom air. Then Hobie glances at his notes, shifting subjects.


      “Now, Bug, Mr. Molto, Tommy over here, talked to you about some of the things that Hardcore said to you. Let me ask you this first: Whatever Hardcore says, does he always tell you the word?”


      “No, sir.”


      “He’s not always truthful with you?”


      “Not hardly. Like be what kind of mood he in. Sometime, man, he get off, he just woofin.” Her emphatic delivery sets off a volley of hearty laughter.


      “And Mr. Molto said that yesterday you told him and the police officers and Mr. Singh that Core said on September 6 that this killing was being done on account of Nile. Remember Molto saying that?”


      “They all was gettin heavy on me.”


      “Were they angry?”


      “Hoo-ee,” answers Bug and inspires more chuckling. She’s beginning to like it, to play a little to her audience. “They was deep,” she says.


      “But let’s make one thing clear, Bug. When you say Hardcore was doing something ‘on account of’ someone else, does that mean he was doing it for that person?”


      The question, unfortunately for Hobie, confuses her. She looks all around the courtroom, searching for clues. Then she subsides to being what she is, a kid.


      “Maybe, kinda like that. Folks be saying lot of stuff, you know.”


      Stung, caught for the first time, Hobie tries again. “But it could mean something different?”


      “Objection,” says Tommy. “Asked and answered.”


      “Here, let’s make this very clear,” says Hobie. He has perched on the defense table and leans there, like a teacher against a blackboard. He raises both hands. “Very clear, Bug. Hardcore never told you he was doing this ‘on account of Nile,’ did he?”


      “No, sir. I ain never be sayin nothin gainst Nile.”


      “But you did talk with the po-lice?”


      “Too much,” she says sadly.


      “Too much,” he repeats. “You don’t really remember what you told the police one time or the next? That how it is?”


      Her narrow shoulders turn.


      “You have to answer yes or no,” he tells her.


      “Seem like I kinda be sayin what they say.”


      “Is that what happened yesterday? These men were angry and telling you what you’d said before and saying you were going to go to the penitentiary if you didn’t say it again?”


      “Uh-huh,” she says. “Molto and them, he sayin, Tell the truth.” ‘Troof,’ she says, “then he start in readin from them reports, sayin I don’t say it here, I a lie, I gone have do time on the hot one.” Murder one.


      Everybody in the well of this courtroom has witnessed similar scenes. What’s interesting, though, is that Hobie’s backtracking. Despite Tommy’s accusations, Bug went further on direct than Hobie wanted. He knows I’m not likely to accept Bug’s testimony that she never said what’s in the signed statement she gave Lubitsch at the hospital.


      “So let’s go back to how this started,” says Hobie. “Now, Mr. Molto asked you about this deal that your lawyer in the guardian’s office made for you with the state? You remember that? That was a good deal for you, wasn’t it?”


      “Whole lot better than M-1.” More light laughter ripples through the room.


      “I just wanna be sure Judge Klonsky understands how you felt about the deal you made.” He looks up to be sure he has my attention, seldom a problem for Hobie in any courtroom, I’d bet.


      “Now, you told Mr. Molto where you were living when you were arrested. Sometime with your momma, is that what you said?”


      “I stay by my momma some. Sometime by my auntie, too, or some my homegirls.”


      “And has your momma been to see you while you’ve been inside?”


      “Nn-uh,” says Lovinia. “We ain been talkin none. Might be she don’ even know where I is, seem like. Might be she done booked.” Lovinia shrugs, with an effort at sullen indifference that still somewhat betrays her. I’ve learned this much: these children know. From the comparisons to the TV, to the billboards, from the expression on our faces. They know they are the measure by which even the desperate give thanks they don’t have less.


      “You and she don’t get on?”


      “She just some smokehead bitch, you know. All she be.” Bug’s eyes slide sideways. The softness in Bug is gone now. Although spoken quietly, this last declaration escapes her with venom. Hobie, wisely, lets the moment linger, so that I am accosted yet again with a clear vision of the life of the poor. This is the sanest, noblest legacy of being Zora Klonsky’s daughter and I freely indulge it, pondering what it really means not to have. It’s not the lack of luxury, the stuff we all know we can comfortably endure—driving a rusted beater, or having to eat p.b. & j. on your sandwich instead of smoked turkey and Boursin. And it’s not just the lack of esteem, the sense of having finished second, which sometimes briefly grips me when I bump into friends from law school who chose the plummy, thin-air life of corporate firms and allow themselves crowing references to trips to Tuscany and Aruba, to ‘second places’ up in Skageon, to the kinds of delicious excess Nikki and I will never see. ‘Poor’ means what it probably has meant to Lovinia’s mother—competing with the children for the little that is left, these drippy-nosed kids begging dollars for stupid trifles, a bag of chips, a Coke, when you need that six bucks in your pocketbook so bad, for just a little fun on Friday night. And they just keep up with it, Can-I? Can-I? Can-I, so that you want to bust them for asking, again and again, what you hear as only one terrible question: Who do you really love, yourself or me?


      “You’ve done a piece of time in juvie before, haven’t you?” Hobie asks. “A couple of weeks for selling dope last year?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And when you went on selling dope, you knew there was a good chance you’d be goin back, right?”


      Her slim shoulders move loosely again. “Seem like nobody has a forever run.”


      “So your deal with Mr. Molto sounded all right to you?”


      “Yeah,” she says, “all right.” Hobie nods. He’s moving again, more slowly. This is the most artful he’s been. A roof, three meals, a place where she belongs—Lovinia has plenty of reason to like juvie.


      “And when was the first time somebody from the state talked to you about a deal? Was it when Detective Lubitsch came to see you on September 12?” Hobie motions irritably at Nile for copies of the police reports. Still somewhat hypnotic, Nile wakes himself and fumbles awkwardly in the large carton of materials.


      “Oh yeah. He was rappin to me. Cone make me a good deal.”


      “Had you been knowin Lubitsch for a while?”


      “He in Tic-Tac. He done gaffled me twice.”


      “Arrested you?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And had he done right by you, Bug?”


      She gives him a complex expression suggesting the amount that can’t be freely communicated in these circumstances. “He ain beat on me or nothin,” she says, inspiring more laughter.


      “He’s better than some, right?”


      “Word,” she answers.


      “And you were in the hospital, on September 12? That’s where Lubitsch came to see you, right?”


      “Uh-huh,” says Bug, “on accounta I been shot.”


      “On Account Of you’d been shot,” says Hobie slowly, throwing his watery, dark eyes my way again. “And did you have a fever?”


      “Fever? Uh-huh.”


      “You getting pain medication?”


      “Seem like they givin me all kindsa stuff.”


      “And the po-lice questioned you anyway?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Did you have a lawyer?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Was your momma round?” asks Hobie.


      “No how.”


      “They bring a youth officer?”


      “I don’t know who-all they was there. Ain no one said that.”


      “So Lubitsch came to see you. And he said they could make you a deal? Is that what he said?”


      “Yeah, if I spill. You know, all bout how this lady got faded and shit.” Lovinia’s eyes dart toward me and she murmurs, “Sorry.”


      “And did you tell him at first, when he asked, what had happened?”


      “Nn-uhh. Say I don’t know nothin. Just some Goobers comin through.”


      “But eventually you said something different, didn’t you? Mr. Molto’s read some of the statements?”


      “Seem like I have to,” she says.


      “Seems like you had to,” says Hobie. He knows just where we’re going; he’s fully the master of this child. I had this happen to me on one or two occasions when I was a prosecutor, and it was agony, sitting there as the defense lawyer waltzed my witness to any destination she or he chose. It brought to mind those mournful country/western tunes, where the singer wails about watching his date at the big dance go home with someone else. “I want to ask you about that, but first tell me this, Bug. Before you changed what you said, did Detective Lubitsch tell you that Core had been talking to the po-lice?”


      “Uh-huh. Told me he gone state and all how he been goin on.”


      “They told you he was a state witness now. And did they tell you everything he’d been saying about this crime?”


      “Uh-huh. Seem like.”


      Again, Hobie looks my way. He’s scoring quickly now, and wants to be certain it’s all getting posted.


      “Now, Lovinia, let’s talk about the gang, BSD. When did you get courted-in?” He’s asking when she became a member, using the gang talk smartly, not just to make it easier for her, but to acknowledge again that he’s spent time with Bug.


      “I be claimin mine a long time.”


      “Years?”


      “Five years at least.”


      “Okay. Where do you stand? You still a Tiny G or you a full homegirl now?”


      “Homegirl,” she says.


      “But Hardcore, he’s Top Rank, isn’t he?”


      She nods once, cautious again about the gang and its workings.


      “If he says go sell dope at Grace and Lawrence, you do that, right?”


      “Most times,” she says.


      “If he says somebody’s got to be beat down, do you say no?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Have you ever given some homegirl a beat down because Hardcore said so?”


      She freezes a bit here, looks away before answering. “Once. Little girl name Tray Weevil. They was lotsa us. She been doin crazy stuff.”


      “Okay. Have you ever gotten busy with someone because Hardcore said so?”


      She does not like this subject, sex, at all. She looks straight at the lockup door from which she emerged. Hobie has finally gone too far with her.


      “Don’ know bout that,” she answers finally, her eyes still nowhere in the room.


      “Okay, but you follow Hardcore’s lead, don’t you?”


      “He Top Rank,” she says.


      “And so when Lubitsch said that Hardcore was cooperating and told you what Hardcore said, you repeated exactly what they said Hardcore had, didn’t you?”


      “Seem like.” Over at the prosecution table, Tommy has taken to flipping his pen in the air and catching it, a jury-trial trick meant to distract me. I’d call him on it, but after twenty years, it’s principally second nature for Tommy and it’s obvious he’s too furious over what’s going on between Bug and Hobie to be thinking clearly about much. It’s all baloney as far as he’s concerned, crap Hobie made up which she’s parroting. But even Tommy recognizes the significance. Lovinia’s statements to the police mean nothing if she was merely echoing what she knew Core had said.


      “They told you they’d make you a deal, they’d let you stay in juvie, if you said what Hardcore said?”


      “Pretty much.”


      “You had no choice, did you?”


      “No, sir. Specially since I messed up on the lie box.”


      Hobie stands still, viewing her with half a face. “Are you saying they gave you a lie detector?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “There in the hospital on September 12?”


      “Right where I was layin there in bed.”


      Hobie looks to me. “Your Honor, I need a sidebar.”


      Tommy and Rudy drag themselves over. “I don’t know anything about it,” Molto says. His eyes close briefly. He sighs, in pain.


      “Judge, if there’s a polygraph, I’m entitled to the report. I’m entitled to explore this. Your Honor, this is a clear discovery violation.” I have my doubts about Hobie’s claim of surprise. He’s interviewed Bug too thoroughly to have missed this. I suspect his outrage is theatrical. But he has a point. “Judge Klonsky, I might have grounds here to suppress her testimony.”


      “Yeah, right,” says Tommy. “I’ll join in that motion.” The four of us actually laugh. The moment of candor is becoming to Molto.


      “What do you want?” I ask Hobie.


      “The report.”


      “There is no report,” Molto repeats.


      “Then I want the examiner,” says Hobie. “We can’t complete her testimony without knowing what this is about.”


      I take two steps up so I can see Bug on the witness stand and ask her who gave her the polygraph.


      “Lubish,” she says to my astonishment. Molto’s skimpy eyebrows have also jumped up his face.


      “Fred Lubitsch can’t do a box,” says Molto. Rudy cuts in and draws Tommy away. They whisper heatedly, leaving Hobie and me looking at each other in order to give the prosecutors some privacy. As the silence lingers, I finally ask Hobie if he’s married.


      “Not now, Judge. Three-time loser,” he says. “I’m in solitary.” He emits a brave laugh, then regains a sober expression. Somehow, in this scrap of conversation, I see a clear resemblance to Seth, not simply in the news of foundering marriages, but in the attitude: the gloomy eyes, the dark fog of things that did not go well. Having had such high hopes for the world, are we the unhappiest adult generation yet? Hobie tells me he has two daughters, the older one a junior at Yale. Singh and Molto return then.


      “We’ll have Lubitsch here in the morning,” Molto announces.


      “We’ll recess now?”


      The lawyers agree. From the witness stand, the transport deputies remove Lovinia, who, despite his fixed gaze, his silly smile, still will not look at Nile.
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      SETH


      The early months of 1970 were terrible. We were in California’s first season, whatever it’s called. The acacias had bloomed; the purple ice plants flowered beside the freeways. But everyone I knew was miserable.


      The Eddgars’ household was in turmoil. The Faculty Senate voted to conduct hearings beginning April 1 to determine whether Eddgar should be expelled for inciting to riot at the ARC. The role of martyr suited Eddgar well. Anger, sacrifice, discipline—all his favorite attributes were called for. His public appearances were characterized by an intense nervy excitement. He stridently denounced the university’s case against him as hokum, designed to stifle dissent. But at home, his mood was more ambiguous. He worried out loud about snitches. June was even gloomier, clearly depressed by what the authorities were about to dish out. She took to quoting from various Greek dramas she’d played in at college.


      I stayed busy with Nile and had also advanced somewhat at After Dark. I now swept the office and was also getting up at 5:00 four mornings a week to fill the vending machines around the Bay Area. The publisher of After Dark was a potbellied, bald-headed guy in polyester pants named Harley Minx. I liked Harley and found him somewhat touching in his frank desperation to experience the life of lust imagined in his paper. In idle moments in the office, I’d recounted some of my Doobie Hour fantasies to him and Harley had persuaded me to write a couple down. He decided to run them as a sort of serialized comic strip, each tale stretching over three or four issues and accompanied by R. Crumb-like cartoon panels. The column was called “Movie Trips,” and except for Harley’s warm support drew virtually no attention. However, the sight of my words in print was dizzying.


      The initial serial concerned a leader named A.B.1 and his son, I.B.2, and was set in the year 2170. By then, I suggested, medicine would have scored its ultimate triumph, allowing humans to live forever. As a result, the earth and the habitable planets would become a reeking over-populated mess. Procreation was allowed solely with governmental license, and then only if one member of the parenting couple agreed that twenty-one years later she or he would die. In my story, A.B.1, a man of some importance, decided that he could not keep that bargain, and so he set about pursuing the only alternative allowed under the law—sacrificing his child. At the end of the first installment, A.B.1 convinced I.B.2 to join the Fortieth SkyFighters, knowing that danger and even death often accosted the members of the galactic militia.


      “This is like a parable or something,” Lucy said, when I brought the first edition home to Doobie Hour.


      “Something,” I answered. Sonny put the paper down sadly, her eyes, when they found mine, flooded with shared misery.


      “What happens to the son?” she asked.


      “We’ll find out soon.”


      By now, I was in an endgame with my draft board, employing every gambit in a last-chance hope that a sudden breakthrough in the Paris peace talks would allow Nixon to end the war. I had filed for reconsideration of my CO and contested the results of my physical. When all that failed, I could transfer my induction to Oakland. That would provide me a few extra weeks. But the point—which never left me, even when I was driving my delivery route or laughing with Sonny—was that I was going. I was gone. When I received my draft notice, I would point the Bug north. That could be late April at best. I had gathered maps from all the motor clubs. I had spoken with the resisters’ organization. At the border, I would say I was entering for a visit. Then I would stay. I knew a guy who knew a guy. He’d hire me for day wages at a nursery outside Vancouver. I would be digging and planting as long as the war lasted. After that, who knew? Often, I was wild with anger. The thought of abandoning the U.S.—its crazy turbulence, into which I felt woven like a fiber—of giving up my friends, my food, my music, of being unable to visit my parents as they aged, was horrible. I remained somewhat startled that the remote world of political abstractions was actually going to alter my life. But I could not back down. I had refused to come home over the holidays, knowing that my parents would create unbearable scenes, wheedling and demanding I change my plans. My ability to withstand their pleas to see me seemed to persuade them for the first time that I was actually going to take this step.


      Sonny was in her own crisis. Her dissertation proposal was due by the first of March. She would emerge from long hours in the library, bedraggled and bleak, describing her situation as hopeless, claiming to lack both ideas and interest. Her eyes were circled and ink smudges spotted the sides of her hands and the cuffs of her shapeless fisherman’s sweater. Two or three times a week, I propped her up with lengthy pep talks, reminding her how brilliant and promising she was. But she rarely seemed convinced. In February, she requested an extension. And then two days later, to my astonishment, she simply quit. Reading the letter she wrote to Graeme resigning her fellowship, I felt short of air. I followed her around the apartment, arguing.


      “You get this stuff. Husserl. Heidegger. I watch you and I can see all the little lights blinking on the Univac.” I made twinkling gestures with my fingers until she actually smiled.


      “That’s what I’ve realized,” she said. “I’m here because I get it, because I’m good at it. But that’s not a reason to do something. This isn’t me.”


      She was in the living room, shelving her books, tidying up a portion of her life that was now declared past.


      “So what’s you?” I asked finally.


      She shook her head and looked vacantly at our secondhand furniture. We had an imitation Persian rug of magenta Belgian cotton that ran when we spilled water on it; an old brown tweed Hide-A-Bed which required two people to move; and a wing chair and hassock, on both of which the floral print upholstery had split, allowing the ticking to emerge through the strands of fiber in a herniated bulge. Against the walls stood the ramparted bookcases.


      “I want to travel. Go other places. Be somewhere else.”


      “How about Canada?” I asked.


      She appeared tempted to smile, but withheld it for my sake, realizing I was earnest. “I could,” she allowed. We were both silent. “I could,” she repeated. “I could do a lot of things, Seth.”


      When I asked for examples, she removed an informational packet on the Peace Corps from her canvas book sack, a glossy brochure she’d picked up on campus. It featured a radiant, full-cheeked young woman on the cover amid a splash of red white and blue. Even I saw some slight resemblance to Sonny.


      “I probably wouldn’t even get in,” Sonny said. “You know the story: It’s Kennedy’s program so Nixon’s cutting the funding. But I think it would be far-out to go somewhere that was completely new, undeveloped. Unknown. I think about it, I don’t know—I feel optimistic.” She was clutching her hands near her heart.


      “For what? What in the hell is this supposed to accomplish?”


      “It’s different, baby. I want to see what’s different. To explore. Get out. Move out. Expand. I don’t have to justify that. You understand.”


      “Yeah, right.” I mocked her: “Do your own thing, man. You know, you’re worse than me. I can’t sort all this shit out. But I admit it. I feel it jerking me one way, then the other. I can’t even figure where you’re at. You’re traumhaft. You’re in Surf City. I listen to you: ‘This option. That option.’ It’s almost like it scares you to actually move ahead with your life.”


      “So what if it does? God, Seth, it’s all this middle-class junk with you.”


      “Oh, fuck that noise. You think it’s bad to be committed to something? I don’t.”


      “I don’t think it is either, Seth. But I can’t be committed just because I think it’s a good idea.”


      We were in the bedroom by now, with its porthole window and glossy yellow enamel on the fleur-de-lis patterns in the walls. The heater spurted up out in the hall. I crumbled sadly on the bed.


      “I mean, really,” I said after another silence in which neither of us had the bravery to look at the other. “What about us? Don’t you think about it?”


      “God, baby, I have. I have. Of course, I have. But it’s not a thinking thing. I have to feel that it’s right. To go up there—I might, but it’s such an enormous step. For me. It means I’m following you. It means it’s your stuff, not my stuff. It means I’m in purgatory, because you are. There are so many problems. I just have to work it through. You understand. I know you do.”


      I couldn’t believe it. The Future. The dread spot where my life fell apart. I was finally there.


       


      A couple of weeks after New Year’s, the phone rang in the middle of the night. Waking, I first thought something must have happened to one of my parents. But it was the line they didn’t use that was ringing. Lucy was on the other end, asking me to come over, her voice shrill with distress.


      “Bad trip,” she explained. “Really bad.”


      I’d never known Hobie to bum out. Senior year, he was heavy into hallucinogens—LSD, psilocybin, magic mushrooms. He loved to borrow a motorcycle and cruise the wooded hills of Greenwood County. I went along once and had a peak experience, my spirit seeming to flood out of me, crystallizing in the treetops of the oaks, where it shimmered magically as the undersides of the leaves spun in the wind. But for the most part I stayed away from acid, wary of confronting my own spooks.


      When I reached their apartment on Grand Street in Damon, I found Lucy cowering behind the door, shooing away their dog, a large cream-colored husky named Mighty White. Hobie’s late-term cramming had left the apartment looking as if a twister had hit. Throughout college, Hobie had indulged Gurney, his father, in a pharmacist’s predictable dream that his son would go to medical school. Those of us who knew Hobie well realized his only interest was in getting his hands on his own prescription pad. In the end, he chose law school both to pacify his parents and because he’d heard the only required work was a single exam in each course. He didn’t want to waste his time on papers and midterms just to get drafted. But now that the lottery had freed him, he had to learn something about law fast. The first exams were a few days away. His casebooks and notes were thrown all over the living room, and the place reeked of cigarettes, a habit he took up at the end of each semester, asking all his friends to save, from their flights home over the holidays, the little four-packs that the airlines handed out with meals. I’d seen this routine many times at Easton: Hobie begging every guy in the dorm for notes on the classes he’d cut, the texts he’d never bought. Ultimately, he always made the Dean’s List, with grades higher than mine.


      At the moment, Hobie sat across the room on the sofa, a secondhand piece with rolled arms and a campy countrified floral pattern. He has sobbing. His cheeks shone and his arms hung loose between his knees. At the same time, he remained fixed on the TV, which, pursuant to the needs of his lifestyle, was positioned only a few steps from him. An old movie was running. Hepburn and Tracy.


      Lucy explained that Hobie was enduring the results of playing chemistry lab with his own head: he had dropped some acid and taken a noseful of Cleveland’s snow as a garnish.


      “He’s been crazy,” she said. “Throwing stuff? Screaming?”


      “Have we got like a theme?”


      “You’ll hear.” She rolled her eyes in a rare show of exasperation.


      Near the sofa, a picture of Hobie’s family was smashed in its frame. An ashtray had been emptied. I sat down next to him carefully. He was wearing a T-shirt of his own design, which he had produced and marketed at Easton—an anatomically perfect heart and lungs brightly serigraphed above a black legend which read “Be My Transplant.”


      “So, Mr. Cordon, any sign of the evil emperor Ming?” In his eyes, you could see my question lost like quicksilver in some crack in his brain. Somehow it was always a gas for me when Hobie was fucked up and I was straight, making me, for a brief interval, the master in our tangled relationship. “So like what’s flipping across the screen, dude, got you so unhappy?”


      “Hey, man, you know.” Blasted by the drugs, he was softer, deprived of his usual hard-shell hipness. His round face was puffed up by tears.


      “Are you in-body?” I asked. Hobie had experienced reliable sensations two or three times during acid trips of being someone else: a fourteenth-century woman in Avignon who worked on the weaving of one of the Papal tapestries, and a Nepalese peasant named Prithvi Pradyumna, whose life each day, treading behind his oxen, was consumed with unrelenting bitter anguish that his brother, rather than he, had been permitted to become a monk. His eyes flickered up now.


      “It’s all bad,” he told me.


      “You mean the dope. What are we saying?”


      “Dope? Huh? It’s dope. It’s everything. It’s being skulled and crazy. It’s all the dope.”


      I agreed: he did too much. I told him that. Immediately, he began to rage at me.


      “No! You know why I been stoned for five years, man? You know?” He thundered to his feet abruptly and loomed over me. “I’ve been killing the pain, boy! I’ve been ignoring the facts! Did you know that?”


      “No.”


      “Did you know that?” he screamed with his substantial arms outstretched. Lucy peeked in from the kitchen. Now that I had arrived, she had given way. She was crying, her face a mess of melted liner. “Man, there is something I ain’t never wanted to tell myself. And you know what it is? Do you know what it is?”


      “No.”


      “He doesn’t know what it is,” Hobie bellowed to the ceiling. Up there, he had glued one of his casebooks with a note reading ‘Law is a natural high’ dangling from a corner. He faced me so suddenly that I flinched. “I’m a black man,” he declared and briefly descended into a terrible grief-strained spasm of tears. “Do you know what it means to be a black man? Do you know?”


      Growing up in my father’s home, I’d felt a special sense for the brute pain of oppression. I began to remind Hobie of my efforts, the meetings, the marches I’d made with his parents. It only infuriated him.


      “Don’t tell me about that! You think cause you went marching up and down the street askin people not to be so mean, I have to send you a fucking thank-you note? What’d that ever do, man? That was nothing more than a walk in the fresh air.” Hobie kicked the coffee table, a miserable piece of cheap wood with a scarred veneer, so that it jumped against my knees.


      “I know the world’s fucked up, man. But it’s changing. It’s changed, for Chrissake. Twenty years from now, man, there isn’t going to be a slum left in this country. Poor Negroes—”


      “Blacks! Blacks, man.”


      It was Hobie’s dad, Gurney, in his avuncular way, who’d taught me one day in his drugstore when I was seven to say ‘Negro’ rather than ‘colored.’


      “Right, blacks. Blacks, poor blacks are like immigrants who got off the boat in 1964. They’re newly arrived. You think they won’t jump into the melting pot, too? They’ll stop speaking dialect, they’ll—”


      “‘Di-alect’? Man, that’s our language. That’s our culture. Shit! You know, I just can’t talk to you about this.” Both Lucy and the dog cringed by the wall as Hobie strode from the room. In time, I found him on the back porch, a rickety wooden construction off the kitchen, where the floor was reinforced to hold a washer. He was ripping wet laundry out of the machine. He picked up three or four items, slinging them without aiming across the bright kitchen. A shirt stuck to the refrigerator. A sock hung on the clock. A pair of jeans hit the yellow wall with a moist thwack and after a time crawled down to the floor, leaving a glistening trail. He reared up in fury when he saw me again.


      “America is a nation conceived in original sin and that sin is slavery!”


      “Oh, stop it,” I said. “Stop trying to bend my mind with how bad the Negro people have had it. I get it, okay? And they aren’t the only ones who have suffered.”


      “You tell me who’s had it worse?”


      “Who? Oh, fuck you, Jack. Man, I wouldn’t even be standing here—”


      “Oh, that. That! Except the whole fucking white world got its little act together, man, and kicked Adolf Hitler’s ass. Now, let’s lookee here, over in the U.S. of A., man: We got lynchings and rapings and burnings. We got KKKs and White Citizens Councils and Orval Faubus. We got Bull Conner lettin his hound dogs loose on black teenagers who just want to sit at a lunch counter, have a sandwich, man. And did all them European leaders say, ‘We got us another threat to civilization’? Don’t tell me, man. I’ve already heard it a thousand times: that’s different.”


      “It is different. Even slavery isn’t annihilation.”


      From her corner, Lucy said it was all terrible and asked why it mattered which was worse. Neither of us was paying any attention.


      “Our slavery never ended,” Hobie said. “We will never be anything here but slaves or the children of slaves. Never! There is no forgetting.” Standing over the machine, he was virtually hyperventilating.


      “You and I never remembered.”


      “Bullshit!” he screamed.


      “Hobie, you’re tripping.”


      Somehow this was the worst thing I had said yet. He took fierce hold of my shirt. As I was trying to break away, I ended up getting butted hard by his forehead. My lip bled freely. Lucy brought me a cloth and ice and I sat at the kitchen table, attending to myself. Hobie did not seem to notice. He came back in my direction, still screaming.


      “This Is Not a Fucking Trip! This Is My Fucking Life!”


      Afterwards, replaying the conversation for Sonny, what shocked me, as much as Hobie’s anger, was the instinctive speed with which I had seized my parents’ experience as my own. I’d been indignant that Hobie, of all people, would forget the solemn moral claims of my heritage.


      Our relationship was never fully repaired. I knew Hobie better than to expect an apology, but he made no amends of any kind. His appearances at Doobie Hour became infrequent and Lucy often arrived without him. We simply let time pass. The night of my birthday, March 12, we tried it again. The four of us went out to a little Vietnamese restaurant Hobie had found in San Francisco. It was a hole in the wall on Van Ness, specializing in spring rolls and savory soups. Catholics, the owners had dolled up the little place for Mardi Gras with boughs of gilt leaves.


      “Three great cuisines, man,” Hobie pronounced. “Chinese. Indian. French. And only one place they’ve met. We’re bombing the finest fucking cooks in the world.”


      Lucy wore sparkles in her hair for the occasion and had brought sequined pinwheels for each of us. Sonny gave me a copy of Abbey Road. We all drank Chinese beer. Hobie said it was the best high he’d had since he’d given up cocaine. I—and especially Sonny—were pleased by that news.


      “No lie, man,” Hobie said. “I’m totally checked out of this white-is-right bag.”


      Against the counsel of an inner voice, I asked what he meant.


      “The American thing, man. White men have been destroying people of color around the globe since the sixteenth century, taking their countries, killing them, or making them slaves. The war in Vietnam and the war on the U.S. plains, man—same damn thing. You think it’s just coincidental that those grunts in Nam call NLF territory ‘Indian Country’? Think it’s an accident we dropped the A-bomb on the yellow folks in Japan and not the whites in Germany? And now, man, if one planet ain’t enough, now you-all gonna colonize the fucking moon.” These imperialist designs, Hobie said, were betrayed everywhere, not merely in the gross manifestations, as in Vietnam, but in the seemingly innocuous items of daily life. Hobie was now convinced that refined sugar was the product of a ruthless oligopoly, the subjugators of Cuba and Hawaii, who had purified their product in order to addict children, while appealing to the basic racist subtext of American life by turning a brown commodity white. The same was true of cocaine. “White,” said Hobie. “Purity, propriety, cleanliness, and stature. This country’s got white-is-right on the brain. Look at all those dudes going to work every day in white shirts, washing their hands in Ivory soap. Think about it, man,” he demanded. “Think about it.”


      I studied him for quite some time, then told him he was mouthing Black Panther bullshit. He became incredibly provoked.


      “They are powerful black men!” he shouted. “Can’t you dig? The Panthers are exactly what America has not wanted to see for four hundred years, man. They are African males, with their great big guns, not runnin, not hidin, sayin, Stick ’em up, motherfucker, I want what’s mine.”


      “You’re fucked,” I said. “You’re out of your gourd.”


      “Man,” Hobie told me, “you can’t even see me anymore. If I’m not just some cute Negro with a bunch of amusing things to say, you can’t cope. Let’s go,” he told Lucy and stalked out.


      I sat there an instant, unhappy with myself. I briefly looked to Sonny and Lucy for consolation, but I finally followed him out. On the crowded street of low dun-colored buildings, Hobie stood on the walk, observing the streaming traffic mounting the hills of Van Ness. One of the aboriginal fern bars was down on the corner.


      “If I’ve been talking down to what you believe, then I’m really sorry,” I told him. “I’ve got my own thing right at the moment. But I get it. You know. I’m with you. I’ve always been with you.”


      “You won’t be there forever, man. Nobody white’s gonna be there forever.”


      “How’s that?”


      “This country’s for you, man. It’s for you.”


      “It is, huh? That’s why I have to run away from it?”


      “Oh, you know. Time passes.”


      I couldn’t believe it. I swore at him.


      “Okay,” he said. “I’m just saying how it is. I know you’re against things right now. Cause right now they’re gonna draft your ass.”


      “Right and you’re a disinterested philosopher. You care about the oppression of people of color because you’re a Negro—or black, whatever word it is this week.”


      “But here it is, man.” He pounded on his palm. “Twenty years from now, you’ll be rich and fat and white—and I’ll still be a Negro, or whatever it is that week.”


      “And I’ll be a fucking Canadian.”


      I understood all right. It was clear now. We had been through college, we had been through everything. We had been children, we had played intense boy-games, football on cold afternoons, wrestling where he always was pinning me, sitting on my throat or bloodying my nose. We’d done junior high school who-loves-who, showed each other our pubic hair when it started to grow in. In high school we’d made friends with Weird John Savio, who took us driving on the frontage road behind the highway in his mother’s three-speed Fairlane, which he ran at no miles per hour until the engine smoked. In college, we stayed up all night at least twice a week, drawing anyone we liked into our discussions about Occam’s razor and various proofs for the existence of God, pondering the implications if it turned out that it was actually life on earth that was really Hell. We secretly knew we were the instigators of Easton’s legendary freshman-sophomore water fight. We’d done heavy doses of cannabis and Benzedrine hoping to bend our minds about what Einstein had meant when he postulated that matter equaled time. We had been through everything. But we were not going to get through this.


       


      I turned into a nag, worrying at Sonny: Come with. In my anxiety, she glimmered like a treasured object. I needed love’s comfort, a body to hold, her to believe in. If she would come, I could go.


      Sonny continued to toy with the idea. I could tell she wanted to think of herself as valiant and right-thinking. But she took a job waiting tables at Robson’s, a ham-and-egger on Campus Boul, and proceeded with her Peace Corps application. As time grew short, I insisted on personalizing things. The real issue, I told her again and again, was her commitment to me. She’d sit in the living room with her eyes closed, trying to endure my stupidity.


      “Seth, it’s not how I feel about you that matters. I’m twenty-two. If I was thirty-two, if I was forty-two and we were together, that would be one thing. But I want a life. My own life. I’ve never lied to you. Or led you on. Have I?”


      “Sonny, I don’t have any choices now.”


      “I know, baby, and that’s what makes it hard. Because what you’re doing is important. And I support it. But thinking it through, I’ve spent hours, days—And look, how is this any different than if you were doing something else that was important—if you got into grad school somewhere or found a great job someplace? Suppose somebody offered you a job in Hollywood, writing movies? You’d go. Right? Would you expect me to jump up and follow you?”


      Most of these discussions ended up as fights—bitter, accusatory. Without Hobie, I felt bereft, especially as my parents grew more frantic. One night late in March, Sonny and I arrived home from a movie on campus to hear the second phone ringing in our apartment. It was my mother, no doubt hoping to twist my innards. She was beleaguering me, calling almost daily, either to implore me to come home to visit them or to see if magically I had divined some alternative to going to Canada.


      “Oh man.” I was in no mood.


      “Call them back,” Sonny suggested. But I went to the phone. It was, instead, my father. There were few pleasantries. He got to the point.


      “Your mother has informed me that if you carry through with this plan to emigrate, she feels we have no choice but to follow you wherever you settle.”


      For quite some time neither of us said anything further. It seemed preposterous. My parents never vacationed, never left Kindle County, travel for them long before having lost any association with pleasure.


      “You’re kidding.”


      “Deadly serious,” he said.


      “She’s crazy,” I finally managed.


      “We share an opinion,” my father replied. My mother, no doubt, was standing nearby, a hand poised dubiously near her mouth as she listened.


      “Have you tried to talk her out of this?”


      “Repeatedly.”


      “You’re not coming, are you?”


      “Me? My business, as you know, is here. At my age the possibility of starting again in another city—let alone another country—is unthinkable.” Retirement was unmentionable. Without an income stream, my father would feel cut off from his vital source.


      “So?”


      “Your mother is determined.”


      “She wouldn’t go without you. Who would take care of her?”


      My father did not answer at first. “I do not know precisely what she envisions. Her son, of course, will be nearby.”


      A sound of pure agony escaped me. “Will she talk to me?”


      He spoke to her momentarily, then informed me sternly, “No. There are no discussions. This is, you see, a decided matter. Punkt.”


      I was reeling, but crawling through me was the unlikely sensation of some sympathy for my father. He sounded collected, almost cheerfully so, but if she left, I knew he would sink into the clutches of his own peculiarities, afraid to venture beyond home, spooked by wrath and paranoia.


      “Seth, I hope this goes to illustrate—” My father could not continue. His voice shook, with either rage or the humiliation of having to prevail upon me. But eventually he forced himself to finish. “I hope you will reconsider.”


      I waited quite some time, but told him at last what I always did: I had no choice.


      “This is not a plan,” he cried. “This is madness. You have no concept what you are doing. How will you support yourself?” my father asked, always to him the foremost question. “You cannot provide for yourself, let alone two people.”


      “She’s not coming,” I said. “You know she’s not coming.”


      “On the contrary,” he said. “Can you not see what is happening?” Of course, gradually, I could. For more than thirty years my mother had accepted my father’s stiff personality, his thousand rules, as the price of his assurance he would safeguard her and me. Now, if he could not honor that compact, she considered herself the victim of a fraud. There was no use talking to her about the damage in her own life, because that was beside the point. She had long since agreed to an existence where she had ceased craving satisfaction in her own right, as if that only invited further terror. Her credo was simple: My child is my country. My duty. My life. She had survived solely so as not to abandon the future. No matter how ghastly it seemed, I knew she would follow me. While that reality crept over me, my father went on with his denunciations.


      “Do you know what it is to be a penniless immigrant with no means in a country that is not your own? I have some idea. War is not the only thing in life that is intensely unpleasant. Seth. I will say to you what I have said to your mother: If you choose this course, if you cross this border, do not expect to receive aid from me.”


      “I know better than that, Dad. Believe me.”


      “You know better about everything, Seth.”


      “I will never ask you for money.” We had now reached the absolute core of what was between us. “Underline: never. Do you hear me?” He did not. He had already hung up.


      Someone said that money is the root of all evil. For my father it was far more than that. Originally a professor of economics at the U., he eventually became a consultant to banks and brokerage houses, one of the first of the nation’s money supply experts. As a result, I heard the theoretical justifications throughout my life: how money is the medium through which everybody competes for what they want—the more you want something, the more you’ll pay. It’s emotion made tangible, or comparable at least, a sort of river Ganges of life into which all desires somehow pour. A perfect theory, I suppose, ignoring things like how much everybody has to start with, or what the songwriter had in mind when he declared that the best things in life are free. But at least it recognizes that if you want money, you really want something else. What my father wanted, though, was never clear to me.


      His name was Bernhard and thus he was frequently confused with Bernard Weissman, a Kindle County developer of vast wealth who owned the Morgan Towers in DuSable and several of the largest shopping malls in the country. ‘No, I am the poor Weissman,’ my father would always say, in a tone which, given his modulated manner, struck me as ridiculously abject. I knew that he was doing well—this came from the comments of his business acquaintances whom we met on the street—but he made no admission of the fact and seemed to die inside any time he had to spend a dollar.


      In college, a group of us in the dorm used to conduct Legendary Cheap Contests, exploring a strange common ground in which we matched, competitively, the miserliness of our parents. My main rivals were other ethnic sons, Slavs and Greeks, although there was one Yankee who was usually in the race. But I always won. My father took the cake. Our dormmates roared as I told the stories: How my father, rather than replace the evergreens in front of our simple hip-roofed bungalow, colored them with green spray paint after they died one particularly harsh winter. How my father would return merchandise to stores, two or three years after purchase, when a button broke, a collar frayed, and haggle for some partial refund of the original price. How my father would keep important clients, bankers, waiting, so he could go buy a case of toilet tissue on sale. How my father late at night could be found refolding the brown lunch bags that I brought home from school, per his instructions, balled in my coat pocket. How my father put a timer on the bathroom light because as a little boy I often forgot to turn it out, with the result that I was frequently left terrified, still sitting on the can as the room went black.


      Yet it wasn’t the lack of possessions but the atmosphere that mattered most. My father wasn’t motivated by a spiritual disdain for material things; he felt none of the pleasure of people of little means, who enjoy the few things they can afford. There was a tight-fisted compulsive quality to my father’s refusal to spend, a kind of death grip he held on the household against which I always chafed, and which had led to our most wrenching prior dispute at Christmas time in 1963.


      In my household, there was never really a holiday season at any point in the year. In Vienna, my father had been raised as a freethinker. He identified himself as a Jew and was ever on alert for anti-Semitism, which he found pervasive, but even after his wartime experiences—perhaps because of them—he disdained all form of religious practice. That was not true of my mother. Having lost everyone who mattered in the camps, having seen everything precious destroyed, she clung fervently to the customs, albeit in a fairly unobtrusive way, since she preferred no disputes with my father. She bought kosher meats, did not mix milk and dairy, and lit candles on Friday nights. On holidays, she celebrated in muted fashion—a polite Pesach Seder and a Yom Kippur fast. My father went to work. For her sake, I was given a religions education at Temple Beth Shalom, where professors from the U. sent their kids.


      At Hanukkah, we lit the menorah, and my father and she gave gelt—not the foil-wrapped chocolate coins but real money. In my father’s eyes this was a gift with meaning. The closest we came to any other form of seasonal celebration was driving down the snowy streets on Christmas Eve to admire the lighted decorations of our gentile neighbors. My father, of course, approved of any form of entertainment which did not require spending money, and the lights always thrilled me: the brightness, the festivity, the whole season of free-spending and openhanded generosity.


      At any rate, the year before I turned sixteen, I took the $10 bill my father had given me for Hanukkah and on impulse bought a four-foot aluminum Christmas tree. I made the purchase at a local five-and-dime and had the tree set up on its green wood base before either of my parents saw it. In shock, my mother stood before the tree, which was mounted on a small end table in my bedroom, a bit like an altar, and remonstrated with me in each of the four languages she spoke.


      Consciously, I had persuaded myself that because he was not observant, my father would not mind the tree. Of course, he was in my room within instants of arriving home. He was a person of medium size—my height comes from my mother’s people, and I think that neither of us could get used to the fact that I was already two or three inches taller than he was. He was one of those bald-headed men who lets the hair on one side grow long and pastes it across his scalp. He wore metal-framed glasses and a heavy woolen suit, three pieces. He rocked on his toes.


      “I see,” my father said, in his heavy accent. With his talent for the most prosaic, he added, “This is how you spend the money we give to you?”


      “I thought it was a gift.” I was lying on my bed reading. “A gift means a person buys what he likes.”


      “No,” said my father staring up at the Christmas tree. He shook his head ponderously. “No gifts for this.”


      The next day when I returned from school, the Christmas tree was gone. Neither of them ever offered an explanation. And my father never willingly gave me another dollar. The idea, I suppose, was that I was first required to make some amends. But that I refused to do. I know, in retrospect, how they saw what I’d done. Not simply a rejection. But an act of emotional vandalism. I ignored their pain, no doubt. But I took no pleasure in it. My concern was myself. I wanted to break out of the lightlessness, the dead air, the suffering and silence of my parents’ home. I wanted to stake my claim to a life where every moment is not shrouded by the memory of the most terrible deeds and to ask them. I suppose, to recognize that desire in me, to give me their blessing to be different from them in that fundamental respect. But this was not a destiny either of them had ever envisioned for me, and such permission, as it turned out, was never to be granted.


      After that, I had board and shelter in my parents’ home. Otherwise, I provided for myself. I had a collection of odd jobs after school and over the summers: hardware-store clerk, busboy, fry cook. My mother was always tucking $20 in my pocket when my father was not around, but she did not dare confront him. In college, I financed my tuition with a federally subsidized loan. To embarrass my father, I went to his bank, where they knew how wealthy he was, and when I’d saved enough money for a car, I bought a Volkswagen, the Hitler-mobile, knowing it would drive him wild. But in time, I realized that given impossible choices, I had lost anyway. I had indulged my father in his fundamental selfishness. And I never removed the restraint of their expectations. My mother never lifted her prayerful gaze from me, never stopped fussing over me or begging me in a million silent ways to redeem her life. I was never free. And the weight of all of that fell over me again now in the wake of my father’s call.


      As Sonny watched, I replaced the phone. I sat first, then lay down fully on the rug. My hands were over my face.


      “Oh, kidnap me,” I cried, “kidnap me, kidnap me, kidnap me. Somebody kidnap me.”


      When I opened my eyes, Eddgar was across the living room on the threshold of the open front door. Ironically, he held money—a few bills—rolled in his hand. He had come down to pay me for the week. Unspeaking, he watched me lying there in agony, his perfect, mad eyes unblinking, intent.


       


      “What did you mean?” Eddgar asked me the next night. “Kidnap you?” June and he had just returned from another long evening with their lawyers. A number of attorneys from the ACLU and Damon Law School had come forward to mount Eddgar’s defense, joining the old standbys, renowned lefties, who’d been defending the Panthers for years. I had the sense there were sharp divisions in the legal team over tactics, about whether the forthcoming hearing should be conducted to make a political statement or to save Eddgar’s job. Arriving home, the Eddgars often appeared wrung out and at odds with each other. Scrutinizing me now, Eddgar already looked exhausted, so dark beneath the eyes he might have been bruised.


      I’d often explained my differences with my parents to June and I was in no mood to go over the subject now. But Eddgar’s look lingered. I sensed, as I often had, the special reprieve for Eddgar in moving about in someone else’s life.


      “So if someone wanted to kidnap you, you’d go?” he asked.


      “I don’t think they’d believe it.”


      “I would think not,” June said. She was drinking bourbon and smoking. Sitting at the sofa’s edge, she flicked ashes from the end of the cigarette more often than necessary, flipping her thumbnail against the filter. For whatever reason—practicing perhaps for the demeanor she’d affect in the hearing room—she’d taken on more of a subdued, girlish appearance, a bit of the homespun country gal. Her hair was pulled back and secured with bright rings of yarn. She wore a little sundress, and the length of her smooth legs, without hose, glowed as she sat there. Leaning toward the ashtray, she jerked a bit on her hem, in response to my inspection. “They’d certainly have suspicions,” she said.


      Eddgar held his jaw. A sign might as well have lit up on his chest, reading, I am scheming.


      “What if there was ransom?” he asked. “Can your father afford it?”


      “Afford it? Sure. He could probably afford a lot. But knowing my father, he wouldn’t pay it.”


      June laughed. “Seth, you remind me of Eddgar when you carry on about your father.” Eddgar’s father was a physician by training, but he made his living as a tobacco planter. If you could credit their descriptions, he was a man of ruthless temper, rigid, unforgiving, a hard-shell Christian more excited by the damnation of the wicked than the eternal grace of the saved. June and Eddgar both referred to him in an act of academic derision as ‘The Mind of the South.’


      For the moment, Eddgar ignored June, struck by my prediction that my father would refuse any ransom request. He threw up his hands.


      “Then you’re free!” For an alarming, split-brained instant, my liberty seemed to dwell in the tender field between Eddgar’s open palms. Then the dreary misery of a better-known reality reclaimed me.


      “Well, then he’d pay it to spite me.”


      They both laughed again. Clapping her hands to her thighs, June said she was exhausted and I headed down. Kidnapping. I laughed at the thought. Outside, as I neared the foot of the wooden stairwell, I heard Eddgar speak my name. He’d come out to the landing above, and stood in the intense beam of the floodlight.


      “Would they call the FBI?” he asked quietly.


      “My parents?” I was startled he was still on the subject, but I shook my head. Given their history, my parents were terrified by encounters with the police. I had been in the car on more than one occasion when even a routine traffic stop had crashed my father into disorder and panic. His hands shook so fiercely he could not hand the copper his license, and it required half an hour at the curbside afterwards for him to regain his tenuous hold on the present. There was no prospect he—or my mother—would ever involve law enforcement. “No chance,” I told Eddgar.


      Standing a floor above me, he smiled. Amid the mounting anxieties of his own situation, this notion had become a diversion. He tapped a single index finger on his temple to show that he was going to keep it in mind.


       


      Four days after I received my draft notice, Sonny told me she was moving out. It was the middle of April.


      “It’s no good, Seth,” she said. “I have to do it. We’re going to end up hating each other.” We were fighting all the time, bloody battles in which I spoke of love and she of independence.


      “So you’ll desert me now, rather than later?”


      Sonny shivered to show she was exerting self-control. She had to make the point, she said. The ‘point’ was never specified, but I understood. I couldn’t have her. I was on my own. If she remained in the apartment, I’d keep hoping, keep putting off departure, instead of facing what was now inevitable.


      “I have to find something else, anyway,” Sonny said. “I can’t afford the rent here by myself.”


      “Where will you go?”


      She hitched a shoulder as if she hadn’t thought about it much. “I’ll stay with Graeme for a while. He’s been trying to find someone to take a room.”


      This was a hammer blow, worse than mere desertion. He’d be in her bed within a week, I realized, if he hadn’t been already.


      “Not what I think, right?”


      “It isn’t,” she said. “And it’s none of your business anyway.”


      We went at it again, of course.


      In the end, I helped her move. It was just as easy for me to load a few boxes every morning into the Bug. I mailed her books to her aunt’s from the post office. The other items I dropped outside Graeme’s door as I was on my way to After Dark. I watched her disappear from the apartment in stages, like something melting.


      On the last morning, a Monday, we filled the Bug and put on the portable rack to load the roof. Even so, a couple of boxes remained that I’d have to drop off later. Then I drove Sonny across the Bay Bridge, out of sunshine and into the fog. She hugged me on the street, although I refused to return any visible, sign of affection. So this is how it is, I thought, this is how it turns out. An epic moment in my own life, which I would always recount—how could it simply be happening, like any other moment in the ever-present is? There was only fog, carried like smoke on the ocean winds, and seagulls whose hoarse cry could be heard even though they were lost from sight. I noticed, marking him for life, a slender bearded fellow in bell-bottomed trousers and a V-neck sweater moving down the steep hill in the usual heavy-footed way, his weight back to the heels. I had a sudden vision that I’d accost him on another street someday: I saw you when I said goodbye.


      “Call me,” she said. “All the time. Promise I’ll see you before you go.” I took her hands from my face and studied them—broad sturdy hands sculpted with working grace. I figured I would leave for Canada by the end of the week. My draft board had obliged me in my last tactical move by transferring the site of my induction to Oakland. May 4 was the day, but there was no point in waiting now.


      “People don’t just walk out of each other’s lives,” I said. I wasn’t sure if this was a protest or a response.


      “It’s just another phase, baby. We’re both going to survive. And nobody says it’s forever.” Sonny often talked vaguely of getting together again in the future—after the Peace Corps, after I was able to come home. This notion—the hopes it raised and my certainty that it was cruelly false—brought the unwanted impact of a sob halfway through my throat every time the subject came up.


      “Thank you.”


      “For what?”


      For uttering enough intolerable bullshit, I had been about to say, that I actually had some desire to leave. But I had no control over myself and the words emerged hollowly. By accident, I’d found the note I wanted to strike.


      “Just thanks. I love you. It’s been a gas.”


      I drove away. I had always known, I told myself. Some shockproof, inner apparatus, a black box near the heart that invariably registered what was true, had never lost account of the fundamental facts: she did not care for me, not in the abandoned, soaring way I cared for her. I’d known but trudged on anyway, dumb and hopeful, and now I was paying the price. Was there anything in life more painful than that inequality? A few blocks on, suffering miserably, I stopped the car across from the enormous rolling park near Mission Dolores. I knew I was back to where I’d started, to the unendurable agony of the young. I could not have put words to it then, but through time I can make out that inner cry: Who will love me for myself? Whose love will let me know myself? I looked at the palm trees rising starkly above the median while I wept.
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      SONNY


      “The testimony is irrelevant,” says Molto, standing before the bench.


      This guy. He has an unerring capacity to aggravate me.


      “Mr. Molto, you’re the one who offered to bring in Tactical Officer Lubitsch. We had a discussion at sidebar and, as I recall, you ended it by volunteering.”


      “Judge, we’ve had time to think. There was no polygraph. So there’s no discovery violation. And the testimony is irrelevant.”


      “Mr. Molto, we’ve had sworn testimony that there was a polygraph, and if the witness is mistaken, I’d think the prosecution would be delighted to establish that fact.” I turn to Hobie, who’s beside Rudy. “Mr. Tuttle, do you still want to explore this area?”


      Mum to this point, Hobie offers nothing but a solemn nod.


      “Call the witness.”


      “Judge—”


      “Enough, Mr. Molto.”


      Tommy starts away, then wheels back. “By the way, Judge, this business of not turning over scientific reports? He told us yesterday—” Tommy uses a finger to indicate Hobie; he’s too aggravated to speak his name. “He told us he was going to test that money for blood or gunpowder and have a report this morning.”


      Hobie cuts him short, avoiding a diversion. “There’s no gunpowder, there’s no blood. I’ll give them the money back right now.”


      “There’s your answer, Mr. Molto. No gunpowder, no blood. Who’s putting on Lubitsch? It’s your motion, Mr. Tuttle.”


      Tommy, with his dark, beaten-up face, stares at me, sulkily. He’s been doing this twenty years, but he still can’t roll with the punches.


      “We’ll call him, Judge,” says Tommy. “This will take one second.” He motions to Rudy.


      Fred rolls in, spoiling macho attitude. He’s wearing his cowboy boots and a huge silver buckle on his jeans, an open-necked print shirt, and a tweed sport coat. Word is he was really something when he was younger, always looking for it on the street, with that imposing physique that strains his uniform and a challenging eye. Among the State Defenders the rep lingers that he’s a hitter, a cop who’ll smack an arrested defendant around. But Marietta, the unimpeachable source, says he’s different since he married. His wife, Angela, is another body builder, whom he first encountered at one of those contests where they oil themselves up and pose. She was a champion, famous in those circles, and Lubitsch boasts about her now and then in an openly admiring way I find endearing. They have one child. Like Marietta, I regard him as one of those people who has improved with age.


      “Hey, Judge,” he says when he arrives before the bench. A bit too familiar.


      “Do you swear to tell the truth?” I answer.


      Fred’s testified here before. Given the cultural limitations of police testimony—every defendant has received his Miranda rights, even though few do these days; every cop has seen whatever his partner has observed—Fred strikes me as more or less a truth-teller, less freewheeling than some others. As he takes the stand, I notice he has his reports rolled up in one hand.


      Tommy waits for Lubitsch to settle himself, then Molto positions himself right before the bench. He goes for dramatic effect. A single question. Not even state your name. He lifts a reddened, nail-bitten hand.


      “Officer Lubitsch, on September 12, 1995, or any other date, did you use a polygraph machine on Lovinia Campbell, either at Kindle County General Hospital or elsewhere?”


      “No, sir,” he says.


      Tommy heads back to the prosecution table. “Excuse the witness,” he says over his shoulder.


      I smile at the gambit. This is, in all phases, a game which two must play.


      “Mr. Tuttle, do you want cross?”


      Hobie sits in his chair for quite some time, studying Lubitsch. His lips are rolled into his mouth, virtually lost in the grey-shot muff of beard. He’s stumped. For the first time since these proceedings began, he does not rise to address a witness.


      “Ms. Campbell testified she had a polygraph. Did you know that, Officer?”


      “I heard that.”


      “And she’s lying?”


      “She isn’t right. I know that much.”


      “She’s lying?”


      “Objection,” says Tommy from his seat. He’s fussing with his pad, but he reels off a number of valid exceptions to Hobie’s question. Asked and answered. Calls for an improper opinion. Hobie stares at Lubitsch.


      “Are you saying, Officer, maybe the witness made a mistake?”


      “It might be.”


      “She misperceived something?”


      “Maybe.”


      The courtroom is still. Hobie finally stands, taking the time to secure the front flap of his double-breasted suit jacket, a chalk stripe of soft grey wool.


      “Did she think she was getting a polygraph?” Molto objects to Lubitsch testifying to Lovinia’s thoughts. Hobie rephrases: “Did someone tell her they were going to give her a polygraph?”


      “Yes, sir, that coulda happened.”


      “And who was ‘they’? Who told her she was going on the box?”


      Lubitsch wiggles a bit in his swivel chair. “I believe I did.”


      “I see. But you didn’t actually do it?”


      “No.”


      “But she changed her story anyway? I mean, that’s what happened, right? This girl was tellin you one thing when you got there and something else when you left?”


      “Sometimes with these people—” Fred stops. “With an offender sometimes—” He wipes his mouth with both fingers. “An experienced officer, sometimes I think I know pretty well when someone’s giving me a line.”


      “Yes?”


      “We don’t always want to take them down to the Hall for the box.”


      “The lie box?”


      “Right. Here we couldn’t. She’s laying there with tubes coming out of everywhere.”


      “So what did you do, Officer?”


      “We tell them we’re giving them a box, only we don’t.”


      “You created that impression?”


      “That’s it.”


      “And how did you do that?”


      “We put something on her head.”


      “What?”


      “Something we borrowed from one of the nurses.”


      “What?”


      “That strap-like, you know, for the heart test?”


      “EKG?”


      “Right.”


      “And you put that around her head? So you could test what she was thinking?”


      Lubitsch doesn’t answer. His eyes roll up to Hobie and fix him with a dark look meant for the street.


      “And was it just the pressure strap? Was that the entire apparatus?”


      “No. It had a piece of telephone cord attached.”


      “Attached to what?”


      “The thing on her head.”


      “And what else?”


      “A machine.” Lubitsch looks hard at Hobie. Obviously there’s no point. “A copying machine.”


      “A photocopying machine?”


      “Right. We borrowed that from the nurses, too.”


      “Then what did you do?”


      “Asked a question.”


      “And?”


      Lubitsch shrugs. “Then we pressed a button on the machine.”


      “For what?”


      “The answer.”


      “You get the answer from the machine?”


      “That’s what we say.”


      “Is that what you said to Bug?”


      “Right.”


      Hobie doesn’t speak. Instead, he simply beckons for more with the back of his hand.


      “See, we put a piece of paper in the machine before we start. Okay? Then when we press the button, it comes out and we show it to her. Okay?”


      “And what was written on the piece of paper?”


      “‘She’s lying.’” There is laughter, of course, a rippling chorus loudest from the jury box.


      “So you had this young woman sitting there with a rubber strap on her head and a piece of telephone wire that was attached to a Xerox machine, and then you pressed a button and it produced a piece of paper that said she’s lying and you showed that to her, right?”


      “Right.”


      “And she believed it?”


      “Because she was lying.”


      Hobie looks to me, without even bothering to voice the objection. I strike Lubitsch’s last answer and Hobie expels a magnificent sigh of disgust as he walks back to the defense table, winding his head. Cops.


      “Are we done?” I ask.


      Hobie argues vociferously that Lovinia’s testimony has to be suppressed. He calls the police “deceptive” and “exploitative,” as if the Supreme Court hadn’t long ago decided to tolerate such conduct in the name of effective law enforcement. When Molto comes to the podium to respond, I greet Tommy with a dour look. He was running changes on me this morning. One of the iron rules of my courtroom, especially for the prosecutors, is that you pay the price when you mess with the judge. The PAs will run you over if you let them, and as a woman, I feel the need to be particularly firm. I’m frosty enough with Tommy to scare him. But I deny the motion in the end. No right of Nile’s was violated by what the police did to Lovinia. Bug, especially as a juvenile, would have a pretty strong argument that the statements she made to Lubitsch and Wells can’t be used against her. In fact, now that I think about it, I see how Hobie persuaded Bug—and her lawyer—that she could ignore Molto’s threats to throw out Bug’s deal if she came off her prior statements. Given this monkey business, there’s no way Tommy could risk re-prosecution, since Bug might walk completely. Hobie, the pro, does not miss a beat when I rule.


      “In the alternative, Your Honor,” he says, “I’d like to make the officer’s testimony part of my case. So I don’t have to recall him.”


      Relieved, Molto ventures no objection, but says in that case he’d like to ask a few more questions of his own. He stands at the prosecution table.


      “Officer Lubitsch, after Ms. Campbell admitted she was lying—”


      “Objection. He told her she was lying.”


      “Rephrase the question.”


      “After this mock-polygraph,” says Tommy, “Ms. Campbell made a statement, correct? And is it fully set forth in your report?”


      Lubitsch testifies that each of his reports is an accurate rendition of what Lovinia said.


      “And returning to September 12 in the hospital, did you ever tell Ms. Campbell what Hardcore had previously told the police?”


      “I didn’t know what Hardcore had said. It wasn’t my case. Montague asked me to talk to Bug because I knew her. That’s all. She told me a story, we did our lie-box thing, and she made her statement.”


      “You didn’t tell her what Hardcore said?”


      “Nope. That’s not my s.o.p.”


      Tommy nods. He’s just made up a great deal of ground. Sorting through it all, the critical issue in evaluating Bug’s testimony is whether what she said to the cops in the first place was true. I could believe she told them what they wanted to hear, not so much because she seems easily cowed—even at fifteen she isn’t—but because she’s clever enough to deal that way. But if Bug didn’t know what Core had said, there’s only one way, realistically, her sworn statements to Lubitsch could match Hardcore’s version of events: because that’s what happened out on the street. At least, that’s the way I add it up. Tommy does, too. He’s gone back to his seat with an unbecoming little swagger, enjoying the fact that he’s finally put Hobie in his place.


      In his chair, Hobie again is taking his time, his lips gummed over each other, staring at Lubitsch once more, puzzling something through.


      “Officer, did you figure on testifying in this trial?” he asks suddenly.


      “Huh?” answers Lubitsch.


      “Did you have it in mind as this trial was coming up that you’d end up as a witness?”


      “I don’t know. I thought I might.”


      “You did?” Hobie pushes through the mess of papers on the table. “You weren’t on the state’s witness list.”


      Lubitsch has an uncomfortable moment. His eyes briefy close, lizardlike.


      “I saw Montague at Area 7 last week. He said the witness might be doing a spin, and if she did, I was going to have to come stand behind my paper.”


      “Just a warning.”


      “That’s all.”


      “You didn’t go review your reports at that point?”


      “No. I kind of live a day at a time, counsel. I woulda thought she was too smart to flip, but you live and learn.” That’s meant as a jibe. He’s clearly had an earful about how Hobie led the girl astray.


      “And how did you find out you were going to have to come testify today?”


      “When I come on the job at eight, at roll call, I got a message: phone Montague.”


      “You didn’t spend the day yesterday getting ready to testify?”


      “I’m off Wednesdays. I was putting up Sheetrock, if you want to know.”


      “And when you reached Montague today, did he explain why you were gonna be needed in court this morning?”


      “I don’t know,” says Lubitsch, vamping. “Sort of.”


      “Sort of,” says Hobie. “Well, at some point today did someone—Molto, Montague, Mr. Singh—did one of them explain that Lovinia had testified that in persuading her to change her story, you’d told her what Hardcore had to say?”


      “I heard that.”


      “And you realized, didn’t you, that it would help the state if you could testify that didn’t happen?”


      “Nobody told me what to say.”


      “I understand, Officer. But you’ve been around a lot of trials, haven’t you? And you recognize the significance of your testimony that you didn’t tell Bug, don’t you?”


      Lubitsch’s eyes cheat just a trifle in my direction. I get the feeling that in somebody else’s courtroom Fred might try a line, a dodge.


      “I have the picture generally.”


      “Now, Officer, I want to hand you a copy of your report of September 12, marked as Defendant’s Exhibit 1, and I’m gonna ask you to read out loud the part where it says you didn’t tell Lovinia Campbell what Hardcore had said.”


      Lubitsch sits a minute, staring outward. He has that look again: stop fucking with me. He bothers only with a bare glance at the report, which Hobie has laid on the rail of the witness box. He does not even touch it.


      “It’s not there.”


      “It’s not there,” says Hobie. “So this is just something you remember?”


      “I said it’s not my s.o.p.”


      “It’s not your standard operating procedure to tell one witness what another witness has said, correct?”


      “Exactly.”


      “And that’s why you say you didn’t tell Bug?”


      “I say I didn’t tell her that, cause I don’t have any recollection that anything like that ever happened. That’s why I say it.”


      “Okay,” says Hobie. “You don’t have any recollection.” He’s moving around again. By now, I know it’s a bad sign for the state when Hobie starts roaming. If I were the prosecutor, preparing a witness for cross, I’d tell him, ‘Watch out. If Tuttle starts moving, that means he has you on a roll.’ But Lubitsch doesn’t know that and sits there, with his bulk and his attitude, still thinking he’s doing okay. “And it’s fair to say, isn’t it, that you haven’t had a lot of time to review the reports or to get it firm in your mind exactly what went on in your interviews of young Miss Lovinia?”


      “I remember what happened, counsel.”


      Hobie scratches his cheek. He is doing his best to remain mild, if not genial, in the face of Fred’s hostility. Someone—Dubinsky, probably—has told him Lubitsch is a regular here, something of a favorite of mine.


      “Well, let’s talk about your visit to Bug’s hospital room on September 12. You say Montague asked you to go over there because you know her, correct?”


      “Not like we’re pals. I arrested her twice.”


      “But you had a good relationship with her as a result?”


      “‘Good relationship’? I don’t know what that means.” He’s reared back, then subsides a bit, aware perhaps of how contrary he’s becoming. “I’m not trying to be cute, counsel, but you’d say we had a professional relationship. She knew I’d be professional with her. The first time where she got cracked, we sort of caught them in the act—I mean, when we, you know Tactical, when we get in the area, this operation of BSD, they’re very good at rolling things up. But this time I saw some car tearing off and Bug and me had a little foot race and I grabbed hold of her and I told her how it was and she was cooperative.”


      “You ‘told her how it was’?”


      “Usually, when these kids are out selling small stuff, usually they’ll keep it up in their month. The seams. So they can swallow it if the Man comes on them. It’s not enough to kill them. So they swallow. And I grabbed Bug and told her if she tried to swallow I’d have to choke her, or pump her stomach, and for her just to spit it out and she did.”


      “And you made friends,” says Hobie. The delivery is droll, not quite disparaging, just enough to bring out the sad ridiculousness of the entire situation. He derives uproarious laughter from everyone, including me. Yet there is a homely truth here. There are probably two hundred kids in T-4 with whom Lubitsch and Wells have this kind of relationship. They know their mommas and cousins, their gang standing, maybe even in a remote way how they’re doing in school. They treat them with some feeling. Fred has reason to be riled and he treats Hobie to an acid look.


      “I didn’t ride her, okay? It was a thousand feet of a housing project. I could have charged her as an adult. I didn’t. We did it as a juvie beef, she did some home time, she got out.”


      “You were fair.”


      “I try to be,” says Lubitsch and hitches his massive neck.


      “And knowing you had been kinda fair to her in the past, Montague asked you to see her in the hospital?”


      “That’s the picture.”


      “And you went with your partner—” Hobie starts through the reports.


      “Wells.”


      “You and Wells went and you told her to roll, to make a deal, didn’t you?”


      “That I remember.”


      “And she told you what you took for a lie, namely that the shooting of Ms. Eddgar was just a drive-by by a rival street gang.”


      “That’s what she said.”


      “Are there drive-bys in that neighborhood?”


      “Plenty.”


      “But you were confident she was fibbing?”


      “Lying was my impression.”


      “Even though this girl was more or less in your debt? Even though she’d been kind of cooperative with you before, you didn’t believe her?”


      Lubitsch permits himself a slight wise-guy smile. Grow up, he’d like to say.


      “I didn’t.”


      “You remember why in particular?”


      Lubitsch looks to the ceiling. “Didn’t hit me right.”


      “Could it be,” says Hobie slowly, “that Montague had already told you what Hardcore had said?” Hobie stops to watch Fred. This is where he wins or loses. Lubitsch takes a breath and once more lets his eyes rise in reverie. He teeters an instant on the brink of denial. But now the events have begun to come back to me. That was the day Wells and he were in my chambers calling the case a doozy. Fred said he was going to General. And he was gloating, because he knew all about it by then. He knew Hardcore had made Nile a suspect. ‘Fred,’ I want to say, ‘for Chrissake, Fred.’ Instead, with little conscious intention, I clear my throat. His eyes hit mine. The pupils seem to enlarge in that half-instant, he shrinks back in his seat, and it comes to him just as it has come to me. He almost nods, as if his obligation to tell the truth arises as a matter of personal allegiance.


      “That makes sense,” he says.


      “Do you remember that?”


      “It rings a bell.”


      “So you knew Hardcore had turned. And that you were going to this girl for corroboration, right?”


      Lubitsch takes a long time to make sure there aren’t any snares before he agrees.


      “Now Hardcore’s in the gang, in BSD? Hardcore’s what they call Top Rank, correct?”


      “So I understand.”


      “The younger ones carry out his orders?”


      “They sell his dope. Yeah, he’s important. What’s the point?” asks Lubitsch, clearly out of sorts, as many coppers become when they lose control of the situation. Hobie takes advantage to move a few steps closer.


      “Here’s the point, Officer. Do you know of witnesses in gang cases being threatened and in fact even hurt or killed?”


      “I’ve heard of it.”


      “Often?”


      “Probably.”


      “And in your experience isn’t that even more likely to occur when someone is offering testimony against a gang leader?”


      Lubitsch sees the point then. He ponders what is coming next before saying simply, “Yes.”


      “Now, Officer, recognizing you came here on short notice, recognizing you didn’t have much chance to look at your reports or to think about the events of September 12, recognizing that you ordinarily wouldn’t tell a witness what another witness said, recognizing all of that, I ask you if it wouldn’t have been a whole lot easier to get a homegirl to roll if she knew her shot-caller had already done the same thing, and if she wasn’t going to hurt him by talking?”


      Lubitsch’s shoulders are sunk down and he is stewing in all of it, getting caught by this defense lawyer and having to tell him the truth. Again, his eyes, almost involuntarily, move in my direction before he answers.


      “That makes sense.”


      “And in order to convince her, you’d have had to reveal the details of what he had said. You’d want her to be sure you already knew the story she was going to tell you, right?”


      “I would have told her, I guess, some things. I’d have tried to hold back a little, you know, for a test. But I’d have to give her enough for her to know he’d turned over.”


      “And if she says one of the things you revealed to her was that Hardcore had accused Nile of engineering the shooting of his father, you can’t, as you sit here today, you can’t say that’s wrong, can you?”


      Lubitsch actually makes a face. He winces in reflection. He waits one more second, his full weight taken on both ponderous forearms, which rest on the witness box.


      “I can’t completely remember. All right? That’s the truth. She could be right, she could be wrong.”


      “She could be right?” asks Hobie.


      Lubitsch doesn’t bother to respond. At the prosecution table, Molto is unconsciously probing his temple, staring vacantly at the oak rods that are mounted on the wall in front of him to baffle sound. Hobie has the center of the courtroom to himself. He smiles circumspectly at the witness, careful not to show Lubitsch up for telling the truth. But we all know he’s had another high moment of lawyerly achievement. Bug’s statements to the police now have to be regarded as no more than a loyal imitation of Hardcore. Core himself may prove a persuasive witness. There may be good corroboration for him, or other evidence of Nile’s guilt. But for the moment, Hobie’s done his job. Lovinia Campbell is gone from the state’s case.


       


      In the sheriff’s office there are dressing rooms and showers. Basic fare. Rusted lockers, concrete floors, the reek of disinfectant. The judges, who have free access, refer to this area in irony as The Club. As a former cancer patient who has read all of the studies about the ancillary routes to health, I skip lunch at least twice a week and, in a raveled sweatshirt and leggings of spandex—time-defying miracle fiber of the nineties—lumber off from the courthouse down Cushing Boulevard for forty minutes of intermittent power-walking and jogging. Rosario, the gatekeeper at the Judges’ Entrance, a tiny fellow in the blue sheriff deputy’s uniform, speeds me on my way, with his standard farewell. “Go get em, Judge.” When I return, he will sweep the door aside and say, ‘Welcome to Fen-tasy Island.’ I have never been certain if he is mocking himself or the eerie atmosphere of the courthouse, where we are always rubbing shoulders with people whom, in other circumstances, you would cross the street to avoid—boys who shout too loud, who strut about with an abject, thuggish glower, surrounded by menace like a dark halo. The federal building was full of officious clerks and marshals, pumped up with the majesty of the United States. But in the Kindle County Courthouse there is a humble geniality among the lawyers, the deputies, the clerks, a quiet need to reassure ourselves that we belong together to a community of decent folk.


      I race along with Mahler on my headset, my heart kicking as I twist down the pavement to avoid the jurors, attorneys, and families on their way to lunch. A couple of the lawyers, whose names I don’t recall or never knew, wave to me in an eager way as I shoot by. “Hiya, Your Honor.” It’s one of the last decent days of the year. The light is weakening and dismal winter clouds, heavy as quilting, move randomly from remote quarters of the sky to momentarily darken the day with the awesome suddenness of a primitive curse. But the sun returns periodically and the air is bearable, pushing 40. Soon Mother Nature will prove she is at heart an angry witch. Winter in the Middle West. You’re never quite ready.


      Not far from the exit, I hear my name, “Sonny,” more or less yodeled, carried to me on the sharp wind. Pushing back the earphones, I expect to greet another judge, but it is, instead, Seth, trotting to catch up. “Oh, for Chrissake,” I mutter beneath my breath. I’m the one who started this yesterday, who crossed the moat, but this is starting to feel like junior high school. In the same blue sport coat and scuffed shoes he’s worn each day, Seth arrives with a self-aggrandizing smile. The fringe of hair above his cars, going colorless, is fluffed up by the wind.


      “I was afraid I missed you. Your secretary, Marian? She said you’d come out here.”


      “Marietta?” Slow death, I think, Chinese tortures—I am truly going to kill her. I stand there, jogging in place, toe dancing in my Sauconys and sweatshirt, and give him my loftiest judicial manner, all walls. “What can I do for you, Seth?” He draws back, with a wet-eyed, wounded look that seems somehow typical of him these days.


      “I’m holding you up,” he says at last. “Come on, I’ll run with you.” He moves a few paces ahead and motions for me to join him. In his street shoes and blazer, he leads the way along the avenue with a practiced gait. “I’m only going to bother you for a second. I just wanted you to know something. You asked me yesterday about Hobie and Dubinsky? And I thought about that all night. And I think I get it? I think I know why you asked?”


      “Forget it, Seth.” I see what’s coming. He had dinner with Hobie and they planned a response. Seth’s here as a guided missile. This is just the reason I vowed to have nothing to do with him. “We’re not having this discussion.”


      “No, I want you to understand. I don’t know what Hobie’s doing. I love him, but take it from me, Hobie T. Tuttle can be a treacherous fellow. So whatever he cooked up, it’s with Stew, not me. I’m not part of it. Hobie and Nile, neither of them are even talking to me. Okay? That’s all.”


      “That’s enough.” One more line, one more word, and I’ll have to do something, stop and shout for the police. But he allows me to proceed in silence, galloping heavy-footed down the walk. We have reached Homer Park, which boasts a circular tarred walkway. In times past, the Park District was a notorious tub of grease, with patronage jobs and no-bid contracts, the haven for no-nose politicians like Toots Nuccio, who sometimes carried his tommy gun to city council meetings in his clarinet case. These days, as the city grows poorer, so do the parks. The programs that brightened my life as a child, the crafts classes and summer camps, are gone. Even routine maintenance has failed. In this park, for reasons I have never figured out, the trees have all been topped. They ring the tarmac path like amputees, barkless, knotted. The lawn, dying in the early winter, is bare in many patches, strewn with trash and leaves. It is a safe haven though in the daylight hours. Latino moms in their cloth coats wheel their bundled babies. Pedestrians bound for Center City cross the park to transfer bus lines. Like a river running through a canyon, U.S. 843, with its thrum and fumes, is a block away and 200 feet down.


      As Seth remains beside me, easily keeping pace, I am engaged in reassessment. ‘Hobie T. Tuttle can be treacherous.’ ‘He and Dubinsky cooked something up.’ It’s hard to imagine Seth as Hobie’s emissary and bringing those messages. I’m even briefly tempted to ask what he thinks Hobie’s up to, but better sense prevails. With Seth, I have to maintain a firm grip.


      “Jesus, it’s cold out here.” He’s attempting to ease the silence with a joke and rubs the open expanse of his scalp. “No natural protection,” he says.


      “Seth, am I supposed to feel sorry for you because you’re bald?”


      “Going,” he says. “Coming bald. Forehead-challenged.”


      “Let me tell you the truth, Seth. A woman after forty has to worry about everything. Top to bottom. Her chest sagging. The onset of menopause. Bones going soft. If she’s had kids, her back end isn’t likely to fit the jeans from twenty years ago, and maybe her bladder’s weak, too. So it doesn’t really break my heart that men go bald. In fact—and I’m not usually like this—I’m glad they have something to worry about. And to top it off, the truth is I don’t think it looks all that bad. It makes a guy appear mature, which, frankly, is a rare quality in a lot of men. So I’m not sorry for you, Seth.”


      “Holy smokes,” he says. “What’s got you so cranky?”


      “Come on, Seth. You’re following me down the street, on one of my two free hours in the week. And frankly, every time I talk to you, there’s this lament. As if I’m supposed to pity you, when the fact is I’ve got a job to do. Which I’ve already explained.”


      Oddly, he does not offer the defenses I would have expected. “Right,” he says instead and his eyes fall to his shoes. I realize suddenly—guiltily—that I’ve been trying to drive him off by picking a fight. His face, in the interval, remains buffeted by strong feeling.


      “My son died,” he says then. “You asked what was dramatic for me. Yesterday? That was dramatic.”


      He has tried, it seems, to strike the tone of historical distance we maintained about our lives a day ago. But the edges of his voice do not hold up. I stop at once while he flies on another twenty paces, so completely unable to look at me that it’s that long before he notices I’m not beside him. We’ve reached the tarred oval and he trudges back to me, against the backdrop of the tortured amputee elms, his posture withered by the questions he knows are coming next.


      How long ago? I ask. Almost two years, he answers.


      “My God. Was he sick? Was he chronic?”


      “He was just a little boy. Seven years old. I mean, kind of a difficult little boy if I’m completely honest. He died in a traffic accident.” He waits a moment and searches the pewter sky for the sun, where the dark accumulation of clouds has temporarily milked the daylight of everything vital. “I was driving.”


      “Oh God.”


      “It wasn’t my fault. That’s what everybody says. This guy was drunk—just out of his mind, four times the legal limit, and he ran a light. He hit a curb and came careening right at us. I saw him, you know, maybe out of the corner of my eye, I was trying to move the car forward, it had started forward, but he had the angle on us. It like sheared the car in half. One second I’m sitting there telling Isaac to mind his fingers in his nose, and—Afterwards, the one thing I was grateful for was that I didn’t have to hear him scream, and yet, Jesus, how can your child die without even making a sound?”


      By now, my arms have closed around my sides to cope with the rampant pain. I try a few words of consolation, but his palm rises at once, and I realize this must be one of the worst parts, listening to people grope for words, in hopes of expressing an agony so much his, not theirs. Even then, I can’t help saying the same thing again and again. I’m sorry. So sorry.


      “I had no idea, Seth. Your life seems so exposed in your column. There hasn’t been a word, has there?”


      “I hate talking about it. I’m rotten with self-pity, as it is. You see it. Everybody sees it. I’m just a running sore.”


      I find I have taken his hand. Sweat has trailed down beneath his watchband and the sleeve of his dress shirt. His other hand is against the bridge of his nose, in an effort at self-control.


      “And the guy who hit you? Is he in prison?” Dumb question, I think at once, stupid, trying to press the whole thing within my own horizons, because the thought of what he’s been through so frightens me.


      “Oh, sure. He got fifteen years. He had a record, a big record. Some poor fucked-up black guy. Stolen car. The whole shot. He pled guilty. I never even had to look at him again. Lucy went to court for the sentencing. I guess she cried and carried on. I just—I mean, what’s the point? I never think about him, the guy. I think, you know, if I’d moved faster, if I’d pressed the accelerator harder. If, if, if.” He scans the park. A thirteen-year-old, hat on backwards and smoking a cigarette, whizzes by us on roller blades. “We’re going to freeze out here,” he says. He starts to jog then and I follow, walking fast. He slows to keep my pace.


      “And Lucy? Is Lucy crazy with it? Is she—”


      “She’s crazy. Not that I’m in any position to talk. We’re both out of our minds. But in different ways.” This is what’s between Lucy and him, I realize. It must be. We travel half the oval without words, but he can tell what I’ve been thinking. “It’s not like she blames me,” he says. “At least, not the way I blame myself. But like this? Running? Six months ago, we started jogging together before dinner. We’d take the dog. We bought these lights you wear on your elbows? We had matching suits. But how can you enjoy it? You can’t. You think this is not how our life is supposed to be. We’re supposed to be at home. We’re supposed to be tied down. We’re supposed to be yelling at Isaac to turn off the TV, to start on his homework. It’s not bitter with us. We just can’t find a way to move on.”


      “I wouldn’t imagine Lucy knows how to be bitter.”


      “Not a clue.”


      “Still incredibly good-natured?”


      “Incredibly.”


      “I assume she found a career beyond astrology?”


      “Yeah. But she still believes in it. And reincarnation. And ethical shopping. And the music of the spheres. You’d call her New Age.” He marvels at her with a toss of his head. For the past year, he says, Lucy has been the director of a local soup kitchen in Seattle. He draws an ironic picture of her, on a first-name basis with all the losers, junkies, drunks, and nuts to whom she extends a helping hand. Lucy is a person of boundless generosity, a collector of strays, mother to anyone in need, whether it’s a bird with a crippled wing, her beautician who needed English lessons, or their cleaning lady, for whose eldest daughter Lucy, by dint of an eight-month crusade, won admission to Bellingham Country Day, where Seth’s own children were not accepted.


      “Do I sound like I resent this?” Seth asks.


      “Maybe,” I answer.


      “Then I’m striking the wrong note. I’m amazed—that her heart goes out so fully to people she barely knows, while I’m always in this muddle, trying to find a way to feel enough for the people I’m supposed to care about.”


      “I hope it works out for you, Seth.”


      “I do, too. It’s a mess now. You’ve been through it. The friends. The house. I mean, all of a sudden nothing belongs to you anymore. Stuff that was yours forever. People see you coming and they have this look on their face like you goosed them. I’m glad to be out of there for a while.”


      Charlie’s pals were at the U. Ray Napue was acerbic, terribly funny about everyone but himself. Carter Melk, another poet, was gentle but wordless. I miss both of them, but not the university, with its intense, secret rivalries, reminiscent of a medieval court.


      “So what did your chump do?” he asks.


      “Charlie? Why’s he a ‘chump’?”


      “He let you go, didn’t he?”


      “I left him. Finally. We took turns over the years. But I got the last curtain.”


      Charlie! something within me shrieks. The thought of him remains impossible. It’s like some trauma I can never fully recall—a bad fall, a beating. With Charlie, what I can’t recollect is what I ever saw in him. I remember as a fact, like the capitals of the fifty states, that for many years I felt under his spell. But he was a cad. Autocratic. Self-absorbed. I reestablish that point a hundred times each day. This morning, waking up, I had a clear memory of how often I was scratched by his toenails in bed at night. No matter how reasoned my appeal, he refused to cut them.


      “And what did he do?”


      “You mean to irritate me?”


      “No. That’s a short list, right? Guys are so predictable: he didn’t love you enough, he didn’t pay enough attention, he got hung up on someone else.”


      “Right, right, and right,” I say.


      “No, how’d he make money? Doctor, lawyer, Indian chief?”


      “A poet.”


      “No way.”


      “It’s true. He didn’t make much money. He’s got a teaching appointment at a university near Cincinnati now. But there was a long period while we were together when he refused to teach. He had a feud at the English department. He was a mailman then.” We’ve made a full circuit of the walk. Three blocks from the courthouse and the depleted south rim of the Center City, the lower shapes of a struggling residential area rise up: mercados, taverns, shingle-sided frame houses, the wonderful gilded church spire of the Serbian church, notched like a key to the gates of heaven.


      “So he hooked up with a rich lawyer, huh?”


      I laugh at the idea. “No, Charlie never approved of my legal career. Rules. Forms. Those are the kinds of particulars he always thought were trivial. ‘The detritus of living.’ That’s from one of his poems. Even when I was a prosecutor, he didn’t see the point of what I was doing.”


      “He wanted the guilty to go free?”


      “I think he just would have preferred to banish them. Ship them all elsewhere. Make it go away. That was Charlie’s usual approach to a problem.”


      I had always thought I saw life more or less Charlie’s way and was shocked to discover that the law was the sort of thing for which I had some gift. A few times in my last term of law school, I went to court. I was working with the State Defenders Office, allowed under local procedure to stand up in court on little misdemeanor cases. Once, afterwards, I went to the food store from the courthouse, and there as I was looking at the shining clustered heads of a pint of blackberries, I realized that what I had been doing a few minutes before, my ease in addressing a judge, begging mercy for the wretched and the weak, was quite beyond Charlie, who was anguished with words, not merely in his poems, but even in contemplating what might be spoken in his classroom to eighteen-year-olds who for the most part wanted no more wisdom from him than some surefire way to get through English I. Somehow this thought of our relative abilities had never come to me in precisely that fashion. I was accustomed, in fact, to thinking of Charlie as possessed of something empyrean and magical, the stuff, if not of genius, at least of art, but now, in the grocery, I suddenly took heart from my moment at the rostrum, from my exchange of sharp words with the grubby prosecutor and the dutiful wag of the judge’s head, granting my forlorn client a generous sentence of ninety days’ probation. And the thought had followed then, part of an inevitable sequence, that in a certain worldly way I was stronger than Charlie, I was hardier, the better survivor. And all that seemed remarkable was how unsurprising it was; I had known this always, and none of it, I recognized, had occurred unwillingly.


      “Was your breakup bitter?” Seth asks.


      I just make a sound at the recollection. Across the oval, I recognize another runner, Linda Larsen, Judge Bailey’s clerk, and I wave.


      “I’m bitter about Charlie. But not my marriage. I’m actually beginning to see it as a useful phase for both of us. It got Charlie away from Rebecca. His first wife. No one should be stuck with Rebecca. And it got me through my illness. He proposed to me when I had no hair from the radiation.”


      “You had no hair and he had a wife?”


      “Exactly.”


      “Modern,” he says.


      “Post-modern,” I answer. “Sometimes, when I’m in the dumps about it, I wonder of course.”


      “About what?”


      “About whether I meant to leave Charlie all along. You know, did I always know my marriage was doomed?”


      He appears confused.


      “I mean my mother,” I say. “Okay? I was raised by this woman alone. And here I am doing the same thing. And I wonder if I didn’t feel a certain destiny there. The older I get, the more like her I’m afraid I am.”


      “You’re nothing like her, Sonny. Nothing.” Even as we continue moving, he reaches across and grips my wrist urgently, much as I gripped his. His green eyes are enlarged. “She was crazy.”


      As if pierced by an airborne spear, I am suddenly revisited by the pain of that—remembering how weird everybody thought Zora was. I could never stand to say it to myself, that Zora was not ordinary, not right. Tiny, walleyed from a childhood accident with firecrackers, she spoke with urgency and volume, always regaling me with memorized quotations from writers of leftist spirit, Walt Whitman through Maud Gonne, and free-association gossip about figures from the labor movement. She was on a thousand obscure quests. She prowled junk shops and used-book stores seeking treasures—apothecary bottles, button boxes, squared-off paperclips with little wire curlicues, writings that were lost: a rare translation of Rubén Darío’s Songs of Life and Spirit; George Eliot’s Felix Holt, the Radical. She always addressed me in lavishly endearing terms—‘my precious darling,’ ‘my treasure’—and at the best moments—often!—it was true. To be the object of all of Zora’s galvanic passion was to stand at the center of the world. But there were other times when she was, in the perfect phrase, carried away.


      She once lost me in the maelstrom she provoked at a local PTA meeting, where she had appeared to rail against the inclusion of the words ‘under God’ in the Pledge of Allegiance. In that era, when men didn’t baby-sit and working women were not expected to spend their earnings on child care, I was often in tow, at organizing meetings, steering-committee debates. I played with dolls beneath the dining-room tables and was comforted with nickel Cokes, while my mother and the others furiously argued doctrine and smoked unfiltered cigarettes. But on this night Zora was not among friends. Instead, alone but for me, she confronted the neighborhood of lunch-pail tradesmen in which she’d been raised in Kewahnee. I was a thin, dark child in my cousin’s cast-off cardigan and skirt, clutching a rag doll and some hem of my mother’s apparel. Zora gestured wildly, her unraveled voice emerging with expectorant pops at ear-splitting volume as she screamed into a microphone. Ultimately, she was hated from the room: ‘Get out, you little Polack nut. You godless Commie bitch. Go back to Moscow.’ Amid the brandished fists, the agitated throng, I was suddenly alone, pushed along, but uncertain Zora had even noticed I was missing. The moment went on and on. I stood there shrieking, Mommy! Then I was retrieved, almost absentmindedly, snatched up by Zora as she turned heel to reply to someone with foul-mouthed invective.


      That’s what Seth and I saw in each other, though neither of us knew it then. We both had come of age with parents who weren’t in the swing, exiles from the mainstream.


      “Tell me about your daughter,” he says eventually. That is always pure pleasure. We talk at length. Her costumes. Her moods. The glories of kindergarten. Heading back, we cross the are of the concrete overpass above the highway and jog through the little Italian neighborhood, where there are still bakeries with dark awnings and sub shops with a crucifix or Sacred Heart over the tables. At this hour, the row of restaurants—Jenna’s, Mama Sesta’s—are full of a bustling pack of lawyers and courthouse employees. A few tables will remain occupied by men and women who, by whatever whim of fortune, can drink the afternoon away. A grey-haired man, wearing a short-sleeve shirt despite the cold, stands on the walk before his tiny home, suspiciously eyeing everyone and enjoying a cigarette.


      A few doors down, there is a wonderful greengrocery, Molinari’s. In this season, Jocko has beautifully pyramided the citrus. Space heaters glow, running on extension cords right out here on the street. We each buy mountain water and a gorgeous Granny Smith apple.


      “Jesus, look at me,” says Seth as we leave the store. His shirt is soaked through and even his sport coat is dampened in a semicircle beneath one arm. He’ll have to return to the Hotel Cresham, he says, turn his jacket over to the concierge. We walk back toward the courthouse.


      “You sound awfully heroic about everything,” he says. “It’s got to be tough. The divorce, the cancer. Single mom. You’re pretty resolute.”


      “The divorce,” I say, “was a necessity. And Nikki is my joy. Being sick was terrible, but I think I’ve pretty much left it behind. Every six months or so, I have nightmares, and then there are a few hours when I’m back to scratch. But most days I’m—what did you say? Resolute? Resolved. Not heroic. What I’m gladdest of—proud of—is that I didn’t become the disease. You know that starts in the hospital. They act as if you don’t have a name. They identify you by the procedure. ‘You’re a mastectomy.’ ‘You’re a colostomy.’ It’s so easy to think that this illness that’s threatening your life is your life. And I got past that. I had my baby. I took this job. Eventually, you say it happened,” she says. “Bad things happen. Cancer or divorce. They happen. You know?” I mean it, I believe it. And yet the stress of these cataclysms still rebounds. I must have learned more about myself later than most human beings. The last dozen years, the point when my friends from college seemed to have a collection of habits and chosen reflexes they called a life—for me the same period has been like a bombing run, one explosive surprise after another. Getting sick. Getting back together with Charlie. Finishing law school. A baby. Divorce. The bench. When? I wonder, considering it all, when, when will I come to rest, be in a place of comfort, or at least repose?


      “Bad things happen,” Seth repeats, and I recognize only now what was contained in his observation about being resolute. I feel unconscionably dull, even though my aching for him continues to engird me, as if my rib cage had been irradiated.


      “It takes a long time, Seth.”


      “People say.” He catches my eye. He’s heard it all. I begin to apologize, but he interrupts. “I wasn’t going to mention it,” he says. “I really hate—”


      “Oh, Seth. I just—” It would break my heart to think that any old friend, any person who had so much of my life might isolate himself with something like this. And what is it that looms up so large? Life, I’d say. To my amazement, I find, although I’m not a teary person by nature, that I am suddenly crying. He briefly throws an arm around me and I dry my nose on the sweatshirt sleeve from which various threads are hanging. Blessedly for both of us, we are behind the courthouse again, where we started.


      “So you got your exercise,” he says for lack of anything else. I can only smile. “Do you ever bring Nikki down here? I’d love to see her.”


      It’s an innocent request, but like all else at the moment, it knocks my heart around, thinking about what the sight of friends’ kids must be to him, both the torment and the reassurance.


      “Come by sometime. When you visit your father. It’s 338 Grove.”


      “It would make the trip worthwhile. Almost,” he says. He looks at me. “You better think about it.”


      “It’ll be okay. You’re on good behavior and so am I.”


      “Maybe this weekend?”


      “We’re in and out both days.”


      “Whenever.”


      I hug him quickly. Half a foot shorter than he is, I face him. I know now I was right when he initially stood up in the courtroom and I thought I detected depletion of some kind. Wreckage. Pain. At the Judges’ Entrance, I leave him with a slogan of our foregone times.


      “You’re a good man, Charlie Brown.”
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      SETH


      Eddgar’s expulsion hearings before the Faculty Senate commenced in the third week of April. Sessions ran from 4:00 in the afternoon to 10:00 at night, so faculty members could attend without interrupting their classes. After each evening’s adjournment, the Eddgars and their lawyers met for a lengthy planning session, arguing about strategy, gathering information about coming witnesses. Eddgar and June seldom arrived home before two or three in the morning, only a couple of hours before I had to get up to begin distributing After Dark to the coin boxes. As a result, I began putting Nile to bed on the living-room sofa in my apartment. Roiled up by my imminent flight to Canada and my breakup with Sonny, I was not sleeping soundly and usually heard one of his parents steal in to retrieve him.


      My life in those weeks felt dismal, stillborn, lost. I could not figure out why I had gone on working, why I had not left yet, except that it didn’t seem I could take any substantial step in such a shattered state. My induction remained a couple of weeks off, on May 4. Michael, Nile, and I continued to eat dinner each night, but they were sorry gatherings, silent except for the TV which Nile watched. I felt Sonny’s absence acutely, and Michael, even for Michael, was remote. He claimed his lab was preoccupying him, but I sensed his affair with June had moved to a critical new stage. Those days each of them seemed tense in the other’s presence.


      After Nile was asleep, I would lie on the mattress on our bedroom floor—where I now slept alone—my transistor clutched to my ear as I listened to the hearing sessions being broadcast on campus radio at Eddgar’s demand. It reminded me of when I was seven or eight and used to lie beneath the blankets at home with the volume on my radio reduced to a secretive hush, listening to the Trappers baseball games in what I now unexpectedly regarded as happier times.


      The case against Eddgar depended principally on evidence gathered by the campus police. For all the talk of snitches, none had come forward. Nor did they appear to be needed. The cops had photographs. They showed the PLP members in their gas masks. And in the picture that became more or less the signature of the case, the mystery woman, the girl who’d shrieked and disappeared, was portrayed emerging from the crowd. One moment, she was unmarked. Then her hand was at her face. Streaks of dark blood were shown running from her crown, but, said the faculty prosecutor, something was dropping from her hand. A vial? She was identified from mug shots as Laura Lancey, an employee at Bayside Packers, the canning plant where June worked. As Eddgar’s lawyers pointed out, none of this proved she was not beaten; none of this implicated Eddgar, even if it was assumed that Eddgar was acquainted with the young woman, which he emphatically denied. But the sequence of photos—the university produced the numbered contact sheets—showed Eddgar looking twice across his right shoulder, behind himself to the area of the broad pea-gravel plaza where Laura Lancey eventually emerged. As if he knew something was going to happen there. Eddgar’s lawyers claimed the negatives had been reversed.


      In the café discussions on Campus Boul, there were few testimonials to Eddgar’s character. No one supposed he was above violence or lying about it afterwards. He was, after all, a revolutionary, dedicated to undermining bourgeois institutions. But if the university was held to the standards of the system it wanted to defend, its evidence seemed flimsy. Eddgar’s speech was just that, a speech. The faculty prosecutor tried to establish that Eddgar had been on campus, aiding the rioters. Two cops claimed they had glimpsed Eddgar, supposedly helping the fellow who tumbled from the police station roof, but they admitted being several hundred feet away at the time. The police had also retrieved a shirt from a trash container on campus. It had a One Hundred Flowers armband tied on one sleeve and the pointillistic remnants of what the prosecutor claimed were Eddgar’s initials printed in the collar years before when he still sent his shirts to the Chinese laundry. The ironies of this bit of evidence were not lost on anyone.


      I knew Eddgar was guilty. Until the hearing, I’d never bothered squarely facing that, but the recognition settled on me with barely a ripple of surprise. But I found myself vaguely hopeful that he would get off anyway, even though I still wasn’t sure I was on his side. In my present mood, though, I was sympathetic to anybody forced to confront harsh authority.


       


      Over the months, Nile and I had found our own rhythm. Sometimes we drew on the sidewalk with chalk, sometimes he let me play a snarling man who could not reach him when he threw things down at me from the treehouse. He still preferred to watch TV in my apartment, but he favored me with questions now and then, provoked by what he was seeing. Why was the boy mad at the girl on account of the other girl? Sometimes he called on me to confirm the lessons his father relentlessly taught him.


      “Commercials are just big lies, right?”


      “A lot of them.”


      “They just want you to buy stuff. They’re just greedy, right?”


      “Maybe they think what they’re selling will help you, man.”


      “They’re greedy,” Nile repeated. Greed was a sin that Eddgar, especially, furiously denounced. “They don’t want to help the peoples. They don’t care about the peoples.” His eyes lit in space, fixing on some troubled judgment about the world and, perhaps, himself.


      Despite June’s persistent efforts to shelter him, Eddgar’s expulsion hearings inevitably took a toll on Nile as well.


      “We’re moving,” Nile told me one night in April. “Did you know we’re getting another house somewhere else?”


      I tried to be encouraging and suggested that might not be the ease.


      “June says.” His head bobbed emphatically. “Are you getting another house with us?”


      At June’s insistence, I made only the vaguest references to my plans. She believed he couldn’t handle my departure, particularly with their own situation so unsettled, a judgment that seemed well supported by Nile’s surprisingly morose response when Sonny had moved out. Sonny had spent time with Nile only at meals, but she was always kind to him and from the start she had been far better attuned to his moods than I was. Back in the winter, I’d complained about the way Nile seemed to disappear into the TV, immune to any other distraction.


      ‘Don’t you see he’s depressed?’ she had answered. She was seated, legs akimbo, on our bed, surrounded by books like tribute.


      ‘Depressed? He’s a kid. What’s he got to be depressed about?’


      ‘Weren’t you depressed as a child? Isn’t that what you’re always talking about?’


      ‘I was terrified, man. I’m not sure that’s depressed. Why? Were you depressed?’


      She shrugged and turned a page, intent. But some impulse escaped her.


      ‘I mean, baby,’ she said, ‘you have to look at that house. Think what that’s like: to be the child of a revolutionary, someone who’s always spouting off about these visions of what’s bigger and more important than anything or anyone, including you.’


      ‘You mean Nile’s got like sibling rivalry with Chairman Mao?’ I was, as usual, greatly entertained by myself and could not understand Sonny’s sizzling, vexed expression, or why she turned back to her books so bitterly.


      Yet she was right. Nile was one of those kids for whom growing up just seemed to be hard. He was always in scrapes of one kind or another at school and often perceived himself as the victim of terrible physical ailments. Any cut, no matter how microscopic, inspired prolonged weeping. He sometimes wore as many as six adhesive strips on his limbs.


      One night in the fall, when I was alone with him, I had heard Nile padding to the john. I was startled because he had never gotten up before. He had stripped off his clothes and stood shivering. He wore only a huge diaper which lapped gigantically around him.


      ‘I’m wet,’ he said, hardly a necessary announcement. The smell was strong. I washed him, as he quivered, his eyes, dark like his mother’s, heavy with sleep.


      ‘Tell my mom I go’d,’ he said.


      During the hearings, I covered my sofa in a plastic sheet and assured Nile that I was unconcerned about accidents. With my departure at hand, I didn’t care if the place reeked. Throughout the months June had never addressed the subject with me. She never told me what to do to help, or confessed that this was why she’d insisted Nile sleep in his own bed. It was one more secret of their household, which, like the rest of what I knew, I was expected to maintain in silence.


       


      The night Eddgar finished his testimony, he showed up to collect Nile. I had heard every word on the campus radio and thought he had done a fine job in his own behalf. He denied any intention of inciting to riot, said he’d never met Laura Lancey, and claimed he had returned to his apartment as soon as the demonstration at the ARC turned to violence. He had no role, he said, in the ensuing melee on campus. He sounded equable, the soul of reason. I suspected that much of what he said was true—that he had been careful never to meet Laura Lancey. But his voice did not betray him in any way, even in the moments that I knew he was uttering unvarnished lies. On cross-examination the prosecutor contented himself with the text of Eddgar’s many classroom lectures and public speeches.


      ‘In addressing a group, have you ever repeated the saying “Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun”?’


      ‘Of course, I have. That’s a matter of theory.’


      ‘You have called for armed struggle, for violence?’


      ‘At the proper time.’


      ‘And who is it who decides the time, Dr. Eddgar?’


      The defense lawyer objected, and eventually the senate president cut off questioning.


      I told him now I thought it had gone well.


      “To no avail,” he answered. “The end is a foregone conclusion. I must admit that was always one of my favorite theological puzzles. Why did Jesus say what he did on the cross? You know the part I’m referring to? About his father forsaking him? Hadn’t the poor fool known what was coming? Did his father send him down here with no warning? What kind of relationship did they have, any old way?” He laughed in his usual quiet fashion when something amused him alone.


      I asked about the closing arguments, scheduled for tomorrow, but Eddgar appeared uninterested. His eyes fell to the two cardboard boxes of Sonny’s belongings she’d left behind. I’m sure he assumed they were mine.


      “When will you go?” he asked.


      “Next week.” This was the second week in a row that I’d said that. At times, I feared I would never propel myself, that I’d wait until some ugly vortex—the FBI or secret military dragoons—sucked me down to a blackish fate. For the moment, though, I used the hearings as my excuse. I would go as soon as the Eddgars were settled again.


      “And your parents—are they still hounding you?” he asked.


      “Relentlessly.” My mother had taken money—her own funds, her knipple, saved out of the household money—and bought an open ticket to Vancouver. My father said she had also packed a suitcase. There was only one in the house I knew of, a brown lacquered valise hard as an insect shell, and I imagined it now poised by the front door.


      “Perhaps you should rethink being kidnapped.”


      We laughed. I had, at moments, returned to the idea. It gave me a vicious thrill to imagine my father pinioned that way—between his child and his money. An antique theme. Midas came to mind, although I tended to think more about Jack Benny, one of my father’s favorites, and his famous bit where a robber with a gun and a mask accosts Jack.


      ‘Your money or your life,’ the robber demands, and Jack, after a splendid long take, answers, ‘I’m thinking, I’m thinking.’


      Driving my delivery route, turning things over obsessively, like rolling dice, I thought I could measure the true probabilities. Each time, I pushed my imagination further along the train of likely events. My father was too shrewd not to sense the ruse. Of course. He’d see it was far too convenient. Far too coincidental. But my mother would never rouse herself to disbelief—no matter how unlikely the threat to my well-being. She would cry. She would pull on the sleeves of her dress, fumble with her hands, follow him about, crying all the time, begging him in German, shrieking and beleaguering him. He would give in. He would part with the money, suspecting all along that I had exacted a price to leave him in peace.


      “It’s like I said a while ago: he’d pay in the end and I’d be no better off than I was to start. It’s not really workable.”


      “Oh, there’s always a way. It’s only details,” Eddgar added, as if particulars were not the stuff of life.


      I was seated in the living-room armchair, picking at the threadbare patch where the ticking showed through.


      “You don’t honestly think I should do this, man, do you?”


      “Seth, what I think you should do is join the armed struggle. But I’m not so foolish as to believe that’s likely to occur right now.” He’d picked up Nile’s stuffed animal and his blanket and he put them down now on the sofa, where the boy still slept, oblivious to our hushed conversation. “May I tell you a story? This is the worst story I know. The worst. I hate even to think about it. But I have a point to make.”


      He sat down on a milk crate we used as a coffee table and paused to hike each of his pants legs, his preparations deepening the mood.


      “When I was fourteen years old,” Eddgar said, “I went with my father to the Overlook Valley Hunt Club. What it is in the life of the South—what it is that when there are so many as six prosperous white families in a 50-square-mile region they will organize themselves in either a hunt club or a country club or some similar pastoral enterprise, what it is I have never fully explained to myself, but my father, like his father, was a member of this club, and on Saturday afternoons, as his week was at an end and he prepared himself for our Sabbath on Sunday, he would adjourn to this club and drink Tennessee whiskey until the sun had set and my father was drunk as a lord. I was terribly embarrassed to see my father in that condition—he took a high red color, bright as a geranium, and it was also an unscrupled breach of his own religious principles for which he never made one word of apology. I hated to go with him, but I was raised in the kind of family where you simply said, ‘Yes, Daddy,’ when something was required and so I went along on many a Saturday, becoming, I suppose, educated in a tradition which I’m sure he expected me to take up as my own, listenin to large men with the characteristic names—Bear and Dog Head and Billy Ray—drinking bourbon with mint and sugar water, telling about critters they had shot and women they had known. All right?” he asked.


      With this story, Eddgar was at home—in every sense. His lexicon had changed and his accent deepened. He had told the tale many times, I knew, practiced it, but Eddgar held me as he always did. I nodded quickly for him to go on.


      “Well, the tiny little town of Overlook was near the club and you had to drive directly through it to get back to my father’s plantation. It was like most little Southern towns: white and colored patches separated by the railroad tracks; not so much as a streetlight yet because we hadn’t gotten Rural Electrification. And one evening when my father had drunk himself silly, turned red as those dirt roads, just absolutely radiating the heat of drink, he came flyin round the corner and plowed smack into the front of some old shivering heap that was stopped politely at a sign there in the colored section. I must say this wreck shook up both my daddy and me. He bounced his head against the windshield and took a good lick there, and began spouting a skinny little stream of blood that ran down into his eyes, but finally we collected ourselves and looked out to see some poor Negro man climbing out the door of his car, a rural fellow in a checkered shirt and soiled overalls, who considered the mess that had been made of his Ford. Its entire front end was stove in, completely limp and useless, except for this little white-hot hiss of steam shooting out like some starving cousin of Old Faithful.


      “Now by whatever principle of misfortune that was then operating in Overlook, there was not another witness on that street, not another soul besides this man and my daddy and me who’d seen my father come tearing round that corner, as if the devil himself were in pursuit. And my father got out of his car and he came up to this man—not someone I knew, just some poor terrified black fellow—and my father looked at him and he pointed to his head and he said, ‘Nigger, you see what you done? Now you got one minute to get some of those other boys out here and get this car of your’n outta my way, or I’m gonna be callin Bill Clayburgh and I’m gonna have him run you in.’


      “Well, I suppose I should have been used to that. I can’t tell you how my father treated the sharecroppers. When I was a boy, there was one fellow who had accidentally killed a cow, and my father and Billy Clayburgh, the sheriff, and some other white men hog-tied that fellow and held him under the river until he admitted killing that cow and agreed to let the price of that cow be taken out of the pitiful sum that was called his wages. But this wasn’t the plantation, this was town, where my father was, as a general matter, better behaved. But I guess his true colors, so to speak, were showing. And he looked that poor man up and down, up and down, that poor black man who stood there wondering, Can this really be happening, can this white man just shoot around a corner, drunk enough that you can smell it standing five foot away, and make a total wreck out of my car that I worked so hard for and give me not a penny’s recompense? Can he do that, or is there some small particle of goodness in this world that will prevent that? And then he looked past my father and caught sight of me in the front seat. His eyes loitered on mine. It wasn’t a plaintive look, cause this man knew better than that and he was surely too proud to beg. He just looked and kind of asked me in a way, You too? You gonna do this too? Is this here going on and on? I knew what he wanted and so did my daddy, and he just said, ‘Don’t you look at him, he seen the same as I have.’ And I said not a word.


      “Well, that fellow didn’t have any choice then and soon enough the man did what my daddy told him. He went in and out of some of the little houses, with their tarpaper sides, and collected some of his kin, some friends from out of a store up on the next corner, and by and by they came out and pushed the car out of the way and we left there. And my father, he wasn’t done, he rolled his window down and said, ‘Don’t you niggers let this happen again neither.’


      “And I say this is the worst story I know, because I just watched. I was fourteen years old. But I knew right from wrong. I knew brute authority from justice. And I spoke not a word. Not because my heart didn’t ache to do it. But because I lacked the courage. I hadn’t planned my escape well enough in my mind. I hadn’t yet prepared the path to my own freedom. Oh, I wept my eyes out that night and the nights following. And my resolve grew. And I swore to myself that whatever happened, I would never tie my tongue out of fear of my father or anyone else who was doing what I knew to be plain wickedness. In the years since, I have often heard my father say he raised his worst enemy in his own home, and I take pleasure when I hear him saying that. Because however else I judge myself, I think at least I’ve kept my word.”


      He looked up to be sure he had my attention. The voice of a neighbor’s TV drifted through the apartment, a commercial for a fast-food chain that seemed boldly inappropriate.


      “Now I don’t know a thing about you and your father, Seth. But let me tell you this much: Free yourself. If you are going to do something as dramatic as running away from your country and allowing some grand jury to indict you and the FBI to hunt for you coast to coast—make sure that it’s not for nothing and that you are free on your own terms. If you can’t make my revolution, then make your own revolution. Make the revolution you can—and triumph at it. That’s what I say.”


      He lifted up his sleeping boy and barely brought his lips to Nile’s brow, while his eyes remained on me, knowing that as ever he’d made a deep impression.
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      Eddgar was expelled the next day, April 30. More than three-quarters of the faculty voted in favor. Jeering members of One Hundred Flowers were dragged off by Damon’s finest as they stood with placards, heckling the president of the university when he returned home from the meeting. Eddgar addressed the cameras of virtually every California television station. Freedom of speech and thought, he said—the supposed cardinal values of university life—had been exposed, he said, as a fiction, a sham, a quilted coverlet masking the iron face of political rigor and reactionary values.


      In spite of the high drama, Eddgar’s story did not remain at the top of the news. By 11 p.m., when Michael and I took our places in the bedroom where I’d moved the TV set in deference to Nile’s sleep, the lead item was Richard Nixon’s address to the nation earlier in the evening. I had read that the speech was coming, but like everyone else never anticipated the content. Now Nixon announced he was sending U.S. soldiers into the Cambodian Fish Hook to rout out North Vietnamese supplies and troops, and also bombing their supply routes in Laos. The screen filled with Nixon’s shadowy, humorless mug as the President, in one of his Orwellian fabrications, assured the nation that the war was not expanding.


      “Can you believe this?” I asked Michael, who replied with a limp shrug. The newsreader ran on to other matters—Eddgar’s expulsion; the news that the judge at the Kopechne inquest had questioned Edward Kennedy’s veracity; suspicion that Juanita Rice and her captors had robbed another bank in West L.A. Michael eventually slipped out, saying he was sleepy, while I continued fulminating. After all Nixon’s talk about how the war was winding down, he was invading another nation. After all the protests, the marches, the mobilized dissent—after all my pain—Nixon was still in the spell of the generals and his ingrained paranoia. He was refusing to bow to the Commies as always, struggling to win a war he could only lose, killing young men for the ego and profit of old ones, and proving, as if he meant to, the correctness of those who had contended all along that only far more dramatic measures would breed change.


      Within the hour, I heard voices blaring behind the apartment. Out on Campus Boul, protesters had commandeered the microphone at a drive-thru fast-food restaurant and were exclaiming, in the amplified voice, “Dick Nixon! Dick Nixon!” Another group was in the middle of the street, bringing traffic to a skidding halt and chorusing back something similar about Spiro Agnew. I hung through the open window. At top volume, I screamed right along—Dick Nixon—yelling until Nile woke and my throat felt so raw I imagined it might be bloody.


       


      With the news the following morning, I came to believe that I’d been briefly wrested from sleep by the boom of what I took for a storm. That remains my memory—a single vague concussive pock bouncing off the clouds. I’m still not certain.


      I was in the shower just after five, when I heard footsteps thundering up the stairs—a determined pounding, oblivious of the hour. There was a single phenomenal bang overhead, which seemed to shake the building, and then, I was sure, shouting. I opened the front door of the apartment and saw three Damon coppers on the landing. They were in full battle gear, helmets and shiny boots and bulletproof vests. They had their riot batons drawn. One of them saw me and said, “Get back inside.” I had only a towel around my waist, but even half-naked I found that my reflexive regard for high authority had fled.


      “Go fuck yourself,” I replied. It was a sign of how my sense was failing. He reared back as if he had been struck, lifting his baton from his side.


      There were shouts above, and footfalls again shook the wooden stairwell so hard I could feel them. With his arms cuffed from behind, Eddgar was pushed down the steps with a cop at each side.


      “What the hell?” I asked.


      I thought Eddgar smiled as he went by. His dark hair was tousled and he wore pants but no shoes and socks. The three cops, including the one who was prepared to hit me, took off to clear the way. They wrestled Eddgar down the stairs and threw him in the back of a squad car parked below whose noisy radio voice I’d heard but hadn’t really noted. When I looked up, June stood a few feet in front of her threshold in her long white night shift, clutching Nile, who wore solely his large diaper. Only now he began to cry. Behind them, I could see the door of the apartment, smashed off the hinges and split; fresh wood was revealed in the rent, as with a lightning-struck tree.


      “What in God’s name?” I brought them into my apartment. June was shaking. I dressed Nile and laid him down on my sofa. The diaper, of course, was soaked. I spent a great deal of time soothing him, and June soon joined me. Apparently, he had not seen most of it, but Nile was awake as his father had been cuffed and hustled out. June and I kept assuring him that Eddgar was all right. Finally, he accepted our advice and with little warning went back to sleep. June and I sat in the kitchen, drinking tea and whispering.


      “They just broke in?”


      “They said they had an arrest warrant. I never saw it.” She lit a cigarette. In an act of hapless modesty, she had thrown an old green knitted shawl over herself before leaving her apartment. She sat in my kitchen in her cotton nightdress, clutching her bare arms.


      “For what? What are they busting him for?”


      She pondered her cigarette. “The bomb,” she said. “Last night. About 1:00 in the morning actually—the ARC was bombed. The whole west wing of the building was destroyed. Most of the labs over there.” She described the explosion scene, dust and bricks blown a quarter of a mile.


      I asked about injuries.


      “The building was—” she said and stopped. “You’d think the building would be empty. They’re saying—” June faltered again. “Someone was in his lab late. One of the profs. He’s hospitalized. They claim he lost his hand, an arm.”


      “Oh God. And they arrested Eddgar for it?”


      “This is what it’s going to be like. Now. I keep telling him that. This is what the faculty did. This is what they’ve intended. They’ve stripped away the last vestiges—the last protective plumage of class membership. This is going to happen again and again. Any occasion. Any excuse. It doesn’t matter how careful we are. You understand that, don’t you?” She leaned toward me with rare directness and grasped my hand. Over time, my relationship with June had acquired a subtle confidential air, beginning, I guess, the day I saw her in all her glory on Michael’s threshold. On nights she was home before Eddgar, she poured herself two fingers of bourbon, an indulgence she occasionally allowed herself, particularly outside his presence, and talked to me about her household. With the tumbler in hand, she could emit a languorous air, taking all her weight on her heels, an elbow laid on the kitchen countertop. Sometimes she worried out loud about Nile—his social adjustment, his reading. Occasionally there were candid remarks about Eddgar, issued as her eye rose to meet mine above her glass, which I knew I was expected to maintain in strictest privacy. For me, she was a bit of a confidante, as well. I told her about my parents and of course, as I did with everyone else I knew, poured out my anguish to her about my breakup with Sonny. But she spoke to me now as I imagined she talked to someone else, someone who knew her far better than I did.


      “We have to get out of here,” June said, “I keep telling him that. He won’t listen, he doesn’t care, he thinks he’s prepared for what’s coming. He wants it to happen to him. He still believes that suffering is good for the soul. He’s still wound up in so many crazy ideas. I keep telling him to think about Nile. And he keeps asking me if I don’t love the revolution, repeating that a child can’t be harmed by the truth.” She stubbed out the cigarette emphatically. She massaged her neck and wondered aloud if she should have a drink to collect herself, and then concluded that it would be better not to get started, the day would be difficult enough.


      With her own thoughts, she stood and strolled barefoot about the apartment. The tassels of the shawl were brought close to her mouth. I was struck how Eddgar’s enigma loomed even to June, more unfathomable than these strange events. She paused before the empty bookcases along the walls, relies of Sonny’s departure. The thought of my troubles apparently provided a respite from her own.


      “How’s the heart?” she asked.


      “A mess.” During the days, I had taken to repeatedly playing on my phonograph a terrible overproduced version of “You Keep Me Hangin’ On,” by Vanilla Fudge. With the music at 10, I screamed along with the mounting clamor of cymbals and the whining guitars. Everyone for three blocks must have known I was in agony.


      “Have you spoken?”


      “She calls. To make me crazy. Every other night.” Sonny was being responsible, not abandoning the cripple, making me vow that I’d see her before I left. They were brief thwarted conversations in which I pivoted between rage and terrible longing.


      “There is surely nothing like young love,” said June dolefully. I spent an instant trying to imagine the Eddgars at this stage, as young lovers, still on the threshold with each other. What he saw in her seemed clear to me: one of those bold girls, a rebel beneath the veneer of genteel manners. He was wedding courage. A man could never have too much of that on his own. But why did she choose him? Eddgar was going to be a preacher then, and she a preacher’s wife. She had to know she wasn’t one for the country club, the cotillions, or the teas. Why him? Why Eddgar? His commitments, I thought, they must have shone with the power of the sun. She must have had some tussle with herself. She must have thought she was going to purify herself in the fiery forge of Eddgar’s faith. Idle guesses, but they came to me with the mettle of conviction. She had finally settled again at the small table beside her teacup and lit another cigarette.


      “I still don’t understand what gives with the cops?” I said. “How could they blame Eddgar? After last night?” I told her about what had happened on Campus Boul. More than a hundred people had gathered before the Damon cops had moved everyone along. “People are really pissed now. Really pissed. It could have been anybody, right?”


      “Right,” June said dully. Her eye did not meet mine. Instead, she looked through a ring of smoke. “Look. It’s all ridiculous. They know he’s covered. They don’t care. They’d know he’d have to be covered. Let them assume what they like. Whatever they like. After all of this, could he possibly be that careless? He was with his lawyers until almost three last night. The same men who are going to bail him out can alibi him. But they don’t care.” She touched the shawl to her eyes. “They’re probably going to come back for me soon. I should count myself lucky they didn’t take me now. Will you look after Nile?”


      “Of course, but that’s not going to happen.” I tried to comfort her, but she was convinced she was in peril, that Eddgar and she were now the targets of unreasoning oppression. “Were you with the lawyers, too?” I asked her.


      “Most of the time. I left about midnight.”


      The bomb, she had said, was at 1:00. Her eyes lit on mine and then deflected a bit.


      “And?” I asked.


      “What?”


      “Can you account for yourself?” I sounded stiff enough to be my father.


      “If it comes to that,” she answered, and then canted her head vaguely across the kitchen, indicating the wall that adjoined Michael’s place. She closed her eyes momentarily, smote by some new pain that crimped her mouth. “You might as well know,” she said. “He was quite upset. Quite. He didn’t take this news very well. He’s appalled. Completely appalled. His life is in those labs. He could have been there. He knows this man.” She dropped her head into her hands. When she lifted her face, worn by worry, she looked right at me. “He thinks he was betrayed,” she said.
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      On the way to work, I joined the little dribble of gawkers who had already come up the road to the ARC. The iron gates were drawn closed and you could see that the police were out and ready to cordon off the road farther down toward campus. I was astonished that at 6 a.m., in the weak light of sunrise, I was not the sole spectator. Cars were parked along the gravel road and we all stood, twenty or thirty of us, with our hands to the bars, as if we were at the zoo. The others seemed to be people who had driven down from the city and the bedroom burbs of Alameda to see what a bomb really does.


      What it did in this case was to gouge up a substantial crater in which the scattered rubble of the building was heaped—bricks, glass, plaster, pieces of pipe, the odd randomly intact remnants of walls and floor tile. Hours later, there was still an impression of dust in the air. An entire projecting wing of the building was gone. It looked like the remains after the wrecking ball. A latticework of iron supports between the walls and floors was revealed at points, while a lone beam, corkscrewed by the force, protruded from the portion of the building that was standing, along with twisted piping and a single strand of black wire, balled up like a kink of hair where the walls were torn away. The fractioned remains of the third floor—risers, subfloor, three blown-out windows, and a piece of a lab table—hung midair at a 40-degree angle. And the roof was torn off, even where the walls looked sound, so that the building reminded you of a bald-headed man. Out on the lawn of the facility, a yellow tape barrier had been stretched. Beside me, a portly, grey-haired man, with a plaid shirt and plastic pocket protector, pointed out to his wife a chunk of brick, resting on the lawn, which needed to be mowed.


      I was late for work, but unconcerned. My final day would be tomorrow. I’d taken my transistor, and on the hour, I stopped wherever I was along my delivery route to listen to news. Nixon’s speech had brought a turbulent reaction on campuses across the country. At Ohio State University, one hundred students had been arrested, three wounded and seventy more injured in an angry confrontation with National Guardsmen, who had shot at them with rubber bullets to break up an antiwar demonstration. Twenty thousand people were expected in New Haven to rally in support of Bobby Seale, the co-chairman of the Black Panther Party, who was on trial there along with twenty other Panthers, charged with conspiring to murder a snitch named Alex Rackley. But the accounts of the ARC bombing dominated the local news. The injured physicist was in surgery at the Damon Medical Center, and the radio reports said more than ten people had been taken in for questioning.


      Listening to the accounts, I felt vaguely vindicated, almost cheerful. The world was being made to pay for its madness. I was in the city, in Noe Valley, filling a coin box on 18th Street, when I heard a report that shrunk my innards in panic. FBI, ATF, and police experts, sifting the debris at the ARC, had come up with a number of items that they believed had been used to prepare the device. Included were the scorched remains of a single can of battery acid.


       


      I had no idea what to do about Hobie. We had not spoken in weeks. I told myself again and again that he wasn’t involved, that it was a stupid coincidence, but of course I could not accept that. On my way home, near three, I stopped at Graeme’s. I’d brought along the last of Sonny’s boxes. I had been determined simply to leave them by the door, but now she was the only person I could think of to give me cool counsel about Hobie. I rang the bell a number of times. The sky was clear, the day thin and cool, and various bright blooms struggled toward the sunshine in the large garden that fronted Graeme’s coach house.


      “Sahib.” Graham opened the door and rubbed his eyes. He had been sleeping. He was in his American briefs. “You wish?”


      “I’d like a word with Sonny.”


      “Klonsky? Haven’t seen her all week, mate. More. The gypsy moth that one. Here and there. Waiting tables down at Robson’s. Two shifts. Trying to raise a treasury for her departure. Peace Corps thing seems ready to commence. Going to the Philippines, she is.”


      She’d shared the news with me during her last call.


      “Colorful locale, I suppose,” said Graeme. “Whole gambit’s a bit unclear to me, I must say. In a dither, really. Beneath the cool exterior. My estimate, at least.”


      As much as I hated him, it was consoling to hear a judgment so close to mine. Over time, I’d begun to take Graeme’s measure. He played a sort of showboat Brit, more English than the Queen. He made few accommodations to the American vocabulary, and uttered Anglicisms whenever he could, as if he remained convinced that the War of Independence had not been decided on cultural merit. At moments, his voice trilled in his Oxford accent; at other times he sounded like a Cockney chimney sweep. He had more shapes than Caliban, a man for all moments, who placed himself above American culture and who, I see now, would have run for hiding if anyone mentioned returning to his homeland. He savored American freedom, and the transposition he’d made to a realm where no one thought the less of his middle-class accent.


      “Step in, Kemo Sabe. Neighbor-types get their knickers in a knot when I go traipsing about in my johnnies.” He offered me coffee or tiger’s milk, but I went no farther than the foyer to drop Sonny’s things. Without the exotic party scene, the house was appealing, small but lovely, with marks of money and intellect that reminded me of University Park: simple sofas and large paintings on the walls bristling with emotion, many Mexican artifacts, and rugs thrown down at angles. The tasteful furnishings struck a false note against the sybaritic life Graeme led here. I expected the odor of fucking to linger like traces from a litter box.


      He mentioned the bombing, naturally. University people today were speaking of little else. On Campus Boul in the morning, a trio of hippies, lit up on crystal meth, were rambling up and down the walks, crooning that the rev had begun.


      “I heard they like found a can of battery acid at the scene. Any idea, man, what that’s about?”


      “Battery acid,” repeated Graeme. He hadn’t heard that. “Not too surprising, I’d say. Chemical name sulfuric acid. One of your principal ingredients in nitroglycerine, which every anarchist and revo knows can be mixed with paraffin, guncotton, a few other items to make plastique.” He nodded, satisfied as always with his vast learning.


      “What about sandbags?” I asked. “They wouldn’t have anything to do with this, right?”


      “Au contraire, laddie. When you’ve got your high-powered explosive ready to go, you direct it by tamping. Create an aperture for the explosive force. Sandbags the best, apparently. Well-placed sandbag very important to effective bombing, so they say.” Graeme scratched his nose. I could not move now. Hobie, I thought. Oh Jesus, Hobie. Graeme was watching me carefully.


      “Any little bugger we hold near and dear involved with this battery acid and sandbags?” he asked. Graeme’s revolution was made in the bedroom, where the persons present could become a universe without rules, where their conduct could be as uniquely personal as it is within a dream. Otherwise, he preferred peace. As he’d made clear since I met him, he didn’t approve of the Eddgars.


      “It was just a story I heard, Graeme.”


      “That so, love? Plenty of stories about. Bloody place is fucking rife with rumor, I’d say. Mythopoesy at work. Psychedelic era, what? Hard to tell fantasy from reality all round. Wouldn’t give you twopence for most of what people say.” He eyed me coolly—contemptuously. “Jolly good moment to step forward, I’d think. Sell out or watch out, that’d be my advice. Sides have been chosen, love. Best recognize that.”


      I wasn’t sure if he was trying to wring information from me or do me a favor. He passed me a penetrating look, clearly meant in warning, and then nodded his whitish pageboy toward the door. He said he’d tell Sonny I’d come by.


       


      By the time I got home from work, near four, Eddgar had been released. As it turned out, the Damon town police had rounded up the usual suspects—every rad they could find from One Hundred Flowers. Kellett, Eddgar, Cleveland Marsh. Six or seven others. Members of Eddgar’s organization had stood vigil outside the police station most of the day, shouting slogans; I felt some momentary guilt that I had not joined them. Around 2:00, Eddgar’s lawyers had filed a petition in court, and the police, rather than undergo the hearing, had released him and most of the others. They told Eddgar and the reporters that he remained a suspect. The only one who was still in custody was Cleveland. When they’d picked him up, they’d found four pounds of cocaine and more than one thousand cellophane-wrapped hits of LSD in his apartment. He would be charged with felonies. As Eddgar told me about all of this, I had another anxious thought of Hobie. I knew better than to ask Eddgar about Hobie’s role, since revolutionary discipline would prohibit acknowledging anything, but I felt sick with the notion of the phone call I might have to make to Gurney Tuttle.


      Near dinner, I went next door to see Michael. He was sitting in the dark in an old easy chair. He wore only blue jeans. His long feet and sinewy chest were bare. As June had suggested, he was shattered.


      “You okay?”


      He lifted a hand to the light. His eyes were red, swimming in sorrow. His head was crushed back in the chair, matted against his own goldish dreadlocks.


      “What a horrible day,” he said. It occurred to me that he must have been sitting in that spot for hours. I’d always understood that Michael viewed himself as a neutralist. He cared for Nile; he adored physics. I had no doubt he was in love with June. In all of this, he belonged to a higher, more ephemeral realm, one where a simple purity of feeling was acceptable. Now he’d been injected, against his will, into the rough-hewn world of politics. I felt, of course, enormous kinship for him, as another soul mauled by love.


      “You want to talk about it?” I asked.


      He shook his head no. Throughout the day, I had pondered how much June was admitting when she told me Michael felt betrayed. I had been sure just a moment before that she was telling me Eddgar and she were blameless. But as I turned over June’s spare remarks, trying to collect their logic, I’d seen that as usual there’d been more said than I’d recognized. Near midnight she’d left Eddgar’s meeting to be with Michael. That had to have been by design, by prearrangement. And as a result, he was out of the labs, otherwise occupied at the moment of impact. Neither I—nor he—could presume that was accidental. Standing in his bare apartment, I gave him what comfort I could.


      “Look, I mean, thinking about it—” I lowered my voice. “She protected you, man,” I said. “She did protect you.”


      He planted the heel of his palm squarely in the middle of his face and began to cry again. The physicist who had been injured was named Patrick Langlois—a Quebecer. He had lost almost all of his right hand. His thumb remained, some ghoulish vestige attached to a fragment of his arm. Even the dry descriptions on the news had been sickening. Michael must have known him well.


      From Lucy’s remarks, I took it that Michael spoke to June of love, commitment, life together. Yet in imagining their relations, I doubted June was interested in any of that. She was merely seeking some fugitive reprieve in a region of pure feeling, of silence, beyond the territory of doctrine. And a part of Michael must have accepted those terms, even welcomed them. That was his truest dwelling place anyhow. But now he was left to wonder about motivations. What idle comments of his had been passed back through One Hundred Flowers to the slick commandos who brought their plastique and detonators in the dark? What if he hadn’t gotten June’s message? What if he’d decided to work late, enjoying, as he often did, the hours when he had the vast laboratory to himself? He had to wonder about Eddgar as well. Was he accomplishing revolution or some blow against his wife’s lover? Nonetheless, I could guess what the worst part was for him. That June knew. Knew and had bowed to Eddgar’s will. In the most telling, the most graphic way, she had demonstrated to everyone her ultimate loyalties. Whatever hopes June had raised in Michael, she could not have more clearly chosen Eddgar over him. She had spoken advisedly. He felt betrayed.


      “Dinner, or you want to skip it?”


      “Skip it,” he answered.


      “Look, I’m next door if you just want to hang out, man.”


      As it happened, June asked if I’d mind Nile while Eddgar and she took a ride. That meant they would talk in the safety of the car, circling the streets for hours, checking the rearview and hatching plans. Nile and I played War and Crazy 8s most of the night.


      “Where’d the pigs take Eddgar?” Nile asked.


      “To the station.” We went over it again and again.


      “But they don’t arreck children, do they?”


      “Absolutely not. Nobody can arrest a child. And Eddgar’s fine. Isn’t he fine?”


      “He’s mad. Cause the judge said he could go. When I’m growed up I’m going to be a police.”


      “You are?”


      “Then I can arreck the right people.”


      “Look, Eddgar’s okay. He’s fine, right? Doesn’t he seem fine?”


      “I wouldn’t arreck Eddgar!” Nile was instantly overcome with tears. The mere thought of Eddgar often seemed to upset Nile. There was never a spanking; Eddgar seldom yelled. But as a father, he could not keep from being himself, always preaching, teaching, always correcting Nile, moving on to the next lesson as soon as the last one was acknowledged.


      At Christmas, I had witnessed an awful scene when Eddgar had attempted to convince Nile to donate one of his few toys, a stuffed pig, to a poor people’s collective in East Oakland. The pig was soiled and pilled, not recognizable as much more than an oblong lump the color of your gums, and Nile seldom looked at it now that he had Babu, his handsome stuffed bear, with its pelt of shiny synthetic fur. But when Eddgar explained his plans for the pig, Nile held fast to it, wailing, while Eddgar in his tireless intent way held on too, reasoning implacably with his son about other children who had no toys at all.


      ‘I want it,’ Nile replied. ‘I want it.’ Nile hauled on the pig, and lay back. Finally, with a small pop and a scatter in the sunlight of some dusty filament, the pig suffered the amputation of a leg. Eddgar considered this at length. Eventually, he handed the bigger piece to Nile, then went to the boy’s room and removed Babu. Eddgar held the bear far overhead, well out of reach, as he headed to the door.


      ‘This is what the poor children are getting now,’ Eddgar announced, his long forehead knotted by a fury that I had seldom witnessed, even when he was inciting on campus. Nile hadn’t dared to get back to his feet. He made no sound at all until his father was gone out the door, at which point the boy wailed unbearably. Decimated herself, June fell to her knees and held him in her arms, pieta-like, the two of them crippled by grief.


      Now, with his sudden tears about Eddgar, Nile crawled into my arms. He was usually inconsolable—likely to throw tantrums and shirk a comforting hand. Instead, he accepted my embrace and clung. He would not climb down and fell off to sleep. For reasons beyond explaining, it touched me terribly that amid all my troubles—fears for my future, guilt about Hobie, my heartbreak over Sonny—Nile had found this moment to finally regard me with trust. In the dark, I curled myself about the small body, holding his fingers, rough with grime, while I absorbed the fullness of my desire to protect him and the whispered promise of a young life.


       


      Women came and went in my dreams, vague figures with whom I became enmeshed, and whose yearnings I somehow could not tell from my own. I was in the midst of some vivid tableau in which one of us was being desperately pursued, but I could not tell who was following whom. I opened my eyes and June Eddgar sat on my bed. Her hand was on my chest, softly circling, prodding.


      “Are you awake?” she whispered. “Seth?” I knew this was not the first time she had said my name.


      I sat up. I slept nude and I gathered the sheet, aware suddenly of the stiffness below of a urinary erection. Even when I wakened, June remained comfortably beside me.


      I asked where Nile was.


      “Upstairs. I took him up hours ago. I’ve just been lying awake, pondering something. I have to talk to you, Seth. I want you to hear me out.” She hiked herself up on the bed and came just a smidgen closer. She wore a cotton night shift and the loose weight of her breasts trembled when she moved. “We need money,” she said. “Real money.”


      I reached beside the bedside for the lamp, careful to hold the sheet and conscious that I’d probably exposed my backside anyway. June sat, unblinking, her hair loose as it had been the day I saw her at Michael’s. Her tongue briefly touched her lips while she waited for me to shield my eyes and let the pain of dilation pass. Somehow it struck me that all the years she—any child—spent looking in a mirror, wondering what she would look like as an adult, at her prime—that was how June looked now. Her pretty face had the substance of maturity, the weight of intelligence and purpose. I looked at her as a human being who, unlike me, had finished the journey to whatever it was she was to become. I had no doubt she shared that judgment.


      “This money is important,” she said. “Very important. We have to get Cleveland out. Soon.”


      “Is this the bomb?”


      “Seth,” she said severely. It was the same tone that escaped her against her will now and again when she was scolding Nile. She took a moment to counsel with herself. “There are rumors—you understand, this may all be counter-intelligence by the Damon pigs, everything I’m saying may be, so please bear that in mind—but we’ve heard rumors that Cleveland is talking. That he’s started giving them little things, hoping to get his bond reduced. I don’t believe it. But with Eldridge in Algeria there have been a lot of rifts within the Panthers. A lot of internal commotion. And we think it’s possible. We’ve sent his mother to see him. And a lawyer. He’s going to have plenty of folks at visitors’ hours all weekend. But it’s best for all concerned to get him out as soon as possible. Certainly by next week. We have to bail him and get him out of their hands, before he’s blabbing his fool head off. Do you hear me?”


      “Okay.”


      “There are many people who have an enormous amount at stake. Not only our people. All right? There are many people, people who haven’t really—One of your good friends.”


      My heart constricted again into a tiny knot at the thought of Hobie.


      “Seth, there’s no use explaining. No point and no good use of it. But things will work out. I’m sure they will work out. If we can get this money.”


      I asked how much.


      “Thousands. Ten thousand minimum. Fifteen would be better.” She measured my astonishment “Now listen.” She sat forward and smoothed her hand again across my chest to subdue me. The confident way she touched me lit, not wholly to my liking, the spark of some unruly thrill. “Now hear me out. I’ve been thinking. And it’s a question, I suppose—It’s two birds with one stone. I wondered if you would possibly reconsider this plan, this idea we discussed.”


      She waited until I was the first to speak the word. “Kidnapping?”


      She nodded only once, as if there was a caution against speech.


      “Jesus,” I said.


      “It seems to make so much sense from your side.”


      “I know, but—” The thought of scamming my father, from which I naturally recoiled, also seemed, in some moods, to imbue me momentarily with a wild lightheartedness. There was no doubt he deserved as much. Nonetheless, I shook my head. “I can’t torture them. Especially not my mother.”


      “I think we can work out what concerns you, I truly do. If you felt satisfied that could be avoided—I know how odd this is,” she said, “but it seems clear you’re going to have to do something drastic. You only have a couple of days.” The fourth of May, when I was scheduled for induction, was Monday. “If they knew you were safe, Seth, your well-being was assured, but they had to leave you be, let you go, that would be the best for you now, wouldn’t it? Am I right about that?”


      I didn’t answer, fearful of what I was getting myself into.


      “Will you think about this? Please? But there isn’t a lot of time.”


      “I understand. I have to get my head around this one.”


      We looked at each other.


      “I mean,” I said, “you guys. I mean, Eddgar and you.” I swallowed. “And Nile. I mean you’re all in trouble now. Right? Real trouble?”


      “Seth—” She stopped. “If Cleveland—” She stopped again. “Right,” she said. “Real trouble.” She looked into my eyes with purpose. I noticed only now that she had gripped me by both shoulders. There were many young men in June Eddgar’s life. I knew that then. She might as well have said it. I had no idea what difference it made; nothing was going to happen between us. But some bond was forged nonetheless, if only because a fragment of me was briefly waked to the reality that other women besides Sonny existed. June padded out, barefoot, her shift clinging to her as she departed, having made a moment when, improbably, desire seemed to be the only real thing in the world.
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      SONNY


      Friday morning, before we start, I detain the lawyers to talk about our schedule. The prosecution case will probably take another couple of days. We concluded yesterday with Molto doing a tiresome redirect of Lovinia, reading her snippets of her statements which she claimed not to remember. Following that, Rudy examined Maybelle Downey, an older woman who had witnessed June’s shooting from a tenement across from the projects and who confirmed the same outward events Lovinia described. Now Tommy gives me the order of his remaining witnesses. Al Kratzus, the community service officer who told Nile his mother had been murdered, will be first today; after him, Hardcore; by Monday we’ll reach Eddgar. Following him, the People will rest. The PA’s strategy, apparently, is to buttress Hardcore’s credibility by showing that his account coincides with that of witnesses—white people—whose version is largely beyond doubt.


      “The defense case, if there is to be one, will start by Wednesday?” I’m informing Hobie, who receives the news impassively. “And what are your plans, Mr. Tuttle? In terms of time? Not committing the defendant to offer evidence, of course, just projecting for my benefit.”


      “Two days.”


      “So we’ll argue at the end of next week perhaps, or the following Monday?”


      The three lawyers before the podium all nod. I will have to decide soon after—a disturbing prospect. The case remains murky. Why did this murder happen? I think suddenly. Frowning, I wave the lawyers away from the bench. Molto repeats the same gesture to Singh, who goes off to summon the next witness.


      Aloysius Kratzus, a corpulent, white-haired, thick-necked police veteran fiddles a bit as he sits on the stand. Kratzus has the mark of a guy who went to Community Relations willingly, one of those coppers who started out to be a hero and ended up as a bureaucrat. No one gets shot in Community Relations. No one works graveyard. You dispense bad news, you visit schools, you read press releases over the phone, you front for the Force at funerals and ribbon cuttings. It’s either a dead end or a comfortable retirement, depending on how you view things. Al Kratzus seems to like it just fine.


      Rudy goes through Kratzus’s rank and background and eventually reaches the morning of September 7. He had just come on, Kratzus says, 8 a.m., when he received a call. On his desk, you can envision the coffee and pastry in the white bag from the doughnut shop.


      “I spoke with Detective Lieutenant Montague.”


      “And, Sergeant, was Lieutenant Montague making any orders or requests of you?”


      “Montague said he was at a crime scene. White female, approximate age sixty to sixty-five, dead of multiple gunshot wounds. She was found outside a vehicle which was registered to her ex-husband. Montague was going with another dick to talk with the husband. In the meantime, there’s a health insurance card in her purse, shows a Nile Eddgar as next of kin. Somebody says he’s a PO. Montague expects press will get this in a beat or two and he wants me to get over pronto to this Nile, so we tell him before he turns on the radio or TV and hears it that way.”


      The entire answer is hearsay. Hobie has stroked his beard throughout, waiting for anything objectionable, and has apparently decided to let it pass.


      “And did you oblige the lieutenant?” Rudy asks, in his funny, highblown way. Rudy had three years of English public school before landing here. His father is one of those Indians with advanced degrees, never able to put them to use in any country. The family, Marietta says, has a liquor store on the East Bank.


      “He give me the address, and along with Officer Vic Addison, I proceeded there. It was here in the city.” ‘The city’ means DuSable. Al Kratzus is one of those neighborhood guys, like my Uncle Moosh, who remember when this was still three little burgs, not, as the world now sees it, a single megalopolis. In those days, there were still intense rivalries among the Tri-Cities. At eighty, Moosh still discusses the fierce games that were once played in the bitter weather of late December between the public high-school football champs from Kewahnee, More land, and DuSable, and a single representative from the Catholic leagues.


      Tommy is waving at his colleague. Rudy bends so Molto can whisper his suggestion.


      “Yes,” says Rudy out loud. “And in asking you to take on this assignment, sir, did Montague give any indication at that time that Nile Eddgar was a suspect?”


      Hobie objects, but he pursued the issue of when and why Montague began to regard Nile as a suspect. I overrule.


      “We’re service, you know?” says Kratzus. “In CR, we’re not on the case. Our job is the public. If somebody’s a suspect, Montague would assign one of his people.”


      “Did you in fact see Nile Eddgar?”


      “We did. Addison and I went to his apartment.” Kratzus sighs, minorly disgusted with the state of his memory later in life, and cheeks his pocket for the report, then fishes a stout finger there again to locate his readers. “2343 Duhaney.”


      “And what time was it?”


      “It was after 8 a.m., closer to 8:30. I was afraid at that hour we mighta missed him, but he was there. We had to pound awhile, but he come to the door. I identified my office. Somewhere in there we had to ask him to turn down the music actually, then I asked was he a relation to June Eddgar, he says he’s the son, and I told him I was very sad—” Kratzus’s hand does two forward flips. Et cetera, he means. “And I give him the news. All what Montague told me. Just that one-liner, you know, that she’d been shot dead down at Grace Street.”


      “And did he have any reaction that you were able to observe?”


      “Pretty doggone strange,” says Kratzus.


      “Oh, object!” Hobie loudly declares and shimmies his entire upper body in disapproval.


      I strike the answer and direct Kratzus to tell the court precisely what the defendant said and did. He takes in my instruction slowly. There are plenty of police officers, bureaucrats, departmental politicos who get through thirty years on the Force with barely half a dozen court appearances. Kratzus seems like one of them.


      “He give us a look. First off, it’s a look. Kind of, you know, ‘Wait a minute.’ Not so much he doesn’t believe it as it doesn’t make sense.”


      “Your Honor,” says Hobie.


      “Mr. Tuttle, I’m going to accord the testimony the weight I feel it deserves.”


      Kratzus has turned himself around in the witness chair to face me, too stiff and bulky to do so with ease, but eager to address me almost conversationally. His powder-blue coat bunches up thickly and the unbarbered fuzz of hairs on the back of his neck shows up, the filaments refracting the courtroom lights. He goes on explaining to me, notwithstanding the objection.


      “I do this a lot, Judge. All kind of circumstances. Little old ladies dyin in bed. Suicides. Car wrecks. And people respond different. I’m the first to tell you that. But this was strange.”


      “Sergeant,” I say, “just stick with the outward behavior. What he said, what he did. How did he appear?”


      “You know, Judge, it’s the glazed look, his mouth is hangin open. Then he’s gonna talk, then he doesn’t. Finally, he takes himself and sits down on his sofa and says, ‘My father was supposed to be goin over there.’ Like he’s explaining something. And that’s it. For maybe ten seconds. Then suddenly, he starts in to cry.”


      Rudy takes over again. “Did you have further conversation, Sergeant, after he declared, ‘My father was supposed to go over there’?” Good prosecutorial question, driving home the critical line of testimony.


      “We did. We told him where the remains would be and how they could be claimed. We give him a card with the PP’s number.” The Police Pathologist’s. “He was pretty shook up by then, so we left.”


      “And following the interview, what did you do?”


      “Back to the Hall. I left a message in voice mail for Montague, I needed to speak with him ASAP.”


      “And in your ordinary practice, would you be wanting to speak to the investigating detective?”


      “Object,” says Hobie again tiredly. He doesn’t bother to rise. The body language suggests another silly excess by the PAs. Hobie’s objections have been well timed and usually on point, so that by now I’ve developed a reflex that he’s correct. But I recognize this time he’s trying to gull me.


      “No, I’ll hear this.”


      “Generally, we have no need. You know, maybe I’ll leave a message, ‘We done like you asked,’ I’ll send up a 5-sheet”—a police report, named long ago in the days when there were five layers, with carbons—“but you know, most times they got no need to hear from us.”


      “So what if anything motivated your call to the lieutenant?”


      “Judge,” implores Hobie.


      “I’ll sustain now.” But the point is made: Old plowhorse or not, Kratzus thought the kid was wrong. He was taking something off him and knew Montague ought to get a detective out to see Nile, find out what the hell he meant that his father was supposed to have been there.


      Rudy sits. I nod to Hobie for his cross.


      “Just a few questions,” he begins. It’s more than that, but he accomplishes little. Kratzus admits he’s seen lots of strange reactions when he’s imparted news of a loved one’s death. And Hobie combats the implication of Rudy’s question about the time of the visit, which suggested that Nile was late for work and might have been waiting at home for a call, by pointing out that loud music was on, which would have made it hard to hear the phone.


      “And you say that you’re not sent out to speak with suspects, right?”


      “Not generally.”


      “And who was it Montague was going to talk to?”


      “The father,” says Kratzus. Catching the drift, he adds, “Cause it was his car. You figure he’d know what she was doin down there.”


      “Okay,” says Hobie, unwilling to press the point. A few questions later he terminates the cross. Significantly, he does not dispute the accuracy of Kratzus’s memory. That means Kratzus wrote a report that day, and that his partner, Addison, will back him up. Kratzus, with his bulk, heads out the doors of the courtroom, but stops at the prosecution table to shake hands. He did a good job.


      Aside from the fingerprints on the money, this is the best piece of evidence the state has offered yet. One statement. One line. Yet it has a clear impact: Nile expected Eddgar to be there; Nile expressed surprise not that there had been a shooting but only who its victim was. The first questions anyone, no matter how shocked, normally would ask are, Who shot her? Why? How could this have happened? I have my eyes closed, letting the proof work its way down through the emotional latticework. My reaction creates a lingering moment of gravity that grips the entire courtroom. When I look up, both prosecutors are watching me tensely.


      I call the lunch recess then, but don’t get out the door. By the time I’ve conferred briefly with Marietta about the 2:00 call, Molto is in front of the bench. Hobie, typically, has found a way to disrupt Molto’s calm. Tommy is livid, red up to his hairline. Hobie has presented Tommy with defense exhibits: Nile’s 1994 tax return, his 1995 wage records, his bankbooks, his checking account statements. Molto waves all these documents about and finally lays them before me.


      “Judge, we should have received these documents before trial.”


      “What’s the point of them?” I ask.


      “I don’t care what the point is, really. He’s not supposed to be producing exhibits now. And he won’t say what the point is. We’ve asked him six times.”


      “Mr. Tuttle?”


      “Really, Your Honor,” he says, with a sweet little smile.


      “Are you declining to say?”


      “No, I’ll say. I’ll say. I’d have thought it would be obvious to these prosecutors. But I guess not. The point, Your Honor, is that there is not a cash withdrawal exceeding $300 in all of 1995, which is not surprising, since my client’s savings never were greater than $3,200.” Nile didn’t have the money to pay Hardcore, not $10,000 cash, that’s the point.


      Tommy explodes again. Sandbagging, he calls it. Which is exactly what it is. Tommy goes on at high volume, ignoring Singh’s efforts to soothe him.


      “Mr. Tuttle,” I say, “I can’t see how you could have failed to think about these records before.”


      “Your Honor, what about them?” He points. “Really, Judge Klonsky. Here they are, planning to put a witness on the stand to claim my client paid him $10,000 in cash, and they haven’t bothered asking themselves where the money came from? It’s not a secret my client files tax returns or has a bank account. They should have thought of this, too. And the defense discovery response notified them we might put in these records.”


      Hobie hands up a boilerplate filing the State Defenders use in every case, but he’s got a point. ‘Bank records’ and ‘tax records’ are mentioned as possible defense exhibits, along with forty or fifty other categories of documentary evidence, everything from pathologists’ studies to ballistics reports. Molto, scattershot, never pressed for details and Hobie waited in the weeds. The lawyering life, I think.


      “All right. Mr. Tuttle, I want you to do a better job getting things to the state. Go through this discovery response and before the weekend produce any exhibits you might use. This is the last surprise, do you hear me? Given the state’s lack of diligence in demanding production, I’m not going to exclude. But I won’t be so generous next time.”


      At my ruling, Tommy groans out loud. Singh attempts to drag off Molto, who, in spite of his soft, unathletic shape, has struck a bantam pose in the well of the courtroom, facing Hobie like he’s spoiling for a fight. Tommy is still too furious to see that he’s been outflanked again by Hobie. The good trial lawyer always wants the state’s best evidence quickly forgotten. Instead of mulling over Kratzus’s direct, I’m now heading off to lunch asking myself where Nile could have gotten the money he supposedly gave Hardcore. Did he borrow it? Steal it? Hobie’s right. Molto should have thought of this. Then again, Nile’s fingerprints are on the money. That will be Tommy’s answer in the end: it happened. The devil finds a way. It happened.


      As the courtroom comes back to life, I remain a minute on the bench, assessing all of this, then find, as I gather my things, I’m facing the jury box again. Seth, once more, is waiting for me to take note of him there. By now, there is a rhythm to this, as if he knows I’ll only have time to acknowledge him at the end of the session. Yesterday afternoon, I was somewhat alarmed to find him gone. I didn’t know if it was the sweaty mess he’d made of his sport coat or, as I suspected, the heavy load of what we’d been discussing which kept him from returning. I was unsettled myself. To lose a child! The thought came hurtling at me all night. We never remember that even a century ago, this shroud, this burden, was commonplace. Talk about improving our quality of life!


      But Seth looks all right now. He greets me with a chipper little smile and then a wink. Like all his gestures this week, it’s slightly forward but too well-meant to do any real harm. Hello, he’s saying. I’m here now,  I’m okay. We’re friends. And to my mild amazement, I find, before I’ve had time to think better of it, I’ve winked back.


       


      “Ordell Trent!” Small, sallow, mussed as the weekend approaches, Tommy Molto bleats the name when I tell the prosecution to call its next witness, as we settle in after lunch.


      “Ordell Trent!” Annie repeats. The name rolls on twice more, the transport deputy at the door shouting to a colleague in the rear, the second one yelling into the cage for Ordell to bring himself to the door. The keys jangle. Through the wall we hear the solid rumble of the lockup door sliding back, and the second deputy loudly warning one of the leftovers from the just-concluded bond call to stand away. Then, after a lingering moment, Hardcore steps into the courtroom. He has been here before, when he entered a guilty plea in late September. But I knew less about him then. Now, like a lion emerging from a cave, Ordell briefly blinks away the harsh fluorescence and serenely takes in a room full of persons somewhat terrified by what they’ve heard about him. Behold: the killer.


      “Mr. Trent.” I point him to the witness stand. His hands are cuffed, and one of the deputies approaches to release him. Then Hardcore, somewhat stout, hugely muscled across the chest, slopes toward me, with sufficient assurance to make it a mildly uncomfortable moment.


      “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”


      “Sure do.” He drops his hand and settles in the witness chair.


      Tommy is at the podium. His brief preparatory cough resounds through the courtroom, over which a deliberative stillness has fallen. Even Nile, in a blue blazer today, appears sufficiently focused to be taken as tense.


      Hardcore states his name and present residence in the KCJ, Kindle County Jail.


      “Are you known by any other name?”


      “Gangster tag.” He rolls out the word: “Hardcore.”


      “Why don’t you spell it for the reporter?” Tommy suggests.


      “Oh, now,” says Hardcore. “Get spelled any number of ways. II, a, r, d, k, o, r, p, s. Thass one I seen.” On the walls. He probably never has cause to write it himself. An odd thought: this name, this word, does not have a parallel existence in the world of letters—it’s like some sub-subatomic particle that exists only in physicists’ calculations. Gang life is out there somewhere, an intense physical reality with no tie to a more refined realm of symbols.


      On the stand, Hardcore looks determinedly relaxed, slumping a bit. In the gallery, amid the faces, I’m sure there are many T—4 Rollers, come to see Core. As a result, he will not allow himself to appear awed. The truth of gang life is that many are primarily hangers-on, gawkers, lookouts, the adoring masses through whom the true thugs promote their name. In other words, as it often is with kids: one bad actor and ten who think he’s cool.


      Hardcore is well rehearsed and far more cooperative than Bug. Tommy leads him along carefully. The prosecutors’ strategy is apparent. As with Lovinia, they have made, quite literally, no effort to dress up Hardcore. He sits here in the sheriff’s-department’s blue coveralls, an ever-present reminder of his guilty plea and his acknowledged complicity in the crime. Like Bug, Core’s clearly been told to be himself. He talks the same language he speaks outside. Tommy wants me to remember at all moments that this is the murdering hoodlum whom Nile Eddgar took up with as a friend.


      Consistent with this plan, the first thing Tommy brings out is Core’s lengthy juvenile record and his two earlier felony convictions as an adult, both for distribution of narcotics. His initial penitentiary sentence, at the age of nineteen, was for three years. His second—for possession of fourteen ounces of cocaine recovered from a car he was driving—was ten years, no parole. He got out four years ago. Like Lovinia, Hardcore has made an impressive deal in exchange for his testimony: twenty years for conspiracy to murder, which will amount to ten years inside. The criminal justice system recognizes the same rule as accountants: first in, first out. The flipper has to be rewarded.


      “Now prior to your present incarceration, Mr. Trent, what was your profession?”


      “Gangster,” he answers.


      “Were you a member of any criminal organization?”


      “BSD,” he says, “be for me.” A familiar slogan. Hardcore amuses himself. The sandy scratchings of a goatee frame his mouth and his large teeth have a yellowish cast when he smiles.


      “What was your position in BSD?”


      “Top Rank.”


      “Were you one of the leaders of the gang, one of the shot-callers?”


      “S’pose so.”


      “Who is above you?”


      “J. T-Roc. Kan-el.”


      Tommy identifies them by name.


      “And how, sir, did you make a living prior to your incarceration?”


      “Slanging.”


      “Slanging?”


      “Slanging dope.” ‘Hanging, banging, and slanging’ is the motto of gang life. In that street doggerel, slang, which originally meant to talk the talk, now is the term for selling drugs—a telling change.


      “What kind of dope did you slang?”


      “Mostly crack. Some wire.” Wire is another name for speed.


      “Anything else?”


      “Oh yeah,” says Hardcore mildly. Core, who is yet to be sentenced and not eager to make himself look any worse, is sluggish with his responses, but Tommy persists and forces him to admit he also sold PCP, methadone, rock cocaine, heroin, and some stolen prescription drugs. He had an organization, he says, of at least ten people working for him, which included Lovinia.


      “And do you know Nile Eddgar?”


      His face broadened with surly amusement, Core’s thick eyes find the defendant. Hobie nudges his client and Nile, with one hand on the chair arm, as if he needs a boost, rises for the formal courtroom identification. Core continues smiling after pointing him out. Nile takes his seat, face averted, cowed and shaken, while Hardcore continues to smile.


      “How did you come to know the defendant?”


      “He my PO.”


      “Your probation officer?”


      “He keepin his eye on me for the court.” Parole has been abolished in this state in most instances. Instead, narcotics offenses and certain other crimes carry a period of supervised release.


      “How long has he been your PO?”


      “Seem like a year nearly. Had me couple others.”


      “And how often did you see Nile?”


      “Oh, you know, up the top, once a month.”


      “And where did you see him?”


      “T-4.”


      “And what was the reason for his visit?”


      “You know, man. Kinda check me out.”


      “Eventually, did you begin to see him more often?”


      “Yeah, how it come down, man got to be PO for a whole damn bunch of T-4’s.”


      “He was assigned to be PO to other members of the T—4 Roller set of the Black Saints Disciples?”


      “Right,” says Core.


      “Do you know how that came about?”


      “Seem like he think be kinda slammin, kickin it with us.”


      I sustain Hobie’s objection to the witness testifying about the defendant’s state of mind. Tommy tries it again.


      “Did he tell you he’d asked for the assignment?”


      Hardcore actually appears to ponder. “Yeah, man, cause how it were, I ’member him comin out one day—”


      “When?” asks Tommy.


      “Say like December, and you know, I’m like, ‘Dang, bo, you gettin in my shit, seein you mo than bad weather.’


      “And he sayin like lot them POs don’t wanna get with it at the IV Tower, get they asses shot and shit, and he like, he don’t mind none. You know, so he goin, ‘Gimme they-all, they down by me.’”


      “That’s what he said? That he told other officers he’d accept the files because he didn’t mind coming to the IV Tower?”


      “Uh-huh. You know he got Winky, Crouch, Warbone, Handman, Turkey Swoop. Together, Tommy and Hardcore try, with only limited success, to bring out the names of the remaining members whom Nile supervised. “Dang,” says Core, “what that cuz be named?” Tommy lets it go.


      Closer to me than he has been before, Hardcore, I note, is no child. He looks to be in his mid-thirties, but all youth is gone from him. His face is closed-down and tough, the black, wide, rheumy eyes slow-moving, his look always insolent. What the guards privately—and out of no small measure of fear—call jailhouse trash. When he lifts a hand to scratch his cheek, I see that his nails have grown long and that each is capped by an amber section perhaps three-quarters of an inch, adding the insinuation of a strange, random element in his character.


      “And once he assumed this role, how often was Nile at the Tower?”


      “Most days, seem like.”


      “And what was the nature of your relationship?”


      “We ain gettin tight or nothin, but I be knowin the dude. He cool and all. Like to be hangin most the time.”


      “What do you mean by hanging?”


      “You know, man, down by them doorways, hangin with the homies, hearin the hoot. Laughin, you know. Just hangin and all.”


      “Did he require you to fill out monthly probation reports?”


      Hardcore smiles and lets a hand blow by. Not so he remembers.


      “And over time, did you ever meet any members of his family?”


      “Uh-huh,” says Core.


      “Who was that?”


      “Met his daddy.”


      “Senator Loyell Eddgar?”


      “Loyell, huh? That his name?” Hardcore draws in his cheeks. White folks.


      “And how did that meeting take place?”


      “Well, see now, thass a tale.” In the witness chair, Core laughs and rearranges himself, crossing a leg to tell his story. “Seem like one day, you know, man, we by them benches by the Tower, and I’m rappin to Nile, cause, you know, got to be cool with the PO, right? And we get with it, I be like, ‘Yo, that DOC, man,’”—Department of Corrections—“‘they damn ornery with our cuz Kan-el, man, they stepped on his release twice, man, and he done his time, man, that’s just bitch-ass cold, they just steppin on him cause they know he tip-top BSD, cause he down for his, ain counta no tickets or nothin he done in there, can’t be, cause ain nobody gone say shit bout him, even if he done it. You hear what I’m sayin?’


      “And so Nile, he like, ‘You-all oughta best be talkin with my daddy, you and you homes.’


      “And I like, ‘Who-all you daddy?’


      “‘Oh, man, nigger, my daddy he be it, he got power, Jack, he a senator and shit, he done got me my job.’”


      Tommy interrupts. “Nile told you that? That the Senator had gotten him his job?” With this nugget, Tommy slides his eyes at the reporters in the jury box.


      “Yeah, he gone on all bout his daddy. Say, ‘Man, he on some committee or shit, them DOC they gotta listen up on him, he get on them, it be all over. Y’all oughta meet him. No lie. Maybe dude can help you out some.’ He be goin like that.”


      “And did you agree to meet the Senator?”


      “You know, not up the top, but Nile, man, he be, you know, you say persistent. Got to be a thang, you know. ‘You-all wanna get with my daddy? My daddy and all wanna get with you.’


      “So one time, man, I kickin with T-Roc and we fall to this thang, how my PO sky-up bout we oughta get with his daddy, help out cuz Kan-el. And T-Roc, he like, ‘Might be fat, could be fat, we kickin some serious shit here.’


      “So I say to Nile, ‘Yo, okay, we get it on with you daddy.’”


      “And did you finally meet Senator Eddgar?”


      “Sure enough.”


      “When?”


      “May. Seem like about then cause it gettin to be warm, you know?”


      “And where did this meeting take place?”


      Gazing downward, Hardcore laughs, again his mind full of the scene. “See now, man, we done a lot fussin bout that, cause T-Roc, you know, he ain tight with too many white folks, and you know, Nile was buzzin me how his daddy so busy and shit. So we got it finally, we gone meet in T-Roc’s SEL?”


      “You met in Jeff T-Roc’s Mercedes, is that correct?” Tommy again briefly faces the press gallery. Like the customs dogs who smell drugs through steel casings, the reporters are on alert now. Here it comes. Scandal. A politician in the back seat of a limousine with street-gang leaders. One of those memorable courthouse stories—people in odd places, doing things no one could imagine. Through his fussy courtroom manner, Molto is unable to contain a discordant clement: distaste for Eddgar. The senator may be the state’s witness, but the prosecutor holds him and his antics in low regard.


      “And where was the car located when you met?”


      “North End, man, can’t remember quite ’xactly, some corner.”


      “And how long did the meeting last?”


      “Say, bout half hour or so.”


      “And who was present?”


      “Nile, me, T-Roc, and the daddy.”


      “Senator Eddgar?”


      “Yeah, him,” answers Core, with a brief scowl. He does not like Eddgar either.


      “And can you tell us what was said?”


      Core hoots, scoffing somewhat at the memory. “Man, we was thinkin, we gone get Kan-el out. And this dude, the daddy, he all like whacked or somethin. He like, you know, got his own program, man. We goin, ‘Yo, we-all, we got do this thang here, get Kan-el flyin.’


      “And he like, ‘Oh me, no no, we best be organizin this shit and all.’ I mean it was powerful, way he went on.”


      “Was it Senator Eddgar’s idea that BSD would be the basis for a political organization?”


      “That’s what I’m sayin here.”


      “And how did you and T-Roc react?”


      “T-Roc? After some ticks, this motherfucker, the daddy, he just up on himself, man, and T shoot me kind of a look, he like to posse out. He all ready to book, then he come and get it, he in his own car. Kinda funny,” Core adds and once more displays that ample smile. “Anyways, they get theyself out pretty soon there, and T-Roc, he be like, ‘Can you believe this limp mother?’ Man, he was burned. He was deep.”


      “And did you speak with Nile?”


      “Oh yeah. Yeah, yeah.”


      “When and where?”


      “Next time he come round T-4. In that next week there. I like to wail on Nile. ‘That all’s just a psych, man, that motherfucker just playin us, man.’


      “And Nile, he kind of, you know, shrug and all. ‘That how he be. He play you.’


      “I say, ‘I ain down for that, no motherfucker play me, daddy or no. Got to stall out on that shit, man. I go head up any motherfucker, man, do me like that. I’d cap that motherfucker soon as look at him.’ I, you know, be goin like that.”


      “And what, if anything, did Nile say?”


      “Well, you know, he kind of like lookin, like he just ain gone believe nobody be ravin on his daddy like that. And I’m like, ‘Fuck you, motherfucker, fuck you up, too, you want.’ I’m trippin and all.”


      At intervals, I’ve had some instinct to curb Hardcore’s language. This is still a courtroom, to which the public is invited. But he is too natural, too forceful a storyteller in his own mode to bear much interruption. Even Hobie, who until this moment has had the star turn here, seems to have no urge to slow him down. Core, quite evidently, is enjoying himself. Over the months I’ve been sitting in Criminal, I’ve been struck by how often a simple, childish desire for attention accounts for the presence of many of these young people. Most of these kids grow up feeling utterly disregarded—by fathers who departed, by mothers who are overwhelmed, by teachers with unmanageable classrooms, by a world in which they learn, from the TV set and the rap of the street, they do not count for much. Crime gathers for them, if only momentarily, an impressive audience: the judge who sentences, the lawyer who visits, the cops who hunt them—even the victim who, for an endless terrified moment on the street, could not discount them.


      “And following this exchange in which you informed Nile you were angry with his father, did you have any other conversation with Nile about Senator Eddgar?”


      “Nah,” says Core, and freezes Tommy. “Not first. Then, you know, one day, might even be a month gone by, we all just kickin round T-4 and he come up on me, and he, like first thing, he a’ks me, ‘Yo, like, you really cool with that shit, how you fade my daddy?’


      “So I be thinkin, Oh, you done it now, nigger, this PO, he gone get in yo face how you rippin on his daddy. ‘I’s just talkin shit,’ I say, and soon as I done said it, I can see, you know, like he busted.”


      “Disappointed?” asks Tommy.


      “Right,” says Hardcore, “right. So maybe two weeks later, man, I like, ‘So how is it, dude, you really be wantin me to smoke you daddy?’


      “And he say like that, ‘Yeah, I do.’”


      “Who’s he?” Tommy asks. “Who were you talking to?”


      “Nile.”


      “The defendant?”


      “Yeah, right.”


      Nile, when I look, has his chin at Hobie’s shoulder. He is speaking to him with greater animation than he’s shown at any point until now. Hobie is nodding emphatically, as his expensive pen races across the yellow pad.


      “And where were you? When you had this talk? Who was around?”


      “Just me and him. You know how it is, when he come down round T-4, I’s sort of, you know, gettin him back to his ’mobile, so he don’t get jacked or nothing.”


      “So you were escorting him down the street near T-4 to his car?”


      “’Xactly,” says Core. ‘He like, ‘I give you $25,000, you fade him.’


      “And I go like, ‘Yo, you bent, man.’


      “‘Uh-uh,’ he say, ‘hell I am anyhow, I mean what I say, you do it.’


      “I like, ‘Man, motherfucker, I see you motherfuckin money, we gone know you mean that you behind it.’


      “Whoa! Dude not down with that. He were burnin, ready to tear it up. I ain never seed him like that, man. He get up in my face.


      “‘I know you here slanging dope and shit, Hardcore. You think I don’t know? Put you nigger-ass back in the Yard any time I say. You under paper as it is, Core. I pull you down whenever I like. Man, don’t be trippin wit’ me now. This here yo idea from the jump.’


      “‘No way, motherfucker, this nigger ain but goin on.’


      “We trippin on that some, who say do it, but I seen he stomp-down on this, and I ain takin no ride.”


      “You agreed to do it, rather than have him revoke your release?”


      “Say I gone think on it some. And you know, then, every time I see the dude, he on me, ‘You gone do this, nigger, or ain you? Thought you was some bad-ass Top Rank gangbangin motherfucker, but you just some bitch-ass sissy like all them elderly niggers down the corner by Best Way Liquor with they forty zones of Colt.’ He on me all the time.”


      Tommy stands a moment and frowns at his witness, clearly afraid that Hardcore, caught up in his performance, has gone straight over the top.


      “Did you finally agree to kill Senator Eddgar?”


      “Ain never finally agreed, till one day he come up, he got that newspaper bag.” Core points, and from the prosecution table, Tommy retrieves People’s 1, the money and the blue newspaper bag in which it was wrapped. “He gimme that.”


      “Where were you?”


      “T-4. On Grace Street. He by his ride, ain’t even got hisself out. He just come up by there and tell Bug, ‘Go fetch Core.’ And I come on down, there he be, and he hand me that-there through the window. Say, ‘I give you the rest when you done it.’”


      “When was this?”


      “August. Hot.”


      “And what did you say?”


      “I say, ‘Motherfucker, you fixin for me to do this?’


      “He be like, ‘Uh-huh, I am.’


      “So I figure, well, okay, then gone have to get wit’ it, otherwise he gone pull my paper sure enough.”


      Tommy finishes laying an evidentiary foundation for the money. Hardcore says he took the bag to the home of Doreen McTaney, the mother of his son Dormane, and left it there until after the killing. He identifies his initials, next to Montague’s on the evidence tag. With the money and the plastic bag now fully tied to the defendant and the crime, Molto moves for admission of the exhibits.


      “Any objection?” I ask Hobie.


      He purses his lips. “Can I reserve for cross?” Hobie knows every trick. Having no basis to keep the money out of evidence, he wants to delay its admission in the hope that in the welter of last-minute details, the prosecutors will forget to reoffer the proof. Across his shoulder, Tommy tosses an irked look. By now he expects Hobie to be difficult. I admit the money, subject to cross, and Tommy picks up the thread with Core, whom he asks about preparations for the killing.


      “Got with Gorgo and them. Tell Gorgo get him a good clean spout”—‘a clean spout’ would be a weapon that would not trace—“we got us to put in some work. Then I went rappin to Dooley Bug.”


      “Is that Lovinia Campbell?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “What did you tell her?”


      Probably to keep Core from getting rolling again, Hobie objects for lack of foundation, meaning that Core has not said precisely when, where, and with whom the conversation took place. Tommy starts to explain, but Core has been around enough courtrooms to understand and interrupts.


      “This here’s day before we done it. Up the IV Tower. Just me and her.” He looks toward Hobie and sneers: Think what you think, motherfucker, but I ain dumb. I doubt, however, anyone here has made the mistake of questioning Core’s smarts.


      “And what did you tell her?”


      “Put it down to her. Whole scene, you know.”


      “What did you tell her specifically about Nile?”


      “Nile and me, we fixin to gauge his daddy.”


      “What did she say?”


      “Oh, you know. ‘Why-all we gotta be doin like that?’ That kinda shit.”


      “And you said?”


      “‘Yo, freeze up, ho. You just be working here.’” The unvarnished accuracy and vehemence with which Core recalls his response provokes momentary laughter in the courtroom. Core smiles, as if he had fully calculated his audience’s reaction in advance.


      “Did Bug know Nile?”


      “Hell yeah, she know Nile. Lotsa time he come round, she be rappin to him. He like her caseworker or some such. She kickin on them benches wit’ him, rap for hours seem like. She know him good.”


      Tommy glances my way, just to be sure I’ve registered that: Nile was nice to Lovinia, she’d want to protect him.


      The remainder of the direct is somewhat anticlimactic. Core explains the plan, how Lovinia called him when June showed up. When he gets to the point where June was shot, Core winds his head around sorrowfully over the mistake.


      “And when was the last time you spoke to Nile Eddgar?”


      “Morning all this comin down. He beep when I’s fixin to leave out, so I give him a shout off the pay phone down there in T—4, say all this cool.” Tommy takes hold of the computer records from Nile’s phone and directs Core’s attention to the call to his pager at 6:03 a.m. Core affirms this is the page which he answered from the pay phone outside the IV Tower. Then Tommy cleverly uses the various stipulated phone records to review the entire direct. ‘Was this call on May 14 around the time you agreed to meet Senator Eddgar? Was this call on August 7 around the time you agreed to kill him?’


      When he’s done, it’s near 4:30 and we adjourn. The transport deputies cuff Core to walk him back. His lawyer, Jackson Aires, who has watched the proceedings from a folding chair just inside the Plexiglas partition, approaches Core at the lockup door and rests a hand on his shoulder as they consult, nodding emphatically, telling Core he’s done well. Hobie has gathered up his boxes quickly, and pushes Nile, who is still gesticulating toward Hardcore, out of the courtroom. Tommy and Rudy—and Montague, who’s entered to help haul things downstairs—are lingering at the prosecution table, smiling among themselves. They’ve had their ups and downs but the week has ended well. The reporters have disappeared, as if by magic, all racing to beat deadline with today’s spicy item: “A convicted gang leader testified today that the plot to murder Senator Loyell Eddgar began when gang leaders angrily rebuffed Eddgar’s efforts to turn the Black Saints Disciples into a political organization.”


      A weird story, but it has the eerie resonance of a tale too odd to be untrue. In the subdued clamor of the spectators’ departure, I sit still on the bench, gripping my pen and staring at the pages of the bench book, which are covered with the hurried notes I’ve made today. The critical line from Kratzus—‘My father was supposed to be goin over there’—is underscored at the top of the upper left-hand side. Considering it all, an omen bounds home in me: I’m going to find Nile Eddgar guilty.


       


      Nikki loves costumes. She imagines herself with stylish dos and beaded gowns. I took to heart my mother’s distaste for glamour and am always alarmed. Where does Nikki get these ideas? I wonder. Is this the penalty for working, for not being at her side twenty-four hours a day? When I pick her up from day care tonight, she is wearing plastic high heels on the wrong feet and a crown.


      “I’m getting married!” she squeals.


      Married! my heart shrieks, but I take her in with kisses, knowing that this instant when we’re reconnected for the weekend is, in ways, the point toward which I’ve been journeying all week.


      “We have stew for dinner. Just the way you like it.”


      “No peas?” she asks.


      “Not one.”


      When Nikki was born, I decided I would become organized. I would cook meals in advance and freeze them, like my friend Grace Tomazek. I would keep extensive grocery lists so that I would no longer have to go to the store three times each day. I would start shopping from catalogues for clothes, and buy a season ahead so I was not desperate when the weather changed. I would sign up for Moms and Tots on Saturdays. Finally an adult, I would have a life reflecting forethought rather than waning moods and windblown caprice. I wanted this with desperate, almost unbearable longing, as the sign of some gathering of myself, as an affirmation of the capacity of any person to make her life a bit more bearable.


      And I succeeded, after a fashion. Oh, of course, I become preoccupied—with the cases before me, with one feud or another with Charlie, with the madness in Bosnia or a memory of my mother that has not visited me in years, anything that catches me on the spike of passion and ends up making me seem, especially to myself, unfocused, even scatterbrained. But for the most part, I have made my life less a momentary adventure. Nikki and I have a routine. There are meals in the freezer, which I, generally speaking, remember to defrost. The lunch bag is packed. Amid the whirl of single-mom responsibilities, I often feel like one of those little old ladies, Old World ethnics dressed all in black, wobbling around like a top about to fall. On occasion, I’m undermined by uncertainty about myself. A few months back, as I was listening to the discordant screech of Avi, Gwendolyn’s son, sawing away at his Suzuki violin, I was jarred by panic. What was I going to do about music lessons? I’d never even thought of it. I called piano teachers all night. Lately, I’ve felt pangs because Nikki knows nothing of religion. But it happens, all of it. My life has what planning always seemed to imply: a center, weight, substance. Love.


      Love. I’ve been so lucky! I think all the time. Not in the ordinary outward sense that people have in mind with that phrase. Because, after all, I’ve had my pratfalls and distractions, my own tough patches, sickness and divorce, the ordinary major miseries of an ordinary existence. But I’m so lucky to have Nikki, to have someone to love, unambiguously and durably, someone for whom my love will never falter. Love, whatever it means, has otherwise been an unreliable thing in my life. With my mother. With men. In my younger years, it made no sense to me that one word referred to sexual relations and your family. You have to get older for all of that to cohere, to understand it comes down to the same thing, intensity, connection, commitment, some Mecca toward which your soul can always pray.


      After dinner, a bath. Nikki frolies, inventing games with Barbie dolls who, except for the moments of their evening drowning, dwell on the tub side in consummate nudity, despairing, no doubt, over the sad fate of their plastic hair, which Nikki’s repeated stylings have left a mass of ratted knots.


      “I like Jenna better than Marie,” says Nikki, “but they’re both black.”


      Once again, panic is forestalled. Teach. Always teach.


      “You know, Nikki, whether someone is nice has nothing to do with the color of their skin. You’re nice from the inside, not the outside.”


      She pouts, she bugs her eyes. “Mommy, I know that.” Some propositions are obvious, even to a six-year-old.


      Eventually, I extract her from the tub. Already, I find myself longing for the baby who has only recently disappeared, the three-and four-year-old with her winsome malapropisms. ‘It’s gark outside.’ ‘Hum on’ for ‘come on.’ Now she sometimes seems a being of unknown origins, with tastes and even physical attributes I’ve never encountered in myself or even Charlie. Where does she get these fingers, I wonder as I’m toweling her dry, which look tallowy as melting party candles?


      “Have I told you how wonderful you are?” I ask, kneeling beside Nikki’s bed.


      “No,” Nikki answers at once, as she does each evening.


      “Well, you’re wonderful. You’re the most wonderful person I know. Have I told you how much I love you?”


      “No,” she answers, squirming shamefaced against my chest.


      “I love you more than anything in the world.”


      I cuddle her until she sleeps, an indulgence I should not permit, but it’s a precious moment, again the simplest atom, nucleus, and particle. Asleep, Nikki is soft and smells sweetly of her shampoo.


      Afterwards, in the quiet house, I lounge in the living room. A glass of white wine is spun experimentally by the stem between my fingertips. At long last, I reach the glorious moment when I remove my pantyhose. Now, after the parade of the day is over, I find out what has stuck, before it grows into something new in the hothouse of dreams. Night sounds rise up from the city: wind against the gutters, passing cars, teens a block away exuberant with their mischief. Above the painted brick fireplace a Modigliani hangs, a narrow-faced girl in whose inscrutable pose I have always recognized something of myself. While Charlie lived here, I spent hours staring at that painting, since I was loath to move around while the poet was in the throes of creation. From Charlie’s study in the extra bedroom, the strong blue smoke of his hand-rolled cigarettes would penetrate the room. He used tobacco brands you saw in Westerns—Bugler and Flag—and could dip his thick fingers into the pouches and line a paper without ever looking up from the page. His concentration as he wrote was fabulous. He wouldn’t have heard The Bomb. But he demanded that the house be still, and so until he finished—and God knew when that would be—I would work out here with a cup of tea, cringing if the cup even rang on the saucer, love’s zombie, an unhappy refugee in my own home.


      And with this memory, as the fretting of the work week recedes, as the courtroom with its tentacles of repulsion and fear falls behind me, I am arrowed by the terrible humbling poignance of the simplest truth. I’m busy, fly-about, overburdened. True enough. But I know this secret, too: In the marrow of the bone, where blood is made and beliefs are gathered, I’m hungry for the intimate company of other humans. I am lonely. And it is not merely a symptom of divorce. There were years, years married to Charlie, when I felt like this, wondering, as I still do, how long it will go on.


      And then unpredictably—stealthy as a thief—the line that went by in passing days ago returns, haloed with all the urgent sincerity with which it was spoken.


      ‘How many people,’ Seth asked, ‘how many people do you get close to in a life?’
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      SETH


      I did not sleep further after June’s visit. It was 3:30 by then and I lay awake, telling myself no, then yes, telling myself it was crazy and wrong, and then that it was right for just that reason. Near 5:00, when I was going to leave, I called Hobie’s. Lucy’s voice was slurred with sleep.


      “He’s not here,” she whispered.


      Hobie kept luxurious hours. He read all night and had not attended a morning class throughout college. I was sure that Lucy, pliant as ever, was under instructions to tell me he wasn’t there, but when I challenged her, a tide of distress rose through her voice.


      “He hasn’t spent the night here all week,” she cried, then went quiet. She said I could leave a message at Cleveland’s. “If anyone picks up the phone,” she added.


      I tried to think. “How you hanging?” I asked eventually.


      “Shitty.”


      That required no explanation. I told her I needed to see her, to say goodbye if nothing else, and we agreed to meet on Polk Street, where Lucy had an appointment that afternoon. After work, I crawled through the Saturday traffic, in an uneven mood. I had just made my farewells at After Dark. My days as a sci-fi columnist—the only line of work I’d ever felt any pride in—were now at an end. I’d hugged Harley Minx. He gave me a guidebook to Vancouver. Then I’d gone out the swinging back doors, with their rubber bumpers to protect against the damage done by the hand trucks, and left one more portion of my life behind me, knowing it was nothing I’d have chosen to do.


      Polk Street was the usual florid scene. Hell’s Angels, drag queens in cheap dresses, and leather cowpokes all paraded on the avenue, while shoppers ran between the cafés and exotics stores. A white-haired woman in a tight sweater stood on a corner with a pure white cockatoo on her shoulder.


      At the sight of Lucy, I brought the car to a squealing halt. She stood on the corner, looking dazedly into the sun, searching for me perhaps.


      Blood was streaming down her cheeks.


      I leaned out the window, waving and yelling, and finally drew to the curb. By the time I’d pushed her through the passenger door, horns were sounding in a rough chorus behind me in the traffic. In my side-view, I saw a cop approaching and I jerked the Bug into the street, strangely frightened by the thought of an encounter with the police.


      “Jesus,” I said, “Jesus. What’s going down? What happened to you?” I asked if she wanted to go to the hospital. She had popped her contacts into her open palms and sat with her head thrown back.


      “I do it all the time,” she said. “I forget I have my lenses in. I cry and then I rub my eyes and it cuts something. Just on the surface of the eyeball. I’ll be all right. Oh God,” she said and began to cry again. The tears, now a milder pink, streaked her face. I drove around and finally parked up on Russian Hill.


      She had seen an herbalist, someone she had heard about, a hippie with a tiny third-story shop.


      “For what?”


      She faltered. “My skin.” Lucy was freckled but her complexion was otherwise unblemished.


      “Your skin? What do you have, like a rash?”


      She rolled her eyes at my dullness. One of her contacts was in her mouth, for cleaning, and she had to spit it out before she could speak.


      “Two weeks ago Hobie got rid of the dog? He took it out to Campus Boul and tied it to a parking sign? He said he wasn’t going to live with a big white animal.” She peered, waiting for me to understand. “I heard they have something you chew? You know? For maybe a month? It like works gradually. It makes your skin darker. It like dyes you? It’s pigment or something. I don’t know. Anyway, the guy didn’t have it. He said he’d heard of it, but he didn’t have it and wasn’t sure where I could get it. And I just came out of there, I had this feeling like ‘Oh, man, it’s never going to work.’ I mean, my whole life is falling apart, Seth. What am I going to do?”


      My reaction, of course, was that it was crazy. She had tiny prom-queen features—she’d look like a brown white-person, like someone who’d overdone it with Man-Tan. But she was obviously beyond the point of practicality. That Lucy’s love, her need for Hobie was that large touched me. It was such a dispiriting contrast to the way Sonny had responded to me.


      I asked again about Hobie. She had no idea where he’d gone. She thought he’d been with Cleveland, but she’d called the police station and he hadn’t been arrested. He had been appearing at home sporadically for weeks now, seemingly arriving only in order to tell her that he couldn’t keep living with a white girl. The implication, which Lucy refused to acknowledge, was that he was coming back to find out if she’d left.


      “What’s he doing? Where do you think he is?” I asked.


      “I don’t know. He still goes to school, but after that?”


      “What about this bomb? At the ARC? Did he have anything to do with that?”


      She turned quickly to the window. She said nothing at first.


      “You know about that stuff, right?” she asked. “That he bought?”


      “Right.” The battery acid and sandbags. I knew about that stuff.


      “I think he kind of figured out what it was for. Eventually. I mean, nobody told him. He just sort of added things up. I don’t know, Seth. He didn’t say much.”


      “But he didn’t plant the bomb, did he? He didn’t help plan?”


      “Hobie? No. God, no. He couldn’t have, could he?”


      I reconsidered June’s warning. Perhaps she merely meant that if the dominoes fell, Hobie would be in trouble. One arrest would lead to another. I had some powerful vision of Hobie, but it left me as bitter as I was concerned. In the interval, Lucy had started crying once more.


      “God, Seth,” she said again, “what am I going to do?”


      Lucy was raised in what used to be called a ‘broken home.’ Her parents had divorced when she was three. Her father, a well-known lawyer, sent lots of money but appeared infrequently. Her mother was a sort of airy socialite: a martini in one hand, a cigarette in the other, and usually a man nearby to light it. Lucy had come of age in an atmosphere of unfaltering politeness, which as a child left her baffled about whether the air of restraint she always sensed was refinement or indifference. As a teen, she’d tried to find out. She’d run away to a macrobiotic commune in Vermont when she was sixteen. Then, when she was supposed to have been back on track, she took up with Hobie. Lucy told her mother all about her boyfriend, except that he was black, news which my mother-in-law absorbed at once when she came home early one evening during a holiday break and found them fucking away in one of the living-room wing chairs, Lucy’s slender freckled legs wrapped around Hobie’s medium-brown behind.


      In college, as a freshman, Lucy depended on Hobie helplessly. He picked her courses, approved her dresses, gave her books to read. And he relished her slavish attentions. Then every two or three months he would do her wrong. Some girl would take an interest and Hobie would disappear to her dorm room, often for days. Lucy would hang out with me, go to coffee, and beat me at two-handed bridge with an ease I found baffling, since I had not yet recognized the brainpower obscured behind her self-doubts. For the most part, however, she would simply pine incredibly until Hobie returned. There was even one occasion when she stood outside the dormitory where Hobie and the new girl had repaired and moaned for him, a gesture which Hobie was frank enough to admit he had found quite stimulating. Somehow Lucy never seemed to give a thought to saying enough was enough. She groaned even now at the thought of losing him.


      “Look, my place will be empty in a few days. Why don’t you move in there?”


      “God,” she said, “God, I don’t want to be a-lone, Seth.” The one word, ‘alone,’ emerged in a tone I sometimes heard in the singing in temple during the High Holidays. An age-old lament, a permanent misery. I held her.


      “Then move in today. You’ll have company until Monday. That’s my induction date. I have to take off for the great North then.” The recollection of June, their plan, the kidnapping recurred. A percussive feeling radiated through me as it had at many moments since the bombing of the ARC. I felt unmoored. The Eddgars’ power seemed dominating, because they alone pointed unhesitatingly in a known direction.


      “Maybe I’ll come, too,” Lucy said. “To Canada?”


      “Sure,” I said. There was nothing else to say, but she took note of my tone, dead of enthusiasm. She stared desolately out the window, trying not to cry. Suddenly, I took hold of Lucy and spoke to her largely as I had spoken to myself since the morning.


      “Look. You’ve got to leave it behind. We both do. All of it. Hobie. Everything else. Everything is changing. Every-thing. It’s like what we wanted and now we’re getting it, and it’s happened, and whether it’s good or bad, we have to go with it. We just have to go with it.” I gripped her shoulders, much as June had gripped mine, and peered into Lucy’s small, bright eyes, hoping to see there some sign, some spark, so that I would know I’d persuaded her and, therefore, myself.


       


      I called my father at work. He was there six days a week, reliably. Although it was Saturday, he never departed before 5:00.


      “Dad, you haven’t gotten any goofy calls or anything, have you, from some guys out here?”


      I heard him calculating, drumming. A symphony soughed faintly from a small console radio he kept behind his desk.


      “Calls? You refer to what, Seth?”


      “There are some guys here. Nuts. I’ve seen them around the building. I don’t know who they are or what they are. Somebody says they’re witches.”


      “Vitches!” Back in Kindle County, my father was astounded by such a thing.


      “I don’t know. Satanists. They call themselves the Dark Revolution. You can’t believe the goofballs out here, Dad. Jesus. One of these guys has got an Afro that’s literally dyed the colors of the spectrum. I’m not kidding. Red hair, blue hair, purple hair. For—real.”


      My father grunted in disbelief.


      “Anyway, a guy I know pretty well, he came to me yesterday, strictly on the q.t., and he says these guys, the Dark Revolution guys, have been talking about holding me for ransom because I’m Bernard Weissman’s son.”


      “Oh, for God’s sake,” said my father. Fur Gott sake. “For God’s sake. Have you explained?”


      “Sure, I explained. ‘Not that Weissman. No relation of any kind.’ I said it all. But I’m not sure this other guy believed me. I just wondered. He said they’d had this plan for like a long time, you know? And they got nervous or something because they heard I’m about to leave? I thought maybe they were going to do something. I don’t know.”


      “Have you contacted the police?”


      “The police? What’ll they do?”


      “The police will do what the police do. Investigate. Look into matters.”


      “Pa, Jesus—if they investigated every person in Damon, California, who said weird things, they’d work from dawn to dusk and never finish going down Campus Boul. That’s all I have to do is piss these guys off. The thing for me is just to collect my crap and get out of the country.”


      After a pause, my father said, “That is no solution.”


      June sat watching me, near the phone. She was close enough to whisper. She held a notepad and a pen, but she had not added a word yet. Instead, she was faintly smiling. I was well past the dialogue we’d rehearsed, flying free, and feeling a distinct glee in secretly holding the upper hand on my father.


      “Look, let’s not fight about this. I’ll call you in a couple of days.”


      “Seth, I want your word that we will have a further discussion before you take any ultimate steps. I expect such a promise.”


      “Yeah, I promise. But something has to happen by Monday. Look, Pa. Don’t say anything to Mama, okay?”


      He snorted. Of course not. In her state. Ransom demands. That is the last thing she needs to hear. “It would be straight to the asylum,” he said.


      “That was great,” said June, as she took the phone. “What?”


      My father’s last remark about the asylum was like a stab wound.


      “We’ve talked about this,” June said. “Your safety will never be in doubt. They’ll know you’re safe at every moment. It will simply be a question of your release.”


      The insanity of this, the debased frantic nature of everything, inside me and elsewhere, swam over me. Eddgar came down to my apartment in a few minutes. It was just as everyone said: he was never present when anything of consequence occurred. June related all the plans. Eddgar sat beside her, brittle as glass, the muscles popping up  along his jaw. Occasionally, when something required discussion, the two of them left the room.


      “Everything’s all right,” June said. He nodded remotely, so that even now you could not say for certain he knew what she was talking about.


      Out on the landing, there were footsteps, a heavy thump, before a piffling knock on the door. Eddgar had wheeled with alarm, but when he threw the door back, Lucy was there, whipping her hair out of her eyes and sniffling. She wore her backpack. A huge green duffel, stuffed oozingly, slumped over the threshold. Her pillow was beneath her arm. She considered the three of us, seeming to hold her ground.


      “I’m coming to Canada,” she told me.


       


      “WE HAVE YOUR SON,” the note read. As in the movies, the message was a collage of letters clipped out of the newspaper and pasted on the page. The words had been surprisingly easy to find. A Sears ad in the Chronicle proclaimed, “WE HAVE YOUR SIZE! Sale on Friday.” June had stood over the opened pages. She said, “Fate.”


      It was Saturday night. Lucy was downstairs with Nile; Eddgar, of course, was nowhere to be seen. Assembling the package, June wore yellow rubber gloves. She and Eddgar were deadly earnest about precautions, even though I continued to explain that my parents would never contact the authorities.


      “Control the random element,” she said. When June finished, she headed off for Railway Express. Sent by air, the package, a small white gift box, would be delivered to my father’s office on Monday before noon. Within, he’d find the note and the mezuzah I had received from our congregation at my bar mitzvah. It was a tiny silver cylinder, emblazoned with a Star of David, containing a parchment scroll on which were written the words Deuteronomy required all Jews to speak each day. I wore it mindlessly, regarding it as an implement of fashion, a Jewish equalizer, so that in gym I would have neckwear like the gentile guys who wore St. Christopher’s medals and crosses. Yet it didn’t seem strange that my parents would recognize this as emblematic of me. That thought, unexpected, was the only tweaking of genuine feelings I experienced. I handed the mezuzah to June with the disembodied emotions that had accompanied much of what I’d done lately. Once again, I was undergoing something momentous, but time just passed, things just happened. Traumhaft. When the word came to mind, I suddenly beamed. June looked at me oddly, but did not wait to ask if I was having second thoughts.


       


      “So he comes back yesterday,” Lucy explained to Michael at dinner on Sunday night, “and he just starts packing. I mean, Jesus. ‘Where’s my dashiki? Where’s my pie.’ He’s running all over. That’s all he’s saying. And I’m like, ‘Hobie, what’s going on here, talk to me, honey,’ and it’s like I’m not even there. I’m following him around—” She couldn’t bear more. She started crying. It was nothing to notice by now. She had been crying constantly for twenty-four hours.


      “He said, ‘You better get out of here, too. The shit’s coming down now and it ain’t too funky.’”


      “What did that mean?” I’d heard the story too many times, but in each telling there was something new. “Cops?”


      She had no idea. “He was in this like for-real sweat? He kept running to the window? And I’m trying to ask him about, you know, us—Honestly. He looked at me? Like I was flipped out completely. Like, who could bother. And I’m like, ‘Jesus, Hobie, where am I supposed to go, what am I supposed to do?’ And it’s—” Weeping, she couldn’t find words to relay his indifference.


      “Where is he?” Michael asked. “Does he know where you are?” She flapped both arms uselessly. Michael, for his part, was somewhat better. He still looked desolate and bleary, but he appeared more contained.


      “I don’t know. Sort of. I told him, ‘I think I’ll help Seth get up to Canada.’” She looked at me. “Do you think he’ll call?”


      “No,” I said. “I don’t.” I was well past the point of humoring her. It would be some drive north—honking geese and a blubbering hippie. Not that I wouldn’t have welcomed the chance to see Hobie before I left tomorrow. Except for the grimy twisted bit between the Eddgars and my father—the direst secret, they warned, which I would have been far too ashamed to share anyway—my plans remained more or less as they’d been. The Eddgars would collect the ransom; I would leave.


      Michael and Lucy and I were drinking wine, supposedly celebrating my last night before becoming a fugitive of the state. We’d lit a candle, stuck in a Chianti bottle, and picked at a crab and a big sourdough bread that Lucy had bought the day before, preparing for a sentimental reunion with Hobie. Our conversation never got much beyond Lucy’s tortured recollection of how those plans went awry. Somehow the subject offered heartsore reminders to each of us of the failures of romance.


      “What a trio we are,” I said suddenly. There was a bedtime story I had read a dozen times to Nile. One animal’s blind, one’s deaf, another can’t speak. They find each other and thrive. They form a band. But I always closed the book thinking, What a wretched depleted community. I couldn’t help myself. I laughed out loud. “Love’s wasted remains.”


      Michael received my remark with his worn, silent smile and cleaned his plate.


      By the time the late news came on, Lucy was asleep on the sofa. I tried once or twice to revive her, to share my amazement over what was taking place. On Saturday, at the New Haven rally in support of Bobby Seale, demonstration leaders had called for a national student strike to protest the war. Nixon had denounced the campus radicals as “bums” but the idea of a strike was spreading. Eleven college newspapers across the country—including the ones at Princeton, Sarah Lawrence, and Damon—had endorsed the plan.


      In Cambodia, on the other hand, the invading U.S. troops were finding few signs of a North Vietnamese presence.


       


      As a base of “operations,” as they called it, June had selected the Campus Travel Motel, located down on the east side of Damon, where Campus Boul met the highway. From there our business would be done and my departure made. I was supposed to meet June there around noon on Monday.


      That morning, I went upstairs to see Nile off for school. “Shake,” I said. He grabbed my thumb handover-style, an obedient trainee in the rev. June had begged me not to say goodbye to him. She couldn’t endure a scene. I explained only that I was taking a trip and wouldn’t be around after school. “I’m going to send you lots of postcards.”


      “I like candy,” Nile said, somewhat solemnly, as if I didn’t know.


      I pitched my bags into the Bug and drove down to Robson’s. I had seen Sonny’s little white waitress outfit in the closet, the stiff apron and white shoes inspiring a few half-humorous overtures about playing nurse. But it was disconcerting to see her dressed that way. It made it seem as if years had passed, instead of a few weeks. Her hair was bundled back into a net, and a little white cap, a crepe tiara, sat atop her like some nesting bird. She lit up when she saw me push through the door, so that unruly emotions suddenly overcame me as I drew up to her at the old lunch counter.


      “D day.” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jeans, for lack of anything else to do.


      “I know.” She’d been counting of course. “I was afraid you’d gone already. I wish you’d let me call. Gus, I’m going outside.”


      Behind the lunch counter, Gus wiped a hand on his greasy apron and nodded without other comment. He was sucking the last from a cigarette. She grabbed her jacket off a peg in the back and walked me out the rear through the commotion of the kitchen. The floor was red concrete and grimy. “Right back,” she yelled in response to someone’s protest, and clanked through the back grate into the alley. The refuse of the restaurant—melon husks and thick freezer bags from french fries—was piled beside the Dumpster, rotting fragrantly in the sun. Down one doorway, a cat sprawled on its back on a wooden step, waving its paw in the sunshine in a moment of feline languor, invulnerable and relaxed, seeming to enjoy some memory buried in the DNA of its foregone glory as a tiger.


      Once we were alone, Sonny came up and hugged me, held on just to be close, as if there weren’t any time or differences between us. The feel of her body, so familiar, crushed me in a vise of difficult emotion.


      “You waited to the last minute,” she said.


      “Yeah, I’ve been jailbait for about an hour. There’s some recruiting officer looking at my name on a list, checking the traffic reports for the highway, and hoping like hell he doesn’t have to fill out all the goddamn paperwork.” Amid all the uncertainties of the moment, this decision still felt inalterably correct.


      We talked about the Peace Corps. Her designation had come through with unexpected speed. She’d be leaving for Manila within the next month. Her assignment was at a family-planning center in the north part of the country. She spoke without notable enthusiasm. It was already a particular place, a job. Signing up, she’d envisioned the bush, the jungle, contact with timeless, indigenous cultures. But the descriptions of the center brought to mind those teeming Asian cities—Bombay, Bangkok: desperation, debasement, filth, an entire population longing for the corruption of the rich. For the time being, she seemed less certain that in journeying ten thousand miles she was going to find adventure or truth, whatever it was she thought she’d miss hanging out with me.


      “It’ll be great,” I said.


      “I hope so. Graeme is quoting Horace: ‘They change their clime, but not their minds…who rush across the sea.’” She shrugged, somewhat melancholic. She had on white tights and clunky white Earth shoes. Her coat, probably Graeme’s, a black jeans jacket, covered her hands.


      “Guess what?” I said, “Groovy’s hitting the road with me.”


      “Really?”


      “She and Hobie are splitsville. You know, she’s being a pal. Moral support. That kind of thing.”


      “Right, moral support,” said Sonny. “She’s been wanting to get next to you forever.”


      “Bullshit.”


      “Hey, women can tell this stuff.”


      It was making her happy, I knew. This kind of flirting. Pretending I already had a happy, separate life.


      “I’m just a ride, Sonny.”


      “What about your parents?”


      “I think I’ve worked it out,” I said stoically. She had lived with me too long, however, not to register the change of tempo. I was helpless as she measured me with one of her dark, searching looks. She understood more about me, I realized, than I’d ever really figured out about her.


      “Are you up to something, baby?”


      “Something,” I answered. It was calling me ‘baby’ that did it. I had planned to be remote, to guard absolutely the secret, as the Eddgars insisted. With Lucy, for example, I had said we were leaving from the motel in case the army recruiters came looking for me, a silly fiction, since by every account there would be no hunt for me for weeks, until my name was reported to the FBI.


      “Cross your heart?” I asked.


      She stood back, wary already.


      “I’m being kidnapped.” I smirked, in spite of the sick breach that opened in me at the mere thought of the next step.


      “Kidnapped?” She zeroed in quickly. “What does that mean? What are you telling them?”


      “Don’t ask,” I said. “You wouldn’t believe it.”


      She grabbed my sleeve. “Is Hobie involved with this?”


      “Forget it. It’s cool, really. It’s a bit of a mad stunt, but it’s safe for everyone. Just keep it to yourself, okay?” Now that she had hold of me, she did not let go. She came close again.


      “Seth, don’t go crazy on me.”


      “It’s the times,” I said. “It’s in the air.” I didn’t say a word of blame about her, but we both knew.


      “God,” she said, “why do I feel so terrible? Have I been really lousy to you?”


      “The end could have been better. But it’s like the stories I make up. It’s usually the case.”


      “I like your stories,” she said, nestled against me.


      Here we were again, like that cry lost in the fog: I want to be with you; I can’t. I had no understanding of what tethered her inside herself, only that she was straining against it, and that, however faintly, I was not completely without hope.


      “Twenty-five years from now you may feel real bad about this.”


      “I feel real bad now.” She took a deep breath. “Call me as soon as you’re safe. You promise?”


      “For sure.”


      “I want to know just where you are.”


      “In case you change your mind?”


      She smiled faintly.


      “It’s not too late,” I said.


      “I know.” It was the closest she had been yet.


      “I’ll be waiting.” I walked on that observation. I had my movie dream that I’d hear her racing up from behind. But she didn’t. Not yet. I turned to cheek, to wave. The best I got was that she lingered amid the garbage cans in a patch of sun, and tapped the spot over her heart.


       


      At 10 a.m. precisely, we placed the call to my father’s office. The terror that raveled his voice was extraordinary. I realized again how close it lurked beneath the surface of his life.


      “Oh my God, Seth.”


      “Dad, I’m all right. Really, I’m all right.”


      “Where are you?”


      “I can’t tell you. They’re right here. It’s been a little wild.”


      “Okay, that’s enough,” June said, beside me, loud enough to be heard. The motel room was dismal, clean but otherwise on its last legs. It must originally have been war construction, a barracks perhaps. The walls were clad at half-height in plastic sandalwood-colored paneling, presumably to hide the gouges. June had drawn the heavy green drapes.


      “They understand that they have the wrong guy,” I told my father. “I mean, they do now. I finally got them to take me over to the library this morning. I showed them Bernard Weissman in Who’s Who. And your biography in American Economists. It took a while to find something that had your son’s name.”


      “They have let you go?”


      “Not exactly.”


      “Okay,” said June. “So he’s alive. He’s breathing. He’s fine.” She’d grabbed the phone. Her voice was hoarsened in a way that nearly made me laugh. After all her talk of Drama School, I had expected an inspired performance—something Method, wholly unique. Instead, she seemed simply to have borrowed the manner of the gritty radio dramas—The Shadow or Johnny Dollar—which were still on the air when I was a boy. But she’d correctly calculated the effect. This was, after all, real life, where the overdone suggested someone sinisterly bent beyond normal restraint. My father was terrified.


      “Who is this?” he cried. I was poised, not far from the earpiece.


      “This is me. This is the Dark Revolution. This is the voice of the truth. Okay? Next time I call, I’m going to tell you what you can do to make us let him go. First thing, you have to listen to the rules. And obey the rules. Rule One: No phone calls over one minute. And your minute is up right now. Bye-bye.”


      After she’d clapped down the phone, my father must have sat in his office for some time, perhaps checking his own pulse until he could reestablish his normally orderly thoughts. Perhaps he stared at his coarse, pallid face reflected on the glass of one of his diplomas or citations. Certainly, as always, he talked to himself. The world, he thought, had ceased being a reasoning place. People roamed like beasts, seized by unpredictable emotion, giving vent to wretched fantasy. Waking or sleeping—daylight was the only membrane that separated him now from the turbulence of dreams. But a fragment of him must have been contented and serene. He had spent so many years preparing himself. He had always known he would see it all again.


       


      June called back in fifteen minutes to tell him they wanted ransom.


      “You have money. You can pay.”


      “I am a university professor. I am a poor man.” I heard that cunning tone I’d listened to at store counters a thousand times, as he criticized quality, the price, hoping for some edge with which to bargain. With a bitter smile, I had predicted exactly what he would do. And even so, something in me crumbled. There was no hope. “What am I to pay? How? You understand. I am not that Weissman.” He went on that way another instant before she interrupted.


      “You want to know where your son is now? You have any neighbors with a dog? That’s where your son is. He has a dog’s choke collar around his throat. It’s attached to the fucking wall. His hands are manacled. So are his feet. He sits when we say, he stands when we say. He gets to pee every four hours. Maybe we’ll let him go next year. Maybe the year after. I don’t care. Dog food’s cheap. Do you understand me? Now it’s your choice. If that’s what you want, you just have to say it. That’s Rule Number Two. You tell me what you want. Do you want that? You want us to treat your son like some mangy, flea-ridden, shedding, dogshit-shitting dog we’ll do that. You just say. Is that what you’d like? I want to hear you say that. Come on. Follow the rules.”


      I had never heard my father cry before. He emitted a stifled wheeze, then his voice shattered. I bent over completely and covered my head.


      “I want $20,000. That’s all. Just twenty. We went into this figuring $2 million. It’s fucked up, okay, but we have expenses. This whole fucked-up operation wasn’t cheap. We have mouths to feed. We have a lot of people who are a lot of disappointed. Okay? And we need time to make some nice new plans. Now either you help us with that or we won’t be helping you. Okay? That’s a rule too. Dig?”


      He was crying too hard to answer.


      “No police, FBI, kiddie cops. Pinkertons. No one. Okay? We set the conditions,” said June. She nodded as she held the receiver in the wan light of the cheap lamp. I had sunk to one of the beds and could no longer hear him. “You pay this sum and he’s free. Subject to conditions: We don’t get caught. This never happened. That’s how it goes. I don’t trust you, you don’t trust me. So we set the conditions.”


      What conditions? he must have asked.


      “Next call.” June smacked down the phone. She closed her eyes to grab hold of herself, to find her real life, before she looked down at me.


      “It’s going fine,” she said.
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      SONNY


      The home in which Nikki and I live is a narrow, rehabbed graystone in University Park. The contractor carved a garage out of the cellar and laid a downsloping drive that floods in the winter thaw. Beneath the limestone ledges of the tall double-hung windows of the upper floors, wrought-iron flower boxes hold fall geraniums, now withered in their terra-cotta pots. Charlie and I paid too much for this place and I will never get what I need if we sell, a step I often contemplate. The suburbs on the East Bank, with their stable, well-funded public schools, and quiet tree-lined streets, seem tempting. At least a quarter of the families of the children who started in Nikki’s nursery-school program are gone to that safer world, but whenever I contemplate the move, I hear Zora. ‘The suburbs!’ she used to exclaim. ‘Better a lobotomy.’


      This morning, Saturday, is crowded. Nikki demands a pancake breakfast and then time with her cartoons. I have to get the car into the shop; it’s leaking oil again, a shimmering, gunmetal puddle on the garage floor. Walking home from Boyee’s Repair, both of us are grumpy. I fret about how to handle the working woman’s travail of Saturday grocery shopping without a car, while Nikki fears we’ll miss Sam, Charlie’s son by his first marriage, who is coming by to take his little sister to the Drees Center for a production of The Princess and the Pea.


      I often say that I had more anxiety about parting from Sam than Charlie. From infancy, Sam was with us every weekend. He is a special kid, even more so to me, because he proved to be the one human being on earth who finally reassured me I would check out okay as a mother. Sam’s own mom, Rebecca, is high-strung and still scorns me a decade later as a home-wrecker. Once Charlie left, I was positive she’d never allow Sam back into my home. But Sam tolerated no change. He calls Nikki at least once each week and bikes over from his mother’s house, a few blocks away, most Saturday afternoons. He lets himself in, sits while I run errands. He makes them snacks. They play at the computer. I find them, both agape before the screen, Nikki seated on one of his knees.


      It’s all a mystery. How could a crabbed soul like Rebecca have raised a boy like this? He is funny and brilliant, with the heart of a hero. He plays the piano with passion. He acts in plays. At twelve, he is full of feeling and, not so incidentally, pain. After all, he is Rebecca’s son, she of the shrewish moods and damaging tongue. Worse, he’s been deserted by Charlie. He seems to cling to Nikki because they are joined, not merely by blood, but by circumstance, not just the gene load Charlie left behind, but the longing. Sam, I often think, has decided to heal himself by being a better man to Nikki than his father has been to both of them.


      Today, he arrives in a winter parka he can no longer comfortably close. Charlie, a former wrestler, is huge—not so much tall as broad—and Sam is already headed for size. He’s an athletic boy, far less awkward than many his age, although he has that stretched-out look of early adolescence. He is dark and very handsome and innocently pleased by his fine looks. He has begun to carry a comb, to look for himself in any mirror we pass.


      I open the door to see them off and amazingly encounter Seth Weissman across the threshold, just lifting his hand to the bell. Like me, he’s dressed in jeans and wears a fur-collared leather bombardier’s jacket and a broad-brimmed Australian hat. He seems to be one of those bald-headed men with a lot of snappy headgear. A mistake, if you ask me, since it’s just more shocking when they remove the cap.


      “Nikki, this is a friend of mine, Mr. Weissman. And this is Nikki’s brother, Sam.” I loosen the furry hood so Seth can appreciate her in full glory. Seth praises her beauty and is careful also to give a moment to Sam. Wordstruck, the two of us watch the children go. Rapt in conversation, they pass the row of rehabbed town homes, many handsomely trimmed out with Christmas lights. Nikki, as usual, picks up a stick and drags it musically along the line of wrought-iron fences.


      “They say you just teach them to leave you,” I finally remark. “From the first step.”


      “But you never leave them,” he replies. His eyes shoot downward and I spend a moment damning my tongue, then step inside to grab my loden coat. Although I invite him into the entry, he will not cross the threshold.


      “I’ve accomplished my mission,” he says. “She’s gorgeous. Besides, I have to go to my father’s. Deal with the crisis of the day. His car was stolen. All these years, I ragged him for driving around in a 1973 Caprice, and now apparently the damn thing’s a vintage item.”


      I confess I wouldn’t mind if somebody stole my minivan and left me with the insurance money to buy a car that didn’t require a standing appointment at the mechanic’s.


      “Do you need a ride anywhere?” he asks.


      “I’m just going to the Green Earth.” As a stopgap, I’ll buy what I can carry. One night this week, I’ll find a sitter so I can do the mammoth shopping trip even a family of two requires. These days, I’m always amazed how many people are in the store at 11 p.m.


      “Up Fourth? Isn’t that on the way to my father’s? Come on.” He’s politely insistent and I don’t know whether to say no. In his car, a rented Camry, Seth talks nervously, filling airtime, as if I might not notice that my resolve keeps breaking down. He points out sights around U. Park: Phillips Playground, where he learned to play basketball and tennis; St. Bernard’s, Hobie’s grade school, an uninspired graystone hulk occupying a quarter of a block.


      The parking lot at the store is thronged. There is a line seven or eight cars long waiting to enter, and a melee of shoppers weaving with their stainless-steel carts across the asphalt. We are stuck on U. Ave. as first one, then half a dozen horns bray behind us. Seth holds up a hand as I’m about to get out.


      “You think you could stand my father for a minute? I wouldn’t mind stopping here myself. I’m pretty sick of room service. Then I could drive you home. You won’t need to schlep the bags.”


      I can shop for the week this way, saving a later trip, hours that will be precious. And I’m somewhat intrigued to see old Mr. Weissman, the iron lion of our youth.


      “This is bribery,” I tell Seth, as we drive off. We laugh, but I’m not fully at ease. I set the limits for my own comfort, so what’s the difference? But I know the best judges seldom change their rulings. If they’re wrong, a higher court can tell them. There’s a lesson in that.


      Seth’s father lives in what I’ve always referred to in my own mind as a ‘Kindle County bungalow.’ I’ve never seen similar houses anywhere else, a one-story toadstool of a structure, brown brick, with a hip roof and the stained glass and deco features characteristic of the twenties, when literally thousands of these homes were built throughout the Tri-Cities, blocks of them radiating about a central neighborhood core of churches, schools, shops. They were the Kindle equivalent of row houses, places where working folks with steady jobs could raise their families. The heavy oak front door, darkly varnished, sporting a wrought-iron knocker and a small barred window, opens to reveal a tall young woman. She’s dressed in the with-it fashions that inevitably make me feel old: an unstructured vest, a flowing print skirt of autumnal colors, black anklets folded over combat-style boots, revealing the visible down of her unshaved legs. Seth clutches her at once.


      “I didn’t think we’d catch you,” he says.


      “I was just on my way. I’m meeting Phil at the museum.”


      “Stay a minute to say hi.” Seth introduces his daughter, Sarah, a senior at Easton.


      “Judge Klonsky,” Seth says, which I instantly correct to “Sonny.”


      Sarah is tall, with the glowing fresh-wrapped beauty of the young. Her spare form gives the impression that she’s not long past the coltish phase taller girls endure, a distressing period when you’re not sure how far your hand is from your shoulder, when you’ve got four inches on all the boys. Her brownish hair, full of tones, is worn loose to her shoulders. Behind her, the living room of the old house is dim. There is a worn Oriental, heavy raw silk drapes of a long-dated greenish hue, and older, threadbare furnishings in Chippendale style. I was here once or twice twenty-five years ago, and although I have little memory for such things, I’m relatively certain not a detail has been altered. Sarah has thrown her coat on and her backpack.


      “He heard the bell. He’s expecting you. He wants you to call the police again.”


      “Christ,” says Seth and glumly asks how his father is doing.


      “Etzi-ketzi,” she answers. “I got groceries. And I put the bills together.”


      “You’re great. This child is a saint,” Seth tells me. “He doesn’t deserve you.”


      “Why do you always say that?”


      “Truth is a defense. Isn’t that right?” he asks me. “That’s what they say in the newsroom.”


      “It depends on the charges,” I answer.


      Sarah’s narrow mouth purses. “He’s an old man.” She kisses her father. “Be nice,” Sarah warns him, and is gone, with a backward flick of her long hair over the shoulder of her parka. When the thought strikes me, I can’t contain a smile.


      “What?” he asks. I shake my head, but Seth persists until I answer.


      “She has your hair,” I say.


      “Whoa! Talk about ‘Be nice.’”


      We’re still laughing when the front clapper knocks. Sarah has returned to say that a police car just pulled up. Seth asks Sarah to keep me company. I urge her to go on, but Sarah is a first kid, at ease with the gestures of adulthood, and seems happy to remain. As Seth heads out, she asks about our plans.


      “Plans?” I explain how I ended up on this roundabout path to the grocery store.


      “Oh.” She bites her lip cutely. “I think I got the wrong idea. I think I misunderstood something my Uncle Hobie said the other night.” Sarah circles a finger in the dark air of the old house. “You guys aren’t an item, right?”


      “Your father and I?” I laugh out loud, but see how the confusion arose. “We dated,” I put it demurely, “years and years ago, before your parents got together.”


      “Oh,” says Sarah once more, a faint smile this time. “I think I’m just basically stressed-out about my parents. It’s way weird,” says Sarah, “when you have to think of your parents like your friends.”


      I assume at first she means that Seth and Lucy are somehow too familiar with her. Nikki is only six, but I worry already that I’ll be like many of my contemporaries, Peter Pans, so fully defined, in the generational mode, as opponents of authority that they have been utterly unable to play a firm role with their kids. I grew up with that. Even when I was eight or nine, Zora treated me like a pal. I thought it was wonderful—to call her by her first name, to hear about her troubles. Yet in my twenties, I began to feel cheated. There was a turn in the road others were making that I couldn’t manage. But it dawns on me eventually that Sarah is speaking of something different: Seth and Lucy regretfully face the same indeterminacy as people in their twenties.


      “Do you know my mom?” she asks.


      Years ago, I explain.


      “I bet she was the same. She’s very earnest, you know, incredibly sincere. And my dad’s always there saying funny things under his breath. They’re very cool together. It’s so, so strange to think of them apart.” She looks off to a middling distance, trying to measure her own confusion about these facts, the ripples of misery and dislocation that have imponderably followed her brother’s death.


      When Seth returns, he says the police are guessing it’s some joyriding kid and the ear will turn up. Sarah hugs her father and, on the strength of a moment’s intimacies, hugs me, too, before departing. After disappearing briefly, Seth leads me to a small room right off the living room, where old Mr. Weissman is seated before an immense rolltop of antique vintage, covered with teetering ramparts of yellowed papers. He appears to have summoned himself to the task of greeting a stranger, his old face raised alertly. His age-hoared hair is sparse and his eyes are dulled and somewhat out of focus, but he has maintained the same rigid, judgmental look I recollect. He is dressed in clothing forty years old if a day, a thin-lapeled grey worsted suit snowed at the shoulders with dandruff, worn over a yellow cardigan. A skinny old tie is knotted askew and his shirt has grown far too large for him at the collar.


      “Do you remember Sonny, Pa?” Seth tries. California. Long ago. The old man cannot sort through it. He thinks Seth is referring to a recent trip and, in any event, I clearly made too little impact to be recalled.


      “And where is Hobie?” the old man asks. It is a strong Viennese accent: Und vere is Hobie?


      “He’ll come again, Pa. He was here the other day, remember? He’s got his hands full. He’s trying a case. Sarah’s set the bills out here for you. You can look through them, pay them if you like. I wanted to talk to you about the car. The police are looking for it.”


      “The police? You spoke with the police?”


      “They were just here. I talked to the cop. Very nice guy. He’s got it under control.”


      “You talked? Why didn’t I talk?”


      “I took care of it.”


      “No, no. This is my automobile. I should be speaking with the police.” Wiss ze police.


      “I took care of it.”


      “Uh-huh,” says the old man unpleasantly. He spins a bit in an old oak swivel chair and looks about for something. In a corner, on a metal card table, a black-and-white TV with rabbit ears blinks with shadowy figures. The room, with curtains drawn, is unaired, vaguely unpleasant. There are lingering stale scents, boiled foods, the kind of Middle European odors I smelled in my aunt’s Polish home. A frail, spotted hand has risen and the old man smiles bitterly. “You think I am so stupid?”


      “Stupid?”


      “You think I don’t understand? I want the car.”


      “They’re looking, Pa.”


      “Oh yes, looking.” He snorts. A single elderly finger remains cocked at his son. “I want the car.” I vont ze car.


      The light of some recognition suddenly pales Seth. “You think I have the car?” He turns briefly, helplessly, to me. He’s still bent at the waist, addressing his father.


      “Ahhhhh. Very innocent. It was you, no, saying I shouldn’t drife?”


      “Pa. That’s everyone. I said it. Lucy said it. Sarah said it. Christ, Pa, the cops have said it. Ninety-three-year-old people are a hazard behind the wheel.”


      “No, no,” he says, “this is you who took the car. There was no policeman. This is you.”


      “Pa, I wish I were that clever.”


      “Oh yes. This is a trick. You are always playing tricks. You want my things.”


      “Oh, Pa.”


      “Always you want my things. You think I don’t know? You think I am stupid. I am not stupid. I want this car.” The old man pivots away, his mouth and hands move in aimless, elderly agitation.


      “Pa.”


      “Go.”


      “Pa.”


      “Go vay, go.” His papery hand flutters. “Right now, I want the car. Right now! Right now!” His cracked voice mounts, and Seth finds my sleeve and pulls me through the house. At the end of the front walk, he stands in the sharp air, wobbling his head in disbelief. Huge elderly trees, bare in winter, rise in the parkway above the line of cars at the curb.


      “It’s funny, right?” he asks. “It’s like a sitcom.”


      “Not quite.”


      He lifts his face to the sky, eternity, and breathes. “God,” he says. “I never stay more than ten minutes. It’s always something.”


      I rest a hand lightly on his back. “Your daughter is lovely.” It is, as I hoped, the right note, the proper salve.


      “The greatest,” he answers. “I’m weak with pride whenever I’m with her. It’s sinful.”


      “That’s hardly a sin.”


      “She’s the best. She’s perfect.” When he glances up, a broken look still rides across his eyes. “I get no credit. Everything sane and decent in her comes from Lucy.”


      “I’m sure that’s not the case.”


      “Right, she has my hair.”


      “Oh, come on.”


      “Maybe. Mother’s compassion, father’s intensity. Child as the crucible of each parent’s neuroses. Did you read that book?”


      “Pathways to Madness? She hardly seems crazy.”


      “I probably have the wrong book. Isaac was crazy. He was my child.” Seth shakes his head miserably and, only now feeling the chill, closes his coat. Heaving a final sigh, he mentions the store.


      We drive a block or two in silence. On University, the neighborhood’s main artery, the Saturday traffic is clotted. Seth swings wide to avoid a man in a yellow tie, who is frantically waving at a taxi. With Christmas nearing, the streets teem with shoppers—students, teachers, the neighborhood denizens—all feeling buoyed by U. Park’s cosmopolitan air and the upbeat atmosphere of the onrushing holidays. They are visiting the small, bright stores which are adorned with green fringes of Christmas frippery or blinking lights. Behind the wheel, Seth, in his broad hat, studies the road pensively. Eventually, he apologizes again for making me witness that scene.


      “Oh come on, Seth. Who better than an old friend?” I try to sound lighthearted, but I’m shaken myself. Parents and children. It never ends.


      “Did you lose friends when you got sick?” he asks.


      “Some. I probably had fewer to start than I’d have liked. But there were a couple of people who made me wonder if they thought cancer was contagious.”


      “Yeah,” he says and ponders. “That’s how it is. It turns out there’s only so much of your shit some of your friends can take. Damaged, you’re no use to them. I can name six guys who never were the same with me again because I cried in front of them after Isaac.” He glances my way. “What happens to us as we get older?”


      I can’t answer that.


      “I’m sorry I wasn’t around,” he says. “When you got sick? I’m loyal.”


      I recognize this as a substantial truth, part of what has pulled on me. Seth is loyal. Reliable. No question of that.


      “That’s me and Hobie,” he says. “That’s one thing we’ve finally mastered. Loyalty. Hanging in. I’ve seen him through three divorces and fourteen religions, and he’s seen me through Isaac. All my shit.”


      “You’re lucky,” I say, and he is quick to agree.


      “Crazy as he is, I’m lucky to have him.”


      “Is he still as big a lunatic in private?”


      “Holy smokes,” answers Seth and lets his head reel at the notion.


      “He doesn’t bring it to court. I’ll bet he’s got a marvelous practice.”


      “I guess. But you look at his ability, his education—he should be on track to become Chief Justice of the United States. And instead, he’s just bumping along. He’s literally been through six law partnerships. Large, small. There’s always somebody big-time who’s pissed and blackballing him from some honor. You know,” he says, “I look around, at this age, I keep seeing the same thing. There were all these brilliant, talented people I knew in my twenties and thirties who were going to do amazing things in the world when they got the right break. And thank God, a lot of them have. But there are other people who got the chance but couldn’t get over themselves. You know what I mean? They can’t project whatever they’ve got into the world, because they’re forty-eight years old and still dealing with their own shit.”


      “That’s me,” I say. My frankness for a moment startles us both. “It is,” I repeat.


      “How’s that you? You’re a judge. You’re a big macher.”


      “Not in the law world. I’m a public employee. I’m an upper-middle-level bureaucrat. I’m not making $300,000 a year. I’m not a factor to deal with politically. I’m not even sure the powers-that-be won’t maneuver me out of this job. There are lawyers who’d tell you I’ve dead-ended, that I’ve settled for less.”


      “I don’t believe that,” he says.


      Nonetheless, that’s my view of myself: not a power, not a star, no more than halfway to what might have been my destiny, if I didn’t need to spend so much time coping with myself. When I was younger, I believed that the middle ground was a deadly morass. That you had to reach. Not to the greatest heights. But to some slight elevation, beyond the doomed grey middle. Maybe Zora inspired that. But I quit believing that somewhere, probably in the midst of illness, and surely with motherhood, when I made a commitment to the female sector of the yin and the yang. I point Seth toward the store, a block away, and try to remind myself that once we’ve parted, I’ll be harrowed by doubt if I continue these candid reflections on my judicial career.


      “And why’s Hobie so crazy?” I ask. “Was it his family?”


      “Hobie? It’s DSM 3.004.”


      “What’s that?”


      “A shitty personality.” As always, he absorbs my laughter appreciatively. “No, I thought his family was great. His father, man—I’d lie in bed at night and just die wishing his father could have been mine.”


      “What about all the dope he took? Is that part of it?”


      “I think I wouldn’t be so quick to use the past tense. And I think in Hobie’s case, it’s a symptom, not a cause. No, whenever I ask myself what gives with him, I come back to the obvious: being a black man in America. I think Hobie feels like a person without a county. He doesn’t fully belong to anybody. I think he’s honest enough to see himself as elite. Super education. Big income. But there’s still the black thing of not being fully accepted, and dealing with how vulnerable that makes you.


      “I always remember the same incident. When we were in eighth grade, we played touch football with some big jerk named Kirk Truhane, who, one day, sort of out of the blue, called Hobie a nigger. You know, Hobie was big, he was rough, and he knocked Truhane down on the gravel. And Truhane gets up and comes out with this word. And I mean, I remember thinking, God, this can’t have happened, what do I do now? He was my best friend by then. At first I kept playing, even after Hobie left, but finally my conscience got to me, and I walked off too, and I found him around the school building bawling his eyes out. And he just kept repeating the same thing: ‘It hurts my feelings.’ In any other circumstance, Hobie probably would have beat the snot out of Kirk Truhane. But that one word sapped his strength. It destroyed him—to know he couldn’t get beyond that label.


      “And I really think that’s how it is. Family? Sure. First and foremost. But history changes people, too. Doesn’t it? I mean historical forces—your place, your society, its rules, its institutions. That’s what politics is about, isn’t it? Trying to get the foot of history off the throat of people? Let them be what they can. I know, as a concept, it can be a crutch. That’s why so many people want to be victims today. So they don’t have to accept the burden of being raised without historical calamity—without war or famine. They want an excuse for the fact they’re still not happy. But there’s a reality, too. Your time and its circumstances can thwart you. They can make you crazy—subtly, the way they’ve crazed Hobie. Or big-time, the way history crazed my father. Maybe Zora, too. I mean, I’ve always thought,” he says, as he slides the car into a space in the grocery lot and faces me with a look of measured daring, “I’ve always thought history was one of the things that came between us.”


       


      Green Earth is a health-food superstore, a virtual supermarket, baking beneath the usual blast of high-powered light. Banners and signs, adorned at the corners with silver Christmas bells, stretch aloft, noting freshness and nutrition data. Seth, never without his pointed observations, the trait that gives him something to say in print three times a week, characterizes Green Earth as a tumorous version of the little macrobiotic places on Campus Boul in Damon where we’d argue about Adelle Davis and the health effects of refined sugar. This is another column he’s written too many times, he says: the selling of the revolution. Music went commercial first. But capitalism has sucked up every element, clothing, language, absorbing the style but not the message. Now everyone can be hip, for a price.


      The store is in the usual weekend turmoil. We have to queue just to get the featured items off the shelves. In their cold-weather wear, the students and grandpas and city moms trail through the aisles. Seth and I separate to shop. He returns with apples, dried fruit, spring water, peanut butter, little treats for the life of the man in the hotel suite. Surveying what’s in my basket, he correctly guesses that I’m a vegetarian. Since my illness, I explain. Nikki occasionally asks for meat, which I willingly provide—it’s not a fetish—but the two of us generally subsist on pastas. God has never made a six-year-old who didn’t enjoy noodles. He briefly recalls some of Sarah’s dietary obsessions fifteen years ago. Noodles and baked beans.


      “I never asked what she’s doing in school.”


      “Sarah? You ready?” he asks. “Jewish studies.” Another of those moments: I’ve let my jaw drop. “She’s doing an honors thesis on feminist reworkings of the liturgy. Whether we ought to say ‘God of our fathers’ or ‘of our fathers and mothers’ or ‘parents’ or ‘ancestors.’ Tradition, authority, and gender in a religious context. Interesting,” he adds.


      “Did you become observant, Seth?”


      “It’s Lucy,” he answers. At the time of their marriage, Lucy promised Seth’s mother she would make a Jewish home. She converted and by now has been president of their congregation, not once but twice. Four years ago, he says, she had a bat mitzvah.


      “And how do you handle that?” I ask.


      “With ambivalence. You know, you get older. You’re more aware of the people before you, acknowledging them and what they cared about—and died for. The Holocaust is bigger to me every year, especially now that my mom is gone. I actually raised funds for the museum. But the ritual leaves me cold. They don’t even catch glimpses of me in the synagogue. Lucy and Sarah always say they’re praying for me. Sometimes I feel like one of those sixteenth-century Catholics who lined up other people to do their time in Purgatory. But I’m proud of Sarah. I’m glad she’s serious about important things.” We nudge the carts along. Seth circles his jaw as his face mobilizes beneath some transitory discomfort. “I’m not sure I’ve got her approval at the moment, but she knows she has mine.”


      “I’m sure she approves, Seth. Of both of you. She just sounds concerned. It’s a hard situation for her, too.”


      He cranes about to eyeball me. “How did that come up?”


      “Oh.” I shovel the items from my cart onto the moving belt. The checker is a young Asian man. Off-duty, he wears rings through his nose and eyebrows. Nikki cannot control herself and squeals whenever we see him on the street. “Basically, when she asked if we were involved.”


      “Us? Oh Lord. This is the child whose maturity I’ve been bragging about?” He grimaces and looks away to a shelf beside the cash register, crammed with the same dumb trash tabloids and ladies’ mags I see in the poison supermarket.


      “She seemed to have misunderstood something Hobie said.”


      “Oh. I know what that was. He was giving me gas the other night when we had dinner with Sarah. Guy stuff. Hobie said every time he looks around the courtroom, he wonders if I’m here to watch the trial or the judge.” His eyes cross mine bashfully, meaningfully, and then, as shyly as if it were actual contact, he looks away—a rabbit darting back  into its hole. It’s reminiscent of the moment we had pulling in here when he spoke of history.


      We pay separately and wheel one cart through the small lot, back into the winter air, which is sharpening as the hour of darkness nears. The sun is a pale disk in the soiled white sky. Between us a deliberative silence has persisted, more uncomfortable as the seconds mount.


      “Can I ask, Seth?” I say suddenly. “Why are you here?”


      He is slinging packages into the trunk and gives me a brief sidewise look.


      “Acute psychological need,” he answers. He smiles to put me off, then thinks better of it and turns my way. “Look, I’m here for lots of reasons. This trial—it’s like the star over Bethlehem. It’s a weird conjunction of the planets. I’m concerned or interested in every person involved—Nile, Hobie, Eddgar, and, God knows, you. I mean, if that’s what you’re asking, yes, Hobie’s right. I’ve thought about you a lot, Sonny. I always have. If that doesn’t sound too drippy.”


      We’ve reached a Rubicon. I see it and feel something frantic swimming through my eyes. Seth takes this in, his pale face rummaged by dashed feelings, then moves off toward the driver’s side door. We ride halfway to my house without a word spoken.


      “Say something,” he finally tells me.


      “I would, if I could think of anything to say.”


      “Is it bad that I’m still hung up on you?” he asks.


      “Not ‘bad.’”


      “Shocking?”


      “Probably. Surprising, anyway.”


      “Because you’re not still hung up on me?”


      “Because life goes on, Seth. It’s the past. Before the dinosaurs. I have more recent mistakes to dwell on.”


      We arrive home at just the right moment. Nikki and her brother are coming down the block. I stand on the stoop in my green coat waving, and both kids rush to join me. Sam and Nikki re-enact a number of scenes from the play, repeating the lines perfectly; it’s clear they have been doing this all the way home. Then Sam kisses his sister and me and grabs his bike, which has been locked to one of the iron gate posts. Seth, in the meantime, comes up the walk with the last of my groceries in his arms. Waking to him again, I am deeply struck by his presence. I find myself thinking he has aged well, although that makes no sense. His eyes are lively and deep, there is strength across the brow, but time has thickened his skin, taken something from his looks. In ten more years, his face will be waddled and lumpy. But it’s substance, I feel, some sense of the weight of the life he’s lived. A good person. Again, a strong sensation of his pain grips me, and with it something regretful and self-accusatory. I was unkind just now. At the store.


      “Look, Seth. Why don’t you stay and let me make some of these groceries into dinner?”


      “No, no,” he says. “I have some stuff to write.”


      “I mean it. I promise it’s healthy and it won’t be room service.”


      “Don’t take pity on me, Sonny. You warned us both about that the other day.”


      “No, Seth, no. I want to know you. I do. We’re going past each other. And we shouldn’t. Stay. Tell Nikki what a newspaper is like.” I step down off the stoop to take the last packages from him. “Let’s be at peace, Seth.”


      He flaps his arms. Fine, peace. Whatever that means.


       


      My house has the crisp look of newer construction, everything painted white to expand the rooms. The entry and living area rise to a cathedral ceiling and skylights that spill, even in this dim season, the welcome tonic of interior light; it glistens on the peachy-colored floors of bleached birch. The furnishings are spare—Charlie got the couch, for instance—but the shelves and walls are crowded with art collected over our years. African masks, Native American pots, posters by abstractionists and moderns. Laughing, Seth steps over the blocks and bright toys that litter the living room. He remembers this phase, he says, when some lost plastic piece of something was always turning up underfoot.


      Now that Sam has departed, Nikki suddenly turns shy. In the kitchen, as I shelve the groceries, she clings to my thigh and flirts from that zone of safety. She has a somewhat old-fashioned hairdo, a ponytail and bangs. Seth remarks on her eyes—brilliant and intelligent, he says, like her mother’s.


      “Can you make a beard?” Nikki asks.


      “Make a beard?” asks Seth.


      “Charlie has a beard.”


      “Ah.” He kneels and lets her stroke his shaved cheek. She accepts him quickly after that. He lifts her to the top shelves to put the canned goods in the dark, oak cabinets. Eventually tired of this, Nikki tries to lure me into a game of checkers.


      “Nikki, I need to start dinner.”


      “I’ll start,” says Seth. “Give me an assignment.”


      “Nikki, what if you play checkers with Seth?”


      Seth cajoles. He’s a veteran. He’ll teach her secret moves. They lay the board out on the living-room floor. Nikki is voluble, enthusiastic, and like all six-year-olds plays to win. I hear them as I run the tap.


      “Don’t go there,” Seth counsels. He shows her his moves in advance. Even so, Nikki must take a number of moves back before Seth is defeated. They play Topple next, a game Seth does not know, which involves balancing plastic pieces on a stand.


      “Know what?” she asks. “I have a loose tooth.”


      “No! So early?”


      “Feel. That one. Isn’t it loose?”


      “Maybe.” I come out of the kitchen to warn Seth with a roll of my eyes. Nikki and I repeat this exercise each night. Six wants to be seven and fifty wants to be forty. When are we happy as we are?


      “Next to it,” she says. “Try that.”


      He has the same lack of success.


      “No!” Nikki shrieks and throws herself down on the floor and rolls back to him like a puppy, more or less propelling herself into his arms. She grabs both his cheeks, something she does to Charlie.


      I return to the kitchen, trying not to find this performance alarming. My little girl, shy and generally collected, is rocketed into hilarity by the attentions of an adult male, exhibiting all the charm she can muster. When I come into the living room to announce dinner, Nikki has seated Seth on the ledge of the hearth and is singing the numbers from the Holiday Festival, humming through the words she has forgotten. He applauds wildly.


      “Dinner. Dinner. Wash up.”


      In the bathroom, from the toilet, Nikki eyes me. “Do boys have to wipe?”


      “Sometimes yes, sometimes no.” Yet again, I outline the circumstances. “Some things are important,” I tell Seth, when I find him waiting mirthfully outside the door.


      My Aunt Henrietta, Zora’s sister, insists that Nikki is the image of me. She means to praise both of us, but the observation concerns me. When her will-of-the-wisp father phones on Mondays or Tuesdays to apologize for missing the call he is supposed to make Sunday at noon, Nikki consoles him. ‘That’s okay, Daddy,’ she will say, ‘you didn’t mean to.’ But within, beneath, what is occurring? I played the cheerful child into adolescence—amusing, even, able to adapt to everybody else. It was only in my thirties, while I was in law school, that I began to wonder about the savage part of me, so often kindled in debate. I worry now that Nikki rages too in ways yet to reach the surface.


      In the kitchen, removing the cannelloni from the Pyrex dish in a sudden rush of steam, I stave off familiar guilt. There was no choice. With Charlie. And I grew up, didn’t? I muddled through, a little nuts about men, especially in my teens, but I’m centered, I’m normal. And Nikki has a father. Something. A picture. A phone call. And yet a sense of failure always freezes me to absolute zero at the center when I realize that my daughter dwells with the same pain that burned through my childhood. For years, I went through spells in which I persuaded myself that my mother’s account of Jack Klonsky’s death on the Kewahnee docks was one of those well-intended lies about provenance told in fairy tales—like what they said to Sleeping Beauty to keep her from knowing she was really a princess. I, too, was secretly some other man’s daughter. These fantasies took me on strange internal journeys. For many months, I suspected my father was a labor leader named Mike Mercer, a congenial potbellied black man, a friend of Zora’s. He had five children of his own, but I believed my parentage was hidden so no one knew I was a Negro.


      More often, I imagined my father as someone distant, barely known, some man of majestic importance who would arrive one day and care for me passionately. I envisaged this unknown man as the father on Father Knows Best. A striking, dashing, normal person. An American. Did I realize as a little girl how much Zora would have abhorred that image? But he was what I craved, a wise, gentle, omnipotent figure, whose faults all righted themselves within half an hour and whose love for his daughters, especially, was as simple and encompassing as his occasional chaste embrace. In contemplating all of this, I feel, as I often do, horribly sorry for both Nikki and myself.


      Seth lavishes praise on the meal. “Who says people can’t change?” he asks puckishly. Nikki remains too excited to eat. To interest her, he shows her a trick he did with his children, turning his cannelloni into a dachshund. “Kennel-oni,” he calls it, earning a groan from each of us.


      “I want a puppy,” Nikki tells him, as she often, futilely, tells me. I explain that is one over my limit: the thought of housebreaking is impossible when I’m still celebrating the end of diapers. Seth recounts coming home one night when Isaac was little to find Lucy attempting to train their puppy. She was outside, with her skirt hiked up, squatting over the gravel of the dog run and relieving herself. The dog and Isaac, noses at the screen of the back door, both looked on bewildered. Caught in this compromising pose Lucy remained there, laughing in delight at this amazing, oddball family intimacy.


      Nikki finds his story spectacularly funny. “She was going like a dog? Mom, she was going like a dog.” She gets off her chair to play out the scene and is far too keyed up to sit down when I demand that. After several efforts to restore calm, I take her to the den and turn on a video. Better a zombie than a creature ricocheting off the walls.


      “I should have thought of that,” says Seth, when I return.


      “Fortunately, it’s winter. Otherwise, we’d be on our way outside for a reenactment.” Seth follows me into the snug kitchen, where I put another helping on his plate. “It’s a great story. Lucy sounds adorable.”


      “That’s what everybody says: ‘Lucy’s adorable.’”


      I take a beat. “What does her husband say, Seth?”


      “Oh.” He groans. “You don’t need to hear me complain about Lucy. Believe me, not every eccentricity is lovable. I mean, I never got used to living with somebody who actually cared about whether the dishes ‘matched’ the wallpaper in the breakfast room.” He spreads his fingers to make the quotation marks in the air. “Even the constant good cheer can seem over a couple of decades like a prolonged form of lying. But on a scale of goodness, 1 to 10, bearing in mind the kind of crumbs many human beings are, Lucy’s way up there. Nine point five and rising.”


      “That doesn’t sound too bad, Seth. I’m not sure even Charlie’s mother would give him more than a seven. On a good day.”


      “Yeah, but Lucy’s not the point. Not by herself. It’s us together.”


      “Because of your son?”


      “That’s part of it. A big part. What confounds me is that I know that if he hadn’t died—Isaac?—we’d be together. The deal, whatever it is that I made, that we made, would seem okay. But when a child passes—It’s the most mysterious thing, but the love, I don’t know, it can go, too. We’ve had wildly different ways of coping. She’s become this ridiculous, fucking mystic. She’s studying Kabbalah, she’s into dybbuks. It’s very Catholic, frankly, even though the words are Hebrew. And there’s this young rabbi—I mean, I don’t think anything’s going on exactly, and I’m not the one to throw the first stone anyway. But we’re a million miles apart. And even if we somehow get over that, I still have to face my own stuff.”


      “Which is?”


      “Well, why did you leave what’s-his-name?”


      “Charlie? Basically, I realized that growing up as Zora’s daughter I had developed this way of capitulating to difficult people, allowing them to run wild while I tried to be sensible. And Charlie demonstrated that there could be too much of that, even for me. Especially once I found out there was a coed named Brandy.”


      “Okay, so you said, Well, I can do better. And you showed him the door. I think that’s why most people quit on a marriage. They wake up and think, I’m a better person than that. I can be more sensible. More generous. I can be less fucked up if I give myself another start. Sometimes they’re kidding themselves. But sometimes, a lot of times, they’re not. And that’s really the issue for me. With Lucy. I dwell on what’s never been right between us. I mean, Lucy and I, we’ve always had this”—he’s looking for the word—“game? Discussion? Usually it was comic relief during an argument. But we’d ask one another: What if you met someone who was perfect? Who was The Person. What if you met that person?”


      “You still have to say everything, don’t you, Seth?”


      “I’m better.”


      I doubt it. “So what’s the rest of the story?”


      “The answers would change. Both our answers. Sometimes when we were pissed we’d say ‘I’d run away.’ We’d say we’d have an affair. That’s what we said most of the time—you know, that’s where there was permission, if it was that perfect. Sometimes we’d say it wasn’t worth the risk to our family. But we never kidded each other enough to say, That’s you, that person, that perfect person, that’s you for me. Never. Not even for a minute.”


      To absorb this, I have taken a seat on one of the dark oak spindle chairs at the tiny kitchen table where Nikki and I have most of our meals—breakfast cereals and evening noodles. I don’t believe in that anymore, the perfect person. That’s exactly who I thought Charlie was, dark and massive, quixotic, full of the impulsiveness I grew up thinking was rightfully a man’s. He was all that stuff, The Other. It made me wet between the legs and agonized the rest of the time. I will never succumb to it again. But somehow as Seth finishes this confession something passes in his look—that timorous, exploring gaze I got a couple times at the food store—and I react at once.


      “Don’t, Seth.”


      “Don’t what?”


      “Don’t start. Or be difficult. Or pretend.”


      “‘Pretend’?”


      “That’s exactly the right word. Don’t kid yourself. Don’t act as if we had the greatest thing since Troilus and Cressida, or that we had some destiny that was thwarted. That’s not the way I remember it.”


      He makes a face, and pushes his plate aside. “Why are you giving me such a hard time?”


      “Why? Because you’re sitting around mooning. And it’s disconcerting.”


      “So let me have my fucked-up life and my perverted little fantasies, all right? This isn’t bail. I don’t need your permission.”


      “Don’t talk to me like that, goddamn it.”


      “How do you think I should talk to you?” he asks. “Look, you want me to be honest? This is honest: I was crazy about you. And I never thought we got to the end of where we were going, before all that historical junk intervened. Would it have been great? I don’t know. Maybe we would have fought World War III. But would it have been different than what I went on to? You bet your life. And you know, just at the moment, I can’t help thinking about that.”


      “So?”


      “So,” he says, “in my head, I figure it’d be neat to be around you a little. See what happens. Time or not, I just don’t think people change that much at the core, Sonny. That’s where I’m at. But if you tell me to take a powder, I’ll do it. I’ll feel bad and all that shit, but I accept the risk. But you’ve started this twice now and somewhere along we’re going to have to mention you. You keep acting like you’re powerless here,” he says, “like all the choices are mine. Where do you fit in, Sonny? What do you do, if you can’t talk me out of this?”


      We’re back to the parking lot, although I can’t for the life of me see how we got here. Staring at Seth in the still kitchen, my eyes feel childish and large. I blink.


      Nikki, perfect child, arrives at that moment to save me. She holds Spark, a stuffed puppy, by a single, bedraggled paw. She is rubbing her eyes and whiny. She should have a bath, but the thrill of Seth seems to have left her weary and she mewls at the thought.


      “A book and bed,” I say.


      “You read.” Nikki points to Seth. Exhausted, she seems to have forgotten his name, everything but the fact that she’s in love with him.


      From her bedroom, their voices tumble down the stairs. In the living room, I open The Nation, but do not even see the page. To speak and be heard; to hear and understand. How much more do we want? So much of this is welcome—why then do I resist? Atop the stairs, Seth tells Nikki good night.


      “You know what?” Nikki asks, delaying his departure now by any means. “My teacher, Mrs. Schultz? She’s almost fifty years old and she still can’t whistle.”


      Seth whistles a few bars of “Goodnight, Irene,” then I’m summoned for the final rituals. We pass on the stairs with contained smiles, measuring our mutual enjoyment of my child. He says he will wait to say goodbye, and is down there, in his coat, slumped over and twirling his hat, as he waits beside the staircase on the old country bench which Nikki and I will shortly be using to pull on our boots, when the snow flies.


      “You made an enormous impression,” I tell him.


      “Hey,” he says, “one out of two.”


      “Seth, it’s not like that.”


      “How is it?”


      I heave a weary breath. “Confusing,” I answer, and know it’s the most honest thing I’ve offered yet. He tips his head philosophically, then zips his coat. He thanks me for dinner and sings Nikki’s praises again, before I finally, thankfully, move him to the door.


      “I’m not trying to drive you crazy,” he says there.


      “Yes, you are,” I answer. “You always have. But it’s endearing.” I extend my hand, but it’s a false gesture, far too distant for where we are now. We hold in the abrupt evening quiet of the small house, the whir of the appliances rising from the kitchen, amid a sudden sense of the tender space between us dwindling.


      “Do it,” he says to me.


      “What?”


      “Kiss me.”


      “Kiss you?” I laugh out loud.


      But he closes on me, as in the movies. I have offered my cheek, but he straightens my face with a single finger and puts his lips on mine. The shock of being this close to a man is one of presence and of longing. Everything kicks in, mobile with sensation—heart and breasts, hips and fingertips. An extraordinary parched ache reaches far down into me so it is all I can muster to hold back a groan. His hand in the moment of embrace has roamed to the small of my back. I step away, and we stand for just an instant with our foreheads touching. I take hold of both his hands.


      “Let’s sort this out after the trial.”


      “Listen, that trial won’t change anything.”


      “It’ll make this a lot of easier for me. I’ll see you afterwards.” I turn his shoulder toward the doorway.


      When he is gone, my brow rests against the sleek varnish of the front door, chill with the cold outside. Madness, I think again. What is in my mind? Is it only because I feel so sorry for him? I hang Nikki’s coat on the peg beside the threshold, I turn the bolt. It’s because I know, I think suddenly. Know that whatever sentiment he nurtures, he is not really here for me. Know that he is wounded and recovering. That his life is circling. That he will be here, then gone. Know that—yes—and isn’t this one of those sick truths we always know best about ourselves?—it will be safe.
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      SONNY


      “Mr. Trent,” Hobie says with somewhat sinister distinctness. He appears restored by a weekend’s rest. He’s had a crisp-looking haircut and lost the haggardness of a week on trial, the reddened, jumpy eyes, the runnels of sleeplessness. He strides to the center of the room to confront Core, who is still settling himself on the witness stand.


      “Cuz,” answers Hardcore. A wayward note of black-on-black contempt. Hobie momentarily addresses him in silence, chin elevated, seeing how it is.


      I have already passed an hour this morning with the attorneys in a lengthy chambers conference. Hardcore’s lawyer, Jackson Aires, played stalking horse for the prosecution. He asked to limit Hobie’s cross, claiming that Core should not be forced to incriminate himself about matters that go beyond his guilty plea in this case. In reply, Hobie railed about his client’s constitutional right to fully confront the witness. To avoid poisoning myself with an endless rundown of Hardcore’s grossest misdeeds, I ruled that the episodes would be taken up one by one during cross. Each event will be portrayed in generalized terms, and Aires and the trial lawyers then can argue about its relevance.


      Aires now sits tensely at the edge of a folding chair, set about six feet behind the prosecution table against the low oak partition that runs beneath the screen of bulletproof glass. Well past sixty, Jackson, in his familiar burgundy sport coat, remains a figure of grace and ease, a long loose-jointed African-descended male with that snowball pomp above his forehead and a manner reflecting thoroughgoing contentment with his own views. In chambers, the discussion between Hobie and him became heated, due in no small measure to the fact, which eventually emerged, that Aires is one of Hobie’s father’s oldest friends and even employed Hobie for one summer during law school. Jackson, who has never encountered an advantage he was unwilling to use in a courtroom, repeatedly referred to Hobie as “young Tuttle” and told him more than once he had no idea what he was talking about.


      Perhaps it is the stress of performing before his old mentor, or the procedure I’ve insisted on, which has altered the order in which Hobie wanted to proceed, but he seems flatfooted almost from the start of his examination. The cross does not go well.


      “You made a sweet deal with the prosecution, didn’t you?” he begins. Hobie batters Core with various examples of how much worse things could have gone for him. As part of the plea agreement, the prosecution agreed not to charge Core with any of the narcotics offenses he committed daily. In the upside-down world of contemporary criminal law, a murder conviction often carries a lesser penalty in real terms than a drug crime, for which both parole and good time have been essentially abolished in this state. Core would do eighteen years if the same stretch was for selling dope. And had the prosecutors contrived one of their farfetched arguments linking June’s death to a narcotics transaction, they would have been obliged by statute to seek the death penalty.


      Well rehearsed, Core admits matter-of-factly that flipping on Nile dramatically improved his sentence. More important, as Hobie teases out the details of the plea agreement, the inferences somehow turn against him. In one of those spontaneous audience reactions characteristic of the courtroom, we all seem to recognized together that Core’s credibility is actually enhanced by the deal he’s made. A hang-tough gangbanger like Hardcore would go back to the penitentiary only because he had no other choice. Someone was going to burn him, if he didn’t cop out first. And logically the person Core feared could only be Nile. After messing up, killing June, the mother Nile presumably loved, instead of Eddgar, the father he apparently hated, Core recognized a high likelihood that Nile, in grief or rage, would eventually roll over on him. That’s how I add it up. I find myself somewhat shocked, much as I was on Friday, by the mounting nuances pointing toward Nile’s guilt.


      “Some women sold their bodies to buy your crack, didn’t they?” Hobie asks, pointing out the gravity of what Core’s gotten away with. “Some folks stole?” Hardcore quarrels at points—he didn’t tell nobody to steal—but acknowledges what he must in a well-schooled tone that insists, correctly, that none of this is news. Often when I sit up here, I attempt to imagine the outlaw existence of the hardened young people who come before me: getting up each morning with no real conviction that you’re going to end the day intact. Someone may shoot you; you may have to slap-up some homie who has a knife you didn’t see, or the Goobers may come by, slippin, and gauge you at sixty feet. Creature things must dominate. Heat and cold. Sex. Intoxication. Each moment is a struggle to maintain dominance or at least power—downtalking everyone around you, exerting strength, sometimes cruelly. And making no real plans. A vague shape to tomorrow, and no thought at all of a month, let alone a year. Survive. Make do. Life as impulse. And why not?


      Having accomplished little thus far, Hobie reaches deeper. He leers across the podium and asks, “Now, Mr. Trent, would you mind telling us how many other people you’ve killed?”


      Aires and both prosecutors leap up, all of them shouting objections. This is the kind of question we were arguing about in chambers.


      “Is this for credibility, Mr. Tuttle?” I ask. He shakes his head yes and I shake my head no. “I don’t think it’s necessary. Mr. Trent has admitted he’s a murderer for hire. Whether it’s one murder or twenty, that acknowledgement of that sort of conduct gives me an adequate window on his character. I’ll sustain the objection.”


      Hobie, unfailingly respectful of my rulings until now, can’t keep himself from raveling up his lips in pique. He repeats his bitter complaints about interference with Nile’s constitutional rights to confront the witness. For the first time, he is clearly setting me up for appeal and even goes so far as to move for a mistrial—a claim that my ruling is so unfair, he’d rather start the trial again from scratch. It’s routine defense hysterics—a sort of exclamation point for his objections—and I respond with a single word: “Denied.”


      Listening to this byplay, Hardcore displays a japing smile. For Core, this is head-up, street stuff, dude on dude, the kind of strife he’s always known. He thinks he’s winning. Studying him, I notice a teardrop etched beneath the corner of his right eye. He is dark enough that the tattoo barely shows, but it means he’s killed with his own hands. There is probably not a Top Rank gangster out there who has not shot or knifed someone. Yet despite my glib assurances to Hobie, the sight—the reality—remains disquieting.


      Hobie’s next sortie is a series of questions about the crimes for which Core was arrested, but not convicted, as both a juvenile and an adult. I let Hobie explore a charge of deviate sexual assault that arose when Core, early in his career with BSD, lured a whore into a Grace Street apartment, beat her, and made her service dozens of young men, each of whom, under this arrangement, paid him instead of her. But as Hobie attempts to thumb through the catalogue of Hardcore’s earlier thuggery—everything from truancy to zip-gun stickups—I begin to see the point of Aires’s and the prosecutors’ vehement objections. It’s unfair to force Core to acknowledge much of this conduct, which has little to do with his honesty. Jackson Aires comes from his seat in back and stands before the bench to argue.


      “Judge, I was the lawyer there for Trent here on all these cases,” Jackson says, “and I can tell the court, Judge, there was somethin wrong with each of them.” On Core’s rap sheet there are twenty-two arrests which Jackson somehow beat. Sometimes he filed motions to suppress, or objected successfully on technical grounds like venue; more often—if the rumors are true—he agreed that the $1,500 pocket money Hardcore had when he was booked in Area 7 could be forgotten if certain incriminating details disappeared as well from the collective memory of the police. In Jackson’s view, there’s no reason black gangsters shouldn’t take advantage of the same devices white ones have always employed. He’ll admit that to you straight up, in the confidence of a barroom or a corridor, with a stern, humorless look daring you to tell him he’s wrong.


      By the time we return from the morning recess, a dazed air has come over the courtroom. The spectators’ benches, thick at 9 a.m. with those awaiting a cross which the papers promised would produce theatrics, now have thinned. Hobie continues to look poised, but I know, having been there, that he spent the last ten minutes telling himself he is going to have to get Core now or, surely, lose.


      “Let’s talk about the shooting,” he says, ambling toward the door to the lockup. “It was your homeboy, Gorgo, who actually gunned down Ms. Eddgar, right?”


      “Sure ’nough,” Core answers. You would not call his demeanor mournful.


      “And have the po-lice asked you to help them find Gorgo?”


      Core thinks about it and shrugs. “Cuz hit the wall, man. Ain no tellin where that mother gone.”


      “Well, help me, Hardcore, I’d think you’d want to find Gorgo. Isn’t he one more person who could tell the police whether or not what you’re saying is true?”


      Molto objects that the question is argumentative, which it is, but given the constraints I’ve already imposed on the cross, I allow it.


      “He ain goin ’gainst me,” Hardcore says with a faint smile. It’s not clear if Core is asserting the truthfulness of his testimony or a reality of gang life. “Sides, man,” he adds, “nigger don’t want to be found, you know? He ain just run from the po-lice neither. I git my dogs on that motherfucker, time I done, he be rankin out.” Begging for mercy. Core, feeling friskier as the cross goes on, ends his answer with another sneer in Hobie’s direction. There is a scratchy something between them, a contest that goes beyond the courtroom. Bold and unruly, Core seems to assert at every pass that he’s the real black man, poor, raised without refuge, full of the rightful indignation of the oppressed. Hobie, in Core’s view, is a fake, someone who doesn’t know the real deal, a challenge to which Hobie seems oddly vulnerable. That, perhaps, is what’s sapped some of his strength.


      “You’re pretty angry with Gorgo?”


      “Word,” answers Hardcore, and at the further thought of Gorgo gives his head a disgusted shake.


      “Because he shot Ms. Eddgar while you were standing there, right? You and Bug? And that’s how you got in trouble?”


      “I stand behind that,” says Core.


      Turning away from the witness, I see Hobie smile fleetingly for the first time. Has he got something?


      “Now, how close to Ms. Eddgar was Gorgo on this bicycle when he shot her?”


      With his long nail, Hardcore describes the distance between Hobie and him. Close enough to kill. Core grins tautly at the thought. Hobie, catching the drift, smiles too.


      “He could see it was a woman, couldn’t he?”


      Molto objects that Core can’t testify to what Gorgo could see.


      “Fair enough,” Hobie says. “You could see it was a woman when you were twelve feet from her, couldn’t you?”


      “I ain dumb like he is.”


      Hobie absorbs that. Core fences well.


      “Well, Bug was waving to Gorgo?”


      “Thass right.”


      “Trying to stop him?”


      “Thass right.”


      “But you didn’t wave?”


      “Naw.”


      “You didn’t shout to him?”


      “Uh-uh.”


      “You hit the pavement?”


      “Thass right.”


      Hobie has approached Core gradually. Now he dares to touch the front rail of the witness stand.


      “You knew he wasn’t going to stop, didn’t you?”


      “Shee-it, man.” Showily, Core waves the back of his hand inches from Hobie’s nose. “Listen how you get up on yo’self! Look that bitch-made nigger in the eye, man, you gone see that fool straight down to shoot. I like to seen that plenty.”


      “Sir, you knew Gorgo was going to shoot anyway, didn’t you, even though it was a woman standing there, and as a result you hit the pavement?”


      “I already answered that damn question.”


      “Judge,” says Tommy, belatedly. I sustain the objection and Hobie retreats to his notes to seek another subject, once again short of success. Naturally, I’ve gotten the point—but it baffles me, as it has when Hobie’s prowled this ground before. What earthly good does it do Nile, even if June, rather than Eddgar, was the target?


      “Senator Eddgar,” says Hobie. “Let’s talk about him. You had one meeting with the Senator, is that your testimony?”


      “Seem like one.”


      “Seems like? One or more than one?”


      “In my lid, man, you know I got one.”


      “It could be more?”


      Core shirks it off. Hobie fixes him with a look, but decides, after an instant’s reflection, not to pursue it.


      “Now, Hardcore, to you, to T-Roc, this idea of getting Kan-el out of prison—that was very important, wasn’t it?”


      “Down for mine, man,” he says. “Stomp down.” The credo. The gang, he means. Everything for the gang.


      “And that’s why you agreed to meet with the Senator. Am I right? Because getting Kan-el out, that’s a thang with you. Right?”


      “You with it, cuz,” he answers, and adds a quick simpering smile, mocking Hobie for trying to take up his lingo.


      “And you told us, I believe, that when you found Senator Eddgar had this idea that BSD could become a political organization you were real angry—‘deep’?”


      “Man, what he were stressin, man, that shit ain real.”


      Hobie nods, mulling as he strolls. Then he turns back abruptly and asks in a smaller voice, “So why’d you think Senator Eddgar was coming down there?”


      Core for an instant is dead silent. I see him look to Aires.


      “Nile sayin get with his daddy. Thass all.”


      “That’s all? Let’s set the scene, Core. We got two gangbangers. Top Rank. Black men. Both convicted felons, right? And we have an important white politician, chairman of the Senate Committee on Criminal Justice, who drives all the way down to the North End of DuSable and climbs in the back of a limousine with the likes of you-all, knowing you want nothing more in the world than to get your homie, Kan-el, out of Rudyard penitentiary. Now I ask you again, Hardcore, what did you think he was coming for? What did you think he was going to get out of this?”


      Core stares, motionless, feral. Hobie’s finally got him.


      “Huh?” asks Hobie. “You and T-Roc had this one checked out, didn’t you?”


      Core just shakes his head.


      “You went there thinking you were going to bribe Senator Eddgar, didn’t you?”


      Aires unfurls his lanky form from his folding chair and raises his hand tentatively. “Judge,” he says, “I have to be heard.” Suddenly—in one of those light-switch moments—it’s clear what Jackson’s doing here. He’s not just protecting Hardcore. He’s looking after T-Roc, Kan-el, his entire client base in BSD. I wave Aires to his seat and Hobie asks me to have the court reporter read the question back.


      “No way,” says Core. “You trippin.”


      Hobie’s nostrils flare in a sudden disbelieving exhalation. It’s the first moment in which I know for certain Hardcore has been caught lying. Core and Aires have covered this one. If Hardcore acknowledged a conspiracy to commit bribery, T-Roc’s supervised release would be in jeopardy. Worse, Core would have dimed out his own, not the way to commence a ten-year stay at Rudyard.


      “So are you telling us, Hardcore, that you never offered or received any money directly or indirectly through Senator Eddgar? Is that what you’re saying? Do you understand what I’m asking?”


      “Nigger, I understand you fine.”


      Hobie stands with paralytic stillness. The sole movement—an involuntary one—is the tip of his tongue sneaking forth between his teeth. The word, of course. The entire gulf of black life, that heritage of disrespect, stands between them for a moment.


      “Read the question back,” he tells the court reporter, finally, without taking his eyes from Hardcore. It’s my job to issue that instruction, but under the circumstances I do not intervene, just nod to Suzanne.


      “No money, nothin,” Core says, “ain nothin like that.”


      “Nothing like that,” Hobie says. Standing over his notes at the podium, he takes a few more seconds to collect himself, shifts his shoulder, and rebuttons his handsome, green-toned Italian suit. Over in the jury box, in the journalistic dog pound, there is a steady murmur. Bribery! This case is too much, something great each day. I see Dubinsky and Stuart Rosenberg huddled together, but turn away abruptly when I sense Seth trying to catch my eye.


      “Now, Hardcore, most of what you’re saying about Nile—there’s no kind of record of it, is there?”


      “Record? What kind of damn record, man? I ain no DJ up here, man. Record,” he huffs.


      “No documents. Nothing to prove what you’re saying is true. For instance, this phone call you say you made to Nile the morning of the murder, after he beeped you. There’s no record of that, is there? Not so far as you know?” The state has already stipulated to this. Hobie’s on safe ground.


      “They’s the money, man,” says Core.


      “Right,” says Hobie. “The money. That’s the only thing backing up your testimony, right?”


      Hobie’s correct, but it’s an argument not a question and I sustain the prosecutors’ objection.


      “Well, haven’t the prosecutors told you, Hardcore, how important that money is?”


      “Money be money, man. Make the world go round.”


      “I think that’s love,” Hobie says, over his shoulder. He’s moving again, on the prowl, working his hands, his fancy alligator loafers scudding across the worn courtroom carpeting. “You understood that bag of money you delivered to the prosecutors—you knew it was the key to corroborating your testimony, didn’t you? You couldn’t have gotten your sweet deal without the money to back you up, right?”


      “Yo, man, chill. That wasn’t no thang, man, cause I had the damn money, okay?”


      “Oh, you had money,” says Hobie. “How much money, Hardcore, did you make every day slanging dope—$5,000?”


      Core equivocates. He doesn’t know.


      “Two thousand?”


      Hardcore shakes his head.


      “How many people did you say you had working for you? Did you say it was five? Wasn’t it more like seventy-five?”


      “Oh, no, man, no way. You sky-up.”


      “I am? Let’s talk about your cars, Core.” Hobie takes him through it all. Jewelry. Houses. Women he supports. Hobie has the police reports from the Force narcotics unit—informant information and occasional surveillance. Core is clearly spending hundreds of thousands of dollars a year.


      “Core, you have $10,000 cash dope money sitting around any day of the week, don’t you?”


      Aires is sitting forward alertly now. Hardcore, sensing he’s being trapped again, flares up.


      “Look, nigger, he gimme the money, Jack, so just get behind it.”


      Hobie again comes to a complete halt. His eyes briefly flicker my way. Which is all the invitation I need.


      “Mr. Trent, the next time you address Mr. Tuttle in that manner, I’m going to hold you in contempt. Do you want to talk to Mr. Aires?”


      “That’s all right, Judge.” Standing again, Jackson waves the back of his hand in a schoolmarmish way at his client. “You behave,” he says across the well of the courtroom.


      On the stand, Core lowers his head and mutters to himself. I make out a few words. “Buster, man.” It’s Hobie whom he’s referring to. A drag, he means. Hobie goes back to the prosecution table for People’s Group Exhibit 1, the money, divided in two clear envelopes, and the plastic newspaper bag it supposedly was delivered in.


      “So it’s your testimony that Nile Eddgar gave you this bag and $10,000 in late August this year?”


      “They fingerprints, man.” Core snidely smiles.


      “That didn’t surprise you, did it?”


      “Ain surprise, man, cause I knowed who dogged me the money.”


      “But you expected the money and the bag to have prints on it, didn’t you?”


      Core shrugs. “Maybe.”


      “Sure you did. You kept this money safe, didn’t you? You didn’t even take it out of the bag, did you? Isn’t that what you said?”


      “Straight down.”


      “You didn’t spend any of it, did you?”


      “Nope.”


      “You had other money to spend, right?”


      “Right.”


      “You didn’t let this get mixed up with any of your other money, did you?”


      “Yo, you hear what I’m sayin? That the money he give me, man.” Core’s been instructed. By Aires. By Tommy. The money’s the case. He knows he can’t come off it, not an inch.


      “You kept this bag secure because you knew if something went wrong, you’d have a way to give up Nile? That you’d have his prints. That you’d have this to hand over to the po-lice. Right? Isn’t that how it was?”


      Hardcore considers the implications of the question at length. The weird yellowish fingernails, recalling some Chinese mandarin, appear as he scratches the incomplete goatee, and I see his eyes again drifting to Jackson. There’s a trade-off here for Core. By acknowledging these nasty calculations he can explain why he had the cash to back up what he was saying. But in admitting he was prepared from the start to give up Nile, he’s confirming the central tenet of the defense. Worse, perhaps, he’s dissing his own character. The bangers, wild with the ravages of wounded ego, can rarely endure that. Yet across the courtroom Jackson’s chin drops no more than a quarter of an inch, and Hardcore gets it.


      “Could be,” he says at last. Hobie tries not to look as if he was hurt by the response.


      “Sure. You had that thought, didn’t you? ‘If I have this bag, if I have his prints, I have Nile? I’m always going to have something to give the laws, if worse comes to worse?’”


      He shrugs.


      “Yes? Is the answer yes?”


      “Yessss,” hisses Core.


      “It isn’t the case, is it, Hardcore, that you took this bag and a few bills that Nile had handled and put $10,000 of your dope money in here and made up this whole story, is it?”


      Core’s head rifles back. He snorts, “Get over yo’self, man. Just get over it.”


      At the podium Hobie evens his stack of notes and closes his folder. He rests an elbow there.


      “Now, Hardcore, I’m going to do something no good trial lawyer is supposed to do. I’m going to let you explain, all right, man? I’m going to be fairer to you than you’ve been to Nile.”


      In the moment of suspense, Molto fails to object to Hobie’s rhetorical flourish. Purposefully, Hobie strides up to the witness box, holding the three exhibits, People’s 1: the blue bag and the two packages of bills. Facing Core, Hobie makes another long, melancholy inspection of him.


      “Now, I want you to look at Judge Klonsky, and I want you to tell her why, if this is the $10,000 Nile Eddgar gave you in August, if this is the money you kept safe, if this is the money you never took out of this bag, tell the judge why the West Side Forensic Laboratory says there’s a high concentration of cocaine residue on nearly all of these bills?”


      Molto, Singh both erupt. Tommy screams, “Oh my God!” and is halfway to the bench before I even catch sight of him. He’s bellowing.


      “Objection, objection, objection, Judge! Judge, I’m supposed to get the results. You said, Judge, that the People were to get the lab results. I never got those results. Judge, what is this? What is this?”


      I find I have my hand on my forehead again. Hobie has remained before the witness, holding out the second package, the one which he sent to the lab, but he has turned my way with a sheepish, little-boy face.


      “Your Honor, I didn’t know if I was going to use it.”


      “Judge! Oh my God, Judge,” yells Tommy. I point to Singh, ten feet behind Molto, and suggest Rudy calm him.


      “Mr. Tuttle, am I supposed to believe that? The discovery rules are clear. And my order was clearer.”


      “Judge Klonsky, they knew I was having the money tested. You allowed it.”


      “Judge!” screams Tommy. “I asked him for the results. I was standing right there.”


      “And I told you,” Hobie says. “No blood. You mentioned blood. They didn’t find blood. You mentioned gunpowder. They didn’t find gunpowder. That’s what you asked.”


      “Oh, Mr. Tuttle,” I say.


      “What?” he asks, as if he didn’t know.


      Rudy, who’s kept his wits, comes to the bench and moves to strike the question and exclude the lab results. I order a ten-minute recess and direct Hobie to turn over his lab report. Molto and Rudy are given permission to consult the witness. I broil a moment in rage. Lord, Hobie is a scoundrel! There are certain defense lawyers who become rogues with their clients, enjoying a commando existence, striking from the borderland beyond the rules. It’s the one part of their job I knew I could never handle. What did Seth say about Hobie? He could have been more. Instead, he’s just another courtroom tomcat. From the defense table, where he’s sorted through the banker’s box to find the chemist’s report, Hobie approaches the bench with my copy. I hold my head aloft, unafraid to convey my dim judgment of him. A musing, philosophical look crosses his features in reply.


      Nonetheless, I have to deal with the facts. In chambers, I study the lab report. Eighty-eight items of U.S. currency from People’s Group Exhibit 1B, each identified by serial number, were examined first by washing, then by testing the residue with a mass spectrometer. Every item showed the presence of cocaine hydrochloride, with the residue on each bill weighing between 390 and 860 micrograms. No question, this is the result Hobie hoped for from the outset. It’s why he wanted the bills tested. And he calculated well. The law, like everything else, plays its own game of ends and means. With warrantless searches, if dope is discovered the courts always think of an exigent circumstance justifying the intrusion. And Hobie’s excursion beyond the rules has also produced its own excuse: Hardcore lied. Hobie caught him, he proved it. No one, even these days, would exalt procedural regularity over a defendant’s right to combat prosecution perjury. When the finger-wagging is over, I will not exclude the lab report. And, when my anger subsides, I’ll take in more fully what I already sense: that the state case, which hinges on the money, has been badly damaged. At a deeper level, I remain stuck on the question of motive. There’s no reason Core on his own would want to kill Loyell Eddgar—or June, for that matter. It’s likely Nile was involved somehow. But it may never be clearer than that. Hobie has taken a giant step toward raising a reasonable doubt.


      When we reassemble, Molto urgently renews the state’s motion to exclude the lab report. Cocaine traces have rubbed off dope money onto most of the currency in the U.S. by now, he claims. That’s true enough, but Hobie’s chemist said the concentrations he identified were between fifty and one hundred times incidental levels.


      “I’ll reserve ruling,” I reply, “until the report is offered in the defense case.” Hobie plays his part, wailing in anguish, as if he takes my threat seriously. Perhaps he does, but shamefaced groveling is part of the standard routine of the courtroom rascal. I offer the prosecution the chance to reopen their examination of Hardcore. They’ve had a few minutes together to account for the heavy cocaine residue on money Core claimed was never outside the plastic bag, but as Hobie anticipated, they have not been able to come up with much.


      “Man, you know,” says Hardcore, when Tommy asks him to explain, “could be I had some shit in that drawer over by Doreen’s. Sides, man, I can’t be figurin what-all Nile be doin when he kickin.’”


      Tommy nods, as if those responses were fully satisfactory, and concludes. Hobie stands at the defense table, for brief recross.


      “You know you make a urine drop when you come into the jail, don’t you?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “And do you know that Nile’s drop was clean for cocaine?”


      Objection sustained. But Hobie’s point is made. Both lawyers say they have nothing further and I call the luncheon recess. I stand on the bench, but on second thought motion to Suzanne, the court reporter, to remain.


      “I want to say one thing, Mr. Tuttle. On the record. Any further violations of the rules of discovery and there will be two consequences.” I count off the warnings on my fingers. “First, Mr. Molto won’t even have to bother with a motion to exclude. I don’t care if the Pope is here as a character witness for your client, if he hasn’t been disclosed to the prosecution, his testimony won’t be heard in this courtroom. And second, there will be severe sanctions for you personally. And I’m not kidding.”


      Hobie’s whole substantial upper body sways obediently. “Yes, Your Honor,” he repeats. I stare him down, even as he continues mumbling reassurances.


      “What do we have next?” I ask Molto. “After lunch?”


      He blinks, taken aback that in the confusion of the morning I’ve forgotten.


      “The Senator,” he answers.


      Typically me. Most feared is last remembered.


      In the meantime, the transport deputies in their brown uniforms have approached the witness stand to return Hardcore to the lockup. One of them, Giosetti, a large man with an unbarbered mass of grey hair, motions him down. Core rises to full height and, looming there, takes another instant to glower in the direction of the defense. Hobie catches him at it and, poised by the paper-strewn table, answers him with an unwavering humorless look. It’s not so much personal triumph Hobie communicates as a lesson, a declaration of faith: My way is better. Don’t you see, it’s better? The moment goes on. In the end it’s Hardcore, streetside master of a ruthless look of primal malevolence, who, with the excuse of the deputy’s beckoning hand, turns away.


       


      Marietta’s TV is held fast before her as I enter her office. The grey glow of her noontime soap is broadcast on her checks, but her eyes nonetheless veer toward me an instant.


      “What?”


      She does not bother with an answer, but hands me a small striped gift box, with a note attached. Back at my desk, I open the envelope first.


       


      Sonny—


      Thanks again for dinner. I’d say more, but I don’t want to break the rules.


      I thought Nikki might enjoy these things. I hope they’ll hold her for the time being. Please tell her that meeting her was the nicest thing that’s happened to me in weeks. (I mean it!)


      Seth


      P.S. The cops found my father’s car. It was parked around the corner. There was no damage and the doors were locked. The cops interviewed a neighbor who knows my dad and said she saw him park in that spot three days ago. She’s sure the car hasn’t been moved. Apparently, he just got confused.


      I guess I’m going to have to do something.


       


      Seth. Like a blinkered pony, I’ve stifled an urge to glance at the jury box all morning. Even so, in this solitary environment, the thought of him forces up the warring feelings that have visited me occasionally for two days now, the adolescent zing of romance, and a stubborn dread verging on doom. Saturday night I found myself numbed by the madness of being kissed. I sat in the living room, in the pure white light of a long-armed halogen lamp, attempting to read. Every ten minutes or so I found my fingertips on my lips, from which I promptly removed them.


      Inside the box Seth has dropped off, there’s a large plastic tooth the size of an apple. It opens at the top, and within it are a number of dime-store items: those wind-up teeth that chatter and bounce along the tabletop, and a crude set of false buck teeth, like the ones on which Jerry Lewis based a career. Nikki will be thrilled.


      ‘Where’d that guy go to?’ she asked on Sunday morning, as if it made any sense at all to think he might still be around.


      ‘He went home, silly. Did you like him?’


      The whole head moved, the dark bangs fluttering. She bit her lip and did not speak momentarily, attempting to cope with the reality that he’d left her behind. ‘He should make a beard,’ she finally told me.


      Maybe he should. I amuse myself with the thought of facial hair, last refuge of the balding. But sobriety returns quickly. I reach the same conclusion every time I think this through. Just let it go. That’s adult life, isn’t it? Small eruptions of insanity, and a regathering of forces for the long march of responsibility. Rereading Seth’s note, I shake my head over his father, then I repack Nikki’s gift. I use the back door so I can avoid Marietta on my way out for lunch.


       


      All of us—Hobie and Seth and me—have been warped by time. Balder, fatter, altered in a way. But recognizable. The sight of Loyell Eddgar is shocking. I’ve seen photos in the paper on occasion, but they must have been taken more than a decade ago, when Eddgar first struck out on his career in local politics. Not for a moment had it occurred to me that he is now in his late sixties. His hair, naturally, is shorter, thinned, and preponderantly grey. He has gained, over the years, thirty or forty pounds and his posture is reduced. Eddgar, whom I never imagined softened, is softer.


      He stands before the bench now, waiting for instructions. His mere appearance is intensely dramatic, the father his son purportedly meant to kill. The reporters are on alert; the gallery again is SRO. Behind the bulletproof pane, the anxious, curious faces seem as remote as figures on TV. Back by the doors, Annie has stationed another sheriff’s deputy to keep order, directing the standees left and right, to make sure there is still an open lane for egress. Even Jackson Aires has returned, his duty done but his curiosity apparently high. He sits in one of the front-row seats generally saved for representatives of the PA’s office.


      Eddgar stands on the worn greyish carpet at the foot of the bench, ill at ease as the focal point of lurid interest. A paper he has carried up with him is clutched in both hands. He is a smallish, stout man in a wool sport jacket. No one will be surprised when he answers that he was once a professor. He nods to me in a brief lapse into familiarity.


      “Dr. Eddgar,” I say aloud. Marietta then cries out her “Hear ye’s,” and I motion Eddgar to the stand. He takes a seat and extends his face to the microphone. He smiles tentatively in my direction, as if he holds some hope for protection. He’s ready. Administering the oath, I take note of the eyes, still an astonishing blue.


      “I swear,” he answers firmly and opens the button on his sport jacket when he sits again.


      “Mr. Molto,” I say, “you may proceed.”


      Tommy pouts when he stands. He does not look at his witness. The tone of the first few questions reconfirms my previous impression: Eddgar and Tommy, both zealots at heart, do not care much for each other. They are formal with one another, which ironically makes the direct especially crisp. It lends Tommy an element of cool control, something ordinarily lacking in his presentation.


      “How are you employed?”


      “I am the elected representative from the 39th state senatorial district.”


      “Do you have any other employment?”


      “I have an adjunct appointment as a professor of divinity at Easton University.”


      Eddgar describes his district, which comprehends the campus environs at Easton and an area of public housing, one of the first scattered sites plunked down on the border of Kindle and Greenwood Counties years ago on a former military base. He has been elected now to seven consecutive two-year terms and is the chair of the Senate Committee on Criminal Justice. Funding requests for police and prisons pass through his committee, as well as certain appointments in the Department of Corrections. Four years ago, he won the nomination of the state Democratic Farmers & Union Party for state controller but lost the general election.


      After quite a bit of this, we finally reach the first crescendo. “Sir,” Molto asks, “are you acquainted with the defendant in this case, Mr. Nile Eddgar?”


      “I am.”


      “How do you know him?”


      “He is my son.” Eddgar does not make it through the answer. His composure, perfect to this point, vanishes as a quaver surrounds the last word. A sound, more hiccup than sob, erupts, though it may not be audible anywhere but up here on the bench. Eddgar braces himself on the front rail of the witness box. The courtroom is still, as we wait for him to recover.


      “Do you see your son here this morning?” Tommy asks, turning to Hobie. After Hobie’s stunt this morning the two are in the fullest throes of trial hatred, a state of mind fully akin to the one in which men at war shoot each other. Tommy wants Hobie to spare Eddgar the discomfort of having to point out Nile for the record. Instead, Hobie pretends to be busy in the big white cardboard banker’s box on the defense table and never looks Tommy’s way. He murmurs something to Nile, though, and Nile once more props himself on the arms of his leather bucket chair and begins to rise. He could not look any guiltier if he tried. He cannot even bring his eyes toward his father. He stares directly at the oak baffles on the wall in front of him. Eddgar attempts to lift his hand and instead covers his mouth. He begins to cry out loud. Throughout the courtroom, it feels as if no one can even breathe.


      “Record will reflect identification,” I say coldly, gazing hard at Hobie. Has he lost his mind? How does this help? A man who misses nothing in the courtroom—he can probably tell you the level of the corner water cooler and how many steps from the lockup door to the witness stand—he continues feigning obliviousness, while his client, visibly whitened, crumbles back into his seat at Hobie’s side. On the stand, Eddgar has his handkerchief out and pats his eyes. Tommy puts a few questions to him about Nile’s upbringing, then changes subjects.


      “Do you know a man named Ordell Trent?” he asks.


      “I do.”


      “How did you meet him?”


      “I was introduced to him by Nile.”


      “And how did that take place?”


      “I asked Nile to make the introduction.”


      “Can you explain why?”


      “Objection.”


      “If it’s a conversation with the defendant, I’ll allow it. Is this something you told Nile, Dr. Eddgar?”


      “In various forms over the years. And we certainly discussed it after the meeting. Definitely.”


      “Go ahead,” I say.


      “Basically, I believed that street gangs, like Hardcore’s, have done something no one else has, namely organize the poor community. And if that organization could be put to positive uses—particularly expressing the political will of the poor community—instead of the present unhappy ways those energies are employed, well, that would be a tremendous overall gain for everyone: the gang members, the poor community, and the city as a whole, which obviously would benefit in seeing a redirection of those efforts.”


      Speaking in his mannered way, his voice still slowed by Southern cadences, Eddgar seems to have scored over in the press box. His answer, carefully spun for public consumption, is being dutifully scribbled into a number of spiral-topped notebooks. Glancing over, I allow myself to look reluctantly at Seth. But for the first time since this trial started, I am beside the point. He is focused on Eddgar with an intensity suddenly reminiscent of the man I knew decades ago.


      Tommy moves on to the meeting between Hardcore, T-Roc, and Nile. Eddgar has given the state a page from his Day-Timer fixing the meeting at June 11, earlier than Hardcore seemed to recall it. In bare strokes, Eddgar describes the irritation and disbelief T-Roc and Core showed for his proposal to turn the gang into a political organization.


      “How did you leave it?” Tommy asks.


      “That they would get back to me, through Nile.”


      “All right, sir,” says Tommy. Rudy waves him to the prosecution table, where he hands Molto a note. Tommy reads it, then leans down to his colleague. The two confer briefly, debating something, then Molto straightens up, drawing himself to full height in his frumpy suit. “During that meeting in T-Roc’s limousine, sir, did T-Roc or Hardcore, did either one of them offer you a bribe?”


      “No,” says Eddgar. Tommy turns to Hobie to preen, and is still faced that way when Eddgar clears his throat and adds, “They didn’t actually offer me money.” Molto’s head shoots around toward the witness, then he looks down to Rudy’s note and shoves it back crossly to his trial partner. The PAs were taking a chance, having apparently forgotten, during the frantic rush of the lunch hour, to go over this subject with Eddgar when he arrived. Behind them, Hobie pecks up from his notes with a quick, cutthroat grin.


      Tommy begins again. “Calling your attention to the first week of September 1995, did you and Nile again have occasion to speak about Hardcore?”


      “Yes, sir, we did.”


      “Can you tell us where you were?”


      “We spoke by telephone. I was at my home in Greenwood.”


      “All right. And please tell us what was said and by whom.”


      “He merely told me that Core wanted to talk to me again.”


      “And how did you react?”


      “I told him that was very good news, that I’d be pleased to meet him wherever he liked.”


      “And how were the time and place of the meeting set?”


      “Well, as I recollect, I was taking the approach that I’d go anywhere, anytime. Core wanted to meet at Grace Street, and Nile suggested that the very early morning would be the wisest time for me to go down there.”


      “Nile suggested it?”


      “That’s correct.”


      Score for the prosecution. Nile set up Dad. At the defense table both Hobie and his client appear calm. Tommy travels along a bit, beneath the courtroom lights. In the same stoical tone he has maintained, he asks, “And who, sir, was June Eddgar?”


      “My wife.” Eddgar takes a beat. “My former wife.” Once again, he does not make it through his response and goes on, handkerchief in hand. Tommy politely sorts through the history of Eddgar’s relationship with June: separation in 1971, an amicable divorce in 1973, continuing contacts and friendship. June remarried in 1975 to William Chaikos, a veterinarian in Marston, Wisconsin. That marriage ended in 1979. Thereafter, she periodically visited Greenwood County to help Eddgar in his political campaigns—in 1980, when he ran for city council, in 1982, when he was elected Mayor of Easton, and several times after that for his senatorial campaigns. Eddgar answers quietly, ignoring the occasional tears as best he can. I find his inability to fully contain himself touching. Twenty-five years ago he was committed to accepting the inevitable harsh mechanics of history. I think what I never expected to: He’s changed.


      “And did Ms. Eddgar visit you or Nile from time to time?”


      “She did.”


      “When did she visit Kindle County last?”


      He blows his nose and lifts his head to say she had come over Labor Day and had remained for a few days to shop in the city.


      “Had Mrs. Eddgar remained involved in your political career?”


      “Her home was in Wisconsin. She preferred the country. But I always depended on her advice. She was up-to-date with most of my activities.”


      “Did you discuss this anticipated meeting with Hardcore?”


      Hobie objects—correctly—that the question calls for hearsay. Tommy moves then to the events of September 6 and 7, with Hobie making persistent hearsay objections, most of them well-founded. The reporters and onlookers seem baffled by the arcana of the rule which allows a witness to testify about what someone said she would be doing in the future but not what she said she’d done in the past. Eddgar is allowed to say he was needed by his State Senate office staff on the morning of September 7, but he may not relate his conversations with his staffers, nor may he testify that he asked June to meet Hardcore in his place. I do admit in evidence the note found in her purse in which she recorded Eddgar’s directions. Stained at the corner with a rusty brown I know to be blood, the slip of paper is handed up in its plastic jacket. There is a sloppy line drawing of the streets and the words “Hardcore. Ordell Trent. 6:15” in a somewhat erratic hand. Finally, because a witness is allowed to testify about his own state of mind, I let Eddgar explain why he asked June to meet with Hardcore, even though he can’t relay his actual conversation with her.


      “I believed,” says Eddgar, “that she would recognize the potential importance of the meeting with Core and would understand it was critical that someone see him personally.”


      “And why was it critical?”


      “I didn’t want to insult him,” Eddgar answers. He rolls his lips into his mouth in a further effort at self-control.


      “And this meeting you had with Mrs. Eddgar at about 5:30 the morning of September 7—was that the last time you saw her?”


      “The last.”


      Tommy waits an appropriate interval to allow the solemnity of death again to fill the courtroom.


      “Now, on that day, on September 7, you were interviewed by Detective Lieutenant Montague. Do you recall that?”


      “I do.”


      “And, sir”—Tommy puts his file down and folds his arms—“were you fully candid with Lieutenant Montague when you spoke to him?”


      “I was not.”


      “And in what manner were you not fully candid?”


      Hobie objects. “Mr. Molto’s impeaching his own witness,” he says. Lawyers in this country have been allowed to question the credibility of their own witnesses for forty years now. Hobie is simply trying to break Molto’s collected rhythm, and I point him to his seat.


      “He asked me,” Eddgar answers, “if I knew why June had gone to Grace Street and at first I told him I didn’t know.”


      “And why did you tell him that?”


      Hobie objects again. “Now he’s rehabilitating his own witness.”


      “Do you intend to cross on this subject, Mr. Tuttle?”


      Hobie averts his face, looking for a dodge he can’t find. “Sure,” he finally says.


      “Then you may as well hear the rehabilitation. Go ahead, Dr. Eddgar.”


      “I was very reluctant to disclose my political involvement with Hardcore. I realized it was likely to be controversial. And I didn’t think it had any relationship to June’s death.”


      I’m sure Molto and he have worked on this answer for some time, but it’s a good one. Political self-preservation, Eddgar is saying. He didn’t want to be publicly allied with BSD. But no matter how artfully packaged, this is the first trace of the Eddgar of old. He was instantly capable of a coldhearted decision: June was dead, anyway, why soil his skirts? Tommy walks along a moment, studying his shoes.


      “Senator, let me cover one final subject with you. I’m sure Mr. Tuttle will bring this out, sir, but I believe you have told the police that you don’t know of any motive for your son to do you harm—is that fair?”


      “That’s my view.”


      Tommy nods equably, as if this is all right with him. “Senator, let me take you back to the meeting with the gang leaders and Nile in the limo. Had you informed your son that you were going to suggest this plan to T-Roc and Hardcore for BSD to become involved in politics?”


      “He claimed I hadn’t. As I said, I’ve mentioned the subject to him often through the years, but I suppose he paid less attention than I imagined.”


      “He told you afterwards you took him by surprise?”


      “Right.”


      “And what was his emotional state as he told you this?”


      “He was put out.”


      “Do you recall what he said?”


      Eddgar has stiffened slightly. Apparently, Tommy didn’t give him a preview on this line of questioning.


      “I believe he said I was using Hardcore.”


      “Did you and your son argue?”


      “Nile and I have always had our moments. We had a somewhat heated exchange standing there on the street, and then within a day or two we both calmed down.”


      “But he was very angry at the time?”


      “At first.”


      “At first,” repeats Tommy. Hobie has ceased the note-taking and is watching Molto intently. Like Eddgar, he has seemingly been taken unawares. Beside him, Nile has lowered his face to the defense table as he twiddles with a rubber band. It’s impossible to know if he’s even listening.


      “Now, you told us, Senator, that Nile introduced you to Hardcore. Correct?”


      “Yes.”


      “And whose idea was that?”


      “Mine, I think. We were having one of these discussions about what Nile was doing, his work, how it was going, a father-son talk, I guess, and he mentioned this concern about Kan-el’s parole and I said, ‘Nile, well, why don’t you have him talk to me, I might be able to help.’ Something like that.”


      “And how did he respond to that suggestion?”


      “I don’t recall.”


      “Did you bring up the subject again?”


      Eddgar looks to the ceiling. “I believe so.”


      “So you had to suggest more than once that it would be a good idea for you to meet Hardcore?”


      “Yes. I’m sure I did. I had this notion about the gangs, that— Well, I’ve testified to that.”


      Tommy takes a step closer. “Did Nile talk to you about his work often?”


      “All the time. As I said, the subject interested me.”


      “Did Nile tell you he’d requested assignment to Grace Street cases?”


      “Oh yes.”


      “Do you happen to remember, Senator, whether you suggested that assignment to him?”


      “I might have.” Eddgar nods serenely, but a certain calculating light has come over him. He’s trying to recollect everything he may have unwisely admitted to Tommy in their many interviews. “I believe I did.”


      “Now, his job as a probation officer, Senator—do you remember who suggested that line of work to Nile?”


      “I’m sure I did.”


      “You did?”


      “Yes. Nile was at a point—Well, he was like many younger folks, he was casting about, and I suggested it, I said, ‘Go on back to school in social work, you like all that.’”


      “And how long did it take him to do the school work?”


      “Eighteen months, as I remember.”


      “Did he do a thesis?”


      “He did.”


      “What was the subject?”


      “Street gangs.”


      Molto looks at Eddgar.


      “Yes, I suggested that to him,” Eddgar says.


      “And you helped him get his job, too, didn’t you?”


      “I made some calls.”


      Tommy assesses Eddgar, straight on. “And can I ask, Senator—did you ever feel, sir, that Nile was undertaking these activities—school, the job, the assignment, arranging the meeting with Hardcore—in any way because he was pleased by your interest in him?”


      As Eddgar is deliberating, Hobie rumbles to his feet. “Your Honor, I’m sittin here just wonderin whose side he’s on anyway?” His hand, big as a paving stone, is directed at Tommy.


      “Is that an objection, Mr. Tuttle?” Hobie, of all people, is hoping to cue Eddgar, who still seems to have little idea all this is coming at his expense.


      “I’d say it’s an observation, Your Honor. My objection is that Senator Eddgar can’t testify to what the defendant felt.”


      “Well, Mr. Tuttle, I’d say, Keep your observations to yourself. The question is what the Senator believed. And I find the line of questioning directed at impeaching earlier testimony. Proceed, Mr. Molto.”


      Eddgar speaks enough of the lingo to catch the drift. Accustomed to being in charge, he swivels my way in the witness chair, looking both stumped and somewhat imperious. The question is read back.


      “I’m not sure I ever thought about it in those terms.”


      Tommy eyes him briefly before he nods in the same sage manner.


      “Now, let me see if I get this, Senator. Your son had spent more than three and a half years following your suggestions about his education, his thesis, his job, his cases. And then, according to what he said to you, he suddenly found out as he sat in the back of that limousine that in everything you’d suggested to him, you had a political agenda of your own?” Tommy utters this question in a placid tone. He might even be said to sound somewhat respectful, but everything else in his manner is stone-cold. I see what’s going on now. Molto is one of those grey men of the bureaucratic world whose whole life has been spent in service to the likes of Eddgar, the savvy pols with the winning public manner and the unrestrained private appetite for glory. For such men, Tommy has risen and fallen, with few of them bothering to look back to him in the dust. And now he has the opportunity to call one to account. In what may be the most bizarre moment yet in an entirely unorthodox case, Tommy Molto, prosecutor for life, stands before the bar, advocating the defendant’s point of view and lacerating the crime’s intended victim with the professional calm of a surgeon. In his emotional funk, Eddgar seems to be the last person in the room to recognize what has taken place.


      “Oh, please,” he says suddenly, with a distinct echo of old-fashioned Southern hauteur, “please. You are mixing apples and oranges. Nile was as interested in all of this as I was.”


      “You said he became angry—very angry after you left the limo?”


      “Briefly. For a day or two.”


      “He said someone was being used?”


      “Hard-core, he said. He said Hardcore was being used.” Eddgar shakes his shoulders to straighten his jacket. “You really don’t see this clearly at all,” he tells Molto.


      “I don’t?” asks Tommy, and with that takes his seat.
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      SETH


      June and I spoke very little in the intervals between her calls to my father. Because my parents never vacationed, I had been in motels only three or four times before in my life, that is, if you did not count the U. Inn back home, the site of innumerable bar mitzvahs and sweet sixteens. I still experienced a childish thrill at the sight of the little free soap bars, the protective paper cap over the glasses, and the sanitary band on the toilet seat. Just for me. The odd environment of this tiny chamber and its purchased privacy seemed to heighten even more the peculiarity of what was occurring. Threadbare chenille spreads covered both beds. The floor was asbestos tile, while the dressers were strictly 1950s, with glass tops and a creamy lacquered finish. The owners, you could tell, still took some pride, but it would be swept away soon enough, and they would be renting by the hour.


      There was a narrow balcony, no more than a yard wide, with a single aluminum-framed beach chair overlooking the Alameda Freeway. June had brought along some fruit for lunch and I sat out in the sun, eating my pear, watching the traffic race by, all these happy Californians on their way to who knows where. I decided that when I got to Canada I was going to get drunk. I would have liked to score some dope, but that of course was out of the question. Misdemeanors of any kind, anything that could lead to deportation, were now to be dreaded. I sat there abstractly, making plans I did not fully believe I’d ever carry out.


      We were in Damon’s poorer neighborhood, the black patch, as Eddgar would have it, abutting Oakland, and I surveyed all over again the diminished look of poverty. The military had come and gone in this part of town decades before, leaving a lot of unsound construction, light stucco buildings now seamed with tar. The stores on the commercial strip below compared dismally to what was only a mile or so east. They had painted signs above the doors, rather than neon, and merchandise was sparse in their windows beside the foldback grates. Watching the traffic, I noted for the thousandth time how black people still drove these terrible American cars, the big heaps meant to rust out and die within five years. Knowledge always comes hardest to the oppressed. That was what Eddgar would say. In glimpses between the crowded buildings, you could see the salt flats nearby, a terrain of marsh and mud beside the brackish waters of the Bay. Seabirds still nested there, although you could see the network of white pipelines and tanks from the refineries a mile off in Richmond, smell their grotty effluvium on a wayward wind.


      Below us, a portly black man with a spirited walk went by. He was wearing a large cloche hat. I thought it was Hobie and my heart unpredictably lifted. I actually stood to wave, until I realized my mistake.


      “Do you think you can find out where Hobie Tuttle is?” I asked June. I stood on the threshold to the balcony. They had to have known, I realized, given the connections to Cleveland. “It’d mean a lot to me to see him before I go.”


      June leveled a hand over her eyes to protect them from the afternoon sun. She was wearing a simple shirtwaist dress, meant to be unobtrusive. Two barrettes were in her light hair. She used a few fingers to motion me inside.


      “We don’t think you should be out on the street. You can never tell what happens if someone sees you. Control the random element,” June repeated. It must have been from one of their revolutionary manuals, something said by Stalin or Giap, whoever it was they read on tactics. I knew better than to overtly quarrel with the notion of discipline. It was part of the revolution.


      “Look, I’ll be careful. Real careful. Like I said, it would mean a lot.”


      She said she would see. I was encouraged that she didn’t deny the possibility outright. She looked at me intently until I realized I was expected to return to the balcony before she would lift the phone to have whatever furtive, coded conversation she was going to undertake with whomever—Eddgar or someone else.


      When I came back in later, she was sitting in the room’s one straightback chair, her feet propped on the bed as she read. The book she’d brought along was a hardbound copy of Mr. Sammler’s Planet, unlikely reading, I thought, but you could never tell with June. She had never fully renounced fashion. She told me she had no word yet regarding Hobie, then lifted her healthy arms, the book still in hand, and groaned a bit as she stretched. I had another sudden, forceful intimation, which seemed to broil off June like heat from a sun-soaked stone, of how easy-it would be for us, if we were only just a little different, to fill this time with sex. It could be abandoned—crazy, happy fun, a reminder that life only became complicated when the human population exceeded two.


      I sat for quite some time, adjusting to the change of light. There was a single picture on the wall, turned to an angle often degrees. A woodland scene. Something restful for those who could not find slumber as the freeway thrummed. I wanted to read, too. The Gideon Bible was in a drawer of the crummy, chipped dresser. I paged through Deuteronomy trying to find the words that had been in my mezuzah, as if they were a message in a bottle. I read: “Now therefore hearken, O Israel, unto the statutes and unto the ordinances and judgments, the law I teach you, for to do them, that ye may live and go in and possess the land which the Lord God of your fathers giveth you.” Jehovah’s line. It meant nothing to me. It was the rumble of the rhetoric, the weight of the words that seemed connected to the world of unchosen obligation and duty that I was seeking to shirk.


      “Patriarchy,” I said.


      June smiled. She was the wife of a theologian.


      Around noon, June called my father back to describe the ransom plan. She instructed him to phone immediately one of the major casinos in Las Vegas—the Roman Coin—and to inform them that he wanted to open a betting line for his son, in preparation for an upcoming trip. People did it all the time. He would fund the line with a wire from his bank direct to the casino.


      “Tomorrow, Seth is going to the cashier there to draw the $20,000 in chips,” June told him. “He’ll have his driver’s license for ID. Don’t think about any heroes from the FBI rescuing him, because he’s also going to have some plastique taped to his belly and a detonator on a remote-control switch. Do you know what that is?”


      “No.” As my father answered, I was standing beside her, my head close to the telephone earpiece.


      “It’s a high-powered explosive,” she said.


      “Oh my God.”


      “Very safe,” said June as my father said, ‘Oh my God,’ again. “Very stable. Just as long as nobody hits the button. Which they won’t. Because we are going to get the money. Right?”


      “Without question.”


      “Sure. Without question.”


      I would mail the chips Special Delivery to a post office box in San Francisco. I was free to go at that point. Someone would then drive back and redeem them, not at the Roman Coin casino in Las Vegas, but at the one in Lake Tahoe, as a precaution in case the chips had been marked in some way. Eddgar, I was sure, had been on the verge of delirium in plotting all of this. It meant something that this whole scheme had flung him as far as possible from Maoist drab into worlds he never entered. Gambling. Casinos. How did Eddgar even know about such crap? How was it that he had absorbed so many of the rules and customs of the life he abjured? Envy, I decided, was a motive force of revolution.


      “Now, when we get the money, Seth is free to go. He’ll give you a call. Only one condition. He’s on parole.”


      “Parole?”


      “Right. Parole. Like parole. Like, he’s okay if he’s a good boy. See? See, now this whole thing is fucked up, right? We’re thinking this guy’s like the son of Rockefeller or something and he’s not. But we’re not sitting in any pig slammer because we made a mistake and are dumb enough to say so. Do you understand me? We get covered for our expenses, bygones are bygones, blah blah blah. But not if it’s us instead of him. Understand?”


      “You wish to go free as well.”


      “Exactly.”


      “This desire is not surprising,” my father said.


      “Irony, right?” June asked. “That’s just what we want. No surprises. We don’t want Seth here giving physical descriptions. Or making sketches. Or you opening up your mouth.”


      My father pondered. Static sizzled on the line. It was, I realized suddenly, a great match, Eddgar against my father.


      At last he said, “I give you my word of honor that we shall disclose nothing.”


      “Thanks. Well, that’s great. That’s outta sight. No, I think we need to do a little better than that. Just a little.” She laughed, meanly. She was, like any actor, in love with the part. “And don’t treat me like I’m a fucking moron. Because I’m not. Have I treated you like that?”


      He didn’t answer.


      “See, we have a problem. And it gets worse. Because the way I get this, okay, your son—your son was supposed to show up and get his ass drafted sometime today, last week, whenever. And he ain’t there, and so the boys in the blue suits and shiny shoes are gonna be looking for him. You following?”


      “I believe so.” He paused again to calculate. “Under the circumstances, I would think that Seth is no more eager than you to speak to the FBI.”


      “Now you’re getting close, mister. What’s that thing about great minds? The only thing is he plans to see the northern lights. Isn’t that his gig? He’s going to run away. And once he’s up there he won’t be afraid to take a call from the Bureau. And neither will you. Now it’s ‘Hi, how are you, let me tell you about these douche bags who ransomed my kid.’ So that’s how come he’s on parole. Remember parole?”


      “Yes.”


      “Okay, I’m talking fast because I’m running out of time. Don’t want to break the rules. Here’s the scoop: For the next six months, he goes where we say. We’ll pick a place. Somewhere in America the beautiful, okay? Somewhere from sea to shining sea. Somewhere we can watch him. He can live there, work there. Whatever he likes. We’ll get him some papers, a social security card, that kind of thing. He can be underground. Just so long as he keeps in mind that we got a ton of people who can cheek on him. He knows just what we expect. He doesn’t disappear, not for ten minutes, without we know where he is. And he never, repeat never, talks to any kind of police. No pigs or any other farm animals. Local cops. FBI. Old Mother Hubbard. Same for you. Absolutely. Bureau comes around, you don’t have the foggiest idea where he went. We get hinky in the least, Seth so much as has a cup of coffee with a meter maid, we call the FBI and tell them just where they can find little Seth. We bolt for Algeria and he heads for slam city to do eighteen months to three. Are you following me?”


      “I have the entire picture,” my father said.


      “Goodbye.”


      She called back in forty minutes.


      “Any questions?”


      “None,” my father said.


      “The money cool?”


      “I have spoken directly to the banker. The funds will be wired before the end of the day. The casino is on alert and will oblige Seth whenever he arrives.”


      “No problems?”


      “None whatsoever. The banker was somewhat curious, but I explained that for some time, as a hobby, I have been studying the laws of probability and blackjack. He was quite interested and recommended a book.”


      “Far out. Here’s your son.”


      “Dad, I’m sorry.” I meant it, of course. In triumph, I was wretched and remorseful.


      He didn’t answer. He was, I was sure, torn by unbearable emotions—insane with rage and washed clean by the relief of hearing my voice.


      “I want to be sure you understand what happens afterwards,” I said.


      “You will call us.”


      “I meant after that. The FBI will be looking for me. Within a few weeks. You won’t be able to call me, to write me. Do you understand? Nothing that will trace.”


      “Your mother will not endure that.”


      “I’ll call every few days. A pay phone. Just so you know I’m okay. That’s all I can do.”


      “Will we know where you are?”


      “It will be a lot safer for you if you don’t. Really. If you can just say ‘I don’t know’ when those people show up. I don’t want you guys to get in trouble.”


      “Trouble,” my father repeated. “My Lord, Seth.” But as the shape of what was ahead settled in, he voiced no further complaint. This fit my father’s needs too well. He would never see through it. Were it not for the pain of surrendering the money, he would regard all of this as perfect.


      “Is Mom okay?”


      “She knows nothing.”


      “Great. Look. It’ll be all right.”


      “I pray,” my father answered.


      Afterwards, I sat with my hand still on the phone, while I wrung myself out one more time. It was over now. In all practical respects. I’d done the worst, and everybody had survived. No one had had a coronary. No one knew they’d been betrayed. I waited now to experience the uncertain mood of freedom. The traffic fumes, the whine from the road, flapped in with the curtains as they were tossed by the wind.


      “You know, there’s a lot of cruelty in life, Seth,” June said, behind me. “That surgeon who saves your life—there’s a little part of him that likes the blood when he cuts.”


      “Which one of us are we talking about?” I asked, although I had no doubts. I was dangerous and neurotic. I would have to accept that about myself. But I took no pleasure from the fact. I already sensed the bihous weight that would fall over me whenever I thought about this episode for the rest of my life. But for June, I could see, epic events were an essential measure: the heat of the spotlight, the rush of applause. Things that go boom. Change. Catastrophe. A new lover at night. She was turning out to be easier to comprehend than I’d imagined.


      “I was trying to let you know how I look at this,” she said. “You’re helping something important. I know this riles you up. I can see it’s painful. But we all make sacrifices for the revolution.”


      The phone rang then. June listened and said nothing, before she put down the handset.


      “You might find Tuttle at Africa House,” she said. “And be careful. There’s a lot of irresponsible behavior with Cleveland inside. He kept his entire cell in line. That’s another reason we need him out. Let’s say one hour.” She looked at her watch. I rooted in my pocket for my car key, then turned back.


      “What’s Eddgar’s sacrifice?” I asked. “For the revolution?”


      She studied me for some time. “His faith,” she said


      A clock clicked, a horn on the highway tore off in a Dopplering wail. She knew, somehow, that her remark was harder on me than her.


      “And what’s yours?” I asked.


      “I stay with Eddgar,” she answered at once and, without looking further at me, reached out for her book, which still lay on the bed.


       


      Crossing the Damon campus, I encountered a festival atmosphere. This morning the faculty had voted to declare the university on strike. Classes had been suspended indefinitely, so that students could engage in letter-writing campaigns and community organizing. But they seemed impressed to have accomplished their own liberation, and in spite of a certain frenetieness, the campus held some of the joyous air of the weekend. Stereos boomed from windows and people milled in the plazas and green spaces. Bedsheet banners hung from the windows of the dormitories. A closed fist of a brilliant, urgent red was stenciled on each sheet, beneath which a single word was set forth:


      STRIKE.


      Walking toward the quad, I was handed a mimeoed flyer:


      STOP NIXON’S WAR MACHINE


      Ohio State Laos New Haven Cambodia Vietnam
 Nationwide Student Strike


      Strike before it’s too late!


      Strike for knowledge!


      Strike for sanity!


      Strike for yourself!


      Strike for peace!


      Strike! Strike!!! STRIKE!!!


       


      In the main quad, an open-mike speechathon was underway, one antiwar speaker after another, faculty and students reviling Richard Nixon to the celebration of enormous applause. Huge rock amps boomed out the message, which resounded off the buildings, echoing over a huge crowd. “We have declared an end to business as usual,” a woolly-looking prof was shouting, “an end to standing by while our leaders continue this despicable war.” He was an officer of the Faculty Senate, one of the guys who’d been happy two nights ago about booting Eddgar. He cried out for peace and the crowd shouted back to him. “The whole world is watching!” they chorused spontaneously at the end of his address. For a moment I let myself believe it. I fondled my passion and my hope like a precious toy—I clutched them, embraced them—then looked at my watch and put them all aside. I had only forty minutes left.


      Africa House was located in one of the old red-brick dorms. The Afro-American students, as they recently had begun calling themselves, had swapped and cajoled and intimidated their way into a block of thirty rooms. Residency in Africa House was limited solely to members of the Negro race. It was intended as a separate paradise where everybody wore dashikis and called each other ‘brother’ and could debate issues of politics and culture of unique concern to the residents. Whenever I passed by, the music blaring from the windows was great—Miriam Makeba, Junior Walker, the Miracles—the sound track of my high-school years. The campus daily carried competing editorials regularly, debating whether this kind of separation was desirable. Having accepted from an early age that there was no more stupid way to judge a human than by skin color, I regarded the formation of Africa House as irrational and deeply destructive. But its existence was by now an accepted fact. A portrait of Malcolm X in Day-Glo shades had been painted on the doorway, over which the Ghanaian flag fluttered. Here too the strike banners hung from the windows, in an unexpected showing of solidarity.


      In the corridor, a soul sister in shades and a high natural took her time when I asked for Hobie Tuttle. She was reading Cane at an old school desk, hauled in from a classroom. There were slogans from Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King, Jr., inscribed on the walls.


      “Who you?”


      I told her. Friend. Roommate.


      “You a nare?”


      “You want to search me, search me.” I lifted my hands from my sides.


      The room where I found Hobie about ten minutes later was tiled entirely in black and white—large squares, eighteen inches on a side. They covered not only the floor but the walls and ceilings as well. The first impression was of looking into a kaleidoscope. When I pushed open the door, Hobie sat across the room, slumped in a corner, beside a simple dresser of university issue which had been refinished in dull black contact paper. He was wearing a long leather coat. My initial thought was that he was sick or drunk, but he smiled with enough sureness that I knew he had his bearings. There was a large silver pistol on the tile beside him, a few inches from his hand. I had never seen a gun before in my life, except in the holster of a cop, and I stared at it for quite some time.


      “You gonna shoot me?”


      He issued a wan smile and motioned me inside. I lifted a hand to the walls.


      “Psychedelie.”


      “It works.”


      “If you passed through the looking glass. I got night sweats and it’s 4:15. How you hanging, dude?”


      “Feelin groovy,” he answered. He looked bad. Through his color, his nose was reddened at the bridge and on the nostrils. His scruple against coke appeared to have eroded at a time of distress. He told me this was once Cleveland’s pad, one of his locations.


      “Cleveland’s in pretty deep, huh?”


      “Oh, you know, man. The pigs planted that shit. You know that. Pigs just can’t han-dle this nasty colored boy in law school.” That was the story the Panthers had put out. Whoever had replaced Eldridge Cleaver as Minister of Information had been on the radio calling Cleveland’s arrest a setup. But we’d all heard this tune too many times now. Between Hobie and me the gloom of all our differences settled in his spirited rendition of this sad little lie.


      “I’m heading to Canada,” I told him.


      “Yeah,” he said. “Old Loopy Lucy Loo says she’s gonna truck on with you.”


      “That’s what she tells me. She needs to get away. She’s been doing this heartbreak thing?”


      “That’s how it is,” Hobie said.


      “That’s how it is,” I answered. “So if you hear the Mounties are saying ‘Groovy’ instead of ‘We always get our man,’ you’ll know why.” I wanted badly to amuse him. I wanted him to be what he had always been—my friend. He smiled somewhat. “I was kind of hoping you’d have come around to say farewell.”


      “Well, you know how it is, man. I got a few serious problems here. Kind of layin low.”


      “Somebody looking for you?”


      “Could be yes. Sort of hoping no.” I wasn’t sure how much I could ask. With his unfaltering ear for language, Hobie had mastered the urban accent that had never been his. His father, I knew, would slap him if he heard him talking like that. That was the point, I guess. Hobie’d taken everything his father had wanted him to care about and put it in another generation’s wrapper. Two thousand miles away, removed from the vast penumbra of Gurney’s influence, he was going about the business of being a man on his own terms. As was so often the case with Hobie, I found no comfort in any comparisons to myself.


      From far away on the quad, a cheer went up. The strikers were making noise. Hobie, with weary immobility, looked back toward the window, where a black shade was drawn, and made an elderly sound.


      “These kids got Tricky in a tight spot, man. He just gone have to stop that war, or else they ain’t never gonna go back to school.” Hobie was tickled by the thought.


      “They’re doing what they can, Hobie.”


      He lifted a hand. He didn’t really care. We waited.


      “We talking ARC?” I asked. “Is that your problem?”


      He didn’t stir, as he mulled answering. “I didn’t do shit but what you know about, if that’s what you’re asking. Then again, seems as how that may be enough. Been hearin about a fingerprint on that piece of a can they picked up.”


      “Oh, Hobie. Jesus Christ.” After the first wave of distress, I realized this was what June must have meant.


      “I get all this from one of Cleveland’s facked-up comrades. These chicles, you know, could just be blowin my mind. On the other hand”—Hobie actually lifted the gun and put it to his temple—“sucker might come in handy.” He smiled. “Or shoot the pig comes through the door for me.” Very briefly, he pointed the pistol in my direction.


      “Let’s do a retake on that one.”


      Hobie shrugged. I could be right about that.


      “So what’s your bad dream here?” I asked. “Is Cleveland talking? Is that it?” If Cleveland was strung out, he would be easy to roll. He might even have turned over by now, although the Eddgars claimed that Cleveland’s weekend visitors had bucked him up. Hobie denied there was any cause for concern.


      “Cleveland, man—Cleveland’s the baddest mother ever shit between two shoes.”


      “So he’s not talking?”


      “He ain talkin, less he wants to talk. You know, maybe he said some things. Maybe he’s tryin to catch a few fools’ attention.” I could hear in the steady drumbeat with which these assurances rolled that Hobie had uttered them often in the last few days. “See, man, this is just, you know, a little internal struggle. Eldridge and Huey, man—Huey is kind of a strange motherfucker. Can be very abstract about stuff. Very cold. He’s gone be comin out any day now. Cleveland was more in with Eldridge and them. Now Huey’s saying, you know, like peddling dope and all, that isn’t any kind of revolutionary act. You know? And all the fucker’s really meanin is that the party didn’t get a righteous enough piece.”


      I nodded.


      “So you know, Cleveland, man, he’s feelin a distinct lack of solidarity. I mean there 20,000 people in the streets of New Haven for Bobby and back here nobody can’t even be bothered to throw Cleveland’s bail. Maybe the brother said something to attract some attention. But that’s dialogue, man. Dialecties. This is an ideological debate, you know? Stalin and Lenin.”


      “And which one’s going to tell on you, Hobie? Stalin or Lenin?”


      He gave me a sick smile to show he did not enjoy being mocked. He never had.


      “If Cleveland turns, that’s your ass, right?”


      “Cleveland ain turnin. Not on no brothers. That’s for sure.” I knew he was persuading himself. But even with what he admitted—that Cleveland might give up a few of ays—I could see what worried the Eddgars.


      “You could turn first, Hobe. You know, you didn’t do anything. You could explain.”


      “Ain no snitch.” He lowered his voice. He gestured with the gun. “They-all’d kill my ass anyway.” That was what Bobby was on trial for in New Haven—killing an informer.


      I could have chided Hobie, pointed out what a mess he’d made for himself, but today it would have been hypocritical. If I told him what I was doing with the Eddgars, there’d be no end to the names he’d call me. We’d both been overcome by something that still seemed to me to have started out so right. It was like a party where the good times—the music, the dancing, the girls, the excitement—had unaccountably led to disaster. I felt sorry for us both.


      “For your information, the Eddgars seem to have a plan for Cleveland’s bail. So maybe you can holster your weapon. He should be on the street soon.”


      “The Eddgars,” said Hobie. “Fuck. Ain nothing come free with them.”


      “But you’ll be okay then, right?”


      He moved his shoulders in the same inconclusive way he’d done a number of times already. He didn’t really know. It might be better. A moment passed.


      “Are you seared?” I asked him.


      He considered that, the sorrowful brown eyes dead still on me. The Panthers didn’t know fear.


      “This here, man, is Vietnam. It’s like a bad trip wide awake, and you ain’t got that little edge to hold to, tellin yourself that it’s bound to wear off. I haven’t slept but an hour, two hours in two days. The wrong dude comes through that door? ‘These are the days of our lives, bubba.’”


      “So get the hell out of here. Put on your PF Flyers and jump higher and run faster than anybody else. Come to Canada. How about that? Hope and Crosby do another road movie?”


      A familiar whimsy shot through his face, then wore away. He shook his head no, decisively.


      “I’m cool here. Bros be lookin out for me.”


      When I left, he roused himself and, after an instant of deliberation in which he pretended to be staggering around, raised his arms and returned my embrace. He kept the pistol in his hand for the instant we were connected. When I turned for the door, he spoke a few words to me in French, one of his typically stylish gestures, although he knew it was a language I didn’t speak. I caught the words “mon ami.” I was sure it was a movie line, but I couldn’t recall the picture.


       


      When I got back to the Campus Travel Motel, Eddgar was there. I had taken the key, and when I came in I had an odd sense I was intruding on some intimacy, although there was nothing lewd about the pose in which I found June and him. They were seated on the facing sides of the twin beds, their heads drawn close. Clearly they’d been whispering, defeating some unknown surveillant, controlling the random element. As I entered, Eddgar’s face shot around, the intense blue eyes riveted, as always, by anger and suspicion.


      “My Lord, Seth. We’ve been sitting here hoping like hell, just hoping they didn’t run into you.”


      “Who’s that?”


      Eddgar looked at June. From the thick smell of her cigarettes and the butts in the ashtray I could see they had been talking quite some time—probably as long as I’d been gone.


      “Apparently we’ve had visitors at the apartment building, asking questions,” she said.


      What kind of questions? I asked.


      “I didn’t see them,” Eddgar said. “Michael talked to them. I spoke to him over the phone. He said they were asking about you: How long since you were last seen? Who was with you then? Any signs of struggle, unusual sounds last night?”


      “Bullshit,” I said.


      “I wish it were,” said Eddgar.


      “What did he tell them?”


      “Nothing,” said Eddgar. “He didn’t know anything. He was on his way to look over his lab, so he didn’t have time. You know how hard it is to get a word out of him normally. But it’s damn clear to me they thought you’d been kidnapped.”


      “God. Who? Who was it?”


      “Michael said they showed him credentials.” Eddgar looked briefly to June, before me. “It was the FBI,” he said.
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      SONNY


      Often, there are evenings out, unavoidable occasions. On these nights, I race home to fetch Nikki from aftercare, feed her, and, with luck, get her in her pjs. Then Marta Stern’s live-in nanny, Everarda, an effervescent Nicaraguan immigrant, takes over. She has been filling in for me for years now, when Marta has no plans herself. Early to bed, Everarda prefers to stay over in the small first-floor guest room behind the kitchen, walking the three blocks back to Marta’s at dawn. It’s a wonderful arrangement for me. Nikki loves Everarda and her accent, which he imitates with uncanny accuracy, even, in her most pettish moments, to the woman’s face. Everarda pays no mind. She is one of those women who know that the real purpose of the world, unaffected by couturier dresses, rap albums, or political payoffs in the men’s room of the Club Delancey, is the nurturance of children, and that in that critical field, no one exceeds her wisdom. She calls Nikki “Niña” and moves her through her evening routine as smoothly as if my daughter were a puppet on strings.


      With her overnight bag, Everarda comes in, shaking off the snow, which has just begun falling and lies thick on the false-fur collar of her coat. She is full of gossip. Marta, pregnant with her third baby, is varicose and swollen, and put out with her husband, Solomon, a management consultant. “Solomon, he gone all de time? She war yellin, you know? He god to come home. He gib her kisses. He send her flowers. He just smile.” Everarda smiles too at Solomon’s patience. He is a thin dark man. His family are expats, Jews from Cuba who arrived there in the seventeenth century. He’s as dark as someone Maltese or Sri Lankan, a person bred of the blood of many nations.


      Tonight’s event is a retirement dinner for Cyrus Ringler, former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, for whom I clerked for a couple of years right after law school. Law clerks spend their first year or two as lawyers, an intensely formative period, at a judge’s side, seeing firsthand how the flesh of real life hangs on the raw bones of law-school learning. Much as racehorses are always identified by sire and dam, clerks are forever known by their judges, and it is perhaps my proudest heritage in the law to be a “Ringler clerk.”


      Accordingly, I must go tonight. I drive faster than I should through the pelting snow to the Center City, parking in the indoor lot at the Hotel Gresham. I walk across the street to the Parker, where Justice Ringler is being saluted by the City of Hope. It’s the end of cocktails, just as the five hundred lawyers and pols and judges are moving to their seats, making their last efforts to work the room. I hold a number of conversations at bay, so I can get close enough to the elevated dais to make sure Cy Ringler sees me—he blows a kiss and waves. From his color, I can tell he’s already a little drunk, enjoying his last hurrah. A former Kindle County PA, the Justice, as I will forever call him to his face, is one of those redoubtable men of the law who gathered respect as he rose by refusing to break the rules for political purpose. He was not inflexible or unrealistic; but he always knew the outer limits. Even so, he was a fabulous compromiser around the court. He hated dissents, felt they diminished the authority of decisions, and loved to find procedural gimmicks allowing divisive issues to be passed back to the lower courts. Marjoe, who’s had cancer twice in the last five years, is beside him, wasted-looking, but bearing up. She must fly a hairdresser in from the corn belt. Where else could she even find somebody to do her hair like that, tightly curled and flattened down around her ears like a bonnet?


      Oddly, in this environment, surrounded by most of the Tri-Cities legal notables, I feel more than anywhere else the extraordinary attention Nile Eddgar’s trial has generated. My neighbors in U. Park are too circumspeet to speak to me about my job, and it has been no task, given my schedule, to avoid the papers and the news. I’ve caught sight of headlines now and then, but it’s only tonight I fully sense how closely the case is being watched. Everyone passes a word about it. “Ooh, you got a hot one,” Manny Escobedo, another of the Supreme Court Justices, tells me. Cal Taft, a bar president, remarks, “I don’t have to ask what you’ve been doing, do I?” I glow with the neon of celebrity. The judges all quietly inquire how the bastard cornered me into a bench trial. I smile and keep my answers nondescript, which, in the strange ballet of accepted mannerisms at work here, is taken as a perfect response.


      Seated at a table of former Ringler clerks and their spouses, I endure the usual struggle getting a vegetarian meal. The waiters in their cutaways look at me as if I’m a heathen. Who wouldn’t want that baked chicken, rigid as a hockey puck? I have asked to sit next to Milan Dornich, who was my co-clerk for a year. When I split with Charlie, Mike Dornich was one of those guys who came to my mind, mild, angular, witty. With Marta one night, watching Nikki play with Clara, Marta’s older daughter, I confessed these thoughts. Marta was alarmed. ‘Jesus, Sonny,’ she whispered, ‘he’s gay.’ I realized instantly she was right, and felt amazed by myself, the way we forever see others through the lens of our own needs. Always happy for one another’s company, Mike and I whisper together, conspiring over the absurdity of the event. The $200 I spent for two tickets, one of them unused, is a mild extravagance. Many lawyers from our era have rounded the bend into plum law-finn partnerships. Daniella Grizzi, my immediate predecessor in Ringler’s chambers, makes millions every year in her P.I. practice and is listed as a $10,000 patron of the event. Only Mike Dornich, now second in command at the State Appellate Defenders, and I remain in the public sector, the poor mice at a banquet of fat rats.


      The dessert and speeches come together. It’s a work night and everybody wants to be gone by 9:30. I kiss Mike and slip out before the crowd. In the vast, carpeted reception room where cocktails were served and name tags applied, I catch sight of Chief Judge Brendan Tuohey. Three highballs along, he is glad-handing and waving to other early escapees, as he returns from the men’s room. He greets me in a mood of après-work geniality, his nose red as sunburn from the lick of whiskey. He seems so happy I’m afraid he might even kiss me.


      “Sonny, Sonny,” he says, “how are you this evening?” He takes my hand and with the other grips me near the shoulder in an impressively neutral way. “I’ve been meaning to give ya a call. So your trial is going on, Sonny?”


      “Yes, Chief,” I answer, despairing, as ever, over the ludicrous salutation. Which tribe did I join? The judges all call each other by first names. Old-boy stuff. But I could never bring myself to ‘Brendan’ with this man.


      “Seems to be quite a Donnybrook mess.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      He shakes his head in wonder at the tirelessness of human disputes. With a jolly smile, I beg off and hurry into the little corridor where the cloakroom and the Johns are secreted. In the full-length mirror, beside the coat check, I look myself over. Good enough. Black sheath and pearls. All those years of looking for a style of my own—not camp, not trite, not hippie or yippie or yuppie or commercial—have resolved themselves in a sort of residue of fashion that says I don’t have the time to fuss too much with hair or makeup, a look of having let go gratefully of a little of the heat and glory of the past.


      Just as the young girl hands back my coat, I hear my name once more from behind. Tuohey again. Something slipped his mind. I have one of those instants of alarm the Chief Judge always provokes. Brendan Tuohey can turn a corridor, even a well-lit one, into a sinister enclave. He comes one step too close.


      “Glad I caught you.” His voice is lowered and he speaks between his teeth. “Happen to see Matt Galiakos tonight?”


      I’ve nearly asked ‘Who?’ when I recollect: Galiakos is the state chair of the Democratic Farmers & Union Party. The people who count with Brendan Tuohey would no more fail to recognize Galiakos’s name than John XXIII’s.


      “Interested in your trial,” says Tuohey. “I guess he’d been lookin at tonight’s news. Loves Lloyd Eddgar. Course we all do.” Lloyd? I marvel. Lloyd! Tuohey’s tongue actually appears as he wets his lips. “Says to me, he says, ‘What’s that gal doing? Don’t she know we’re in the same party? I thought she was a friend of his.’”


      Tuohey laughs—oh, he’s merry. He shivers in glee and is gone at once, his step spry with power and feigned delight, never again meeting my eye. Not because he’s afraid of what he’s done; he can tiptoe down the line as precisely as Nijinsky. Or because he hopes to mute his message, invisible and awful as the odor of plague. No, he wants to give me time. So I recognize it’s in my interests to comply. He’s some kind of genius, this man, with his narrow, crafty, wizened face. He couldn’t have done this better if he’d staged rehearsals. All the phony confidentiality. We love Lloyd Eddgar. We’re in the same party. Thought you were a friend of his. I’ve been at the law a dozen years—a clerk, a prosecutor, a judge—in each role wearing the borrowed mantle of public power, and have never faced anything like this. I stand here in the hall, alone in the bank of deep shadow between the sconces, weakened by rage.


      Despite repeated tries, I can get only one arm into my coat. Half-frantic, I give up and ride down the escalator clutching the free sleeve against my side under my purse. But like the victim always, I feel cheapened and shamed. A few weeks ago, Brendan Tuohey was the one giving me all that malarkey: ‘You’re the right judge for this case, Sonny. Tricky situation, but it comes with the robes.’ All the stuff I wanted to hear. And now he tells me the real reason: so I can smooth things out for my ‘friend’ Eddgar. For Godsake! I’m sick, as ill as if I’d stepped from a rocking boat, when I catch my reflection in the Parker’s revolving doors and see the truth: I’ve compromised myself. I stayed on a case I should have given up, and now must stand still while a mangy alley cat like Brendan Tuohey rubs his flanks against me.


      I rush across the street, high heels clacking on the glistening pavement of Mereer Avenue, which is rimed with salt and snow. By the time I reach the lobby of the Gresham, I’m actually shaking. I lay my hand over my chest and grip the pearls at my throat. In the old days, a judge who complied with a communication like this received a visit—and an envelope—a few weeks later from somebody connected, a lawyer, a councilman. Now discipline is a matter of negative reinforcement. Brendan Tuohey can send me to Housing Court, to listen to the endless lament of deadbeat tenants, or to Night Narcotics Court, so I’ll never see Nikki during the week. Send me for the ‘good of the court,’ with no other explanation. That’s what I’m supposed to think about, while he slides off to let Galiakos know the word has been delivered.


      Can I even drive? I’m desperate, as so often, frantic for someone to talk to. I can’t call Cy Ringler tonight. Sandy Stern! He’ll know what to do. In fact, he already foresaw the very situation. There were a dozen friends, colleagues who were jealous when word leaked that Ray Horgan had called to sound me about the bench. Stern, alone among the persons whose advice I cared for, warned me against it.


      ‘Pay no attention,’ he told me. ‘Dismiss what Raymond Horgan and his Reform Commission promise you.’ Stern’s soft face, with the tiny dark eyes surmounted in plump flesh, was suddenly reproachful, as I recited Horgan’s commitments: A felony court assignment within two years. Complete independence. I must have sounded to him like Shirley Temple. Stein leaned across the linen cloth at the Matchbook, where we were eating, probably stifling the impulse to wag a finger. ‘For today, Brendan Tuohey needs you and your spotless reputation. Two years from now the Commission will be an amusing part of history, one more toothless sop of briefly agitated public opinion, and they will force you to choose between your fine assignment or succumbing to their ways. You are not the first, Sonia. This, I remind you, is Kindle County, where great capacities of human invention have been set for a century on devising systems utterly invulnerable to reform.’


      At the bank of telephones in an alcove, I probe the recesses of my purse. Nearby, the lobby of the Gresham, a towering space constructed in the Gilded Age, churns with sound and motion. Dramatic marble columns, the size of sequoias, offset by long curtains of green velvet, extend the entire height of the room. Five floors above, the ceiling is encrusted with gilt and cherubim and a poor Italianate mural of Venus and Cupid. On the marble shelf before the phones, I begin removing items. Kleenex. Lipstick. Where’s the damned address book? When I was younger, I could have remembered the bloody number! Stern is not at home. I could call Marta, but she tends to show a tough, inflexible side on matters like this. She’ll badger me to report it. To whom, for Godsake? And how do I keep these events from turning against me? Tuohey is too cagey to catch. He’ll change a word or two and portray his remarks as innocuous and me as hypersensitive and unfit. Within a week, his minions will be clamoring for my resignation.


      And then I realize that Seth is staying here, in this hotel. Seth! The thought of him—reliable, open, happy to help—is an inspiration. “Mr. Weissman,” I tell the operator when I move down two bays to the house phone. There is no Weissman. “Frain,” I say.


      It’s rung twice, when I suddenly slam the handset down. Seth? I think. Am I crazy? Tell Seth? Hobie’s friend? I lay my fingertips, bloodless, frigid, against my forehead. Leaning over the small shelf beneath the house phones, awaiting my composure, I catch, incongruously, a sudden pleasant scent of my own perfume. If I phone Stern’s office, I’ll get his service. A criminal defense lawyer is like a doctor, always on call, available for midnight bailings, visits to a crime scene. They’ll locate him. He’ll remonstrate mildly, say he told me so, then figure out what to do.


      And then—naturally, isn’t that life?—I spot Seth across the lobby. He’s dressed casually, in the white dress shirt he wore to court and a pair of khakis. He has magazines in one hand and, I think, a candy bar. Observed from one hundred feet, he appears humble and appealing: a tall, slender man, blondish, bald, pleasant-looking. He is chatting with a desk clerk. After a week and a half in the hotel, he has acquaintances. He’s being himself, wholesome and engaging. He laughs, and then, by whatever magic there is in this, feels the weight of my glance from a distance and actually jolts a bit at the sight of me. He comes my way so quickly that he’s gone several yards before he recollects the clerk, to whom he tosses a departing wave. Arriving in front of me, he is perfectly still.


      “Hi,” I answer. “I was at a dinner here. Across the street actually.”


      “Jeez, you look fantastic.” He does a real routine, mouth open, ending by quickly touching his heart. As if makeup and hair spray turned me into Helen of Troy. I manage an expression of pleasant tolerance.


      “I’m not feeling fantastic at the moment. I had something really, really rotten happen to me just now.”


      Beneath the fair brows, his greenish eyes search me. I hold up my hand. It quakes involuntarily, as if I’d been struck by palsy. The display nonpluses us both.


      “You want a drink?”


      God, do I! We set off together for the saloon across the lobby and actually reach its swinging doors. Mingled voices and the jazz piano well out of the dark room. Before my eyes adjust, I can make out only a large illuminated aquarium behind the bar, through which angel fish and other bright tropical creatures travel amid the bubbles. A quarter of the lawyers in Kindle County will be in here shortly, pausing for a nightcap before they ride up the parking elevator to collect their cars. Brendan Tuohey, who has watered himself in this place for years, is among the likely arrivals. Not the company I want to keep right now.


      “Forget it,” I say. “Bad idea.”


      “What?”


      “Appearances,” I answer.


      “So come upstairs. We’ll raid the mini-bar in my room. Come on.”


      When I issue a prim look, he makes a face. “Don’t be ridiculous.” With my elbow in hand, he steers me into the old gilded elevator, a gorgeous cage of brass and mirrors. “So what happened?” he asks as we are rising.


      “I don’t know, Seth,” I answer, which is almost true. “I had an unpleasant encounter with another judge. Something about this case.”


      “Uh-oh.” His mouth narrows in a discreet pucker and he says no more until we reach his rooms. There, I fall into a barrel chair with a cane backing which is just inside the door. Seth’s suite is the real thing, a relic of the grand era when suites were the refuge of the rich and not a promotional toy, offered like a free breakfast. There are mock-heirloom pieces with Queen Anne feet and satin-sheened wallpaper with a classic green stripe. Seth is at home here. He has a laptop computer open on the desk in the corner and the walnut doors of the armoire, which holds the mini-bar where he’s bending, have been thrown back, revealing the dead eye of the TV. Newspapers from many different cities litter the room. In the bedroom, I can see a four-poster with those carved wooden pineapples atop the posts. Another pair of khakis has been heaved over one of them.


      “I just need to settle down for a second.” I bolt half the Chardonnay he gives me.


      “You don’t want to talk about this, right?”


      “I shouldn’t, Seth. I just need some company. Somebody passed a remark about Eddgar. It’s smarter not to get into it.”


      “Yeah,” says Seth, “that he belongs in the seventh circle of hell, right?” He laughs bitterly. “God, I despise him. What a heinous creep he is.”


      I do not answer, do not dare. What am I supposed to do for Eddgar? I wonder suddenly. I don’t even know. A momentary fear takes hold that I might conform to Tuohey’s wishes by accident. Considering that prospect, I emit a brief moan. But I have no choices now. With a few minutes to absorb all this, I can see that there’s no backpedaling, no sidesteps. The only direction to go is forward. I have to finish as well as I can what I should never have started. As I cycle through these calculations, Seth watches, his eyes watery with uncertainty. I can’t talk to him about this, I realize. Not him or anybody else. That’s the only true thing Tuohey said to me. ‘Comes with the robes.’ It’s my problem. Alone.


      “I’m going to go, Seth.”


      “Wow,” he says. “Is this the Guinness record for brief visits?”


      “I just needed a second. I appreciate your being the port in the storm.” I stand, taking hold of the ornate brass doorknob. I drain the rest of the wine. “Really,” I add. “Thanks.”


      “Just a second,” he says, “I’ll kiss you good night.” He makes no move to rise. He’s in a wooden armchair, upholstered in satin to match the wallpaper, laughing at me, at both of us actually.


      “I think the last time will hold me for a while.”


      “Well, that’ll make a fell a feel like Prince Charming.”


      “Oh, don’t do your wounded thing, Seth.”


      “No, I’m not wounded.” He turns to the glass table beside him and pours himself more wine. “By the time I got back here, I actually was pretty encouraged. You wanna know why?”


      A person—a woman—who was going to remain aloof or at least unentangled would say goodbye right now. I know that, but I’m curious, of course. He takes a sip to steady himself and I feel myself make a measured nod.


      “When I thought about it,” he says, “really considered everything, I wasn’t sure you ever found anybody better. You know, than me.”


      In shock, I laugh, a shot of sound that rebounds off the grand old walls. The gall or something! And he means it.


      “You don’t understand,” he says.


      “I don’t. I certainly don’t. I mean, Seth, really, some of the stuff you come out with.”


      “Look,” he says.


      “No, you look,” I say, feeling an intense flare of the anger that I suddenly see I’ve been holding at bay. “I’m forty-seven years old. And I’m like you. I’m unhappy just like you are, Seth. I don’t always enjoy the way my life turned out. I look back and wonder what happened to all the promise, just like you do. I envy people who are young and envision the future as something great. You’re not the only one with angst. I’m tired of fucking up. I’m tired of making the same mistakes. At the worst moments, I’m sick of myself. And this, us, this isn’t kidding around. And I’m running out of time for stupid things. I thought all weekend about how this would turn out and I can just see it: ‘Auld lang syne’ and ‘Isn’t it thrilling’ then, ‘Hey, I have a life.’”


      “Sonny.”


      “It’s stupid,” I repeat.


      “It’s not.” He puts down his glass and stands to calm me. “I mean, I’m glad you’re here. But you looked pretty damned happy to see me a minute ago.”


      “Yes, I was relieved. I needed—need—a friend. But that doesn’t mean it’s not dumb to retread a childhood love affair.”


      “It wasn’t childhood,” he answers at once, “and it’s not dumb. One thing I’ve learned: I will not treat the rest of my life like it’s meaningless, just because it’s past.” In conviction, he briefly makes a fist, then takes a step forward and grips both of my shoulders. “Look. I want you to take a deep breath. Okay? You know me. I’m maybe a quarter less crazy than I used to be. But I’m the same sincere dope. I think I know what I’m doing. I think I’m taking stock. Some things have mattered more than others. Some people have mattered more. You can fuck up with me like you can with anybody else. And maybe you will. But you’re playing with a bigger bankroll if you get in the game with me. I knew Zora. I saw that whole scene. I saw your collection of black peasant blouses, so you wouldn’t have to worry about what to wear, and how scared you’d get when you were afraid your skin was going to break out. And I’ve seen what you’ve accomplished off that start, which is a hell of a lot. There are maybe three billion men on this planet. Some are smarter. Some are better-looking. And most of them have more hair. But I’ve got one advantage over every single one of them: I know how great you are. And I’m not sure you’ve ever met another man who does.”


      He takes the wine glass, which unconsciously I’ve continued holding, and gazes at me in a fixed way. The Look. All mating primates, I learned once, utilize this dilated, dead-on stare.


      “You know what happens now?” he asks.


      “You kiss me good night?”


      “Not good night,” he says.


      When he leans down, a trace of exasperated sound escapes me. But I do not resist. That great creature hunger begins to stir. In the cascades of longing, I will lose track of myself. And who will be here afterwards? I wonder. Who?


       


      So, it happens. Outside, fresh snow clings to the city streets and within the bedroom of the suite the exterior light is softly refracted so the air seems enhanced by the glow, which includes darker, purplish shades from the lee end of the visible spectrum. Between us, it is surprisingly smooth. Memory, knowledge—the past brings its comforts. In the living room, urgently embracing, we shed our clothes. Some wary, calculating portion of me continues to stand guard, but I’m a slave now to sensation. Even that awful moment, the one I have numbed myself to with so many half-conscious mental rehearsals, when my bra slides off and the lopsided work of modern surgery is disclosed, sluiees by in the currents of desire. This is one promise Seth has kept: he is not afraid, not of anything about me, or that the present is not the past. God, sex is great! The body made servant to the spirit. His tongue is everywhere. Finally, he bodies me down on the four-poster, my feet still on the floor, and stands before me, erect, pointing north by northwest, as he fiddles with the condom wrapping. Then the slow opening, enveloping, the pressure and pleasure of merger.


      “Slow, baby,” I whisper, “slow,” unable to recall if it’s an honest memory or merely fantasy that I whispered this to him long ago.


      I come last, throbbing by the end on the wilted heap of him. Afterwards, we lie together in the bed. He grabs the quilted spread, which we did not bother to remove, and wraps it around us. We are surrounded by the smells of hotel linen.


      “That didn’t take long,” I finally say. “To get back there.”


      “I’d say I was right about everything.”


      “I’d say I was horny.”


      We laugh. Just giddiness. Life can be all right.


      “What do you think the biological function is of female orgasm?” I ask.


      “You mean how it happens?”


      “From a Darwinian perspective. Men have to come to spill their seed. It’s directly related to reproduction. But what do you think nature gets out of letting women feel so good?”


      “I think it’s what they call an incentive. Remember Green Stamps?”


      “But as long as men were so inclined, and women had this profound desire to be mothers—” Considering, I pause. “Sex isn’t pleasurable for all species. Aren’t there cats—panthers, I think—the male has a barb at the end of his business and as he withdraws, she actually snarls and screams. It’s the barb that causes ovulation. I learned that ages ago. Wasn’t it with you?”


      “Wrong boyfriend.”


      “No! I’m sure we used to go to the zoo and watch those large cats make it.”


      He laughs. He was putting me on.


      “I didn’t realize voyeurism was the motive,” Seth says. “My recollection, Judge, is that we were taking Nile.”


      “Jesus,” I mutter. He’s right. My heart, in reflex, freezes over and I grow silent with the complications. Beneath the coverlet, his fingers trace and retrace the grooved stretch marks left years ago on the good breast by the period of explosive growth I went through at ten, eleven, twelve. I have asked all the doctors if there could be a relationship between that hormonal surge and cancer. They only shrug.


      Seth sits up now swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. The sight of the older man remains marginally surprising. He is still lean, but his skin holds less color, less tone. There is the inevitable fleshy gathering at the waist, and his back, as he slumps, shows the slightest bow. He is pensive, as we both are, in the aftermath.


      “I don’t think much of this Darwin stuff,” he says. “What would Darwin say about music? What’s the survival function of that? And it exists in every culture.”


      “It makes me happy.”


      “Like your orgasm.”


      “Maybe nature wants us to be happy after all, Seth. Do you think that’s possible?”


      He doesn’t take an instant. “Nope.”


      “Don’t happy people live longer? Isn’t there research? Isn’t there something tonic to the organism in enjoying the whole grand show?”


      “Then I’m doomed,” he says. “I’m on borrowed time.” His delivery is good and I feel lighthearted and laugh as he intends. “You still think you can achieve Nirvana?” he asks me.


      “Not Nirvana.”


      “But you’re happy?”


      “Happier than when we were young. Like you said, I feel I’ve accomplished things. I love my child. I’m proud I’m a good parent. I’m a good judge.” I wait then to see if I believe what I have said, if some internal truth meter will buzz in disbelief, but it goes down without a tremor. Seth, in reply, is quietly shaking his head.


      “I don’t know many happy anythings, Sonny. Not lawyers. Not journalists. Not Indian chiefs.”


      “You’re in no position to assess that, Seth. After what you’ve been through. It’s too soon.”


      “Two years? I would have thought—” He lifts a hand. “When it happened”—he takes a breath—“when he died, there was so much of that disconnected feeling from nightmares, you know, where you’re reaching inside to grab hold of whatever part of your soul provides reassurance the terror isn’t real? But, of course, what I recognized four times a day was that I wasn’t getting out of this one, there was nothing better to wake to. I walked through months like that, and there are times now when I realize that period has never really ended.”


      Even now, back in Seattle, he cannot walk north from the house, he says. Down the block a few doors there’s a house where they poured a new walk four years ago and Isaac, in a typically ungovernable mood, wrote his name with a stick, carving the ragged letters half an inch deep with his own special mix of strength and fury. The neighbors were so angry they stopped speaking to Seth, even to Lucy. Now the boy is dead and the name is still there. He has gone by once or twice, Seth says, and just dissolved. What a sight: a man in a trench coat, standing on an empty walk before a house where the occupants still hate him, weeping so fiercely that you know he feels he will never remember how to stop.


      “I comfort myself in the most ridiculous ways. I mean, this is nothing compared to the legendary blows of history. I think about what my parents went through. But, you know”—he looks at me—“there’s no relativity to suffering.”


      I hold him for quite some time, something I have yearned to do since he first told me. Then he goes out to the living room. He brings wine back for both of us.


      “Have you tried therapy, Seth? Was that a joke the other day, about treatment?”


      “I’ve been in therapy longer than Woody Allen. What about you?”


      “Surgery? Divorce? I took my turn. It helps.”


      “It helps,” he says, but shakes his head. Then he puts the glass down somewhat precipitously on the Louis-something night table, saying he knows what he needs. When he returns, he stands naked before the bed, that fox amid the bushes still red and glistening. He sings a few bars from Steely Dan: “‘The Cuervo gold, the fine Colombian, make tonight a wonderful night.’” He opens his palm, displaying a joint. I actually jolt a bit.


      “Where did that come from? Is this a habit?”


      “Hobie,” he says. The one word is explanation enough. “How about it? Old times’ sake?”


      “You’re kidding.”


      “Sure, I’ll get my guitar. We can have a hootenanny.”


      “Don’t forget the red lightbulb and the towel to stuff under the door.”


      I fear he’s gone to get them, but when he returns from the living room again it’s merely a pack of matches he’s brought. He surrounds himself in a bouquet of smoke. I haven’t been this close to the odor in  years. Occasionally, there’s an amusing fugitive whiff as some teenaged goof passes on the street, or a single breath taken in as something wafts in from the distance in a park or at a concert.


      “I don’t,” I say, when he offers it. “I haven’t since I got my law license.”


      “Oh bullshit,” he answers in disapproval, not doubt. I’m being conformist, still a generational sin.


      “Something has to count, Seth.”


      “I suppose,” he answers and picks up the pillows and seats himself behind me on the bed, pulling me back so that I lounge against him as he smokes, snug within the warmth of his legs and the leisure of our nakedness. And what is it that counts, I wonder suddenly, what great absolute can I name? In the land of laws, the one thing I promised myself would not occur has happened. In the great new age, I have found a way to bring myself to shame like the heroines of old-time novels, fucked my way to ignominy like Hester Prynne and Anna Karenina. And for just this moment it does not seem to matter. No, that’s not right. It matters even now that I’m not better or more honorable. It matters that I’ve tried and failed by some measure all my life. It will always matter. But it is, right now, just a fact like many others. Like the glow of the moon or the paths of the migrating birds. When he brings the joint back to my lips, I take it from him. The pungence and the raw taste of the smoke, more or less forgotten, for some reason make me laugh.


      “Seduced you,” he says.


      “You seem to be an expert.”


      “Oh, please.”


      “Have you fucked around a lot, Seth?”


      He answers that he doesn’t think of this as fucking around.


      “I meant before.”


      He takes another hit and peeks cutely around my shoulder. “Is this an AIDS check or character assessment?”


      “The latter. I hope.”


      “What do you think?” he asks.


      “I don’t know. I suppose I think yes. But maybe I’m trading in stereotypes. You know, sort of famous, sort of rich. I always think people like that get loose. Were you?”


      The ember of the joint brightens like a lightning bug. “You first,” he says.


      “I don’t have anything to tell. Once, when I was a prosecutor, I fell half in love with the defense counsel in one of my cases, but that was temporary insanity. It only lasted a couple of days. And nothing came of it. He’s fat and a lot older, and I was pregnant.” Even telling the story, though, it occurs to me that what’s going on right now fits my pattern. I only fall for men at the most unlikely moments—as if I need a time when my own security systems are not on high alert.


      “That’s it?”


      “That’s it.”


      He tokes again.


      “Tell,” I say.


      “Among the many sad ways I’ve spent time in the last twenty years have been a couple of really hopeless affairs with women who offered me very little except an admiring audience and the usual animal thrill. And what I discovered is that life offers nothing more depressing than a relationship conducted solely within the wallpapered dimensions of an expensive hotel room.”


      “Did Lucy know?”


      “Yeah, but it was complicated. This was all before Isaac was born. We had a pretty rough spell then.”


      “Like this one?”


      “This isn’t the same. Not at all. We’re not angry. We just seem to be out of gas.”


      “Why were you angry then?”


      “Why was I angry?” he repeats. “Lots of reasons. But let’s just say that Lucy’s arms aren’t her only limbs that have been open to humanity.”


      “Ah.” Their problems are getting clearer to me all the time. “That makes people angry.”


      “I suppose. But I didn’t start wandering to get even. I loved the idea of it. Of falling. For someone. I still think it’s the most thrilling thing in life. Does that sound corny? Or just weak?”


      “Weak.”


      “Yeah.” He knows it. He looks down between his knees. “That was the lesson I learned from you, though. The thrill.”


      “Right.”


      “I mean it,” he says and touches the joint to my lips again. “It sounds like the song. What was his name. Something, something ‘the thrill of it all/I’ll tell them I remember you.’”


      “Frank I field.”


      He rolls back. “I would. You know, say that. ‘When the angels ask me to recall—’”


      I turn away—I will not let him. What is this old fear? I still don’t know, but I feel suddenly the presence of all the men—Seth and Charlie and a number in between—whom I turned from with the same morbid fluttering of the heart. I look at him squarely.


      “I don’t know a man who believes less in angels.”


      “But I believe in you, Sonny,” he answers, and draws my hand down between his ruddy thighs to appraise the transitory emblem of his faith.


       


      I had forgotten the aphrodisiac magic of marijuana, the forging sensation, like a river current, rippling outward, ever outward to the fingertips. Afterwards, I am sore and spent; the dope makes me sleepy. I wake in a flush of immediate embarrassment. I am laid out amid the rumpled bedding, thick with our musk, without a stitch of clothing, legs wide, oblivious, like somebody on a bender. The overhead fixture, old-fashioned milk glass festooned with silky cobwebs, burns blindingly.


      “Two-fifteen,” he says, when I ask the time. I groan and cover myself with the top sheet, then sit up. I always try to check with Everarda.


      Seth is seated at the foot of the bed, still naked, his legs crossed. My purse has been emptied onto the spread and he is looking through it, all the telltale detritus of my life. My credit cards are laid out. Photographs. Business cards I’ve forgotten to throw away. My checkbook. He is eating an apple, a glossy Red Delicious, which looks to be one he bought the other day at Green Earth. Staring at him, I find that I’m no longer stoned. My mouth is stale, dry as a withered leaf.


      “May I ask?”


      “I’m amusing myself,” he says. “I was alone.”


      I could tell him he’s intruding. But that would be hypocritical. I knew he meant to intrude all along.


      “And? Are you amused?”


      “A little.” He offers the apple and I take a bite.


      “Did you do this when we lived together?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Any surprises?”


      “I have cards from two different travel agents and a brochure on the Philippines from a third. I thought that was interesting. Are you traveling?”


      “Not with a six-year-old.”


      “But you’d want to go?”


      “I’d love to go back. I’d love to go everywhere. Someday.” I shudder with the thought: Travel. Free. Freed of custom, language, everything known. For me, the thought has always brought with it some delicious, unpronounceable fantasy that lurks in me, a tantalizing secret not fully known by anyone, even me. Another life!


      “That’s where you ended up when we split, wasn’t it? The Philippines?”


      “With the Peace Corps. I hoped they’d send me to some village, but I taught birth control to women in Olangapo City, near Subie Bay. It was disillusioning at times. I was basically helping a lot of them be whores. But I loved the country and the people. They have tremendous self-respect, in spite of all the colonization. The revolution didn’t surprise me.” I recall momentarily the English-language movie houses, the dampness, the fish, the sleek dark boys.


      “I was flabbergasted, you know.”


      “Were you?”


      “When you joined? I had no idea you’d want to do that.”


      “I also applied to be an astronaut.”


      “Come on!”


      “No, I wanted to go to the planets. Venus, Mars. I’m dead serious. And I was sure it was going to happen. Somehow. In the future. It’s strange to realize I’m never going to get there. I really thought I would.”


      How had that changed? When I was twenty-two, that destiny had seemed so real. The wish, the need to be a parent, to leave the species better off by one, and everything that came with it—house and things, job and schedule—had blown it all away. That’s how it is for everyone. But did I ever really say goodbye to the girl in space who was going to make something spectacular of her desire to get a million miles from her mother? It doesn’t matter, I suppose. I’m going home now. Not to the stars.


      Seth hugs me as I dress, a silly burlesque of being unwilling to let me go. As I gather the last things, he waits by the door. Suddenly, inexplicably, the future is upon us. There is now a next move. I tell him to come for dinner tomorrow, Nikki will be thrilled. Then he catches me in one final embrace, and in the sheer delirium of weariness I am nearly knocked cold by the unexpected surge of passion, his and my own.


      “How do you feel about this?” he asks as he finally lets me go.


      After a second, I answer, “Better than I thought I would.”


      Smiles. God, he smiles.


      “Great,” he says. Then I’m gone.
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      SETH


      I wanted to call my father for reassurance, but Eddgar insisted there was no point.


      “He’s going to deny it,” Eddgar said. “Either way. If he’s gone to the Feds, they’ll tell him to lie.”


      “They’d never go.” I’d been saying this for days, of course. Even I had to recognize some likelihood that my father, in his desperation over the money or my situation, might have made such an uncharacteristic move. But on balance, I continued to regard it as impossible.


      “So where does it come from, Seth?” Eddgar asked me. “How does the FBI know? They seem to think you were abducted. You had to have told someone. Lucy?” Eddgar asked. “What does she know?” Both June and he had been put out that I’d taken a traveling companion. It showed a lack of discipline to allow whim to influence my plans. They had no choice, though, but to accept my terms. I insisted, truthfully, that Lucy knew nothing.


      “So who?” Eddgar asked. He peered at me, sallowed by the cheap lamplight. I had settled heavily on one of the beds, weighing it all.


      “Maybe it’s because I didn’t show for induction. Maybe they’re after me already.” It was possible I’d made a special target of myself with my anti-draft activities on campus. Maybe one of the Selective Service System’s snitches had reported on my plan to flee and the Bureau had swung into action. But that didn’t seem convincing to any of us.


      “I went over the conversation with Michael three times,” Eddgar said. “He called me because the way they were talking made him afraid something had happened to you.”


      Michael, of course, could have gotten the wrong drift. And there were other possibilities. I recollected my conversation with Graeme on Saturday. I’d told him enough to make it clear I knew more than I was saying about the bombing. Graeme could have law-enforcement contacts. It would fit his polymorphous view of the world to be living outside conventional boundaries. But that wasn’t the prospect that really troubled me as I sat there.


      “What?” June demanded. She’d detected something. Perhaps in my posture. Perhaps I’d slumped a bit. Eddgar too was staring.


      “Damn it all,” said Eddgar. “At a time like this he’s holding out on us. Lord. Lord! We’re in this deep! Who’d you talk to, Seth?”


      When I told them what I’d said to Sonny, Eddgar groaned and held his head. June, too, had an excruciated expression.


      “I didn’t say anything about you guys. I didn’t tell her the plan. She just wanted to know how I was handling my parents. So I said the word, you know? I said, ‘Kidnapping.’ But it’s not her. It’s not possible. She’d never sell me out. Christ, her mother is Zora Milkowski. She grew up with nightmares of the FBI.”


      “Half those old Commies are Bureau agents now,” Eddgar said. “Hoover keeps the CP in business.”


      “It’s not Sonny.”


      Eddgar refused to accept that. And his doubts of course dented, if only slightly, my confidence in her. Maybe I’d scared her by seeming so far gone. Maybe she’d done what she thought was best for my sake.


      Eddgar paced to think. He and June talked a bit.


      “We aren’t going to know,” he said at last. “Not for certain. Perhaps it’s your parents. Maybe it’s Sonny or someone else. Or just the draft. But if we assume the worst,” Eddgar said, “then the FBI will be right there when you pick up the money. They’ll surveil the whole thing. They’ll follow you until they’re sure there’s no explosive device, or that it’s been deactivated, and then they’ll take you down.”


      Eddgar described this prospect with arrogant certainty about the predictability of the police. I was sure there was a saying somewhere in The Little Red Book about knowing the enemy. In the meanwhile, I thought through what he’d said. I was trying to calm myself, to remain rational. The memory of Hobie, with his puffy, drugged-out look, up against the wall in that checkerboard hellhole, remained with me. And I was guilty about being indiscreet with Sonny. I felt obliged to find a way to go ahead.


      “So then I’ll have to admit I was scamming, right? I’ll say I needed the money to get to Canada. They’re not going to bust me for kidnapping myself, right?”


      Eddgar considered me briefly. “They will prosecute you for evading the draft. If the Bureau grabs you, you’ll end up in the army. Or the slammer.”


      I had been oddly free of fear until that moment. Guilt and shame abounded, but I had, with certain obvious yearnings, followed the model of June and Eddgar, coldly working through the practicalities. Now I felt plain panic.


      “I’m out,” I said.


      “Wait,” said June. “Wait. Are we looking at this the right way? We’re overstating the risks. Seth, you’ve said from the start your parents wouldn’t contact the law. So it’s probably something else that brought the Effin’ B1 around. Even if we assume it’s Sonny, they don’t have any hard information. Right? Isn’t that what you said? The guys who came out tonight have already gone home for the day. They’ll work on it in the morning, if they have time. And even on the odd chance your parents did go to the FBI, we told them you’d pick up the money tomorrow. That’s when the Bureau will set up.” June turned to Eddgar. “Seth should fly to Las Vegas tonight.”


      “Fly? How am I going to afford that?”


      “Can you get hold of a credit card?” June asked me.


      “You mean someone else’s?” At some point I was going to have to stop being easily shocked by June.


      “Too risky,” Eddgar said. “Much too risky for Seth.”


      “Then suppose Seth doesn’t pick up the money,” said June. “What if it’s someone else?”


      “We said I’d present my driver’s license.”


      “So we get someone who fits your description,” she said. Photo IDs were still in their inception.


      “Like?”


      “How about Michael?” She looked to Eddgar for approval.


      “Michael?” I asked. “What does Michael want to get involved with this for?”


      “He needs a distraction,” said June dryly. I didn’t have the courage to see how Eddgar absorbed that.


      “And what happens if they grab Michael?” I asked.


      “They won’t draft him,” June said.


      “They’ll hold him for kidnapping,” Eddgar said.


      No one said anything. June and I both watched Eddgar as the digits tumbled in his mind.


      “First,” said Eddgar, “I agree with June. The risk is minimal. Minimal. But we want none.” Between them, they began to debate how that could be accomplished. As they responded to each other, I was visited again by the sensation I’d had when I entered the room, that I was seeing something charged and private and vaguely perverse in actually witnessing the Eddgars in their moment of collaboration. Anyone else remained to some degree an intruder.


      The plan emerged by turns between them, traded back and forth. Michael would be told that the FBI was looking for me because of the draft and that the money in Las Vegas was needed to support me in Canada. He would know no more, and could say nothing if questioned. To protect him from kidnapping charges, in the unexpected event that anything went awry, I would go to Las Vegas with him. I would be seen in his company, a happy volunteer, on the same plane, at the same motel, the rental car counter. For my safety, though, I would observe the pickup from a distance, part of the giddy gambling throng in the Roman Coin’s mammoth casino. If anything misfired, if the Bureau or hotel security or the Las Vegas police stepped in as he received the money, I would depart instantly, mix into the crowd, and go North. If worst came to worst, if Michael was held, I could call the FBI and my parents and explain what I needed to explain when I reached Canada.


      Even after this scheme was fully described, deliberated, quilted together between them, a strangled voice reared up in me. Crazy, it said, this is crazy.


      “It’s an insane thing for Michael,” I said.


      “He’ll do it,” said June. She stood up and ran her hands down her thighs to smooth her dress. Her face was harshly contained. “I’ll talk to him,” she said.


       


      When I got back to Robson’s, the dinner rush was beginning. Sonny was behind the lunch counter, holding a coffeepot and flirting in a harmless way with an old guy in a flannel shirt, a heavyset man with rough skin. The hour and the needy way he savored her attention, like a flower turning toward the sun, made me think he was a widower. She touched his hand to still him when she saw me. My look appeared to alarm her.


      “You fucked up,” I told her.


      “What? What did I do?” She placed the coffeepot back on the Bunn machine behind her. She was a little pale with weariness—she’d been on her feet for twelve hours now—and, as ever, in no mood to contend with criticism. She asked why I wasn’t gone.


      “You told someone what I told you this morning. And now I’m in shit up to my eyeballs.”


      “Told what? What are you talking about?”


      “You know what I mean.”


      The old man at the counter had stopped stirring his coffee to watch.


      “What is wrong with you?” she asked. Her full brows were drawn into her eyes in a pained way. She clearly hoped for better from me.


      We went out back again, but now stood at a distance in the graveled alley. June and Eddgar had warned me repeatedly that it was a bad idea to come back here. But I had insisted Sonny was the logical choice. She would come through, I said. If she’d made a mistake, she’d be eager to correct it. They capitulated only because they were desperate for the credit card and had no other sources for the money, Eddgar’s hearings having left them and their organization broke. I, of course, had other motives. I needed to know for myself.


      “What kind of shit are you in?”


      “Deep.” I told her she must have mentioned my kidnapping to somebody.


      “No one. No. One.”


      “What about Graeme?”


      “Graeme? He left last night. He’ll be in San Rafael all week. Have you ever heard of Primal Scream therapy?”


      Eddgar had warned me. ‘She’ll lie to you,’ he said. ‘She’ll deny everything. Watch,’ he’d said. I had girded myself, but now I was helpless not to believe her.


      “Well, the FBI is on me.”


      “Already? Oh Jesus.” She naturally assumed that the FBI was pursuing me for draft evasion and could not comprehend what kidnapping would have to do with that. I shook my head repeatedly rather than explain: I was not going to make the same error twice. Down the alley, she crossed her arms over the white uniform to protect herself from the evening chill. She remained peeved.


      “So what do you need, Seth? Is there something I’m supposed to do to help, or did you just come back to accuse me of selling you out?”


      “I need a credit card.”


      “A credit card?”


      “Just go inside. When somebody pays with a credit card, bring it out here. I’ll be back in five minutes. Less.” June was parked around the corner, at the end of the alley, in the car. She wore a headscarf and dark glasses, something in the nature of a disguise. The travel agency where she’d booked the tickets was right there on Campus Boul, ready to close. She’d called ahead explaining she would have to leave her children home alone and they’d promised that June would be in and out in five minutes. The plan, by which we’d pay with this hijacked credit card, seemed almost sensible to me. I had not calculated beforehand the subtle psychological effects of declaring myself an outlaw. I already cared less about anyone’s judgments of me, including my own.


      “You’re crazy,” she said.


      “I need this. I’m telling you, I need this.”


      “Why?”


      “Don’t ask why. You’re always telling me you care for me. You have to save your life, but you care for me. Well, now my life needs saving.”


      “You can’t explain? You’re going to charge something on someone else’s credit card?”


      “I need to get on an airplane, Sonny. I have to get away.” I was going to offer more, but I stopped. The skein of tenuous connections—Cleveland and Hobie, my parents and the army and my freedom—could not be tied together in my mind. Instead, again, it was simply she and I. I had fomented, with barely any masking of my intentions, one more scene between us, one more insistent demand that she show that she cared for me. I might as well have been some guy in the back seat of a Chevy saying, ‘Prove it.’


      “Look, I’ll fade this,” I said. “If it goes to shit, you tell them I must have picked your apron pocket when you came back here to talk to me. You’ll be protected.”


      “Protecting me’s not the point, Seth.”


      “Well, what is?”


      “This is crazy.” A wind came up then and snatched the little paper tiara off the top of her head. She watched it skitter down the pavement, then let her abundant dark hair down and shook it out. A minute passed while she bundled it back into the net. When she finished, I could feel the remoteness that had settled upon her. I had finally, fully destroyed myself with her. Looking down the alley, with the crisp white apron rising on the breeze, was the dark gorgeous girl I’d met on the bus a year before, who’d been reluctant at first to have anything to do with me and who now knew she’d been right. She’d always been intrigued by the mad, imperfect piece of me, the fact that I could let go of more than she could. But now she had witnessed the havoc that wreaked. Her rejection set a siren of regret singing in me. In spite of everything I had done to my parents, it was the first time I realized I was out of control, that the untamed parts of me were destroying what the saner self really wanted.


      “Look, I’ll give you the money,” she said finally.


      “It’s too much. You can’t afford it. There are other people.”


      “Other people? God, Seth, what are you into?”


      “It’s almost four hundred bucks. So I need the credit card.”


      She stood there, frowning deeply. “I have it. Most of it. I’ve been saving a lot. I wanted to give Zora something before I left. She can wait.”


      “I need it now.”


      “I have it now. Gus will cash a check. Just wait.”


      When she handed over the lump of bills, I knew we had settled accounts. So far as she was concerned, everything was complete.


      “I’ll pay you back.”


      “Someday,” she said. “Look, I’ve got to get inside. I have half a dozen orders up. Gus is ready to kill me.” She kissed me somewhat officiously on the check. “I’m worried about you.”


      “You probably should be.”


      She pulled the grate closed behind her as she returned to the restaurant, a slip of white closed off from me by the hard sound of iron. She was gone now for good.
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      “Control the random element,” June said.


      Lucy waited outside in the car while June went over it all again. Michael and I sat beside each other on one bed in the motel room and June stood, facing us. Eddgar, of course, was gone, present only in the commands which June relayed in her domineering, efficient way.


      “For the next twelve hours you are Seth. You are Michael. Be rigorous about it. Be serious. What’s your name?”


      “Seth Weissman,” Michael answered.


      She pointed at me. I frowned, but she pointed again.


      “Michael Frain,” I said.


      “Now switch IDs. Right here.” We swapped wallets; Michael’s was a worn lump, with Western tooling. June gave me Michael’s air ticket.


      She went over the rest of it. Timing. Surveillance. How to handle the money. In his intense, focused way, Eddgar had envisioned every detail. He was like an architect, building the entire structure in his imagination.


      “There won’t be any trouble, Seth,” she said to Michael. “But if there is, remember: not a word. Don’t hassle with them. Don’t give them an excuse to trump something up, or to smack you around. Just keep silent. When you get your phone call, we’ll figure out how to handle it. Michael,” she said to me, “you listen to this, too.”


      I’d heard, but looked away, disturbed by her command, her aplomb. Colonel June. How many off-sites—basements, warehouses, cousin’s apartments—had she stood in giving orders to her commandos? Union actions. Work stoppages. Soledad. The ARC. There was no trace of nerves, no sign of doubt. Her shoulders were square, her lithe frame hardened. It would have been better, I knew, if she enjoyed this less.


      “Let’s get this over with,” I said.


      Down in the Bug, Lucy waited. The cool night was settling in as always. It occurred to me—a thought heretofore lost in so much else—that I was leaving this landscape, too. The hills, the fog, the California majesty that always seemed like magic to a flatlander. I pined a bit.


      “I am completely weirded out,” said Lucy in the car. “This is the weirdest thing. Nobody tells me like any-thing.”


      “Michael and I are doing something,” I said. “That’s all. He’s helping me with something. Just be cool.”


      We headed for the airport, where Lucy would drop us. Money was tight for a third ticket and, more important, I would need the car in Canada. We’d agreed, therefore, that she would drive to Las Vegas. She’d arrive by morning. We would meet her at the motel, a cheap place the travel agent had found down the Las Vegas strip. This plan, of hasty origin, had taken no account of the fact that Lucy had never driven a stick shift. In the motel parking lot, I’d given her a half-hour lesson, actually applauding every time she brought the machine through the pressure point without stalling it out. She seemed to feel immensely rewarded by my confidence that she could do it. Hobie had always refused to let her drive Nellybelle.


      “Just get it in fourth and keep going,” I told her, leaning into the car from the walk at the airport. A jet was screaming by at just that moment. The air was full of sound and engine fumes.


      “Right.” She bit down on her lip. “I’m already telling myself that I can’t pee till Las Vegas.”


      I clapped Michael on the shoulder to make sure he was still all right. June had chosen to say goodbye to us at the motel room door, as we headed out. She was wary of Lucy, of raising curiosity about her role. June was just here to bid farewell to me, we’d said.


      ‘Come here, Seth,’ June had called as we passed out the motel room door. Still not in the drill, I turned around as well, and as result was left gawking as she flowed sinuously into Michael’s arms and drew him to her. For all my imagining, the sight of the two of them together was astonishing. Eddgar’s wife. Silent Michael. He had come to her willingly, and clutched her with evident desperation. As her head was gripped to his chest, her eyes were wide open and caught some of the light. She looked at me directly, coolly I thought, enduring the moment and seeming, if only for the instant, more interested in my reaction than her own.


       


      Lucy’s route took her down the Central Valley to Tulare, Bakersfield, and Barstow, then in the cool of darkness, across the desert, between the far-off hulking crags of the foothills and the mountains. She has told me the story many times. Occasionally she could see the lights of other cars approaching from miles off and felt comfort in the notion of company. It took longer than she could imagine for these vehicles to arrive, and then they flashed past in a tremendous snapping break of wind and were entirely gone. For quite some time she was convinced she was seeing things in the terror of the desert night, odd shapes gripped to the front grilles of the passing autos, forms which for all the world looked like bodies strapped above the bumpers. They were ice bags, she realized finally, secured across the front grilles as a precaution against engines overheating in the desert.


      For the most part, she was alone. She heard the wind, the sound of her own speed; she smelled the dry, dusty odor of what was outside. She tried to control her mind, not to think of what might happen if she broke down, questions we should have asked before we sent her out there. There was no music that reached the radio in those days when cars were equipped to receive solely AM. From the speakers came only spitting static and occasional voices, clear then gone, as she spun the dial while she tried to watch the road. She hurtled on, amid the vast acres of the great open flatland between the mountains, where little blowing tendrils of scrub grass, weed, and sage skated by and where what life there was took place beneath the rocks, at the level of the taproots. Cacti with spiny arms and flowers like dracaena rose up periodically, as did the huge robotic forms of power-line towers. When dawn came, she could almost see every shaft of light accumulate in the open spaces like snow.


      In her weary state, and after hours of the hallucinogenic sameness of the landscape, she was unprepared for Las Vegas. It was not far from the A-bomb testing ranges only recently abandoned during the Kennedy years. Suddenly, it was there on the horizon, its lights pinking the sky for fifty miles, like some radioactive miscreant that had slouched in from the desert. I saw it many hours before, from the air. Our plane swooped overhead before we landed, above a landscape of signs towering over the low casinos. The entire garish spectrum that could be emitted by neon raged at the eyes, a wild combination like dissonant music.


      “God,” said Michael, with his face at the plane window, “who gets the electric bill?”


      Our mission was to pick up the money as soon as possible. For that reason, we headed straight to the Roman Coin from the airport. After arithmetic, it had made the most sense to rent a car, something I’d never done in my life. The reservation was in my name. I stood beside Michael as he presented my driver’s license.


      “I grew up in DuSable,” the rent-a-car clerk told us. “But I don’t know Shadydale.” She nodded to the license. “Where is it exactly?”


      I thought Michael would quit at that point. If a return flight were departing at that moment, he would have left the counter and climbed aboard.


      “U. Park,” I said. “On the Stony side. We grew up together.”


      An Italian girl from the South End, named DiBella, she barely knew where U. Park was. She had a long face and straight dark hair. Very attractive. You had to wonder if she’d conic here to be a showgirl.


      “Jeez,” Michael said, wilting in the car. I drove. “Jeez. What else can somebody ask me?”


      I tried to imagine questions my driver’s license would prompt when he showed it at the cashier’s cage. No, he was not that Weissman. Just in town for one day. He was playing blackjack. I told him about U. High so he might have something to say about the weird social circles of the well-to-do, the children of intellectuals, and the black kids who, in my day, only wanted to fit in with someone. We made the short trip down Paradise and traveled south along the strip on Las Vegas Boulevard, which some of the signs still referred to as U.S. 91. The avenue was lined with tropical-shaded buildings of exotic architecture—parabolas and cones. Before them, gargantuan signs of astonishing brightness announced hotel names and their resident stars—Paul Anka and Vic Damone were both here, singers whose homogenized American sounds I found as bland as Purina, music that I more or less took as the anthem of the enemy. A number of places gaudily advertised bare-breasted French showgirls, decadence of a kind I found more intriguing.


      We drove past the Roman Coin so we could see it. It was big as an arena, a huge concave of stressed concrete that suggested some huge-winged fowl. It was set back from the road behind a lawn of thick-leaved Bermuda grasses that had been cultivated in the midst of the desert. Aloft a huge reader board sign boasted Jerry Vale’s name in four-foot letters. I dropped Michael half a block away, as the Eddgars had suggested, in order to foil any snooper. Michael seemed relatively composed. I still had no idea what June had said to get him to do this, except that his manner suggested he knew it was dangerous.


      “I’ll say this for the last time,” I told him. “You don’t have to do this for me.” I received the same stoical shrug I’d gotten on the airplane. He was powerless to resist June anyway. He was in jeans and a Western shirt of a yellow plaid, with imitation mother-of-pearl snaps. The blondish hair snaked about him, but just the dry air of the desert somehow made him look more at home than he did in Damon, living on the edge of the volcano. He stared at me in the rental car, stuck for words, as usual. It was a Chevy Bel Air with bucket seats, a car five times the size of my VW. I felt as if I were operating a tank.


      “I figure,” he said, “I figure you’d do it for me, if we’d traded places.” It was a confident testimonial to our friendship which I’d never have made, but he was gone with that and on his way to meet his fate, striding down the broad walk toward the hotel.


      I drove past him and pulled into the Roman Coin, following the circular drive beyond the doormen and bellboys, in their red vests and bow ties, and followed the signs around the back where the desert had been paved over in an endless parking lot. My body rattled with fear. I had to do this, I told myself. It was a test of courage: I wouldn’t think I’d avoided Nam out of sheer cowardice, I’d know I could make myself do anything. I found that this idea, which I hadn’t quite pronounced before, had been circulating, like some advertising slogan, in the intervals of thought all day. I walked into the back of the vast hotel, jiggling the car keys.


      The casino, when I reached it, was vast. Beneath the intense illumination, the stainless-steel corps of electrified slot machines, the wooden tables, the bettors, the intermittent islands of green felt were all set down on the flamboyant carpeting on which golden Caesar’s heads repeated endlessly on a field of blood maroon. I had arrived humming some harmless tune I’d picked up from the lobby Muzak, but that was lost in the tumult of the casino: the outery of a thousand voices—a number always reaching a raucous crescendo in the fortunes of a game—and the bells and occasional sirens screaming up from the slots where the old dolls, with change in paper cups, banged away at the machines. I had heard about this world from friends at home, guys whose fathers had grown up in the North End and liked to come out here so they could talk tough about losing money. No windows. No clocks. The quality of the light never varied with the hour, but about now, as the night was waning, there was nonetheless a certain soiled feeling. Some of the gamblers stood with their ties loosened and collars opened. Dressed in the Roman theme, the waitresses danced by in little toga getups, their tushes projected into tempting visibility on the stilts of their high heels. At odd moments, the sounds of the brass section of a tired band carried in from one of the lounge shows.


      So here was lumpen America, everybody I felt better than. The women paraded by in their Capri pants and stiff hairdos. East met West here, North and South. There were probably two thousand people in the casino and they all felt great. After nine months in Damon, California, these Americans—the people Nixon had been talking to while he ignored me—seemed as strange as creatures from another planet. Big-bellied guys with belt buckles the size of my fist and slick dudes from L.A. in Nehru jackets. Painted women of a kind I had not seen for months on the streets of Damon—models or showgirls or high-priced hookers—glided by in long gowns. With my hair well past my shoulders, and my outfit of sandals and standard-issue denim, jeans and jacket, I was the odd duck now. Not that anyone cared to notice. They were given over to their own intense preoccupations. That was the worst part. Here they were, Americans with permission. And what was it they craved? Not guns and bombs, not race wars or killing in the jungles. Just cheap thrills and lounge acts—they wanted to see Elvis in their best duds and get a chance to risk more than they could really afford. It was June, I speculated suddenly, who’d thought of Vegas, who’d been here in the past and who privately enjoyed the recollection of it like some forsworn perversion.


      At the side of the room, the lights glimmered on the domes of the chafing dishes of an enormous buffet piled with pink and yellow foods. It was cordoned off by the loops of a red velvet rope, strung between shining stainless-steel standards. Hunger came upon me with the intensity of lust. I watched some good-sized cowpoke, wobbling on the hob heels of his boots, fill a plate and I followed, but a security man in a maroon coat eyed me narrowly and I backed off with a lingering sniff, feeling like some Dickensian waif.


      Across the casino, I finally caught sight of Michael. He was loitering nervously, walking here and back about one of the plaster pillars, which was dressed up with climbing circles of vine. The bank of cashier’s cages, done in the heavy brass of old-fashioned banks, waited just beyond him. When he saw me, Michael did his best, as we had been instructed, to remain circumspect. Give the FBI no clues. I was perhaps 200 feet away. I nodded once. He waited a few more seconds and then pushed off toward the windows. He seemed to have chosen the one he wanted to approach in advance. I couldn’t imagine how he’d made that selection—a lucky number, or had he actually assessed which teller seemed the most casual or worn down by the hour?


      I tried not to stare, shifting location every now and then to preserve my sight line, and glancing about occasionally to be certain no one was watching me or Michael. I was near a crap table, where an enormous fellow with lizard boots and a rhinestone bolo on his string tie was having a spell of good luck. The pit boss came by to ask him to take his cowboy hat off the table, while a stout woman in a rayon dress a bit too tight for her bulk stood silently beside him, her dyed high heels swinging from her finger. Looking back to Michael, I could see a dark-haired woman nodding to him through the brass bars. Then he reached back for his wallet.


      I knew it would be a wait. The signal could be going out right now. If the Bureau was poised, she would have had to do no more than meet somebody’s eye. And there were watchers anyway: pit bosses and bouncers; guys who, according to legend, looked down from portholes above with shotguns to make sure no employees surrendered to the temptation of grand theft. I prepared myself to push off, to walk at no particular speed back to the Chevy. June had warned me: Just go. They would take care of the rest. But I felt no special peril. It was as anonymous as watching an event in a large stadium. In the interval, Michael turned away from the cage and peered into the smoke of the casino, catching my eye for an instant and heaving an enormous breath for my benefit. Beside me, a great cry went up again. The Texan at the crap table had made his point.


      When I looked back a moment later, Michael had left the cage. I was afraid he’d been refused, but I saw then he was cradling two stacks of chips in his large hand. At the side of the casino he passed into a men’s room labeled “Satyrs” in gilt. In there, he would enter a stall and pour the chips into an envelope preaddressed to the San Francisco post office box, already affixed with the postage and Special Delivery stickers. If the FBI was going to intercept him, Eddgar had predicted it would be in this interval. The money, Eddgar said, would be important to the government. But Michael was out in a moment, the manila envelope now beneath his arm.


      According to June, the FBI tail would not be conducted as in a thirties movie—one dumb s.o.b. riding along the curb as Michael walked away. They would use a number of cars, passing him up, lagging far behind, crossing directions. My assignment was countersurveillance. Memorize license plates. Watch. Michael’s job was to find a mailbox. He would be walking south. There was to be no contact of any kind between us until we were certain he was safe. I circled out of the parking lot and saw him walking calmly in the thick evening foot traffic of the strip, where couples lingered. Beneath the marquee of one of the hotels, a man with his wallet in his hand counted what was left, while his wife beside him refused to look. Michael disappeared into another hotel. I drove around the block, and when I caught sight of him again, he was still ambling peacefully, the envelope now gone. Tomorrow, the money would be in San Francisco. Cleveland would make bail. Hobie would be safe. I would be safe. We could recover from what we had done in the name of freedom.


      At moments, Michael on foot made better progress than I did in the heavy traffic. Eventually though, as we moved farther north, it loosened up and I pushed on ahead. I’d seen nothing that merited alarm. Not one car had reappeared. None of the pedestrians, whom I’d scrutinized repeatedly, were noteworthy. There were a lot of powder-blue suits and white shoes, a striking prevalence of the new miracle fiber, polyester, but no one who seemed to have the markings of the FBI. At the Eden’s Garden Spa Motel, I parked in the rear and edged back to Las Vegas Boulevard to watch Michael make his approach. There was a faced slate retaining wall that bounded the property and I sat atop it, checking the scene. We were well past the point of any danger. I wanted to tell Michael to knock it off, but he walked past me without glancing my way. “In the back on the right,” I told him. “Key’s under the mat.”


      He walked down the long drive, and in a moment the Bel Air appeared beside me. He nodded to me vaguely and pulled into the traffic. No cars had followed him in. There was a man walking a German shepherd who’d watched the dog lift his leg on a parking sign, but he was gone now and never returned to sight. If anyone was on Michael, they could not let him just drive away. Ten minutes later, he pulled back in. We both knew now that we were okay.


      I met him in back. Floodlights from the third-story roof illuminated the lot. The night was still. He hugged me then, a rare effusiveness but no surprise under the circumstances. He was leaner and harder than I might have imagined, and smelled of several days’ sweat. It occurred to me that he had learned something from the more outgoing styles of Lucy and Sonny and Hobie and me. He’d had his own breakthroughs.


      “God, oh mighty,” I said. “You okay?”


      “Little shaky.”


      The motel reservation had been made in Michael’s name. By June’s rules, it was my job to claim the room.


      “This is so stupid,” I said. He nodded sadly as I left, but was still without any apparent inclination to disobey.


      The motel room was inexpensive—$19 a night. In those days the casinos underwrote the room charges, even at a place like Eden’s Spa. I stood in line, waiting my turn at the reception desk, too exhausted to feel much yet in the way of relief. I remembered Lucy driving the desert. Questions I’d never bothered with now surged at me. What if she got lost? What if the FBI had some bulletin out about my car? I realized again that I would never understand these few hours in my life.


      The motel was a poor compromise between the hobbled architectural imagination of the fifties and Las Vegas’s Italianate excess. A tree—a fully leafed deciduous variety—grew in the lobby. It mashed itself against the ceiling, three floors above. At its base, various igneous rocks had been piled in a grotto arrangement through which recirculated water splashed. From across the room, I could spot goldfish, swishing their tails to remain still in the current, and coins, black against the concrete. Two weary guys, businessmen by the looks of them, with the lost, dejected appearance of men on the road, were seated on a round circular sofa that circumscribed the tree, absorbed in conversation and pointing to the fish.


      A group of New Yorkers emerged from the adjoining lounge and entered the lobby like a brass band. They were determined to have a grand time, calling each other’s names at top volume. “Paulie. Joey. Joanie. Lookit here.” Showy clothes and the reek of department store fragrances. They were making sly jokes—about sex, no doubt, from the way the women screamed together and smacked their manicures on the men’s arms. I’d seen Vikki Carr’s name in lights as we drove in, and all of them were gabbling about her by first name, as if they knew her, which I tended to doubt. Each man had the dimensions of a freezer and the women, no matter how sturdily built, wore skirts cut far up their thighs. Americans, I thought again. There was, after all, a lot I wasn’t going to miss. One of the men, in a persimmon-colored jacket, was carrying a highball glass, which he left on the corner of one of the unoccupied reception counters as he went out the door.


      When I got to the head of the line, I gave Michael’s name. “Okay,” the receptionist said. She walked away and returned with a painfully thin man in a sport coat, who had thick glasses and a sloppy mustache. He made a slight gesture toward someone behind me.


      When I looked back, the two men by the fountain seemed to snap awake. In a crystalline moment, I watched them cross the carpeting, knowing that this was precisely what I had envisioned back at the Roman Coin. One fellow reached inside his pocket and I could read the words on his lips even before he spoke: FBI.


      They were still thirty feet away. I held up one finger, asking for a second, and slid off, walking deliberately to the doors, faster than I should have but still not in full flight. That waited until I pushed  through the glass vestibule and reached the parking lot. I flew. It was a few seconds before I heard a voice crying out, “Stop! You there, son. Stop.” Amazingly, I had gained as much as fifty yards on them. I tore back through the parking lot to where I’d left the car. Michael would be waiting. I was going to be all right. I forced myself to remain cool. We had enough time.


      When I got to the space where we’d parked, the car was gone. I was briefly too shocked to move. Then after a panicked instant, I realized I must have turned myself around. With the agent still yelling behind me, I headed for the other side of the building. I ran in my sandals. When I came around the rear corner, there was a wall where five or six cars were parked. A high cyclone fence adjoined the desert.


      “Stop him!” the agent yelled this time. “FBI. Stop him!” He seemed farther behind than before. Apparently he had lost me when I surged around the building.


      “Who? Dis one?” I heard. Suddenly, through the night, someone was reaching for me, standing now in the breach between a Ford and a car nearby. It was one of the New Yorkers.


      “Tony, be careful,” a woman called. He came to me through the night, his group nearby. The woman’s bleached hair glowed under the parking-lot lights.


      “Where you going, bud?” Tony asked me. He was wearing a sand-colored leisure suit and a shirt marked by colored shapes like lightning bolts.


      “Tony, for Godsake,” the woman yelled, “he might have a gun.” I heard her as she turned to speak to her friends. “Always on the job,” she said.


      “This don’t god no gun,” Tony said. “Come on here. This gentleman back here wants to have a word with you. Whatsa matter?” he said. “You don’t like to talk wit the FBI?”


      I said nothing. I made no move. The time—the few precious seconds I had unconsciously counted—whittled away while this man and I stared at each other. He had a massive face with walrus jowls, set with a confidence that was not particularly malevolent. It simply said, I am a man and you are not. I have been alive long enough to know what to do here and you do not. I was immobilized by the sheer force of his experience. I had been caught. Busted. I was completely bewildered by the thought. The agent arrived then, blowing hard.


      “You are one dumb son of a bitch. Do you know that’s how people get shot? Do you know what kind of trouble you can get yourself in?” He shoved my shoulder roughly. “Lie down on the ground. Lie down there. Go on, damn it all.”


      He ran his hands along my legs, inside and out, as I was prostrate on the asphalt with its strange worldly scent. He pulled Michael’s wallet from my pocket and tugged on my hair.


      “What am I supposed to call you? ‘Jesus?’ You smell bad,” he said to me. I’d bathed last night. I remembered June. I was not going to say anything. They told me to get up.


      I had been caught, I kept thinking. I realized I had walked into a new plane, another reality. Each instant now would be a piece of fresh time. One of them pushed me from behind and they walked me toward the front of the motel, leading me along by the shirt collar. Tony introduced himself to the agent. From the Two Two One in Newark.


      “You know Jack Burk? In the RA in West Orange?”


      “Jack? Jack was in my class in Quantico.”


      “No shit? He’s my brother-in-law.”


      “How do you like that? How is old Jack?”


      “Pig in shit, that one. He god Hoover’s picture on the wall next to the Sacred Heart.”


      The second agent watched us coming, looking out the window of a blue Ford Fairlane with black-walled tires. He’d turned the dome light on inside the car. He wore a straw fedora and let his arm dangle out the open window, an unfiltered cigarette, which he idly raised to his mouth on occasion, between his fingers. He was parked in the front of the motel, blocking the driveway. He’d been waiting for me, of course. I’d never had a chance. The one who’d caught up to me introduced Tony, and the two agents fawned over him for a while. A siren keened down the strip.


      “Cavalry’s on the way,” the second agent said. “Tammy’s 10–1’d half the county.”


      “Oh brother,” said the agent who held me.


      “You take him in. I’ll stay to explain. Fourteen’s coming. You sure you got who you want?”


      The agent flipped open the wallet he’d taken from my pocket.


      “Michael Frain,” he said.


      “He’s the one.”


      The agent grabbed me by the collar again and jerked me around to face him for the first time.


      “We been looking for you, Michael,” he said.
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      SONNY


      Tuesday-morning status call. Open house in the chamber of horrors. I’ve had perhaps two hours’ sleep. My blood is hot tar; wakefulness at instants feels like an out-of-body experience. And I have lost that convenient armor on my emotions. Words and events strike straight at my viscera with nothing in between. I’m in no condition for the sad procession taking place before me.


      The courtroom teems. Clients and families huddle with attorneys. Cops and PAs, probation officers, the State Defenders, all the felony court regulars greet each other in the corridors and the adjacent lawyers’ and witness rooms. They agree on dates for the next appearance or talk out the plea deals, by which most of these cases are finally resolved. Annie polices the spectators’ rows, directs defendants to the front, points out the lawyers or court personnel they need to see, while Marietta goes on crying out case numbers, passing up files, and reminding me why they’re on the call—for arraignment or guilty plea, status report or ruling on motions. Her memory is phenomenal, her notes precise. This guy was supposed to bring in proof of employment; that lady has to make a urine drop this week, per prior order of Judge Simone.


      Some of the morning’s crimes have a touch of bathos. One hapless schmo paid a policewoman posing as a hooker $50 to suck her toes. When she badged him, he begged her, tear-struck, to take $400 to let him go. Wired to avoid entrapment claims, she had no choice but to charge the bribery. But for the most part we wallow in sadness.


      “You’re old for this line of work,” the transport deputy says, muscling a white-whiskered defendant, a drunk or junkie by the depleted looks of him, out of the lockup toward the bench. He is charged with armed robbery: razor to the throat.


      “Don’t I know,” the defendant answers and arrives before me with a wistful look.


      Scanning his rap sheet and its cryptic notations—nine convictions by my count—I do the math. “How many days ago, Mr. Johnson, were you released from the penitentiary?”


      There is no type that has not arrived before me: a senior vice-president of First Kindle arrested in the North End for scoring smack. A seventy-two-year-old grandmother, a valued employee for forty-four years at a garden store, who began a few months ago, for reasons no one can explain, to jigger the receipts, making off with almost $32,000. Often, I imagine, if I remain here long enough, every creature that rode with Noah will appear, charged with something.


      But usually when I lift my eyes it’s a young black man who’s there, his story, told in his bail or pre-sentence report, numbingly the same—poverty, violence, a shattered fatherless family, little schooling, nobody to care. There is often a special sulkiness that grips them when they face the bench to find another woman. Women have been trying to tame them all their lives, at home, in school, mothers and caseworkers and truant officers whose remonstrations and example never answered the one question that seems to be boiling away in so many: What’s this thing they call a man, does he have a peaceful, rightful place in this world? I want to lecture occasionally. ‘There was no father in my home, either. I understand, I do.’


      That’s never said. It’s enough to move ahead. Some come before me defiant, making little effort to hide their hatred for the entire apparatus. But most are simply terrified and clueless. A nineteen-year-old, here for sentencing on a jewelry store-window smash-and-grab, a boy with a head of curls as disorganized as rubbish, wears a jeans company’s T-shirt that reads UNBUTTON MY FLY, a message not calculated to impress the court. The battle-hardened, on the other hand, are often disarmingly familiar.


      “Judge, she sayin I got to take six on this.” The lank defendant, with a sleeveless T that reveals arms scored by tattoos and scars, gestures without respect at Gina, the PD beside him. “Judge, man, I’s just hidin in that store when they cracked me, Judge, I din’t even take nothin, Judge, six, that’s cold.”


      “You’re on probation, Mr. Williams, for another armed burglary.”


      “Oh, Judge, that’s just a little ol knife, that ain’t but a can opener. Six is cold, Judge.”


      “Yes or no,” I say. We both know it will be ten years after trial. Even I, who swore before taking the bench to remember a trial is a constitutional right, have found myself whacking defendants who rack twelve out of sport or in defiance of overwhelming proof. There is no alternative. I will dispose of a thousand cases this year and have time to try no more than fifty.


      Called to justice, no one stakes a proud claim to their crimes; no one believes these events define them. Their misdeeds, even if only hours old, seem remote as legends. Here at the time of judgment, everyone is mystified by what occurred. Their anger, their isolation, their need for whatever self-respect they were striking toward is, for the time being, wholly forgotten. Most cannot explain. They pensively murmur, “Don’t know, Judge,” when I ask, as I do often, “Why?” As they stand here, almost everyone knows better.


      This morning I sentence Leon McCandless. Six weeks ago, Leon met a lady, Shaneetha Edison, who was at the Evening Shade Tavern with her three-year-old. By now, I know all about this kind of place. The fact that people have no money is everywhere. There are only a few lights that work, including the reflecting beer sign behind the bar, and what they reveal is filthy and broken. The paneling in the room is so old it has started to fray. The toilet in the back is stained, with a seat that’s been cracked in half and a cistern that leaks and is always running. The whole tavern smells of rot. The people here are poor and drunk. There are customers all day, little groups of men standing around, talking stuff nobody believes and now and then dealing little bits of dope in coveys in the corners.


      After a drink or two, Shaneetha asked Leon for a smoke and he went to the corner for some loosies—individual cigarettes the Korean grocers sell from the pack for two bits apiece. When he returned, another fellow had his hand inside Shaneetha’s dress. A classic tale: Frankie and Johnny. A moment later, the three-year-old, still at his mother’s side, was dead. In Area 7, through whatever mysterious means they seem to employ there, by which almost three-quarters of the black defendants seem to speak freely in spite of Miranda warnings and a lifetime knowledge that confessing seldom makes anything easier—in the police station, Leon, the defendant who stands before me, explained about the gun he’d drawn. ‘Damn thing just went off,’ he said.


      “Thing just went off,” his lawyer, Billy Witt, repeats now for my benefit. None of us can tell in how many layers of his psyche Leon meant to shoot. I give him fifty years.


      ‘People just can’t imagine. They don’t get it.’ That’s what the coppers and the prosecutors are always saying. I scoffed when I arrived here and now hear myself making similar remarks. People think they understand this. They see it reenacted on TV, and in the privacy of their homes, in the dopey glow of the television, thinking whatever dreamy thought they have, figure they have the picture—they know what it’s like to be scared, to see violence, to feel the antagonism of black and white. But that does nothing to convey the shock of foreignness, the distance between their world and mine which I feel in every glance, or the dismal truth that the average citizens of Düsseldorf or Kyoto, people whom my mother regarded as enemies, now share more of my life than four-fifths of the young men who stand before me, my supposed countrymen I revert all the time to the structuralist stuff I studied in graduate school, about thought and culture and custom being one, and think, again and again, We have to change it all.


      After a brief lunch, as the call is winding to an end, we reach the Crime of the Day. Four members of the Five Street Diggers, a Gangster Outlaw set, stand before me for arraignment on a newly filed complaint. Rudy Singh has stepped up for the state. Two cops, Tic-Tacs, are beside him with their beerpots, sweaters, and running shoes. Gina Devore, the PD, takes the lead for the defense.


      Singh explains the background. As she was leaving the jail where she had visited her brother, a Five Street homegirl, Rooty-Too, was snatched—kidnapped—by other Goobers, the Hanging Hipsters, a rival group within the gang. I decline Singh’s invitation to describe Rooty-Too’s injuries in greater detail than saying she is hospitalized with contusions, missing teeth, and lacerations in the vaginal area. The Five Streets were desperate for revenge. They captured a Hipster, a ghetto star known as Romey Tuck, beat him, and then chopped off both his arms with machetes. The defendants were arrested in an apartment at Fielder’s Green. There one forearm sat bleeding onto newspaper on the linoleum kitchen table, as it was being displayed to other Five Streets as a trophy.


      “Is the issue bond?” I ask.


      “Judge,” says Gina, “the defendants are juveniles. The state’s petitioned to try them as adults.”


      Good, I almost say.


      “Judge, they’re being held in the jail. You know what that’s like.” In for violence within the gang, they may not be protected by the usual strict codes. None of these boys is full-grown—two are rangy but not filled out, the smallest is still not much over five feet. I understand. “Judge, if you’d consider bail. They can’t go to school. Their visiting privileges are limited. One of these young men, Marcus—my client Marcus Twitchell—” Gina’s eyes cheat southward to her file to be 100 percent certain she has got the name. “Marcus is an honor student. He was selected last summer for Project Restore. He was—”


      Marcus, the last arrested, has been brought straight here from the station and has not yet been processed. He’s still ‘G-down’ or ‘Gangster down,’ dressed in gang attire, which includes a satiny Starter jacket in the glistening aquamarine of the Miami Dolphins and gangsta baggies hiked down so his belt line’s at pubic level, revealing several inches of his striped briefs. His Brownies—brown garden gloves worn for scuffling, shooting, and leaving no fingerprints—still hang out of his side pocket. His eyes never reach above a spot two or three feet below me. He is slowly chewing gum. I ask about his record.


      “Three station adjustments,” Rudy reads. Marcus has two thefts, which count for little with me. The poor will steal. Then the third. Agg Battery. Another revenge beating. Someone was stomped.


      “How long ago?”


      “Two weeks, Yaw Onah.”


      I shake my head. Bond at $100,000 full cash. So much for Marcus. So much for his chance. Even on a sleepless morning, with my loins sore from loving and my heart pregnant with what I figure for false hope, I cannot stretch this far. The other lawyers do not even bother with similar motions.


      During this hearing, Loyell Eddgar has found his way into the courtroom. He appears irretrievably somber, dressed in the same wool sport coat as yesterday. His face, like mine, looks ruined by lack of sleep I would have expected a powerful pol, even a reformer, to travel with a retinue, but he’s alone. Being a judge and being a state senator are probably the same, finding you are now the Great Oz, just some weary individual pulling the whistles and levers behind the fearsome mask of great authority. Eddgar has taken the lone chair behind the prosecution table, which Jackson Aires had periodically occupied. In the wake of yesterday’s ending, Eddgar and Molto noticeably avoid one another. For the time being, the Crime of the Day appears to have Eddgar’s attention. As he absorbs my ruling, and the last of the prisoners are being herded off, he frowns harshly. It brings to mind the disdainful scowl Zora always had for her enemies, the rebuke of a superior spirit. I find myself piqued, even as Eddgar, with his message smugly delivered, looks away.


      Don’t you dare turn away, I want to say, especially not you, you who waited for these communities to rise up in the simpleminded fantasy it would change the world. The war that began in 1965—the war on the streets which you and Zora promoted, rooted for, and helped cause—that war has never stopped. The terrible violence that was released, the expression of an overwhelming grievance, has proved to be a demon genie, never to be forced back into his bottle.


      Yet were they wrong? I think suddenly. Eddgar? My mother? Am I prepared to renounce their commitments? I have been through it a million times in my own mind. I judge both of them dimly. Long ago, I learned their dirtiest, most crabbed secret, that their passion to change the world derived from the fact they could not change themselves. But that confuses the messenger with the clarion she sounds. What my mother shrilled out about, carried on for—the desolating circumstances of Americans of color; the routine abuse of females; the heartless exploitation of the weak; the arrogance of privilege and the corruptions of power; the persistent childishness of greed and the redeeming value of mutual concern and sharing—she was not wrong about any of that. In the ledger book of this century, our greatest achievements are the human ones made in response to those concerns. I will always think of that as Nikki’s truest heritage.


      Just as the call is winding to a close, as a transvestite hooker in an orange dress pilfered from a Goodwill box is explaining why she sliced her john, a formidable presence blows into the courtroom. Raymond Horgan, former Prosecuting Attorney for Kindle County and head of the Judicial Reform Commission which recruited me for the bench, tosses a wave to the deputies at the door and moves to the front of the courtroom, trailed by two younger lawyers, a fair-skinned African-American woman and a tall, thin man with an Adam’s apple prominent enough to make me wonder about goiter. Raymond hands Marietta a half-sheet notice of motion while he turns back to the door, awaiting someone else. Grown stout in the land of corporate excess—his face is now little more than a rubbery mask—Horgan retains an impressive public bearing. He wears his money: a handmade shirt, dark grey with white cuffs and collar, a fancy grey suit, a mohair overcoat squashed beneath the same arm that totes his briefcase. His cologne and hair tonic can almost be sniffed from the bench. Finally, the stragglers he is awaiting arrive—Tommy Molto, hurrying, and last, Hobie, with a harassed expression. Molto and Horgan, well acquainted from Raymond’s years as Tommy’s boss, confer briefly. Raymond has him by more than half a foot and there is a fleeting impression of parent and child. Then Marietta calls out Nile’s case.


      “Raymond Horgan for an unnamed intervenor,” Raymond says as the lawyers circle before me. “I have a motion, Your Honor, which I would like to make in chambers and under seal.”


      Not in front of the press, in other words. Hobie steps forward to object, which, these days, is sign enough for me that I should grant Horgan the opportunity he wants. I wave everyone back to chambers, while in the jury box Dubinsky, the lone early arrival from the media, glowers furiously and heads out, probably to phone the Tribune’s lawyers. Nothing is more important to the press than what they are not allowed to know.


      We wait some time for Suzanne, the court reporter, who has gone to renew her paper. A tall, slender, quiet woman, she carries in her stenograph machine and takes a seat. There are not enough chairs for everyone, and so only she and I sit. The others—Raymond and his minions, Tommy, Rudy, Hobie, Marietta, Annie—stand, circling the round side table that occupies the corner of my chambers. Nile has elected to remain in the courtroom. Raymond’s male associate draws from his briefcase a mass of papers that are handed to Marietta, while Raymond, in stentorian baritone, reviews the circumstances for me.


      In our lengthy dealings before I agreed to take this job, I found Raymond wily, wise, a slick former politico, beguiling with self-deprecating Gaelic charm. His white hair, slightly yellowed now, crinkles back above the brow in waves that seemed to have been stamped from the forge of age and wisdom. Yesterday, Raymond says, late in the day, the River National Bank was served with a forthwith subpoena demanding production of certain banking records relating to a $10,000 check. He is here to ask that the subpoena be quashed.


      “Who issued the subpoena?” I ask.


      “Me,” says Hobie.


      “He’s doing it again, Judge,” Tommy says. “He’s going to pull another end run around the discovery rules.”


      “Mr. Tuttle, let me say right now that better not be true.”


      “Judge, I gave Molto here a copy of the subpoena.”


      “After Mr. Horgan notified me of it.”


      “Your Honor, I just became aware of this evidence,” says Hobie in that ridiculous blank-faced way he has when he’s lying. I don’t even bother to reply.


      “Judge,” Tommy whines, “Judge, I mean, look how unfair this is. He turns up a new document for cross-examination, I can’t talk to the witness—”


      “Go talk to him,” says Hobie. “I don’t care.”


      “He’s not very eager to talk to me today.”


      “Not my fault,” says Hobie.


      “On the contrary, Mr. Tuttle,” I intervene. “It is your fault. Mr. Molto made tactical decisions based on the available evidence, as he understood it. If you had some eleventh-hour discovery, then you should have notified the court and Mr. Molto before his direct. I warned you. I told you no more, and I meant it.” I push my hair back, using the instant to reassure myself it’s not my nerves, stripped bare by lack of sleep, that are speaking. “Mr. Horgan’s motion will be allowed.”


      “Judge!” Hobie actually jumps. Two hundred fifty pounds if he’s an ounce, he lands a foot behind where he started. “Judge Klonsky. This is my whole defense, this is the crux of my case.”


      “Which you just discovered yesterday.” I give him what you would call a dirty look, which brings Hobie to a rare silence. He looks on with the wrenching vulnerability that falls over a bully out of bluffs.


      “Your Honor, I’m begging you. I’ll beg you, Judge.” He reaches toward a metal file cabinet for support and on old football player’s creaky knees begins sinking toward the floor.


      “Don’t you dare, Mr. Tuttle.”


      “Your Honor, take it out on me. Hold me in contempt. But don’t take it out on my client. Your Honor, if I can explain about this check—”


      “Look, Hobie”—I use his first name advisedly, a sign my wrath goes beyond role-playing—“I told you I would not put up with another episode. I won’t hear explanations.”


      “Judge—”


      “Not another word.”


      “At least look at the check, Your Honor. All you have to do is look at it. Please. Just look. This is the entire defense. You’re gonna see what’s at stake here. Please, Your Honor. Judge, please!” He has both hands clasped; his knees are weakening again. Despite the beard and today’s fancy double-breasted suit, he is—like every man in extremis—a desperate boy. I heave a breath or two and close my eyes, as if I cannot stand the sight of him, which is just about the truth.


      “Give me the check.”


      Molto’s voice leaps into his agonized falsetto, but I’ve already held out a hand toward Horgan, who eventually turns to the two young lawyers behind him. When the pink draft finally reaches me, I find that it’s on business stock, eight inches long. The check is drawn on the account of the Democratic Farmers & Union Party in the amount of $10,000, made payable to “Loyal Citizens for Eddgar.” Dated June 27, 1995, it’s signed in a clear hand by Matthew Galiakos.


      At sight of the name, the harp string in my chest resounds. Brendan Tuohey is the slyest fox. Matthew Galiakos. My hands are cold. I wonder if I might have groaned. I have revealed something. They are all staring.


      “Mr. Horgan,” I say, hoping against hope, “you’d better name your client for the record. Are you here for the bank?”


      “I am here in behalf of Matthew Galiakos, chair of the state Democratic Farmers & Union Party.”


      So this is how the game is played. Brendan Tuohey tees it up. Then they bring in the all-star to hit the ball. It’s exactly as I feared. Purely by accident, I’ve already done what they wanted. And the record could not be better. Given all of Hobie’s horsing around, there’s not an appellate court in the world that would reverse me. And I see nothing on the face of this check that will change this trial. It’s the kind of contribution the central party routinely makes to campaign organizations. All I have to do is shake my head and repeat, ‘Motion allowed,’ and I’ll secure my felony division seat for years, perhaps even take my first step on the journey to a higher court. But about the imperatives here, even in my fragile state, I feel not so much as a tremor of doubt. As I have already noted to myself once this morning, I am Zora Klonsky’s daughter.


      “Mr. Tuttle?”


      “Yes, Your Honor.” He snaps to. Hobie’s tongue—his renegade feature—briefly appears between his lips.


      “At your request, Mr. Tuttle, I have examined this draft.” I describe it for the record. “You’re representing as a member of the bar, Mr. Tuttle, that this check and the other documents you subpoenaed are essential to your defense?”


      Shock radiates off every other person in the room at my apparent change in direction. Hobie reacts first.


      “I am, Judge Klonsky. I am.”


      “Well, given this is a bench trial, and that I will disregard anything inflammatory or irrelevant, I’ll accept that representation, reconsider my ruling, and deny the motion to quash. Mr. Horgan, give Mr. Tuttle the records. Mr. Tuttle, share the records with Mr. Molto. I’ll take objections when the documents are offered.”


      Horgan slowly settles into the one available chair beside me. He opens his fat, freckled hand my way.


      “Your Honor,” he says.


      “I’ve ruled, Mr. Horgan.” I stand up. Horgan is so astonished it takes him a moment to come back to his feet.


      “Judge, I would think, I would hope I’d get the chance at least—This is nothing more than an attempt to embarrass parties who have no relationship to this matter, to inject politics into a garden-variety murder case.”


      “We’re done, Mr. Horgan. I’ve ruled. It’s nice to see you.” If I investigate further, ask what the check has to do with this case, I’ll only make it harder on myself.


      “Judge, can the transcript at least—of these proceedings—can it remain sealed?”


      “I think that would just inflame the press, Mr. Horgan. There’s no need to keep secrets here.” I smile at him wanly. I’d like to think he’s just a cat’s-paw, not fully filled in, but there’s no telling about that.


      “Mr. Tuttle,” I say, “I’m trusting you, against my better judgment. I expect you to deliver fully on your promises. If you do not, sir, it will be a sad day for us both.”


      Marietta peers my way. She rarely sees much she doesn’t understand. As I pass, she hums beneath her breath, marveling at my authority or my daring.


      “Comes with the robes,” I murmur to her.


       


      “Seems to me, Senator, you and Molto don’t get on?”


      Arranged somewhat fragilely beside me on the witness stand, Eddgar takes an instant to ponder Hobie’s first question to him before he agrees. He wears the same heavy grey tweed sport coat and squarish gold-framed glasses that were not on his face yesterday.


      “Was it the fact you lied to the police? Is that when you and the prosecutors seemed to fall out?”


      “Frankly, I think it was when I agreed with you that I’d secure my son’s bond with my home.”


      “Molto was angry?”


      “Incredulous,” says Eddgar. “Apparently, he doesn’t have children.” This shot, understandably, brings Molto to his feet. No mutual-admiration society there. Tommy has one of those cloistered lives of suppressed desire. No Mrs. Tommy. No girlfriends. A former seminarian, he is known behind his back as the Mad Monk. I strike Eddgar’s last remark and Hobie starts again.


      “My question, Dr. Eddgar, is whether the prosecutors and the police and you have discussed the evidence.”


      “I suppose not. I suppose we’ve all been somewhat wary.”


      “Because you lied to them to start, right?”


      “They told me I was a witness and we shouldn’t talk about other persons’ testimony.” Molto, rising to object again, smiles at Eddgar’s answer and reverts to his seat.


      “All right,” says Hobie, “but just to get us all straight: you did lie to the police, didn’t you?”


      “As I told Mr. Molto yesterday, I wasn’t completely candid when I first spoke to Lieutenant Montague.” Eddgar, wrung out after yesterday, after being handballed by the prosecutor, after enduring whatever the papers and TV stations wrought from his performance, sits here in quiet command of himself. He is neat, if subdued. He has answered most questions thus far with almost no visible movement—not a hand raised, not a tic of feeling in his face.


      “Well, as a matter of fact, Senator, as I read the reports, what you told them the first day—September 7—was that your wife had gone out, and you couldn’t account for it. Right? Isn’t that what you told them, Senator?”


      “That’s what I told them.”


      “And that was a lie?”


      Asked and answered, says Tommy. I overrule. The cross-examiner has the right, in my view, to test the sincerity of a witness’s mea culpas.


      “It was a lie,” Eddgar says at last. He cannot constrain a quick glance at the jury box and the press row.


      “Okay,” says Hobie, “and if I understand your testimony yesterday, you lied in the first place because you felt admitting that someone like you knew someone like Hardcore would be embarrassing, right?”


      “That was one factor. I’d also say I didn’t realize that my projected presence had anything to do with the incident. It was being presented to me at that stage as a drive-by.”


      “Well, let’s talk about the embarrassment part, Senator. You didn’t think it was wrong to be trying to help the poor community, did you?”


      “Everybody knows where I stand on that, Mr. Tuttle.”


      “So what’s the problem?” Hobie lifts his round face and lets the question linger a second. “Was it embarrassing that you’d tried to involve BSD in politics, or were there specific steps you’d taken you didn’t care to talk about?”


      For the first time, Eddgar moves around in his seat. “The latter. I suppose.”


      “The latter,” says Hobie. He walks a few steps, looking at his feet, then stops to abruptly face the witness. “Senator, fact is, you haven’t told the whole truth yet about what went on between you and BSD, isn’t that so?”


      “I’ve answered the questions that have been asked, Mr. Tuttle.”


      “And the questions, you well know, have been based on what Hardcore said, correct?”


      “I don’t know what they’ve been based on exactly. I suppose that’s one basis.”


      “Well, let’s get specific, Senator. This meeting. You remember that? Last summer? Nile. Core. T-Roc. Just the four of you, sittin round cozy in the back of T-Roc’s armored limousine? Remember?”


      “I’ve seen the scene reconstructed on all three local channels, Mr. Tuttle. It’s firmly in my mind.” The reporters’ laughter rings out. Eddgar manages the trace of a smile.


      “And there in that limo, you preached at them, right? You’re a preacher by training, Senator, aren’t you?”


      “I am.”


      “And you preached, didn’t you? You tried to explain that if they would organize voters, support campaigns, they would have legitimate power. Right?”


      “Right.”


      “They could be leaders like other political leaders. With influence. Because they had the same source. Votes and money. Am I correct?”


      “That’s the gist of what I suggested.”


      “Now, were these suggestions to get BSD involved in mobilizing poor voters—was that completely altruistic on your part?”


      “I’m sorry?” replies Eddgar.


      “Well, what were you gonna get out of this, Senator?”


      “Me? Nothing.”


      “Just bein progressive, huh?”


      “I believe so.”


      “When you ran four years ago, for state controller, you lost by 50,000 votes, didn’t you?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Would increased turnout in the African-American community help you, especially if BSD’s organizing effort became the model for other gangs?”


      Molto’s on his feet. “Judge, you can see the irrelevancy of this. This is just what I was afraid of when we were in chambers.”


      I’m curious myself about what Hobie thinks he’s doing. I point to him.


      “Your Honor, the state’s theory, what they’ve been sayin, is that Dr. Eddgar was the intended target of this shooting. Isn’t that their theory?”


      “I believe that was printed in the papers first,” I say coolly. The non sequitur has its intended effect. Hobie’s eyes skitter away and a half-spoken word briefly rattles in his throat before he dares look my way again.


      “Well, okay,” he says, “but Dr. Eddgar has admitted he knows no motive for his son to do that. So shouldn’t I be entitled to show there was another motive for this shooting, one which has nothing to do with Nile Eddgar?”


      “Is that what you’re doing?”


      “That’s what I’m doing.”


      “Is he entitled to do that, Mr. Molto?”


      “Judge, I don’t know anything about this other motive.”


      “That’s why each side gets a turn, Mr. Molto.” I don’t find this line particularly funny, but the room, reacting to the lapse in tension, explodes in laughter. Tommy often deserves what he gets, but I had no intention of showing him up. He accepts my apology desultorily. “Let’s hear a few more questions,” I say. Hobie retreats to the podium, where he probes his beard while he examines his notes.


      “Senator, set me straight on one thing. Core and T-Roc, they did offer you a bribe to get Kan-el out, didn’t they?”


      Eddgar mulls. “Not in so many words.”


      “Did the words they spoke, Senator, sound like somebody offering a bribe?”


      “They seemed to be approaching the subject, talking about what I could get out of this. And I cut off the discussion. I told them they could do something for themselves, for their community, and help Kan-el’s situation.”


      “And then what did you tell them, Senator?” Hobie pauses to lift his face toward Eddgar as he did a minute ago, with the same dead-cool air, knowing he’s going to like what’s coming next better than the witness. “Let me help you, can I? You explained to Hardcore and T-Roc that they should understand how really powerful people approached such things, didn’t you? Didn’t you tell them that the way the world, your world, worked, not only could they secure Kan-el’s release, but they could get money, not have to give it? Am I right?”


      Eddgar briefly closes his eyes. “Yes,” he says.


      “And you became quite enthusiastic, didn’t you? You told them if they would commit to organize their community, you could get them seed money for the effort from the state central committee of the Democratic Farmers & Union Party? Right? And that once they were political players, their ability to influence the decision-makers who controlled Kan-el’s release would be much, much greater.”


      “Judge!” screams Tommy. “My God. What is this!” Behind him, as if I needed the hint, Raymond Horgan, whom I hadn’t noticed back beyond the glass, has also come to his feet. Fearing the array against him, Hobie steps right before the bench.


      “For one thing, Your Honor, it’s called impeachment. Hardcore said he never talked about money with Senator Eddgar. And that’s just for one.”


      “We were supposed to be hearing motive testimony,” I remind Hobie. He gives me his bad-dog look, caught again. Meanwhile, I leaf in the bench book for my notes of yesterday: ‘Hard denies offering bribe. Never disc’d with Edd give/rec $.’ I tell Hobie to be quick.


      He repeats his question: “Did you tell Hardcore and T-Roc you could get money from the party? Yes or no?”


      “Yes,” says Eddgar, with resignation. The reporters are writing furiously.


      “And they scoffed, did they not?”


      “I suppose. I suppose you’d call their reaction scoffing. Basically, they said when they saw the money they’d believe it.”


      “And so, Senator, did you make a request to the DFU for seed money to get this street gang involved in politics?”


      Like a spotlight coming on again, Raymond stands once more. Seeing him, Tommy follows suit.


      “Judge, this is getting ridiculous,” says Tommy.


      Hobie’s before the bench, hands lifted prayerfully. “Two more questions.”


      On the witness stand, Loyell Eddgar has pivoted to observe my ruling. He probes his forehead unconsciously, while the blue eyes, mysterious as moonstones, glow with some faint appeal by which I’m immediately determined to be unmoved. ‘Thought she was a friend of his.’


      “Two more,” I say. Molto slaps his thighs, and turns first to Rudy, then to Horgan, in exasperation. There is a ruffle in the room now, the sibilance of whispers. Annie smacks her gavel. “Let’s proceed,” I say.


      Suzanne reads back the question: Did Eddgar ask the DFU for money?


      “Yes. But I was vague—I didn’t really say what it was for. I said it was an organizing project I was working on for my own campaign.”


      “And did you receive the money?”


      “Yes.”


      “How much?”


      “Ten thousand dollars.” Hobie turns his broad face to me to see how he’s doing. The check, I realize. But I’m still missing something. Molto has made no new objection. Instead, Rudy and he are huddled whispering.


      “And did you make a plan about how you would get the money to BSD?”


      Eddgar’s head is down and rests on his open hand. He is just getting himself through this. He cannot see the courtroom now. It’s merely voices.


      “Since the check was to my campaign, it was necessary to cash the check and to deliver cash to BSD.”


      “And who did you ask to do that?”


      “My son.”


      “The defendant here on trial, Nile Eddgar?”


      “The defendant, yes.”


      At the defense table, Hobie has the envelope Horgan gave him. He applies a stick-on marker to the check. Defendant’s Exhibit 7. He slaps it down on the rail of the jury box and Eddgar identifies it as the $10,000 check he received from the DFU. Hobie asks if it’s endorsed. Eddgar slowly changes glasses, reaching into an inner jacket pocket for his little half-frames, then turns the check over.


      “It is endorsed.”


      “Whose signatures appear there?”


      “Mine, and below that Nile’s.”


      “Is there a teller stamp there to note cash received?”


      “Yes.”


      “Are there any initials in the cash-received block?”


      “Yes.”


      “Whose?”


      “Nile’s.”


      “Is there a date on the stamp?”


      “July 7.”


      Hobie’s at the prosecution table, pointing to their cardboard evidence box. Singh hands him People’s 1, the blue plastic bag, the two packets of money.


      “And did you have a conversation with Nile on July 7 in which you-all agreed he’d cash this check, as you’d discussed?”


      Tommy, visibly subdued now, objects that it’s hearsay. I overrule, since the conversation concerned Nile’s future acts.


      “We did.”


      “Have you ever seen Nile with a blue plastic bag like this one, People’s 1A?”


      “The Tribune comes in it. I know he gets the Tribune.”


      “Did he have a bag like this with him when you gave him the check on July 7?”


      Eddgar briefly lowers his head again. “I want to say yes,” he says, “but I can’t completely recall.”


      “Well, sir, did Nile ever tell you he’d delivered this money to Hardcore?”


      “Judge,” Tommy says lamely. This time the question calls for hearsay. Hobie sees that, too, and withdraws it.


      “Well, let’s get this far, Senator. Did Nile ever have $10,000 in any bank account you knew of?”


      “No.”


      “In fact, did he borrow money from you at times?”


      “In the past. Especially before he got this job. Less so recently.”


      “And when he borrowed, what kind of amounts are we talking about?”


      “Fifty. One hundred. Five hundred for the security on his apartment.”


      “Okay.” Hobie strolls. He’s doing it. The highwire he’s on is the nerve of victory. This has come so quickly now, with so little preparation, that I want to call a halt to the proceedings just so I can think. But Hobie is rolling on.


      “By the way, what did you do about Kan-el? Did you ever do anything?”


      “I made some calls.”


      “And did you make any progress? Could you help?”


      “I don’t know if I was helpful or not. It was a very complicated situation, requiring a lot of research and attention over time.”


      “Did you ever inform BSD that you had made this start?”


      “I did.”


      “When, and who did you speak to?”


      “Hardcore. Right before Labor Day.”


      “Was that conversation in person or by phone?”


      “I called him from my office and arranged to see him in person.”


      “And where did you meet?”


      “We had a brief meeting at Grace Street.”


      “Now, at that time, Senator, had BSD engaged in any of the political organizing that was supposed to follow this payment?”


      “None that I had heard of or could see.”


      “And did you discuss that with Hardcore—the DFU money for BSD, the money you’d promised and which you’d asked Nile to deliver?”


      “Yes.”


      “You were pretty angry in that conversation, weren’t you, Senator?”


      “Very, very put out.”


      “Did you tell Hardcore he had taken advantage of the situation?”


      “I told him I felt he was dishonest, yes.”


      “Didn’t you in fact threaten to turn him in to the prosecutor’s office?”


      “Yes.”


      “And did you tell Nile you’d made that threat to go to the PAs?”


      “No. I didn’t regard it as a safe subject. As I told Mr. Molto yesterday, Nile and I’d had words about my intentions toward Ordell from the start.”


      “But, at any rate, sir, a few days later, when Nile delivered a message that Hardcore wanted to speak to you again, you weren’t surprised?”


      “No, I wasn’t.”


      The pace between them, lawyer and witness, is emotionless, almost mechanical. The truth in all its homely plainness steps into the courtroom like an orphaned child. But there is no minimizing the impact on me and everyone else. In the ten years I’ve been around criminal courtrooms, as a prosecutor, as a judge, I’m not sure this has occurred before. A defense lawyer in the course of a cross-examination has persuaded me his client is probably innocent. Nile’s fingerprints on the bag and on the bills which Hardcore produced now have a source. And Hardcore’s motive to kill Eddgar on his own is established—the threat to go to the PAs, a challenge to Core’s ego as much as his well-being. I have a jangling feeling that the details may not completely work out. But they seldom do. It’s close enough, and more than sufficient to raise a reasonable doubt. In the jury box, the news is rolling through. Dubinsky, for the benefit of Stanley Rosenberg, is gesticulating at the money, which Hobie has just tossed down on the prosecution table, as if it’s refuse.


      In the meantime, I steal a look at Nile. A few days ago, while Kratzus was on the stand, I glanced over there and saw Nile with his chin on the defense table blowing paper balls into a goal he’d made by placing a foam cup on its side. He has seemed so isolated from the proceedings at moments, I’ve wondered if there are headphones beneath the unmanageable ruff of hair over his ears. Only now, at the instant of his exculpation, has he shown much emotion, and as usual, it seems inappropriate. Facing the wall, rather than the witness, he has thrown his face into his hands. Always live to the focus of my attention, Hobie saunters that way, and, while pretending to fiddle with his notes, elbows Nile’s shoulder so hard his client gasps. Nile straightens up and his arms drop to the table, but he refuses to look in his father’s direction, even as Hobie prepares to face Eddgar again.


      “Judge.” It’s Molto. His dried-up hair is mussed. His dark-ringed eyes open and close, as he briefly loses his train of thought. He’s too deflated now to bother to rise. “Judge, can I get a foundation here? Was Nile present for this conversation? The one where the Senator was arguing with Hardcore?”


      Watching Tommy, Hobie displays a benign smile. “Do you understand what Mr. Molto’s really asking, Dr. Eddgar? He wants to know how come I know about all this and he doesn’t?” Hobie faces the witness. “He’s right, isn’t he, Senator? Let’s be clear. You didn’t mention any of this to Mr. Molto, did you?”


      “I answered the questions he asked. As you pointed out, we were very guarded with one another.”


      “But you knew the significance of money going from your son to Hardcore, didn’t you?”


      “Neither the prosecutors nor the police ever talked to me about the money. And even when I began to learn the details of the case, it didn’t dawn on me at first, Mr. Tuttle, what the connection might be. By then, Nile had been indicted and I raised the subject with you—as you know—and you told me to leave the defense to you and that—” Eddgar stops cold.


      “Go on.”


      “You told me you might not even have to get into it.”


      “Fooled you, didn’t I?” Hobie asks. He has the nerve to issue a luminous smile, and then, as if that were not enough, he takes a single step toward the witness and actually bows fully from the waist. It’s an astonishing moment. When he straightens up, he boils Eddgar, for just a second, in a look of absolute hatred. Eddgar absorbs this with more composure than I might have imagined. He touches a finger to the notch above his lip and studies Hobie in silence. Somewhere, a few seconds ago, we stopped trying this lawsuit and entered another realm, something quite beyond me which is wholly between these two men.


      “Mr. Tuttle, are you finished?” I ask. He’s about nailed the coffin lid shut on the prosecution. And probably on Eddgar’s political career. The newshounds will run Eddgar till he drops. But Hobie’s preening over the remains does not sit well.


      In response, Hobie looks up at me for quite some time. It’s another striking gesture, the large brown face inscrutable, the eyes solemn and complex. Fleetingly, he seems, if not gentle, at least humane. Then he says, mildly, “No, Your Honor, I’m not done.” I tell him coolly to get on with whatever he has left, and he walks a bit, considering his subject, before pausing in front of Eddgar.


      “You told Molto here yesterday you know of no motive for your son to kill you, right, Senator?”


      “Not as far as I was concerned.”


      “In fact, sir, since he learned to speak, has Nile Eddgar ever threatened or carried out physical violence of any kind against you?”


      “No.”


      “How about his mother?”


      “He wouldn’t hurt a fly, Mr. Tuttle.”


      Singh prods Molto’s shoulder. Tommy waves a hand: who cares? Singh moves to strike Eddgar’s answer as non-responsive, which I allow.


      “Indeed, Senator, as you mentioned, you agreed to pay your son’s bail?”


      “I did.”


      “Mr. Tuttle,” I interject, “I think I see where you’re going. If I’m right, don’t even consider it.” He’s about to ask whether Eddgar believes Nile is guilty. Deciding that is my job, not Eddgar’s.


      “Your Honor, I was going one better.” He faces Eddgar. “Isn’t it a fact, Senator, that you know—have personal knowledge—that Nile Eddgar did not commit this crime?” Over his shoulder, he looks back to me, as if to say, How’s that? This man, this Hobie! Now what?


      “You may answer,” I instruct Eddgar, “but based only on your personal knowledge.”


      “How would I know?” he asks me. “I have opinions.”


      “No opinions. I don’t want your opinions.”


      “Let me withdraw the question and start again more slowly,” Hobie offers. Standing still in the brightest spot of courtroom light, Hobie momentarily considers his manicure. “Senator, let’s go back to Montague. He came to see you again on September 11 and you told him that what you said on September 7 wasn’t true, didn’t you?”


      “I did.”


      “On September 11, you told Montague you had intended to be at Grace Street the morning Ms. Eddgar was killed. You told him how you had tried to involve BSD in politics, correct?”


      “That’s right.”


      “So how’d he get you to change your mind?”


      Eddgar shakes his shoulders in equivocal fashion. “Conscience, I suppose, Mr. Tuttle. Obviously, I could tell from the fact that he was asking the same questions again, he was somewhat skeptical.”


      “Skeptical? Well, let’s set the scene now, Senator. You’re the chair of the State Senate’s Committee on Criminal Justice?”


      “Yes.”


      “Your committee helps decide on funding for police programs all over the state?”


      “Yes.”


      “So Montague, he’s a lieutenant on that police force, he knew better than to take a rubber hose to the likes of you, didn’t he? He was polite to you, wasn’t he?”


      “Always.”


      “Did he tell you, Senator, they had a witness who contradicted you?”


      “I don’t recall that.”


      “But you changed your story anyway?”


      “That’s what happened.”


      Hobie moves one way, then back, his tongue tucked meditatively in the corner of his mouth. “Well, Senator, here’s what I’m wondering. If he didn’t tell you what Hardcore had said—if Montague didn’t—had you received that information, Senator, from some other source, say from one of these police connections you have around the state?”


      Eddgar takes a long moment. His upper body rises and falls as he sighs.


      “I had an idea of the substance. Someone had called me. A friend from the state capitol. I really would prefer not to give a name.”


      “Don’t need it, Senator,” says Hobie with a magnanimous wave. “But your friend—did he describe the report?”


      “In a fashion.”


      “Did he read it to you?”


      “Yes. Portions.”


      “So you knew on September 11 that Hardcore had implicated Nile?”


      “Yes.”


      “You knew Hardcore had produced some money to the police, which he claimed Nile gave him?”


      “Right.”


      “You knew that Hardcore had talked about meeting you in T-Roc’s vehicle?”


      “I did.”


      “And you knew, Senator, that the plan supposedly had been to murder you?”


      “I knew all of that.”


      “And that’s why you changed your story, isn’t it?”


      “Learning what I had, Mr. Tuttle, I could see that the circumstances of my planned meeting with Hardcore on September 7 were obviously material to what the police were looking into, and when Montague repeated his questions, I answered them correctly this time.”


      “So you decided to tell them what they had already heard from Hardcore?”


      “I told them the truth.”


      Hobie’s rambling again, striding briskly over the carpet. “Well, you didn’t tell them about the money from the DFU, did you? Even though, Senator, you knew as early as September 11, whenever that report was read to you, that Hardcore was claiming he’d gotten $10,000 from Nile for this shooting? You still kept that information about the DFU $10,000 to yourself, right?”


      “We’ve covered that, Mr. Tuttle.”


      “Have we? You said you didn’t see a connection at first, because Molto and the police weren’t giving you information about the case. But you did have information.”


      Mostly for the sport of hindering him, Molto objects that Hobie’s badgering. Tommy should probably just let him go. Hobie’s exhibiting symptoms of the trial lawyer’s chronic ailment, overtrying his case. Having proved enough, he’s trying to prove some more. Now he wants to show that Eddgar won’t be named Father of the Year, something Molto established yesterday. But even after I tell him to move on to another topic, Hobie continues in a personal vein.


      “Wasn’t it you, Senator, who suggested the police contact Nile? Didn’t you do that on September 7?”


      “I don’t think I was suggesting that. Once I said I didn’t know why June had gone to Grace Street, in that first interview, Montague asked me to speculate. Could I imagine any reason she would go down there? I didn’t know how to answer. I told him my son was a probation officer and had cases down there and perhaps they were going to meet there for some reason. Mr. Tuttle, what can I say? I was lying. It’s that tangled web Shakespeare warned us of.”


      “Well, okay, Senator, but there’s something about that interview on September 7 I’ve never understood. I’ve read the police reports a number of times, but they don’t seem to have asked you about this. When you first spoke to Montague, on September 7, that was at your home in Greenwood County, True?”


      “True.”


      “But I thought you had an important meeting in your State Senate office that morning? Isn’t that what you testified on direct? That an emergency came up. Isn’t that why Ms. Eddgar went in your place to meet Hardcore?”


      “I think I said I was needed by my office.”


      “For what?”


      Eddgar sits back in his chair. His eyes close and his brow is furrowed.


      “I believe there was a conference call scheduled. I have to confess, Mr. Tuttle, my memory on this may not be perfect.”


      “A conference call? You never left your house?”


      “No.”


      “And who did you talk to, Senator? Who was on that conference call?”


      Eddgar shakes his head repeatedly. “Again, my recollection isn’t clear. I think there was a mix-up at the last minute. Maybe everybody who was supposed to be on the phone couldn’t be rounded up. I don’t recall why exactly. But it didn’t happen.”


      “No call. No meeting. No actual emergency. But June went to Grace Street anyway. Right? Have I got the picture?”


      “The words are right, but you don’t seem to have the picture.”


      “Not the picture,” says Hobie, rhetorically, and nods as if he actually stood corrected. “Well, tell me this, Senator—did your former wife, did June Eddgar, did she have any history of substance abuse?”


      Tommy, who’ll never stop being his own worst enemy in the courtroom, asks about relevance.


      “Judge, I’ll tie it up,” Hobie answers. That is the trial lawyer’s equivalent of ‘the check’s in the mail.’ At this point, though, it seems to me Hobie’s risking his own case, which is his right. I motion Molto down.


      “I’m sure June was drug-free at the time of her death. If you’re implying she was drunk or stoned or something when she went down there—”


      “We have an autopsy, Senator. That’s not disputed. What I’m asking you is if in the past she had problems with drugs or alcohol.”


      “At times.”


      “With drugs?”


      “When she went through her divorce—from her second husband—yes, I think she had a cocaine habit.”


      “Was she treated?”


      “She was in support groups. There are records, I imagine, if it’s that important.”


      “That’s my point,” says Hobie. “There are people who know, who would say June’s had problems in the past with cocaine.”


      Dumbfounded, Eddgar doesn’t bother to answer.


      “What about you, Senator? Have you ever had any problem with chemical dependency?”


      “I’m the son of an alcoholic father. You’ll find, Mr. Tuttle, many of us don’t care to become intoxicated.”


      “No drugs?”


      “Judge,” says Tommy. “Really.”


      “Mr. Tuttle, I’m going to have to sustain the objection. I’m lost.”


      Hobie’s face shoots up at me in pure astonishment. He’s not questioning my ruling. I’ve amazed him by being thick. He adjusts himself and turns back to Eddgar.


      “Well, let’s make it clear then, Senator. If someone was going to plant drugs on you, it would be pretty suspicious, wouldn’t it? There would be no objective basis to believe that at the age of sixty-six you developed a drug habit, would there?”


      Eddgar and I both get it now. This is where we were the other day. Hobie’s saying clearly that June, not Eddgar, was the actual target of the shooting. And it finally clicks. That’s why Hobie leaked the state’s theory to Dubinsky in the first place. To emphasize it. To misdirect. Because in the end he was going to dispute the notion, anyway. Absorbing Hobie’s suggestion, the reporters ruffle. The buffs squirm. Eddgar under the track lights is motionless.


      “June?” he finally asks. “Hardcore didn’t know June. What are you thinking? He was trying to get even with me?” Eddgar has taken hold of the front rail of the witness stand. In his confusion, he briefly glances over his shoulder toward me. Hobie now is standing just a few feet before him.


      “Well, certainly you’ve read the papers, Senator, as the case has gone on. You know both Hardcore and Lovinia testified that when the shooter, this Gorgo, arrived on the scene, Hardcore hit the pavement and acted as if he knew in advance June was going to be shot. Have you read that?”


      “Why would Hardcore want to kill June?” Eddgar responds. “And Lord knows, Nile had no reason. No one did.” He has done this a number of times, asked his own questions. Under stress, he assumes he’s in charge, here as elsewhere. But Hobie does not bother to object. Instead, he offers an answer of sorts.


      “Senator, we don’t need the details, but isn’t it a fact there are acts, events, occurrences, things you did years ago during the period of your marriage, that you wanted your former wife, June Eddgar, not to disclose?”


      In the courtroom, the only sound at first is an elderly buff, caught short of breath, who dispenses several phlegmy eruptions behind the glass.


      “Oh God,” Eddgar says at last. “Oh Lord. Sweet baby Jesus,” he says. Fifteen feet from the witness, Hobie is calm and, in this modulated mood, especially imposing.


      “While June Eddgar was alive, Senator, your political career, in fact, even your liberty remained in peril, did they not?”


      “Lord, Hobie, what in hell are you doin? This is horrifying.” As Eddgar has lost track of himself, his accent has become julepy and full. “This is not a defense. You know what happened here. Who’s to believe this? Everyone who knows me, if they know anything—Nile knows, you know, I felt June was the most sacred soul on this planet.”


      “You’re a lot safer now, Senator, aren’t you, than when she was alive?”


      “After twenty-five years? After twenty-five years could anyone believe I would concern myself about this?”


      “We don’t have her here, do we, to tell us what was going on between you two—why she came to town? All we know is you sent her down to Grace Street because you claimed you had an emergency that never actually materialized.”


      “Oh Lord,” says Eddgar again.


      “In that meeting you had with Hardcore before Labor Day, the meeting where you threatened him, did you reach any other agreement with him? Did you agree with him, Senator, that he could keep the $10,000 and you would secure Kan-el’s parole if BSD would kill your former wife?”


      There it is. We have all known for a minute what was coming, but even so, with the question, my heart nearly leaps out of my chest. In the press row, one of the reporters squeezes out of the jury box, scrambling over her colleagues’ knees so she can go running for the phone. One, then another follow. Annie, who places order above the First Amendment, approaches to shush them even as they hustle by. Seth is leaning on the front rail of the jury box. He is watching with an intensity so complete he could not have even a remote awareness that I, a woman he made love to a few hours ago, am seated in this room. Eddgar has turned about completely to face me. His mouth is parted and it moves once or twice before he speaks.


      “Do I actually have to answer these questions?”


      As near as I can reason, he does. I nod minutely and Eddgar pivots erratically, tossing a hand Hobie’s way.


      “This is Perry Mason,” he says, “this is absurd. Why,” he says, “why, this is senseless. This is drug-induced, Hobie. You know the truth here. If I had done such a thing, can you explain for a moment why Hardcore would not have been sitting on this witness stand pointing his finger at me?”


      “What sense would that make, Senator, if the goal was to secure Kan-el’s release? Core couldn’t have made a better deal, could he, than the one he got for blaming Nile? One Eddgar is just as tasty as another to a hungry prosecutor. And this way, Senator, they can hold your feet to the fire, make sure you deliver on your promise about Kan-el. I bet he’s out six months from now.”


      “And I would sacrifice my son? Is that your theory? You know that isn’t true. My God. This is evil, Hobie, what you’re doing. This is the very face of evil!” His outcry resounds in the silent courtroom. Beside himself, Eddgar grabs hold of the lapels of his coat, he looks all around the witness stand, as if something that might help him is concealed there. Then he points at Hobie. “I understand this,” he says. “I understand just what you’re doing to me.”


      “It’s called justice, Eddgar,” Hobie whispers. His eyes never leave the witness as he lumbers back to his seat. Next to him, Nile has laid his face down on the defense table with both hands over his head.


       


      After court, a fragile foreboding air grips my chambers. Judgment is near. Annie and Marietta both keep their distance. Tomorrow, the state will rest. Hobie, if he’s smart, will not offer much evidence for the defense. He’ll capitalize on today’s events and let the trial move quickly to conclusion.


      I have motions to review on a number of other cases, but in the few minutes before I must go, I find myself stuck on the trial. It was like watching a car wreck today. Something awful. Destructive. Yet it’s no longer possible to find Nile guilty. My assessment of the case has reversed so quickly I doubt myself at first. I still feel light-headed from sleeplessness and slightly poisoned, as if my heart is pumping battery acid, not blood. But my conclusion appears firm. Hardcore has been proven a liar about too much that’s essential. Something about the money, the $10,000 he said Nile gave him, is simply wrong. The cocaine residue. The campaign cheek Nile cashed. There is real doubt. I ruminate on whether to rule from the bench at once or to make a show of some period of deliberation.


      But that’s only the formalities. I’m still wrapped heart and soul around The Questions. Who wanted to kill whom? Is it really possible, I keep wondering as I sift the facts, could it really be that Eddgar has engaged in a monstrousness on the order of Medea’s, killed his wife and blamed his son? I could almost believe it about the man I knew so many years ago. And his silence about that $10,000 seems awfully telling. He probably went to Matt Galiakos and Brendan Tuohey, in hopes of keeping the DFU money out of the case. So he could save himself. Pondering all of this, I’m gripped by the profound elusiveness of the truth, as it drifts like smoke through every courtroom. Something happened. Something objective but no longer verifiable. When I was a child, they used to claim all history was knowable, if you could catch up with the light emitted by the body and traveling eternally in space. ‘Light prints,’ they talked about, better evidence than fingerprints. An intriguing idea. But Einstein said that wasn’t possible. The past is always gone, retrieved only, ultimately, in the filaments of memory.


      Near five, with her hat and coat on to leave, Marietta knocks. One look at the smirk tautening her cheeks and I realize Seth is here. She scouts my countenance for any telltale sign. Oh, and isn’t there a part of me which would love to boast? ‘We had a fabulous night,’ I want to say, ‘he is a fine, sweet man, he loves every inch of my skin, just as you said.’ Instead, I greet her with my frostiest judicial demeanor.


      “Show him in.”


      He slides past Marietta, thanking her effusively, making jokes—they are pals already. I signal discreetly and he gently closes the door, then comes around to my side of the desk and leans against it. He takes my hand.


      “Okay?” he asks.


      “Sore,” I say.


      “I take it as a compliment.” He peeks back over his shoulder, then leans down for a quick, sweet kiss. A lovely silent second passes. “I didn’t want to bother you, but I need a rain check tonight. I forgot Sarah’s coming up. I’m taking her to dinner and she’s staying over at my dad’s to help him with some stuff tomorrow.”


      We agree on tomorrow night instead. I shake his wrist.


      “How about you? Are you okay?”


      “Me?” He straightens up. He stretches. He beams. “I’ve had the best twenty-four hours in years. Years,” he repeats. “I mean it.” Like me, he’s pale with sleeplessness, but he’s clearly inhabited by a tonic air. “I’ve taken the cure,” he says. “Like the Count of Monte Cristo: love and revenge.”


      “Revenge?” I ask, but dampen the question in my voice, even as I’m speaking, for I understand. Eddgar, he means. “You really hate him that much? After all this time?”


      “You don’t know the whole story.”


      “And I don’t want to hear it. Not now.”


      “I understand. But it does my heart good to see somebody finally catch up with him. Believe me. He’s a bad, bad dude.” His eyes have sparked with an incendiary light. “Now I finally get why Nile told me he didn’t want a lawyer from around here. No one Eddgar could fix.”


      There is something jarring in the remark. I rerun it several times before I catch hold of what bothers me.


      “He told you?” Seth looks my way at length and I repeat myself. “Nile told you? You said the other day you don’t even talk to him.”


      “Not during the trial. Hobie won’t let me. But I’m the one who hooked them up.”


      “Wait, Seth.” I stand. “You? Are you still close with Nile?”


      “Close?” He shrugs. “I’ve stayed in touch. You know me. The Sentimental Heart. What did you think?”


      “Think? I thought he was a little boy you baby-sat for a century ago. My God, Seth! The defendant? You’re close to the defendant? Why didn’t I know this? Why didn’t you say something to me?”


      “‘Say something’? Jesus. Shit, that’s exactly what you keep telling me not to do.”


      “Oh God.” I feel polluted. The defendant! Seth’s allied not just with the defense lawyer, an advocate with a limited stake, but with the man on trial. I’ve slept with Nile’s friend, his crony, his guardian angel. “Oh God,” I say again. “What else don’t I know?” And then, with this question, a connection whirls in place, possible only in the dizzy ether of little sleep. I search Seth for reassurance.


      “What?” he says.


      “Hobie’s trick-bagging me.” I’m battling something now—the paranoid center, the injured child. “Tell me you’re not in this with him.”


      “In what?”


      “Tell me you weren’t part of this from the start.”


      “Jesus Christ. Of course not. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”


      But I’ve finally seen it all: why Hobie wanted a bench so I’d decide this case, why he took his mischievous steps to arrange that, and worst, perhaps, why Seth insinuated himself again into my life. A jury, another judge, would recognize Eddgar only as a solid citizen: respected legislator, grieving father, loyal ex. They would have scoffed at Hobie’s ultimate suggestion that Eddgar was responsible for June’s murder. They would never allow it to inspire any doubts. But I’m susceptible, willing. I have my griefs with Zora. I know Eddgar’s past. And now I’ve heard more from Seth. Bad, bad dude. Heinous creep. That’s the hellish thought. Because it seems so plausible that the two of them, Seth and Hobie, friends for life, could have engineered this together. And if that were so, then all of this, the sweet romance, the tireless if unbelievable claims of passion, are just part of a scheme molded against me. It makes sense—except when I look again to Seth, take in his confusion, the aura of sincerity always surrounding him, the solidness of his presence.


      “Just tell me you’re not in this with him.”


      “With Hobie? Are you crazy? He’s barely talked to me for two weeks. He works at Nile’s all night and goes to sleep at his parents’. You know him. He loves the fact I don’t know which end is up. I mean, Jesus, what’s the trick?”


      True—or an act? He would say the same thing either way. I am so tired, so unbelievably confused. I have an instant more intense than the one before—something from dreams: the world collapses and shows itself as a monstrous scam, a stage set where the paper walls fall in, revealing a director back there with a megaphone and people you’ve believed in now wiping off their makeup. I’m full of a terror as old as I am. It’s all these men, Tuohey and Hobie and Seth, able to play me, because they see what I can’t recognize in myself. I sit here tormented again, feeling so vulnerable and incomplete I could almost reach inside myself and find the place where there’s a missing piece. No father. That’s what I always think at the ultimate moment. I blame Zora for too much. Half-orphaned, I simply can’t be whole.


      “What?” he asks. “Now you don’t believe me? Christ!” He tears around the desk, but wheels back in my direction when he’s halfway across the room. “I’m sorry I broke your rules, Sonny. But you’ve got so fucking many it’s hard to keep track. And, frankly, it’s what you’re waiting for anyway. That’s your deal, right, Judge? Let’s keep everybody six feet below you and safely remote.”


      He’s right: he knows me. And how to hurt me, too. His anger literally takes away my breath.


      “Go to hell, Seth.”


      He thrusts a dismissing hand in my direction and rushes through the doorway, nearly crashing into Marietta, who, in her coat and hat, has been lurking there.
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      SETH


      Another car arrived. Another Fairlane. The agent who’d caught me shoved me in the back seat and fell in beside me.


      “Hey, Rudolph, you collared Frank Zappa.” The driver was looking in the rearview and smiling.


      “Lucky for me he rims like Frank Zappa. Some dick from Jersey wandered by and stopped him.”


      “Hard time? You give Special Agent Rudolph a hard time, Frank? What’s his name?”


      “Michael.”


      “Michael, you give SA Rudolph a hard time? He’s not as young as he used to be. He keels over from a hard attack, then it’s murder.”


      “All right, Dolens. You’re supposed to be busting his chops, not mine.”


      We were making our way slowly down the strip. It was well past midnight by now and goodtime America was still thick along the broad walks, beneath the signs. Dolens lifted the radio microphone and told someone they had the subject on the lead out of San Francisco. The agent in back, Rudolph, pushed himself up so he faced me. There were spots of sweat visible on the front of his white rayon shirt. I hadn’t run that far. I must have scared him, thinking he’d let me get away.


      “You don’t got as many friends as you think you do, goodbuddy. Somebody dropped a dime on you. You understand? We didn’t turn up just by accident. You oughta think about that.” He watched me to see what effect the information had. “Did you know there was a grand-jury subpoena out for you?”


      “For me?”


      He grimaced to show he didn’t appreciate my act. “Agents in Frisco tried to serve you today.” He looked at his watch. “Yesterday actually.”


      I vaguely recollected my instructions. Say nothing.


      “See, I think you must have known that, Mike. Otherwise I have a hard time figuring why you were skedaddling through that parking lot.”


      Rudolph wasn’t particularly good-looking, a big guy with the close haircut that Hoover demanded—‘white sidewalls,’ as they said. You could see the skin and the sweat at the sides of his head. His sideburns had crawled down past his car, in an allowable concession to style. Assessing myself, I found I was not as fully terrified as I might have expected. The presence of the second agent relieved me a little bit. He had a sense of humor. I’d never heard of the FBI hitting. Local cops did it. Not the FBI.


      “Where am I going?” I asked.


      “Wait, Mike,” Rudolph said. “Wait. Did you answer my question?”


      “He answered your question, Rudolph,” said Dolens. “You just didn’t like what he said.” Dolens was a smaller guy, very happy. Either he liked driving around, or having a prisoner, or giving it to Rudolph. He wore a cheap blue sport coat and a tie. “We’re taking you to the FBI Field Office, Mike. For processing.”


      “Am I under arrest?”


      Neither of them answered at first.


      “I told you, Mike,” said Rudolph. “There’s a subpoena out.”


      None of us said anything for a while. Dolens had turned the radio down after calling in, and at this hour there was little broadcast: sleepy voices and static. Eventually, we turned into a hulking squarish structure. By now we had left the land of glitz. It was just a Western downtown, the buildings sprawling rather than rising in this region where land was cheap. From the shapes, it all looked to have been constructed in the last few years. At the bottom of a subterranean driveway, Dolens hung out the window and inserted a key card. A segmented metal door rose with much creaking. I thought of a mouth opening, of Jonah and the Whale, a story which had paralyzed me with fright as a child. They parked and walked me through a maze of concrete corridors.


      “Is this the record case?” Dolens asked. “The guy who was duping records?”


      “No, no. This is a possible UFAP.” Yew Fap.


      “Christ, I got it mixed up. That’s why I was calling him Frank Zappa. What’s the violation?”


      “Nine twenty-one,” said Rudolph.


      “Christ,” he said. “Kid just looks like a hippie.”


      The lights were out when we got off the elevator. We were in a small carpeted reception room, furnished with a few cheap chairs. On a wall before me, I recognized the crest of the FBI, an eagle screaming, with the banner of justice in its talons. It surprised me to find that their office closed for the night. I would have imagined this as a twenty-four-hour operation, men in grey suits and glasses who never slept. Rudolph seemed more like a gym teacher. One of them hit some lights and they pushed me through another door.


      Down the corridor was a horrible government room—grey asbestos floor tile, with those grained flecks of white and black and blue so that the grime of daily use didn’t show, and ranks of green metal desks topped in Formica and stewing under painful fluorescence. There was not a thing that anyone could consider beautiful, except an American flag in the remote corner. Photos of Richard Nixon and his Attorney General, John Mitchell, hung askew on one of the sheet-metal partitions. Rudolph’s desk was in the middle of the room.


      “Have a seat here, bub. Michael. Okay. Let’s see what Frisco says. Biddie-bee, biddie-bum,” he said as he read to himself. “Okay. Okay. ‘Expected to arrive Eden’s Garden Spa, approximately 2300 hours P.S.T.’ That part was right, wasn’t it?” He smiled. “City by the Bay,” he said. “Great place. That was my OP, Office of preference? Only then my wife got rheumatoid arthritis. So here I am. Life can turn out strange, can’t it? Where you live out there, Mike?”


      He was shuffling the few papers on his desk, but I knew it wasn’t an innocent question.


      “Damon,” I said.


      “Girls with no bras. Must get kind of distracting.”


      I dipped a shoulder. Us guys.


      “Whatta you have to do with that bombing, Mike?” He plunged the full weight of his meaty face onto his hand as he considered me.


      I wasn’t speaking. Whatever little lick of terror was left in me, after the depletion of my adrenal systems, flitted across my thorax. Rudolph had light eyes, a feature that seemed somewhat disarming.


      “‘What bomb?’ Right? That lab where you work blew up four days ago. Did you know that? Or were you out of town for that, too?”


      I murmured that I knew about it.


      “What?”


      “I said, ‘I know.’”


      “Oh. Just wanted to be sure. Well, here’s what it is, Mike. Guys in Frisco think headquarters ought to get a look at your prints. Cause if they match anything we got on any of those little bitty pieces of what went boom, your ass is grass, and I’m not referring to anything you smoke. Follow me?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “See now, my guess—I been doing this sixteen years next month, and I’ve gotten to be a pretty good guesser—I think you may have taken flight when you heard about that subpoena. I think you think your fingerprints are all over that device. I think you smuggled in the pieces. That’s what Frisco thinks.” He held the paper he’d read from beside his face.


      “No, sir,” I said.


      “Will you take a lie detector?”


      I shrugged, as if I didn’t care. I knew I should ask for a lawyer. That or shut up. But I had the feeling I was doing all right.


      “What are you doing out here, Mike?”


      I shrugged again. Rudolph sighed in manifest disgust and looked down to an open space on his desk where there was absolutely nothing to see.


      “What’s the subpoena for?” I asked.


      “Told you. Grand jury wants to see your fingerprints, Mike.”


      “You can subpoena somebody’s fingerprints?”


      “Yessiree, Bob. There’s one with your name on it. You go back to Frisco, you’ll get a chance to see it.”


      “Do I have to go along with it?”


      “I’m not your lawyer, Mike. Far as I know, you gotta go along with it.” He let his guard down a little. “Some Commie took it to the Supreme Court years ago and they said you gotta.” He read the paper again. We were the only people in this vast area. Across the way, there was a large interior window revealing a brightly lit room banked with radios and electrical equipment. An older blond woman was speaking disinterestedly into a microphone suspended a few feet before her. She caught me staring at her and looked me off with malevolence.


      Rudolph was laughing. He had picked up another piece of paper, a yellow pulpy sheet ragged at the bottom.


      “Know who finked on you? I love this. Guess.”


      I decided not to oblige him. I realized by now I was getting the treatment.


      “Your mom.”


      I didn’t answer.


      “Yep. Good old Mom. Apparently one of your neighbors reached her after the agents came out. Mom was real upset. Agent here in his teletype says he cut a deal with her. She tells us where you are, we take your prints. You clear, you go. You don’t”—he lifted a hand—“you don’t. Standard deal,” he said. The greenish eyes lingered again, trying to measure my pain. “Don’t be mad at Mom. Sounds to me like she tried to bring you up right.”


      Michael’s mom was buried in Idaho. I was getting the entire picture now.


      “So here’s the deal, Mike. You wanna do like Mom said? Gimme your prints and see if we can clear this right now? Or you wanna go back to Frisco and face the music there?”


      “You mean I can just go back to San Francisco?”


      “No. Not exactly. Look, here’s what I’m saying. You gimme your prints right here, I’ll send them to D.C. See what comes out in the wash. Maybe it all straightens itself out. Otherwise, I’m gonna wake up an Assistant U.S. Attorney and tell him how you decided to play Bob Hayes in that parking lot and that I think I oughta arrest you. Unlawful Flight. Then I’ll take your prints anyway. You’ll probably get bail within a couple days. Clark County jail isn’t too bad at all.” He scratched his cheek as he watched me, without blinking.


      “You’re telling me I have no choice.”


      “You make your own bed, bub. Can give Mom a call if you like.”


      “What if I want a lawyer?”


      He took a while with that.


      “Do what you want. You play your card, I’ll play mine. You call your lawyer, I call mine. That’s the AUSA. You’ll have to go to jail overnight. I’m being straight with you, Mike. Believe it or not. This is just how it is. You’re three times seven. You figure it out.”


      I thought with some meager confidence about calling my parents for bail money. Then I realized everything that meant—what I’d have to tell them and maybe the FBI—and I felt my soul sink. I continued trying to deliberate, but I got nowhere. Eddgar had calculated all of this coolly, perfectly, shifting the chess pieces eight and nine moves ahead. I seemed to be able to get no further than gut instinct. All I wanted to know was what he’d been thinking. But his intentions, as ever, were unfathomable to me.


      Rudolph took me to another area, a smaller room, more government issue, white walls and grey filing cabinets, to do the printing. He got a blue card and made me sign it. Michael hand-lettered his signature—he said he’d decided as a child that he didn’t want to have a name he couldn’t actually read, an early manifestation to my mind of the kind of pure-minded logic he always followed. I did my best imitation, then Rudolph inked my fingers with a stamp pad and rolled them across. He bore down on each digit somewhat painfully. One finger smudged and he threw the card out and started again. When we were done with that, he inked each palm and made me press them to the bottom of the card. He took me to the john, so I could wash my hands, then I followed him back to his desk, where he began to fill out papers. He spoke to me as he worked.


      “Frisco says you live in the same apartment building with the chief suspect. Isn’t that a funny coincidence?”


      “A lot of people live in that building.”


      “Didn’t think anybody’s notice, I bet. Six hundred employees. Lots of names. Lots of suspects. Computers, you know. Great things. Pigs aren’t always as dumb as you guys think.” He’d looked up again, the way he’d been doing, stabbing a little and hoping to see me bleed. “Funny thing,” he said. “All you great revolutionary heroes ain’t so great or revolutionary when you see the inside of a cell.” Cleveland had rolled over. I knew what that meant. He’d rolled over and pointed at a white guy. Rudolph grinned, big as the Cheshire. This was one of the parts of his job he really liked—you could see that much.


      After he finished his paperwork, he explained the next step. The pouch would go to D.C. on the first plane out in the morning. He would send a teletype ahead. If I was lucky, they’d do the comparison before the end of the day.


      “We got a cot room, Mike, if you want to try to close your eyes.”


      “You mean I have to hang around here?”


      “Well, look who’s surprised. If you were me, son, and we’d begun our acquaintance—let’s call it that—with you chasing me through a parking lot, would you be lettin go of my tail feathers so fast? I think not.”


      “You said I wasn’t busted.”


      “Look, Mike. We can do this your way, or we can do this my way. I thought we already had this discussion. Didn’t we? Now you get some rest. And maybe if you’re lucky, this’ll work out.”


      The cot room, so called, was really a closet. I lay there, on a coarse blanket fitted over a narrow army cot which betrayed every spring. I felt lost in my life. To my amazement, I fell into an enduring sleep, broken only by dreams of a man in a long dark coat. I thought it might be my father. Perhaps it was Eddgar. When I awoke, the vast room, formerly empty, was full. Purposeful people slipped back and forth, gossiping with each other. Phones pealed randomly, ten, twelve rings, often unanswered. A few men walked about in white shirts without their jackets. They were wearing pistols, shiny chrome most of them, peeking out from worn leather shoulder holsters. I could have gotten shot last night, I thought. That was what Rudolph had said.


      A woman in her fifties was typing near where I stood. “Coffee’s over there if you like. Just feed the kitty.”


      There were vending machines next to the pot. I bought cigarettes to have something to do and a package of Twinkies for food.


      “You Rudolph’s?” A man stood in the doorway. I’d just shoved a snack cake whole into my mouth and I could only nod. “He said to tell you that he’d be back around five to figure out where you stand. He left some money to get you something to eat. Hamburger okay?” It was about 9:30 according to a clock I had seen.


      I spent the day there in what was called the witness interview room, a small, plastered space without a window. There was a 13-inch TV, a black-and-white, with a cream-colored chassis coated in grime. One of the rabbit ears was broken and mended with a fantail of aluminum foil. I watched soaps until I finally found someone’s discarded newspaper in the john. I was stupefied by the headline: “4 KENT STATE STUDENTS KILLED BY U.S. TROOPS. Nine Others Wounded.” National Guardsmen at Kent State University in Ohio had opened fire on unarmed student protesters. The Guardsmen claimed they had heard sniper fire. The war had come home.


      I tried to get what details I could from the TV. I watched intermittently. Somehow this treachery seemed more important, more reprehensible than what the Eddgars had done to me. From that I felt entirely remote. Perhaps I’d always recognized a chance this was coming. For the moment, I couldn’t do any more than wait to find out what was going to happen to my life. Each hour that passed, I figured out more of it. Michael and the bomb. Michael and June. The elaborate plan June and Eddgar had made in that motel room while I was with Hobie. He’d come to tell her about the subpoena, no doubt, that the FBI was after Michael. I didn’t know if they’d ever needed my father’s money. But with me they had a perfect foil. Someone who was better off being Michael than himself. Jailbait now, I could never just spill to the FBI. I had no choice but to give up my fingerprints and endure this charade.


      At five, the first thorough news reports were broadcast. America was in turmoil, coast to coast. Congressmen were making angry speeches about killing our own children, and thirty-seven college and university presidents had called on Nixon to end the war. At Kent State, no evidence could be found of any sniper fire at the Guardsmen. Twenty-eight hundred students had congregated in what the reporters called a near-riot in Madison, Wisconsin. Nixon had responded to all of this by promising our troops would be out of Cambodia in three to seven weeks. More than eighty colleges were closed now; at least two hundred others were expected to take up the issue in the next forty-eight hours. A clip was on, showing students eagerly working phone banks and canvassing in Dorchester for signatures on antiwar petitions.


      Behind me, I noticed Rudolph. He was dressed in a grey suit now, rather than blue. He watched the TV for some time with a fierce, pamed look.


      “You really think all this helps?”


      I didn’t know what I thought about that. I didn’t know if it helped. I didn’t know if the bomb helped either. But I thought there was a chance there might be more of them this week. If the ghettos rose up all over the country, if the students fought back, then who knew? Maybe it was going to be a revolution. Or just another civil war. I had no idea where I stood either. I felt alternate periods of remorse and relief I was leaving.


      “My little brother’s over there right now,” said Rudolph. “Near Chu Lai. This kind of stuff—it isn’t helping a whole hell of lot. I can tell you that. You know, they don’t have a free society over there. They take this stuff at face value. Charlie sees what you guys are up to. It encourages him. What do you say to that?”


      “The war is wrong,” I answered. It remained one of the few truths I knew.


      He fixed his face to contain himself. Then he threw his stuff—papers, a leather folder, and a huge ring of keys—down on an old table there.


      “What’d you do about the service, Mike?”


      “Asthma,” I said.


      “Tough luck.”


      I smiled, even though I knew that was not a particularly good idea. Rudolph popped out his lips in exasperation.


      “You cleared,” he said. He ripped open an envelope and handed me Michael’s wallet.


      I’d figured I would clear. That was the point, of course. That was why the Eddgars had needed me. At one point, I had worried about the signature. What if somebody noticed that my handwriting didn’t match Michael Frain’s? But Eddgar, I was certain, had mastered the details, and must have known somehow—from a book, from some radicalized vet who’d worked army intelligence—what was likely to occur. At moments, I’d felt other shifting anxieties. What if the point of all of this was to set me up, to blame the bombing on me? I could make no sense of that. But in my present state, I had been prepared to put up with virtually anything.


      “I can go?”


      “With God,” he said. “Or without. You know,” he said, “if I was the kind of asshole you think I am, I’d bust you anyway. For running on me. You oughta think about that. But I’m gonna keep my word.” He moved out of the doorway. I pushed my cigarettes down into the pocket of my jeans. “Why did you run?” he asked quietly as I brushed past him.


      I was going to say something smart—I must not have been myself—but I finally did what I’d been told and kept my mouth shut. I shrugged as if I didn’t have a clue. I started away, then looked back to tell him I hoped his brother was home soon.
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      It didn’t occur to me until I was outside that I had no transportation. The sun was sinking but the air was still fierce with heat. I removed my denim jacket as I walked. I had no idea where I was going, but I saw the strip across a stretch of scrubby lawns and desert. When I reached Las Vegas Boulevard, I stopped in one of those dim, clanging hotel lobbies and called my parents. At this hour, I’d find my father at home. I hated to place the call with my mother around, but I knew by now he’d be in a state. He picked up on the first ring.


      “I’m all right. I’m okay. It worked out just as you agreed.”


      My father gave forth an intense groan. Behind him, I heard my mother at once. She questioned him intensely. What is wrong? she asked repeatedly. My father told my mother that it was me, but that did not seem to calm her. Why was I calling?


      “Later, Dena,” he finally told her sternly, then returned to me. “I am very relieved. Very relieved. You are unharmed?”


      “I’m just fine. I’m tired and I don’t have enough change for the pay phone. So I’ll call you again in a few hours. But I wanted you to know I’m okay.”


      The electrical sounds of the filaments and wires that connected us popped along for an instant. My father did not ask any of the questions someone else might have. What was it like? What did they do? Because he was a survivor, I realized. He knew better than that.


      “I’m really, really sorry,” I said. My father did not answer. He may have been crying or gathering himself or concerning himself with my mother. Before replacing the phone, I repeated that I would call again soon.


      It was Happy Hour here and the hotel habitués seemed just that, happy. They gabbled over the noise of a band playing country music. I walked up to the buffet and speared eight little wieners out of the oily water with the same toothpick, gulping them down before anyone could say anything. It dawned on me that I should call the motel and I went back to the phone. I asked for Seth Weissman or Lucy McMartin. Amazingly, she was registered. They rang the room, but there was no answer and I thought better than to leave a message.


      The last stretch to Eden’s Spa took me across military land, an open alley of desert scrub. The sun, even this late, had some intensity, and I felt parched. Approaching the motel, I had no idea how to find Lucy. I figured I’d wait in the Bug if it was there. Instead, as I prowled the lot, I saw her. She was at the pool, in a loose-waisted granny gown of some greenish floral print. Her shoes were off, her small freckled face toward the waning sun. I knelt next to her.


      “Don’t say my name,” I said when she opened her eyes. I asked where the room was. She picked up a book—a manual on the I Ching—and showed me inside. Neither of us spoke as we padded through the motel corridors. Inside the room, the air conditioning had been turned up too high, so that there was a shock in coming in out of the heat. I was briefly light-headed. My skin prickled and my ears seemed to ring from suddenly escaping the noise of the traffic. The air-conditioner fan and a newspaper rattling on the register were the only sounds. There was a sense of the silence of the desert, the heat of struggle, the passing of time.


      When I sat down on the bed next to Lucy, I knew my childhood was over. I had stopped thinking of my life as something my parents had done to me. My horror with myself, which had finally, fully settled—and which has never really left me since—had taught me that much. In that moment, I thought, for no reason I could understand, of Sonny. I wondered, as I long would, if I might have done better with her knowing what I did now.


      “Is he gone?” I asked.


      “Michael? He left when I got here.”


      “What did he tell you?”


      “Just—” She shrugged. “Nothing. He said you can keep his wallet.”


      “Great,” I said, “thanks a lot.” I shook my head in wonder, then told Lucy that I believed Michael had set the bomb at the ARC.


      Lucy’s eyes are tiny and dark, with the occasional glassy look of a babydoll’s, but within I saw something fast, immobile disks of light planted on her contacts. I encountered no enlarging look of amazement, just a stoical settled straightforward stare, a depth of knowledge I’d only begun to recognize recently.


      “Am I that dumb?” I asked.


      “He didn’t say anything,” she answered. It was merely apparent to those less oblivious than I. Michael’s grief, his loss, was not over his colleague or June but himself.


      “She talked him into it?”


      “I suppose,” Lucy said. It was some test of love, we both imagined. But Lucy had no better idea than I did. Only that June had required it and Michael had complied.


      “Shit,” I said.


      “Where were you? Michael just told me if you weren’t here by tomorrow, I should call this number.” She went to her pocketbook. The phone number, written on an Eden’s Spa notepad, was in the Bay Area. I didn’t recognize it otherwise. I told her about being held at the FBI, about Rudolph and the fingerprint switch.


      “I get the scare of my life and he leaves his wallet.” I took it out and together we peered into the long pocket of the billfold. There were three worn singles and a five. I laughed out loud as I counted them, but Lucy took the wallet from me and wormed a finger behind the windowed card section. Michael’s driver’s license, social security card, and draft card were there along with his university ID.


      “I think what he means by his wallet,” she said, “is his name. You know? You get his lottery number. You can keep on being him. You don’t have to go to Canada.”


      The notion took hold slowly. I realized he really had no choice about abandoning his name. He didn’t want to be Michael Frain in case the FBI ever came back for more prints. After an initial hopeful spurt, I saw that the advantages of this arrangement were limited. I still could not go where I was known, or any place Michael was present. I would be more or less living the life the Eddgars had promised my father on the telephone.


      “If I’m him, who’s he going to be? Me?”


      “He can’t be you.”


      “No,” I said. “That’s true.” The FBI would be looking for Seth Weissman, the draft dodger. “So where’s he going?”


      Neither of us could figure that out either.


      “These fucking people,” I said. A TV went on too loudly in an adjoining room. “And you were just sitting here all this time?” I asked. “You must have been scared to death.”


      She shrugged, with her usual indifference to herself. At long last, I focused on Lucy. If you asked either of us, we would say many months passed before we recognized the slightest prospect of falling in love. We had been living together in Seattle for nearly six months before we became lovers, and even at that we weren’t sure at first how seriously to take it. But constancy, friendship—the high virtues Lucy has always embodied for me—were marked in those moments in that motel room as perhaps the most important in the world. Looking at her tiny, pretty, earnest face, I was overwhelmed to think I knew anyone still worth believing in.


      “Do you know how brave you are?”


      “I didn’t do anything. I just stayed.”


      “You know how many other people would have run away? You know how many people would never have driven across the desert all night? You’re fabulous. Do you know that?”


      She blushed. The crimson reached every point on her face but her nose. She took my hand as we sat there and closed her eyes, trying to fight off the pure pleasure of my—of anyone’s—admiration.


       


      My parents never knew. Nor did they ever ask for details, even my mother, who for years could not stop thanking God for my survival. Occasionally, by allusion, I suggested to my father that things might not have been as he thought, but he clearly preferred not to pursue the subject, since neither that, nor anything else, seemed likely to alter our discontent with one another. To this day, I remain horrified that I tested him so cruelly. But I have also come to accept that I had my reasons. And God knows, I received my comeuppance. In 1978, a year after Jimmy Carter’s draft amnesty, when I was able to reclaim the name I was born with and which I no longer fully thought of as my own, I gave my father a check for $32,659, my debt plus interest at prevailing rates. He took the money with a grave nod, so I knew it had never left his mind, all these years.


      For the first few months in Seattle, after I had taken Michael’s name, I lived as June had provided. I called my parents twice a week from a pay phone to assure them I was fine and did not disclose my location. We chose Seattle because it was close to the border. If something went bad, we could be in B.C. in an hour. Those initial months, of course, were ravaged by fear. I went over a number of times to look at Vancouver. But I was soon established in Seattle and everything seemed to fall into place. So far as I could tell, the FBI search for Seth Weissman lasted no longer than one week in August. My parents—and surely everyone who knew me in Damon—reported I had gone to Canada. A warrant was issued, but no indictment was ever returned. I often feared that the FBI would somehow retrace their steps with Michael Frain, realize they’d been fooled in Las Vegas, but the Bay Area papers, which I read whenever I could, always referred to the ARC bombing as unsolved, and still do to this day.


      Within the first months in Seattle, I was hired at Seattle Weekly, an alternative paper, full of ads for paraphernalia shops and macramé makers and of course every record store in town. I was the janitor. It was a blow that I couldn’t submit my ‘movies’ for publication, but I was too fearful that kind of signature detail would tie me to Seth Weissman. Instead, when the opportunity opened up, as I’d been promised when I was hired, I began to do lightweight reportage and little opinion items. I seemed to have a talent for mixing sly insights with whimsy and a number of Michael Frain’s pieces were syndicated by the Liberation News Service.


      The following March, as I grew more confident in the foolproof nature of my false identity, I allowed my mother to visit. My father, as I’d imagined, remained at home. By then, I wanted my mom to meet Lucy.


      “This girl?” she asked me the first night. “Her last name?”


      “Goy, Ma. Her name is goy.” On the whole, my mother behaved with greater aplomb than I would have guessed.


      When I remembered many months along that the VW was still titled to Seth Weissman, I arranged for someone heading East to drive it back to Kindle. She left it with Sonny’s Aunt Hen, to await Sonny’s return from the Philippines. My only message was that Sonny would know what it was for, referring to the money I’d borrowed. I was never certain if I was evincing mettle or loyalty to Lucy or caution of the authorities by leaving no other word or any way to get in touch. But at the age of twenty-three I had begun to think of myself as a realist. Like many other Americans, I had become one in Las Vegas.


      Surprisingly, Lucy and I saw a lot of Hobie. We first spent an evening with him in early September 1970 in a cabin in Humboldt, California, halfway between Seattle and the Bay Area. He told us repeatedly he was happy Lucy and I were together and predicted great things for our relationship. He had passed the summer working for a well-known criminal defense lawyer in Kindle County, Jackson Aires, who at the time was representing a number of Black Muslims. Hobie was now going by the name of Tariq and was considering joining the Muslims himself.


      We had gotten together not so much to make amends as to discuss something we preferred not to talk about over the phone—the death of Cleveland Marsh the previous June. Less than a month after he had been released on bail, Cleveland had been found dead one morning in a private ‘sleeping room’ at Ciardi’s, a gay bathhouse on Castro Street. He was unclothed, and beside him was a pocket mirror on which rested a scalpel, traces of white powder, and a gram of rock cocaine which the medical examiner determined had been cured in strychnine. Cleveland’s fame, the lurid circumstances, and the prospect of bad coke on the street all combined to keep the case in the Bay Area papers for days. The medical examiner had found the cause of death to be accidental self-poisoning.


      “Murder, man, straight up,” Hobie said. “Ain no question.” A summer in a criminal-law firm had imbued him with his usual authoritative voice concerning matters about which I’d heretofore assumed he knew next to nothing. Hobie had even been to the medical examiner’s office to look at the records. “You know, lividity got Cleveland dyin face-down but po-lice find him layin face-up. Body temperature, digestive enzymes, they say man’s dead no more’n two hours and Ciardi’s close up at 4 a.m. And you tell me how they coulda shut down in the first place with him layin in there? None of this makes any damn sense anyway. Every fool on the street knows somebody just dumped that body in there. But thing is, man, po-lice figure, why sweat it? They’re all bent out of shape about Cleveland to begin with, man, cause they think when they busted his ass back in May, he handed them a whole long line of shit bout that bomb and how they had just got to be this white boy’s fingerprints on the pieces of the thing. They done their nationwide manhunt and come up with diddly-squat, then Eddgar and his lawyers went truckin in there laughin and scratchin and bail Cleveland out. Po-lice figure Cleveland was just mindfucking them all along. So hell with his dead ass. That’s what the coppers are thinkin. Uppity nigger anyway.”


      With the reference to Michael and the fingerprints, a sober moment passed between us. Hobie had heard my story by then and we both seemed to feel bound together by fortune and the sheer glee of undeserved escape. I finally asked if he knew who it was. He remained at the perimeters of Panther circles and was likely to have asked the question himself.


      “Who what?” Hobie demanded.


      “Who offed Cleveland?”


      “You know same as I do. Feature this: Cleveland snitched out Michael, then Eddgar bails his ass anyway? Only one reason to do that. Eddgar wanted him back on the street so he could deal with him. What white dude you think it was Cleveland was tryin to give the pigs anyway when he dimed Michael? Think Eddgar didn’t figure that? Oh, they all made like Cleveland was a hero of the revolution when he come out. And Cleveland, poor motherfucker, he’d believe just about anything so long as somebody was standing there applaudin. But I rapped to Josita, Cleveland’s old lady? She told me after they found Cleveland, Huey and them did all kinda head-trips on her, ‘Don’t say nothin,’ party discipline, that shit, and she’s a stone sister anyway. But here’s what she was puttin down, dude: was Eddgar what called Cleveland in the middle of the night, was Eddgar Cleveland was leavin out to see last time he left their pad. This was Eddgar’s thing all the way, man. Makin it look like it some kind of accident went down with a dude who was scorin? You know, Eddgar’s done that ten times before, man, this here’s his m.o.”


      When we returned to Seattle, I called the Eddgars. I’d had notions of doing it before, but there was nothing for me to say then, other than to demand explanations that would never be made. Now this news, the dark mess of guilt about this death and my role in it, left me anguished. I wanted to do to Eddgar something of what he had done to me. I would not give my name, would speak only a few words: “I know about Cleveland. I know why you wanted the bail money.” A declaration that would paralyze him with fright.


      Instead, Nile answered the phone. His wee voice united me at once with the suggestion of perilous loss he always waked in me. When I finally spoke, he knew immediately who it was, even though I’d merely asked for Eddgar.


      “Hi,” he said. He sounded certain I’d called for him. “Are you someplace?” he asked.


      I tried to say everything I would have wanted said to me. I miss you, Nile. Be a good boy. We all love you. I’m far away but I think about you and I’m going to write. Nearby, I heard June repeatedly asking who it was.


      “Is Michael there?” Nile asked.


      “Michael? No, not right now.”


      “Oh.” He deliberated only an instant and then, without a further word, put down the phone.
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      SONNY


      Every month or so, Raymen and Marietta vow to start again. There’s always a new plan. This summer, she was slipping a chemical her sister-in-law gave her into his coffee, so he’d retch whenever he drank. Last week, they swore off credit cards and cigarettes. They’re going to pay down their debts, she tells me. They’re going to get out from under. She is ardent about this, even as she admits it’s tough. Without the ciggies, he’s drinking too much, maybe they both are.


      “Are you getting on each other’s nerves?”


      “No, no,” she insists. “He’s sayin this here’s the best it’s been in years. He’s happy. My daughter was on the phone with him a whole hour last night? She’s thinkin he’s a changed man.”


      Leaving yesterday, I had every intention of reading-out Marietta this morning. Call her a busybody, a snoop, tell her to cease meddling. With a night’s sleep, though, I was put out mostly with myself. Late last night, I thought of phoning Seth, then recalled he was out with Sarah Yet listening to Marietta’s proclamation of renewal, I’m nearly moved to tears. There’s hope, I think, hope. Everyone wants hope.


      “It’s terrific,” I say, as we start into the courtroom. “I want to know how this turns out.”


      By the chambers door, Fred Lubitsch is lurking, several yellow sheets—a search warrant—in hand. “Quickie, Judge, I swear.” I’m glad to see him here, pleased he understands his honest testimony cost him nothing in my esteem. Wells and he want to toss the apartment of a mugger whom they took down an hour ago, on the street. They expect to find the booty of a number of recent armed robberies.


      “‘Subject apprehended at G&G’s Pizza Parlor, 4577 North Greeley,’” I read aloud. “Why do you always get them at pizza parlors, Fred?”


      “I guess they get hungry, Judge.” He looks on as I read. “Trial’s still going, huh?”


      “Yep.”


      “So, good guys winning?”


      “Whoever they are.”


      I eye him without further comment, initial the warrant, and go on my way. I will have to follow Marietta’s example. Learn from my mistakes.


      Hobie this morning is splendidly turned out—a corner of his silk braces can be seen through his open jacket; a yellow pocket hankie accents his dark suit. He’s dressed for victory, a walking celebration. Approaching the bench, a man of many courtroom voices, he adopts his most grandiloquent mode. Beneath the lights, the hankie looks bright as a flower.


      “As the court may have noted, my client is late.” He dips his chin to the defense table, where I had not yet noticed Nile’s absence. “I’ve asked someone to give him a call. In the meanwhile, Mr. Molto tells me he intends to rest. Perhaps we can go on to the motions for directed verdict, while my client’s gone. Then proceed to the defense case when he gets here. Should we have to.” With the last phrase, the large reddened eyes, rheumy and mysterious, rise to the bench and meet mine ever so briefly, only to transmit the message that Hobie believes he deserves to win right now. He’d like me to declare a TKO, finding that no reasonable person should convict on the basis of the evidence the state has offered.


      Even Molto sees little reason to object to Hobie’s proposed agenda. Tommy reoffers his exhibits, then gathers himself to his feet and announces, “The People rest.” With Montague and Rudy beside him, I have a momentary vision of the revolutionary trio, the fife and drum and flag bearer, bandaged, gimping along to their own marching tune.


      “The People rest,” I repeat. “You have a motion, Mr. Tuttle?”


      He takes some time adjusting himself behind the straight-lined oak podium. He is wearing little octagonal reading glasses that have appeared occasionally during the trial.


      “First of all, Judge Klonsky, I recognize the standard here at the end of the state’s case. I know you’re not giving us your judgment now. You’re just deciding whether the state’s evidence, taken most favorably to the state, could ever be sufficient to convict. So I’m not going to bother myself to tell you now what we think really happened here. You got a good taste of that yesterday, but I realize you can’t decide the case on that basis right now.


      “What you can decide, Your Honor, and should decide, is that the state’s case has failed. And it has failed for one reason, one huge reason: namely, they have chosen to rely on a human being who has been proved to be a terrible liar, a fellow whom we’ve all met here, named Ordell Hardcore Trent.


      “Now I realize that ordinarily judgments of credibility don’t come into play at the time of a motion for a directed verdict. But we all know of cases where they do, where the undisputed facts, the objective truth, show that a witness cannot be believed, and I tell you this is exactly such a case. Exactly.


      “Let us be clear: the state’s case rests completely on Hardcore. This Miss Bug, Miss Lovinia, she adds nothin to this case, not a thing, because, Your Honor, as we learned from Detective Lubitsch, she didn’t do any more’n repeat what the po-lice had told her. Shot-caller said roll, she rolled. Po-lice sang ‘A, B, C,’ she picked up the tune. As she said herself in her own truthful way, she ain never said nothin gainst Nile.” He rolls the phrase, just so we all know that when he wants, the accent, the words can be his completely.


      “So all we have in the end is this fellow Core. And I won’t bother you now to tell you what a terrible, hardened person he is. I won’t spend a lot of time telling you he has no respect, no need for the truth, that as far as he’s concerned, he shouldn’t have any regard for this system—I won’t bother with that, because, Your Honor, we proved, we proved he’s lying.” At the podium, his eyes tilt up through the watery lower regions of his lenses. ‘We’ is solely euphemistic. ‘I’ is the right word. ‘Me.’ Hobie took Core down on his own. He briefly savors the achievement.


      “He says, Your Honor, my client gave him $10,000 to kill his father. Well, Judge, we know now my client did give him $10,000. We finally found that out yesterday. But not in August. In July. And not to kill his father, but rather at his father’s request. And it’s not the defense witnesses who say that. It’s the state’s witness, its star witness, in a phrase, Senator Eddgar. The state’s star witness tells us that Hardcore’s a liar.” Hobie waves the check around. He again recounts the trail of funds from the State Democratic Party to the Senator’s campaign fund and then out and into Nile Eddgar’s hands in cash. “Where else does a probation officer get $10,000? Your Honor, his salary is $38,000 a year, his bank accounts show less than $3,000.” Tommy properly objects that those documents are not yet in evidence. “Well, his father said he had to borrow money for his rent, his security. So Mr. Trent is lying. My Lord, Your Honor, there’s dope on that money.”


      “Why?” I ask. “I’ve been wondering.”


      “He saved this bag, sure, he saved a few bills so he’d have Nile Eddgar’s fingerprints. Judge, a dope peddler like Hardcore—the risk of apprehension and planning for what he’ll do, that’s as much a part of his profession as you conferring with Ms. Raines to decide what case you’ll be trying next week.” Marietta’s woolly head rises and she sits up straighter at mention of her name. “Core saved the bag, the bills, so he’d have a sacrifice if he ever got himself in trouble again, and when, sure as night follows day, he got in trouble, he filled this bag, Your Honor, with the money from his own stash. He’s a dope-peddling liar, Judge, and this money is a dope peddler’s lie. That’s obvious.” He spends a few more minutes on other points, then yields to Molto.


      Tommy and Rudy have waited tensely throughout, scribbling notes. If I follow the law, take Core’s word for the moment, the case should go on. But there are many judges who would just call it quits, especially since a ruling against the state at this point is not appealable. Fittingly, Molto devotes a lengthy preamble to the legal standard applicable here, before talking about the proof.


      “Judge, I know you’ve followed the evidence closely, so I won’t go over it ad nauseam. Let me just say I think we fulfilled our promises in opening statement. There’s no dispute that Mrs. Eddgar was murdered, no doubt that Mr. Trent ordered it. Mr. Trent says he was paid to do this by Mr. Eddgar, his probation officer. Mr. Trent—Of course, the People know Mr. Trent is not a letter from home. Mr. Trent is a criminal. Mr. Trent is a murderer. But you know the line, Judge, and it’s true: we didn’t choose Mr. Trent, Nile Eddgar did.


      “And Mr. Trent is corroborated, Judge. Mr. Trent is corroborated first by Bug, by Lovinia Campbell, who says Mr. Trent told her this murder—which was intended to be of Nile’s father—this murder was being set up ‘on account of Nile.’ I know there are disputes about aspects of that testimony, but for purposes of this motion, Judge, you have to consider it most favorably to the state. And that means Core’s corroborated.


      “Secondly, Judge, the circumstances corroborate Mr. Trent. He says he had no choice but to do what his probation officer demanded, because his probation officer in essence held the keys to the jailhouse. And that makes sense. It makes sense he’d want to keep Nile Eddgar happy. More important, Judge, Mr. Trent says he got $10,000 from the defendant Eddgar, and, in fact, Judge, he has produced bills with Nile Eddgar’s fingerprints on them. Three of Nile Eddgar’s prints. And, Judge, we know Senator Eddgar was told by the defendant to come to this meeting. We know the defendant was aware of it. And we know from telephone records that he called Mr. Trent within minutes of the murder. Finally, Judge—and I notice Mr. Tuttle doesn’t mention this—we know Nile Eddgar told Al Kratzus, when he heard of his mother’s murder, ‘my father was supposed to be there.’ So we know, just as Hardcore told us, that Nile Eddgar had prior knowledge of this plan.


      “Now that, Judge, leaves Senator Eddgar—” That’s a lot, of course. Even Molto pauses, contemplating what lies ahead for him. He brings his fingertips, the bitten nails, halfway to his mouth, then catches himself and lets his hand fall again. “Judge, I’ve been thinking all night about what I can say. And let me just say this: I was surprised. The Senator admitted he never told the People anything about this $10,000 check. And of course I wonder why. And this is hard to say, but let me say it. He’s a skillful, powerful politician, and perhaps, Judge—I mean no disrespect—but perhaps, Judge, he’s been manipulating this system in the ways someone in his position can.” He looks at me once, starkly: a laser of absolute truth. Tommy knows Ray Horgan didn’t arrive in this courtroom yesterday on a whim, that the resistance to this case from higher-ups in the PA’s office, which Montague mentioned, which Dubinsky suggested, may well have had an outside source. But why not infer Eddgar was protecting himself? That Hobie is right?


      “I’m not really following, Mr. Molto.”


      “Judge, I can’t tell you what Senator Eddgar’s agenda is. And I know we put him on the stand. But, Judge, he lied to the police at the start. So maybe you should hesitate before taking all of this stuff he came up with yesterday at face value. I’d say he lied on September 7 to protect his son. And maybe that’s what he’s doing now. Maybe, Judge, he finds the People’s justice harsh. He may even feel, Judge, that because he was the intended victim, he may feel it’s up to him to forgive and forget. I don’t know, Judge. I can’t give you chapter and verse.”


      This is a desperate tactic, assailing your own witness in this fashion. Yet in a way I respect Tommy for it, for not giving up, for not abandoning his own view of the truth. Throughout his presentation, I’ve felt the force of a personal appeal: Don’t direct me out. Don’t say the case was a stinker. Let me lose on the merits—say the evidence raised too many questions to travel to the land beyond reasonable doubt. But don’t say we never should have been here in the first place. Don’t let the pols in the PA’s office cover themselves with told-you-so’s. He’s urging this for pride, and also because he knows that technically, legally, adhering to the rules he adores, the very sticks and bones of his character, he’s correct. Tommy is a lawyer to the core. It’s both his glory and his weakness that he believes so potently in the rules.


      “But here’s one thing, Judge,” says Tommy, “about that $10,000 check from the state party. Now, I saw the check. I know it’s a real check. But we still haven’t heard testimony that Nile actually delivered any cash from that check to Hardcore. We haven’t heard that.”


      “Your Honor!” Hobie’s on his feet. “I tried to ask that very question.”


      “Sit down, Mr. Tuttle.” As usual, Hobie’s being diversionary. He’d prefer I not notice what Tommy’s doing, which is challenging him to put Nile on the stand. Down to his last dollar, Tommy’s betting he can turn his case around with Nile’s cross. A good move, in these circumstances. But not bait I expect Hobie to rise to. I interrupt Tommy.


      “As long as we’re on the money, Mr. Molto, I’ve heard Mr. Tuttle’s theory—why don’t you tell me yours for the cocaine traces on those bills.”


      “Judge, again, that’s not in evidence yet. And I’d argue, given the discovery violation, the way Mr. Tuttle hid those lab results, that proof never should be received. But since you’ve asked, let me just say this: I think if you get paid to kill someone, you’d store the money in the same place, in the same way, you’d store other contraband. That’s what I would suggest. I don’t think you take it to the bank. If you have a floorboard, or a stash pad, or a medicine cabinet you pull out of the wall to hide your dope, Judge, I’d think that’s where this money would go.”


      “Except your witness, Hardcore, said he kept those funds carefully segregated.”


      “And he must have made a mistake in saying that, I concede that,” says Tommy, although he can’t quite force his glance to meet mine, as he makes this gallant admission. “He’s not the FBI, Judge. He doesn’t keep an evidence log. And again, Judge. Right now, as the case stands, the defense has not actually established there was cocaine on the currency.”


      He’s right about that. If I end the case now, I’d reward Hobie for his miserable behavior. With that in mind, I eventually deny the motion, careful to say that my ruling reflects no evaluation of credibility and is, accordingly, no prediction of my ultimate judgment in the case. The lawyers are seated at their tables as I rule, and I eye each of them to make sure the message is clear. I have given Tommy the latitude he deserves, and the last he’s getting. Singh actually grips Molto’s arm in mild delight.


      “Now, Mr. Tuttle, where’s your client?”


      He asks for a recess so he can check. When I return to the bench, perhaps a quarter of an hour later, Seth, improbably, is seated beside Hobie at the defense table, drawn close to him in urgent, hushed conversation. My heart does another of those ballet jumps at the sight of him within the well of the court and comes down crashing when I take in the significance of the two of them in league. By this morning, I had put yesterday’s suspicions aside to sleep-deprived paranoia.


      With my appearance, Seth jumps to his feet. He parts from Hobie, with a pointed finger and a sharp downstroke of his head, leaving the impression they’re cross with one another. Seth walks to the jury box, but does not step inside, waiting there in his rumpled khakis and his blazer. His tie knot is pulled down several inches from his open collar.


      “Your Honor,” Hobie says. He stands but for some time says nothing. The light makes two bright balls on the open regions over his forehead. “We’ll have to adjourn, if the court please. My client cannot be located.”


      We all take a moment with that.


      “He’s on my bond, Mr. Tuttle. Don’t you think I’m entitled to a little fuller account?”


      “Your Honor, I called him three times this morning. When he didn’t appear, I asked a friend of his to go to his apartment, but he’s not around. Your Honor,” he says, “I would speculate, estimate, if I have to—I would think, Judge Klonsky, he might, unwisely, have been doing some premature celebrating after yesterday. That’s a guess.”


      “I see.” It strikes me at once that Hobie’s up to something again. Briefly, I look at Seth. He’s watching both Hobie and me tensely.


      “Judge,” says Tommy, “I’m not going to agree to an adjournment. The defendant knows our schedule. I’m not agreeing at all. He’s absented himself voluntarily, we should go ahead.”


      “Your Honor, I don’t know where Nile Eddgar is. And neither does Molto. He can’t just say he’s voluntarily absent. Maybe there’s a car wreck. Maybe my client picked a fight in a barroom. Maybe he’s in a hospital or a police station. Lord, he could be a victim of some kind of foul play. His face has been all over the TV. Who knows what’s happened?”


      But it’s Seth and his knitted expression that has my attention. Recollecting what he told me yesterday about his continued relationship with Nile, I finally catch on.


      “Mr. Tuttle, whom did you send to look for your client?” Caught short, Hobie doesn’t answer. “I think I should hear from him directly. Don’t you, Mr. Tuttle?”


      Hobie looks as big and empty as a kettledrum. A hand, glistening with his manicure, loiters midair. “Well” is all he finally brings out. Seth’s already started forward.


      “Mr. Molto,” I say, “Mr. Weissman has been a personal friend of mine for twenty-five years. I’m sure he can help inform the court, but only if that doesn’t present a problem to you.”


      Tommy shrugs. “Suit yourself, Judge.”


      And so the moment. Oh, it’s mad! I think. Is this every woman’s dream, to swear him under oath and make him speak the truth? To see if he will place her above others? Beleaguered, Seth shuffles to the center of the courtroom. What did he say? Everyone six feet below me and remote? Not remote. My heart races. As he addresses me, his eyes are deep and even. With the first word, I know he’s telling me the truth.


      He recites the story in a few strokes. The janitor let him into Nile’s apartment. The bedroom was a mess. There were two soft-sided bags on the bed, the drawers were empty.


      “It looked to me like he left town,” Seth adds. Hobie has just lifted a hand in hopes of dashing that remark. Now we all are silent.


      “He’s fled?” The words, like so many before them, leap from me impulsively. They sail into the courtroom causing a sudden hushed consternation among the smaller group of spectators behind the glass today.


      “Well, ‘fled,’” says Hobie. “He had an emotional reaction to yesterday’s testimony, probably. That’s how I’d assess it.”


      “I thought your assessment was your client was out celebrating.”


      Gunned down, Hobie pulls a mouth, but otherwise looks up without apology, or resentment. We both know the score now. He takes the constant fooling around as his job, his duty. Tommy raises a hand.


      “Judge, I want to proceed,” he says.


      “Come on,” Hobie answers.


      “Judge, we should go ahead.” Molto has not had much opportunity to ponder. All he knows is that something is different, and given where things were going, that can’t be bad for him.


      “I’m sure he’ll turn up,” says Hobie. “Why don’t you give him a day, Your Honor?”


      Tommy is on his drumbeat now. The defense should be forced to proceed.


      “For Godsake, Your Honor,” answers Hobie. “He’s my only witness. I have a few stipulations, a few exhibits, and Nile. I can’t proceed.”


      “Two o’clock. You find your client, Mr. Tuttle. Otherwise, we’re going on without him.”


      Seth has shrunk back in the courtroom and watches somberly from the rear wall, awaiting my reaction, my judgment.


       


      Lunch in chambers, signing orders. Annie is still clearing files from yesterday’s call. Out the door, Marietta, who has brought in carryout, has skillfully deployed a napkin between her pizza slice and her TV. I remain agitated.


      “He’s up to something,” I say to Marietta from my desk.


      She cocks one earphone. “Who?”


      “Hobie. Tuttle. What’s he doing, Marietta?”


      She shakes her head for some time. “You know, the boy is not-right, Judge. The defendant? He’s crazy as a coot.” We all know that. Watching Nile day in and out you can’t escape that impression. Functional, but not a mainstream personality. Eccentric.


      “It’s another trick. Like Dubinsky. Like the chemist’s report or the check. Hobie can’t walk a straight line. If Nile’s run, who do you think told him to do it?” I check Annie, who, as always, listens carefully, attempting to learn from our assessments, while she continues loading files into the steel carts from the chief clerk’s office.


      “Probably. Only thing is, Judge,” says Marietta, “what’s he get? Molto’s gonna kick and carry on. He’s gotta know that.”


      That’s the clue: Hobie knew Tommy would demand that the case go forward.


      “Don’t you see, Marietta? It’s an excuse for not putting Nile on. Did you hear that malarkey just now how Nile’s his only witness?”


      “He’s just tryin to slow you down, Judge. No way that young fella’s gettin up there. Uh-uh,” adds Marietta, envisioning Nile on cross.


      But perhaps that’s the point. Nile surely is under no obligation to take the stand, and the law forbids me from making anything of his failure to testify. But Molto’s already thrown down the gauntlet; he’ll point out every detail of the defense which is unsupported. This way, Hobie’s got an excuse. Whatever he’s up to, I’m hellbound that Hobie won’t get away with more smelly antics.


      When I resume the bench, the courtroom is tense. Before, without the defendant present, many of the journalists didn’t even bother to come in from the corridor. Now word has circulated that something of consequence is at hand. The jury box is full, all the familiar faces, except for Seth, who is probably on the street, a one-man posse. The sketchers have their pads open. Hobie and the large white cardboard boxes are by themselves at the defense table.


      “Mr. Tuttle?”


      “Your Honor, I have to move for a further continuance.”


      “You haven’t found him?”


      “Not yet, Your Honor.” He turns his large head to the corners of the courtroom, as if he might find Nile here. He’d rather not look at me.


      “And, Mr. Molto, you still desire to proceed?”


      Tommy comes to the podium. “The People move to reopen their case,” he says. “I want to offer Mr. Eddgar’s non-appearance as evidence of flight, of consciousness of guilt.” He and Rudy have cooked this one up in the interval and it’s clever. The law has always reasoned that an innocent person would stay to defend himself. Only the guilty run away. Privately, the logic of this rule has eluded me. Who, having been falsely accused, would have enough faith in the system to stick around for trial? It’s an assumption from a more formal era, when people lived by concepts like Honor and Obedience. But rule it is, age-old. Hobie explodes.


      “Consciousness of guilt! Any person with eyes in his head could see what went on in this courtroom yesterday. That’s ridiculous, Your Honor.”


      “Mr. Tuttle, you know the law as well as I do. Tell me why the state is not entitled to urge the traditional inference from the defendant’s absence?”


      “Because it makes no sense. Judge Klonsky, this case is going well from the defendant’s perspective. Your Honor knows that. He has no reason to flee. None.”


      “Then why’s he gone, Mr. Tuttle?”


      Hobie gasps and blusters; he might as well be a landed fish. For the first time in the trial, Tommy appears to have outflanked him. After all of Hobie’s tricks, it’s hard not to relish his comeuppance. He tries again.


      “Your Honor, with all respect, you have to think about the emotional aspects of this case. This is pretty hard on the defendant. His mother’s gone. And then he had to confront yesterday. That had to be a terrible moment. He had an emotional reaction. But that’s not a guilty reaction. His reaction, I guess, it would appear, was ‘I can’t stand this, I can’t handle this.’ Your Honor, how hard is it for you, for any of us, to understand his feeling that way?” Very eloquent—and very much what my reflections in chambers led me to suspect. Hobie wouldn’t have sent Nile away without cooking up a compelling explanation, one that would make me willing to recall the bond forfeiture warrant when Nile appears an hour or so after the case has come to a close. I tell Hobie he can argue that at the end of the case.


      “Judge,” says Tommy, “let me suggest that the defendant didn’t like watching his father take the blame for a crime he knew he committed himself. I think that makes a lot more sense than what Tuttle’s saying.”


      “Mr. Tuttle, why isn’t the prosecution entitled to make that point? Tell me why not.” I motion toward Tommy. Hobie again looks around the courtroom for help.


      “Your Honor, you can’t,” he finally says. “You just can’t do this.”


      “Mr. Tuttle, in my first years out of law school, I was law clerk to Justice Ringler, and one of the things he taught me, which I have never forgotten, is that the three most dangerous words in the English language are ‘Judge, you can’t.’ I can and I will.”


      “Judge Klonsky. Please!”


      “Mr. Tuttle, I’ll give you until tomorrow morning to find your client. If he doesn’t appear, we’re going to proceed. And at that point, I’m going to allow the People to reopen. I will take notice that the defendant is absent, and I will allow the parties to argue the inferences that flow from that non-appearance, including availing the state of the traditional presumption that flight implies a consciousness of guilt. That’s my ruling.” I drop my head decisively. No more bullshit. No more playing chicken.


      Furious with me, Hobie stands before the bench, rowdily tossing his head. “Your Honor, if you allow them to reopen—”


      “Mr. Tuttle, there is no ‘if.’ I’ve ruled.”


      “Judge, I’m going to have no choice but to move for a mistrial.”


      It’s as if the world has divided, right in front of me. What did Seth say about Hobie? He can’t get over himself? Intent on having his way, he seems not to have noticed how angry I am. And of course he’d never sense how welcome the opportunity is which he’s presented. Without a mistrial motion by the defendant, double jeopardy requires the trial to proceed to conclusion. But Hobie is claiming that by allowing the state to make hay from Nile’s absence, I’ve so prejudiced the defense that he’d rather call the trial a washout and start over from scratch whenever Nile turns up. I can feel the courtroom trained on me, aware I’ve grown unusually still.


      “Your motion is allowed, Mr. Tuttle.”


      Utter stillness. Across the entire floor, in all eight courtrooms, it seems to be one of those breathless moments in which no one even moves. Hobie stares up at me, searching for a clue as to what he must do now.


      “Judge, I’ll withdraw my motion.”


      “I just granted it.”


      “Your Honor, I said—I said I was going to make the motion. It was what I was contemplating for tomorrow morning. I didn’t make the motion.”


      “Your motion is deemed made and granted.”


      “Then I move you to reconsider. I move you reconsider and take a day to think about it. I offended Your Honor. I can see that. I apologize. Humbly. Humbly, Judge Klonsky. But please reconsider.”


      And so I reconsider—but only momentarily. In some part of me, I will always be sitting up here in judgment of myself, speaking out for my beliefs, fearing my own weaknesses, struggling with my past. Objectivity is, at best, a matter of degree. But after all the strange outside forces that have buffeted me—after Brendan Tuohey and Seth, after Hobie himself and his antics with Dubinsky—I’m no longer in the comfort zone that passes for impartiality. Probably, I should have known to start I’d end up here. I would go on if I had to. But I won’t—I can’t— let this opportunity pass. It’s the saddest thing in life to make the same mistake twice.


      “Mr. Tuttle, this case is over. And because I have presided as the finder of fact, it would be inappropriate for me to hear the case again. I’m going to send it back to Chief Judge Tuohey for reassignment. That will be the order of the court.”


      “Your Honor,” says Hobie, in final desperation, “please, don’t be like this.”


      I don’t bother with a response. Molto looks dazed. As I stand, he finally wakes and comes to the podium to make a motion.


      “People move to forfeit bond.”


      Sallow little man, always lit by the eternal candle of one unending hatred or another. He is asking for Loyell Eddgar’s house.


       


      I retreat to chambers. For an hour the phone rings constantly, distracting me from the silence of my two court officers, who both clearly believe I lost my temper or my mind. Marietta handles each of the calls the same way. “Judge don’t give interviews.” She bangs the phone down. Any moment now Brendan Tuohey will be on the line. But as I busy myself I am jubilant. Free! Not of responsibility, but what greater gratitude can there be than to have been accidentally saved from our errors?


      Near four, I decide to call it a day. In the spirit of the season, the court deputies have hung a wreath over each of the metal detectors. As I am passing on the outer side, I catch sight of the haggard figure of Tommy Molto, also heading out. We arrive at the single exit at virtually the same moment.


      He apologizes for the bond motion. I did not even rule, only glowered before stalking off the bench.


      “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot,” he says.


      “We were all in quite a state.”


      “So what do you figure, Judge? Think Tuttle sent him to the woods so he’d have a reason not to put him on? That’s one of the guesses downstairs.”


      Proprieties, judiciousness survive the case. I reply with an inscrutable fanning of my fingers, as if such a thought had never crossed my mind.


      “Rudy thinks he did himself.”


      “Really?” This alarms me. “Any reason?”


      “He’s a screwy kid. Hell, ‘kid,’” Tommy snorts. “Past thirty. He’ll turn up. That’s my bet.”


      “We’ll see, Tommy. It’s a strange development.”


      “I’ll say.”


      “You did a good job with what you had.” I tell him his direct of Eddgar was classic. With the compliment, he lights up like a little boy. Poor Molto. So seldom praised. “The case was well tried on both sides. I’d tell Hobie that, too, but I don’t expect he’ll ever speak to me again.” Tommy looks off, rather than show much.


      “He got under my skin,” he says and shakes his tight, tired face about. When he looks back, he’s gripped by a different thought. “Why’d you do it, Judge?”


      “The mistrial? It was the right thing,” I say. “Given all the circumstances.”


      “Sort of made my day.” He laughs at his willingness to settle for a tie. “I thought I was going to win this case when we started.”


      “Maybe next time.”


      He laughs at that thought, too, the same self-deprecating little huffing sound.


      “It won’t be me. They can play monkey in the middle with somebody else,” he says and again considers the distance. After a second, he says, “Probably not anybody. Can’t put Hardcore on again. Or the father. Not that I believe all of Tuttle’s stuff. I don’t. I think the kid is wrong, Judge.”


      “You didn’t prove it, Tommy.” We’ve arrived at the moment of candor we both wanted. He hitches a shoulder.


      “I got out with my boots on. I appreciate that.”


      I’ve been so focused on my own fortunes, I haven’t considered anybody else’s. They’re all winners: the PA’s office, even Nile, who apparently will not be retried. Maybe Hobie, too. A fear strikes me: Brendan Tuohey may like this, may compliment my diplomatic style. Then, of course, there’s Eddgar. He’s still as ruined as he was at the start of the day.


      “I’m glad for your sake, Tommy. It’s nice somebody’s a hero.”


      Tommy in an ironical, reflective mood just shakes his head. It’s a bitter thing for him, I guess, this system. I understand. Practicing, I had days when it did not seem there were rules at all, just random results and rationales composed after the fact.


      “Hero,” he says. “You know what I am? I’m the chump. I’m the poor so-and-so who just does his job, who goes down to the factory every day and busts his butt and then comes home and gets sassed by the kids and nagged by the wife. I’m just doing my job. That’s all I’ve ever done. ‘Try this case, Tommy.’ Okay, I’ll try it. I read the reports, I talk to the witnesses. I come up to court. What they’re doing or thinking downstairs, I don’t begin to fathom. I never was a politician. That’s my problem. I don’t think their way. These guys have got wheels inside of wheels. You know, they’re sitting in the back room with the PA, having skull sessions, drinking single-malt Scotch after hours and getting excited trying to figure what everybody else is really up to, and how much of what people say they ought to believe. I don’t know. I don’t know about that stuff. I’m just up there trying the case. They think I don’t know I’m the burnt offering. They sent me up there to lose that case. I know that. I’ve known it all along. But I was up there anyway. Trying to win.” He gives me one further penetrating look—someone who knows he’ll never be rescued from himself—and moves ahead of me, into the air growing brittle with the touch of winter.


      Then I go on with my life. I bring Nikki home. Near six, the phone rings. Seth. He sounds as if he’s in an airport or a train station. There is clatter thrown down from some huge space, drowning his voice.


      “I’m not going to make it.”


      “Oh?” Don’t think it, I tell myself. I want to reach inside my chest and grab my heart.


      “I’m at the hospital.” He takes a breath. Nile? That’s my next thought. “My father had a stroke,” he says.


      “Oh God.”


      “Sarah was with him. They’d finished their stuff. She went to make him some soup for lunch and when she came in, he was on the floor. He was actually grey when we got him here.”


      “How is he?”


      “Not good. He’s not quite dead. The word I keep hearing is ‘linger.’”


      “Seth, I’m sorry.”


      Nikki, at the mention of his name, runs in from the den. “I want to talk.” I spend a second shushing her, but Seth tells me to put her on and a minute passes with them gabbing about the teeth he sent her.


      “The trial’s over,” I say, when she hands back the phone.


      “I saw it on a TV in the ER.”


      The prerecorded, robotic voice of commerce interrupts, demanding more change. A coin rings through. Afterwards, there is no more about the trial from either of us. I realize there never will be. There’s only one real question.


      “Are we okay?” he asks.


      “I think so.”


      “’Cause, look, I’m a straight guy. It’s a pretty short list, you know, what I can say for myself. But that’s on there.”


      “I’m sorry, Seth. You caught me by surprise, but I know you didn’t deserve that.”


      “I want you to trust me.”


      “I’m going to try, Seth.”


      “All right. Well. I have to get back to Sarah.”


      We both wait, trying to figure out if there is any more to say. But there isn’t, not right now. We have time.


    


  




  

    

      Part Three  [image: image]


      

        [image: image]

      


      JUDGMENT


    


    











  




  

    

       


    


    

      THE SIXTIES ARE OFTEN REGARDED AS A STORM that came and passed, a cyclone that blew through, its damage long repaired. But among the era’s more enduring legacies was establishing a style of youth, of being young, that’s been passed on for thirty years now by example in an endless chain of kids. Whether it’s matters of speech—using the word “like” as an article, or the omnipresent “man”—or the torn jeans, the shoulder-length hair like Spanish moss, or the hazards of sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll, we developed rites of passage of a surprisingly enduring nature. Listening to my daughter, I often feel a little like the American natives who puzzled as Columbus told them he’d discovered a New World.


      Which only goes to augment the fundamental Boomer dilemma. Unable to reform the world, many of us decided to have families in hopes of creating a more perfect order at home. We didn’t want children so much as allies. Thus, the sixties became the nineties tied together by the motif of child worship. And as a result there can be no generation more thoroughly unprepared for the inevitable discovery that we’ve become our parents.


      —MICHAEL FRAIN
 “The Survivor’s Guide,”
 May 16, 1990


    


  




  

    

      April 1, 1996


    


    

      SONNY


      On a spring morning, so fragrant and perfect that winter, ferociously present only a few days ago, seems a stark impossibility, Bernhard Weissman is laid to rest. Gathered for the graveside service is a small party, no more than thirty or thirty-five persons, on the rows of folding chairs placed over the soft lawn. Mr. Weissman had no siblings or cousins, none that survived, and he has outlasted his contemporaries. He was like Ishmael. But the people whom Sonny knows Seth and Sarah want are here. Lucy has flown in from Seattle; Hobie from D.C. Lucy and Sarah both stayed at the old man’s house last night, preparing for the visitation, the shiva, which will take place there after the ceremony. Seth was with them past midnight, cleaning, pushing around the furniture, looking through his father’s papers, remembering if not reminiscing. This morning, so that the three of them had a final, private moment at the funeral parlor, Sonny took over, stopping at Mr. Weissman’s to plug in the coffee urns and receive delivery of some trays. Then she raced through traffic to the service, only to find it had commenced seconds before, without her.


      The casket, a plain pine box with a Jewish star—‘the economy model,’ Seth called it, sure this much would meet his father’s eternal approval—stands on a steel contraption over the bleak opening in the earth. On either side, the grass has been peeled back and the mounded soil heaped over the small granite stone that carries Dena Weissman’s name. A few clods have tumbled down and touch the shoes of the front-row mourners, Seth and Hobie sitting stiffly, Sarah weeping with her mother’s narrow arm about her. From the distance, Lucy appears as Seth has described her, still very much the figure of a girl, small and slender in a black sheath and flat shoes. Her tiny, freckled face, observed at various angles, is chafed at the nose and puffy with tears.


      Officiating at the graveside ceremony is Rabbi Herschel Yenker of Temple Beth Shalom, who Seth says presided at his bar mitzvah. Seth portrayed him as a cranky, fulsome character, but Sonny finds the rabbi’s round tones and eyes-clenched transport in prayer to be somewhat soothing. Eulogies are offered by Seth and Hobie. Each talk is heartrending, forthrightly emotional and honest to the core. Neither man pretends the old man was sweet or kindly. He was fierce, brilliant, immeasurably and inarticulately anguished by the evil he had survived and the incomprehensible conspiracy of forces which had allowed that to occur. More clearly than ever, some sense of the way torment has traveled between generations invades Sonny, and throughout the eulogies, she, like a number of those present, finds herself in tears. She thinks alternately of her mother, and also of Seth, a good person, she feels, truly a good man, yet, for all his privileges and success, tortured at moments. As the ceremony ends, he makes his way to her, palpably uncomfortable in his dress-up clothes—his blue suit and his white shirt, his tie a bit too narrow for current fashion. The new beard he’s grown, which adds an element of conviction to his appearance, has filled in everywhere now but the hollows of his cheeks. He holds Sonny at length.


      “What I’m trying to figure out,” he whispers, “is if I’m free now, or damned forever.” Some of both, that’s what she knows, but he’ll find out on his own. He moves off then to the funeral home limo that will take Sarah and Lucy and him to his parents’. At the curb, Lucy, still weeping fiercely, is hugging Hobie’s parents, whom she’s known forever. Seth takes his wife’s elbow to help her into the car.


      Sonny has yet to speak a word to Lucy and isn’t looking forward to it either. No matter how sage or life-rumpled they pretend to be, it will be awkward. She doesn’t know exactly what Seth has said to his wife about their relationship. ‘Seeing each other,’ probably, that wonderfully vague nineties locution. Of course, she doesn’t know precisely what she’d say herself. Often, at the smallest moments, Sonny feels as if Seth and she sprang from the same soil. The twenty-five years—an entire adult life in which they did not really exist to one another—occasionally seem to have inexplicably steered both of them into the same estuaries of habit. They each subscribe to The Nation and Scientific American, both crave strawberry frozen yogurt and pad thai. Often some forgotten fashion or event of the bygone decades comes up—the Chrysler bailout, pet rocks, Wilbur Mills, quarry tile on kitchen floors—and they will respond with identical remarks. ‘Exactly,’ they are always saying to each other.


      Yet overall, there’s a distance to travel. ‘Guarded’ is the word she’d use in assessing the present temper of their relationship, certainly on her side. She’s heard that about the second time around. Either you make the same mistakes all over again or at every moment labor not to repeat them. Last month, Seth did a column on two tightrope walkers. They made it sound like Zen: You keep your eyes forward. You believe the rope will be where you place your foot. That’s their life together at the moment. Counting the trial, Seth has remained in Kindle County for more than sixteen weeks, but his father’s condition, which seesawed dramatically for four months, has allowed both of them to avoid any clear declarations. He sleeps at Sonny’s usually, and made a point of being there last night, but his clothing’s at the Gresham, where he goes each day to write his column. The paper pays for the room anyway, he says. Yet she suspects he’d move in lock, stock, and barrel if she suggested it, which she won’t until she’s really sure he’d stay, and that she wants him to.


      Shining black, the mortuary’s stretch Cadillac lumbers off, trailing exhaust. Sonny’s heels stick in the soft lawn, as she makes her way to the minivan, alone. Outside the old man’s house, at the top of the concrete stoop, Sonny finds a pitcher and bowl placed on an old-fashioned TV table with foldaway aluminum legs. “To wash away the soil of the graveyard,” Stew Dubinsky explains, as he comes wheezing up the stairs. His belly, the size of a large globe, parts both his suit jacket and his overcoat.


      Inside, taking her wrap to Seth’s old bedroom, Sonny spies Sarah. She’s in her grandfather’s study, where old Mr. Weissman privately surveyed his account statements and brokerage confirmations, locking the door, even when he was alone. Sonny, who has not had a moment with Sarah yet today, enters. Turning from her grandfather’s desk, Sarah throws her arms wide to Sonny, her face again a mask of grief. She is a terrifie girl, possessed of all the gifts, sincere, sober, if sometimes frenetic with her many commitments, everything from varsity volleyball to teaching English to Russian immigrants. Often, when she has shown up at Sonny’s on Saturdays after visiting her grandfather, she confesses she hasn’t slept. In private, Sonny wonders if Sarah somehow feels obliged to accomplish everything two children might.


      On the desk, where Sarah was occupied, a toy of some kind stands, not fully constructed. A castle?


      “It’s a three-dimensional puzzle.” Sarah displays the box cover. “We worked on it last night. My folks and I? Whenever we’re together the Weissmans do puzzles,” Sarah offers with a somewhat helpless smile. “Isaac was awesome.” She turns and fits a piece into a jigsawed opening along the parapet. The image of the three of them—Lucy, Sarah, Seth—working here at the rolltop comes to Sonny clearly. The metal desk lamp, with its old-fashioned beetle-shell head and flexible coiled arm, was burning. They seldom spoke. But each of them knew what they were doing and did not care—they needed the union, the memory, the way Isaac lives when they are together. Sarah offers a handful of the foam-plastic puzzle pieces to Sonny, but she has a strong reaction. She could no more touch them than the dead boy’s bones.


      In the kitchen now, Lucy has taken charge, giving directions to Seth and Hobie and Dubinsky, who’ve all removed their jackets, rolled their sleeves. She addresses Seth as “Michael,” a habit born in their paranoid, terrified dodger days in the early 1970s, when Seth’s freedom depended on making no slips. Seth married with that name; Sarah’s birth certificate still reads “Sarah Frain.” The practice seems a little precious now, a boast about the excitement of the past, and yet Sonny has heard herself occasionally calling Seth ‘baby.’ What’s in a name? That old question. She will have to be sure to call him Seth today.


      Sonny asks for an assignment, and Lucy, busy at the sink, says it’s all done. She turns only as an afterthought and, when she sees it’s Sonny, cries out, “Oh!” and instantly rises to her toes to embrace her, tugging at Sonny’s neck and saying how wonderful she looks. Lucy smells of various herbal scents and feels much stronger than Sonny imagined, given either her size or Sonny’s memories of her as a girl.


      The house fills. Several neighbors filter in, a few elderly friends of Seth’s mom. Lucy’s brothers and their families arrive. Sarah’s boyfriend has led a group up from their residential house at Easton. Alert young people, they stand about together, the girls noticeably better dressed than the boys, all somewhat at a loss for the proper gestures. Sonny spends time with Hobie’s parents. They are spectacular—warm and funny, wise with age, one of those perfect couples everyone dreams of being a part of. Now well into their seventies, they are each overweight and arthritic, but still sharp. They tease one another constantly. Then Solomon Auguro and Marta Stern, who have both taken to Seth, come in, and Sonny passes time with them. Across the room, Sonny catches sight of Jackson Aires. What’s he doing here? She never gets the chance to ask, because the publisher of the Tribune, Mas Fortunate, arrives, joining Dubinsky and a group of his executives, who’ve been here for a while. They’ve been courting Seth for weeks, hoping he’ll make the Tribune his home paper, now that his contract in Seattle with the Post-Intelligencer is about to expire. In the last two weeks, Seth has had interminable phone conversations with his lawyer in Seattle, Mike Moritz, every night.


      Across the living room, Sarah, who’s been summoned to receive Fortunato’s condolences, casts Sonny a desperate look and Sonny begins searching around the house for Seth. Through the dining room’s bay window, she finally spots him, touring the perimeter of the small back yard with Lucy on his arm. Seth and his wife arrive at the far corner where his father’s narrow barnwood shed stands. From somewhere, Seth produces a key and for a moment the two slip inside. In the fissures between the planks, Sonny can detect motion, like figures glimpsed through the trees. She has the wildest association. Long ago, one Sunday afternoon in California, when they’d gone apricot picking, Seth wanted to screw in the woods. From the grove a hundred yards away Hobie, stoned as always, singing ‘Sunny Afternoon’ at top volume along with a phonograph booming from a window, suddenly spotted them, naked as creation. He cried out, ‘Nymph! Satyr!’ Grabbing her clothes off the twigs and leaves, she ran away, shamed and angry. She wonders if it would work to cry out the same thing now. Instead, when Seth emerges from the shed, he’s wearing a plastic watering can on his head and Lucy’s laughing. For her amusement, Seth tries it on again with the spout over the other ear. He has almost none of that frivolity with Sonny. It’s there all the time with Nikki, but she wouldn’t have even known he could share it with a grown-up, let alone another woman.


      “How you doin?” She marks the voice behind her as welcome before she turns. It’s Hobie.


      “I’ve had better moments. We all have.” His tie is dragged down and he looks even bigger without his jacket, the white shirt stretched across his upper body reminiscent of the skin over a large drum. She can smell his cologne, the same scent that traveled with him when he came to the sidebar during the trial. “Are we on speaking terms?”


      “Hell, yeah. I’m off duty. You do your job, I do mine, that’s how I look at it.”


      “Me, too.”


      “Mind,” he says, in the same intonation she heard half an hour ago from his father, “I didn’t say I don’t care. I do. Or that I agree. I don’t.”


      “I heard what you said. I can pick on you, too, you know. I had my reasons and I’m not apologizing.” Sonny has spent little time reflecting on the trial. The principal sensation in memory is one of grateful escape. Nile Eddgar by now is one of the thousands of younger people who pass before her, headed for moral oblivion. There is no figuring, anyway, what really happened. Everybody was lying. She knows that much. Once that starts, you can never tell. For her, the trial is one more conquered portion of the past. In some ways, she feels it was only a prelude to other things: to something firmer in herself, to this time with Seth, and also, of course, to the cautionary tale he finally related to her so abjectly about the crazy events of twenty-five years ago—the ‘kidnapping,’ Cleveland’s death, Michael Frain’s disappearance. He says he’s tried at times to write it all down for Sarah, as if that might abate his anger at himself and Eddgar, both of which somehow remain alive to him, despite the years.


      She glances back to be certain Hobie has been subdued, then tells him how touched she was by his culogy. His large shoulders move.


      “I talk,” he says.


      “It was more than talk.”


      “I suppose. You know, I always figure if my momma was just your average black Baptist lady, I’d a been a preacher, maybe better off than I am with law. Being Catholic, however, I found clerical life lacked a certain fundamental appeal.” He clears his throat and they laugh together. Sonny has no religion. It was another of Zora’s subjects. ‘The great swindle,’ she called it. ‘Human beings on bended knee before pieces of wood. Using their last potato to hold the candles, even as they starved.’ The Inquisition, the Crusades, war upon war. More evil, Zora maintained, had been done in the name of religion than any other force in human history. But today, in that gathering at the cemetery, standing, sitting, listening as many chanted with the rabbi in that ancient tongue, a language which to Sonny has always sounded like the voice of mystery itself, she had some sense of the majesty of spirit which the ritual is meant to inspire. Not that she could ever yield to it. In her own terms, she can think only of woodland moments, mountain views. But she would like to leave this door open for Nikki. Until the old man’s death threw things into commotion, Sonny had been talking with Sarah about holding a seder at Sonny’s house this week. She wanted Nikki to be exposed to a religious ceremony of some kind, and Passover, the festival of liberation, is the sole Jewish observance Seth seems to enjoy.


      Meanwhile, Hobie emits a ruminative sound. He’s finally caught sight of what attracted her outside.


      “So what do you think, Hobie?”


      “I don’t think he stands much chance in the Easter Parade.”


      “And what about me?” she asks with sudden daring, “what kind of chance do I stand?” She’s a bit shocked by herself, not by the pained tone, which is genuine, but because she knows there’s an element of folly. Seth would ask exactly the same question about her: What chance do I have? Then, too, this could be taken as prying. Seth and Hobie are on the phone every week or so, having those weird guy-talks, half an hour on basketball, and then out of the blue, almost as if they hope neither notices, the most heartfelt intimacies. But Hobie turns from the window, looking as puzzled as she is. Large and solemn, he places one hand on her shoulder.


      “Only thing I know,” he says, “is there ain’t a tougher guess in life than love.”


      SETH


      “Eddgar’s got brass clackers, but I don’t see even him pulling this off.” Coming down the hall, Seth recognizes Dubinsky’s penetrating nasal tone. “Turn a fucking street gang into a political organization?” Stew asks. “That shit went out with Hobsbawm.” Seth has just spent a minute with Sarah in his father’s study. She was suffering intensely, revisiting all the losses of the recent years. His daughter is learning the hard lessons of a giving nature, that great passion means great pain. Entering the light and noise of the gathering, Seth is amazed to see that Stew’s addressing Jackson Aires.


      “My condolences, my condolences,” says Jackson and falls forward for Seth’s hand. “It didn’t even strike me Bernhard was your father. You see how doggone funny these things are?” It turns out Hobie’s father had introduced Aires and Mr. Weissman long ago. Jackson received investment advice from Bernhard for decades and speaks warmly of him, which, Seth supposes, means Jackson made money. The last time Aires and Seth met, they were in their own professional modes, during Nile’s trial. Introducing himself as Michael Frain, Seth had proposed an interview with Hardcore. Aires had stared with unapologetic hostility and walked away.


      “I told you I remembered you,” Seth says. “You lived on the other side of U. Park.”


      “I lived on the black folks’ side,” Aires replies, a piece of revisionism that neither of them fully believes. In the 1950s, the Negro professionals in U. Park simply thought they’d finally crossed the river to the real America. “You were always in Gurney’s kitchen. That’s what I remember. I remember you fine.” Limber in spite of his age, Aires, with his snowball pomp, draws back, the better to eye Seth and to reflect on whether he’s gained any advantage with this display of potent memory. He wears his burgundy sport coat, shiny at the shoulders, and an old paisley tie. “See, what got me confused’s the name, you know. You weren’t Michael Frain when I knew you. Can’t have been too happy to be your daddy’s son. Not if you lived your life with someone else’s name. Guess you just got sick and tired of bein Jewish, huh?”


      Startled, Seth actually laughs out loud. In all these years, no one has ever suggested that motive before. He is tempted, in his present melancholy, to surrender to a mood of self-accusation, but he finally screws up his face to disagree. Aires goes on, though, certain he’s right.


      “I’ve known a couple Jewish fellas over the years who done that. One bird I went to law school with—what was this rascal’s name? Abel Epstein. He became Archibald van Epps. Can you imagine? Envied him, too, I must say. Now and then. Don’t you look at me like that. Hell yes, I’d change my name and be done with it. You damn right, I would, I’m not afraid to say it. Only thing is, black man can’t do it. You see? Whether I call myself Tyrone or Malcolm X or Steppin Fetchit, still some white fella gonna see me comin three blocks away, half of them afraid I’m what I am and the other half afraid I’m one of them hoodlums I represent. Ain’t gonna change for centuries. Centuries.” There really is no arguing with him, Seth knows. Jackson’s been thinking about this one subject, race, his entire life.


      It’s Dubinsky who rescues Seth. Always on the beat, Stew wants to talk about the trial, hoping to catch Aires in an unguarded moment. It wouldn’t occur to Stew this is out of place. Ordinary lives, even in their tragic instants, are second-tier events to him, inherently less worthy than the news.


      “It doesn’t make sense politically,” he tells Aires, returning to their quarrel about Eddgar. “Is the Governor gonna release Kan-el from the pokey one morning and meet him for breakfast the next? It’s not possible. It never was.”


      “Can’t say about that. You see. All you journalists”—Jackson gives the word a derisive turn—“you-all are just professional Monday-morning quarterbacks.” In his humorless, confrontational mode, Jackson rises to the balls of his feet, looming over Dubinsky. With its abrupt and unsatisfactory ending, the trial remains the subject of gossip. Everyone has theories—about where Nile went and whether he is alive or dead and who might have killed him, about Eddgar’s role in the crime and his future in politics. One piece—Dubinsky’s, Seth thinks—said Eddgar would not run again. Oddly, however, what Seth hears about the case, he overhears almost as background noise, much like this conversation he’s happened upon. No one speaks to him directly. Sonny, Hobie, Dubinsky—they all have secrets, ruminations they won’t disclose. On his own, he has occasional fantasies of encountering Eddgar on the streets of DuSable. Perhaps they’ll stare each other down, or Seth will resort to violence, or they’ll have a terse but complete exchange in which they finally finish their business after all these years. He thinks less elaborately about Nile, but wonders often if he’s safe.


      “So you think Eddgar was on the level?” Dubinsky asks. “See, to me, this whole case, something’s wrong. My editor’s like, Give it a rest, but you know, there’s just that basic Kindle County aroma here.”


      Dubinsky, Seth thinks. He lays down the best dish in this burg. You read it, you think, Holy smokes, maybe it really is like that. But it isn’t. Seth would love to live in Stew Dubinsky’s world, believing all evil is the result of bad old men hatching plans in back rooms and corner taverns. It would be wonderful if people were actually that powerful, if chaos was not the predominant force in the universe. But Seth’s learned otherwise. You stop on a street corner and thirty seconds later the little boy beside you is dead. Listening to Stew now, Jackson Aires chortles in audible disbelief.


      “No?” asks Stew. “So then how was it?” He takes a step closer. But Jackson has played dice on too many corners; he’s been hustled by better than Dubinsky. He simply shakes his head.


      “I tell you how it was. Same as it always is. My client’s in the penitentiary servin twenty years for murder and the white fella’s runnin round loose. That’s how it is.” Jackson again briefly flexes upward to his toes and then, to dispel any doubt about the injustice of all this, adds, “If that boy wudn’t guilty, you gonna have to tell me why he run.”


      With that, Jackson breaks off and Seth goes too. He briefly joins Sonny with her friends, Solomon and Marta. Marta is enormous with child and radiant about it. Even in the spring, the heat of a crowded room is too much for her. When she embraces Seth her cheek is damp. Seth receives their condolences, then moves around the living room thanking others. Dick Burr, one of the honchos from the Tribune, is here, a decent guy, out to woo Seth, but earnest in his consolations. Burr says Dubinsky gave him copies of their eulogies, which they’re going to have typeset for Seth at the paper. Together, Burr and his assistant, Fortune Reil, have been speaking with Lucy’s older brothers, Douglass—known as Deek—a banker, and Gifford, a manager of pension funds. Both live in Greenwood County and are members of an endangered life-form—the high-born WASP. Seth is enormously fond of each. They have shown unflagging loyalty and good humor through the years, in the face of Seth’s columns about their lime-green slacks, their boats and exclusive clubs, and their slavish, sensual attraction to alcohol, which each man experiences as the ‘open sesame’ to the universe of emotion.


      As Hobie’s parents make ready to depart, Seth crosses the room to embrace them again, then stands outside on the stoop seeing them off. Afterwards, he faces his father’s small brick house alone. What a strange business this is, he thinks, inheritance, owning the walls you once wanted to escape. He looks through the poor glass of the storm door to the tiny entry. The dim, fusty halls, which his father, in his penny-pinching foolishness, did not repaint in forty years, have now acquired a museum quality, as if some special meaning arises from the simple fact they were preserved.


      He comes down the stairs, feeling a sudden urge to make a proprietary survey. Daffodils are sprouting in the weedy bed on the south side, next to the tiny cellar windows, which in childhood reminded him of his own mouth, with its gapped teeth. It is that magic time in the Middle West. In the distance, the trees are stark and bare, but up close one sees the branches heavy with sensuous buds. A day or two of warmth and the green explosion will occur, the air will be sweet with chlorophyll.


      Across the small back yard, he spies Lucy. Her straight skirt has been hiked fetchingly to allow her to take a seat on the worn steps of the grey wooden porch behind the house. Her eyes are closed and her face raised adoringly to the sky. She looks like a young girl waiting to be kissed.


      “A Seattleite struck dumb by the sight of sun,” Seth remarks.


      Waking to him, she smiles wordlessly and lifts her far hand to reveal a cigarette. After Isaac, she lapsed, secretly. He didn’t suspect until she started wheezing after their evening runs. Embarrassed to be caught now, she crushes the butt carefully under heel and, as Lucy would, folds it into her palm for later disposal. Seth takes the step below her. They marvel momentarily about the day, the promise of blue skies.


      “I never said how wonderful your talk was, Seth. Your eulogy.”


      “Yeah.” Words. The fundamental medium of human exchange. They’re great. And then what? “I worried about Sarah. I was afraid she’d think I was profaning the sacred.”


      “Sarah understands.”


      “As much as I do.”


      “Are you really all right with her plans?” Lucy asks. “I wouldn’t be shocked if she stays with this.” Last night, Sarah, who has talked of grad school, even the rabbinate, told them that she and her boyfriend, Phil, have enrolled in an Americorps program to train teachers for inner-city schools. They expect to stay here or somewhere else in the Middle West.


      “Great by me. I’m proud of her. That she’s that kind of person. I never expected her to become a columnist.”


      “You seemed to like the idea of her as a professor.”


      “I’ve always loved intellectuals. They seem so distant and admirable to me.” He thinks fleetingly of Sonny twenty-five years ago, his thrall with all that philosophy he couldn’t really comprehend.


      “Your father was a professor,” Lucy says.


      This is Lucy, always on the nerve. How did he ever miss that? How? He stands to continue his inspection of the back yard. He offers Lucy his arm and she takes it, accompanying Seth as he ambles. This is always there: they like each other so much. Even as their life together has seemed in the last two years unfathomable, impossible, she remains the nicest human being he knows.


      In her mothering years, he lived in undying amazement of Lucy. She looked at every paper, bored in until she’d heard every question the teacher asked at school. She knew by heart what was on the lunch menu, the name of every friend and whether she or he was a good influence, even if the kid had never set foot inside their home. She’d memorized every trumpet note or ballet turn. She hit the laundry room at 6 a.m., because she knew what clothes they’d want to wear, right down to the undies. Her children’s lives were so thoroughly understood, digested, imagined, so thoroughly her own, that other women often seemed to freeze over in shame.


      But all of that allowed Lucy to avoid wondering about herself. Coming here, seeing Sonny up there on the bench, so positive about what’s right, sure about the fate of others, he realized again that was one of the things he wanted, someone whose desires were less frightening to her than they are to Lucy, who is always somewhat oppressed by her need to please, and even past the age of forty can look primitively pained by the question What do you want? Isaac’s death somehow fit in with that and drove him often to the point of rage. Didn’t she know there was no accepting this, that it was not part of some universal harmonic? It made him crazy, crazy because he was not enough, not big enough, positive enough, to give her what she required. He has often predicted to himself, in solitary moments when he thinks he’s given up, that Lucy’s next husband will be an oracle of some kind—a clergyman, a visionary. It was no accident she started out hooked up with the likes of Hobie.


      “Are you holding up?” he asks her, as they turn the outer boundary of the small yard. An old hedge here is gnarled at its joints with an arthritic thickness that brings to mind his father at the end.


      “I guess. I still find death amazing, don’t you? It seems so contrary to all of my assumptions.”


      He smiles toughly. For him, it’s always present now. You build a foothold in the world in the first half of life, and then watch it slip away. But he didn’t mean to exchange philosophies. He was daring to ask about her life at present. Shortly after he left, Lucy took up with a twenty-six-year-old, the associate director of the soup kitchen. But that fizzled. People—other women, especially—were unbearably cruel. One neighbor asked Lucy if she was going to give Moe a graduation party when he finished school. She’s lonely now, Sarah says. To that observation Seth made no reply, even though he’ll always feel the impulse to tell Sarah everything will be all right. He really didn’t want his kids growing up in one of those screwed-up American fin de siècle families, where Dad’s married to his former secretary, a great gal for a transsexual, and Mom is taking dope and sleeping with the bishop on the sly, and Brother gets off handling snakes and robbing convenience stores, and everybody joins hands at Thanksgiving and says, Thank God we have our family. He wanted his daughter and his son to know there was a true center, that some things are enduring, and healing. And then Isaac died.


      As they walk, as Seth thinks about these things, his mind turns to the piece he’ll write tomorrow. His work is always with him, a part of him forever lodged in that mainframe in Seattle where the man known in 167 daily papers as Michael Frain seems to exist. That Michael, in Seth’s mind’s eye, has a somewhat distinct physical appearance, shorter than Seth, fuller in body, perpetually young, with a wry, unflappable expression, probably the physical self he idealized when he was, say, a freshman in high school and still thought anything was possible for him.


      The column he’ll take up tomorrow is one of half a dozen he dredged from his months visiting his father in hospitals and rehab facilities. It’s about marriage. The piece concerns a lean bald-headed man from Kewahnee who donated a kidney to his wife. Seth didn’t know that was possible. He thought it was like bone-marrow transplants, where you faced problems unless you were born with a twin. This man, an engineer at Dunning, a defense outfit, is not particularly articulate, not the kind of fellow who can say much about motives. But this couple now lies together in the same room in Sinai-Cedars Hospital, getting different IVS drugs and the same painkillers, with matching fourteen-inch incisions on their left sides. It seems like an act from mythology, reaching inside yourself, an organ from him now an organ in her, an echo of Adam’s aboriginal rib.


      The magic of what Seth does is the interviews, asking people to account for things like that. He can be 1,500 miles away, no more than a voice on the phone, someone whom they know at best by reputation, and usually not at all, merely somebody trying to let his soul crawl down the line, saying ‘I want to know you, would like to tell your story,’ and folks, in their hunger to be understood, will say almost anything. In his hospital bed, his hand bruised by the IV’s, this man took a sip of water first. ‘Well,’ he told Seth, in that slow Midwestern drawl, ‘well, it didn’t really occur to me there was anything else I’d like to do.’ The line was a killer. Lucy and he once had that kind of autonomic commitment, and would still do anything for one another, he thinks, whether out of habit, or gratitude or admiration. But listening to that man he was suddenly unsure that what’s growing up between Sonny and him will flower that fully. There’s been peace, humor, sensitivity—and amazing sensuality. But he doubts Sonny, in the face of sacrifice, could ever really convince him there’s nothing else she’d like to do.


      At Seth’s feet lies the little corner of the lawn his mother ripped away a generation ago to form a vegetable garden. She tilled this fifteen square feet of soil relentlessly and made it yield remarkable things: leaf lettuce first, then tomatoes, peas, pole beans. A huge zucchini somehow sprang up in the adjoining privet and was mistaken by the entire family, when they spotted it, for a raccoon. He can recall his father, terrified, edging up like a fencer with a rake extended. Seth remembers many Sundays out here, hoeing, weeding, being the man his mother needed, doing her gentle bidding while he tried to keep up with the Trappers game on his transistor. Lucy has wonderful vegetable gardens and he’s always adored her for them.


      His mother’s gardening equipment was housed in the narrow barnwood shed his father positioned in the rear corner of this lot. Bernhard feared thieves, of course. A heavy rusted padlock hangs there. Seth would love to look inside. What has my father left me? he thinks again. He heaves on the old wooden door, then recalls the key, still hidden under the same piece of loose walk. The interior is dark, smelling of rotted wood, of rancid fertilizers and loam. The old tools lie in disarray, the metal parts rough with rust. The spiders have choked each other in bleak, silky competition.


      “Jeez-o Pete,” he says suddenly, “what a horrible day this is.” Behind the open door, safe from the wind and prying eyes, actually alone with Lucy for the first instant in months, he wordlessly accepts her comfort. Here she is in the crook of his arm, this woman, this tiny female person whom he was with longer than he lived without her. Here she is.


      SONNY


      “You aren’t leaving? I hoped we’d get a chance to talk,” Lucy says as Sonny, carrying her purse, approaches the front door. It’s a few minutes past 4:30 and most of the afternoon visitors have departed. Attempting to sound casual, Sonny explains she has to pick up Nikki from day care, a few minutes away, and expects to return with her. Unmentioned is the fact that Seth performs this task many afternoons now.


      “I’d love to get away for a second,” says Lucy. “How about I come along?” As Lucy rushes off for her coat, Sonny indulges in an instant of  stark assessment. Lucy is one of those women born in the right age. In the era of Botticelli and Rubens her looks would have been disregarded. Yet at the end of the twentieth century her slender waifishness is right. She has intense black eyes, a tangle of dark hair, a narrow, fragile face. Her size and apparent vulnerability always made Sonny feel like half a cow, even a quarter of a century ago, and watching her slip around the house, she’s been unable to contain her amazement that any woman after two children can actually have a waist that small. Seth’s side-of-the-mouth descriptions of Lucy have tended to portray her youthfulness as a failing, a sign of continuing childishness, but avoided mentioning that she’s retained a lot of sensual pizzazz. Dating a twenty-six-year-old no longer seems pathological. Lucy’s one of those women whom men—on the sidewalk, across a revolving door—still turn to watch in that idiot way, as if there’s actually some hope you might commit a carnal act right here on the street. Is Sonny envious? Only slightly. There are other aspects of youth—bending from the waist without back pain or the ability to remember seven-digit-number strings—she’d rather recover.


      In the car, heading off, Lucy chatters. People remain so fundamentally themselves, so recognizable. Seth insists Lucy is brilliant, but hamstrung by self-doubt, something Sonny can hear in the urgent way she gushes about the fact that Sonny is a judge. How exciting! How difficult! Support and flattery, the rhetoric of women of our age, Sonny thinks, but she knows Lucy is sincere. She answers that her job is far less lofty than it sounds.


      “But it’s important in the lives of other people,” Lucy answers. “And you did that. As a woman. I know what that means, how hard that was. When Michael told me you were a judge, I actually felt proud. Does that sound ridiculous? But I’m very proud of all of you, the women I knew who did all these things that their grandmothers or even their moms couldn’t even dare to consider. When we started college, if you think about it, we were so vague. So many women were. I was. We didn’t have any sense of what we could do. And what you did, you, all our women friends, they did for themselves. Together, I mean, hand in hand. I don’t think Sarah can really understand the imagination that required.”


      The reaching trees rush by in reflection on the windshield. Sonny tips her head.


      “I can’t take credit,” she says. “My mother gave me that.”


      “Really?”


      “It was very unusual for the time, but a wonderful gift. I owe her so much for that.” ‘You are great,’ Zora whispered. ‘You are a treasure of the world.’ Day in, day out, the message was repeated, with a passion that left no doubt it was true. At instants, that unrestrained praise of her abilities seemed more a burden than a benediction, but in the end, Sonny thinks, it’s a lot to have, to reach back to.


      They park at Drees, a small brick building, retooled three or four times for various municipal uses. Rush hour, sometimes madness on University Avenue, is light today and they are early. At Sonny’s suggestion they walk down the block to a gourmet coffee shop, the Seattle franchise which has America mainlining caffeine. A native, Lucy knows all the code words. “Grande, macchiato, double shot.” They sit on brushed-steel stools across a granite table. Shoppers, mostly female, pass on the street. A woman with a baguette from the French bakery across the way turns in the midst of conversation and nearly knocks Lucy from her seat. There is a brief scene, much laughter, and a flurry of apologies. When they are alone once more, Lucy hunches over her coffee cup and lets her tongue slide forth kittenishly to lick the foam.


      “So, is it love?” she asks. Sonny, who had not contemplated such directness, feels her chest rock when she attempts to draw a breath.


      “I know Seth’s in love with my daughter. I’m not as sure about me.”


      “Oh, I think he’s always been hung up on you. What’s the term? With the torch? As a child it made me think of the Statue of Liberty. But it means love is never finished. Don’t you think that’s right? I think love is never finished.”


      Sonny sees how this will be, one of those oblique, neurotic dialogues, saying one thing and, in some lost recess, meaning something else. If love does not quit, where does that leave Lucy and Seth? Registering Sonny’s discontent, Lucy apologizes. She didn’t mean to pry, she says.


      “It’s hardly prying,” Sonny says. “It’s natural. you wonder about Seth and me, I wonder about you and Seth.”


      In response, Lucy stirs her coffee, her eyes nowhere in the room. “Life is messy,” she says suddenly. “Isn’t it? People have these messy little corners that you can’t get to with one another.” Is it Seth and her, she means? Or is she talking about the fact that even decades ago Sonny and she were not especially close?


      “I don’t need explanations,” Sonny finally says, then, after an instant’s reflection, murmurs Isaac’s name. Lucy cannot contain a small, tense reflex.


      “Naturally,” Lucy says. “I mean, that’s the biggest piece of it. Isaac. Michael won’t give it up. Resolve. Let go. God, I don’t know the word. But he won’t. The sadness won’t leave him. And I empathize, I think I’m a sympathetic person—”


      “Of course you are,” offers Sonny, realizing it’s foolish to reassure someone she hasn’t seen for twenty-five years, but still certain she’s right.


      “But it’s me, too. He was my child, too. I can’t live with this silent accusation that I’ve forgotten Isaac and he hasn’t, that he suffers and I don’t. I can’t bear that.” She has started crying now. The liner goes at once, and settles on her cheek, a trail of greying sludge. Lucy stares at the traces on the paper napkin grabbed from the stainless dispenser and shakes her head. Why did she bother with makeup? she asks. She’s been crying and redoing it all day.


      Having touched this great pain so quickly leaves Sonny uneasy. It’s like digging in a garden and inadvertently exposing the root of a plant, a white, awkward thing never meant for light. As she watches Lucy regather herself, the day presses in on her amid the hubbub of the store. The place is filling. Women and men, on the way home, with time to grant themselves a few minutes of relief, queue before the bright chrome-and-brass fittings at the counter. A few little ones grind against their mothers’ thighs. The steam machines whir, spilling out sensational aromas, while the young clerks bustle about, enjoying the frenzy and performance of the rush hour. For a moment, it seems to Sonny that she can recover some recollected kinship to every person in this store: young and unknown to herself; at loose ends with spare moments; mom with babe in arms. She surmounted all that. Why can she see the arc backward so clearly, but nothing ahead?


      “I mean, Isaac’s not our whole thing,” Lucy says. “We’re like any other married couple. We’ve done some bad stuff to each other over the years.”


      “I was married,” Sonny says.


      “Right,” says Lucy, and smiles quickly, tentatively, not certain it’s polite to agree. “But for Michael, for me—you know, the issue is how much disappointment you can embrace before you say, ‘I have to start again.’ I mean,” Lucy says, “it turns out there are some things you can’t say. In a marriage? You can mess up a relationship in a sentence. You don’t know it for sure until ten years later. But that’s how it turns out.” Lucy, whose dark eyes are flighty, seldom loitering, now land directly on Sonny. “He’s never told you, has he?”


      Trying to find the thread, Sonny does not answer. Lucy leans on the tiny hand she has brought to her forehead, the nails short but carefully trimmed in red.


      “God, I need a cigarette,” she declares. Lucy takes her paper cup and moves to a table in the corner. She has lit up, wreathed in smoke, by the time Sonny arrives. And her mother died of emphysema. Sonny recalls Seth’s stories of this woman, with a ruined face like Lillian Hellman’s, smoking behind the oxygen mask, and her family screaming, begging her to consider the fire hazard, if nothing else.


      “This, you know, period, whatever you call it,” Lucy says, “this is like our second Big Crisis. We had a first Big Crisis. About ten years ago. Did you know that?”


      A little, Sonny says.


      “Michael’s mother was dying. And he was having a hard time with that. Alzheimer’s. They just disappear right in front of you, it eats the soul before the body. And he was becoming very successful at the same time. And he was having a hard time with that, too, you know, people were different with him now that he wasn’t just some weird guy ventilating a lot of crazed private thoughts. It was like the commercials that were on then about ‘Everybody listens’? That was his life all of a sudden. The room would go silent. Everybody listened. And so he was pretty nuts with all of it, and he started sleeping with some girl around the paper. He was traveling with her and telling me nothing was going on. His assistant. But you could just about see sparks when they even said hello. And men never will get it, will they, that women know? And I put up with stuff, that’s one of my problems, I always take way too much—but this? Finally, after a party, I threw a fit. I realized I was entitled. I was so hurt, savagely hurt. And he was kind of a skunk about it. He said all of the usual incredibly dumb things, but the one that got me was ‘You don’t understand this doesn’t mean anything,’ and I said, ‘No, I do understand, and don’t say it doesn’t mean anything,’ and, I don’t know, I just said, I said, ‘For Godsake, I was still sleeping with Hobie a year after we were married.’ So I’d said it.” She waits an instant, considering only the ember at the end of her cigarette.


      “Even when that was going on,” Lucy says, “I didn’t understand much of it, but I told myself, ‘If you do this, this is for yourself and only yourself and he can never know.’ And he hadn’t. They were two completely different spheres, like sleeping and waking, or stoned and straight, it seemed completely implausible they could even touch. But they did. They had.


      “I mean, the whole thing was like ancient history. It had been over years and years before, Hobie and I had both seen it was crazy and absurd. And one of the problems—I mean, now I was a mom, we had a home; we had, you know, our customs, our things, furniture and breakfast cereal, and honestly, one huge problem was I couldn’t even understand it anymore myself. I looked back and it seemed like being with the Moonies. I mean, how can I even explain what I used to think when I was twenty-one? We forget what we used to be like, what everything was like. It seems like there weren’t the same categories, you know? I mean, everything wasn’t in this sort of place. Who understands what an adult commitment is when you’re twenty-one? I thought I could sleep with Hobie and be Michael’s wife. It sort of made sense, and then eventually it didn’t. I mean, that’s life, that’s reality, I can’t apologize for that.


      “And you know, the shrinks, the counselors, they pointed out the right stuff, about how complicated it is between Michael and Hobie anyway, and why did Michael—Seth—why did he want to hook up with Hobie’s girlfriend in the first place, and we all played a part. But it was still a major mess. Not that he ever wagged a finger, because he’s done more than his share of shitty things and he knows it. But he couldn’t even talk to Hobie for a couple of years. And I mean Hobie prostrated himself, he absolutely begged forgiveness, which I frankly didn’t even think Hobie would know how to do. And you know, I forgave Michael and Michael forgave us. He’s a forgiving person. Except for his father. I’d had trouble getting pregnant again, secondary infertility, and we did in vitro and we had Isaac. And we went on. But there’s that term ‘sadder but wiser’? That’s a terrible phrase, don’t you think? When you really hear the words? And he was sadder but wiser after that. And our marriage was sadder but wiser. And with Isaac suddenly, maybe it was too sad and too wise. And what’s the way out, you know? Is there one?”


      Lucy, boiling in shame, closes her eyes and crushes out her cigarette. The store is emptying out. As the customers pass through the doorway, a touch of cooler air, swifter movement, the simpler smells of sundown and spring cross the café. Through her bleared eyes, Lucy dares to look again at Sonny. She says, “So now you know.”


      SETH


      The day, like some lingering sweet lament, lolls toward a close. Seth and Nikki sit on the grey stairs of the back porch, facing the failing stockade fence his father years ago erected along the property line of the tiny city lot. The birds twitter urgently, and a block or two away a power mower thrums, as some citizen tries to liberate the weekend with an hour’s labor after work, rushing through the first cutting of the year. In magnificent hue, the sky loses light about them. Lucy and Sonny have gone together to pick up takeout for dinner. Inside, Sarah, who just led a minyan in reciting the mourners’ prayer, is whiling with the last of her friends. Nikki watched in awe as Sarah chanted and now has asked Seth to hold a conversation in a foreign language, albeit one of her own invention. They have gone on quacking and gargling at each other for some time.


      “You know what I was saying?” the little girl asks. She is in jeans and a pilled turtleneck adorned with corny, small flowers and two smears of fingerpaint. “I was saying, ‘Yes, I want to go on a horse ride.’”


      “Oh, I misunderstood. I thought you were saying, ‘Thank you, Seth, for hanging out with me, you’re such a swell fella.’ I could swear that was what you meant.”


      “No-o-o!” she exclaims and in mock-reproof squeezes his cheeks, stopping to comb her fingers through his new beard, which all three of them—Seth, Sonny, and Nikki—privately refer to as ‘Nikki’s Whiskers.’ Her laughter rollicks momentarily, then her dark eyes grow serious again, reverting to what was on her mind. “Why was she talking Spanish, anyway?”


      “Spanish? Who?”


      Nikki waves a tiny hand desperately toward the living room. She cannot recall Sarah’s name or otherwise describe her. He has told her a thousand times Sarah is his daughter, but Nikki seems to find it impossible that a daughter is not someone her age.


      “You mean when Sarah was praying?” he asks. “That was Hebrew. Span-ish,” he mocks and grabs Nikki about the waist momentarily, jostling her in delight. She throws herself deep into his arms, and the compact feel of the little girl, with her mysteriously sweet aroma and innocent seductiveness, enters the core of him. Isaac was such a handful, so haunted and inconsolable, that Seth had half-forgotten the spectacular buoyant pleasures normally part of this age. Around Nikki he has often been called back with a throb to those times, when he was in his late twenties and Sarah was little. She’d been a surprise in every aspect, her conception first, and then, upon arrival, the way her needs dominated Lucy and him. Every meal, for instance, was a task. She was allergic to milk products and worse, for years, would only take her food disguised in baked beans. Each day was a thicket, planning for her, working, scheduling. Lucy was trying to finish college. He had been hired at a daily in Pawtucket, and one day one of his columns was picked up by a real syndicate, fifty papers, which kept asking for more. He’d write. Research. Do interviews. He’d keep endless notes on different ideas and work on them with no particular consistency, free-form, a renegade enemy of order in his writerly role. But with all the pulling and heaving, at home, in the office, he found suddenly there was no activity in the course of the day which did not feel imbued with deep purpose—Lucy, Sarah, what he wrote. And where it all was going, who knew, who knew, but he was laboring toward something, if only perhaps the creation of the self he was, after long wondering, seemingly meant to discover all along. Good years, he thinks now. Good times.


      In this mood, he clings to Nikki. Her long dark hair, pigtailed today, spins around as he lolls her back and forth. He is always self-conscious about handling her. Welcome to our era. But a six-year-old needs to be hugged. When his children were little, he enjoyed, nothing more than lying down with them for a nap, clinging to their small hands, losing track in sleep of where exactly their bodies and his began and ended. He finally lets her go so he can explain what Sarah was doing.


      “Sometimes people feel that they have to try to talk to God. That’s praying. And Sarah was praying about her grandfather. Remember that real, real old man? I showed you his picture? I used to go visit him? We’re remembering him.”


      “Did he get dead?” Seth knows Sonny has gone over this at length, but no doubt they’ll be repeating it for days.


      “He was more than ninety. He was almost ninety years older than you.” He was the century, this benighted, amazing century, Seth thinks. He has not cried yet, but he’s been on the verge once or twice, and with this new thought, he stifles a sob. It would upset Nikki. If she was his kid, it would be all right if he upset her. He would just cry. He’d be willing to say this is life, too. No truckling before the altar of tiny vulnerabilities. But she’s not his.


      “Is he in the ground already?”


      He tells her what he can. That it’s all right, the way it’s supposed to be. Yet that is no comfort. Lurking here, Seth suspects, is the fact that neither Sonny nor he has ever told Nikki that Seth had a little boy, not much older than Nikki is now, who passed. Even if Nikki were only a third as bright as she is, only partially possessed of that remarkable insinuating intelligence in which she is forever assessing the adult world, she would sense, would know. Who after all does she think this person is to whom Sarah and he are always referring? If things go on, he thinks, they will have to deal with this forthrightly. He will not do what was done to him, create a home poisoned by a secret terror, never to be mentioned.


      “So that’s what Sarah was doing. She was praying. And when Jewish people pray, they talk in Hebrew. See? Sarah and I are Jewish people, so she talked in Hebrew.”


      “Am I a Jewish people?”


      He ponders this. Her grandfather, Jack Klonsky, according to family legend, was Jewish. Among the Reform that might be sufficient.


      “I don’t think so, Nikki. Your mom isn’t. Usually, people are what their moms are. Or their dads. And Charlie and your mom don’t really like to go to church. Some people don’t like to pray. I’m not crazy about it, to be honest.”


      “Jennifer 2 goes to CDC.” In Nikki’s kindergarten class, there are three Jennifers, all of whose last names start with G.


      “Right. So she probably likes praying. And Sarah likes it.”


      “Well, how do I tell?”


      “What?”


      “If I like it. Duh,” she adds, with noble six-year-old contempt.


      “I’m sure your mom will help you. Maybe you can go with Jennifer 2 sometime. Or, you know, you could go with Sarah. Then you and Charlie and your mom can talk about it. Maybe you’ll want to be Catholic like your Aunt Hen, or you could be Jewish like me. Probably you’ll decide you want to be like Charlie and your mom. That’s what most people do. But whatever it is, you don’t have to worry about it now.”


      “I do.”


      “What?”


      “Want to be a Jewish.” She laps her hand over Seth’s. And moves a trifle closer on the stair.


      SONNY


      “Well, we’re all together again,” says Hobie with an ironic glimmer, as he glances about the old mahogany dining table to Sonny and Nikki, Lucy, Seth and Sarah. The visitors have departed. A few may look in later, but given the spare connections in Mr. Weissman’s life, the family decided to limit visitation to the afternoon and early evening. Lucy has a late plane to Seattle. On the table, the cartons of Chinese—the food of Jewish anguish, as Seth puts it, one of those jokes of his Sonny will never really get—leave the room savored of foreign spices and fried oil. How can anybody be hungry again? she thinks. The Jews are like the Poles, chewing their way through any meaningful event. But the energy of high emotion and the drain of the crowd this afternoon seem to have had a ravening effect. They eat speedily, on paper plates. Large foaming bottles of soda pop, dimpled from being grasped, stand amid the cartons. Nikki picks at an egg roll, then draws her hands inside her sleeves and tours the table telling everyone a pair of chopsticks are her fingers.


      Sonny sits beside Sarah, discussing Sarah’s plans for next year. Teaching was Sonny’s final career before she lit on the law, and she recounts some of her experiences. Everything was wonderful until she got to the classroom, where she was done in by thirty-eight third-graders, all of whom wore their deprivations as visibly as wounds. She laughs now at the memory of a girl of eight with a variety of behavioral disorders.


      “I hated her, and not because she was out of control. But when she got upset she ate Crayolas. Bit them and swallowed. Supplies were always so short, and she ate all the good colors. At the end of the year, the only ones left were black and white.”


      Listening, Nikki is momentarily amused by the notion of eating crayons, but she soon turns whiny, pulling on Sonny’s sleeve. “This is boring,” she moans, a lament that has been steadier since she discovered the black-and-white TV in Mr. Weissman’s study, which her mother will not let her turn on. In the living room, Sonny digs out the markers and books stowed in Nikki’s backpack this morning. They read The Pain and the Great One together, then start a book of pencilpoint mazes, which Nikki churlishly insists she can do on her own. When Sonny returns to the table, Seth and Lucy are complimenting Sarah’s friends—their kindness, their maturity.


      “God, don’t sound so amazed,” says Sarah. “We’re the same age the four of you were when you started hanging out together.”


      There is silence until Seth says, “Gulp,” to considerable laughter.


      “So is this what you guys used to do when you hung out together?” Sarah asks. “Eat Chinese and tell cool stories?”


      “We’d get ripped and listen to your father,” Hobie says.


      Listen to what? Sarah wants to know. Lucy explains about Seth’s movies, the science-fiction tales he once composed.


      “Cool,” she says. “So why’d you stop making them up, Dad?”


      “Who says I stopped? My computer’s full of them.”


      “I didn’t know that,” says Lucy. Her declaration is a substantial relief to Sonny, who had no idea either.


      “Whenever I get blocked doing a column, I fiddle with one of them. This is the halcyon era of science fiction. Recombinant engineering? Computer science? There’s no end to weird little thoughts.”


      “Like what? Come on. Let me hear one.” Sarah reaches across Sonny to drag on her father’s hand.


      “It’s just stupid, private stuff. They’re like topical parables or something. I don’t know.”


      “Go ahead,” says Hobie. “Let Sarah see how wigged-out you really are. I bet you got some twisted shit on that hard drive. Don’t say no, cause I know you do. You got some tales about black folks?”


      “Naturally. Nobody is spared.”


      “Okay.” Hobie throws his broad arms out, then folds them: Do me something. The age-old challenge between them. He gave Seth ten minutes before about the inadequacies of his new beard. Seth requires additional encouragement from both Lucy and Sonny, but at last he scrapes his chair back and spreads his hands. Even Nikki comes to Sonny’s lap to listen.


      “Soon,” he says, as the stories always started, “soon, as we know, cloning will be possible. From a single cell—from dandruff or a piece of fingernail—an entire being can be created. When writers speculate on this, they talk about cloning geniuses—a whole league of Michael Jordans or another de Kooning. But I suspect that people will be most interested in cloning themselves. We’ll be like paramecia, reproducing ourselves in an endless chain. You’ll literally be the parent of yourself. The kid won’t have your bad trips and nightmares and squirrelly parents, but otherwise it’s you, someone who’ll grow up to look exactly like you, who has your same insane predilection for peach ice cream and, regrettably, the same genetic defects.”


      “Like baldness?” asks Sarah. Around the table, there is a thunderous laughter. On Sonny’s lap, Nikki roars, too, for the sheer joy of participating. Seth levels a finger at Hobie and tells him to take note of what you get when the last tuition bill is paid.


      “So what’s the rest?” asks Sarah. “This is cool. I want to hear more.”


      “Okay,” Seth answers. “Well, naturally the next impulse is people want to improve upon themselves through genetic engineering. They don’t want their kid to be stuck being them exactly. He’ll be like me, but with my grandfather’s talent for music, my mother’s for math. And on the other hand, aberrant genes can be repaired. No one need have sickle cell or Tay-Sachs. Of course, there is a potential for horrible mischief, people experimenting, or creating geeks or Hitlers from their own DNA. And so all gene choice and repair is conducted under the auspices of a federal agency, the Biomedical Genetic Engineering Administration, which must consider all applications for genetic alterations. And here our story begins.


      “It is one of the legacies of slavery that virtually all African-Americans carry some white genes. Not long after BGEA has been opened, word leaks out that an unknown number of black parents have applied to have white children. This causes tremendous agitation around the country. Racist whites don’t want blacks ‘passing’ this way—even though they’ll be white in every real sense—while many African-Americans feel these parents are turning their back on their heritage. Some white leaders, including a few generally regarded as progressive, urge all African-Americans to take this step and thus, in a single generation, to put race behind us as a national issue. They are denounced by most blacks and many whites, a few of whom, in defiance, apply to have black-skinned children. Pressure is brought on Congress to prevent race-crossing. A law is enacted, but the Supreme Court strikes it down, ruling that the Constitution guarantees Americans the right to be whatever color they want. Now the nation is in turmoil. The Biomedical Genetic Engineering Administration is looted and the names of the black parents who have applied are discovered; around the nation four of them are lynched. Facilities doing gene alteration are sabotaged. Civil war erupts, with racist whites fighting beside the Nation of Islam. The cities burn again.” Seth rattles his fingers down like rain. “Fade scene. So?” he asks. The silence is prolonged.


      “I liked the stories you used to tell a lot better,” Sonny says.


      “Uncle Hobie’s right,” says Sarah. “You’re twisted.”


      “Hey,” says Seth. “You guys asked for it.”


      “It’s upsetting, Seth,” says Sonny. “It’s provocative.”


      Hobie, who has been fumbling with his beard for some time, says, “I think it’s a righteous story.”


      “My pal,” says Seth.


      “God,” says Lucy in reply. “The two of you never understand the way you sound to anybody else. That’s a terrible story.”


      “Sure it is,” says Hobie. “But true. Fact is, nobody in this country, black or white, knows how they wanna feel about difference. There plenty of white folks in this country, maybe even most of them these days, tellin themselves they ain’t so hung up. You give them one of those nice-type black people they see on TV to move in next door—Clint Huxtable or Whoopi Goldberg or Michael Jordan—somebody, you know, who lives and talks like them, fine by them. Only whoever it is, don’t you dare marry my daughter and hand me no darkie grandchild. And we aren’t a damn bit better. We-all are proud of being different, we wanna be different, ’cept when white folks say we are. Don’t nobody mention the number of black players in the NBA. Cause then we feel it’s a curse, as if that difference runs straight from the skin right through the soul. We’re all fucked up, all of us, and not gettin any better.”


      Lucy looks to Sonny. “They both believe we’re doomed.”


      “Not doomed,” says Seth. “Just in deep, deep trouble.” His wife makes a face and Seth repeats himself: Deep trouble. Still in her black dress, Lucy pulls in obvious agitation at each of the sleeves and leans across the table toward Seth.


      “I won’t listen to this. Not tonight. I don’t want to hear how bad it is, how hopeless, how urban life is going to be roving bands of murderous hoodlums fighting it out with armed militias, while the rest of us cower from both.”


      “Maybe you should drive down to Grace Street, Luce. Or spend time sitting beside Sonny and hear what passes in front of her on the average day.”


      Sonny shoots him a severe look and mouths quite clearly, Leave me out.


      “It’s not just one way, Seth. Why won’t you ever see it? Years ago, you committed yourself to making things being better. And they are better. We—all of us in this country—we’ve accomplished an enormous amount. Why doesn’t anybody ever say that? Why doesn’t anybody give themselves just a minute of joy? You tell me another century when so many people made so many advances against the kinds of tyranny human beings have always imposed on each other.”


      She is reaching toward him, imploring, Sonny sees, near tears. This is the heart of what Lucy knows she can offer him. Himself. Who he was and longs for, if he will just reestablish his courage and his faith. It’s too private, too unsettling to Sonny to witness this appeal. Nikki has edged over to Seth’s knee, and muttering that she’ll be right back, Sonny heads into the kitchen, where she withdraws a bottle of spring water from the refrigerator, a chugging Shelvador, forty years old if a day. The whole kitchen is a relic, with white metal cabinets so old the runners have fallen out of the drawers, and a floor of black and white linoleum squares. Sonny finds a glass—they are all, as Seth long claimed, food-store giveaways—and gulps the water down.


      Whoever said we could name our feelings? It’s an old riddle, left over from the foregone life of a philosophe at Miller Damon. The way any individual sees the color green can be measured now; a probe to the optic nerve would find the same chemicals annealing in the neurons of almost all of us. But this contorted stirring, the sensation that someone has driven rivets through her heart, the twisting fore and back, is simply what it is, the massive accumulation of a day, a life, and is wholly unique to her. Who has the right to call it by any known word, whether it’s ‘love’ or ‘regret’ or ‘pain’?


      From the dining room Hobie’s voice booms out. He’s telling a story about a Fourth of July years ago, when he was still married to his second wife. Seth, a second later, peeks in from the doorway.


      “Don’t kill me, okay, but I turned on the TV for Nikki. ‘God, Seth, this is so cool. There’s no color.’ I mean, is this the next wave?”


      She returns his smile wanly. Sonny keeps telling him he has to learn to say no to Nikki, to stop acting like a doting aunt. But there’s not much point in that discussion right now.


      “What’s the matter?” He edges in. “My story get to you?”


      “I suppose. There’s a lot to talk about. It’s been a hard day for all of us.”


      He looks behind him, then crosses the kitchen and takes her in his arms. He asks if she’s okay. She does not answer, but falls against him. Beside them, the window, opened for the cross-draft when the house was crowded, remains unclosed in spite of the growing nighttime chill. The wind kicks up, transmitting the sound of a cat a few houses down, squalling in some act of overheated masculinity. The air, the sound, Seth’s presence raises within her the first faint throb of sexual need. Amid all the uncertainty between them, their lovemaking has been a spectacular success. She has had these periods before with a couple of other men—Charlie was one—and when you’re into it, sex, having great sex, it seems to be the center of the world. All other connections grow slightly more remote. In the last hour of the day, when Nikki is in bed, Sonny turns to him, as formerly she turned to herself. He brings her a glass of wine. They drink. They make love. Sometimes it goes on. He roams. He approaches from behind. The side. He leaves. He caresses her ankles, knees, the vulva, then mounts her again reeking with her strong female scent. It feels always, as the minutes pass, as if they are going deeper and deeper into one another. The twined fingertips. The pleasure points. The outbreak of exulting sound. As if they were twins, separate selves swimming toward the retained memory of how they issued from the same core. The flooding recollection of this now is moving, disturbing. She will hate herself if she comes to tears.


      “How are you doing?” she asks.


      Confused, he says. Numb.


      “I nearly wrote you a letter last night.”


      “Did you? Was it a love letter?” He rears back with that puckish smile. Always the jokes, the hapless defenses.


      “It was condolences, Seth.”


      “Oh.”


      “And I tore it up because I didn’t know exactly what to say.”


      “I’m not sure I would, either.”


      “No, I mean about us. I didn’t know what to say about us. I didn’t know what right or role I’d have comforting you tomorrow or the day after.”


      “Oh.” He lets her go. “Is that what we have to talk about?” His innocence is such a complete show she has to stifle an urge to pinch him. His eyes, in fact, are watery with fear.


      “This may be the wrong time.”


      He looks back to the dining room. Hobie is talking about fireworks, imitating his wife, Khaleeda, as she begged him not to set them off around the girls. His mimicry, always perfect, has Lucy and Sarah in the heat of laughter.


      “Go on,” Seth says. “It’s working on you. Let’s hear it.”


      “Well, Seth. I already said it. What are you doing? Say, tomorrow. Are you staying? Going?”


      “Tomorrow? Look, you know I’ve been promising Moritz for two weeks I’ll come out to Seattle so I can meet with the people at the PI face to face. I said I’d leave as soon as the funeral is over. You know that. And it’s Passover anyway. Sarah wants to have it with Lucy now. She asked if we could all be together. So I’ll probably fly out tomorrow.”


      “And then? How long will you be there?”


      His mouth parts vaguely. He slumps a bit, backed up against the old black counter on which the linoleum’s secured by steel borders.


      “I’m entitled to ask, Seth, aren’t I?”


      “Of course,” he says, but averts himself somewhat. “Look, I have to get down to it. I know we’re there. Only, I want to be sure you realize it’s not only me. Do you know that?”


      In the four years since Charlie fell out of the picture, she never seemed to recall his most fundamental complaints, that she was cold at the core, elusive. At his angriest, he wrote a poem: Humans have four-chambered hearts/You keep three for yourself. She was crushed by those lines and happily forgot them until Seth cautiously began to hint at the same thing.


      “I know that,” she says.


      “Because,” he says, “there’s a way we’ve never gone one step beyond where we were last December—when you were calling this a childhood romance? There’s a level where you don’t believe me. Or won’t take me seriously.”


      “I take you seriously, Seth. But I’m afraid.”


      “Of?”


      “I don’t know. It’s hard to say.”


      He runs down a list of possibilities and she says no each time. She’s not afraid of being hurt. Or being abandoned again. Or the mess of another breakup.


      “So?” he asks.


      She has her arms about herself in the cool air. The kitchen light is bright.


      “Seth, I don’t know. I hear Hobie call you ‘Proust’ sometimes and I guess—I quiver. It scares me. That you remember every detail about your friends from college. That you’re still hung up on what Loyell Eddgar did to you twenty-five years ago, as if it happened yesterday. Because I can’t help thinking that’s the same reason you’re here with me, trying to pick up where we left off.”


      “And the reason is? I’m not following.”


      “I think what I’m afraid of is that beneath it all, Seth, you’ve been trying to figure out one thing, which is, basically, how you might have been happier. If you’d stayed with me, if you’d faced down Eddgar, would your life have turned out differently? Would you be more complete? Would it have turned out, if you’d been tougher or luckier, something—Would it have turned out he didn’t have to die, Seth?”


      She stops for a second, to see if she’s gone too far. Across the kitchen his eyes are flat, his jaw turns a bit. But he seems to be taking it.


      “That’s why it scares me,” she says. “Because in the end, Seth, sooner or later, you’re going to get a grip, you’re going to see what everybody has to see. You’re going to say, ‘I can’t disrespect the life I’ve lived. I can’t pretend I don’t have these connections. I could have had a different life, but I didn’t.’ I think you’re thinking those things right now.”


      “Look,” he says, but says no more for quite some time. In his white shirt, he too has crossed his arms in the chill. “This is really complicated. Maybe we should save this. Why don’t you take Nikki home? And then I’ll swing by whenever we’re done here.” His approach seals off the window, so she unexpectedly catches a swirling breath of the warm air still hovering in the house, which carries the stimulating current of his presence. He wants to sleep with her, she realizes. When all this anguish is expressed, when they have pulverized themselves with this raw cavalcade of doubt and high emotion, that ardor will fuse itself in motion, contact, pleasure, and connection, so that something will be left. When he goes in the morning, there will be a wake of tenderness as well as pain, something to return to. “We’ll talk, okay?”


      “We have to.”


      In the dining room, Hobie’s voice booms out: “I light the first sparklin devil and it spins around shootin sparks and whatnot, and all the sudden, the sucker rolls right under my car, my brand-new Mercedes 560 SEL, and I swear to God, swear, the whole fucking car, man, goes like ka-boom—there’s a flash of light, you’d have thought God, man, was behind the wheel.” Lucy’s and Sarah’s laughter, the identical high-pitched squeal from mother and daughter, peals from the dining room. Hobie’s wheezing too hard to continue.


      “Funny story,” Sonny says.


      “Hysterical,” says Seth. “Funnier if it was true.”


      She looks at him soberly, briefly reflecting on the depths between the two men. Neither of them, Seth nor she, seems disposed to move.


      “Look,” he says again, “I don’t want to fight about whether you’re right or wrong. Because in some ways you are, I’m sure you are. And I have to think about that a lot. But there’s also a self-fulfilling element to what you’re saying. You’re using what you think you see in me as an excuse to avoid dealing with yourself. It’s fair to worry about whether my commitment’s transitory. I dig it. But I’m not sure I’m getting even that much. Really, Sonny. Listen to you. All this worry about what Seth’s gonna do. But not once have you actually asked me to come back here next week, or made me any promises about how it’ll be if I do. I’ve spent months trying to find the magic word that’ll let you feel secure enough to come across. I’ve made a hell of an effort here. You’ve had all of me. Do you really think you can say the same thing?”


      “Seth, I’m who I am. You know that. I’m not going to write you love letters.”


      “And I accept that. However reluctantly. I know that. But I’m entitled to more. It’s just that simple. Right now, if I call you up from Seattle, if I say, ‘I’m staying here’ or ‘I’m not coming back,’ I’m afraid I know just how you’ll feel.”


      “God, Seth, how would you want me to feel?”


      “What would I want? I’d want you to feel devastated. I’d want you to feel torn away from something vital.” From the dining room there’s the sound of movement, chairs creaking. They’re clearing the cartons, their voices are coming this way. She waits in the full force of Seth’s gaze, his light eyes intent between those funny, frail brows. She feels somewhat overpowered because of what she’s invited. She will have to bear the invasion of that vast terrain where Zora’s daughter, the determinedly normal child of an unconventional and impulsive woman, has dwelled in shuttered privacy throughout her life, in dread of being known not merely to others but to herself. “And what I’m most afraid of, Sonny, is that secretly, in a large part of yourself, you’ll be happiest to avoid all of this and to be left alone.” He points to her from the doorway. “I’m afraid you’ll be relieved,” he says.


      SETH


      Mrs. Beuttler, Seth’s father’s secretary for the last twenty years, a dry woman who held a distant and somewhat charitable view of Mr. Weissman, returns after dinner so that her husband, Ike, can pay his respects. A few neighbors also appear. For the most part, they are older folks who co-existed with his father in the perfunctory amity of a familiar wave and remarks about the brute nature of recent ice storms or the insanity of the county’s creation of no-parking zones in the middle of the block. A younger couple, the Cotilles from two houses down, arrive, and the missus, a well-intended straitlaced blonde, insists that Bernhard was the sweetest old thing.


      By nine o’clock, the ceremonial aspect of mourning is over. Sonny has gone to put Nikki to sleep. Hobie loads as many of the folding chairs borrowed from the Tuttles as fit into his parents’ car and drives down the street to pass the remainder of the night with Gurney and Loretta. Lucy and Sarah and Seth undo the work of the night before, push the elderly divan back into the center of the living room, dry and stack the dishes, study odd objects that are suddenly outlined with the striking clarity death provides. In the living room, beneath the glass of a corner table, his mother laid out a mosaic of photographs over the years, single instants in the march through time, the early Kodachromes bleeding green into the other hues. Seth is the principal subject: gleeful, at the beach, with sailor cap and shovel; a solemn cowpoke at his seventh birthday party, incapable of much levity, because the guns and chaps he received were in line with his father’s wonts, second-rate, plastic, possessing none of the substance leather and metal would have lent Seth’s fantasies. The years go forward: here he is in mortarboard at Easton. Then Lucy begins appearing. Sarah in infancy frolics in a tub. Seth, Lucy, Sarah, age seven, and both his parents, all outfitted with walking sticks and rucksacks, stare at the camera in the Olympic rain forest. There are also a couple of snaps of Isaac which his father added, maintaining Dena’s shrine: the infant swaddled and then, Seth’s lost boy, at three in his He-Man outfit.


      The plan is for Sarah to drop Lucy at Kindle International on the way down 843 to Easton. At the curbside, beneath the weird purplish tones and penumbral shadows which the mercury vapor lights cast through the bare trees, Seth heaves her small case into the back of Sarah’s Saturn. Leaving, Lucy allows herself a full embrace. She rises to her toes and throws her slender, solid arms around him. Squeezing her small form to him, she quickly kisses his lips, then her cheek appears beside his and in the smallest voice possible, with their daughter some unaccountable distance from them in the dark, Lucy whispers, as he has known for hours she would, “Come home.” She breaks from him before he can answer. The pale side of her palm, lifted to the window, catches some of the light as the car zips into the dark.


      He stands at the curbside watching this departure, locks the door to his father’s house, and loads the last of the folding chairs borrowed from Hobie’s parents into the Camry. At the Tuttles’ bungalow, a close replica of his father’s, Hobie’s mom, Loretta, fumbles through the many bolts, then throws her arms open and comforts Seth in her familiar abundance for what seems the tenth time today. “Oh, how you doin now, baby?” she asks. Waddling with the folding chairs, he clatters down the stairs to the basement, where Hobie has established himself for the night.


      Throughout the trial, Hobie was in tenancy here, in the knotty-pined domain which was the kingdom of their youth. Here, at the age of fourteen, Hobie opened what he called his ‘office.’ They hung Playboy Playmates on the wall, set up his hi-fi, with the tweed speaker covers, and his aquarium with the grow light and the bubbler, which imparted a chill, dank smell to the basement air. With other friends, Seth would take the bus to downtown DuSable, see a movie, run up and down the streets, dodge into alleys in flocks when they saw a cop even a block away, as if they had done anything that merited fleeing. Hobie would seldom come along. He never said why, although Seth knew. There was always somebody who stared, snarled a little, pushed him, wouldn’t respond. Once a trip. Just for a moment. But it was enough to keep Hobie at home in U. Park. Here in this basement he was the exalted ruler. Seth can still clearly recollect the cold kiss of the floor, can see without looking the precise pattern in which the variegated asbestos tiles have been cut to fit the hummock of cement at the foot of the central I-beam. He would listen to Hobie go on, an exotic, spectacular young man, with a mind full of thoughts like shooting stars, a personality of unlimited art and promise, before the world brought him to heel.


      During the trial, Hobie, a restless sleeper, preferred to bed down here rather than pad through the house all night and wake his parents. He slept on the davenport, with its tartan bolsters, which has been here since their childhood. He would arrive late, 11 p.m. or even midnight, and Seth often met him for a beer, or, as Hobie preferred, a joint. Hobie never discussed the case. He’d spent his evenings at Nile’s apartment, supposedly preparing for the next day of trial, although from idle references it sounded like Hobie passed most of the time on the phone, trying to keep up with the rest of his law practice in D.C. Descending now, Seth spies four banker’s boxes full of the records of the case—the reports, exhibits—on two pallets near the furnace. They’re stored here, rather than D.C., in the event of Nile’s apprehension, even though Hobie calls the prospect of a retrial remote.


      In greeting, Hobie sticks his head out of his paneled enclave and makes a low noise. He has on an old button-down shirt, open over an olive-green T, both garments splattered with bright gobs of acrylics. He is holding a brush. For years, he’s painted as a pastime. He is at work on a small canvas set on a large easel, a Pollockesque piece he started during the trial and apparently did not complete. On the same spattered box where smeared tubes of pigment rest, a tiny TV glows. Seth admires the artwork, but Hobie remains dissatisfied.


      “Sometimes I think, Man, if I’d only started earlier. But you can buy a lot of jive, talkin like that.” He tosses his head sadly and briefly considers the TV.


      “Professional wrestling?”


      “Greatest Show on Earth.”


      “Hobe, they’re still using the same script they were when we’d put Buddy Rogers’s Figure Four grapevine on each other thirty-five years ago.”


      “Eternal as the rock,” answers Hobie. “This here is opera for the working class. Big-time ballad of good and evil.” He has an open jar of dry roasted nuts nearby and pops a whole handful in his mouth. In this low-rise room, the acoustical ceiling is close to the spongy mass of his hair. Seth sniffs twice, noticeably, at the basement air, in which the predominating odor of the paint doesn’t fully mask other scents.


      “Hell yeah, I’m stoned,” says Hobie. “That a problem?” It is actually. The volume of intoxicants in this man’s body still remains stupendous. Hobie takes note of his equivocal look. “Hey, man,” Hobie says, “substance abuse has got a bright future—it’s a growth industry. People will take chemicals to improve their mood just as long as human unhappiness persists. That’s word. May as well face facts. Fuck, we all grew up junkies anyway. You ever watch a kid in front of a TV set?”


      “Often, unfortunately.”


      “Tell me it don’t look like someone tripping.” Seth laughs, but Hobie insists. “Am I right? I know I am. Sure,” he agrees with himself. “This here’s gonna be the liberty of the twenty-first century,” he says. “Gotta let folks journey to their inner self, come to grips with the primordial mind, the pre-rational head that exists and is supreme over the world of rationalist signs and symbols. That’s where folks reside. And that’s the world that’s beyond true governance. People gotta realize that. Let freedom ring, baby.”


      “Listen to this,” says Seth, laughing at the gusto with which Hobie goes on. He grabs both Hobie’s hands. “Hobie T. Tuttle,” he says, “you are still a trip.”


      In answer, Hobie gives a brimming look, wise and regretful, half a life in it. He tips his head a bit.


      “I ain’t just talkin shit, you know.”


      “You never have,” says Seth.


      Satisfied by that, Hobie grunts again and turns away. “So I hope you didn’t come round here to ask me somethin dumb, like can a man love two women.”


      “Can he?”


      “Folks keep tellin me no. I’m paying a piss-pot full of alimony for tryin.” Hobie’s adult years have been a mixed bag at best. The law is its own universe and he reigns in every courtroom, but given the wreckage in his personal life, Seth never hears him claim to be a success. Seth loved Hobie’s second wife, Khaleeda; she was a follower of W. D. Muhammad, a serious complex person who, unlike most of Hobie’s women, had some sense of the immensity of his spirit. But he philandered his way out of that marriage. It’s been hard for him since and will probably remain that way.


      “Does it violate a biological law,” Seth asks, “or is it just psychologically impossible, like grasping your own death?”


      “Good, man,” says Hobie, “good. Let’s hear all your crazy shit. That’s what you come to do, right? Tell me how tormented you are?”


      “I’m too blown out to be tormented. I’ll be tormented tomorrow. I wanted to drop off the chairs and thank you for your eulogy. It was great.”


      Hobie acknowledges him with another low rumble, a sound of mild pleasure, and dries a brush on the bottom of his shirt. This is hardly a novelty, telling him he made a deep impression in his public portrayal of himself.


      “Yeah, I was on today. Think maybe I oughta become Jewish? I’s a sorry-ass Catholic, and a worse Muslim. Maybe third time be the charm.” Hobie’s fascination with religion remains obscure to Seth. He explained it once in terms borrowed from the Grand Inquisitor. If everything is permitted, he said, then belief is permitted, too. So why not do it, since in existential terms, it requires the same effort? The logic was lost on Seth. But he smiles at the thought of Hobie undergoing another conversion.


      “Now that would really get Jackson Aires going,” says Seth. “Did you hear him ripping on me about my name?”


      “Jackson, man, I’ve heard his shit all my life. Sometimes, it’s how the impoverished young black man ain’t got nothin but his anger and his self to blame for that, since every crime, every stickup and robbery, makes life harder for other black folks. Then next sentence he’s gone tell you how the black male’s been in deep trouble in America since the first slave on the dock got told to drop his shorts, seein as how no white man was gonna set loose a fella with a dong that size. Jackson, man, he’s goofy, he’s just as confused as everybody else.” Hobie picks up a rag and lifts his chin to remove a dab of green paint that has landed on his beard. “Don’t pay no mind to Jackson. He’s gonna rip-all on everyone. He was rippin the living hell out of me during that trial bout how I was treating that sack-of-shit gangbanging client of his, and he knew better than me the fool was up there tellin tales.”


      “What kind of tales?” asks Seth quietly.


      “Don’t start.” Hobie points the paint-smeared rag. “Now don’t you start.” They have never talked about the trial, even after it was over. Hobie shut down every conversation once Seth told Hobie about Sonny and him.


      “But it was a lie, right? Through and through? Nile didn’t want to do anybody?”


      “You were there. You heard the evidence.”


      “There was a lot of bullshit in that courtroom, Hobie.”


      “Yeah, but you’re considering the source.” Hobie’s eyes twinkle at the thought of his own devilment.


      “The whole thing with the money Nile gave Hardcore? That was all fairy tales.”


      “Music to my ears.”


      “One day it was dope money. Then it was campaign money.”


      “Okay.”


      “Well, which was it?”


      “Hey.” Hobie briefly turns. “I’m the question man. Him, Moldo, whatever his name was, the prosecutor, he’s the answer person. I’m the this-don’t-make-sense guy.”


      “But look. Like the bank books? You were going to put in all Nile’s financial stuff to show Nile couldn’t have given Core $10,000 of his own, right?”


      “Pretty slick, huh?”


      “But Nile paid your fee. You told me that. So where’d that money come from?”


      Hobie stops now. He looks around for a sheet of newspaper and lays it on a beaten wooden chair, where he takes a seat.


      “And here’s the real thing,” says Seth. “Nile told me straight up—he never handed Hardcore any goddamn $10,000. Campaign or no campaign. He said it was a stone lie. Remember? I told you that the day in the jail.” Hobie has watched him, holding his whiskered chin.


      “Listen,” he says, “listen, I’m gonna tell you something. ‘He said.’ The defendant said. Shit. Listen, when I got hired as a PD in D.C., 1972? I got into a prelim courtroom right away, cause they wanted brothers moving up fast as possible? And, man, I didn’t know what the fuck I was doin. First preliminary I had, I remember, I’m representing a guy named Shorty Rojas. You know, as it is, you get about two minutes in advance to confer with your client and this dude, no fuckin lie, he can’t talk. He’s some kind of calypso spade, but I couldn’t suss out what blood this dude had in him. I mean, he starts in, it’s like, What motherfuckin language is this? This idn’t street, this isn’t island, this ain’t Puerto Rico, this is just like fuckin glossolalia or somethin. And the case is a knifing, okay? Shorty, he performed a splenectomy out on the avenue. And thank God, the victim made it, and he’s up there on the witness stand, and the prosecutor gets the victim down, ‘Show the judge just what Shorty done to you.’ So here’s this motherfucker, he’s stabbin away with the actual knife, about two inches from the judge’s nose, you’d think you’re watching Zorro. And Shorty, who I’ve understood maybe two words he’s ever said, pipes up, ‘That’s a lie. All lie. No right. No right.’


      “And I hear this and I’m like, Holy smokes! Hold on, heart! I got myself an innocent client! I got so fuckin excited. I cross-examined like some ferocious motherfucker. And lost. Naturally. Never win a prelim if the victim says that’s the guy. But I’m blue, I’m whale-shit low. So I go over to the jail that night, I walk up on the tiers to see my client. ‘Hey, man, Shorty, I’m sorry, we’ll beat it at trial.’ He starts in again. ‘No right. No right. No right.’ And somehow, I’m walkin away and it dawns on me, he’s still shaking one hand at me. And I go back, I say, ‘You mean, he’s lying cause you didn’t stab him with the right hand, it was the left?’ Seen the fucker smile, you wouldn’t believe it. ‘Left, left, left. No right.’ So don’t tell me that the defendant said it was a lie, all right?”


      “Well, what does all that mean?”


      “It means what it means.” Hobie stands again to ponder his painting.


      “Nile was lying to me? Nile really paid him? What?”


      “See, this is why I didn’t want you involved. This is why I was telling you, stay away from him. Cause you can’t handle this. Man, I knew you, Jack, when you cried cause you found out Mary Martin was flying with strings. And you ain’t changed. So leave it be. Seat.”


      “Hobie. Something happened there. Someone was murdered. I’ve known this boy almost his entire life.”


      “Look, I ain’t gonna tell you what he said to me. I can’t. Privilege holds unless he’s dead. And he ain’t dead.”


      “You sure?”


      “Pretty sure.” Hobie smacks the canvas with his brush. “Why, you afraid Eddgar murdered him, too?”


      “It’s crossed my mind.”


      A rankling snuffle shoots from Hobie’s nose. “You the only fucker on Planet Reebok who hates Eddgar worse than I do.”


      “Maybe I’ve got more reason.”


      “You know your problem with him?”


      “I have a feeling you’re about to tell me. Sock it to me, bro.”


      “You envy him.”


      “Say what!”


      “Yep, I think that’s what it is. See, man, I hate him for the shit he did. But you hate him for that and what he is now. You look back to all that stuff you were going through twenty-five years ago and you say, ‘Wow, that was exciting, that’s when I was political, idealistic, committed. But I quit that nonsense.’ And you blame him because you think he’s basically the one what forced you to give it up. Yet here he is, that dog, talkin all that shit you’d still love to believe, doin it too, and you find that infuriating.”


      “No,” says Seth. “I mean, yeah, I see it. And I know I still believe it. I mean, not all of it. I can’t. It was a children’s crusade and some of it was childish. But I recycle my bottles. I vote for the good guys. But it’s the wild hopefulness I really miss. All that time, it didn’t seem there was any difference between love and justice. You could have them both, without conflict. We were going to revise life, down to the essence. We were going to abolish unhappiness. It was glorious.”


      “Right,” says Hobie. “We asked the essential questions: How many roads must a man walk down, before you call him a cab?”


      “Thank you for your support.”


      “Shit,” says Hobie. Momentarily, neither speaks.


      “How about just a yes or no on one thing, Hobe? Did Eddgar get Hardcore to off June?”


      Hobie’s sole response is to draw his mouth down into an irked little pouch.


      “Goddamn,” says Seth. “You just want to be Captain Marvel.”


      “Oh, fuck you, motherfucker. All you’re doin is lookin after yourself. This is the single thing in this life I am any good at, leastwise that means something to anybody else. And I’ll be goddamned if I will treat it with disrespect, just cause you got the blues or some Holy Grail about some boy you looked after when he used to wet his pants. It’s in the books, man: I can’t tell.”


      They are within a few feet of one another in poses that would look combative to an outsider, staring each other down. Seth turns away first, wandering from Hobie’s room, and takes a seat on the basement stairs, picking at the metal runner. The cellar is a collection of musty smells. Glancing menacingly over his shoulder, Hobie emerges but stalks off in the opposite direction. In the darkness, beside the glimmering sheet-metal venting of the furnace, Hobie rummages in the banker’s boxes where the trial records are stored. Swearing in all the romance languages, he throws the top two aside to reach the herniated carton below. When he returns to Seth, he is holding a sheet of paper.


      “Not so fast,” he says, turning the paper to his chest. “Not so fast.” He sits on the step below Seth, his bulk occupying the entire space of the stairwell. “Now look, you’re such a journalistic hotshot,” Hobie says, “maybe you can figure this much out. See this prosecutor, what’s he called? Moldo?”


      “Molto.”


      “I got onto him right from the start. You gonna be a PA for life, man, you gotta be an angry fella, you gotta be lookin to see the right people kick the shit out of the wrong people, you gotta get off on that, day in and day out. So I’m hip, and I start runnin some changes on him, and pretty soon he’s so sore at me, he ain’t even thinkin bout Nile, cause he figures I’m the evilest, most deceptive bastard ever walked into a courtroom. Which is just fine with me. All right?”


      “Are you going to say anything plainly?”


      “Lookee here,” he says, “just listen up. Now here I am at the end of this trial, and I pull the rabbit out of the hat. State says my client brought $10,000 to this gangbanger to get him to commit murder, and lo and behold, I go and show Nile give him $10,000 cash okay, but it was from the DFU. You remember that part?”


      “Are you looking for applause?”


      “You be fresh, I can just go back to paintin on my picture.”


      “Fine, I apologize. So what’s the point?”


      “Now, if I know from day one, from before that trial starts, that skunk Hardcore is lying through his gangbanging booty about what that $10,000 is and where it came from—and I do, I surely do know those things for fact—then why wouldn’t I go in and say, ‘Now now, Mr. Prosecutor, you done made one hell of a mistake, here’s the check, go see the folks at DFU’? Why wouldn’t I do that? How does Moldo answer that question?”


      “Because you’re the evilest, most deceptive bastard that ever walked into a courtroom?”


      “Right on. I just get my jollies pullin his chain. That’s what he thinks.”


      “And what’s the truth?”


      “You supposed to tell me.”


      Seth thinks. “It’s a smoke screen, right? I would say you waited because you didn’t want him to have time to look into this. Something about the money was wrong.”


      “Doin good, bro. Now I’ll tell you the truth, man: There’s a lot about that money, a whole lot, that’s wrong, and I can’t tell you but a little tiny part of it.”


      “You didn’t want Molto to ask Hardcore about it?”


      “No. Hardcore, he had to tell the lies he told before. Jackson gave him a script—that whole thing was so Jackson, man—and Core stuck right to it. Wasn’t worried about Hardcore. See, what I didn’t want Moldo and them to do was go out to that bank and talk to the teller who cashed that check. Cause she might tell them what-all she told me.”


      “Which was? Is that privileged too?”


      “Not really.”


      “So what’d she say?”


      “She remembered Nile. She remembered him cause he acted like his usual dumbbell self. She handed him $10,000 in cash—100 one-hundred-dollar bills, by the way, no fifties or twenties. And he stuck them in an overnight delivery envelope. And she says, ‘You shouldn’t oughta do that, it says right on the form, like, Don’t send cash,’ and he says, ‘Neh, we’ve done it before,’ and ’fore he leaves out, asks her is FedEx around the corner.”


      “So he didn’t give money to Core? That’s the point?”


      “No.”


      “He did give the money to Hardcore?”


      “I’m saying that’s not the point.”


      “Well, who’d he send the money to?”


      “That’s the point.”


      The paper which Hobie’s been holding is a printout from microfiche, white on black and heavy with toner, reflecting the data about a FedEx delivery last July. Nile is listed on one side of the form as the sender. On the other is the destination:


      

        Michael Frane


        RR 24


        Marston, Wisconsin 53715


      


      When Seth looks back, Hobie is studying his reaction abstractly, waiting to see how long it takes to sink in.


      “April Fools?” Seth asks.


      “This here’s no foolin.”


      “It’s him, right?”


      “Be a funny coincidence if it wasn’t.”


      Seth stares at the paper again. His arms feel weak.


      “How long were you going to wait to tell me this?”


      “Probably forever. I’m probably doin somethin I shouldn’t, as it is. Only you’re breakin my heart with that hangdog shit, fuckin Oliver Twist or something, waitin for more. And this is a goddamn secret, Jack. The judge doesn’t hear word one about this. I had enough lectures from her about withholding evidence to last a lifetime.” Hobie nods. “You forgot to ask me when I got that from FedEx.”


      “When?”


      “Night before Nile run off. One hell of a surprise, too. I’d asked them to dig it up weeks before. I opened the mail. It’s like ‘Ee-yow!’”


      “He hadn’t told you?”


      He shakes his head again, not a reply, but a sign he cannot respond.


      “He couldn’t have told you,” Seth says. “You just said you were surprised.”


      Hobie merely looks: a great stone face, which in fact it is, a face that would be worthy of some sculptor’s efforts.


      “What else did I miss?” Seth asks.


      “Name of the town familiar?”


      Marston. “Is that where June lived?”


      “Bingo.”


      “He’s been living there with her?”


      “Not with. Not so far as I can tell. But he’d been in those parts twenty-five years, same as her. Ran a little TV/radio/stereo kind of store since the eighties. Big chains, volume discounts finally put him out of business. Left him with some heavy debts.”


      “Is that what the money was for?”


      Hobie points. Bingo again.


      “Apparently, bankruptcy wasn’t an option. Some folks didn’t like the notion of a credit check on Michael or anything like that. You know, he’d sort of kept the name, case he ever ran across somebody he used to know, but he changed the spelling so he didn’t step on your toes. Remember, you had his social security number. So his must have been a phony. Which meant they didn’t want anybody pokin round about his background. That’s how I figure it. Seems he’s kind of a sensitive guy, anyway, not too good with stress. Had some kind of breakdown years back. He was working around there as a farmhand originally and cut off half of one foot in a threshing machine. That’s like 1971. I think that’s when June showed up. June and Nile. Kind of nursed him back to health.”


      “Where the hell do you get all of this?” he asks Hobie. “Not from Nile, right?”


      “Nope, else I wouldn’t be telling you. No, I spent quite a bit of time on the telephone, starting with lunch the last day of the trial. While you were beatin the streets? I talked to the banker, realtor, chamber of commerce. Everybody liked Michael. Sweet, peaceful fella. Kind of strange. The boy we knew. I guess he stayed pretty close to my client over the years. Kind of like you and my client? Anyway, that’s who I was trying to rustle up—my client. I’ve always figured this is where he bolted. Wanted to warn Michael his cover was blown.”


      “That’s why he took off?”


      “Partly, I’d guess. In part. I’d say, overall—strictly an estimate, not a confidence—Nile wasn’t very pleased by the direction of the defense. He was ripshit with me already, by the time I showed him that piece of paper. But I think this here’s a secret he’d always sworn to Mom he’d keep. I’m damn sure he didn’t want me to go into all of this in court. Which, of course, I’d be obliged to do, if he would have let me. And then again, I think he might have worried I’d let word slip to you.”


      “To me? What would I do?”


      “Hey, dude, way I remember this one, Michael set you up big-time. Only logical to think you’d want to trash him, if you ever got a bead on where he was.”


      “I never held him to blame. You know that. I’d actually like to see him.”


      “Proust,” says Hobie.


      “Right,” says Seth. His imagination, anchored in the past, already is crawling toward some usable image of Michael. Seth has been to towns like Marston. Several years ago, he did a few columns on a girl up in Podunk, Minnesota, who wanted to play the tuba in the all-boys marching band. He spent a week out there. Everybody has strange hair: girls with dos like woodpecker’s combs, guys whose fathers ragged the hippies now with greasy locks dripping to their shoulders. All of them get drunk on Friday nights and tear down the county roads, picking off the rural-delivery post boxes with their bumpers. Their parents, farmers mostly, are utterly confused by the viral spread of urban life. Their kids take drugs and hang out at the malls down on the interstate, wear their seed caps backwards, and call each other ‘motherfucker.’ What the hell? the adults always seemed to be asking.


      And here, where people once thought they were the real America, Michael Frain has remained. Seth envisions him on the main street peering discontentedly into the window of his store. An unlit neon sign, too small for the frontage it decorates, mentions a popular brand, Sony or G.E. Behind it, the shop is gloomily, grimly out of business. Some disused something, two cardboard boxes, and a few stray kinks of wire are piled meaninglessly on a ledge blanketed with acrid dust, which has gathered at places into hairy wisps. The fixtures and display shelves have been removed. The man himself remains angular, still slender, though his gut has taken on some slope. He wears a washed-out plaid shirt, with the tails hanging outside his twill trousers. He looks a bit wasted, gawky, with a knobby weight at the elbows and the knees. He still has some hair, ragged but not quite as wild, not quite as bright of course. And he would take considerable pain in stepping down into the street. To walk, Michael wheels his upper body to the left and stiffly hurls the opposite leg, an elaborate, painful-looking motion which he has thoughtlessly mastered. Down the way, the unpainted clapboard church and corrugated Farm Bureau building stand beside a new brick restaurant, prefab construction from the looks of it, insubstantial as a cereal box. As he moves along, Michael’s eyes, still glossy and uncertain, would flash this way and avoid Seth, as they avoid all strangers, with no hint of recognition. That’s him. Seth gathers himself around the picture.


      “And did you find him?”


      “Which one?”


      “Either. Nile?”


      “Nope. Course not.”


      “How about Michael?”


      “Nope. That’s how come I ended up talking to everybody in town. Man’s just gone. Nobody could find him that day. Or since.”


      “They’re together?”


      “Doing their fugitive thing. My guess. Michael’s had practice slipping his name, his past. I figure he’s showing Nile how.”


      In the silence of the basement, the voice of one of the wrestlers, at the same pitch as an engine exhaust, rumbles across the room from the TV. “I’ll crush the Mighty Welder’s butt,” he declares to an interviewer.


      “And you’re not going to tell me the rest. How we get to this point?”


      “Can’t, man.”


      “Who can?” Seth asks. “Who will?”


      Hobie lays his heavy hand on Seth’s knee. He smells of paint, his eyes are bleary. He looks at Seth, as they look at each other, with what’s been imbued over a lifetime.


      “You’ll figure,” he says.
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      NILE


      Weak, Nile always thought when he entered the jail. The damn guards were so weak, just in a total snooze. Their whole deal was papers and forms. ‘Captain wants them forms to be right.’ Here they were, with all these bad actors and tough customers, killers and heartless slobs two hundred feet away, and the realest thing to these tools was whether every visitor put down a sign-in time and the inmate’s pen number. Probation was the same way. Jesus. Nile sighed and thought about the girl.


      Nile was in love. He was always in love, but this was different. It was always different, because he didn’t love the girls other men did. He didn’t think Julia Roberts was so beautiful. In high school, he wasn’t like every guy who thought about boning the whole pom squad. He liked sweet girls, gentle girls, girls who had something special—girls who maybe some way reminded him of himself. Right now he was really in love. Better than ever. He was like the dude in the song who loved being in love. He loved Lovinia.


      “Nile, my man, my man,” said the lieutenant. He said that each week. Nile timed it so this sphincter-brain named Eddie was on the desk, because he barely searched him. “It rainin out there?”


      “A little,” Nile said. “Kind of misting.”


      “Shit. That damn pizza boy get slow. Any doggone excuse. Step into my office. Kind of mistin,” said Eddie, as he extended a slightly arthritic finger to the examination room. “Shit, you know, it been mistin all damn month. That pollution and all’s what done it. You think I’m kiddin? I’m not kidding. Mistin. Shit, I’ll be havin this damn cough all year.” He ran his arms along the outside of Nile’s torso, inside each leg until he reached the thigh. “Okay, you done. Which one you want?”


      “Henry Downs. Sly Bolt.”


      “Mr. Sly Bolt. Yessir, we gonna tell another gangbanger this week how he got to be a good boy when we let him out. You make sure he listen up.” Eddie laughed and stamped Nile’s hand. He said he’d call to have them bring Bolt down.


      Nile walked on. At the gatehouse, he stuck his hand under the ultraviolet and the guards inside discharged the lock, admitting him. Nile could feel it there behind him. It reminded him of Bug; every step, every twitch, brought her to mind. She was always with him, like magic. He saw some skinny girl on the street and he remembered her. He saw stocking caps or grey twills; he felt the package in his can. It was like a town where all the roads ran to one place. Lovinia.


      Girls always got Nile like that. He was always waking up and trying to remember first thing who he was in love with. His heart was always flying along, airborne with secret love. He was crazy all the time about someone who didn’t even know it. There was Emme Perez, a receptionist at Main Probation who had two little babies from two different men. He’d loved her secretly for a long time, with her thin little legs and her kind of attitude. There was Marjorie in his father’s campaign office, who had a limp from something she’d had as a kid. There was another black girl named Namba Gates he met at college who seemed to like him, too. Nile thought she was waiting for him to ask her out, and he almost did it, until he realized he couldn’t bear to. When he was a freshman in high school, there was a girl in Geometry, Nancy Franz, chubby really, but kind of sweet on him, she used to bump him in the hallways and stuff, steal his books; it was fifteen years later and he still thought of her sometime. There were so many.


      Bug was the best. She was so sweet. That was just the word for her was sweet. And shy. She got so she could barely stand to let those huge eyes of hers get near yours, that had to be why they called her Bug, those eyes. It drove Nile crazy when she did that, like she wasn’t even fifteen but seven.


      ‘Do you suppose you’d say you were my girl?’ he asked this morning, when they were doing the package.


      ‘Not to none of them, I wouldn’t. No how.’


      ‘Would you say it to me?’


      And she got that look. She batted him on the arm.


      ‘You psychin,’ she said.


      ‘No, I’m not. I think you’re my girl, man. That’s what I think.’


      ‘Well, you gone think what you think, then. Ain you? Ain gone matter none what I say.’ And she skirted away from him, the way she did usually. Not in person. But like her spirit. It was like a ghost. Something you couldn’t catch. A part of her was shy. Or hidden. Or something. He didn’t have the words. He was inside Department 2 now and he sighed aloud thinking of her.


      “What’s got you down, men?” asked Runculez, the guard at the desk.


      “I’m not down,” said Nile. “I’m up. I’m happy.” He lifted his arms to show he was free. Then he smiled stupidly. “Henry Downs,” he said, and the guard shouted. “Downs.” Two tiers up you could hear them shouting “Downs.”


      “You got the Henry Downs,” said Runculez. They both laughed so that it actually seemed funny.


      “Interview room,” said Nile.


      “Got some lawyers in there, men. How bout the cafeteria? We don’ start in with lunch till e-leben.”


      “Got to have an interview room, man. Bureau regs. Got to read the rules of the road in a one-on-one interview room.” Ordell had told him to say that. And he told Core that was strictly crazy. Who’d believe that? Who’d believe there was a rule so dumb? ‘Shit,’ said Ordell in reply. ‘Where you been?’


      The Mexican guard shook his head, but he was smiling. They all liked Nile. He was easy. Runculez spoke to another uniform a few feet away.


      “Go tell that PD down there we got to hab that room, men. Tell her go by the cafeteria.”


      The PD came out with her briefcase in a minute. The guard went to explain, but she was cool. She was done anyway.


      The interview room was a little cinder-block square with a folding table and those old-fashioned plastic bucket chairs. Graffitied gang signs on one of them had been scoured off with steel wool, leaving a spot where most of the color was gone from the plastic. A blast of overhead fluorescence interrupted the usual jailhouse gloom and leaked into the hall through a narrow plate-glass panel in the door meant to allow observation by patrolling guards.


      Bolt arrived in cuffs and leg irons, accompanied by two solemn correctional officers. Here in the jail, half the guards had something going with one gang or another and they’d kid around a lot, especially with a Top Rank Saint like Bolt, downtalk him or make jokes about the weather. But Bolt presented himself as above that. Hard case. In seg. There was a chain around his belt that attached the manacles and ankle irons. As the correctional officers closed the door, Bolt took a seat. Nile immediately wandered to the near corner, where he could not be seen from the viewing panel, and began speaking.


      “Now I gotta give you this pre-probationary briefing thing, Henry, okay? I want you to understand the rules of the road, once you get out of here. You’ve done eighteen months here, DOC, jail time. You have another year’s probation. Okay?”


      Sly Bolt was a cousin of Hardcore’s. He wore a beard and he was tremendous across the shoulders and belly. Somewhere, Nile had heard he had played good b-ball in school, but it was hard to believe looking at him now. He had the mass of a boulder and an ill-mannered glower.


      “Now, I know we’ve gone over this three times already, but you sign the form today. That’s a contract, man, me and you. You keep this contract, you’re on the street. You break it, you’re not just back here, you’re at the Yard in a blink, okay? Are you listening, Henry?”


      As Nile spoke, he’d opened his belt. He stuck his hand under the elastic of his briefs and reached behind him and tore the line of tape off. He had shaved his ass. Bug had done it actually, one morning about three weeks ago. God, they both thought that was funny. Fun, he thought and reached back for the package. It was a rubber, tied off at the end, so it was about four inches long. Core made jokes about white guys. Nile just reached back to the crack in his butt and drew the condom out and held it close to himself as he approached Bolt and dropped it on the table.


      “Now I’m going through this one by one. Okay? No guns. I don’t care what you call it. ‘Gat.’ ‘Strap.’ ‘T—9.’ Any firearm, you’re back inside.”


      In a single motion, Bolt had the rubber in his lap, beneath the table, the chain that ran from his cuffs barely clinking on the table top. Nile kept talking. Once he had his trousers hitched, he stood with his back against the glass panel in the door. No leaving the state without court approval, he said. No felonies or misdemeanors. Bolt would go back in, even for DUI.


      “And no gang association,” Nile said. “I know they’re your homies. But you see them, you better go the other way. I catch you out there with those guys, then it’s back inside. No way around it. If you’re straight, I’m straight. You understand?”


      Beneath the table, Bolt pumped his hands around the condom like it was a bat handle, gradually thinning and extending it. Then he suddenly reared his head back, lifted his chained hands, and dropped the rubber straight down his throat. Gone. Like stories June told about college dudes eating goldfish. Bolt, rarely happy, smiled as Nile spoke.


      “You understand me, Henry?” Nile asked again. “I don’t want any b.s. about you didn’t hear this part or that part. This is serious shit I’m talking here.”


      “Mmm-hmm,” said Bolt, both hands on his stomach. His eyes were closed. He was concentrating to make sure he kept it down. If that balloon—that’s what Ordell called the rubbers, the balloons—if that balloon broke in Bolt’s gut, full of straight stuff, pure white, they couldn’t get him to emergency fast enough. He’d be dead. He wouldn’t call for a doctor either. Bolt was Top Rank, bar none for his. He’d just smile. They all laughed about it. ‘Fuck man, that’d be motherfuckin kickin, man. That’d be a rush. Whoo-ee.’


      Whooee, thought Nile. From inside his jumpsuit, Bolt took a wad of bills, loot he’d collected in here for the dope. Nile couldn’t believe there was cash in here, but anything small enough to pass between hands—pills, razor blades, currency—made its way inside if it was useful. On a chair, there was a blue plastic bag, the delivery sleeve from a local paper one of the guards must have been reading. Nile put the bills in there and just stuffed all of it down his trousers. No one searched him on the way out.


      He kept speaking the same way ten more minutes, then stepped outside to let the COs know they could take Bolt back. He was led off with his ankle irons clanking. Bolt didn’t bother with even a backward look at Nile. In his cell, he’d take a box of Ex-Lax and wait.


      Nile dropped dope with somebody new each week. A few whispered, ‘You all right, man, you okay.’ Nile represented to them by hand: B, S, D, b, 4, me. It was a quick code, sign language, concluding with his index finger jabbed like a dagger toward his heart. They were startled by that, a white guy down for his. Fuck you doin? their looks would say, and inevitably his head rang in a customary instant of shame. Question of his life. People always acted like he was strange. He wouldn’t drive his car in the rain. That was one thing people thought was strange. Not that he wouldn’t travel. But he thought the rain was bad for the finish. And he got all weird around strangers, not looking people in the eye, but lots of people were like that. Michael was the same. But around Core, around Bug, it was different. I got carried away, he wanted to explain to the Saints who’d give him that look. I just got carried away. I’m in love, he’d say. I love being in love. He thought about Bug as he came back into the jail corridor.


       


      How this started, bringing shit into the jail, was strange—Eddgar’s fault, Nile would say, though how much could you fade that way? He’d fucked up, too. He had got himself in a bad place with Hardcore, straight off. Nile knew that. Ordell was powerful. Right from the giddyap, Nile felt his strength, this vitality that reached through Core, like the force of nature that drove through a plant from root to leaf. He almost said to Eddgar half a dozen times, ‘This guy, Ordell, Hardcore, he reminds me of you.’


      He wrote his reports about Core each month, and somehow he started letting Hardcore tell him what to say. Sitting in Nile’s cubicle down at Probation in the Central Courthouse, Core would whisper so his raspy voice would not carry beyond the rimpled plastic partitions. ‘What-all you scribblin bout me?’ Core would clown around, laughing, reaching for the sheet, and finally Nile let him turn it over, like what’s the dif, no secrets here. Hardcore read, scratching his long evil fingernails through his scraggly goatee. “Don’t be sayin that, man, don’t be gone on bout what a loose motherfucker I is, you be worryin bout my gangbangin.”


      “No, what should I say?”


      “You know, bro. Be cool. Put down I got me a good job and shit.”


      “What job is that, man?”


      “Commu’ty organizin.” He laughed, because Nile had mentioned Eddgar. Eddgar was already in a heat. This is an opportunity, Nile, he’d say, this is a tremendous opportunity. “Say I’m like doin that commun’ty organizin shit.”


      He had. Oh well. When Nile went out to the IV Tower for the home visits, Ordell was always there to greet him, standing on the street, waving his arm around in huge swooping gestures, making fun of somebody, probably both of them.


      “Park right here, thass good, thass good.” He saved the best spot for blocks for Nile. Hardcore put on a good show. His artillery, his musclemen were all stuffed in one black Lincoln half a block down. There was nobody around to wait on Hardcore, just a few neighborhood kids—‘shorties’—he couldn’t keep away, and this skinny little smooth-skinned girl, Lovinia, who carried messages. “Go tell Bolt, done said get wit it,” Core said to her one day.


      “What’s that about?” Nile asked.


      “Oh, that.” Hardcore laughed. His mouth was wide and on one side he had several teeth crowned in gold. He never answered. He had the decency not to lie. Of course, each time Nile came he saw more. The guns were out, the Tec-9s and AK-47s. The pagers. Kids running and flying whenever Hardcore walked around. “You the man,” Hardcore would tell Nile. “You the man, you tell me when I’m bustin on folks or somethin, you say, ‘Be done, man,’ I gone quit. This here is jus some bidness, man, got to have some bidness.”


      “You oughta listen to my father. You oughta talk to him,” Nile said. Why would he say that? Especially when, most days, the last thing in the world he wanted to do himself was talk to Eddgar? Kind of swap, Nile supposed. You talk to him, then I don’t have to.


      Eddgar always had projects for Nile. In college, when Nile was sort of cutting up, doing t’s and blues a lot and watching a shitload of MTV, Nile had his favorite job: he was a messenger. The whole shot, the whole thing, Nile loved it. He had the bike, the tights, the optic safety vests, the weak little Styrofoam crash helmet. He went around ripped half the time, with his Walkman blasting, and a walkie-talkie on his waist turned up full volume. He couldn’t really hear it, but it vibrated when Jack started yelling in dispatch. That job was the tits. What Nile liked best was the way you were in the scene and not. All these characters are ricocheting off the walls, like, Man, where’s the messenger, Jesus, where’s the messenger? And you bop in there, Okay, here’s the messenger, take a pill.


      Eddgar hated that job. Nile could just tell Eddgar was waiting him out. He was waiting for Nile to see the job was frostbite city in the winter and stroke city in July. What jacked Eddgar was not so much that Nile was a flunky but that he liked it. Maybe that was part of why it was a great job. Then the second summer Nile was getting fucking prickly heat between his legs from the bicycle scat, and he said something about how they ought to have a union, all the messengers. Eddgar got very intense. He must have asked Nile sixty times if he talked to anybody else, until Nile spent hours wondering what kind of embolism he’d had to even say something like that out loud to Eddgar. Nile quit the job soon after that. He went back to Kindle Community College, he took social-work courses like Eddgar was always saying. It was just easier that way.


       


      Now and then, Core would go off to do his business. He’d put his hand on Nile’s shoulder. “You cool, man. You okay. Back atcha.” Usually he left Nile on one of those broken benches behind T—4, the IV Tower, facing a sealed-off portion called The Chute, or The Shoot; nobody ever spelled it, so you never knew. It was fenced on one side and bounded by the bricks of the IV Tower on the other. This was the domain of the T—4 Rollers, Core’s set. They were all kickin here, wall banging, drinking Eight Ball, shooting dice. Nile sat and watched, with Core’s blessings, but it was as if he wasn’t there, some white nothing, no more noticeable than the lid from a paper cup amid the trash moldering at the buildingsides. He saw shit, though. One afternoon, late, Gorgo, a long raw-boned cavalryman, pulled his ’86 Blazer with deep-dish tires right up on the walk, N.W.A. blastin through the open windows. Gorgo flew out, G-down, black t-shirt trailing, hard leg jeans sagging. For reasons Nile could not understand, the Saints around knew he’d been rippin.


      “Yo, Saint, ’t’s ’up?” they all demanded.


      Gorgo indulged a moment of macho bashfulness. “Ain no thang.” But soon he was persuaded to share his exploits. “Just jacked some lames for ten large.”


      “In you ride?” There were a lot of shorties—Unborns and Tiny Gangsters—around now, listening, inquiring. They were incredulous that Gorgo had pulled the stickup in his own truck. It would make him identifiable, open to reprisal.


      “Yay, foo’, I ain hidin from no Goobers. Name is Gorgo.”


      “Fat,” these kids all said. But they were flying in a minute. Two Goobers rolled down in different cars, shooting between the buildings from the avenue a hundred yards away. For an instant, as the birds rose, as the kids shouted “Incomin” and “Dustin” and dashed for cover, Nile was by himself on the bench, stumped by the resonating sound, which in the open air was somewhat less dramatic than he would have imagined. Eventually, he heard Gorgo screaming, “Get yo’self down.” War! he thought, huddled behind the bench. Insane, he thought. The gunfire lasted only a few minutes. From high above, up in T-4, he heard the answering shots as the cars out on Grace Street roared off.


      “Ain gone light up no one from so far. Punk asses!” Gesturing in defiance at the departing cars, Gorgo strode back and forth across the bench in splendid white hightops with fancy laces. He was thumping his chest, rallying his fist, screaming. His satin jacket flew around him and a solid gold .45, four inches across with a diamond in the barrel, swung from his neck. On the bench, one corner was newly splintered by gunfire. He looked below to explain to Nile. “They-all just trippin. Now they gone tell they homes how they ripped the Sissies, but I got all they loot.” Gorgo reached into a bulging pocket and pulled out the bills which he had taken at gunpoint from the Gangster Outlaws. His smile disclosed that he was missing a front tooth. “It’s on now,” he said, meaning there would be shooting for weeks afterwards, which there was. Gorgo was sixteen, seventeen, by Nile’s estimate, and crazy. His Tec—9 had come from somewhere and he wore it upside down, slung from the shoulder, like a soldier in a war flick. They said he would kill anyone. The crazy life! That’s what they called it, the bangers. The crazy life. Nile loved it. These kids were ex-treme.


      War, Nile thought for days afterwards. When he was little, a shorty whizzing in his bed every night, war was what terrified him. There was a war out there which he somehow envisioned: artillery fire and the smoke of bombs, the percussive flashes of light and magnesium flares, the sick odors of smoke trailing on the air. War would take him, break his tiny body. War could not be held at bay, could not be kept outside the door. Eddgar wanted war. And Nile was terrified. And now here, amid the guns, these brave warriors, Nile was thinking, Yeah. He was thinking, Cool. It was way weird. But still. So cool for Gorgo to be standing there pounding his chest, like, ‘I don’t care, live or die, I don’t care, I’m here screamin.’ Nothing made any more sense than that. No future. That’s what Gorgo was screaming, No! to the future. For him it did not even exist. Cool, Nile thought for days. Cool.
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      After Nile nearly got snuffed that day, Hardcore had Lovinia look after him when Core went off to do his stuff. She was like Hardcore’s secretary is what you’d say. Carrying messages. Keeping things straight. She was just so cute and shy. Nile always talked to her, tried at least. At first he could barely get her to say her name. She had one of those dos, a lot of straighteners and stuff, the front plastered out into bangs that looked like sheet metal, and the back formed into a high roll with a little white bow. They’d sit there on one of those broken benches in front of the IV Tower like two frogs on a stone. Not a damn thing to say. This was one of the things in life Nile was purely worst at, making conversation. With girls, he was a lost cause. But even on the job he was like constipated. Some POs were pretty good with clients. Ninety-nine percent of these kids didn’t want to tell you shit to start, afraid you’d jam them with it later, knowing they couldn’t make themselves sound right anyway. With Nile, they all sat there, chewing gum, or looking at their fingers, slouched over in the chair, sort of tip-tapping their Nikes and hoping to figure out what little they had to do to get it over with. Nile kept the radio on, just so the silence wasn’t so bad. He’d read questions off the form. Health? School? Have you looked for work? ‘Talk sports. Ask them about the Traps, the Hands. Ask them about songs on the radio.’ There was all kinds of advice. None of it did Nile much good. With Bug, he was stuck with the dumb and obvious.


      “School?” he asked. “You go to school?”


      “Nn-uh, not hardly. I don’t dis my teachers none. Some fool be crackin up, I turn round and tell him, ‘Shut yo mouth, punk, we all learnin somethin here.’ But you know, I get tired with it, man. Cause they all the time just tryin to turn me out. On account there all them Goobers round.” He didn’t understand what Bug meant. “You know, they in my face, man, bout how I can’t bring no strap with me to school.” A gun, she meant. “Now I don’t have no weight, how I gone get one block from that school without my ass gone be smoked? All them Goobers waitin for me. On account of my big brother Clyde?”


      “Clyde around? He BSD?”


      “Top Rank BSD, uh-huh,” she said. “He slammin. He on vacation.”


      “The Yard?”


      “Uh-huh. Doin twenty-forty. Some damn Goobers come right up here, representing and carryin on. Right here, be standin twenty feet from where you be. Shit. Clyde popped they ass. I begged him when I saw him takin off with that gat, say, ‘Whatchoo doin foo’. This Goober’s dusted, man, he flyin on some shit.’ He say, ‘Leave me be, girl, I cain’t let this sucker do that shit right here in my house. True Saint, man, he don’t bar none.’ So what kin I say? I go down there see him lots. Ride time on them weekends? All us g-girls goin. He doin okay, seem like. But I sure miss him. He out in twenty oh seven, man, make me cry, he talk bout twenty oh seven like it be tomorrow. Anyway, thass how come them Goobers be lookin for me.”


      He didn’t even bother with the obvious: Get out of BSD. They all said the same thing. ‘BSD, man, that’s me, man.’ And Nile understood. This gang-thing, people didn’t get it, white people, grown-ups, however you’d say. But like Bug, man, he could see she needed BSD. It was food to the hungry, someone to look at her and say, You cool. All the time: ‘You cool. We be for you, girl, homegirl. You be silly, you be crazy, girl, we be for you.’ People didn’t see that. They said ‘Gang’ and like freaked. Gats and Blood. Dope. Holy shit! But it was like sweet at the center, like candy.


      Nile didn’t know when he started in thinking about Bug. It was sort of an accident almost. He talked about her at work. She was on a juvie probation. Nile knew the guardian’s PO, Mary Lehr. Bug had gotten busted selling. Cop named Lubitsch pinched her and then didn’t come down on her because she wasn’t really a case. Juvie pro. That was like nothing.


      One day they were there on the benches and Bug was telling him about her father. He’d spotted her on Lawrence yesterday and took her down to Betty’s Buy-Rite, bought a ribbon for her hair. He always did like that, Bug said, getting her things.


      “Who-all Eddgar anyway, man?” she asked then. “That you daddy? You ravin bout Eddgar all the time.”


      “Bullshit. I do not talk about him all the time.”


      “Uh-huh,” she answered.


      Who was Eddgar? God, man. That was another question Nile could never answer.


      “Yeah, he’s my father,” Nile said eventually.


      “He somebody big-time?”


      “He’s big-time. He’s sort of a politician, you’d say. He was a preacher to start.”


      “Preacher?”


      “He was trained that way. He never preached.”


      “My auntie, she a preacher.”


      “Really?”


      “Uh-huh. Over there at Evangelical Baptist. Sister Serita? You done heard of her?”


      “Maybe.”


      “Yeah, lots of folks heard her, man. She powerful. Powerful. She start preachin and screech—Hoo!” said Lovinia and shook her head. “She, you know, all the time wantin me to come to that church. Keep me off these mean streets, keep me from slammin and jammin. Back in the days when I’s little and shit, you know, I singed in the choir, man. “She closed her eyes momentarily and felt the power of song.


      Sometimes Nile wondered about religion. He liked churches, Catholic churches especially, with their mysterious dark murals, the Virgin Mary with that humble, innocent look, a little like Lovinia’s, too shy and holy to even look all these grungy mortals in the eye, or else the incredible gore that was on the walls of these places, Jesus getting nailed, or Saint Sebastian with more arrows in him than a porcupine had quills, or some of these horrifying panels of John the Baptist with his head on the plate and his tongue gorking out. But here was the point: people worshipped that. It filled them with some great sense of spirit.


      His father, Nile knew, was into all this stuff. June wouldn’t hear of it. To her it was a bunch of stories, important stories, stories she loved to hear told, but stories—what people wished was so, not what was. Religion was some big part of what didn’t click in the end between Eddgar and June. When they’d gone freedom-riding, she’d like decided that God, faith, Bible-thumping, it was all just a piece of that whole cornpone tradition that had its foot on the throat of everybody underneath. She just quit on it, and sort of made Eddgar choose almost between God and her. Nile wondered sometimes if his life would have been different if he really was a preacher’s kid, instead of the son of whatever it was Eddgar thought he might be. There was a thought and a half: what Eddgar was.


       


      When Hardcore met Eddgar, Core was trippin. He had heard he was a senator and he asked questions about Washington.


      “You flied in for this here meet? Where-all in D.C. you hang, man? I got kin there.”


      Nile told him, as they were about to get into the limousine with T-Roc, “you know, he’s not that kind of senator.”


      “You mean he ain elected and shit?”


      “He’s elected. But he’s a state senator. There’re two different kinds of senators, man.”


      “Yeah,” said Hardcore, then after a moment added, “but don’t be sayin nothin to T-Roc.”


      Eddgar talked that day. He was hot-wired. He was so fucking goggle-eyed excited with himself, waving his lean hands around, Nile thought the windows were going to pop out of the car. Eddgar loved these guys, Hardcore and T-Roc, they were like his poster children or something. Sitting there, shrunk back into the corner of the seat, amid the walnut paneling, the crystal liquor decanters, the velvety leather, Nile thought again that there was some fury in Eddgar he would never understand. This was a scene and a half: T-Roc, Core, Nile, Eddgar in back, and two artillerymen in the front seat, one of them rank, just an unbelievable unbathed hard-sweat odor hanging on him. Eddgar talked. The future, he kept saying, the future. Here is the future, I see the future. They didn’t want to hear it.


      “Brother Kan-el, mon,” T-Roc kept saying. “We here kind of seein bout arrangements. Somethin maybe we can be doin?”


      Eddgar had said, You think I want money? No, it’s not like that. Money, if anything, you’ll get money. T-Roc sat forward then. He was a very stylized character. He wore a full beard, a derby, a silk vest with dice and roulette wheels on it, and impenetrably dark glasses, Murder Ones, they called them. Core laughed at him behind his back, but not to his face. T-Roc was one of those guys, dude who knew every bad thing and had it all swimming in him, like some septic pool, could grab hold of the meanest piece of himself any time he needed it. And smart, too. Look you in the eye and suck your brains out. He was short, with thick legs that strained the seams of his black trousers. And a slight Bimini accent. He hiked himself forward on the ribbed black leather seats of the limousine. He figured Eddgar for a psych now.


      “Money? How we all gettin motherfuckin money from dis, mon?”


      So Eddgar slid into it. It could be arranged. This was what politics really was about.


      “Well, you get him dat motherfuckin money, we see bout dat,” said T-Roc and waved them out.


      Core was in Nile’s shit then, all the time. “That all was just bogus, that motherfucker was just playin us, man.” Nile couldn’t say anything but no, he didn’t think so. “I ain down for that. I go head up any motherfucker, man, play me like that, daddy or no. I’d cap that mother soon as look at him. T-Roc, man. T-Roc rip-all on me. ‘Lame motherfuck.’ They wasn’t shit he ain call me.” Core was deep.


      What could he say? Eddgar would do it. That was the truth. Eddgar loved this kind of shit. He loved to ‘move the system,’ make the walls come down. And sure enough, two weeks later, no more, Eddgar told him he had the money coming and Nile told Core. And then June was on the phone three nights in a row. Nile could tell it was about Michael. There was always a certain tone Eddgar took on. Like he’d gotten some icy fluorocarbon up the heinie. Like, ‘Hold tight, team, I am in charge, Comrade General of the Revolution, ready to die for the cause.’ After the third night, Eddgar, who was on the way to the state capitol, handed Nile the check from the DFU and told him to cash it and send the money to Michael, overnight mail.


      “Michael?” Nile had asked. Were other people raised like this? With secrets? Not like Aunt Nelly nips the strawberry wine or Uncle Herman has the hots for the summer girl. But fucking secrets. Like: Don’t Tell! Like, if you tell, the Black Hole of Calcutta will open, we’ll fall in, we’ll die, we’ll fucking worse than die. That’s how Nile was raised. When he was seven or eight, when they moved to Wisconsin, June had taken him by both arms, gripping him hard enough to hurt. ‘Listen to me,’ she said for the third or fourth time. ‘Listen. You may never tell anyone about Michael, Nile. Do you hear? Never. This is important, Nile. This is critical. You should never say that you knew him before. If anyone makes a mistake, if you do, or I do, if Michael does, if Eddgar does, we will all be apart for a long time. Do you understand? This is important!’ That was how he grew up. Jesus.


      “He’s in some trouble, Nile,” Eddgar said.


      “What do I tell Core?”


      “We’ll take care of Core. We’ll take care of everybody. It’s just a matter of time.” Eddgar was in that mood—the democracy of problems, each one solved as well as it could be in five minutes, and then put on hold. The legislative session was drawing to a close and Eddgar was on the phone all night; the fax machine upstairs was curling out paper in what seemed to be a single message. Every time Nile answered the phone it was somebody else, asking urgently for Eddgar—constituents, legislators from around the state, reporters, downstate staffers. Eddgar took each call and allowed himself an instant of reflection before making a terse response. “We’ll take care of it,” he said again, and left with his small overnight bag.
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      One day Bug and he were doing what they usually did, just hanging on the benches by the IV Tower.


      “Don’t be listenin to him, man,” she said quietly. “He sell you out.”


      “Hardcore?”


      “Dude gone sell you out.”


      Nile shrugged. He already knew that, he supposed, was afraid of it at least, but it felt bad to have some skinny little girl say so.


      “I don’t think so, man.”


      “Uh-huh. I seed him, man.”


      “He’s cool.”


      “Okay.” She did that girl-thing, flapped a loose wrist, and started to walk away. Nile followed her. “Don’t pay no mind to me, man. No man got to listen to no bitch.”


      “I didn’t say that, man. Did I say that?”


      “Girl can see what you thinkin too easy, man.” She turned, her huge eyes full of the world. “I’s just tryin to help you, man.”


      “I know.”


      She stepped back his way. “Don’t say nothin to him, man. Hurt me bad.”


      “No,” he said.


      It was all too late by then anyway. By then, Nile had started thinking about her. She was fifteen. Sometimes he’d hit on that number, he’d think, Whoa. He’d shake his finger at himself. Fifteen. Cradle robber, he’d think. Jailbait. It didn’t really matter, though. He was swept. It was in his head. Like it always was. Captain Sex in the Head. Even when he got with a girl, that was where it was mostly. Not that he was like a virgin or anything. Nile had fucked four girls. He remembered their names and everything about it. Before Bug, he would count them up each day, as if there might be a surprise. He thought about each time at least once a day, except for one girl, Lana Ramirez. That was a total thing for Nile, it had gone on months and he could only remember the sort of general idea of being with her. She was a big girl, redheaded, she worked in the place where Nile was a messenger. They’d have a few pops after work, she had her own place, they would fuck. That was love for Nile, that was definitely total love. She moved to Miami. He wrote her and tried calling once or twice. But what the fuck? He’d wonder, How’d she get away from me? It seemed impossible. He’d been her slave. Slave.


      Sometimes in the middle of the night, when everybody gets weird thoughts, Nile would think, Eddgar doesn’t. Like that. That clear, man. Eddgar doesn’t. Who ever told Nile that? Well, who had to? He’d been around the guy for nearly twenty years now, and so far as Nile knew, Eddgar’d never been interested—not girls, not boys, not mountain goats. The guy was like immune. Well, that was Eddgar’s problem. Not his.


      His problem was the money. Hardcore would never let up about it. It was like this circle. Nile would explain what Eddgar had explained to him. First, BSD gets a political organization going, a legitimate presence. Then they have a voice. Then Eddgar can help them be heard. On Kan-el. So it always came back to the money.


      “Where that fuckin loot, Jack?” In Core’s head it was like a job he’d do when he got ten large. You couldn’t tell him the money wasn’t for him, it was for organization, because he already had the organization. He could snap his fingers tomorrow and say, ‘Yeah, you-all, better do this registering-to-vote thang.’ But until they saw the money, they weren’t going to start. Core was always giving face. No letup. If Nile said he’d make changes in a report for Core or some other Saint, if he said he’d talk to somebody about a pending beef. Core would give him a big ‘hmpf’ and say, ‘Same as you gone get us money.’


      So one day Nile—he was crazy, he knew he was crazy—but one day Nile said, “It’s going to take a while for the money, because we had to spend it on something else, so why don’t you do this other part, you know, you and T-Roc, work on this voter thing, there’s an election in the fall, then you’ll be started, you’ll be going good, and I’m sure the money will come through.” Core just stared, that look, his street cred, which boasted he was a stone killer.


      “No,” said Hardcore. He said “No-o-o” many times. “You spent my money? Now idn’t that somethin? You spent my money. Ain nobody spend my money but me.”


      Nile tried to reason with him. It wasn’t his money. It was political money. It was walking-around money. It was for political organizing and Core hadn’t organized and Eddgar hadn’t given him the money. But Core was like a tracking dog, or a mosquito, or a shark. Something that smelled blood. “Where all hell my money gone to?” He must have asked that seventy times.


      “Ordell—you want the money, I’ll get the money back.” This was maybe the most ridiculous thing Nile Eddgar had said in his entire life and Hardcore knew it, like he knew everything else.


      “Damn motherfuckin right, you get my loot back. Get out my face, man. Just stop comin round here till you got me that money in you dogs. Gone get me a new PO. I ain down for no more this friendly shit, like you some homie. You ain no homie. Get you ass far away, motherfucker, ’fore I do somethin I ain s’pose.”


      So where was that going? When Nile came back a few days later, Core ripped him up again.


      “What you doin here, no money in you hand, told you go.”


      “I don’t want to go,” said Nile.


      They were in front of T-4, where Core held court. All the little Unborns with their close haircuts, looking like pebbly sandpaper, watched this exchange; a covey of Rollers, hats turned three-quarters, kept an eye on them too. Hardcore was looking straight at Nile now, his brown eyes overfull. Hardcore had a face. He had wrinkles and little brown marks. He had a scar over his nose, and the teardrop beneath his eye. Hardcore’s face said Time.


      “Mmm-hmm,” said Core. And Nile knew he’d told him way too much now.


       


      “How it is,” Hardcore said a few days later, “is I got this little thang I need for you to be doin. Need you to take me somethin over in the jail.” Ordell had a way, when there was something he wanted—he lowered his face so his eyes rose to you like dark suns. Eddgar did it, too, funny as that was. Core was up on 17. Central, he called it, like it was some military command or police headquarters. It was really just some old lady’s apartment that BSD like essentially stole.


      “Just this here one time,” Core said. “We tight, you know. Then, you know, this whole money thang, man, that be back in the days, we go do our commu’ty organizin shit, vote for you daddy and who-all. Right?”


      Core never said what Nile was supposed to do. But Nile knew, he wasn’t that out of it, he knew it wasn’t good. And he took a pass. The first time. Just made a face like, ‘Get a grip,’ and walked out. But of course Hardcore was back at it the next week.


      “Bug gone show you,” Core said this time, when Nile finally asked what he had in mind. Hardcore scratched his face and looked away, down to the street, where he could see his trade at work. From this apartment on 17, he looked right down on the intersection of Grace and Lawrence, a one-way street where he could observe Tic-Tac coming from every direction. Core was a genius, Nile thought suddenly as he saw the point of being up here.


      Finally, Nile said, “Show me.”


      “Homegirl gone show you, I said.”


      “I’m not saying I’ll do it. I just want to, you know, kind of see.”


      “See if you gone get gaffled?”


      “The whole thing. How I’ll feel. I want to kind of figure the whole thing.”


      “You ain gone get cracked. You get cracked, man, first word out you mouth gone be Hardcore, ain that right? Ain that how it is? You gone lighten the load, man. So, I ain gone let you get cracked.”


      “I just want to see.”


      “Lovinia show you.”


      So she walked him down the street, to one of the crummy buildings on Lawrence, broken-down three-flats, brick buildings with boarded windows and lawns scuffled away to dirt. This was one of Core’s stash pads. Lovinia led him along, three steps ahead of him, talking to herself.


      “I done tol’ you,” she said. “You think you way past cool, and I done tol’ you.” She shook her head sorrowfully.


      The building was empty. On the first floor, one door was broken in, just smashed in half, the wood veneer broken off in crazy pieces. This was a crackhouse. Tic-Tac was in and out of here once a month. The acerbic reek of the smoke remained, even though this week, with the last raid only days past, the place was deserted. There was no electricity and the broad old stairwell in the walk-up was lit solely by a window on the fourth floor which wasn’t boarded. They moved upward through the cone of falling light. The railings had been ripped off the walls, the light fixtures stolen, the carpet runners, even some of the hardwood from the flooring, had been scavenged. Gang signs were written in paint and marker on the walls. At the fourth floor, Bug stood with her finger across her lip. She wanted to see if they’d been followed. After quite some time, she led Nile back down to the second floor. There were heavy padlocks installed on each front door of the four apartments. Bug opened one of the middle ones with a key.


      The place was cold and empty. The linoleum floor had been picked up in places and was soiled in huge spots, which had lain under built-in units, now removed. Bug piled through the cabinets in the kitchen till she found the balloon. Someone had left it there, hours before. Probably Hardcore. They both stood looking at it in her hand. About half a pound of straight coke in the condom, Nile figured. Ten years, minimum mandatory.


      “Where do I carry it?”


      “Didn’t he tell you nothin? You got to put it where they ain gone feel. Them suckers shake you down.”


      “Barely.”


      “Yeah, man, you cain’t be gettin cracked with this shit.”


      “I know that.” He actually laughed at that point.


      “Got to put it where they ain gone feel.”


      “Which is where, man?”


      Lovinia got shy. Her eyes shot away like fish in water.


      “Oh man,” she said, “how come I got do everything?” She had the tape and some extra condoms in her pocket. She laid them down on a small wooden table in the kitchen, beside the package. “This got to go in you little booty. Okay?”


      “No.”


      “Uh-huh. Don’t you be sayin no. Here.”


      “I’ll do it. That’s okay.”


      “Come on, man. I gone do it. Just that damn Hardcore get me sometime. Okay, boy. Come on.”


      “Come on, what?”


      “Leave down you damn pants, man.”


      “Jesus.”


      She took the balloon and massaged it. She took it in her two thin hands, working on it with her long fingers, squeezing it out. Just that was enough to get him started.


      “Come on, dude. Get wit’ it.”


      He loosened his belt. He worked the pants down his thighs. She got behind him and pulled the elastic on his briefs down herself.


      Wait a minute, he thought. Wait a minute. He remembered then he had told Hardcore he just wanted to see. But there was nothing to say now. Bug had told him that on the way over. Core’d be ripping her if Nile didn’t go ahead.


      “Okay now, bend you over. Thass right. Come on. Put you hands on you cheeks. Okay.” Her fingers were chill and startling, but she started laughing. “You know, I don’t think I ever seed a white one. Like for-real and all.”


      “Really?”


      “Nn-uh. Weird, you know. Man, you pale, man. Be kind of frightnin.”


      “Yeah, well, that’s nice,” he said.


      “Oh, you know, you okay.” She touched him soothingly. “Only I ain used to it is all. You seed a black girl?”


      “Yeah.” He wasn’t lying. In high school, there was one girl.


      “What her name? Now hold ’em apart. Go right there.” She ran her fingernail along. “Now it go like that. Now you cain’t put no tape over it, or it tear and burstes itself apart. You get that powder over that interview room, man, that’s big-time shit. So you put some threads and we tape over them threads. Okay?” She told him what he would have to do, who he’d be going to see. Core had planned it all. “So you been gettin busy wit some black chick, huh? You think that’s right, huh? Black is best, huh?”


      It hadn’t come to that, but he didn’t say so now. She had her cool, thin fingers all over. She was playing, he knew it, she did too, and he started getting hard. Shit, he thought, shit. But something told him. He really had no will to stop it. His briefs were still up in front, but he was sure she’d notice.


      “So you was likin that chick, huh?” She rubbed his ass with both hands. He had no idea what she thought she was doing.


      “It was a long time ago.”


      “Cain’t barely ’member, huh?”


      “Man, you’re playin me.”


      “You don’t seem to mind none.” She said it and he didn’t say anything. “Yeah, you don’t seem to mind.” She came around the side, looked down, and then, shy as she was, dared his eyes. “What you got there? What you hidin?” She poked it, and he flinched. She laughed, laughed. “I knowed you be likin me.”


      He didn’t move. He didn’t say anything either.


      “You think I ain never seen that? You don’t wanna know what I seen. I seen that.” She skirted her hand inside his briefs. “You gettin scared now?” She laughed. She touched him. Just touched and drew her hand back, and laughed some more. “Ain you got nothin to say?”


      He was up now, stiff as steel.


      “Don’t that feel good?” she asked.


      “Yes.”


      They both looked, her hand wrapped all around him.


      She sucked. That had never happened to Nile. That had never happened. She went around him in that cold apartment and took him in her mouth and dug her hands into his backside and pushed him back and forth the first few times. It didn’t take long for him to be done. She went to one of the back rooms and spat.


      “Some girls say it make you sick. You think?”


      There was the virus, but he was clean. All county employees got screened each year.


      “I don’t think so. I learned something about it. Health class or something. I don’t think it makes you sick.”


      Health class. She loved that.


      “Don’t say nothin to none of them,” she said when she reached the door.


      “God, no.”


      Then she smiled. “I knowed you be likin me.”


       


      After that, it happened each week. He brought the dope in; the second or third time, he started bringing money out. Core handed him half back and Nile returned it. “Oh, man,” said Core with disgust. He stuffed it into the pockets of Nile’s trousers. “Damn, man. You too much,” he said. Nile kept the money in a carton in his closet. He figured he’d send it to Michael sometime. Or buy something for Bug.


      Sometimes Lovinia and he fucked. There was a mattress there and Bug rode him. She had tiny little pouchy breasts and her ribs showed. She was so thin it was frightening. There never seemed to be much in it for her. She was working. He was a man and this was what men wanted. One thing Bug knew about was the world. She liked it when he said it felt good. She liked it when he said stuff afterwards. There were a hundred things Nile wanted to ask her. Did Hardcore know? But Nile was pretty sure he didn’t. Was it because he was white? But that was crude. Was it because he was nice? Which is what she was always saying. Had she ever done it for money? Had she done this for Hardcore?


      “Ain you gone touch me?” she asked him the next time, once they were in the apartment.


      He wanted to ask her a hundred things. But nothing so much as this: What does it mean to you? Do you think about me all the time, the way I think of you? Do you feel your skin surge, do your hips and heart ache? What does it mean to you?


      He never really knew.


       


      “Dang,” Eddgar said. He stood by the refrigerator, a hand planted on his forehead. This was how Eddgar spoke in the privacy of his home, when Nile was around, as if Nile were still three years old. Imagine a person, a human being, ripping out a ‘Dang’ like he was Gomer Pyle or something. At moments, his father could do things—sniffle, pick his teeth, scratch—display a sign he was just as fucking dumb as everybody else, and Nile would hate him worse than any other person in his life. Because he couldn’t get past him, couldn’t get away. Sometimes, Nile felt like some poor yapping mutt, a dog in the yard running this way and that, barking at you, charging in your direction, and never remembering till he was jerked back so powerfully his forepaws left the lawn, never recalling, Hey, I’m tied to this goddamn stake in the ground. That was Nile. That was Eddgar.


      “I keep forgetting about this,” Eddgar said. He was holding the wad of notes he carried in his shirt pocket. It was strange to Nile how his father had turned into an old man. He was one of those strange old birds now with everything he had to remember written on a paper in his pocket.


      “What?”


      “The money. Make sure you tell Ordell I’m going to get to it. I just don’t know where it’s supposed to come from.”


      “He’s okay about it.”


      “You didn’t tell him?”


      “No. You mean where it went? No. I just said, you know, it’d be a little longer than we expected. He’s cool, though. You know, I’ve been giving him some help.”


      “Help?”


      “Yeah, you know.”


      “What kind of help?”


      “Help. H,e,l,p.”


      “As his probation officer?”


      “Sort of. It’s not important.”


      “Wait, wait. Nile. Pay attention. Look at me.” His father was at the kitchen table. “What are you doing?”


      “Eddgar—”


      “Wait. What are you doing, Nile?”


      Fuck you doing? He stood in the fiery furnace. Fuck you doing? The question of his life.


      EDDGAR


      You could never really judge Eddgar without seeing this. That’s what he told himself. Those who scorned him—there were many, the reporters, the statehouse guttersnipes, the ugly claque tittering about Loyell Eddgar and his life of endless plotting—they could never really take account of him without seeing him as he lived here, in a three-room apartment carved out of the large house. He’d bought this house for June twenty-five years ago in the most grandiose gesture he could conceive of to reflect personal reform. It never mattered to her. She left anyhow, and over time he cut away the space. He had student roomers during the term, and in the winter a flophouse in the basement for homeless men. But privacy, solitude remained precious. Those parts of the house where others dwelled were sealed off from the smaller area Eddgar and Nile occupied.


      Eddgar’s rooms were spartan. He never bothered with carpets. The hardwood was chilly. He still fell wearily upon the same Danish Modern sofa which had traveled from their place in Damon, its orange cushions covered with Guatemalan prints. There was nothing on the walls, only a single picture in a frame on an old maple coffee table: Nile, June, Eddgar in the late sixties, the boy with flossy curls, a hand upraised in childish jubilance. Bulwarks of books and papers were piled neatly. In his bedroom, the spread was tucked precisely beneath the outline of the pillow, leaving no sign of the man who was here in the middle of the night with the covers in turmoil.


      What did he think then? Did he wake with longing? And for whom? That is what people wanted to know, he realized. But he could not fully say himself. He recalled coming to in that state and instantly feeling somehow thwarted and ashamed, his mind quickly diverted. He spoke then to God, as he had done in moments of utter privacy all his life. For years—the bad years as Eddgar thought of them, when so much seemed beyond his control—in those years he would hide from himself the fact he did this, so that the disarming knowledge that he was still secretly conducting this conversation with Him would come flying at Eddgar out of nowhere, like a levitating object at a séance. He would think, How can it be? But he never stopped. For one reason. He listened. At that age of four or five or six, somewhere far back there, one thick summery Southern night, with the locusts sawing themselves in shrieks of desiccated passion, the intimation came to Eddgar of the vast presence above who heard with welcome Eddgar’s inner thoughts. God listened. Not always with patience or admiration. At times, Eddgar grappled with God, as Jacob wrestled the angel. Sometimes in his dreams, Eddgar saw them locked together, tussling, their naked flanks sweat-glistered and etched in shadow. He felt the overheated breath, the ferocious violent embrace of God nearly squeezing life from him, a sort of ecstasy arising amid the pain.


      Now fresh from bed, he imagined everything he must do today, how he would be in the world. He recollected meetings, a staff lunch, committee members he needed to persuade, calls to Farmers Alliance members downstate, a constituent requiring help at the U. Tonight he would speak at a dinner in the South End in DuSable at a Legal Aid Center function. Eddgar had gone for years—good folk, Irish, Italians, and Mexicans, organized around one of those parish priests, Father Halloran, still lean and energetic at sixty-four, who’d been there thirty years, full of hope, kindling kindness amid the lives that would stand parched and lonely without him. Halloran kept his parishioners supporting this little clinic where the poor received free advice about overbearing landlords, their sad divorces, the kids in trouble on the street. Eddgar loved these events, finding people, ordinary people, secretaries and shop floor managers, who cared to see the world made better, whose feelings ran beyond the boundaries of their lives. Their kids came, too, half of them grown, moved off to the far-flung corners of the suburbs, but still drawn back to this, to the flame of their beliefs.


      He would talk about the pure good of this enterprise. No sentiment. But he’d say that good faith and caring are not government responsibilities alone. And they’d ask: ‘Senator Eddgar,’ they’d ask, ‘what else can we do? What can we do?’ And for a minute, this hall, a basement room in a K. of C. Hall, a place with cheap paneling and magenta carpeting worn to a number of blackened spots, would be quiet. What can we do? The whole place would throb with the pained life of the poor. He did not know exactly what he’d say, but he savored the moment in prospect. In the statehouse, they could laugh at him all they liked, the staffers and media thugs could be smug, but this was still his work, still where he knew just who he was, when he felt both the torment of people warring all their lives against the dim weight of poverty and scorn, and the furious strength of his dedication to them.


      They never understood, men like Hardcore, men like Huey, they never recognized that it was a thrill to Eddgar to see them—black men, powerful, rigid with anger. It thrilled him to think these men were the heirs, the successors of the beaten, woebegone souls he’d watched chop tobacco during his childhood, men and women who grasped the spiny stems Eddgar could not even touch, migrants, moving listlessly, hopelessly up the dusty roads, carrying with them the odor of the thick aromatic sap. He had loved those people, so cruelly thwarted by the likes of his father, adored them with a mighty, towering, limitless love. He did not love Hardcore or Huey. They did not want his love, which was one reason they frightened Eddgar, much as they frightened everybody else. But he was thrilled, because their strength, their anger equipped them to move forward in the world. Now we must move beyond anger. That is what he would say tonight. We must move on to gratitude, participation, responsibility. Wide-awake, at the lee end of the night, he stared toward the ceiling fixture, the textured glass that captured the glaring light of two bulbs, and saw the brightness only as a tangible sign of his own commitments.


      Downstairs, at this hour, past 5 a.m., he heard the ruckus of Nile readying himself for departure. He was gone early on these days to avoid the traffic. It was an hour and a half sometimes from Greenwood into Kindle Probation. He has been getting better, Eddgar thought, knowing he had told himself this nearly Nile’s entire life. But it seemed to be true. He was less edgy, more responsive, holding this job, a real job, with which he seemed legitimately involved. Yes, all right, he was still under his father’s guidance, still hovered over at moments like a small child. But he was working where there was so much good to be done. Eddgar proceeded downstairs to find his son in a denim shirt and a leather tie, eating cereal and watching the TV.


      “Hey,” said Nile. His son still slept here two or three nights during the work week, if Eddgar was not downstate. Nile’s place in town was a lonely closet. Nile also passed the weekends here. The boy, the man Nile had become, six foot one, sloppy with loose flesh, sprawled on the sofa, unshaved, unwashed, drinking name-brand beer in the living room downstairs and watching TV. They did not speak much. He was not sure what Nile wanted. Free food? A place to lounge and be looked after? There were a hundred sarcastic answers. But he welcomed the boy’s presence. Eddgar liked to have him here, in sight. They both felt better that way. Eddgar had put on yesterday’s shirt and found his notes in the pocket.


      “Dang,” he said. He touched his forehead. “I keep forgetting. The money. Make sure you tell Ordell I’m going to get it. I just don’t know where it’s supposed to come from.”


      “He’s okay about it,” Nile had offered, fixed on the TV. But the alarm had started faintly clanging. It was experience, nothing else. Eddgar began to pursue him, until Nile said he had given Hardcore some form of help.


      “Wait, wait. Nile. Pay attention. Look at me.” His father was at the kitchen table. “What are you doing?” How did he know? There was a look Nile had, a sly, shamed, hound-dog look, confronting the fact that the internal realm where he resided did not mesh with the one recognized at large. It was always frightening to observe this, and Eddgar was petrified now.


      “I’m just helping out.”


      “Helping what? On probation beefs? Are you throwing files away?”


      “Nothing like that. I do my job.”


      “Where? What are you doing?”


      “In the jail,” Nile said finally.


      It had come out in pieces. Eddgar, who thought of himself as stoical and strong, had his head down on the table by the time the discussion was through. He wrapped himself in his own arms. He asked Nile many times, many times to say it was a joke. As a boy, a teenager, Eddgar thought every day of Jesus on the cross, as the nails drove through the flesh of His hands first, then His feet. Even as the nerve and bone was crushed He must have welcomed his pain, knowing it would soon bring the world salvation. All his life, Eddgar had tried to welcome pain, but he could not welcome this.


      “It’s cool,” said Nile, actually hoping to comfort him.


      “No, it’s not cool. It is the most uncool, stupid, dangerous thing you could possibly be doing. It’s crazy.”


      “You think someone else wouldn’t do this, Eddgar? There’s so much shit in there. Just money, for Godsake. They’re not supposed to have a nickel, and I bring out 5,000 bucks a week.”


      “Oh, Nile.” In the rising biliousness, in the sense of delirium taking over the moment, the most sickening thought to Eddgar was that he was going to have to call June. He was going to have to say, ‘This is the worst yet.’ He was going to have to give her news which would only drive her down further. He was going to have to say what they had been saying for years: ‘We have a problem. A crisis. You need to come here. We have to straighten this out.’ He was going to have to ask her again to rise, memorably, to the occasion, to closet her own suffering and to focus on the desperate task of salvaging Nile.


      “Lord, Nile,” he said. He was sick.


      There was a fantasy Eddgar had, a grisly impossible vision that had come to him once and repeatedly beckoned him back, the cruel Lorelei of the sickest kind of self-punishment. He was eighty-five and terminal. And trying to figure out what to do with Nile, how to protect him from the savagery of the world, much as he tried when Nile was twelve and thirteen to protect him from the insolent, heavy-lidded-looking boys at school who beat Nile and stole from him with utterly no fear of reprisal. Cowering, so desperately in need of his father’s protection, Nile could seem precious to Eddgar. But in this fantasy Eddgar realized there was no way to save Nile, he would not grow wiser or stronger. In mercy, Eddgar would have no choice but to kill them both. It was a dream, actually, that was how these thoughts had started, but it had been enough to make him weep, seeing the gun in the dream and waiting, hoping his son would turn his head, because there was no way to do this if he had to face him. Shoot fast, he always thought, when he tried to turn the vision away and could not, shoot fast so you don’t have to live for that instant in between.


      “We have to fix this, Nile. We have a chance to make this right before any real damage is done. I want to know how I can get in touch with Hardcore. And your career as a drug courier is over. It’s done. Right now.”


      “No,” said Nile. He stood up. He actually seemed horrified by Eddgar’s declaration.


      “Right now.”


      “Fuck you,” he answered. He was gone from the house in a few minutes and did not return.


      HARDCORE


      They was some motherfuckers, some white motherfuckers, who knowed they owned the motherfuckin world. You could tighten up on these motherfuckers, jam them up, put you a strap right in they motherfuckin face, and it don’t matter none, cause this motherfucker, till the minute he be motherfuckin dead, he still thinkin, Damn, nigger, I am the motherfuckin owner of this motherfuckin world. And what-all you gone do with a motherfucker like that?


      One o’clock, bright in the daytime, Nile daddy rolled in. Homies get up under him, soon pop his ass as see his face, and he still goin, Where-all Hardcore at, man? Damn, I a senator and shit, I want to talk to his ass.


      Core told Bug, “Bring that fool up here, motherfucker make me laugh.”


      And then he come through the door up at Central on 17, not so much as ’t’s’up, not so much as How you do, he just rainin on Core how he can’t be havin none this shit.


      “I’m sorry you think I’ve shortchanged you, or misled you somehow, but what Nile is doing for you, that has to stop, that cannot and will not continue, I’m sorry.”


      He sorry. Core just shook his head at the thought.


      “Damn, man, you in my crib.” He pointed to the cement floor, where there was nothing but three telephones and their cords. “You don’ be tellin me where I sit, where I stand, in my crib. Cause it’s my crib. This son of you, he a growed-up man, idn’t he?”


      “You know Nile.”


      “Yeah, he my PO.” Hardcore could not suppress a minute smile, a moment of pure whimsy at the notion of the state, in its bureaucratic ineptitude, allowing such a pitiful mismatch. “He can decide for his own self.”


      “I’ve decided. This is done, Ordell. I’m in this now. I know, so I’m implicated. I can’t take that chance myself. And I certainly can’t take it for Nile.”


      “Damn, man, so what you aimin for me to do here? Just gone say, ‘Hey, homes, ain gone be no shit this week, you-all just get yo’self strung out and shit, cause Nile daddy say No, cause he complicated?’ That how I s’pose to do all mine? No, motherfuck. When I say ‘Cool,’ then it be motherfuckin cool. And it ain now.”


      Nile’s daddy just stood and did him a minute with his eyes. This mother, just some lumpy little white man, but he got him eyes like a spook, goin like, ‘It’s on, motherfucker, cause ain no nigger gone work on me.’


      “Ordell, if I hear you’re trying to involve him in any more, I’m going with Nile and the best lawyer I can find straight to the PA.”


      Core laughed then. Core came right up in his face.


      “You gone tell the PA what a dope-peddlin fool he been? I don’t think so, motherfucker. You gone turn on yo own kin? I don’t think so. Damn motherfuck, he may as well plead guilty to murder. Kind of quantities that boy carried? Pounds of that shit. He a damn organizer, don’t you know? He a drug kingpin. He gone be on the wall for life, Jack.”


      Nile’s daddy, he be shakin his head the whole time Core spoke. “Not if he talks, Ordell. Not if he gives them you.”


      Core very nearly busted a cap in Eddgar right here. Like to took his own dogs and beat the motherfucker dead. Only he needed time for that. He needed to think.


      “No,” Hardcore said, “you sure enough right about that. He beef me out, ain gone be life, no parole. Only gone be fifteen, no parole. That all the minimum mandatory. He could kill somebody’s ass and get out sooner. Ain you one them mothers thought that shit up? That be the law, man.”


      “Ordell, for Godsake, do you know who I am? If I get on that telephone, the PA himself will be on the other end. You really think I can’t work this out? It’s not the same for me as it is for you. You know it, Ordell, and I know it. So let’s not kid ourselves. Because we’re both too intelligent for that.”


      That was it. Too much! He told Bug to get him out. He sighted Eddgar down the length of his finger.


      “Head up, motherfucker: Yo ass here any more, you gone have a dead ass. I ain talkin no shit here. Word up.” Motherfucker come in his crib and do him like that. Be a dead motherfucker now, and he don’t know it. Motherfuckin owner of the motherfuckin world!


       


      Core had Bug call Nile at Probation. Took him three whole days to get hisself there, but he come. Hardcore knew he would. He jumped in his shit soon as Nile was out his ride. Ripped him right there on the street.


      “Man, what the fuck you done and done?” he asked. And Nile, this silly Opie motherfucker, with all that greasy hair and shit, hippie motherfucker or somethin, he like he got whooped in the gut, he can’t even talk.


      “Core,” he said. “I just told him, man. I had to.”


      “Had to what? So he kick yo butt? Man, I don’t fall to none of this shit. I don’t compre-hend it. You know? My daddy, man, he just some fool on the corner, man. I see him, I book. What kind of shit you puttin down here? ‘Had to tell him.’” Core worked his mouth around to spit, then did it, a long glob to the dirty, broken walk. This was just some unbelievable shit, Nile and his daddy, like to make him wanna smoke them both. “That daddy yourn, man, he piss off the Good Humor Man. You hear me? He one of them uptight motherfuckers think he always runnin changes on you. See? You know, like he be fuckin Charlie Chan or somethin, you know? Number-one son, all that shit. He a cold, deadly motherfucker. Stand right up on me and say he gone snitch me out. Ain’t no motherfucker on the street down me like that. I kill they ass soon as look at them.” Core walked a few paces in pure agitation and turned back to Nile. “So you gone beef me out, motherfucker?”


      “Of course not.”


      “So what-all gone jump off here then, huh? You hate this motherfucker or what?”


      “Eddgar?”


      “Fuck yeah. Charlie Chan. You hate him? You gone let him do you like that?”


      “No,” Nile said mildly. “But I mean—” He got dumb like he do, can’t even think to talk or move. “I mean, what choice do I have?”


      On the street, man, standin round chillin, every dude say he a man. Every bro is down for his. But it ain but half strap up. And in the joint, you see the same. All these proud, tough motherfuckers claimin Goobers, whoop them some and they be beggin, ‘Don’t do me like that, I ain representin no one.’ But Nile, man, he was the lamest, the weakest. Like to think he was a punk, but the stiff-dick motherfucker busy now with this skinny little ho, she suck you dick, man, ain no better than she polishin you shoes, but Nile, he like that too.


      “Straight down, man. You tell that daddy of yourn this. You tell him, Core say you be here 6:15, tomorrow mornin. Gone meet in the street, man.”


      “For what? What are you going to do?”


      “Gone tell him the word, man: Ain no foo’. He ain even think, that motherfucker. He think he the owner of the motherfuckin world, man, and he don’t even know I got plans of my own. What kind of dumb motherfucker he think I bein? Man, you insurance now. I got you fingerprints and all over all that dope money, man. I been sayin that shit up like in the bank. I dime on you, man, PA gone call me ‘Sir.’ Best do like I say. And he be sayin, you gone beef on me? Bullshit. What proof he got?”


      Nile made a face. “Don’t be an asshole, man. I’ve been cool. You don’t have to dis me like that.”


      “I ain dissin. I ain hissin or dissin. I ain fuckin you momma. This just how it be, man. It cold, man. Thass all I’m gone tell yo daddy. Tell him, ‘Daddy, man, it’s too late. Too late. Trust me or bust me, man, and you ain gone bust me.’ Hear?”


      Nile looked at him, those lame eyes, skittering like bugs. Hardcore could hardly stand it.


      “Listen up, dude. You hate this motherfucker worse than I do. Ain that straight shit, now? Ain nothin gone happen here you wudn’t done youself. You do like I’m sayin. Ain nothin for you to do after that. Hear?” Core took Nile’s chin. He made him look at him, like he hated to do. “Listen here,” he said. “I be you daddy now.”


      JUNE


      Fear and danger. Well, she’d been here before. Driving, June felt her pulse stirring in unlikely places—above her elbows, in her neck beneath the points of her chin. Anxiety, danger always had divided her. A fat old woman, cheerful and controlled, gripped the wheel of Eddgar’s Nova, careful not to let the needle of the speedometer drift even a mile over the limit. Shrunken down inside her was someone else, ready to sing out in terror. She’d been here before, her hair roots, her nipples, her fingertips juiced with adrenal output. She tuned in Dusty radio for a second, hoping for some great old tune, and then thought. No, no, too much, way too much, and laughing at herself drove on, into DuSable toward Grace Street. The large forms were somehow shocking after the low, soft shapes of the prairie. How could humans live like this, exist at such close quarters, with the sacred, saving earth, from which life sprang, paved over beneath their feet? A kid who looked to have been up all night gunned by in an old jacked-up blue deuce and a quarter, mouthing dirty words in Spanish, the decorative fringe of an old bedspread shimmying in his rear window.


      Were those the best years, she wondered suddenly, those years of danger? How could they be? She had been so miserable by the end—frightened of everything, of Eddgar and of herself, of what she had done. She was the one who demanded they look after Michael. She parted from Eddgar to do it, insisting they could not simply leave wreckage in their wake. How could it seem so wonderful now? She asked Eddgar a few years ago, when she was in town, apropos of absolutely nothing, she asked, ‘Do you ever think about that time?’ He answered, ‘No.’ Not an instant’s hesitation. No. It was gone. It could not be reclaimed. It was gone, like his childhood, like their marriage, like the many events of everyone’s past that meant something when they were happening but would never return.


      When she looked back to those years, the years with Eddgar—from the start to the end—there was always a universe of stalled feelings inside her. At the planetarium here in the city, you could sit and watch the stars turn about you as the earth moved through a season, a year. Living with Eddgar was like that. It always seemed as if he were the single point around which the whole moving panorama of the sky turned—him, and her because she was beside him. She never spoke to anyone about Eddgar. There was never anyone else who understood. Not now. Not then. Perhaps she did not understand herself. In bed with various men years ago, she sometimes mentioned his problems, as if trying to save somebody’s opinion. It was always the same routine, lying there, smoking cigarettes, watching the ceiling, because she did not want to think about who in particular was next to her. And in this mood of celestial detachment, she would remark how Eddgar had been more or less incapable since Nile’s birth. Did she want them to know she needed less than they might think? Of course, in those days, she would have laughed at the word ‘unfaithful.’ Doctrine forbade chattelizing any relationship. She was not Eddgar’s possession. It was a piece of regressive patrimony to say that her pleasure was not her own business. But she remembered all of that, sleeping with his colleagues, stretching her body against a dozen men she did not know well, allowing them inside her—she remembered it with shame, because Eddgar was there anyway, and they both knew it.


      She had never loved anyone the same way. Not before or since. Thank God. Thank God. He was a divine, beautiful thing when he started out; she loved him in the illusion-haloed manner of a teen, this beautiful young man with incredible eyes who spoke about God with an unnerving intimacy. She’d been raised in a religious home. Her mother passed hours on the veranda, with an iced tea and the Bible on her lap. She died rocking and trying to decipher the same verses she’d read her whole life. Secretly, from childhood forward, June had believed none of it. And yet when Eddgar spoke, she believed she had met the man—there had to be a man—to take her to the greater life out there. It was some variant, she supposed, on the idea of heaven, that there was a better life here on earth, too. He was inspired, on fire with the rage to make that better life. Teach me! she thought. Share it! She was so jealous of his faith, the more so when she realized years on that the only real expression of Eddgar’s passion was for the people who were not close to him. He loved the poor like puppets, like dolls, a love that left him in complete control. For Nile, for her—‘impotent’ was the right word. But his passion was like the heat of the sun. She always knew it was really the love he wanted to feel for them.


      In the years since, Eddgar and she had both come to assume, without ever saying it, that their demise was her fault. She’d wanted his faith and could not have it. She could not believe what he believed and so she took it from him. Believe something else, she said, something I can share. Rev-o-lution! Oh, she had believed in that. Sanctified by revolution. Reformed by revolution. Everything errant in her life would be corrected. She challenged poor Eddgar. Because he was always her example. How much can you believe? she wanted to know. How much faith can you have? Are you still pure? If I let other men inside me? That was her challenge. And he took it up in his own way and eventually invited himself into those beds. Not in the lurid sense that he ever wanted details. But her love affairs, her animal needs, had to serve the revolution somehow. And in that way, Eddgar, with his stillborn loving, remained, in the way he always had to be, supreme.


      “I think this could be dangerous,” Eddgar had said holding the car keys this morning.


      “He’s my son, too.”


      “I’m not questioning your devotion, June. I don’t think it’s safe. I know it’s not safe. Ego and self-esteem are what really move the folks down there. I think we should do what I told Ordell we were going to do. We should take Nile and go to the PA. I know him.”


      “Eddgar, stop. Stop the heroism. And the scheming. It’s no answer. That’s a disaster. For you. And especially for Nile. Even Michael will be jeopardized if you’re not careful. That’s asking to destroy everyone. You should speak to a lawyer before you do anything, and you shouldn’t do that until I’ve talked to this fellow now.”


      “June. It’s dangerous. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s got half a mind to kill me. Maybe more than half. This is too dangerous for anyone.”


      “It’s not as dangerous for me as it is for you. I’m a fat old woman. I’m not going to threaten anyone. Give me the keys. I’ll call as soon as we’re through.”


      So here she was again, on one of Eddgar’s missions. God, the places she had gone in this life. She thought about the Panther safe houses to which Eddgar used to send her. What a crazy scene. With the guns all over. The automatic weapons, fully loaded, leaning against the wall, much as a farmer would lean his hoe, bandoliers of rounds in full metal jacket looped over the rifle barrels. The windows were newspapered so the cops and FBI could not see inside. Near the end, after the Oakland Armory raid, there was military issue about: M-16s and M-79s, ammunition boxes, blasting caps piled into a green duffel marked by stencil COMPANY A, 92D ENGINEERS and the M-18 smoke grenades and C-4 plastic explosives. Sometimes there was cocaine piled up on a table like flour. And always women, and babies crawling under foot, among the men in berets and boots.


      Eddgar had nearly been shot half a dozen times in those places. Someone was always pulling a gun on him, angered not so much by his opinions as by his manner. He looked down the barrel of the gun, implacable. She—everybody there, everyone but Eddgar—saw the same thing in him, a Southern boy refusing to bend to their rage. But Eddgar would not flinch. He thought about his death, the need to die for the revolution every day. And he never let those incidents pass. He believed in discipline. When poor Cleveland was released from the Alameda County jail, when they bailed him after he had snitched out Michael, Eddgar could barely wait to get to the inevitable denouement. He made a show of good cheer, but the last time they saw Cleveland, the morning he was killed, Eddgar took a 44 and fired off a round and laid the muzzle, hot enough to burn, right against Cleveland’s temple. He left a mark and didn’t say a word, even as Martin Kellett and two Panthers grabbed Cleveland. The mark of Cain, she thought now. It was all so crazy.


      About much of it, about Cleveland’s death, for example, she had been too sorry since to live much of a life. She had gone down, fallen helplessly into the chasm. She had made a silly marriage to a handsome, empty man, a man who was even somewhat cruel. He gave her drugs, and she took that for love. They broke up. She took the cure, but started drinking again seven years ago, and now she drank too much every day. She sat up nights, lapping up cheap Bordeaux by the liter and playing computer solitaire.


      Now she made a right and came closer to the projects. She could see the blunt towers looming over the rows of industrial buildings, the final structures before the blocks of wasteland around Grace Street. There were old foundries with smokestacks, like arms raised in warning, warehouses with huge gantry doors, all the buildings guarded by razor wire atop their fences. What was in there to steal? The few faces on the streets now, as the early-morning dark was starting to dissolve, were black, and in her present mood of recollection she thought of Mississippi in the old days and the God-fearing simple people they wanted to help, people who were so good, so radiantly good they seemed almost angelic, suffering their life of deprivation and toil. Lord, she loved to leave the churches, the meetings on Sunday nights in summer. The Southern air hung like a damp sock and the broken light of the moon silvered the trees and the bosks of the heavy landscape. She loved to hear the singing voices rising, gathered together and holding, like the voice of history, to a single note. How could we have gone from there to here with so little gained? she wondered. How could we have raised up these despairing children, dispossessed, who felt from their first moments there was no place on earth for them, who were untouched, unsaved by any tradition of human nobility? How could this have occurred? We were right! she thought, suddenly, desperately. We were right. That was why she was here now, in the cold hand of danger. She was doing what she’d done a hundred times before, saving him, saving Eddgar, this beautiful passionate boy, because she had to save everything he believed in, because she had no faith herself. But oh, oh, she had believed in him, in revolution, and she claimed some fragment of that surging feeling now as she swung onto the street. She rolled the window down and smiled absurdly.


      “Lady,” a young woman said, a perfectly beautiful young woman with flawless chocolaty skin. She had a stocking cap tugged down over most of her face. “Lady,” she said, “you in the wrong damn place.”


    


  




  

    

      April 2, 1996


    


    

      SETH


      So this is how it happens, Seth thinks. You hassle the guy inside your head for twenty-five years and then you walk up to his door on a Tuesday morning and knock and here he is, holding his half-frame glasses and today’s newspaper. Eddgar is stock-still behind the screen door.


      “Is this about Nile?” he finally asks. “Is he in more trouble?”


      “I hope not.”


      Eddgar undertakes another instant of visible deliberation, his face obscured in the deep shadows of early morning. Seth waits on the tongue-and-groove porch that wraps around the front of the old frame house.


      “I was about to make a cup of tea,” Eddgar finally offers and nudges the door open a few inches. The interior architecture is baffling. The corridor goes on forever, and the air is heavy with the scent of frying oil and gathered human smells, a little like a barracks. “Have you heard from him?” Eddgar asks when they reach the small kitchen.


      Seth removes the paper Hobie gave him last night, the microfiche from the delivery company showing Michael’s address. Eddgar puts the kettle on to boil and replaces his glasses before taking up the record.


      “Am I being threatened?” he asks then.


      “I’m trying to put some things together, Eddgar. It’s not a threat.”


      “Quite certain? Not planning any reunions with the FBI? No confessional in your column? You see, I want to be sure we aren’t going to have another act in that morality play in the courtroom. The Revenger’s Tragedy? Isn’t there a drama of that name? I believe June studied it.” Eddgar coughs at that moment, a rattling attack on his lungs. He holds a fist before his mouth. “But I suppose your impulse for vengeance is well satisfied at this point.” Eddgar smiles solely for his own benefit. “What is it you want to know, Seth?”


      “The truth? There was a lot of lying in that courtroom.”


      “Surely not by me,” says Eddgar. “It was your friend Tuttle who distorted the facts.” He stands somewhat stiffly and returns to the whistling kettle, casting about the kitchen to find a second cup. When he opens the refrigerator for milk, it is largely bare, holding only a dairy carton, a gallon jug of water, and a single green olive and a red pimento, separated and floating in half a jar of greenish juice. “Is he crazy or melodramatic?” Eddgar asks.


      “Hobie? More a performance artist. That’s how I think of him. The word as gesture.”


      “He’s a treacherous person.” Eddgar shakes his head at the thought and places both cups, curling steam, on the table. “I’m sure you had a good time watching Hobie play with my life. I assume you felt it was appropriate. Because you think I played with yours.”


      “Didn’t you?”


      Eddgar takes his time with that. Across the table, he folds his hands carefully.


      “I took advantage of a circumstance, Seth. There were careful plans and they went awry. Someone was arrested, quite accidentally. He started blabbing. So I seized an opportunity, yes I did. Unkind? Probably. Yet I was confident—and correct as it turned out—it would work out for all of us.”


      “The greatest good for the greatest number, Eddgar? Including number one?”


      “It was a long time ago, Seth.”


      “Are you invoking the statute of limitations? I thought there wasn’t one on murder.” Eddgar’s eyes squeeze shut then and Seth cases forward in the beaten old kitchen chair. The maple table between them is small, stained with berry juice in one place, a relic of many decades’ use in Eddgar’s household. “I want you to understand something, Eddgar. I’m as old now as you were then. Older, I guess. And I blame myself. First and foremost. The things I did, I did. Not you. But if I was czar of the universe, or the Lord High Executioner, you’d be punished. You escaped. And it bothers me, man, it kills me. How come everyone suffered but you, Eddgar? Don’t you ask yourself? Do you think about them, Eddgar? The lives you took? The ones you ruined?” Seth stabs a finger down on the paper he brought. “How do you sleep at night, for Godsake?”


      Eddgar takes the question with a taut, slightly whimsical expression. Well, he doesn’t sleep at night. Seth can read that thought. There is a small window at Eddgar’s back and in the early-morning light his face is haggard. A day’s growth clings to his cheeks, like a sugared topping.


      “Do you know people who fought wars, Seth? I fought a war. Yes, there were casualties, and I rue them, I mourn for them. But I certainly didn’t turn my back on Michael. That should be obvious.” His face dips toward the paper on the table. “I gave him every kind of support imaginable. For years. My wife—and my son—essentially abandoned me to see after him. With my consent. Yet it wasn’t in repentance. Because I don’t repent.” Eddgar’s face is raised at that characteristic angle of willful invulnerability. But this much no doubt is true. Seth thought about it all night and realized it wasn’t charity or grief that motivated Eddgar to care for Michael from this distance all this time. No. Michael was the man Eddgar could not be: to June a lover, to Nile a gentle guiding hand. He was Eddgar’s own lost fragment. He could no more let go of Michael than himself. But Eddgar doesn’t see that part. His justification, as ever, lies in history.


      “I had something to fight against,” says Eddgar, “and I fought. And the war I fought still makes more sense to me than many of the wars waged in this country: the Indian Wars. The Spanish-American War. The Mexican-American War. Vietnam. I believe—as I believed even then and was afraid to say to myself—I believe I shall be judged. And I don’t fear it. But don’t you dare think I did not suffer. Then or now. Because I have, I have. I have paid prices you cannot imagine.” Red creeps up to Eddgar’s scalp, and he winds himself away in a momentary effort to contain his anguish. “And don’t think I’m speaking about what you and your friend did to me in that courtroom. I care much less than you might suppose for my reputation.”


      That wasn’t what he thought. June, is what Seth guesses. June was Eddgar’s anguish, a whirlwind of torment right up to the terrible end.


      “What did we do to you in the courtroom?” Seth asks.


      “Oh, please, Seth. I’m old, I’m not addled. You had to have been part of that.”


      “Of what?”


      “You know this story. You must.” And Eddgar begins to serve out the details as a challenge. You must know, he says. About the dope. The jail. About Nile and Hardcore. “You must know,” he repeats.


      No, Seth says. His reaction—the pallor, the faltering—brings Eddgar up short, and he responds more sparingly as Seth begins to question him. But he answers. The story is told—about sending the DFU money to Michael, about this young girl, Lovinia, and, most despairingly, about Eddgar’s confrontations with Hardcore. Only at the end does Eddgar permit his full glance to fall again on Seth. Even in age, his eyes have remained remarkable. Seth does not remember where he developed the impression that wolves have eyes this color, glacial blue, an outward aspect of beauty and tranquillity concealing a teeming, unmanaged spirit.


      “This was all unknown to you?” Eddgar asks again.


      “Unknown,” says Seth.


      Still in doubt, Eddgar stands arthritically for a second cup of tea and speaks as he’s standing at the stove, describing the game of prisoner’s dilemma that Core and whoever advised him played. They were mutual hostages—Nile and Hardcore. When June was killed, Eddgar understood at once that it was not an accident. But what was he to say? The truth would put Nile in the penitentiary. He remained silent, never guessing that the police would be able to build a case on Hardcore, or what Ordell would do as a result. But there was not a lawyer Eddgar spoke to after Core had implicated Nile who did not say the same thing: Nile would do less time for a crime of family passion than for distributing pounds of narcotics in the course of abusing a public trust. Not to mention that Nile stood a chance at trial this way. They were trapped.


      “And I’ve thought about this, naturally,” says Eddgar, “I’ve thought at great length about what Hardcore did, and I doubt his motive was to punish Nile—I doubt that entered his mind—or only to minimize his position in a very bad situation. What he wanted, also, was to make a point to me. To let me know I was not the only shrewd operator, that for all my grand proclamations, all my ill-considered threats, I still couldn’t protect Nile.” Eddgar glances briefly, balefully toward Seth, before staring down again into his teacup, which bears the blue seal of some state agency. “Somehow, I had made myself the one true enemy.


      “Which is why I told Hobie from the start: Blame me. I actually said that to him. ‘Blame me.’ And not as an act of misplaced valor. You know, I see that look in your eye—I saw it in court—I think you’ve regarded me for decades as a monster. People—way back when, back in California—people believed I was not self-aware. Perhaps I wasn’t. Not sufficiently. But I think, I believe, I see some of myself. And I mean that when I say I am to blame. I am. For thinking I could control what I couldn’t control. For bearding Hardcore. For not accepting my child’s limitations. For pushing my own wants on him. I saw that. I’d seen that. People, some people, do see these things. Insight isn’t everything, you know. You make mistakes anyway.


      “And I made those mistakes, and a dozen more. I was pleased that Sonny was the judge. I suppose that was where it really started. Well, this will fit, I thought. I saw the opportunity immediately. I told Tuttle that. The first time we spoke. ‘She never liked me. Blame me. Contrive some other reason Core on his own would want to kill me. She’ll believe it.’ I started this. I know. And Hobie twisted it, of course. He took advantage of me. He said, ‘Will you say yes if I ask the questions the right way?’ I told him, ‘I won’t lie. I just can’t. I can’t swear an oath to God and lie.’ But the right questions, the right way—I could say yes. And he told me before it started, he said very little to me, just ‘Listen to my questions, very carefully, because I’m going to be doing something. You don’t have to lie, just be careful,’ and I agreed to that in advance. I knew he’d use that money, the $10,000 from the DFU, and make it look like that was the money Nile had given Ordell. Because after all, that was the plan. And yes, Nile had cashed the check. And no one had any reason to know where the money actually had gone. And, of course, of course, Hardcore was lying, there never was a $10,000 payment. So what Hobie was doing—it was a lie to combat a lie, and not my lie. And, naturally, I agreed. He’s very shrewd about people, your friend Tuttle, isn’t he?”


      “Very shrewd.”


      “Yes,” says Eddgar. His feet—in his old penny loafers—are tapping on the floor now, but thought has otherwise stilled him. He is somewhat nattily dressed, in a stylish plaid shirt, and he pulls momentarily at the collar. He thought he was being noble, he says, not merely toward Nile, but toward the party people, Galiakos and his crowd. They were after him from the minute Nile was arrested, and Eddgar had promised he’d do everything in his power to keep that $10,000 out of the case, out of the news. They were terrified, understandably. Imagine what it’s like, Eddgar says, trying to convince people to make contributions when they’ve read on the front page of the Tribune about party money going to a street gang. He was willing to take the blame for all of it. For the money. For Nile.


      “‘Blame me,’ I said. And Hobie pulled the rug out, turned the tables. Made day night, night day. Now I—I who loved June Eddgar better and longer than any soul on earth—now I was her murderer. And this is where you come into it, Seth, or where I’ve always imagined you came into it. Because I could see you having the last laugh. Both of you. As I was sitting there, I understood. I could see the parallels. I had agreed to something, to be used in something, a deception for the benefit of someone I cared about—as you agreed many years ago, Seth, and then were changed up, misled. Tit for tat. I understood. This strange theatrical revenge. You said it before: You regard me as a man who got away with murder. So why not let me take the blame in public for one I did not commit? I was quite sure you two believed it was entirely appropriate.”


      “It’s entirely appropriate,” Seth answers. “But he never told me.”


      “No?” Eddgar again considers Seth askance. “Well, it was a gleeful experience for him. I’ll say that. Because he had me. I could see in the courtroom, Hobie was laughing at me in a thousand different ways, most of all because he was saying, ‘What for your child? This much? More? How about this much? How much, you bastard? How much?’ And he relished it. It was sadistic.”


      “No,” says Seth. “He’s not a sadist.”


      “It surely appeared that way.”


      “No,” says Seth again. He ponders the curve of events. The vast imponderable enigma of Hobie T. Tuttle looms here—like the Buddha emerging from the mists. Impetuous, yes. Complex. Brilliant. But Hobie would never have permitted such a twisted sport for his own sake. He’d have laughed to think of it; the notion would have kept him up all night chuckling. But he carried through only for one reason.


      “He did it for me, Eddgar,” Seth says, “not with me. He did it because he’s my friend. And was Cleveland’s friend. In his heart of hearts, he was taking our revenge. As well as helping Nile, of course. I’m sure he meant to do that, too.”


      Eddgar holds the thought, then lets his head bow with the weight of that possibility. Out on the gravel drive, Seth hears the crunching of someone’s approach. It’s Nile, Seth thinks. It’s Michael. That would be perfect. They’ll shuffle in, unshaven, weary from the road. But when Eddgar returns from the front door he’s merely holding an overnight delivery envelope, papers parceled off from the state capital for the senator’s inspection.


      “Have you talked to Nile?” Seth asks.


      Eddgar, sadly, futilely, flexes his hands. “No way to reach him. I know they’re together, Michael and he. You realized that much, I take it?” says Eddgar, and again casts a glance at the paper Hobie gave Seth last night. “I heard from Michael once. In the immediate aftermath. A day or two later. Sounded like he was at a pay phone by a highway. I was quite relieved. I have every confidence that Michael won’t let Nile come to grief. They’re very capable together. What’s the word? ‘Syntonic.’ I suppose, they always have been. They’ll look after one another. And I’m certain that in a desperate case Michael could get word to me.


      “You should understand,” says Eddgar. “I could find them. They have to be within a day’s drive. Michael wouldn’t have much appetite for change. He’s not good with it. He’s still probably going by the same name, the same social-security number we dug up for him when he gave his to you. I have no doubt they’re settled in another little town.”


      Sipping the tea, Seth takes an instant to imagine Nile and Michael together as Eddgar described them. Probably living on some rented farmette with a tiny frame house which the wind blows through in winter. Working day jobs in town, clerks or something, tilling the earth as weekends and summer light allow. They probably speak little. Michael these days surfs the Internet, instead of the shortwave bands. Nile watches TV. But they make allowances for each other. And to the world they are father and son, one of those odd pairs families often create, attuned to each other and hardly anybody else. Nile has become the man he always wanted to be: Michael, another erratic fugitive, the best example he had.


      “I could find them,” Eddgar repeats. “But I’m not going to trail Nile as if I were a bounty hunter. When he wants to see me, he will. I understand how it is. He’s likely to keep running, isn’t he? If I pursue him?”


      “I think that’s right.”


      “I think it’s shame,” says Eddgar. “His reason for fleeing? That’s more or less how I explain it to myself.”


      “Sounds more like anger to me.”


      “Anger?” asks Eddgar. He shows the first open surprise since the moment he saw Seth on his porch this morning.


      “I bet the sight of you on the witness stand lying your ass off to save him—playing along with Hobie, whatever you want to call it—was probably more than he could stomach. I take it neither one of you bothered to fill in Nile in advance.” They’re both too high-handed to have troubled with that, Seth knows. Eddgar was right before, he thinks. Insight isn’t everything. Because it’s seldom complete. Eddgar might see himself as meddlesome, overly protective, but he’ll never recognize the message he delivered to Nile on every possible occasion, that his son would always be beholden, incapable, incomplete.


      “But isn’t it puzzling?” Eddgar asks. “I think about it every day. For hours. And I’m baffled. Perhaps he was angry, as you say, at the end of the trial. I surely meant well. But we could have misunderstood one another. That’s an old story. But what could he have been thinking to start? Getting mixed up that way? With Core? In that kind of business? What did he want?”


      Seth takes his time, although he’s known the answer from the moment Eddgar told him the story.


      “I imagine he wanted to be one of the people you cared about, Eddgar.” This observation, leveled with no more mercy than a hammer blow, provokes little visible reaction at first. Eddgar brings his hand to his month momentarily. On the wall, there’s a large white clock. It buzzes faintly, clicking slightly whenever the second hand moves. Ten after eight. He may miss his plane, Seth thinks. But he has no desire to go.


      “It’s so complex,” Eddgar says finally. He circles a finger through a little puddle of gathered moisture left on the table by the bottom of his cup. “I’m not one to dwell on the past, Seth. But whenever I think back, what seems bleakest and most confused to me is Nile. I loved him so truly, so deeply. I still think of his birth as a moment like no other I can describe the hospital waiting room—it was the days when men were not involved.” He permits himself the wee, reflective smile Seth recollects, as if neither of them should make much of the oddity that Eddgar, the great suspect of institutional power, lost his radar at a moment so essential. “I recall the other fathers sitting around, a sandwich one of these men was eating. It was peanut butter and bacon, which he’d brought from home in used-looking silver foil. I can remember everything. I can smell the smoke from everybody’s cigarettes.


      “It seemed such a perfect recompense that a son should have been born to me who so suffered his own father, who was still wrestling him, the way Jacob in that wonderful passage in the Scripture wrestled the Angel of Death all night. I thought—” He gropes, staring to the distance and the past. “It seemed very important,” Eddgar says.


      “It was,” says Seth.


      “Yes, it was. It was, of course it was. I mean merely that the path seemed clear. The way seemed certain—everything I should do and shouldn’t do. And of course, it wasn’t. I was terribly afraid of him, terribly scared of him, almost at once. Terrified. Of this little tiny child. Of course, I couldn’t say to myself that it was fear I felt. I just seemed frozen up somehow. I seemed commanded by some kind of learned response, instead of my own inmost impulses. Oh God.” And there is another of those improbable moments Seth first witnessed in the courtroom. Loyell Eddgar is crying. He is probably entitled to comfort, Seth realizes. As a father, Seth has comfort to give. But not to this man. He sits on the other side of the table, in silence, as Eddgar sobs a second, then recovers.


      “And I would watch him with you and Michael. You recall how he was with Michael, Seth? I would just watch the two of them, out there in that tree, pounding, sawing, laughing at one another—I’d feel terrible. Just terrible. Because I still loved him so. So much. I was brimming with feeling. Looking back, I think I felt more honest emotion toward Nile than any other person in my life.


      “And I would worry and worry and worry about one thing, one question all the time. It sounds like madness now, but I was haunted by this question, maddened by it, absolutely obsessed. If I had to give him up, I kept thinking, if I had to give him up, could I?”


      “Give him up?” asks Seth.


      “Yes. To the revolution. If the day came. If I had to let him fight. Do things that would endanger him. It never seemed—you can take this as you like, I’m sure you’re doubtful, question motives, I’d do the same probably—but it never seemed awful to be placing ourselves in danger. June. Me. I could imagine—I had imagined that. You know all the prison literature that’s been created by captured leaders. I’d read that. Torture. Isolation. I’d imagined that.”


      And gloried probably in the prospect, Seth thinks. Eddgar’s greyish hair has fallen forward, over his brow, as he looks down to his folded hands.


      “But I was riven,” he says, “agonized, by the total quandary of being a parent. How could I show Nile everything I treasured and believed, which I seemed impelled to do, how could I do that and then confront the moment decades on when that led to his sacrifice? Would I be able to pay that price, I kept asking, would I be able let him go, my son, my love, my life, my future? I avoided thinking about it for months, and then the question would strike me, more powerfully than any fear I’ve ever felt for myself, and I found no comfort really, but was led back again and again, by some distraught impulse, to the words of the Scripture, that God’s greatest love was shown by this, that He gave us the life of His only son. As if that thought could really be any help, as if it could do anything but deepen the mystery.”


      He stands, draining the last from his cup. He claps his shirt pockets and, not finding what he’s seeking, removes his glasses and wipes his eyes on his sleeve. On the worn heels of his loafers, he crosses into the brilliant path of light that emerges from the window, an elongated parallelogram divided by the shadowed mullions, and nods from the doorway, older and littler than he was in Seth’s memory. With one hand, he attempts some heartless gesture, a farewell and a direction to Seth to show himself out.


      He goes. It will take pure luck now to make his plane to Seattle. Traveling far too fast, he dodges traffic on 843 in the morning rush. So are you done now? he finally asks himself. In part, he still valiantly resists everything pulling on him in the wake of this visit. It wasn’t genuine, Seth keeps thinking. The tears. The torment. Like all great actors, Eddgar will always become exactly who his audience wishes him to be. But there is no turning away from his vulnerability to Eddgar. That was fixed long ago, in the stars, in the genes, in nature. So what’s the point? Seth asks himself. Everybody has his story? His grief? He knew that. Already. He knew it. Maybe it’s what he said to Hobie last night. About love and justice. Maybe there is no difference. In the ideal, at least. Maybe love and justice are one.


      He drives on.


      Are you done now?
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      Seth—


      Who writes letters anymore? This is probably an act of craziness. But Dubinsky dropped off the copies of the eulogies the Trib people had printed. (Beautiful, aren’t they? This was a touching gesture, Seth.) I’m a little too hard-headed to hold on to them on the assumption you’re coming back. And I can’t simply slide them into this envelope without a word of my own. It’s 9:30 now. Hot Time, as you say. The hour we have spent together most nights. I miss you. The laughter, the connection. I have nasty thoughts. The body yearns.


      Which means what? I’ve been running all the what-ifs in my mind, watching each clip to see the different endings to our movie. Nothing is exactly right. But I thought I’d take you at your word and speak my mind, at least the part I know. We’re both relatively honest. I regard that as one of our pluses.


      When I left Charlie, at the age of forty-four, I had to recognize that I’m one of those people who may never come to rest, never find the opening in the world where I am going to squarely fit. My life, in its current shape, will tumble on for a while, and then I’ll feel the way I always do, that it’s not quite right, that maybe there’s something better, or not quite as bad, over the next hill and I’ll be gone in that direction. There are times I think almost abstractly about my lifetime of shifting obsessions and feel washed away by a pounding wave of shame. Four different graduate programs. All my jobs. And men. And a thousand pastimes undertaken with unflagging ardor, each intended to save my spirit at night while my body slaved in obeisance to the future during the day. The relics are in that horrible Fibber’s closet of a basement where I won’t let you roam: an enormous loom; plastic jugs and curing vats (I was going to culture my own wine); bridles, bits, and saddle from the period I decided to retake my squandered childhood by riding. Not to mention the boxes of Y-Me literature and the books on various dietary obsessions. Each of these phases passed away, lifted like fog, traceless, if you do not count the accessories that mildew in the cellar or a single blanket I wove which Nikki still clutches for comfort when she sleeps. At my worst moments, I suspect I bore Nikki simply to have an anchor.


      And even having done that, I’m never right, never fully at ease. I know there’s a chance I’ll be here by myself at the end, on the other side of something I’m still longing to get over. There’s a lot of pain in that. Not just the recognition, but the fact. Yet there are moments, like now, when I’m more or less at peace and willing to say, Maybe that’s me. If this thing—us—if it doesn’t work out, I’m going to be okay. I know that. It’s one of the best lessons I learned from Zora: I know how to wrap my arms around myself. And I don’t mean that as a sop. It may even be a warning.


      Which is not to deny I’m angry. I am. I’m aggravated that you’re gone and that you let it come to this, with two women reaching after you. I ask myself questions I heard in my head all the time with Charlie: Why does it seem to be women who have to stand up for everything of real value in the world? For children, first of all; for nurturance. For homes. And, yes, even love. I know that’s not entirely fair. I sometimes watch you with Nikki in mild amazement—unloading her backpack, making snacks. I leave you a lot more room to be that person than Lucy ever did. But it’s your confidence and contentment that are striking, the way you see a household. Not a war zone. Not a field of mutual striving. Not some prolonged adolescence in which the partners travel, each for themselves. But a family. You can show me how to do that, as Charlie, of course, never did. And even so, that’s hard for me, because it leaves me wrestling with the hardest question of all, whether it’s me you need or Nikki. In the end, we both have to deal with the fact that it’s loss that brings you to me.


      History. Circumstances and events. They still stand between us. I never would have suspected the degree to which I’m haunted by our past together. Twenty-five years, you think. We were only children. And yet it feels like it could be fatal. What’s the difference now? I wonder. Why won’t we fail the same way we did a quarter-century ago? I suspect these are the furthest questions from your mind, Seth. What’s the saying? Within the body of every cynic beats the broken heart of a romantic. You still believe in the transforming power of Will and Love. It’s so endearing. I want to let you win, to triumph at this quest. I know how important it is for you.


      But I worry I may let you down the way I did decades ago. Back then, you needed my devotion, probably so you had the strength to stand apart from your parents. And I couldn’t provide it. Not, as I think you feared then, because I didn’t believe in or admire you. You do not know ten people, Seth, who feel more vindicated or less surprised by the way the world has embraced your talent. No. What troubled me was your celestial devotion to me. To the girl philosophy student who was supposed to light up the skies at Miller Damon. Because I knew she was a fake. Oh, I had certain gifts. I’ve never sold myself short. I read Plato while I was still in high school. And believed what Socrates said about knowledge as life’s highest quest. To the thought of replacing passion with reason, some singing (passionate?) chord in me responded. Instead, over time, I learned that the differing endpoints of various philosophical excursions were due largely to the places they’d begun. The zero points. The irreducible assumptions. It’s who you are to start that makes the difference. And in that light, Plato was, if not wrong, at least deserving of correction. All knowledge derives from passion. And what my passions were was largely a mystery. Certainly not philosophy. I read the texts in a bloodless way, like an inspector on a tour. I was, I suddenly decided, leading someone else’s life. Whose? I didn’t have a clue then. But my mother knew like Holy Writ those heavy-weight German philosophers I studied. To this day, I can hear her shrilling at meetings, ‘That is not what Engels meant! Never!’ So I fled, mystified about my motives.


      All my life I’ve been afraid I lack common sense. My mother, shrewd as she was, had none. I mean that she seemed to forget that people would be hurt if she called them names, that a small child might need a meal now and then, that she couldn’t work in South Carolina and be a mother to me here. It wasn’t just that she seemed at times to feel overpowered by her own needs—the truth is that we all do—but she had no recognition when it was occurring. And even now I’m afraid she left the same traits in me, the way an unhappy spirit is supposed to remain in a woodland tree. ‘You’re acting just like Zora’ is something I can unleash against myself with the primitive anger of a curse, as I prime myself not to act or speak or feel in given ways. It turns out that one of the passageways to my adulthood was this vow, this secret I didn’t even tell myself out loud, not to be like her.


      Don’t misunderstand. I loved—love—my mother. Yet it was years—not until the end of that trial was nearing—since I felt free to embrace the best of her. I believe Zora would be proud of me. And I know she would adore Nikki. Both thoughts mean a lot. But throughout my younger years I wanted a lot more. I wanted her to be my salvation, my ideal. God, I needed that. I would feel fifty times a day how much I could utilize the strength born of knowing I could simply form myself to her example. And it’s my task, the stone I’ve been rolling up the hill forever, to recognize that can’t take place, to see—even though I couldn’t bear to say it most of my life—that she was, at moments, a selfish lunatic, that there were times when all her passions, her anxieties, all her towering concerns made me beside the point. Here I am in the shadow of fifty and there still are mornings I wake to happy dreams of the total, devoted, desperate way I loved her when I was young. And when it comes to me that’s no longer right, possible, real, I’m crushed. My spirit’s broken for hours.


      She loved me. Passionately. When it suited her. In response, I learned how to hold some distance. (Big surprise!) And resolved, with the same desperation of my love for her, that I would try not to be as unhappy as she was. Because I knew that for certain, too, that nutsy Zora, with her rages, speeches, scraps of quotes, with her warm whispers for me, her smell of lotion, her walleye, her midnight pacing, meetings, and constant grumbling at the way of the world—that she was swirling like some nebula around a livid core of pain.


      The project of my life is to cherish what I can of her, and yet to be neither her mindless imitator nor her willing victim. I will always worship her ferocious independence. But I would rather be dungeon-condemned for all eternity than consign myself to her isolation. I want you to understand how hard this is for me. To be the one writing this letter. To be the one speaking first. To be the one asking. It seems almost cruel to have to say Yes, knowing you may say No. But I heard what you said the other night and I know this won’t happen any other way. You are entitled to be told that you are needed. More-essential. Not only to Nikki, but to me. You are. It has taken my whole life for me to say this, but I deserve someone I can rely on. Through and through. I know you can be that person, Seth. If I let you. I want to try.


      This is a love letter.


      Sonny


    


  




  

    

      Eulogy for Bernhard Weissman
 by Seth Daniel Weissman
 April 1, 1996


    


    

      I always return to the story of Abraham and Isaac when I think about my father. Some of that springs from the legacy which gave our son his name. But there is more to it, of course. No doubt, we all recall the story. Abraham was the founder of the Western faiths, the first Jew, the first person to know the God to whom most peoples in the world now pray. He was a visionary, a prophet, and, surely, an iconoclast capable of cleaving to his beliefs in the face of universal scorn.


      But despite this, Abraham’s God decided to test him. He asked Abraham to make a sacrifice of his and Sarah’s only child, Isaac, their miracle, who had been born to them when Sarah was already ninety years old and Abraham one hundred. And according to the story, Abraham complied. He did not say what we would hope a father of today might: I am hearing ugly voices, I need help. He did not ask what was wrong with a God who would demand such a thing, or question whether He was worth worshipping. He did not, so far as the Bible tells us, even beg for Isaac’s life, as he had done for the people of Sodom. Abraham simply walked his child up Mount Moriah—I imagine he even made the boy carry the wood for the fire. When Isaac asked where the lamb might be for the religious sacrifice they were undertaking, Abraham told him God was bringing the lamb.


      In candor, I’ve regarded this for some years now as a strange story, a grim tale of how a father would sacrifice his son to his own faith, his own visions. What kind of starting point is this for us anyway, for all the Western faiths? Celebrating the twisted dynamic between the first Jewish father and the first Jewish son? Why do we retell this story? Is it to remind us that every parent since has done better?


      I initially asked these questions in an anguished state. It was the last time I ever entered a synagogue. The occasion was the New Year. The other congregants were there to express their commitments to what is referred to now and again in the writings as the God, the faith, and the laws of our fathers. I was there to say the Mourner’s Prayer, inasmuch as not much time had passed since my own boy named Isaac had died. For us—Lucy and Sarah, and certainly for me—it’s probably the case that every funeral we go to for the rest of our lives will be Isaac’s. I apologize for having to share this. But in order to speak of my father, I also have to talk about my children—our wonderful, extraordinary daughter, for whose presence I thank God and all else in the universe every day, and the son we lost.


      I don’t know how many of you here know the story of how our Isaac came to be given that name. But it is, fittingly, my father’s story, and the one we all shudder to recall. In March 1938, the German Army marched into Austria and brought with them their war against the Jews. Jewish businesses were emblazoned with signs and vandalized or confiscated, while 12,000 Jewish families were thrown out of their homes. The Nazis turned synagogues into smoking parlors and beat at random Jews found on the streets. On April 23, a Saturday, in Vienna, that most genteel of cities, the home of Sigmund Freud and Gustav Mahler, a group of Jews was taken to the Prater, Vienna’s amusement park, and there, in the presence of the usual weekend crowd, the SS forced the Jews to their knees and made them eat the lawn. By June, more than 500 Viennese Jews had committed suicide. On the sixteenth of that month, my father, his young wife, and their four-year-old son, who had been our together for a hasty visit to a shop, were accosted by storm troops. They were informed that their home was now state property.


      In the next three years they moved half a dozen times as more and more of the city was closed to Jewish residency. Jews were removed from their jobs and forced to wear the yellow star when they walked down the street. But my father remained. His mother-in-law had had a stroke and was not transportable. And emigration became increasingly difficult as time went on and the nations throughout Eastern Europe closed their borders for fear of being overrun by Austria’s 180,000 Jews. More to the point, flight would have shattered some essential vision of himself. He was, very much, the man he had planned to be, the son of a shopkeeper, a silversmith, who, as I understand it, had longed to have a son who would be, as my father had become, a scholar, broadly respected at the university.


      The deportation to the camps of Vienna’s Jewish population came slowly at first, but by October 1941 was fully under way. With the assistance of the leaders of the Jewish community under the direction of Rabbi Murmelstein, Jews were sent off to the ‘East’ in batches of 1,000 in closed freight cars. My father, his wife, and his son were among the first to go. He was pleased to be sent to the concentration camp at Buchenwald, where many noted Viennese had preceded him.


      The boy, now seven, developed a painful ear infection on the trip. By the time they were herded off the cattle car in Buchenwald, the boy was crying nearly constantly, whimpering and moaning in pain. His mother begged the guards for medical treatment. Finally, after three days, a guard agreed, took the child from the barracks by the hand, and immediately outside the door shot him, where the boy, my brother Isaac, died.


      These events, which my father never once mentioned to me during his lifetime, defined him. They were with him every day. They transformed him—forgive me—deformed him, as a tree can be misshapen by tethering it as a sapling. He needed no injunction never to forget. It was from my mother that I learned what transpired, in short, unbearable conversations over the years. One of the great agonies of her Alzheimer’s was that the horrible recollection of the camps survived with her far longer than anything else except, probably, her memories of me. During the stage when she could still speak of things with clarity she repeated a phrase I had heard from her from time to time. ‘The best did not survive,’ she said. ‘Those who would not wheedle or cheat, who shared with the sick—I think they were admired to a degree, but admiration in such circumstances is a very fleeting feeling.’ Then my mother, frail and enfeebled, her flesh loose, her eyes dull, but her very look still deeply familiar and precious to me, made certain to face me. ‘I have lived the rest of my life recalling them,’ she said. She cleared her throat. ‘They are my heroes.’


      Death deepens my wonder at her. She was surely wrong, for my heart allows no doubt that she was among the best. But I realize that in her usual deep and delicate way she meant to communicate to me some exculpation of my father. For no matter who they were when they entered those horrible facilities, neither she nor he nor any other human being could be subjected on a prolonged basis to such confinement, such humiliation, such intense and repeated brutality, such incessant privation, fear, and constant debasement, and emerge with their humanity fully intact. I accept this. It seems obvious to me, although you can travel to corners of this city—to the towers of Grace Street or Fielder’s Green—and see the lesson is not yet learned.


      One of the thousand morals of the story of Abraham and Isaac is that the parents’ ordeal—and we all have ours—will inevitably become the child’s, as my father and mother’s ordeal became mine, and mine no doubt became Sarah’s and Isaac’s. But it is also a tale of survival and of mercy. In the end, Abraham heard his God instruct him not to set his hand against his son. Isaac was spared. He survived and surmounted. He became a parent, blind to Jacob’s defects, but one who, pointedly, attempted no sacrifices of his own.


      I bear my father the intense gratitude I ought to. Lame and halting, he still went on. But surely we could have both done better. Here at the end, things can be put simply. My father and I often treated each other cruelly. I am sore with shame at the memory of my craziest antics—and would have been more at peace if I had seen in my father any trace of a similar regret. I wish we had negotiated some truce, some settlement. It would have been hard bargaining. No doubt, he trumped me in the category of suffering, particularly since much of mine has been self-inflicted, which, generally speaking, people of his age and experience refused to recognize as pain. But couldn’t we have matched up, soul for soul, those two dead little boys, his son and mine, the Isaacs whose fathers could not save them? Isn’t there a point of absolute equality in futility and despair? Yet we learn, we grow, we gain. Sarah, surely you and I have already done much better. There’s a great deal in that.


      So I think about Isaac—my son, my brother, my father’s son, the first son of the Western faiths—and I think about the story that is told again and again. We hear it first as children, and repeat it throughout our lives. We tell it by way of apology. And warning. We tell it with some measure of hope. We tell it because we have all been the child, we have all been Isaac, and we know the part of the story that is never mentioned. For the Bible does not record Isaac’s responses. We do not know if he, like Jesus, asked, Father, why have you forsaken me? We do not know if he begged, the way most of us would, for his life. We know only this: that he obeyed. That he was a child. That because he knew nothing else, he did as his father required. We know he allowed himself to be bound in rope. We know he let his father lay him on the altar of pyramided firewood which together they had raised to God. We know he watched his father on the mountaintop raise the gleaming knife above his breastbone. We know he was a child, the son of a man with a Big Idea, who in his longing and confusion, even in his final instants, could only look to his father with that eternal if foundering hope for love.
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      Allah, Yahweh, sweet Jesus—by whatever name we know You, Lord—take the soul of Bernhard Weissman. You caused him in his life to confront terrible wickedness. He now deserves Your eternal peace.


      Were we all—all of us here—to share our memories of Bernhard Weissman, You’d hear a lot of different things. There’d be many voices. There are folks here who can tell You he was a genius in his work. Winners of the Nobel Prize in Economics invited him to their table and treated him as a peer. His granddaughter, our sweet Sarah, would tell You he was a great old guy who responded to her kindness. And You’ve heard Seth say he was a tough father, and I tell You, I was around to see that, and it is word.


      I can speak only for myself. I liked the dude. I’m here as his friend. Soundin goofy, I know, sayin I was friends with a fella twice my age. But we were friends. When I was a little kid, he scared the livin hell out of me. I remember him wearing those nasty glasses that looked like they pinched your nose—pince-nez?—and talking with that funky Viennese accent? Half the time to start, I couldn’t tell if he was speaking to me or clearing his throat. I wanted no part of this cat.


      But by high school, I had gotten into him. I can tell You a lot of good things about Mr. Weissman. He was funny. Kind of sneaky funny. He’d catch you. I remember a few years ago, I was visiting, and we were talking about the things we talked about often, politics, race, America, and I said I saw how the government had finally relented and was going to let a group of black and Jewish leaders go together to visit various capitals in the Middle East, hoping to make peace. “Zere is no kvestion, Hopie, zat ze government vants zem to go,” he told me. “Zey vould razzer, however, zat zey not come back.”


      And something else I always appreciated about the man—he liked me. Part of that, I always knew, was for Seth’s sake. Bernhard was doin the best he could, takin to Seth’s main man, even if he couldn’t always do the same for Seth. But he was into me for me, too. I had no doubt about that. I could make him laugh. And he had no trouble with a Negro kid being smart. He was not born American and he did not have a trace of our color-thing, not even a speck of it, on his soul. I appreciated that, I must say. And I have to allow, on my side, that it was easier for me to accept him than many other white folks, because he had paid the price. I couldn’t ever say to him, ‘You don’t know what it’s like.’ He knew. He understood how it felt to be stuck in this situation, to be labeled and judged, always and constantly under the weight of something you never really fully chose.


      You know, I’m like everybody else on the planet: I am deeply struck by the suffering of my own. It’s a terrible truth that identity is steeped in the blood of martyrs, a phenomenon you can see clear round the world, people everywhere grouped under ethnic banners and all of them beefin about the way their kin were treated in times past. The Armenians, the Kurds. The Igbo. The Rom. The list is damn near endless. Everybody recalls their oppressors. Even the Pilgrims, WASPs, who I grew up thinking had everything, celebrated Thanksgiving to recollect how bad folks back in England had been to them. And the fact is, nobody’s makin this stuff up. We cannot bear homage to those who made us without recognizing their suffering. But it’s a sad lesson, nonetheless, that we all so often lay claim to our heritage out of fear of those who once hated us and thus may do so again.


      But I’m like the rest: I have always known the pain of black folks. All my life. I’ve felt it in my bones. We had it good in my home, no complaint about that, but it didn’t take me very long, even as a little kid, to notice how hard it was for so many others, and to see that a whole lot of those folks had the same skin on them as I did. I’m the first to tell you that I did not have a clue what to do with that. As a young man, I didn’t want the burden. And then I discovered I’d never know myself, never accept myself, unless I took it up. And the absolutely amazing part, as I look back, is that the person who taught me more about dealing with that—the man in my life—is Bernhard Weissman. I’m sure, if there had been some cagey old exslave who lived down the block, I’d have sat at his feet instead. But there wasn’t. I guess Bernhard was the closest thing I could find, a firsthand victim of unbearable oppression, someone I could ask what I see now I was always askin him, even though I never once said it out loud, namely, How do you come to terms?


      The last time I saw him, I was asking that again. I was truly in a state. Upset. I was trying a lawsuit, a very confusing lawsuit. It was confusing to me, because I saw what I see every day in a new light. Usually, I view the life of the ghettoized as a professional. I see it case by case: one crime, one rousting, this thieving client, that dishonest cop. I render what aid I can on that basis, one at a time. But being home, I somehow lost my grip on my professional perspective. I saw the larger picture again, and it was, at moments, heartrending. A terrible thing is happening here. In our midst. And I saw how hatred and desperation may yet engulf us all.


      And I talked to Bernhard about this. We walked. We went out there, not far away, and inched along the Midway, that beautiful tree-lined esplanade, with its benches, on the west side of U. Park. It was one of those mysterious late-autumn days in the Midwest, the pewter sky losing the hope of light, the big trees stretching black and stark, the walks slick with moldering yellow leaves. Bernhard listened to me as I confided my anguish, and he confronted me with an odd question.


      “Do you know, Hopie,” he asked, “vere zis Mid-vay comes from?”


      I didn’t of course. So he told me the story. During the Civil War, after the Yanks had freed the Mississippi River, they used to freight Confederate prisoners up here, far from the front lines. These rebs—20,000 of them—ended up imprisoned here on the land that now stands beneath the Midway. The city was pretty much a wreck by then. There were no provisions. Everything was being commandeered for the front. There wasn’t food to spare, nor coats nor blankets. And in the dead of winter, these prisoners, Southern boys, some who’d barely seen a frost, just basically stood out here on the Midway and died. Froze to death. More than 12,000 of them. They buried those Confederate soldiers right there. And after Dixie was subdued, the city fathers, embittered by war and eager to forget its horrors, plowed the ground over and planted grass and trees, rather than raise gravestones.


      You think about that, though. Those lovely stone mansions, up on Grand Boulevard, they were there by the 1850s. It was a fashionable street. Ladies in their hoop skirts went perambulating up and down every day. They walked their babies. And yonder, behind a mess of wire and fences, stood the rebs, huddling under the trees for cover in the snow, freezing and screaming and carrying on, crying out for mercy, and dying. Every day a couple got shot trying to escape.


      It was something for me to think about, of course, because it called up all of an African-American’s complicated feelings about the Civil War. I still cleave to a schoolboy’s understanding of those events, because I think it as fundamentally correct. In the minds of many of those fighting—probably most—it was the War to Free the Slaves. Oh sure, it had a thousand other motives, too, Genovese and them-all, I’ve read the books. But for the most part there were Americans, who, no matter how they varnished it over with talk of states’ rights or the cotton economy, were willing to die for the right to own a nigger, and other Americans, hundreds of thousands of them, white Americans, prepared to lay down their lives because God wanted all his children, including the black ones, to be free. I often think we’d do well in this country to bear both facts in mind. Surely I had them in mind at that moment. And although a part of me listened to Bernhard’s story in shock, to think that I had walked a thousand times across the unmarked graves of young soldiers who died so pitifully in their own country, another part of me—the greater part, I confess—heard this with the parched thirst of a people who have never had a full measure of revenge. For it occurred to me at once that those men, cruelly imprisoned, were slaveholders and their supporters. And I thought to myself, Good, this was good, this was as it had to be. Well, there was a look we shared then, Bernhard and me, he the survivor of a similar captivity and I the great-grandson of slaves. He read the thought passing behind my eyes as surely as if I had spoken it, and I do not believe we exchanged another word as we walked slowly home.


      Bernhard made his mistakes. But we cannot lay him to rest without admiring his strength of character. He had the courage to tell me what he meant to out on the Midway, which was that this would never end. He could hardly be faulted for that view, not only because of his own experience, but given what has gone on since, dozens of hideous episodes that seem to show that humankind has not learned a damn thing from all that suffering. Pol Pot’s killing fields. Idi Amin. The Chinese slaughters in Tibet. The Ayatollah’s annihilation of the Baha’i. The Hutus’ dismemberment of the Tutsis. The disappeared in Argentina. The carnage in Bangladesh. In Biafra. In Bosnia. We may only pray it does not happen here.


      We cannot blame Bernhard for his pessimism. There are days—many, many days—when I know in my bones he was right. But perhaps there is another way to accept his legacy. Perhaps there is meaning in these millions of seemingly meaningless deaths. Perhaps Darwin—or God—is sending the species signs so large we cannot fail to heed them. Perhaps our survival depends on recognizing that we can be monsters, so that self-awareness reinforces our commitment to what is more noble in us. For in his lifetime, Bernhard also saw freedom in South Africa, the enfranchisement of women in the West, the withering of colonialism, the blooming of democracy in nation after nation, and the growth of a million varieties of the fruit of human cunning which have immeasurably advanced knowledge and well-being across the planet. Perhaps that was what Bernhard meant to tell me, after all: we are both. We are the tyrant and the democrat, the captor and the survivor, the slaveholder and the slave. We are blood heirs to each heritage. On the best days—his and mine—that is what I hope Bernhard would admonish all of us never to forget.
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      SONNY


      Sonny is sick. As she envisions it, the cancer is a fire, an errant spark that smolders and is never out, an ember no larger than an atom that somehow licks itself to life and burns through her flesh, with ghoulish smells and unbearable heat she somehow does not feel. It grows. The cancer burns. In the dream, the light of fire magnifies itself until her breast is glowing like E. T.’s heart in the movie Nikki is always watching, until the blaze shows the palpitating strength of life, so that life resembles death, and the fire suddenly blooms in a monstrous explosion of light, the dreaded atomic flashpoint of her childhood, ending all the world.


      “No!” she screams into the dark, and Seth, struggling awake, claps his hand over her month, then holds her from behind. For a long moment, their bodies move together in the labored breath of terror. She has warned him. The dreams come every six months or so and the fear is plundering. It hangs in her bones, like the ache of an ailment, until she has a mammogram. She will call Gwen in the morning. With luck they can take her today. Embracing her, Seth kisses her neck, then her mouth, stale with sleep.


      “Oh, I hate this, I hate this,” Sonny declares in the dark. “And even when Gwendolyn’s called and told me everything’s all right, I’ll still worry. Because what do I do the day it isn’t all right?”


      “That won’t happen.”


      “Don’t treat me like a child, Seth. You can’t make promises.”


      “Sonny, look, we go on. Okay? You don’t know and I don’t know. But we go on. It hasn’t happened, and I trust it won’t.”


      “It’s Nikki,” she says. “It’s deserting her, failing her that way. That’s the worst part. It’s torture. To think that for everything, everything I’ve done and tried to do—that she’ll be alone.”


      “Nikki will be okay. That I can promise you.”


      Sonny sits up. Damp with sweat, she has started to grow cold. She grabs the satin binding of the blanket which her thrashing wrested from the mattress and draws it around herself.


      “To leave her with Char-lie! God,” says Sonny.


      “Over my dead fucking body will she be with Charlie. Forget that.”


      “He’s her father.”


      “When was the last time he called? A cottonwood has more feeling for its lint than Charlie has for his children.” She actually laughs. It’s terrible. Does Seth delight her any more than at the moments he speaks of Charlie, riled by contempt and wrath? “If I tell Charlie I’m taking care of her, that I’m adopting her, he’ll be relieved. You know that.”


      Adopt her. Seth could do that. The law. Thank God for the law. Charlie can consent and Seth can adopt her.


      “Would you really adopt her?”


      “Today.”


      “Do you mean it?”


      She feels him move from her and is blinded then by the bedside light. When she removes her hand, Seth is staring at her.


      “Look into my eyes,” he intones. “I mean it. If you’ll have it, if she’ll have it, we’ll start whenever. She’s precious to me. You know that.”


      She thinks out loud. What if Charlie won’t go along?


      “You tell Charlie he doesn’t have to pay child support anymore,” says Seth, “and he’ll crawl here from Cineinnati to sign.”


      In the absolute quiet of night, Sonny laughs. A pure bubble of delight. He’s right.


      “You really mean it?”


      “Of course, I mean it.”


      Seth can adopt her.


      “I want to know you understand how important this is to me,” Sonny says. “Right now I’m here, and whatever happens between us happens. But if I’m gone—Promise,” she says. “Promise me you really understand and really mean this.”


      “You’re going to be fine.”


      “I need your promise. I don’t want to think of her in someone’s home and not being a part of it. I don’t want her feeling she’s in between, like I did whenever I was with my aunt and uncle, that I didn’t really have a place there, that I was sweet and nice but not fully tied to them. I don’t want that. Bring her into your life. Completely. Will you promise? Promise that.”


      “Fine,” he says. “Okay.”


      “Don’t humor me, Seth. This is the most serious thing in my life.”


      “Sonny, I’m as serious as you are.”


      “Because if you promise this and don’t do it, I will haunt you. I will be a mean ghost. I really will. You have to take her in. Let her feel she belongs to you. As she belongs to me. I want you to promise you’ll be her father. Not a stranger. Not just somebody who thinks she’s wonderful. But someone committed to her life as his legacy, someone who wants her to understand everything that is deepest in you. That’s what you have to promise. Give her what you know most purely is yourself. I’m serious.”


      “Of course, I promise that. I know what it means to be somebody’s father, Sonny. Right now—here, today—she’s my daughter.”


      “I want to know you mean it.”


      Forlornly, he looks into the brightness of the bedside lamp for quite some time.


      “What would you say—” His face, in the harsh light, swims in feeling. He starts again. “If it’s all right with both of you—” He gets no further.


      “Say it, Seth. I need to hear this.”


      When he turns, his look contains all his familiar skepticism about himself.


      “I think I’d like to raise her as a Jew,” he says.
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      Welcome, thou kind deceiver!


      Thou best of thieves; who with an easy key


      Dost open life, and unperceived by us,


      Even steal us from ourselves.


      JOHN DRYDEN, All for Love
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      HE KNEW IT WAS WRONG, AND THAT HE WAS going to get caught. He said he knew this day was coming.


      He knew they had been stupid, he told me—worse, greedy. He said he knew he should have stopped. But somehow, each time he thought they’d quit, he’d ask himself how once more could make it any worse. Now he knew he was in trouble.


      I recognized the tune. Over twenty-some years, the folks sitting in that leather club chair in front of my desk have found only a few old standards in the jukebox. I Didn’t Do It. The Other One Did It. Why Are They Picking on Me. His selection, I’m Sorry, made the easiest listening. But they all wanted to hear the same song from me: Maybe I Can Get You Out of This. I said it usually, although I knew it would often prove untrue. But it’s a complicated business being somebody’s only hope.


      This is a lawyer’s story, the kind attorneys like to hear and tell. About a case. About a client. His name was Robert Feaver. Everyone knew him as Robbie, although he was getting old for that kind of thing, forty-three, he’d said, when I asked his age. The time was 1992, the second week in September. The pundits had finally stopped predicting that Ross Perot was going to be the next President of the United States, and the terms “dot” and “com” had not yet been introduced to one another. I recall the period precisely because the week before I had returned to Virginia to lay my father to rest. His passing, which over the years I’d assumed I would take as being in the natural order of things, had instead imbued all my waking moments with the remote quality of dreams, so that even my hand, when I considered it, seemed disconnected from my body.


      Robbie Feaver’s troubles were more immediate. Last night, three Special Agents of the Internal Revenue Service’s Criminal Intelligence Division had visited him at home—one to talk and two to listen. They were, as you would expect, rumpled men in inexpensive sport coats, grave but polite. They had handed him a grand jury subpoena for all of his law partnership’s financial records and tried to ask Robbie questions about his income tax returns. Wisely, he had refused to reply.


      He could suit himself, responded the one agent who spoke. But they wanted to tell him a couple things. Good news and bad. Bad first.


      They knew. They knew what Robbie and his law partner, Morton Dinnerstein, had been up to. They knew that for several years the two had occasionally deposited a check they received when they won or settled one of their personal injury cases in a secret account at River National Bank, where the firm transacted no other business. They knew that out of the River National account Dinnerstein and Robbie had paid the usual shares of what they’d earned—two thirds to the clients, one ninth to the referring attorneys, odd amounts to experts or court reporters. Everyone had received his due. Except the IRS. They knew that for years now, Feaver and his partner had been writing checks to cash to draw down the balance of the account, never paying a dime in tax.


      You guys are cold-cocked, the agent added. Robbie laughed now, very briefly, repeating the words.


      I didn’t ask how Robbie and his partner could have ever believed a scheme so simpleminded would work. I was long accustomed to the dumb ways people get themselves in trouble. Besides, the fact was that their scam had operated smoothly for years. A checking account that paid no interest was unlikely to come to the Service’s attention. It was, frankly, noteworthy that it had, a development that would inevitably be traced to freak coincidence, or, if things were spicier, betrayal.


      Feaver had heard out the agents in his living room. He was perched on a camelback sofa smartly upholstered in bleached silk, trying to contain himself. To smile. Stay slick. He opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by the unexpected sensation of a single cold rill of his own sweat tracking the length of his side until it was absorbed in the elastic waistband of his boxers.


      And the good news? he asked on second effort.


      They were getting to that, the agent said. The good news was that Robbie had an opportunity. Maybe there was something he could do for himself. Something that a person with his family situation ought to consider.


      The agent then walked across the marble foyer and opened the front door. The United States Attorney, Stan Sennett, was standing on Robbie’s doorstep. Feaver recognized him from TV, a short man, slender, kempt with a compulsive orderliness. A few gnats zagged madly under the light above the careful part in Sennett’s head. He greeted Feaver with his in-court expression, humorless as a hatchet blade.


      Robbie had never practiced a day of criminal law, but he knew what it meant that the United States Attorney was standing in person on his front stoop late at night. It meant the biggest gun was pointed straight at him. It meant they wanted to make him an example. It meant he’d never get away.


      In his terror, Robbie Feaver found a single useful thought.


      I want a lawyer, he said.


      He was entitled, Sennett finally responded. But perhaps Robbie should listen to him first. As soon as Sennett set a polished brogan across the threshold, Robbie repeated himself.


      I can’t promise the deal will be the same tomorrow, Sennett told him.


      Lawyer, Feaver said again.


      The agents took over then, offering advice. If he was going to an attorney, find a good one, someone who’d been around. Talk to that lawyer—and no one else. Not Mom. Not the wife. And certainly not his law partner, Dinnerstein. The U.S. Attorney passed one agent his card, and the agent handed it to Feaver. Sennett would be waiting for Feaver’s lawyer’s call. About to step down into the darkness, the prosecutor asked over his shoulder whether Robbie had anyone in mind.


      Interesting choice, Sennett told Feaver with a shallow smile when he heard my name.


      “I’m not a rat,” Robbie Feaver said now. “That’s the play, right, George? They want me to dime somebody out.”


      I asked if he had any idea who.


      “Well, it better not be Mort. My partner? Never. There’s nothing to say about Mort.”


      Feaver and Dinnerstein were lifelong friends, he told me, next-door neighbors as boys growing up in the Jewish enclave of Warren Park, here in DuSable, roommates through college and law school. But their secret account was joint, both men had made deposits and written the checks to cash, and neither had reported the income. There was enough damaging paper that it seemed unlikely the IRS was going to need anyone’s assistance to install either one of them in the trophy case.


      I asked if there might be something else the government wanted Robbie to tell them about Mort, or any other person, but Feaver hitched a shoulder limply, looking lost.


      I did not know Robbie Feaver well. When he’d called this morning, he’d reminded me that we’d met several times in the lobby of the LeSueur Building where we each had our law offices, and of the committee work he’d done for the Kindle County Bar Association a couple of years ago during my term as president. My memories of him were vague and not necessarily pleasant. Measured according to the remaining reflexes of a proper Southern upbringing, he was the kind of fellow who’d be described simply as ‘too much.’ Too good-looking in the sense that he was too well aware of it. Too much stiff, dark hair that reflected too much fussing. He was tanned in every season and spent too much money on his clothes—high-styled Italian suits and snazzy foulards—accompanied by too much jewelry. He spoke too loudly, and too eagerly to strangers in the elevator. In fact, in any setting, he talked too much—one of those people who went one up on Descartes: I speak, therefore I am. But I now saw one apparent virtue: he could have told you all of that. Diminished by fear, he maintained an air of candor, at least about himself. As clients went, therefore, he seemed, on first impression, better than average.


      When I asked what the agent had meant about his family, he sagged a bit.


      “Sick wife,” he said, “sick mother.” Waging a running war against the medical establishment, Feaver, like many personal injury attorneys, had absorbed the lexicon of physicians. His mother was in a nursing home. “CVA,” he said, meaning a stroke. His wife, Lorraine, was worse. She had been diagnosed nearly two years ago with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis—ALS, or more commonly Lou Gehrig’s disease—and was on a certain downward course toward total paralysis and, eventually, death.


      “She’s got a year maybe before things get really hairy, no one knows for sure.” He was stoical but his black eyes did not rise from the carpet. “I mean, I can’t leave her. Not practically. There’s nobody else to take care of her.”


      That was the agent’s point. Feaver would talk or be in the penitentiary when his wife reached the point of total helplessness or passed. The dark shroud of that prospect fell over us both.


      In the resulting silence, I picked up Sennett’s card, which Feaver had laid on my desk. Without it, I might have questioned whether Robbie had identified the right man on his doorstep. The United States Attorney, with ninety-two assistants and several hundred cases to supervise, would ordinarily have no direct role in a straightforward tax case, even one against a successful personal injury lawyer. Whatever Stan Sennett had come to Robbie’s house to say last night must have been a mouthful.


      “What did it mean,” Feaver asked, “when Sennett said that George Mason would be an interesting choice? Does he hate your guts or think you’re a pushover?”


      It was complicated, I responded. I believed in some moods Stan would say I was a close friend.


      “Well, that’s good, then, isn’t it?” Feaver asked.


      When it came to Stan Sennett, I never knew the answer.


      Sometimes friends, I told Feaver. Always rivals.
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      IN THE FASHION OF MOST HIGH-RANKING bureaucrats, the United States Attorney’s personal office was vast. The shag carpeting was tattered at places into little raveled strands, and the drapes of greenish raw silk had covered the wall of windows on the north since sometime in the fifties. But the space could be measured by the acre. There was a bathroom, with a shower, and a hideaway study. In the corners of the principal space, a sturdy government-issue conference table stood on one side, while across the room various endangered species, seized by Fish and Wildlife inspectors from a rogue taxidermist, were displayed in a long row of mahogany cases. A bald eagle and a spotted snake adjoined something that looked like a marmoset. Behind a desk the size of a tomb, Stan Sennett, one of those dark, driven little men who turn up so often in the law, rose to greet me.


      “Hey there, Georgie,” he said. I attributed this rare mood of impressive good cheer to Stan’s eagerness to talk about Feaver.


      “Blue stuff,” I told his secretary when she offered coffee. We loitered a minute over personal details. Stan showed off the photos of his only child, Asha, a three-year-old girl, dark and gorgeous, whom Stan and his second wife, Nora Flinn, had adopted after years of futile fertility treatments and in vitro. I recounted the leisurely progress of my two sons through their higher educations, and bragged for a second about my wife, Patrice, an architect who had just won an international design competition to build a spectacular art museum in Bangkok. Stan, who’d been stationed in Thailand in 1966, told me a few funny stories about the country.


      In his most relaxed moments, Stan Sennett could be a delight, a stylish wit, an amusing collector of arcane facts, and a canny observer of the fur-licking and hissing in local political circles. The rest of the time, you had to deal with a more complicated package—a thousand-megahertz mind, and a potful of seething emotions liable to scald anybody nearby before Stan managed to slam down the lid.


      He had graduated first in our class at Easton Law School. At the bar, it is possible to travel forever in the slipstream of law school success; but Stan had bypassed the riches or policy pinnacles in Washington that usually reward his kind of legal intellect. He was a prosecutor. After clerking for Chief Justice Burger, he had returned to Kindle County to join the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, rising on indisputable merit until he became Raymond Horgan’s Chief Deputy. In the early eighties, when his first marriage dissolved, he joined the U.S. Justice Department. He went first to San Diego, then D.C., and had just returned to California when President Bush named him U.S. Attorney here. He had established relations with local law enforcement agencies and no political ambitions. He therefore had figured to make it through his four-year term, which would end next year, uncompromised by the cabals and rivalries that had broken out after the death of our legendary Mayor and County Executive, Augustine Bolcarro.


      Like most persons, I was wary of Stan’s lethal side, but we had always been companions in the law. As students, we shared our learning: he informed me of the deeper implications of the cases we studied; I was, so far as I know, the first person to tell him that a gentleman did not tuck his necktie into his trousers. In practice, we had been ongoing opponents since he became a deputy P.A. while I was in my first legal job with the State Defenders. At all times, we were tied together by a mutual admiration that bordered on envy. My casual, highborn manner, a false front in my eyes and thus always something of a burden, represented an ideal, I think, to Sennett, for whom sincerity and charm were mutually exclusive. I was impressed, first, by Stan’s abilities, but even more by his committed sense of high purpose.


      Some in the defense bar, like my friend Sandy Stern, could not abide Sennett’s sanctimony or his ham-handed methods, such as his late-night intrusion on Feaver. But Stan was the first U.S. Attorney in my quarter of a century here who was fearlessly independent. He’d begun a long-overdue era of zero tolerance for the scams and dirty dealing that were forever viewed as a perk of local office, and he took on the mighty commercial interests, like Moreland Insurance, the largest private employer in Kindle County, whom Stan had nonetheless prosecuted for fraud. Sennett’s agenda, in short, had been to let the light of the law into the crabbed corners of Kindle County, and, as his friend, I often found myself applauding behind the mask of horror I was required to wear as a defense lawyer.


      Eventually, he turned to my new client.


      “Odd fellow, I take it,” Stan said with a calculating glimpse my way. We both knew that, even dressed up in Armani, Robbie Feaver was your basic Kindle County hustler, complete with South End accent and too much cologne. “No, he must be peculiar. Because what they did with that account over at River National was pretty strange. The partnership of Feaver & Dinnerstein hasn’t reported an annual income of less than one mil for a decade. Four’s been more the average. I hope you knew that, George, when you set your retainer.” A sweet little smile zipped by, the proper revenge of a man who’s lived his life within the confines of a government salary. “Odd to be chiseling forty K on taxes when you’re showing numbers like that, isn’t it?”


      I dipped a shoulder. The explanation would never make sense to anyone but them, yet over the years I had learned that it was only the poor whose desire for money was bounded by pure reason.


      “And here’s something stranger, George. They’ll go months sometimes without a hit on this account, then boom, it’s ten, fifteen thousand in cash inside a week. And in the meantime, George, they both bang their ATMs on a regular basis. So why this sudden appetite for currency?” Stan asked. “And where’s it going?”


      Offshore. Drugs. The usual. Not to mention more eternal vices not banned by the federal criminal code.


      “Something on the side?” asked Stan, when I suggested that alternative. “And how. Your fellow needs an odometer on his zipper.” He rolled his eyes, as if he no longer recalled that it was a weakness for one of the secretaries at the P.A.’s Office that had ended his first marriage. I mentioned the sick wife and Sennett chuckled archly. Robbie Feaver, he said, had been enshrined long before in the Hall of Fame down on Grand Avenue, the strip of high-end watering holes often referred to as the Street of Dreams.


      “But Mort’s a solid family man,” he said. “And your guy sees more beds than a hotel maid. He’s not paying any tootsie’s rent. So that’s not where the money’s going. Wanna know my theory, George? I think it’s the cash they’re hiding. Not the income.”


      Sennett unbent a paper clip and twirled it between his fingers. Behind the huge desk, he was smug as a fat house cat. Here was the Essential Stan, the dark narrow boy always in a heat to reestablish himself as the smartest person he knew. He had been born Constantine Nicholas Sennatakis and was raised in back of the family restaurant. ‘You’ve been there,’ he’d told me dryly when we met in law school. ‘Menu pages coated in plastic and one of the relatives chained to the cash register.’ During his induction as U.S. Attorney, he had misted over recounting his parents’ struggles. But for the most part, all that ethnic opera, all that carrying on, was self-consciously left behind. Stan’s public persona was as the sort of man who barely snapped his fingers when music played; in private, with friends and colleagues, he was apt to take on the droll pose of a grumpy initiate soiled by knowing it all. Yet to me, although it was shrewdly disguised, Stan remained full of teeming immigrant striving. His entire world was often at stake in a case, as if he had an inescapable obligation to rise and prosper at every opportunity. As a result, he suffered his losses far more intensely than he savored his many achievements. But he clearly knew he was winning now.


      “Aren’t you going to ask how I stumbled over these fellas and their private cash machine?” I would have, had I thought he’d answer. But apparently Stan was having too much fun today to indulge his usual secretiveness. “Our friends at Moreland Insurance,” said Sennett. “They got our whiskers twitching.”


      I might have thought of that. Stan’s fabled prosecution of Moreland for a series of fraudulent sales practices with which the company had gallivanted through the eighties concluded with the insurer sentenced to a staggering fine—more than $30 million—and also to a period of probation during which they were obliged to cooperate with the U.S. Attorney in correcting any wrongdoing they knew of. I was not surprised to find that Moreland had taken the opportunity to tattle not only on themselves but also on their natural enemies, plaintiffs’ lawyers.


      In almost every personal injury suit, the real defendant is an insurance company. You may sue the neighbor whose tree fell on your house, but it’s his insurance company who’ll pay the damages and hire the defense attorneys, and which often feels antagonized by the lawyer on the other side. I realized that, in all likelihood, it was one of the checks Moreland had issued over the years to Feaver & Dinnerstein that had been trailed to the partners’ secret bank account. Unfortunately, though, Moreland’s records had revealed more than that.


      “Your guy’s a tough opponent,” Stan said. “Somehow, every time Moreland has a big case against these fellas, the company just can’t win a ruling. By now they’ve learned to settle. Especially since any lawsuit where your guy is looking at a six-figure fee always ends up in front of one of a handful of judges. And guess what? We crawled through the records in the courthouse and it turns out the pattern holds for other companies. Whenever Feaver & Dinnerstein has a big payday coming, it’s the same deal: bad rulings, big settlements. And the same four distinguished jurists on their cases, George—even though there are nineteen judges sitting in the Common Law Claims Division, all of whom are supposed to be assigned to matters at random.” Sennett issued a stiff look. “Know now where I’m thinking the cash is going, George?”


      I knew. Rumors of funny business had lingered like some untraceable foundation odor in the Kindle County courthouses since I’d arrived here for law school. But no one had ever proved it. The judges who took were said to be carefully insulated. There were bagmen and code words. And the lawyers who paid told no tales. It was, by report, a small faction, a secret society whose alliances were fierce and ancient, going back decades to high schools, churches, to the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office in its bad old days, to union halls, or, even, mob connects. And always the bonds were fired in the overheated politics of the Party.


      These grumpy suspicions were often repeated by the losers in Kindle County’s courtrooms. But in my more innocent moments, I liked to discount them, believing that cronyism, not cash, explained the obvious favoritism I, like every other lawyer, had witnessed on occasion over the years. For my client’s sake, I was skeptical now.


      “I’ll tell you what clinches it for me,” Stan replied. “Morton Dinnerstein’s uncle is Brendan Tuohey.” Sennett took a beat to let the portent of the name gather. “Brendan’s older sister is Mort Dinnerstein’s mother. She raised Brendan after their mom kicked the bucket. Devoted to her, he is. And to her son. Looks to me like Tuohey’s given nephew Morty a real helping hand.”


      As Stan expected, he’d caught me by surprise. When I’d arrived in Kindle County in the late 1960s, a Tuohey marrying a Dinnerstein was still thought of as miscegenation. More to the point, Brendan Tuohey now was the Presiding Judge of the Common Law Claims Division, where all personal injury cases were heard. A former cop and ex-deputy Prosecuting Attorney, Brendan was celebrated for his intricate political connections, his general Celtic amity, and his occasional bare-knuckles meanness. In most quarters, among reporters, for example, he was renowned as able and tough but fair. Tuohey’s name was the one most often mentioned when people speculated about who would eventually replace old Judge Mumphrey and wield the vast powers of the Chief of the entire Kindle County Superior Court. I’d had my ears scratched by Brendan during my year as Bar President. But both Stan and I could recall Tuohey’s tenure long ago in the Felony Division, when there were persistent rumors that he was often visited in chambers by Toots Nuccio, a reputed fixer.


      I asked, mildly, if Stan thought it was fair to condemn Robbie Feaver because of his partner’s relatives, but by now Sennett had lost patience with my temporizing.


      “Just do your job, George. And I’ll do mine. Talk to your guy. There’s something there. We can both see that. If he gets religion, we’ll cut him a break. If he sees no evil and speaks no evil, he’s going to the penitentiary for evasion. For as long as I can send him. And with these kinds of dollars, we’re talking several years. He’s got his chance now. If he doesn’t take it, don’t come groveling in six months, strumming your lyre about the poor wife and her miserable condition.”


      Stan set his chin against his chest and eyed me gravely, having become the Stan Sennett few people liked, or could even deal with. Behind him, out the window, a boom swung on an immense construction crane a block away, carrying a beam and some daredevil iron-worker riding on it. In this town, they were all American Indians, who, reputedly, knew no fear. I envied them that. Somehow my father’s death had sharpened my lifelong concern about my lack of daring.


      In the meantime, Stan took my silence for crusty disdain. It was one of the occasional rewards of our friendship that he was vulnerable to my opinion of him, perhaps because he knew so much of it was favorable.


      “Did I offend you?” he asked.


      No more than usual, I assured him.


      He rumpled his lips and stood. I thought he was going to show me out. Stan was famous for that, for abruptly announcing a meeting was over. But instead he perched on his long mahogany desk’s front corner. I remembered yet again that I had always wanted to ask how he got to four-thirty in the afternoon with his white shirt unwrinkled. But the moment, as usual, wasn’t right.


      “Listen,” he said. “I want to tell you a story. Do you mind? This is a real chest-thumper, so get ready. Did you ever hear the one about when I knew I was going to be a prosecutor?”


      I didn’t believe I had.


      “Well, I don’t tell it often. But I’m going to tell it now. It has to do with my father’s brother, Petros, Peter the kids called him. Uncle Peter was the black sheep. He ran a newspaper stand instead of a restaurant.” That was meant to be a joke, and Stan briefly permitted himself a less constricted smile. “You want to talk about hard work—I listen to young lawyers around here pull all-nighters and complain about hard work—that, my friend, that was hard work. Up at 4 a.m. Standing in this little corner shack in the worst kind of weather. Bitter cold. Rain, sleet. Always there. Handing out papers and collecting nickels. He did that twenty years. Finally, near the age of forty, Petros was ready to make his move. Guys he knew had a gas station down here on Duhaney and Plum. Right in Center City. Place was a gold mine. And they were getting out. And Petros bought it. He took every nickel he had, all that he’d saved from twenty years of humping. And then of course it turned out there were a few things Uncle Peter didn’t know. Like the fact that the corner, the whole damn block actually, was scheduled for condemnation under the new Center City Plan, which was announced only two or three days after Uncle Peter closed. I mean, it was a flat-out no-good, dirty Kindle County fraud. And every drachma the guy had was gone.


      “I was only a kid, but hell, I’d read my civics book. I said to him, Uncle Petros, why don’t you go to court, sue? And he looked at me and he laughed. He said, ‘A poor man like me? I can’t afford to buy a judge.’ Not ‘I can’t afford a lawyer.’ Although he couldn’t. But he realized that anybody who knew in advance what the Center City Plan provided couldn’t be beaten in the Kindle County Superior Courthouse.


      “And I decided then I was going to be a prosecutor. Not just an attorney. A prosecutor. I knew suddenly it was the most important thing I could do, to make sure that the Petroses of the universe stopped getting screwed. I’d catch the corrupt judges and the lawyers who paid them, and all the other bad guys who made the world so lousy and unfair. That’s what I told myself when I was thirteen years old.”


      Sennett paused to regather himself, absently fingering the braiding carved beneath the lip of the desk. This was Stan at his best and he knew he was impressive.


      “Now, this crap has gone on too long in this county. Too many good people have looked the other way, hoping to persuade themselves it’s not true. But it is. Or telling themselves that it’s better than the bad old days. Which is no kind of excuse.” Somewhere in there, as he had bent closer for emphasis, my heart had squirmed. But it was ardor that energized him, not any kind of rebuke. “And so I’ve been watching. And waiting. And now I’ve got my chance. Augie Bolcarro is dead and this stuff is going to die with him. Hear this carefully, because I’ll get that son of a bitch Tuohey and his whole nasty cohort, or flame out trying. I’m not going to send a couple of low-level schmoes to the joint and let Tuohey become head of the court in a year and do it all again, on a bigger scale, which is how it’s always gone around here.


      “And I know how people talk about me. And I know what they think. But it’s not for the greater glory of Stan Sennett. You know the saying? ‘If you shoot at the king, you better kill the king’?”


      A paraphrase, I told him, of Machiavelli. Stan tossed that around a second, not certain he liked the comparison.


      “Well, if I shoot at Tuohey and miss—if I miss, George—I’ll have to leave town when I step down from this job. I know that. No law firm in its right mind will go near me. Because neither I nor they will be able to set foot in state court.


      “But I’m going to do it anyway. Because I’m not going to have this go on unchallenged. Not on my watch. You will forgive me, George. You will please forgive me. But it’s what I owe my Uncle Petros and all the other people of this county and this district. George,” he said, “it’s what’s goddamned right.”
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      “HOW THIS STARTED,” ROBBIE FEAVER SAID, “is not what you think. Morty and I didn’t go to Brendan and say, Take care of us. We didn’t have anything to take care of, not to start with. Mort and I had been bumping along on workmen’s comp and slip-and-fall cases. Then about ten years ago, even before Brendan was appointed Presiding Judge over there, we got our first real chance to score. It was a bad-baby case. Doc with a forceps treated the kid’s head like a walnut. And it’s the usual warfare. I got a demand of 2.2 million, which brings in the umbrella insurer, so they’re underwriting the defense. And they know I’m not Peter Neucriss. They’re making us spend money like there’s a tree in the backyard. I’ve got to get medical experts. Not one. Four. O.B. Anesthesia. Pedes. Neurology. And courtroom blowups. We’ve got $125,000 in expenses, way more than we can afford. We’re into the bank for the money, Mort and me, with seconds on both our houses.”


      I had heard the story several times now. This rendition was for Sennett’s benefit, a proffer, an off-the-record session in which Stan had the chance to evaluate Robbie for himself. It was a week after I’d visited Stan in his office and we sat amid the plummy brocades of a room in the Dulcimer House hotel, booked in the name of Petros Corporation. Sennett had brought along a bland-seeming fellow named Jim, slightly moonfaced but pleasant, whom I marked as an FBI agent, even before Stan introduced him, because he wore a tie on Sunday afternoon. They leaned forward intently on their fancy medallion-backed armchairs as Robbie held forth beside me on the sofa.


      “The judge we’re assigned is Homer Guerfoyle. Now, Homer, I don’t know if you remember Homer. He’s long gone. But he was a plain, old-fashioned Kindle County alley cat, a ward-heeling son of a bootlegger, so crooked that when they buried him they had to screw him in the ground. But when he finally maneuvers his way onto the bench, all the sudden he thinks he’s a peer of the realm. I’m not kidding. It always felt like he’d prefer ‘Your Lordship’ to ‘Your Honor.’ His wife had died and he hooked up with some socialite a few years older than him. He grew a fussy little mustache and started going to the opera and walking down the street in the summer in a straw boater.


      “Now, on the other side of my case is Carter Franch, a real white-shoe number, Groton and Yale, and Guerfoyle treats him like an icon. Exactly the man Homer would like to be. He just about sits up and begs whenever he hears Franch’s malarkey.


      “So one day Mort and I, we have breakfast with Brendan, and we start drying our eyes on his sleeve, about this trial coming up, what a great case it is and how we’re gonna get manhandled and end up homeless. We’re just young pups sharing our troubles with Morty’s wise old uncle. ‘Well, I know Homer for years,’ says Brendan. ‘He used to run precincts for us in the Boylan organization. Homer’s all right. I’m sure he’ll give you boys a fair trial.’


      “Nice that he thinks so,” said Robbie. Feaver looked up and we all offered the homage of humoring smiles to induce him to continue. “Our case goes in pretty good. No bumps. Right before we put on our final expert, who’ll testify about what constitutes reasonable care in a forceps delivery, I call the doc, the defendant, as an adverse witness, just to establish a couple things about the procedure. Last thing, I ask the usual jackpot question, ‘Would you do it again?’ ‘Not given the result,’ he says. Fair enough. We finish up, and before the defense begins, both sides make the standard motions for a directed verdict, and, strike me dead, Guerfoyle grants mine. Robbie wins liability by TKO! The doc’s to blame, Homer says, he admitted he didn’t employ reasonable care when he said he wouldn’t use the forceps again. Even I hadn’t suggested anything like that. Franch just about pulls his heart out of his chest, but since the only issue now is damages, he has no choice but to settle. 1.4 mil. So it’s nearly 500,000 for Morty and me.


      “Two days later, I’m before Guerfoyle on a motion in another case, and he takes me back to his chambers for a second. ‘Say, that’s a wonderful result, Mr. Feaver.’ Yadda yadda yadda. And I’ve got no more brains than a tree stump. I don’t get it. I really don’t. I’m like, Thanks, Judge, thanks so much, I really appreciate it, we worked that file hard. ‘Well, I’ll be seeing you, Mr. Feaver.’


      “Next weekend, Brendan’s guy, Kosic, gets Morty in the corner at some family shindig and it’s like, ‘What’d you boys do to piss off Homer Guerfoyle? We have a lot of respect for Homer. I made sure he knows you’re Brendan’s nephew. It embarrasses us when you guys don’t show respect.’ Monday, Mort and I are back in the office staring at each other. No comprende. ‘Piss off’? ‘Respect’?


      “Guess what happens next? I come in with the dismissal order on the settlement and Guerfoyle won’t sign. He says he’s been pondering the case. On his own again. He’s been thinking maybe he should have let the jury decide whether the doc had admitted liability. Even Franch is astonished, because at trial the judge was acting like he was deaf when Franch had argued exactly the same point. So we set the case over for more briefing. And as I’m leaving, the bailiff, a pretty good sod by the name of Ray Zahn, is just shaking his head at me.


      “So like two goofs from East Bumblefuck, Mort and I put all the pieces together. Gee, Mort, do you think he wants money? Yeah, Rob, I think he wants some money. Somebody had to finance Homer’s new lifestyle, right?


      “We sit on that for about a day. Finally, Morty comes back to me and says, No. That’s it: No. No way. Nohow. He didn’t sleep. He hurled three times. He broke out in a rash. Prison would be a relief compared to this.


      “That’s Morty. Nerves of spaghetti. The guy fainted dead away the first time he went to court. Which puts the load on Robbie. But you tell me, what was I supposed to do? And don’t quote the sayings of Confucius. Tell me real-world. Was I supposed to walk away from a fee of four hundred ninety—some thousand dollars and just go home and start packing? Was I supposed to tell this family, that’s got this gorked-out kid, Sorry for these false hopes, that million bucks we said you got, we must have been on LSD? How many hours do you think it would be before they got themselves a lawyer whose word they could trust? You think I should have called the FBI, right then? What the hell’s that mean for Morty’s uncle? And what about us? In this town, nobody likes a beefer.


      “So, Morty or not, there’s only one answer. And it’s like tipping in Europe. How much is enough? And where do you get it? It’s comical, really. Where’s that college course in bribery when you really need it? So I go to the bank and cash a check for nine thousand, because over ten thousand they report it to the feds. And I put it in an envelope with our new brief and I take it over to the bailiff, Ray. And man, my mouth’s so dry I couldn’t lick a stamp. What the hell do I say if I’ve read this wrong? ‘Oops, that was my bank deposit’? I’ve put so much tape on this envelope he’ll have to open it with a hand grenade, and I say, ‘Please be sure Judge Guerfoyle gets this, tell him I’m sorry for the miscommunication.’


      “I go to a status call in another courtroom, and as I’m coming out the bailiff, Ray Zahn, is waiting for me in the corridor, and there’s one damn serious look in his eye. He strolls me a hundred feet and, honest to God, you can hear my socks squish. Finally, he throws his arm over my shoulder and whispers, ‘Next time, don’t forget somethin for me.’ And then he hands me an order Homer’s signed, accepting the settlement and dismissing the case.” A decade later, Feaver tossed about his elaborate hairdo, which overflowed his collar in indigo waves, the relief still live in his memory.


      “So that was it. I spun Morty a yarn about how Guerfoyle had seemed to realize that we’d turn him over on appeal and had backed off. Then I went and bowed down before Brendan’s honor guard, his two sidekicks, Rollo Kosic and Sig Milacki. As I’m leaving, Sig says, ‘You ever got a special case like this, gimme a call.’ So I just kind of kept on from there.”


      He shrugged at the inevitability of the bad-acting that followed and looked around again to see how he’d been received. I suggested he go down for coffee. Sennett was rolling his eyes before Robbie got out the door.


      “That’s a fairy tale about Mort,” he said.


      I nearly batted my lashes in my efforts to feign surprise, but naturally I’d given my client a good shaking in private. Nonetheless Feaver swore that for a decade Dinnerstein had remained unknowing, which was just the way that Brendan Tuohey, as a doting uncle, liked it. Through the partnership, Mort received half the windfall derived from the corruption Tuohey engineered, but bore none of the risk. Robbie alone delivered the payoffs to the judges.


      Feaver claimed Mort was even misled about the nature of the secret bank account at River National. There are people in many occupations—nurses, funeral parlor directors, cops—who often are in a position to recommend an attorney to someone who’s had a serious injury. Ethical rules forbid the attorney from sharing the legal fees he or she then earns with non-lawyers, but the nurse or the cop who’d handed out Robbie’s card might well ask anyway, and Robbie was not the first personal injury practitioner to decide it was better to pay than have anybody forget his phone number. That was where Robbie told Mort the cash they were generating from the River National account was going (as indeed some portion of it was). Bar Admissions and Discipline, the agency that licenses attorneys, might go after Mort for aiding in these shenanigans if they ever learned about them, but Robbie’s explanation protected Dinnerstein against criminal prosecution, at least in our state. Even the tax violations did not meet prosecution guidelines, since Robbie had, in his version, led Mort to believe that the income they weren’t reporting was fully offset by these unsavory business expenses. It was all too convenient for Stan.


      “He’s covering his partner, George, and it’s dumb. No matter what kind of deal we cut, when I get the evidence he’s lying about this, your guy catches the express for the cooler.”


      I knew Morton Dinnerstein about as well as I knew Feaver, which is to say not very well at all, only from idle meetings around the LeSueur Building. According to my limited understanding he was the scholar in the duo, the one to turn out appellate briefs and motions and manage the files, while Robbie played show dog in court. It was the kind of arrangement that succeeded in many offices. I was nowhere as certain as Stan that Feaver was risking the penitentiary for his pal. Mort was a somewhat otherworldly creature, with a kinky mass of thinning blondish hair that sprang up in small unruly patches like crabgrass. He suffered from a noticeable limp, and his soft manner was characterized by a mild stammer and persistent blinking that introduced itself in his lengthy pauses as he was searching for words. Mort’s guilelessness, and the lifelong symbiosis between the two men, made it seem possible that Feaver was telling the truth. I argued the point with Sennett at length, to little effect.


      The other shortcoming in Robbie’s account from Sennett’s perspective was that Feaver had never dealt directly with Brendan Tuohey. Robbie recognized that the silent arrangements brokered for him with several judges occurred under the gravitational force of Tuohey’s influence. The story—no better than a rumor to Feaver—was that Brendan got ‘rent,’ a rake-off on what the judges received from Robbie and a few other attorneys. The money was passed to the two retainers who acted as a sterile barrier between Brendan and anything corrupt: Rollo Kosic, whom Tuohey had installed as his Chief Bailiff, and Sig Milacki, a cop who’d once been Brendan’s partner on the street. To get to Brendan, Sennett would need them, or some other witness Feaver might ensnare


      “Believe me, Stan,” Feaver told him when he returned, “no matter how much you think you hate Brendan, you can get in line behind me. I’ve known Brendan my whole life and I’ve got my share of stories. I love Morty, but you think I like the way Brendan’s made me the water boy on this thing? Except for the fact that he’s got people who’d cut my tongue out and use it for a necktie, I’d love to give him to you. Only I can’t. Brendan’s twitchy as a cat and twice as careful. Catching him? Good luck.”


      Sennett appeared to relish the challenge. His eyes lit briefly with the remarkable energy that he inevitably deployed against any serious opponent. Then he beckoned Robbie to go on providing the details he could. Over the years Robbie had made ‘drops’ to many judges and he retained vivid recall of each occasion and of the envelopes of cash quietly passed in men’s rooms and cafeterias and taverns to assorted bagmen and, much more rarely, to the judges themselves. Despite Stan’s suspicion that Feaver was protecting Mort, or his disappointment that Robbie could not take him straight to Tuohey, it was easy to see that he was excited, even as he attempted to maintain his familiar veneer of tense restraint.


      “Is there any reason you couldn’t keep making drops?” Sennett asked Feaver near the end of the session. “If we leave you out there in practice, everything looking the same as it always has, would you be willing to wear a wire against all these folks and record the payoffs?”


      That was the question we’d known was coming. It was the big chip Feaver could put on the table to keep himself out of the pen. But hearing the proposition aloud, Robbie grabbed his long chin and his black eyes took on an inward look. I could sense him recycling the strong emotions of the last few evenings, which we’d spent together, when he’d vented about Sennett and his terror tactics, and anguished over the cruel dilemmas confronting him. And then, as I’d learned was his nature, he let go of all that. Instead, he hiked himself forward on the sofa to face the United States Attorney and the Supervising Special Agent dispatched from D.C. He did not bother with rancor. He simply told them the hard truth, much as they’d forced it on him.


      “What other choice do I have?”
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      EVERY SUCCESSFUL NEGOTIATION IS SUSCEPTIBLE to Tolstoy’s observation about unhappy families: they end up in the same place, but each one gets there its own way. For his part, Feaver set simple goals in bargaining with the government. Unlike most lawyers I’d represented, he seemed resigned about the loss of his law license. It was inevitable anyway for someone who admitted bribing judges, and by now practice had made him rich. Instead, he hoped to maintain his bundle in the face of the forfeitures and fines the government could exact. More important, he wanted no part of the penitentiary, not so much for his own sake, he said, but so he could attend to his wife during her inevitable decline.


      On his side, Sennett’s foremost requirement was that Robbie go about his bad business wired for sound, and agree to testify later. For that reason Stan also insisted on a conviction, knowing it would enhance Feaver’s credibility before a jury if he’d pled guilty to what he was accusing others of doing. Finally, Feaver’s role as government operative had to remain an absolute secret, particularly from Dinnerstein, who might spill the beans to his uncle.


      After days of haggling, we made a deal that required Robbie to plead to one count of defrauding the public by bribing various judges. Assuming Robbie delivered on what he’d proffered, the government would depart from the federal sentencing guidelines and agree to probation with a $250,000 fine.


      Everyone felt reasonably satisfied with these arrangements—except the Department of Justice, more specifically UCORC, the Undercover Operations Review Committee, which controlled all clandestine operations directed at public officials. UCORC had been established in the wake of ABSCAM, the FBI sting aimed at the Capitol, to calm Congress’s newfound agitation about the perils to innocent citizens posed by undercover operations. The innocent citizens whom UCORC was concerned about now were the people on the other side of the cases Robbie would be fixing. UCORC said flatly that the government could take no part in depriving the opposing parties and their lawyers of an honest day in court.


      Sennett flew to D.C. to butt heads several times. Eventually, UCORC agreed the problem could be resolved if Feaver were to fix only sham cases. The idea was that just as FBI agents had played Arab sheikhs in ABSCAM, they could act the part of the defense lawyers and parties in fictitious lawsuits Feaver would file. All of that make-believe, however, would entail a far more elaborate and expensive operation than Sennett had envisioned. Many weeks passed while Stan did combat within the Department to wring the approvals for his budgetary and manpower requests. It was late October by then, and naturally, at that point UCORC said no again.


      The difficulty, they now realized, was that Robbie Feaver was an acknowledged felon. The government could hardly allow him to keep practicing law on the honor system. If he got into any of the mischief that could be expected of a crooked P.I. lawyer, it would be blamed on them. More pertinently, Sennett’s plan offered no safeguards to keep Robbie from continuing to secretly pay off on the real cases on which he’d still be working in order to maintain his cover.


      In essence, UCORC demanded that Feaver practice under police watch. Robbie chafed, but in the end he agreed that an FBI agent could be planted in his office to pose as the new paralegal Mort and he had already agreed to hire to enable Feaver to spend more time with his wife. To account for the fact that the paralegal would be virtually welded to his side, Sennett suggested that a female agent be assigned, someone who could pretend to be the latest of Robbie’s many office liaisons. Late in November the woman proposed for the role, known as Evon Miller, flew in so we could all meet face-to-face.


      At Sennett’s direction, we each arrived separately at a room in the Dulcimer House. Jim, the agent who’d attended Robbie’s proffer, was sitting with Stan when I got there. Jim had become a fixture and I’d realized by now that UCORC had designated him to run the operation. The new agent came up last. She spoke the code word ‘Petros’ and the door parted to reveal a woman in her thirties of medium height with a sturdy athletic build and agreeable looks. The first impression was of a pert, pug-nosed girl-next-door with a sincere, unassuming style. She wore jeans and a polo shirt, and a trace of eye makeup beneath her narrow wire-framed glasses; her brass-colored hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Yet even there on the threshold, she was noticeably ill at ease. Her brow was pinched and she advanced flat-footed into the room, shaking hands without meeting anyone’s eye. Attempting his usual gallantry, Feaver fetched her a juice from the minibar, which she accepted with a polite smile.


      “So, Evon—” Robbie pronounced the name as we all had, as if it was a variant on ‘Yvonne,’ but she shook her head.


      “Evon,” she said. “Like ‘I’ll get even.’ My mom meant it to be said the other way, but no one ever did.”


      I caught Sennett’s quick grin, a fox in the brush. ‘Evon Miller’ was a nom de guerre, invented for her, along with her driver’s license and social security card, at FBI headquarters in D.C. Robbie did not realize that she was, in the parlance, ‘telling her myth.’


      “That’s just like me,” Robbie told her eagerly, “my last name. People get confused all the time. Mine’s like ‘Do me a favor.’”


      She managed a lukewarm grin, but did not seem fully persuaded they had much in common. Feaver plowed on, intent on winning her over.


      “Which reminds me,” he said. “I ask people all the time when I meet them: Which do you like better? Even numbers or odd?” From her narrow look, I could see she recognized it as a bar line. Clearly, she’d been warned about Robbie and had no use for his flirting. “I like even numbers,” he added, with a futile little smile at his pun. She nodded rather than say anything else and moved to the other side of the room, before Sennett hailed us to our seats so we could talk over the necessary arrangements to be sure no one in Feaver’s office questioned Evon or the fictitious cases.


      “Did you say she was a Bureau agent or a prison guard?” Feaver asked afterwards. To my eye, she’d been no worse than correct. Robbie, I suspected, was upset by the reality of being watched twelve hours a day in his own office. The truth, though, was that none of us—Robbie, me, even Stan—knew anything about Evon Miller’s true identity, any more than we did about Jim or the other undercover agents, the so-called UCAs, who eventually came to work on the case. Project Petros, as the operation was now labeled, ran strictly on the rule of need-to-know, meaning that all players, whether the agents or Robbie or Sennett, were supposed to receive only the limited information required to act their parts. That would minimize the chance that critical secrets would slip out and bring down the entire façade.


      The only facts we eventually gleaned about Evon Miller’s true background came to us in a roundabout way, largely because Stan had initial reservations about her. He’d found her more tentative than he’d hoped, and was also afraid her low-key style might give her away, since she appeared an unlikely match for someone as flashy as Robbie. Privately, Feaver found that concern entertaining; he said he was not known as ‘especially picky.’ In any event, Jim, who’d been given control over the agents by UCORC, stuck by his choice. He was impressed by her personal history, which made him believe she had the resilience to handle the rigors of life undercover.


      “Apparently, she competed in the Olympics,” Sennett explained to me one morning. He tipped a shoulder, knowing no more than that. We were in Warz Park, where Stan ran several miles at 6 a.m. Stan’s mania for secrecy was so intense that he had not yet even informed anybody in his office about Feaver. Thus, to avoid questions, we often met here. I’d bought a snappy running suit and followed him once or twice around the tarred oval before we would appear to happen upon one another on a bench. We had gotten together today so that I could hand over documents—the final, signed copy of Robbie’s plea agreement and his acknowledgment that he’d reviewed the lengthy written protocol for the undercover operation UCORC had generated—both of which were hidden in the folds of the morning’s newspaper. By now it was past Thanksgiving, and winter, like an infection, was beginning to breed in the wind.


      As Stan casually picked up the paper, he told me the little about Evon Miller he’d learned. In confidence, Jim had let loose this lone detail about the Olympics in order to reassure Stan. Sennett’s motives for telling me, again as a supposed secret, were more pointed.


      “Make sure your guy knows she’s tougher than she looks,” he said. “Don’t let him think he can roll over her or outfox her. He plays games, we’ll know.” A smile tempted me, as it often did confronting Stan’s prosecutorial macho, but that riled him. I was jogging in place to keep warm, and Stan stood up from the bench and showed me the newspaper where the signed documents were concealed.


      “I have all my cookies on the line here, George. Every IOU and benny. There’s nothing left in the favor bank. Don’t let him mess with me. And not just for my sake. For his. He screws around, and the way D.C. wrote the guidelines, we have to roll it up and land on him with both feet. Make sure he understands.”


      I assured him Robbie recognized that if Stan caught him lying he was certain to end up in prison. But Stan laid a finger on my chest for emphasis.


      “I’m telling you this as a friend,” he said and repeated himself once more before he took off again down the path in the lifting darkness: “We’ll know.”


       


      AS I SAID, THIS IS A LAWYER’S STORY. I mean that not only because it is an account of the law’s fateful impact but also in the sense that I tell it, as attorneys often do, for those who cannot speak for themselves. I witnessed many of the events of Project Petros firsthand, inasmuch as Robbie always insisted, as he had from the moment Sennett appeared on his doorstep, that I be present whenever Stan was. My memories are enhanced by the hundreds of hours of conversations I have had over the years with the participants, and also by the kind of historical detritus the law often leaves behind: tapes and transcripts and volumes of FBI case reports, called 302s.


      Yet, left at that, the tale would be incomplete. The law’s truth never ends strictly with the evidence. It depends as well on what attorneys call ‘inference’ and what less-restricted souls refer to as ‘imagination.’ Much of Robbie’s day-to-day activity was observed only by the agent code-named Evon Miller, and for the sake of a full account, I have freely imagined her perspectives. Whether she would agree with everything I attribute to her, I cannot say. She has told me what she may, but much of her version is forever locked away behind FBI regulations. My surmises, my conjecture and inference—my imagining—would never pass muster in a courtroom. But I regard them as the only avenue to the whole truth that the law—and a story—always demand.


      As for my own role, I hope not to appear like those old warriors whose glory only seems to grow over the years. There was nothing heroic about my part in Petros. The uncomfortable truth is that as soon as I heard what Stan Sennett had in mind that first day in his office, I wanted no part of representing Robbie Feaver.


      As a lawyer, I lived by a solemn watchword: Never offend a judge. I laughed at all their jokes. When they ruled against me, even stupidly, I said thank you. I solemnly refrained from any discussion about the ability or temperament of anyone on the bench, living or dead. I have rarely seen a judge who did not bear grudges—it is one of the perks of unquestioned power—and I knew the grudges formed against the person who represented Robbie Feaver would last. Not because all our judges were corrupt. On the contrary, most of them felt, with good reason, that they’d been lifting their skirts high for years to avoid the muddy playing fields of Kindle County. Now they’d be soiled nonetheless. The newspapers would print editorial cartoons representing the courthouse as a cash register; drunks at ball games and bars would make crude jokes whenever a judge took a $20 bill out of his pocket. Having traded the bounty of private practice for the esteem of the bench, they would feel swindled in life’s bazaar. And the first person they’d pick on was me, who, unlike Stan or Robbie, would be seen as having chosen to participate for the grubby motive of a fee.


      So as I wandered down Marshall Avenue, returning that mid-September day from Stan’s office, I was trying to figure how I could get out of the case. I could ask for a staggering retainer. Or claim that I’d been suddenly called for a trial that would consume all my time. But I knew I wasn’t going through with any of it.


      In the simplest terms, I couldn’t stand to draw so dismal a contrast between myself and Sennett, who’d just given me his valorous speech about his Uncle Petros. I never fully understood my lifelong contest with Stan, but I always felt I was running behind. Part of it was that I’d chosen the lucre of private practice, while he lived the more chaste life of a public servant; part was because, as a defense lawyer, I circumvented and thwarted and apologized, while he, as a prosecutor, smote hard blows for what he believed was good and just. Yet now, in the wake of my father’s death, I realized there was a way in which I’d always compared myself to Stan in fear.


      At the age of twenty-two, with my degree from Charlottesville, I’d become a hand on an ore freighter, which had brought me in time to Kindle County. Ostensibly I’d joined the Merchant Marine to avoid Vietnam. But I was really fleeing my parents’ hermetic world in southern Virginia, escaping from my mother’s relentless social pretensions and, even more, from my father’s call to the inviolable credos of a Southern gentleman. A lawyer before me, my father adhered to what he regarded as the right things—Christ and country, family, duty, and the law. He found late in life, as he watched less able and principled colleagues promoted to the spots on the bench which he craved, that his unwavering virtue marked him in many eyes, probably including his son’s, as a bit of a fool.


      In the raw democracy of Kindle County, where honor was not a matter of social attainment, I’d felt free to live a life of reasonable adult accommodations. But with my father gone, I suddenly feared I’d cast away too many things he had exalted. I was a decent man, but seldom brave. That was why Sennett for the moment seemed so formidable. Like my father, he was a person of rigor, of standards, a purist, who believed powerfully—and uncompromisingly—in the wide gulf between evil and good. As a boy, Stan had briefly been a seminarian preparing to enter the priesthood of the Greek Orthodox Church, and I always sensed that in his mind—as in my dad’s—law and God were not far apart. Yet, unlike my father, Stan had the fiber to recognize that in this world good things do not happen by accident. I realized now that a piece of me had always seen Stan as the man I might have been were I more determined to be a loyal son.


      So I knew I’d have no peace with myself if I turned away from Robbie Feaver. I remembered the lines from Frost about the road not taken. And then, like the poet, turned to follow Robbie and Sennett down that unfamiliar path.


    


  




  

    

      JANUARY 1993


    


    








  




  

    

      5


    


    

      THE LESUEUR BUILDING, WHERE ROBBIE AND I both made our law offices, had been erected just before the economic collapse of the 1920s. It stands on a part of Center City called the Point, a jut of midwestern limestone that the river Kindle in its swift course somehow chose over the eons to avoid rather than wear through. The building commemorates the French missionary explorer, Père Guy LaSueur, whose family name was perpetually misspelled by the unlettered settlers who followed him two centuries later to this part of the Middle West.


      The LeSueur was built in the era of Deco. Waif-like naiads modestly shield their nakedness behind the leafy adornments embossed at the center of the elaborate brass grilles that decorate the elevators, the air vents, and much of the lobby. A cupola of stained glass, the design of Louis Tiffany himself, rises over the seven-story center atrium and lures frequent tour groups who often obstruct the tenants racing to work. For the most part it is law, not art, which preoccupies the denizens. More than half the space in the building has always been leased by attorneys, inasmuch as the LeSueur stands at a favored location, the center of a triangle formed by Federal Square at one point, the state criminal courts on the second, and on the third, the architectural recycling bin that is the Kindle County Superior Court Law and Equity Department.


      Late in November, a lawyer named James McManis leased a vacant suite in the lower-rent region of the LeSueur’s eighth floor. McManis, who appeared to be near fifty, was making a late start in private practice. For many years, he explained to various lawyers in the building to whom he eagerly introduced himself, he had been an associate general counsel for Moreland Insurance, situated in their South-Central Regional Office in Atlanta, in charge of personal injury claims. McManis told a complicated story about leaving Moreland so his wife could tend to her elderly mother in Greenwood County, and said his move had been supported by Moreland’s General Counsel, who had agreed to jump-start McManis’s practice by hiring him to conduct the defense of various personal injury claims brought in Kindle County against Moreland’s insureds. Listening to McManis’s tale, one could not avoid the impression that it had been sanitized a bit, and that McManis was actually one more middle-aged expendable cut adrift in another of the ruthless corporate downsizings familiar to recession America.


      Jim McManis quickly assembled a staff. Every few days, there was a new employee—a secretary, an investigator, a receptionist, a law clerk, a paralegal—each of whom was offhandedly introduced to the adjoining tenants. All, of course, were FBI agents hailing from locales far from Kindle County. Given the fact that not long into January, The Law Offices of James McManis had four separate matters against Feaver & Dinnerstein, it was not unusual that Robbie and his paralegal, Evon Miller, made occasional visits downstairs. So did I. My cover, employed with the greatest reluctance, was that I was the referring attorney on these cases, the lawyer who’d put the plaintiffs in touch with Feaver and who would be entitled to a piece of Robbie’s fee in exchange for working with him on the lawsuits. McManis had also joined the Kindle County Bar Association’s Task Force on Civility in the Courts, chaired by Stan Sennett. Thus Sennett, too, became a frequent visitor to McManis’s.


      Each of us came to Jim’s office—referred to by the agents within as ‘the off-site’—at least once a week, far more often in the early days. We approached at prearranged intervals, always equipped with a briefcase or an envelope as a prop. Arriving in the reception area, richly paneled in red oak, I felt as if I were watching TV from inside the set. Everyone was playing a role, but until the steel-lined doors to the conference room were secured, all maintained a convincing atmosphere of earnest busyness, phones bleating, printers groaning, the various ‘employees’ dashing back and forth. What each of them was actually up to was not shared with me, but in one of the early meetings a door was left ajar on a wall-length cabinet in the conference room, where I noticed a full bank of electrical equipment, stuff with blinking lights and digital readouts.


      As for the so-called Evon Miller, she was the first to respond to an ad for a paralegal Feaver & Dinnerstein placed in The Lawyers Bulletin in early January. She was interviewed the next day by Mort, Robbie, and the office manager, Eileen Ruben. For the interview she wore a trim blue suit, a ruffled white blouse, and a doubled strand of costume pearls she’d probably worn four times since getting them for college graduation. Her glasses were gone now in favor of contacts, and to give her the jazzier look Sennett preferred, she’d also had a makeover at Elizabeth Arden on Michigan Avenue in Chicago, at Bureau expense. It included bleaching her hair bright blond and trimming it into a high-styled do buzzed down to fuzz on one side as it slid toward her ear.


      On the first day after ‘Evon Miller’ was hired, Robbie strutted her around the harshly lit corridors of the firm. He explained the layout, introduced other employees with maladroit quips, and unapologetically boasted about the lavish decorations. Gaudy contemporary pieces—resin figures, neon sculptures, huge clocks—were clustered on the silky peach-colored paper covering the walls. The conference room was dominated by the longest table she had ever seen outside a museum, an oval of pinkish granite surrounded by Italian-designed armchairs, its polished surface glazed with the oblique light from the large windows on the LeSueur’s thirty-fifth floor. Feaver referred to the room as ‘the Palace.’


      “See, we lay it on thick for the play,” he said. “Know what I mean?”


      She didn’t.


      “My first legal job, I worked for Peter Neucriss. You’ve heard of Peter, right? Everybody’s heard of Peter—the Master of Disaster, that’s what the papers call him. Peter can be understated. We’re Feaver and Dinnerstein. Who are they? The arrogant does who come here for their depos, our clients, who are mostly little people from the apartments and bungalows, they all want to know one thing: Are these guys successful? Do they win? So it’s gotta show. You drive a Mercedes, you wear Zegna, and your office looks like Robin Leach should be coming through the door any second. I told Mort, when we started—think Beverly Hills.”


      Beverly Hills, Evon thought. Feaver brought to mind the brassy city types she began encountering in town as a child when two ski resorts cropped up like pimples on the clear face of adjacent mountains. Dark, gabby men, stuck on themselves, operators like Feaver, with his guy’s-guy air and a style that made you wonder if, like a slug, he would leave a grease track behind. But she’d been an agent for ten years now and had dealt with her share of bottom feeders and flippers. As an FOA in Boston—a first-office agent, a rookie—she’d worked with dopers, and everybody knew those people were the worst. Her job here, she told herself, was to keep an eye out, to make sure this boy did his stuff, stayed straight as six o’clock, and didn’t get bushwhacked in the process. Beyond that, she figured, it did not really matter if the bugger had ringworm or an attitude. Roger, wilco, over and out.


      They were in Feaver’s office now. His secretary, Bonita, a pretty, smooth-skinned Latina with torrents of cosmetics-ravaged hair and eye shadow applied like finger paint, had come in to greet her. Feaver continued in the role of new employer, detailing a paralegal’s duties. She’d schedule deps, issue subpoenas and interrogatories, handle court filings, even meet with clients to gather info and hold hands.


      “And here’s another thing,” Feaver was saying, “you and Bonnie work this out, but I don’t read the mail. For fifteen years, I got holes in my stomach from the mail, then I turned forty and said life’s too short. Because one thing is surer than gravity: there is only bad news in the mail. No lie.


      “First, there’re always motions. Bane of my existence. On the other side of every case we have, there’s a defense firm getting paid by the hour. So it’s money in their pocket to file every brain-damaged, not-a-chance-in-hell motion they can think of. Motion to dismiss. Motion for summary judgment. Motion to reconsider prior motion. Motion to declare Puerto Rico a state. You can’t believe this. And we’re on a contingency. Nobody pays me to answer this dreck. And if I win ten motions, but lose the eleventh, the whole case still craters.”


      Feaver went on describing the disasters he could encounter in his in box every morning. There were letters from clients who’d been romanced by other attorneys and were discharging them, often after years of work; urgent alerts from trial lawyers’ organizations about anti-plaintiff legislation which the insurance lobby had inspired. And, of course, never the checks that defense lawyers owed on resolved cases.


      “Only bad news,” he concluded. Bonita stood near Feaver’s glass-topped desk, chuckling indulgently, then departed, closing the door at her boss’s request. The whirring sounds of the office, the phones and the machines and the urgent voices, were closed off now and Evon felt a sudden quickening. She had not been alone with him before. He chucked his chin toward her in a familiar way.


      “So what’s your real name?” he asked quietly.


      She stood a second without moving. “Evon.”


      “Oh, come on. I feel like we’re at a costume party. You know my name.”


      “My name is Evon Miller, Mr. Feaver.”


      He asked where she was really from, whether she was married. She gave him back her myth, without expression.


      “Christ,” he said.


      Feaver’s office was large, with a leather sofa and a desk and tables in contemporary stylings of glass and wood. The floor was covered by an immense Oriental rug, a wine-red Bokhara at the center of which she was standing. She tightened her jaw and spoke to him in a low hardened voice. They were not playing charades, she said. She repeated what had been drilled into her: Never give it up. Never. Not for one second. That way you don’t worry about being overheard or caught out.


      “You get used to breaking cover,” she said, “and you’ll mess up sure as sunrise when the pressure’s on.”


      “Oh, don’t you worry about me handling a role,” he told her. “I’m a pro.” He pointed to the credenza behind him where a picture of his wife sat. The photo showed Lorraine as she’d been before disease had plundered her. Within the broad silver frame, Rainey, as she was sometimes called, remained an extraordinary raven-haired beauty, with eyes almost the color of an amethyst and a lengthy pointed jaw, an irregular element that somehow elevated her looks from the merely cute or pleasant. But it was a photograph beside it he had meant to point out, a glossy close-up of him, in greasepaint and a pirate’s costume, apparently engaged in song. ‘Bar Show, 1990’ was engraved on a phony gold plaque below it. “Look, we’re gonna spend a lot of time together,” he said. “I’m just trying to find out a little about you. The way I figure,” he said, “they couldn’t just uproot you, if you didn’t want to go. So you don’t have kids. Right?”


      She was never adept with people and somehow he had seen that; he knew she’d have no smooth way to stop him.


      “No,” he said. “No kids. And I figure you’re single, too. Single person would be the first one they’d ask. They wouldn’t expect somebody married to spend the next year away from home. Divorcee or never took the plunge? That’s where I’m stuck.”


      “That’s enough,” she said.


      “Relax,” he answered. He was having a good time, leaning back in the chrome-armed leather reclining chair behind his desk. “I already know about the Olympics.”


      That finally ignited her, finding that even now, undercover, that single damnable detail was being paraded miles before her like a banner on a standard. Just that fast, she was leaning over his desk, ignoring a furtive quiver of his eyes which she immediately suspected was a brief effort to look down her blouse.


      “Listen, mister, the 302s—the reports I read?—they said that some of these guys have got real mean friends. Isn’t that what you told us? So you better act like your life is at stake, bud, because as far as I can tell, it is.”


      He shrunk his lips and turned a cheek, his beard so dense that, even clean-shaven, it seemed to turn his skin blue. The man was furry as a bear. A few renegade chest hairs peeked over his collar.


      “What about a wire?” he asked. “George says you may be wired.”


      I had told him, actually, that the government was unlikely to do that. On hours of tape, there were bound to be a hundred idle remarks that could prove embarrassing to both Robbie and Evon on cross-examination. And there were complicated issues of attorney-client privilege with an open mike in a law office. Yet there was always the chance, in the brittle bureaucracy of D.C. where the practical often mattered little compared to camouflaging behinds, that UCORC might have insisted on taping in order to have unchallenged proof that they had kept Feaver in line.


      “Are you going to answer me?” Feaver asked, as she turned for the door.


      “No.”


      “Which means you’re wired,” Feaver said.


      “If I were you, brother, I’d assume I was.” I’d told him as much, since Evon was obliged to report any act of dishonesty that might bear on Robbie’s future credibility as a government witness.


      “I knew you were wired.” He was so pleased with himself he actually clapped.


      “Look, darn it, I’m not wired. Now stick with the cover and button it up.”


      “And what would you tell me, if you were wired?”


      She’d had it. Coming around the desk, she grabbed him for a second by the shoulder.


      “Listen,” she said, “ordinarily I’d say, you want to kill yourself, go ahead. But the sharp edge of the sword here is that if your life’s on the line, so is mine. Now either you shape up, or I’ll call this whole thing off and you can go sit in the can where you belong.”


      Feaver took his time. He deliberated on the hand with its bright nails which she’d removed by now, then turned his long face up to her.


      “Hey”—he gave her a lopsided grin, aimed at appearing good-natured—“we’re just fuckin with each other.”


      He had that half-right.


      “We’re gonna catch plenty of bad guys,” he called as she retreated.


      She wheeled and pointed: “I thought we already caught one.”


       


      I CALL HER EVON, because that’s what she called herself. She once told me that as a teenager she’d undergone a period of religious passion, in which her complete devotion to God seemed to remove her from normal life, as if she’d acquired the power to levitate or leave her body behind. And now she felt something akin, a limitless stake in being Evon Miller. She’d burned the details into herself. Thirty-four. Mormon family. Born in Boise. Three years of college at Boise State. Married to her high school sweetheart, Dave Aard, a flight mechanic for United with whom she’d moved to Denver. Divorced since 1988. She’d collected a hundred particles of an imagined past with which to spice offhand conversations. When she talked to herself, she called herself Evon. She ate the food Evon Miller liked, she window-shopped in the stores favored by Evon, whose tastes for shorter skirts, brighter colors, bigger earrings were, blessedly, just a little more daring than hers. And at night, she was certain, she dreamed Evon Miller’s dreams.


      Six weeks ago, the ASAC, the Assistant Special Agent-in-Charge of the Des Moines Division, Hack Bielinger, had called her into his office. It was not really an office but a cubicle with a door. In his stubby hands he’d held a Teletype, on pulpy yellow paper. Bielinger was like a lot of the Bureau supervisors she’d had, hard to like, a guy who had moved up because he really wasn’t cut out for the street and who still tended to resent the agents he oversaw who were good on the pavement. He was a small, fussy man—people always speculated that he’d fudged the height requirement—a born-again who didn’t get what was wrong with bringing up Jesus at lunch.


      “Got something interesting for you,” he said.


      Reading the Teletype, she felt as if somebody had hitched a generator to her heart. The message was from the DD, the office of the FBI’s Deputy Director.


       


      PLEASE ADVISE RE WILLINGNESS REFERENCED SA TO ACCEPT ASSIGNMENT IN ORIGINATING UCO. K CTY DIV. TERM INDETERMINATE, EST. 6 MOS-2 YRS. DEEP COVER.


       


      Bielinger wasn’t smiling. In fact, he was tense. The DD wanted this, so he had to deliver. That was Bielinger. He said he’d had a call a week ago, kind of unofficial. He’d told them she’d be good.


      “They need somebody who’s trained as a paralegal.” Bielinger shrugged. Why was a mystery to him. But it meant he must have asked, Why her? What’s so special about her? The men in the Bureau always had the same reactions: chicks these days get first lick on every lollipop.


      The agent who was going to run the op had flown out to meet her. He said to call him Jim, no last name, everything on this deal was strictly need-to-know. But she liked him. Smart. Sober. Quiet. Somewhere on the sunny side of fifty. He was good-looking, despite some chunkiness as he steamed into his middle years, with big glasses and a full head of graying hair that dropped in a boyish sweep over his forehead. He didn’t say where he was from, but she figured D.C. He had an HQ finish, and knew all the right names. From the breadth at his shoulders, the way he filled up his shirts, she could see he’d been a jock at some point in his life. She took that as a bond. He had that contained aura of well-being, an aspect of sporting success she’d observed in so many others, especially men, but which somehow had never settled in her.


      “It’s hard,” he said about what he was proposing. “I was under almost a year once.” He described the case. He had worked on Wall Street. He was supposed to be a bad guy who ran the back office operations at a big brokerage house, a quiet, sullen suit who manipulated the box count and fenced stolen securities. It was a big sting. They rolled up three LCN—La Cosa Nostra—capos. One more nail in the Gambinos’ coffin. “I’m proud of what we did. And on Friday night other agents will always treat you like a hero, especially if you’re paying for the beer.” A droll grin lit up and passed, a momentary indulgence subject to quick discipline. “But it was hard. And lonely. And dangerous. People’s lives depend on whether you get made, and so you’re paranoid every minute, every hour. It wears.” He repeated that. It wears.


      She tried to take that in respectfully, but she told him what she knew she was going to before they started: she was ready. He wanted to know why.


      “Forty-four caliber adrenal glands?” she answered. He’d probably already read that in her personnel jacket: first hand raised to help out on a bust, weekends, evenings, even with the local cops; still addicted to the instant of unthinking reaction she first experienced on the playing field.


      “Must be something besides that,” the man whom she now knew as McManis had said. “You’re gonna be putting yourself through a lot.” They were in a drab little conference room in the Des Moines Division, his quiet way somehow a contrast to the phones and commotion just beyond. His eyes, pale gray, didn’t leave her. In the Bureau, they were always trying to get inside your head. When she’d taken the qualifying test after college, there was a psychological portion and one question still reared up at her at times out of the murky turbulence of nightmares. ‘If your mother and father were both drowning, which one would you save?’ Someday, she’d have to find out the right answer.


      She shrugged off his scrutiny now. It was tough to name any grand motive. She wanted it. Who knew why? But his response had rung something inside her.


      “My bet,” he said, “is you’ll find out.”
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      IN HIS INITIAL DEBRIEFINGS, ROBBIE HAD confirmed what the government had already detected, namely, that at any one time there were only a few judges in Common Law Claims with whom he could ‘talk.’ This seemed peculiar to Sennett, since Tuohey had veto power over all assignments to his division. Robbie regarded it as characteristic of Brendan, who had an exquisite instinct for avoiding being exposed. Tuohey wanted Common Law Claims to be known for its cadre of highly capable and unhesitatingly honest judges. Their reputations would armor him with an aura of integrity, while the few exceptions could be passed off as the typical Party debris inevitable with an elected judiciary.


      Of the dozen judges to whom Feaver had passed money over the years, most were gone now, retired or transferred to other divisions. If Petros ran perfectly, Robbie would try to secure evidence against them as part of the endgame. But to start, the focus would be on the four judges currently sitting in Common Law Claims with whom Feaver was still doing business. With them, there would be a chance to stage bribes, which, when recorded, would provide the government with the best opportunity to leverage those judges against Tuohey.


      When the names of the four judges emerged from Robbie, I’d been shocked about two, because I knew both men. Sherm Crowthers had been one of the best defense lawyers in this city when I entered practice, a ferocious, angry advocate who, if not always liked, was deeply admired both for his abilities and for the obstacles he’d surmounted as a black man. Hearing Sherm’s name had sunk my heart.


      Silvio Malatesta, the other judge I knew on Robbie’s list, inspired simple disbelief. Malatesta was a donnish, bespectacled Magoo, who never seemed to leave the universe of his own head, through which various elevated legal notions were always tracing like shooting stars. It was amazing to me that he even experienced the material appetites that led to corruption.


      As for the other two names, I probably would have guessed them on my own, if I ever had the gumption to speak such slanders aloud. Gillian Sullivan was a lush who’d been coming on the bench loaded in the afternoons for at least a decade and about whom we’d received constant complaints during my term as Bar President. Wandering through her alcoholic wilderness, Sullivan probably thought little about right or wrong. Barnett Skolnick, the last, was the brother of the late Knuckles Skolnick, a former intimate of the departed County Executive, Augustine Bolcarro. Barney was the kind of old-time Party flunky who in my mind was typecast for envelopes of cash.


      The threshold problem Stan faced in mounting these prosecutions was that except in the case of Skolnick, who might be tempted to take money from Robbie directly, all the others dealt strictly through intermediaries—a clerk, a relative, a paramour. In the ideal, Sennett would tape several payoffs to these bagmen, confront them, make a deal, and get them to record the delivery of money to the judges. But these go-betweens had each been chosen because they’d demonstrated the loyalty of Gunga Din, and it was far from a sure thing that any of them could be turned. If not, Petros might yield nothing but the convictions of a number of small-timers.


      To counter this, Sennett initially hoped to design the ‘contrived cases,’ these imaginary plaintiff’s lawsuits, so that the judges would be called upon to make a series of far-fetched rulings in Robbie’s behalf. That way, even if the bagman didn’t roll, Stan could still go forward against the judge by calling a bevy of expert witnesses to testify that no honest jurist could possibly have made these decisions. But Feaver adamantly insisted that approach would never succeed.


      “You guys still don’t get the play,” Feaver told Sennett. “We got judges making ninety grand and lawyers making millions. Figure how you like, say it’s a tip, or tribute, or insurance for next time, but I got cases I oughta win, and I wanna make sure the judge doesn’t get confused. Maybe I get a little help when things can go either way. But if I walk in with some mangy dog and ask the judge to act like it’s Lassie—which in ten years, I swear to God in heaven I have never done—if I do, the best I get is that the judge won’t talk to me again. Worst case, Brendan gets hinky and sends somebody to knife me, and the only thing left to do in The Law Offices of James McManis is run the vacuum and kill the lights. This may be a little mind-blowing to you guys, but everybody over there realizes you’re out here. They do something ridiculous, they know damn well that one of you”—the word ‘assholes’ was halfway to Robbie’s lips when he managed to stifle it; he took a second to improve his posture and pulled on his shirt cuffs so that an inch of white emerged over his dangling i.d. bracelet—“the Judicial Commission, or the Bar Association, or you guys, one of you is gonna be humping them from behind.”


      Thus each complaint—a summary of the facts the plaintiff said entitled him to damages for his injury—had to be constructed so it fell in that borderland where victory for Robbie was reasonable, but not required. In the first suit filed, Robbie’s firm supposedly represented Peter Petros. Peter had indisputedly become drunk as a lord at a Hands basketball game. In the course of an obscene tirade at the referees, he had fallen over the balcony railing. His survival was accountable only to his state of inebriate relaxation and the fact that he had hit the canopy of a hot dog cart before bouncing to the concrete stadium floor. Petros sued the fictitious railing manufacturer, Standard Railing, claiming that because of the inherent danger of balcony seating, Standard was automatically liable for not building a product that prevented Peter’s injuries. In behalf of Standard, The Law Offices of James McManis immediately filed a motion to dismiss, contending that even if everything Peter said was true, under the law he had no case. The legal arguments had been designed so that the decision on the motion was a toss-up.


      On January 12, Evon went with the other paralegal, Suzy Kraizek, and filed the complaint at the Kindle County Courthouse, a normal procedure. It was the next step, getting the case to what Robbie referred to as a ‘good’ judge, which represented the first deviation. To do that, Robbie left a phone message at the office of Sig Milacki. Milacki, Brendan’s old partner from the Police Force, was now assigned as the police liaison to the sheriff’s deputies who acted as courthouse security. Robbie simply asked for a case number on a new matter, Petros v. Standard Railing. What happened then had never been spelled out to Feaver, and he had no reason to ask. Over the years, though, it had become apparent that Milacki passed the message to Rollo Kosic, Chief Bailiff to the Presiding Judge, who somehow overrode the court’s computerized system for random case assignments. When Evon returned to the courthouse on Monday to pick up a file copy of the Petros complaint, Judge Silvio Malatesta, one of Robbie’s unholy foursome, had been assigned.


      We met again in McManis’s office, where the government personnel began preparing to ensnare Malatesta and, before him, his bagman, an ill-tempered docket clerk named Walter Wunsch. According to the well-ingrained custom that ruled these matters with the firmness of religious practice, Robbie would not deliver a payoff to Walter until the end of the case. But both Stan and McManis wanted to get a recording earlier. McManis thought Robbie should have experience wearing a wire in a less pressured situation than passing money; Stan was eager to develop live evidence, since UCORC had him on a standing thirty-day review, which meant they could fold the entire Project whenever they were unsatisfied with its progress. Robbie agreed that in the ordinary course he might pay a visit to Walter when he filed his response to McManis’s motion to dismiss, just to make sure that Malatesta recognized the merits of plaintiff’s position. With that, arrangements began for Robbie to go out wired for the first time as soon as the motion and response were filed, in about two weeks.


      After the meeting, Robbie and I went up to my office. I left to speak to my secretary for a moment, and when I returned, I found Robbie in a reflective pose in front of the large old windows, taking in my view of the Center City skyline. The new steel-shelled structures, sleek as airliners, mingled with the buildings of the twenties, which were usually topped off by some impression of bygone architectural styles—Gothic spires, Italianate cupolas, or even one that had a glimmering helmet of cerulean tile, an allusion to a Middle Eastern mosque. To the west, the river’s waters were smoke-colored and mysterious under the wintry midwestern sky. The bleak season had started; these days it seemed like living under a pot lid.


      I asked Robbie if the arrangements for the recording had sounded okay.


      “I suppose,” he answered. I thought it was the fear of detection that had made him subdued. But as it turned out, his concern was elsewhere. “I’m going over the bridge,” he told me when he looked back my way.


      Up until now, I had largely seen all of this in my own terms. My job was to keep Robbie out of prison and I was delighted with my apparent success. Despite that, Robbie faced many losses: His practice. And the money that came with it. Not to mention his reputation. But now he was going to make his first real break with everything he had. If all went well with the wire, he would betray Walter Wunsch in a fashion that every friend and acquaintance would deem unpardonable. The community he’d always belonged to would be left behind. The man who had said on the first day he came to see me that he was not a rat had undoubtedly stood at the window staring not so much at the city but at what he saw of himself.


       


      UNDER THE PROTOCOL for Petros specified by UCORC, Evon had to accompany Feaver to every professional engagement—depositions, meetings, court calls, even his wooing of prospective clients—in order to keep an eye on him. Robbie’s day often started early, with courtroom appearances in distant counties. Therefore, after Evon’s initial few days, the scenario called for Feaver to pick her up each morning. Coming into the office together would also help foster the impression of a romance.


      An FBI deep-cover team had settled her in South River in a former auto parts warehouse the size of a fortress. Her building, like many in South River, had been recently refurbished into an intriguing warren of condos and apartments, with few common corridors. The deep-cover team had chosen the apartment building because it was the biggest along Feaver’s route to and from the office. Large was better, more anonymous. Living undercover, she was supposed to avoid making new acquaintances, since even the friendliest inquiries might trip you up. From the time Feaver dropped Evon off after 6 p.m., until the sleek white Mercedes appeared at the curb the next morning, she often felt as if she were dwelling in an isolation booth.


      But there was rarely silence during the long stretches they spent in the car each day. When Feaver was not on the phone, which he could dial from a little panel above the temperature controls, he lectured her on any subject that crept into his head. By now she was in mind of a phrase of her father’s—the man ran over at the mouth like he’d busted a pipe. Did he ever keep a thought to himself? Ostensibly, he was familiarizing her with the details of his practice, but he clearly felt he was entertaining. He was also quick to recognize that the car was the one place he could comfortably break cover. There had been no further problems in the office, but in the Mercedes Feaver was like a grade school bad boy who needed recess so he could behave himself in class. He was forever trying to pry details about her identity, or offering commentary about their meetings with Sennett and McManis. She’d face the window and watch the tri-cities whiz past, or close her eyes to savor the armchair luxury of the passenger seat.


      The silver plate on the trunk lid identified the car as an S600—top of the line, Feaver told her several times. The creamy leather, with its pinpoint air holes, had the feel of the calfskin shoes she could never afford, and the dark walnut of the front cabin reminded her of a museum. Yet it was the quiet that impressed her most. In this thing, outside was really outside. The heavy door thudded shut with a cushioned sound reminiscent of a jewel box.


      Feaver was enraptured with his Mercedes, which he had purchased only a few months before. He often spouted the staggering price, $133,000, unabashed that the car had cost more than some of the four-bedroom houses they passed in outlying developments. Secure within the elegant cabin and its fortress feel, Robbie was apt to become a random element. He zoomed around as if he were in a spaceship. On the way back from the Greenwood County Courthouse, he would pop in on his mother, who was at a nursing home along the way, or visit Sparky, a scalper who was holding tickets for a Hands game which Robbie was sending to a referring attorney. Feaver also loved to shop. He was a devotee of sales and fancy name brands and frequently made impulsive stops at the malls. Under the bright store lights he’d serutinize the merchandise, then call his wife from the car to describe what he was bringing home, as if he were a big-game hunter.


      In every venue Feaver entered with a sense of membership: he was known; there were friends of decades and tireless stories. For Robbie, all the world was in some measure a fraternity, a place for upbeat banter, tasteless jokes, and booming laughter. Arriving for a dep where he hoped to eviscerate the opposing party, he nonetheless greeted the other lawyer with cheerful enthusiasm. At the tony haberdasher where he acquired his expensive wardrobe, Robbie had his own salesman, Carlos, a Cuban refugee who welcomed him with the palms-up grip of a brother. The store was full of men like Robbie, with careful haircuts and a showboat air, guys who considered the fit of their garments in the mirror with an exacting look at odds with the carefree swagger with which they strolled down the avenue.


      One day in the third week of January, apropos of nothing, Feaver cried out that they had to go see Harold, who turned out to be a client disastrously injured in a collision with a delivery truck. Evon could barely stand to look at the man. He was hunched to one side in a wheelchair; there were sores on his arms and face. Robbie, however, took Harold’s hand and with barroom gusto told him he looked great. Feaver chatted away for nearly twenty minutes about highlights of the basketball season in the Mid-Ten. Afterwards, in the car, he told her he was determined to keep Harold alive. The defendants—the auto manufacturer, the state highway department, the trucking company—had dragged the case out nearly nine years in the clear hope Harold would die. If he did, a case presently worth $20 million, with comps—compensatory damages for lifetime care—might bring one-fifth of that, most of which would go to repay his medical insurer. There would be zilch for Harold’s mother, a large-bellied, middle-aged woman in a shapeless dress, who had greeted them and who had cared for her son since his wife deserted him shortly after the accident.


      “What about your fee?” Evon asked dryly. “That goes way down, too, doesn’t it?”


      “Hey,” Feaver answered. “You ever meet Peter Neucriss, he’ll tell you before he says hello about all the good he’s doing for the world, sticking up for everybody who gets abused. Not me. The rules of this game are that we give people money to make up for their pain, and everybody who steps on the field knows how we’re gonna keep score—the judges, the jury, me, the client, the folks on the other side. It’s money. How much do we get, how much do they keep. Whatever people say, let me give you a fast translation: You can dress it up and make it say Mommy, but this baby’s really talkin do-re-mi.” He nodded firmly. “That’s the play.”


      As always, his smugness was exasperating. Of all the people to think he’d figured everything out.


      “What is ‘the play’ anyway?” she asked suddenly. “It’s always the excuse. And I never get it. Are you saying, like ‘I made the play’ in sports? Or ‘I have a part in a play’? Or ‘I played a trick on you’?”


      “Right,” he said.


      “Come on.”


      He waved a hand past his nose at the difficulty she was inviting. They were in the suburbs, a land of recently built houses with peaked roofs and few exterior graces. From the highway, she saw two little boys across the distance, smacking at a tetherball in the cold.


      “Well, shit,” said Feaver, unable as always to endure his own silence. “It’s just The Play. It’s like life, you know? There’s really no point, except getting your jollies, and even that doesn’t add up to anything in the end. You think any of this makes sense when you stand back from it? You think God made an ordered universe? That’s the laugh with the law. We like to pretend it makes life more reasonable. Hardly.”


      She groaned. Which made him more insistent.


      “Tell me what sense there is that Lorraine is sick like she is. Any? Why her? Why now? Why that terrible motherfucker of a disease? It doesn’t add. Or take a look at our cases: forty-eight-year-old lathe operator. Machine goes down and he turns the power off on the line to fix it. The foreman comes back, figures some joker is fucking with him like they do twice a day, and throws the switch. Hand is cut in half. Off-duty fireman’s at somebody’s house washing the storm windows. He’s gone for two minutes to get more Windex and the three-year-old climbs up on a stool to look outside, and goes right through the open window, DOA at Mount Sinai. Or Harold, for Chrissake. One minute you’re a cheerful salesman on the highway, the next minute you’re a meatball in a wheelchair. It’s The Play. Ball hits a stone on the infield, hops over your glove, and you lose the World Series. You go home and cry. It’s really chaos and darkness out there, and when we pretend it’s not, it’s just The Play. We’re all onstage. Saying our lines. Playing at whoever we’re trying to be at the moment. A lawyer. A spouse. Even though we know in the back of our heads that life is a lot more random and messed-up than we can stand to say to ourselves. Okay?” His black eyes lit on her despite the highway traffic. Something—his intensity—was frightening. “Okay?” he asked again.


      “No,” she said.


      “Why not?”


      She crossed her arms, deliberating on whether he deserved an answer.


      “I believe in God,” she told him.


      “Me too,” he said. “But He made me and this is what I think.”


      An exasperated sound gargled up from her involuntarily. Didn’t she know? Who told her to try to argue with a lawyer?


       


      ONE OF THOSE MORNINGS IN JANUARY, Feaver and Evon were in the 600 only a few blocks from work when they became snarled in a honking line of stalled traffic. Far ahead, heavy plumes of what appeared at first to be smoke expanded in the frigid air, swirling above the yellow blinkers atop a cordon of striped barricades and emergency vehicles. Approaching by inches, they eventually saw a covey of city sewer workers in quilted vests and construction helmets leaning on the yellow rail they’d erected around an open manhole. They were engaged in no visible labor other than shouting down to a couple of their colleagues who had descended. A young woman in a hard hat waved a red flag, sending the traffic along through a single lane. When she stopped them abreast of her, Feaver lowered his window, admitting a sudden riffle of cold.


      “How come the cutest girl’s always holding the flag?” he asked her. She was African-American, with a broad face and wide eyes and lovely, peaked cheekbones that plumped with an enormous grin while she flagged him on.


      “How do you know her?” Evon asked as the Mercedes spurted ahead in the traffic.


      He looked puzzled. “I don’t.”


      “And you just say that to her?”


      “Sure. Why not?”


      “Because she might mind.”


      “Did it look like she minded?”


      “But what’s the point? Can I ask? What’s the point of saying that?” Her tone was careful, hoping not to be incendiary. But she’d always wanted to ask his kind of man this question.


      “She’s cute,” he answered. “You think it’s easy to look cute in a construction helmet? I don’t. You think it’s an accident she looks cute? I mean, she got up in the morning. She tied that bandanna on her head, even though she’d be wearing a hard hat. She looked at her tush in her jeans. Who was she doing that for?” On the morning ride, he drove in without a topcoat, and he laid the long hand with which he’d been gesturing on his bright tie. “For me. A million guys like me. And so I say thanks. That’s all.”


      “That’s all?”


      “Maybe I’ll come through her intersection again someday. Maybe the light turns red. Maybe she’s just getting off for lunch. I mean, I can imagine anything. But right now, it’s thanks. That’s all.”


      That was Feaver. He wasn’t a mouth-breather, not the kind of jerk always hopping along on his erection as if it were a pogo stick. He had some style. But he was still on alert, a heat-seeking missile shot through the sky and waiting to lock on. He stood too close when he was speaking. His wife lay at home, dying by the inch each day, and he did not wear a wedding ring. Falling into his car each morning, Evon almost gasped at the sickly mix of sweet smells from his eau de cologne, hair spray, fancy shaving cream and body lotion. He was his own most deeply prized possession and he liked to advertise this, as if the sheer power of his vanity might overcome a woman.


      When she’d met McManis the first time in Des Moines, he’d warned her.


      ‘Our c.i.’—confidential informant, he meant, a polite term for snitch—‘apparently has a big rep as a ladies’ man. You’re gonna have to act the part, and he’s the type who might want to blend fact and fiction.’ Jim had given her three rules. First, don’t put up with anything that bothered her; they’d back her completely. Second, don’t be offended, because she wasn’t going to change him.


      ‘And third,’ McManis had said, hesitating long enough that she knew this was the important one, ‘don’t fall for it.’


      No chance of that, she’d answered. So far, there hadn’t been many problems. One time in his office, she’d gotten a sly, sidewise look as he asked, almost offhandedly, when it was Bonita was supposed to stumble upon them going at it on his leather sofa, a portion of the scenario that Evon was still hoping to skip. She’d stiff-armed him with a quick look and had heard no more about it.


      But there wasn’t a woman in the office who wouldn’t have warned her. The female employees gathered for coffee breaks and lunches in a narrow interior area that was referred to as ‘the kitchen,’ a place where a male never visited for a period longer than half a minute to retrieve coffee or the brown sack containing his lunch. Setting her cover, Evon had casually mentioned how kind Robbie had been, stopping for her each morning. Oretta, one of the file clerks, had hooted.


      “Girl,” she said, “you get in his taxi, sooner or later he’ll be askin for the fare.” Shrill, lascivious laughter from each woman reverberated off the steel cabinets. But later, as Bonita was filing, she made it a point to catch Evon in the corridor.


      “You know, when I started in here, I was single, you know, we partied some.” She did not use a name but glanced over her shoulder and tipped the teased-up tufts of jet hair toward Robbie’s office. Bonita would not have gotten through the interview without catching Robbie’s attention. She wore all her clothing a half-size too tight, her pleasing contours well displayed. “But pretty soon, I went back in to seein Hector. And you know, you’ve got a relationship or somethin, he’ll flirt a little, but he won’t push or nothin, if you really mean it. He wants you to like him. That’s how he is. Like a little kid.” Bonita slammed the long white file cabinet back into its recess in the wall. “And you’ll like him,” she said. Within the raccoonish circles of shadow, Bonita’s dark eyes glimmered with the penetrating light of conviction. Then she moved off, leaving Evon with a momentary feeling akin to fright.
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      THE JEALOUS RULER OF ALL THE BLINKING equipment housed in the conference room cabinet was an electronics expert detailed to Petros named Alf Klecker. Alf was a happy pirate, burly and pie-faced, with more curly reddish hair than I would have thought the FBI tolerated. Klecker, as I came to learn, had spent many years in D.C. as a ‘black-bag guy,’ who’d done the surreptitious break-ins when a judge had approved installing a bug. He was renowned in the Bureau for having remained more than a full twenty-four hours in a janitor’s closet in the U.S. Senate Building in order to avoid being detected during ABSCAM.


      Immediately before this assignment, Alf had dwelled on the ‘black world’ side of the Bureau, working what the agents called FCI, foreign counterintelligence. He arrived on January 27 to prepare Robbie for his first recorded encounter with Walter Wunsch, carrying a bagful of gizmos that were only now being released for domestic use. Tape recorders, he said, were out. And the standard radio transmitter c.i.’s usually wore, the T-4, was dangerous these days, when any kid with a police scanner could stumble on the signal. Instead Alf had brought a device called a FoxBIte. It had been developed by a retired Bureau tech guy, who’d licensed the design to his former employers for a fortune. It was about half the size of a package of cigarettes, was less than an inch thick, and weighed only six ounces. It did not contain enough metal to set off the courthouse magnetometers and it recorded not to tape but to memory cards, which were downloaded to a computer for replay. To provide an ear on what was happening, and a backup in case the FoxBlte failed, Robbie would also wear a slightly larger transmitting unit, ‘a digital frequency hopper,’ as Alf called it, which would broadcast an encrypted signal across a randomized series of channels. A field playback unit, programmed to receive and record the FoxBIte’s signal, would be housed in a surveillance van parked near the courthouse.


      Robbie shook his head as he hefted the two units.


      “I got a pen that records to a microchip,” he told Klecker.


      “Son,” Alf said, “you let a defense lawyer loose with the kind of fidelity your microchip gets and there’ll be twelve people nodding when he claims the defendant was saying ‘honey,’ not ‘money.’ No offense, George.”


      None taken, I replied. The five of us—Evon, Robbie, McManis, Alf, and me—filled the small conference room. The design of McManis’s suite had made this the most secure meeting place, since it was not visible from reception. The furnishings were somewhat spartan, a long rectangular Parsons-style conference table surrounded by black vinyl barrel chairs on casters, a contrast to the lavish improvements left by the prior tenant. McManis’s personal office and the conference room each had two walls wainscoted in the same red oak as the entry. Expensive, rosy Karastan carpeting softened sound throughout.


      “This puppy gives you the highest fidelity possible,” Alf said. “You can tell what kind of heels a perp’s got on his shoes. No joshin.”


      Klecker showed Robbie the Velcro holster which he’d secure on Feaver’s inside thigh to hold the equipment. The lead for the tiny omnidirectional mike, black and smaller than the nail on my little finger, would come out the top of his zipper, hidden under the flap on his trousers. Feaver had been told to wear a dark suit for that reason. Holding the two units against his thigh, he remained dubious.


      “This stuff’s gonna feel like it weighs two tons.”


      “Robbie, all c.i.’s say that the first time they put on a body recorder,” McManis told him. Both Robbie and I had taken well to McManis. Jim was the sort of level, unflappable person that FBI agents are on television. I knew he was an attorney by training; UCORC would not have let him play this role were he not. But beyond that, his background, like that of all the other UCAs, was opaque. Long after Petros was over, I learned that his father was a retired detective in Philadelphia, which, somehow, was not a surprise. I had always recognized in Jim the enviably settled air of a man content both with where he’d come from and with his own enhancements of his fundamental lot.


      Jim had a soothing touch with Robbie now, reminding him of all the safeguards in place. Evon would be wearing an earpiece, lacquered under a lick on the long side of her haircut, that picked up an additional infrared signal from the FoxBIte, allowing her to listen in on the conversation with Wunsch. She’d be right outside, in case anything went wrong. Jim himself would be downstairs with Alf in the surveillance van, prepared to call the cavalry, if need be.


      “It’s all covered,” said Jim.


      “I hope so,” said Feaver. He had an almost superstitious fear of Tuohey and was convinced that if he were ever caught with the recorder, he would be killed, or at least seriously harmed, before getting out of the courthouse.


      “Suppose you better step outside,” Klecker told Evon. He was ready for Feaver to let down his trousers so he could strap on the harness.


      “Right,” said Robbie. “We want her to be able to keep her mind on her work.”


      “Yeah, really,” said Evon.


      Sennett arrived while she was out there, and they reentered the conference room together as McManis was going through the final formalities with Robbie. For each recording, Feaver was required to sign a consent form. Federal law provides that before the government records anybody, there must be either an interception order, signed by a judge, or consent by one party to the conversation. UCORC’s protocol also required the FoxBIte to be turned on and off via a remote which one of the agents would hold on to, ensuring that Robbie could not exercise any choice over what he recorded. McManis threw the switch now and took a seat in one of the barrel chairs, discreetly directing his voice toward the mike at Robbie’s belt line.


      “This is Special Agent UCN James McManis,” he said. It was months before I figured out that ‘UCN’ stood for ‘undercover name.’ He gave the date and time and described the anticipated meeting between Feaver and Wunsch.


      Evon and Robbie waited while Sennett repeated last-minute instructions. Make sure Walter spoke. Nods, head shakes, facial expressions—none of that would be captured by the recorder. Feaver flexed his forehead and circled his shoulders, undertaking what he purported to be relaxation techniques suggested by Stanislavsky. Finally, McManis gave a thumbs-up and we all lined up at the conference room door to shake Robbie’s hand. It was still stone cold when he got to me.


       


      THE KINDLE COUNTY Superior Court Law and Equity Department, the civil courthouse, was built in the 1950s and its architecture reflects that confused American era when, appropriately, all buildings were square. It has the proportions of an armory, half a block around and equally high, constructed in yellow brick and walled in the interior with six inches of plaster, ordered up out of Augie Bolcarro’s enduring gratitude to various trade unions. To add some sense of the grandeur of the law, a classical dome, in the manner of Bulfinch, was plopped atop the building, bleeding weak light down through a central rotunda. There is also a variety of silly concrete festoonery spaced along the flat cornice, including masks of Justice and other Greek figures, and a cantilevered portico, supported by greened chains. The building has always been known as ‘the Temple,’ a term so timeworn that it has lost the ironic inflections with which it was spoken during the structure’s first years.


      True to his view of himself as a stage veteran, Feaver’s jitters had largely passed once the drama was in motion. He alighted from the elevator on the eighth floor and led Evon toward the rear corridor and the office of Judge Malatesta’s clerk, Walter Wunsch. Walter had been a creature of the Kindle County Courthouse since the age of nineteen, when his ward committeeman found him his first job running the elevators, a position which some patronage appointee continued to fill until two years ago, long after the cars were fully automated. These days Walter was a precinct captain himself and an alternate ward committeeman, a man of considerable political swack. According to Robbie, he’d been bagging for various judges for decades.


      Walter was angular, long-nosed, and moody. By Feaver’s description, Wunsch, dressed with Germanic discipline in heavy wool suits, even in the heat of summer, would stand behind his desk, his hands always in his pockets, as he offered stark opinions on all matters. As revealed by the recordings, he had a sour, piercing sense of humor that occasionally reminded me, privately, of Sennett’s.


      “You know how some people are always talking to you like they hate your guts?” Robbie explained to us. “Sarcastic? Making fun? That’s Walter. Only he isn’t kidding.” Wunsch’s poor humor was attributed to a hard-knocks childhood, but Robbie had few details.


      Walter was in his office today, dourly contemplating the stacks of court filings on his desk, when Robbie and Evon arrived at his doorway. He looked up grudgingly.


      “Hey, Walter!” cried Robbie. “How was Arizona? Good weather?” Robbie had financed a golf trip for Walter late in the fall, at the conclusion of a lengthy damage prove-up which had gone quite well for Robbie and his client.


      “Too damn hot,” said Walter. “Hundred six, two days. I was hugging the sides of those buildings when I walked down the street, trying to find some effing shade. I felt like a lousy cockroach.”


      “How about the missus? She like it?”


      “You’d have to ask her. She was happy I couldn’t go golfin. She seemed to like that part. I don’t know how she liked the rest.” He moved papers from one side of his desk to another and asked what was up.


      “Reply brief.” Robbie turned to Evon for the document and introduced her, light-handedly laying down Evon’s cover. Attempting warmth, Walter failed. His smile, as Robbie had suggested to her, was mean. In any mood, he was not very pleasant-looking, sallow, with gravelly skin. He was goat-shouldered and potbellied, one of those narrow men on whom nature had hitched an almost comical hummock of fat. His large, ruddy nose veered off noticeably at the point and his hair was almost gone. What remained was pasted in unwashed gray strands across his crown.


      “All right, lady,” said Robbie. He squeezed Evon around the shoulders for Walter’s benefit, well aware that she was onstage and could offer no resistance. “Why don’t you give me one see with Walter? I want to tell him an off-color story.”


      Evon took a seat on a wooden bench across the corridor, within range of the infrared.


      “Your latest?” she heard Walter asking as soon as she was gone.


      “Latest what?”


      “Yeah, right,” said Walter.


      “I wish I got half as much as people think.”


      “That’d be about a tenth of what you say.”


      “Walter, you used to like me.”


      “Tunafish used to be twenty-nine cents a can. So how long will she entertain you?”


      “Awhile.” Robbie’s voice, as it next emerged, was leaking oil. “Suck a golf ball through a garden hose, Walter.”


      Evon started and reflexively glanced down the hall. In Wunsch’s office, there was a long pause as Walter loitered, perhaps with disconsolate thoughts of his wife.


      “So whatta you got besides gardening tips?” he finally asked.


      She could hear the envelope crinkling as Robbie handed over the reply brief. He asked Walter to make sure the judge read it.


      “Silvio reads every word. Christ, sometimes I wonder if he thinks he’s the Virgin Mary. I don’t think he figured out yet there’s such a thing as bullshit.” With that, there was a thick thwack as the envelope landed on yet another pile of pleadings on one of the cabinets. Walter’s assessment of the brief’s merit was plain.


      “Walter, I got a case here.”


      “You’ve always got a case. At least so far as you’re concerned.”


      “This is a good one. Strict liability. My guy’s got brain damage. Trader down at the Futures Exchange. This is a million-dollar case. If I get past this bullshit motion to dismiss. The insurer’s got to step to the plate then. It’s only a matter of time.”


      “Yeah, brain damage. That must account for why he hired you. You gonna rent that chair or were you about to leave?”


      Robbie’s clothing shifted, chafing the microphone, and Feaver’s voice dived. Listening, Evon could feel the drama sharpen. This was the moment. He was going to set Walter up. He must have leaned over the desk.


      “Watch out for this one, Wally. Make sure he sees it the right way.”


      “I just work here.”


      “Right,” Robbie whispered. “Right. That’s why it’s always Christmas.”


      “You are a gardener, Feaver. Full of manure. Beat it.”


      “Make me happy, Walter.”


      “I thought that’s what she’s for.”


      Evon was across the hall as Robbie swung open the door, and the last two lines were audible, even without the earpiece. Other people might have been embarrassed, but Walter, catching sight of her, administered an insultingly direct look across his wayward nose, before turning to confront the many papers on his desk.


       


      THE RECORDING WAS A SUCCESS. Klecker played it back for Sennett and me and several of the other undercover agents as soon as Robbie had returned. Feaver had been flawless—no sign of nerves as he’d made a subtle effort to nudge Walter into incriminating himself. Stan dispensed congratulations, but he was visibly grumpy about the ambiguousness of Wunsch’s responses.


      “Why does he say he just works there? Or that the judge is the Virgin Mary?”


      Feaver was impatient, played out from the effort and late for a settlement meeting with an insurance adjuster. I also took it that he wanted a more wholehearted pat on the back.


      “Stan,” said Robbie, “it’s how he talks. He’s not gonna bend down to the mike and say, ‘I’m a great big crook.’ I was stepping on his toes as it was. But he’ll take the money. Believe me.”


      Before Feaver departed, I took a second alone with him to reassure him about how well he’d done. Returning to the conference room, we were greeted by a round of raucous laughter. For some reason, it had come at Evon’s expense. She’d pulled back against the oak cabinetry with a narrow expression, and when she caught sight of Feaver she told him at once it was time to go.


      He asked what had happened as soon as they were snug in the Mercedes.


      “Nothing,” she answered.


      He asked several more times.


      “It was Alf,” she said finally, “if you have to know. He was doing an impression of the look on my face when they replayed that line.”


      Behind his sunglasses in the strong winter light, Feaver seemed to take a moment to recall what she was talking about. The golf ball. The garden hose. As she could have predicted, he was unabashed.


      “Hey, Walter believed it.” He smiled. “Must be you got a strong-looking jaw.”


      “Strong stomach is more like it. Men are sick creatures. Why do you have to brag?”


      “Hey, Walter hasn’t heard half of what he could have from me.” He started a story about a juror in that courtroom with whom he had dallied throughout the last week of a trial, but interrupted himself. “Hell,” he said, “forget the juror. Walter clerked for a judge I’ve messed around with.”


      “A judge!”


      “A woman, okay? It’s a long story.”


      “It must be.” A female cop in an optic vest hurried them through the intersection in the mounting afternoon traffic.


      “Look, it’s my play, okay? It gives me an edge with guys like Walter, that I’m his fantasy life. Some people, I don’t know, they love to think there’s something they’re missing. But it’s a play. Truth? I mean, this’ll blow your mind but I stopped skunking around on Rainey when she got sick. I can’t really explain it. I barely took a breath after we were married. But now?” He shrugged in his dark cashmere overcoat. “It seems kind of crummy. Disloyal. I’ll be single soon enough anyway.” His eyes were indetectable behind the shades, which was just as well. His occasional casualness with the rawest truths confounded her. But she was still unwilling to allow him to sidetrack her with shock tactics.


      “You enjoyed degrading me. And don’t say it was just a play.”


      “Oh great. Right. ‘Degrading.’ ‘Dehumanizing.’ Let’s hear em all. Gloria Steinem’s greatest hits. Why do women always think a guy’s urges come at their expense? How do you figure he feels being dragged through life by his steed?”


      “I’ll send a sympathy card.”


      “Hey,” he said, “you won’t ever meet a man who likes women better than me. They’re the best thing on the planet. And I don’t just mean horizontal. Women hold the world together.”


      She peeked over to be certain he wasn’t smirking. Even then, she remained unconvinced. On the pavement, a fellow was pulling his wheeling suitcase behind him. He wore a bright fleece pullover, nylon moon boots, and, despite the January weather, a pair of shorts. A skier, Evon thought, headed off for vacation. For a moment, even as she went on shaking her head about Feaver, she felt a pang for the speed and the space and the snow that would always be part of home.


      “Look,” Feaver said, “it’s the cover. Like it or not. That’s our cover. Right?”


      “That’s the cover,” she said resignedly.


      “So stop fighting it, will you? You keep telling me how I’m gonna blow this deal, then you jump about ten feet every time I give you so much as a warm smile. Relax, will you? I’m not gonna take you wrong. I’ve got the picture. Believe me.”


      “And what picture is that?”


      He pouted a little bit as he fiddled with the temperature controls amidst the walnut console.


      “Can I give you some advice? I mean, I acted. You know that, right? Is that in my vita or résumé or dossier, whatever you guys worked up on me?”


      “You told me. The bar show.”


      “Please,” he said. “That’s retirement activity. No, high school, college, that was my dream. I wanted to be on the stage. I used to wait tables at the Kerry Room. I swept up at The Open Door. I had it bad. I used to get in a sweat just standing next to somebody I’d seen perform, even if they’d only walked onstage playing the butler. I wanted them to touch me and give me a little of that stuff. Obviously, that’s why I love the jury trials. You know. Cause I’m such a frustrated ham.” In his gloves, he tightened his grip on the wooden steering wheel, seemingly staggered by the depth of this forsaken passion. After a moment, he recalled his point.


      “Now, you can tell everybody in the office your name’s Evon Miller from Idaho without even a quiver, but you get sick to your stomach at the thought of maybe touching my hand. It’s like you’re saying, I can do a part, I can tell all these white lies, but not that, that’s who I am. And that’s amateur hour, frankly. ‘An actor’s work is on himself.’ That’s what Stanislavsky said. You can’t judge or try to keep some little piece of yourself sacred. It’s like taking LSD. Don’t trip if you’re gonna fret about whether you’re coming back.”


      She wouldn’t know about that, she replied, but smiled toward her window where a small fogged patch was withdrawing in the hot breath from the air vents. He was smooth. It sounded like a farmer’s daughter joke, the way he was putting it. We have to do this to keep warm.


      “Okay,” he said, “so here’s an actual example. Once in summer stock I worked with Shaheen Conroe. On The Point? On TV?” Evon had never seen the show. The actress’s name meant something only because it appeared frequently on the lists of prominent and acknowledged lesbians magazines liked to compile these days.


      “What a talent she is. We were doing Oklahoma! She’s Ado Annie, the girl who can’t say No, and I’m Ali Hakim, the fella she’s cheatin with.”


      “Typecasting?”


      He frowned, but otherwise ignored her. “Okay, here’s the play. Shaheen never made any secret about her proclivities. She had a wild thing going with one of the makeup girls. Open and notorious. But we had this onstage kiss, and for that moment she couldn’t wait to get after me. Every bit of her. I mean, afterwards, I was afraid to turn around and face the audience. Because for thirty seconds, she’d stopped hanging on to herself. And that’s what makes her great. The letting go. That’s talent.”


      “Wait,” she said. She’d actually reached out to grab the armrest. “Wait. Let’s see if I’m getting this. You’re so hot that even another dyke couldn’t keep her hands off you?”


      The car jerked briefly when he went for the brake. “What! Not at all.”


      “The hell.”


      “You think I was calling you a lesbian?”


      “Weren’t you? Not that I give a hoot.”


      “Hey,” he said, “that’s your thing, that’s not my thing.”


      “I mean, it’s gotta be, doesn’t it? Why else would I be making faces at such a wonderful opportunity?”


      “Criminy,” he answered. They had arrived at the adjuster’s office. He gave her a burning look and seemed on the verge of an outburst. But instead he popped the door locks and alighted. For once he did not have much more to say.
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      WHO IS PETER PETROS AND WHY DON’T I know anything about this case?


      The Post-it from Dinnerstein was stuck to the complaint which Evon had left sitting in her carrel. Mort apparently saw it when he’d happened by looking for something else. They’d all known this moment was coming. Nevertheless, the note left her heart rattling around like a bell clapper as she rushed off to find Feaver.


      McManis had never tired of reminding her that Dinnerstein was the most dangerous person in this case. No one was more likely to sniff out Petros, and if he did, there’d be no sure way to keep him from going straight to his Uncle Brendan. But it was hard to regard Mort, with his mild stammer and his persistent tone of apology, as a menace. As a child, Dinnerstein had contracted polio, which had left him with a distinct hitch, now worsening in middle age as tertiary effects of the disease asserted themselves. Mort was tall, actually, and well built, but he made a boyish impression. Some years ago, when they first began earning what Robbie referred to as ‘real money,’ he had tried to take Mort in hand, introducing him to the salespeople at Feaver’s downtown haberdashery. The suits didn’t seem to fit Mort. The pants drifted below his waist, so that he had difficulty keeping his shirttails in his trousers, and he snagged the rich Italian fabrics on the corners of his desk.


      They had been friends for nearly forty years now, first brought together when Feaver’s father had deserted the family and his mom, Estelle, had asked Sheilah Dinnerstein next door to look out for Robbie while she was working. The men had not tired of each other yet. Robbie generally reserved his lunchtimes for Mort, and every morning, after Feaver and Evon arrived, he and Mort spent a few minutes in what was called “the business meeting.” Anything but business seemed to be discussed. As Evon passed by, most of what she overheard was talk about their families. Robbie had an intense interest in the two Dinnerstein boys. Mort, on the other hand, was the only person whose inquiries about either Lorraine or Robbie’s mother were answered with more than a philosophical gesture.


      In their practice, Feaver claimed they’d never endured a disagreement. Mort shook like a leaf in the courtroom. Instead, he did all the things that Robbie despised—office management, the brief-writing, the interrogatories, routine deps, and, especially, the endless comforting demanded by their clients, who usually felt intensely victimized.


      Mort’s renowned patience was being put to the test when Evon arrived with Robbie at his door. Mort, who had won the corner office on a coin flip, had furnished it in colonial style. The credenzas and desk space were crowded with photos of his family—his wife and the two boys were all dark—and an array of sports mementos: signed basketballs, lithographs of athletic stars, a framed ticket from the Trappers’ lone playoff appearance, nearly twenty years ago now. At the moment, Mort was dealing on his speakerphone with a woman who was eager to engage the firm to sue her landlord.


      “My boyfriend was drunk. Hal? He came in. He said a few things I said some things. He threw me out the window. I broke my arm. My knee is messed up something terrible.” The woman was nasal, harsh, excitable. She stopped there. Mort scratched a hand through the thinning springy pile atop his head. There were prospective clients who contacted them out of the blue every day, most with nothing close to a case. A number came to reception, but more called in response to Feaver & Dinnerstein’s large ad in the Yellow Pages. Robbie avoided these inquiries, directing them to Evon. In just three weeks, she’d spoken to two different people who hoped to sue some branch of the government for failing to protect them from unwanted encounters with extraterrestrials. But Mort rarely screened callers. He had a moment for everyone. In the rare instances when the complaint had some potential, he’d refer the call to younger lawyers starting out, or even, in the most isolated cases, take the matter for the firm. As the saying went, though, Mort’s good deeds seldom went unpunished.


      “You said you wanted to sue your landlord,” he reminded the woman.


      “Hey, are you a lawyer?”


      Dinnerstein stared at the speaker.


      “Well,” he said, “there’s a certificate with my name on the wall.”


      “No, really. Are you a lawyer? Can I sue somebody in jail?”


      “You can. It wouldn’t be worth much.”


      “Right. So are you listening? I can’t sue my boyfriend, I gotta sue my landlord.”


      “Because your boyfriend threw you out the window?”


      “Because there weren’t any screens on the window.”


      “Ah,” said Mort. He reflected. “Would you mind terribly if I ask your weight?”


      “That’s none of your business.”


      “I understand,” said Mort, “and I hope you’ll forgive me, but if a plaintiff weighed more than Tinker Bell, I don’t think a jury anywhere in America would believe a window screen would have offered her any protection.”


      The woman dawdled a bit, considering her problem.


      “Yeah, but when I fell, I fell in a puddle. I heard that. My girlfriend made a lot of money cause her landlord left water standing around.”


      “Well, yes, if you slip on it. Not if you land in it.”


      “Are you really a lawyer?”


      As politely as possible, Mort ended the call.


      “You should have asked if she drowned in that puddle,” said Robbie. “You have plenty of evidence of oxygen deprivation to the brain.”


      Mort shrugged off the mild assault on his good nature. What could he do? Teasing was standard between the two men, and even Mort couldn’t resist chortling when Robbie reminded him of the remark about Tinker Bell. Although he was exceedingly soft-spoken, Mort had a high-pitched howling laugh and it often ricocheted through the office. Robbie and he had a thousand in-jokes Evon could never quite comprehend.


      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this case,” Robbie said eventually. He held out the Peter Petros complaint. From the start, Robbie had known that the contrived cases couldn’t remain hidden from Dinnerstein. The partners usually agreed on the matters in which they’d invest the firm’s time, and besides that, sooner or later Mort was bound to pick up a file he didn’t recognize, since one of his chief functions was correcting the potential mishaps invited by Robbie’s cavalier ways. McManis appeared more concerned about what might happen then than Sennett, who felt Robbie would be able to handle Mort. Nevertheless, several hours had gone into planning for this moment.


      The original idea had been to parade a cast of undercover agents through the office, pretending to be new clients. But Stan in time hit on something far simpler. If and when Morty came upon the cases, there was a perfect person to blame: me. George Mason, downstairs, had become a new source of referrals. As former President of the Bar Association, Mason was a stickler about actually working on the files, an ethical requirement in order to receive a referral fee. As a result, the client interviews had taken place in my office, and Mason had even scratched out a rough draft of the complaint. That was why Mort had not been party to the usual preparations.


      I was the only one who didn’t regard this notion as inspired. Unlike some criminal defense lawyers who see themselves as soldiers in an endless war against the state, I had no reluctance about encouraging my clients to cooperate with the prosecution when it would help them. But that was their obligation, not mine. I had something of a heritage to protect. Although my mother had knowingly married into the bankrupt branch of an aristocratic Virginia family, she managed to plant the flag for the social distinction she prized by naming me after my most famous ancestor. George Mason is believed to be the author of the line “All men are created equal,” which Jefferson subsequently borrowed, as well as of the Bill of Rights, which he conceived of with his friend Patrick Henry. The legacy of George Mason—the real one, as I think of him—has been quite a bit to drag around with me, but I’d always felt that in protecting the rights of the accused, I was maintaining allegiance to my distinguished relation and his vision. For his sake, not to mention my law practice, which depended on being known as a tireless foe of the prosecution, I didn’t want my name imprinted on an elaborate governmental deception like Petros.


      Sennett pressed, however: I needed an excuse for my frequent visits with Robbie and McManis, which someone in the building was bound to notice eventually. And this way, the fertilizer could be spread by Feaver, not me. Robbie could send letters to my office, mention our relationship here and there. I would merely adhere to my duty to maintain his confidences. Stan argued adeptly and I eventually sank to my ankles in the familiar bog of compromise where defense lawyers dwell.


      Robbie now delivered the cover story about good old George Mason, as Mort blinked several times behind the watery refractions of his wire-framed glasses. Misshapen by daily abuse, the specs rode at a noticeable angle across his thick nose. Evon, naturally, was astonished by the élan with which Robbie lied, especially to the friend to whom he claimed total devotion, and also by the fact that Dinnerstein, despite the years, still couldn’t see through him. Robbie explained away a few of Mort’s lingering technical questions about the case, then squired Evon from the office where Mort appeared quite satisfied.


      Evon called me at once to tell me that the plan had been sprung so that I’d be prepared if I bumped into Dinnerstein in the building. But the news left me down. From the start, I’d felt a subtle undertow emanating from Sennett, and I sensed that allowing my name to be used as a prop in the Petros stage play was only the beginning. Eventually, he’d ask me to lie actively, or to talk Robbie into some dubious stratagem, requests that would not be premised on my client’s best interests but on the grand importance of Petros to the legal community, and on my friendship with Stan. He’d want me to help him do his job, at the expense of doing mine. And what was unsettling was this: given the peculiar geometry of my relationship with Stan, and my funny fugue state at the moment, even I was not completely certain how I was going to respond.
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      FRIDAY AFTERNOONS AT THE FIRM, ROBBIE and Mort opened the bar in the rosewood cabinets of the Palace and welcomed the whole staff for a drink. It was pleasant and democratic. Evon declined alcohol, detailing, whenever she was asked, the beliefs of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints for a number of the women who had no concept about Mormons, except the Tabernacle Choir. It was a loose mood. There was talk about the week and the Super Bowl on Sunday, Dallas against Buffalo. Clinton had announced his don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy for gays in the military and two of the associates were debating it. Rashul, the black kid who ran the copying machine, knocked back several jolts from Feaver’s $90 bottle of Macallan and tried to make way with Oretta, who had him by about thirty years.


      In the old days, as daylight dwindled, Feaver would snag one or two of the younger women and take them with him to the Street of Dreams. Now, in the slipstream of Robbie’s well-known ways, Evon drifted behind him to his office shortly after six, leaving everyone to think that they were heading off for an overheated evening of their own.


      “Say, that’s good,” he said, as he was searching his desk for papers to take home in his briefcase, “the Mormon girl stuff.”


      The office door had remained open and Evon pushed it shut somewhat harder than she’d intended.


      “Not here, Feaver. You know the rules.”


      He’d had several shots of single-malt scotch. Turning to face her, he perched on the arm of his desk chair with his briefcase saddled in his lap. His tie was dragged down and his shirtsleeves were rolled.


      “The rules,” he said. “Very militaristic.” He scratched his head. “Let me ask you something I’ve been wondering. Did they give you any choice about this? Or was this like the Army? They ordered you to volunteer? FBI, you figure that’s a hard place to buck the boss.”


      “I’ve told you before, Feaver, we aren’t gonna play Twenty Questions.”


      “No? I was hoping on the way home, maybe you’d tell me about the Olympics.”


      She got the message. He was angry. The testiness with which they’d left the car after the encounter with Walter, when she’d accused him of labeling her, had festered the rest of the week, and the liquor had set it loose. They were both worn out. But she wasn’t any happier than he was. She watched him without reply.


      “How about a hint?” he asked. “I mean, what sport? Team event? Individual?”


      “How about this instead? I’ll call Sennett. And I’ll tell him to roll it up, because you’re so determined to goof on me we’re both gonna end up dead. You can go to Marion right now and I can go home. That sounds pretty good on both ends.”


      “You know,” he said, “I never liked tough guys. Even when they’re guys.”


      He was a dangerous man when he was angry. The lacquer seldom rubbed off his happy-go-lucky routine, but when it did, there was no restraint. His last shot had whipcracked across the short distance between them.


      “We’re done, Feaver. I’m not kidding about calling this off.”


      “Good. Great. Call it off. Cause I’ve got a couple of things I’ve been meaning to say anyway. I know you don’t like me. Don’t say it isn’t so, okay? I’m sure you’ve got your reasons. And maybe they’re pretty good. But I have some breaking news for you, Special Agent Whoever-You-Are: this is not the time of my life, either, not by any stretch. Okay? If everything turns out peachy, I end up a convict, maybe my best friend loses his law license thanks to me, and I’ll never be able to walk down the streets of this city where I’ve lived my entire life without thinking somebody is going to put a blade in my back. And that’s if all goes well. If it doesn’t, then I get that all-expenses trip to Marion, where you can bet I won’t ever sleep a second on my stomach. And either way, I have to put up with you, with your chip-on-the-shoulder hard-ass routine, accompanying me sixteen hours a day to every locale I visit, except the men’s room, where you just hang around the door.


      “So as far as I’m concerned, if you want to walk your stick-up-it rear end out of here, the only thing you’re going to hear from behind is applause. But don’t think I don’t know an empty threat when I hear it. Yon Sennett, he’s got a lean and hungry look. Like Shakespeare? Stan would call this off on your say-so about as soon as my mother becomes Pope. The only person on this food chain who’s lower than me, sister, is you. And we both know your career as hotshot G-man will be over as soon as you waltz out of here. I did my six months in the Marine Reserves to stay out of Nam. I know all about can-do organizations. Can’t do and you’re dirt. You’re stuck, just like me. So stop being such a jerk.”


      She felt the heat past her shoulders. All her life she’d been at the mercy of her temper. By the time she was two or three, she was regularly told she had a sore look on her face. You are scowling, young woman. Girls were not supposed to let their faces grow condensed and storm-darkened. But she did.


      “Then I guess I just have to kick your butt to get you to behave,” she told him.


      “Yeah, right.” He had a good, long laugh, the kind that would get him clocked in a barroom.


      “You’re going to make me prove it, right? I’ve taken down men twice your size. When I worked the fugitive squad in Boston, I grabbed a guy six foot six and three fifty, and I had him on the ground and cuffed when the locals got there.”


      “You didn’t hear me the first time. Why are you always telling me how well you’re hung?”


      She felt herself recoil. Then she told him to stand up. She widened her stance to face him.


      “I’ll wrestle you, baby,” he said. “Strip down to our skivvies? Little scented oil? We’ll have a gas.” Mocking, he beckoned her with both hands toward the desk behind which he remained perched.


      “Stand up, Feaver. I mean it. This is gonna happen. Or is Mr. Man scared of a woman who’s five foot four?” She closed the distance between them to a few feet and kicked off her shoes on the dark red rug.


      He closed his eyes to calculate. He exhaled. Finally he stood. He removed the suit jacket he’d just put on, then hunched over and extended his arms in a grappler’s pose, the watch and i.d. glittering on his hairy arms.


      “Okay,” he said. “Come at me, tough guy.”


      She had hit the rug and rolled up on one hand, hooking her legs around his right knee before he did much more than turn. For a moment, as she finished the leg whip and saw him drop heavily, she was frightened, certain his head would catch the green glazed edge of the desktop. Lord God, was she crazy? Would she ever be able to explain this? But he landed solidly on his chest. She could hear the breath come out of him with a sound a little like a leaking tire. His face rested on the corner of the plastic floor mat that sat under his desk chair.


      She asked if he was all right. Instead, without reply, he stood, first getting to one knee. He brushed off his shirt. There was a smudge now under the pocket that brought the white-on-white diamonds into relief, and he scratched at it for a second. From the deliberate way he moved she took it he was in pain.


      When he finally spoke, he said, “Two falls out of three.” He came around the desk and pulled two chairs out of the way. He lifted the coffee table and put it on the sofa, then he stood on the blood-colored rug, his arms again held wide.


      “Now we have some room,” he said. “You’re quick. I give you that. But I’m ready now. Come on.”


      “Look, I was making a point. I’m not trying to hurt you. I just don’t want to be sitting here for six months getting your chick act. I want you to take me seriously. And what we’re doing seriously.”


      “Scared?” he asked.


      She looked away with irritation, and while her head was still wound in the other direction, she dove at his midsection. Even as she lunged, she knew it wasn’t going to work. They’d both seen the same movies and he was ready for the sucker move. He stepped aside, grabbing her arm to avoid her, then catching her around the waist. He hoisted her off the ground, his arms locked uncomfortably close to her breasts. He was several inches taller than she was, and much stronger, more solid, than she had imagined. She rammed an elbow into one arm, and swung one foot behind his knee. In response, he dropped her suddenly to the rug and sat down on her before she could scramble away, resting his full weight on her behind. When she started to flail, he grabbed her arm and applied a half nelson.


      “Okay?” he asked. “Can we cool now?”


      Suddenly, Evon felt him let go, even before she heard the voice.


      “Oh shit,” said Eileen Ruben from the threshold. The office manager had a rattling, smoke-devastated voice and a bad blond dye job on the sad remnants of what years ago would have been called a beehive hairdo. A plastic cigarette, which had been dangling from her mouth all week as she went through yet another effort to quit, hung gummed to her lipstick as she gaped.


      “We’re wrestling,” Robbie told her.


      “What else?” asked Eileen, and with that closed the door.


      He had stood up by now and was suddenly back to himself, greatly amused.


      “See? It worked out. Everything for the best. We’re right on plan. Monday, Eileen will be out there telling everybody how I’ve already got you on the rug.”


      He was correct about that. Right on plan. But she felt no temptation to smile. She never recovered quickly from this kind of fury.


      “Now, the guy thing,” he said, “would be to go out and have a cocktail, bury the hatchet. Can you handle that?”


      “I don’t drink.” She stood up and adjusted her skirt. Her panty hose had done a virtual 360 on her waist and she headed for the ladies’ to correct that. Over her shoulder, she told him, “I’m Mormon.”


       


      SHE WAS NOT A MORMON. Her father had been raised in the Church and she might have been, too, if her mother had kept her word to her in-laws. But you go along in life, her mother said, and figure what’s right for you. By the time Evon’s oldest sister, Merrel, had been born, her mother’d turned her back on all of it. She held no doubt by then, apparently, whom Evon’s father would choose.


      They were from near Kaskia, Colorado, a little Rocky Mountain town that, in effect, had been seized from slumber during Evon’s lifetime, awakened by the arrival of resorts and malls and multiplexes. But in her childhood, people had dwelled in the Kaskia Valley with a sense of privacy. In her family there were seven children. She was fifth. Right around the place where you’d expect kids to begin getting lost. And she was lost, she supposed. That teeming house where nine people lived, ten after Maw-Maw, her mother’s mom, came to stay, swirled about her like a storm. Her parents always existed foremost in the reports of her sisters about what they’d want or expect. Don’t put your elbows on the table, Ma doesn’t like it when you put your elbows on the table. A kind of secondhand childhood as she thought of it, in which she too often felt isolated and unknown, and somehow inept.


      She was an odd duck, she knew that. She didn’t smile at the right times, she said yes when she was supposed to say no, she always realized too late when somebody was trying to be funny. She had a rear end on her that no matter how in shape she was did not seem to sit right on her frame. She’d never been at ease with folks outside her family and was forever embarrassing herself. People called her tough or callous, but the truth was she’d just never had the feel for nuance or mood. Someone asked a question, she answered plainly. She had no idea what else to do. And as people recoiled, she always thought the same thing. No one knew her. She didn’t match. What was inside her was not what people saw.


      In that mood, the mood of a lifetime, she had returned to her apartment. She’d hurt her shoulder somehow, thrashing around with that fool. Reconsidering the scene, she wanted to laugh, but a dark thread of shame laced through her heart. The agent was supposed to run the c.i., but Feaver seemed unmanageable. Or was she the one who was somehow out of control?


      Her apartment was not bad, a one-bedroom with rented motel furniture. Jim had referred to the deep-cover team from D.C. that had set her up as ‘the Movers.’ It had sounded mysterious, until they arrived with a truck and uniforms from one of the national van lines. Every item she’d packed had been vetted. Anything that could trace back to who she’d been in Des Moines the previous week—every appliance with a serial number, all the prescription drugs for her allergies—had been replaced. Evon Miller was like a doll that came with brand-new accessories.


      Once inside, the Movers swept for bugs, checked the angles from all windows and the thinness of the walls, then delivered a lengthy list of do’s and don’ts. The team leader, Dorville, handed her a wallet with a driver’s license, credit cards, social security number, even private health insurance and photos of three little girls who were supposed to be her nieces. ‘Don’t be thinking about a shopping spree,’ Dorville had told her as he’d thumbed through the plastic. ‘We pay the bills out of your check.’


      In the small entry, she stood before an illuminated mirror, prodding her shoulder to see how bad the damage was. Maybe she’d find someplace this weekend for a massage. Something hopeful spurted up at the thought, an unearthed memory of the lost body pleasures of the training room and the prospect of some balm for the tedium of the weekend. Monday through Friday, she was in motion. Once Robbie dropped her off, she’d go work out at the U., and on the way home grab something she could heat up in the microwave. Somewhere during the evening, in the midst of laundry or ESPN, she’d dictate her 302s, reporting on the day’s activities, and drop the microcassette into a zipped compartment in her briefcase. Tomorrow, under some pretext, she would deliver it to The Law Offices of James McManis.


      But the weekends dragged. On Sundays she called her mother, or her sister Merrel, from a pay phone, a different one each week, sometimes miles from her apartment. The airport was a favored location, because she had a clear view up and down the long corridors to make a tail. Next month, when it wouldn’t look so strange to an outsider, she could get together with some of the other UCAs working in McManis’s make-believe law office. For now, she was alone. She was going to watch the Super Bowl by herself in a sports bar a few blocks over, where she’d drink O’Doul’s. She could handle that. She had before.


      She was staring at herself. Even a month along, there were times she passed a mirror and thought she was wearing a mask. All that makeup! She’d worn contacts for years on the field. But the dye job and the hairdo still made her knees buckle; she looked like she’d run into a stylist who was seasick. It was the falseness she hated. When she was eleven, dressed for church—it was Easter, she believed—she’d heard an exchange between her mother and Merrel in the hallway. Merrel had twisted up Evon’s hair in a curling iron, primped her skirt. ‘Doesn’t she look wonderful?’ Merrel asked. ‘She does, she does,’ Momma had responded then let the weight of worry force itself out in a sigh. ‘But she’s never going to be that much to write home about.’ Not like Merrel, she meant, the beautiful daughter, who actually represented the county twice for Miss Colorado.


      It had always been a primary discipline to look into a mirror and see what was there. There seemed a cruel put-down in the fact they’d made her go around painted and hidden. Wasn’t life confusing enough? How had she allowed that?


      She knew this was where she had been heading, downward to confront the raw disappointment that this assignment, once so sweetly anticipated, had now become. She winced once more, with the pain in her shoulder and the accompanying memory of that tussle with Feaver. When she opened her eyes, the light from the bar of clear bulbs hanging over the mirror seemed painfully intense. She could see the granules of powder on her cheeks, the phony color of the blush. Her own green eyes were drawn tight into little points of black that somehow seemed the tiny hiding place of truth. She knew the reason she was here now. She couldn’t answer McManis in Des Moines, but tonight she knew why she’d been so eager, and why she now felt so dashed.


      She was thirty-four years old. She had a life about which some people—even an ineradicable fragment of herself—believed that the best was past, summed up by a four-inch metallic disk hanging in a special plastic box on her parents’ rec room shelf. She had her work. Her cases. Her cat. Her sibs and their kids. Church on Sunday and choir practice Thursday evenings. But she awoke in the middle of the night, often for long stretches, her heart stirring with nameless anxieties, her dreams just beyond the grasp of memory, while she was drilled by the knowledge that life was not turning out right. And then there was a little yellow Teletype from the Deputy Director. High voltage to her heart. Caps. Initials. FBI-speak. But she could decode the message, and she felt as if every word were set to song. Adventure. Importance. A step ahead of the boys, instead of a step behind. But the best, the very best part, the deepest secret, the sweetest note, was one only she could hear. For six months to two years. Maybe forever. Someone else. The blessing. The chance. She could be someone else.
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      I’D LONG CONFESSED TO ROBBIE HOW SURPRISED I was about Silvio Malatesta. I had worked with Malatesta on a judicial committee while I was President of the Kindle County Bar Association and had found him intelligent and honorable, if somewhat woolly-headed. Immediately before going on the bench, he had been a law professor at Robbie’s alma mater, Blackstone Law School here in town, a Torts scholar who liked to argue the occasional unusual case in the Appellate Court. That didn’t strike me as a career path to corruption, but Robbie rarely bothered with character assessment in this area. Some took. Most didn’t. Who would, he said, was never predictable.


      The story told by Walter Wunsch was that Malatesta, like many legal scholars, longed for the bench and the chance to make the law he’d spent years studying. Silvio lacked political connections and had turned to the overlord of his old neighborhood, Toots Nuccio, the legendary pol, mobster, and fixer. Toots had Silvio on the bench within six months. Only then did Silvio learn that his genie required more in return than a rub on his lamp.


      Now and then Toots would phone with suggestions about the way matters pending before Malatesta ought to proceed. The first time the judge had told Toots he didn’t think his call was proper. Toots had laughed and made reference to a local reporter who’d been blinded when some unknown assailant threw a beaker of muriatic acid in his face. He was the last person, Toots said, who’d asked a favor from him and refused to reciprocate. You get, you give, Nuccio told Malatesta. Silvio was much too frightened to do anything other than comply. In time, he’d learned to accept the envelopes that arrived after Nuccio’s calls, and even worked up the nerve to ask for another favor, assignment to Common Law Claims. Now Tuohey’s guys, Kosic and Sig Milacki, were the persons who stopped by with occasional guidance about the lawyers to favor. Malatesta went along in the hope he’d eventually be promoted to the Appellate Court, where he could deal more in the realm of scholarship and theory, and where the three-judge panels that decided each case reduced the prospects for venality.


      Perhaps because he remained unsettled about his situation, Malatesta’s behavior on the bench, according to Feaver, was often confounding. It surely was in Peter Petros’s case. One morning early in February, Evon found a notice in the mail setting oral argument on McManis’s motion to dismiss. Both Stan and Jim were alarmed, albeit for different reasons. Malatesta could have denied the motion without a hearing, by filing a brief written order. Sennett saw no reason for the judge to call attention to the case by holding a public session. Stan was worried that Wunsch and Malatesta were somehow onto Robbie. Feaver shrugged it off. Silvio, he said, never made sense.


      McManis’s concerns were more practical: he’d never been to court as a lawyer. Undoubtedly, during his years as an agent, he’d testified. But he’d never had to argue to a judge and he betrayed the first nervousness Evon had seen from him. The day of the hearing, Robbie stopped briefly in Jim’s office to strap on the recording equipment and to sign the consent forms. Because the FoxBIte’s batteries might run out during a lengthy wait in the courtroom, Evon would carry the remote and activate the recorder there. McManis was noticeably taciturn. Robbie assured him that the worse he looked, the better it would be under the circumstances, but McManis seemed too taut to take much comfort from the jest. He had on a blue church suit and a white shirt, and his hair, usually slightly astray, was gelled in place like a helmet.


      Evon and Robbie set out for the courthouse separately from Jim. Feaver today was fully relaxed. In fact, as he was about to enter the elevator in the Temple’s vast rotunda, something caught his attention and he jumped out, marching to the sundries counter across the way. He addressed the blind proprietor by name.


      “Leo!” The man was elderly, close to seventy and stout. His striped cane hung from a hook beside the rear displays of cigarettes and aspirin and newspapers. He wore a starched white shirt, buttoned at the collar without a tie, but he was poorly shaven. His dark glasses for some reason had been laid next to his register and he faced forward with his still, milky eyes.


      Leo and Feaver exchanged sad remarks about the Trappers, a never-ending lament now renewed with spring training imminent. As they spoke, Robbie picked up two packs of gum from one of the counter racks.


      “Whatta you god there?” asked the old man.


      “One pack of spearmint.”


      “‘One’! Sounded like you took the whole damn display.”


      “Just one, Leo.” Robbie turned to Evon and winked as he showed her both packages. She was too appalled to speak.


      Feaver again insisted that one pack was all he’d taken. Then he withdrew his alligator billfold from his pants pocket and laid a one-hundred-dollar bill in the plastic dish resting on the glass counter. There was a photo molded into the contours of the tray of a carefree young woman and the logo of Kool cigarettes. The old man picked up the bill and fingered it carefully. He rubbed at a corner a long time, rolling it between his index finger and thumb.


      “What is this?”


      “It’s a one, Leo.”


      “You got yourself stuck on ‘one’ today. I ask you how many in a dozen, you gonna say ‘one’?”


      “It’s a one, man.”


      “Uh-huh. I know you, Robbie.”


      “I swear to you, Leo, there’s a number one right on it.” His voice barely contained his laughter, he was having so much fun. “Only don’t put it in the drawer with the ones. Put it underneath. In the bottom of the register. It’s a special One.”


      “Yeah, special.” The old man made a tiny tear in one corner and lifted the cash drawer. He dropped four dimes and a penny in the tray on the counter and Robbie scooped them up.


      “You gotta stop doin this, Robbie.”


      “No, I don’t, Leo. I got no reason to stop. I’ll see you next week.” He grabbed the old man’s spotted hand to draw him forward, then kissed him squarely atop his glistening bald scalp.


      As Robbie walked back toward the elevator, he explained to Evon that Leo was his father’s first cousin.


      “He was my dad’s best friend as a kid. He went blind at thirteen from the measles, but my old man stuck by him. Even after my dad took off, my ma always gave him credit for that. ‘He didn’t turn his back on Leo, your father, I’ll say that much, he didn’t forget his cousin.’” Evon had heard Robbie’s mother’s voice emerging from the speakerphone in his office and her son had caught the old lady’s inflection precisely. Evon had to laugh and Robbie laughed himself once she did.


      “My ma used to invite Leo around. You know, I’d find them sitting there, having tea, when I got home from school, laughing like a couple of old guys in a tavern. I loved to see him. Leo can be a real card. And he told me stories about my dad. Nice stories, you know. Nice for a kid to hear. How they used to run from Evil-Eyed Flavin. Or flatten pennies on the railroad tracks. Or play ball. I’d see him sittin there with my ma, and naturally I’d think what a kid would think, you know, wishing that it was my father instead.” He looked down the hallway wistfully. The elevators dinged and the smell of bacon drifted from the cafeteria. “And you know who got him this stand here?” Robbie asked.


      “You?”


      “Well, I mean, I asked for him. But I’m dick. I ask them to hold the elevator around here, they don’t even do that. You know who I went to? You know who listened to Leo’s whole sad story and arranged it with Judge Mumphrey and the committeemen and all the other heavyweights who had to have their rings kissed? Can you guess?”


      She couldn’t.


      “Brendan Tuohey. Yeah, Brendan.” He made a sound then and another sad face. With no other recourse, she suddenly tapped her watch. Robbie had forgotten. “Shit,” he said and scowled, despairing momentarily over everything. In his hand, he noticed the packages of chewing gum and handed them to Evon. He tapped his jaw.


      “Bridgework,” he said and entered the elevator as it arrived.


       


      LIKE THE REST OF THE TEMPLE, Judge Malatesta’s courtroom had a leaden, functional air. There were straight-backed pews of yellowing birch and a matching installation of squared-off benchwork at the front for the court officers. The witness stand stood lower than the judge’s bench to which it was joined. The court reporter and clerk had desks immediately before the judge, and the lawyers’ podium was centered yet another yard or so ahead. Everything was square. The great seal of the state hung behind the judge, between two flags on standards. On the west wall, across from the windows, hung a gilt-framed portrait of the late County Executive Augustine Bolcarro, referred to by everyone as the Mayor.


      Malatesta’s call was already in progress. Lawyers bustled in and out with their briefcases and topcoats in their arms. Jim entered by himself and sat stiffly on the opposite side of the room, waiting for the case to be called. He was careful not to look in their direction, nibbling absentmindedly on his lips now and then.


      Walter, in his heavy suit, was at his crowded desk in front of the bench. He called each case and exchanged papers with the judge, receiving the ones from the concluded matter as he handed up the briefs and orders Malatesta would need next. He, too, acted as if he had not noticed them, which Evon did not take as an especially welcome sign. Sennett’s fretting about the hearing had affected her. If for some reason Malatesta ruled for McManis today, the whole Project was going to be in trouble. It would be hard to explain in D.C., or anywhere else, why their fixer had failed. This was the first concrete test to see if Robbie Feaver was more than hot air.


      “Petros v. Standard Railing, 93 CL 140,” Walter finally called out lethargically, after they’d been there nearly half an hour. Evon reached into her briefcase and clicked the remote for the FoxBIte. From the birch podium, Robbie and McManis identified themselves for the court reporter, a young black woman, who took the information down without glancing up at either of them. Evon followed Robbie up, and stood, as she’d been instructed, a few feet behind him. McManis had carried several pages of inked notes on yellow foolscap to the podium with him.


      At near range, Silvio Malatesta did not really look to Evon like a crook. That was not surprising. Crooks often didn’t run to type. Con men all had a self-impressed air, but bank robbers, on the other hand, seemed to come from any direction, plenty of gang toughs and thugs, but often the guy next door. Public corruption cases, they said, were the same, enmeshing plenty of obvious hustlers, but, often, the seemingly trustworthy.


      Malatesta fit in the latter category. He appeared pleasantly avuncular, with thinning grayish hair and heavy black-framed glasses, his small quick eyes swimming within the distortions. Even in the robe he looked slightly too thin for his clothing, his shirt gapping at the neck. He licked his lips before speaking in his mildly officious tone, a bit like a clergyman’s.


      “Well,” he said and smiled at the lawyers. “This is a very interesting matter. Very interesting. The papers here are very well drawn on each side. Both parties have had the advantage of top-rate advocacy. Now, counsel for Standard Railing—McMann?”


      Jim repeated his name.


      “Mr. McManis makes the appealing argument that a person ought not be allowed to drink himself to the point of senselessness and then blame someone else for the mishaps that follow. Mr. Feaver counters that Standard’s position is a bit of a red herring: balcony railings, he says, must needs be built of a sufficient height and durability to prevent a fall, whether the plaintiff stumbles because he’s deliberately tripped by an usher, or gets caught up in his own feet, or keels over drunk. In Mr. Feaver’s view, a railing is like a lawn mower or a pharmaceutical drug, where the manufacturer is strictly liable for any injuries that result from use of the product. The cases in other jurisdictions admittedly go in both directions.”


      With a sudden manifestation of his usual irritable look, Walter rose up from his desk and interrupted the judge. The bench was at eye height for him and he was on his toes, reaching over it like a window ledge to point out a paper he’d handed the judge before. Malatesta was evidently confused, and he covered the microphone for the courtroom’s public address system with his palm as Walter spoke to him. He was smiling faintly when he resumed.


      “Well,” he said. “I had intended to hear argument, but the calendar is crowded and Mr. Wunsch reminds me that, in light of that, I signed and filed an order last night denying Mr. McManis’s motion to dismiss. So no need to do again what’s already done. That will be the ruling of the court, with due apology to counsel. The case will proceed.” Malatesta emitted another somewhat tentative smile and directed Walter to set a date for a status. In the brief hush, the only sounds were the heat from a register below the podium and Walter’s pen scratching out an order to confirm what the judge had said.


      “But, Your Honor,” said McManis suddenly. Robbie’s head shot around. McManis was sagged over the podium with a forlorn expression. Before he could say more, Feaver thanked the judge and, as he wheeled, kicked Jim in the ankle, while he steered Evon out by the elbow. Glancing back, she saw McManis slowly gathering his papers.


      Klecker had stopped the FoxBIte and removed it from Feaver by the time Jim returned to the conference room from the courthouse.


      “‘But, Your Honor’?” screamed Robbie as soon as he saw Jim. McManis was too low-key and measured to be vulnerable to ribbing very often and Robbie made the most of the opportunity. “What were you going to do?” Robbie shouted. “Try to talk the judge into changing his mind?”


      Caught somewhere between sheepishness and amusement, McManis sat in one of the conference room barrel chairs. His tie was lowered and he appeared drained by the entire experience. It had been such a confusing moment, he finally said. After all the preparation, his instinct was to react like any other loser. McManis’s brief protest in the courtroom actually amounted to good cover, which made it that much easier for Robbie to give him the business. Evon and Klecker hailed several other agents in from the hallway to listen.


      “You’re the patsy,” Feaver screamed. “You’re supposed to lose.”


      Both Sennett and I had arrived while Robbie was carrying on. Klecker had downloaded the recording magazine to the computer equipment in the cabinet and replayed for us the brief exchange in the courtroom. Listening, McManis shook his head and said he remained utterly lost about what Malatesta had been up to. He couldn’t understand then or now why the judge would schedule a hearing only to announce he’d reached a decision last night. But Sennett, running at warp speed, saw what had happened.


      “That’s a snow job for the record,” he answered Jim. “It’s wallpaper for the derriere. This guy is really clever,” he said. “There’s going to be a perfect excuse for everything. The motion’s a close call. So Malatesta staged the hearing to show he had so little interest in who won or who lost that he even forgot he’d already ruled. If anybody ever questions him on the case, today’s transcript will be Exhibit A for the defense. We can’t drop a stitch or Malatesta’ll go right through the opening.”


      A second of hushed admiration for Stan’s deft intelligence penetrated the still air of the conference room. For the agents, perhaps, it had never been quite as clear why Sennett was in charge. He held the floor an instant longer, the smallest man there, looking about, impressing his warnings and his discipline on each of them.
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      FOR ALL HIS OVERENTHUSIASTIC OPENNESS about everything else, Robbie was guarded concerning Lorraine. At the start, he said next to nothing to Evon concerning his wife, as if to emphasize that, notwithstanding his deal with the government, in this arena they could not intrude. But after six weeks around him, Evon had absorbed a lot about Rainey and her illness. She’d learned bits from Mort or the staff. And coming and going from Robbie’s office, she’d overheard dozens of his cheerful phone calls with his wife, as well as more sober conversations with the legion of caretakers in Rainey’s life—doctors, physical therapists, occupational therapists, masseuses, nurses, and the home health care aide whom he employed twenty-four hours a day. By now he’d even ventured isolated observations to Evon about Rainey, but only a sentence or two, rather than his usual extended digressions. Recently, he’d glumly reported on the need to puree everything Lorraine ate. “Puree of steak, can you imagine? Pureed muffin? She can still taste, at least.” His lean face took on the longing, distant look of a man at sea.


      It was something of a surprise one day in mid-February when he invited Evon in to meet Lorraine. They had been in the neighborhood, down the block, in fact, meeting a prospective client. Sarah Perlan, a short and portly woman, wanted to sue the local tennis center for the Achilles tendon she’d torn when she’d stumbled on a wayward ball. When they were done at Sarah’s, Robbie had suggested a visit with Lorraine. Evon was reluctant to intrude, but he insisted Rainey wanted to meet his new paralegal.


      “I guess I’ve talked a lot about you.” His furry brows crawled up his forehead as if this phenomenon struck him as unaccountable.


      From the entry, you could imagine the interior as it had once been. Something of a neat freak, Rainey Feaver had tended to the austere, and had furnished almost exclusively in white. The living room, as Robbie had once observed, was the sort of place where a three-year-old with a chocolate bar could do as much damage as a tornado.


      But sickness had a design sense of its own. Outside the house, Robbie referred to it as the Disease Museum, a proving ground and display space for every device, simple or complex, that might somehow improve the life Lorraine had left. Along the handcrafted walnut railing that ran up the turret staircase dominating the foyer, an electric hoist now whirred along a grease-blackened track. Metal hospital rails had been applied to all the walls, and there were a number of electronic doorbells visible that Rainey had once used to summon help.


      On the first step of the staircase, he turned to Evon. “Sure you can handle this?”


      He might have thought of that before, but it was too late to turn around. The truth was that she was not good with illness. Maw-Maw, her grandmother, paralyzed after disk surgery went bad, had moved in with her parents when Evon was fifteen. Her entire existence by then was founded on physical well-being, and she was often frightened in the presence of the old woman, even sickened when a sheet or hem slipped away and she caught sight of her grandmother’s legs wasted to the width of a hockey stick. She kept what distance she could. ‘You know, it isn’t catching,’ her mother finally told her one afternoon in her customarily brutal fashion.


      This encounter would be worse. Maw-Maw’s decline had been long but natural. Rainey Feaver was thirty-eight years old and dying. There was really no hope. Some—a distinct minority of ALS patients—lived twenty years with the disease as it smoldered through their bodies. Stephen Hawking was by far the most famous of these slow-progressing cases. But Lorraine was ‘normal’—walking one day, falling down the next, and in a wheelchair within eighteen months. Her hands had weakened to the point that she could no longer hold a pencil or lift her arms above her head. And now, two and a half years after diagnosis, she could not feed herself or swallow well. She needed assistance even to remain upright on the toilet. She could not control her salivary glands, and shortly before Evon had arrived on the scene, they had been irradiated to keep Rainey from drowning in her own spit.


      There were no prizewinners for the worst disease, Robbie had told Evon. He knew this from his practice. The body could fall apart in gruesome ways not even envisioned in nightmares. But this one, ‘this rotten motherfucker of a disease,’ as he repeatedly called it, was perhaps the most insidious. Your body deserted you. The voluntary muscles weakened, spasmed painfully, and then stopped working at all. Even the minutest volitional reflexes eventually disappeared, blinking usually being the last to go, rendering a patient entirely inert. In the meantime, intellectual functions remained unimpaired. Rainey thought. She saw. And worst of all, Robbie said, she felt. Inside and out. Movement ended with ALS. But not pain. She suffered intensely and could not writhe or lift her hand far enough to massage the muscles knotted in misery.


      The Feavers had tried every potential remedy—herbalists and homeopaths and acupuncture. They’d volunteered for experimental drugs and had been accepted for one trial, a medicine that after ninety days left Rainey on the same steady downward slide. They had even gone to see a woman with a ridiculous machine made up of old vacuum tubes and a long flashing neon wand that she waved over Rainey’s torso while making a ‘woo-woo’ noise with her mouth. The scene, Robbie said, would have been worth a laugh, had they not been so humiliated faced with the unreasoning depths of their desperation.


      The Feavers’ bedroom, where Robbie still slept, was full of contraptions. Evon crept to the threshold, but went no farther inasmuch as Rainey was in the bathroom. In her absence, Robbie toured the room, pointing out various machines he’d previously described. There was something called a Hoyer lift that brought Lorraine, when she had the energy, from the large hospital bed to her wheelchair. An adjustable tray table held a speakerphone, the Easy Writer—an appliance to hold a pencil—a mechanical page turner for reading, and two remote controls for the huge theater-style TV. A glowing computer monitor sat beside the bed, along with an alphabet board on which Rainey pointed out letters when she became frustrated by her efforts to speak.


      All of this, of course, had cost—monumentally. Including the caregivers’ fees, the figure she’d heard Robbie repeat was more than $2 million. He would soon blow through the lifetime cap on his insurance and already had a suit pending against the company for several hundred thousand dollars in covered expenses they’d refused to pay. But in a situation with few blessings, money was one. He had money, buckets of money, a hundred times the resources of most families, whom this disease routinely brought to the verge of bankruptcy. In their case, Mort had told Evon once, Rainey simply would not live long enough for Robbie to spend everything.


      The process of retrieving Lorraine from the bathroom was under way. Evon retreated while Robbie assisted the aide, a tiny Filipina named Elba. Down the hall, Evon heard them encouraging Rainey as she was restored to the chair and wheeled back.


      The night before, a Sunday, Robbie had gone to a wedding. Rainey had been too fatigued to go, but having promised to take his mother, Robbie attended, ferrying the old woman back and forth from the nursing home where she lived. Rainey slept in snatches between bouts of muscle cramps and had apparently missed his return last night as well as his departure this morning. Robbie described the evening’s doings now.


      “Mother of all Jewish weddings. Right down to the sculpted chopped liver. Great food, bad wine. And even so, my Uncle Harry was drunk like always and got so sick he didn’t notice that he’d flushed his false teeth down the john.”


      Much more softly, Rainey answered. Her faint mumbling speech, a wobbly ghoulish drone with a glottal hiccup at the end of every word, was growing worse every day. For this, too, Robbie envisioned mechanical aid, a computer-controlled voice simulator that could be operated so long as Rainey had any voluntary movement remaining, even flexing her brow. Evon had heard Robbie’s discussions with his wife’s former colleagues in the computer industry who were helping. The hardware had been purchased and stored somewhere in the house, but the Feavers held out against each of these changes as long as possible, since no matter how convenient they were, there was no way to avoid the emotional impact of the lengthening shadow of decline.


      “To the nines,” he answered now. “Everybody. Inez bought a three-thousand-dollar dress—where she gets three thousand for a dress is beyond me—and as soon as she walks in, there’s Susan Schultz in the same thing. Then my Aunt Myrna shows up in this tight white number, a lady of what? Sixty? And through the fabric and her panty hose you can see the outline of the tattoo on her fanny. You don’t pick your family, right? I took my ma out on the dance floor in her wheelchair and whirled her around a few times. She got a real bang out of it.”


      Evon heard Rainey’s voice again.


      “I wish you’d been there, too,” he said more somberly.


      He refused to linger on the downbeat. Whatever his private moods, with Lorraine, Robbie was determined to be the spirit of brave optimism. On the phone, Evon had often heard him counterpoint his wife’s reports of deterioration by reminding her of some other physical element that seemed to be withstanding the physicians’ dire predictions. Frequently, he’d turned to the computer in his office to tap out a message to her, especially when he’d heard a good joke. “E-mail,” he explained to Evon, an innovation to which Lorraine had introduced him. Now his tone ascended cheerily as he announced Evon. She girded herself.


      A blast of air freshener could not fully conceal the many odors that shrank the large room—excretory smells, liniments and lotions, cramped body scents, the greasy effluvium of machines. As Evon entered, Robbie was massaging Rainey’s arm to alleviate a spasm. She was in her wheelchair, the HiRider, a huge impressive motor-driven affair, with elaborate padding and smaller wheels. Robbie had described the chair. It not only moved smoothly in every direction from a joystick control but rose to a standing position, so that once she was strapped in, Lorraine could even greet guests at the door. Tonight she simply sat, held upright by two belts across her waist and chest. She wore a high-fashion running suit, on which the zippers had been replaced with Velcro. From the corner of her mouth a crooked tube protruded, attached to a bottle of distilled water on an IV standard, which provided a steady drip to replace her saliva.


      Even behind this obstruction, Rainey Feaver’s beauty had not fully deserted her, although she looked decades older than the woman in the photo behind Robbie’s desk. The muscle waste had emaciated her, and left her head canted slightly to the left, but she apparently asked her attendant for makeup every day and her dark hair retained its luster. Somewhat caved in, her face was still striking. The remarkable violet eyes of the photograph remained vivid and fully focused on Evon as she approached.


      Hopelessly ill at ease, Evon did her best: She’d heard so much about Rainey. Robbie was proud of her courage.


      Lorraine considered that and slowly worked her mouth around several words. Her lips had lost most of their elasticity and barely responded. Rough to be you? It made no sense, and Evon had to turn to Robbie for help.


      “Lovely to meet you,” Robbie translated. He explained that certain letters had grown impossible—‘I’s especially. He smiled at his wife and touched her hand. “She always called herself a JAP.”


      “Rame joke,” Rainey said with protracted effort. Evon laughed with Elba and Robbie, but despite all warnings, Lorraine’s acuity was jolting, a dismal register of the vast inventory of thoughts and feelings even now going unvoiced. The laughter, which had rippled through Rainey like a light current, led to a spell of coughing. This reflex, too, was weakened, and in order to clear Lorraine’s air passages, little Elba bolstered Rainey and applied a cupped hand repeatedly against her back, speaking sweetly in her sharply accented voice.


      When Lorraine recovered, she resumed where she had left off. The interruption was unnoted. Life was what could be grasped in the intervals. She asked Evon about work. How long? Where from? She mustered only two-word questions. Robbie hovered over the chair and mediated. Even this woman in extremis Evon answered in her undercover identity. Robbie, who had shared nothing of his own situation with Rainey, would have wanted nothing else.


      “Whah rif?” asked Rainey. “N’by?” She was asking if Evon lived nearby, apparently curious about why Evon was here in the dwindling hours of the afternoon. Robbie explained their meeting with Sarah Perlan and said that he was going to have to drive Evon back to her place. Something struck him as he spoke, a wayward implication in the detail, and Rainey responded at once to his apparent anxiety. In the faltering moment in which Robbie vamped to cover, explaining that Evon was new to town and still without a car, a different air came into the room. Rainey Feaver had heard her share of tales from her husband, especially regarding other women, and she clearly knew she was hearing one now. Her narrow, long-jawed face could show little in the way of expression, but even at that, her eyelids fluttered in a labored way and her lovely eyes grew darker.


      “Co’ heah,” she told Evon. Evon pitched a look at Robbie, but his doting manner with his wife apparently comprehended no way to deny her. He let Evon take his place beside the chair. She bent closer because she could not hear when Rainey first spoke.


      “He rise.” It took a moment. Great, Evon thought when she understood. Perfect for the government witness. A testimonial to his dishonesty from the person who knew him best. Rainey, after a moment of recovery, had more.


      “He rise a-bow everfing,” she said. “Rememb’.”


      Evon suddenly understood that she was receiving a warning, vengeful in part, but also perhaps shared in a sisterly spirit. Robbie was not to be believed. If he said he cared, pay no attention. If he said he’d marry her when Lorraine was gone, it was only another lie. Rainey’s eyes bore in as her message fired home. Robbie intervened to save Evon.


      “She already knows that, sweetie. Everybody who hangs around me for a while knows that.” Back beside the chair, Robbie was alone in smiling at his joke. “It’ll just take her a few years to see my good side.”


      “Yes,” said Rainey. Years, she meant and went on deliberately in her watery monotone. “Then I be dea’. And you be happy.”


      Robbie took quite a while with that. His tongue was laid inside his cheek. He gave her a look, a dignified request: Don’t talk that way. But he said nothing. He bent to adjust Rainey’s legs on pieces of foam cut to cushion them, and, still without a word, turned to take Evon back to the city.


      In the car, after some time, he said, “They say things. PALS? People with ALS. It’s part of the disease. Because of the neurons that get affected in the brain stem. They lose impulse control. It’s actually funny in a way. You know, ironic. Lorraine was always one of these people who couldn’t say anything. It just built up. She burned holes in my suits. She threw my Cubans down the toilet. She once put cayenne pepper in my jockstrap. You can imagine what that was about.” A brief smile flickered up in admiration of his wife’s spunk. “But she couldn’t say what was on her mind. Now? Criminy. God, what I’ve heard.”


      Facing him, Evon had no idea what to say. Her sense of the size of what was bearing down on Rainey and Robbie was still gathering. The whole episode had left her heart feeling as if it wanted to scurry around her chest.


      The car slid to the curb beside the brown awning extending from her building. Pedestrians rushed beneath it along the refurbished brick walks in their hats and heavy coats, eager to reach the warmth of their homes. She still knew none of her neighbors. There was an insular mood to the area. Despite extensive renovation and renewal, bums and addicts could often be found in the mornings, asleep in the sandblasted doorways or beside the struggling saplings in their fancy wooden planter boxes. Local residents were in the habit of moving on with their business without greeting anyone.


      She reached for the door handle, then looked Feaver’s way. Somehow, after all her ungainliness, she managed something in her expression. In response, a hundred emotions seemed to swim through his face.


      “You know what a Yahrzeit candle is?” he asked her then. She didn’t. “It’s what Jews do to commemorate a death in the family. Mother. Brother. Every year, you light this candle. On the anniversary. And it’s the saddest goddamn thing. This candle burns for twenty-four hours in like a water glass, and even if you get up in the middle of the night, the thing is flickering, the only light in the house. My ma always lit one for her sister. And right before her stroke, I was there, you know, I go see her early in the morning, it was still dark, and I looked at this thing, sitting on the stove, this forlorn kind of light, spurting and wavering, charring the sides of the glass and getting lower all the time, and I suddenly said to myself, That’s Rainey. That’s what she is now, just a long sad candle melting, burning down to this soft puddle of stuff which will finally drown the light. That’s Rainey.”


      He’d drooped against the wooden steering wheel. She waited what seemed to be forever, but he never looked her way. Instead she left the car and watched as he zoomed from the curb and executed a smooth U-turn despite the heavy traffic, speeding back toward home.
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      UCORC’S PROTOCOLS AIMED AT AVOIDING trials in the contrived cases. A full courtroom showdown with witnesses for two sides would require both the manpower and the budget of a Hollywood production and would greatly enhance the risks of detection. Plan A was that Robbie would either win a motion that disposed of a whole case, or prevail on some other significant ruling, then declare the matter favorably settled and make a pay-off. Thus, Judge Malatesta’s denial of McManis’s motion to dismiss set the stage for Robbie to make his first recorded drop, this one to Walter Wunsch. With that, the Project would move beyond what the agents called ‘talking dirty’ to real criminality. Assuming no foul-ups, Walter would become the first trophy, the first dead-bang conviction, and the first person to squeeze when Stan began the ultimate castle siege meant to bring down Brendan Tuohey.


      About two weeks after the session in Malatesta’s courtroom, Robbie phoned Walter, imparting the good news that the judge’s ruling had forced McManis to settle Petros v. Standard Railing and arranging the drop at their customary site, the parking garage adjoining the Temple. That afternoon, Klecker arrived at McManis’s with another of his clever devices, a portable video camera with a fiber-optic lens that fit into the hinge of a dummy briefcase matching Robbie’s. McManis looked it over, then quickly vetoed its use.


      “Robbie’s never passed money before wearing hardware. It’s tough enough to keep up the cover without worrying about aiming and focusing. We’ll use the camera later.”


      “Jim,” argued Sennett, in obvious distress, “Jim, a jury will want to see the money change hands. If it’s only audio and Robbie can’t get Walter to say something about the dough, this whole thing won’t be worth much.”


      Jim would not budge. He rarely asserted the authority that UCORC had given him over operational details. In theory, Stan determined what evidence was needed, and Jim made the tactical decisions about how to obtain it, but usually Jim let Stan have his way. The best Stan could manage now was cool courtesy to hide the fact he was bridling.


      Instead, the discussion turned to how Robbie could make an overt reference to the money, something which this dark world’s strict etiquette severely discouraged. Feaver came up with the idea of delivering $15,000 to Walter, instead of the usual ten. The rationale for this largesse was found, oddly, in a problem that had been irritating Sennett for several days.


      By now Sennett had ground out six more fictitious complaints. To Stan and McManis’s amazement and chagrin, half of the new cases had been drawn to Malatesta, while none went to Barnett Skolnick. Sennett was especially eager to get to Skolnick, the one judge who dealt with Feaver without a bagman, but Robbie had no reason to complain about the assignments. His only interest was supposed to be having the case before a judge he could ‘talk to.’ However, with three specials recently added to Malatesta’s calendar, Feaver had need to be particularly ingratiating, and the additional sum would provide an excuse to address the amount of money Robbie was bringing Walter.


      But this left the agents five thousand dollars short. With some anguish, McManis wrote a check to cash on the Law Offices’ account, knowing it would require hours of paperwork for D.C., only to find the bank downstairs closed when he arrived. Ultimately Sennett had to make a series of calls. The United States Attorney returned half an hour later and drew five thousand dollars in cash from an envelope in his topcoat. He’d requisitioned the funds with his own IOU from the Drug Enforcement Administration, which kept tens of thousands of dollars in currency on hand as ‘buy money.’


      Every bill was then photocopied so it could be identified if it turned up in a search. The stack of almost two hundred bills, mostly hundreds and fifties with a sprinkling of twenties, was nearly an inch thick, even banded. Accordingly, Robbie’s habit with Walter was to deliver the cash in a cigarette carton. Wunsch was a heavy smoker, one of those nicotine fugitives regularly pacing back and forth before the Temple, coatless no matter what the weather and looking as if he was attempting to suck the cigarette dry in his race to get back to the courtroom before the judge returned to the bench.


      Finally, Robbie was wired. He let his trousers down this time without much forethought. Afterwards, Robbie grabbed the cigarette carton with the money and Evon also put on her coat. She would be in the car while Robbie and Walter met. It would be far too unsettling to Wunsch if Feaver handed over the money in front of her, but the need to overcome standard courtroom defenses meant she had to catch sight of Wunsch to confirm it was his voice on the recording. She also had to watch Robbie so she could testify at trial that he’d had no opportunity to keep the money himself. To corroborate the drop, McManis would frisk Feaver carefully as soon as he returned.


      “Now you have the scenario?” Sennett asked, reminding Robbie yet again to talk about the money. “And see if you can find out what the hell Malatesta does with all this cash. The Service,” he said, meaning the IRS, “can’t see anything.”


      That remark appeared to prick McManis, who looked up abruptly. Inter-agency rivalries are fierce, and Jim apparently knew little about the IRS’s continuing participation in the investigation, although he must have anticipated as much. In a world where catching bad guys gives life meaning, the IRS agents who’d knocked on Robbie’s door would never settle for being entirely cut out of the case. Nevertheless, knowing Sennett, I suspected Stan was putting Jim in his place, reminding him who still held the most secrets in the game of need-to-know.


      Given the significance of the first payoff, Stan wanted to listen as it was made, which meant that I, too, was invited to join McManis and Klecker in the back of the surveillance van. We each walked separately to the new federal building, where a guard cleared us to enter the garage in the basement. The van was a boxy gray Aerostar, with flashy ivory detailing on the side. The only light in the rear came from two frosted observation bubbles on either side of the vehicle, which provided a dim, wide-angle vantage on the passing world. Cables snaked all over and Klecker knelt on the rubber floor mats, hovering close to the readouts and dials of the banks of electrical equipment secured with steel belts bolted to the floor. The stale air had a strong rubbery smell. As we left the garage, Sennett, McManis, and I were seated on narrow fold-down seats hinged to the wall, under strict instructions to stay there and be quiet, so that we did not impede the work of the agents.


      The van was driven by Joe Amari, a middle-aged FBI veteran who’d clearly worked with Jim before and who posed as the law office’s investigator. Joe had coppery Sicilian skin, and black hair so thick and perfectly groomed that it looked like something from a furrier’s shelf. He had the appearance of a squat tough guy, and he was. He’d been under a dozen times, almost always on mob cases.


      The municipal parking structure adjoining the courthouse was a five-tier open-air affair built in the same buff-colored brick as the Temple. By plan, Wunsch, in an old Chesterfield topcoat, would already be lurking on the ground floor. Robbie would drive by him with no sign of recognition, racing up the circling lanes to the top floor, which, at this hour, was largely deserted. In time, we heard the Mercedes gearshift jammed into park and Robbie’s tread as he crossed to the elevator. If all went according to the standard arrangement, when the elevator’s brown doors rumbled back, Wunsch would be inside.


      Robbie and Walter had been using the elevator for drops for years now. The tiny carriage was a squeeze even for four persons and a hopeless wreck. The tiled flooring was gone in most places and the elevator reeked from its use as a pissoir by various urban vagabonds. The contraption rose and descended at an infinitesimal pace, and with awful sounds, the cables squealing and the brakes clanging like steam pipes whenever the machine slowed to an actual halt. It was used by virtually no one, particularly on the way down. Robbie was speaking even before the doors labored to a close.


      “Jesus, Wally, the old man had me wetting my socks with that Hamlet routine up there. I wrote him a great brief. What else was he looking for? Smoke signals?”


      “Shit. Silvio? Half the time he don’t know if it’s today or tomorrow. And besides, you could give the old fuck a heart attack if you said ‘reversed on appeal.’ Any chance the boys upstairs’ll bounce a case back gives him the willies. He figures somebody somewhere’s keepin track.” A reversal on appeal would draw suspicion to a case. Malatesta, as Stan had deduced, was determined to eliminate even the remotest risks of discovery. “Believe me, I had to carry on with him a long time on this one. I deserve the freakin Oscar. I had to wipe his nose and diaper his behind before he did the right thing. Anyway,” Walter concluded, in a tone meant to get down to business.


      Robbie said he’d brought some smokes. The sound of the cardboard ripping was distinct.


      “Yeah,” said Walter in time, “that’s the right brand okay.”


      “Fifteen long there.”


      “Mmm-mmm,” Walter answered quietly.


      “Cause I want the old man to remember I’m a righteous fella. You’re gonna be seeing a lot of me.” Robbie reminded Wunsch of the three new cases. Walter, predictably, was more ornery than grateful.


      “This better not be the miracle-of-the-month club,” he answered, “because after this one, Silvio’s neck’s back in his shell for a long while.”


      “This wasn’t a miracle. I had great authorities.”


      “Shit,” Walter answered. “That wasn’t what I was hearing. You better make sure Santa’s got me right on the top of his Christmas list. Santa better love me this year.”


      “We’ll write you down for a bushel and a peck and a hug around the neck.”


      “Fuck.”


      “No, here you go, look at this.” The distinct crinkling of what I knew to be a travel brochure could be heard, along with the scuffing of fabric as Feaver removed it from his pocket. Walter, like the other bagmen, expected a tip. But he preferred no cash. He had told Robbie that he had enough cash, a reference, presumably, to the share Malatesta provided from his end. More pertinently, over the years Mrs. Wunsch had figured out where Walter was likely to hide his stash and, by his reports, regularly looted it. As a result, he preferred tangible items and thought nothing of calling Robbie with requests for merchandise that had caught his eye. Robbie had it all shipped to Walter’s country cottage, where his wife seldom visited. Recently, he’d been paying Wunsch’s way to various golfing havens. He extolled the resort in Virginia portrayed in the brochure.


      “Yeah, well, I’ll go,” Walter said, “but listen, since I had to carry your water so far uphill on this thing here, I had a thought. I been looking at some irons. Oversized Graphite shafts. You seen these Berthas? Nice clubs.”


      With appropriate grumbling, Robbie now agreed to add the irons, then slid the conversation toward the topics Sennett wanted him to cover.


      “Listen, Wally, I gotta ask you one thing about the old man that’s always bugged the hell out of me. I look at him up there on the bench. The guy dresses like a hobo.” From the sound of it, Walter enjoyed the description. “And whenever I see him tooling around the courthouse, he’s in some old heap, right?”


      “ ’83 Chevy.”


      “And he and the wife still live in his mom’s old bungalow in Kewahnee, right? Isn’t that the story? So what gives? It makes me nuts wondering: Where’s it going?”


      Over the speakers, there was a momentary lapse, during which the grinding motion of the elevator mechanism and the stiff wrinkling of the brochure going inside Walter’s topcoat were audible. It was clear Wunsch did not welcome Robbie’s curiosity.


      “Feaver, this ain’t a fuckin game show. You think I ask questions. I don’t care if he’s using it in the outhouse. What’s it to you? I can’t make no sense of whatever’s goin on in Silvio’s little noggin, anyway.” Another silence followed, punctuated almost at once by the terrifying sound of the elevator brake being applied. The doors rumbled again as they retracted, followed by the scuffling of Walter’s departure. Then there was an unexpected bouncing noise and Walter’s voice was heard once more. He had apparently thrown a hand between the rubber bumpers on the closing elevator doors. Across the van, McManis tensed, anxious about the meaning of Wunsch’s return.


      “And listen,” he said. “They got a big demand on these clubs. They’re on back order. Okay? So you know, to get em, you know, they gotta be ordered right now.”


      “Gotcha,” Robbie answered. The doors, finally closed, sealed off the sound of the city clamor heard in the background in the open-air garage.


      In the van, as we listened to the elevator creak, to Robbie padding back to the auto, to the engine rumbling to life, there was an immediate air of celebration. Walter Wunsch now had a confirmed reservation in a federal penitentiary, and he’d said enough damaging things about Malatesta that the recording would be useful both in forcing Walter to turn on the judge and in corroborating him once he did it. Stan shot a thumb in the air and unfastened his seat belt so he could move around the van, hunched from the waist, shaking hands. I noticed he made it a point to start with Jim.


      Yet as Amari drove back, I felt somewhat removed. I was happy enough to see the Project succeed, but I was more stunned than I’d anticipated by the events. I had always known there were monkey-shines of some kind going on in the Kindle County Superior Court. When I began practice as a new assistant State Defender, late in the 1960s, Zeb Mayal, a bail bondsman and ward boss, still sat in open view in the Central Branch courtroom issuing instructions to everyone present, often including the judge. But in the felony courthouse, on the other side of the canyon created by U.S. 843, I was always an outsider. I’d come to the law at my father’s table, listening to him speak about the great principles of decisions, moments that remain in memory magical and intense, like the spotlight’s circle of white on a darkened stage. I didn’t understand those who saw the law only as either a commodity or a social lubricant, nor, frankly, did they know what to make of me. I had no committeeman, no parish to name, and was primly disdainful whenever someone suggested that I take steps—selling tickets, for example, to a fund-raiser—to overcome these deficits. Over time, I realized that the system that existed, whatever it was, had as one of its principal aims closing out fellows like me, with my faint Southern accent, my unfaltering manners, my Brooks Brothers apparel, and my Easton degree. I was someone who had prospects in the Center City among the suits and the towers. Most of the regulars in the felony courthouse knew they counted for little in that realm, which was one of their foremost, if unspoken, excuses for taking care of each other. And eventually, as they expected, I departed for that other world, to the federal courts, where there was officiousness, but virtually no known corruption, beyond what was suspected about a few rogue drug agents.


      Robbie’s tales of retail justice were appalling, but also somehow titillating to me, because they suggested again some stifled secret I’d been searching for during my years across the highway. And now in the banter between Robbie and Walter I heard it, the hard wisdom of their clandestine world. A strange message was communicated in the passing of cash: I know the worst about you, you know the worst about me. The claims of law, rules, the larger community, the fabled, phony distinctions of class, are all, in the end, as insubstantial as dreams. Palayer aside, the black truth, which only we dare speak and which, as a result, gives us insuperable power, is that we are all servants of selfish appetites. All. All of us.


      All.


      

        [image: image]

      


      “FIELD HOCKEY?”


      “Yes, field hockey. It’s been an Olympic sport longer than basketball.”


      “I know. Really, I know that. Guys get killed, right? In Pakistan? Somebody’s always getting brained with that thing. The cudgel.”


      “The stick.”


      “Stick. It can be dangerous.”


      She stopped and lifted her lip to show him where there was still a pink scar. His black eyes, silvered by the streetlights, shifted back and forth from the traffic. Now that he was past his initial surprise, he nodded gravely, almost slavishly, clearly hoping to forestall any dread on her part that she had finally told him.


      But she felt little regret. It was a good night. Neither one of them was down yet from the thrill of getting Walter. And, in truth, he’d guessed. About two weeks ago, he’d bought something called The Olympic Factbook and once or twice on the ride to or from work, he’d toss an event at her, usually as a non sequitur. He’d started with archery and went right through the alphabet. He was cute about it, of course, making his determination a joke, putting on a poor-mouthing, little-boy look. This morning he’d gotten to fencing, and tonight he’d had no trouble reading her smile. She was revealing only a fraction of what would come out about her eventually, now that there was certain to be a prosecution. And he’d been right at the start; he was too good an actor to blow the cover.


      “The Olympics,” he said, in dazzled admiration. Guys were always like this, staggered that a female had lived out their fantasies. “You probably couldn’t even believe it was real.”


      Some would say it hadn’t been. It was ’84, so the Soviet bloc didn’t show, but none of those teams were a power that year, so for her the glow had been largely undiminished.


      “And you were great, right?” he asked. “To make the Olympics you had to be great.”


      Great? There was too much heat in the car and she was almost groggy. She had thought she was great. In high school, she was the best in Colorado, where no more than half the high schools even played. She was runner-up for Female Athlete of the Year in-state, and received a scholarship to Iowa, one of the great programs in the country, the absolute tops west of the Mississippi. She had gone off with high hopes. She was selected for the National Senior Team as a sophomore. It meant she was being groomed for the Olympics. But two of her teammates at Iowa were also on the squad, one a defender/midfielder like her, and both of them better than she was. They were stars, bigger stars than Evon. She played in the Olympics. But she did not start. Whenever she heard people talk about the Peter Principle, rising to your highest level of incompetence, she thought about her experience in field hockey. She had worked and strived and played against the best in the world and found, in the end, that the very best were better than she was. When the team took home a bronze medal, she thought, How appropriate, how doggone appropriate.


      For Feaver, she kept it simple: she didn’t start.


      “But you were there.” He was excited by the idea, clearly gripped again by some revived feeling of his own passionate hope for stardom. He was questioning her as an expert, as someone who’d arrived, who could tell him, perhaps, how he had missed the goal. How had she found the fortitude to pay the price? Where did it come from? The drive? The spark?


      Her responses were laconic. She described practicing until long after dark, the way she had fallen asleep with a stick in her hand, not once or twice but a hundred times, reviewing moves in her head. She’d been through a stretch at Iowa when she had not spent even a single holiday with her family, a period in which Thanksgiving to her only meant prep time for the NCAAs and Christmas the “A” Camp in New Jersey, when even the Fourth of July was lost to the National Futures Tournament and in which the time devoted to sport meant it took six years for her B.A. Field hockey became a tunnel in her life, a long passage in which there was little external light. When it was suddenly over, she was like some underworld person returned to daytime, blinded, dazzled.


      But beyond detailing her devotion, she could not share an answer to his questions. She was just not as open, or sloppy, choose the word, as he was; she could never take the joy or comfort he seemed to find in revealing himself. It had just been the path that was clear to her. Her father had been a baseball star. And it turned out his ability had leaped generations like an electrical arc. Evon had his power, his surprising speed from such a bandy build, and the precision to make that astonishing triangulation about where a flying ball, her body, and her stick were going to arrive. In the game, with the moving hand of the clock feeling as if it were winding her heart tighter, with the dimension of the known universe shrunk to 100 yards by 60 and its population reduced to the other twenty-one women on the field, with grace and fury possessing her as if they were visiting from somewhere else—at those moments she was finally, fully herself, not the odd, unknown, scowling girl lost in her tumbling home.


      Her father lit up like a lantern when she played, paced the side, at times too stirred up to watch, but her mother never really seemed to care for the sight of her, even when she ran from the field in victory. Her hair clung in damp ringlets to her cheeks, her uniform was mudspotted, and her knee pads and socks were dragging down. Often, at the end of the game, she could see that she was where she had started, odd and vaguely unwelcome. Not simply because she was a girl good at what many still thought was reserved for boys, but because in her passion, in the explosive furious way she crossed the field, she was revealing something about herself, much like her scowling, which others did not want to know.


      “I had the talent,” she said. “And I worked it. For whatever that was worth.” She shrugged, unwilling to express much more. The Mercedes by now had glided to a halt in front of the awning and the handsome refinished doors at her building.


      “How far did you get? The team? Did you guys get close to a medal?”


      She waved a hand, barring further inquiry. She heard her mother’s corrosive warnings about being boastful and showy, and she was still wary, on principle, about going too far, too fast. But neither concern was the real problem.


      “I did my best, Robbie, but it’s over now. I’ve had to let it go.”


      The streets glistened in the warmth of a night thaw that would bring fog by morning. In the reflected light, she could see the fixed way he watched her. He knew about that, she realized, letting loose of the grandest hopes. Loss freighted his expression.


      “Yeah,” he said. He took quite some time before he spoke again. “If I said, Let me buy you dinner, that wouldn’t be right, would it?”


      Would it? She sighed on reflex, weighing it. But it was still too chancy. He was dashed, of course.


      “Well, okay,” he answered, but was too raw to look her way for long. His hurt, like almost everything else, was so open.


      What the hell, she thought. What the hey.


      “We took a bronze,” she said.


      “No way. Really?”


      She indulged them both by absorbing his momentary worship. A medal. An Olympic medal! You could see his heart fly at the thought. She did not surrender often to pride, fearing she could remain stuck there for life, but tonight, under his influence, she felt it fill her out. She had done that. Set her mind, scaled the heights, and returned with the vaunted trophy. Ironically, he recognized the cost, too.


      “That’s a lot to climb down from.”


      “It is,” she answered. “You realize you’re a lot later than other people in getting started on a life.”


      They talked another moment. Before she left the car, he held out his hand to shake. Congratulations, probably. Alighting, she had another thought.


      Peace.
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      “PEOPLE TALK,” ROBBIE TOLD US, “ABOUT Brendan, because Kosic and Milacki are always stuck to him like gum on your shoe. You know, it’s like, What gives? Especially with Rollo, cause Rollo’s lived for more than thirty years in the basement apartment in that big stone house of Brendan’s out in Latterly on the West Bank. And Rollo’s sort of been Brendan’s loyal liege his whole life. The story is that they’re both from the same parish, but Brendan’s a few years older, so they didn’t really get hooked up until they ended up in the same platoon in Korea. Anyway, they’re in some hellacious firefight charging up Pork Chop Hill or wherever, the Commies are kicking their living ass, and Brendan looks around and some Chink jumps out of a bush and just about empties his rifle in Rollo. When they tell the story, and I’ve heard it only about seven or eight hundred times, it’s like in the movies where the guy sort of stands there rattling from the bullets, dead already and only the recoil keeping him on his feet. Rollo’s ripped to shreds, but good brave Brendan, under no circumstances will he say quit, he throws Rollo over his back and carries him up the hill for half an hour until he gets him to a corpsman. And this, by the way, is not just a story. Brendan’s got the Silver Star at home to prove it.” Robbie paused to direct a look across the conference room table at Sennett, a warning that Brendan Tuohey would risk his life to defy his enemies.


      “Anyway, when Rollo recovers, he’s like some character in an old novel or the Book of Ruth, My life is yours, whither thou goest. I don’t know exactly what he pledged, but he’s had his nose in Brendan’s hind end ever since. Brendan becomes a cop, Rollo becomes a cop. Brendan becomes a deputy P.A., Rollo gets assigned to the P.A.’s investigation unit. Brendan becomes a judge, and pretty soon, Rollo’s the bailiff in Brendan’s courtroom.”


      Given the living arrangements, Robbie said, there was occasional sniggering. But his bet was what you saw was what you got—two crusty old bachelors, farting and walking around in their underwear. For one thing, Robbie said, Brendan’d had a thing on the side, his secretary Constanza, for more than twenty years now. Constanza was married, which suited Brendan just fine. He had once told Robbie he would no more care to live with a woman than with a parrot. ‘Love the plumage,’ he said, ‘but too much jabber. Easier this way.’ Indeed, in one of his acidic, if antic, moods, Robbie told us Tuohey had delivered a fairly entertaining monologue about why liquor was a more dependable companion than a woman. Kosic, who said almost nothing to anyone, seemed to share these attitudes. He, too, had a girlfriend, a widow, his second cousin, whom, conveniently, he could never marry.


      In Robbie’s opinion, the motive for Kosic’s and Tuohey’s living arrangements was not sex but money. Brendan had extended Kosic’s duties as bagman far beyond the usual role of a simple intermediary. The ‘rent,’ as Robbie called it, which certain Common Law Claims judges paid to remain in their courtrooms, was delivered to Kosic and never went farther. For more than a decade, Robbie had never seen Brendan reach into his pocket, even for a quarter for a newspaper. Kosic handled everything—he paid all household expenses, the light bill, the phone company, with money orders purchased at random currency exchanges and banks. Brendan had no credit cards and rarely used his checking account. Meals, vacations, clothing, his debts from his card games at Rob Roy, his country club, even the little bit on the side he had always given Constanza, were always handed over by Rollo. ‘Forgot my wallet’ was the excuse with those who did not know him well; others did not bother to ask. Occasionally, apropos of nothing, Brendan would mention his mother’s Depression-learned lessons about the evils of credit and the virtues of hard cash. Robbie had never heard anything similar from Sheilah, Mort’s mother. It was just Brendan’s play, always a step or two ahead of his imagined enemies.


      This debriefing about Kosic followed Robbie’s payoff to Walter by several days. It was occasioned by Wunsch’s warning that Robbie couldn’t expect a ‘miracle-of-the-month club’ regarding the three new contrived cases that had landed on Malatesta’s docket. From the start, Sennett and McManis had known that there was a finite number of complaints they could file in a short period. Tuohey’s cohort would feel put upon and suspicious if there were too many ‘specials’ Mort could become curious about the extraordinary volume of referrals coming upstairs from me; and the judges might grow wary if Robbie and McManis kept showing up as matched opponents, like Tracy and Hepburn. On the other hand, Stan was under continuing pressure from D.C. to keep the Project moving forward. By now he’d taken a small coterie of Assistant U.S. Attorneys into his confidence, never seen by us and rarely mentioned, but whose presence was indicated by the volumes of paperwork forthcoming in connection with each of the new complaints Stan had produced every ten days or so.


      But the judicial assignments on the new cases continued to fall out inconveniently. Besides Malatesta, two cases had gone to Gillian Sullivan, who was temporarily unapproachable. At the moment, Judge Sullivan was under intense media scrutiny that resulted from some ridiculous inebriate remarks she’d made to a Hispanic attorney who’d arrived late in her courtroom. Only one case had gone to Sherm Crowthers, who was proceeding with it at his usual phlegmatic pace. And none had been assigned to Barnett Skolnick, the only judge who accepted money from Robbie directly and the one whom Sennett was dying to bag as a way to quiet the doubters in D.C. When Sennett had suggested trying to transfer a case or two from Malatesta to Skolnick, Robbie had scoffed.


      “Sure, Stan, I’ll just give Rollo Kosic a bang on the phone and tell him the FBI prefers Judge Skolnick.” Besides, Robbie pointed out, Kosic was clearly favoring Malatesta at the moment, probably because his docket had been consumed by a lengthy environmental tort case that had limited the business he could do on the side. But now McManis had recognized that an opportunity was presented by Walter’s warning that for a while Malatesta wouldn’t risk more favorable rulings for Feaver.


      “That’s your excuse to talk to Kosic,” McManis said. “Because you need results on one of these cases right now.”


      Naturally, Stan was excited by the prospect of breaching Tuohey’s inner circle so soon. But Robbie continued to insist it was impossible.


      “I don’t do Rollo. I mean, I talk to him. He’d bounce into my usual pop stand now and then, so sometimes I’d buy him a beverage. But Rollo’s the kind of guy, you hear from him when he wants. I never call him. And no matter what, I don’t talk dirty to the guy. I couldn’t sell it. ‘Always act in your own person,’” Robbie concluded, another quote from Stanislavsky.


      “Sure you can, Robbie,” said McManis soothingly. Jim had removed his glasses. He did this whenever he became intent, so much so I’d become convinced that the glasses were windowpanes, merely part of a disguise. Now he extolled Robbie’s abilities as an actor and a salesman, and told him there’d be no problem setting up a meeting to appear accidental. “We have this little thing we do called surveillance,” said McManis. He pointed outside, meant to indicate Joe Amari. “We’ll tail Kosic for a while. When he shows up at your spot, you’ll get a call.”


      Jim had never pushed Feaver before. He was a model of reason and caution, but he’d clearly noticed what I had in Robbie’s quick-eyed resistance, something I hadn’t observed in the months I’d been his lawyer. This wasn’t a down mood, or even pre-game butterflies. Robbie Feaver was flat-out scared.


       


      ONE AFTERNOON IN LATE FEBRUARY, as Robbie and Evon were prepping a client, Heidi Brunswick, for her dep, Bonita put a call through to Robbie. He was sitting in the tall leather chair behind his desk, and as he listened he did not move. Evon assumed Lorraine had taken another bad turn. Instead, he ended by saying, “You’re the greatest,” and buzzed Bonita to get Mort, who was defending a deposition in the Palace. “Let’s go,” he told Evon. Suzy, the other paralegal, was summoned to finish with Heidi, and Robbie, with apologies to the client, ran to the door.


      “New one,” he told Evon in the elevator. By now she recognized the look. After nearly eight weeks in his office, she’d seen Feaver through major depositions, even one day of a trial that settled after jury selection. Yet nothing excited either Robbie or Mort like the prospect of signing up a new client. They reached a state of high alert, as if they’d smelled gunpowder on the air. The fact that Robbie’s days in practice were limited and that he could expect to share in the fee on these cases, even from a jail cell, did nothing to lessen his enthusiasm. But for Robbie, charming and landing a new client was a thrill in its own right, a supreme moment of performance in which success meant he’d persuaded at least one person he was a better lawyer than anyone else in the tri-cities.


      The present matter was what Robbie referred to as a “good case,” meaning there were prospects for a huge recovery. The would-be client was a thirty-six-year-old mother of three. Yesterday her doctor had sent her home from his office telling her that her chest pains were bronchitis. The paramedics had just brought her in to Sisters of Mercy’s emergency room, unconscious and fibrillating in the aftermath of a major coronary infarct. Evon understood enough of the grim alchemy of this practice, in which misfortune was turned into gold, to realize that the damages could escalate dramatically if she died, leaving three motherless children. Feaver pushed the Mercedes toward eighty on the highway. He had been tipped on the case by the administrator of the E.R.


      “We were real good friends for a while,” Robbie explained.


      He clearly knew his way around the hospital, slamming the pressure plate on the walls that swept open the doors to the E.R. with a hydraulic whoosh. His open topcoat floated behind him like a cape as he hustled to the administrator’s office.


      The woman was striking, African-American and something else, Polynesian perhaps. There was a trace of some high-cheeked ancestral beauty. She was in her mid-thirties and carefully put together, wearing a large designer scarf that covered her shoulders and was knotted mid-chest. Robbie kissed her on the cheek. She placed an arm around him in greeting and directed him at once down the corridor into the waiting area for the emergency room.


      The space was crowded, most of the people in the four rows of plastic chairs evincing the beleaguered blown-apart look of anxiety so intense it had grown numbing. A bloated young woman, with a ratted hairdo in some disarray, cradled one child, a newborn, while two more, both boys, near three, climbed around the seats, raising a commotion. She spoke to them harshly and occasionally flicked out a hand to deliver a swat that each child was already skilled in avoiding. She finally caught one of them and his howls filled the small area.


      In spite of the cold, an African-American teen was dressed on top in nothing but a white T-shirt, on which blood had already dried brown. He held one arm with the other. A crude bandage of gauze and tape was visible near his shoulder. An older woman, his mother, Evon guessed, sat beside him, humped up in a bulky brown winter coat, tossing her head in chagrin every now and then. The boy, Evon took it, had been stabbed.


      In the very last row were the people Robbie and the administrator, Taylor, were looking for, the family of the woman who was somewhere behind the curtains a hundred feet away, struggling for her life. A lumpy-looking younger man with the pallor of a potato and thinning hair appeared to be the husband. He had his hands folded piously and looked completely bewildered. Beside him was an elderly couple, a porky, hard-faced man with black hair and a pack of cigarettes bulging in his shirt pocket, and his wife, whose jaw was already trembling from the strain of prolonged weeping. She cried again as soon as she saw Robbie with Taylor. She could not wait to tell her story. Still in his coat, Robbie slid into the chair beside her and immediately took her hand.


      “Robbie Fever,” he said. Evon was sure he’d pronounced it that way: Fever. From a gold case in his suit pocket, he offered his card.


      By herself, several seats down, sat the oldest child, who, perhaps, had insisted on coming along. Neatly dressed, she was about nine, with dishwater curls. She’d sunk down in her chair, looking into her lap. She alone seemed to have fully taken on the gravity of the situation, recognizing the emotional abyss over which the entire family now teetered.


      After a while, Robbie took out his yellow pad and began to write. He followed each of the family members intently as they related the story. About ten minutes later, Mort arrived, with his slow-paced, shuffling limp, and took up the seat between the daughter and her father. He spoke first to the child. He was quiet and made no effort to humor her, but hovered, awaiting her responses. When at last he received a decisive nod, he reached into his briefcase and removed a book of crossword puzzles and a pencil. Mort turned next to the father.


      The two lawyers were like that, literally enveloping the family from both sides, when a doctor called out, “Rickmaier, who’s with Cynthia Rickmaier?” He was in operating scrubs, including the green head cover, and he was followed, somewhat timidly, by two female residents, one also dressed for surgery, the other in a long white coat with a stethoscope at her throat. The surgeon, eager to get this over with, apparently took Robbie and Mort for family members. He motioned them all to an adjoining room and began speaking as soon as he had closed the door. He did not get very far before the old woman let out a primal shriek. Grief drove her to a corner of the room, where she looked up to a crucifix above her and cried out expressions that did not quite cross the threshold to words. Her husband cast a puzzled look her way and shook his head. The doctor had continued speaking and Robbie scratched a few things on the yellow pad beside him until one of the residents seemed to take note, causing him to lay the pen aside. At that point, he followed the dead woman’s mother to the corner and put his arm around her.


      Mort, in the meantime, had steered the little girl to her father, who, even standing, still clasped his hands. He had said almost nothing, but tears coursed beneath his glasses, as his daughter leaned against him. Mort, on the other side, took her hand. He was quietly weeping himself. More startling to Evon, Robbie, when he returned to the other family members, was weeping, too, real tears leaving trails of light on both cheeks. She never cried. That was another lesson from the playing field. No tears, no matter how bad the blow.


      Robbie, in time, began talking to the family about arrangements, offering assistance with a funeral home. He motioned to Evon and gave her a phone number. As she left, she saw him reach into his briefcase for the contract. She knew the form by heart now. “We hereby exclusively retain the firm of Feaver & Dinnerstein to represent us…” He passed it and the Mont Blanc pen down to the husband, now sitting limply in a chair. His arm was around his daughter and his eyes were fixed on the large clock. His mother-in-law was demanding he sign. They were going to get the shits who did this to Cynthia. She couldn’t leave this place, she said, without knowing the process had begun.


      When Evon returned, Robbie was on his feet. His eyes were dry now. His coat was buttoned, the muffler was in place, and his briefcase was under his arm. No doubt the contract was in there. Robbie kissed the mother-in-law goodbye and said another private word to her. Before he left, he reminded the two men, even the little girl, to talk to no one else about the matter, especially not anybody from the insurance company. Refer all calls to them. Mort remained beside the little girl.


      “Make a note,” Robbie said to Evon, as soon as they were in the Mercedes. “Call Ozman County and find out when the coroner’s inquest is. We need to be there. There’s a lot riding on when the coroner fixes the time of the major infarct. If he says it was three days ago, then the doctor’s going to claim all the damage was done and even if he’d made the correct diagnosis yesterday, it wouldn’t have saved her.” Robbie gave Evon the name of a pathologist he wanted to attend the inquest with them, an expert witness who could come to an opposite conclusion from the county coroner’s, if need be.


      Feaver was pensive as he drove, allaying Evon’s worst fear that he might even celebrate. They were on the highway now and the Mercedes was a placid environment. Sisters of Mercy was far out, beyond the suburban sprawl. Here the frozen corn shocks of the autumn lay fallen, elbowing through the snows that filled the vast fields beside the road.


      “Can I ask something?” Evon said eventually. At her center, a storm of odd feelings was agitating. “When I met you, you said your name was pronounced Favor. Like ‘Do me a favor.’ But just now you said ‘Fever.’ You say it like that most of the time.”


      “Fever. Favor. I answer to both. When I was going to be a star, I thought Fever was better. Hotter, right? I go back and forth. Maybe I was trying to be a hit with you that first day.” He shrugged, with his usual whimsical appreciation for his own deviations. Most of the people around him said ‘Fever,’ in fact. “And besides,” he said, “there’s the public relations thing.”


      She didn’t understand.


      “The name was Faber. In the old country. It’s one of those Ellis Island stories. The immigration officer couldn’t understand the accent and my grandfather tried to correct him, so F, e, a, v, e, r ended up on his papers. But, you know, some people who think this way, they’ll look at me, they’ll think Favor. Faber. Jew. So I’m Fever. With the Rickmaiers. Part of the play.”


      She took her time with that. Robbie smiled briefly, pleased as always to gall her.


      “And what about the crying? Is that part of the play, too?”


      “I guess. That’s sort of our trademark. Mort and me. You know, out on the street, we compete, every guy, every gal in this business, we all think we’re the greatest trial lawyer who ever held a legal pad, we all want the work, it’s greed and ego. Like with these people. This is a good case, okay? Real good. Word’ll get around fast. Probably a dozen guys’ll have some kind of in, the aunt or the neighborhood cop or their minister, and all of them will come beat on the Rickmaiers’ door to say they know lawyers better than Feaver & Dinnerstein. I’m gonna have to stick closer to these people than the label on their shirts for at least three weeks just to deal with that. But anyway, when these other lawyers put the knock on us, they’ll ask, Did they cry for you? You know, like that’s our trick. Did they sit up and fetch?”


      “But is it?”


      “What?”


      “A trick. Can you just do that?”


      He asked her to hold the wheel and pressed his hand to his nose. He might have been meditating. When he finally faced her, beads of quicksilver brimmed in both eyes. He blinked, sending the tears down each cheek, but his grim expression gave way at once to a sly smile.


      “I’m good,” he told her as he resumed the wheel. She watched him, easing back into the gray leather, his cheeks still moist from his dramatics, while he luxuriated in the shock he inevitably inspired. He found her contempt so reliable, she realized. And with that, some premonition broke through the inner commotion. Was she being played?


      “And you can just tell yourself to cry? The way I tell myself to open and close my fist?”


      “Not exactly. I think about stuff.”


      “What stuff?”


      “Sad stuff.”


      “Well, what kind of sad stuff did you think about now?”


      He gave his chin a querulous little shake. He wasn’t saying.


      “I told you about the Olympics.”


      “That’s different,” he said. “That’s like a fact. And besides, I guessed.”


      “And I admitted it,” she said, adding, “like a fool.”


      He glanced over, apparently seeking to determine whether the self-rebuke was sincere. She stiffened her face a bit for his benefit. They drove on a mile, the only sound the unnerving hum of the tires on the cold road.


      “The girl,” he said suddenly.


      “What?”


      “I was thinking about that little girl. I was thinking about what it’s going to be like for her tomorrow morning. When she wakes up. When her eyes spring open and she’s thinking something dopey, about school or the movies or something she dreamt, and then, like an arrow right through the heart, she’s going to realize that she lost her mother. And she’s just going to fall down and down into fear, horrible fear, because she’s smart and she’ll know she can’t even figure out yet how huge and horrible this is. That’s what I was thinking.”


      “So it’s not a play. The crying?”


      “Huh?”


      She repeated herself.


      “I thought I explained this to you,” he said. “About the play.” Irritated, he revolved his head between the road and Evon. “Don’t you see this whole thing? What am I doing at that hospital? Or a funeral home? Or anyplace else I go to pick up business? I say to these people, Hey, you’re in pain, terrible pain, but I can make it better. Trust me. I hurt for you. I’ll get you money. I’ll calm your outrage. But it’s a play. Remember chaos and darkness? I’d need the power to raise the dead before I could really do anything for that little girl. Right? The money’ll be nice. But hey—”


      “So you don’t care?”


      “What? You think I stay up four nights in a row when I’m on trial because I don’t care?” Staring at her, he was suddenly paying no attention to the highway at all. He directed the Mercedes into a small wayside, where the picnic tables had been turned over so they would not be crushed by the snow load. The brown legs, cross-membered, looked like arms waving for someone’s attention. “Is that really what you think?”


      She was afraid to answer. In ire, his eyes had darkened. He was going to spout again, speechify. And she didn’t mind. She was glad actually. Except for remote moments of anger, Robbie Feaver could rarely be motivated to be fully sincere. But now something elevated was transmitted into his overorchestrated handsomeness.


      “Look, I love the spotlight. I dig the bucks. I adore getting the chance to strut around on my victory lap down Marshall Avenue whenever I win a case. But hell,” he said, “you actually think I drop to these judges just for myself? Get real. I can’t bear to come back to these people and say, I lost, you lost, fuck hope, it’s only pain, and it’s only going to get worse. I can’t do that. That’s why it’s a play. They need it. And I need it.” Carried away, he had briefly taken hold of her hands. She did not know if he drew back then because he had woken to the precariousness of that gesture, or simply in refuge from what must have flooded from her eyes. He touched his bright muffler and softly said one more thing before he again put the Mercedes in gear.


      “It’s a play.”
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      A FEW DAYS LATER, AS ROBBIE AND EVON were about to leave for the night, McManis called. Amari had followed Rollo Kosic to Robbie’s old hangout, an upscale spot called Attitude. After a hurried stop downstairs for their equipment, Evon and Robbie buffeted through the after-work crowd, the walks illuminated by the autos gridlocked in the avenues. Feaver was surprisingly chipper. His apprehensions about Kosic seemed momentarily eased by the prospect of returning to the place where many good evenings had been spent until about a year ago, when Rainey’s debility was no longer impending doom but a calamity that had arrived.


      Attitude’s long windows fronted Cahill Street, but the bar was entered through the lobby of a fancy retail arcade where headless mannequins posed elegantly in the windows. Dr. Goodbody’s, the health club at which Robbie had formerly exercised every evening, was also here in the basement. He said that the serious fitness types remained in the cellar after their workouts, sipping carrot juice and eating soy burgers. The crowd that hurried up to Attitude was more to his liking. They went to step classes, played racquetball and tennis, lifted weights for an hour, then stopped in here for tequila and cigarettes, to see if their strict physical regimen could yield any benefits more immediate than good health.


      A stylish black sign hung over the doorway and the decor within was sleek—granite tables and polished chrome railings, Italian fixtures in the shape of inverted calla lilies casting a low light. The crowd was all suits. Some prowled the tumbling scene around the bar, a long are of granite and wood. Others were settled in for the evening at the narrow tables in the slate loft, suspended overhead amid the smoke.


      A chorus rose up as soon as Robbie came through the revolving door. “Hey, ambulance chaser!” a man yelled and arrived through the bustle to embrace him. He was a beefier version of Feaver, dark, elegantly dressed, with shining black hair moussed back into a bullet-shaped do. “Where you been for Chrissake? You hanging out at the rehab hospital, trying to get the nurses to pass out your card to all the quads? I’m waiting for this guy to get a toll-free number. 1-800-PARALYZED.”


      This was Doyle Mersing, a commercial real estate agent. He put an arm around Evon as he was shaking her hand.


      “Come on, have a pop,” said Doyle. There were two women beside the stool he’d briefly vacated, one in her late thirties, the other slightly older, both with big hair and bright manicures, both smoking cigarettes and pleasantly drunk. Divorcees, Evon guessed. Neither wore a wedding ring and there was something beaten-down beneath their good cheer. Evon watched as one of them, Sylvia, darker and thinner than her companion, began focusing on Robbie. It seemed astonishingly predictable, like something in nature, a flower turning toward the sun. Sylvia began asking him questions and tossed her hair back from her face so she could give him her full attention. At Robbie’s wisecracks, Sylvia and her friend rattled in delight. After one of these explosions, Evon noticed that Sylvia had laid her hand on Robbie’s arm, apparently regarding Evon as no impediment.


      Turning away, Evon lifted her face to the smoke, the music and laughing, the smug but desperate emanations that lingered like fumes in Attitude’s atmosphere. She had never been much at ease in this kind of place. They could have used a plastic surgeon and an erector set to make her over at Elizabeth Arden and she’d still never count for much here. Even pretending to be someone else, she couldn’t project the air of frank and fearless interest that wafted off the Sylvias of the world. How did they do that? To Evon, it remained an enduring mystery.


      The bartender, Lutese, was a gorgeous black woman with strong features and perfect makeup, including dramatic shadings around the eyes. She was nearly six feet tall and in beautiful shape. She had yellow nails the length of talons. Lutese was a fortune-teller by profession, Robbie told Evon. She took that at first for a joke.


      “Speaks the truth,” said Lutese. “Happens every now and then. You better keep your eye on this boy around this place,” she warned Evon. “He’s got more lines than a zebra.” Robbie laughed but Lutese wouldn’t let up. “Watch him, I’m tellin you. He’s like a snake, strike anything that moves.”


      “I’m a one-man menagerie.”


      “Part jackass, too.”


      Mersing, who’d gone off for cigarettes, beat the pack on the heel of his palm as he returned to his stool.


      “So what’s going on in here?” Robbie asked. Despite the din, Evon could hear Robbie clearly in the earpiece. The way the instrument imposed Feaver’s voice on the hubbub was slightly disconcerting. Klecker had applied the FoxBIte units to Feaver’s thigh hurriedly, complaining about the idea of recording in a crowded saloon. ‘Way too much ambient sound. You get glasses clinking. Other people’s conversations. The defendant always ends up claiming that the guy saying “I did it” was sitting at another table.’ Robbie remained adamant that his only chance with Kosic was here after Rollo had had a couple of belts. For the moment, however, Feaver seemed in no hurry to search for him.


      “Same old,” Mersing answered. “Your friend, the one you used to call s.b.d., she’s been coming in again.”


      “Oh yeah? Tell her I say howdy.” Robbie tilted his glass back and watched the bubbles rise. “S.b.d.,” he said softly and smiled.


      Short black dress, Mersing explained when Sylvia asked. Robbie and he then conversed about a fellow named Connerty. He’d had three marriages which, all told, had not lasted a year. Currently, he was seeing someone whom Mersing referred to as “the Sicilian girl.”


      “Glows in the dark,” Robbie said.


      “Really?” The two men shared a laugh.


      Sylvia was fully entwined with Robbie now. Her arm was wrapped around his and she’d drawn him close as she sat on the polished steel barstool. Her knees, on which her nylons shone, were parted vaguely, and Feaver’s hip occupied the resulting space. A huge swell of laughter rippled through Mersing and Robbie and the two women. Evon had missed the joke.


      Looking away again, from nowhere she felt herself nearly knocked flat by longing. It arrived something like her period, always a little surprising and unwanted, with such sudden focused intensity that for a single instant she was afraid she might even cry out. And then blessedly, as ever, it passed, leaving her in the aftermath still throbbing like a bell after an alarm. The thought of a real drink, instead of her Perrier lime, tempted her briefly, but Feaver suddenly shed Sylvia. He’d spotted Kosic. He left a large tip for Lutese, before motioning Evon onward.


      Robbie had said Kosic looked like an anchovy fresh out of the can, and with that description Evon had no trouble spotting him, a stringy, sallow, silent man, who sat at the end of the bar. Just above him, a pianist played show tunes in the loft. Rollo was alone. He was always alone, according to what Robbie had said. If somebody sat down beside Rollo, he moved to the next stool, and if there were no stools left, he just stared at the wall or the bottles on the bar in front of him. He generally spoke only to Lutese or the other bartenders. He was genial with them, if you could call the exchange of a few words geniality. He laid two twenties down when he assumed his stool and quit when there was only a ten, which he left as a tip. As they came upon him now, Kosic had stolen a look at himself in the bar mirror and was patting his thinning hair back into place.


      “Rollo the K, how’s tricks?” Robbie slipped into the usual open space beside Kosic. Rollo nodded a bit and worked on his cigarette. Up above, the pianist began a rendition of “Yesterday.” Dressed entirely in black, the musician crooned along lethargically, bearing up through one more night of indignity in which any attention he received came only when the patrons reached an awkward juncture in their come-ons. Evon knew the music was going to be a problem on the recording, but there was nothing to do about it now. Kosic had yet to say a word, anyway.


      When Robbie introduced her, Rollo cranked his face over his shoulder and looked her up and down in far too frank a manner. He was out of place in here, where the air throbbed with pretense and fashion. He wore a very old tweed sportcoat and a washed-out plaid shirt. His black hair, the soggy remnants of an old d.a., spilled over his collar. His face looked dried out by drink.


      Robbie motioned to the piano bar up above and told Kosic a quick joke: A guy comes into a joint, opens his briefcase, and on the bar puts down a miniature Steinway and a little man one foot tall. The little man plays for an hour and the guy collects a number of tips. When the barkeep expresses his admiration, the man with the briefcase grimaces. ‘Whoever heard of a genie with a hearing problem? You really think I asked for a twelve-inch pee-nist?’


      Rollo took it the way he might have tried to shake off a punch, twitching out the sour leavings of a smile. He crushed his cigarette and shook his head. He drank old-fashioneds, and kept his right hand on his glass most of the time, his index finger curled inward. Robbie had explained that the nail had a sinister look, a little like the shell of a rotting walnut. It had been crushed in the service while Rollo was hauling an artillery round. It grew back black and rimpled, and was ordinarily hidden. Feaver said that was the only way to tell when Rollo was angry, since he otherwise maintained a morbid and haunting lack of affect. But when he extended that index finger at you, with that ugly token at the end, it was not a good sign.


      At the moment, Kosic took the stem of his cherry between his thumb and third finger. He gave it a twirl, then knocked the glass back, draining it and taking one of the ice cubes in his mouth. He chewed on it as Robbie and Evon stood beside him in silence. When Lutese came their way, Robbie put a fifty on the bar and surrendered his stool to Evon, asking Lutese to refill Rollo and to tell Evon her fortune. She and Robbie, even Kosic, watched while Lutese shuffled and smoothly dealt out the tarot cards, despite the glistening obstruction of her yellow nails, each curved like a parrot’s bill.


      “Home?” she heard Kosic ask Robbie very softly, apparently thinking Evon was distracted. His voice was high, a virtual countertenor. She wondered if its feminine quality accounted for his reluctance to speak.


      “Not good,” Robbie answered.


      Kosic grunted. It was not clear if that was a response to Lorraine’s condition or to the fact that Lutese had just put down his drink.


      “Listen,” Robbie said to Kosic, “I’m happy to bump into you, I got a little something. I’ve been trying to figure out who to talk to. Maybe you can give me a pointer. You don’t mind listening, right? It’s a barroom. Everybody’s gotta tell you their problems.” Robbie laughed. When Evon’s eyes drifted sideways, she saw Kosic toss another ice cube into his mouth.


      “Anyway, I got some problems in a case I filed a couple weeks back.” Robbie named it.


      “Who’d you draw?” Kosic asked neutrally. There was no way to tell if he truly didn’t recall.


      “Malatesta.”


      “Good judge,” said Kosic, then added, “Knows the law.”


      Lutese continued dealing on the granite bar top, talking to the figures on the cards as if they could hear her.


      “Right,” Evon heard Robbie say in her earpiece. “Normally, you know, I’m really happy to get him. But I got a very big problem. Case is a Structural Work Act. Client’s painting an atrium and a scaffolding collapses. Serious, serious back injuries. Herniations, L-4 and -5. So I call to tell him we filed, they always want to know, and he says, ‘I’m a little numb, I just saw my internist and I’ve got stage four cancer of the lung.’ Cancer! Now I got a hellacious problem. Case is worth zip if the insurer finds out he’s a goner, right? No loss of future earnings.”


      With considerable circumspection, Robbie detailed his troubles in having the case before Malatesta. For Robbie to have any hope of recovering much, the judge would have to quickly suspend the discovery process while Robbie attempted to settle. But Malatesta never agreed to stay discovery, a practice only judge Skolnick ordinarily allowed. Walter’s warning made it certain that Malatesta would not consider a deviation in this case.


      “So I got a bellyful on this one,” Robbie told Kosic.


      Robbie, as usual, had laid down the pitch just as Sennett and McManis had scripted it. He wasn’t asking for relief so much as issuing a warning. Everybody would end up a loser if the case remained before Malatesta. As he spoke, Robbie concentrated on the TV over the bar where mud bikes were spinning through glop. Evon was pretending to watch the piano. Looking back, she saw Kosic’s small eyes aimed at Feaver. A pure, deadly light beamed from them. He was flicking nervously at the notch over his lip, touching it again and again with his blackened fingernail. He said absolutely nothing.


      Taking the cue, Robbie shifted at once to talk of the Indiana basketball team which had clobbered the Hands, the U.’s team, last week. Kosic showed no interest. He got off his stool and threw back the diluted remains of his drink. Lutese, at that moment, laid out the last of the cards, a red queen, and stared down at it. When her wide brown eyes rose to Evon, they held a look of alarm.


      “The two-faced queen lives a lie,” she said.


      It was not clear Kosic had heard that as he pushed out, with no word of goodbye.
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      THE RECORDING WAS TERRIBLE. At the critical moments, Robbie, just as Klecker had instructed, had rounded his shoulders and hunched forward to funnel sound toward the mike, which tonight had been placed under his tie. But the piano and the singing intruded into every sentence; it was as if Robbie was speaking between measures in a karaoke bar. A woman to whom Evon had paid no attention could be heard distinctly now, whining along. ‘Now I long for yes-ter-day, ay, ay, ay.’ The recording offered no proof Kosic had even heard Robbie.


      But he had. Evon had been palpably frightened by the wave of primal menace he transmitted. As had Robbie. Sennett and I had hurried to McManis’s conference room to hear the results and Feaver now directed his attention to Stan.


      “They’re gonna make me dead,” he told him, “if I keep pushing like this. I said way too much.”


      Sennett frowned.


      “Listen, Stan,” said Robbie, “you may think I’m just afraid of the big bad wolf, but Brendan’s the only guy I know who’s an actual killer. I mean, killed with his bare hands in Korea. And would do it again today, if he thought he had to. He’s ordered hits. I mean it. That’s why he’s stayed hooked up. It’s not just for money. He wants to be able to push a button on somebody if he has to.”


      Even I had trouble believing that. Most talk of violence, even in mob cases, was gas, and I had a hard time imagining a Presiding Judge orchestrating a murder. Robbie looked around the table, where he was encountering similarly skeptical expressions from Alf and Jim and Joe Amari. As McManis had told him long ago, c.i.’s were always scared by what they were doing.


      “Here, I’ll tell you a story,” Robbie said, looking about to each of us. “I’ve told you before that Brendan’s had the same thing on the side now for more than twenty years with Constanza in his office. Constanza is like a jewel, this tiny, exquisite thing, five feet tall, perfectly shaped, and this noble Mexican face, Irish features and Indian cheekbones. Fifty plus now and still this very quiet, dignified beauty. Married lady—which is another story—with two kids, a boy, never meant for much good, and a daughter, completely the opposite.


      “And Brendan, you know, he’s been good to these kids, like he’s been to me, frankly, always looking out and concerned. Anyway, the daughter goes off to the U., with a full boat ride, and does the college-age breaking-away stuff, takes up with a boyfriend. Black kid. And not a bad kid, really. Full of himself, but hell, he’s nineteen years old. Constanza was having none of it. Not just cause he’s black. I think if he was black and Catholic, she maybe could handle it. But that’s a two-for with her. And the daughter, of course, she kicked and moaned originally, but eventually, you know, she loves her mom, life goes on, she adioses the black guy and meets a nice boy, Puerto Rican, which is next worst to Mom, but this one’s been in the seminary, so he otherwise fills the bill. Only this black kid, Artis, he won’t take no for an answer. He calls. He follows the daughter around. He won’t back off. And his life is going to hell in the process. He drops out of school. He gets strung out on something. He’s more and more desperate, and finally one night, he’s dusted his brains out, he jumps the daughter and the P.R. boyfriend, he pistol-whips the Rican, holds the girl at gunpoint, threatens to rape her, and finally, for whatever kind of jolly this is, makes her watch while he pulls his own pud.


      “Well, Constanza goes straight to Brendan. Now, Brendan, when it comes to power, Brendan gets every channel. So he’s never let go of his alliances on the Force. If he gives the call, he can have thirty uniformed coppers looking for this kid. He can make sure Artis doesn’t get bail, that he gets the treatment at the jail till his anal sphincter has the same consistency as Cream of Wheat. But that’s not good enough. Because Brendan, I guess, personally told this kid on a couple occasions, Cut it out or else. So now it’s Or Else. He gets on the phone. He calls Toots Nuccio, who was always his connect. And Brendan’s Brendan, he doesn’t ask for anything out loud. He just shoots the breeze with Toots, he tells Toots this story in passing, about this horrible thing that happened to his secretary, Constanza, and her family. ‘Can you believe this gorilla son of a bitch, what zoo’d they let him out of? It’s a shame to call yourself a human being with the likes of that walking around on the same planet. I can’t stand to breathe the same air.’ That’s all. T, h, e end for Artis. Ciao, au revoir, sayonara, bye-bye. When they found him, he had battery acid dumped on his genitals sometime before they finished him off. And it goes on the police blotter as a gang hit. ‘Pity what they do to each other.’


      “And here’s why Brendan’s a genius: because he made sure everybody close to him knew the story. His fingerprints aren’t anywhere on the hit, of course. But he tells the tale about poor Artis and smiles. ‘Makes you think there’s a God in heaven.’ But he was trying to make a different kind of believer.


      “So Uncle Brendan, he ever finds out I set him up, it’ll be the same for me, if he gets the chance. He’ll have them gut me like a fish and come by to watch my heart beat its last on the pier.”


      As it turned out, no more than a week later, Judge Gillian Sullivan, still under relentless press criticism for her insobriety, took a ninety-day administrative leave from the bench. Officially, she was hospitalized for ‘stress.’ In the interval, much of her docket was reassigned. The two contrived cases Robbie’d had languishing on her call were both transferred, one to Judge Crowthers, one to Judge Barnett Skolnick. In the course of that reshuffling, the suit of the painter who’d developed cancer was also sent to Judge Skolnick from Judge Malatesta. The only explanation on the order was ‘Reassigned for the convenience of the court.’ Kosic, whatever his suspicions, had done just as Robbie had asked. But we did not know that, that night. What we knew was only what Robbie with his skills at impressing himself meant to convey.


      These were dangerous men. Anyone who crossed them was in peril.


       


      AFTERWARDS, IN THE MERCEDES, the shadows of fright and disappointment kept them silent for quite some time as Robbie maneuvered through the dwindling traffic in the dark streets. At a stoplight, they were caught under the flickerings of a mercury lamp going bad. It reminded Evon of a question.


      “‘Glows in the dark’?”


      “Implants,” he answered, smiling wearily.


      She laughed, but there was no admiration in it. She made a remark about men.


      “Hey,” he said, “you think the women in there are better? They’re looking for rich guys and a free ride.”


      “It’s so angry. That kind of talk.”


      “They’re all angry. Most of them. Because they’re lonely and setting themselves up to feel worse by the time the evening is through. And they know it. Every one of them. The guys. The gals. They’re lonely and they’re burnouts. They know they’re taking what they can get. If I was gonna rename that place, I’d call it Sadder But Wiser.”


      “So why did you like to go?”


      “You telling me you’ve never hung out in joints like that?”


      Not like that. Not that she hadn’t had her nights, her sorties to secret places. After the Olympics, after her body stopped being such a holy shrine, she’d go out to get juiced so she could see what she’d been missing. She’d been part of the good-time group getting smashed on Friday nights in agent hangs across the nation. And there were evenings of abandoned, obliviated drinking aimed really at nothing more than getting ready to have sex. But none of it lasted. For her, these evenings were at best mistakes, at worst harshly struck notes of personal shame. And she remembered none of it with Robbie’s wistfulness. Far from sad, he’d ignited the minute they were through the door. When she repeated that observation, he seesawed his head, something short of a denial.


      “Well, I was always chasing the Myth. Like everybody else in there. You know? The myth of love. Right? Love will make me different. Love will make me better. Love will make me dig myself.”


      “But it doesn’t work,” she said. It was the first thing she’d said for herself. Naturally, he didn’t notice she wasn’t speaking about him.


      “At the time? Romancing, getting there? It worked. In the sack? It worked. A lot. Because I was really there. And she was really there. The whole experience is beyond bullshit, right? It’s beyond everything else in my life I’ve fucked up. I don’t have a past or a law practice or a sick wife at home. And neither does she. I can be happy. And so can she. We can make each other happy. I can be something great and good to her. And she can be that way to me. And for an hour or a night, for a while, man, we can love each other for it.


      “You know, sometimes, I’d just sort of wake to it, like, Here I am, sharing this experience, intimacy, I mean close this way, all ways, to a person I didn’t even know existed six hours ago, and I’d ask myself, Is this so bad? Is this really so goddamn wrong? For me, you know, I’m not one of these guys who thinks sex is the only thing in life, but it was glorious. That’s all. Glory us.” He spelled it. “That’s how I’d think of the word.”


      He’d gotten caught up and looked across to her in the dark auto. There was something soft on the radio and she found herself unable to answer him. The unguarded way he spoke about himself, as if he were somebody else, open to himself and anyone within the sound of his voice, was often breathtaking.


      “It’s just when it was over,” he said. “By the end, it didn’t work. Jesus, afterwards, it was always like I could never get out of there fast enough. I don’t know what it was. Embarrassed, I guess. You know, that creature need made such a big jerk out of me. Or that I’d thought she was more beautiful. But what was worst was probably just seeing how separate we were. At the end of things. She was here, with whatever it was—her classes tomorrow at cosmetology school and her dad, a copper cold-cocking himself with brandy every night, and her mom saying novenas. She had her life and our minute hadn’t really changed anything. All the women—I never spent the night. Even when I was single. Even Lorraine. After we were engaged, you know, naturally. But not before. And even there, the first few times—I mean, she was like, Robbie, come on already. So I stayed. But I didn’t sleep. Not a wink.


      “But next year, two years from now, whenever it happens,” he said, with the same unruffled knowledge of the future and himself, “give me three single-malt whiskeys on a Friday night, give me the whole scene, the jostling by the bar, the jokes, the cigarettes, the shouting over the music so loud it feels like big wings beating the air—give me the whole shot and I’ll believe it. Big time. The Myth. I’ll be right back there, spotting somebody across the room and thinking, Yeah, she’s it, if I can get with her, I’ll be great.”


      Evon had no trouble envisioning that. She could see him, with two or three Sylvias attending him, the dashing millionaire lawyer catching sight of someone else, younger, prettier, more perfect, the one who for a second could make him better than he was. A throb of what had passed through her in the bar briefly revisited and Evon looked out the window at the hulking dark buildings of the city. He’d ask that perfect young woman what numbers she liked, even or odd. She knew that much. He laughed when she predicted that, asking him what would come next.


      “Everybody likes even numbers,” he said. “That’s how it turns out.”


      “So what do you say then?”


      “I don’t know. I’d probably tell you about me. What I like, don’t like. I didn’t like horror movies when I was a kid and I still don’t. I bet you do, right?”


      “Right.”


      “Sure. But I like thunder. Most people don’t like thunder. Bam! I think that’s a gas.” He smacked his gloves together.


      And then? she asked.


      “I’d probably ask you what you’re afraid of. You know, really scared of. That’s a great one.”


      “And what kind of answers do you get?”


      “Well, it depends how drunk you are, how honest. I’ve heard it all. Breast cancer. That’s a very big one. Driving at night or on snow. Rape, naturally. Spiders. Rodents. Elevators. One woman—I really dug her for this—she told me that there’s some little piece of her that still gets scared when she hears the toilet flush. And there’s a lot of stuff people can’t really name: Things that go bump in the night. The bogeyman.”


      “And what do you tell them you’re scared of?”


      “Truth? I make it up. Whatever will play. If she says breast cancer, I’ll say, ‘Amazing, God, my old man died of breast cancer. What man gets breast cancer? Two in ten thousand. But I’m scared to death of that.’”


      “That’s not true, though, right?”


      “My old man may be alive for all I know.”


      “But they buy it?”


      “Some. The ones who want to go with me. Either she buys it or she knows at least that I care about making her comfortable. So she’s not afraid to get on to what happens next. You know?”


      Evon didn’t answer.


      “If it’s perfect,” he said, “we have a good meal, and we split a bottle of some red wine so fantastic it could burn a hole in your sock. And then we drift back to her homestead or the Dulcimer, and I always ask this…” He dared for a second to look her way. “Where should I touch you first?”


      She was briefly aware of the river of sensation rushing past her shoulders.


      “Maybe you want me to come up softly from behind and put my palms on your hips. Maybe you like having your breasts touched in just this way. Almost not a touch. A hint. A grazing. Like a breath. So that your nipples get so hard it’s a little painful in your clothing.”


      “Not me,” she said quietly. “Don’t talk about me.” The words had not quite cleared her throat. She had thought when she started to speak that she was going to tell him to stop completely.


      “I take my time with the clothes. I’ve never cared for the strip-down-and-do-it stuff, like there’s a meter going in a taxi. Some people, all this buildup, and then it’s, Hey, let’s get it over with. I take my time. A skirt, a blouse. I like the layers. I like to say hello to each new part like it’s a jewel. Hey, look at this elbow! This shoulder. Then something sudden. Maybe I slide my tongue halfway down her ear. But I want it to be right. Everybody’s so different when it comes down to, you know, the little mannerisms of pleasure. Hard or slow. Touch me here but not there. I always want to know. I want both of us to be free. This one gets off by rubbing my business with her titties, and that one can’t come unless my finger’s up her fanny. But it’s always a gift. Always. Even if it was a five-minute stand-up in a phone booth, I’ve kept a piece of every woman I’ve ever made love to with me. Glory us,” he concluded.


      She had not said a thing. Sometimes it was amazing that life had gone on. It went on and you didn’t know exactly what had happened. She didn’t know now. Across the city, somewhere, a lowing truck horn boomed out. She was going to tell him to stop. For good. If he went on, she’d tell him. But he didn’t.


      “So what are you scared of?” he asked. She laughed, but he insisted. She didn’t have to reveal any details of her forsaken identity, he said, but she couldn’t simply be the interrogator. “What’s your Big One?” he asked her.


      She looked out the window. Near nine o’clock, a young boy who had apparently been sent down the block to the corner store waited for the light, coatless in the cold as he clutched a brown sack.


      “Death,” she said.


      “That doesn’t count. Everybody’s scared of death.”


      “No, I mean, it’s very strange. Some moments, I just know it. As if there’s a record stuck in my head. ‘This will end. This will end. This will end.’ I just see the light closing off, me disappearing. I can’t even move I’m so scared.” Alone. That was the worst part somehow. Fully, inalterably alone. She did not say that.


      He took his time. Reflections from the road ran up the front window as the car started forward again from a light. With his serious mood, his handsomeness once more took on depth.


      “And you?” she asked. “What’s your Big One?”


      “Me?” He shook his head.


      “Come on.”


      “No laughing, right? That’s definitely part of the deal. I never laugh. I mean, a girl once told me she was afraid that as she got older she’d get ugly feet. And she meant it. I didn’t even laugh at her.”


      She promised, but he took another moment.


      “Sometimes I wake up at night—I mean, this is ridiculous—but sometimes I wake up, it’s dark, and I don’t know who I am. I’m just petrified. I don’t know if I can’t remember because I’m so terrified or if it’s the other way around. I mean, I can remember my name. If someone called me Robbie, sure, I’d answer. But I don’t really feel a part of anything else. I’m just sort of floating, groping along in the dark, waiting, waiting and waiting, until it comes back to me, who I am, what I am, the center. And I’m just terrified. Does that sound too weird?”


      “Uh-uh.”


      “You’re being nice.”


      “No, I’m not.” She tried again for one second to call herself back, to think about what she was doing, and then once again succumbed. “Now. Doing this. Being UC. Undercover? I wake up and that’s exactly how I am. ‘Who am I? Who am I?’ As if I have to wait to be told.”


      They were in front of her apartment.


      “Frightening,” he said.


      “Really,” she answered.


      She turned to him then, but he had the good sense, whatever you’d call it, the intuition to make no move. He was going to let her come to him and in some infinitesimal fraction of time seemed to know that even now that was not what she’d choose. She endured an instant of pain so intense and familiar that it seemed almost a friend, then with a single solemn nod in his direction she left the comfort of the Mercedes and, in the harsh wind of the midwestern winter, picked her way between the ice patches on the street, returning to the place where she lived.
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      “THERE ARE DEAD MEN,” SAID ROBBIE Feaver, “who are not as dumb as Barnett Skolnick. You stand before the bench, you think, God, how did this ox ever pass the bar exam? Then you realize he didn’t. Knuckles, his brother, fixed it.”


      Knuckles, long gone now, was said to have fixed much more in his time than the bar exam. An associate of Toots Nuccio, he drew on the same wellsprings of influence, political clout enhanced by substantial mob ties. His nickname referred to his right hand, misshapen as the result of an infamous racial brawl at Trappers Field in the 1940s. He had been a downtown party committeeman, and the proprietor of a vast insurance agency that enjoyed uncanny success in underwriting municipal agencies.


      “As the story goes,” Robbie told us, “Knuckles had to put Barney on the bench because he was too dim to practice. The guy can’t zip his fly without an instruction book. These days, at least, he looks like a judge. Beautiful head of white hair. But he just sort of sits there with this sweet, terrified expression. ‘Gosh, I like you all, please don’t ask me any hard questions.’ Rules of evidence? This schmo’s been on the bench twenty-six years and he couldn’t guess what hearsay is if you gave him multiple-choice. God only knows what Brendan owed Knuckles. Skolnick’s been here since Brendan became Presiding Judge.”


      It was late afternoon. The sun was dying with style, looking, in its descent, as if it might burn a hole in the river. We sat with pretzels and soft drinks in the conference room while Robbie went on. By now all of the UCAs would make it a point to crowd into the room for Robbie’s debriefings, extended adventures, as they were, in the oral tradition. With his shirtsleeves rolled and his hands flowing through the air, Robbie worked his audience with care, aiming some gesture of connection—a deft smile, a decisive nod—at every person. Watching, I often thought about how magical he must have been before a jury.


      “For all of it, it’s still hard to hate Barney. I know you’ll never believe this, Stan, but he’s a sweet guy. Doesn’t want to hurt a soul. Honest to God, he takes the money because his big brother told him to. They even tell a story about Skolnick, Lord knows if it’s true, but it’s a great tale. About twenty years ago, he’s sitting in Divorce, not long after he first came on the bench. I can’t remember who the lawyers were, two of the gods over there, guys who can talk to the judges. Well, apparently Skolnick’s getting ready to start trial, and all the sudden he calls the attorneys back into chambers, just them, and he gets the two into the far corner and in this iddy-biddy little voice he says, ‘Just so you know, the dough is even, so I gotta decide this straight.’”


      According to Robbie, Skolnick had been bagged for several years by his court reporter, a Hasidic Jew by the name of Pincus Lebovic. Blue-eyed and foxy-looking behind the dense brown growth of his beard and pais, Pincus in his dark, outdated suits presided over the courtroom in a style bordering on tyrannical. He was cold-blooded and peremptory. It was even said that, on occasion, Pincus would halt proceedings, purportedly to change the paper in his stenographic machine, but actually to take the judge back to chambers to give him directions or, even, a scolding. The recognized brains of the team, Pincus handled all arrangements with the lawyers who ‘talked’ to the judge.


      Then, last spring, Pincus’s seventh child, his first son, was struck with encephalitis. Like a body on a bier, the boy floated toward the gates of death and lingered there for days. Pincus and his wife and their daughters sat beside the boy’s hospital bed, singing to him, praying over the small, somnolent form, and begging the boy, whenever he could be roused, not to leave them. He did not. No one knew exactly what the terms were of the bargain Pincus had struck with the Almighty, but he was a changed person. He grew almost affable, and was unpleasant only when approached in his role as intermediary. He was now adamant in his refusal to take part in any further ugliness.


      For some months there was, in effect, a corruption embargo in Skolnick’s courtroom. Skolnick was far too kindhearted to dismiss his court reporter and not quite certain anyway what Pincus, in his reformed state of godliness, might say when questioned about the reasons for his departure by the likes of Stew Dubinsky, who covered the courthouse for the Trib. For a few weeks, the judge succeeded in convincing his secretary, Eleanor McTierney, to handle the envelopes, but Eleanor’s husband was a police lieutenant, whose scruples stretched no further than to live and let live. At sixty-eight, Skolnick might have simply gone without, but that would have meant cutting off Tuohey as well. As a result, Skolnick would have had to accept demotion to a less esteemed courtroom—Housing Court or, worse, the ultimate hellhole, Juvenile—the kind of ego blow that Barney, like most victims of justifiable self-doubt, would have found devastating. Thus, in desperation, Skolnick began dealing hand to hand with a few well-accepted insiders, Robbie among them.


      Skolnick, at least, had the sense not to allow money to pass within the courthouse. Instead, he established a schmaltzy routine in which the briber-to-be left a message from ‘tomorrow’s luncheon committee.’ The next day, at 12.30 p.m. sharp, the attorney would take a position curbside, right in front of the Temple, possessed of a cash-filled envelope and a vexed expression. Skolnick, in his Lincoln, would tool by and, noting a familiar face, pull over, inquiring if there was a problem. The lawyer would then impart a tale of automotive woe—car wouldn’t start, had been towed, stolen, sideswiped—and Judge Skolnick would offer emergency transportation. Skolnick would then circle through the Center City, while the lawyer in the passenger seat stuffed the envelope into the breach between the red calfskin backrest and the front bench.


      Robbie had done this once last September, not long before Stan and his companions from the IRS had arrived on the flagstone stoop of his home. Feaver was due for another visit with Skolnick now, in early March, because Skolnick had ruled in Robbie’s favor only a day or two after the case reassigned from Judge Sullivan had arrived on his docket. In that matter, Hall v. Sentinel Repair, Skolnick had ruled that Robbie’s client, a driver paralyzed when the brakes failed on his truck, was eligible to receive punitive damages from the repair service that had found the vehicle roadworthy. Unlike Malatesta, Skolnick had dealt with the matter summarily, issuing a brief written order. Robbie would now tell the judge that the case had been settled favorably and would leave the envelope behind in appreciation.


      Sennett was under increasing pressure from D.C. to justify the expense of the Project by scoring against one of the primary targets. Given that, and the fact that this would be Petros’s first direct payoff to a judge, Sennett wanted it in Technicolor. The afternoon before Robbie was scheduled to see Skolnick, Klecker visited the section reserved for judges’ cars on the first floor of the Temple parking garage, the same building where Robbie and Walter had met. With local agents covering Alf from all sides, he drove an ice pick through three of Judge Skolnick’s tires. When Skolnick trudged out of the courthouse for the day, in an old rabbit hat and a lumpy muffler knitted by his granddaughter, the agents had him under surveillance. They radioed Alf, and just as Skolnick reached the lamed automobile, Klecker came ripping down the concrete ramp in a tow truck with a huge smoking engine. He jumped on the brake and leaped from the vehicle in a greasy jumpsuit and a seed cap. Alf had a bridge, a memento of his years as a high school ice hockey player in Minnesota, and he had removed his front teeth as part of his disguise. The agents said that when he talked he was pretty much a dead ringer for Sylvester, the puddy-tat.


      “Got you too?” asked Alf.


      “Hah?” replied Skolnick. He was still shaking his head in embittered wonderment at the sight of the flats.


      Alf related that miscreant youths had apparently gone through the parking garage popping tires on a number of cars. He offered to tow Skolnick’s Lincoln. Given the hour, he could not return it that night, but he promised to drive the car back to the judge’s house by eight the next morning. He’d give Skolnick a great price on tires and would even reduce the towing fee, assuming the judge wouldn’t forget Alf next time he needed to talk to somebody with a little pull in the courthouse when one of his guys got in a scrape on a repo.


      When the vehicle was returned to Skolnick, it was somewhat enhanced. As promised, it had three fresh Dunlop X80s. It also sported a new rearview mirror, a one-way, into which a fiber-optic lens and a mike had been inserted. The input devices were wired to a 2.4 GHz cordless sound camera resting on the ribs of the auto’s ceiling. Leads ran down from the roof, through the hollow temple beside the windshield, to an existing junction box under the hood, so that the car’s battery powered the camera.


      “Fry the guy with his own juice.” Alf beamed at his achievements. He described the apparatus to Robbie when we met at McManis’s about eleven-thirty on the morning of March 5 to prepare for the encounter with Skolnick. The camera, which was turned on and off by remote, operated much like a cordless phone. It emitted a black-and-white video signal over four channels. Along with the audio output, the impulse could be picked up from a surveillance van as far away as four hundred feet. The transmission was admittedly subject to occasional interference, and as a backup, Robbie was also wired with the recording component of the FoxBIte. It was Velcroed today to the small of his back in order to avoid any revealing bulges at the thigh when Feaver sat with the judge on the lipstick-red leather seat of the Lincoln.


      Along with Sennett and McManis, I had my reserved spot in the surveillance van. We circled in front of the Temple, waiting for Skolnick to pick up Feaver. Amid the thick electrical odors, Klecker crawled around on the van floor in a snake pit of cables. A small monitor with a twelve-inch screen and a VCR had been added atop the pyramid of equipment that had been there the day Robbie paid off Walter.


      “We’re going,” Joe Amari called from the front, meaning that Skolnick had arrived and Robbie was on board. Joe’s responsibility on Petros was surveillance. Sennett had allowed him to put together a select group of local agents from the Kindle County Division to help. As he weaved through the traffic, he made hand signals to the other cars. He wore a radio headset with a mike, which dented his smooth hairdo, but Klecker wanted him to stay off the air, if possible, to avoid disrupting the camera’s signal, the same reason he’d removed the broadcasting component from the FoxBIte.


      For the moment, Joe’s assignment was to pull close enough to Skolnick that the camera could be activated by way of the remote Klecker held. Although the camera functioned from some distance, the infrared remote that controlled it worked only within thirty feet. It was plain from the tense instructions Stan issued to both Alf and Joe that he’d had some trouble convincing Moira Winchell, Chief Judge of the Federal District Court, to sign the warrant authorizing installation of the camera. The nature of the intrusion had seemingly mortified her, inasmuch as Moira was both a judge and a car owner. Stan had reminded the agents that Judge Winchell had directed that the camera could be turned on only when Feaver was seen with Skolnick in the auto.


      “Hit it,” Amari yelled out now. The small black-and-white monitor sprang to life, and we all canted forward in anticipation, while Klecker activated the VCR.


      The bribery of judges is eternal. At common law, before there were statutes and codes, the word ‘bribe’ meant only this: a benefit conferred to influence a judge. It began as soon as King John signed Magna Carta and set up the courts. Probably before. Probably when Adam tried to reason with God about Eve, the first man offered Him something on the side. What we were there to see held the fierce primal attraction of any elemental wrong.


      The initial picture was unfocused, a Hadean scene in which Robbie and Skolnick were reduced to images as indistinct as smoke. Klecker called directions to Amari, while Alf frantically squeezed buttons on the tiny remote. As always, the picture got worse before it got better, and then Skolnick detoured through Lower River, a covered roadway where the light was poor. But when he emerged, a relatively crisp image appeared, Feaver and Skolnick each slightly distorted by the wide-angle lens. If we fell farther behind, the digital imagery became weirdly aligned, so that little pieces of Robbie and Skolnick slid off the screen. But when Amari was able to stay within seven or eight car lengths, there was good reception.


      The two men started out with warm greetings and ranged companionably over a number of topics. At McManis’s instruction, Robbie also complained about having had his tires punctured yesterday in the courthouse garage, and he and Skolnick bemoaned their shared misfortune and the deterioration of society.


      “These kids! What momzerim,” said Skolnick and held up a thick finger. “They’re almost as bad as we were!” He laughed, very much the genial, bovine creature Robbie had described. He was portly and florid, with a large broad nose, and that majestic spume of pure white hair cresting in a high old-fashioned pompadour. Skolnick asked after Mort, whose father he apparently knew from some shared affiliation with a Jewish organization, and then, more gently, about Robbie’s wife.


      “Ay, Robbie,” he said after Feaver finished his matter-of-fact rundown on the crushing grip of the disease. “My heart goes out. Truly. You’ve been a rock for this girl.”


      “Not me, Judge. She’s the one who’s amazing. I look in her eyes every night and it’s solid courage.” Robbie’s voice curled around the edges, and Skolnick, while driving—and in the very center of the broadcast image—briefly touched Feaver’s hand. Watching across from me, Sennett scowled, apparently contemplating the effect of Skolnick’s tenderness on a jury.


      Shaking off despair, Robbie reached into his briefcase and circumspectly removed the envelope the agents had prepared. Knowing the sight line of the camera in advance, he held the package against his chest so it was fully visible. Then with the stylized rigmarole these scenes apparently required, he let the envelope slip from his fingers to the seat and, not quite on camera, jammed it into the crevice under the backrest. Skolnick, who was supposed to remain blind to these maneuvers in order to have deniability later, predictably forgot his role. At one point he actually turned from the road to watch Feaver, although he was wise enough to avoid any direct comment.


      “So, Robbie, what’s doing?” he asked neutrally. “I haven’t seen you in a while. I was surprised to see you called.”


      “New case, Judge,” he answered, and described the matter which Kosic had transferred from Malatesta. Stan insisted Robbie had to ask for a favor now on that matter. If Robbie simply delivered a payoff on the first case, the one concerning the truck driver that had passed to Skolnick from Gillian Sullivan, a defense lawyer might attempt to characterize the payment as akin to a gift, inasmuch as Robbie had never spoken to Skolnick about the trucker’s lawsuit. Thus, Stan wanted to make sure that money changing hands was linked to a request for favorable action, albeit on another matter. Robbie told the story of the painter with cancer movingly. But he made it plain he was hoping to bamboozle his opponent.


      “See, Judge, I gotta get a stay of discovery. The defense, this lump McManis, they’ve got no idea about the c.a., the cancer? If we start with deps and medical records, then boom bang bing, they find out. After that, the lost-wages component in my case? Out the window. ‘Sorry for your disability, but you’re gonna be dead anyway.’ So I need the stay, while I try to hondle with McManis. And the worst part, Judge, this poor bird’s a widower. So if I don’t bring home the bacon, we got three kids with no mother, no father, and not even a pot to pee in.”


      “Oy vay,” said Skolnick. “How old, the kinder?”


      “The oldest is eight,” said Robbie.


      “Vay iz mir,” said Skolnick.


      Sennett winced again at the last part. Robbie was making this up as he went, lying with his customary éclat, but by painting a bleak picture of the consequences to the family, Robbie was lending an element of humane justification to the misconduct he was requesting. Skolnick, in fact, was quick to explain that from his perspective the whole matter was rather routine.


      “In my courtroom, Robbie, you know how it is, somebody makes a motion to dismiss, a motion for summary judgment, something that can dispose of the whole case, I stay discovery. Everybody else, these days, they want litigation to be like an express train. Who cares what it costs, so long as it moves fast? But I stay discovery. That’s my practice for twenty-six years. So you make a motion, say, for judgment on the pleadings, I stay discovery. That’s how it is. Nu?” Skolnick shrugged as if it was all quite beyond his control. “Now you want help with your judgment on the pleadings? Don’t talk to me. My angina will act up.” The judge quivered with laughter. A judgment on the pleadings would have declared victory for Robbie on the sole basis of his complaint and McManis’s answer, something that rarely occurred. Across from me, Sennett’s frown had deepened, as the judge had cheerfully outlined the bounds of propriety. Skolnick was suggesting he wouldn’t really do anything wrong.


      “I hope that’s not why you’re monkeying with the seat,” Skolnick added. “Cause of this new case.”


      Robbie was briefly drawn up short by the unexpected reference to the money. All of us were.


      “No, Judge. That’s Hall. We got a great result after you stuffed them on their motion to strike my claim for punitives. I mean, that’s why I’m here.” In shadowy terms, Robbie reminded Skolnick of the first case about the injured truck driver whose brakes had failed. Skolnick searched his memory, his eyes thick with the effort. He concluded with a robust shake of his head.


      “Neh, that’s Gillian, Robbie. She’d drawn the order when I got the case. We just filed it. You oughta see her, poor thing.” He gossiped sympathetically about Judge Sullivan’s battle with drink. Adroitly, Robbie promised Skolnick that he’d visit Sullivan, too, but Skolnick continued vigorously revolving his head. “Neh,” he said again, “take that there”—he dared to motion in the direction of the envelope—“take it home.”


      “Oh fuck!” Sennett shouted. His scream shot through the van. Up front, Amari pounded the brake and jerked around to see what was wrong. Stan waved him ahead, but it was too late. We’d missed the next light. As Robbie and Skolnick cruised on, we watched the small screen waver and flicker and finally dissolve to snow. Then the sound began to break up, too, sizzling into static. Klecker spun the dials futilely as Sennett cursed, his hands and face twisted in anguish.


      By the time Amari raced back into range, Robbie and Skolnick’s business was completed. There was no further reference to the envelope. Until he dropped Robbie off on a corner near the LeSueur, Skolnick instead regaled Robbie with a series of Jewish jokes. The best was about Yankel the farmer, who, years ago in the old country, went to buy a dairy cow. Two were for sale. One, the seller explained, was from Pinsk and would breed an entire herd; it cost one hundred rubles. The other, from Minsk, cost ten rubles but could be expected to bear only one calf. If anything, the cheaper Minsk cow looked better to Yankel than the Pinsk cow and Yankel decided to save his money. He bred the Minsk cow successfully once, but subsequently she kicked and bucked savagely whenever a bull tried to mount her. Baffled, Yankel went to consult the shtetl’s wise rabbi, who had something to offer in almost any situation.


      ‘This cow,’ asked the rabbi, ‘is it by any chance from Minsk?’


      Yankel was astounded at the rabbi’s perspicacity. How did he know? The rabbi stroked his beard at length.


      ‘My wife,’ he said, ‘is from Minsk.’


      Alf couldn’t restrain his laughter, but he popped a hand over his mouth in deference to Sennett. On his little fold-down seat, Stan was brittle with disappointment and rage. After Robbie had disembarked from Skolnick’s red Lincoln, Stan pointed at McManis and demanded to know how the hell Joe could have just stopped. No one was willing even to look in Stan’s direction. Sennett let his eyes close in their bruised-looking orbits and suddenly held up a hand which settled on his own chest.


      “My fault,” he said. “All my fault.” He repeated that several more times. After close to thirty years, I knew Stan’s demands on others were second to what he required of himself. It would take him days to recover from screwing up. Frozen on the narrow seat, Sennett was what he became most rarely and least wished to be—someone for whom everybody felt sorry.


       


      BECAUSE FEAVER WAS GOING TO RETURN to the LeSueur Building first, Evon had been assigned to await him in McManis’s office so she could turn off the FoxBIte. She sat there, knocking her thumbnail against her teeth, irritated by the suspense, until Shirley Nagle, the undercover agent who posed as the office receptionist, put a call in to the conference room from Jim. He was on the secure phone in the van and explained what had gone wrong. Amari had lagged behind Skolnick in the traffic, taking his time before getting close enough to turn off the camera, hoping that in the interval they might see Skolnick retrieve the envelope. But that hadn’t happened, suggesting—at least to a defense lawyer—that the money was no longer there.


      “Don’t let Feaver know what’s wrong,” McManis instructed her. “But before you deactivate, you have to get him to describe in detail what went on. Then frisk him carefully. If he says Skolnick took the money, that’ll be our only corroboration.”


      Feaver sailed into the conference room a few moments later. When Evon asked how it had gone, he raised both thumbs in his cabretta gloves, but signaled toward his back, where the recorder was still rolling. One of the protocols Feaver attempted to follow with mixed success was to avoid idle chatter while wired. Even the most innocuous remark could come back to bite him on cross-examination.


      “Today we need to talk.” Evon promised to explain later.


      Robbie said he had simply waved off Skolnick’s suggestion to take back the money. There had been a few quarreling gestures between them, but in time Skolnick had succumbed with an elaborate shrug.


      She then asked him to stand. “I have to frisk you.”


      His eyes narrowed with an odd light, veering between disbelief and lechery, but he came to his feet with his arms thrown wide. All yours.


      She had frisked men before, of course. Regs didn’t favor it. But when you were first to the subject on an arrest, you didn’t twiddle your thumbs waiting to see if he’d pull a six-inch switchblade. But she’d never frisked someone she knew. It was strange. As when they’d wrestled, he seemed larger and more solid than she imagined. She squeezed her way up his pants legs, turned out his pockets, and passed as quickly as she could over the crotch. She had a sudden fear he’d try something awful, hold her hand there or boost his hips forward. At that moment, she realized she should have asked Shirley to be here. But Robbie did not react. He had enough stage sense to realize how bad he could make both of them sound on the recording. She was the one who was tense. She turned him around and repeated the procedure from behind. At the end, she searched his briefcase and his overcoat, then described all her findings, before grabbing the remote and turning off the FoxBIte.


      “Was it as good for you as it was for me?” he asked then.


      “Listen, buster, I nearly said I found absolutely nothing in this boy’s trousers.”


      He clutched his heart but he was smiling. The insinuations, the joking. She knew he felt he had her going his way.


      He had figured out by now that the camera had not worked. McManis had asked her to listen immediately to what the FoxBIte had captured and to let them know in the van. Robbie pulled the mike back through his buttonhole and removed his shirt, and happily unhitched the unit. His back was sore from sitting against it. Klecker by then had left instructions with Shirley about how to load the recording magazines in the computer. Shirley, a curly-headed woman in her late forties, helped, and the three of them listened together. At the critical point, as Feaver and the judge had exchanged their dueling gestures about the envelope, there were a few words—both of them, in fact, said “Come on”—but nothing clearly indicated what had become of the money. The only direct proof that Skolnick had accepted would be Robbie’s word. From the start, Sennett had known that an admitted felon against a judge was a losing contest before most juries.


      “Figures,” said McManis, when Evon called him. “Everything that can go wrong will.” He asked to speak to Robbie so he could tell him he’d done a great job.


      Afterwards, Feaver, who’d draped his shirt unbuttoned around himself, took it off again and asked for Evon’s help removing the FoxBIte harness. It had been secured with yards of tape circling his abdomen.


      “Pull the tape fast,” he told her. “It’s going to hurt like a bastard.” He was right about that. Unruly black hair stretched densely over his upper body, gathering to the thickness of a pelt across his chest and down the medial line of his stomach. He looked like a lemur or something else you might want to pet. Klecker had suggested shaving, but McManis said no, it could lead to too many questions at the haberdasher’s, or the doctor’s office, or the locker room of the health club where Robbie still appeared occasionally on weekends.


      “I lived my life pulling off adhesive tape,” she told him. She cut through it with scissors, then peeled back the ends, making an opening right over his hipbones where the flesh became soft. She was standing inches from him, close enough to take in all his cosmetic scents and his body heat and his size, the coarse feel of all that hair on his upper body. Beautiful people—women and men—knew it. Pride, a sense of attention, and confidence in his effect radiated off Robbie Feaver at all times. With him half-unclothed, it was as if some lead vest containing that emanation had been removed.


      “Ready?” she asked.


      He put his hands on her shoulders to brace himself. “Tell me you’re not going to enjoy this.”


      “Mommy brought me up not to lie. Hold tight.” She squared her knees against his for leverage. There was a pulse of something at that moment. Perhaps he shuddered, or his grip on her shoulders tightened. It lasted only a second and she avoided his eye. Then she pulled off the front layers with a single heave, amazed by the vigor, the sheer wildness of the laughter that raced through her as he emitted a half-stifled outery of pain.
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      HAVING PROMISED D.C. A JUDGE AND HAVING failed to deliver Skolnick, Sennett turned his attention to Silvio Malatesta. Stan told us he had proposed bugging Malatesta’s chambers, but Judge Winchell would not approve an overhear that risked prolonged eavesdropping on innocent judicial functions. She wanted proof, just as she’d had before the camera went into Skolnick’s car, that a specific criminal incident was about to take place.


      Thus, the only way to get direct evidence against Malatesta was if Robbie had a wired encounter with the judge. Outside court, Feaver had never had a conversation with Silvio Malatesta that lasted longer than thirty seconds, and he regarded the idea as far-fetched. But Sennett felt that without a judge, D.C. could pull the plug within a few weeks, at the next review. The case against Walter was solid, but there was no certainty he’d roll on Malatesta. If not, there wouldn’t be enough evidence against the judge to charge him if the Project was cut short. Therefore, Sennett reasoned, it was better to send Robbie in against Silvio now. McManis reluctantly agreed, even though Feaver continued to predict it would be fruitless.


      Amari began round-the-clock surveillance on Malatesta, but it showed that the opportunities for a chance meeting between Feaver and the judge were limited. Aside from work, Malatesta seldom left home without his wife on his arm, a miniature human being four foot eight or nine, who minced along on huge high heels. Amari referred to her as ‘Minnie Mouse,’ and Minnie Mouse was omnipresent. She was with her husband when they went to church, when they visited their daughter and her children, when they attended concerts at the symphony. Minnie was a harpist and Judge Malatesta was observed hauling her instrument to and from their ancient station wagon several times a week. Most evenings, he accompanied her to her performances at weddings or other large events where her gentle playing was usually lost in the clatter of china and voices. Silvio sat unobtrusively, studying briefs and memos and applauding demurely at the end of every selection.


      After a week, Amari concluded the one moment to accost the judge was when he taught. Now an adjunct professor at Blackstone Law School, where he’d previously been full-time, Malatesta continued to meet a single Torts class. Each Tuesday and Thursday at noon, he trudged the two blocks from the courthouse to Blackstone’s seventy-year-old building. Head lowered as he recited today’s presentation in his mind, he passed beneath the law school’s elaborate concrete façade into the interior of dark oak. Outside his classroom, Amari said, Malatesta invariably observed the habit of many older gentlemen and took a moment in the rest room. And it was there Robbie would get his chance. In order to prevent intrusions, Klecker would play the role of janitor, barricading the entrance with the little yellow plastic signs used by Blackstone’s regular service, whose crews actually visited each day at 4 p.m. Klecker was certain no one would think much of somebody swabbing the floor in the john. There were a hundred ways this could fail, especially if another person followed Malatesta in, but the risks were viewed as tolerable. If questioned, Alf would answer in Polish and go on his way, while Robbie made small talk with the judge.


      I have mused now and then on the ubiquitousness of men’s rooms in public corruption prosecutions. From the time I entered the so-called white-collar practice, where bribery cases are a staple, there was at least one case a year where some matter of consequence took place in the john. Why two fellows would choose to pass cash as they stand at the urinal has continued to puzzle me. Because they have only one free hand and no one can reach for a gun? Because they are, so to speak, exposed? Because all know this is truly dirty business? There must be something deeply symbolic. Whatever the reason, it happens with sufficient frequency that a bribe case which is largely hopeless for the defendant is routinely shorthanded as ‘folding money in the men’s room.’ Jurors are inevitably unwilling to believe the parties were up to anything good.


      So at 11:30 a.m. on Thursday, March 18, Robbie was wired and marched off to Blackstone. He had gone to law school there and, if need be, would explain his presence as related to alumni activity. Evon was along as a witness, again to corroborate that Malatesta was the only other person to have gone in and out of the facility and, accordingly, that his was the other voice on the recording.


      Feaver came to a standstill as they entered Blackstone’s Gothic front hall. There were fusty odors of floor wax and deteriorating plumbing, and he surveyed the surroundings right up to the ribs of the buttressed arches. He hadn’t been back, he told her, in years.


      “Bad memories?”


      “Sort of. I didn’t care to run into the old dean. He’d have had heart failure if he knew I was actually practicing law.”


      “Why else did he think you went to law school?”


      “Oh, he knew that’s why I came. But by the time I left he’d caught my routine. He wouldn’t have been my top reference for Bar Admissions.” Robbie, as usual, was amused by his past antics.


      In a moment, he’d entered the men’s room, where the plan called for him to lock himself in a stall. Evon took a seat on an oak bench with a good view, and Alf, faintly whistling a Chopin polonaise, appeared less than a minute later with his bucket and his sign. He held the door half-open as a successful inducement to get the one other occupant on his way.


      At 12:05, Malatesta showed up in his overcoat, which, like all his clothing, seemed slightly too large. He stopped in his tracks when he saw Alf and his sign, but Klecker bestowed a bountiful wave and Malatesta entered, smiling in humble gratitude.


      Outside with the earpiece, Evon could hear the stall door open and Robbie’s shoes scraping on the tiles. The script called for him to place himself at one of the urinals. There was no mistaking the sound of his lowering fly. Malatesta arrived beside Robbie, quietly humming some musical theme, perhaps the one he’d overheard from Alf.


      “Judge, hey,” Robbie said. “Robbie Feaver.”


      “Oh yes, Mr. Feaver. Nice to see you. Very nice to see you.”


      Robbie apologized for not offering his hand. A laugh, somewhat stillborn, emerged from Malatesta, who was predictably shy of bathroom humor. Robbie asked what brought the judge around and Malatesta offered a thumbnail of the cases he was teaching today on assumption of risk.


      “That Ettlinger,” Robbie said. “That’s a half-ass decision.”


      “Well, it’s somewhat more interesting than that,” said Malatesta.


      “I mean for a plaintiff. It’s bad.”


      “Well, yes,” said the judge. The cloacal waterfall roared. Feaver had been instructed by Klecker not to attempt anything of significance before then, the apparent lesson of sad prior experience with this environment. Now Robbie’s voice dropped.


      “Say, Judge,” Robbie said, “that Petros case. Thanks. Okay? That was a great ruling. We got a terrific settlement.”


      There ensued a silence of frightening length. Malatesta, Robbie later reported, was plainly startled. He reached up to touch the black temple of his glasses. Given Silvio’s caution and the limited chances for success, the scenario did not call for Robbie to make any brash declarations. He was to cut things short at once if Malatesta veered toward anything overtly defensive. From Feaver’s stillness it was plain to Evon he was already afraid he’d overstepped. She heard him padding along and water running in the sink. Afterwards, over the wrinkling of a paper towel, Malatesta unexpectedly spoke.


      “I really should thank you, Mr. Feaver.”


      This time Robbie lost a beat.


      “That’s okay, Judge. My pleasure. Really. I’ve got a lot of respect for you, Judge. I just want you to know that I appreciate what you do.”


      “It showed, Robbie.”


      “I tried.”


      “Your papers were excellent. Excellent. Most lawyers, frankly, don’t show that kind of respect for the court. I regret to say that not all are as resourceful. You were thoroughly researched. The lawyers in my court so seldom use an out-of-state or federal citation, especially one of any precedential currency. That was helpful to you. Very difficult issue, too. But you convinced me you had the stronger hand. No telling if the Appellate Court would have agreed. We’d both be holding our breaths. You know, out of law school, I clerked in the U.S. District Court for Judge Hamm and he always said to me, ‘The lawyers think they’re getting reversed. They think they’ve lost. But it’s my name on the opinion. I’m the one they say made a mistake.’” Malatesta laughed mildly, recalling this wisdom. “He’d tell me I should be pleased to hear you settled.”


      Robbie, at a loss throughout the conversation, stumbled again. “Didn’t you know?”


      “Did I? Perhaps it slipped my mind.” The revolving lid of a trash bin banged. “But I’m sure it was a good idea. Better that way for everyone. Right? Naturally. The parties want an outcome they can live with, not their names in a casebook. Of course, I’ll always have a grain of curiosity about what the Appellate Court would have said. But I suppose we can just move on to the next one. We know, correct?” Malatesta coughed up another thin laugh and the scuffing of his shoes drifted farther away. “See you in court,” Malatesta called. “I hope I find the next one as interesting.”


      “It will be.”


      When Evon saw Malatesta emerge, he seemed to be smiling. He had his overcoat folded over his arm and started into the large, tiered classroom. Two students greeted him with questions as he was on his way down.


      “Jesus,” Robbie said as soon as McManis stopped the FoxBIte, back in the office. “What a wacko! This guy is one bubble left of level. One minute he’s right with me and then—” Robbie made a whooshing sound and shot his hand into space.


      I had been summoned as soon as Feaver returned. Klecker had finished the dupe, and fast-forwarded to the rest room encounter when Sennett arrived.


      “Very clever,” said Sennett after it was played. He was beaming. “Very clever. He got his message across. He said his thank-yous. I loved the line about your papers being excellent. The fifties and hundreds especially.”


      Several of the UCAs who’d crowded into the conference room chortled.


      “And the federal currency,” said Evon. Nobody else had caught that line and Alf rolled the recording back to play that part again. Robbie had moved a little and the words were somewhat obscured. But we all heard them now.


      “What a fox,” Sennett said. “I love the visitor-from-another-planet routine. But we’ve got him. I enjoyed the warning about steering clear of anything that can cause trouble in the Appellate Court.” Stan avoided ‘I told you so,’ but it bristled off him anyway.


      McManis directed a look toward me. This was less than the clean head shot Stan imagined. Malatesta’s defense lawyer would say it was no more than a discussion about a case. Why the wistfulness about the Appellate Court if Malatesta was acknowledging a bribe? And if he’d been paid off, he would have known the case had settled. But Stan had some evidence now, particularly if he could first get a jury to regard Malatesta as crazy-cautious. The sly remarks would take on shape then.


      “We need more,” McManis said suddenly. It was pointed as Jim had ever been. The struggles between Stan and him were growing more overt daily. Sennett took McManis’s measure starkly, but, with reflection, managed a nod.


      “We do,” Stan said. “And we’ll get more. We have to keep working cases in front of Malatesta. But we’ve got him talking now. To Robbie. And I may be able to pitch Moira again with this.” Sennett allowed a little more of the flush of victory into his smile. “But we’re going the right way, Jim. Aren’t we? You have to admit that. D.C. will see it.”


      McManis answered only with a sidewards nod. It was the first occasion I could recall when he’d been something other than gracious. Instead he looked away from Sennett, and complimented the agents and Robbie on their work.


    


  




  

    

      17


    


    

      “WE HAVE A PROBLEM.” IT WAS LATE IN THE day, close to 4 p.m. on March 22, the Monday after Robbie’s law school encounter with Malatesta. On the phone, Sennett was in imperial mode. He did not say his name, but simply directed me to meet him at Jim’s in ten minutes. Arriving, I found McManis and Alf Klecker with Sennett in the conference room, each of their faces slackened and grave. Stan was in his well-pressed blue suit and the grip of his public persona, jaw prominent, very much in command. He circled a finger and Alf opened more of the red oak cabinetry to reveal a large reel-to-reel tape recorder, a stainless steel Grundig that began turning at once.


      The sounds took a moment to identify. There was paper crinkling with an odd distinctness, the chuffing of various items being pushed about close to the microphone. Something clunked down with an impact like a log.


      I asked Klecker if this was an ‘overhear,’ the feds’ delicate term for a bug.


      “The mike’s in the desk phone. Sound comes right here over the existing lines.” Alf smiled with innocent pride, until Sennett swiveled about and burned him with a look for violating the strictures of need-to-know.


      There were now voices, both female. From a distance, someone was talking to the nearer woman about the interminable length of a cross-examination.


      “Anyone you recognize?” Sennett asked.


      I didn’t.


      “I’ll give you a clue,” he said. “Two years ahead of us in law school.” Nothing struck me until the distant voice addressed the first woman as ‘Judge.’


      Magda Medzyk! Magda had had a lengthy career in the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, supervising appeals, then had gone on the bench. She was a stolid, frizzy-haired spinster, one of those folks who seemed to have reached middle age even in her law school days. Her wardrobe had never changed, her suits always heavy enough to appear armor-plated, guarding a figure of matronly proportions. I asked Stan where she was sitting currently.


      “She’s been hearing Special Motions in the Common Law Claims Division. Stay tuned. We’re getting to the good part.” Stan permitted himself a lean smile. It sounded as if Magda had gone back to writing at her desk, when her secretary announced a visitor. Mr. Feaver.


      “Robbie!” A happy full-throated greeting. He addressed her as ‘Judge’ and made a joke with the secretary about the fact that he’d caught her eating a box of chocolates for lunch. When she departed, there was quiet padding, and a barely discernible click, which I instantly recognized as the door lock. I sickened as I realized what was happening: Robbie was about to fix a case with a judge we’d heard nothing about.


      There was precious little small talk.


      “Come ’ere, you,” Robbie said. You could hear him shuffle nearer. The springs in her chair sang out, there was a coarse rubbing of clothing, and, to my astonishment, Magda Medzyk emitted a rapturous little groan. I knew for sure I’d guessed wrong when he told her she had the greatest tits in the world.


      Things progressed rapidly, to the usual percussion accompanying the human animal in heat—zippers, shoes hitting the floor, exerted breathing. Robbie and the judge eventually moved away from the phone, to a sofa I imagined, but their sounds remained telling. Magda was a groaner. As it developed, she was also wildly amused when Robbie employed certain Anglo-Saxon words. He could not have made a more explicit recording if it were a travelogue. As he described his forthcoming activities, unbounded laughter spilled from her. Big pink cunt. Big hard cock. The running brook of Magda’s happy sounds was the only element that kept this from feeling entirely like a peep show.


      “Enough?” asked Stan.


      Plenty, I said. Klecker had his fingers over his mouth, but he jiggled with laughter. McManis, on the other hand, had turned away from the speakers as soon as the tape rolled. He’d spent most of the time staring at his thumb.


      “So?” asked Sennett.


      Odometer on his zipper, I reminded Stan. I didn’t see the big deal.


      “You know the definition of bribery, George? A benefit of any kind intended to influence the action of a public official.”


      I actually laughed at him. Prosecutors! Robbie sounded like the beneficiary to me.


      “The lady on that tape isn’t going to launch a thousand ships, George.”


      And he’s not picky, I reminded Stan.


      “Look, George, you say what you like. Moira Winchell didn’t have any problem signing the warrant.”


      Stan had been playing on home court. Chief Judge Winchell, frosty and officious, would have been scandalized by this, especially as a woman entrusted with similar power. But I couldn’t believe Sennett would actually prosecute, and I told him so.


      “I don’t know what I’ll do, George. But I do know this much”—with gunslinger eyes, Stan leaned over the Parsons-like conference table—“your guy’s holding out on us. He’s banging the lady judge and then appearing before her on motions. On which he has a stellar rate of success, I might add. I want to know what else he’s holding back. I haven’t gone to D.C. with this yet. And you know full well I don’t want to have to roll the Project up. I’d like to present this as additional information developed in the course of the investigation. But I can only do that little dance step once. Next time, they’ll shut us down and cart Robbie off to do forty to fifty-two months. So this is it, George. Amnesty day at the library. I want all the books open and on the table.”


      I sat in one of the leatherette swivel chairs, confounded. I was long hardened to the dumb things clients would do. I was unsettled, rather, by a legal conundrum. No matter how supportive Chief Judge Winchell was, the law required probable cause, reliable evidence portending this supposedly corrupt encounter, before a bug could be authorized. Where had that proof come from? I asked Stan, and regretted it promptly, as he simpered.


      “You’re supposed to be wondering that privately, George. The government’s response to the question is none of your business. But I warned you. I told you we’d know.”


      I groaned when the answer struck me: They’d bugged Robbie, too. Sennett was utterly stoic when I ventured this thought. He strolled to the electronic equipment in the cabinets and looked it over astutely, like a buyer in a showroom.


      I told Stan this was too low, to make a deal with a guy and then undermine him, whatever the madmen at UCORC were demanding. But it was a mistake being so direct with Stan, given our audience. The personal side of our relationship had not really been exhibited to the agents. Sennett felt required to defend himself, particularly because McManis’s continuing silence telegraphed a deep uneasiness with present events.


      “George,” Sennett said, “you may like this guy. But to me he’s a Trojan horse with a body recorder, that’s all. He might as well be a robot. I need two things to win these cases: Dead-bang recordings. And proof that the government held him to his bargain and didn’t let him just bag the judges he hates. If a jury thinks that happened, then they may well cut everybody loose rather than let a creep like Robbie play favorites. And frankly, from what I hear, that seems like it’s happened.”


      But bugging him, I insisted. A deal to cooperate didn’t authorize this kind of gross intrusion into his private life.


      “We’re legal,” Stan shot back. Like every prosecutor, he resented the suggestion of abuse. “We’re completely legal. That’s all I’ll say.” He bulleted me with one more angry dark look and put on his coat, which had been slung over a chair.


      “No, I’ll say something else, George. Because I resent your sanctimony. Your beloved client is what people have in mind when they use the word ‘lawyer’ as a pejorative. He treated a profession which you and I are both proud to be a part of as if it’s tantamount to pimping. And he got rich doing it. And when we caught him, he made a deal to tell us the whole truth and nothing but, a deal which he doesn’t seem to be living up to. And you and he both better understand that I’ll do whatever I have to within the limit of the law to protect these prosecutions. Because I have to, George. Because the people on the other side, your client’s buddies, the Brendans, the Kosics, they’re a law unto themselves. For them, there are no limits. These are ruthless men, George.” My friend Stan Sennett stared from the door, his eyes now hidden in the shadow of his snap-brim hat. He was pointing at me, a gesture meant to indicate he had no present use for courtesy or any of my other pretenses.


      “And if I’m not willing to be as tough as they are, to seize every advantage allowed—if I’m not willing to do that, something terrible will happen, George. They’ll walk away. And they’ll do all of this, again and again. They’ll win, George. And we’ll lose. You and me. And the profession we’re proud of.” He looked back from the threshold. “And I don’t want to lose.”


       


      FEAVER PACED in my office and raged.


      “Is that corrupt?” he asked. “Letting a lonely woman have a little affection?”


      According to the recording, I offered, it wasn’t so little. The locker room humor, an effort to soothe him, drew a fleet smile, but he barely changed stride.


      “So I’m her jocker. So what? This is a lady, a person for Chrissake, she’s a great person. You think she was looking for this? I was whispering sweet nothings in her ear for years. Do you know who Magda is? She was a novice, she lived in a convent until she was nineteen. She’s still in an apartment with her eighty-eight-year-old mother. And we fuck in her chambers because she’d rather die than be seen coming out of a hotel room with a man. This lady, George, didn’t have sex with anybody until she was forty, and then just because she couldn’t stand thinking of herself as a virgin. So she got keelhauled and let the super in her building have at her one day while Mom’s visiting an aunt. Quite a story. This guy wooin her a mile a minute in Polish, not a word of which she happens to speak, and smellin, so she says, a little European. And then, of course, she was so embarrassed she moved out the next month. I mean, she’s pretty goddamned funny about it. Did you know Magda was funny?”


      I’d had a four-week trial in front of Judge Medzyk when she sat in the Felony Division, and I didn’t remember a moment that warranted more than a momentary smile. She had good demeanor and better-than-average ability, but for Robbie’s purposes and mine there was only one thing about her that mattered—she was a judge, before whom he had appeared often over the years.


      “I like Magda, for Chrissake. I really like her. We have a great time together. I’d like her whether she ruled for me or not. And she doesn’t rule for me all the time. I get this little tiny smile and a shrug when it goes the wrong way, like, What can I do, this is my job?”


      She had no business ruling either way, not in these circumstances. It was shame, I could see, that had been her undoing. She hadn’t recused herself from Feaver’s cases because she would have expired if she were ever called upon to explain the reasons to the Presiding Judge.


      “So they’re gonna put her in the penitentiary for getting laid?”


      Probably not. There was no mention of any case on the tape I’d heard, and Robbie insisted there never had been. But that didn’t obscure Sennett’s larger message that Robbie was not entitled to pick and choose whom he’d talk about.


      “Who would I be holding out on?” he asked. “Really?”


      Mort was my first answer. Robbie jolted. I’d scared him or caught him, perhaps both. My continuing worry was that Sennett and I would someday be having a heart-to-heart much like today’s, but one where it was Morty on the tape, up to his ears in all of this. I told Robbie that the train was leaving the station. Anything that should be said about Mort or anyone else had to be heard now. He insisted, as always, that Mort was clean.


      “Don’t you believe me?” His dark face was a beacon of baptismal innocence.


      Conveniently, my phone rang. Even before summoning Robbie, I’d called a private investigator named Lorenzo Kotrar, whom I’d represented some years before when he was charged with violating the federal wiretapping statute. Poor Lorenzo had gotten the goods on his client’s cheating husband, a police captain, but the captain took more than his pound of flesh when Lorenzo went off to the Federal Correctional Institution at Sandstone for sixteen months. When Lo was released, he found the notoriety of his case had led to significant demand for his technical expertise. He now worked the other side of the street, so to speak, sweeping and debugging, usually for major corporations, but also for persons wary of snooping by spouses and partners, not to mention the government. He was calling from Robbie’s office, to which Feaver had admitted him before coming to see me.


      “It’s clean,” Lo told me, but he could not say that Sennett hadn’t shut down, anticipating the sweep. Klecker had had such free access to the line cabinet in the building that it might have been no more than a matter of throwing a switch. Lo offered to do Robbie’s car and house next, but Feaver was certain his two calls to Magda had come from the office.


      I looked out to the river below, where the city lights swam on the currents. It remained possible that Sennett had tapped Magda’s chambers for other reasons. Perhaps Robbie had wandered into a trap set for someone else. But he found that idea laughable.


      “Magda’s a quality person. She wouldn’t even know how to be a crook.” So where? I asked. Where did Stan get probable cause for the bug?


      Feaver’s black eyes were still, but if he knew, he wasn’t telling me.
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      MCMANIS PHONED EVON AT HOME THAT night. He had never done that before and he stayed with the cover, telling her he hadn’t received a copy of Feaver’s brief in a case in which his reply was due the next day. He insisted, cordially but firmly, that she bring it to his office right now.


      He unlocked the door himself. Past 8 p.m., the LeSueur Building had a ghost town feeling. A cleaning man ran a floor buffer down the corridor, but aside from the security guards, he was the only person she’d seen about. Somewhere, young lawyers were toiling, but they were confined like secrets, given away only by the occasional scattered lights visible from the street.


      McManis told her the story in bold strokes. Her heart rippled at one point when she thought he was about to play her the tape, but Jim proved too old-fashioned for that. Shame was her predominant reaction anyway. It felt as if someone had poured battery acid into her veins. She had been placed in Feaver’s office to prevent, or detect, episodes exactly like this.


      “So I look real good on this thing,” she said when Jim finished. From experience, she’d have expected something forgiving from McManis, his usual faint, silent smile. But his light eyes were still as he studied her. Jim had his tie down, his sleeves rolled. Two cartons of Chinese were at the end of the long conference table, one of them emitting an overpowering odor of garlic.


      “And you had no clue on this?” he asked. “No idea about this judge?”


      ‘Clong’ was the agent term, the rush of shit to the heart when you suddenly saw you’d screwed up. Sure, she knew. There was that remark about messing around with a judge which Feaver had made after the first time they’d seen Walter.


      “Anybody else hear about that?” McManis asked. He was fully focused, intent.


      She drummed her fingers. She had told Alf, who had a persistent lurid curiosity concerning Robbie’s catting about.


      “Alf?” McManis looked to the fake grain of the conference table as he pondered. Behind the steel door, the night sounds of the city were held at astonishing distance. “Somebody backdoored me on this,” Jim finally said. “Alf must have let it slip. Maybe to the local agents on the surveillance. But Sennett knew. And he went around me. He handed me a signed warrant on Friday morning, told me to get Alf to do the installation. No details. He must have used the IRS guys to nail down the probable cause. I didn’t understand what he was ticked about.” McManis flexed his hand, on which the fingers were slightly clubbed. His usual comfortable manner had worn down. If he was from D.C.—and his comments over the weeks had largely confirmed that—he’d been through this before. You ran with the big dogs in that town. Got crack-backed and bushwhacked and cut down at the knees. Still. It wasn’t Jim.


      “He was sending us a message,” Jim said. “Me. And you. About staying on our toes. He wants you inside this guy’s shirt from now on. He already said as much. You’re with him whenever he leaves home.”


      Her impulse as always was to defend herself. Robbie had made it sound as if the relationship was long over.


      “Then learn the lesson. Anything like this in the future, some mention of other judges, any hints, you better let me know.” The rebuke was mildly spoken but it burned through her. “And when he starts talking—” McManis weighed what he was saying. “You’ve got to try to draw him out. More. See if you can. God knows what else there might be like this.”


      More. Evon nearly laughed. More and she’d need to borrow a couch from a shrink. Or somebody’s wet suit. But McManis’s expression allowed no room for humor. Jim’s mouth worked around what he was going to say next.


      “This isn’t the nicest part,” he said and looked at her directly, so she didn’t miss the meaning. She considered the advice in the strange hush of the building and tried not to shake her head. “It’s not easy,” Jim said. “UC is the hardest. And you know, Feaver—” Jim shrugged. “I’ve sort of gotten to like the guy. In his way.”


      “In his way,” she agreed.


      McManis smiled. “I like him—” He checked himself there and gave his head, and his boyish do, the tiniest shake. There was a leased car for her in the basement garage, McManis told her. She’d see Feaver in and out the door to his house every day now.


      As she drove home, she felt her emotions collecting in a familiar way, sliding into humiliation. She felt hammered down by it, more ponderously now that she was alone. When it came back up again, by the time she’d closed the dead bolt inside her apartment, it had made its inevitable transformation to anger, her ferocious companion. She’d been played! Played by Robert S. Feaver, future felon and full-time slimeball. She was even enraged with McManis, who was doing what bosses do in bad situations, sending her in two different directions at once, asking her to be warier at the same time she was supposed to lead the guy along. They had the wrong girl for that. There wasn’t that kind of art to her. If she didn’t respect McManis so much she’d have told him so.


      “Fucking Sennett,” she said aloud. Game player. Powermonger. “I hate that shit.” Playing the Mormon girl, she’d reverted for months to the vocabulary she’d used in high school. The curse words resounding around the apartment struck her as childishly amusing. Fucking Sennett. She laughed then. She’d just realized what it was McManis was going to say. About Feaver. At the end.


      He was going to say, I like him more than Stan.


       


      AT 6 A.M., SHE WAS PARKED outside Feaver’s house, blocking the driveway. He didn’t ask why. He knew it was coming. For cover, though, they’d still travel in the Mercedes. Settling in, she slammed the door with a powerful heave. He did not look her way as she frumped around in the seat.


      “I’m gonna be out here every morning now, bucko. And I’m gonna be seeing your wandering behind through the door every night. And I’m calling every two hours to make sure you’ve stayed put. I’m even tying a string around your ankle when you go to the potty.”


      He flirted with a smile, then apparently reconsidered under the circumstances.


      “Do you have just the smallest clue how bad you made me look?” she asked.


      When he turned, his expression—its harshness—was shocking.


      “Cut the crap. I know you dimed me out on this. I know you went right to Sennett when I said I’d had a thing with a judge.”


      “I only wish I had, Robbie.”


      “Did you listen in on my phone calls, too?”


      “Sure,” she said. “Absolutely. I record them on that wire I’m wearing. Sennett’s up all night listening to the output.”


      They were driving. There’d been a frost again last night and the windshields of the cars at the curbs were glazed with what looked like large snowflakes. He made a bitter remark: Everything with her was business.


      “You’re not gonna do this,” she said. “You’re not gonna embarrass the hell out of me and then try to make me feel bad cause you got caught with your hand in the cookie jar. You’re not going to do that, Feaver.”


      “Hey, I’m a big boy. I took a chance and I lost.”


      She battled herself. He was always saved by intuition. Because of course there was a piece of her that inevitably needed to explain.


      “You barefaced lied to me and now you want an apology?”


      “Lied?”


      “Didn’t you tell me that you’d stopped that stuff?”


      “Oh, please.”


      “Didn’t you? What was it you said. ‘It seems disloyal’?” He’d be single again soon enough. She skipped that part out of sheer mercy.


      “What’s it to you?”


      “Only my job. That’s all. Just what I get up every morning to do. I’m lyin in bed last night, ripping the hell out of myself. ‘How’d you miss it?’ Then I realized you’d looked right in my dumb green eyes and told me that whopper.”


      “You didn’t believe it anyway.”


      “Stop making excuses, damn it! What kind of person are you? How can you just flat-out say stuff that isn’t true? That you know isn’t true?”


      “Aw, don’t give me that production number. ‘Men were deceivers ever.’ Shakespeare, right? Everybody lies. ‘Oh, I love your hair.’ ‘What a great idea.’ ‘The dog ate my homework.’ Jesus Christ. Every minute you’re living is a lie. Look at you. ‘My name is Evon Miller. I’m a Mormon girl from Idaho.’”


      “But that’s for a reason. For a good reason.”


      “So, I had a good reason, too.”


      “Yeah? Fooling around and getting favorable rulings?”


      He tried to speak, then stopped. His hands moved first.


      “Listen, you know, when I went romping around up on the stage, I always felt like I was trying on things about myself. Little pieces of myself. Seeing if they could be ginned around to fit. Like making stained glass. You can call me a liar, and people do. But at least I’ve tried. I haven’t sat around with the same looney-tune fantasies as everybody else, keeping them in some hot dark box until they start to stink. If you talk, if you tell, if you make the play, if you say, That’s who I am, at least it gives you the chance to figure out if you’re right.”


      She thought of a million old sayings. So full of it his eyes were brown.


      “And who did you think you were trying to be by b.s.-ing me?”


      His Adam’s apple wobbled.


      “Somebody you liked.”


      She didn’t say anything. He was an actor, she reminded herself. An actor. At a stoplight, a woman in the next car was making up her face, sharpening her brows at the moment, as she hiked herself up to the rearview to peek at the results. They drove on quite some time without speaking, the morning burble of two high-powered drive-time jocks filling the car, the pair yelling at each other to revive their audience.


      “So’d you listen to it?” he asked.


      She just slid her eyes over. He knew the look by now.


      “Oh, come on. Fess up. I know you listened to that tape.” They went through that a couple of times, each run-through stoking her anger again.


      “Why would I care?” she asked him.


      “Cause you’ve got this burning interest in my scintillating personal life.”


      “Me?”


      “Oh, come on. That’s all you want to talk to me about. Almost from day one.” He went down a list he’d apparently been keeping, beginning with the girl with the flag. He didn’t mention the other day when she’d frisked him, but it was clear the incident had emboldened him. By the time he finished, she could barely hear over the blood rush throbbing in her ears.


      “Hoo boy. Here we go again. What do they call this? A recurring theme? I just can’t resist you.”


      “You’re curious about something.”


      “Drop dead.” She said it as if she meant it. Which she did.


      Instead he repeated himself. She was curious.


      “You know, Feaver, you ain’t as smart by half as you think you are. I thought you told me you had the picture? When you gave me your big lecture about Shaheen Whatever Her Name Is who you kissed onstage? I thought you said you had me all figured.” A little voice within asked what in the Lord’s name she was doing. But it was the stuff with McManis. The only way she could translate it was just to let fly.


      In spite of traffic, he’d turned full about to look at her. She did not shy away, just let the anger burn from her eyes. For the moment she had him confounded. Not because he didn’t remember. But because he couldn’t get the words out of his mouth.


      “I never said that,” he insisted.


      “The hell.”


      “I didn’t.”


      “Well, what if I said you were right? What would you say, smarty-pants?”


      He took an awfully long time.


      “You dig girls?”


      “What would you say?”


      He drove in silence. But she could tell he was thinking. His eyes seemed to have shrunk back some infinitesimal measure into his face.


      “I’d say, Good.”


      “Good!”


      “Yeah,” he said, and finally cheated a glance her way. “I’d say we have something in common.”


       


      “YOU KNOW, I KNOW that was just a line. Yesterday? About you being a—”


      She arched an eyebrow awaiting the slur. They were in the Mercedes, on their way into work.


      “What should I say?” he asked. “‘Sapphist’?”


      “ ‘Lesbian’ seems to be the word if you’re straight.”


      “But you’re not, are you?”


      “Straight?”


      “Not-straight.”


      “Look, whatever I am is none of your business.”


      “So why’d you tell me?”


      She’d been contemplating that for a day. She’d needed to knock him off his high horse, to regain some control, let him know he didn’t have her completely pegged. But whenever her mind lit on what she’d said, she wanted to crawl away.


      “I think it’s a play,” he said.


      She told him to think what he wanted, but she couldn’t settle for that. After a moment, she pivoted on the smooth leather of the passenger seat.


      “It’s just a hoot. I’m tellin you things, my Lord, sayin things to you I haven’t told my sisters. And you’re sittin there goin, Prove it. What do you want me to do? Describe my first time?”


      He actually seemed to consider that.


      “You know, I’ve done that,” he said, a block or two farther on. “Said I was that way. ‘Inverted’? Isn’t that the word?”


      “You said you were gay?”


      “Yeah, I did. I did it a lot. As a play.”


      “Naturally,” she said dryly.


      “What does that mean?”


      “Forget about it.”


      “You think I’m always on the play, right?”


      “Look, just tell me the story. That’s what you’re gonna do anyway, isn’t it? You think I’m giving you a line about being a lesbian and you’ll prove it by telling me how you’ve said you’re gay. Which, of course, is a play, because nobody could ever believe that about you.”


      He stared at her for some time. They had just pulled into the garage at the LeSueur and he slammed the car into park. God, where did that come from? She was mean. She could hear her mother’s voice clearly, delivering that judgment: she was mean. She grabbed his wrist.


      “Look, tell me the story.”


      “Another time,” he said. He patted his muffler into place, inspecting himself in the vanity mirror on the visor as he prepared to present himself to the public in the lobby of the LeSueur.


      “Okay, be like that.”


      “Look, it’s not a big deal. I told you it was a play. You’re going to hate me for it, anyway.”


      “Then I’ll try to forgive you,” she said. Her mother had always said that forgiveness was a virtue. He took the chance of looking her way to see if she meant it, before he stared out the windshield into the murky reaches of the garage.


      “It was just in college, all right? It was a line. I’d tell girls that. You know, that I was having a crisis. That I thought I was that way. That I was really worried about it. And in those days, they’d be horrified. For my sake. You know, they’d say, ‘No, not you, you can’t be that way. Have you ever done anything?’ ‘No, no,’ I’d say, ‘but I just worry about it sometimes.’ Look, it was the dark ages. Nobody ever talked out loud about this stuff. It probably sounds ridiculous now. But to an eighteen-year-old girl from Great Neck, it was pretty convincing. And you realize what the point was, right? You know what I was really after.”


      “And it worked? Girls fell for it?”


      “All the time. They were always so proud of me afterwards. Even girls I never called again didn’t mind. It was our little secret that they’d sort of healed the leper. I guess I shouldn’t laugh. Right?”


      “Right.” She looked away.


      “You said you’d forgive me.”


      She’d said she’d forgive him. Her mother, who preached that lesson, seldom seemed to forgive her. Some woeful guttural escaped her. Every time she sat her large pink fenny down in this automobile something went awry.


      “Who cares?” she asked. “I forgive you, you forgive me. Who we kiddin? You’re just talkin dirty and I’m lettin you do it.”


      “It’s not dirt.”


      “No, what is it?”


      He took a moment.


      “It’s friends. Isn’t it? Aren’t we? We’re talking like friends, that’s all.”


      Friends. She couldn’t believe it. She felt the weight of him watching her.


      “So do they know?” he asked.


      “‘They’ who?”


      “Your bosses. Headquarters. Whoever’s on the homo patrol, now that they missed J. Edgar Hoover.”


      She could see how this was going to turn out. A cataclysm. It was never going to end. She refused to answer.


      “I thought that was an issue,” he said. “They don’t want anybody blackmailed.”


      “Are you threatening me?”


      “No. God no.”


      “You’re threatening me. I tell you I’m a lesbian—”


      “Hey,” he said. “I don’t care if you say, ‘I’m a little teapot.’ That stays here. I don’t rat my friends, Evon. No matter what. That’s why everybody was on my case yesterday.”


      She wondered what Walter Wunsch or Barnett Skolnick would say about that. This guy would never make sense.


      “I was just thinking,” he said. As he paused, a little ironic wiggle flexed through his even features. She knew what was coming. Something of dubious taste, surely insulting. Something that would treat her life like a dirty joke.


      “Don’t you dare,” she told him. She popped the door lock on her side.


      “No.” He reached after her. “No, I just realized.”


      “What?” What could he possibly have realized?


      “You’re always undercover.”
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      AT THE TIME I MET SHERM CROWTHERS, I was a young State Defender and he was one of the stars of the criminal defense bar. Throughout my career, there have always been gifted black men renowned in court, great orators who borrow from the style of Baptist preachers. But Crowthers was unique. He was a stone fortress of a human being, nearly six foot six. His huge proportions had paved the way for a college scholarship to State, where he became a legendary football star in the fifties. After he had literally knocked down a wooden goalpost while catching a touchdown pass he had acquired the nickname Sherman, in reference to the tank, and I seldom heard anyone call him Abner, which was his given name. His size was also the foundation of a uniquely imposing personality. In court, he was seldom anything but belligerent. He terrified witnesses, including cops, treated judges with disdain, and did not even spare juries. He attempted charm in the early phases of a trial, but in summation he worked himself into a state of absolute fury in which he delivered virtual orders to the jurors, which, to the chagrin of the prosecution, were all too often followed.


      Sherm was brilliant. But it was the aggressive character of his mind that especially impressed me. He was never back on his heels. He accused and quarreled and ridiculed and rarely met any argument head-on. His accent was still strongly flavored with south Georgia, where he’d been a shoeless boy, but it was no drawl. He spoke at bullet speed, never quite getting to the end of words before another thought was coming at you, the better to batter you down.


      In my early days, I tried one case with him as co-counsel. I was scared of him throughout, just like everybody else I knew. Our clients were charged in a dice game murder; Sherm’s guy had been cheated, and my client’s prints were on the gun. Their defense was that the murder weapon had actually been drawn by the victim, whom, they said, had been killed as they attempted to wrest the .38 from him. The onlookers didn’t seem to remember it that way, although they admitted things had happened quickly. But the pathological evidence appeared to show that the gun had been fired from at least three feet.


      Sherm’s cross of the police pathologist, Dr. Russell, was astonishing. He took the murder weapon and loaded it while Russell was on the stand, cleared the chamber, then put the weapon in the pathologist’s hand and forced it back toward his face, engaged all the while in a barrage of questions about the physiology of wrists and fingers. As the gun lingered at his temple, Russell’s voice grew watery and he appeared to have no confidence whatsoever in his opinions. Afterwards, the Chief State Defender asked me what I’d learned from the experience of trying a case with the legendary Sherm Crowthers. The answer was nothing. He was inimitable. It was hard to convince anyone that I’d actually seen a defense lawyer point a loaded gun at a witness during cross-examination, much less that the judge and the prosecutors never thought to object.


      Nevertheless, the case left me with much to ponder. Sherm saw life in terms of angry essentials, inescapable categories—rich and poor; black and white—which as far as he was concerned defined everything and whose existence enraged him. Even worse, in his view, was the hypocrisy practiced by virtually everyone but him in refusing to acknowledge the all-determining power of these factors. When the jury went out, I was astounded that Sherm had no doubt they’d acquit.


      ‘We gone win this case, don’t you know that? No problem here. Cause it’s just a nigger shootin a nigger. Happens every day. We gave that jury all the excuse they need. This here was just some drunks at a dice game, not somebody gone bust into their house. They don’t care now. This idn’t gone take two hours ’fore they send these two fellas home, don’t give a hoot if they get drunk and shoot another nigger or two tonight.’ Sherm was huge in every part, with a massive face, a long wide brow, and large throbbing eyes. His hatred for a moment stood magnified in all of his dark features. He despised me, not so much for being white as for not seeing what was plain to him. And the jury returned a not-guilty verdict in about ninety minutes.


      When he was nominated for the bench, I was astounded. Sherm lived the black bourgeois life, not a lot different from Robbie’s: big cars, diamonds, snappy clothes. And I couldn’t imagine him enjoying anything in the law more than combat in the courtroom. Furthermore, every lawyer I knew, black or white, was terrified of facing Sherman on the bench. In the Bar Association there was a restless current of opposition. But it was the early eighties; the dispossessed African-American electorate was demanding more black hands on the levers of power; and no one could doubt Sherm’s abilities. As my friend Clifton Bering, probably the county’s most respected black politician, told me, ‘He’s a son of a bitch, George. But he’s the son of a bitch we all need.’


      The two contrived cases Robbie had in front of Crowthers, one assigned to him directly, the other transferred from Judge Sullivan, had dawdled along. The first of the cases, King v. Hardwick, was supposedly a sexual harassment suit, whose plot Robbie had dreamed up, apparently inspired by the story he’d later told about Constanza’s daughter and her ex-boyfriend. In this version, a young woman, whom we called Olivia King, had been secretary to Royce Hardwick, an executive at Forlan Supply, who was two decades her senior. In her first year of employment, she and Hardwick had had a brief fling. Eventually, she met a man closer to her own age and broke off the relationship, enraging Hardwick. His wounded antics, ranging from pitiful entreaties to furious ridicule, had forced her to quit her job. Even then Hardwick persisted. He followed her to work, harassed her by phone, and sent silly defamatory letters to her new boss, which, while unsigned, were clearly from him. Finally, in desperation, Olivia had contacted a female superior of Hardwick’s. An investigation was initiated in which a company attorney interviewed him. Hardwick casually admitted virtually everything Olivia claimed, laughing it off as a prank. He was astonished when the company fired him.


      Now that Olivia had brought suit, Hardwick’s story had changed. He defended with a mixture of outright denial and failed recollection, explaining objective evidence like phone records and Olivia’s coworkers’ sightings of him lurking around the elevators as simply part of his efforts to retrieve needed information from his departed secretary. As for Hardwick’s confession to the company attorney, his present lawyer, James McManis, asserted that it could not be admitted into evidence because of the attorney-client privilege. The central question in determining whether the interview was privileged was whether Hardwick could have reasonably believed Forlan’s lawyer was acting in his behalf, rather than for the company. On April Fool’s Day, Robbie and McManis appeared before the Honorable Judge Crowthers to argue the issue.


      As a judge, whatever else might be said against him, Sherm never had problems arriving at an opinion about a matter. He was pontifical and often brutal with the lawyers before him. Today he shook his mighty head as he read through the papers Robbie and McManis had filed.


      “Where’s your client?” he demanded of Jim. With the bench elevated six feet over the well of the court, Crowthers appeared the size of Zeus. McManis was wordless as Sherm leered down at him. “You want me to deny this motion, don’t you, Mr. Mack Manis?”


      “Yes, sir,” said McManis when he finally found his tongue.


      “And the reason’s cause your client believed he was speaking under the confidence of the attorney-client privilege to this lawyer from Forlan Supply. Isn’t that what you’re sayin here in your papers?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Am I gonna take your word for that?”


      “Sir?”


      “Am I supposed to let you tell me what your client thought, or is your client gonna get up on the witness stand here in my courtroom and tell me for himself?” Crowthers always took a particular glee in eluding attorneys’ expectations. Practicing before him was a little like hitting a ball toward the front wall of a handball court without realizing that it could come back and smack you from behind. “So where is your client?” Crowthers demanded again.


      The matter was set over for one week to bring in Hardwick. McManis sent a Teletype to D.C. to find an FBI Special Agent from out of town to play the executive. But UCORC intervened. It was one thing for Robbie and Jim to make misleading statements to Crowthers and the other judges who were under investigation; the courts had long approved of that kind of governmental deception as part of an undercover operation. But an FBI agent, sworn on oath, claiming he was Royce Hardwick and testifying about events that had never happened looked and smelled a lot like perjury. That was one of the reasons UCORC’s protocols had sought to avoid trials of the contrived matters.


      Both McManis and Sennett had to fly out to make a personal appearance at Main Justice, and supposedly the decision to go forward was made by Janet Reno herself. In any case, on the morning of April 8 a rock-jawed agent from somewhere in America was in McManis’s office, prepared to play Royce Hardwick.


      Jim remained unnerved by his performance the week before and amazed at the primitive awe Crowthers was capable of inspiring with that murderous stare compressed beneath his graying brows. Robbie and Stan spent more time coaching McManis than our pseudo-Mr. Hardwick. The agent was relaxed and seemed to understand his part, although he’d be less convincing if he was required to show Hardwick’s seedy side.


      As they were all heading for court, Sennett pulled me into McManis’s office.


      “Go with them.”


      I was incredulous.


      “You’re the referring attorney,” Stan said. “It would make sense if you’re there. And I’m worried about Jim with Sherm. We don’t want people to start wondering if McManis is really a lawyer. If he needs some cues, it’ll look less peculiar if they’re not all coming from Robbie.”


      This was exactly the kind of thing I’d been afraid of. But Stan claimed the request had McManis’s blessing, and Jim, in fact, repeated it. Crowthers was a lot to handle, even for courtroom veterans, and Robbie had no objections, so I tagged along, vowing to myself to do nothing, unless there was a four-alarm fire.


      McManis had rehearsed the direct examination with the visiting agent at least a dozen times and he was quite poised going through it. ‘Royce Hardwick’ testified according to his script that he’d believed the Forlan lawyer was there to act in his interests and that he had figured what he’d told the lawyer was confidential. McManis tendered the witness for cross-examination, but Sherm never allowed Robbie to stand, or Jim to get out of the way.


      “Now just a second here,” Sherman demanded. “You mind if I ask your client a couple questions, Mr. Mack Manis?” Caught again in the headlights, Jim failed to answer and Sherm flipped a dismissive hand in his direction. He could do pretty much as he liked on a matter like this. “Now listen here, Mr. Hardwick. You tellin me that when that lawyer from the company asked you what happened you were thinkin he was gonna keep what you told him a secret?”


      ‘Hardwick’ took his time with the question. His hands were folded on the shellacked birch rail of the witness stand and he maintained an impressive executive timbre in answering yes.


      “So you must have told him the truth, then, huh?”


      Caught short, Hardwick sat back. Sherm had scooted his chair all the way to the partition between the bench and the witness stand, but that apparently was not advantage enough. He now stood, looming seven or eight feet over Hardwick.


      “Heard me, didn’t you? You wouldn’t lie to your own lawyer, would you?”


      “Well, Judge, I really—I don’t know.”


      “You don’t? You mean you’d send Mr. Mack Manis here to tell lies to me?”


      Hardwick, who’d had to lean back to about forty-five degrees to face Sherm, said of course not.


      “No,” said Sherm, and shook his huge head. “I didn’t think so. So if this lawyer’s got some notes and memos about what you said had been passing between you and Olivia King, those things must be true. Right?”


      “Well, I don’t really remember what happened back then anymore,” Hardwick said, repeating the lines he’d rehearsed. “My whole life fell apart. It’s just a big jumble.”


      “I been hearin you say that. But you don’t have any memory of lyin to that lawyer, do you? That’s what I’m askin you now. Did you lie, far as you remember?” Sherm put his hands on the partition and pushed his large face down toward Hardwick’s, breaching a space between interlocutor and witness that he would have drawn and quartered any lawyer for violating. Hardwick actually let one arm rise up defensively before he said no.


      “That’s what I’m sayin. Course you wouldn’t lie. So if that lawyer says you admitted you were all worked up over Olivia King, that you’d been bothering her and pestering her, following her to work and calling her vile names in these letters, you were tellin the truth, weren’t you, best you remember?”


      Hardwick’s eyes lit first on McManis, who still stood mute, then revolved past him as the witness searched the courtroom for help. I had some dwindling thought of passing Jim a note to tell him to object, but that only figured to inflame Crowthers more. Besides, I reminded myself, McManis was there to lose.


      “I guess,” Hardwick finally answered.


      “Idn’t any reason to think otherwise, right?”


      “Right.”


      “Okay,” said Sherm and finally beat his large head up and down. With that he returned his attention to McManis at the podium. “Okay. So what I’m tryin to figure is what we-all are doin here, Mr. Mack Manis. Client just admitted on the record in this case same things he supposedly said in confidence to that lawyer. Di’nt he?” Sherman revealed his large irregular teeth in a mischievous smile. “Nothin for me to rule on, is there? Dudn’t matter whether the statements he made before are privileged, cause there’s no way what he just said right here doesn’t come into evidence—is there?”


      Sherman, when he laughed, let his tongue slide through his teeth, and he emitted a wet sputter under his heavy gray mustache. He enjoyed himself while his mean lesson sunk in around the courtroom. He’d obviously demanded McManis produce his client so he could batter a new set of admissions out of Hardwick, avoiding a difficult ruling in the process. Sennett, when he heard about this turn of events, was delighted. Talk about a judge on the take! But, sitting there, I had no thought that corruption played any part in what Crowthers had done. It was just Sherm being himself, savoring the gratification he got by clobbering a jerk like Hardwick and by demonstrating that the best attorney in the courtroom was the one up on the bench.


      As Sherm took his seat again, still chuckling and tossing his head in amusement, McManis came out with his only line of protest.


      “But, Your Honor!” he said.


      Crowthers threw his big hand Jim’s way, disregarding the objection, and went on drafting the order.


      We all left the courtroom together and climbed into an elevator, where we were alone in the car. Robbie, who’d had the good sense not to speak a word during the hearing, finally piped up.


      “‘But, Your Honor,’” he wailed, just once. Hardwick had no comprehension what the laughter was about.
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      FEAVER JOKED THAT EVON WAS WORKING half days, since she was with him every minute now, 6 a.m. to 6 at night, seeing him back and forth from his house. The Feaver residence was English manor—style, with a long shake roof and yellow stucco between the outer members of the upper story. The structure was surrounded by a crisp lawn and decorative landscaping, but it looked entirely out of place here amid the prairie flatlands west of the city where the only trees had been planted by gardeners a few years before.


      Glen Ayre, the suburb, was a former cornfield on which some developer had set down dozens of gigantic houses. Everyone here was like Robbie, rich and eager to show it. Huge luxury cars sat out in the driveways, and the alarming freakish shapes of satellite dishes reared up along the rooflines. The kids were obviously spoiled; you could tell just by the basketball standards the parents had driven into the earth beside the driveways, with cranks to raise and lower the rim, and snappy acrylic backboards.


      The rich to Evon were Other People. She’d never envied much of what went with money. Merrel’s husband, Roy, was a businessman, an MBA, who traveled all over the world and seemed to ship dollars home by the suitcaseful, but Evon wasn’t certain it had done her sister much good. Clubs and fashion, the competition to keep up often seemed to have constricted Merrel’s life.


      When Evon climbed into the Mercedes each morning, Robbie was cheerful as a sunbeam. He zipped along, entertaining her with chatter, while she remained in the sullen funk of the sleep-deprived, still grieved that his circus act with Judge Medzyk had cost her another hour in bed.


      Their first stop, a few miles in the wrong direction, was his mother’s nursing home. While he was inside, Evon read the paper. She pushed her seat back, reclined, took in the aroma of the leather. The engine ran and she had the enormous solid machine to herself. One morning he decided to invite her inside.


      “Hell, come on, you’ll meet my ma.” It seemed unthinkable to him that she would have no interest. And she did, actually. She was curious about the woman who’d borne him.


      The result of Mrs. Feaver’s stroke last year was a nearly total hemiplegic paralysis. She had no use of her left leg and only marginal ability to move the arm on that side. But she still could speak, much as Robbie occasionally wished that weren’t the case; after therapy she had no audible impairment. Mrs. Feaver’s home, the apartment in which Robbie had grown up, was a second-story walk-up, which she’d had to abandon as a result of her disability. Robbie had wanted to take her into his house, but his mother, even in her weakened state, would hear none of it. He had enough on his hands with Lorraine. After much discussion, this nursing home seemed to be the best alternative. It cost him a left lung, he said, which made him feel a little better.


      Today Estelle Feaver sat upright in a padded day chair, dressed and ready for breakfast, which was still some time away. She held on to her heavy black-framed glasses with one hand, as if this might improve her vision, while she extended her neck turtle-like in the effort to follow the TV suspended on the opposite wall. Judging from the volume, her hearing, too, was failing. The utter immobility of her left side was apparent even from the doorway. Her arm hung down like wet laundry. She did not realize they had entered the room until Robbie was quite close to her. When she saw her son, she threw her right hand in the air, then recovered enough to whisk the glasses from her face and bury them in the folds of her skirt.


      “Rob-bee!” She fell into his arms and lifted the one good hand to his shoulder. She held him for quite some time until her cloudy, dark eyes found Evon.


      He introduced his new paralegal. To account for the fact that they were together so early in the morning, Robbie claimed they were heading to court. His mother’s mouth went through a series of sour reflexes that signified disbelief, but she looked away rather than castigate her son for his antics. Robbie, as always, happily avoided unpleasantness.


      “She looks great, doesn’t she look great?” he asked Evon. Mrs. Feaver in fact looked simply old. Her skin was engraved by heavy wrinkles which the thickly applied base and makeup did not really hide, and the chin beneath her neck hung in several folds that no doubt displeased her. It was clear she continued to take pains with her appearance. Even if Robbie had not told Evon that he engaged a manicurist and a stylist to come to the home weekly, it would have been plain. There was no missing the incredible orangutan orange of the hair dye or the popping red paint on her nails; they contrasted too pointedly, both with the glum surroundings and with her decrepitness—the bent spine, the pallid spotted hands, the rattling cough. Looking at Mrs. Feaver, Evon found it difficult even to say that she might once have been attractive. Her nose was hawkish and her false teeth, on which some of her bright lipstick was smudged, seemed to have altered her jawline. But she was a force. You could feel that much. She brushed aside her son’s compliments with a show of bashfulness.


      “Well, it’s just for him,” Estelle said. “Who else sees me in this place?”


      In his cheerleading fashion Robbie again extolled the way his mother took care of herself, once more inviting Evon to chime in with praise of her own. She’d have been willing to flatter an old woman, although she’d never had much enthusiasm for ladies in war paint, the way they felt it was a female’s responsibility to be so much more colorful, more glittering and glamorous than God and nature had made them. These days her own hair was barely combed; she was growing more perfunctory with her Elizabeth Arden makeup every morning, and she’d taken the color off her nails several weeks ago.


      But there proved no need to patronize. Mrs. Feaver continued as if Robbie had not invited Evon into their conversation. Evon saw quickly that, at least as far as Mrs. Feaver was concerned, no one really intruded on her relationship with her son. And in fact, as Robbie and his mother went on chortling over events here in the home, Evon realized that the same was true for him. They were so happy in each other’s presence! Robbie tended to speak of his mother as if she were a drain. But it was his disinterest, his objectivity, that was feigned. The man was really a through-and-through fake. He was as clearly bound to her as she was to him; his litany of compliments even, as her body failed, seemed sincere, a measure of the comfort he took in her physical presence. He held on to her hands as he questioned her about the doctor’s latest report, while his mother lingered contentedly in the hot light of his interest.


      “Oh, the doctors. What do they know? You think you get Nobel Prize winners in here?” She squinted at Evon, her harsh voice reduced to a whisper. “They’re all foreigners. They’re here for the Medicare. They give them I don’t know what, six bucks for every old bag they glance at. They run through here like their pants are on fire. I can’t even pronounce the names. Shadoopta. Baboopta. God save me if I ever needed to call one. I’d just be dead.”


      Robbie received this speech, like everything else the old lady said, with great mirth. He hugged her again, and then, after further banter, motioned Evon to go. To detain him, Mrs. Feaver inquired after Lorraine.


      “Eh,” he answered.


      “My son. His wife and his mother, one sicker than the other. Sometimes I’m alone, I cry for him, it’s such a terrible thing. Who takes care of Robbie?”


      He was jiggling the water pitcher throughout this speech. But he heard her, apparently. He reminded her about Mort.


      “He always sees the bright side,” answered Mrs. Feaver. “He makes jokes anyway. He’s on the economy plan with Hospital Supply. My God.”


      “Hey, shaddup, willya?” He leaned over and kissed her brow.


      “So you’ll come tomorrow?” Mrs. Feaver asked somewhat plaintively.


      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. End of the day. I got court in the morning.” He waved, then shot down the hallway. Mrs. Feaver watched his departure with dismay and did not respond when Evon lingered at the threshold to say it had been a pleasure.


      “So that’s my ma. A pistol, right? There’s only half of her left and she’s still full of beans.” Advancing down the corridor, each doorway revealing another frail body, shattered by age and disease—the skin parchment-colored and like a luffing sail, mouth toothless and desperately agape—Robbie managed another thrilled laugh.


      Seeing what was required, Evon made the previously suspended remark about how well Mrs. Feaver kept herself.


      “Yeah,” he said again. “She looks great. She’s always looked great. I mean, when I was a kid—” He rolled his eyes. “You look at the pictures now, I don’t know, it’s not like she was Liz Taylor or anything, but she had something. Pizzazz? Vitality. What was Jackie Gleason’s old line. ‘Va va va vooooom!’ She was always put together really nice. She was going out and selling and looking good at it. Still today, I’ll smell Chanel Number Five—Channel Five, I used to call it—and I’ll think about my ma, hugging me before she ran off to the store.


      “Guys dug her. I could tell that. And she was like a lot of pretty women I’ve known, she liked being dug. She liked the power of it, I think. I could always tell that she loved walking down the street on the way home from work. In those straight skirts and high heels? The neighbor guy, in his sleeveless undervest, smoking a cigarette and pushing a hand mower over the little strip of city lawn, would stop and draw a smoke and take a real long look, even shake his head for mercy once she went past. She loved that. Half the wives in the neighborhood wanted her arrested. They called her ‘Sophia Loren,’ and not to be nice.”


      They were crossing the parking lot by now. The temperature had increased and the sun was seen some days now, but winter, a stubborn old witch, held on. The sky was piled with ugly soiled messes of clouds. Robbie, caught up in his reverie, looked to the pavement where oily rainbows had gathered.


      “I think, you know, when it came to the actual act, she was probably pretty prudish, like a lot of ladies that age. I mean, I don’t really know. She had one boyfriend for a while, a few years after my old man skipped, but that came to the usual sad ending, and after that she pretty much scrapped the whole notion. I caught her crying one night and telling herself and me it was for the best. He was a goy. A gentile. And younger than her. I was frantic. I couldn’t stand that she was crying. I was eleven years old and I wanted to go after this guy with a bat, especially when I began to get the picture. With my mother?” Robbie had a sudden laugh. “I still would,” he said. “I’d still like to kill him.” His breath, turned to smoke by the cold, raced upward and he smiled at Evon, inviting her to laugh with him at his sudden recognition of himself.
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      THE HASH SENNETT HAD MADE OF THE first encounter with Judge Skolnick left him with serious tactical problems. Robbie could have employed the usual gambit, announcing that the case of the painter with cancer had settled and making his drop. But Stan felt he’d be left with a relatively weak case on the judge, much less imposing than what he needed to finally get Washington off his back. Skolnick’s lawyer would argue to a jury that the first payoff had been refused—the recording supported that—and that the second, even if accepted, was not intended to influence any official act, since Skolnick had emphasized in the Lincoln that he would stay discovery for any party.


      Instead, Sennett decided that Robbie should appear before the judge with McManis and actually ask Skolnick to grant his motion for judgment on the pleadings, a claim that his client deserved to win the liability phase of the lawsuit without a trial, or even discovery. In his car, Skolnick had said flatly he’d never grant such a request. Sennett, therefore, felt there was little to lose, particularly since Stan thought there was some chance Robbie might even win.


      “If you show up,” Stan explained to Robbie, “that tells the judge that McManis won’t settle. So if Skolnick denies the motion, he knows discovery starts and McManis finds out your client has cancer. You’ll get nothing, the kids will get nothing—and Skolnick will get nothing.” Stan was convinced he had the judge cornered.


      “You’re missing one thing,” Feaver told Sennett. “Barney isn’t smart enough to figure all of that out.”


      When McManis and Feaver arrived in court to argue the motion, Skolnick sat on the bench with his perfect judicial hairdo and his florid face scrunched down among his many chins. He seemed to understand nothing but the fact that a plaintiff’s motion for judgment  on the pleadings was virtually never granted. Just as Robbie had predicted, the judge swiftly denied his motion.


      Yet this setback proved only momentary. After ruling, Skolnick invited Feaver and Evon and McManis back to his chambers. He was entirely agreeable as he sat behind his desk, still in his robe. He offered coffee, told a few of his usual jokes, and then began mercilessly pressuring McManis to settle the case.


      “You got out of here with your gatkes today, Jim,” he said, addressing McManis, who’d never been in Skolnick’s courtroom before, as if he were a friend through the ages. “You know what that means? Rough translation, you got out with your boots on. But who knows about next time, when Feaver makes another motion? Not that I’m prejudging. I’m not. I’m keeping an open mind. Completely open. Believe me, after twenty-six years on the bench, that’s one thing you learn to do. You have to learn all the facts and hear both sides. Next time, who knows, maybe I’ll still see this exactly your way. But I could grant plaintiff’s motion. I very well could. I was about this far.” The judge held up his thumb and index finger, which were not parted at all. “Then where are you, Jim? The insurance companies, I don’t know why they like to hang on to their money so long. It’s like those cartoons where the moths fly out of the wallet. A case like this. Does he have a family?” Skolnick asked Robbie innocently. “The plaintiff?”


      At the end, Skolnick stayed discovery another month to allow the parties to consider his remarks. He could not quite bring that off with aplomb; his eyes never left his leather desk blotter.


      The FoxBIte had captured the judge’s song and dance perfectly. Sennett accepted congratulations without preening, knowing, as we’d all seen, that there was no end to the way things could yet go wrong. Skolnick still had to take the money, and the complicated equipment in the Lincoln had to function. On April 12, Robbie, having reported to Pincus that the painter’s case was now settled, prepared to visit the judge again in his car.


      “We need this,” Stan told Feaver before he departed from McManis’s. Considerably shorter than my client, Stan laid his narrow hands on Robbie’s shoulders and looked at him almost plaintively. The brotherly appeal, the fact that Stan was asking and not commanding, seemed to impress all of us, even Robbie.


      

        [image: image]

      


      “JUDGE, I’M SHAVING YOU a little,” Robbie said, almost as soon as he was on the nail-polish-red leather of the front seat. Feaver had seen the prior tape a number of times and had his mark exactly. He held the envelope containing the cash in his left hand and waved it in front of the lens. The picture today was noticeably better. Alf had added a signal booster, and at considerable expense, Sennett had requisitioned a second surveillance van from the Drug Enforcement Administration, which was also receiving the picture as a backup. Alf manned the dials feverishly, while Stan and McManis and I were belted to our little tin seats on the walls.


      “Hah?” asked Skolnick. The judge had been providing his own windy analysis of what the Clintons should do about health care reform and had seemed sincerely oblivious as Robbie prepared to deliver the payoff. Even with the camera, Feaver had to find some way to get Skolnick to talk about the money. If the envelope was simply stuffed into the seat unnoticed, a defense lawyer would argue Skolnick knew nothing about it. Thus, Feaver had employed a variation on the ruse with Walter.


      “Judge, you know, like I say, it’s a little less, but to get this done, I had to undercut myself on the settlement. And I’d like to leave the family, the kids, with as much as I can. Only I don’t want you to think I’m stiffing you.”


      Skolnick’s large face labored through the calculations inspired by this deviation from form. He finally looked straight down at the envelope.


      “Veefeel?” he asked quietly, meaning ‘How much?’


      “Eight. If that’s okay.”


      Skolnick laughed out loud. “My God, they should all worry like you. Genug. We’re friends, Robbie. We’ve done a lot together. What you think is right, fine. Besides,” said Skolnick, “you gave me last time. For nothing.” Robbie played dumb and Skolnick added, “With Gillian.”


      Across from me, Sennett rattled his fist in the air, but issued no sound. He’d learned better.


      In the Lincoln, Skolnick’s garrulousness had overtaken his caution.


      “See, you know, you hear stories, some of my brethren, they’re like bandits with pistols, really, what they do, it’s a stickup. Here, with me, it’s good for you, okay, so it’s good for me. I’m not for grudges. I appreciate what you do. And if you did nothing, it would be the same, you know that.”


      “I do,” Robbie said. Sennett recoiled, but Feaver quickly sent things in the proper direction. “It’s just this time, you really went out of your way, Judge. You know, when you denied that motion, I was—”


      “I could see,” said Skolnick. “You looked like I had my finger in your kishkes. Right? Come on. I could see. You were thinking, What’s this guy doing to me? Am I right? I could see that.”


      “Well, you know, Judge, I just saw this guy, his kids. But what you did, in chambers. That was brilliant. Really. That was just terrific. That scum-sucker, McManis, he wouldn’t have come up with a nickel if you hadn’t given him a poke.”


      “Well, thank you, you know, when I saw that look on your face, I said, So what can I do so this works out like it should? Same as always really, this isn’t different from some other case, you talk to the two sides, you tell them to be sensible. That’s what I did.”


      Stan was still making faces—Skolnick’s continuing insistence that he hadn’t behaved improperly would be a small impediment—but the fact was the judge had annihilated himself. He was already driving back toward the LeSueur, but he detained Robbie in order to finish another joke, this one about a priest and a rabbi who have a collision. After a cautious start, each agrees that he’s partly at fault. To cement their amicable resolution, the rabbi offers the father a drink from the sabbath wine which he happens to have in his trunk. The priest takes a long draught, then offers the rabbi the bottle.


      “‘Right after the police get here,’ the rabbi says.” Skolnick reddened further as he roared over the punch line, and even in the van there was a current of suppressed laughter. Robbie departed the Lincoln chuckling, but Amari continued to follow Skolnick’s car. Given the results of the first recording, Stan had persuaded Judge Winchell to expand her order slightly, allowing the camera to remain activated for an additional ten minutes to see if Skolnick retrieved the envelope from the front seat. The second surveillance van was by now in the Temple parking garage, near the section reserved for judges where Alf had punctured Skolnick’s tires five weeks before. We stayed on the street, where, despite Alf’s apprehensions, the picture was clear.


      Alone, Skolnick used his car phone to call his wife about a set of race cars he was supposed to pick up for his grandson’s birthday. Afterwards, as he circled up the ramp, the judge actually began quietly singing “Happy Birthday to You,” wagging his large head on the beat. Parked, he turned off the motor, which sent a jolt of static across the picture. The camera would remain on only for another two minutes, as it automatically powered down once the ignition was off to avoid draining the battery. But that figured to be long enough.


      For a troubling instant, Skolnick started squeezing out from under the steering wheel without the money. Then he rammed himself in the head. “What a draykopf,” he complained about his absentmindedness. He squinted through the windshield and looked up and down the dim structure, then grunted audibly as he twisted around and heaved. The envelope came out like a weed he’d uprooted. He held it aloft, only inches from the camera, then jammed it into an interior pocket of his raincoat. With that, he grabbed the rearview mirror where the lens was secreted and angled it down so he could look himself over. His large features swelled across the screen as he straightened his tie. The pores on his nose were distorted to craterlike dimensions and he ran his tongue over his teeth. Then the poor bastard smiled with all his empty-noggined good humor and again began humming to himself, “Happy Birthday to You.”


       


      ALL THE UCAS GATHERED to watch the tape. Evon briefly stole away from the office to join them. It was, as Klecker said, more fun than the movies. Afterwards, Sennett addressed the group. Today’s success made Stan seem more determined, more vital. He stood straight in his white shirt under the recessed spots.


      This was a great achievement, he said, a relief of a kind and a tribute to the enormous hard work and sacrifice each one of them had made, to the months away from their families, and the strains they’d endured in living undercover. None of them had to worry any longer about saying it was all for nothing. They had put together a case Skolnick could never defend, and another one, on Malatesta, that would soon be at the same point.


      But no one should forget these were simply first steps. Men like Skolnick, Sennett said, weren’t the deepest problem. They could roll up dozens of Skolnicks, and with luck they would. But the Skolnicks had been born into this system. They went along with no ability to change it. Altering things permanently meant reaching the people who were in command, who willed this to continue as a matter of personal privilege and gratification.


      “Tuohey,” Sennett said, and let his determined look tick over each of them. “When we get to Tuohey, all of your magnificent efforts will have culminated not just in stats or headlines or stroke letters from D.C., suitable for framing”—there was appreciative laughter—“but a lasting change in the life of this community.”


      Evon felt high from all of this, the success with Skolnick and Sennett’s address, but she found Feaver in a decidedly different mood when they drove home an hour later. The aftermath of these wired showdowns was beginning to assume a pattern. Much as Robbie enjoyed the moment, it demanded an intensity, a state of high alert and toe-dancing nimbleness, which left him depleted and also somewhat depressed as he confronted the results.


      “Sometimes I sit up at night and think about all the people I’m fucking over,” he said now. “It’s starting to be a lot.” As the number of solid prosecutions mounted, Feaver often seemed caught between warring impulses of self-congratulation and loathing. She understood in a way. You couldn’t hate Skolnick. Even for her, there was no rush at the thought of him in a cell. But she felt no regrets.


      “He knows what he’s doing,” said Evon.


      “Do you? I mean, bringing out the worst in people and making them pay the price? You really think that’s okay?”


      “Necessary,” she answered. She didn’t think what they were doing was terrible. There were good deeds and bad, like the two different sides of the highway with a stripe in between. And once people crossed over, they could just keep going. That was the sorry lesson of experience.


      “I wouldn’t mind,” Robbie said, as the big car galloped up the ramp onto the highway, “but I know damn well you’re gonna scoop up the small fry and never land Brendan.” It was a jolt hearing that on the heels of Sennett’s halftime speech. But Robbie nodded to cement his opinion. “Never,” he said. “And I’m not saying anything about me. We get there, I’ll march in a straight line, do like I’m told. Stan’s got me by the short ones anyway. But Brendan’s way beyond crafty. He’ll see your shadow in the dark. My prediction is you guys aren’t gonna get close.”


      “We get em all, Robbie,” she said.


      “FBI’s like the Mounties?”


      “You betchum.” She meant it, too. Inspired by Sennett, she felt starched by pride. People asked all the time, A nice girl like you, FBI, huh? And the truth was that she was hard put to say where it came from, being an agent, Effin Be I. The end of field hockey was like falling into a hole. Most of her Olympic teammates planned to be coaches. Life for them would remain the field: green Astroturf wet thoroughly before game time, the continual sharp crack of the ball on the stick, and thinking about how great they were when they were young. For her it was done. Because somehow the illusion that had gone with it had been exposed. She was twenty-four years old. She’d been to the Olympics. And there was still no place in the world where she felt right.


      Just to look at options, she’d done the paralegal course at the law school at Iowa while she was finishing the degree requirements for her B.A. In the same kind of mood, she went to a job fair in the field house. Behind a folding table, sitting around with the recruiters from places like RJR Nabisco and American Can, were two guys from the Bureau in gray suits and government-issue glasses, types if they’d ever existed. But it clicked. Her mother’s father had been the Sheriff. He was a lifelong deputy who got the top job when his boss died on duty, buried in an avalanche he’d brought down on himself trying to blast loose a cornice that was threatening a road. Valiant. That was the word her grandfather used in mourning his friend. Like the prince, she thought, with his beautiful pageboy that resembled Merrel’s. It had become, in the tangle of things inside a little girl’s head, improbably large. The Sheriff’s star, a heavy gold medallion twice the size of what the deputies wore, looked to her as though all the power and obligation were pinned right there on her grandfather’s chest. She was halfway through Quantico when she found out that she wasn’t going to get a badge. Hoover never wanted the national police force to look as if they were police. That’s why they wore suits instead of uniforms, and carried credentials instead of a shield. But she still longed for a star of her own now and then.


      Yet she’d never regretted the Bureau. She could lecture you until the next Flood about what was wrong, all the dumb acronyms that made them sound as if they were speaking in tongues, or the callous way women were treated. At Quantico, during training, she had the highest firearms scores in three years; the instructors would take her over to FATS—Firearms Automated Training System, where the guns fired laser beams, not bullets—and marvel at her reaction times. But they wouldn’t let her come out there as a full-time instructor because somebody was convinced women couldn’t handle .45s. She was lucky if every eighteen months she got to teach a two-week in-service, a training session for cops or other federal agents, most of whom were there for a boondoggle.


      But being the Bureau meant being the best. They told you that at Quantico, so loudly and so often it seemed to echo from the rolling hills. And it was true. There was McManis, and Alf and Amari and Shirley Nagle to prove it. And her too. She believed every word about mission and duty. She lived it and liked it and liked herself for doing a good job right. And they’d get Brendan. Together. The FBI.


      “That’s fine with me,” Feaver said when she repeated that prediction. “You put Brendan behind bars, I’ll take photos and frame them. I won’t feel bad for a minute. I mean, maybe I should. The guy’s always treated me like gold. On account of Mort, and his ma, and my ma. I’m in Brendan’s in crowd. Which is why Sennett thinks I’ll have such a good shot at putting a knife in his back.” He shook his head again over his current life’s work of betrayal. She gave him the line, the shopworn agent’s special, for whatever comfort it offered.


      “He’d do it to you, Robbie. Don’t worry.”


      “Brendan? Never. Sennett came to Brendan’s doorstep, a moth can’t beat its wings as fast as he’d have told Stan to hit the road. Brendan kneels to no man. That’s like a credo. I can say a lot of bad stuff about Brendan, but these tables would never turn.”


      “So what do you have against him?”


      Robbie screwed up his face the way he did when he thought she was being difficult. But after a second he seemed to yield to her point.


      “Meeting Brendan the first time,” he told her, “you’d say he’s charming. Likable. Poised. Humorous. Especially if you’ve got any power. Reporters, politicians, celebrities, anybody who can do him some good, he’ll bark like a seal if he thinks it’ll make you beholden. But when you get down through the layers, Brendan is an absolute fuck-hole of a human being. Here, this’ll tell you something. I mentioned Constanza, didn’t I?”


      Tuohey’s secretary. Evon remembered.


      “To this day, she’s sitting right outside his office. Beautiful little lady. But listen how Brendan got his mitts on her. All this time, twenty-some years now, Constanza’s married. Constanza had better English than her husband, Miguel. She made it through secretarial school, but Miguel, you know, he’s a busboy and, after all that time working around all the liquor he can steal, he’s also a drunk. The world beats him and he beats Constanza. And she’s pouring out her woes to her boss, of course, Judge Brendan. He’s touching her bruises and pretty soon other parts, but you know, Constanza is a Catholic girl of great virtue, Miguel is the hand God dealt her, she can’t be bad with Brendan and look her husband in the eye at night.


      “Brendan, naturally, acts very understanding with all of this. ‘Well, we’ll just have to make Mike a better man. He needs a fresh start, a new job, a chance to feel some pride in himself.’ And Brendan gets him into the jail as a fry cook, standing behind the griddle suddenly, not carrying the slops. Miguel is muy contento. And then bad news for Miguel. He’s been riffed. All the Department of Corrections can offer him is a transfer downstate to Rudyard. ‘Oh, but that’s three hundred feefty miles from mi familia.’ A pity, they say. Of course, there’s a three-thousand-dollar raise, and a travel allowance. A travel allowance for a fry cook, right? Needless to mention, when Miguel gets there, he finds that his two off days are Monday and Thursday. He can go home maybe once a month. And never seems to notice his side of the bed is still warm. To this day—he’s the head of Food Services by now in the penitentiary, and, by magic, they keep extending his retirement date—whenever he sees Brendan, he actually kisses his hand. And Brendan, the fuck—” Robbie stopped to shoot the finger at a hard-looking fellow in a pickup who’d cut off the Mercedes. “Goddamn Brendan lets him. How can you not hate a guy like that? Whenever Miguel comes by chambers to pick up Constanza, Brendan’s number one thrill is to call her in for a little late dictation and get her to honk his horn while her hubby’s on the other side of the wall.”


      “Oh, Lord.”


      “Yeah,” he said. “And you think your sex life’s strange.”


      Robbie was just talking, but the remark hit her hard. She was afraid from the start that he’d put her down.


      “My sex life’s not strange.” She eyed him severely.


      “Then you’re the only one,” he said. “Sex is always strange. Whether it’s Brendan-strange or me-strange or you-strange, it’s strange.”


      She hadn’t heard this theory yet.


      “I mean, this is the most private, inner thing in life, isn’t it?” he asked her. “It comes out just a little bit differently in each of us, like a fingerprint. Who you do what with. And your fantasies. And what part you like best. And what you’re thinking. It’s unique. That’s why it’s intimate. That’s why it’s magic.”


      She had once been at a sex club in San Francisco where she’d watched one woman fuck another with a dildo strapped to the crown of a leather hood on her head. There hadn’t been much magic in that. Not for her. But it was no business of his.


      He took her silence to mean she required convincing.


      “Here’s what I’m saying,” he said. “I picked up a woman one night. Well, ‘picked up.’ I wouldn’t say picked up. She works in the clerk’s office. I’ve known her forever. Single gal. Joyce—Well, forget her name, but you know, I like her. Anyway, we’re both pretty toasted. And we get to her place, she says, Sit down. And she takes out this photo album. Said she took the pictures herself. And they’re of her. She’s doing a sort of striptease for the camera. More than a tease. Very explicit. I don’t know if she sent this in to Collected Kinks of America. But she was ramping up to show it to somebody. And it was me. And you know, if I was a jerk, I could have laughed. But I was fascinated. And very touched. And also really turned on. Even though I wouldn’t exactly say she showed to advantage. She had pretty legs, but just about zip on top and, you know, the camera, it can be pretty harsh. But she was sharing it with me. Her strange little secret. Which was cool.” He peeked her way to see how she’d received this. “So,” he concluded, “you ought to ease up on yourself.”


      “Myself? How’d I get into this?”


      “Don’t give me that. I got you figured now.”


      She laughed and, as soon as she’d done it, felt a tremor.


      “Laugh all you like,” he said. “I know why you always wanna talk about it.”


      “You’re the one always talking about it.”


      “But you wanna listen.”


      “A-gain?”


      “It’s true.”


      “The hell.”


      “You can’t,” he told her.


      “Can’t?” She felt a stab of apprehension. “Can’t what?”


      “Be like that. Or at least what you think I am. Free. You can’t be like that.” He squared around to face her at a stoplight next to a shopping mall, teeming in the early hours of the evening. “I mean, I don’t know if your thing is girls or boys or lightning bugs, but whatever it is—you can’t. Not the way you’d like. Maybe you can’t come. Or maybe you’re too frozen up, inhibited, whatever you call it, to actually get it on with anybody. Or maybe you’ve gotten tanked and gone out for anything that comes your way and there’s still a whole big country of pleasure you know you can’t get to. But it’s something like that. Don’t tell me I’m wrong, because I know I’m not.”


      It was a form of punishment to have to meet his eye. The heat of her flush had reached her scalp and her gut pinched. But she didn’t lock away. And in the few seconds that passed, another of those things that seemed to happen between them occurred. He was the one who emerged looking abashed and somewhat caved in on himself. He was the first to break off, to flip up the switch for the sunroof and fiddle pointlessly with all the other dials in the walnut console. He was the one who didn’t dare look at her the rest of the way home.
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      “GEORGE, I’VE BEEN MEANING TO CALL you,” said Morton Dinnerstein. I had just stepped into one of the elevators beside the grand lobby of the LeSueur. As soon as Mort saw me, he lit up with his silly off-center smile. I was a referring attorney now, a source of income and someone to whom he was obliged to show gratitude and charm. He pumped my hand several times. But it turned out he had serious business on his mind. “You didn’t by any chance get the settlement check on this Petros v. Standard Railing matter, did you? The guy who fell out of the balcony at the Hands game? The thing was over two months ago and this McManis is stringing Robbie along.”


      In the brass-ribbed elevator, with the artful festoonery adorning the grillwork, I suddenly felt like a bird in a cage. I remained determined not to lie for the government.


      Not so far as I know, I told him.


      “And the client, this Peter Petros, he isn’t banging your door down? That’s a miracle. Where’d you find this guy, George? There must be a couple more like him somewhere on earth.”


      I laughed far too robustly at Morty’s humor and looked up desperately at the old-fashioned clocklike mechanism that counted the floors.


      “I’m going to get this taken care of this week, George,” Mort promised as I alighted. It was nearing April 15, and I guess Mort, like most Americans, was scrounging for tax money.


      Again and again, Petros confirmed the lesson I’d learned over the years watching my wife, Patrice, practice architecture: you can never plan well enough. Life will always outwit you. The devices employed to avoid detection of the Project were elaborate. With no questions asked, the General Counsel at Moreland had agreed, as part of their continuing cooperation with Stan’s office, to confirm McManis’s role with the company. Every plaintiff and defendant in the contrived cases had a listing with directory assistance and a phone number that forwarded to Amari’s desk, as well as post office boxes from which the UCAs dutifully collected the mail. The companies created, like Standard Railing, were registered with the Secretary of State. But there was no controlling random events.


      The day Skolnick had pressured McManis to settle the painter’s case, Klecker had rushed to the courthouse to correct a problem with the FoxBIte only to find, as he went through the metal detector, that he’d left his gun on under his jumpsuit. Amazingly, he’d gotten away with rapping on it and telling the deputies it was a tool. But the whole Project might have come down at that moment. Then last week a law student in Malatesta’s class had called Feaver. He happened to have been in court, watching the judge on the bench, the day Silvio had ruled on the motion to dismiss in Petros and the student was now thinking of doing a paper on the case for a seminar. Feaver told him he couldn’t discuss the matter without the client’s consent, but everyone was living in dread that the student might decide to investigate on his own.


      No one, so far as I knew, had given much thought to the fact that Dinnerstein would expect to see money. It had been enough just to maintain all the pretenses in court. Yet if you believed the paperwork created to dupe Mort, he had several hundred thousand dollars coming, something he was unlikely to forget. In the office with both Robbie and Evon, he was, naturally, far crankier than he’d been with me. She had been around several times recently when he’d reminded Robbie to get after McManis, and Feaver’s failure to produce results had even made Mort slightly mistrustful.


      “You sure spend a lot of time with that guy,” Mort said one day this week. “Don’t forget you’re supposed to be kicking his ass.”


      “Hey,” Robbie answered.


      Mort turned to Evon. “He falls in love with people, you know.”


      Dinnerstein had come to accept her regular presence, inured to the random women who became enmeshed in Robbie’s life. Even, for her part, had learned to enjoy the gentle needling between the two men and, even more, the intimate undercurrents that inevitably overcame Mort’s frequent exasperation with his partner. But finances were one of Mort’s responsibilities in the firm, and despite his good nature, he was exacting. He could tell you the monthly income within a few dollars without a financial report. He invested shrewdly, too, Robbie said.


      ‘That dippy head-in-the-clouds stuff,’ Robbie had once told her, ‘that’s partly a schtick he got into as a kid so he could ignore a lot of hairy stuff. You’re too young to remember how it was, but until Salk found his vaccine, mothers would sort of hover over their kids all summer, watching for even a runny nose, knowing that somebody—some kid from school or the third cousin of your downstairs neighbor—but someone was going to end up with this horrible plague. And Morty was the one. He was in an iron lung for months. That can weird you out some. The paralysis pretty much receded. But afterwards, his ma was always hanging on him. Sometimes when he was sleeping, she’d put a mirror under his nose to make sure he was breathing. And she made him wear this leg brace, so he felt like the world’s biggest dork. When he’d get out of the house, we’d take it off and hide it in the bushes. It was leather with steel rods and laces like for shoes. I must have tied that thing a hundred times, helping him put it back on. Sheilah was never the wiser. He’d go home to Mommy with that dopey out-of-it smile.’


      Feaver found this story, like everything about Mort, endearing, but the point was well taken. The same day Mort had seen me, Shirley Nagle burst into McManis’s conference room to announce that Dinnerstein was in reception. As it happened, Evon was with Jim, doing a status check on the paperwork outstanding on each of the contrived cases. Shirley described Mort as polite, but determined. He’d already made a couple of unanswered phone calls to McManis today. He’d now announced that he’d just wait out there until Jim could see him. Dinnerstein had taken a seat in one of the upholstered chairs, reaching into a full briefcase to draw out a draft on which he began marking out changes in his small careful hand.


      “Should I hide?” Evon asked McManis.


      “Hell,” said Jim, “you better go see what he wants.”


      In reception, Evon explained her presence with something close to the truth: she’d come down here to confirm briefing schedules on a number of cases and, hearing Mort’s name, thought he might have been here to find her. It was the money, of course, that he was after.


      “Why don’t you stick around,” Mort whispered. “I wouldn’t mind a witness.”


      Eventually they were ushered back to McManis’s office. Mort never stopped smiling throughout the visit. He said that after all those months of hearing Jim’s name, he thought they should meet. Trying to build a bridge, he even tossed out the names of a few people in Moreland’s legal department whom he took for mutual acquaintances. McManis was not completely convincing in response, but owing a fellow several hundred thousand dollars didn’t generally foster a relaxed appearance.


      When Mort finally reached the subject of the money his firm was due, Jim, in usual lawyerly fashion, blamed the client.


      “Well, we have a client, too.” Dinnerstein laughed. “And we’re going to have a hell of a time explaining to him why we didn’t file a contempt motion.” Mort happened to have a draft of such a motion in his briefcase and, with no lapse in his jovial manner, handed it to Jim before Evon and he went on their way.


      Naturally, Sennett and Robbie and I were urgently summoned in the aftermath. This problem was only going to get worse. Beyond Standard Railing, Dinnerstein would soon be looking for a settlement check on the case of the poor painter with cancer which had been before Skolnick, and also on King v. Hardwick, the sexual harassment suit on which Robbie had informed Judge Crowthers’ clerk of a settlement two days after the hearing. Things were only half as bad as they looked, since Feaver would immediately refund his end to the government. But retrieving the money from Mort, whenever the Project was over, might be a complicated legal undertaking, especially if Mort was angry, as he figured to be. The folks at UCORC, who were forever hounding McManis and Stan about the significant costs of the Project, seemed unlikely to let go of $250,000 they might never see again.


      We all watched Sennett calculate, banging his fingers against his lips. It reminded me a little of one of those game shows I watched in childhood, where the audience waited for the correct answer to come spinning down in a sheaf of IBM cards dropped from the bottom of Univac.


      “They’ll do it,” he said suddenly. “I know how to handle it.” Around the table, we awaited a further explanation, but it wasn’t forthcoming. Sennett gave us a dry smile, but his idea, whatever it was, was locked in the need-to-know treasure chest. Yet he was right. The money was wired from a code-named account to McManis two days later.


      “You know,” Robbie told Evon the night he’d presented Mort with the check, “I wasn’t really scared. I’ve always figured with Morty that if push comes to shove, I can just tell him to shut up and trust me.”


      Sennett would not like that—what if Mort let something slip to his uncle?—but Robbie was right. For all his lapses and deceptions, Robbie was committed to Morty’s well-being, and Dinnerstein knew it. Years ago, despite some qualms from Joan about Robbie’s philandering, Mort and his wife had named Robbie in their will as their children’s guardian, recognizing the powerful bond Robbie had formed with both boys. He was ‘Uncle Robbie,’ and had coached Mort’s older son, Josh, in Little League for several years, in ‘the good old days’ as Robbie called them, when he would show up for practice at eight on Saturday morning still in his suit. The younger boy, Max, was not an athlete. But from an early age, he’d been an exuberant performer, a talent Robbie had helped cultivate by directing the annual children’s theater production at the local Jewish Community Center. Last summer, for the first time, he had bowed out because of Rainey’s deterioration, but Evon heard Robbie on the phone with the boy often, coaching him for different parts.


      “You have any friends like that?” Feaver asked her now. “Like Morty and me?”


      “Me?” Evon was somehow startled by the thought. Her first impulse was to mention her sister. But family wasn’t quite the same. She knew that. No, was the honest answer. The bare facts sank her, but she told him the truth.


      “Not many people do,” he offered for comfort, clearly having read her reaction.


      But it was not a good night after that. When she got up to the small apartment, she was reeling. She felt fierce anger at the way Robbie managed to sneak up on her, and she hated herself for being who she was, so simple and manipulable in her longings. She sat on the couch in a blanket for quite some time, before she even had the spunk to put on Reba singing “It’s Your Call.” She was going to have to go out and call Merrel. There was no choice about that. Downtown, in a couple of the fancy hotels there were luxurious phone booths, elegant enclosed spaces, with brass fixtures and a little shelf of granite, a place where she did not feel in peril when she spoke in her old voice.


      She took a box from the freezer, unsure exactly what entree was in it, and punched the beeping buttons on the microwave. She went to shower while her dinner twirled under the rays. When she’d stripped down, she considered herself in the small mirror on the bathroom vanity, whose corners were already being glossed over with vapor. Good tits. She had that much going for her. The sight, without any expectation, brought on the first vivid fantasy of being with Feaver that she’d experienced in all these months. It was sudden, enrapturing, and brief: just an intense image of him in darkness. An exact tactile memory of the unanticipated male hardness of his limbs revisited her. Her nipples peaked at once; she knew if she lowered her hand for consolation she’d be wet. But she twisted away from that, almost like a wrestler escaping from a hold. No. No. And then she prepared herself to recoil from the shock. But she wasn’t upset. It was just a piece of something she’d tried out, knowing all along it would never fit, just one more thing rocking and rolling inside her.


      She looked to the mirror, hoping for some confirmation from the woman there, but her face was already obscured by the steam.
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      THE DAY AFTER ROBBIE’S TELEVISED PAY-OFF of Skolnick, Stan had met with Chief Judge Winchell and played the tape for her. He wanted her to know Petros was on the right track, that Feaver’s accusations were proving out. Stan’s hope, yet again, was that she’d be willing to authorize the installation of a bug in Judge Malatesta’s chambers. The Chief Judge was careful not to give him any advice; she was the judge, not the prosecutor. But Sennett felt that if he could specify a limited time frame, a few days in which the government was watching for a particular event, she’d sign the warrant. Therefore, Sennett sought Robbie’s help in devising a scenario for an emergency motion, one Malatesta would have to rule on quickly, which would give the government an event to earmark in applying for the bug.


      There were still two contrived cases on Malatesta’s docket. Given Walter’s warnings, they had remained largely dormant, supposedly snoozing along through the interrogatory stage in discovery. One of the cases, Drydech v. Lancaster Heating, concerned a gas water heater that had supposedly exploded in the barn of Robbie’s client, a farmer. Drydech, based on an out-of-state decision Robbie had read, was known as ‘The Fart Case’ around McManis’s office. The planned defense was that combustion resulted not from the water heater but from a buildup of high quantities of methane emitted by a barn full of cows.


      To create the emergency, Robbie now proposed that he file a motion to advance the deposition of a company engineer who allegedly had warned of the potential for flash explosions if the heater was installed in an enclosed space occupied by livestock. The motion would require an immediate ruling because the engineer, supposedly, was seriously ill and slipping downhill.


      As soon as the papers were typed, Robbie and Evon dashed to the courthouse to file them and visit with Walter. The predicate for the bug would be a conversation, much like the one in Peter Petros’s case, in which Feaver told Wunsch that the outcome of the lawsuit would hinge on Malatesta’s ruling. The government would then watch to see how Wunsch brought this news to the judge and how Silvio reacted.


      When they arrived, Walter was already in the courtroom, getting ready for a hearing at 2 p.m. Once court started, Robbie would have a hard time holding any conversation with Wunsch, and they galloped across the corridor. As Evon flew through the swinging door behind Robbie, she nearly knocked over a burly guy twice her size. He was somebody she’d seen around here before, a cop or a deputy from the looks of him. While she apologized, he stared incredulously, not so much angry as unaccustomed, Evon figured, to taking that kind of wallop from a female.


      Walter was walking back and forth on the yellowish birch tier beneath the judge, with his customary ill-humored expression, giving directions to the bailiff and court reporter regarding the session about to get under way. Evon hung back, allowing Robbie to approach Wunsch on his own, although the voices were clear through the infrared. Handing over the motion, Feaver declared, between his teeth, “This guy is my case, Wally.”


      Walter’s rumpled face shrunk with distaste, but he said nothing. When Robbie asked how soon the judge would decide, Wunsch recited the court’s rule on emergency motions: McManis would have two days to reply, and the judge could then take up to two days to rule. That meant he’d consider the motion on Thursday or Friday.


      “You gonna ask me to add one plus one next?” Walter asked Robbie, before shooing him away.


      When Stan called midday Friday to ask if Robbie and I could join him at McManis’s, I figured we were being summoned for another celebration. But there were no upbeat greetings from the UCAs. In the conference room, both Jim and Stan sat with long faces. The dead gray eye of the video monitor was exposed in the red oak cabinets. When I asked what was wrong, the two looked at one another. Robbie arrived then, and even before he was seated, Stan pushed the button on the VCR.


      The screen sprang to life with a black-and-white image. The date and time, down to tenths of seconds, were displayed in a running count of white block letters in the upper right-hand corner. The footage, whatever it was, had been taken at 5:05 p.m. yesterday and the perspective was strange. The camera was positioned somewhere near the ceiling—in a phony smoke detector, Klecker told me later—and the lens was a fisheye, foreshortening the sides of the room much like the gold-framed parabolic mirror that hung in my parents’ foyer. The halftones blurred to white in the weak light.


      Eventually, I recognized a large desk, ponderous as an anvil, with Old Glory and the county flag on standards behind it. Two figures were at the edge of the picture. When they moved into the frame, they were, as anticipated, Malatesta and Wunsch. The judge held a sheaf of documents, which, it developed, were rulings on various cases. Silvio, in his Harry Carey glasses, looked over each one, then entered his name at the bottom. Hanging over his shoulder, Walter picked up the order as soon as it was signed. As he went along, Silvio made remarks to Walter and himself. A settlement conference was due on this one. The trial in Gwynn would last a lifetime. In response, Walter showed none of the dourness so much in evidence elsewhere. While the judge worked, he was a fountain of compliments about the wisdom of each decision.


      “Figures,” Robbie said. “What a toady.”


      Klecker had entered and Stan waved at him to cue the tape ahead. When the imagery began moving forward again, Malatesta was taking some time with the draft order in his hands.


      “What’s this, Walter?”


      “Drydech. You looked at the papers last night, after defendant filed, Judge. Remember? This is the case where the defense is that the cows had gas. It’s some discovery baloney. Same as usual. Defendant’s got his wheels in the mud.”


      Malatesta touched the center of his frames to push them back up on his nose.


      “Walter, how do you keep track of these cases? I can’t remember half of them. It’s a blessing to have you. Remind me again of the issue here.”


      Walter explained that Feaver wanted to depose, out of order, an engineer who supposedly was on death’s doorstep.


      “It’s a complete blank, Walter.”


      “Judge, you read it.”


      “Did I?” Absently, Silvio tugged up the sleeves of his cheap shirt, which swam on him, and reset the garters over his negligible biceps. “Get the papers, Walter. I just want to be sure I didn’t do something temperamental at the end of the day.”


      Malatesta had finished the stack of remaining orders by the time Walter was back with Robbie’s motion and McManis’s response. The judge shook his head as he read.


      “Walter, I must have paid no attention at all. This is quite a complicated issue. I’m not sure that the defendant doesn’t have a point.” McManis had argued that it was unfair for Robbie to take the engineer’s deposition before staking out a position on various technical issues related to the testimony. If Feaver wanted to expedite this dep, he had to expedite expert discovery as well.


      Hovering behind the judge, Walter was silent at first.


      “Well, all right, Judge. But one thing. The plaintiff here, Feaver, he’s going straight to the Appellate Court.”


      Malatesta rolled back in his large chair. “Is he?”


      “Straight up there. That’s the impression he gave me. Says he can’t put on his case without this engineer. He’ll stipulate to a verdict and go right up.”


      “I see.” Malatesta covered his mouth and studied Robbie’s motion again.


      “I don’t know, Judge, you’re the judge, but you know, that whole appeal thing doesn’t happen if you rule for the plaintiff. Why not see what this engineer has to say? If it’s nothing much, Feaver loses. If it’s hot stuff, the Appellate Court’ll never reverse you. They’d have no use for a defendant tryin to sweep bad testimony under the rug.”


      “Well.” Malatesta swung his head back and forth. “I’m sitting here to render my best judgment, Walter, not to handicap the Appellate Court.”


      “Yeah, well, naturally, Judge, but you know, you got such a great record. Judge Tuohey talks about that all the time. How you’re leading the league upstairs. Nobody down in the Superior Court is close, Judge.”


      Malatesta, a man little inclined to laughter, actually giggled, an oddly childish sound.


      “True, true enough, Walter. I saw Brendan last week and he was praising my name to three or four other judges, how well regarded I  am up there. It was a trifle embarrassing, actually. Still, I confess I’m proud of my record. There are some very fine jurists here in the Superior Court, Walter. It’s an accomplishment to be the least often reversed.”


      “And, Judge, I don’t know, but I got it in mind the Appellate Court threw a case back in the last few days—I thought it was just like this. ‘Let the plaintiff have his discovery.’ Ain’t that what they usually say?”


      “Well, yes, normally, Walter. But there has to be some even-handedness.” Malatesta continued to deliberate. He fish-mouthed and tapped on one cheek. “I don’t see the parties citing a case like that.”


      “Just came down, I thought. Brand-new opinion. Not even published. What’s the name?” Walter walked around, pounding his fingertips on his forehead. “Why don’t I remember this?” he asked himself. “But they reversed whoever it was. Almost exactly like this case.”


      “A reversal?” Malatesta asked again.


      Walter nodded soberly. In a gingerly way, Malatesta threw up his hands so as not to loosen his sleeves.


      “You’ve got good sense on these things, Walter. I acknowledge that. Well, all right. File the order, Walter. First instinct’s always best in this business. I granted the motion last night; that was probably the right thing to do.”


      “Right.” Walter almost bowed as he turned heel.


      Stan stopped the tape. He lifted his chin as he faced us. He asked what we thought.


      “You’re kidding, right?” Robbie answered. He’d been unable to hide his amusement for some time. “For Godsake, Stan, Walter’s leading the poor little son of a bitch around by the nose. He’s getting him to sign orders blind. Isn’t that what it looks like? He goes and splits the money I give him with Rollo Kosic and has a laugh about how Silvio is thinking so hard he can’t tie his shoes. And then Brendan, just to keep it all moving, Brendan comes along and pats Silvio on the keester for his great record of never getting reversed.”


      Behind Stan, McManis flashed me a look. I took it Robbie’s dialogue with Sennett was a replay of what had already gone on between Stan and Jim.


      “So you mean you’ve been cheated all along?” Sennett asked.


      “Cheated? Christ, Stan, who am I to complain? I get what I want. Walter takes the money and keeps it? So what? For me it’s the same thing.”


      Sennett bristled. “It’s hardly the same thing. A devious minute clerk isn’t a corrupt judge.” He cast a hard look at Robbie. “Not for either of us,” he added with a menacing flash of candor. He was right. Walter was a flunky, both in the court of public opinion and in that of a sentencing judge.


      “What I’m thinking,” Sennett said, “is that you got made.”


      Feaver stared, insulted. The cover for the Project, maintained by huge mutual effort, was a shared treasure. The person who was detected as a government operative would have let everyone down.


      “Think about it,” said Sennett. “There must be a way they found out the camera is there. Walter knows he’s rare roast beef, so he’s helping Malatesta wriggle away. If—” He stopped, brought up short by our reactions. McManis and Robbie and I seemed joined in a moment of awe and wonder such as the Scripture describes, not of celebration or joy, but of amazement and dread. The power and speed of Stan’s thinking and the way it could divert him from even the most glaring realities was stunning.


      “What?” he asked, in response to the staring. He folded his hands and sat forward stiffly. “It’s possible. It’s completely possible,” he said. “Completely.”
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      THE NEXT THURSDAY, APRIL 30, EVON FOUND herself sitting alone in the Mercedes on the top floor of the Temple parking garage. The car was within sight of the glass vestibule housing the ruined elevator, and she’d watched as the doors wobbled open and Robbie had joined Walter Wunsch. After a few words of hearty greeting, they passed completely out of range of the infrared while the elevator groaned and rattled as it made its descent. She sat there, unknowing, isolated, hoping like hell it didn’t go to fudge, and feeling an unexpected irritation in her bladder.


      Following a few days of confused debate, the best tactical option seemed to be to proceed with another payment to Walter in gratitude for the favorable ruling in Drydech. It would put to the test Sennett’s theory that Wunsch was somehow on alert. No matter how loyal he was to Malatesta, Walter was not going to buy more time in the pen by accepting a second envelope.


      Even before the elevator had arrived back on five, Evon knew something was wrong. The sea rush of static in her earpiece began to yield to voices. Instead of having hightailed it on the first floor, Walter was still with Robbie. They were talking about a woman, with the usual unpleasant undercurrent. Feaver was laughing, in his humoring fashion, and Wunsch was growling in a low way that made his words difficult to discern.


      The elevator doors, engraved with rusty gang signs and markered graffiti, slowly parted. Unharmed, Feaver stepped forth smiling, still in the company of Wunsch. In spite of a heavy topcoat in the mild spring weather, Walter’s narrow shoulders were hunched, almost up to his ears.


      “Not possible,” she heard Robbie say. He tossed a wave at Wunsch and pushed off from the vestibule. Walter stood his ground. He stared through the smeared plate glass toward Evon in the car, his complexion like a bowl of oatmeal, his look ugly as it loitered on her. Unexpectedly, she heard Feaver speaking to her over the infrared as he advanced on the Mercedes.


      “Okay, now when I get into the car I’m going to say something to you, blah, blah, blah, and I want you to laugh out loud. Hysterical laugh. Okay? I just told you something that’s a living, fucking riot.”


      Feaver bounced into the driver’s seat and, as he’d said, mouthed several sentences, making no sound whatsoever, a pantomime intended for Walter. “Laugh!” he then exclaimed through his teeth. She did it, while he continued offering stage direction. His hand was lifted to obscure the movement of his lips, as he told her to shake her head, laugh so hard she was coughing. Eventually, Robbie turned to the windshield and mushed up his face. He shrugged at Walter, and Walter shrugged in response. The elevator car had opened behind Wunsch, and he turned for it.


      She waited for a hand sign, something, but Feaver gave no explanation. Instead he rammed the car into gear and peeled from the garage. Several blocks down, he veered into an alley, bucketing along until he’d pulled into the graveled parking lot behind a small store. Its back doors were protected by a rusted security grate. Robbie pointed emphatically to his belt line and mouthed, “Off.”


      She did not have the remote today. They were only a few blocks from the LeSueur and she had figured to deactivate the FoxBIte at McManis’s.


      “Shit,” said Feaver out loud. “Frisk,” he told her.


      She asked what was going on.


      “Goddamn it, frisk,” he answered. He sat through it stiffly, looking off through the window. He told her to state her findings and the time, and then, without another word, plucked the microphone bud out of his shirt and tore it from the lead. “Show time’s over,” Robbie said.


      “He didn’t take the money?”


      “Ate every bite. Same as always.” At Klecker’s advice, Feaver had bought custom-made boots as a safer and more comfortable spot to hide the FoxBIte, and he jacked up his calf now to wrestle one off. He had considerable difficulty in the cramped confines of the car. She asked repeatedly what was wrong, but he refused to answer. Finally, he tore the FoxBIte from the ankle harness and slapped it down on her purse.


      “For God’s sake, what’s the problem?”


      “The problem is,” he said, “as Walter and I are about to go our separate ways, he tells me a story. It’s half a joke to him, half maybe not. Apparently, when we were in Malatesta’s courtroom last week, you plowed into some guy? Well, he’s a copper. Old chum of Walter’s from when they were both around felony court. This guy’s got a lawsuit going, administrative appeal from a ruling of the Fire and Police Board. He caught thirty days for something. Name is Martin Carmody.” Feaver stared, waiting for a response. “Wanna buy a vowel?”


      “I’ve seen him around. I thought I had.”


      “Yeah, well.” She followed Robbie’s eyes as he looked out the window again toward the unfaced brick at the rear of the low building. A little tendril of something green twisted around the rusted rainpipe. “He says about five, six years ago—this is what he tells Walter—he was sent to Quantico for a couple weeks of advanced firearms instruction. Out there he gets to know his instructor, female FBI agent, DeDe Something. Real well he got to know her one night. Biblical ‘know.’ And he could swear, so he tells Walter, that this chick he plowed into, meaning you—that’s her. DeDe. Dyed her hair. Lost the glasses. A little less country-looking, but, Christ, that’s hard to forget. The only reason he’s asking Walter is because Missus Carmody is attending the hearing every day and he’d rather not have any howdy-dos.”


      Evon had her eyes closed by now.


      “So I did the big ho-ho,” Robbie said. “FBI? Ridiculous. Let’s go ask her. Walter, thank God, is too much of a prude to actually stick his nose in the car and inquire of a lady about who she might have been bopping, and of course, his act is what-me-worry-about-the-FBI, but he was still curious enough to come up and watch.”


      “Fuck,” she said, when she could talk. She had never used that word in front of him, she realized. Her Mormon routine.


      “So, DeDe, baby, you better tell me what we’re going to do now.”


      “Goddamn.” Her mind was like a ship stuck in ice. The engine revved but the prow couldn’t break through. If Walter had taken the money, she hadn’t been made. But there was no way to be sure. Her whole torso was rattling. And as always, she felt her heart being carved on by shame. It was worse, somehow, that it had been broadcast to the surveillance van. Everybody knew. By now, Sennett was spinning like a weather vane in a tornado. They were all going to be nuts.


      “So do I understand?” she asked. “He was just being cautious? Carmody? He wasn’t really sure? I mean, we were drunk, Robbie. Knee-walking drunk.” She drummed her fingers. “He’s not sure. That’s why he asked Walter.”


      “Probably. But Wally’s still a little spooked. It looked like he was cooled out by the time he left. But the question is out there.”


      She talked mostly to herself. “I couldn’t place him. I really couldn’t place him. I walked right past him.” It had to have been around 1986, because they were still building Hogan’s Alley, a little town where crimes were staged for training purposes. It was the first time she’d been invited back to Quantico to teach firearms. Ancient history. Another life. A tiny inappropriate burp of laughter jumped up to her throat. Naturally, she remembered him as so much better-looking.


      “Yeah,” he said. “A one-nighter. Just a stray dick at closing time. I’ve been there.” When she caught Robbie’s look, she understood the rest. The emotions tumbled through his dark face. He was gripping the walnut wheel with both hands and the deep eyes flicked up at her the same way they had the first day when she told him they’d already caught a bad guy.


      “Robbie,” she said, then stopped.


      He gunned the car, backing into the alley.


      “Great cover,” he told her.
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      “DO YOU REMEMBER?” SHE ASKED. “WE talked. That night. After Kosic. Do you remember that? And you described lying in the dark. And feeling so uncertain. Do you remember?”


      She heard the hollow glottal echo as he drank. “So are you saying—?”


      “I’ll tell you what I’m saying,” she said. “But answer me first. Do you remember that?”


      “Sure.”


      “Well, here’s what I need to know. Was that a play?”


      He made a low sound, perhaps a groan. “Nope,” he said at last. “That was straight shit.”


      “So then, can you imagine reaching inside yourself and being uncertain about what’s there? Not being sure you can really feel what you crave. Can you imagine that?”


      In the dark, he took his time to ponder. After he’d removed the FoxBIte and told her what Walter had said about Carmody, they had driven around before heading back to the LeSueur. Contempt bristled off him—him of all people, enraged because he thought he’d been deceived. But his anger proved strangely hard to bear. She felt lost and mangled as it was, still trying to calculate the costs of this breach of cover to the Project and to herself, shocked that out of nowhere her former life had come, like some unwelcome relation, to reclaim her. If Feaver had dropped her on a corner, she could never have wandered home.


      He’d finally asked her what was true. Was she or wasn’t she? She refused at first to answer.


      ‘We’re not going there, Robbie. It’s not appropriate. I have a job to do.’


      ‘And you’ve fucked that up, too.’ As the dust from that wrecking ball rose, she received a darting sideward look, softer than anything she’d seen since they left Walter. ‘Not fair,’ he said after a moment and reverted to silence.


      Somehow they reached a consensus not to remain at the LeSueur. Feaver circled the block, while she tossed the FoxBIte to McManis from the door to his office. Jim didn’t say much. He wanted to know if Walter had looked sold when he’d turned back to the elevator. She thought so. So did Feaver. But, she’d realized, even if Walter had doubts, there were no odds for him in confronting her.


      She asked if Sennett had gone crazy.


      ‘Yes,’ Jim answered. ‘He thinks the Movers should have picked this up on background.’ Grave as the situation was, he smiled at the notion of that questionnaire: List every wild and crazy evening for the last ten years. He nodded kindly when she told him she just wanted to beat it. ‘This isn’t on you,’ he told her.


      She knew that was true. It was nothing more than wicked coincidence. UCAs got made most often by cops or prosecutors who recognized them. But that was logic. If the Project cratered now, it would always follow her. Back to Iowa and whatever might come next. Don’t embarrass the Bureau. The Quantico watchword was burned like a brand onto the mind of every recruit. McManis and Sennett were talking anyway. Balancing risks. That was why he was just as happy to let her go. They didn’t know yet what they were going to do with her.


      Back in the Mercedes, Feaver had asked if she needed a drink, which God knows she did, and he volunteered to go into a package store to get her a bottle. Until they abandoned ship, the Mormon girl shouldn’t be seen buying liquor. She was not really ready to be alone, and it seemed at least a form of recompense to finally let him into her apartment. She mixed the vodka with some frozen lemonade she had in her freezer and, after they had drunk much of it in silence, impulse had welled up in her, almost like the piston push of sickness. She wanted to explain. Why? she asked herself, hoping to find a clear rationale for restraint. Why?


      Because. Because silence would be fatal to something fragile in her.


      Because it seemed unbearable to have the precious truth, so hard to speak, taken for a lie.


      The light had disappeared. She’d never closed the drapes. Refractions of the streetlights and a neon sign across the avenue limned the room. Her eyes were closed for the most part. Robbie sat on the floor against the flowered sofa the Movers had rented. In the cushions, when she lay on it at night watching TV, she could detect the trace remainders of stale cigar smoke and the gassy chemicals that had failed to remove it. Feaver had taken off his suit jacket and his boots. His toes wiggled in his fancy patterned hose as he drank, but he’d gone still now while he deliberated on his answer. Could he imagine?


      Yes, he said, in time. He could imagine that, yes.


      “Is that how it is for you?” he asked her.


      “How it was,” she said, “for years. Years. I thought I was just not interested or didn’t care. I wasn’t sure. Maybe I was putting all of it into sports.” Athletes were their bodies. After a game, there was a supersensory awareness: the bruises, pulls, the aches within. Her skin felt as if something keen had been drilled through every follicle into the deeper layers of the derma. For most of her teammates, that electricity must have flowed into sexual expression. But for her, the game was the excitement. Her inchoate sensations of herself seemed almost superstitiously forbidden. Not merely because of the church-taught sense of plague or peril. But because it would deplete her somehow, put at risk the radioactive core of passion that sent her storming down the field.


      In high school, she was the great jock, too much for many boys to want to take on. And it was a Mormon town anyway; more than half the kids weren’t allowed to date until they were sixteen. She wanted to go out, naturally, once all that swung into motion. She wanted to belong. She was seventeen years old. She went to the senior prom and had sex that night, as if it were part of the same ceremony, which for many in Kaskia it was. She lay out in the grass on the lee side of the local ski mountain and let Russell Hugel wrestle off her undergarments and plunge into her. It didn’t last a minute. He helped her up. He carefully plucked every leaf and grass strand from her dress, then walked her back down the hill in silence. The poor boy was probably embarrassed, probably thought he’d made a hash of it. A rooster in the barnyard, flapping his useless wings, went at it longer than Russell had. Such was sex. She reviewed it in her mind periodically. The interlude passed like the dance itself. Long-anticipated and brief and disappointing. She put away the dress. And concluded, as she went off to college, it was all too much of a mess.


      Gay—the thought that there was anyone on earth like that—was still kind of a legend, as far as she was concerned, one of those terrible things that people tell you about the world that you suspect is exaggerated or not even true. She sounded like a hick, she knew. But she’d grown up on a ranch. Rams with ewes. Bulls with cows. She’d heard about Sodom in church. But God had destroyed them.


      “I made it through hockey camp the first summer with no clue. And some of those girls were so dykey, so out, one of them, Anne-Marie—the girls joked about not being alone with her. I still didn’t get it.”


      She had a teammate at the time, she told him, a woman named Hilary Beacom, a good midfielder but not quite a star. Two years ahead of Evon, Hilary was from the Main Line near Philadelphia. Field hockey, weirdly, had a high-class heritage. There were all these women out there, running, whaling at balls, smashing each other in the legs and even, now and then, the head. Blood flowed often. It wasn’t what Evon thought of as a finishing-school game. But that’s where many of the girls came from. Private schools. Rich schools. Hilary Beacom had emerged from that world. Blond hair thick as velvet, pulled back in a tartan headband. Clothing by Laura Ashley. And the contented charm of someone who truly owned the world.


      She looked after Evon, sat beside her on the bus, told her secrets about the coaches. Away from the field, they rode horseback together. One night in May of Evon’s sophomore year, they got drunk. Drinking was forbidden in or out of season. They’d all signed pledges. But Hilary was graduating soon and they drank wildly, rolling through half a dozen frat parties before they made their way to Hilary’s room. They were just silly. They were imitating people on childhood TV shows (“Oh, Mr. Grant!”) and then Star Trek stuff, all the different species who were human except for a single trait that had been amplified, or mutated, or replaced. Spock, without emotion.


      ‘I see your aura,’ said Hilary across the room, pretending to be a character from the Canis galaxy, who supposedly had the ability of dogs to see the halo of emotional discharge around a human being ‘I see your awe-rah,’ she said and waved her hands swami-like as she approached. Evon had collapsed on Hilary’s bed with her head against a bolster. They were both laughing.


      ‘And what do you see?’


      Hilary came closer, spreading her opened palms over Evon’s head, as if massaging some presence in the air.


      ‘I see,’ said Hilary, whose eyes seemed to clear briefly, ‘I see you’re drunk.’


      They crumbled against each other. Hilary finally righted herself and began the same routine.


      ‘I see you are uncertain,’ she said. Her eyes lit upon Evon. ‘I see you are afraid.’


      ‘Okay,’ said Evon, laughing, though she realized then that the time for laughter had passed. Hilary moved her hands again, first around Evon’s head, and then allowed them to drift along her entire torso, separated from contact by some barely visible micrometer.


      ‘I feel yearning,’ Hilary said.


      Evon didn’t answer. Hilary’s face, thick with makeup to hide the blemishes on one check, was inches from hers. The shades on the room were drawn.


      ‘Do you know what’s happening here?’ Hilary asked her.


      Yes, she knew. She knew. Somehow. They watched each other, measuring the uncertainty. And then Hilary brought her face to hers. Evon lingered there, in the sweet, powerful smells of Hilary’s face. Beyond the phony scents, her flesh had the vague sweetness of milk. Evon’s eyes were still open when their lips met. Dry from sport and the anxiousness of the moment, they felt like the fragile crust formed on an orange section left in the air, and, like the orange, some thrilling sweetness lay below. Hilary slowly brought her full weight down upon her.


      Feaver spoke: So, she knew.


      “No. It was something that happened. I didn’t know what it meant.” She never failed to admit there was pleasure in it. But afterwards, she told herself she had not known what else to do. It was, oddly, not much different than being on that hillside with Russell. She remained aloof from Hilary, whose patrician grace—more than that, her kindness—prevented her from ever speaking a word. A month later Hilary graduated. The event receded with time, its contours lost in the murk of memory. There were lots of things about her, Evon reasoned, that weren’t the same as most people she knew. She came from a tiny little town nobody’d ever heard of. She’d been selected for the national team in an Olympic sport. And she once slept with a girl. That was how she was.


      But did that mean she wasn’t going to get the happiness everybody else wanted? That she wasn’t entitled to it? If you’d asked her, then, after Hilary, she’d still have predicted she was going to get married, have kids, the house, the husband, a good guy, quiet and sincere, the way she thought of her father and her little brothers. When that happened, Hilary wouldn’t matter. None of it would. She was thirty-four years old now. Thirty-four, and the vision of that waiting serenity still swam through her as a comfort from time to time, and when she realized it was never going to occur, she was still, at thirty-four, crushed.


      A little more than three years ago she had been detailed to San Francisco on an investigation of suspected bribery of Agriculture Department inspectors at the seaport. Another agent had taken her to this strip club for a laugh. One of the girls there was a source of his, she bounced around with a lot of would-be wiseguys and had some good information. But Evon wasn’t laughing. He thought it was because she was uptight and they left after a drink. But what seized up everything in her was the way one woman looked at her while she was dancing. She had her naked breasts in her hands, massaging them, drawing them together, the nipples slender, very red, and visibly erect, and she turned a yearning, willing, knowing look on Evon. It was a come-on, she realized, part of their routine, the girls played to everybody in the crowd, knowing nobody was there by accident, everybody came looking for a little thrill. And Evon got hers. She went home and did not sleep all night. When she poured a vodka for herself, her hand shook so that she could barely get the liquid in the glass. She sat in an easy chair in the little monthly studio where the Bureau’d put her and tried to calm down. And after an hour or so of drinking she finally said it to herself. So that’s how I am.


      “And I went back. I didn’t have the remotest idea what I’d say if anybody I knew showed up there. ‘I expected to find you’? I guess that was what I’d worked out in my head. I went back like it was business, an investigation. I sat in the front row. I watched this woman—Teresa Galindo, it turned out, was her name—I watched Teresa, I smiled at her, she looked at me again that way, and now I just sort of gave in, succumbed. I felt my body rise to her—” Even now, the memory was stunning. Stunning.


      “Anyway, they circulated, the girls, you know, they wanted you to buy drinks. And this girl, Teresa, she wasn’t a special beauty. The girls in the clubs, most of them, the main attribute they brought to the job was that they were willing to take off their clothes and dance in front of people. Teresa was all kind of pockmarked. When she went walking around in this skinny bikini and this little bathing shift, you could see she was made up all the way down her chest. But I was so turned on. Because I didn’t have to work for what I wanted, because Teresa just saw it and knew what was there. When she came back with the drinks, she dropped a napkin in my lap and whispered, ‘I do privates.’


      “‘Private what?’ I nearly asked. ‘Dancing’ is what she’d have said. But I didn’t think she was really talking about dancing. I saw a phone number and just crumpled the napkin up in my hand. And I called. That night, so I didn’t lose courage. And she came to my apartment the next morning. 11 a.m. Broad daylight, before both of us went to work. It was so weird. Not because of what we were doing—and it went past dancing in about two minutes—not because it was a woman’s hands on me, not because of the incredible little toys she’d brought with her—there was one she called the Magic Wand with these three little revolving balls at the end?—but because in the middle I thought, This is a dream, God, I have dreamed this, I have dreamed it a thousand times.


      “I paid her. And she always took the money. She said she only did this with women and not very often, but I had no idea whether that was true. She liked me. She figured out really fast that I was law enforcement, but she never guessed it was the Bureau. She thought I was a county sheriff’s deputy. She made up this whole tale about me. I worked in the jail. I hated the men in there. Just the way she and most of the other girls hated the men in the club. That’s why they seemed to do it. For the chance to look down on men, who want it so badly, so openly, and who’re not going to get it. She had her reasons, too. She’d been messed with for years by her grandfather, a big patrón who everybody was afraid of. She’d been to college; that was a surprise. She had a degree in accounting. But she made more money doing this.


      “So I knew. Out loud to myself, I knew. And people who’re straight, I listen to them talk, and sometimes they seem to think that knowing is the only hard part. As if straight people have an easy time hooking up with someone else and aren’t miserable about the fact they can’t. I tried hanging out with this woman, Teresa. Sometimes, before or after, we’d go for a drink. But she’d made up her story about me, and I’d made up my story about her. Mine was that she was soft and kind and really just wanted somebody to turn to, and that wasn’t so. Her crowd was tough. They liked pain. She took me to the sex clubs. They call them clubs, but it’s just somebody’s loft where you pay at the door. And I didn’t care for what I saw. A woman with an Idaho potato? I wanted a life. That was a freak show. At least to me it was. So,” she said wearily.


      “I mean, sometimes I think about it and I’m just appalled. A stripper. A strip-per, for gosh sake. It’s like my life was something dreamed up by a wino in a bus station. A stripper.”


      That was a play, Feaver said. She stiffened, but she’d misunderstood.


      “It’s a rehearsal,” he said. “You’re not bringing a stripper home to Mom.”


      She laughed at the idea. She wasn’t bringing anybody home to Mom. She’d never have the fortitude. But she knew what he meant.


      “So where the hell does Carmody come in here?” he asked. “After this?”


      “Before. That was a pretty predictable period. I mean, I knew I wasn’t getting the same thing from it as other people. From the Act. I thought I was frightened. Well, I was frightened. So I thought if I could get drunk enough—And I was away from home. That wasn’t the only time. Hardly. The mechanics, they were okay, actually. This isn’t about mechanics. It’s about passion. Being the kind of woman who feels passion for other women. And who wants a woman to feel passion for her.”


      He asked who she was feeling passion for now, who she’d left back home, and somehow she laughed again at the idea. Des Moines wasn’t exactly San Francisco, and she had to be sensible, there was a lot the Bureau wasn’t ready for yet. Iowa City was another story, but it was a distance, and there was an uncomfortable aspect to what she encountered there, reminiscent of what she’d seen in San Francisco. A lot of those women were on a mission and sort of demanded you be queer their way. It was fine all right to walk around in leather panties with your nipples covered in duct tape, but God forbid a girl liked Lee Greenwood or Travis Tritt. Or George Bush. Over all, though, she was still uptight. She realized that. Even now, there must have been some little part of her that was waiting for it all to go away.


      About eighteen months ago something started to happen with a woman from church named Tina Criant. She was married to a trooper Evon had worked with, and Tina and she had a lot of things in common, the same funny mix of hobbies, needlepoint and pistol-shooting. They did those things together. Tina liked to give her books. They laughed. She was just a warm, special person, and Evon could see something beginning, probably the kind of thing Hilary Beacom saw in her. She never said a word, neither of them did. In retrospect, she knew she’d let it get away somehow. If she’d been bold, she might have been an example or supplied the courage for both of them. But perhaps it was just as well. Tina and Tom, her husband, had two little boys, five and seven. For about two months, Evon watched Tina work it out with herself. And decide. She quit the needlepoint circle. She stopped coming to the range. It had hurt a good deal. Evon hadn’t realized until then how hard she had been hoping.


      Sometimes now, she told him, in her worst moments, she would see one of those women who turn up in completely male settings—on road crews, or the lone white person among a Hispanic gardening gang—one of those bulky types with short hair and a dried-up face devoid of makeup and a bunched-up sweatshirt to hide what, for some reason, was always a humongous set of tits. She’d look at those women and think, Is that who I am? Is that who I’m going to be? Some self-declared misfit with her pistol collection and three sports channels on cable?


      “Cut it out.” He spoke unexpectedly, softly.


      “Huh?”


      “Don’t do that to yourself. I mean, you can say I don’t know you, but I know that’s not you. Christ,” he said, “you don’t have it that easy.”


      It probably wasn’t funny. But she laughed for a long time, and he laughed with her. Tonight, right now, she was ready to laugh. Because he was right. Both ways. The good news and the bad. She wasn’t a type. She was herself. Square peg, all right. Cranky. Awkward. Confused, of course. But not completely ill suited to the world, not so dominated by these questions that they took over everything else. She had her secrets. Everybody did. Stuff swirled around inside her, undetermined, like the dust in the cosmos that wasn’t yet a comet or a planet or a star. But who wasn’t like that? Everybody. Everybody’s sex life was strange. Right?


      “So what else do you need to know, Robbie?” she asked after a time, in a drier tone. Across the room she heard the ice cubes rattle in his glass. Next door, a neighbor who’d played the Bodyguard sound track often enough since January to wear out the plastic was at it again.


      “How’d you come up with ‘Evon’?”


      It was the name of her first cousin, a girl about her age, an Americanized spelling meant to be pronounced the same way as Yvonne. But people got confused. The teachers. Other kids. They came to call her cousin ‘Even’ and she got tired of correcting it. At times, it was a source of torment, kids being like they are. ‘Even worse.’ ‘Even dumber.’ ‘Even uglier.’ ‘Even fatter.’ But this girl, her cousin, she had some stuff. She wouldn’t dent. ‘Even better,’ she would answer, and meant it. She was a doctor now in Boise, divorced, two kids, pretty happy on her own. They’d seen each other only once in the last ten years, but it had been a warm occasion. ‘Even better.’ She always wanted to be able to say that the way her cousin had.


      A motorcycle gunned by in the avenue. She asked him if there was anything else.


      “Once and for all,” he finally said, “are you wired or not?”


      She had to laugh. She’d laughed quite a bit by now.


      “You think I’d have said all this to you with a tape recorder running?”


      He’d considered that, though. He said he’d always figured they let her, as an agent, turn it on and off. She faced him in the dark. They’d been careful up to now not to look at one another.


      “Just tell me no,” he said. “I’ll believe you. Just tell me no.”


      “I’ve told you no before. You want to look?”


      “Huh?”


      “Look.” She stood up. She lifted her arms. “Go ahead and look. Go on. Frisk me. You won’t believe anything else.”


      He was startled, but he eventually padded, shoeless and with a strangely light tread, to where she waited.


      “I don’t have to do this.”


      “Yes you do. Only don’t mess around,” she said. “Do it the way I would. Check the purse.”


      He stood there for some time, embarrassed or simply unskilled in laying hands on a woman without the usual involvements. Finally, he gripped her shoulders. But he went no further. Instead he pulled her toward him slowly, until her head was directly beneath his chin, and then he bent and kissed her squarely on the crown, much as he’d done in the courthouse with Leo, his elderly cousin.


      After that, he collected his coat and wiggled one of his feet awhile getting it back into his boot. A blade of light edged the door.


      “You’re okay,” he said.


      “Don’t sound so surprised.”


      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


      “If they don’t close us down tonight.”


      He shrugged. They’d done their best, he said. Both of them. He left her in the dark, feeling he was right.


       


      THE NEXT MORNING, when Evon left her apartment, she was followed. She took a taxi out to Glen Ayre, where she’d left her car overnight, and even as she was getting in, she saw the headlights come on in a car positioned in a no-parking zone across the street. Daylight Saving had recommenced, and there was little light at this hour. She used her makeup mirror to watch behind her. The car fell back on the highway, yet it appeared now and then, and soon she noticed a second auto, sometimes floating a little ahead of the taxi in the right lane. At one point, that vehicle, a jacked-up Buick, rode alongside, its occupants black guys, older fellows with a thuggish look. The passenger had a beard and prison muscles and wore a dark do rag and shades, even though the sun was not over the horizon. He turned to Evon with a quick, knowing smart-ass smile that froze her heart.


      Both cars stopped a quarter block away while she paid the taxi driver. She told Robbie as soon as she was in the Mercedes. He didn’t seem to buy it, but she’d described the cars and he recognized them himself in his rearview within a few minutes of leaving the subdivision.


      “Should I ditch them?” he asked.


      “Let McManis decide. I’ll call him.” Her cell phone wasn’t really secure, but there was no choice. There was no answer on the emergency number.


      Robbie’s car phone rang a minute later. McManis didn’t even say good morning.


      “They’re ours,” he said. “We’ve been covering you since last night. Just in case.” Before he hung up, Jim told Evon he wanted to see her once she got in.


      She came straight up from the garage. Jim greeted her from behind his desk and asked her to close the door. He drained the last from a Starbucks cup and took a long time to look her over. He was well groomed, but there were little gray swells from sleeplessness beneath his eyes.


      He’d prepared a speech. The assumption from the start, he said, was that they were dealing with rough company. Undercover agents who’d been unmasked had had some heaping bad times, McManis said. Shot. Some UCAs had been tortured to find out what they knew. His tone remained unruffled, but he did not spare details graphic enough that for a moment it was almost as bad as if he’d laid those corpses on his desk. As McManis figured it, he said, she was entitled to get out now.


      “I’m a big girl,” she answered.


      “You have to think about it. Don’t just sing from the hymnal.”


      She had thought about it. Much of the night.


      “It’s starting to get exciting,” she said.


      “We might be able to do it without you.”


      That was ridiculous. They both knew that. If she cut and ran now, she might as well wire Walter Western Union to tell him Carmody was right. She tried to be level and unflappable, like McManis, as she shook her head.


      At ten, we met. Jim stood up in his white shirt and addressed the assemblage—Sennett, Robbie, me, and the remaining UCAs. D.C. had punted. The decision whether to go on had to be made on the ground, where the operatives themselves had the best vantage to judge how close they were to blown. Evon was willing to go forward, he said. But he urged everyone to take a second to reconsider. Around the table, no one moved. It wasn’t clear to me whether Stan would have offered Robbie the same chance to opt out, but Feaver and I had talked already, and he was convinced that, for the moment, Evon was the only one in serious peril.


      Stan received the community resolve with a taut buttoned-up smile and took over. To reinforce the team, he had decided to share news previously sequestered in the realm of need-to-know. Everyone had realized that Amari and his surveillance squad had tailed the targets after the drops. Both Walter and Skolnick, it developed, had visited with Kosic within a few hours after Robbie passed them money. And  the surveillance hadn’t terminated there. Amari and his watchers had been dutifully following Rollo when he bought a newspaper, or blood sausage at the market, or visited a currency exchange. As he approached the register, an agent would sidle close enough to catch a look at the bills Kosic was using to pay. Then, as soon as he was gone, another agent would make a purchase with something larger. The idea was to get Rollo’s bill back as change in the hope it would prove to be part of the prerecorded money Robbie had delivered. And it had worked. They’d hit the bull’s-eye three times now, picking up two bills Robbie had passed to Skolnick, from one of which D.C. had even lifted Rollo’s prints. This morning at Paddywacks, the notorious hang of county pols, where Rollo, as always, had paid for Brendan’s breakfast, Amari had recovered a fifty that Robbie had given Walter yesterday at 5 p.m. Stan was prepared to ask the Chief Judge to approve a bug in Kosic’s office the next time money changed hands.


      “The game is changing,” Stan said. “We’re in the second half. After yesterday, we have to figure the clock is running. But, folks”—Stan’s dark eyes were bright as a grackle’s—“we’re literally, literally, right outside Brendan Tuohey’s door.”
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      SINCE SHERM CROWTHERS TREATED ALL souls on earth as likely enemies, he refused to employ the usual courthouse bagman. Instead, according to Robbie, Sherm did business through his half sister, Judith McQueevey, the proprietor of a successful soul food restaurant in the North End. Judith had begun with a simple storefront and had expanded over the years. Although only the hardiest of white folk ventured into the neighborhood after dark, it was not unusual at lunch for all colors to gather there, drawn by the legendary fried chicken, or the Southern-style ribs, simmered until the meat parted from the bone.


      Robbie and Evon had arrived at noontime one day in late April. After their meal, Robbie approached Judith at the register. In paying the check, he handed over an envelope intended for her brother in gratitude for the fine settlement supposedly achieved after Crowthers manhandled McManis in the sexual harassment case of Olivia King.


      Like me, Stan had known Sherman for years, although he had a far dimmer opinion of him, as a result of tangling with him as an opponent. But with that advantage, Sennett had figured a way to trap Crowthers. Ordinarily, the envelope Feaver offered would have been almost an inch thick, containing a hundred $100 bills. Employing the familiar gambit, Sennett decided Robbie should short Crowthers, figuring in this case Sherman would confront Feaver rather than abide being dissed.


      ‘I gotta talk to him,’ Robbie had whispered to Judith amid the restaurant’s luncheon clamor. The air was heavy with frying smells and the piquancy of greens. ‘There’s something he doesn’t understand.’


      Judith, who was far too shrewd not to know what was occurring, steadfastly refused to acknowledge anything. She was a big person, taller than Robbie in her high heels, and clearly a fan of her own cooking. At noontime, she wore a snug spangled evening gown, profuse purple eye shadow, and a heavy Ghanaian necklace, apparently solid gold. When Robbie handed over the envelope, Judith, adroit in these matters, pouched out a heavy vermilion lip as she hefted the package. There was only $2,000 there.


      ‘Mmm-mmm,’ she said to herself.


      ‘That’s why I have to see him,’ Robbie whispered.


      ‘I wouldn’t know a thing about that,’ Judith said, a well-practiced line. Her dangling earrings, little African gods, and her long straightened hair rambled about as she shook her head.


      ‘Please,’ Robbie answered. Usually he paid Judith two hundred dollars for lunch, declining the change as her tip. But today he peeled five hundreds off the roll in his pocket. Judith, a woman of prosperity, looked at the money through one eye. Her usual animation drained, and she cheated a glance at Evon, who stood a safe distance away, while she’d overheard their exchange on the infrared. The kitchen was just to the rear, and around them rattled the voices of waitresses, in their pink uniforms, demanding their orders from the chefs in a characteristic tone of weary disappointment in the performance of men. One thing Judith had learned in this life was that money was money, you couldn’t have too much, and she finally picked up the hundreds and crushed them in her fist. She waved Robbie on his way, even as he begged her for reassurance that she’d speak to her brother.


      Whatever she’d told Sherman, however, did not work. Crowthers made no effort to contact Robbie. Instead, the next time Feaver appeared before Crowthers, in the first week in May, coming in with McManis on the case that had been transferred to Sherman’s calendar from Gillian Sullivan’s, the judge had scalded Robbie with a furious look. Without explanation, he granted McManis’s standard motion to dismiss the suit.


      “Figures,” said Stan. “He’s crunching your nuts because you didn’t come through.” Sennett was probably right, although a defense lawyer would argue that the judge had just called this one as he saw it, much as he had in King. Besides, there was a more ominous explanation now for Sherman’s conduct: they knew. If Walter gave credence to Carmody’s suspicions and circulated the news, that might account for both Sherm’s rage and his eagerness to rule against Feaver.


      Either way, McManis and Sennett agreed that Robbie had to force a meeting with the judge. There was not much to lose. With the potential of suspicions arising about Evon, there was less time for patience, and the case they had against Crowthers was too thin to prosecute. Judith was unlikely to flip on her brother, and Walter’s stunts with Malatesta had emphasized the fallibility of treating a payoff to a bagman as proof of a judge’s involvement. Amari’s surveillance had never traced Robbie’s money from Judith to the judge. They met, but nobody could ask a jury to draw a criminal inference from a get-together between siblings.


      On Thursday, May 6, Robbie appeared in the small reception area of Crowthers’ chambers and asked to see him. Sherm’s sheer size and his aggressive character presented a new risk. There was no telling exactly what he would do if he felt cornered or provoked. For that reason, Evon, again equipped with the infrared earpiece, was lurking right outside the chambers’ door. Stan and McManis and I were in the surveillance van, which was parked on Sentwick, one of the side streets bordering the courthouse.


      Amari’s watchers had confirmed that Crowthers was in his chambers. After a long wait, during which Robbie entertained us with a softly whistled version of most of the score of Phantom of the Opera, Sherm’s secretary announced the judge would see him. Sherman’s firm basso cut off Feaver’s cheery greetings.


      “What brings you here, Mr. Feaver?”


      Robbie seemed to hesitate.


      “Judge, I guess this is a personal thing. I just—”


      “Feaver, I never meet lawyers alone. Seems to me you’ve been round this courthouse long enough to have heard that. I always ask Mrs. Hawkins to stay here. Or to be sittin right outside the open door. Nothin personal. Just good practice.”


      Crap, mouthed Sennett from his fold-down seat across from me. Robbie, who’d never approached Crowthers directly, was clearly taken by surprise.


      “Well, Judge, this is really awfully embarrassing this way.”


      “Nothin embarrassin about it. Just say your piece.”


      Inspired, McManis pulled his cell phone from his briefcase and dialed Crowthers’ chambers. We could hear the phone pealing over the FoxBIte, but Mrs. Hawkins, apparently, was not about to move. Robbie, however, had had an inspiration of his own.


      “Well, Judge, there was a young lady in my office this morning, Judge, and she wants to bring a paternity suit against Your Honor.”


      Mrs. Hawkins reacted first, a startled trill, as if she’d been pinched.


      “Pa-ternity suit!” Crowthers thundered. “Who’s this? Who in the hell is this female scalawag gone try shake some money out of my tree? No. Wait. Mrs. Hawkins has no need to hear this. Wouldn’t want to, I’m sure. You go on, Mrs. Hawkins. Not a word of truth in this, Mrs. Hawkins, I assure you. Mr. Feaver and I are gone get to the bottom of this thing right now.”


      The door closed soundly enough to suggest Mrs. Hawkins was miffed.


      “Hey, Judge, I’m sorry about that.” Robbie’s voice had grown smaller and he was clearly moving closer to the heavy paper-strewn desk where Crowthers sat. “I’ve been trying to get with you for weeks. I gotta explain. About King?” he said, meaning the case about the ornery executive who’d harassed his former secretary.


      There was no response. Crowthers did not so much as clear his throat.


      “See, Judge, this is really embarrassing. I know you didn’t see what you were expecting, but this chick, the plaintiff, Olivia? She didn’t sign, Judge. I thought the paralegal’d gotten her to do it, she thought I had. But, bottom line, I don’t have a fee agreement. And you know, Judge, she’s an operator. Olivia? She knew what she was doing. She’s already got another lawyer telling me he’s going to Bar Admissions and Discipline if I don’t release the whole check to her. I mean, it’s a pisser, Judge. I say implied contract, he says, Okay, $300 an hour, send her a bill. Can you imagine, Judge? Five-hundred-thousand-dollar settlement and she’s looking for an hourly fee.”


      Nothing. As I imagined the scene, Crowthers, an immense presence, sat behind his large desk, his eyes and the huge whites turned upward to Robbie and almost throbbing with anger, his nostrils widened in a primal flare. Anyone’s first instinct would be to cut and run. But Robbie kept scraping out his apology for shortchanging the judge.


      “If I get five thousand out of the case it’s a lot. I mean, what can I do, Judge? That’s why I was light with Judith. Between you and your sister, you figure taxes and expenses, you guys got everything on this one. The whole chile relleno.”


      Still no sound. There was nothing, not even a grunt that might have passed for assent. Facing this recording, a defense lawyer was likely to maintain that the judge was no longer there, that Robbie was talking to himself as a desperate way to enhance the body count and improve his sentence.


      Beside me, McManis whispered, “He’s getting smoked.” Sennett nodded.


      Then it turned worse.


      “What the hell is this?” Crowthers asked suddenly. “What kind of crazy shit are you talkin? In my entire life, I have never heard such stupid, crazy shit.”


      Even Jim groaned on that one. As with Malatesta, Robbie’s instructions were to cut it short if he began eliciting denials, and his clothing shifted roughly over the microphone as he started for the door.


      “Right, Judge, you’re right, I was just really stupid. I know that. I’ll catch up next time. Scout’s honor. And I’m going to tell her out there, Mrs. Hawkins? I’ll tell her it’s a mistake and all, that—What?” At the edges, Robbie’s voice raveled in alarm. A spring sang out. You could hear the chair rolling with velocity and a rocking sound as it hit the wall.


      “What?” Robbie said. “There—”


      The smack of flesh on flesh was distinct. I was certain Crowthers had slapped him. The mike jostled harshly as Robbie rocked and he cried out simultaneously, but that was stifled quickly, even as Robbie tried to speak. Sherm had gotten hold of him. By the mouth or the throat. Doubled over, McManis scrambled up toward the front and told Amari to alert the covering units. In the meantime, from Feaver’s gargled sounds and the thumping of his bootheels, I decided he was being dragged along. A door slammed, in an oddly resonant way, then there was a whooshing sound, some kind of whispering in the background almost like static.


      “Who you?” It was Crowthers in a harsh whisper, somewhat muffled by the persistent noise in the backdrop.


      “Water,” said Amari in front, identifying the sound.


      “Christ,” said Stan, “he’s got him in the john.”


      Jim had the cell phone out of his pocket. He was dialing a number, Evon’s pager, I imagined, ready to signal her to go in.


      They had to be standing very close in the little bathroom that adjoined Crowthers’ chambers. I’d seen the facilities in the Temple on a number of occasions and there was barely room for one person, especially somebody of Sherm’s size.


      “Listen, here,” the judge said. “I’m just standin here wonderin who the hell you’re thinkin you are? What’m I suppose to call you, Chatty Kathy? What the hell you doin, man? You know better’n that. I don’t want to be hearin bout this crazy shit.”


      “Judge, I’m not trying to mess with you.” It was a relief to hear Feaver’s voice. “I just wanted to be sure you’re not creased.”


      “I’m creased, okay, specially about the way you goin on. Now, cut that shit out. If I’m not satisfied with the way you attend to your business, you gone know that. And seems to me, you do. Am I right?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “So next time you gone attend to your business, right?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “That’s all. Just don’t talk that crazy shit to me.” His voice dropped. “Get us both in a trick bag.”


      Sennett shot me a look, marked by a fleeting grin. ‘Trick bag.’ We both knew it was one of those lines that turn a case in front of a jury. Feaver’s shoes resounded on the tiles, but Crowthers spoke up harshly.


      “Close that door. Did I say we’re done?”


      “No, Judge.”


      “And come’ere. Right here. Come right here. Now what you mean bout my sister? Between me and my sister. What’s that about?”


      “Sir?”


      “You heard me. Don’t give me that dumb ofay look. I know better than that. What’d you give her?”


      Feaver seemed dumbstruck by the implications. Crowthers repeated the question.


      “Five, Judge.”


      “Five dollars?”


      “Five hundred. Five hundred for her and two thousand for you.”


      “So she gets quarter what I get? And I’m the judge. Somethin ain right about that.”


      “Well, I told you, Your Honor. That was just so I could talk to you. Apologize. That came out of my own pocket.”


      “Well, they any more in that pocket?”


      There was a discernible gurgle of surprise from Feaver, but I thought he was in role.


      “You know, Judge. I mean, I’ve got an office. I’ve got overhead.”


      “Aw shit. Who you think you talkin to? You think I’m just some boy off a walnut plantation?”


      “Oh, God no, Judge.”


      “Now you come round here, bother me like this, that gotta cost you. Mmm-hmmm,” the judge told himself. “You go see Judith—you bring her what you brought me before. You hear me?”


      “Absolutely.”


      “And don’t ever come talkin this shit to me again. Fact, now that you got me thinkin on it, you bring her what you oughta brought her before.”


      “Jeez, Judge. Another eight thousand?”


      “No, ten. You keep poor-mouthin, gone be twenty-five before I let you outta this damn bathroom. And don’t you go whinin to anybody either. I don’t want to hear any more about this. I just want this to be one of those unpleasantries everybody resolves ain gone be mentioned again. Come talk this crazy shit to me,” said Crowthers to himself. He was worked up.


      In the outer office, Robbie passed a word with Mrs. Hawkins. Talk about a mix-up! He just called on his cell phone and the client said Carruthers, not Crowthers. Mrs. Hawkins laughed. She knew it all along.


      “Judge gets up on himself,” she said, “but he’s a righteous individual.”


      In a moment, there was another distinct smack, not all that different from the first one. After a momentary qualm, I realized that Evon, with her earpiece, had just given or received a high five from Robbie in the corridor. Stan had risen from his metal seat and, crouched to three-quarters height, actually danced a quick buck-and-wing at the first stoplight. “Outright extortion,” he kept repeating.


      Yet as the van headed back to the federal building, I couldn’t share in the mood. My father was always reviled as a racial agitator because he’d attempted to integrate our county bar in 1957, but despite that. I grew up full of guilt about what had been ingrained in our way of life. I had made the vows, like many other persons of my age, to live in a better world. It had disheartened me to hear Sherman’s name from Robbie. But it wasn’t hard to believe. Sherm was the grimmest of cynics. And I’d been down the same road only a few years before with my pal Clifton Bering.


      Clifton was a classmate of Stan’s and mine at Easton, the first African American ever to make the Law Review. He was charming and gifted, handsome and overjoyed by the great prospects he had in life. His father was a Kindle County cop, and Clifton always had his feet in both camps, at home with civil rights progressives as well as Party figures. He was the councilman from Redhook in the North End and was regarded as a serious candidate to become Mayor when Augie Bolcarro finally died. And then, not long after Sennett’s induction as U.S. Attorney, an investigation of corruption in the North End started, and I began hearing Clifton’s name. He fell prey to all of today’s finest technology. He’d come to a wired hotel room to accept $50,000 to secure a downtown zoning change for what proved to be an FBI front, and he had, in the parlance, barfed all over himself. He had not just taken the money, not merely promised to rig the change, in just those words, but baldly stated that next time he’d appreciate it if there was a girl in the room for afterwards. Then he added the one word that sealed his fate, unpardonable to a jury of any composition: ‘White,’ Clifton had said.


      After he was convicted, he asked me to help with the appeal. I went over to the jail, and when I saw him in the orange jumpsuit, I couldn’t help myself. I asked the question I had vowed not to: Why? Why, Clifton? Why with all his good fortune, why this? He looked at me solemnly and said, ‘That’s how it is, that’s how it’s always been, and it’s our turn. It’s our turn.’


      I knew if I talked to Sherm Crowthers, I’d hear something similar. The tone would be angrier, he’d be more disparaging, telling me I was a fool for believing life would ever be any other way. But in the end his explanation would be rooted in the unfairness of being asked to behave better than the generations of white men who’d wielded the same authority he did and had used it to feather their nests.


      There was a logic there, I suppose. But I couldn’t believe it when Clifton had offered that answer. I couldn’t believe that Clifton Bering, wise and wonderful, would turn against every other value I knew him to adhere to so that he could, almost out of duty, exercise a privilege long denied others like him. He didn’t even fully understand the white men he thought he was imitating. The Brendan Tuoheys of the world had bagmen and intervenors and a thousand layers of protection; they never showed up in person so they could catch a piece on the side. They were wily and arrogant, but not brazen. How could he not recognize that his picture of white power was a grotesque cartoon? But so he saw it. Just as I had never recognized how isolated he felt—and no doubt often was—notwithstanding all his great talents. Our true continental divide, the one between black and white, fell open, leaving us, friends of thirty years, on either side, watching as Clifton and all the good he’d been destined to do disappeared inside.


      And now Sherman had dived into the same chasm. He had sounded proud and happy, even as he plummeted. And most painful of all, he was entirely unaware that he’d actually been pushed over the edge, driven by the very forces he’d long boasted he alone had understood and mastered.
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      DESPITE THE INTERMITTENT SUCCESSES OF the Project, Robbie’s mood was swinging noticeably lower, plainly out of concern over Lorraine. The day after his encounter with Crowthers, he received a distressed call from his wife in the middle of the afternoon and told Evon he was headed home. Even for this reason, she wouldn’t let him out of sight, and she descended with him to the garage and the Mercedes.


      Rainey’s deterioration now seemed to be picking up speed. Last month, as her ability to swallow had begun to disappear, she had been hospitalized for the insertion of something called a PEG, a percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy, a little plastic button that allowed a liquid diet to be fed directly into her stomach four times a day. It was a simple procedure, but she had never seemed to recover the same energy. By now, many functions had gone from impaired to nonexistent.


      Her speech had slid to the point that neither Robbie nor Elba could make sense of it. Rainey had briefly made do with a letter board, using her right hand, in which she still had good movement, to pick out the words she was trying to say. Finally, last week, they’d made the transition to the computer voice synthesizer. Lorraine had quickly mastered the software, which spoke the words she selected from various vocabulary trees, but the hardware had been balky. The replacement module, which had arrived over the weekend, functioned well, but had a male voice. It had been an unexpected blow to find that Rainey’s speech was not restored but essentially gone, transmogrified into the atonal bleat of a masculine android. The deliberate pace of the machine with its blank tone had made her feel more thwarted, not less.


      “And in the middle of this shitstorm, my mother-in-law arrives,” Robbie told Evon in the car. “She flew in from Florida for the weekend, and you know, you’d think family would make it better, but we just can’t wait for her to leave. Betty walks through the door and she’s crying and she doesn’t stop for two days. She hangs on me and says, ‘Robert, Robert, I want to help, but this tears me up so bad, I just can’t stand to see it.’ She’s that kind. If she’s not lookin, it’ll go away. Christ.”


      When they reached the house, Robbie turned to Evon.


      “Just come inside for one second, will you? Tell her the voice box sounds good. Do you mind? Betty went to pieces every time Rainey tried to talk to her.”


      Evon was less frightened than last time. But the sense of the breach between this house and the rest of the world remained appalling. Once over the threshold, you dived off the edge of a cliff. Far above, in the daylight, the healthy danced to the tune of their small delights, but down here, amid darkness and sewer smells, the base, dogged game of survival was being played out with every breath its own struggle.


      “Touch her,” Robbie whispered before they entered the room. “She likes to be touched. Take her hand when you say hi.”


      At the thought, Evon felt a stricken quiver. She was already worried that her presence might provoke another sad scene between Robbie and his wife, but he had plunged around the corner into the equipment-crowded room where Rainey was attended by her caregiver.


      “Say hello, boys and girls.” He kissed his wife. He was a song-and-dance man now, bright as a new penny.


      These days, Rainey slept in a water bed, where she rested more comfortably. Beside it roosted a mess of pill bottles—antispasmodics, sleep aids—and an electric Barcalounger that she used as a day chair. She looked drained among her bedcovers, which remained oddly undisturbed over her. Evon approached slowly and gripped Rainey’s cold hand. There was a desiccated feel to the skin. The flesh had almost no tone; she could squeeze to the bones amid the softness.


      “How. Are. You?” said the boy robot who was Rainey Feaver now.


      Evon carried on. What a great improvement! Things would be so much easier. But there was no mistaking what had gone on here over the weekend, and it was neither machinery nor even the appearance of Rainey’s inept mother that had caused the disruption. The end was beginning. When Evon had met Rainey, less than three months ago, she could not imagine how a human being could get any worse, but Lorraine had. You could somehow see vitality withdrawing from this body, as from a fallen leaf. Robbie’s increasingly frank remarks had given Evon an intimation of the hugeness of what lay ahead. Rainey’s upper body was losing strength with alarming speed. She had only three fingers that moved on her left hand. Far worse, the muscles that supported her breathing would soon no longer function.


      Some ALS patients let go at that point. But ventilation was an option. A machine could inflate Rainey’s lungs for her; there was even a portable device that could be carried on her wheelchair so she would not be immobilized. But it remained a momentous decision. Once Rainey was ventilated, there was no logical stopping point. She could go on for quite some time, awaiting the opportunistic infection that eventually claimed most ventilated patients, living beyond the time when even the remotest voluntary impulses could stir her body. ALS patients had been known to end up entirely inert, with gauze patches over their unblinking eyes and attendants applying wetting solution every five minutes, to prevent the agony that would result if the tender membranes of the cornea became air-dried. These people existed—seeing, smelling, hearing, suffering—with no means of communication of any kind.


      Rainey and Robbie had agreed to take it a step at a time. He had asked her to live; he wanted her life to continue and said so plainly, so emphatically that no one could imagine it as some ultimate chivalry meant to remove from her the burden of clinging selfishly to life. At some point soon she would have to decide whether she was willing to oblige him.


      For the present, Robbie characteristically accentuated the positive.


      “She can talk on the phone. She hasn’t been able to talk on the phone for more than a month. Who’d you call?”


      “Tired,” the voice answered. “Too. Tired. My Mother. Wore Me Out.”


      “Yeah,” Robbie said.


      They spoke about the spring, now arriving. Evon leaned Rainey’s way to take in the apple tree visible from her window, a pillowy mass of pinkish blooms. Yet Rainey was clearly exhausted, and even after a few minutes, Evon felt she’d overstayed. Rainey lifted the fingers on the one hand that freely moved as a goodbye.


      “I’m going to show Evon out. Then we can do your massage, and maybe get through Act IV.” On the winding stairs, Robbie explained that he rubbed down Rainey every night as a matter of ritual, then read to her, sometimes for hours. “When I pick, I like plays. You know. I get to ham it up. Read all the parts. Right now, we’re nearly done with A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Then she’ll choose something.”


      “Isn’t that Shakespeare?” asked Evon.


      “You don’t think there’s room for Shakespeare in my common little mind?”


      “I didn’t mean that.”


      “Yes you did. Hey, listen, we’ve done all the classic comedies in the last year. Tartuffe. The Importance of Being Earnest. The Man Who Came to Dinner. We’re having a great time. You know, sometimes she likes a break, so I’ll read her a novel. She likes all the law guys.” He showed her the next one they’d take up, Mitigating Circumstances, which was on a table downstairs. His mother-in-law, with her fatal touch, had brought a number of books that neither Rainey nor he much cared for, self-help guides, even a couple of picture books of far-off places written for juveniles.


      “I just wish she wasn’t such a dip. I mean, I like Betty. Not a mean bone in her body. Just this poor girl from the South End who thought she’d like the fast life and married this complete loser who happens to be Lorraine’s father. Now, this guy. J, e, r, k. His picture’s in the dictionary next to the word. Really. He’s got a boat. Supposedly, he sells real estate. But his whole life is this fucking boat. The fish he caught, the dames he screwed there, the six days straight he was drunk at sea. If it doesn’t happen on water, it doesn’t count with him.


      “Anyway, he marries Betty cause it’s the kind of girl his mom wanted him to bring home. And then, you know, he drinks. Well, she drinks, too. They drink together. Picture the house: it reeks of cigarette smoke and spilled beer. They have the kid. And he says, This ain’t for me. Betty eventually remarries. Which is good. But Lorraine sort of gets lost in the shuffle. She’s living with three other kids, but the stepdad doesn’t like to ante up for anything. He wants Neptune to come ashore and pay a bill now and then. So there’s a lot of tension and crap. I don’t know. Betty did her best. She says she did, anyway. Isn’t that what they always say? Not that it did much for her daughter.


      “Rainey was actually sort of in trouble when I met her,” Robbie said. They had reached the foyer. There was an enormous chandelier above the circular stairs, five feet across, with a million baubles. The floor was Carrara marble, the walls were mirrored. The affected grandeur seemed almost painful at the moment, in its sheer inadequacy to make any real difference.


      “I mean, I didn’t know it at first. It was back in the days. I’m living it up on the Street of Dreams. Morty’s been married since childhood and I’m like, They’ll never catch me. Ho, ho, ho. I dig the routine. I work my ass off. I try cases. Then I go down there and get slightly sloshed every night and, the general trend, laid. It’s A-OK. I see one girl. I see another girl. I’m thirty-four or what, and you can’t say I’ve really been steady with anybody, not more than three or four months’ worth, since junior high.


      “And Lorraine’s just one of them. Well, great-looking. Super-great. She’s so damn beautiful she actually seemed to glow. But I’ve known some beautiful girls. Anyway, those days, I was in my snowman phase. Well, everybody was. It’s the standard good time. ‘Hey, baby, come on back to my place, we’ll do a couple lines.’ Which we do. And I really like this girl. Sense of humor. Very smart. She’s a computer geek, before most people even know there’s such a thing. You know, she sells computer systems, inventory software. And she’s so bright, such great company, that it takes me a while to catch on. But when I’m with her, I can feel she’s nervous. Laughs too loud. All the wrong places. Very edgy thing scraping along underneath. Well, I know nervous people, too. A lot of women have that sort of frantic, tight-ass thing, am I perfect enough, and boy, this girl looked perfect, so that made some sense. Sometimes I’d flatter myself and think, It’s sexual tension, she can’t wait to get back to my boudoir to do the deed. And it was some mind-numbingly, unbelievably, sky-high fanfuckingtastic sex. And that seemed to be the only time she was really relaxed. But that’s not what it was, either. I don’t know how I caught on. But when you’re connecting with somebody, you just do. And suddenly one night, we’re lying there on my silk sheets—geez, I was a terrible lounge lizard—and I get it: she didn’t come here for my charm or company, or even to get her brains fucked out. She’s here for the dope.


      “I’m devastated. Kind of amazing. Because when you’re living that life, it’s endless, frankly, the stuff you just don’t know about somebody. I mean, you can be semi-serious with a woman, keeping fairly regular company, and you come to pick her up one night and there’s a note taped to the mailbox: ‘Moved to Tucson.’ Laugh all you want. I laughed myself. But that kind of stuff happened to me. So I’ve had a lot of practice saying, Hey, what the hell.


      “But this time, I go around crying in my beer, ‘Damn this bim, she only wanted the dope,’ and guys are yukking it up. I mean, really. Always the last to know. Mersing, you met Mersing, he gives it to me real good. ‘For Chrissake, Robbie. You didn’t know the nickname? Cocaine Lorraine? The Snow Queen? But hey,’ guy says. ‘Great tits, right? You weren’t exactly there for a sleigh ride either.’


      “Snow Queen. I guess I’d heard it. But I figured it was because she was, you know, not warm, let’s say. I took it for a challenge. That’s the kind of asshole I am.


      “Man, and I don’t know what got into me. But I just thought, Shit, this isn’t right. This person has got too much on the ball to be shagging every creep with a connect because she’s too scared to go out and cop on her own, and that, frankly, was about the size of it. So I confront her. ‘What the hell is wrong with you? A beautiful, brilliant person like you?’ First she’s shocked. Then she’s pissed. But when I pulled out the nickname, it’s boohoo. Man, Niagara Falls. She was so goddamned ashamed. ‘I’m gonna help you beat this,’ I say like I had any idea what that meant. But I checked her into Forest Hills. I paid the bill, too. And six months later we got married.


      “That was the best thing I ever did for her. I’m the man who saved her life. That’s what she called me.” He opened the door then and finally looked Evon’s way. “Until, of course, I became the guy who ruined it.”
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      WHEN PATRICE IS OUT OF TOWN ON A PROJECT, I tend to make camp in the den off the kitchen, everything I need spread out in reach of the comfortable chair where I spend the late evenings. I was there when my doorbell rang near ten-thirty, several nights after Robbie’s visit to Crowthers. Through the door-eye, I saw Sennett kicking my stoop. McManis was beside him, in his suit coat but no tie, shaking out a long umbrella. This could only be disaster, I knew. Ordinarily, Stan would never have risked a meeting where the three of us could be seen together. I slid back the dead bolt. I have seen executioners who looked more lighthearted.


      Is it bad? I asked first thing.


      “Terrible,” Stan answered.


      Had Feaver screwed something up?


      “No,” Stan said. “Well, yes. Only ‘screwup’ isn’t enough. George, for Chrissake,” he said then, “let us in.”


      Even anger had been unable to fulfill its usual function of holding Stan aloft from despair. His suit had gone limp in the rain. McManis, on the other hand, looked scattered. He managed a soft smile when he came through the doorway, but stood still there, baffled. Both said okay when I offered a drink.


      Stan swished his scotch around in the tumbler. “Why don’t you just show him?” he told Jim. McManis handed over a red expandable folder and I removed a file. He said it was a run of the Roll of Attorneys-at-Law in this state, all those whose last names began with ‘F.’


      “Look for your client,” Stan instructed.


      Not there. Didn’t pay his dues? I suggested.


      Stan delivered a look hotter than magma. He took it I was being a defense lawyer, as I was, instinctively seeking excuses.


      “He’s Not A Lawyer,” Stan shouted.


      I laughed, naturally. It was ridiculous. Perhaps Robbie had been admitted under a stage name or a different spelling, or maybe in another state. There was an explanation. Walking through the streets of the courthouse triangle with Robbie, as I occasionally did these days, I’d been introduced to half a dozen attorneys with whom he’d gone to law school.


      McManis directed me to the other items in the folder, but Sennelt had no patience.


      “He attended Blackstone,” Sennett said. “He’s in the law school yearbook. But he’s never been licensed to practice law. Not in this state or any other we can find. We’ve been on the phone all day.”


      After the panic over Carmody, they’d begun to wonder how easily Jim could be discovered. That had caused them to check the Roll of Attorneys. One thing had led to another.


      I was still too stunned to figure out what this meant.


      “What it means?” asked Stan. “It means that every day for almost two decades Robbie Feaver has committed an ongoing fraud—on his clients, on the courts, on you, and on me. It means every letter he’s signed, every motion, every business card he’s handed out has been a lie. It means every nickel he’s earned as an attorney is ill-gotten. And it means that every fucking thing we’ve done on Petros is probably out the window, since Rule One from UCORC was no fraud on innocent bystanders. And now it turns out we’ve left a one-man fraud wave in place for the better part of a year.


      “And that means Robbie is shit out of luck. It means his deal was a fraud to start, and every horrible thing I said would happen if he dealt us dirty is coming down. It means he’s going to the penitentiary as fast as I can get him there, wife or no wife, and that he’s going to be inside until the fucking hair on his empty head has all turned white.” Sennett closed his eyes and took a breath, perhaps reminding himself that I was his friend, or at least that I wasn’t my client. “That’s what it means.”


      That’s what it meant. But that wasn’t why Stan was sitting in my den as the minute hand swung closer to midnight on the Herman Miller clock in the corner. I had an obvious assignment. My job was to figure out how to save them all.


       


      “IN LAW SCHOOL, there are lots of required courses. You know that. Torts. Contracts. Criminal. Corporations. Yadda yadda yadda. I took all of that. And passed. Not by very much. I was jumping around like a grasshopper, clerking in a law firm, still reading for parts in commercials. But I got by. I’d always tell Morty, ‘You know what the guy who finishes last in the class gets? A diploma.’”


      He peeked up to see if he could get a smile. I rotated one finger forward as a bare command to continue.


      “So it gets to be my senior year, 1973, it’s Watergate, and all of a sudden, son of a bitch, we’ve got a new requirement. Now nobody can graduate without taking Legal Ethics. Like that would have stopped Nixon. Only I can’t take Legal Ethics. Cause it’s Tuesday and Thursday at four, and that’s when I’m working for Peter Neucriss. It was a bigger miracle than the loaves and fishes that he’d hired me in the first place. Blackstone Law School? Law Review from the U., you weren’t even worthy to run Peter’s Xerox machine. But I got to know him down on the Street of Dreams, he liked the girls I ran with, I guess, so he gave me my shot. This to me is bigger than Broadway. Cause if I really carry the load, then I can get a full-time job as an associate in the best P.I. shop in the universe, known and yet to be discovered. It’s all in lights: try cases, make money, be a star. So no way am I taking Legal Ethics on two of the four afternoons when I’m supposed to be at Neucriss’s office. And besides, the registrar’s office, they couldn’t hold a fire drill in a phone booth, they’ll never know the difference. Right?


      “Wrong. The week of graduation, the dean whistles me in. ‘Robbie, Robbie, what the fuck are we going to do with you? You didn’t take Legal Ethics.’ If it was just me, he’d have flunked out my fanny faster than I could scratch it, but there’s about half a dozen other folks who’ve pulled the same stunt, including, bless his heart, a fella who’s number three in the class. So the deal is, we can go to graduation. And take Legal Ethics over the summer, which means write a paper while we’re studying for the bar exam. Pretty square deal. Frankly, I was so grateful I cried, because the idea of telling my mother she’s not going to this law school graduation, for which both her sisters are flying in from Cleveland, that’s inconceivable, that’s like the idea of antimatter.


      “So that summer, I’m working for Neucriss, who still hasn’t firmly committed to a full-time job for me, and going to Legal Ethics and to a bar exam review course. I’m busier than a bunny in spring and then Peter got this case—it was a huge plaintiff’s class, one of the first toxic torts in the country, even before Love Canal. I’m working with Neucriss directly, at the right hand of God, no sleep, and of course, I blow off the final paper in Ethics. All I know is this is it, once in a lifetime, bottom of the heap to the top, and nobody’s taking it from me.


      “So three weeks before the bar, it’s back to the dean’s office. ‘Jesus Christ, Robbie, we can’t certify you for the exam, you’ve got an incomplete in Legal Ethics.’ You know, I tried every angle. I’d donate organs and half my income for life if he’d just stamp the little blue sheet. No sale. ‘Finish the paper now, then you can take the bar in December with the group that flunks the first time.’


      “And I don’t know, I thought I was going to do that. Of course, there’s no way in the world I’m telling Neucriss that I didn’t get my law degree. And, naturally, all of this works to my advantage. Peter thinks I’m a Trojan, cause the other two clerks, they’re wimping out to study as the bar comes up, and I’m like, I got it handled. I even came in the afternoon the first day the exam was given. Neucriss was really impressed!


      “So I got the job. Now what do I do? The bar results come back. Everybody’s crowing. And you know, the third of November the three new associates—Robbie from Blackstone and two hotshots from Easton and Harvard—get the afternoon off to be sworn in. The ceremony’s just a cattle call over in the Supreme Court, eight hundred kids all standing on the front steps. So I raised my hand with everybody else. The only difference was that the rest eventually got mailed a certificate to practice law and I didn’t. That’s how it happened.”


      He sat in the leather club chair in front of my desk with an unfaltering, fawnlike expression, utterly compelled by his rationale for ridiculous behavior. He took no responsibility for the thousands of hours of work to which he’d laid waste—by Stan, by the agents, by Evon, by me—or the peril and pain to which he’d exposed himself and Lorraine. The Robbie I’d come to know and like was elsewhere, like a spirit released from a body and hovering in a corner of the room. Observing my reactions, he made a face and looked out the window.


      “I’m sorry,” he said. “You do stuff as a kid and then you’re stuck with it. I was a kid.”


      He was a grownup, I pointed out, when he didn’t tell me.


      He brought a hand to his temple protectively. It was no later than 8 a.m. and he appeared to be watching the light crawl, like a gentle  hand, down the sides of the big buildings along the river—anything rather than face me.


      I asked if Lorraine knew.


      “Nobody knows. No one.”


      I could take the usual consolation: my bills were paid. And I’d realized all along there were reasons we were each sitting where we were, on either side of the desk. Nor could I pretend that similar things, perhaps not on this scale, but not entirely unlike it, hadn’t happened before: clients who lost their deals because they tried to hide money they were required to forfeit; an executive who’d recently gotten probation to testify against the grubby smack-dealer he’d scored from, and then blew his first monthly urine drop and spent a year in the pokey. There was no end to the way clients could disappoint you. But I’d seldom been as thoroughly taken in.


      Feaver finally seemed to be absorbing the weight of it. He was slumped with both feet in his close-soled loafers flat on the floor. Eventually, he went to the door.


      “Are you my lawyer?” he asked from there. It was the right question, not so much for focusing both of us on the pragmatic issues, but because the fragile look that accompanied it redeemed him somewhat. Robbie was an eternal beacon of need, like those dead stars which, even imploded, continue emitting a radio signal through space. But his bad-dog truckling made it seem that he actually cared about what I would answer, and not simply because it would represent a monumental inconvenience to him if I withdrew. I realized what had been implicit from the start: he had come to me not out of regard for my courtroom oratory or my connections but out of personal respect. I seldom thought of myself as an example, or of the valor of what I tried to do every day. I whisked him out the door with a backward wave and no answer, but I’d already settled the matter with myself. I was his lawyer. In the better sense of the word.


       


      NEAR 2 A. M. the lobby buzzer had roused her, a honking duck in her dreams.


      “This is your Uncle Peter,” rasped a voice distorted by the intercom. ‘Uncle Peter’ was the Project code word, a fail-safe i.d. for times of trouble. It was McManis who showed up at Evon’s door. He was too proper to step any farther into the apartment. He just leaned back against the steel jamb.


      “It’s about Robbie,” Jim told her. Her first thought was that he was dead. And he was, as far as she was concerned, once she heard the story.


      “I was wrong,” McManis said before he left. He was wearing a light suit spotted with rain. “I always said that Mort was the most dangerous person to the Project. Which was foolish. We knew where the risk was from the start and we forgot. Heck, that’s why you’re here. We knew he was a con. And he conned us anyway.”


      “Played us,” said Evon. It was more impulse than humor, but Jim responded with his mild smile.


      “There’s never a bottom with these people. It’s like facing mirrors. You just go down and down.” McManis instructed her to skip the morning pickup, just go to the office, so she’d be at hand when they started to sort things out.


      Around 9 a.m., Robbie appeared at the opening to her cubicle. His tie knot was already wrung down six inches below his open collar. He wanted to talk.


      “I don’t think so, Robbie.”


      “Look, I’m sorry. I want to say that.” He was too weakened to raise his hands; he simply opened his palms at his side. “It was the past to me. A mistake in the past.”


      She propelled her chair to the credenza behind her and, waiting for him to leave, hovered over a phone-book-sized printout of hospital charges she’d been abstracting. But what was the reason for that? she thought suddenly. A case she didn’t care about, clients who weren’t really hers. The months, the time, the work, the hope for something of value—the staggering size of what had probably been destroyed, of what was being wrenched away from her, brought a whirling moment of desperation and, as ever, shame. He took a step closer.


      “Don’t be a jerk,” she told him.


      “A bigger jerk, you mean.”


      “You couldn’t be a bigger jerk, Robbie. You’re maxed. You busted the meter.”


      The cover occurred to her remotely, whatever it was worth new. They were out in the open here. Yet it fit. Lovers’ tiff. If she wanted, she could throw something at him. Instead, when he tried to speak to her again, she stuck a finger in each ear.


      In time, she felt his shadow move off her. She sat still, contending with her rage. Once lit, it could incinerate everything else, including normally reliable means of restraint. She tried to sit in this chair, be in this place, step aside, but it was useless. In a minute, she was tearing down the corridor.


      “What matters to you?”


      He looked up abjectly from his chrome-armed desk chair.


      “Did you hear what I asked?”


      “Yeah, I heard.” He motioned to close the door. She slammed it.


      “Then what’s the answer?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “You know what I mean. What counts. With you? I can’t figure it out. I really can’t.”


      “Shit, what counts with you? Getting merit badges from the Bureau? You think your bullshit’s better than my bullshit?”


      “No way, bub. I want an answer. What matters to you? Can you even tell me? Or is it just whatever play you can work. That’s it, isn’t it? So you can look down on us poor morons when we buy it?”


      “Is that what you think?”


      “Yes, Robbie. Yes, that’s what I think.”


      “Well then, that’s what you think.”


      “Don’t you blow me off. Don’t you dare. Tell me what matters to you, goddamn it!”


      In his face, she could actually detect a fluttering aspect of fear. He had no idea how far down she’d drive him. Nor, in truth, did she.


      “Can you tell me?”


      “I don’t know. Probably.”


      “Then I want to hear it.”


      His jaw rotated.


      “It’s love. Okay? It’s the people I love. That’s what counts. My friends. My family. A lot of my clients. That’s all. Everybody else? They can take a leap. Everything else? It’s just that crap floating in the sea. Flotsam and jetsam. The rest of life is just people doing things to other people for their own good. Except for love.”


      She closed her eyes, so angry she felt as if she might fly apart.


      “Is that why you did this? For love? Is that why you walked through that door every day, where it says ‘Attorney-at-Law’ right under your name, and didn’t just fall down from shame?”


      “I don’t know. I guess that was part of it. There were people I didn’t want to disappoint. Christ, what are we talking about? Not writing a twenty-page paper? It’s not homicide. I didn’t try to hurt anybody. Just the opposite. For twenty years, I’ve been doing my job, caring about people and winning their cases.”


      “That’s a play, Robbie. You wanted it for yourself. You wanted the job, the status, the money. But you hadn’t earned any of it, and you took it anyway. Just like a thief. And because of that you’ve screwed over anybody who didn’t have the good sense to wonder if you were lying when you said ‘a,’ ‘and,’ ‘the.’ How do you keep yourself from seeing that? Look what you’ve done to Mort. Or to those clients you say you love. My God, think about the poor Rickmaiers—that little girl you cried about when she lost her mom? What’ll you say to her, Robbie, if somebody sues her to get back that great big settlement check you handed that family last week? How’d you just forget about stuff like that? For twenty years?”


      “I don’t know. I did it. I knew it, but I didn’t think about it. I kind of forgave myself, or put it away, I don’t know. I don’t know how I lived with it. I lie, okay? I lie all the time. You think I really kissed Shaheen Conroe? I never got closer to her than clomping around in the chorus. That car I drive you around in? It’s an S500, thirty grand less than the S6. I owned it a week when I saw Neucriss breezing down Marshall Avenue in the 600. Suddenly I felt like such a river-bottom turd that I went back and paid some stock boy five hundred bucks to replace the plate on the trunk lid and the steering wheel so it looks just like a 600. But it’s not.”


      The car! She actually groaned.


      “I’m a weak, fucked-up person. What can I say? I never told you I made sense to myself.” He had another quotation from theater life handy for trouble: “‘Ask me to play myself, I will not know what to do.’”


      Even in anger, she had to give him that much. For months she’d had an intuition, a vision almost, of a steaming jungle, full of hairybarked trees and thick vines, teeming wildlife in all forms, and rank greenish waters that bubbled with stinking hot gases venting from inside the earth. That was the great primal wilderness that lay at the center of Robert Simon Feaver.


      Sitting in his tall leather chair, backed by the dramatic shapes of the city, he continued to seek mercy from her assault.


      “Did I ever tell you when I knew I was in love with Rainey?” he asked.


      She looked at him coldly, unwilling to be entertained, but it did not deter him.


      “Funny story, actually. Very funny story.” He chortled once to prove that was true. “I was taking her to a hockey game. And she got hung up. I can’t remember why. She was late and she was, you know, upset. These were great seats. Third row. Right behind the glass. She was like falling all over herself. And I said one of those things I say. ‘I heard they’re starting late tonight. No, no, really. The Red Wings’ plane was late.’ I can’t imagine what I was gonna say when she saw they were in the middle of the second period. But I said it. ‘No. No, really. They’re late.’ And like I could see this smile, half a smile, and this thing behind her eyes. She got it. That I wanted it to be true. I mean, she got me, really. Not it. But just that I believed it myself. Right then. And it was okay with her. That’s when I was in love.”


      “Fuck you,” she answered. “That’s the whole problem. You think the world owes you that. You want everybody to give you a big goddamned hug, when you oughta be feeling terrible guilt, Robbie, or at least a little regret. And I don’t understand how you let yourself off so easy. How do you do that? Every blasted day? How do you not level, even with yourself? How do you look people in the eye, knowing they think you’re something you’re not? How do you get out of bed every morning to do that? I don’t understand.”


      “You don’t?” His look remained bleak; he was not being underhanded or snide. He was startled only by the lapse of some fellowship he thought they shared. But when she took his meaning, the ignition of anger nearly lifted her off the floor. She eyed the scalloped silver letter opener on his desk, which she used to open the mail every morning, with half a mind to cut his treacherous tongue from his throat.


      Instead, she flew from the office. She did not say a word to him for the rest of the day, or the day after. She spent as much time as she could around McManis’s, but Amari, with little to do, got on her nerves referring to Robbie as often as he could as ‘the pussbag.’


      As the week wore on, with the status of the Project still in doubt while they hashed things over in D.C., her anger somehow subsided to gloom. It was like being trapped in a pastepot. She couldn’t get out, and seemed to exhaust herself with the inevitable effort. Although it was supposed to be for her own safety, she’d come to hate being under constant surveillance. She felt exposed and somehow less secure. On Thursday, the super, buffing the brass mailboxes, reported that a man had been asking about her and a number of the other tenants on the third floor. In alarm, she’d beeped Amari, but Joe’s guy had been watching and ran the plate. A local—a Kindle County cop, on the dick squad, presumably working a lead. The pointlessness of her fear seemed only too typical of where things were. It was all screwed up, everything. Her. And Feaver. Everything. She walked on the streets and felt solemnly unmoved by the tulips with their bright faces popping up in the spring air.
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      MY PLAN TO SAVE PETROS—AND ROBBIE—REQUIRED him to withdraw at once from practice. He would never again see clients, go to court, or sign documents. There was no other alternative. Even if we could somehow wangle Robbie’s law degree, BAD, Bar Admissions and Discipline, would never license someone whom they’d inevitably discover had been illegally masquerading as a lawyer for the last twenty years.


      Accounting to Dinnerstein for Robbie’s changed status would require a pretty fancy story, but whatever we cooked up, Mort was virtually certain to keep the news about Robbie secret so that opponents did not attempt to take advantage of him while he was scrambling to hire another courtroom lawyer to replace Feaver. In the meantime, Robbie could still pass money to Crowthers, through Judith McQueevey, and to Gillian Sullivan, who was about to resume the bench and was still owed for her favorable ruling in the case transferred to Skolnick. More important, Robbie could remain a player in whatever endgame Stan aimed at Kosic and Tuohey. That in turn would give me the leverage I needed to bargain. Robbie was all but certain to end up in the penitentiary; my goal now was to minimize his time.


      Most of my negotiations with Stan were conducted during our resumed morning trots in Warz Park. Neither winter darkness nor anything short of a blizzard deterred Stan from running, but I had taken a few months off until the weather eased. Now I met him there several times to talk things through. Although UCORC threatened for a week not to allow the Project to go on, they were in too deep, with too much money expended and too much crime uncovered, simply to throw everything aside. Ultimately, Stan and I agreed that the government would no longer promise Robbie probation. Instead, they would advise the sentencing judge of all relevant matters—Robbie’s extraordinary cooperation and the full range of his misfeasance, including his unlicensed law practice—and let the judge impose whatever sentence the court found appropriate. My best guess, when the whole story came out, assuming there were some significant convictions, was that Robbie would do about two years inside. The restitution order relating to Feaver’s unlawful practice might be staggering, but most judges would let the financial issues fall out in the inevitable morass of civil law suits for fraud that the insurance companies would file. Even with all that resolved between us, Stan needed D.C. to sign off.


      “We accept,” he finally advised me one morning in the middle of May. “But there’s one more condition you’re not going to like.” Somehow, Sennett finished six miles every morning looking a picture of order. He had perfect equipment—neopropylene shorts and a sleeveless jersey, footgear the size of snowshoes, and a water bottle in a holster at the small of his back. His wiry Mediterranean hair was unmussed and his sweat always seemed to evaporate. His cheeks were already razored clean. Now he gave me his elevated look, chin ascendant, attempting to appear impregnable in the face of my expected complaints.


      He had many excuses for what he proposed. Every prosecution, he said, even Skolnick and Crowthers, was in danger. The government could probably beat back the inevitable defense motions blaming them for Robbie’s fraud, but the chances had grown significantly that a jury might just flush the cases out of disgust with Feaver. The future of Petros, therefore, rested more than ever on justifying the government’s deal with this devil by demonstrating the widest-ranging success in uncovering corruption. Yet they’d already lost Malatesta, and Feaver was done going to court on the contrived cases, since that wouldn’t square with his pose with Dinnerstein. Instead, Sennett had a plan for a new matter, a fictitious motion to reopen one of our old cases, a motion in which Robbie’s role, in essence, would be not as a lawyer but as a defendant under attack.


      “It’ll have to be heard by the Special Motions judge.” Stan watched to see how long it would take before I got it, then he confirmed the worst. “We want him to try to fix Magda.”


      He was right. I didn’t like it. We stood in the park fighting for quite a while. He had no predication, I pointed out, no reason to think Magda would corrupt herself. But he claimed that D.C. had decided the long-concealed personal relationship between the judge and a lawyer appearing regularly before her met the threshold. He said this actually had been UCORC’s idea.


      To me the whole business sounded like trial by ordeal, the medieval ritual where the hands and legs of a suspected witch were bound before she was thrown into a pond to see if she could float. Stan took my criticisms the way he usually did—without patience.


      “George,” he answered, “how many times, how many hundreds of times have you had a guilty client walk away? Not an acquittal, but some guy we just never found out about. How many scared-shitless executives have you had in your office, a guy who’s caught a subpoena and is terrified about what might come out if he’s asked the wrong question, or a fellow who’s in the middle of a divorce and gets a spastic colon every time he thinks about all the naughty secrets his angry ex might spill? You’ve had a thousand of them, George. And they stroll. Most of them. Because we never know. It’s not that we can’t catch them all. The truth is we hardly catch anybody. And so it goes, George. I can’t get ulcers over what I don’t know about. But when I do know, George, then I’ve got a responsibility. It’s not my job to be a sweet guy or say it’s just an accident we found out. It’s my job to protect the folks who live in this district. I’m not supposed to hope Magda won’t do something worse in the future. It’s my job to catch her, if she deserves to be caught.”


      His intelligence kept his self-image as spotless as stainless steel, but I gave him a hard look that rang up No Sale.


      “I told you, you wouldn’t like it,” he replied as he turned to jog back to his car.


      Robbie, bless him, said no.


      “She’s not a crook. I’ll give them crooks. But I’m not going to try to sucker an honest person just because she’s dumb enough to like me.”


      I loved him for it, I admit. It wasn’t brass or the flatulent bluff of a coward. He was ready to do the extra time, years, frankly, it would cost him to defy Sennett. I admired his fortitude and his loyalty, uncertain whether, in his circumstances, I’d have the same resolve. And then I did what I had to as his lawyer. I explained why he had to go along.


      If Robbie was anything other than a remote-control automaton, the government would have no choice about pulling the plug on the Project. They were taking a risk as it was, because a defense lawyer already had a howitzer load to lob at them, portraying the U.S. Attorney as the naïve handmaiden of the worst kind of double-dealing snitch. Allowing Robbie to veto their selection of targets would just go to prove that point and pave the way for disaster in front of a jury.


      “But Stan would give up a vital organ for Brendan,” Robbie said.


      He would, but to the people in the Department fortress in D.C. Brendan barely mattered at all. They cared about Congress, the President, the media, the national bar organizations. And when UCORC shut Petros down, Sennett would vent his wrath. The cases he’d be left with—on Skolnick, on Crowthers, on Walter—were preserved on magnetic media and could be proved now without even putting Robbie on the stand. And if the government decided to call him as a witness, they’d prefer he be dressed in a pair of prison overalls, a visual aid demonstrating to a jury that they hadn’t let him get away. Stan, therefore, would arrest Robbie right now and use his deception about his law license as compelling evidence that he couldn’t be trusted on bail. In the end, Stan had the same leverage he’d had from the start: Lorraine.


      When I spoke his wife’s name, Robert Feaver did what many other strong persons have done as they’ve received grim news from me. Positioned in that maroon chair he always sat in, he turned again to my window. Then as the sad facts took root, he raised his hand to his forehead. The resolve not to give in fixed in his face and then passed through him. He wrenched his circled eyes shut and succeeded, except for a few seconds, in his effort not to cry.


       


      THE OTHER COMMITMENT I’d made to Stan was that I would ‘explain’ Robbie’s new situation to Dinnerstein. Evon would remain in their law office as an observer who could testify that Robbie had forsaken further action as an attorney. But Mort had to understand where the lines were drawn, since any failure to comply could end up endangering his right to practice as well. Stan was not about to trust Robbie to deliver the message.


      To effect our plan, Robbie presented Mort with a somewhat desperate invention: In the wake of a particularly anguished scene with Lorraine, in which she’d assailed him with the thousand ways he had betrayed his commitments to her over the years, Robbie had supposedly raced to the offices of Bar Admissions and Discipline—BAD—and, in the most dramatic gesture to his wife imaginable, surrendered his license to practice law. Now she would know she was his absolute priority. He had purportedly thought only afterwards to check with me, as an ethical adviser, on the implications of this emotional act. As Robbie’s counsel, I’d agreed to help him explain them to Mort.


      Feaver & Dinnerstein had existed for fourteen years now. After law school, Mort’s uncle had found him a cozy spot in the County Law Department. The original idea, Robbie had told me, was for each of them to get a year or two of experience in other offices, then join forces. Once Robbie had hired on with Neucriss, that plan had been put on hold until Robbie had begun to establish himself in the P.I. trade. Only after Feaver had been out on his own for a year did he persuade Mort to come in with him.


      At the moment, Mort was undoubtedly ruing that decision. In my job, I dispensed a lot of bad news. Oncologists who routinely deliver fatal diagnoses were the only professionals I knew of who had it harder. It was my responsibility many times every year to tell people—many of them kindly, okay human beings who’d made a single mistake or who suffered from character failings that did not prevent them from being loving parents or friends—it was my duty to tell these individuals that they were going to be scourged by their community, captured, and caged. Even worse, I often helped them explain these unimaginable facts to their spouses and children, most of whom inevitably felt, with some reason, that they were the true victims of the penal system. Listening, Mort had that kind of frantic expression. He sat across from me, a hand over his mouth, his small eyes zipping back and forth behind the heavy lenses, as he tried to come to terms with my long list of restrictions.


      “I still don’t believe it,” said Mort. “It can’t be true. I still can’t believe you did this,” he said to Robbie, who was sitting beside him. Mort tried smiling. “It’s April Fool’s six weeks late. Right? You’re trying to get me. George,” he said, “don’t let him do this to me.”


      Although I’d had a large role, within the security of the attorney-client relationship, in concocting the latest fantasy, I had my usual reluctance about advancing any fabrication myself. I felt safe, however, in telling Mort that he could call BAD and ask them to check the Roll of Attorneys. Robbie’s name wouldn’t be there. As that affirmation sank home, Mort grabbed his forehead with both hands.


      “This is impossible,” said Mort. “Can’t you reverse this? What if he just goes over to BAD and tells them he changed his mind.”


      I said, stoically, I was certain that wouldn’t work. Robbie added that he didn’t want to change his mind. He wanted to be with Rainey, no matter how long or short her time.


      “Be with her,” said Mort. “I want you to be with her. We could have worked that out. You know that. You didn’t have to commit suicide as a lawyer. Look what you’ve done to me.”


      Mort sat in his chair making noises and hugging himself. He ran his hands again through the frizz of hair that was haloed by the strong light emerging from the window. Then, without a backward glance at his partner, he bolted to the door as quickly as his awkward gait allowed.


      “Morty!” Robbie called and took off in pursuit.


      At my desk, I felt awful for Mort, and even worse when I thought how enraged he’d be when he discovered the whole truth. He was going to be buried for years in litigation with former clients and vengeful ex-opponents. God knows what he’d say about me.


      I didn’t sit still long, however. I requested the men’s room key from the receptionist, Danny, and moved urgently in that direction. Male-pattern baldness, hair in all the wrong places, the swells of fat that took permanent residence over the hipbones—a friend of mine had suggested that the changes of male middle age were the Darwinian mechanism to ensure that younger women were not persuaded by our attempts at romance. Under this theory, the prostate enlarged just to be certain that we couldn’t sit still long enough to try. I circled out the side exit, heading down the dim service channel between my space and my neighbor’s. The heavy door to the main corridor had been propped open and, from the darkness, I saw Robbie arrive by the elevator where Dinnerstein was already waiting.


      I expected remonstrations or, on the other hand, efforts at rapprochement. Instead, Dinnerstein gave Feaver a faint smile. After a second, Robbie reached in his pocket for change and flipped a quarter in the air; Dinnerstein immediately did the same thing. I’d seen them play this game a few times before, as they awaited the elevator in the lobby. It had been ongoing since childhood, one of the few forms of physical competition where Mort stood an even chance. The contest combined juggling and gambling. They flipped coins simultaneously, each calling his coin in the air while the other caught it. There were complex rules about how to win, doubled bets in some circumstances, and a provision that missing a catch forfeited all winnings. After almost forty years, they sent the coins back and forth at astonishing speed, catching and releasing in a single motion, while the quarters sparkled in the air. They played happily for a moment before the elevator dinged at their rear. Feaver sprinted ahead to hold it as Mort limped in.


      I continued staring into the empty corridor, adding it up. I knew nobody reconciles that quickly. Even so, I was disconcerted enough that it took me a second to accept that I’d been taken in again—and this time not only by Feaver. Figuring out why came faster. Mort knew. Mort had known all along that Robbie had no license. Suddenly, it was not really imaginable that Robbie Feaver, Mort’s soul mate since the age of six and his law school roommate, hadn’t shared his plight. In fact, it explained why Mort had been slow to come practice with Robbie. They’d waited until it was certain that Robbie could actually get away with it. Then they’d proceeded with an obvious contingency plan. In the event of discovery, to protect Mort’s license, both of them would deny Dinnerstein ever knew.


      I was beyond being shocked by Robbie. But Mort—I’d completely bought his routine in my office. Mort knew, I thought again, and with that realized he almost certainly knew much more. About his uncle. And Kosic. About the judges. Robbie had been shielding him from the start, just as Sennett, a stiff-necked cynic, had always insisted and even as I had frequently feared.


      All of this provoked the predictable responses, chagrin and frustration, and several random curse words. Given what Robbie had already done to himself, I shuddered to imagine the kind of time inside he would catch if Stan could ever prove this. But Robbie knew that and was doing it anyway. As I rushed the last few steps to my destination, I was afflicted by a feeling I didn’t expect—envy. I envied Mort, envied him everything he got from Feaver. The dedication. The fellowship. And, especially, the truth.
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      “MAGDA, IT’S ROBBIE.”


      “Robbie?”


      “Feaver.”


      “Robbie Feaver?” There was nothing for an instant as she tried to parse her confusion. It was May 17. The lead from the recording earpiece Robbie wore ran directly to the tape machine in the cabinet where the seven-inch reels turned with the slow precision of doom. McManis and Evon were beside me at the table. Neither they, nor Klecker, who was standing, had the heart to look long at Robbie. Sennett had not even shown up, recognizing that his presence would be inflammatory.


      “I was thinking I could see you.”


      “See me?” Magda was cautious by nature, precise. “Robbie,” she started. Beginning again, she took up the strict tone of the courtroom. “I think that’s a very poor idea.”


      “No, I need to see you. Just for a minute. I need to talk.”


      “Talk?”


      “Talk.”


      “No.” She took a beat to think about it and said again, “No.”


      “Magda, this is really important. Life and death. I mean it. Really. Life and death.”


      “Robert, what could be life and death at nine o’clock in the evening?”


      “Magda, I can’t do this on the phone. I have to see you. I have to. Please.” Robbie drew his lower lip under his teeth to gain control of himself, then went on cajoling.


      “Only a minute,” she stated at last and gave him the address.


      Earlier this afternoon, McManis had filed an emergency motion under the Extraordinary Writs Act to set aside the prior judgment in Hall v. Sentinel Repair, the contrived case that had gone from Judge Sullivan to Skolnick. The original complaint had alleged that Herb Hall, a truck driver, had suffered severe burns and been rendered a paraplegic when the sixteen-wheeler he was driving for a hauling company had lost its brakes on a downhill grade. Hall had sued the repair service that had supposedly examined the truck immediately before it went out on the road. According to McManis’s motion. Moreland Insurance, in behalf of the service, had settled soon after Skolnick issued Judge Sullivan’s ruling allowing Hall to seek punitive damages.


      Now Moreland had learned—through Herb’s former mistress—that Herb in reality had fallen asleep at the wheel. It was this fact, not brake failure, that accounted for why no tire marks had been found at the crash site. McManis further alleged that the idea for Herb to blame the repair company, rather than himself, came from Herb’s attorney, Robert Simon Feaver, who’d tutored Hall on what to say.


      The hope, as always, was that if Robbie was successful in reaching Magda, the judge would rule on the basis of briefs. But if a hearing was necessary, I’d agreed with heavy heart to appear in court, acting as the attorney whom Feaver, if he wasn’t being the proverbial fool, would be expected to hire.


      As soon as the call to Judge Medzyk was finished, Klecker wired Feaver. They were sending Robbie out tonight not only with the FoxBIte but also with the portable camera Klecker had installed in the briefcase matching Robbie’s. A fiber-optic lens was hidden in the hinge, and the camera, the same kind as the one installed in Skolnick’s Lincoln, was powered by a lithium battery the size of a brick, concealed in the case. The point, however, was not improved evidence-gathering. Robbie’s instructions were to keep the camera pointed at all times not at Magda but at himself. They wanted to be sure he didn’t signal her somehow.


      Before Robbie left, McManis took me aside, stating tersely, “We expect the usual Academy Award performance.” He made no apology for not trusting Robbie, and Feaver, when I spoke to him alone to impart the warning, required none. His mind was on Magda, anyway.


      “I want you to realize something,” he told me, pausing to impart a stark look. “I did the right thing in the first place when I didn’t tell these guys about her.”


      

        [image: image]

      


      AT HER DOOR, Magda Medzyk grabbed her housedress by the throat and looked both ways down the hallway before letting Robbie in. With the weight of the case, Robbie couldn’t keep from swinging his arm, and as a result they were both in and out of the fish-eye. But you could have seen from the street she was worried. Given the tight look of her hair, I imagined that she’d spent the time while Robbie was on the way taking down her pin curls. They stood in the dim front hall of her apartment.


      “I hope this is really necessary? I’m so uncomfortable, Robert. I can’t believe I allowed you to talk me into this. I was hoping I was mistaken, but I have the papers right in my briefcase. A motion was filed this afternoon. Did you realize you’re at issue before me?”


      “Hey, I’ve talked you into a lot of things you think are terrible.” Stepping forward, he set the briefcase down and was momentarily out of sight. But Magda’s voice was clear.


      “No, absolutely not! Not now. Really,” she said. More quietly, she added, “My mother’s asleep right down the hall.” She’d stepped back into the picture again and cast a desperate look over her shoulder. In the fun-house mirror distortions of the lens, I could see the apartment behind her, a railroad flat with heavy dark furniture in the living room, including a console TV with a thirteen-inch screen, the likes of which hadn’t been manufactured in at least a decade. As they moved off to the kitchen, the image bounced along impossibly on the monitor in the surveillance van. We were parked beneath one of the grand century-old elms that rose in the parkway in front of the hulking three-story tenement. The sound also took on a bit of a buzz under the kitchen’s fluorescent lights as Feaver tried to make conversation. She cut him off abruptly.


      “It’s probably best, Robbie, if you just state your business.”


      As he pretended to wrench the cover story from himself, she sank down to a wooden spindle chair by a small table. He had some trouble here, Robbie told Magda, referring directly to the motion McManis had filed. It hadn’t been the way they made it sound, he’d never trump up a case that way, but he’d beaten the tar out of Moreland over the years and the insurance company wanted him. They were cutting a deal already with Herb Hall to roll over against Robbie. If she granted this writ, Robbie said, the company would sue him, instead of Hall, to recover everything it had paid out. Then, once they’d picked a million bucks out of his pocket, they’d turn him over to BAD and the Prosecuting Attorney. He’d be lucky to stay out of Rudyard, and the only thing of value in that license on his wall would be the frame.


      Robbie had set the briefcase down on the kitchen counter and we had a good view of the scene. He was opposite Magda at the small maple table where she and her elderly mother had dinner each night. With his long hands, he reached toward her and tossed his head about in distress. She listened at first with her hand over her mouth. By the time he had finished, she refused even to look at him or to speak.


      “I need this, Magda. And I’ll make it okay, for you. I’d want to. No number’s too high. But this is my life, Magda. This is my whole screwed-up life passing before my eyes. You can’t let these bastards take it from me. I mean, for Chrissake—”


      “Not another word.” With her face averted from Feaver and the camera, her voice was somewhat disembodied. Even so, a sound of despair choked out of her with the effort of speech. “When you called, while I was waiting—” She stopped. “I actually prayed this had nothing to do with your case. I prayed. I actually called upon the Mother of God. As if I deserve her mercy. I have only myself to blame, don’t I?”


      “Magda, come on. Stow the melodrama. I’ve been before you a lot in the last ten years. You’ve ruled for me.”


      “And against you. You know better, Robert. You know much better. I won’t have you sit here pretending you don’t understand the magnitude of this. Of what you’re asking. This isn’t business as usual and you know that.” Merely contemplating it forced her to look away from him once more. “Oh, God,” she said. “God.”


      “Please, Magda. Think about this. Magda, look, you don’t know what goes on around you. You’ve never stopped to notice. You don’t have any idea.”


      “And I don’t care to know.” Her sharpness seemed to surprise even her, and she planted her mouth on the heel of her palm.


      He went on pleading until she covered her ears.


      “Go,” she said weakly. “Go.”


      Even then, he begged—she had to, had to—until she had finally lost even the power to tell him to stop and her head of tight graying curls appeared to droop in assent.


      “Thank you,” he told her. “For seeing me. For doing this. Thank you.” He repeated that a dozen times more. When he came around the table to embrace her, she recoiled with her thick arms held aloft. In the last frames before he jerked the camera off the counter, she was bunched in her simple frock, virtually formless in her grief.


      “She’s gonna do it,” said Alf in the van, while Robbie was on the way down. I had reached the same melancholy conclusion myself. McManis and Evon both nodded.


      But Robbie had a judgment of his own. Once inside the Mercedes, Feaver had apparently taken hold of his briefcase, bringing the lens right up to his face. On the monitor, his features flattened monstrously in the fish-eye. But he didn’t want anyone watching to miss a word.


      “That’s the worst fucking thing I’ve ever done in my life,” he yelled. Then, I took it, he’d hurled down the camera, because the screen first jumbled, then went completely black.
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      THE NEXT MORNING, WHEN EVON CAME TO pick up Feaver, he was gone.


      She’d waited fifteen minutes for him at the foot of the drive, her car window opened to the sweet morning air. Eventually, she went up to the house. Punctuality was normally his sole reliable virtue.


      The home care worker was new. Elba had returned to the Philippines for two weeks for her niece’s wedding, and her place had been taken by Doris, a stooped African-American woman who looked as if she needed assistance herself. She had no idea where Robbie had gone, other than having heard him depart in the middle of the night.


      Evon had told herself that she would never feel sorry again for Robbie Feaver. But as she’d watched his silhouette plunge wearily toward his door last night, that resolve had eroded. The truth about Feaver was that he wasn’t actually anything he said he was. Not one thing. He wasn’t a lawyer, obviously. And he’d never amounted to dip as an actor. He wasn’t even a husband, if that meant keeping to your commitments seven days a week. But his answer to all of that was that at least he was a friend. That’s what he’d told her when she demanded to know what mattered. His friends. And as punishment for getting caught in one of history’s all-time whoppers, Sennett with his treacherous genius had pointed his shotgun at Robbie and brought him to his knees, making him look down both of the dark barrels and find out that even the one thing he said for himself was no truer than the rest.


      Maybe he’d just gone out to get drunk, she figured now. Or to stare at the river.


      After another half hour she realized he’d probably run.


      She called McManis from a nearby pharmacy so she could use a wire line. Jim was silent so long she had to ask if he was there.


      “He couldn’t run,” Jim said finally. “He wouldn’t leave his wife.”  McManis stopped then. “Christ. You better get back and make sure she’s still there.”


      She raced back down the clean suburban streets. He’d run! What had Jim said? There was never a bottom with his type.


      When she arrived, Robbie was in the driveway, just emerging from the Mercedes. He walked slowly toward her. It was probably the first time she’d seen him looking sloppy. He was unshaven. His hair was stirred up and his face seemed withered by lack of sleep. A placket shirt hung limply over the belt line of his fancy slacks. He was clearly not heading to the office. From the dullness of his eyes, she thought she’d been right in the first place, that he was drunk, but he was moving too well. He turned his head to follow some thought as if it were a butterfly before his attention fell to her again.


      “My mother died,” he said, “last night. She had another stroke. She was DOA at the hospital, but they went through some stuff in the E.R.” He flopped up a hand from his side, acknowledging the futility of those efforts, and somehow it landed on Evon’s. It seemed almost accidental, but he permitted himself a brief squeeze before letting go. He looked off toward the apple tree in the yard that was heavy with pink blossoms and made a face. The stroke had been on the other side, he said, so he figured it was, all in all, better this way.


      Two years ago, Evon’s father had gone in for bypass. Her mother and she and five of her sibs, all the girls and one of her brothers, sat together nearly six hours in the contour chairs of the surgical lounge. In her anxiety, her mother had been herself, only more so, carping about the nurses and going from child to child finding fault. Evon had decided to leave, had actually gotten to her feet, when the doctor came out to tell them that her father hadn’t made it.


      He had been a large red-faced figure, with thick arms and a substantial belly straining the buttons of a gingham shirt. His thick fingers were calloused, the nails always cracked and never free of dirt. He smelled of the land at all times. She had known him mostly as a presence. He spoke little, even when he was sitting around joshing with the neighbors. He treated her mother kindly, but with the same somewhat distant air they all experienced. He was uncomfortable with feeling and always wanted to be away from it, safe in the realm of chores and routine. He’d split with his own family when Evon’s mother quit the Church. He spoke to his brothers occasionally, but not his parents. In her entire life, Evon couldn’t recall his mentioning his mother or father more than twice. How had he done that? He was gone, never fully known, and yet he still reared up in her dreams and thoughts countless times a day, and always with a lingering twisted pain, as if somewhere in her something had been torn up by the root.


      Robbie said he had already called Mort, who was working on the funeral arrangements. Now he had to tell Rainey. Before he started up the driveway, he asked Evon to go to the office, to take care of the mail and help Mort reschedule the deps and other appointments for the next few days.


      “No problem.” She had no will left to rebuke him.


      He looked at her pathetically, unwilling to move. She realized what he wanted. In the house, his wife would not even be able to lift her arms to him in consolation. She reached out, just to touch him, but he flowed toward her and swarmed her in an embrace, which she reluctantly returned.


      “You’re a tough cowpoke. You’re gonna make it. You let me know what I can do.”


      He didn’t let go of her, even then. He had begun to burble. When he stood back, he grabbed his lip and continued to cry, his face crushed by the pain.


      “She was just so much,” he said. “She was so much.”


      News of the death had circulated through the office by the time she got there. There was a dismal air that seemed to go beyond mere respect for the boss. Mort was on his way out to sit with Robbie at his home, and asked Evon to follow up on several details related to cases. He stood at the opening of her cubicle. He was in his suit but his tie was already removed, an emblem that business as usual had been suspended.


      “How’s he going to take all this?” Mort asked her. He, too, appeared on the verge of experiencing his famous vulnerability to tears. “It’s too much,” Mort said. He sobbed then and smashed his face into his hand, but could not move, desolated by Robbie’s future.


      The funeral was the following day. Jews traditionally buried with speed, Eileen explained. Everyone from the office was going, so Evon was spared any decision.


      Mort phoned as she was leaving her apartment. “We have a big problem,” he said. Doris, the home care aide, had not shown up. Robbie had suspected from the start that the job was too much for her, and the notion of a hundred people traipsing through the house for visitation had apparently pushed her beyond her limit. Mort had sent Robbie off to the funeral home, promising to handle this, but he had called a number of agencies and none of them could produce someone before the early afternoon.


      “My mom was a nurse,” Mort said, “so she could do it, but you know, I think he’d really want her there. Considering the circumstances. I can call one of his cousins, but I thought you might be able to think of somebody. Lorraine’s sleeping most of the time now anyway, but it would be nice if it’s somebody she’s met.”


      She could tell Mort was angling. His cagier side grew more apparent each day. He kept minimizing what he was asking. There was less than an hour to the funeral, the service wouldn’t last long, and a number of people would then return to the house. There seemed no way to say no, and he thanked her enthusiastically when she finally offered. But she felt exasperated once she put down the phone. She decided to call back and wriggle out. It didn’t really fit the cover. People would wonder, wouldn’t they, about Robbie’s girlfriend caring for his wife on the day of his mother’s funeral? No, she saw then, they wouldn’t. They would think that’s Robbie Feaver all over.


      By the time Evon arrived in Glen Ayre, Mort had gone off to the funeral parlor, leaving his wife, Joan, behind. She was a tiny, thin woman, pretty in a way, but drying up and bowing just a bit in the hormonal retreat of oncoming middle age. She was dressed in black crepe and pearls and had been setting up coffeepots for the crowd that would arrive here from the cemetery. She showed Evon what Mort had shown her about Rainey’s care, as he’d been instructed by Robbie. There was no telling what had been forgotten or misinterpreted in the many retellings. But the basics were apparent. The bedpan. The Sustacal in the kitchen for Rainey’s lunch. When Evon realized moments later she was alone with Lorraine, she nearly sent a scream rebounding through the empty house. My God, what if she killed her? Then she sealed off all of that like the hatches in a submarine on the verge of descent.


      Rainey slept for nearly half an hour after Evon arrived. She was wearing a full oxygen mask now, a transparent plastic shape covering her mouth and nose. Her breathing was growing more shallow every day. She had no energy to leave the bed, and Evon knew that soon she would be engirded in something called a cuirass, a negative-pressure device to assist in drawing air into her lungs. But that could put off only so long the ultimate crisis of whether she would allow the installation of the mechanical ventilator. Robbie remained hopeful of persuading her as the time for decision drew nearer.


      When Rainey woke, Evon reminded her who she was and swung into place the hospital tray that held the computer mouse and its pad, lifting Rainey’s fingers onto it. Lorraine was far more adept with the speaking machine than she’d been only a few weeks ago. She scrolled through lists of words, clicking rapidly.


      “Oh I Know Who You Are,” the bleating boy’s voice said. Even without any emphasis, there was something ominous in the choice of words. Evon had no idea what to do if Rainey began to pelt her with the kind of abuse she sometimes hurled at Robbie. He said he’d actually turned off the volume on the speakers on a couple of occasions, but she had no right to be so callous. She busied herself instead. She pulled the covers back on the bed and buttered Lorraine’s flaccid arms with almond-scented lotion, but Rainey was not about to be put off.


      “He Is Such A Great Liar,” Rainey said. “Do You Know What He Says About You?”


      Evon stopped. A clutch of devastated feeling was already gathering in her chest.


      “He Says You Are A Lesbian.”


      Evon laughed, longer than she might have but for the relief.


      “I am.”


      Expression remained alive in the submerged depths of Rainey’s eyes, which contracted somewhat in doubt.


      “He Talks About You.”


      “We work together. We’re friends. Robbie has lots of friends.” Evon found a pillow and pulled Rainey to her side and put it behind her. She’d seen all of this done with her grandmother. Her skill was amazing to her, the ease and naturalness of it once she started. At the side of the bed, she placed her face near Rainey’s on the pillows.


      “We aren’t lovers,” she told her.


      Even with her body wrecked, Rainey clearly craved to believe her, but she had been hardened by the disappointments Robbie regularly delivered. Rainey circled there in the ruinous back-and-forth of doubt and longing.


      Evon read to her for some time. Robbie had begun Mitigating Circumstances, and Evon went through several chapters. No doubt she was a poor substitute for Robbie and his stagecraft. Even to herself, she barely sounded more dramatic than Rainey’s voice machine and she was not surprised when Rainey dropped off again. She awoke with a pathetically contained shudder that reached only her right arm and foot. Her eyes sprang open and the palest rasp of sound emerged from her, almost certainly meant to be a scream. Evon could feel the pounding when she touched Lorraine’s cheek.


      “I Dream I’m Dead. All The Time.”


      Evon closed her eyes, caught on the barb of her own dread. It came back to her a second, like some bitter, regurgitative mess rising with a hiccup.


      “That must be frightening,” she said.


      “In Some Ways.” Lorraine took her time in thought, then described the dream. She had seen her mother-in-law. “We Were Wearing The Same Hat. It Had A Peacock Plume On The Front.” Rainey paused for several breaths amid the bare whooshing of the oxygen tank. “But Then I Wanted To Take It Off. And Realized I Couldn’t. That Was Frightening. But It’s Not Usually That Way. They Say Dreams Are Wishes. Have You Heard That?”


      She had been a psychology major, so she probably had. She’d figured she was going to learn to understand people that way. These days the thought of it made her laugh.


      “You Know He’s Promised Me.” Somehow Evon was beginning to discern expression in the squawking from the computer speaker. It wasn’t possible, she realized, yet this dry adenoidal male voice corresponded more and more to the broken person now shaped like a question mark in the bed.


      What was it he’d promised? Evon asked. She took Rainey’s hand and touched her brow.


      “He’s Promised. He’ll Help Me. Whenever I Tell Him. He Swore To Me.”


      Unconsciously, she had tightened her grip on Rainey’s fingers and barely had the presence of mind to release them. Lorraine was undeterred. She went on describing the arrangement she’d reached with Robbie long ago, when she learned about the disease’s inevitable progression. She’d made him reaffirm the agreement only recently when she’d begun to lose the last control of her limbs. It petrified Evon to listen to this. Rainey’s voice poured from the speakers at the same volume as before, words that should have been hushed. It was not the act or the idea that frightened Evon so much as contemplating the moment it would be for both of them. But Rainey seemed at ease. The certainty of a reprieve, an outlet, a way to end the suffering seemed a part of bearing it.


      “Don’t Let Him Back Out. Don’t.”


      “No,” Evon said, more as a reflex.


      “Promise.”


      God, she was a cluck, Evon thought of herself, never even to suspect this, particularly given Robbie’s long-standing desperation to be certain he was free throughout Lorraine’s decline. Robbie, she thought. Good or bad, you’d just never get to the end.


      “You can’t ask me that, Rainey.”


      “I Suppose I Can’t. But I Ask All His Friends.”


      She slept again, and Evon herself drifted off, waking at the sudden sound of voices downstairs. Joan had returned, along with Mort’s mother, a stout woman with a white bun. Linda, one of Robbie’s cousins, wore a hairdo that looked harder than an insect shell and so much jewelry she glittered like a Christmas tree. The women had returned following the service to ready the house for the remainder of the crowd, which would begin arriving after the interment. There had been nearly nine hundred people at the mortuary, they told her, enough to fill a second chapel, where the ceremony was broadcast on closed-circuit TV. Center City must have been a ghost town with the exodus of Feaver’s friends—lawyers, clients, court personnel, the legion whom Robbie amused and aided. Joan worried that the house could be overrun.


      Evon helped the women carry in a dozen heaping trays of cold cuts, which had been sent to Mort’s house by friends offering comfort. The new home care person, a grandmotherly Polish immigrant, came in at the same time. She had a heavy suitcase, and Joan, who knew the house, showed her where she would be staying.


      Rainey was awake when Evon went back up.


      “Cavalry’s arrived. I guess I’ll be going.”


      “Come Back.”


      She promised that.


      “I’m Sorry. For Before. I Say Things Now. Sometimes I Don’t Believe I Even Thought The Words That Are Coming Out.”


      Evon took her hand again. She didn’t mind, she said. What Rainey feared wasn’t true, and she was glad she could reassure her.


      “It’s Your Loss Anyway,” Rainey said. “That’s What He Would Tell You.”


      Humor. Evon smiled. She was sure he would, she thought. Rainey’s eyes darkened in the labor of a more serious effort.


      “You Would Think I Wouldn’t Mind Now. Finally. Sick And Twisted As My Body Is. But I Still Want Him. All Ways Too. I Can Still Feel That. There. And Do It. Did You Know That?”


      Hardly. The astonishment must have crept through her face.


      “It’s The One Thing Left. I Think I’m Hornier Than Ever. It Probably Sounds Vulgar. Or Perverted. But It’s Not. It’s Wonderful. To Feel Him Around Me. To Think He Wants Me. Even Now. So Broken And Ugly. They Say It’s The Partner Who Loses Interest. But He Hasn’t. And I’m So Grateful. We Love Each Other You Know.”


      “I know,” Evon said and found a tissue to blot Rainey’s tears, creeping to the pillow even while her hand clicked away on the mouse.


      “He Hurt Me. Too Much. And I Hurt Him Back. We Hurt Each Other Every Way You Can. But I Love Him. And He Loves Me. I Never Knew It The Way I Did After This Happened. But That’s Why I’m Living. Isn’t That Strictly Amazing? I’m Not Alive Really. And I’m Still Living For Love.”


      The new nurse’s assistant entered energetically, talking in an accent that Evon could barely decode, but she greeted Rainey lovingly and clearly knew her business. She propped up Rainey and straightened the sheets, transforming the bed in such short order that Evon was predictably embarrassed by her relative incompetence. After an uncertain moment, she leaned over the bed and embraced Rainey quickly.


      Downstairs a short time later, through the large living room windows, Evon saw Robbie arrive in a long limo. His mother’s younger sister from Cleveland was with him and he held tight to the older woman’s arm as she wedged herself out of the car. Evon caught them in the foyer. Robbie was pale and his features appeared loosened by a bleary uncertainty. His elderly aunt, humpbacked from age, seemed temperamental and largely unmoved by the day’s proceedings. Somewhat crossly, she asked for directions to the powder room. When he returned, Robbie offered to walk Evon out. He was on automatic pilot again, talking as they drifted down the drive.


      Once, he said, when he was eight or nine, his mother had taken him fishing during the white bass run up near Skageon. He’d been getting in trouble, lifting stuff from the five-and-dime, and his mother was convinced the problem was a lack of manly activity and attention. In the retelling, Robbie marveled over the sight of Estelle, who would never leave the house with so much as a wrinkle in her nylons, appearing that morning in a flannel shirt and old hat. She later told him that after two hours rocking in the river she’d become seasick to a point where suicide seemed sensible, yet she’d given him no clue that day.


      They were near Evon’s car, parked at the foot of the property. The neighbor’s lilacs, white and soft purple, were open and as sweet on the air as cologne. His mother had been laid to rest on a glorious day. Evon turned her face up to the perfect sky and found him watching her when she looked back.


      “This was spectacular of you,” he said. “I can’t even tell you what it means to me, I really can’t. This is one of the nicest things anybody’s ever done for me in my life.”


      She answered with the thought that had been circulating unvoiced most of the morning. “You’d have done it for me,” she told him and that harp string in her center sang out, plucked by the truth. You could never count on him for honesty, assuming he even knew what it was. He was unruly and incorrigible. But if she stumbled, he’d come running. She couldn’t even say for sure she’d be able to reach out when he extended a hand. But he’d be there. She wasn’t going to forgive him, really. But she had to stop pretending with herself. Nine hundred people had just turned out, all there to buoy Robbie Feaver in his grief, nearly every one a friend who’d experienced his openness and the soothing warmth of his care. And she was one, too. You couldn’t fight facts.


      She asked how he was holding up.


      “Eh,” he answered, and let feeling swirl him off elsewhere for a moment.


      “Losing my dad was something,” she said, “but my mom, being last and my mom—I can’t even imagine.”


      “Yeah,” he said. “But I read something once and I keep thinking about it now. ‘Every little boy loses his mother the first time, the day he realizes he’s a man.’”


      Evon didn’t understand and Robbie said he hadn’t either. Not originally. But the idea seemed to be that boys had to come to terms with the fact that they couldn’t be like their mothers, they had to be somebody else. He was still and his face was heavy in the light. He didn’t seem entirely happy with these thoughts.


      She had decided long ago she wasn’t going to be like her mother, probably because her mother had let Evon know she was nothing like her. But the notion of her mother actually disappearing from her life still seemed to suck the center out of the world. It would be as if the force of gravity, which was down there at the midpoint of the earth and which kept it from flying apart, was suddenly missing. Her mother, past seventy, still hung out her wash every day, except in blizzards, preferring the touch of mountain air to the hot breath of the dryer. In her mind’s eye, Evon saw her there, with the clothespins in her mouth, securing a tattersall shirt or a sheet to the line, standing her ground, asserting her intentions, while the wash gave in and snapped on the wind.


      He asked if Evon got along with her.


      “Some. She judges. You’re always being weighed on her scales. But you know, she’s strong.” Her arms went out. “She’s big. You know what I mean?”


      He drifted down the curb line with her. They were interrupted by a neighbor who had awaited his return before bringing another huge tray, piled up like the others with pale mounds of foods Evon had never really seen and suspected she couldn’t stomach. The woman paid her respects and then proceeded up the driveway.


      He hugged Evon then, before she could withdraw. That was apparently going to be standard now. She only hoped he had the good sense not to do this in front of McManis or Sennett. When he was halfway to the house, he turned and shouted as he walked backwards, just before he disappeared into shadow, “You’re great. I love you, I really do.”


      She realized that somewhere nearby there was probably a surveillance agent, covering her. God knows what he’d seen. Or heard. That’d be some 302. ‘The cooperating individual then stated to UCA Miller, I love you.’ Great. She’d recognize the agent by the size of the shit-eating grin he’d throw her through the driver’s window. And what was she to respond? ‘We’re just friends’?


      But when she settled in the Chevette she caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror and spied traces of a cheerful look. How could that be, amid all this anguish and misfortune and flat-out confusion? She took herself to task, then gave up. What the hell, she thought suddenly. Really. What the hell. She put the car into gear, and felt the spry, lively wind of spring as soon as she lowered the window.
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      THE NEXT MORNING WHEN I CAME IN, Danny, my receptionist, had taken a message from the U.S. Attorney, Stan Sennett, asking if I could arrange to see him in my office at 12:30, with my colleague, which was how he referred to Robbie. Feaver, who was at the nursing home to begin the dismal business of sorting through his mother’s effects, was cranky about being summoned, but he arrived on time, still with bleared eyes and appearing vaguely disheveled, as he’d been when I’d made a condolence call the prior evening.


      “What’s this about?” he asked.


      I hadn’t a clue.


      Stan’s mood, when Danny showed him in, was quite formal. He was in his usual immaculate blue suit and he took the trouble to shake Robbie’s hand, which I didn’t recall him bothering with before. He expressed his sympathies and, finding them tepidly received, put himself down in the maroon chair Robbie usually occupied. Sennett spent a moment arranging himself, reaching down to straighten the crease on his trouser leg, before beginning.


      “I wanted to advise you both of a very unusual meeting I had the afternoon before last. I would have done this sooner, but for Robbie’s circumstances. It was with an old friend of ours. Of all of ours. Magda Medzyk.” Stan looked into his lap at that point, his expression taut.


      “She had consulted an attorney that morning, Sandy Stern.” Stan nodded toward me. Stern, who reviles Stan for reasons I have never fully understood, is my best friend in practice. “That was our good fortune. Mr. Stern declined to represent her, telling her he had an undisclosed conflict, but he suggested she approach me, rather than the P.A.’s office, where political allegiances could occasionally become problematic. She waited more than an hour before I got back, and when she came in, she told me a long, somewhat tawdry story about her relationship with a personal injury attorney named Robert Feaver.


      “Mr. Feaver, she said, had asked her to throw a case the night before. He actually seemed to be offering her money to do it. She wasn’t quite certain of that, because she was so upset, so alarmed, she didn’t follow every word. But there was no mistake that he wanted her to alter the outcome of the case. The judge told me that she will enter an order recusing herself from the matter. But she wanted to inform me first because she was willing, if need be, to wear a wire against Mr. Feaver, prior to that.” Trying to be grave, Stan still could not stifle a smile at the irony.


      He said that Magda had willingly accepted his guidance. Aside from withdrawing from the case, she would undertake no action or alert any other party in order to allow the government to investigate. She’d await further word from Stan.


      Sennett waved his chin around to loosen his neck from the grip of his shirt collar, before turning to Feaver beside him.


      “She’s quite an extraordinary person,” Stan said.


      Robbie did not move. His shadowed eyes remained on Sennett, who, to his credit, declined to look away.


      “‘An extraordinary person’?” Robbie finally asked. “Stan, do you know how Magda Medzyk spent the night after I left there? Have you got a clue? Because I do. I was sitting there burying my mother yesterday and I saw Magda, like a vision, like it was on TV. I saw her at that little kitchen table all night long. She barely moved. She only got up once. To get her rosary. She just sat there begging the Mother of God to help her find some little piece of herself that could go on with whatever was left of her life, only some sliver of her soul, because the rest of it had been swallowed up by shame.” He stood up then. “‘An extraordinary person,’” he repeated. He directed one last harsh look at Sennett, kicked over my wastebasket, picked it up, and left.


      Stan took just an instant to recover. At my door, he tipped an imaginary hat.


      I found his behavior oddly consistent with my lifetime experience of Stan. Just when I was ready to give up on him, he’d redeem himself. As a line prosecutor he’d shown all the tenderness of a blunt instrument, but when he became Chief Deputy P.A. under Raymond Horgan, he exhibited monumental strength in reforming the office and especially in loosening the grip of the Police Force, with its political crosscurrents, over prosecutions. Shortly before he’d married Nora Flinn, her mother, expecting the couple to have children, chose to reveal the fact that she was not Portuguese, as Nora and her brother had always been told, but black. Stan, so far as I could tell, had never flinched. Instead, he had been an admirable support, even an example, in helping Nora come to terms not only with her anger at her mother but with the uglier stuff that would seep out of the hearts of most white Americans in the same situation. And when, as luck would have it, age later prevented them from being able to conceive, it was Stan who first suggested adopting a child of mixed race.


      Today, he had arrived here, the Mountain to Mohammed, with the clear intent to be what was once referred to as A Man, knowing Feaver would dish out exactly what he had gotten. He’d come anyway, not merely to concede an error, not only to apologize to Robbie or to grant that my anger had been well placed, but to acknowledge that Feaver, disingenuous and compromised as he was, remained an able judge of character. Being as coolly objective as Stan, one could say that he was better with principles than with personalities. But as he went on his way, doing his best to look uncrimped, he left behind the saving information that he remained subject to the discipline of his own beliefs.


       


      THE FOLLOWING THURSDAY, the week before Memorial Day, Robbie resumed his activities. With Evon, he returned to Judith’s to deliver the money Sherm had demanded. Judith, who’d plainly had a merciless ruction with her brother, refused even to look at Robbie, but the envelope went in the register drawer. Amari and his watchers had better luck this time in trailing the funds. Crowthers himself arrived for a late lunch and casually took the small white envelope from Judith, his hand lowered to his side while he was joshing with the kitchen staff. His first stop in the courthouse, even before his own chambers, had been at Kosic’s small office, adjoining Tuohey’s.


      The wiretap, briefly activated, revealed little more than greetings. Something hit the desk, but no one could say for certain it was money. Somehow Kosie knew the source of the payment already or perhaps, out of extreme caution, sources were never identified, because nothing about that had been said.


      But there was no question Rollo had received a share. No more than two hours later, Kosic paid for steak dinners for Brendan and himself at Shaver’s, an old-fashioned joint not far from their home. One of the surveillance agents, seated only two tables away, had watched Rollo lay a $100 bill in the plastic folder in which the tab was presented. The agent jumped up and asked if Kosic minded exchanging five twenties for the C-note, claiming he wanted to till a graduation card for his nephew. Not only did the serial number match one of the bills Robbie had dropped to Judith earlier but lifts raised a thumbprint so large the agents were all convinced—correctly, as it turned out—that it was Sherm’s. Kosic was now a long way to being cooked. And Crowthers was fully grilled. There would be no argument that anything Sherm had said to Robbie was merely a rambunctious jest. Despite the middling results with the wiretap, Stan was confident that Judge Winchell would agree to a full thirty-day overhear in Kosie’s office. Something on Brendan was bound to turn up.


      Sennett reported this information to the UCAs that night, clearly aiming to inspire everybody as they moved into the critical stage. Evon had come back to the Center City to attend the meeting, then returned to her apartment.


      A large mirror with a frame of beveled glass hung as a wall decoration across from the elevator on her floor. Even when she glanced in the usual solemn fashion at her reflection, she knew something was wrong. She could never have identified what was out of place, but once she turned the corner down the narrow hall, she could see the door to her apartment ajar.


      She stole to the threshold and lined herself up, shoulder to the left jamb, using the palm of her left hand to slowly push the door open. For the one hundredth time since Walter told Robbie that Marty Carmody thought she was an FBI agent, she longed for her weapon.


      Inside, she heard someone clear his throat, and then another voice. Call the locals, she told herself, meaning the Kindle County police. Back out and dial 911. She had a cell phone in her purse. But this was the stuff she lived for. The cowboy types on a bust were always there for the power, sticking their .44 Magnum in somebody’s ear and calling him motherfucker, hoping for a ‘brownie’ she’d never been able to see that as a trophy, since you had to tolerate the stink when you brought the poor bastard in. But for Evon, all roads led back to game day, to the telling moment of precise reaction. She loved to win, loved herself when she triumphed, in the pure, uncompromised way she’d transplanted from that earlier part of her life. She was not calling the locals.


      She was halfway down the front hall now, spidering along with her backside to the wall. Recently, she’d been playing softball, a Sunday pickup game in a nearby park, kind of a boys-meet-girls event, but many of the participants competed seriously, and she’d bought a black graphite bat last week, which was still propped in a corner a few feet from where she was now, in the living room. Ahead, she saw a shadow move. She flattened herself and held her breath. Voices sputtered up once more. She had just placed the source when a middle-aged slope-bellied copper stopped at the end of the hallway and looked her up and down. He was pug-nosed and fairly cheerful-looking, despite his eyes, which were so small they had barely any whites. He reached to his belt to turn down his radio.


      “Lady of the house?” he asked.


      “Something like that.” She showed him her key.


      “Got a report,” he said. “Burglary in progress. But I guess we missed them. You want to step back outside, I’ll just finish. Take a minute. Or wait in the kitchen. I’ve already covered that.”


      The whole apartment had been tossed. Cabinets, dressers. The officer had a flashlight in his hand and was stepping carefully over the drawers of her bedroom wardrobe and their contents, which had been emptied out here on the meal-colored rug. He was agile for a big man, for somebody his age.


      In the kitchen, the back door was wide open. There was nothing subtle. The dead bolt had been forced right through the plaster, leaving, even now, bitter white dust in the air and a crater in the wall the shape of a bowler hat. A piece of wallpaper hung down, as if exhausted, and the molding had been pulled straight off, revealing the three-inch straight nails with which the finish carpenters had applied it. Crowbar, she decided and was surprised, stepping to the threshold, to see the tool outside, still resting on the steel fire escape.


      “The crowbar they used is on the back porch yet,” she called. “You might want it for prints.”


      She’d returned to the living room. The copper looked back into the bedroom for something and took his time in responding.


      “You don’t get much from that kind of surface,” he said. “But I’ll take it along.” In the kitchen, an empty plastic bag from the grocery produce section rested on the counter. He asked if she could spare it and he grabbed the crowbar with that. He laid it on the white Formica breakfast bar, pulled a tiny spiral notebook from his back pocket, and asked her for her name and date of birth. She panicked for a second until she recollected that the birth dates were the same, Evon Miller’s and hers.


      “Probably kids,” the cop said. “Doesn’t look too professional, the way they went through that wall. Must have raised a racket. Anything special they’d want with you?” She shook her head mutely. But his question unsettled her. Probably kids, she told herself. She asked if she could look around to see what was missing.


      “TV’s still there. Looks like most of the big stuff’s in place. I must have scared them off. God knows what’s in their pockets, though. You’ll probably be finding stuff missing for days. But go ahead, look. Anything with some value could turn up in the North End. Be good to know about it.”


      She walked through the apartment. The wreckage was upsetting. Every closet door was open. They’d gone through her bedroom with vicious speed, probably looking for jewelry. Her dresses were all off their hangers and on most of the garments the pockets had been turned inside out. A small jewelry box on her bureau had been upended, the pieces strewn around the room. She’d never know what was missing, but it was all costume stuff anyway that the Movers had provided. Even her bed had been disturbed. The spread and covers had been ripped off and the mattress now sat crookedly on the box spring. A routine hiding place, under the mattress, jokes notwithstanding. Probably kids, she told herself again.


      When she went under, the Movers had given her the option of keeping her FBI credentials. It was a rainy-day measure, worse coming to worst. But if a snoopy boyfriend found them, well, most likely you were blown. That was how the leader, Dorville, had explained it. Agents who were undercover in the world of dope, of fencing, many of them held on to their creds, because they were likely to get arrested. But she didn’t figure to have that need and she was relieved now she’d made the decision to leave them behind. Even her gun, much as she missed it, might have been a problem. She finally saw the logic.


      She went back to the living room. The drawers had been pulled out on a small desk there. She had been dictating today’s 302 before she left, and she pawed around through what was on the floor, looking for her Dictaphone. It was gone, as well as the spare microcassettes that had been in the drawer beside it. To her best memory, there was not that much yet on the recording—the case file number, her voice referring to herself as ‘undersigned agent.’ Still, that cassette, in the wrong hands, would give her away.


      “Anything gone?” called the copper.


      “Hard to tell,” she answered. There was so much disruption, so many odd things thrown here and there, that she knew the Dictaphone and the tapes could still be here. She picked through clothing, books, CDs on the floor. She went into the bedroom and systematically worked her way around the room. In the living room, she found the Dictaphone, but today’s tape had been removed. Hoping, she checked her briefcase, but the microcassette was not in the side pouch where she routinely zipped the tape when she was done. Two inches by one, though, the cassette would be easy to miss. It was going to turn up, she told herself.


      She walked around the apartment one more time, looking things over. Nothing else seemed to be missing. Then she realized that a birthday card she’d written to her mother, sealed in its white envelope and addressed, had also been removed from the desk. Fear darkly bloomed near her heart. She’d signed it ‘DeDe.’ Still, that was nothing, who’d make anything of DeDe? Only Marty Carmody, she realized. And Walter.


      As the anxiety began knifing deeper, she added it up. Would kids skip the CDs and go for a birthday card? Would they take the tapes and not the Dictaphone? That’s why the pockets of her clothing had been rummaged, why her bed had been overturned. Carmody’s information had finally made the circle, from Walter to somebody who cared.


      The cop was ready to go. He stooped for his hat on her coffee table. As he did, the white corner of an envelope peeked up out of his rear pocket and Evon missed a breath.


      Lots of things came in envelopes, she told herself. Lots of people carried stuff in their back pockets. But she recollected all of Robbie’s warnings about Brendan’s enduring connections on the Force. The brass, almost all of them, were Brendan’s pals. He’d served on the Force with most of the Area Commanders and had cultivated the others over the years. Milacki, in fact, was still on the job.


      “How’d this call come in anyway?” Evon asked, trying to sound casual.


      The copper wiped a thick hand across his mouth.


      “One of the neighbors, I suspect.”


      “You know which one? I really oughta go say thank you.”


      “Fraid not. Just a 911. Beat hell over here, you know how it is.” He was looking around the living room as if he’d left something. Maybe he didn’t want to meet her eye. Or perhaps he was already wondering what tipped her.


      She’d gone back to the front window and looked through the mini-blinds down to the avenue. There was no squad car outside.


      “It was just a real surprise to find you in here,” she said. “I didn’t even see a police car outside.”


      The copper looked at her with sudden directness. His tiny eyes had hardened and she cursed herself. She might as well have handed the guy a note that he’d been busted. And like a bat suddenly flying through the room, Evon abruptly realized this man was weighing the thought of killing her. It was not necessarily something he wanted to do. It was just that he had never really considered his alternatives. But if she beeped the Bureau for assistance, if they searched him and found that card and her Dictaphone tapes in his pockets, his life was over. There was a Chief’s Special, a .38 Smith & Wesson, on his hip. And he could use any excuse: she snuck in; he mistook her for another bandit.


      “You know the old trick,” the cop finally said. “Come up on foot. I didn’t want the perp to catch sight of a black-and-white.” He kept his pinkish face half-averted, checking with one eye to see how this was being received. “What kind of law enforcement you in?”


      “Me?”


      “You sorta sound like you know what you’re doing. With the fingerprints and all. Way you were crawling the wall there.” She noticed his nameplate over his shirt pocket for the first time. Dimonte. Then again, it might not even be his.


      “I just watch a lot of TV.”


      She got a laugh with that, albeit somewhat obligatory. She desperately wanted to unheat this guy, put him at ease. Bad enough that they were on her, but even worse if they realized she knew. She went to her cupboard in the kitchen. It was open, too. The vodka was on the front of the shelf. Did she leave it there? Somebody trying to pick through her cover would be looking for liquor. She brought the bottle out with her, as well as a box of cookies, and offered Dimonte both.


      “Not on the job, lady. I’m pretty much a beer guy anyway. Poor man’s pleasures.”


      She made excuses about the bottle. Her boyfriend bought it. She didn’t take alcohol herself, the way she was brought up.


      “Methodist?” the cop asked.


      “No, no. Mormon. Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.”


      He shook his head to show he’d never heard of them. “Each to his own,” he said. He looked her over one more time, plainly still deliberating, then seeing no harm, reached over and took a cookie.


      He was gone a moment later. She thanked him lavishly and he tipped his hat. She leaned against the apartment’s painted steel door as soon as she’d closed it. That had been a bad minute there. Her knees were jumping around like fleas. Back in the kitchen, she found the crowbar, still resting on the counter in the bag bearing the grocer’s logo. But that made sense. Officer Dimonte had already found all the evidence he needed.


       


      SENNETT DID NOT WANT TO BELIEVE IT.


      “A birthday card?” he asked. “If I was a burglar, I might lift a birthday card. Maybe there’s a twenty inside.”


      But Joe Amari had gotten agents from the Kindle County Division who worked regularly with the locals to tear this up. Over in Area 6, Dimonte had filed a report that said he’d responded to a burglary in progress. But Joe’s guys had burned a copy of the 911 tapes and a number of evidence techs had listened to all twelve tracks. There was no break-and-enter logged anywhere in DuSable between 8 p.m. and 10.


      McManis knew Sennett well enough to realize he’d have to hear this news directly. Heavyset but smooth, Joe sat calmly at the end of the table and delivered the report. Sennett began to speculate about why the call might not be recorded and Amari lost patience.


      “Stan, nobody sends a single unit, let alone a one-man car, to answer a burglary in progress. You end up with officers down that way. And from what Evon says, this critter had way enough wear on him to know better.” Amari, who was seldom reticent with his opinions, tucked his chin against his chest and gave Sennett the full measure of his solemn brown eyes. “Face it, Stan. These guys are on her. They’ve got the Dictaphone tape. And they know that Carmody said he was fooling around with an FBI agent named DeDe, and that’s the name on that card.”


      The weak light of a rainy morning leaked into the conference room through the open blinds. Trying to take this in, Sennett popped his middle finger rhythmically against the small dark ‘o’ he made of his lips.


      Stan had his vision. He was going to round up every corrupt lawyer and judge in the tri-cities. He was going to use all of law enforcement’s latest technological gadgets and put together a cinch case on every one of them, dozens, maybe a hundred. He was going to drive them like a herd of branded cattle down Marshall Avenue in the full sight of the world, clopping along with their heads down as they moved on toward Stan’s personal slaughterhouse in the federal building. And at the head of this legion of disgrace would be Brendan Tuohey, the guy everybody told Sennett he’d never get. And now he wouldn’t. The bad guys were on alert.


      Finally, he turned to Evon and asked her what she thought.


      “I’d like to stay out there,” she answered.


      Across the table, McManis’s smile was almost sweet.


      “We know that, Evon. We all do. But the boss wants your opinion. You were there. Do you think you’re burned?”


      She might have fooled around with Sennett, but she would never dis McManis. She believed in all the same true blue stuff he did.


      “Cremated,” she answered.


      Even Sennett managed a smile. He got up and walked around the room for quite some time while he weighed the real question. What did they do now? Everyone else hung there in the usual suspense. The beeping and scraping of the traffic down on the avenue wandered up here. Suddenly, Sennett faced them with a vague smile and his head at the same inquisitive angle practiced by most mammals.


      “What if we go with this?” he asked. “Assume they know she’s FBI. We can’t afford not to. But what says they realize what she’s doing? Maybe Robbie’s the guy under the microscope, the one she’s investigating.” Sennett, hurtling with the momentum of his idea, was happy again. No one else seemed to see what pleased him. “We can get a clean shot at Brendan this way. Robbie thinks he’s got an FBI mole in his office. So he goes to Brendan for advice: What should I do? Knowing who she is, Tuohey can’t afford not to warn Robbie.”


      Evon had always felt grudging admiration for this part of Sennett. He was like a screw that kept turning, no matter how impregnable the surface it was supposed to penetrate.


      McManis took a minute.


      “You want to do this while Evon’s still working in Robbie’s office?”


      “Why not?”


      “These guys have too many ways, Stan. They showed us that last night.”


      “Evon’s a big girl,” Evon said. Sennett opened a palm in her direction. McManis, who’d heard the line before, made a face, then stole a look at Amari, who also shook his head no. Stan continued pitching. After all the work, all the months, they had to take a shot at Brendan. They had to. And she had to remain in place to give Robbie credibility when he went to Tuohey to ask about what he should do. The fact that she was still here would mean she—and the Bureau—didn’t suspect who that copper, Dimonte, had been fronting for, didn’t realize she’d been uncovered.


      “Stan,” said McManis, “these boys don’t lack for hormones. There’s a real chance they’ll make a move.”


      “All the better,” Sennett answered brightly. At moments, it was shocking how little Stan cared whether or not people liked him. His logic was cold-blooded. If Robbie went to Brendan on Monday, and on Tuesday they found some punk snipping Evon’s brake lines, it would close the circle, make the case. Jim, the steady master of his emotions, was visibly shocked. His lips parted once or twice before he spoke.


      “I don’t bait traps with agents. Not if I can avoid it. And neither does UCORC.”


      “Jim, I can handle this,” she said.


      His eyes came to her without the slightest movement of his head. She was out of place. He closed the file folder before him and said he needed some time with Stan. Evon and Amari quickly left together.


      “Big stuff,” said Shirley from behind the red oak receptionist’s station. Evon had taken a seat across from her. Plump and reliably cheerful, Shirley, in her real life, had been a state cop somewhere before joining the Bureau. Neither she nor the other UCAs knew exactly what had happened last night, but they all seemed to feel something was up. Klecker came through from the other side of the space.


      “¿Qué pasa?” he asked.


      Evon shook her head as if she didn’t know.


      McManis came out in another ten minutes, and pointed her to his office. The Movers had decorated with a minimal concession to his tastes. There were photos of the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia on the paneled walls. The supposed mementos of a lifetime were displayed on the office’s open shelves. He had a bronzed Letter of Achievement from the Chairman of Moreland Insurance in a brass frame, and a pewter triple block from his bygone sailing days. There was also a signed photograph of Mike Schmidt taken at the Vet in Philly, inscribed to ‘Jim.’ The autograph was a phony, but McManis had confessed to Evon that his family—the wife and the kids—were in the photo somewhere, probably, she supposed, in the stadium’s seats. The only other thing Evon knew about Jim was that he had been an Eagle Scout. Literally. And at least one of his sons was as well. He’d said something about that at a party.


      He sat, then thought better of something, and got up to shut the blinds. From now on they were going to assume that Tuohey had a full countersurveillance going. Jim leaned against his desk on her side. She knew before he started that he was pulling her in, and she began talking him out of it before he could find his words.


      “Jim, I know what I’m doing.”


      “It’s not your choice.”


      “You can put the whole surveillance squad on me.”


      “DcDc—” He hadn’t called her that since the day he’d met her in Des Moines. “We had surveillance on you. And this creep walked right past them. We’re lucky he didn’t kill you. The next time they catch hold of you, it’ll be guys in ski masks thumping you all night long to find out what we’ve got.”


      “Then make sure I’ve got company. Twenty-four hours. Have Shirley move in with me. And I can pack again now. I’ll be safe. Jim. I know what I’m doing.”


      “No you don’t,” McManis said, but he was smiling gently again, much as before. With admiration. At moments, she was amazed to realize how much he liked her. He’d liked her from the beginning.


      She begged. He had a thousand more objections. About UCORC, and the feasibility of Sennett’s plan. But she could see he was wearing down.


      “Jim, we all deserve the shot at Tuohey. I do. You do. Sennett does. We can’t stop here.” She was almost desperate with that thought. How could she just go back to Des Moines? To bank thefts and church choir and thinking about getting a new cat? “I mean, Jim,” she said and spoke one of her errant pieces of humor, a joke that was not really a joke at all, “I’m Evon Miller.”
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      IN THE GRAINY REDUCTION OF THE BLACK-AND-WHITE monitor on which we watched, His Honor Brendan Tuohey, Presiding Judge of the Kindle County Superior Court’s Common Law Claims Division, was mustached with confectioner’s sugar when he first came into view. The picture had careened as Robbie had entered the restaurant, tossing off morning greetings with characteristic brio to the owner and several members of the staff. When Feaver had reached Tuohey’s table, he had apparently set his briefcase, and the camera within it, on an extra chair, or perhaps on the next table. Whatever the perch, it afforded a well-framed picture of the three men he was joining.


      Paddywacks was another venerable Kindle County institution. Its appeal was not in the overripe decor—brass fixtures and tufted benches, and floors that were mopped once a week. Rather, it was renowned for its gargantuan omelets and its early morning clientele, which included most of the county’s important insiders: officeholders, Party bigwigs—and the ward types and others who relished the opportunity to mingle with them. While Augie Bolcarro was living, he had appeared here at least once a week, and Toots Nuecio, the octogenarian fixer, had a large table in the corner where he kept court every day with his many vassals in politics and the mob. In the world of the Democratic Farmers & Union Party, where working-class values still forbade too much overt splash, one of the truest signs of stature was if the gregarious proprietor, Plato, released the red velvet rope with which he restrained the regular trade and beckoned you to a table at once upon your arrival.


      From the surveillance van parked immediately across the avenue from Paddywacks’ plate glass doors, Sennett and McManis and I, like Macbeth’s witches around their cauldron, watched the black-and-white imagery froth up on the monitor. The guessing game concerning what Tuohey’s cohort knew about Evon left everyone uncertain about how they would react to Robbie. He might encounter anything—a beating, the cold shoulder, or some preconceived drama intended to portray their innocence. Amari and several local agents were circulating through the moderate early traffic, on radio silence, but tuned in for emergency direction. Depending on the turns in the conversation, Stan was prepared to respond with surveillance, or even, in his fantasy, a bust.


      I had gone to see Robbie on Friday to tell him what would be required today. We sat in the perfect white living room, which had been restored to order for the days of visitation following his mother’s death. Robbie remained gripped by that retrospective mood and, with little prompting, his conversation wandered to his childhood memories of Tuohey, which remained intense.


      Hungry for men, for their smell, their ways, their company and example, Robbie loved Morty’s uncle more, frankly, than Mort seemed to. He was allowed to address him as Uncle Brendan, and despite the fact that Sunday was Robbie’s only full day with his mother, he rarely missed one of the afternoon suppers when Tuohey appeared at his sister’s table. Brendan was still a cop then. With his gun and his blue patrol uniform, Brendan seemed as auraed and heroic to Robbie as Roy Rogers, and he was greeted with roisterous delight by the boys when he arrived in the entry of the Dinnersteins’ home. After supper, he’d let Mort and Robbie gallop around the house wearing his heavy cap with its strip of silver braid along the short brim. Occasionally, he would even unsnap the polished black holster on his hip. He’d empty his service revolver and allow the boys to hold the weapon and inspect the brass-jacketed dumdum rounds, which he stood on end on the dining table, a lethal hollow cut dark and deep into the leaden tip of each bullet.


      ‘Even then,’ Robbie told me, ‘I was scared of Brendan. You had to be. There was this thing that came off of him, like a smell. You knew he didn’t completely like anybody, that he was pretending just a little bit with everyone, except his sister.’ The stories he liked to tell were of his rough encounters on the street, shellacking some mouthy blackguard he’d caught up with in a gangway.


      Sometimes on Sundays, Estelle also came next door with Robbie for supper. For a period, he said, she actually seemed to have taken some kind of shine to Brendan, and Robbie could even recall a cockeyed childhood hope that Brendan would become his stepfather. But Estelle was a decade older and not really of interest to Brendan, and Robbie’s mom, for her part, would have no more considered marriage to a gentile than to an ape. She always came home talking about how much Tuohey and Sheilah drank, expressing a kind of sorrowing wonder that Mort’s dad, Arthur Dinnerstein, could put up with it. For Robbie, starstruck by Brendan, these criticisms were incomprehensible.


      Eventually, Estelle stopped accompanying her son. Brendan passed the bar, joined the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, and appeared on Sunday in the suit he’d worn to church, rather than his police regalia.


      ‘It was all downhill,’ Robbie told me. Something came apart. He wasn’t specific, but his eyes froze in the past, pinched for the shortest moment by obvious regret. Then they swung back to me with a lingering dark look.


      ‘So whatta you think, George. Is it just silly chatter when I talk about Brendan having me waxed?’


      I didn’t think it was silly. There were certain practical incentives. If Robbie’s car blew up, if he were run down by a speeding auto, if his remains were found tangled in the limestone crags along the river, Tuohey’s cause would be immeasurably advanced, not so much because Robbie would no longer be available as a witness, but because anybody else with thoughts of flipping would be bound to think several times.


      But in twenty-five years in practice, I’d had only a single client who’d found turning fatal. John Collegio was an oil executive who’d played ball with the wiseguys as a young man and then, after he’d risen up the phylum, went to the G to complain about the way gasoline was distributed, the mobbed-up companies getting the first supply. He’d been killed with a shotgun blast when he answered his front doorbell at dinnertime. But within the outfit, that would have gone down under the rubric of internal affairs. They seldom took aim at civilians.


      All in all, killing a federal witness was recognized as a very poor idea. The FBI did not take it lightly. As a threat to the entire process, it ranked just below killing an agent or a prosecutor or a judge. For that reason, it would bring down beat that would make the effort poured into Petros look restrained. The truth was that if Robbie was going to have a problem, the most likely time was afterwards, in prison. He’d go to one of the federal prison camps—Sandstone or Oxford, or Eglin in Florida—where the inmates played golf and tennis after work. In the old days, before Reagan and Bush had federalized street crimes, that was not really a concern for someone like Robbie. The worst damage another inmate was likely to inflict was to take you badly at cards. But these days there were plenty of thugs in the federal prison camps, dopers who were inside for clean offenses like money-laundering, the only crime the government could prove. Wounded, braggart, futureless boys, they had killed before and gotten away with it and would do it again for a lark and the right price. Robbie would have to do his time in segregation and, even at that, watch his back. But I had always regarded as remote the chance that Brendan would actually orchestrate something on the street now.


      Robbie stared out the window, toward his neighbors’ vast homes and smooth lawns, trying on my reassurance for size.


      ‘No matter how you slice it, the best thing for me is to bag him. Right? Go in and get him. The whole thing topples.’ He had thought this through clearly. Robbie would be safest the day Brendan was indicted and pried away from the levers of power.


      Accordingly, Robbie’d had an air of resolve when we’d met today at 5 a.m. to go over the scenario. Then he’d walked by himself to Paddywacks, while we took up our station across the street. He held his shin-length Italian raincoat of a fashionable muddy shade closed at the collar, although the day was not particularly brisk.


      Brendan had been easy to find. His morning rituals were unvarying. At 5 a.m., he attended Mass across the way at St. Mary’s Cathedral, one of the few men among the elderly female devotees. Then he joined Rollo Kosic and Sig Milacki here at Paddywacks, where Plato customarily opened the doors for them long before the usual gala breakfast crowd had assembled. The three sat at a small round table near the windows, where Brendan, the master of public relations, could throw off a hale salute to the many important citizens approaching the front door. When I turned on my seat in the van, I could see them clearly through the pale whorls of the one-way bubble-window. Milacki chattered. Brendan showed occasional signs of amusement, while Kosic finished his breakfast first, then stared at his cigarette as it burned.


      With Robbie’s arrival, Tuohey smiled faintly at the mess he had made of himself, surrendering the Bismarck, still swollen with dark jam, to the plate in front of him. Then he tidied himself carefully with his napkin before extending a hand to Robbie. Kosic and Milacki offered greetings and Milacki drew his chair aside to allow Robbie to join them. Instead, mindful of the camera, Robbie moved to the opposite corner. It was a few minutes before six, and in the background two waitresses in their white uniforms stood in the corner of the smoking section, a few feet behind Tuohey’s table, gabbing before the morning crush. It was the Tuesday morning following Memorial Day, and despite occasional ringing china and shouts from the kitchen, the restaurant, on the FoxBIte transmission, seemed sweetly still, as the world slowly shook off the slackened tempo of the holiday.


      “We were just raising good thoughts about poor Wally,” Tuohey said.


      Robbie didn’t understand.


      “Wunsch,” said Milacki. “You didn’t hear? The Big C.”


      Walter, it developed, had been diagnosed last week with pancreatic cancer. In the van, Sennett moaned when he heard the news. It was hard to turn a man who had no hope of living.


      “Doc gives him six months with the chemo and shit,” said Milacki. “Wally says his wife’s already marking off the days on the calendar. Have to hand it to him. Same brick. Guy always looks unhappy and this didn’t make it any worse.”


      The thoughts of mortality turned the conversation to Robbie’s mother. Tuohey and Kosic had appeared briefly at Robbie’s home the week before last to pay their respects. It was a predictable gesture from Tuohey, who favored ceremonial occasions, but Robbie now unctuously expressed his appreciation.


      “Not at all, Robbie. Lit a candle for Mom this morning. Lord’s truth. Estelle was a grand lady. I’ve been thinkin about both of you, son.” In the image on the monitor—like a sight seen through a rain-streaked glass—Brendan daintily lifted his hand in Robbie’s direction and took the occasion to dispense further advice. Along with Mort’s mother, Tuohey had been born in Ireland, emigrating by the time he was five. On occasion, when he spoke, you could still hear the piping echoes of a brogue. “You’re in a tough patch now, Robbie. We know that. With Mom, and Rainey in such a difficult way. You have to keep your faith, though. I can still remember the day I lost my Mame like it was yesterday. The best consolation is prayer.” With a long gnarly finger, Brendan pointed his way.


      Milacki, voluble in his appreciation of Brendan’s many pieties, uttered Amen. Robbie in the meantime saw his opening.


      “Shit, Judge, I’m praying, but not how you mean.” His chair scraped the floor as he came closer and hunkered over the table. Like a burgled tape delay, the image ran some milliseconds ahead of Robbie’s bare whisper as he told them about Evon. Sennett had wanted Feaver to try to get Tuohey alone, but Robbie said Brendan would be far more relaxed in the secure presence of his henchmen. Leaning in, Robbie had cut off a bit of the camera’s angle and I turned back to the bubble, where I found the sight through the front window of four heads gathered in such plain conspiracy almost amusing. Life, generally so subtle in its textures, is disarmingly blatant now and then. Barely a foot separated the crowns—Brendan’s tidy gray head, Milacki’s greasy do, Rollo even now touching his thinning hair to keep it in place—each trained on Robbie as the story grew more dire.


      He described what Walter had said about Carmody. The girl had laughed it off and he had consequently dismissed it. But it ate at him, Robbie said, and the following week, treating it as a dare, he’d asked her to let his secretary look her over in the john for a wire. She’d refused, then agreed the next day, when the secretary, predictably, found nothing. But the paralegal was getting buggy. She’d been burglarized last week and came to the office on Friday positively frantic. She’d spent nearly an hour searching her cubicle, asking her coworkers if they’d seen some Dictaphone tapes. The problem, Feaver said, was that no one in the office had ever used a Dictaphone—their system required different cassettes. What was she doing with her own tape recorder?


      “I mean, Jesus, do FBI agents look like that?” he asked. “Hell, this babe was crawling around in the sack with me.”


      “That means she’s G for sure,” Milacki whispered. Everyone at the table laughed, even Kosic. It had sounded like a joke at Robbie’s expense, particularly considering the source. A robust, big-bellied man, a plainclothes copper from central casting, Milacki always had a good time. He wore an old-fashioned hairdo, with slicked-back sides in which the comb tracks were grooved precisely in the Vaseline.


      Milacki had been Brendan’s partner during his brief time on the street. Tuohey had not remained a patrol officer for very long, but like all old soldiers, he maintained a permanent nostalgia for his period of fortitude and courage, and he carried Milacki with him as an enduring emblem. At this point, Robbie had said, he felt he had heard an account of virtually every day they’d had riding in Squad 4221. During Tuohey’s years in the Felony Division, Milacki had been detailed by the Force to run the Warrant Office, losing the arrest warrants that Brendan wanted destroyed, usually for the benefit of his mobbed-up pals. In one of those mysterious arrangements that no one outside the Police Force could ever be made to understand, when Tuohey had moved to Common Law Claims, Milacki had gone with him. He remained a cop so he could qualify for his pension, but he was now assigned directly to the Presiding Judge’s chambers as the police liaison to the sheriff’s deputies in the courthouse. In reality, he did Brendan’s bidding, everything from squiring him about in a black Buick owned by the Force to fielding calls like the ones Robbie made from time to time, aimed at denoting certain cases as ‘specials.’


      Milacki now insisted he wasn’t kidding. He claimed to have heard lots of tales. It was a favored stunt of feds undercover, especially the females, to sleep with the suspects in order to establish themselves. Of course, they denied it on the stand. It was like the coppers who posed as johns and said they’d announced their office before the blow job instead of after. The four men laughed about that as well.


      Robbie, in time, again asked what he should do.


      “Fire her,” said Milacki. Both Tuohey and Kosic sat stonily, as though Milacki hadn’t made the remark. Looking at the tape later, I had the strong impression that Milacki knew less about Evon than the other two. Robbie, as always, held to his role, and doeishly turned to Tuohey to confirm Milacki’s advice.


      “If you have an employee you don’t trust, it’s probably sensible to consider firing her.” The mildest shrug elevated Brendan’s slender shoulders. The thought was hardly revolutionary.


      “But does it look like I’m guilty, if I fire her? I mean, she knows I’m hinky because I talked to her after Walter. I mean, I keep wondering. Is there something I can do to throw her off the track?”


      Tuohey was long and narrow, with a thin but agreeable face. With Robbie’s last remark, he retreated somewhat. The tidy gray came up and on the monitor you could see him appraising Feaver.


      “These are questions, Robbie, I think you’d best ask yourself.”


      “Well, I thought you’d be concerned.”


      “Do I look concerned? A man shouldn’t wear his troubles on his sleeve, Robbie.”


      “Well, Judge, you and I have never talked about things—”


      “And we shouldn’t be starting now.” Tuohey took a measure and popped out a short exasperated laugh. “Robbie, you’re past the age where I can be looking after the two of you every moment. I can’t call the precinct house the way I did when you and Morton were fourteen and nicking lewd magazines.”


      “Well, this isn’t about naked ladies, Brendan. You know that.”


      “I do? No such thing. How would I know that, Robbie? I don’t keep track of your doings. I can’t. You appear in my court. You understand how I must behave. If you’ve done something that scares you”—skeers you—“then I’m sorry, Robbie, but I’m a judge, not a father confessor. You start telling me your sins, I’ve got no choice but to turn you in, and Lord knows, neither of us would care to see that.” Tuohey sat straight in his chair now, delivering his brief monologue with appropriate gravity.


      “He’s hosing him,” Sennett said with anguish behind me. But it was a better performance than mere denial. Brendan was a master, the kind of man who did not say good morning to you with only one thing in mind. Ulterior purpose clung to every remark as if it had been greased, and he was actually letting Robbie down easy with this speech, explaining his position.


      “He’s got to go for it,” Sennett demanded. “Right now. Lay it right there. Come on, Robbie. ‘What do you mean you don’t know what I’m doing?’”


      But it did Stan as much good to coach the screen as any armchair fan. When Robbie repeated Tuohey’s first name, the judge refused him with a stern rattle of his narrow face. He would hear no more. Milacki and Kosic, who had hung back, certain Tuohey would know best, now inserted themselves. Milacki actually raised a tempering finger in Robbie’s direction. In the silence, Brendan Tuohey looked down and brushed some more of the confectioner’s sugar from the lapels of his straitlaced suit.


      “Robbie, it sounds to me like you should get yourself an attorney,” he said. “Get an experienced federal man. You might want his advice.”


      “What am I going to tell an attorney, Brendan? What do you want me to say to him?”


      Sennett had anticipated Tuohey and had fed Robbie that line word for word, but Brendan was nimble.


      “Tell him what you like, Robbie. Tell him what he needs to know.”


      “Jesus Christ, Brendan, don’t you understand? She’s seen a lot of stuff.”


      A brief, derisive sound ripped not from Tuohey but from Kosic. Rollo gave Robbie a deprecating glance through one eye and took the trouble now to stub out a cigarette. There was no further response out of any of them.


      “Judge, you don’t get it. It’s not me I’m really worried about. It’s Mort. Somebody looking at things could get ideas about him.”


      Mentioning Mort had not been part of the script. It invited considerable difficulties if Tuohey decided to talk to his nephew. But like most of Robbie’s vamping it was clever and effective. The Presiding Judge was finally caught short.


      “Morton?” he asked.


      “You know him. Captain Oblivious. There were a couple of things—I mean, I don’t even want to talk to him about this shit. I haven’t said a word yet—”


      “A good thought, Robbie.”


      “But, Judge, there was a thing with Sherm—”


      “No!” said Tuohey suddenly. The rebuke, though not above a whisper, was delivered in the severe tone of a schoolmarm. “No, Robbie. I can’t be hearing this. You have to talk to your attorney. That’s how this must proceed. Have you someone in mind?”


      “Well, Jesus, no, I mean, I wanted to talk to you—”


      “Give it some thought, Robbie. This deserves careful thought.”


      With Tuohey’s full attention upon him, Robbie spun through a series of baffled gestures. Finally, as if it was almost plucked from the air, Feaver mentioned my name as a neighbor in the LeSueur Building and an attorney who referred cases to their office. Tuohey lowered his face a bit, almost to the line of the camera, as he dutifully reflected.


      “Wonderful lawyer. Saw quite a bit of him when he was Bar President a few years ago.”


      McManis, beside me, had taken in the unfolding scene with his customary mute resolve. He’d leaned toward the monitor motionlessly except as things grew particularly tense, when he allowed himself to circle his thumbs. But now he looked over his shoulder, giving altitude to one eyebrow and displaying the lump his tongue made in his cheek, so that I actually felt a bit sheepish. Tuohey’s claim of close association with me was mostly blarney. I’d seen him twice in connection with an initiative he’d suggested on mediation. Visiting Brendan’s capacious chambers in the Temple, I always found myself thinking about the term ‘apartments’ as in papal or royal—so many little rooms, so many county employees of such brisk cheer nearby, all of them with unfaltering reverence for the man they referred to as ‘the Presiding.’ The outer offices were thick with relics of his rule: photos of Tuohey and various Somebodies; gavels and plaques and framed mementos. The inner chamber, though, where Tuohey worked, was spare, the bookcase decorated only with a scale of justice and a realistic portrait of Jesus laying on hands. Given his cultivated political sense, Tuohey knew that to favor one—anyone—was to exclude others.


      “Very careful. Lawyer’s lawyer,” Brendan now said of me. “But in these circumstances—” Brendan gripped his chin thoughtfully, before delivering the judgment he’d intended to render all along. “I don’t really think he’s the choice I would make.”


      “Really?” Leaning on an elbow, Robbie looked up at Brendan obediently.


      “Stan Sennett’s best man.” From Feaver’s minute jolt, I suspected I’d glossed over this detail. I was amazed at the nuggets Tuohey had laid away. “Second marriage he stood up for him, if I’m not mistaken. Very touchy, because that’s the kind of thing that could be helpful, you know. But overall, I’d say too close for comfort.”


      McManis let his eye roam toward me with one more sidewise ironic twinkle, but I felt lanced by Tuohey’s observation. Too close for comfort, I thought. I was entirely powerless to look at Stan, although I doubted he would focus for the present on much besides the artful manner in which Tuohey was dancing further and further away.


      “Suit yourself, of course,” said Tuohey. “You can never tell. But were I you, I’d be more inclined to someone who’s known to give the government no quarter. Do you know Mel Tooley at all? Solid as an oak, Mel. Ask around about him. I suspect you’ll like what you heat.” Mel in fact was famous for never flipping a client. “If you talk to Mel, he might even want to come by to see me.”


      With that, Brendan allowed the chromed legs of his chair to ring as he pushed away from the table. The meeting was over. Tuohey sat erect and proud. He knew he’d handled himself with customary deftness, tiptoeing down the chalk lines with the delicacy of Nijinsky. From his feet, with Milacki and Kosic beside him, Brendan laid his dry hand on Robbie’s coat collar and delivered one more perfect line.


      “I don’t feel concerned, Robbie. Not a bit. You’re the kind of fellow who can stay the course in hard times.” Tuohey reaffirmed that supposed compliment with a solid nod and turned, his two retainers on his heels. Across from me, Sennett began groaning again as soon as Tuohey started moving away. Stan ran his hands over his hair. He rarely allowed emotions to affect his grooming.


      “Ugh! What a wienie performance! He should have gone for it. He had him.”


      I started to defend my client, but McManis uncharacteristically interrupted. Jim had given his usual dry eye to Stan’s outburst. He allowed his tousled head a single shake.


      “Stan, I don’t think he was ever close. These guys are in no-man’s-land. They know about Evon, but they’re not sure about Robbie. They don’t want to cut him loose and give him a reason to turn on them, but they’re gonna be way careful.”


      The van had left the curb. Another undercover agent, Tex Clevenger, a lean six-footer in his late twenties who posed as McManis’s messenger, was at the wheel today so Joe could run his crews from the street. Tex asked if there were instructions for Amari, but Stan, still dying a thousand deaths, ignored him.


      “There’s a way,” he told Jim. He raised a fist, the knuckles white. “There is a way.”
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      THEY DID NOT COME FOR HER. NOT THAT Evon expected it. She never felt in danger. Shirley and she drove to the office each morning with a cordon of surveillance cars whipping past them. Within a week, both of them knew all the OGVs, official government vehicles, or CARs, as human beings put it. While Evon was at work, a local agent was sitting in the dark in her apartment, using a flashlight to read magazines. Nothing happened.


      McManis finally let her have a gun. There was no point in sitting there unarmed while she was waiting for the bogeyman. The only weapon he could get her on short notice was one of the S&W 10 millimeters that nobody in his right mind really wanted. Typical D.C., good idea gone wrong. After the death of three agents in a shootout in Miami, the thinking types wanted eleven-inch penetration, lighter ammo, fast expansion. Smith & Wesson made the gun to spec, but the thing was the size of a cannon—she’d need a beach bag, not a purse, to hide it—and the handle was bad. At home she had an S&W 5904, high-capacity double-action semiautomatic, 9 mm. That was a weapon.


      At McManis’s urging, she’d spent the Memorial Day weekend following the break-in in Des Moines. She’d wanted to go to Denver to see her sister, but Merrel and Roy and the kids were at their new condo in Vail, fly-fishing, and given the difficulty of booking flights over the holiday weekend, Evon would not have gotten there for much more than twenty-four hours. Instead, she turned the key on the life of DeDe Kurzweil. The house she rented was dark and had a close, unpleasant odor. The mice, she suspected, had had a field day, but the smell was more like what you’d expect in the home of an elderly person locked up with a dog. She made some calls and went to a barbecue with Sal Harney, another agent, who’d used her car while she was gone. Before he drove her home, she made him open up the safe at the resident agency office and she removed her 5904. Sunday, after church, she went to a civilian range and shot for an hour. The proprietor and a couple of his greasy-looking flunkies were watching by the time she was done. She kept the pistol in her purse now, storing it at McManis’s when she ran over to the Temple with various filings she was doing for Mort.


      Matronly, good-humored, Shirley slept on the sofa. At night, she talked to Evon about her kids and drank a little too much. Shirley wore a white terry-cloth robe that wrapped around her tight as the dressing on a wound, with long hairy fibers dancing down from each sleeve. She had three children, two married; the last, a girl, a junior in college, was thinking about the Secret Service.


      Robbie was seldom in the office now. The excuse imagined only a month before, that Rainey’s decline would require his full attention, had, like some ill-omened wish, come true. Alf felt there was no way to ensure secure conversations over the phone equipment in Feaver’s home, and so twice a day, in the guise of transporting work from the office, Evon appeared there to ferry messages back and forth from McManis. Robbie’s capacities for buoyant denial seemed to have failed him entirely in the wake of his mother’s death. Often when Evon arrived, she was startled to see that he had not bothered to shave. He explained himself succinctly one morning. “No matter how much you tell yourself you know what’s coming,” he said, “you don’t.”


      Once a day, Evon went upstairs to greet Rainey. She was weakening quickly. The routine functions of life commanded all her energies. After a meal, she would sleep for at least an hour, Toileting, dressing, massage were exhausting and, as a result, she seldom had the energy to maintain her focus through much of a conversation, except with Robbie. The cuirass, which looked a great deal like a bowl-style vacuum cleaner, was fixed over her chest to aid her breathing in, but it tethered her to the bed. The equipment hissed away with an unnerving sound like a child sucking too hard through a straw. Worse, the doctor had said that Lorraine’s carbon dioxide levels made it likely that within the next two weeks she would have to decide on ventilation. The alternative was descent into ALS’s final phase, a slow, desperate suffocation. Robbie was sparing with the details, but his demeanor suggested he was losing in his effort to persuade Rainey to go on.


       


      ON TUESDAY, JUNE 8, I chaired the annual fund-raising luncheon of the Kindle County Bar Foundation, an organization I’d started during my term as Bar President. At moments, I wondered if I’d just wanted to leave a small monument to myself—so much of what is supposed to be charity has always been the refuge of ego. On the board, I was often wearied by the frequently politicized squabbles over which of many underfunded legal projects should be stinted. Yet I signed on every year. Doing less good than you’d want doesn’t mean you’re doing no good at all.


      For the event, judges and public officials were ‘comped,’ as they say in the fund-raising trade, and seated, one for each table, with paying guests, so we could peddle elbow-rubbing and access in the name of charity. By this and other shameless devices, we had managed to gather nearly five hundred people in the enormous Grand Ballroon of the Hotel Gresham. The room was an antique, a Gilded Age leftover. Its gilt-ribbed pilasters and wedding-cake ceiling leafed in gold almost mocked the poverty of the people intended to benefit from the event, who were brought to mind only in the obligatory mid-meal video.


      Our keynote address this year came from Supreme Court Justice Manuel Escobedo, who was funny for five minutes before he sank like a weary traveler into the valley of his prepared text. Like most former courtroom lawyers, he was reluctant to leave the podium once he had returned there, and it was nearly 2 p.m. by the time the justice had finished. A dark-suited phalanx, eager to pound the phones and the word processors to pay for lunch, rushed between the majestic marble columns at the back of the ballroom even before the applause had died. Elsewhere, in smaller circles, some of the routine grip and grin that had gone on before the meal was briefly resumed, lawyers passing quick shots and greetings amid the gilt-armed fauteuils turned at all angles by the hasty departures.


      I hopped down the stairs of the rickety risers erected to form the dais and cast a parting wave to Cal Taft, this year’s Bar President, who mouthed a word of praise for a successful event. When I turned, Brendan Tuohey was directly behind me in the space between tables. He was having a word with a couple of men I did not know, but his eyes crept my way once or twice, so I knew he’d noticed me.


      “George!” he cried when he was free. He grabbed my right hand and layered the left over it to add a special measure of sincerity. He said it was grand to see me. “You fellows always do such a marvelous job with this affair. And it’s such a fine thing for the bar. It’s the Lord’s work you folks are doing, George, it makes all of us proud.”


      I’m afraid my doubts may have reached my expression.


      “No, no. Who was it who was talking about you, George, just the other day, as if you had wings comin out of your shoulder blades? Lawyer, I think, sayin such nice things I’d half a mind to blush on your behalf. Who was it?” Tuohey was a formerly handsome man, with regular features. In age, a wizened, pinched look had enshrouded his light eyes, and whiskey or time had been harsh with his skin. There were large rosy patches, feathered with veins, on his cheeks, and when he gestured, the backs of his hands resembled fallen leaves. “Robbie Feaver!” Tuohey shouted and gave his long, dry fingers an impressive snap that sent a shudder southward from my solar plexus.


      Robbie, I said, yes, Robbie.


      “Thinks you’re a wonder, George.”


      I joked that I should probably ask for more than a third of the fee the next time I sent Feaver a case.


      Hail-fellow-well-met, Tuohey allowed a moment of contained laughter. Behind us, the busboys and waiters were already breaking the room down, snatching off the stiff linens to reveal the plywood circles with folding legs that lay beneath. There always seemed a fine irony in the disclosure that everyone had paid $100 a plate to dine on wormy lumber.


      “Terrible burden that boy is carrying,” Tuohey advised me, growing somber. “Well, ‘boy,’ now listen to me. But I’ve known him all his life. A grown man many years, but that’s how I think of him. Partners with my nephew, did you know that? I take an avuncular interest. Concerned about him, naturally. I worry that all of it—” Tuohey folded his lips before resuming. “He seemed a bit, I’d say, irregular when I bumped into him last Tuesday. Have you seen him since? Does he appear all right to you?”


      I was no match for Brendan. I’d been bred to a reserve that if nothing else generally left me time to think, but I didn’t have Tuohey’s speed or his guile. His probes, placed with the delicacy of acupuncture needles, could intrude barely noticed. What was coming to me through a process of plodding calculation was known to Tuohey largely by instinct, but I finally realized he was at my side because he’d heard nothing from Mel Tooley.


      Mel was a former Assistant United States Attorney, who had gone from being one of Stan’s darlings to, more recently, a Satanic outcast. Once he’d left the government, the appetites of private practice had led Mel to begin defending many of the same made members of the Mafia he’d formerly investigated. There had been outrage in the U.S. Attorney’s Office and protracted battles, which the government lost, aimed at throwing Mel off the cases. Stan had entertained thoughts of sending Robbie, attired in his sound-wired boots, to visit Mel, as Tuohey had suggested. UCORC, however, found there was no hard evidence of a potential crime and declined to authorize a recording. Stalemated, Sennett had figured that silence might drive Tuohey or his minions to recontact Robbie on their own. Instead, Brendan had clearly concluded that, despite his discouragement, Robbie was seeking legal advice from me.


      Tuohey’s glance swept over me like a searchlight. I did not know if it was my weakness or my honor that Brendan meant to exploit, but he was sure I would never mislead him, whether as a matter of high-minded rectitude or out of knee-knocking reluctance to offend the mighty. Appropriate lawyerly conduct was to let Brendan’s lingering question pass with no comment, but I knew that, given his suspicious of me, he would feel he could no longer count on Robbie.


      And so in this grand old ballroom, with its velvet-backed chairs and huge mirrors veined in gold, I swung like a spider caught in descent on its own web. I should have moved off with the myth of the waiting conference call, and let Stan clean up the resulting mess. But I stood my ground. I was driven by too many motives to know which was dominant—commitment to my client was part of it; so was what Sennett, with his craft, had long counted on, namely, my anger and disdain over Brendan’s private appropriation of the power of the law. Whatever, as I’d always suspected, I was thrilled to tempt the fates. Well knowing where the line lay that I’d long drawn for myself, I marched across it, committed to making the man who in all likelihood would soon run all the Kindle County courts an enemy for life.


      I gave Tuohey a look as grave and level as I could muster and said that Robbie Feaver was a tough guy and not the kind to share his woes. He did not understand why anybody would want to make trouble for him, but he was a stoic and would take the weight of whatever came his way.


      From the withered depths that gave his light eyes an aspect of privacy, Tuohey’s look remained on me as he evaluated the message.


      “Ah,” said Brendan slowly. “So he’s okay?”


      I was sure of that, I said with no wavering.


      “And you’ll let me know if there’s any change? I want to help however I can.”


      Departing, Tuohey shook again with a fierce two-handed grip, pleased with me and himself and my assurance that Robbie was a stand-up guy. He’d given another bravura performance, finding out what he needed without admitting a thing. His remark that Robbie’d seemed ‘irregular’ might even have loosed a weevil of doubt about the reliability of anything Robbie had let slip to me, although I’d done my best to convey the impression that Feaver had told me nothing.


      “You didn’t have to do that, George,” Robbie said, when I shared the details of my encounter with Brendan. We sat in the parking lot of a McDonald’s near his home where I’d stopped on my way from the office that evening. Together we watched the young moms coping with the anguish of dinnertime. Robbie was sharp to the nuances of practice and knew the burden I was taking on if Tuohey escaped.


      I reassured him that I’d chosen to do it. But I had one request.


      “Anything,” he answered.


      Let’s not tell Sennett, I said.
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      ON FRIDAY AT NOON, EVON MADE A TRIP TO Feaver’s, carrying an urgent message. She found him in no state for visitors. He answered the door in tears. Like a child, he wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his polo shirt as she stepped into the marble foyer. Her first thought was to leave, but he took hold of her wrist, clearly craving company.


      “We were talking,” he said. “About kids. I mean, you understand.” His black eyes briefly rose to her as if the look alone betrayed a secret. And it did. Evon, for once, immediately made the connection. Rainey must have indicated that she did not have the same reasons to continue her life she might have if she were a mother.


      “I mean, you know—regrets?” he asked. “Millions. But that’s number one. Kids.” They were on the long white sofa in the living room where Robbie had first faced the IRS agents last fall. She had no place to ask for details, but Robbie, as ever, spoke.


      “It was always an issue. I was for kids. I mean, I was afraid of fucking up like my father, but, you know, I wanted the chance to do better. But Lorraine, with that screwy upbringing of hers? It became kind of a mañana thing. She had her job, and wow, she made big money. And then, you know, I was trouble. I made trouble. She was always with one foot out the door, and I’d say I’d mend my ways, and I didn’t. And then, to teach me a lesson, she did some stuff. But when we got the news, whatever it was, three years ago, I was like, No, wait one minute, we were just about to get this right. I think we would have. I do. Every New Year’s, for maybe five years, it was my last loopy thought right before I crashed through into sleep: This year we’re pregnant.


      “Before she got diagnosed we were talking about it more. We even named this kid we didn’t have. I mean, goofy names. Sparky. Flipper. We’d toss around funny things the kid would do. Don’t get pizza with olives, she won’t eat olives. It was always a girl, I don’t know why. And somehow we got to doing that just now.” He’d been staring straight into the high pile of the white carpet, but, unexpectedly, a comic thought came to relieve him, impelling a brief laugh.


      “We got a great name today. I said, I want a nice Jewish name. We’d just finished this book she really liked, so she looks over there and says, ‘Nancy Taylor Rosenberg.’ So that’s who we were going on about, Nancy Taylor Rosenberg. Nancy Taylor Rosenberg needs sunglasses for her big blue eyes. Nancy Taylor Rosenberg has an outie like her mother. Every screwy thing. Nancy Taylor Rosenberg loves chocolate cake and has terrible allergies. We really got rolling. We were both bawling our eyes out, but we kept going for twenty minutes. So,” he said in abrupt conclusion and slapped his thighs. “What’s up?”


      She eyed him, not sure he was ready for business, but he indicated she should proceed. Sig Milacki had called this morning and wanted Robbie to phone. The next move was at hand.


      “Sig,” he said and considered the message slip. She’d brought the phone trap. The device used to record the call was a tiny earpiece, the size of a good hearing aid. The earplug was milked to pick up both the signal from the telephone handset and Robbie’s voice, which was transmitted through the bones of his skull. The lead ran to a portable tape recorder she’d brought in her briefcase. Alf had wanted to do this himself, but, as always now, the fear was he might be tailed.


      Listening in on an extension, Evon could hear Milacki approach the phone from a distance, assailing his underlings with gruff wisecracks.


      “Feaver!” He proceeded with his standard banter, jibes about attorneys. His daughter, Milacki said, had now finished her first semester in law school. “I’m watching her real careful,” he confided, “to see just when it is she grows the second face.”


      “Fuck you, Sig.”


      “Be the best piece of ass you ever had.” Milacki exploded in raw laughter. He loved that line and repeated it several times. Finally he explained himself. “Sort of wanted to catch a look at your ugly mug. Thought maybe we could have a soda pop. Six okay at that yuppie-duppie joint of yours with the six-dollar brewskis?”


      Robbie tried to get a hint what the meeting was about, but Milacki roared as if Robbie had told another joke, and with no more ended the call.


      

        [image: image]

      


      AT FIVE AFTER SIX, Robbie strolled into Attitude, as he had on many another Friday night. Perhaps it was the familiar atmosphere or his acting skills, but he looked far better than he had in days. He was in an Italian sharkskin suit, his big hair blown dry, his cologne, as always, redolent for yards around.


      For Klecker, getting a decent recording amid the shattering ambient noise of a Friday night crowd presented a technician’s nightmare. To deal with that, Alf had wired three of Amari’s surveillance team members with directional mikes in the hope they could work their way close to Robbie and capture better sound. To augment the problematic audio, both Klecker and Sennett wanted cameras. The jostling in the hurly-burly of the bar made a stable picture unlikely, and in the meeting at McManis’s beforehand, Feaver had claimed that he’d dislocate a shoulder if he had to stand there holding the ponderous briefcase-camera for an hour. Ultimately, Klecker had dispatched another member of the surveillance squad with that unit, instructing her to take a table on the loft level where she’d get a good wide-angle image of the entire scene. A second camera was manned downstairs by three agents of Asian descent, two Japanese and one Korean, whom Amari had requisitioned on short notice. The three men were in the middle of the barroom floor. In another of Klecker’s inspirations, they played the role of happy tourists, passing what looked to be a video camera back and forth among themselves, as they endeavored to record every moment. Only one of the agents spoke any foreign language, but he crowed at volume and the other two laughed and bowed in a vigorous parody of American expectations.


      To conserve the batteries, none of the cameras were switched on until Robbie entered the bar. In the van there was the inevitable Zantac moment waiting to see if the equipment would function. The space here in the rear was extremely confined tonight. It now looked like a TV studio. Klecker had added two video monitors and three additional sound receivers to the pyramided equipment. Tex Clevenger, trained in the Army as a sound tech, worked with Alf, helping spin the dials. Sennett, McManis, and I did not have room to spread our elbows.


      In front, Shirley drove. Evon was beside her in the passenger seat. Like the rest of us, she’d been provided with headphones, but she listened through only one side, the other ear being already equipped with the infrared receiver hidden under her hair. Robbie’s assignment tonight was direct: try somehow to get another meeting with Brendan. In order to dramatize Feaver’s desperate need for further advice from Tuohey, Sennett and McManis had worked out a scenario around Evon. Executing this plan depended on how long Robbie remained inside and what Milacki wanted. On that score, there was still no clue.


      From the audio output alone, it was clear Attitude was rocking. The crowd, packed tight from the door, was full of libertine energy. They’d survived another week, had taken the punch, and were ready to make the most of it. Alf flipped between the radio channels sampling the sound, almost all of it a waterfall of unintelligible chatter, while the tape decks turned. One of the milked agents had already i.d.’d Milacki and was drinking next to him. A second had followed Robbie through the door.


      A woman whom Robbie knew, a legal secretary who once had worked at Feaver & Dinnerstein, pushed up to greet him as soon as he cleared the tall glass doors. Carla. We could see her on the output from the video cam with which the three agents were posing. She was smoking a cigarette and barely remembered to remove it before kissing Feaver on the lips. She was conventionally pretty, near Robbie’s age. She clutched Robbie’s arm above the elbow as she asked him about Mort and shared stories of her two sons, both now in the Marines. Her straight blond hair, heavily sprayed and treated, divided like a stream around the rock of her shoulders. She licked the ends absentmindedly as they spoke.


      “I’ll see you, hon,” Robbie said eventually. “I gotta get with a guy.”


      “That’s how it is anymore. Everybody’s always running. I’m over by the window by Rick and Kitty.”


      He blew her a noncommittal kiss and worked his way toward Milacki, who was in the second row of standees near the bar. He had one finger in his car as he yelled into his cell phone, apparently reaming out somebody who worked for him. When Robbie arrived, Sig pointed at the phone and mouthed an insult about the person on the other end.


      In the van, Alf signaled, instructing us to switch our headphones to channel three. The mike in the briefcase of the surveillance agent who was beside Milacki funneled far clearer sound than Robbie’s FoxBIte.


      “Say, listen,” Milacki said, and caught Robbie by the arm, after they had said hello. “We just had a thing at the courthouse. I swear to God, I nearly soiled my skivvies. One of these macaronis with the aluminum-foil hairdo, you know, so they don’t get too many of them weirdball radio signals from outer space, one of these wackheads goes right through the metal detector. Holy Tamoli, we got bells and lights like a pinball machine. So the boys pull him over to the wall to frisk him. Here,” said Milacki to Robbie, “here, pick up your arms. I gotta show you this.”


      On the second monitor, we could see Milacki spread his hands, ready to pat Robbie down.


      “Oh shit,” said McManis. He tried to stand up, forgetting his seat belt, and was jolted back. After popping it free, he crowded closer to the monitor. There was no mistaking Robbie’s hesitation either. After a second, McManis pushed Evon’s shoulder and told her to get in there. She looked into the side-view to be certain she was clear and jumped out in a rush.


      “Whatsa matter?” we heard Milacki ask. “Ticklish?”


      “Very.”


      “Come on, Roberta. I won’t pinch. This is a scream.” He hitched his head, and still appeared to be smiling. Even in black-and-white, you could see he had high color and a beautiful widow’s peak. Years ago, he’d been a dirty blond but his oiled hair was now mostly gray.


      Robbie raised his arms vaguely, like a suspect unsure about giving up.


      “I paid two grand at Zegna for this suit, Milacki. I oughta make you wash your hands.”


      “Right, it’s very pretty. So they go like this”—he frisked Robbie, starting from the boot tops, while he maintained his patter—“and so help me God, the jamoke has a three-foot salami in there, wrapped in tinfoil.” He reached right into Robbie’s jacket at that point to feel under the arm. “Can you imagine? We were all laughing so hard, I thought somebody’d bust an artery.”


      In the van, not a breath was taken in the interval.


      “Where is it?” Sennett asked quietly.


      Evon had initiated today, but McManis said that since acquiring his new footwear Robbie had made a habit of placing the FoxBIte in a holster in his boot.


      “Could he miss the lead?” Sennett asked.


      It was taped along Robbie’s inseam, McManis said, so it was possible. Indeed, Milacki so far had not dropped a beat. He put his arm on Robbie’s shoulder, then patted him up and down the back as he racked with laughter. Robbie, onstage again, showed no further sign of flinching, even when Milacki gave him a cheerful clap on the butt.


      Sensing he’d passed, Robbie, as he explained afterwards, figured the only credible reaction was outrage. He grabbed his suit coat by the lapels to settle it on his shoulders and pointed at the cop.


      “Why didn’t you just bring the fucking metal detector, Sig?”


      Milacki didn’t bother with pretense. “Better safe than sorry, bunky. Times we live in. Your lady friend’s made everybody a little jumpy, maybe it rubs off on you. Couple folks been worrying about you, anyway. Said you seemed a little frayed around the collar.” Crowthers and Walter, probably. This wasn’t good news, either.


      Robbie kept up his front. “Is that right?”


      “Yeah, there’s talk. It’s like what Minnie Mouse told the judge when she asked to divorce Mickey? You heard that? She said she had to get out because he’s been fucking Goofy.” Milacki, taller than Robbie, could see he was getting nowhere with the efforts at humor, but he pounded Feaver’s shoulder anyway as he roared.


      “I got a lot at home, Sig.”


      “Hey, fuck, who loves you, baby?” Milacki took his large ruddy hand and jerked Robbie by the neck, as if trying to shake him into a better mood. “Fellow down the bar would like to see you.”


      In the van, McManis tapped his heart. In the meanwhile, Sennett leaned toward the top monitor, which displayed a panorama of the entire establishment. Bulling through the happy throng, Robbie seemed to know where he was going.


      “Tuohey,” Stan whispered. “Make it Tuohey.”


      “Kosic,” Alf said and stood for just a second to touch the top screen. Rollo again was at the extreme end of the bar under the white piano. One of the surveillance agents who’d been tailing Kosic for weeks had spotted him before and turned out to be on the stool beside him. The pianist, a different one than last time, was accompanying himself, crooning in the style of Tony Bennett, and the music piped up loudly on every channel. Alf spun his dials to little avail and griped, saying what everybody knew: these guys were smart.


      The trio of Asian agents had apparently kept pace with Robbie crossing the room, as a clear image of Kosic suddenly came into focus on the bottom monitor. Rollo was on his third old-fashioned by now. The glasses were lined up on the bar in front of him, the other two empty except for the maraschino cherries whose stems looked like hands waving for rescue as they sank between the melting cubes. When Feaver arrived and greeted Kosic, the surveillance agent seated beside Rollo abruptly picked up his drink, allowing Feaver to slide onto the brushed-steel stool. Feaver’s initial words to Rollo were largely lost by the time the applause died down after “Three Coins in the Fountain,” but Robbie could be seen addressing Kosic, looking forward to the mirror in a dead-eyed, humorless fashion. When his voice came through again he was talking indignantly about his encounter with Milacki.


      “Yeah, we just had a touchy-feely, Sig and I. The wrong kind. I had the impression he sort of expected my balls to go beep.”


      Kosic, much as last time, showed no reaction. Dressed in a golf windbreaker, he lifted his hand toward Lutese, the index finger crooked to hide the bad nail as he signaled for another drink. Then he removed a pen from his jacket pocket and began doodling on a cocktail napkin, while Robbie went on.


      “You know, I respect you, Rollo. Mama brought me up right. And maybe, okay, maybe my trolley’s a little off the tracks these days. I don’t need anybody’s shoulder, but I got a load now. But I gotta tell you, after all the beer that’s flowed from the brewery, I don’t think I deserve to be treated like somebody nobody knows.” As if he half expected to be poisoned, Kosie raptly watched Lutese shake the bottle of bitters over the new glass and drop in another cherry. “You tell Brendan I said that.”


      Kosic, who had started to reach for the drink, flinched, reacting as a religious conservative might if Feaver had said ‘Jehovah.’


      Lutese, who’d remained for Robbie’s order, had cut off all her hair. Her dark scalp was gristled with the sandpapery nubbins the clippers had left behind. “Kind of radical,” she acknowledged. If anything, she was more striking, nearly six feet, with cascading earrings that looked like the crystals from a chandelier.


      Kosie was taking in the usual byplay between Robbie and the bartender when he suddenly turned toward the room. Beneath his chin, where he showed most of his age in the stringy grayish wattles that hung there, his Adam’s apple bobbed several times and he finally knocked his elbow on Feaver’s.


      Evon was three or four feet behind them, holding a glass and yukking it up with the agent who’d just vacated the barstool.


      “Oh shit,” Robbie said when he faced back. “Figures. She’s busting my balls. Hell hath no fury. She’s sky-high cause I gave her two weeks’ notice.”


      Kosic spoke for the first time. “Two weeks?”


      “Sure. Like I said, I want it to look normal. I told her I’m ramping down cause of Rainey. But she’s not going gently. She’s breaking real bad on me in the office. And following me around half the time when I leave. I can feel a lawsuit coming on,” said Robbie, “the way Grandpa felt bad weather in his lumbago.”


      Kosic watched Evon in the mirror, his look as unfeeling as some cats’, then broke off and returned to his doodle. Now that she’d been noticed in accord with the plan, Evon drifted off to a safer distance, while Robbie continued speaking about his problems with her.


      “I mean, Rollo, I’m asking myself, What the fuck am I doing? You know. Maybe it’s not that way and I’m turning her into an enemy. Maybe I’m shooting myself in the foot letting her go. Could be the uncle was wrong when he said to fire her. I’d like to go over it with him again. Explain. I don’t wanna piss him off, but maybe we should be thinking about this.”


      As ever, there was no way to tell if Kosic had even heard Feaver’s remark. He doodled again for a minute, then turned toward the room, his eyes drifting over Robbie’s shoulder as he apparently took in the tumbling scene, the women and men joshing, tippling, holding their cigarettes overhead to avoid accidental burns to passersby. On the monitor, Rollo looked straight at the three agents and their camera without any change in his unpleasant expression. Watching the tape afterwards, you could see that as he was surveying, he slid the little cocktail napkin he’d been writing on in Robbie’s direction. What attracted him, Robbie said subsequently, was that Kosic had unfurled the bad nail and tapped it a couple of times. There was writing amid several geometric shapes, the first two lines slanting off from what was inscribed below them:


      

        FBI FOR SURE.


        GET RID—NOW!


        DON’T TELL ANYONE ANYTHING. EVEN MASON


      


      On the replay, Rollo could be seen taking the most fleeting glance to be certain that Robbie had the message, then he crushed the napkin within his fist and slid it in his pocket.


      “Whoa,” Robbie said finally. He’d taken a tight grip on the bar. “Motherfuck. Are you sure?” Kosic looked up toward the piano. “Where the hell does this come from, Rollo? Why me? Does anybody know?”


      Kosic took the bad nail and tapped it on his lips a little too precisely to be random.


      “Rollo, cut the crap. I’m trying not to have a bowel movement in my trousers here. Gimme some help. What’s she there for? How do you know all of this? Listen, what I’m hearing is that they’ve been looking at accident swindlers, okay? Guys setting up phony accidents and suing. Fella I saw thinks that’s what this is. Okay? Does that match?”


      Kosic delivered his lethal glance, then scooped up the four cherries and popped them in his mouth all at once. He ate them after coming to his feet beside his stool. Robbie grabbed Kosic’s sleeve between two fingers to keep him from getting away.


      “Listen, I’m the one hanging out there, Rollo. Way out there. That’s okay, I’m a big boy. But I’ll be fucked if I won’t be treated with some respect. Anybody’s got any more messages for me to take on faith, I wanna hear them from the organ-grinder, not the monkey. You tell Brendan I said that, too.”


      Kosic finished chewing with his face lifted into the smoky air, then leaned Feaver’s way before he departed. It looked as if he was going to whisper some final word, but instead he suddenly took hold of Robbie’s necktie. Improbably, Feaver jerked back, virtually strangling himself, as he braced his arms on the smooth mahogany curve affixed to the leading edge of the granite bar. At the time, it was unclear what was happening. But, looking at the tape later, you could see that as Robbie had first been elevated off the seat by Kosic’s grip on his tie, Rollo had reached under the bar with the other hand and grabbed Feaver’s genitals. As Robbie reported it, Kosic had one testicle and his penis inside his fist and he squeezed for quite some time, until he finally whispered in his high ladylike voice. What he said was too soft for the FoxBIte to pick up in the clamor, but Robbie heard it and took note as well of the sick smile with which the message was delivered.


      “I’m the only organ-grinder you know,” Kosic had told him.
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      EVON DID NOT SEE WHAT WAS COMING.


      After they left Attitude, she sat in McManis’s conference room while Jim went through the debriefings of Feaver and the surveillance agents. They replayed the tapes. On the audio, critical points in the conversations were frequently obscured by the piano and the raucous laughter; occasional odd remarks were sucked in by the directional mikes as unpredictably as coins rattling up in a vacuum. Someone complained bitterly about Clinton’s proposed tax increase; another moment revealed the passing of insider information on an upcoming corporate spinoff. The listening took more than an hour and a half.


      Including the surveillance agents, the core group was now up to fifteen, far more bodies than there were chairs. They passed around pop and chips, since no one had had dinner, and as ever tried to figure the next move. Sennett was still talking about another shot at Tuohey.


      “As long as you can give me a transplant down there,” Robbie answered. There was a lot of laughter. “Kosic’ll pull it off, Stan, the next time I use Brendan’s name.”


      Sennett looked toward McManis for his evaluation. Jim thought there was no chance of getting to Tuohey.


      “They’re writing notes, for fear of speaking.”


      “But Robbie passed the frisk. They have to trust him more now.”


      “Only so much. Stan, these fellows know better than to trust anyone. They told Robbie about Evon because they don’t want him to get himself in any deeper. But they know he’s radioactive—he’s about to get it from the feds and all bets are off then. You can run all the scenarios you want with Tuohey. We’ll just stack up the tapes he can play during his defense case. He’s never going to step in quicksand with Robbie.”


      “They all do,” Sennett shot back. “If you find the right thing, they all do.” His eyes flashed over to me. This was a bit of prosecutorial parlor talk probably best not shared in front of a defense lawyer.


      Jim’s advice was to abandon the frontal assault. The best approach to Brendan was from the flanks. They had to hope that someone turned on him. Someone like Kosic—or Milacki—might be able to catch Tuohey unawares. If they kept pushing with Robbie, they could blow that chance.


      The eminent good sense of what Jim was saying seemed to win over everyone else. But Stan was unwilling to say quit. His great scheming intelligence worked in service of the gratification he got from winning in the direct showdown. The triumph he craved was to outduel Brendan, one-on-one.


      Near the end of their argument, the two stepped outside. When they returned, McManis waved Evon into his office. She still didn’t realize what he was going to say.


      “We’re pulling you in,” he said. “It’s over.”


      She felt like one of those eggs from which, as kids, they’d blown out the yolk and the white to make Easter decorations. That frail. That hollow.


      “Because you’re worried about what Kosic meant about getting rid of me?”


      “We’re not going to wait to find out. But that’s not the problem. You’re burned and Robbie’s supposed to know that. He has to get you out of the office on Monday. There’s nothing left for UCA Evon Miller to do.”


      “What does Sennett think?”


      “This isn’t Sennett’s call. And he recognizes the logic.”


      “Maybe I can stay in town, though? Maybe they’ll make a move.”


      “No,” he said. “I’m done saying I dare you. There’s no operational need. After Monday, it’s adios.”


      She felt absolutely desperate. She couldn’t go back.


      “Go home,” he said. “See your family. You’ve got accumulated leave for months. We’ll probably pull you back when we start the flips. You won’t miss the grand finale. But for now I want you out of harm’s way. Orders,” he said. He watched her absorb it, seeing how little good he was doing. “I told you,” he said, “this isn’t easy. The whole journey. Start to finish. It’s rugged.”


      When Jim opened the door, Sennett was waiting. She hoped he was there to argue with McManis, but instead, he took her hand. He said all the right words. And meant them as near as she could tell. Extraordinary, she heard him say. He said Courage, more than once. He said Patriot.


      “The people of this district will never know how much they owe you, DeDe. You’re a tremendous pro. Everyone in the Bureau is proud of you. And I’m so honored to have worked with you.”


      They said that about Stan, that he could scrape bottom and then reach the stars. Whatever bitterness he felt over McManis’s decision, he allowed it to have no impact on the way he spoke to her. His dark eyes glistened. At the oddest moments with this guy, you saw what was really important to him. She felt as if she were getting another Olympic medal.


      Then the three of them went back to the conference room and announced that Evon was coming in. The fifteen or so people assembled stood and applauded. Klecker popped an empty chip bag and every person in the room hugged her or jostled her shoulders.


      It was happening, she realized. Really happening.


      She was done.


       


      FOR SEVERAL WEEKS NOW, a large garbage truck, painted in the red and blue colors of County Sanitation, had been periodically touring the alley behind Brendan Tuohey’s home, picking up the trash from every house on the block. The truck, with its two-story walrus back and predatory iron maw on the rear, was the property of the DEA, but it was lent freely to the other federal agencies and even had a predetermined route each day, albeit one that frequently covered an area one hundred miles wide. Because no warrant is required to seize property the law views as abandoned, the confiscation of trash has become a standard armament in the war on crime. Tuohey’s neighbors’ trash was discarded, while the dark green bags from Brendan’s cans were delivered to Joe Amari so that he and his crew could go through them with rubber gloves. Interesting tidbits had turned up. Brendan, improbably, had a deep interest in the lives of the saints, and there were several receipts each day for money orders, which the IRS bloodhounds would trace when the investigation surfaced.


      Early Monday morning, when Evon arrived at McManis’s for a final debriefing before going up to Feaver & Dinnerstein for the last time, Joe Amari placed the cocktail napkin on which Rollo Kosic had written his warning to Robbie Friday night on the conference table. It was already in a plastic folder and every UCA entered to take a look, as if it were a piece of the True Cross. The napkin, sporting Attitude’s blacklined logo and the heavy geometric doodles in the corner, had been torn in four, but the pieces fit neatly. It would go out for fingerprinting and handwriting analyses as soon as Feaver identified it.


      He arrived at nine-thirty to set the scenario for Evon’s curtain call upstairs. After the weekend at home, he again looked a wreck.


      “That’s it.” He smiled as he held the plastic envelope, but it seemed to require a second effort.


      Kosic was a lock now. Dead-bang on obstruction and without much room on the conspiracy overall. McManis wanted to start planning an effort to flip him. Rollo was key. There was still no direct evidence against Tuohey, nothing to actually prove he was in league with Kosic and the others.


      McManis gave the napkin a second look and asked Robbie about the reference to Mason, which he hadn’t mentioned Friday night. Feaver shrugged. Apparently, Brendan figured he’d gone to Mason because he hadn’t knocked on Tooley’s door.


      Robbie went up to his office first. When Evon got there, the receptionist, Phyllida, a lean Australian whom Robbie had employed because he loved her accent, told Evon that he wanted to see her. When she closed the door to Robbie’s office, an unexpected swell of melancholy gripped her; she experienced the fine cityscape through the broad windows and the harmony of the spring light and took in yet again that she was leaving. In memory, she’d realized, this experience was going to be similar to hockey—another broad marker in her life something to live up to, another stream she couldn’t step in twice.


      “So,” he said. His eyes were dead. “Blah, blah, blah, you’re fired.”


      He should have been sticking with the cover. Evon was supposed to yell at him and call him names, which was likely to bring some of the office folks close to the door. The idea was to create the impression of a final lovers’ row. But he clearly wasn’t ready to begin.


      “So do we get together again or is this sayonara?” he asked her.


      She was leaving in half an hour. Amari was going to take her to the airport. She told him that McManis said she would be back whenever they began the effort to flip the investigation’s leading targets. He sat in his tall black chair and shook his head, smiling at himself.


      “You know,” he told her, “I always thought one of the greatest things about women was they stuck around.” He looked in the direction of the red rug for a while. “Times change,” he said.


      She smiled sadly at that, and then, on impulse, crossed the room and hugged him, waiting what seemed to be quite some time for him to let her go.


      “You better raise your voice now,” she told him. “Let them hear ‘You’re fired,’ like you mean it.”


      “You’re fired,” he said listlessly and then, staring miserably at her, began to cry. “Don’t take it as a compliment. I cry about everything these days.” He got out his handkerchief. “You better do the yelling. Now’s your chance. Tell them what a lying heap of dung I am.”


      She settled for slamming the door and, as she emerged, muttering under her breath. Four steps away, she stopped in order to pull back from the precipice of disordering emotions. Bonita, with her raccoon eyes and piles of black hair, brittle as fiberglass, was staring. So was Oretta from the file room. Perfect, Evon thought. Perfect play.


       


      MID-WEEK, SHE FLEW out to Denver to see Merrel. She arrived Thursday, and on Friday afternoon they drove up to Vail to see the brand-new condo. It had cost three quarters of a million dollars and Evon felt she could put her hand through the walls if she knocked on them too hard, but Merrel and Roy were thrilled, as they always were by their possessions. Together they showed off everything in the place—the patio, the mountain view, the hot tub, the rumpus room furniture, even the stove and microwave. In Roy’s view, this was the same thing as Jesus handing them a report card telling them they were doing good. Roy spent five days a week riding on airplanes. Evon had picked up the phone sometimes when she was visiting and heard him say he was in the most ridiculous places, Sumatra or Abu Dhabi. But the longer she knew him, the more she realized he was a lot like her father, clinging to a few simple things and otherwise completely baffled.


      Merrel’s girls, ages fourteen to three, were wonderful. Grace and Hope, Melody and Rose were all blondes and all their mom’s kids, each with painted nails and arguments about how Merrel should do their hair. Evon took especially to Rose, the littlest, who was said to favor her aunt. It wasn’t really a compliment. Poor Rose had not been born with the silky, long-legged look of her mother. She was what Merrel called a ‘pudge.’ Rose was never neat and, at the age of three, already somewhat frantic, incorrigibly committed to screaming whenever she wanted to be heard. But for whatever reason she loved her aunt. She drew Evon into her games and could already throw a ball accurately.


      Saturday night, dinner got messed up. Roy was on the patio, getting exercised about the gas grill that wouldn’t ignite, and the meat sat out there with him, as the light dwindled and shrank the bulk from the mountains. The smell of cedar rose up from the forest floor as the chill began to drain the little bit of moisture from the air. Merrel, trying to ignore Roy’s growing agitation, finally fed the smaller girls noodles, while she and Evon ate half of a wedge of Brie and drank most of a bottle of wine.


      Evon tried to entertain the little ones. Rose told her that Momma said she’d be the flower girl when her Aunt DeDe got married.


      “Oh, honey,” she said, “I don’t think your Auntie DeDe is the marrying kind.”


      Merrel, who was still unpacking boxes in the kitchen, heard this and sang out with a story about a colleague of Roy’s, a woman named Karen Bircher, who at the age of forty-one had gone from being a powerhouse career gal to a mom at home in the space of fifteen months.


      “It just takes the right guy, De,” Merrel told her, crossing into the small dining room carrying a tray of glassware.


      Lightly, laughingly, actually strangely happy, Evon said, “Oh, I don’t think it’s a guy.”


      Who knows why these things happen? Her sister stood stock-still, her anxious glances divided between the tray of Orrefors, which she plainly feared she might drop, and Evon. Merrel was terrified. No other way to describe the look that evaporated much of her beauty. She literally snatched up Rose, stating that it was time for bed, and ran away with her daughter.


      When Merrel returned to the kitchen, she was furious. Evon was stacking plates in the cupboard.


      “Please, DeDe,” Merrel whispered, “please don’t ever say anything like that to Roy.”


      Roy. Evon laughed again. She was instantly afraid it was another of those moments when her reactions were dead-wrong. But she was so happy. And the thought of saying anything to Roy was purely amusing. Simple Roy was just a fellow walking through a tunnel looking for the light.


      “Oh, hon,” Evon said, “it’s been fifteen years before I could even say it to myself.” She still felt like a bubble rising in a soft drink. She found her sister’s eyes. It took a moment for Merrel to reorganize herself. She was working her way back toward something. Love. Merrel loved her. In their family, they loved each other best. And there was a reason for that, because there was a piece of one another they always carried around, the someone else they might have been.


      “Oh, sweetheart, sweetheart,” Merrel said and opened her arms to her sister. They stood there in the little pantry laughing and crying both, but for just a moment, because Melody walked in, upset about the ravaged mess Grace had made of the hair of one of her dolls. Knowing nothing else to do, Merrel reached down and hugged her daughter urgently and grabbed at DeDe and took her in as well.
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      DURING THE WEEK EVON WAS GONE, NOTHING happened. By Wednesday or Thursday, Stan and McManis had realized that Tuohey and his people were hunkered down, waiting to see what the G was going to do to Feaver.


      After Kosic’s note to Robbie was presented to her, the Chief Judge had authorized the installation of a fiber-optic camera in Kosic’s office to augment the bug Alf had placed in the phone weeks before. She allowed the equipment to remain on throughout business hours, but the results were no more revealing. A couple of phone calls—one from Sherm Crowthers—were suspect, but Kosic, according to the surveillance agents patrolling the courthouse, had gone down to Crowthers’ chambers for whatever talk took place there. On Wednesday, Kosic told Milacki, during a long conversation about various unserved summonses, that he’d heard that Feaver’s girlfriend had left town. There was no specification how Kosic knew that, although presumably it came from Tuohey, who would have learned the news from Mort. The Presiding Judge appeared in Kosic’s office once or twice, just standing in the doorway, but their exchanges were innocuous. Rollo referred to him as ‘Your Honor.’ More significant conversations were in all likelihood reserved for home.


      By Friday, Sennett had concocted a new scenario, securing McManis’s agreement to make one last-ditch effort against Tuohey directly. When Evon returned to Des Moines late on Sunday from Colorado, there was a message on her machine from McManis.


      “You’re back in business,” he told her. She caught the 7 a.m. plane Monday morning and was in Kindle by 8:30.


      Amari and McManis picked her up at the airport and drove her into the Center City. At 9:30 a.m., Evon arrived in the reception area of Feaver & Dinnerstein, accompanied by two agents from the local  field office of the FBI. She asked for Robbie again. Phyllida knew enough to realize that Evon’s appearance was trouble. Over the intercom, Feaver told Phyllida to say he wasn’t in, but when she relayed the message Evon removed her FBI credentials from her purse and snapped them open, as if it were a potent magic trick. Phyllida was bright, but she couldn’t make any sense of it. She scooted her little castered chair back from the reception desk until she bumped into the wall behind her, placing a narrow hand, with pink polish, near her heart.


      Evon swept past her, with the two agents trailing. She threw open Robbie’s door and strode to the glass desk, where he was speaking on the phone. He looked miserable, worse than when she left. He was losing weight, she realized. He caught himself, halfway to a smile, as she approached.


      “ROBERT FEAVER!” she called in a voice resounding throughout the office. She flashed her creds. “Special Agent DeDe Kurzweil of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. This is a subpoena duces tecum requiring you to appear before the Special June 1993 Grand Jury on Friday, June Twenty-fifth, at 10 a.m.” She threw it on his desk and turned heel. Robbie, in role, scurried behind her, spewing curses.


      By eleven, he was at Rollo Kosic’s office. He had no difficulty appearing haggard and frantic. I knew he’d had a horrible weekend. On Friday, Rainey, much earlier than the doctors had predicted, had lost her ability to move her right wrist enough to operate the computer mouse. For forty-eight hours, she had lain there with no ability to communicate except by blinking her eyes or tapping her fingers. By Sunday, a friend from the computer business had attached a new tracking device, laser-controlled through the movement of her eyes. Yet the period Rainey had spent locked in, without voice, had been a peek into an intolerable future. She had resolved to take no further measures to prolong her life. When he appeared on the screen in the surveillance van, where we were all watching, Robbie’s anguish seemed as palpable as in Kabuki.


      Kosic’s office was tiny, formerly reserved for a law clerk. There were bookshelves on three sides, all empty. In Brendan’s style, Kosic did not bother with a picture or memento of any kind. The many court papers he dealt with stood on either side of his desk in two neat stacks. With the benefit of hard-wiring through the phone lines, Alf was able to zoom the camera in and out via a handheld remote. Kosic was yawningly impassive when Robbie came through the door and dropped the subpoena on his desk.


      But for the dates, it was the same as the document served on Robbie last September by the IRS. It asked for the records of the secret checking account at River National. While Kosic read it, Robbie said, “They know.”


      As always, Kosic offered no response.


      “I need to talk to him, Rollo.”


      Kosic’s eyes rolled upward, the whites prominent.


      “Rollo, that’s where I get the cash. That account. They know. I have to talk to him.”


      Kosic seemed to realize he had no choice about speaking. “I don’t see the point in that.”


      “I’ve got to, Rollo. I haven’t told Mason shit. But I have to tell him some-thing now. This checking account looks pretty funny, with all the cash flying out of it. We’ve gotta figure out how I can keep Morty clean. I’m not sure anybody’ll believe it if I say he didn’t know where the money was going. And some of the things I might say, that wouldn’t be so hot for his license anyway. I need to know what Brendan can swing over at BAD.”


      Rollo had shaken his head metronomically throughout Robbie’s remarks.


      “Barking up the wrong tree. He can’t help you with that.”


      Feaver feigned fury. He picked the subpoena up again and threw it down. He leaned over Kosic’s desk.


      “This is my fucking law license. This is God knows how long in the joint with God knows whose joint up my can. I’ll handle the weight, but I need help. And I need it right now, Rollo. I gotta say the right thing.”


      For Kosic, for Tuohey, the dilemma was exactly what McManis had described: they had to keep Robbie on the reservation, but not say or do anything that might lead to further troubles for them down the line, if Feaver didn’t stand up. Rollo pondered with a finger on his lips, the bad nail revealed. He said they’d get back to him.


      As Robbie neared the door, Kosic finally volunteered something.


      “It’s too bad your dick ain’t a weather vane, Robbie. With all the time you spend waving it around, you would have seen this coming.”


      There was no further word from them for more than twenty-four hours, but on Tuesday afternoon, Milacki appeared in Robbie’s reception area without warning. Feaver called Alf, hoping to get the FoxBIte upstairs instantly. Instead, Klecker told Robbie just to leave his telephone on speaker. Downstairs, Alf rolled tape and muted his end so there would be no telltale sound from Robbie’s phone as it broadcast the conversation. Phyllida then showed Milacki back.


      Sig was impressed by the stylish furnishings.


      “Is that real client skin you got there on the walls?”


      “Just the Polacks. They’re the only ones who believe it’s a face-lift when I ask them to bend over.”


      Bonita had brought Sig a Coke and he excused himself after he belched.


      “How’s your golf game?” he asked.


      “About as rusty as my clubs.”


      “Couple guys thought you’d like to catch an early round before work. Out at Rob Roy?” Brendan’s club. “This is on the Q.T., okay? They don’t open up for play until eight-thirty, so these guys sneak out to number five.” Milacki gave him instructions. Robbie was to park his car at the far end of the club lot, near the maintenance shed, and then walk down a quarter of a mile or so, on a path through the Public Forest. Robbie knew the spot from childhood picnics.


      “There’s a little lake there?”


      “Pond, right,” said Milacki. “Tee off at 6 a.m.”


      Called to the conference room along with Stan, I heard the tape that afternoon. It sounded as if it had been recorded in a canyon.


      “How’d he react when you mentioned the lake?” I asked Robbie.


      Feaver responded with a faint fatalistic smile. It was a remote setting. We were all thinking the same thing. Even Sennett.


      “I want the surveillance tight,” Sennett told Amari. “I want guys dressed up as the birds in the trees. Whatever it takes. I don’t want Robbie out of sight.”


      Amari shrunk up his mouth sardonically. “We’re on their turf. Literally. I bet you Tuohey can play that golf course in the dark. He knows when a twig is moved. And I gotta get my guys in place in the middle of the night? We’ll be damn lucky if one of them doesn’t fall in that lake and drown.”


      “They’re setting it up to feel secure,” said Sennett. “Tuohey thinks he won’t have to look over his shoulder. If you do it right, Robbie, hell let his hair down. He’s got to make sure you’ll stand up and take the hit for all of them. You just have to get him to say it out loud.”


      I cornered McManis before I left. I wanted to know what he would say if I insisted that Robbie wear body armor, a bulletproof Kevlar vest. He might be able to hide it under a jacket. Jim turned over the idea. He skipped what I later realized was the correct response: Up close, it would be a head shot anyway.


      “Look, George, I can’t tell you it’s completely safe. Because it isn’t. But we’re going to have surveillance all over the area. If anybody shows up we don’t like or don’t know, anybody the Kindle County agents recognize as hooked up, if it looks like Milacki or Kosic are packing—if anything’s wrong, I’m closing down, George. That’s my word to you.” His light eyes did not leave mine. “But I don’t see them writing Robbie secret messages and then disappearing him ten days later. They’d have made a move last week, if they were going to do that. That’s the logic, at least.” Then he turned his palms up, acknowledging how little anv of these efforts at prediction were worth in the end.
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      WE MET AT THE HICKORY STICK MALL, ONE of those vast emporia where the immense parking lot, all but empty in the still darkness of 4:30 a.m., bore silent comment on the trivial appetites that would have this place swarming by midday. A large reader board for the multiplex, the only thing illuminated, against a ghostly sky tinctured with the first gray drops of early light, advertised a number of the films I hadn’t yet seen. Last Action Hero. Jurassic Park. For the moment, I had no need for imaginary adventures.


      As cover, we’d agreed to wear fishing attire, posing as a group of Center City yahoos trying to land a crappie or two before work. I’d borrowed a khaki vest with zippers and pockets from Billy, one of my sons. The surveillance van moved around the huge lot picking up each of us, our signal no more subtle than our parking lights.


      Robbie and I were together on the north side of the mall. We’d had only a few moments to talk before the gray van came by. Robbie had been up all night with Rainey. Looking him over, I realized that Robbie Feaver had turned an important corner in his life in the last few weeks; he remained good-looking, but worry and sleeplessness and depression and poor diet had worn on him in a way likely to be permanent. They had stolen some of his glory. Yet he’d maintained the show-must-go-on spirit, and had done his best to look his part. He had on a snappy golf shirt, with a rich firestitch weave, and fancy golf spikes, wing-tip style, with kelties over the laces.


      I told him he could still say no to this.


      “No I can’t,” he answered. “I always knew I was gonna get Brendan or die trying.” The best news, he said, was that he’d be in the woods, so he wouldn’t have to worry about taking a dump in his trousers.


      In the van, I asked for a minute with Stan. As we stepped out, McManis handed each of us a pole. Neither Sennett nor I was much of an outdoorsman and McManis briefly called us back, warning u>., completely deadpan, to watch out for the hooks. Stan and I stood out among the vacant painted stripes of the parking lot, a hundred yards from various expensive department stores, pretending to test the flex of the rods.


      I told Stan that my client seemed fairly concerned he was about to be killed.


      “Won’t happen,” said Sennett. “If I didn’t think we could protect him, I wouldn’t be going forward. Don’t let him back out on me, George.”


      That wasn’t the issue, I said. I just wanted Stan to assure Robbie that he’d virtually sing “The Star-Spangled Banner” every time he mentioned Feaver’s name to the sentencing judge.


      He did it, but Robbie didn’t look much happier. In the van, we reviewed the scenario one more time and Alf readied the equipment. Odds said Milacki wouldn’t frisk Robbie again for fear that one more insult might drive him into the government’s arms. Even so, with Robbie wearing neither boots nor a suit jacket, hiding the FoxBIte was a challenge. Considering everything, Alf had decided to secrete the units in the crown of a wide-brimmed Australian-style raffia golf hat, concealing them under a sturdy rubberized lining. Klecker made Robbie go through several swings to be certain the headgear would stay on. The one serious problem was that in order to fit the recorder and transmitter within the slender space available, Alf had to use a smaller battery. That meant Robbie couldn’t meander through the round with Tuohey waiting for him to get conversational at the nineteenth hole. The FoxBIte would run out of power after an hour and forty minutes.


      A staticky squall of radio reports reached the van from the agents positioned in the Public Forest. The communications were easily overheard and sometimes unsettling. The surveillance was not as comprehensive as planned. Amari’s guys had erected deer blinds in four of the oaks that bordered the golf course. The process of building them in the middle of the night, with the County Forest Police occasionally sweeping down the neighboring roads, had been both comical and hair-raising. But even with night-vision binoculars, it had been impossible to fully scope out the terrain. As light began to perk up, the agents were reporting that there were a number of spots—especially the deep bunkers of the sand traps—where Robbie would be completely out of sight.


      There had been some discussion of putting the portable camera in Robbie’s golf bag, but it would have been almost impossible to keep the lens trained in the right direction. Instead, the four surveillance agents in the trees were each equipped with cameras, two standard video cams that would record in color, and two of the 2.4 GHz models that would transmit a picture to the van. A cordon of additional agents would be poised at the perimeter of the course with binoculars. Joggers and walkers, out with the first sunlight, were not uncommon, but Sennett for once seemed unconcerned about the risks of detection.


      “If we get blown, we get blown,” he said. Nobody could get word to Tuohey anyway in the middle of the golf course. Sennett, to his credit, was determined not to lose sight of Robbie.


      Finally, at 5:30 a.m., it was time to go. Amari had a unit tailing Tuohey, and they radioed that Brendan and Kosic had just pulled out of the garage of the stone house in Latterly. Two surveillance cars, new Novas that had been fitted over with the rusted bodies of earlier models, swept into the mall lot to follow Robbie to the country club. Evon and McManis and I walked Robbie to the Mercedes.


      “Any time you think this is out of control,” Jim said, “you say ‘Uncle Petros’ and we’re coming to get you. You don’t have to be right. If you’re spooked, bring it down. Nobody’ll say word one afterwards.”


      I shook his hand and Evon gave him a half-embrace with an arm quickly raised to his shoulder.


      “Big show,” she said. “Big star.” He liked the thought.


      We drove to a predetermined spot in the Public Forest, a small graveled area where bikers and canoers commonly off-loaded their equipment. Alf and Clevenger worked feverishly on the electronics; everything functioned. From the outposts in the trees, the cameras captured an impressive panorama, and, with the benefit of manual operation, could magnify images up to 48 times as they zoomcd in. Alf reported that the agent-cameramen were belted to the tree trunks like loggers.


      At 5:45 precisely, the Mercedes appeared in the club parking lot. The hot pink of sunrise was almost gone from the eastern sky. Robbie, who had put on a white vest to protect against the morning chill, looked to the woods with a commanding face-aloft expression practiced in the courtroom. Then he threw the heavy white leather golf bag, with a brand name emblazoned on it in gold script, over his shoulder, and set his hat on his head with both hands, To conserve power, the FoxBIte had been turned off after McManis recorded the customary initiating speech. One of the surveillance cars now prowled along the edge of the road and the agent on the driver’s side hit the FoxBIte remote. In the van, we heard Robbie state, “This is a test, this is just a test of the emergency warning system.” Alf radioed and the agent’s auto pulled away.


      As Milacki had promised, the maintenance gate was unlocked, and Robbie began trudging through the heavy midwestern woods. This was, for the most part, a first-growth forest, full of the old hardwoods, bur oaks and pin oaks and white oaks and hickories, with ferns and runners growing up in their shade. Primroses and wild raspberries clustered in the marginal patches of sun. Robbie tramped along, preoccupied and unconnected to what was around him, much like the settlers who’d walked the forest a century before. The traders, farmers, and merchants who’d first come to this area were hard-scrabble types looking solely for the chance to profit. The land to them was not the home of the spirit but a commodity to exploit. The Public Forests had been saved from despoliation at the end of the nineteenth century through the efforts of a few Eastern-educated architects and city planners, rich men’s sons who were indulged because these parcels seemed too remote to be worth quarreling over.


      On the audio, as Robbie walked, there was an almost musical background of birds and insects, the rutting calls of squirrels and chipmunks, and the rushing water of little brooks descending from the pond where Robbie was to meet Tuohey. He groaned now and then under the weight of the bag, but skipped the occasional wisecracks that sometimes punctuated the recordings when he was alone.


      Eventually, he reached the road through the Public Forest. The parking lot where we were stationed was no more than three or four hundred yards away. He walked down in our direction, then followed a woodland path back toward the golf course. On the screen, we saw him step over the galvanized guard rail at a curve. The ground was soft as he approached the water and, off-balance with the bag, he stumbled at one point, catching himself against the steep bank. Even so, a spot of black mud stained his vest. Habits being what they are, he fussed with it for a time before heading on.


      The chain-link fence between the country club and the forest broke at this point for a bridge that crossed the neck of Galler’s Pond. The spring waters spread with indifference between rich and poor, over both public and private land. The bridge was divided along its length by a four-foot stockade fence. The rear side, with the cross-braces running between the posts, faced Robbie. He was supposed to dump his clubs over and then use the ties to vault onto the club property. He had just boosted the bag across when, on the screen, he cranked a concerned look over his shoulder.


      The agent operating the nearby camera was taken unawares. He’d kept a tight shot on Feaver for fear that he’d lose him among the leaves. Now, as the cameraman attempted to locate what had distracted Robbie, he panned far too quickly and couldn’t regain focus as he retreated to a wider shot. By the time he’d readjusted and found Feaver, Robbie was back at the bottom of the bridge talking to a Kindle County police officer. We’d heard Robbie tromping down the span, dispensing a sunny greeting, but it was a shock to see it was a cop who’d accosted him.


      “Playing golf, are you, sir?”


      “Right. I’m meeting some friends.”


      The cop was huge, a former jock of some kind, a physical presence in the tight blue uniform. He sized up Feaver.


      “The club isn’t open now.”


      “Right, but these guys are members.”


      “Uh-huh,” said the cop. “They’ve had a problem here recently. People sneaking on and messing things up. It’s private property, you know.”


      Robbie said once again that his friends belonged to the club. When the cop asked who they were, Robbie, with some hesitation, gave Brendan’s name. The officer pointed through the fence, noting that nobody was on the fifth tee. Tuohey, Robbie said, would be right along.


      “Can I see some i.d.?” the cop asked.


      From the overhead view, we could see Robbie nodding agreeably and gesturing in the wide way he employed when he was attempting self-conscious charm. He appeared such a picture of confidence that it was hard not to believe he’d get by. It was another mini-coronary, but we’d survived many by now. Tuohey would be arriving any second to bail Robbie out. We all hunched behind Alf, leaning toward the monitor. Amari was issuing orders over his radio. The second camera could not pick up Robbie, but had found the cruiser parked around a bend in the road. It was a Police Force vehicle, not from the Public Forest Division.


      The cop took Robbie’s wallet and without returning it asked him to come away from the fence. He traded places with Feaver and with one hand hoisted the golf bag back to their side, then remained behind Robbie as he walked him the thirty or forty feet up to the road. When they reached the black-and-white, the cop said, “Put your hands on the vehicle, sir, and lean against it, with your legs spread.”


      “God bless you, Alfie,” Stan whispered. Klecker, busy with the dials, tossed off a salute. Detected, the FoxBIte, which bore the recorded preamble, would have given away everything, once someone figured out how to play it.


      The cop went down Robbie’s sides quickly. For one hopeful second it looked certain Robbie had cleared. Then the cop straightened up.


      “Now slowly lift your hands to your head,” he said, “and remove your hat.”


      “Hey,” Robbie answered good-naturedly, “don’t you think this has gone far enough?”


      “Remove your hat, please.”


      “Think my brains are gonna fall out? I couldn’t have a gun in my hat.”


      The cop withdrew his baton and told Robbie he was asking him for the last time to take off his hat.


      “How about I call my lawyer?”


      With that, the copper lifted the baton to shoulder height.


      “Oh, Lord!” That was Evon. But the cop didn’t hit him. Instead he flicked the hat off with the end of the nightstick. The hat plummeted to the asphalt with suspicious speed. The FoxBIte emitted a resounding ping and, with that, the frequency hopper went dead. Klecker sprung even closer to the equipment, switching dials and plugs to no avail, barking at Clevenger. It now became a silent movie.


      Robbie, with a show of tremendous irritation, grabbed the hat off the asphalt before the cop could reach it. The policeman shook his stick at Robbie twice and Robbie waved his hands around indignantly. He finally put the hat back on his head, looking grumpy and clearly making ready to depart. The cop took another step hack, remonstrating further. Finally, he removed his service revolver from his holster.


      The sight of the gun coming up had a Zen-like intensity, prefigured as it was by our worries. I was still uncertain about the cop and his intentions, but Sennett had arrived at a far clearer interpretation of events.


      “God, no!” he screamed. “No, no. Move!”


      McManis already had the handset at his lips. “We’re up!” McManis yelled. “All agents in at once. Go! Go!” he shouted.


      Before he had finished, Evon was out the door of the van, sprinting down the yellow center line in the narrow forest road. McManis in his blue seersucker suit seemed to have been drafted out behind her and took off in her wake at full canter. He said later he did not think about the fact he was unarmed. Until then, Evon’s sporting background had been little more than a curiosity to me, but the speed with which she disappeared into the distance, putting more and more space between McManis and herself, looked almost like a cartoon.


      Inside the van, Amari was screaming instructions into two different walkie-talkies. When I looked back, Sennett was crouching, gripping the monitor by its sides, his face close enough to be colored by the gray glow.


      Robbie was still alive. He had both hands in the air and he was nodding vigorously to the cop, who had hold of the hat. The policeman shook it several times, while Robbie yammered what, given his nature, was all but certain to be a ludicrous explanation. As it turned out, he had told the officer that the hat was equipped with a biorhythm meter to help promote an even golf swing. The copper appeared to be considering that, but all the same, he put the hat under the arm in which he was holding the gnu, and ripped out the lining. He stared for some time into the crown, where the complex electrical equipment was wound tight within a cocoon of colored wires. Then he lifted the weapon straight at Robbie. For the first time the copper looked seriously angry.


      “No!” wailed Sennett again. “God no!”


      The officer claimed later he’d thought it was a bomb.


       


      BEFORE SHE REACHED THE BEND where the police cruiser was parked, Evon hopped the guardrail and began breaking through the woods, swinging her arms to clear the thorny undergrowth. By the time she reapproached the road, she saw the cop with his arm fully extended and his service revolver two feet from Feaver’s head. Her own handgun was over her belly in something called a Gunny Sack, an enlarged fanny pack that could be pulled open, exposing the firearm. She extracted the 5904 that way and assumed position, yelling as loudly as she could.


      “FBI! FBI! Drop the gun or I’ll shoot.”


      The cop’s head swung a quarter turn. She was about fifty yards from him in the trees and he was obviously uncertain where the voice had come from.


      “I am Instructor-Qualified at Quantico. I can put a bullet inside your eardrum fifty times out of fifty from where I am. Drop the gun.”


      The cop crooked his arm instead, keeping the revolver directed at Robbie, but from a foot farther away. He tucked the FoxBIte under h is armpit, and with his left hand squeezed the transmission button on the radio fixed to his shoulder and spoke into it.


      She repeated her instruction, but the cop’s posture had slackened and she realized for the first time she would not have to fire. She could hear the cavalry rampaging through the leaves and the brush, and an entire posse of agents suddenly poured out of the woods, five or six of them, all screaming “FBI!” Three wore blue plastic parkas with the Bureau initials in huge yellow letters. They surrounded the cop and Robbie, crouching in a semicircle directly behind the policeman. Evon ran up to join them, and McManis arrived right behind her, badly out of breath. He put his hands on his thighs to recover his wind, then came around to where the cop could see him.


      “I want to ask everyone to lower their weapons on the count of three,” he said.


      At three, the cop cheated a look back to make sure the agents had complied, but then directed his gun toward the ground. The FoxBIte remained in his other hand.


      McManis told the cop he’d gotten himself in the middle of a Bureau operation.


      “So you’re saying this guy is yours?” the cop asked about Robbie. Robbie’s hands had sunk when the cop lowered his gun, but they were still held at a small distance from his sides as a gesture of compliance. His eyes remained grimly fixed on the officer. At one point, he caught sight of Evon to the rear and winked, but under the circumstances, he’d been unable to manage a smile.


      McManis avoided the cop’s question. What he wanted was the FoxBIte. Drawing on the military heritage of many of its agents, the Bureau lived by a code which said that the next worst thing to losing a body to the bad guys was losing your equipment. Even if they couldn’t salvage Robbie’s cover, they needed the FoxBIte back to maintain the security of future operations. Besides, the unit was cutting-edge, borrowed by Klecker from the Bureau’s black-world spooks who worked foreign counterintelligence. Evon knew it was in capital letters this time: Don’t Embarrass The Bureau.


      The standoff was still ongoing when Sennett jogged up. I was about one hundred yards behind, Stan having outrun me as usual. He had just approached the cop when I got there.


      “I’m the U.S. Attorney.” From his blue suit coat, Stan withdrew his own federal credentials. “I’ll take that, please.” He reached out for the FoxBIte.


      The cop pulled the unit farther away, but he looked down to what he held and for the first time put his revolver back in the holster. He watched TV like everyone else and recognized Sennett from the news. He was finally convinced these were really the feds.


      Sennett took a step closer and asked for the equipment again. He was almost a foot smaller than the cop, but he gave no quarter and appeared hard enough to seem threatening.


      “You want it, call my C.O.,” said the cop.


      “Which is who?”


      “Brenner, Area 6.”


      “Six?” said one of the agents standing in the narrow semicircle to the rear. “What the hell are you doing out here? You’re fifteen miles from the North End.”


      “I live out here. He told me to look into this on my way in for roll call.”


      From the distance, I could hear sirens keening. In less than a minute, another black-and-white made a squealing halt at the roadside. Two other Force cars shortly appeared from the other direction. The six cops trooped down together and stood beside the officer who’d been surrounded.


      Everyone held their places for some time. The sun had broken through an early morning haze and shone pleasantly. Eventually, several cops, including the first one, removed their caps. There was not much joviality, even though a couple of the local agents who’d been working for Amari were vaguely acquainted with a few of the policemen. It was the usual thing, Evon figured, the Bureau and the local. The agents frequently viewed cops—less educated, more intuitive, and lower paid—as sings, often embittered ones, because many had failed the Bureau’s qualifying tests. The cops tended to see the Bureau types as pansies who knew more about filling out paperwork than dealing with real crime.


      Amari suddenly came trotting up the road, waving. He had one of the large walkie-talkies in his hand and two other agents were behind him. McManis met them on the shoulder. After he heard them out, he gathered a number of us, including Stan and Evon and me, about fifteen yards farther up the pavement.


      The unit tailing Tuohey had reported that about fifteen minutes ago he had abruptly changed course. Brendan had just arrived at St. Mary’s, an hour late for his usual Mass. Amari had sent an agent into the clubhouse. The locker room attendant, who’d just come in, said Tuohey hadn’t been out here for two weeks because of bursitis.


      Jim looked at us, his graying forelocks lifted from his brow on a bree/.e.


      “We have a city cop sitting out here just waiting for him? And no Brendan? And Robbie ends up completely blown? We just fell through Tuohey’s trapdoor.” He looked away, trying to cope with the bitterness of getting beaten this way.


      “Christ, this guy is smart,” Stan said. He screwed up his face to absorb his own distress, then said something I’d never heard in the more than twenty-five years of our acquaintance. “This guy,” he said, “is smarter than me.”
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      AT THE DOOR TO BARNF.TT SKOLNICK’S MODEST house in suburban Chelsea, Sennett and his party, which included Evon, were greeted by a stout older woman. She wore an inexpensive housecoat, her nightdress trailing below with an uneven hem. Her old face, spotted and wrinkled, glistened with Vaseline or moisturizer. In her free hand she held a half-eaten chocolate bar.


      Sennett introduced himself as the U.S. Attorney and pointed to the people behind him—Evon, Robbie, McManis, and Clevenger.


      “We’d like to speak to Judge Skolnick.”


      “This is something to do with court?” she asked.


      “Exactly,” said Sennett. “It’s official business.”


      She shrugged as she opened the screen.


      “Barnett!” she yelled. “Barney. You got friends here!” She was, apparently, not unacquainted with nighttime visits by lawyers. Skolnick was the kind to leave the bench promptly at five. If lawyers wanted more of his time, they could come to him, and lawyers, being who they were, occasionally did on emergency matters. No doubt there were also visits for less savory purposes now and then.


      Skolniek’s voice rose from a distance with the same phlegmy cheerfulness heard in his courtroom. He asked his wife to send them down. Behind Sennett, Evon and the others descended a narrow stairwell. A few steps from the bottom, Sennett waggled a finger at Robbie to stay put. Feaver would be a surprise, Sennett’s own jack-in-the-box.


      It was well past 10 p.m. by now and they had been scrambling all day. With the assistance of a late-arriving sergeant from Community Relations, the impasse at the roadside in the Public Forest had been resolved with a deal to deliver the FoxBIte to Linden Seilor, Chief Deputy P.A., who was a former trial partner of Stan’s. Sennett recovered the recorder personally. Linden had heard Tuohey’s name in the subsequent accounts and was determined to ask no questions. However, he vouched for the cop, who was named Beasley. Beasley’s lieutenant had directed him to stake out the bridge by 5:45 and to stop whoever went over. The lieutenant warned that the groundskeeper had chased somebody away last week, ceasing pursuit when the fellow actually turned on him with a gun. A thorough pat-down was therefore in order. If the cop found anything, he’d been instructed to give a shout over the police radio. Seilor had already had a word with the lieutenant about where his information and instructions came from, but it trailed off to smoke up the chain in McGrath Hall, police headquarters. As usual, there were several layers between Tuohey and whomever it was on the Force he’d reached out to for this favor.


      Yet it was certain that the cop’s story of seven FBI agents drawing on him would soon be departmental legend, along with the inevitable deduction that Robbie Feaver was a Bureau informant. Tuohey had almost certainly learned that this morning, but his people would spread the word slowly for fear that anybody they spoke to might be wired. Nonetheless, given the panic that would grip everyone Robbie had dealt with, the Presiding Judge and his circle would need to make stealthy efforts to hold them in line. Despite the dwindling odds, Stan maintained one last hope that in the fraught atmosphere, Tuohey might blunder. If Sennett could quickly turn someone whom Brendan was unlikely to suspect, or whom he had no choice about talking to, there might yet be an opportunity tonight, or early tomorrow.


      For this effort, the FBI had put the entire Kindle County Field Office at the Project’s disposal. Sennett had fielded a full squad of Assistant U.S. Attorneys who were grinding out subpoenas to banks and currency exchanges and the courthouse, which would be served tomorrow to prevent records from going astray. In the meantime, several ‘flip teams’ had been organized. Klecker and Stan’s First Assistant, Moses Appleby, were sent after Judith and Milacki. Another group would go to the homes of various clerks—Walter; Pincus Lebovie; Crowthers’ clerk, Joey Kwan. Sennett reserved the top targets for himself.


      Amari’s people had staked out Kosic all day. The idea was to catch Rollo alone so that Sennett could confront him with the array of incriminating evidence the government had developed and offer Kosic the deal of a lifetime to turn on Tuohey. But Rollo never left Brendan’s side, although this, more likely, was for protection and counsel in a moment of crisis, rather than to foil Stan’s plans. Once surveillance put the two back inside Tuohey’s house in Latterly, Sennett decided to go after the others, leaving Rollo for the next morning.


      At the bottom of the stairs, they found Skolnick huddled on a new tartan sofa—a colonial piece with dark maple arms—watching the Trappers game on TV. He was dressed in green pajamas with black piping, and a velvet bathrobe, adorned at the pocket with the crest of a family to which he surely did not belong. The room was clad in lacquered knotty pine and newly carpeted. The astringent factory odor of the rug did not quite obscure a lingering smell of mold. Along the paneled walls, built-in pine shelves were filled with family memorabilia, snapshots of children and grandchildren, trophies earned by Skolnick’s kids in long-forgotten athletic triumphs, and a few photos from Skolnick’s official life, including one 8×10 from his induction as a judge more than a quarter of a century ago. In it, he stood flanked by a large group, including Tuohey and the dear departed Mayor Bolcarro, as well as Knuckles, Skolnick’s connected brother. By now Evon recognized all the faces, which appeared so much more appealing in youth that she had to suppress an impulse to laugh. Looking around, she realized the basement had been refinished recently. She made a note to get the IRS guys Sennett had in the background to go through Skolnick’s financials for evidence of how he’d paid for the renovation. Nine would get you ten there’d be no credit card records or checks. Barney, almost certainly, had been a cash customer.


      Skolnick jumped up to welcome them. “So come in, come in.”


      Sennett introduced himself as Skolnick was pulling the wooden barrel chairs from his leather-topped poker table into a circle, a task with which Tex Clevenger rendered wordless assistance.


      “I know you, I know you,” said Skolnick. He mentioned a moot-court function at Blackstone where they’d met. He resumed his seat on his sofa, pulling his robe closed to assume whatever dignity he could under the circumstances. He cast a final shameless glance at the game and then used the remote to darken the set. “So, fellas,” he said, “what have we got here?”


      He always proved as dim as Robbie’s initial portrayal. Every now and then, given the peculiarities of certain statutes, the United States was forced to appear in the Common Law Claims Division, and Skolnick seemed to believe that Sennett and his coterie had arrived for that reason. An emergency motion of some kind.


      “Judge, I’m not here as an attorney, at least not one appearing before you. I need to ask you a few questions. On behalf of the government of the United States.”


      “At eleven at night? This can’t wait till the morning?” Confusion swarmed over Skolnick’s large pink face, and he glanced to the others as if they might explain. When his eyes lit on Evon, the only female, he smiled very slightly and she found herself mildly surprised by the impulse to respond in kind. It was like being nice to an infant or puppy.


      “There’s a case I’m concerned about, Your Honor.” Stan named it. “Involving a painter who fell off a scaffolding? A widower? There was a motion for a judgment on the pleadings. Do you recall that?”


      Slowly, very slowly, Skolnick was beginning to realize there was some gravity in this situation.


      “Mr. Sennett,” he said. “I can call you Stan? Stan, there are hundreds of motions before me. Thousands. Thousands, actually. You should come and sit in my courtroom one day. It’s not like the federal court, you know. I know a lot of the fellas sit on the federal bench—Larren Lyttle I know for years and years—and it’s not the same. We still give argument now and then. We don’t have full-time law clerks. It’s a terrible backlog. And one motion, you know, it can look just like another. Now, if you had the papers, the documents, I’m sure I’d remember.”


      Sennett nodded and from her briefcase Evon withdrew Robbie’s motion and McManis’s response. Sennett let them drop on the new colonial coffee table, which matched the sofa arms.


      “So I’m supposed to start reading this stuff at eleven at night?” He murmured in Yiddish under his breath. “You know what that means? A horse should have such luck. Wait. Where are my glasses?” He found the spectacles in his pocket. “All right, all right,” he said. He tossed his head back and forth as if he were reading a score, mumbling a few of the phrases aloud. There was no indication he was really taking them in. “Yeah, so okay, so there’s a problem here?”


      In his perpetual blue suit, Sennett was implacable. He turned his face for one second to scratch at his cheek.


      “Judge, do you know a lawyer named Robbie Feaver?”


      Skolnick sat back. Sennett finally had his full attention.


      “Feaver?” Skolnick’s tongue, like some furtive animal, appeared briefly and circled his lips. “I know Feaver. I know thousands of lawyers.”


      “Judge, did you have any private meetings with Feaver while you were presiding over this case?”


      “Talk to him, sure. He’s a likable fella. You tell him a joke, he tells you a joke. Did I see him on the street? In the courthouse somewhere? Of course. You should pardon me, Mr. Sennett, Stan, but that’s not exactly a federal case.”


      “No, Judge, I’m asking if you ever met privately with Feaver to discuss the merits of this lawsuit and the outcome?”


      “You mean without—Who’s on the other side of this thing?” He thumbed through the papers. “This guy, McManis?” Skolnick paused, his heavy face slowly gravitating through the motions of thought. Was that his problem? This new guy, McManis? Was he beefing? Recognition suddenly flooded his expression. He pointed at Jim, finally drawing the intended impression, albeit far later than anyone might have predicted. “That’s you! I see, I see! So you ran to the U.S. Attorney without even a how-do-you-do to me? I’m a reasonable fella. Tell me what’s on your mind. You think we need this in the middle of the night?”


      Sennett asked again if Skolnick met privately with Feaver during the case and Skolnick did an unacceptable version of what was meant to be a hearty laugh. His breath got caught up and he could not manage the kind of heaving exhalation he’d intended. His color, too, was rising.


      “Well, I certainly don’t remember anything like that.”


      “You’d remember that, wouldn’t you, Judge? Discussing privately with a lawyer how you’re going to rule on his motion?”


      “Well, you know, lawyers can say most anything, Stan. They’re not timid creatures. The baytzim, balls, on some guys, frankly. Sometimes I leave court, I say to myself, Barnett, you’re too nice, you should have held that young fellow in contempt. But I don’t.” His bovine form rose and fell with his shrug, as if he himself were baffled by his benign nature.


      “Judge, didn’t you meet with Feaver on March 5 in your automobile?”


      “Oh!” said Skolnick suddenly. He was happy as a child. He remembered now: Feaver had a flat and Skolnick picked him up while Robbie was flagging a taxi. He laughed as he gestured toward Jim. “So you saw that and got the wrong idea? Silliness,” said Skolnick. “Stan, my friend, may I make a suggestion? Just be plain, Stan. Tell me who said what and I’ll give an honest answer. As best I can. To the best of my recollection.”


      Sennett asked again if Skolnick had talked to Robbie about the outcome of the painter’s case on March 5 in his Lincoln. Skolnick finally denied it.


      “Did you meet with him in your car again on April 12?”


      “This is a crazy discussion. We’re playing ring around the rosy. If Feaver was there—and I said ‘if’—then he was there for a good reason. That’s all I know. That’s all I can say.”


      “And giving you two bribes—$10,000 on March 5 and $8,000 on April 12—wouldn’t be good reasons, would they, Judge?”


      Skolnick took quite a bit of time, apparently weighing the correct response, and then forced himself through the motions of outrage. After a slight quaver to start, he became quite convincing.


      “You come here, in my home, and say such things to me? I took a bribe? Me? Barnett Skolnick? After twenty-six years on the bench? Me, who could have retired with a full pension four years ago? I don’t need this tsouris, Stan.”


      “You’re saying those things didn’t happen, correct, Judge? You never met with Robbie Feaver to discuss the painter’s case? You didn’t receive a $10,000 payoff from him in March, or $8,000 in April because you’d forced McManis to settle before he was able to conduct any discovery? Is that what you’re saying?”


      “You’re darn tootin that’s what I’m saying. You’re darn tootin. Nobody gives Barnett Skolnick money. That I would throw a case?” His face appeared on the verge of crumbling; a lip wiggled and his eyes watered at the ugly insinuation. He pointed again at McManis. “You go to hell,” Skolnick said to him. “Go ask Feaver, for crying out loud. This is a complete bubbie maize, a wives’ tale. He’ll tell you that ”


      Stan nodded to McManis, the faintest foreshadowing of a smile apparent. Evon figured he had stifled a naughty impulse to simply lean back and call, “Come a-w-w-n down.”


      Robbie’s tread was deliberate. He arrived looking quite drawn, ducking his head to avoid a soffit where the acoustical tile ceiling dropped to box out a heating duct. Evon gave Robbie credit. He looked straight at Skolnick and he did it with no smugness, no anger or pride. He wouldn’t play it Sennett’s way. He was unhappy to be here. Then, when Sennett lifted a finger, Robbie opened the button of his suit coat, undid his shirt, and displayed the FoxBIte, which had been positioned for show just under his heart. Even though she knew what was coming, the moment had the piercing effect of one of those sci-fi movies where a totally appealing character is revealed as a robot or some other creation with a mechanical brain and no blood, rather than a person.


      Even as Feaver continued to face Skolnick, there was a certain vacancy to Robbie’s expression. After six months of skipping along the government’s tightrope, he was starting to lose his balance. Of course, he’d had a day to remember, starting at 6 a.m. with a revolver pointed at his forehead in a serious way. He’d told all of them in the van afterwards that, given what had happened at Evon’s place, he’d realized as soon as he saw the cop that Tuohey had sent him. He saw it for what it was, a clever pretext for a frisk, one he couldn’t complain about. He was still thinking Tuohey would show up, when the revolver was drawn.


      ‘I heard the snap on the holster, and I was like, Well, okay, so this is how it’s going to be. And I was actually all right with it, and then I thought, Oh my God, Rainey, how can I do this to Rainey?’


      He cried at that point. McManis, Sennett, Evon, and I were all in the van with him, and I took the tears as a sign of the overwhelming terror he’d endured. I’m sure only Evon understood the full implications. Sennett, who’d remained visibly upset by the way things had gone awry, dispatched Robbie for home. He would be under twenty-four-hour guard now and there was a tap on his phone. Were it not for Rainey’s condition, McManis would have preferred to move both of them.


      As Robbie had disrobed, Skolnick had actually stood up from his seat on the family sofa. He issued a tiny, stifled outery, ticking his head in disbelief. Barnett Skolnick, however, was not entirely without resources.


      “You crummy son of a bitch,” Skolnick said to Robbie. He seemed momentarily surprised by his own show of gumption. He coughed then and grabbed at his chest and, finally, in pure frustration began to weep. The extraordinary pile of creamy white hair resembled the topping on a soda fountain creation, almost luminescent against the sanguine hue that rose through his brow.


      As Skolnick continued crying, Sennett directed Tex to play back some of the recorded output from the Lincoln. Tex turned on the TV Skolnick had been watching and found the VCR. He replayed the section in which Skolnick acknowledged the envelope Robbie had buried in the seat, saying to Feaver, ‘Genug. We’re friends, Robbie. We’ve done a lot together.’ Skolnick rocked on the sofa with his eyes closed, weeping and murmuring, “Oh God, oh God, oy vay, oh God.” He could not have seen much of it. But he’d already gotten the point.


      “I’ll never live through this,” he told Sennett when it was over. “Never. I’m a dead man. I’m totally a dead man.”


      “You’ll survive, Judge. It’s up to you to decide how hard this goes for you.”


      Skolnick issued a tiny disgusted sound. Even he wasn’t stupid enough not to recognize the pitch.


      “Sure.” He pointed to Robbie. “I should be a schtoonk like him. Right? That’s what you want to tell me, right? That’s why you’re in my house in the middle of the night.”


      Sennett remained himself, calm and unrelenting. The Angel of Death. Skolnick was exactly where he wanted him. Already broken.


      “You can help yourself. You can help yourself a great deal. A great deal. You have a lot to tell us. But I can’t offer you the same opportunity later. Right now, tonight, you have to tell us everything and agree to help with the people we should be concerned about. We don’t think you’re the mastermind.” Again, for the fleetest instant, a nasty grin played at the corners of Stan’s mouth. “We know somebody put you in that courtroom. We know that not every dollar you receive remains with you. There’s one name especially.” Sennett sat down on Skolnick’s new coffee table and, virtually knee to knee with the man, spoke in a low, intense tone.


      “Judge,” he said, “what can you tell us about Brendan Tuohey?”


      Skolnick’s mouth flapped around. “Tuohey?” he asked weakly.


      “Judge, have you ever had occasion to deliver money to Brendan Tuohey personally or received instructions from him of any kind—explicit or implicit—about how he wanted you to deal with a lawyer or a case?”


      “Per-sonally?” He seemed astonished, even flattered by the notion. “I barely talk to the man. My brother, Maurice, you know, Knuckles, he talked to Tuohey. Me? I talk to his schmuck. Whatchamacallit. Kosie. I talk to Kosic.”


      “But you do talk to Brendan Tuohey, you say, from time to time. You could have a conversation with him? You could try, for example, to ask his advice about how to deal with us, what to say?”


      Skolnick’s reddened eyes enlarged as he got the picture.


      “With a jimjick on my stomach like him?” He pointed at Robbie. “Oh, sure,” Skolnick moaned. “Sure. I’d be dead for sure. I’ll have a bullet through my brain.”


      “This is the government of the United States,” said Sennett. “No one’s killing anybody here.”


      “Oh, right, hotshots. What, am I going to live with bodyguards and a nose job and a new name?”


      “You’ll be safe where you are. And afterwards your security can also be assured.”


      Afterwards. Skolnick’s mouth fell open when he realized that Sennett was speaking about the penitentiary. He had not even considered that. He had been thinking about shame and scandal. Ugly gossip. About losing his judgeship and his pension. Now another intense spasm constricted his face. With a humbled moan, he fell again to uncontrollable tears.


      “I think you should consider some other people,” Sennett said. He pointed to the display shelves with the family photos.


      “Ach!” remarked Skolnick in apparent rejection of Sennett’s suggestions. He started to stand up, and it was only as his hand suddenly shot to his throat that Evon could see he was in trouble. His left leg came out from under him and he canted backwards at an oblique angle, lingering an instant, like a leaf in an updraft. Then gravity took hold and he tumbled heavily to the floor, his shoulder striking the arm of his new sofa and his hip flipping over the coffee table on which the court documents rested.


      Everyone rushed toward him. He was conscious when they eased him to his side. He seemed able to respond, but for the fact that he was again overcome by weeping. He cried in great waves.


      “Should we call 911?” Clevenger asked. It was only then that Skolnick spoke, getting to his knees and weakly waving a hand.


      “Angina,” he said in a wee voice. “I get light-headed. I’ll take a pill. I just need some time. I need some time with this thing.” McManis had him by an arm now and pulled him back up to the sofa. They all stood in a circle around him while the old man held his face in his hands and poured out tears.


      Eventually McManis motioned to Sennett and Evon, and Tex came as well. They stood like the infielders around a manager and the pitcher at a tense spot in the late innings. The only one not part of the circle was Robbie, who’d taken a seat on the bottom tread of the stairwell, appearing far too blown out to absorb much.


      “Stan,” said McManis quietly, “if we keep this up, we’ll croak this guy.”


      “For Godsake!” responded Sennett. Tomorrow, tonight, while the bad guys were all scrambling like ants after their nest was flattened, something might slip. Once they were organized, layered off by lawyers who’d share information and forbid the government to contact their clients, nothing of value would happen. “Give him a few minutes. He’ll calm down.” He asked Clevenger to get Skolnick water, but McManis detained Tex.


      “Stan,” said McManis slowly, “Stan, this is not our guy. He can’t do Brendan. Not face-to-face. He never talks to him. Tuohey will see him coming a million miles away. He’ll do the three monkeys, the same way he did with Robbie. And this guy won’t be one-tenth as good as Feaver. It could be the Titanic. By the time Tuohey’s done with him, he’ll have Skolnick swearing Brendan didn’t know anything.”


      Sennett stared bitterly into a corner of the room.


      “Stan,” said McManis quietly, “this guy can testify. We can make him a witness. Let’s preserve that possibility. Let’s not kill him tonight.”


      “Shit,” said Sennett. He thought another moment, then gave in, with one of his unpredictably ugly remarks. “I suppose that’s not the first headline we want to make.”


      Skolnick in the meantime seemed to have made up his own mind. He was wandering drunkenly toward the narrow, paneled stairwell.


      “I can’t do this. Not now.” He wobbled and braced himself, applying both hands to the walls. His wedding band glistened under the basement track lights and seemed to attract his attention. “Oh God, Molly,” he said. He took the first step and wavered again, clearly on the brink of collapse. Robbie, who was nearest him, reached Skolnick before he could go down. He threw an arm around the old man and, once the judge was righted, helped him up the first stair.


      “One at a time, Barney,” Robbie said. “One at a time. Let’s just take it slow.” With their arms entwined, they slowly made their way up together.
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      SHERM CROWTHERS LIVED IN ASSEMBLY Point, a spit of land jutting into the Kindle River, which had been the site of a French fortress in the pre-Colonial days and of various tanning facilities when the city was first settled. By the 1930s, as barge traffic diminished, it had become the most prominent enclave of Kindle County’s small black middle class. After the Second World War, some pioneering residents who were not afraid to mix—or to bear what inevitably went with it—moved to University Park, one of the first integrated neighborhoods in the United States. Later, there was some exodus to other areas of the city which had become more welcoming. Recently, a strange transformation had started in Assembly Point, with younger white and Asian families buying houses here, prompting outcries from some long-term residents that the Point was losing its ‘unique character.’


      For African Americans, however, Assembly Point retained a special significance. Many had been raised within earshot of envious conversations about the Point, the better life lived there, and the events—the country club golf, the debutante balls—that were otherwise alien to African-American life. A large number of black folks of means still refused to consider residing anywhere else.


      Sherm Crowthers was one of them. His house on Broadberry was a mammoth redbrick Georgian, replete with white columns that supported a portico three stories above the circular drive. When Evon and the rest of Sennett’s company arrived, it was only a few minutes shy of midnight, but Stan and McManis had agreed to proceed. Not only timing, but tactics, compelled them. They wanted these men at home, unaware and literally undressed, in the bosom of their families, close to the comforts from which they would be exiled in the penitentiary. This was one of many hardball maneuvers Stan had learned while he was at the Justice Department in D.C., supervising prosecutors around the country. After indictment, Stan loved to swoop down on white-collar defendants—presumed innocent by law—and lead them off in handcuffs before waiting cameras. He called it a deterrent. Despite the howls of protests arising from the defense bar—me included—the Court of Appeals continued to tolerate these harsh techniques as if they were wartime necessities.


      Robbie had been directed to the remote shadows of the front lawn, while the remainder of the party continued to Sherman’s front door. The Crowthers household was thrown into an uproar as soon as Sennett touched the doorbell. A dog bayed and lights filled several windows. Finally, the porch’s overhead lamp snapped on and a voice boomed through the heavy oak door, demanding to know who was there.


      “It’s Stan Sennett, Judge Crowthers. The United States Attorney for this district. I need to speak with you. It’s urgent.”


      “Stan Sennett?”


      “The U.S. Attorney.”


      “What kind of emergency is this?”


      “Judge, why don’t you open the door so I can discuss this with you without waking your neighbors. I’m standing right under the light and you’ve got a security eye in that door. I know you can see it’s me.”


      “And who-all is that with you?”


      “They’re FBI agents, Judge Crowthers. Please open the door. No one here will hurt you.”


      At that, the latches and bolts were quickly slapped back. Looking no smaller to Evon than he did on the bench, Sherm Crowthers loomed barefoot on his threshold. Behind the front screen, he had a chromed pistol in his right hand. He wore boxer shorts, decorated with small red emblems, and a sleeveless undervest taut over the vast hummock of his midsection. His eyes were somewhat watery, so that it appeared he might have been drinking. At the sight of the gun, Evon had changed her position. Beside her, Clevenger opened his coat and put a hand on the holster over his hip.


      “You think I’m scared of you?” Crowthers asked Stan, clearly inflated by rage. “That what you imagine, Constantine? I’ll have tits ’fore I’m scared of you.” Sennett, assessing the situation—and mindful perhaps of the pistol—chose not to answer. “Now what kind of damn emergency is this, six minutes of midnight?”


      “Judge, you know, I’d feel just a little more comfortable if you would put down that firearm. Would you mind doing that?”


      “Hell, no, I’m not doin that. I’m standin in my own home. It’s six minutes to midnight. You a bunch of damn intruders, whether you’re the U.S. Attorney or not, and I got a permit and registration and a constitutional right to this pistol and you can go head and check that. Now speak your piece and get.”


      Evon had gradually crept up close behind Sennett to look at the gun. Crowthers was waving it around, but eventually she recognized it, a Beretta 92 SBC double-action semiautomatic. He’d dropped it to his side after telling off Sennett and she could finally see what she’d wanted to: the extractor was flush with the slide and no red was showing, meaning a round was not chambered. She whispered to Stan that the gun wasn’t ready to fire, reminding him it might yet be loaded. Sennett made fishlike circles with his mouth while he thought things over, then pointed to her briefcase for a document.


      “Judge,” he said when he had it, “this is a federal grand jury subpoena which requires your appearance tomorrow morning downtown.”


      Sennett held the white sheet right up to the screen so Crowthers could read it. He’d calculated correctly that this would alter the momentum somewhat.


      “Gimme that here,” said Crowthers and reached outside. He snapped the paper from Sennett and rang the screen shut, locking it before he bothered to study what he’d been given. He took only a second to do that, and opened the screen again, tossing the subpoena, which he’d grabbed into a tight ball, outside the cone of light on the front porch. It landed somewhere in the row of low yews that fronted the perimeter of his brick home. “Ain’t no subpoena served after midnight gone require somebody to be somewhere at 10 a.m. You know that and I know that. So now you done your business, go on.” He pointed again with the Beretta and stood back to close the door.


      Sennett stepped forward to grab the screen’s handle but, considering the pistol, resisted the impulse to pull the door open.


      “Judge, if you have an objection to a subpoena, then you better take it up with Chief Judge Winchell in federal court in the morning. You and I both know that. And frankly, Your Honor, when you go on trial, I don’t think the jury is going to think very highly of a sitting judge treating a lawfully issued subpoena as a piece of rubbish.” At the words ‘trial’ and ‘jury,’ Sherm had briefly allowed his head to fall back, revealing the full bushy depths of his gray mustache. “Judge, you’re about to be indicted for racketeering, extortion, bribery, and mail fraud. By my calculations, the sentencing guidelines will keep you in the penitentiary for about eight years. And we came here because I wanted to talk to you before it happens. Now may we come in the house?”


      “I hear you fine where you are, Constantine.” Somewhat more subdued, Sherm eyed everyone else on the porch. At a signal from McManis, Clevenger had stepped into the bushes. Equipped with a rubber glove, he was placing the balled subpoena in a plastic evidence envelope. “I don’t know a damn thing about any kind of racketeering or bribes. Or whatever else you say.”


      “Would you like to refresh your memory, Judge? We can play you a recording? It’s right here.”


      He waved at that point, and Robbie, with his hands sunk deep in his pockets, emerged into the light. He looked only a little less unhappy than he had at Skolnick’s. He did not come all the way to the porch. He’d undoubtedly seen the pistol and had had his fill of guns for one day. He stood about twenty feet from the stoop, just close enough that Crowthers could tell who he was. And then, as he had at Skolnick’s, he opened his jacket and his shirt.


      Crowthers said nothing at first. And then his craggy, smoke-stained teeth made a brief appearance as he bitterly smiled. Sennett again offered to play the tape.


      “I don’t need to hear nothin, Constantine. I knew exactly what that lowlife was up to.” He looked toward Robbie through the night, assailing him with savage eyes. “Goddamn fool that I was,” Sherm quietly added.


      “Judge, that’s your option. There are a lot of things we want to ask you. But the most important is to know where the money goes after it gets to you. Because we’re very certain all of it doesn’t remain in your hands. And if you’re willing to cooperate with us, right now, right here—”


      Crowthers gave his big head a single solemn shake.


      “You’ll hear from my attorney in the morning. There idn’t nothin else to say now.”


      “Judge, I can’t make you the same deal tomorrow. You have to do it now. You’ll pay a high price for protecting your friends—”


      Crowthers, facing all of this—the grand jury, trial, the penitentiary—laughed out loud. He even put the pistol down on a side table near the door.


      “Listen, I don’t have friends, Constantine. Never have. I got a wife and a sister and a dog and that’s it. I don’t owe nothin to anybody else and I don’t expect anything from them either. That’s how it is.”


      “Then help yourself,” Sennett implored, raising his voice for the first time.


      Crowthers laughed again. He appeared sincerely amused.


      “Is that what you call it? ‘Helpin’ myself? You know where I was raised up, Constantine? Down in Dejune, Georgia? I used to pick walnuts for two and a half hours, before I walked to some shabby single room school they’d set aside for the nigger-folk, and most days I didn’t have very much to eat, virtually nothin except those nuts, which my momma naturally enough was always beggin me to leave alone. And then after—” He stopped himself, suddenly drawing up both large hands, the pale palms exposed.


      “No,” he said emphatically, “no, I’m not goin on like that. You’ve heard all these stories. Everybody’s heard em now. Any black bastard over the age of fifty in a pool hall can tell you these stories. Only I’m not just woofin. This here happened to me. And to my sister. My mommy and granddaddy. And I’m not tellin you this to break your heart, Constantine. I know better’n that, and wouldn’t care to have your damn sympathy anyway. No, I just want you to know one goddamn thing: you never gone do worse to me than I’ve already had done. And I haven’t come all this way—from Georgia and totin those bags of nuts bigger than I was, and bein so hungry I sometime ate beetles I found in the road—I ain’t come from there to have some posse of white men—and you ain no better,” he added to Clevenger, who was black, “I ain come from there to have you-all tell me what I gotta do ’fore you do something awful to me. You do what you’re gone do. But there is no one in this world can stand on my doorstep tellin me, ‘You gotta.’ And surely not some pissant, stick-up-his-ass Greektown greaseball who can’t even look in the mirror and remember that’s all he really is.”


      Crowthers glowered briefly, then reached to his side and took hold of the slide on the pistol. The sharp click of him jacking a round into the Beretta was weirdly distinct in the midnight silence of the quiet neighborhood. Everyone on the porch reacted at once. McManis yelled, “Gun!” and more or less smothered Sennett, flying with him toward the bushes. Clevenger hit the sidewalk and rolled to his belly, scrambling to get hold of his weapon as he whirled around on the concrete. Behind her, Evon could hear the change and the keys in Robbie’s pockets jangling as he fled. The best trained, she had simply stepped out of the light and dropped to her haunches, leveling her weapon with both hands. She had a clear line on Crowthers, brightly backlit by the handsome slate foyer of his home, but she saw at once there would be no need to shoot. Crowthers had bent his face close to the screen with a broad mirthful expression as he surveyed the chaos he’d created. Once he’d taken sufficient enjoyment, he slammed the front door so hard that the brass knocker rattled back and forth. From inside, as he snapped all the latches and chains and bolts in place, they could hear him laughing, a sound that went on for quite some time, even after he’d shut off all the lights and left them there in the dark.
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      THEY WERE BACK IN THE CENTER CITY AT about 12:30 a.m. and went up to McManis’s conference room to talk over where they were. Sennett was unexpectedly paged. It turned out to be the City Desk at the Tribune. They had the story: government mole in the courthouse. Tuohey had figured a way to spread the word to his cohorts without risk. Stan had about ten minutes before the 1 a.m. deadline on the late edition to decide how to respond. He settled on no comment, hoping the paper didn’t have enough confirmed information to run the story. If so, the Petros investigators would get one last day to operate with the advantage of surprise.


      At 1:10, the reporter, Stew Dubinsky, called back. They were going with their story. Stan had known Dubinsky for years and concluded this wasn’t a ploy. After talking it over with McManis, Stan went on background with Stew. Sennett’s goal was to make it sound as if Petros was already a staggering success. Thousands of hours of tape, he said. Dozens of undercover encounters with an enormous array of courthouse personnel. No comment on how high it went, but judges, plural, were sure to be indicted.


      The group—Stan, McManis, Evon, Robbie, Tex, and Amari—sat around the conference table skulling things out until nearly two. There would be calls tomorrow from defense lawyers feeling around. If somebody out there was frightened enough, he might make an anonymous proffer hoping for immunity. Things could break from any direction.


      By now it made no sense to go home. Robbie called again to check on Rainey, then went up to his office to sleep a few hours on his sofa, something he had often done during trials. For almost everybody on the team, it was the second straight night with little or no sleep, but Evon was still running on adrenaline. Twice within twenty-four hours, she’d had a gun in her hand, ready to fire. You didn’t come down from that fast. She volunteered to go upstairs with Robbie to stand guard. She was ready to talk, but he waved to her from the couch and with that fell backward, appearing to succumb to sleep in descent.


      At 4:15 she made coffee in the office kitchen and brought a cup back for each of them. It seemed unimaginable that she’d lived six months without caffeine, while she’d been playing Mormon. Robbie was awake, just setting down the phone when she opened his door.


      “Rainey?” she asked.


      “Mort. I wanted to talk to him before he read the papers.” He hadn’t put on his shoes yet and took an instant to study his toes. She asked how Morty had taken it.


      “Shock? Disbelief? I told him to hire a lawyer, you know, cause he can have some trouble with his license, but he seemed more worried about me.” He was by himself momentarily, smiling contentedly at the thought of Mort. “He knows he’ll be okay anyway, if the story is coming from me.” He looked up at Evon after he’d said that, but she was too tired to probe.


      Everyone assembled again at 4:45. Driven by Amari, the surveillance van swept into the garage beneath the LeSueur, and Sennett, Evon, McManis, and Robbie jumped in. They’d just parked across the street from St. Mary’s when Tuohey and Kosic arrived at the foot of the three tiers of cathedral stairs. Rollo looked down the street, a cigarette hanging from his lips, while Tuohey headed upward deliberately, his pace and posture suggesting he would pray with special determination today. Several vehicles from Joe’s surveillance crew circled on the avenues.


      Summer had not yet arrived and even spring was frittering. It had been less than forty overnight and the smoke of the furnaces kicking in wisped away above the roofs, carried off against the livid hues of first light. The large redbrick church was narrowly imposed on a triangular piece of land. The adjoining streets, largely untrafficked, angled off beside St. Mary’s, the big buildings set back from the pavement and all but vacant at this hour. An arid beauty arose from the quiet avenues in these last few moments of repose. This was the city, thousands of souls nearby in slumber. The race, the journey would begin again soon.


      Rollo walked alone. He was cold. He jammed his hands in the pockets of his windbreaker, striding briskly toward Paddywacks, where Milacki would meet him as Plato opened the doors.


      As soon as Kosic was clear of the church, McManis gave the signal and the first car pulled up abruptly at the curb beside him. The agents surrounded Rollo, pointing back to the van. The idea was to get him inside, where they’d planned an elaborate show-and-tell. But Kosic just threw his hand at them and resumed walking.


      The van followed him along the curb, but he refused to look over. Finally, Sennett disembarked. Stan had to hustle to catch up with him. Evon watched through the bubbled window. Kosie wouldn’t stop as Sennett spoke to him. Finally McManis alighted and trotted up to the pair. He touched Rollo’s sleeve, and although Kosic shirked him off violently, he halted when McManis spoke. He seemed to recognize Jim somehow and finally appeared taken aback. Apparently, they hadn’t yet realized the intricacy of the government’s deceptions.


      McManis had left the van with the torn note Rollo had written at Attitude and with some of the bills on which his prints had turned up. They were all stored in clear plastic envelopes, edged in tape that said EVIDENCE in red. Jim was careful not to let Kosic touch any of this. Instead, he stood a few feet away and displayed each item, holding it by its upper corners, looking like a streetside vendor outside a shrine. Sennett was talking all the time. Evon could not read his lips but she knew the pitch anyway. Rollo was dead. Deader than dead. There were stiffs in the graveyard who were lively by comparison. They had taps on his phone. Surveillance. Rollo had just a few minutes to make a decision that would control the rest of his life.


      Finally, as the coup de grâce, Sennett motioned to the van and both Robbie and Evon stepped out to the curb. Feaver, this time, seemed robust. He winked at Rollo and threw up one palm in greeting.


      Kosic’s eyes, as always, were daggers of malice. He said one thing to Sennett.


      “Suck my dick,” he told the U.S. Attorney and resumed walking, bucking his arms like chicken wings to warm himself. Sennett called threats down the street. He was going to convict Kosic, then immunize him. He’d jail him for perjury or contempt if he lied or remained mute. Kosic would do time, then more time. Rollo had two choices: a lifetime in the can or putting it on Tuohey. His number was up.


      Thirty feet on, Kosic finally wheeled. But he directed nothing to Sennett. It was Robbie on whom he focused, his dry face wrenched by anger. Kosic pointed the black nail, then threw out his hand at groin level, twisting his wrist violently in the air. It was not clear if this was a wish about what he’d done the last time he saw Robbie at Attitude, or a threat for the future, but it was certain he did not mean well.


       


      MY PHONE RANG at six-thirty that morning. I picked it up in the kitchen, rushing to grab it before it wakened Patrice, who’d just returned again from Bangkok. It was Sennett. I’d already seen the headline on the Tribune on my doorstep. GOVERNMENT MOLE NABS JUDGES.


      Stan received my congratulations with little enthusiasm. The atmosphere of manic secrecy had finally lapsed; there were no code words or subverted tones. Stan sat in the United States Attorney’s Office after an exhausting evening and gave me the lowdown on what had transpired last night in a weary but forthcoming fashion.


      Despite Sennett’s failures with the biggest targets, the prosecutors had still had some success. Judith had ‘pancaked’—flattened and flipped—when Moses Appleby explained that the government would be able to forfeit her restaurant, once she was convicted of racketeering. Milacki had sent Moses away, but without acrimony; Sig appeared to be considering his options. Another team, led by Assistant U.S. Attorney Sonia Klonsky and Shirley Nagle, had also had mixed results. Walter Wunsch had shown no inclination to meet his maker with a clean conscience. He’d listened to Robbie’s recordings in his living room. His wife, in her curlers, had more or less bullied her way in and, once she had the picture, berated Walter about his brains and character, a barrage Walter’d absorbed like a stone. When Klonsky’s pitch was over, Walter referred to Malatesta as ‘a cluck’ and stated that he ‘never gave Silvio shit.’ Aside from that, he’d refused comment, except to note that he now had two reasons to be glad he’d be dead soon. He did not elaborate on either, but he was glowering at his missus when they left.


      After that, things for Klonsky and Shirley’s team had improved. Two clerks, Joey Kwan and Pincus Lebovic, had turned, without any promises, and had been debriefed through much of the night. Both had named several lawyers for whom they had carried money; Kwan gave up three judges who were now sitting in the Felony Division. Both Pincus and Joey were on the phone in the federal building at this very moment, the tape recorder reels turning behind them as they called every lawyer and judge they’d implicated, telling them about Robbie, and trying, supposedly, to cook up stories that would explain various odd-looking financial transactions when the Bureau knocked on the door. Rousted from bed at three or four in the morning, many of the subjects had been too frightened to be guarded and the results were notable already. Petros, like an ink spill, was already spreading darkly.


      For the moment, Sennett was wondering whether to let TV cameras into McManis’s law office. He’d have to clear it with UCORC, but the elaborate cover, the equipment, the expense and care of the government’s efforts would be intimidating to the bad guys and might shake a few of them loose. The news that the FBI had been operating a law office right out of the LeSueur Building was bound to break soon anyway. Stan seemed to be seeking an opinion from me, but I expressed none. Now that the veil had been lifted, we’d all have to resume our standard roles.


      In relating all of this, Stan’s tone had been somewhat listless. I assumed he was exhausted, or perhaps taking it easy on me, guessing correctly that I felt a considerable pang that I hadn’t been there to witness the concluding scenes in the drama. But it turned out that despite the government’s advances, the same bone was still stuck in his throat.


      “I can’t believe we won’t get Tuohey. I can’t believe it.”


      He had a solid case on Kosic, but nothing beyond that. No matter how obvious it was as a matter of common sense that Rollo could not have been freelancing, there was no evidence, circumstantial or direct, that tied Tuohey to either the money Rollo accepted or the directives that Kosie occasionally issued. As Robbie had always insisted, Tuohey had seen far ahead and planned accordingly. Kosic stood between Brendan and trouble like a castle moat.


      Stan had sent Robbie home to sleep, with several agents to guard him, but there was a problem with Feaver that had prompted Stan’s call. Robbie insisted on paying a personal visit to Magda Medzyk, in order to explain face-to-face. He knew he’d never get through the buzzer at her apartment, so he intended to make a trip today to the courthouse. Stan was worried about the reactions Feaver’s presence there might excite. My assignment was to convince my client not to go.


      When I arrived at Robbie’s house, there were two agents in the driveway. I had a little trouble with them, until Klecker appeared and walked me inside. Evon was taking a sleeping shift in an empty bedroom upstairs. Robbie was also out cold, and I decided I’d let him sleep a while longer.


      I’d brought a stack of the newspapers for all of them, and Alf and I talked it over—he’d gotten his own reports on the flip teams and he was, as usual, jolly. Joey Kwan, in his haphazard way, had already made two great tapes on felony court judges. He’d played dumbbell, the language-hampered Chinaman who needed everything repeated and explained several times. The perps had barfed all over themselves.


      Robbie wandered down. He’d gotten up to check on Rainey, who was unchanged. I’d heard the quiet whoosh of the inhalation equipment without realizing what it was. Shallowly, desperately, she breathed, drowning, as it were, in her own bed.


      “Finally a star,” Robbie said, when he caught sight of the papers. “Christ, where’d they get that picture? It’s worse than my driver’s license.” It was an archive photo of Robbie coming out of the courthouse, an off-angle hurried shot, taken as he was emerging in the thrall of a big win. He sported a vulpine smile, which would send exactly the message Stan desired.


      Eventually, Robbie and I drifted back to the family room, a huge space, which descended a few steps off the kitchen. Like the rest of the house it had been glamorously decorated in an overstated contemporary fashion, with raw silk wallcoverings and bowl-shaped furniture. Because it fell to another level, the room had been virtually abandoned during the course of Rainey’s disease. The giant projection TV formerly housed here had been moved to their bedroom, while the various machines that had aided Rainey in earlier stages of her illness were now warehoused in rows: the motorized wheelchair, lifts, trapezes, an elevated bed she had given up. It was like sitting in a hospital supply room.


      Robbie literally gave Stan’s request the back of his hand.


      “I’m not really asking, George, I’m telling. They can help me or not. I gotta see Magda. They can bring me there in the Popemobile, but I’m going.”


      I made a desultory effort to change his mind, then let it go. He told me I should be braced for a call from Mort’s lawyer, whoever it might turn out to be.


      It was approaching nine as I drove back into town. I already had eight messages from attorneys and one from Barnett Skolnick. I asked my secretary to contact each caller and explain that if they’d phoned concerning the FBI’s investigation at the courthouse—and, as it turned out, they all had—a conflict would prevent me from holding any conversation. The local news stations, when I flipped on the radio, were all Petros, all the time. I told myself not to gloat, it was none of my business. But my hair stood on end when I heard an anonymous lawyer who’d been pulled aside on the street remark that practicing law in Kindle County would be better from this day forward.


      Nonetheless, a good 80 percent of what was reported was wrong, some of it almost comically in error. Every station, for example, claimed authoritatively that Robert Feaver was actually an FBI agent. As a result, I wasn’t sure how to take the flash item that ran around nine-thirty, as I was approaching Center City. Despite the heavy traffic, I pulled over in a no-parking zone to be certain I didn’t run anyone down as I punched between stations. The same story was repeated everywhere: within the last hour, a high-ranking court official in the Common Law Claims Division named Rollo Kosie had entered the men’s sauna at a downtown health club and shot himself through the head with a police-issue revolver. There was speculation, presently unconfirmed, that Kosie’s death was related to the widespread FBI investigation of courthouse corruption, code-named Project Petros.
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      AROUND TWO THAT SAME DAY, A DELEGATION comprised of Evon, Amari, Klecker, and Robbie arrived at the Temple in the surveillance van. Judge Winchell had signed an order authorizing the FBI to seize Barnett Skolnick’s Lincoln and to remove the taping system from it. Skolnick had hired Raymond Horgan, Sennett’s old boss in the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, to represent him, and Raymond had turned contentious when he was served with the seizure notice. He’d forced a brief hearing in front of Judge Winchell at noontime, but he’d ultimately surrendered the key, rather than require the car to be towed. While Raymond was almost certainly posturing for purposes of negotiation, Moses Appleby had directed Klecker to make an elaborate video for the benefit of a future jury, not only depicting the removal of the equipment but also demonstrating how the taping of Skolnick had taken place. When that was done, Sennett and McManis had agreed that Robbie, with an FBI escort, could pay a short visit to the chambers of Magda Medzyk.


      In the wake of the news about Kosie, everyone seemed off-kilter. Evon herself did not know what to make of it. They’d spent so many months telling themselves there were mortal dangers to what they were doing that a fatality could hardly be called unexpected. But she’d never envisioned it might be one of the bad guys. No one was collecting for a wreath, but even Sennett had wondered out loud if he’d overdone it this morning. Rollo apparently believed him when Stan told him he had no way out.


      Rollo’d had his revenge anyway, since he’d taken with him the last hope of prosecuting Tuohey. Brendan’s defense was now patent: blame Rollo, say he was the mastermind. Clothed with the authority of the Presiding Judge, Kosie had collected money, made assignments, given orders, all without Brendan’s knowledge, much as the government’s own evidence would show had occurred with Walter and Malatesta. The bastard had misled poor, trusting Tuohey and then taken his life rather than confront the boss and friend he’d betrayed. That would sell with the public, even some segments of the bar. Kosie had saved Tuohey not only from indictment but also from ridicule.


      In the Temple garage, an agent operated a standard video cam as Klecker showed how he’d punctured Skolnick’s tires. Then the Lincoln was repositioned out in front of the courthouse. For the camera, Robbie briefly stood on the spot where he’d met Skolnick, then he entered the Lincoln and turned the key to power the system. Standing outside the surveillance van, Klecker used the remote to turn the camera on and off a couple of times; then the van was driven down the block to demonstrate the range of transmission. Once everything had been acted out for the jury, Feaver killed the ignition.


      With the Lincoln parked right in front of the courthouse, they decided it was best to take Robbie in from here now and to remove the equipment later. Amari remained behind in the surveillance van down the block to watch over everything. Klecker had brought a bulletproof vest for Robbie, but Robbie refused it and turned petulant when Evon attempted to persuade him to put it on.


      “A lot of people in there want to kick my ass, but nobody’s gonna shoot me in broad daylight.” He hiked off alone, forcing Klecker and Evon to catch up.


      Robbie was in and out of Judge Medzyk’s chambers in ten minutes. He said he’d spent most of the time waiting for her to get off the bench. Magda had made her law clerk stand in the room as a witness, which had proved a mistake, because she had been unable to keep herself from crying near the end.


      “She’s pretty Catholic,” said Robbie to Evon on the way out. “She turned herself in to the Supreme Court Judicial Disciplinary Committee.” He had suggested nails through the palms might have saved her time, which was when she’d asked him to leave.


      They emerged from the courthouse with Klecker a few steps ahead. Evon was supposed to cover Robbie from the rear, but he was still smarting from the visit. What he felt worst about, he said, was that Magda had seemed resigned to the world of locked closets and prim restraints where she’d been cloistered when they’d first taken up. “She’s at less than zero now” was how he put it. Whatever he’d given  her had been jettisoned as she’d yielded again to the in terrorem lectures she’d practiced on herself over a lifetime.


      Evon heard him out, unexpectedly pricked by sympathy for both Robbie and the judge. Then she let him take off a few steps ahead of her as she surveyed the broad plaza around the courthouse for signs of danger. There was nothing notable, attorneys with briefcases, messengers, clerks, citizens all moving briskly. The spring chill had persisted and the wind, a winter remnant, snapped the flags overhead, ringing the halyard of one of them against the steel pole. A few passersby cast looks at Robbie, who had suddenly grown recognizable thanks to the morning press, but they made no movement toward him.


      Reaching the center of the plaza, he skirted the large modern fountain where the water was now running again, cascading over the stepped planes of travertine. Circling the perimeter, Robbie stopped in his tracks. Evon dashed two or three steps, until she saw the problem.


      Brendan Tuohey was no more than ten feet away, hurrying back to the courthouse with a heavy briefcase. The weight of the satchel and the fact that he was uncharacteristically alone left Evon with an intuition that he’d been cleaning out safe-deposit boxes he’d shared with Kosic. Whatever the accuracy of that conjecture, the Presiding Judge, a man long practiced in concealing his troubles, appeared grayer and grimmer today. He was deep in thought and did not notice Robbie at first, even as Feaver stared at him. But when he finally glanced up, the fury that shot through his expression exposed him to the core: anger lay at the heart of Brendan Tuohey like fire in a forge. His long face, with its uneven complexion, settled into a harsh smirk, a poor attempt at his customary effort to evince feelings that had no connection to what was actually taking place within.


      Klecker by now had looked behind and seen Robbie stopped, but hadn’t yet realized why. Evon circled a finger at her side so that Alf would double back, but he was never going to get close enough. Instead she crept as near as she dared, and took a seat on the fountain’s low basin, only a few feet from Robbie. She was fairly certain Tuohey wouldn’t recognize her. She tried not to stare at either man, affecting the perplexed expression of the average citizen seeking a respite after receiving the usual scuffing from the law. Tuohey’s words were blown to her in the wind, wavering as it rose and fell.


      “Speak of the divil,” he said. “Quite a bit of talk about you today, Robbie. Many good folks seem quite vexed. Must say, I’m a bit surprised to see you about in these parts.”


      Feaver said he’d had a little unfinished business.


      “I’d quite imagine,” said Tuohey. From the corner of her eye, Evon caught the older man creeping closer. “It’s always been my lot to reassure folks about you. ‘Known Robbie his entire life. Always trusted the boy. No need to doubt him.’ That’s what I’ve been saying. But now I read the papers, Robbie.”


      “You can cut the crap, Brendan. My life’s over. My prize for flipping on you is a trip to the pokey.”


      Klecker by now had reached the other side of the fountain, but the two men remained far closer to Evon. Robbie seemed to be aware where she was and had edged a step or two her way. She remained directly downwind in the cool breeze and still within earshot. Tuohey was taking no chances, however.


      “Can’t imagine a truthful word you’d say about me that would be the least concern. But the penitentiary’ll be a good place for you, Robbie. Give you time to contemplate your sins. You’ve been up to some terrible mischief over these years, if what the papers are saying is true.”


      “Brendan, you’re not impressing me with this routine. I’m not wearing my electronic underwear anymore. Some big boy stole my toy.” With that, Robbie stepped over the side of the fountain and into the low retaining pool. It was only knee-deep, but, looking in Tuohey’s direction, he flopped down for a second into the frothing basin, then spun up like a dog, shaking off water in long silvery spangles. Feaver extended both arms laterally to demonstrate the lack of telltale bulges in his clinging garments. The temperature still hadn’t reached much over fifty and Feaver eventually drew his arms back, encircling himself in the chill. His designer sweater now hung to his thighs and he still hadn’t left the pool.


      Tuohey watched him with his mouth pulled to the side, puzzling it through.


      “You’re a dramatic fellow, Robbie. I’ll give you that. Master of the scene. I remember you, six years old and singing show tunes like your front stoop was Broadway. Only it wasn’t, was it?”


      “No, Brendan, I’m not in a Broadway musical. But neither are you. It seems kind of shitty that only one of us is going to the can.”


      Tuohey took his time, assessing this bitter reassurance and the mood in which it had been offered. Robbie was doing a great job of punching his buttons, and in the whirlwind of feelings, Tuohey had drifted a few steps but was unable to make himself simply walk away.


      “You’ve always lacked perspective, Robbie. You’ve had blood in your eye whenever you heard my name since you were nine years old, lad. You never much cared for the way I’d take your Mame out on that sleeping porch in your apartment and give her a recreational screw on Sunday night. But you know, Robbie, mother or not, the woman had her needs. I’ve always realized what the burr was under your saddle when it came to me. And been good to you a hundred times over, ever since. For her sake. And yours. Not that it made an acorn of difference to you.” The rage, so rarely near the surface with him, boiled over again as he pondered Robbie, still up to his knees in the turning water. “Just a mercy fuck now and then for a horny divorcee, and look what it’s come to. Can you imagine? And a dead fuck, at that.”


      Having driven the nail in as far as he could, Tuohey turned in the direction where Evon was seated and swept by her and Feaver, without a glance at either of them. Robbie hopped out of the fountain. He was tightly bound in his arms and bent nearly double in the cold, but he wasn’t finished. He called Tuohey by his first name.


      The judge paused to deliberate, but remained unable to resist the contest and turned halfway.


      “Pity about Rollo,” Robbie said. Across the short distance that separated the two men on the plaza, Evon half expected the sizzle of a high-voltage are. It was even now. They’d each trampled on the other’s grave, but Robbie had one more shot, purely for vengeance. Apparently, he was well past the point of calculation. “You just remember, Brendan, while you’re out in the free air, that the big difference between you and me is that I looked after my best friend.”


      He’d struck Tuohey dumb with that, much as intended. A victor of kinds, Feaver sprinted the twenty or so yards to Skolnick’s Lincoln in a metered space at the curb. Klecker had not recovered the key from him, and Robbie slid inside. He was not thinking about much, he told me later, besides getting out of the cold and turning on the heater full blast.


      Evon approached Klecker on the other side of the fountain. “Whoa,” Alf suddenly said. Wheeling, she caught sight of Tuohey, hiking rapidly back toward Robbie and the Lincoln. She began running, but Tuohey was already motioning for Robbie to roll down the window. If Tuohey went to the briefcase, she realized she’d have to draw on him, but instead the judge set the case on the curbside and briefly poked his gray head inside the car. He reached in with one arm. When he turned back to the courthouse, there was a discernible spring in his walk.


      Whatever Tuohey had said, it had troubled Feaver. He shook his head dumbly when she asked for an account. In the meantime, Amari, in his cowboy boots and his sportcoat, had come dashing across the avenue to the car. Joe, who was far more intense than McManis but generally as contained, was rattling both hands in the air.


      “You’re the greatest c.i. I ever worked with,” Amari cried. He grabbed Feaver by both shoulders through the lowered window. “The sharpest. The best. Definitely the best.” After a moment, she understood. Once Robbie had jumped in the Lincoln and turned the ignition, the camera had revived. Amari had been able to start the taping system, capturing the interlude when Tuohey leaned into the auto. “If I saw what I think,” said Amari, “you just bagged this guy.”


      All four of them rushed back down the block to the surveillance van. Alf cued the tape, and the image of Robbie in his wet clothes resolved out of the jumble between scenes. He had one arm around himself as he rocked back and forth on the red leather of Skolnick’s auto. He was fiddling with the heater controls when he suddenly started in response to Tuohey’s motions offscreen. Robbie groped for a second before he found the chrome button to lower the automatic window. From the way he drew back, it was clear that Tuohey had leaned in, but he wasn’t fully visible. Only the top of his gray head and his gnarly hand appeared within the frame. Out of the wind, though, his voice was clear as he pointed.


      “Speaking of your best pal, Robbie,” he said, “when Morton came to warn me on Tuesday about what you were up to, I left him with a message for you. Mind now, Robbie. So many tongues are wagging about you, you might get confused. So I want you to remember, when you get this, that it came from me.” On the screen beside Feaver, Tuohey rotated the hand with which he’d been pointing. His thumb suddenly came up. With the extended index finger it had the form of the imaginary pistol little boys forever point at each other. And then, to remove any ambiguity, Brendan, in a bare second, let his long thumb fall like a firing hammer and his hand jump in recoil.


      “He’s threatening you,” said Klecker. “My God, we have him on tape threatening a federal witness!”


      “I’m telling you,” said Amari. “It’s a dead-bang obstruction.”


      Amari and Klecker cuffed each other, then Alf shook Evon. Klecker started for Robbie, but Feaver had already gotten up to rewind. He wanted to see it again. He replayed the tape, standing right near the screen so he could listen, and then rewound and replayed it once more. By the third time, it was clear which line of Tuohey’s he was recuing. ‘When Morton came to warn me on Tuesday about what you were up to…’ She was baffled herself about what it meant.


      Alf hailed her up front so they could all call McManis together.


      “Off the skyscraper, through the window, off the scoreboard, nothing but net,” said Jim. He permitted himself a single giddy laugh.


      They had yet to remove the camera from the Lincoln’s roof. They drove both vehicles to the federal building, where the entire company, save Robbie, left the van and worked with two evidence techs to extract the equipment without any permanent damage to the auto. Then they returned to the LeSueur, where, they’d been told, a substantial audience was already gathering to watch the tape.


      Robbie was too cold to come along, preferring to get into a change of clothes he kept in the office. For his protection, Evon accompanied him up. This morning, there had been frantic calls from the office about TV crews parked in reception, but building security had routed them by now. Two rent-a-cops were guarding the door.


      This was the first look any of his employees had gotten at Robbie since the news broke, and he strolled through the overdecorated corridors of his own office to a remarkable silence, deepened both by his bedraggled appearance and by the presence of Evon, who seemed to vacillate between friend and foe on an hourly basis. Outside his door, Bonita, looking a bit bleary, shook her dark tresses.


      “You don’t want none of these messages,” she told him.


      Evon made Robbie promise not to leave the office without calling; then she returned to McManis’s, where they’d held off the viewing until everyone was together. McManis and all the other UCAs, as well as the local agents from the surveillance squad, were elbowed into the conference room. Sennett came huffing in last, and delayed one second further to call me, but my office reported I was with a client.


      Alf slid the cassette into the recorder and worked the controls.


      The screen filled with snow.


      Alf rewound and fast-forwarded. He fiddled with the connections. Eventually he realized the tape was blank. He went back to the van to search and returned only with an empty box. It was quite some time before they started looking for Robbie, and that was long after he’d brought the tape they wanted down to me.


       


      ROBBIE HAD BEEN A SIGHT in my reception area. His clothing was still wet, and for warmth he’d put on a heavy overcoat, a spare he kept in his office. His hair was clinging to his face, looking, without its blow-dried buoyancy, like the plumage of a crow that had been jumped by a cat. He asked to see me alone. I was in a meeting, but he promised to be only a minute. In the little reading room beside my office, he handed me the cassette and told me what was on it.


      Ostensibly, he wanted legal advice about whether he had any grounds to retain the tape. We both knew that was dubious, but Robbie was shopping for time. He had visions of Sennett making a nighttime visit to Mort’s home. The tape would be the feature presentation on Mort’s big-screen TV, while Stan banged away, trying to find out what Tuohey had meant when he said it was Dinnerstein who’d warned him what Robbie was up to. Robbie wanted to get the answer to that one himself, and, more important, ensure that Mort knew he had no more time before hiring an attorney. Sennett’s terror tactics, especially his threats of prison, would turn Morty to pudding.


      I asked Robbie if he’d told Mort he was working for the government. I’d long suspected that Robbie had informed Dinnerstein months ago, but Feaver insisted he’d kept his partner in the dark, not out of any commitment to Sennett, but because he had realized that telling Mort would place Dinnerstein in an impossible position. Sheilah Dinnerstein would never have forgiven her son if she knew he’d done nothing when he had a chance to save his Uncle Brendan. Even on Monday, after Evon’s melodramatic appearance at the office, when she’d identified herself as FBI Special Agent DeDe Kurzweil and served that subpoena, Robbie had told Mort only that he had the situation ‘completely covered.’


      “He must have scoped it out on his own,” Robbie said. “I don’t know how. But I figure Brendan was up his alimentary canal with a router the past couple weeks. You know, ‘What’s the story with Robbie, why’s he so strange?’ I still can’t believe Morty told him what he figured. I mean, it’s Brendan, for Godsake. What’d he think his uncle would do, throw me a tea party?” Robbie was abject, unable even to face me, which was just as well, since I could not think of an appropriate consolation. Blood thicker than water? I realized Robbie had been protecting himself from just this moment when he’d chosen not to tell Mort in the first place.


      He headed back up to see Dinnerstein, promising to call me as soon as they were done. By six, I’d heard nothing. I’d had several urgent messages from Stan Sennett by then which I’d failed to return. I was sure, though, that agents had fanned out seeking Feaver, and I expected McManis or Stan at my door any moment. My inside line rang at that point. It was Robbie on his car phone. He’d just been driving around, he said. He told me I should call Mort’s lawyer, Sandy Stern. Feaver was about to hang up and I shouted to him to wait.


      Had Mort explained, I asked. Had he said how he came to tell Tuohey?


      “Yeah,” said Robbie. For a moment he seemed determined to say no more. Then he gathered himself to the task and added, “He said Stan Sennett asked him to do it.”
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      ALTHOUGH HE IS ONLY A FEW YEARS OLDER than I am, Sandy Stern has always been something of my hero. I met him immediately after law school. We were two Easton graduates practicing as defense lawyers in the inferno of the North End courthouse, and I was instructed by Stern’s example. He showed me that no matter what the crime or the client, an advocate could remain an emblem of dignity. He is not much to look at, portly, bald, dark, with a face whose small features are engrossed by too much flesh. But his presence is imposing. He is Argentine by birth, his family the wandering Jews of the saying. A muted Hispanic lilt sings its own rhythm in his careful speech, in which the central cadence is always one of a precisely balanced intelligence. Much like me, he can be remote and chary of feeling. Our friendship has its tidy boundaries that are never crossed. But I came of age here thinking of him as the best lawyer I knew, and for that reason I’d never resented the fact that, in informed minds, he remained, more than me, Kindle County’s lawyer of choice in delicate criminal matters. Besides, whatever the wounds to my pride, they were salved by his generous referrals. I was the first outlet for the overflow.


      Sitting that evening in a corner, amid the precise Chippendale surroundings of Stern’s club atop the Morgan Towers, he told me a disturbing story. One night last June, Stan Sennett and three agents of the Internal Revenue Service had appeared at Mort’s home. Sennett claimed to have reliable information—from Moreland’s records, as it turned out—that Dinnerstein had a pattern of remarkable success in the Common Law Claims Division, over which his uncle, Brendan Tuohey, presided. Sennett was going to find out why, one way or the other. Here and now, Mr. Dinnerstein could receive complete immunity and speak with total candor. The alternative was to watch the government wreak havoc in his life, issuing grand jury subpoenas to his bank, his accountant, his clients, his employees, even his neighbors. When Stan found what he expected, Mr. Dinnerstein would be sitting in a federal penitentiary long after both his children had finished college, assuming they’d received scholarships, since Sennett would use the racketeering statute to forfeit every penny Mort had made practicing law.


      Dinnerstein begged time to speak to an attorney, who turned out to be Stern. Fully briefed by his client, Sandy knew two things with reasonable confidence. The first was that Sennett had nothing concrete at the moment; immunity wouldn’t have been offered otherwise. The second was that as soon as Stan reached Mort and Robbie’s secret checking account at River National, he’d have a good foothold on proving what Mort had acknowledged to Sandy, namely, that under his uncle’s guidance, Dinnerstein and his partner, Robbie Feaver, had been paying off judges of the Common Law Claims Division for years.


      What Stern offered, therefore, and what Sennett ultimately accepted, was that Dinnerstein would become a true confidential informant, and only that. Dinnerstein would fully and truthfully answer any questions Sennett asked. None of the information he gave, and nothing that came from it, could ever be used in any way against Dinnerstein, and he would never be called to the witness stand. His identity as an informant would be revealed only if Dinnerstein chose, an unlikely event given the tumult the news that he’d turned on his uncle would cause in his family.


      In the best case, if Sennett’s investigation foundered, Dinnerstein would suffer no disadvantage at all. In the worst, if the full truth about him emerged from other sources, Dinnerstein would resign his law license and attribute escaping prosecution to his attorney’s sly manipulations of various legal technicalities arising from the fact that Mort had never actually had the stomach to deliver any money.


      And my client? I asked. On his own?


      Stern allowed his eyes to slowly close, then open.


      “Just so,” he said. “It was quite painful.”


      Quite, I thought, reflecting almost against my will on the lies Robbie had blithely told to save Mort.


      The only consolation Stern had offered Mort was that Feaver was likely to negotiate an arrangement to guarantee his freedom. Since Robbie alone had had the fortitude to actually make the drops, he was an indispensable witness for Sennett. Stern suspected that Feaver’s deal might include an undercover role, but they knew nothing for certain until mid-April. At that point, Sennett had been forced to tell them because of Dinnerstein’s relentless pursuit of the settlement money due poor Peter Petros—and his lawyers—for Peter’s fall from the stadium balcony. To keep Feaver in the dark, Mort had agreed to a ruse in which he, like Robbie, immediately recycled his portion of the settlement check which the government briefly advanced.


      “Our agreement with the government,” said Stern, “is quite clear that Dinnerstein need only answer questions, not volunteer information. But Sennett is a treacherous fellow and I warned my client from the start that sooner or later the U.S. Attorney would utilize even the most paltry inaccuracy so he could renegotiate. And, naturally, that came to pass.” Stern eyed me across the top of his drink, scotch neat in a short tumbler etched with the club’s crest. “Your client’s phantom law license,” he said.


      As I’d surmised last month, Mort had known about that since law school. A few months ago the IRS agents who’d remained Mort’s keepers, much in the way the FBI Special Agents worked with Feaver, had noticed something in the financial information Mort gave the firm’s CPA every year. He listed only his own annual dues to Bar Admissions and Discipline as a deductible partnership expense, never Feaver’s. By then, Morton had referred a hundred times to Robbie as an attorney, to having practiced law together. Sennett regarded this as a critical deception rather than a figure of speech.


      “You can imagine the back-and-forth. But it gave Sennett the opening he wanted. On Monday of this week, three days ago, he informed me that all could be forgiven if my client agreed to play a speaking part in the elaborate drama in which your client was involved. There was again quite a bit of to’ing and fro’ing. But it was less, frankly, than my worst fears. He simply wanted Morton to tell his uncle that Feaver was going to join hands with the government and turn on all of them. I took this as some complicated strategic gambit, part of an endgame. At some point in the future, we’ll have a number of brandies and you’ll tell me how it fit in. I was puzzled, and had some dark thoughts. But I have never really followed the tortuous path traveled by Sennett’s mind.”


      Several years ago, I was one of the lawyers who assisted Stern when Stan Sennett was threatening to jail him for contempt. Despite my all-night work on a friend-of-the-court brief in support of Sandy, his formal manner prevented me from ever learning—or even asking—precisely how the matter was resolved. Stern was free but somber in the aftermath and more inclined to speak kindly of vermin than Sennett. I usually tried to avoid any mention of Stan in conversation.


      A waiter in a green frogged coat approached and fulsomely inquired whether either gentleman wished another cocktail. Another unemployed thespian, he was heavily committed to his role as a servant and actually backed off three steps before turning about.


      Sennett had wanted recording devices and testimony about Mort’s encounter with his uncle, all of which Stern stoutly refused. Dinnerstein had bargained to remain forever in the background; he would be a messenger and no more. Proof was Sennett’s concern. But Sennett was resourceful. After years of surveillance, the government knew a great deal about the cast of characters at Paddywacks. On Monday evening, the Immigration and Naturalization Service paid a visit to one of the busboys, who held a counterfeit green card. At five o’clock on Tuesday morning, a local IRS agent named Ramos presented himself at the back door of the restaurant to fill in for his cousin, the busboy, who’d purportedly taken ill. An hour later, Mort joined his uncle for breakfast.


      Mort had been instructed to withhold his revelation about Robbie until the agent playing the busboy was close enough to overhear it. Dinnerstein had barely been able to keep his eyes off the fellow as he circled the tables in his checked pants and white tunic. Finally, when Ramos began swabbing the adjoining four-top, Mort blurted out his news to his uncle and his cronies. Not long after Evon had stormed into the office on Monday, announcing she was an FBI agent, Feaver’s secretary had supposedly approached Dinnerstein, mortified by a phone conversation she’d overheard: Robbie had just called a lawyer and told him to cut a deal with the government under which Feaver would turn and testify against everyone—the judges, Kosic, Tuohey, even Mort.


      It seemed at first that the agent would have no more to report. Tuohey said absolutely nothing. Milacki uttered a variety of curse words, but Brendan had reached immediately for Sig’s hand to still him. Instead the three men watched as Tuohey deliberated. They were drinking coffee out of the heavy, crash-proof crockery at Paddywacks, and Brendan picked one of the plastic stirrers up off the table and fiddled with it at length, occupying himself. Then Brendan Tuohey, Presiding Judge of the Common Law Claims Division, had held up the brown stirrer by the very end and Mort had seen what his uncle had fashioned: a noose. Brendan had tied a noose. He twirled it for just a second between his fingers so that Kosic and Milacki could view it, then let it fall to the table. Special Agent Ramos picked it up as he cleared the breakfast dishes, dropping the stirrer in his pocket.


      A noose? I asked.


      “In the eyes of a prosecutor. Or a best friend. Sennett appeared ebullient. But perhaps it was the letter ‘b.’ Or ‘R,’ for Robbie. Or simply a nervous gesture. A matter of opinion, no? And at any rate, it might be passed off as table talk, an impulse. Without some subsequent act to make the meaning more specific, it’s worth very little as evidence. No?” Stern swirled down the last of his scotch and held it in his mouth a moment to enrich the descent.


      “Those are the major details. My client instructed me to report them, for whatever they might be worth. Your discretion, as always, George, is depended upon and appreciated.” He took my hand then and squared himself to seek my eyes. “There is deep feeling between these men,” he said. “Your client has already heard this directly from Dinnerstein, amid a predictable flurry of tears.”


      And how had Robbie reacted? I preferred not to touch tissue so raw with my client. But these were the imperial moments of the criminal lawyer’s life. What did humanity say and do in extremis, when a death sentence was pronounced, when a jury set a guilty man free, when a fellow found that the dearest friend of a lifetime had betrayed him? How could the impoverished gestures of daily existence accommodate such a momentous change in understanding? Stern needed no explanation why I wanted to know. Instead, he let his eyes go to the oak beams crossing the ceiling, sharpening his recall of the answer to the question he, too, had asked.


      “I am told,” he said, “that Feaver said, ‘What else could you do? With the kids? With Joan? What else could you do?’” Stern brought his small alert eyes back to mine. “Interesting fellow,” he added.
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      “SO WHAT ELSE COULD HE DO, RIGHT?” Robbie asked Evon. She’d had a moment of terror when it turned out Feaver had left the office unaccompanied, but he turned up in the first place she’d looked, here at home. There were two Glen Ayre cops in front, reminding several camera operators from local TV stations exactly where the Feavers’ property line fell. The officers said they had been running up and down the block for a while, shooting through the windows. There’d been a few more who’d left after getting several seconds of Robbie in the Mercedes as he came up the driveway. One jerk rushed in front of the car and Robbie had rolled him right off the hood. The coppers were still laughing about it.


      She approached the door in a brusque mood, but Robbie looked like hell and he’d told her straightaway about Mort. Feaver wept, describing how Mort, too, had bawled like a baby as he admitted that he’d given up Robbie to the government to save his own skin. He didn’t put a prettier face on it. But he still wanted to be forgiven. And Robbie forgave him. Mort had the kids and Joan. Mort was Mort and he was Robbie. There was stuff each of them could do the other couldn’t, they’d always known that, and Mort couldn’t handle pen time, no way was it possible. So what else could he do?


      In the paralyzed stillness that followed, she attempted to let her feelings go to him, but they became caught up instead in shock for her own sake. There were a million details to sort through, months of events that she knew intuitively had an entirely different shape than what she thought she’d seen. What the hell had she been doing here? Why an undercover agent in the office, if Mort was already reporting to Stan? But that was obvious after a while. She was a beard for Mort, to keep Robbie unsuspecting about who was really informing on him, as happened, for example, with Magda. And without recognizing she was doing it, she in turn was watching Mort for Sennett. All of them secretly spying on somebody and Sennett the only one to know the truth. He must have felt like God on a bad day, laughing at all His creatures.


      Embarrassed, Evon nevertheless told Robbie at last what she was supposed to: Sennett wanted the tape.


      “Well, I don’t have it. Not now. And George told me not to say anything else.”


      She tipped a hand. She wasn’t going to quarrel. She called McManis to tell him Feaver was okay.


      “Glad there’s one of us.” McManis had just learned about Mort from Sennett, who had been forced to explain what Tuohey meant on the tape. Jim had spent about ten minutes alone, then raised D.C. and asked them to start scouting around for a replacement, somebody to run the Project as it moved into its next phase. Thirty days was the best he could give them. The personalities here, he said, were just too rugged.


      Jim had already said goodbye to her before he remembered to ask about the videotape. For the moment, he didn’t sound as if he cared much more than she did. Thinking about it, as she cradled the phone, she realized what must have been getting to McManis. Not just Sennett. But UCORC. They’d agreed from the start that Jim wouldn’t get the skinny about Mort. Some of that was understandable. Agencies rarely shared snitches. The IRS had Mort and kept him to themselves. Need-to-know, after all. But Jim had been sent out here to do all the heavy lifting, risk the life and limb of his people on the understanding he was in charge. The truth was he was just another marionette, and one who’d worked for months away from home on a case where the IRS, which had developed the critical information, would get most of the credit.


      She found Robbie in the kitchen, a gigantic space, where one side was given over to floor-length sliding windows, another wall to a series of restaurant appliances which Rainey’d had privately enameled in the brightest white known to humanity. Robbie took a half-eaten chicken out of the refrigerator. They sat together at the small breakfast bar and picked at the meat while they each drank a beer. They said very little at first, then, unexpectedly, he began talking about Mort.


      “You know, I didn’t like Morty at first. When I was a kid?”


      “Really?” She tried to make her curiosity sound more remote than it was, but the pang which remained seemed to constrict the word.


      “Well, I’m six years old. That’s when my father ditched us and my ma parked me next door with Sheilah Dinnerstein so she could go to work. Now, naturally, I feel like I’ve been given the greatest screwing since Jehovah called time and adiosed everybody from the garden. I’m all alone and I’m stuck with this geek with a leg brace, this strange, sickly momma’s boy, who can’t run, who’s got this drippy nose and this weird hair, who spent a summer in an iron lung, which made him as frightening to me as the Mummy. Not to mention that his mother’s a goy in a neighborhood with thirteen synagogues in eight square blocks.”


      Robbie had begun solemnly, but by now he’d taken on some of the brightness that inevitably reflected from him as he told his stories.


      “So for a good six months solid I was ragging on Morty and slapping him around. And one day I give him a belt as usual for the pure pleasure of watching him cry, and something in his eyes—It came through like a rocket, this is the moment of my life. I said to myself, almost out loud: Morty feels just as bad as I do. I’m six, seven years old now, so I mean this is basically E=mc2 for somebody at that age—and I don’t know, that young, you have to say it was only a feeling, but I knew then everybody’s got this, what I felt, this hurt, everybody has it somewhere in their heart. And I knew that I’d never really get away from it, and neither would anyone else. And life bears that out, doesn’t it? It’s being poor, or being alone, or being sick, it’s not being loved enough or not loving the way you want to, it’s feeling you’re the doormat to the world, or a mean crud, or just not quite as good as the people you want to be like or be with. But it’s always something, and it’s devouring, for most people, this parasite always eating a hole in their hearts.


      “And I wondered, I wondered and wondered why. Why did God make a world where everybody’s heart is in pain? And hanging with Morty, looking at him, you know what I figured out? The answer. I mean, I think I did. You know why it’s like that? So we need each other. So we don’t just each take our guitars and go off one by one to the jungle and eat the breadfruit that falls off the trees. It’s so we stick with each other, do for each other, and build up the world. Because misery does love company, and another soul’s comfort is the only balm for the wounds.


      “And how would you say it? How do they put it in the Bible? ‘The shadow of God came over him.’ I looked at Mort and knew all of that. And Mort knew that, too. And from then on, we just sort of held on to each other for dear life.”


      She did not know exactly what this meant now, and neither did he. Perhaps he was saying again that he forgave Mort, or was explaining why he would have to. Or perhaps he was telling her that Mort had violated the fundamental assumptions of their relationship. He twirled the chicken’s wishbone in his fingers and considered it in the kitchen’s nuclear glow, resuming his silence.


      Talking to McManis, she’d volunteered to stand guard over Robbie again tonight. There were several agents who’d be arriving shortly to cover the house, but this, after all, had been her assignment to start, to keep an eye on Feaver. Right now she had no other place to stay, anyway. There were reporters encamped in the lobby of her building, hoping to get a look at Secret Special Agent Evon Miller.


      Elba called down that Rainey’s eyes had opened and Robbie was gone for quite some time. Rainey had seen something about him on TV during the day. He was going to tell her the story, he said, in about three sentences and skip prison. She was too weak to summon much, by now, even occasionally too weary to wear the laser contraption that looked like a miner’s light which she’d been using to control the computer and the voice device.


      While he was gone, Evon settled herself again in the spare room on the second floor. It was done up with elaborate yellow frills on the window treatments and the coverlet, a dayroom of kinds. She still could not accommodate herself to this life where money was spent just to be spending money. Looking for a pillowcase, she wandered into the would-be nursery for Nancy Taylor Rosenberg next to the Feavers’ bedroom. A sofa bed was made up. Both Elba and Robbie took spells sleeping in here, while the other was looking over Rainey, massaging, applying lotion, checking the oxygen and the color of her fingernails. Through the wall, she could hear the clanking from the cuirass as it finished its cycle of compression. Over it, intermittently, Robbie’s voice was audible, cresting in the plaintive timbre of some disagreement. The speech synthesizer carried clearly through the plaster, but Rainey lacked the energy to employ it very often. Evon, however, heard one phrase that sent a shock straight to the marrow.


      “You Promised,” the robot declared.


      Robbie emerged a few minutes later, as Evon was going back down the corridor, and he motioned her once more into the nursery. He was blowing his nose.


      “She wants to talk to you later. Now that she knows you’re FBI, she thinks you’ll make me keep my word.” He smiled faintly, but she felt a pulse, colder and more desperate, of what had traveled through her a moment before. She and Robbie had never spoken about this. Rainey must have just told him that she’d confided in her. Discovered in unexpected possession of a secret so intimate, Evon felt a brief impulse to double over in shame.


      She said softly, “You don’t have to do that, Robbie.”


      “Yes I do. I can’t say I was lying. Not this time. I promised if she took it a day at a time, she’d always be in control. You’d do it, too, Evon. If you’d promised. If it was someone you loved.”


      Would she? The horror of the prospect sank through her. It was easy to say no, never, she’d learned right from wrong in church and in school, but those lessons took the living as healthy hopeful creatures, not the poor suffering soul who lay next door already most of the way to passing. The doctor visited every day now. He had told Robbie that he’d had one ALS patient who’d chosen ventilation at the ultimate moment, and remained alive for several more years. For days, Robbie had awaited that change of heart. But Rainey had seemingly made the other choice. As a trapped moth beats its wings, she breathed now, with famished urgency, requiring too much effort to allow normal slumber. The deprivation of oxygen and sleep would soon produce a hallucinatory state. While some clarity remained, Rainey was determined to go.


      “Tomorrow,” he said, “maybe Saturday. There are a few people she has to see. I don’t know what to do about Morty and Joan right now. And I want to get past this fucking grand jury thing.” Sennett had called the first session of the Petros grand jury for the next day. Robbie raked his fingers back through his hair and took a seat on the sofa bed. “It’s not like you’re thinking anyway. It’s just letting nature take its course.”


      “I’m not judging, Robbie. Nobody has that right.”


      He accepted the reassurance, but, as ever, he talked. The doctor and he had tiptoed around this subject pretty carefully, he said. There were vials of leftover sleeping pills lined up on the bookshelf near her bed. Just a normal dose, the same amount she’d been taking a month ago, would be enough to plunge her into a slumber that would persist when he disconnected the cuirass. That was all. She would go on her own, in ten to twenty minutes, in peace. He was entirely still, imagining the event, the reality of being there with her at the moment she went from the present to the past. He took as much of it as he could stand, then his mind, predictably, jumped.


      “So what exactly did you girls do that day when you were alone?”


      She was vague. Read, she said. Talked sometimes.


      “About?”


      “You two,” she said. “Love.”


      “Yeah, love,” he answered and shook his head over the largeness of life. Then he angled his face in curiosity. “What about you?” he asked “Ever been in love? Along the way? Like I told you about Rainey? You know: Boom. She’s right. She fits. She gets me and I get her.”


      “You mean do lesbians fall in love?”


      He reared back. “Fine, you don’t want to talk about it, fine.”


      She suffered herself a second, then apologized, battling back the reflex not to answer him, or herself. Had she been in love? Tina Criant, if that had happened, that might have been love. But it hadn’t and she wasn’t going to pretend.


      No, she told him, she couldn’t say she’d been in love.


      “That’s too bad,” he answered. “You missed a lot of fun.” He gave her a level look. “There isn’t a bonus round, you know.” To soften that, he took her hand for a second. Then he seemed to come back to his own troubles.


      “Jesus,” he said. “Talk about the week from hell.” He keeled over on the sofa bed and lay immobile a second, his arms thrown wide. “So would it like violate the FBI Code of Honor if I ask you to sit here for a little, while I sleep?”


      “Nope.”


      “I mean—”


      “Hey,” she said.


      He did not bother undressing or pulling the coverlet back. She went down and got a magazine to read by the hall light. His eyes popped open when she returned.


      “So can I say I slept with you now?”


      She reached over to bat his foot with the copy of People.


      “Straight up,” he said, “have you ever thought about that?”


      “What?”


      “Sleeping with me.”


      Good Lord! She shot her eyes toward the wall behind which his wife lay dying.


      “I mean, I understand that I’m not the main attraction,” he said. “And I’m not even hinting about anything real. But I just wondered, if just for a second—”


      “People think a lot of things for just a second, Robbie. Most of the world’s inside your head, right? But that’s not my play.”


      “No, I know,” he told her quickly. He was pleased nonetheless.


      She looked at him with the feeling of something as large as a monument moving within her. How in the world could you ever explain this? They said some sculptors often saw form, beauty in the flaws within stone.


      “Go to sleep,” she said.


      He did. His mouth at moments moved involuntarily like a baby’s, smacking his lips.


      Once the silence settled in, she felt something returning that she’d shunted away. Then Pandora’s trunk swung wide open and she heard him again: No bonus round.


      She crept down the hall to one of the bathrooms, needing to contend with that in privacy. She knew. Oh, she knew. There were moments when she felt she would melt with sheer yearning. But she didn’t want what some other people settled for, what Merrel had with her husband, a love inseparable from the riches the world showered on him, or even what Rainey had put up with, loved, but as a captive, humiliated and paralyzed long before her body had deserted her. She needed something better than either woman had. So she just had to hope, like so many other people in the world, who went to bed each night and prayed, God, God, please send me love. She prayed. It was probably going to be a woman, almost for certain. She’d gotten herself that far. But today, examining herself in a mirror again under harsh light, she believed for the first time in her life that she’d actually recognize love and be willing to accept it when it came along. She’d missed her chances in the past, she knew that. But she believed—oh, truly believed as you did when the feeling of the holy entered your heart—she believed she was ready. She turned on a faucet and briefly bathed her face, then let her eyes rise so she could see herself as she dared even to think it.


      She was someone else.
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      WHEN OUR LAW SCHOOL FRIEND CLIFTON Bering was prosecuted for the bribe he’d accepted in that hotel room, Stan not only withdrew from Clifton’s case but appeared as a witness in his behalf at his sentencing. It was a dramatic gesture, fond and forgiving, and I always admired Stan for it. But it also burnished the patina on his statue. It was important to Stan, the racially sensitive Republican, to be seen as Clifton’s friend. The same, I realized, could not be said about me.


      Sennett was sitting on the hood of my car when I got back to the garage under the LeSueur after my meeting with Stern. As I subsequently learned, agents had been out looking for me. When one of them had noticed me trudging down Marshall Avenue, Sennett had been called and he’d relieved the G-man who’d been staked out on my BMW. There was another agent at the door to my office and a third waiting a discreet distance down the block from my home.


      I greeted Stan by telling him to get off the car. He didn’t move.


      “I want the tape,” he said.


      I had spent quite a bit of time by myself in Stern’s club, sorting things out. It’s said that a lawyer who litigates against a friend is likely to end up one friend short. I’d always known that. And I’d never had illusions about Stan’s nature when he was on the job. As had once been joked at the Bar Show, Stan was the true Hobbesian man: nasty, brutish, and short. I didn’t mind that he’d kept Mort’s secret; he was obliged to, having promised him complete confidentiality. And he’d warned me from the start that Robbie was lying, and was thus at his own peril for saying that Mort knew nothing of the payoffs. All of that was rightfully as it should have been. But I knew our friendship was over, nevertheless.


      I clicked the remote to open my car. At this hour, close to 9 p.m., the garage was nearly empty. The light was murky from the naked sixty-watt bulbs hanging intermittently from porcelain collars in the concrete abutments overhead. The air was unpleasant with exhaust fumes and the lingering smoke of the tobacco exiles who snuck down here on break.


      “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about, George. It’s grand jury day tomorrow, remember? Everybody’s been served. And when Robbie gets in there, I’m asking the jackpot question: Where’s the tape? And don’t think I won’t land on him with both feet if he perjures himself.”


      Moving toward the car door, I told Stan I was sick of his threats.


      “It’s not a threat, George. I’m advising you of consequences. There’s a difference.”


      I had a consequence or two of my own to acquaint him with, I said. Raise the issue of that tape before the grand jury and I’d go straight to the Chief Judge, Moira Winchell, with a motion to suppress.


      He sneered. “You can’t make a suppression motion in front of a grand jury.”


      But he was wrong about that. There’s a single exception in federal law in the case of an unlawful electronic interception of private communications.


      “There was nothing illegal about making that tape.”


      No? I asked. Show me the consent form. Show me where Robbie provided the authorization the government needed before it could overhear his conversation with Brendan Tuohey. There was surely no warrant, as there had been with Skolnick.


      It was always an odd moment when I outsmarted Stan Sennett. It happened rarely, but he appeared so flummoxed and defenseless at those instants it was hard not to feel sorry for him. But not tonight. Tonight, I had a good time watching him sputter.


      “It’s implied. His consent is implied. He turned on the car.”


      Only for heat, I answered.


      “He had a deal and a duty to cooperate, George. Given all the circumstances, Moira’s going to find his consent was implicit.”


      I wasn’t worried about that anymore, I told him. No court would ever find that Robbie’s consent was fully informed—or that he had any further duties under his deal. Not after the U.S. Attorney had engaged in attempted homicide.


      “Hom-icide!”


      Attempted manslaughter, at least, I said. He had sent Robbie out to the Public Forest believing to a moral certainty someone was going to try to kill him on Brendan Tuohey’s behalf.


      Something in Sennett went into retreat. Seated on the hood, he became a narrow, smallish man, unable to still a faint nervous flaring of his nostrils.


      “He was completely covered. The surveillance, the protective detail couldn’t have been tighter. And he knew he was at risk, George. He knew what he was getting himself into.”


      On the contrary, I answered. The setting was frightening. But as McManis had explained, logic—based on what the rest of us knew—said Tuohey and Kosic wouldn’t share secrets with Robbie at Attitude, only to kill him a week and a half later.


      But watching Rollo on Monday, when Robbie displayed the subpoena Evon had served, Stan had finally accepted that Feaver was not going to get close to Tuohey again. And so he’d decided he would have to nab Brendan another way. On Tuesday he’d sent Mort to betray Robbie to Brendan, carrying a message calculated to lead Tuohey to but one conclusion: they had to kill Feaver before he started to talk. And Brendan obliged Stan. Sitting at the table, Tuohey had tied a noose. And then Stan let Robbie go to the Forest to make sure the government had an ironclad case—for conspiracy to murder a federal witness. He might as well have painted a target on Robbie’s back. And Stan had told no one any of that. Not because of need-to-know or his promise to Dinnerstein or any similarly flimsy rationale for manipulation. He’d kept silent because he realized that if anyone else understood his plan, it could falter. Robbie almost certainly wouldn’t have gone out there. Nor would McManis have let him.


      “I made judgments,” said Stan. “On the fly. Under pressure. I see how you’re looking at this, George, but these are evil people. Truly evil. They have messed with this city far too long.”


      In many respects, I still regard Stan Sennett as a great man. A great public man. He believed in the right things. And if improving the world is the measure of a human’s ultimate worth, he will forever be deemed a better person than I am. His commitment to vanquish wrong and restore justice was as powerful as Superman’s. Yet military strategists will tell you about replication, an inviolate principle which says that organizations which oppose each other tend, over time, to become alike. In that light, it was no surprise that fighting evil, as Stan put it, tempted him to evil. But if self-respect couldn’t restrain his crudest appetites, his zeal and his ambition, when they led him into darkness, why, I asked, didn’t he at least feel some obligation to me? It was a sad conclusion after a couple of decades to find he lacked even a minimal desire to preserve our friendship, especially when it might have preserved his decency as well.


      “Georgie, for Godsake. Don’t be histrionic. We’ve had a tough day, you and I. We’ve had them before. Life will go on.”


      No, I said. No.


      Still on the hood, Stan pondered me over his shoulder in the grimy light. A floor above, tires squealed on the rubberized paint applied to the ramps.


      “Revenge, George, personal spite, that’s not a good reason to let someone like Brendan Tuohey walk away. It isn’t and you know it isn’t. What do either one of you get out of that? You or your client?”


      I had always yielded to Stan. That was our history. Not that I ever sold a client short or failed to challenge Sennett’s positions in court. Yet I’d long let all matters resolve on the basis that he held the high ground of moral conviction; I swam, as defense lawyers do, in the brackish waters of compromise. I’d decided to represent Robbie Feaver to find out if there were absolutes I could cling to with the same tenacity as Stan, hoping that would provide me some comfort. And it did. At the moment.


      I told Stan that whether or not he got that tape had nothing to do with me. Were it my call, I’d probably throw it in the river Kindle. But the decision was Robbie Feaver’s.


      You’ll have to ask him for it, I said. You’ll have to ask him, knowing he’s got every legal right to say it should never see the light of day. You’ll have to appeal to him, Stan. Maybe beg him. And I’m glad that’s going to happen. Because it will remind you of something you’ve completely forgotten: what it feels like to be at another person’s mercy.


      I got in and started the engine. He scooted off the hood quickly enough to reflect some concern I might damn well drive away with him still on it. I’m not sure Stan had ever been frightened of me before. Needless to mention, the moment provided me with no small measure of satisfaction.
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      THE GRAND JURY ROOM WAS SITUATED IN the new federal building, a floor above the United States Attorney’s Office. The Chief Judge, whose ostensible duty it was to restrain prosecutorial abuse, was a block away, across Federal Square, in the grand old courthouse to which the District Court judges all returned once the new building proved nearly uninhabitable. Built in Augie Bolcarro’s heyday, with subcontracts sprinkled down upon his henchmen like sugar from a baker’s hands, the new building had heat and air-conditioning systems that were eternally on the blink. The windows, until each one was replaced, frequently popped out in high winds, terrifying pedestrians on several blocks. For years it was commonplace to find a herd of attorneys standing twenty or thirty abreast in half a dozen federal courtrooms, bickering about one of the pieces of complex litigation the new construction had spawned.


      The grand jury room’s reception area looked as if it might be attached to a homeless shelter or a cheap motel. The low-grade plasterboard was marred and gouged, and the likes of the foam furniture, soft forms without armrests or separate cushions, had not been seen since the height of the sixties. The pieces had apparently been discovered in the recesses of some government warehouse and offered to various federal agencies at a price they couldn’t refuse in the former Reagan era of suffocating budgetary restraint. Looking at the furnishings, you could just about imagine hippies in beads dropping acid and holding on to their headbands. Instead, for more than a decade, the witnesses awaiting their appearances had perched there, dejectedly hunched like molting birds.


      Today there was an extraordinary assemblage. As always, Sennett had acted with cunning and subpoenaed everyone whom Robbie had recorded to any effect at all. Several obscure court clerks and deputies were here, as well as persons far more prominent. Sherm Crowthers sat like a lump of stone beside his lawyer, Jackson Aires, a skillful and obstinate government foe whose analysis of any case, much like Sherman’s, reliably started and ended with race. Jackson had brought a colleague, a cat’s-paw to represent the ravaged-looking Judith McQueevey, who by now had recanted her confession of two evenings before. There were thirteen or fourteen persons subpoenaed in all, and some obvious absences, Pincus Lebovic and Kwan, and, most notably, Barnett Skolnick, all of whom by now had folded and turned. Everyone else who stood in peril of indictment was present, even Walter Wunsch, whose pancreatic cancer left him unlikely to live until even the speediest trial.


      The point of this exercise was relatively clear to me and not particularly pretty. To force an appearance, each of the prospective defendants had been served with a subpoena duces tecum, demanding the production of documents or physical objects in their personal possession. Datebooks seemed to be the chief item required, although two of the clerks had been summoned to bring merchandise Robbie had presented as ‘tips.’ Gretchen Souvalek, Gillian Sullivan’s clerk, clutched a Tiffany box containing a set of earrings Robbie had provided for general ingratiation. Walter Wunsch, seated with his attorney, Mel Tooley—who represented a number of those present—had brought not only various court volumes but also the set of expensive graphite-shafted irons which Robbie had presented to him several weeks ago. Walter held the clubs, complete with a snappy black leather carry bag, against his knee, manifesting a state of glum agitation which made it look as if he’d discovered only after arriving here that he had not been invited to play. Following Robbie’s testimony, each person would be called before the grand jury by Sennett or one of the phalanx of Assistant U.S. Attorneys assisting him, and, after various legal gymnastics aimed at skirting the Fifth Amendment, forced to surrender what they’d brought.


      This exercise, however, would be largely pageantry. Stan had other motives in dragging his targets down here. He wanted them to confront Feaver, to see for themselves that his cooperation was not simply half-baked media speculation. He wanted them to face each other, familiar figures, silent conspirators, now brought low. Yet even this was ancillary to Stan’s principal purpose. The morning papers had announced that the Petros grand jury was convening today, a result no doubt of one of Sennett’s well-timed leaks. TV crews were downstairs, just outside the building’s doors, and print reporters were stalking the hallways. They could not attend the grand jury sessions, which were secret by law, but they would report who had come and gone from the courthouse. As a result, each of the persons who could not find a comfortable spot on the uncomfortable furniture would be vilified by the end of the day. Still shots and video clips of them would appear in all the media organs. It was no less than a naked march through the streets, during which their presumptive criminality would be displayed like wattles and belly fat to the amusement or horror of every person they knew. That was Sennett’s real aim—to crush them, to deal the first of many hard blows to be borne as the cost of refusing to cooperate, and to show them that most of the esteem they’d held in the eyes of others was already gone. Looking around the room, seeing everyone else similarly devastated, they would know that sooner or later one of them, probably many more, would do the only sensible thing—capitulate, snitch, do time, and move on.


      Most of these persons didn’t know me. When I emerged after escorting Robbie to the attorney/witness room down the hall where Evon and McManis were now keeping him company, only one or two of the future defendants cast spiteful looks in my direction. Sherm Crowthers, who sat clutching his sister’s hand, clearly wished me dead. But the enmity that I felt broil me like microwaves came from another source: the lawyers. As the persons charged with protecting their clients from just the kind of savaging Sennett had delivered, the attorneys here—Tooley, Ned Halsey, Jackson Aires, several others—were in a nasty mood.


      Tooley came to pal around first. With his silly toupee, like the coat of a shaggy poodle, and his tight Continental tailoring, ill suited to his hogshead physique, Mel was a vision of disingenuousness.


      “I’d like to talk to your guy. Down the road, you know. Possible?”


      Unlikely.


      “Will you get me the answer to a question or two?”


      That was more in the realm.


      “I’ll call you,” said Mel. “You know,” he said, turning back, “the one with titanium testicles is you. Your guy got squeezed. But nobody was forcing you to help him, George. I hope I don’t have the co-defendant the next time you’re in state court.”


      It was advocacy of a kind, the underhanded variety in which Mel specialized. He was suggesting I’d better quickly disassociate myself from the prosecution and help out the defendants if I wanted my practice to survive.


      I had already turned heel without comment when, at the stroke of ten, Stan appeared. He was tight as a bowstring and in the happy clutch of the intense precision that sustained him. It had not all worked out as he hoped, but it was still a bright moment for him. He stood among the despised as the man who had vanquished them. He said good morning only to the grand jury clerk. Then, as he reached the door of the grand jury room, he faced me.


      “Give me a second,” he said, “to tell the jurors what this is all about.”


      “I’ll tell them!” yelled Walter Wunsch. He was closest to the door. “I’ll tell them plenty. American citizens! I fought for this goddamned country and now it’s like Red China with spooks and bugs. Lemme in there.” Walter had risen to his feet, a somewhat pathetic exercise, because he was already wasting. His flesh hung just enough to leave the impression that in the degenerative processes of the cancer his skin was attempting to slough itself from the muscle and bone. Tooley advanced from my side and made his client sit down.


      “He’s just tellin it like it is,” said Sherm Crowthers wearily from across the room.


      Stan took this in with an indulgent smile. At other moments he would have hated the disorder, but now he knew he’d caused it. He suggested I get Robbie ready.


      I returned to the small attorney/witness room down one of the interior corridors. The space was often used for coffee breaks and quick lunches by the court reporter and the clerk. Arriving earlier, I’d nearly reeled from the driving odor of the white onions arising from a half-eaten sandwich that had remained overnight in the drab metal trash bin. Although I’d removed the can, the odor was still strong.


      Except for questions about the tape, Robbie’s testimony was predictable. Once he entered the small windowless room where the twenty-three grand jurors waited like the audience in a small theater, a desultory exercise would take place. He would identify his initials on the dozens of reel-to-reel tapes and computer magazines, and say, ‘Yes, that’s accurate,’ when Evon’s 302s describing various critical events were read to him. When that was over, come what may, Robbie could not change his account of what had happened without risking a conviction for perjury. There was even some chance this would be the last time he testified. Understandably, Stan had never wanted to stake his prosecutions on Robbie’s credibility, and he’d constructed the evidence, especially the recordings, so he could prove his cases without putting Feaver on the stand. If he called him at all it would only be as a show of openhandedness for the juries.


      We had brought Robbie in through the back corridor and secreted him in the witness room, but there was only one door to the grand jury room. As Stan had planned it, Robbie would have to run a gauntlet of more than a dozen persons who felt their trust in him had been primitively violated. But the notion that they were all out there seemed to amuse him.


      “Curtain call,” he said. His mood was somewhat dislocated. He was clearly too exhausted to be going through this today, but because of his refusal to surrender the tape, I had no ability to appeal to Sennett. At that point, Moses knocked and beckoned us.


      “Ready?” I asked.


      Feaver wanted one second and motioned for Evon to follow him the other way down the corridor.


      “When Stan asks me for that tape,” he said to her, “if I tell him to go scratch, where does that leave me with you?” The cassette was in my briefcase, but I still had no idea what Robbie would do. I didn’t expect Stan to try to coerce Robbie into surrendering the tape before the grand jury, because I had the upper hand on the law. If Sennett forced me to go to Chief Judge Winchell, he stood a good chance of losing the right ever to use the tape against Tuohey. Instead, I anticipated a personal appeal at some point, an apology to Robbie, and a request he give up the tape and sign a form acknowledging, somewhat fictitiously, that he’d consented to the recording. I thought in the end it would come down to whom Robbie hated more, Brendan or Stan, although shame was also a factor: in a way, the tape memorialized Mort’s betrayal. In arriving at a decision, however, Robbie was worried about something else.


      “If you feel like I’m screwing you over by not letting him have it,” he told Evon, “then I’ll give it to him.”


      She weaseled at first, said it was his decision, not hers, but he wouldn’t let her off that way.


      “You know me,” she said. “It’s black-and-white. That’s why I have such a damn hard time with myself. Two wrongs don’t make a right That’s where I come out. Personally. But I’ll stand up for you either way, bub. You tell him to go spit, I’m right here behind you.” She stiffened her chin and nodded. Her only hesitation was McManis. She cared about what he would say, the same way Robbie cared about her, and she told Feaver that. They returned to the conference room and Robbie put the same question to Jim. Would he feel personally messed over if Sennett didn’t get the tape? Would he feel like he’d wasted his time?


      Jim adjusted the large frames on his nose. His demeanor betrayed some of the intense calculation going on within, but his tone was placid.


      “I think we did a lot of good work here. I’ll always be proud of it. I’d like to get Tuohey. He’s a bad guy. But I’ve lived twenty-two years on this job convinced that the government comes out the loser if you get a bad guy a bad way. So I’ll handle whatever you decide. Personally, I’d say take some time. Sort it out.”


      Feaver nodded and looked at the three of us.


      “I can’t give it to him,” he said. “Not today.”


      We all lingered there, perhaps waiting to see if hearing him say it changed anything, but it didn’t seem to. Evon was as good as her word and patted his arm.


      “Show time,” Robbie said then, and opened the door himself.


      “I think I’ll come along just to keep you company,” said Evon. “Just to make sure nobody gets disorderly.”


      Robbie reminded her that there were metal detectors at the entrance of the courthouse. The firearms and switchblades had presumably been left behind. But he seemed content to go forward with his honor guard, Evon leading and Jim covering him from behind and me at his shoulder. Robbie emerged from the shadowed corridor with his eyes fast and his stride certain. He looked handsome and heroic, fitting snugly once again into his role. His life as a lawyer was behind him and he had celebrated by appearing in a black shirt, beneath his suit, and no tie.


      “Judas Iscariot!” cried Walter as soon as Robbie had stepped around the corner. The news that he was dying had filled Walter with abandon and rage. Evon immediately fronted between Robbie and Wunsch, and Tooley returned from one of his other clients to take hold again of Walter’s arm. He was not easily stilled. “Fucking Judas Iscariot!” cried Walter. “You’re just another loudmouth, stinking sell-out.”


      Robbie’s wits remained in order.


      “Right, Walter,” he said, “and you’re the Messiah.”


      His delivery was perfect and the acid rain of humiliating laughter drizzled down on Walter, even from a number of his confreres. Despite his condition, malice had revitalized Walter and it took a considerable effort from Tooley to push Wunsch back down into his seat next to his golf clubs.


      At the door to the grand jury room, Sennett stood, his hands folded primly.


      “Mr. Feaver,” he said with imposing formality. He wanted Robbie to know he was prepared for anything. “How are you this morning?”


      “Sick and tired,” said Robbie, “especially of you.”


      Stan didn’t flinch. God knows what he thought he deserved. Without a word, he opened the door to the grand jury room and extended a hand to show Robbie in.


      I told Robbie I would be just outside and reminded him he had the right to stop Sennett at any time to consult me. Robbie smiled generously. He shook my hand and, as he often did, thanked me for everything I’d done, before he advanced to the threshold.


      The sequence of events after that has always remained jumbled. In the ensuing moments, my reactions remained a step behind; I was still attempting to make sense of the first sensation by the time I was hit with the next one. Initially, I heard a sudden crescendo of voices, culminating in a drilling female scream. As it turned out, it was Judith, but for some reason I thought it was Evon and swung in her direction as something flew past me, stunning the air. A bird was my first impression, a pigeon, some silvery form. I jumped back in panic, and at the same time heard a flat sound, vaguely like the noise I knew as a boy when for mean sport we’d smash melons on the hot tar of the road. I realized, though, that something was broken. A small hard pellet ricocheted off my face and I was spattered with what I took first for mud. There was an animal smell from somewhere, sudden heat, then the low, guttural sound that Robbie Feaver made as he slumped against me.


      I caught him and his completely inert weight pulled me to the floor with him. The back of his suit and the arm I had around him were warmed with what I improbably took first for soup, then realized was blood. There was enormous turmoil now, people yelling for the phone and for doctors, screams from inside the grand jury room, and Walter Wunsch hollering to leave him be, as Jim and Evon and three or four other persons subdued and disarmed him. In the process, they broke two of his fingers, but they pried from his fist the number two iron whose blade Walter had driven straight through Robbie’s skull.


      I saw the wound then, which looked wildly out of place, a welling gash distinct in spite of the gobs of thickened blood that already matted Robbie’s crown. Somehow it resembled an open mouth, almost that wide, with red matter that might have been skin crushed inward and a single protrusion, white and ghastly, which I knew was a piece of Robbie’s cranium. I had no idea what to do. For the moment everything in the universe seemed open to doubt. Realizing there was absolutely no point to it, I applied my handkerchief to the wound, watching the spreading bloodstain creep over the cloth. Evon had reached us by then and I told her quietly what I’d sensed from the first instant he’d fallen against me: I was afraid Robbie was dead.


      Evon grabbed his wrist for a pulse, then tried his neck, and finally brought her face to his lips to feel for breath.


      “Turn him over!” she screamed. Several of us helped her. She pounded his chest three times, then she grabbed his nose, from which a thick line of blood had already emerged, and, after a tremendous inhalation, applied her mouth to his. She went on with this for at least a minute as every person in the room, even those scurrying about at the periphery, watched. A phone rang repeatedly and no one picked it up.


      A moment later, two Secret Service agents with paramedical training bolted in. They’d been summoned by one of the Assistant U.S Attorneys who’d gone screaming for help. In another minute, an M.D who had been testifying down the hall as an expert witness crashed through the door and took over. He placed his fingertips on the carotids, then got on his hands and knees and lifted Robbie’s head gently to examine the wound.


      “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Somebody say it was a golf club? It looks like a hatchet.”


      The club, brown from the shaft to the toe, was still in McManis’s hand. Walter, confronting what he’d done and the phenomenon of death that would soon claim him, sat in the same foam chair. His head looked almost unstrung from his body, leaning against the metal doorframe of the grand jury room. He held his broken hand rigidly in the air. A private security guard had appeared from somewhere and stood over him.


      The 911 paramedics arrived then. They were wheeling oxygen tanks and they fastened the mask over Robbie’s mouth and strapped him to the cart.


      “No, I don’t want to pronounce him,” the M.D. said.


      Evon sat on the floor with her back against the wall. Her hand, blood-painted up to the knuckles, was over her mouth and she stared out unseeing. Sennett, who had run for help, dashed back into the room. When he saw me, he averted his eyes. He addressed McManis and asked how the hell it could have happened. Jim did not bother to reply.


      I stood and helped Evon to her feet. I realized we should go to the hospital.


      As we headed out, Mel Tooley, who had dug his hands in his trouser pockets, passed a remark to the man guarding Walter.


      “I don’t think this is going to do much for his handicap.”
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TODAY I SIT AS A JUDGE OF THE APPELLATE Court. As the stink of scandal spread through the Kindle County courts, the Democratic Farmers & Union Party grew desperate to recruit judicial candidates whose independence was not open to doubt. In another example of life’s ability to elude expectations, my role in Petros had come to be widely viewed as an emblem of my fortitude. I was just the person they needed. I was elected to a ten-year term and took the oath of office with my father’s Bible in my hand.

In all, six judges, nine lawyers, and a dozen sheriff’s deputies and court clerks were convicted in connection with Project Petros. The ricochet effect that Stan had hoped for from the start—the first cooperator implicating a second who turned on a third—more or less occurred. Skolnick and Gillian Sullivan and a judge who had moved on to the Felony Division all pled guilty and talked. Sherman Crowthers battled the government bravely through trial, only to succumb after two years in the penitentiary. In his orange jumpsuit, forty pounds thinner and unable to shake the cough left by one of several bouts of pneumonia, Sherm made a sad sight. He barely raised his eyes above the rail on the witness stand as he implicated two of the judges from the Felony Division to whom he’d passed money years before. He seemed most humiliated by the sheer collapse of his own bravado.

Despite these successes, Stan returned to San Diego. He was following his own advice, having shot at the king and missed. Brendan Tuohey was never convicted, nor even implicated in any public testimony. Despite a few murmured cavils, he succeeded old Judge Mumphrey as Chief of the Kindle County Superior Court a few months after Robbie was killed, inheriting administrative power over every other judge and courtroom. He retired a little more than a year ago. His home in Palm Beach was big enough to cause him to remark often on his extraordinary success in the bull market, but he died in his first month there, as the result of a drunken boating accident in which he crashed headlong into a pier at night.

The week after Robbie was killed, Stan Sennett had come to see me. He wanted to know what Robbie had done with the tape. He pleaded for almost an hour. He did not understand how I could allow Robbie’s death to remain unpunished, or how I could willfully leave a monster like Tuohey at large. Robbie’s killing was grisly and inflammatory enough that, with the videotape, Stan might yet have been able to convince a jury to convict Brendan Tuohey for conspiracy to murder a federal witness. Whether there was a factual basis to the charge was another matter. It’s possible that Tuohey, by way of his usual sinister indirection, incited Walter to what he did. But Wunsch, who died at the Federal Penitentiary Hospital in Rochester, Minnesota, long before any case could come to trial, maintained he’d been acting on behalf of no one but himself. McManis, who interviewed him several times, told me that to the end Walter remained acid and unrepentant.

After lengthy consultations with Stern in his role as attorney for Robbie’s executor, Morton Dinnerstein, we turned the cassette over to Judge Winchell. Notified by the court, Mel Tooley appeared for Tuohey and, as I’d predicted, prevailed on a motion to suppress the tape. The best truth the law could make of the murky circumstances was that Robbie had never consented to the recording, which was, accordingly, unlawful.

Mort has survived the years with his role in all of this untold, but his grief, the most visible of anyone’s at the extraordinary double funeral the following Sunday, seemed to break him irreparably. He left both the practice of law and, in time, Kindle County, after his younger son, Max, graduated from high school.

There were happier trails. McManis finished twenty-five years with the FBI and moved to San Jose, California. He passed the bar there and, inspired in part by his experiences in Petros, began trying lawsuits at the age of fifty-two. I hear from mutual acquaintances that juries find his even demeanor soothing.

Evon remained for several years in Kindle County, testifying in half a dozen of the Petros cases, and eventually becoming supervisor of the surveillance squad. Two years ago, she moved back to the West with a friend, a woman, who couldn’t forgo a glorious job opportunity. By then Evon and I had revisited the events reported here over many evenings. She never discussed investigative details safeguarded by Bureau regulations, but her candor about herself was remarkable, and I have always felt it was offered in some fashion as a memorial to Robbie.

Despite her willingness to reprise remarkably intimate matters with me, Evon has never shared precisely what occurred after we left the hospital the day Robbie was murdered. Yet I’ve imagined it in the same detail as so much else I’ve described but never witnessed. Those were probably the most disoriented hours of my life. I felt as if nature had been reversed, as if my lungs and heart and nerves hung outside my body. What had happened was not unimaginable but, in fact, something that seemed confined only to the realm of the imaginary. Confronting it, I lost all sense of boundaries.

But Evon, who’d always experienced a special clarity in urgent moments, was sure about the tasks at hand. She must have returned to Robbie’s, since for the time being she had no other place to stay, and showered very quickly, before she dismissed Elba so she could speak to Rainey alone. She applied the laser mount over Rainey’s eye in order to allow Lorraine to operate the voice synthesizer, but Rainey, with no small effort, requested it be removed. With the pace of her breathing, she could not focus or move the cursor reliably, and she preferred to see who was talking to her.

In the Feavers’ bedroom there was a mortar and pestle, used to grind up Rainey’s medications so they could be ingested, and in plain sight of Lorraine, Evon retrieved the tablets Robbie had mentioned last night and began pulverizing them. She chatted to Rainey all the while, telling her several endearing stories about Robbie: the way he joshed with Leo, his blind cousin, in the courthouse, or cried when he first met his clients.

“Quite a boy,” she told Rainey. “Quite a boy.” She mixed the powder in water, as Robbie’d said he’d do, and then, after using an alligator clip to clamp the line to the feeding tube in Rainey’s stomach, Evon poured the solution into the clear plastic bag on top of the IV stand.

“Now, Rainey,” she went on, “you see what I’m fixin here. And you might wonder why it’s me, but in the end, it turns out Robbie can’t do this himself. You have to forgive him. You’ve forgiven him a lot of things in this life and you’ll have to forgive him this one, too. There’s a whole lot of weakness in the man, you just can’t get around that, you have to take the hide with the fur, but that’s the fella. And he is just never gonna be able to do this, Rainey. Not this part. That’s the bald unchanging truth. So I’m here. Rather not be, naturally. But I’m here. And I’m easy with it. You know how it is with him, Lorraine. Sometimes you’re even glad to be able to do what he needs.

“But once you get on your way, he’ll be right here with you. I promise you that. He’s gonna come right in and take hold of your hand as you’re falling asleep. He’s gonna be tellin a hundred funny stories about some of the great things you’ve done together and sayin a few prayers. You’re gonna feel him right with you. Right here.” Evon directed herself to Rainey’s remarkable amethyst-colored eyes, where her soul still shone unimpaired. She felt Robbie himself could not have lied more convincingly; indeed, she felt, as he’d feel, that she was not lying at all. Evon had pulled up a chair beside the bed and stroked Rainey’s hand, bruised from the injections and infiltrating IVs, the muscles so wasted they felt almost liquid within the skin. She went on with what she had to say, as Lorraine struggled for breath under the fogged plastic of the oxygen mask.

“Now this, me being here and everything, this may be a little quick. And if it is, I can come back tomorrow. Or the day after. Or whenever. Or never. Because maybe right now, as you, you know, as you face it, I guess, maybe you might very well feel that, after all, this isn’t what you want to do. Everybody will still be here for you. We’ll have that doc here, we’ll have that vent going in no time, no time at all. Now, if you’re ready, then I’m here with you, and if you’re not, that’s just fine, I’m here with you, too. But I need you to tell me. If you’re ready, if this is what you want, then you have to tell me. I’m gonna count to three. And after I get to three I want you to blink your eyes very slowly, if you want this to go ahead, if this is your time. Squeeze em shut for a three count, you know, one-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three-one-thousand, and then open them again, and that means for me to go on. Unless you do that, nothin’s gonna happen except me gettin Elba in here to set up a new IV. But otherwise, you have to blink. Blink to say this is what you want. All right? You ready now? I’m going to start.”

She blinked.




  




  

    

      NOTE


    


    

      I TOOK ADVANTAGE OF THE PATIENCE AND knowledge of many persons in writing this book. I am indebted to all of them.


      Several Chicago tort lawyers—none of them bearing the remotest resemblance to Robbie—took the time to reflect with me about their practices. Mike Mullen provided an initial primer. Jordan Margolis spent hours with me; his humor and candor were of immense help. I was greatly informed, too, by the reflections and stories of Howard Rigsby, who also read and commented on a draft of this manuscript, a kindness also generously provided by Julian Solotorovsky.


      There were several other persons I depended upon for frank comments about earlier drafts—Jennifer Arra, Mark Barry, Arnold Kanter, Carol Kanter, and James McManus (the wonderful novelist and poet, unrelated, even in jest, to the similarly named character) all went over the manuscript scrupulously. Rachel Turow not only read but doubled for several weeks as a premier research assistant. I must also acknowledge the characteristically incisive suggestions of my agents, Gail Hochman and Marianne Merola, and the impeccable guidance of my editor, Jon Galassi, as well as several other persons at Farrar, Straus—Bailey Foster, Elaine Chubb, and Lorin Stein—who made important contributions to the editing process. And of course I have relied at every point, as I have for nearly thirty years now, on the wisdom and judgment of my foremost sounding board, Annette Turow.


      For technical expertise about firearms, I went to the ultimate informed source, my former trial partner, and blood brother for life, Jeremy Margolis, Commander of the World Police. Two friends in the FBI, Kevin Deery of Charlotte, N.C., and Gayle H. Jacobs of the Los Angeles Division, helped with details of Bureau life.


      I would also like to thank Al Smith, a Mercedes salesman in Northbrook, Illinois, who continued providing information to me about the 1993 Mercedes S-class sedans, long after it became clear I was never going to buy one.


      Finally, I owe my greatest debt to the community of persons afflicted with and concerned about ALS. The cruelty of this disease cannot be overstated, but the intense support that PALS, their families, their doctors, and other caregivers provide to one another is inspirational. An ALS patient, Doug Jacobson, maintains a remarkably informative Web site (which I reached through www.phoenix.net/~jacobson) where I began my research. Patients, physicians, nurses, family members, speech pathologists, and social workers were extraordinarily frank in responding to my inquiries, no matter how ill informed or prying my questions were. Three neurological experts answered repeated queries and directed me to resource material: Jerry Belsh, M.D., Director of the Neuromuscular and ALS Center at the Robert Wood Johnson Medical School of the University of Medicine and Dentistry in New Jersey; Professor Lanny J. Haverkamp, Ph.D., of the Department of Neurology at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston; and Lewis Rowland, M.D., of the Neurological Institute of Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center in New York. Lisa Krivickas, M.D., daughter of an ALS patient and a member of the Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation at Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital, Boston, and Harvard Medical School; Simon Whitney, M.D., of Stanford University; and Matti Jokelainen, M.D., of Central Hospital Lahti, Finland, also provided generous responses to questions.


      Two speech pathologists, Kristi Peak-Oliveira of Children’s Hospital in Boston and Iris Fishman, Executive Director of CINI (Communication Independence for the Neurologically Impaired), helped me learn about voice augmentation devices. If I have incorrectly attributed later innovations to 1993, that is the result of a novelist’s liberties and not any misinformation from them.


      Three professionals with experience in nursing those with ALS—Peary Brown, R.N., of Jonesboro, Maine; Meraida Polak, R.N., Neuromuscular Nurse Clinician at the Department of Neurology at Emory University; and Ovid Jones—shared poignant reflections.


      Alisa Brownlee of the ALS Association’s Greater Philadelphia Chapter and Claire Owen, Patient Service Coordinator of Les Turner ALS Foundation near Chicago, both helped guide me to sources of information about the disease.


      Nothing, however, was more moving to me or of greater importance than the communications I received from those who live with ALS. Family members—Kathy Arnette of Fenton, Missouri; Linda Saran of Lake Zurich, Illinois; and Sherry Stampler of Weston, Florida—offered loving and unflinching accounts of the daily accommodations ALS requires. Those afflicted simply broke my heart with the courage, honesty, and eloquence of their responses. Of them all—Martin Blank, now deceased, of Mundelein, Illinois; Arturo Bolivar of San Juan, Puerto Rico; Jim Compton of Bethany, Oklahoma; Tom Ellestad of Santa Rosa, California; Ted Heine of Waverly, Iowa; David Jayne of Circle Rex, Georgia; Eugene Schlebecker of Indianapolis; Philip E. Simmons of Center Sandwich, New Hampshire; and Judy Wilson of Stamford, Connecticut—I will remain forever in awe. That is doubly so of my faithful correspondent Dale S. O’Reilly of Philadelphia, an articulate advocate and a spirited example of the vitality, wit, and imagination that survive this disease.


      I have had such openhearted support and encouragement from those affected by ALS that it would sadden me enormously if any part of this novel, especially its conclusion, were regarded as disrespectful of them. More than 90 percent of end-stage ALS patients choose not to accept ventilation, but I cannot imagine a decision more personal or one which, no matter how resolved, requires greater bravery. To the very end, ALS deserves its grim nickname as the Cruelest Disease.


      Again and again, I was told that ALS obeys no rules. Nonetheless, I am sure there are inaccuracies in my portrayal, just as there are likely to be in other parts of the book that depend on technical information. For all such errors I bear sole responsibility.


      —S.T.
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    reversible error


    n. a legal mistake made by a trial court which is so significant that an appellate court reviewing the case must set aside the trial court’s judgment. The trial court is then instructed either to dismiss the case, to retry the case, or to otherwise modify its decision.
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    Investigation


  




  

    1


    APRIL 20, 2001


     



    Attorney and Client


     



     



     



     



    THE CLIENT, like most clients, said he was innocent. He was scheduled to die in thirty-three days.


    Arthur Raven, his lawyer, was determined not to worry. After all, Arthur reasoned, he was not even a volunteer. Instead, he’d been drafted by the federal appellate court to ensure that after ten years of litigation, no sound arguments remained to save Rommy Gandolph’s life. Worrying was not part of the job.


    He was worried anyway.


    “I’m sorry?” asked Pamela Towns, his young associate, from the passenger’s seat. A gurgle of anguish had escaped Arthur as he had come, once again, face-to-face with himself.


    “Nothing,” said Arthur. “I just hate being the designated loser.”


    “Then we shouldn’t lose.” Pamela, with rosy good looks fit for TV news, flashed a bright coast-to-coast grin.


    They were far from the city now, doing eighty on cruise control in
Arthur’s new German sedan. In these parts, the road was so flat and straight, he did not even have to touch the wheel. The prairie farmlands raced by, corn stubble and loam, silent and eternal in the wan light of morning. They had left Center City at seven to beat the traffic. Arthur hoped to hold a brief introductory meeting with their new client, Rommy Gandolph, at the state penitentiary at Rudyard and to be back at his desk by two o’clock—or three, if he decided to risk asking Pamela to lunch. He remained intensely conscious of the young woman nearby, of the tawny hair falling softly on her shoulders, and of the hand that crept to her thigh every several miles to retract the hiking of her tartan skirt.


    Eager as he was to please her, Arthur could offer little hope for the case.


    “At this stage,” he said, “under the law, the only thing that could possibly amount to reversible error would be new evidence of actual innocence. And we’re not going to find that.”


    “How do you know?” asked Pamela.


    “How do I know? Because the man confessed to everybody but the Daily Planet.” Ten years ago, Gandolph had copped to the police, then gave a handwritten statement to the prosecutor, Muriel Wynn, and finally repeated his admissions on videotape. On each occasion, he had acknowledged he was the person who’d shot two men and a woman and left them in a restaurant food locker in a case still referred to, in the tempered words of the press, as ‘the Fourth of July Massacre.’


    “Well, he kept saying on the phone he’s innocent,” said Pamela. “It’s possible, isn’t it?”


    For Arthur, who had been a Deputy Prosecuting Attorney before coming to work seven years ago at O’Grady, Steinberg, Marconi and Horgan, there was no possibility of that at all. But Pamela, at twenty-five or twenty-six, had just started practice. Saving an innocent client was the sort of adventure she’d imagined in law school, riding like Joan of Arc toward radiant Justice. Instead, she’d settled for a big law firm and $120,000 a year. But why not have everything? Well, you couldn’t blame people for their fantasies. God knows, Arthur Raven realized that.


    “Listen to what I found in Rommy’s probation records,” said
Pamela. “On July 5, 1991, he was sentenced to time served for a violation of probation. The murders were early on July 4th. So ‘time served’ would mean he was in jail, wouldn’t it?”


    “It would mean he was in jail at some point. Not necessarily on July 4th. Does his rap sheet show he was in jail on July 4th?”


    “No. But it’s something to investigate, isn’t it?”


    It would have been something to investigate a decade ago, when the records to prove it was nonsense still existed. Yet even at that, the federal appeals court was likely to grant Gandolph a brief stay of execution, during which Arthur and Pamela would be obliged to scramble in dogged—and futile—pursuit of this phantom theory.


    Rankled by the prospect of more wasted time, Arthur nudged the cruise control wand a bit higher and felt some dim satisfaction in the big auto’s response. He had purchased the car two months ago as a trophy of sorts after he became a full partner in his law firm. It was one of the few luxuries he’d ever permitted himself, but he had barely turned the key when he began to feel he was disrespecting the memory of his father, who had recently passed, a loving man, but one whose eccentricities had included a cramped frugality.


    “And listen to this,” Pamela was saying. She had withdrawn Rommy Gandolph’s rap sheet from the thick folder on her lap and read out the entries. Gandolph was a thief and a fence. He’d had half a dozen convictions—burglary, theft, possession of stolen property several times. “But nothing with a gun,” said Pamela. “No violence. No female victims. How does he suddenly become a rapist and a murderer?”


    “Practice, practice, practice,” answered Arthur.


    From the corner of his eye, he saw Pamela’s full mouth turn briefly downward. He was screwing this up. As always. Arthur did not know exactly what he had done wrong with women to leave him single at the age of thirty-eight. Appearance was one issue, he realized. He’d had the droop and pallor of middle age since his teens. In law school, he’d had a brief, hurtful marriage to Marjya, a Romanian immigrant. After that, for a period he’d seemed to have neither the inclination nor the time to start again. He had given so much to the law—so much fury and passion in every case, so many nights and weekends where he
actually felt pleasure in having solitary time to concentrate. And his father’s declining health, and the question of what would become of his sister, Susan, had also been draining preoccupations for years. But now, seeking even the faintest sign that Pamela had some interest in him, he felt humbled by his foolishness. His hopes with her were as unlikely as hers for Gandolph. He felt the need to chasten them both.


    “Look,” said Arthur, “our client, Gandolph. ‘Rommy’? Not only did Rommy confess early and often, but when he went to trial, his defense was insanity. Which requires his lawyer to admit Rommy committed the crime. Then we have ten more years of appeals, and post-conviction petitions, and habeas corpus proceedings, with two different sets of new attorneys, and none of them happens to mention that Rommy is the wrong man. Let alone Rommy, who only remembered that he didn’t do it when he was about forty-five days away from getting the needle. Really, Pamela. Do you think he told the lawyers before us he was innocent? Every con knows this game—new lawyers, new story.”


    Arthur smiled, attempting to appear worldly-wise, but the truth was he’d never really accommodated himself to criminal defendants’ shenanigans. Since leaving the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, Arthur had played defense lawyer infrequently, only when one of the firm’s corporate clients or its bosses was suspected of some financial manipulation. The law he lived most days as a civil litigator was a tidier, happier law, where both sides fudged and the issues raised were minuscule matters of economic policy. His years as a prosecutor seemed to be a time when he’d been assigned each day to clean out a flooded basement where coliform bacteria and sewer stink rotted almost everything. Someone had said that power corrupted. But the saying applied equally to evil. Evil corrupted. A single twisted act, some piece of gross psychopathology that went beyond the boundaries of what almost anybody else could envision—a father who tossed his infant out a tenth-floor window; a former student who forced lye down the throat of a teacher; or someone like Arthur’s new client who not only killed but then sodomized one of the corpses—the backflow from such acts polluted everyone who came near. Cops. Prosecutors. Defense lawyers. Judges. No one in the face of these horrors reacted with the
dispassion the law supposed. There was a single lesson: things fall apart. Arthur had harbored no desire to return to that realm where chaos was always imminent.


    In another fifteen minutes they had arrived there. Rudyard was a small town like many others in the Middle West, its core a few dark buildings, still smudged with coal soot, and several tin hangars with corrugated plastic roofs that housed various farm services. At the outskirts, a kind of mini-suburbanization was under way, with strip malls and tract homes, the result of the economic security afforded by an unusual anchor industry—the prison.


    When they turned a corner on a movie-set neighborhood of maple trees and small frame houses, the facility suddenly loomed at the end of the block, like a horror-flick monster jumping out of a closet, a half-mile continuum of randomly connected yellow-brick buildings, notable for the narrowness of the few windows. Those structures in turn surrounded an old stone edifice stout enough to have survived from the Middle Ages. Toward the perimeter lay not only a ten-foot brick wall, but a graveled moat of projecting stainless steel spikes, and beyond that a boundary of cyclone fencing supporting five-foot spirals of razor wire, brilliant in the sun.


    In the prison guardhouse, they signed in, then were directed to a worn bench for the long wait while Rommy was brought down. In the interval, Arthur reviewed Rommy’s letter, which had arrived via various intermediate hands at the Court of Appeals. It was composed in a hodgepodge scrawl, with multicolored markings and other features too irregular even to be called childish. Just looking at the letter, you knew that Rommy Gandolph was both desperate and crazy.


    


    

      Dear Judge,


      I am on DEATH ROW for a CRiMe I never CoMmitted. They Say I hAve had all my AppeeLs, and it’s all com out against me EVEN so I AM INNOCENT. the lawrs who had file my PC Over in the STate says they CaN’t represnt me now, on account of Fed laWs. what can I do? the day that I get my execution is sposed to be May 23!!!!. i can’t have a stay or nothin unless I have a habeus going, but I don’t have a Lawr do I. What can I do? can’t
Somebody over there Help me? I’m going to be killed, and I never hurt no one, not in this case or any other time that I rember RighT noW. HELP ME. I DIDN’T KILL NO ONE ever!!!!!


    


    


    The United States Court of Appeals had entered an order treating Rommy Gandolph’s correspondence as a successive petition for relief under the federal habeas corpus statute and appointing a lawyer for him—Arthur. Judges often waved their magic wand at random to turn some unwilling toad—a fully occupied lawyer—into a pro bono prince, with a demanding new nonpaying client whom the rules of court required he accept. Some might read the appointment as a compliment, the court asking a respected former state prosecutor to apply the legal equivalent of last rites. But it was an onerous addition to an already overburdened life.


    Eventually Rommy’s name was called. Pamela and Arthur were patted down in the holding area, and then the first of many electronic bolts was shot and a door of bulletproof glass and iron crossbars clanked irrevocably behind them, as they followed a guard. It had been many years since Arthur had been inside the joint, but Rudyard in its own way was timeless. Not the procedures. The procedures, as he remembered them, seemed to change every few days. The authorities —the state legislature, the governor, the prison administration—were forever trying to improve discipline, to stop the in-flow of contraband, to control the gangs, to keep the inmates, veteran scammers, from scamming. There was always a new form to fill out, a new place to stow money, keys, cell phones—all the big-house forbiddens. Always another gate to get through, a new search procedure.


    But the mood, the air, the people—they were eternal. The paint was fresh; the floors gleamed. No matter. They could scrub it as clean as they cared to. With so many people confined in such close quarters, with an open privy in every cell, the atmosphere was tainted with the smell of human waste and some larger effluvium, which on first breath vaguely sickened Arthur, much as it had years ago.


    Down a low brick corridor they approached a door of green metal plating. On it was stenciled one word: ‘Condemned.’ Inside they were steered to the attorney’s room, which was not really one room but two,
a space no more than five feet wide divided by a wall, which yielded halfway up to an arrangement like a teller’s drive-through window—a pane of glass, with a metal trough beneath to allow papers to pass. Although it violated every principle of attorney-client confidentiality, the correctional system had won the right to keep a guard posted in the corner on the prisoner’s side.


    Behind the window was Rommy Gandolph, a brown-skinned wraith with a head of wild hair, swallowed in the loose folds of the yellow jumpsuit worn solely by inmates who’d been sentenced to death. His arms were shackled and thus he was required to reach with both hands for the phone that would allow him to converse with his lawyers. On their side, Arthur picked up the lone handset and held it between Pamela and himself while they introduced themselves.


    “You-all the first real lawyers I had,” Rommy said. “Rest was state defenders. Think maybe I got a chance now I got real lawyers.” Rommy leaned close to the pane to explain his predicament. “I’m the next Yellow Man takin the walk, you know that? Everybody lookin at me already. Like somethin oughta be different cause I’m gone be dead so soon.”


    Pamela bent at once toward the document passage and spoke encouraging words. They were going to get a stay of execution today, she promised.


    “Yeah,” said Rommy, “cause I’m innocent, man. I ain kill’t nobody. I want that DMA test, man, see if I got any.” DNA, always the first thought these days, held no hope for Rommy because the state had never claimed he had left at the scene any identifiable genetic evidence —blood, semen, hair, tissue scrapings, even saliva.


    Without warning, Gandolph sighted Pamela down the length of an extended finger.


    “You pretty as you sounded on the phone,” he told her. “Think me and you oughta get married.”


    Briefly arising, Pamela’s smile suddenly passed into eclipse, as it appeared to grow on her that Rommy was deadly earnest.


    “Man gotta get married ’fore he die, right?” Rommy asked. “Ain that a good idea?”


    Great, Arthur thought. Competition.


    “You’n me get hitched up,” Rommy told her, “I can get a conjugal.”


    Judging from her rigid posture, this was not part of Pamela’s vision of valiant representation. Arthur, who’d had no idea how to commence this interview, quickly picked up Judge Gillian Sullivan’s judgment and commitment order from 1992 that sentenced Rommy to death, and began reading it out loud.


    “Auga-what? Who now?” asked Rommy Gandolph.


    “Augustus Leonidis,” said Arthur.


    “Am I knowin him?” asked Rommy. The lids twitched over his closed eyes as he made an effort to place the name.


    “He’s one of the three,” said Arthur quietly.


    “What three?”


    “The three the state says you killed.” Confessed to killing, Arthur thought. But no need to put too fine a point on it at present.


    “Mmm,” said Rommy. “Don’t think I knowed him.” Rommy shook his head, as if he’d missed a social call. Gandolph was nearing forty. He had a yellowish tinge to his eyes, and, by all appearances, the blood of the Americas in his veins. In contemporary parlance, he was ‘black,’ but there looked to be white and Indian and Hispanic in him as well. His hair was gnarled and uncut, and he was missing several teeth, but he wasn’t ugly. Craziness just seemed to have eaten the center out of him. Looking at Rommy’s eyes zag about like frenzied bugs near a light, Arthur held little doubt why his prior lawyers had focused on a psychiatric defense. As people commonly used the word ‘crazy,’ Rommy Gandolph without question was. Yet not crazy enough. Sociopathic. Borderline personality disorder, maybe even flat-out schizoid. But not thoroughly lost in the wilderness, not so entirely without a compass that he did not know wrong from right, which was what the law required for a defense.


    “I’m not the kind to kill no one,” Rommy offered, as an afterthought.


    “Well, you’ve been convicted of killing three people—Augustus Leonidis, Paul Judson, and Luisa Remardi. They say you shot them and left them in a food locker.” The state also said he’d sodomized Luisa after her death, although Rommy, most likely from shame, had
refused to acknowledge that part. Judge Sullivan, however, who’d heard the case on her own, without a jury, had found him guilty on that count as well.


    “I don’t know nothin ’bout that,” said Rommy. He looked askance then, as if that remark would close the subject. Arthur, whose sister, Susan, was even crazier than Rommy, tapped the glass to make sure Rommy’s gaze came back to him. With people like Rommy, like Susan, you sometimes had to hold their eye to get through.


    “Whose handwriting is this?” Arthur asked mildly and pushed Rommy’s written confession under the glass. The guard jumped from his chair and demanded to see each page, front and back, to ensure nothing was concealed. Rommy studied the document for quite some time.


    “What you think about stocks?” he asked then. “You ever own stock? What’s that like anyway?”


    After a considerable interval, Pamela started to explain how the exchanges operated.


    “No, I mean sayin you own stock. How’s that feel and all? Man, I ever get outta here, I wanna buy me some stocks. Then I’m gone get all that stuff on the TV. ‘Up a quarter.’ ‘Down Jones.’ I’m gone know what they-all on about.”


    Pamela continued trying to outline the mechanisms of corporate ownership, and Rommy nodded diligently after every sentence, but was soon visibly astray. Arthur pointed again to the sheet Rommy held.


    “The state says you wrote that.”


    Rommy’s inky eyes briefly fell. “Tha’s what I was thinkin,” he said. “Lookin at it and all, I’d kind of said it was mine.”


    “Well, that paper says you killed these three people.”


    Rommy eventually leafed back to the first page.


    “This here,” he said, “this don’t seem to make no sense to me.”


    “It’s not true?”


    “Man, that was so long ago. When was it this here happened?” Arthur told him and Rommy sat back. “I been in that long? What-all year has it got to anyway?”


    “Did you write this confession for the police?” Arthur asked.


    “Knowed I wrote somethin back there in that precinct. Ain nobody told me it was for court.” There was, of course, a signed Miranda
warning in the file, acknowledging that any statement Rommy made could be used against him in just that way. “And I ain heard nothin ’bout gettin the needle,” he said. “Tha’s for damn sure. They was a cop tellin me a lot of stuff I wrote down. But I don’t recollect writin nothin like all of that. I ain kill’t nobody.”


    “And why did you write down what the cop was saying?” Arthur asked.


    “Cause I, like, dirtied myself.” One of the more controversial pieces of proof in the case was that Rommy had literally shit in his pants when the detective in charge of the case, Larry Starczek, had started to question him. At trial, the prosecution had been allowed to introduce Rommy’s soiled briefs as evidence of a consciousness of guilt. That, in turn, became one of the prominent issues in Rommy’s many appeals, which no court had managed to address without a snickering undertone.


    Arthur asked if Larry, the detective, had beaten Rommy, denied him food or drink, or an attorney. Though rarely directly responsive, Rommy seemed to be claiming none of that—only that he’d written an elaborate admission of guilt that was completely untrue.


    “Do you happen to remember where you were on July 3rd, 1991?” Pamela asked. Rommy’s eyes enlarged with hopeless incomprehension, and she explained they were wondering if he was in jail.


    “I ain done no serious time ’fore this here,” answered Rommy, who clearly thought his character was at issue.


    “No,” said Arthur. “Could you have been inside when these murders happened?”


    “Somebody sayin that?” Rommy hunched forward confidentially, awaiting a cue. As the idea settled, he managed a laugh. “That’d be a good one.” It was all news to him, although he claimed in those days he was regularly rousted by the police, providing some faint support for Pamela.


    Rommy really had nothing to offer in his own behalf, yet as they conversed, he denied every element of the state’s case. The officers who’d arrested him said they had found a necklace belonging to the female victim, Luisa Remardi, in Gandolph’s pocket. That, too, he said, was a lie.


    “Them po-lice had that thing already. Ain no way it was on me when I got brought down for this.”


    Eventually, Arthur handed the phone to Pamela for further questions. Rommy provided his own eccentric version of the sad social history revealed by his file. He was born out of wedlock; his mother, who was fourteen, drank throughout the pregnancy. She could not care for the boy and sent him to his paternal grandparents in DuSable, fundamentalists who somehow found punishment the meaningful part of religion. Rommy was not necessarily defiant, but strange. He was diagnosed as retarded, lagged in school. And began misbehaving. He had stolen from a young age. He had gotten into drugs. He had fallen in with other no-accounts. Rudyard was full of Rommys, white and black and brown.


    When they’d been together more than an hour, Arthur rose, promising that Pamela and he would do their best.


    “When you-all come back, you bring your wedding dress, okay?” Rommy said to Pamela. “They’s a priest here, he’ll do a good job.”


    As Rommy also stood, the guard again snapped to his feet, taking hold of the chain that circled Rommy’s waist and ran to both his manacles and leg irons. Through the glass, they could hear Rommy prattling. These was real lawyers. The girl was gone marry him. They was gone get him outta here cause he was innocent. The guard, who appeared to like Rommy, smiled indulgently and nodded when Rommy asked permission to turn back. Gandolph pressed his shackled hands and their pale palms to the glass, saying loudly enough to be heard through the partition, “I ’preciate you-all comin down here and everything you doin for me, I really do.”


    Arthur and Pamela were led out, unspeaking. Back in the free air, Pamela shook her slender shoulders in relief as they walked toward Arthur’s car. Her mind predictably remained on Rommy’s defense.


    “Does he seem like a killer?” she asked. “He’s weird. But is that what a killer is like?”


    She was good, Arthur thought, a good lawyer. When Pamela had approached him to volunteer for the case, he had assumed she was too new to be of much help. He had accepted because of his reluctance to disappoint anyone, although it had not hurt that she was graceful
and unattached. Discovering she was talented had only seemed to sharpen his attraction.


    “I’ll tell you one thing I can’t see him as,” said Arthur: “your husband.”


    “Wasn’t that something?” Pamela asked, laughing. She was pretty enough to be untouched at some level. Men, Arthur recognized, were often silly around her.


    They passed a couple of jokes, and still bantering, Pamela said, “I can’t seem to meet anyone decent lately, but this”—she threw a hand in the direction of the highway, far off—“is a pretty long trip to make every Saturday night.”


    She was at the passenger door. The wind frothed her blondish hair, as she laughed lightly again, and Arthur felt his heart knock. Even at thirty-eight, he still believed that somewhere within him was a shadow Arthur, who was taller, leaner, better-looking, a person with a suave voice and a carefree manner who could have parlayed Pamela’s remark about her present dry spell with men into a backhanded invitation to lunch or even a more meaningful social occasion. But brought to that petrifying brink where his fantasies adjoined the actual world, Arthur realized that, as usual, he would not step forward. He feared humiliation, of course, but if he were nonchalant enough she could decline, as she was nearly certain to do, in an equally innocuous fashion. What halted him, instead, was the cold thought that any overture would be, in a word, unfair. Pamela was a subordinate, inevitably anxious about her prospects, and he was a partner. There was no changing the unequal footing or his leverage, no way Arthur Raven could depart from the realm of settled decency where he felt his only comfort with himself. And yet even as he accepted his reasoning, he knew that with women some obstacle of one kind or another always emerged, leaving him confined with the pangs of fruitless longing.


    He used the gizmo in his pocket to unlatch Pamela’s door. While she sank into the sedan, he stood in the bitter dust that had been raised in the parking lot. The death of his hopes, no matter how implausible, was always wrenching. But the prairie wind gusted again, this time clearing the air and carrying the smell of freshly turned earth from the fields outside town, an aroma of spring. Love—the sweet
amazing possibility of it—struck in his chest like a note of perfect music. Love! He was somehow exhilarated by the chance he had lost. Love! And at that moment he wondered for the first time about Rommy Gandolph. What if he was innocent? That too was an inspiration almost as sweet as love. What if Rommy was innocent!


    And then he realized again that Rommy wasn’t. The weight of Arthur’s life fell over him, and the few categories that described him came back to mind. He was a partner. And without love. His father was dead. And Susan was still here. He considered the list, felt again that it added up to far less than he had long hoped for, or, even, was entitled to, then opened the car door to head back to it all.
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    WHEN LARRY STARCZEK HEARD about the murder of Gus Leonidis, he was in bed with a prosecutor named Muriel Wynn, who had just told him she was getting serious with somebody else.


    “Dan Quayle,” she answered, when he demanded to know who. “He fell for my spelling.”


    Irked, Larry agitated one foot through the clothing on the hotel carpeting in search of his briefs. When his toe brushed his beeper, it was vibrating.


    “Bad stuff,” he said to Muriel after he got off the phone. “Good Gus just bought the farm. They found him and two customers dead of gunshot wounds in his freezer.” He shook out his trousers and told her he had to go. The Commander wanted all hands on deck.


    Tiny and dark, Muriel was sitting up straight on the stiff hotel linen, still without a stitch.


    “Is there a prosecutor assigned yet?” she asked.


    Larry hadn’t a clue, but he knew how it went. If she showed up, they’d assume somebody sent her. That was another great thing about Muriel, Larry thought. She loved the street as much as he did.


    He asked her again who the guy was.


    “I mean I just want to move on,” Muriel answered. “I think this other thing—I think it may go somewhere. I might even get married.”


    “Married!”


    “Hell, Larry, it’s not a disease. You’re married.”


    “Eh,” he answered. Five years ago he had married for the second time, because it made sense. Nancy Marini, a good-hearted nurse, was easy on the eyes, kind, and well disposed toward his boys. But as Nancy had pointed out several times recently, he’d never said goodbye to any of the stuff that had led his first marriage to ruin, the catting around or the fact that his principal adult relationship was with the dead bodies he scraped off the street. Marriage number two was just about past tense, but even with Muriel, Larry preferred to keep his problems to himself. “You’ve always said marriage was a disaster,” he told her.


    “My marriage to Rod was a disaster. But I was nineteen.” At thirtyfour, Muriel had the distinction of having been a widow for more than five years.


    It was the Fourth of July weekend and the Hotel Gresham, in the early afternoon, was strangely silent. The manager here owed Larry for a few situations he’d handled—guests who wouldn’t leave, a pro who was working the lounge. He made sure Larry got a room for a few hours whenever he asked. As Muriel drifted past him for the mirror, he grabbed her from behind and did a brief grind, his lips close to the short black curls by her ear.


    “Is your new beau as much fun as I am?”


    “Larry, this isn’t the National Fuck-Offs where you just got eliminated. We’ve always had a good time.”


    Combat defined their relations. He enjoyed it maybe more than the sex. They had met in law school, seven years ago now, when both had started at night. Muriel became a star and transferred to the day division. Larry had decided to quit even before he won custody of his sons, because he didn’t have the right reasons to be there. He was trying
to bolster himself after his divorce, to stay out of the taverns, even to improve the opinions of his parents and brothers who saw police work as somewhat below him. In the end, Muriel and their occasional interludes were probably the best things to emerge from the experience. There were women in his life, too many, where you yearned but it was never really right. You both carried on afterwards about how terrific it had been, but there was a sad calculation to everything that had occurred. That had never been the case with Muriel. With her gapped teeth and pudgy nose, built narrowly enough to wash down a drain, Muriel wouldn’t be on many magazine covers. Yet after marrying twice for looks, Larry sometimes felt like tightening a noose around his own throat when he was with her, just for knowing so little about himself.


    While Muriel finished batting powder over her summer freckles, Larry flipped on the radio. The news stations all had the murders by now, but Greer, the Commander, had clamped down on the details.


    “I’d really love to catch this case,” she said. She was three and a half years on the job as a prosecutor and not even close to assignment to a capital prosecution, even as the second or third chair. But you never got very far telling Muriel to slow down. In the mirror over the dresser, her small dark eyes sought his. “I love history,” she said. “You know. Big events. Things with consequence. When I was a little girl, my mother was always saying that to me: Be a part of history.”


    He nodded. The case would be big.


    “Doin Gus,” Larry said. “Somebody’s gotta sizzle for that, don’t you figure?”


    The compact snapped closed and Muriel agreed with a sad smile.


    “Everybody dug Gus,” she said.


     



     



    AUGUSTUS LEONIDIS had owned the restaurant called Paradise for more than thirty years. The North End neighborhood had gone to ruin around him shortly after he opened, when its final bulwark against decline, DuSable Field, the small in-city airport, had been abandoned by the major airlines in the early 1960s because its runways were too short to land jets. Yet Gus, full of brash immigrant optimism,
had refused to move. He was a patriot of a lost kind. What area was ‘bad’ if it was in America?


    Despite the surroundings, Gus’s business had prospered, due both to the eastbound exit from U.S. 843 directly across from his front door and his legendary breakfasts, in which the signature item was a baked omelette that arrived at the table the size of a balloon. Paradise was a renowned Kindle County crossroads, where everyone was enthusiastically welcomed by the garrulous proprietor. He’d been called Good Gus for so long that nobody remembered exactly why—whether it was the freebies for unfortunates, his civic activities, or his effusive, upbeat style. Over the years, he was steadily named in the Tribune’s annual poll as one of Kindle County’s favorite citizens.


    Out on the street, when Larry arrived, the cops from the patrol division had done their best to make themselves important, parking their black-and-whites across the avenue with the light bars atop the vehicles spinning. Various vagrants and solid citizens had been attracted. It was July and nobody was wearing much of anything, since the old apartment buildings nearby didn’t have the wiring to support air-conditioning. The poor girls with their poor-girl dos of straightened hair shellacked with fixer were across the way, minding their babies. At the curb, several TV news vans preparing for broadcast had raised their antennas, which looked like enlarged kitchen tools.


    Muriel had driven separately, but she was lurking near the broad windows of the restaurant, waiting for Larry to edge her into the case. Strolling up, Larry pointed to her in vague recognition and said, “Hey.” Even dressed casually, Muriel wore her Minnie Mouse high heels. She always wanted more height and, Larry suspected, also a chance to emphasize a pretty nice derriere. Muriel used what she had. Watching her blue shorts wagging in the wind, he experienced a brief thrill at the recollection of the flesh now concealed to everyone else.


    He flipped his tin at the two uniforms near the door. Inside, on the left, three civilians were seated together on one bench of a booth—a black man in an apron, a wrung-out woman in a beige housedress, and a younger guy with rounded shoulders and an earring big enough to twinkle at Larry from thirty feet. The three seemed to be their own universe, isolated from the whirl of police activity around them. Employees
or family, Larry figured, waiting either to be questioned or to ask questions of their own. He signaled Muriel and she sat down near them on one of the revolving soda fountain stools that grew up like a row of toadstools in front of the counter.


    The crime scene was being processed by dozens of people—at least six techs, in their khaki shirts, were dusting for prints—but the atmosphere was notably subdued. When there was a crowd like this, there could sometimes be a lot of commotion, gallows humor, and plenty of buzz. But today, everyone had been hauled in off holiday leave in the middle of a four-day weekend, meaning they were grumpy or sleepy. Besides, the Commander was here. He was solemn by nature. And the crime was bad.


    The Detective Commander, Harold Greer, had set up in Gus’s tiny office behind the kitchen, and the team of detectives he’d called in was assembling there. Gus, unexpectedly, was tidy. Above the desk was a Byzantine cross, a girlie calendar from a food wholesaler, and pictures of Gus’s family taken, Larry surmised, on a return trip to Greece. The photos, showing a wife, two daughters, and a son, had to be fifteen years old, but that was the time Gus, like most guys in Larry’s experience, wanted to remember, when he was really pulling the sleigh, building a business, raising a family. The wife, smiling and looking pretty fetching in a rumpled bathing suit, was the same poor wretch sitting by the door.


    Greer was on the phone, holding one finger in his ear as he explained the status of things to somebody from the Mayor’s Office, while the detectives around the room watched him. Larry went over to Dan Lipranzer for the lowdown. Lip, who had the slicked-back do of a 1950s-style juvenile delinquent, was, as usual, by himself in a corner. Lipranzer always appeared cold, even in July, drawn in on himself like a molting bird. He’d been the first dick on the scene and had interviewed the night manager, Rafael.


    Paradise closed only twice each year—for Orthodox Christmas and the Fourth of July, the birthdays of God and America, the two things Gus swore by. Every other day, there were lines out the door from 5 a.m. until noon, with a slower trade in the remaining hours comprised of cops and cabbies and many air travelers coming or going
from DuSable Field, which had revived when Trans-National Air initiated regional service there a few years ago.


    According to what the night manager had told Lipranzer, Gus had come in to pick up the cash and send his employees home right before midnight on Wednesday, July 3. Each worker received $100 from the register. As they were about to hang the Closed sign, Luisa Remardi, who worked for Trans-National as an airport ticket agent, had walked in. She was a regular, and Gus, who had a thing for every female customer, sent Rafael, the fry cook, and the busboy on their way, and took over the kitchen himself. Sometime in the next hour or two, Gus, Luisa, and a third person had been murdered. The last victim was a white in his late thirties, tentatively i.d.’d as Paul Judson, based on both a run of the plates of one of the cars still absorbing the July sun in Gus’s lot and yesterday’s missing-person report from his wife. Mrs. Judson said Paul had been scheduled to arrive July 4 on a 12:10 a.m. flight at DuSable Field.


    Rafael had returned to reopen at 4:30 a.m. today. He hadn’t thought much of the disorder he found, assuming that once Gus got rid of his patrons, he’d walked out quickly rather than turn away new customers. Near five this morning, Mrs. Leonidis, Athena, phoned in distress because Gus hadn’t shown up yesterday at their cabin near Skageon. Searching around, Rafael noticed Gus’s Cadillac still in the lot, and began to worry that the trail of blood near the register wasn’t from thawing meat Gus had dragged upstairs to the kitchen. When the fry cook arrived, they called the cops and, after some debate, finally pulled the handle on the freezer in the basement on the chance someone was still alive. Nobody was.


    It was close to 3:30 p.m. when Greer put down the phone and announced to the twelve detectives he’d summoned that it was time to get started. Despite the heat, near ninety, Greer had worn a wool sport coat and tie, realizing he was destined for TV. He had a clipboard and began announcing assignments, so each cop would know his or her angle while examining the scene. Harold was going to run the case as a Task Force, receiving all reports himself. That would sound impressive to the reporters, but Larry knew the result would be six detective teams bumping into each other, covering the same leads and missing
others. A week from now, Greer, for all his good intentions, would have to start dealing with everything else piling up on his desk, and the dicks, like cats, would wander away.


    Larry tried to make his face plaster when Greer announced he was teamed with Wilma Amos. Wilma was your basic affirmative-action item whose highest and best use was probably as a hat rack. Worse, it meant Larry wasn’t getting anywhere near the lead on this case. Instead, Wilma and he were delegated to background the female vic, Luisa Remardi.


    “Guided tour,” said Harold and walked out through the kitchen. Harold Greer was an impressive guy to most people, a good-sized, well-spoken black man, calm and orderly. Larry didn’t mind Harold—he was less of a politician than most of the ranking officers on the Force, and he was able, one in the small cadre of officers Larry thought of as being as smart as he was.


    The techs had taped off a path and Harold instructed the dicks to go single file and keep their hands in their pockets. Somebody with a degree in criminology would say Harold was a lunatic for taking a dozen extra people through a crime scene. It risked contamination, and even if everybody wore toe shoes, a defense lawyer would make the viewing sound like Hannibal’s trip over the Alps with elephants. But Harold knew no investigator would feel like he owned a case unless he’d surveyed the scene. Even bloodhounds had to have the real scent.


    “Working theories,” said Harold. He was standing behind the cash register, which rested on a plateglass case whose angled shelves held stale cigars and candy bars. On the exterior, bright purple fingerprint lifts now stood out like decorations. “Theory number one, which is pretty solid: This is an armed robbery gone bad. The cash register is empty, the bag for the bank deposit is gone, and each victim has no watch, wallet, or jewelry.


    “Second theory: Today I’m saying a single perpetrator. That’s soft,” said Harold, “but I’m liking it more and more. The bullets we’ve recovered all look like .38 rounds, same bunter marks. One shooter, almost for sure. Could be accomplices, but it doesn’t seem to play that way.


    “Gus was killed right here, behind the register, going for the phone from the looks of it. One shot to the left rear of the cranium. Based on a preliminary exam, Painless is saying three to six feet, which means the triggerman was right near the cash register. Armed robbery gone bad,” Greer repeated. From his inside pocket, Harold removed a sleek silver pen and pointed out the blood, a large pool dried on the dirty linoleum and spatters on the green wall phone. Then he continued.


    “Once our shooter takes down Gus, he has a serious problem because there are two customers in the restaurant. This is where we go from a felony-murder to brutal and heinous.” The words were terms of art—‘brutal and heinous’ murders qualified, in this state, for capital punishment. “Instead of running for the door like your average punk, our guy decides to go after the witnesses. Ms. Remardi is killed right here, single shot through the abdomen.”


    Harold had stepped down twenty feet to a booth opposite the front door in the original section of the restaurant. When Gus bought the place, long before he expanded into the adjoining storefronts, it must have had a medieval theme. Two rows of booths, composed of heavy dark planks lumpy from the layers of urethane, were joined at the center panel. At each corner, a square coat stand arose like a turret.


    “Looks a lot like Ms. Remardi decided her best chance was to go for the gun. We have bruises on her arms and hands, one finger is broken. But that didn’t work out for her. The fabric on her uniform around the wound is burned and the tissue is stippled, so the shot is point-blank. Judging from the exit wound, Painless is saying prelim that the bullet passed through her liver and her aorta, so she’s dead in a few minutes.”


    The slug had been removed by the techs from the center panel. An uneven ring of dried blood showed up where the wood had shattered, exposing the raw pine underneath. That meant that Luisa had died sitting up. A coffee cup, with a bright half-moon of her lipstick, still rested on the table as well as an ashtray full of butts.


    “If she’s looking at an accomplice, it doesn’t make much sense that she’s fighting. So that’s another reason we’re figuring this was a oneman
show.” Under the table, where Harold pointed, a dinner plate, streaked with steak sauce, had shattered in the struggle. An inch of beef fat lay amid the fragments of crockery, as well as half a pack of cigarettes and a disposable lighter.


    “Mr. Judson was eating back in the corner by the window. Rafael cleaned up a plate, a glass, and a 7UP can from that table this morning. On the right side of Mr. Judson’s suit there’s a line of dust, suggesting he was probably under the table, maybe hiding from the gunfire. Maybe just hiding. But the shooter found him.


    “Judging from the shoe prints in the blood and the drag pattern, and the distribution of the postmortem lividity on Gus’s and Luisa’s corpses, Mr. Judson was forced at gunpoint to haul both bodies into the freezer in the basement.”


    Harold led his detectives, like a grade-school class, past the counter, where Muriel still sat, and through a narrow door. The stairway was lit by a single bulb, beneath which the group clumped down the wooden steps. In the brick cellar, they found a significant encampment. Three wheeled stretchers were across the way awaiting the bodies, which had not yet been removed because they were frozen. The police pathologist, Painless Kumagai, had several tests and measurements to perform prior to allowing the corpses to thaw. As the group approached, Larry could hear Painless’s sharp, accented voice issuing commands to his staff. Harold warned the cops behind him about the electrical cords bunched across the floor to light several halogen beacons Painless’s team had set up in the freezer for photos.


    Using the pen, Harold opened the food locker wider. Judson’s body was right there, one leg in the doorway. Harold pointed out his shoes, both soles brown with blood. The tread patterns matched the prints in the trails upstairs. In their rubber gloves, Painless and his team were working on the far side of the freezer.


    “After Mr. Judson had pulled the bodies into the food locker, he was bound with an electrical cord, gagged with a dish towel, and shot, execution style, in the back of the head.” Harold’s silver pen glided through the air like a missile indicating each point of interest. The force of the shot had driven Judson over on his side.


    “And then, I guess to celebrate, our hero sodomized Ms. Remardi’s
body.” One of the pathologists moved aside, fully revealing Luisa Remardi’s remains. Following the preliminary exam, they’d repositioned her as she’d been found, bent face-down over a stack of fifty-pound bags of frozen French fries. Above the waist, she was clad in Trans-National’s rust-colored uniform. The exit wound in her back had made a neat little tear in the fabric, almost as if she’d merely snagged the vest, and the halo of blood Larry had seen vaguely imprinted on the side of the booth upstairs was enlarged there, darkening the fabric like a tie-dye. Her matching skirt and her red panties had been jacked down to her ankles and, beneath the starched tails of her white blouse, the melonish rounds of her buttocks were hiked in the air, penetrated by the dark ellipsis of her anal sphincter, which had been distended at the time of death. Somebody had worked her over down there—there was redness, meaning, if Harold was correct, this had occurred right after her death, while a vital reaction was still possible.


    “Rape kit is negative, but you find the top of a condom wrapper here in her drawers, and what appears to be a lubricant track around the anus.” At Greer’s instruction, a younger pathologist directed a flashlight to illustrate the last point. The gel had failed to evaporate in the cold. Rapists these days worried about AIDS—and had heard of DNA. There was no accomplice, Larry thought. Not if that was the story. Necrophiliacs and backdoor boys didn’t perform for an audience. Even creeps had shame.


    Harold covered a few procedural orders, then headed upstairs. Larry remained in the freezer and asked Painless if he could look around.


    “Don’t touch,” Painless told him. Painless had worked on the Force for two decades and knew to a moral certainty that the next cop was dumber than the one before.


    Larry was the first to say he was a little witchy about the entire process of investigation, but he wasn’t alone. Half the murder dicks he knew confessed, after a couple of whiskeys, to occasionally feeling the guiding presence of ghosts. He couldn’t claim to understand it, but evil on this scale seemed to set off some kind of cosmic discord. For whatever it was worth, he often started with an instant of solemn communion with the victims.


    He stood over Gus for a minute. Not counting gangbangers, who were suspects one day and murdered the next, it was rare for Larry to be acquainted with a vic. He hadn’t known Gus well, except for enjoying his wild immigrant routine and the omelettes, always on the house. But Gus had that gift, like a good teacher or priest—he could connect. You felt him.


    I’m with you, compadre, Larry thought.


    The gunshot had penetrated the occipital plane at the back of Gus’s skull, blowing away tissue and bone. Positioned as he’d been found, Gus’s face was laid out on a box of beef patties, his mouth open. Dead fish. They all looked like dead fish.


    As always, at this moment, Larry was intensely aware of himself. This was his profession. Murder. Like everybody else, he thought about buying a new garden hose and the line on tomorrow’s hockey match, and how he could get to both boys’ soccer games. But at some point every day, he snuck into the mossy cave of murder, to the moist thrilling darkness of the idea.


    He had nothing to apologize for. Murder was part of the human condition. And society existed to restrain it. To Larry, the only more important job than his was a mother’s. Read some anthropology, he always told civilians who asked. All those skeletons unearthed with the stone ax still right in the hole? You think this just started? Everyone had murder in him. Larry had killed. In Nam. God knows who he’d shot blowing off his M16 in the darkness. The truth was he knew the dead on his own side far better. But one day, during his brief time on patrol, he’d tossed a grenade down a tunnel and watched the ground give way and the bodies come flying up in a fountain of dirt and blood. The first man was launched in pieces, a trunk with one arm, the legs airborne alone. But the other two men exploded from the earth intact. Larry still recalled them flying through the air, one screaming, the other who was probably out cold, with this expression that you could only call profound. So this is it, the guy was thinking—he might as well have held up a sign. Larry still saw that look all the time. He beheld it on Gus’s face now, the largest thing in life—death—and it filled Larry on each occasion with the exacting, breathless
emotion of one of those perfect realist paintings you’d see in a museum —Hopper or Wyeth. That thing: this is it.


    That was the end for the victims, the instant of surrender. But few gave up willingly. With death so imminent and unexpected, every human was reduced to terror and desire—the desire to continue and the inexpressible anguish that she or he would not. No one, Larry believed, could die with dignity in these circumstances. Paul Judson, heaped by the doorway, surely hadn’t. He was your vanilla suburbanite, a mild-looking guy, just starting to lose his blond hair, which was fine as corn silk. Probably the kind never to show much emotion. But he had now. On his knees, Larry could see salt tracks in the corner of his eyes. Paul had died, as Larry would, crying for his life.


    Finally, Larry went to Luisa Remardi, who, as his responsibility, required the greatest attention. Her blood had stained the huge bags on which her body was heaped, but she’d died upstairs. Ripped apart by the bullet like a building in a bomb blast, the devastated arteries and organs had spurted out the blood which the stupid heart kept pumping. Luisa became sleepy first, and then as less and less oxygen reached her brain, hallucinations had begun, fearful ones probably, until her dreams bleached into fathomless light.


    When the pathologists okayed it, he climbed over the levee of bags to see her face. Luisa was pretty, soft under the chin, but with lovely, high cheekbones. Bright highlights were streaked into her dark hair, and even though she worked the midnight shift, she’d applied lots of makeup, doing an elaborate job around her large brown eyes. At her throat, you could see the line where the blush and base stopped and her natural paleness took over. She was one of those Italian chicks—Larry had known plenty—spreading out as she reached her early thirties, but not ready to stop thinking of herself as hot stuff.


    You’re my girl now, Luisa. I’m gonna take care of you.


    Upstairs, Larry went looking for Greer to see if he could pull Muriel into the case. On the way, he stopped at a table where an evidence tech, a kid named Brown, was inventorying the discarded contents from Luisa’s purse, which had been spread on the floor near the door.


    “Anything?” he asked.


    “Address book.” With his gloves, Brown turned the pages for Larry.


    “Beautiful handwriting,” Larry noted. The rest was the usual mess—house keys, receipts, mints. Under Luisa’s checkbook cover, Brown pointed out two lubricated condoms in the same maroon wrapper as the one in her panties. What did that mean, Larry wondered, besides the fact that Luisa got around? Maybe the bad guy found these as he was looking in her handbag for her wallet and got turned on.


    But they’d never reconstruct events exactly. Larry had learned that. The past was the past, always eluding the full grasp of memory or the best forensic techniques. And it didn’t matter. The essential information had reached the present: Three people had died. Without dignity. In terror. And some cruel fuck had exulted in his power each time he pulled the trigger.


    Standing by the spot where Luisa had been murdered, Larry closed his eyes to transmit one more time. He was certain that somewhere, probably not far away, a man had just experienced a painful twitch in his heart.


    I’m coming for you, motherfucker, Larry told him.
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    GILLIAN SULLIVAN, forty-seven, recently released from the Federal Prison Camp for Women at Alderson, West Virginia, sat with a cigarette in a small Center City coffee shop, awaiting Arthur Raven. On the phone, Raven, whom she had known for well more than a decade, had made a point to say he wished to see her for business. Like so many others, he apparently did not want her to think he would be offering consolation or support. She was reconsidering her decision to come, not for the first time, when she saw Arthur, charging through the glass doors of the restaurant vestibule with a briefcase bundled under his arm.


    “Judge,” he said, and offered his hand. It struck a false note instantly. Even before her disgrace, it had been unlikely he’d call her ‘Judge’ in private.


    “‘Gillian’ will do, Arthur.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s awkward.” She crushed out the cigarette, thinking only now that the smoke might bother him. Inside, no one ever complained about smoke. It remained a privilege.


    In her time, Gillian had gone from prosecutor to judge and then to convicted criminal defendant. It was an extreme example, but even her wayward career reflected the nature of the criminal bar, which was much like a repertory theater company in which every attorney was apt to have a turn at each part. The prosecutor against whom you tried a case was on the bench the next time you saw her, and in private practice hustling your clients a decade after that. Rivalries and friendships were fortified or forgotten in the parade of years, while every achievement or failure endured somewhere in the memory of the community.


    Understanding all that, Gillian nonetheless found the fortunes that had brought her together again with sad, driven little Arthur Raven somehow indigestible. Thirteen years ago, after twenty months on the bench, Gillian had received her first assignment in the criminal courts, presiding over misdemeanor cases and probable cause hearings. Arthur Raven was the Deputy Prosecuting Attorney delegated to her courtroom. They were each new to their jobs, and at that point she was certain her prospects were far brighter than Arthur’s. It was common in trial practice to find men and women skilled in making themselves appealing, people who had mastered the outward gestures of candor and humility, even when they masked a volcanic core of egocentricity and ambition. With Arthur, what you saw was what you got: relentless intensity and a desire to win that bordered on the desperate. Half the time he was before her, she wanted to tell him just to take a pill. She probably had, since, even by her own reckoning, she’d never been especially kindly or patient as a judge. But who could blame her? Beneath it all, Arthur seemed to cling to the unlikely belief that victory would at last impart the more triumphant character he so clearly yearned for.


    As if it was not a ridiculously loaded question, Arthur now asked, “And how have you been?”


    “So-so,” she answered. The truth was that after several years of coming to grips, she was realizing she had not come to grips at all.


    There were periods—most of the time now, and always for several years—when the sheer shame of her situation left her mad, mad in the sense that she knew every thought was disrupted by it, like a vehicle bouncing down a cratered road.


    “You still look terrific,” he offered.


    In Gillian’s experience, a man’s motives for complimenting a woman were always suspect, a stepping-stone to sex or some less grandiose manipulation. She asked abruptly what this was about.


    “Well,” he said, “let me use your word. It’s awkward. I’ve been appointed by the U.S. Court of Appeals on a case. A second habeas. Rommy Gandolph. Do you recall the name?”


    She did, naturally. Only two capital cases had reached sentencing in the years she had sat in Felony. In the other, the death penalty had been imposed by a jury. Rommy Gandolph had been her responsibility alone. Bench trial. Bench sentencing. She’d reconsidered the case again a couple of months ago when she’d received a letter from Rudyard with the typically crazed claims of a prisoner who, ten years after the murders, suddenly said he had critical knowledge to share with her. Probably someone she’d sent to the joint, now hoping to get her down there to spit in her eye. Searching her memory of the Gandolph trial, she could still summon the photos of the bodies in the restaurant food locker. During the trial, one of the cops had explained that the freezer was vast because of the wide menu Paradise offered. A strange undoing.


    “Right,” said Raven when she described the case. “Good Gus. But you know the game. I have to plow every row. There are even moments when I’m delusional and think he might be innocent. I have this associate,” he said, “she’s been tearing this case apart, coming up with amazing stuff. Here, look at this.”


    From out of his thick case, Raven handed over the first of several sheets of paper. Apparently, he was trying to work up a theory that Gandolph had been in jail on a probation violation at the time of the murders. Few records remained, and Gandolph’s rap sheet offered no corroboration. But within the last few days, Arthur had found a transfer manifest showing that his client had been transported to court on the morning of July 5, 1991, from the House of Corrections.


    “And what does Muriel say to that?” Gillian asked. Muriel Wynn, who’d been the junior prosecutor on the case a decade ago, was now the Chief Deputy P.A. and the short-odds favorite to succeed Ned Halsey as the Prosecuting Attorney in next year’s election. Gillian had never cared much for Muriel, the kind of hard-boiled woman the felony courthouse produced often these days. But, truth be told, Gillian’s appreciation for prosecutors, even though she had once been one, had all but disappeared given her experiences of the last several years.


    “She thinks Rommy’s probation officer must have gone out and collared him that morning so he didn’t blow his court date,” Arthur said. “I don’t buy it on a Friday, right after a holiday, when nobody wanted to be working. Muriel also says it’s ridiculous to think that both the client and the defense lawyer missed the fact that Rommy was in jail when the murders went down. But he wasn’t arrested until four months after the crime, and Rommy doesn’t know today from tomorrow.”


    Gillian’s wager would have been that Muriel was correct. But she was unwilling to jump into the argument. With Arthur, she felt recalled to a mode of decorum she thought she’d left behind: she was trying to be judicial. Notwithstanding her efforts to respond neutrally, he appeared to detect her skepticism.


    “There was a lot of bad evidence,” he said. “I know that. I mean, Rommy confessed about twenty times. And Christ could return to earth to testify in my client’s behalf and I’d still lose at this stage. But the guy had no history of assaults or armed robberies. Which Molto and Muriel explained at trial by claiming my guy was dusted, and now all the research on PCP says it doesn’t correlate to violence. So, you know, there’s stuff.”


    “And how did the Court of Appeals appoint you, Arthur?”


    “Beats me. They always figure big law firms have the resources. Besides, someone up there probably remembered I have death-penalty experience from prosecuting Francesco Fortunato.”


    “The fellow who poisoned his family?”


    “Three generations, grandparents through children, and laughed out loud in court every time we mentioned one of their names. Even
so, I nearly passed out as the jury read the death sentence. That’s when I transferred to Financial Crimes. I’d probably die myself if I had to push the button in the execution chamber, but I still believe in capital punishment in principle.”


    Oddly, Gillian didn’t—not now or before. Too much trouble, in a few words. A decade ago, after Rommy Gandolph’s trial was over, his defense lawyer, Ed Murkowski, admitted to her that he’d taken a bench sentencing because he’d heard a rumor about her views. But she wasn’t sitting there as a legislator. If any crime warranted execution, Gandolph’s did.


    “And what is it that you want to know from me, Arthur? If I have second thoughts?” At this point no one would care about her opinion. And she had no doubts anyway about Gandolph’s guilt—she’d settled that again in her own mind months ago when the prisoner’s letter had arrived from Rudyard. She could still recall another remark Murkowski, Gandolph’s lawyer, had passed after sentencing, when all of them, including the prosecutors, had communed in her chambers for a moment now that the awful words had been spoken. Gillian had commented dryly about Gandolph’s insanity defense and Ed had responded, ‘It was better than the story he had to tell, Judge. That was nothing but a slow guilty plea.’


    She had some thought to explain all of that to Arthur, but his black eyes had suddenly dropped to her ashtray, studying the gray remains there as if they were tea leaves. Arthur, she realized, was finally going to get to the point.


    “The Court of Appeals is killing me with kindness,” he said, “probably because they appointed me. I begged for a chance to do discovery and they sent the matter down to the District Court until June 29th, before they decide whether to permit Gandolph to actually file a new habeas. So I’m turning over every stone.” He finally ended his studied efforts not to look at her. “Listen, I have to ask. While you sat in Felony, were you doing what got you in trouble later, when you were hearing personal-injury cases?”


    She had not been enjoying this conversation much as it was, but now that she recognized the direction, a familiar freeze overcame her.


    “Do people say that?”


    “Gillian, please don’t play games. Or get insulted. I’m doing what I have to do.”


    “No, Arthur, I wasn’t taking money when I heard criminal matters. No one bribed me on Rommy Gandolph’s case—or any other case at that time. It began in Common Pleas, where it seemed to be the order of the day.” She shook her head once, both at the lunacy of it and because her remark sounded faintly like an excuse.


    “All right,” he said, but he was plainly applying a lawyer’s judgment to her answer, weighing its verity. Watching him calculate, she decided that Arthur did not look particularly well. He was short, and had never appeared especially fit, but he was aging before his time. His dark eyes had retreated into bruised-looking flesh that suggested overwork and poor diet, and his hair was thinning. Worst, he still had an aspect of hound-dog eagerness, as if his tongue at any second might lop out of the corner of his mouth. She recalled then that he had a situation, family trouble, someone chronically sick. Perhaps it had worn him out.


    “And what about the drink, Judge?”


    “The drink?”


    “Did you have an alcohol problem when you sat on Rommy Gandolph’s case?”


    “No.”


    “You weren’t drinking?”


    He was skeptical—justifiably, she knew.


    “What do other people say, Arthur?”


    “What other people say won’t matter much, if you’re going to testify that you weren’t drinking hard at the time.”


    “I drank, Arthur. But not to excess.”


    “Not at that time?”


    She flexed her tongue a bit in her mouth. Governed by common understanding, Raven had missed his mark. She could correct him, or say, ‘Never,’ and see if Arthur eventually wandered to the right place, but she remembered the instructions every skilled lawyer offered in preparing a witness: Answer the question you are asked. Briefly, if possible. Do not volunteer.


    “No, not at that time.” She tossed her cigarettes into her suede
shoulder bag, and snapped it authoritatively. She was ready to go, and asked if Raven was finished. Instead, he took a second to run a thick finger around the rim of his coffee cup.


    “I have a personal question,” he said at last, “if you don’t mind.”


    He was probably going to ask what everyone wondered. Why? Why had she allowed a life of limitless promise to subside into dependency and, in short order, crime? Raven was too socially awkward to hesitate where courtesy kept others from going, and she felt the familiar iron hand of resentment. Why didn’t people understand that it was unfathomable to her? Could anyone who was not, even now, such a thoroughgoing mystery to herself ever have fallen so low? But Raven’s concerns were more pedestrian.


    “I keep wondering why you came back here. I mean, you’re like me, right? Single? No kids?”


    Were he uncaged, Raven apparently would have flown away. Yet she felt an impulsive reluctance to compare herself to Arthur. She had been alone, but by choice, and always took it as a temporary condition. She’d been thirty-nine years old the night the federal agents arrived at her door, but a marriage, a family, remained solid figures in the portrait she’d drawn of her future.


    “My mother was dying. And the Bureau of Prisons was willing to give me credit for helping take care of her. It was the Bureau’s choice, frankly.” Like other answers she’d offered Raven, this one, too, was comfortably incomplete. She’d left prison broke—the government and her lawyers had taken everything. And Duffy Muldawer, her ‘sponsor’ in the parlance of twelve-step programs, had been willing to offer her a place to stay. Even at that, she sometimes shared Raven’s puzzlement about why she’d returned to what was, in all senses, the scene of the crime. “Once my community release time is over, I’ll probably ask to move.”


    “She’s gone? Your mother?”


    “Four months ago.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    Gillian shrugged. She had not yet sorted out how she felt about the death of either of her parents—although it had long seemed one of her few strengths that she did not dwell on this sort of thing. She had
had a home and a childhood that were worse than many, better than some. There were six kids and two alcoholic parents and a continuing state of rivalry and warfare among all of them. To Gillian, the whole significance of her upbringing was that it had inspired her to go on. It was like coming from Pompeii—the smoldering ruins and poisoned atmosphere could only be fled. Civilization would have to be reinvented elsewhere. She had put her entire faith in two things: intelligence and beauty. She was beautiful and she was smart, and with such assets she had seen no reason to be dragged down by what was behind her. The Jill Sullivan born in that house emerged as the Gillian she had willed into existence. And then destroyed.


    “My father died three months ago and I’m still a wreck,” Arthur said. His short brow was briefly molded by pain. “He never stopped making me crazy. He was probably the most nervous human being ever to walk the earth. Anxiety should have killed him years ago. But, you know, all that hovering and clucking—I always felt how much he cared.” Raven’s eyes, stilled by recollection, rose to her, confessing in a darkly plaintive look how rare such persons were in his life. Arthur was like some puppy always sticking his wet nose in your hand. In an instant, even he appeared embarrassed, either by how much he’d revealed or by her evident discomfort. “Why am I telling you this?” he asked.


    “Probably because you think someone like me has nothing better to do,” she answered.


    Her tone was purely conversational, and she thought at first the words must have meant something other than what they seemed to. But they didn’t. For a moment the pure brutality of the remark seemed to stun them both. A quiver passed through Raven’s doughy face, then he straightened and closed one button on his coat.


    “I’m sorry to have bothered you. I made the mistake of thinking we had something in common.”


    Intent on collecting herself, Gillian found her cigarette pack in its leather case in her purse and lit up again. But her hand shook as she struck the match. Surrendering to shame was such a danger for her. Once it began, she could never climb out from under the mountainous debris. She watched the flame crawl ahead, rendering the gray
fiber to cinder. Across the table, she could hear the zipper on Raven’s briefcase.


    “I may have to subpoena you for deposition,” he said.


    Touché, she thought. And tear her apart, of course, once he got the opportunity. Deservedly, too.


    “Will you accept service by mail?” He asked how to reach her without going through the federal court probation office, and she told him she was living in the basement apartment in Duffy Muldawer’s house. Duffy, a former Roman Catholic priest, had been the Chief State Defender in Gillian’s courtroom years ago and, as a result, Raven’s constant opponent. Yet Arthur did not so much as bother with polite inquiries about Duffy’s well-being. Instead, without looking her way, Raven aridly took down Duffy’s address in an electronic organizer, one of a million marvels, each smaller than the next, that had become indispensable to Americans in the four and a half years she’d been away. The blue threads of smoke languished between them and a server briefly intervened to ask if either cared for more coffee. Gillian waited for her to go.


    “I had no reason to be rude to you, Arthur.”


    “That’s all right, Gillian. I know you always thought I was boring.”


    She smiled bitterly. But she felt some admiration for Arthur. He’d grown up. He could dish it out now. And he was on the mark. Nonetheless, she tried again.


    “I’m not very happy, Arthur. And I suppose it makes me unhappier to see the people I used to know. It’s a painful reminder.”


    That was stupid, of course. Who, after all, was happy? Not Arthur Raven, ungainly, uncomely, alone but for his family trouble, which she now remembered was a sister with mental problems. And no one was concerned with Gillian’s emotional state anyway. Not that they doubted she was suffering. But they believed she deserved it.


    Without response, Raven rose, stating simply that he would be in touch, and proceeded toward the door. Watching him exit, she caught sight of her reflection in the cheap mirrors, veined in gold, which boxed the posts supporting the restaurant ceiling. She was often startled to see herself, because, generally speaking, she looked so much better than she felt. There was something telling, she realized, about
the fact that, like stainless steel, she appeared unharmed by the battering. But she was tall with strong posture, and even time didn’t take its toll on good cheekbones. She was losing color by now. Her strawberryblond hair was a rodent shade, on its way to gray; and, as she’d long found true of fair-skinned persons, she was showing every line, like porcelain. But the fashionable details—a fitted twill suit, a strand of pearls, a hacked-down hairdo spiked with mousse—supported the composed bearing that seemed to radiate from her. It was a look she’d assumed in her teens, as false as the self-portrayal manufactured by most adolescents, but it had never been forsaken, neither the appearance of outward command nor the sense of wanton fraud that went with it.


    Certainly, she’d deceived Arthur Raven. She had answered misleadingly, then lashed him, to ensure he didn’t linger to learn the truth. Raven had been led astray by rumor, the vicious talk about her that had circulated years ago when her life collapsed. They said she was a lush—but that wasn’t so. They said she drank herself silly at lunch and came on the bench half crocked in the afternoon. It was true she’d fallen asleep up there, not just a momentary drowse, but laid her face down on the bench and was so far gone that after the bailiff woke her, she could see the ribbing of her leather blotter impressed on her cheek, when she looked in a mirror. They made fun of her inebriate mumbling and the ugly name-calling that escaped from her. They lamented the squandered brilliance that had put her on the bench at the age of thirty-two, only to drink away the gifts that had led to a Harvard Law School degree. They clucked about her failure to heed the warnings she’d been given repeatedly to sober up. And all the time she kept her secret. Gillian Sullivan was not a drunk, as legend had it, or even a pill popper, which was the suspicion of the court staffers who insisted that they never smelled liquor on her breath. No, Gillian Sullivan, former Deputy Prosecuting Attorney and then Judge of the Superior Court, was a smackhead, a stone doper, a heroin addict.


    She did not shoot—she never shot up. As someone who treasured her appearance, even in her most desperate state, she would not deface herself. Instead she smoked heroin—chased the dragon, in the
lingo. Tooted. With a pipe, a tube of aluminum foil, she sucked up the fumes as the powder in the heat turned first to brown goo, then pungent delirium. It was slower, minutes rather than seconds until the fabulous flush of pleasure began to take over, but she had been deliberate in everything throughout her life, and this, a sort of executive addiction, fit her image of herself, neater and less detectable—no pox of track marks, none of the telltale nosebleeds from snorting.


    It had started with a guy. Isn’t that how it always starts? Toby Elias was a gallant, handsome, twisted creature, an assistant in the Attorney General’s Office, whom Gillian had some thought of marrying. One night he’d returned home with a hit of heroin lifted from a case he tried. It was ‘the taste’ one doper had offered another as the prelude to a sale, introduced in evidence, and never returned after the verdict. ‘Why not?’ he asked. Toby always managed to make perversity stylish. His ironic unwillingness to follow the rules meant for everyone else had beguiled her. They chipped—snorted—the first night, and reduced the quantity each night thereafter. It was an unearthly peace, but nothing that required repetition.


    A month later, Toby stepped in front of an 18-wheeler. She never knew if it was an accident. He was not killed. He was a body in a bed for months, and then a dripping wreck in a wheelchair. And she had deserted him. She wasn’t married to the man. She couldn’t give him her life when he hadn’t promised his.


    Yet it was a sad turning point, she knew that now. Toby had never recovered and neither had she. Three or four months after that, she’d pinched a taste on her own for the first time. During a trial in front of her, she allowed the defense chemist to open the sealed evidence bag to weigh how much heroin had been seized. The rush seemed more delicious now. She forged opportunities, ordered tests performed when none had been requested, encouraged the prosecutors to lock their exhibits in her chambers overnight rather than tote them back to the P.A.’s Office. Eventually, the tampering was discovered, but a courtroom deputy was suspected and banished to an outlying precinct. After that, she had to score on the street. And she needed money.


    By then she was taken for a drunk. As a warning, she’d been transferred
from the Felony Trial Division to Common Pleas, tort court, where she heard personal-injury cases. There somebody knew. One of those dopers she’d sentenced had recognized her, a pretty white lady lurking in the bombed-looking blocks less than a mile from the courthouse. He’d told the cop he snitched to. From there, word traveled to the Presiding Judge in Common Pleas, a villain named Brendan Tuohey, and his henchman, Rollo Kosic. Kosic visited her with the news, but offered no corrective. Just money. Take his advice from time to time about the outcome in a case. There would be money.


    And she complied, always with regrets, but life by now was the misery between hits. One night there was a knock, a scene out of 1984 or Darkness at Noon. The U.S. Attorney and FBI agents were on her doorstep. She’d been nailed, for bribery, not narcotics. She cried and blabbed and tooted as soon as they were gone.


    After that night, she’d turned to Duffy, her current landlord, a recovering alcoholic with long experience as a counselor from his days as a priest. She was sober when she was sentenced, her habit the only secret that survived a period in which she otherwise felt she’d been stripped naked and marched in chains down Marshall Avenue. She was not about to revive all of that now, surely not for Arthur Raven or for a murderer who had been beast enough to rape the dead.


    Yet the sudden viciousness that had escaped her with Arthur had shaken her, like finding a fissure in the ground under your feet. Seeking to spare herself further shame, she had, instead, compounded it. For hours, she would be dwelling on Raven and the way his mouth had softened to an incredulous little ‘o’ in the wake of her remark. She would need Duffy tonight, his quiet counsel, to keep her from drowning.


    With that much clear, she stood from the small table and caught sight again of herself. To the eye, there was a lean, elegant woman, appointed with care. But within was her truest enemy, a demon self, who, even after imprisonment and disgrace, remained unsatisfied and uncurbed, and, except for its will to see her suffer, unknown.
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    JULY 5, 1991


     



    The Prosecutor


     



     



     



     



    A WAIL, sudden enough to stop Muriel’s heart, broke out from the booth across from her as she sat at the soda-fountain counter. A black man in a full-length apron, probably the cook, had slid to his feet and the prospect of his departure seemed to have freshened the anguish of the woman there. Dark and thin, she was melted against him. The younger man, with a glimmering stud in his ear, lingered behind the two haplessly.


    “The widow,” whispered one of the techs, dusting the front case under the register. “She won’t go home.”


    The cook eased her over to the young fellow, who reluctantly raised an arm to her shoulder, while Mrs. Leonidis carried on fiercely. In one of those moments of cold-blooded clarity for which Muriel was already noted in the P.A.’s Office, she suddenly recognized that Gus’s widow was going through the standard gestures of grief as she understood them. The crying, the shrieking was her duty. A more genuine
reaction to her husband’s death, true mourning, or even relief, would come long from now in private.


    Since the day she’d started as a prosecutor, Muriel had had an instinct for the survivors of violence. She was not sure how connected she’d been to her parents, or whether any man, including her dead husband, had ever mattered to the quick. But she cared for these victims with the radiant nuclear fury of the sun. It had not taken her long to see that their suffering arose not merely from their loss but also from its imponderable nature. Their pain was not due to some fateful calamity like a typhoon, or an enemy as fickle and unreasoning as disease, but to a human failure, to the demented will of an assailant and the failure of the regime of reason and rules to contain him. The victims were especially entitled to think this should never have happened —because, according to the law, it shouldn’t have.


    When Mrs. Leonidis was again under some control, she marched past Muriel to the Ladies’. The young man, who had escorted her halfway, cast Muriel a sheepish look as the rest-room door closed.


    “I can’t talk to her,” he explained. “My sisters are on the way from out of town. They’ll get her out of here. Nobody listens to me.” Softlooking and skittish, the young man was balding early and his hair was cropped as closely as an army recruit’s. Up close, Muriel could see that his eyes and nose were raw. She asked if he too was related to Gus.


    “The son,” he said, with gloomy emphasis. “The Greek son.” He found some bitter humor in what he had said. He introduced himself as John Leonidis and offered a clammy hand. When Muriel had responded with her name and job title, John suddenly brightened.


    “Thank God,” he said. “That’s what my ma is waiting for, to talk to the prosecutor.” He slapped at his pockets until he realized he was already holding a pack of Kools. “Can I ask you something?” He took a seat on the stool beside her. “Am I a suspect?”


    “A suspect?”


    “I don’t know, there’s all kinds of stuff in my head. The only person I can think of who’d want to kill Gus is me.”


    “Did you?” Muriel asked, conversationally.


    John Leonidis fixed on the glowing end of his cigarette. His nails had been nibbled to ragged slivers.


    “I’d never have had the balls,” he said. “But you know, all this ‘good’ stuff. It was P.R. At home, he was a pig. Like he made my mother cut his toenails? Can you imagine? In the summer, he’d sit like a sultan on the back porch in the sun while she did it. I mean, it could make you vomit.”


    John gave his head a bitter toss, and then, with little warning, he began to cry. Muriel had been out of sorts with her own father before he died two years ago, and she had an instant appreciation of the tornado of confusion buffeting John. Tom Wynn had been President of the UAW local at the Ford plant outside Fort Hill, and a field rep, a man who spoke brotherhood in the plant and bile at home. Following his death, after too brief an interval, Muriel’s mother had married the principal of the school where she taught, but she was happier in love now than Muriel had ever been. Like John, Muriel had been left to labor with the stillborn emotions that accompanied everything unfinished with her father. As John struggled for his composure, pinching the bridge of his nose, Muriel laid her hand over his on the marked Formica of the counter.


    By the time John’s mother emerged from the rest room, he had gathered himself. As he had predicted, when he introduced Muriel as “the prosecutor,” Athena Leonidis, who only a moment before had been wilted by grief, stiffened to deliver her message.


    “They should be dead, I want them dead,” she said, “the filth who did this my Gus. Dead. With my own eyes. I will not sleep till I see.” She dissolved again and fell upon her son, who, over his mother’s shoulder, cast Muriel another bleak look.


    But she understood Mrs. Leonidis. Muriel, too, believed in punishment. Her mother, the teacher, was the touchy-feely type, turn the other cheek, but Muriel had always agreed with her father, who defended some of the bare-knuckles maneuvers of life in the union by saying that humans were not going to be good on their own, they needed some encouragement. In an ideal world, you’d give everybody who lived right a medal. Yet there was neither tin nor time enough to
do that in this life. Thus, another kind of object lesson was required—so that the good got something for their efforts. Pain had to be wrought upon the body of the bad. Not because there was any special delight in their suffering. But because there was pain in goodness—the pangs of denial, the blistering under the hand of restraint. The good deserved an even trade. Murder required death. It was part of the fundamental reciprocity that was the law.


    The Detective Commander, Harold Greer, appeared. He encouraged Mrs. Leonidis to go home, but it was Muriel he wanted. Greer introduced himself back in Gus’s small office.


    “I’ve been waiting for somebody from the P.A.’s Office for two hours. Tommy Molto’s nowhere to be found.” Molto, the head of Homicide, had recently regained his job in a civil suit, after being fired for supposedly framing a defendant. No one yet knew quite what to make of Tommy. “Larry says you’re smart.”


    Muriel hitched a shoulder. “Consider the source.”


    Sober by nature, Greer nonetheless managed a spirited laugh. Larry probably never had a boss he didn’t turn into a rival.


    “Well, if you’re smart enough to get a search warrant on a holiday weekend, you’re smart enough for me,” said Greer.


    She ended up making notes on the back of one of the green tablets of order tickets the waitstaff used. Harold needed warrants for the cars in the parking lot, and, as a double-check, the houses of Gus’s staff. Before they parted, Muriel felt obliged to repeat John Leonidis’s remarks about wanting to kill his father.


    “Hell,” said Harold and frowned. Nobody liked having to beat up on the bereaved.


    “It’s just the shock,” said Muriel. “You know how it is. Families?”


    “Right,” said Greer. He had a family, too. “Get me those warrants, huh? And give me your phone numbers in case I need something else.”


    She had no clue where she’d find a judge to sign a warrant at 4 p.m. Friday on a holiday weekend. When Harold left, she remained in the tiny office, feeling saddened by the proximity of Gus’s personal things, while she phoned felony judges at home. Gillian Sullivan,
Muriel’s last choice, sounded, as usual, well sauced and sleepy, but she was available. Muriel headed for the office in the County Building, where she’d have to type up the warrants herself.


    She was excited. In the P.A.’s Office, there was a standing rule: once you touched a case it was yours. The maxim kept deputies from dumping their dogs, and political heavyweights from clouting their way onto plum assignments. Even so, she’d probably be stuck as third chair, because it would be a capital prosecution. Only if John and Athena were the kind to say no more killing would the P.A. hesitate to seek execution, and the Leonidis family clearly was not in that frame of mind. So it would be a trial—no one pled to capital murder—a big one. Muriel would see her name on the front page of the Tribune before this was over. The prospect sparked the nerves all over her body.


    As a child, she’d had a prolonged fear of dying. She would lie in bed trembling, realizing that the whole long journey to grow up would only bring her closer to that point of terrifying blackness at the end. In time, though, she accepted her mother’s counsel. There was only one way out—to make your mark, to leave some trace behind that would not be vaporized by eternity. A hundred years from now, she wanted somebody to look up and say, ‘Muriel Wynn, she did good things, we’re all better off now.’ She never thought that would be easy. Hard work and risk were part of the picture. But obtaining justice for Gus, for all these people, was important, part of the never-ending task of setting her shoulder to the bulwark and holding back the grisly impulses that would otherwise engulf the world.


    Leaving, she found Larry on the pavement in front of the restaurant, holding off Stanley Rosenberg, the rodent-faced investigative reporter from Channel 5. Stanley kept wheedling, no matter how many times Larry told him to talk to Greer, and finally Starczek, who generally had little use for journalists, simply turned away.


    “Fucking vulture,” he said to Muriel, who walked beside him. Their cars were in the same direction. She could feel the grimness they’d left back there lingering with her on the gray streets, like an odor that stayed in your clothing.


    “So Harold hired you?”


    “You do good work,” she said. They’d reached her Honda. She thanked Larry circumspectly and said “See ya,” but he reached for her arm.


    He said, “So who is it?”


    When she finally caught the drift, she told him to forget it.


    “Hey, you think I’m not gonna hear?”


    They went a few more rounds before she gave in.


    “Talmadge,” she finally said.


    “Talmadge Lor-man?”


    “Really, Larry. In your whole entire life, how many other people named Talmadge have you met?”


    Talmadge, a former Congressman and now a renowned business lawyer and lobbyist, had been their Contracts professor when Larry and Muriel were in law school. Three years ago, Talmadge’s wife had died at forty-one of breast cancer. Having shared a spouse’s untimely death had drawn Muriel and him together. The relationship sparked, but it was off-and-on, which was how it always seemed to go with Muriel and men. Lately, though, they’d been gathering momentum. With both daughters in college now, Talmadge was tired of being alone. And she enjoyed the force field around him—epical events always seemed to be at hand when you were with Talmadge.


    “You’re really going to marry Talmadge Lorman?”


    “We’re not getting married. I told you I had a feeling this might, maybe, could, perhaps, probably-not lead to something. It’s a million miles from that right now. I just wanted to give you the heads-up about why I won’t come running when you whistle.”


    “Whistle?”


    Perhaps it was the conversation, which seemed weird on both ends, but she felt a fugue state grip her, as if she were hovering over the scene, outside the person of Muriel. Often in the last few years she’d had moments like this, where the real and true Muriel seemed to be there but undetectable, a tiny kernel of something that existed but had no visible form. She’d been the usual pain-in-the-rear teenager, who thought the entire world was a fraud, and in some ways she’d never gotten over that. She knew that everybody was in it for themselves. That’s what had drawn her to the law—she relished the
aspect of the advocate’s role that required her to rip though everyone’s poses. Yet the same convictions made it hard to cross the breach with anybody else.


    That was what seemed to bring Larry back time and again on the merry-go-ronnd—she knew him. He was smart—smarter than nice—and she enjoyed his jaundiced humor, and his equally sure sense of her. He was a big man, Polish and German in terms of his background, with innocent blue eyes, a big, round face, and blondish hair he was starting to lose. Masculine, you’d say, rather than handsome, but full of primal appeal. Playing around with him was the kind of screwball whim that marked her earlier years, when she thought it was a riot to be the wild child. But he was married—and a cop to the core. Now she told herself again what she’d told him—she had to move on.


    She looked down the street to be certain they were unobserved, and took hold of one button on his shirt, a loose acetate number he wore under a poplin sport coat. She gave it a final familiar tug, a request, at close quarters, for mercy. Then she started her car. The engine turned over, and her heart picked up when she remembered the case.
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    OCTOBER 3, 1991


     



    Running Leads


     



     



     



     



    ON HIS WAY to DuSable Field to ask more questions about Luisa Remardi, Larry stopped off in the Point to see a house. About ten years ago, right after he’d worked the murder of a real estate broker, Larry got into rehabbing, turning over a property every eighteen months or so for a pretty good dollar. When he was younger, he’d regarded law enforcement as a way station. He loved the work, but until he dropped out of law school and accepted the Force as Kismet, he’d envisioned some higher destiny for himself among the power elite. These days, whatever visions of stature he retained rested on real estate.


    On a mild fall afternoon, Larry pondered the house, which a broker had tipped him would be listed later this week. The Point, long a sanctuary for Kindle County’s small African-American middle class, had begun attracting singles and young families of all races looking for better deals on houses close to Center City. This place, a big Victorian,
was a Yuppie magnet if ever there was one. It had been split into apartments, but many of the original features remained intact, including the square widow’s walks surrounding the belfries on each end, and the original spear-topped cast-iron fence in which yellow leaves were now trapped in soft heaps.


    There was also a great sunny corner out front where he could bed zinnias, nasturtiums, dahlias, gladioli, marigolds, and mums, so there’d be blooms from May to October. Over time, he’d discovered that money invested in planting returned three-to-one in enhanced curb appeal. Oddly, the gardening had slowly become perhaps his favorite side of the endeavor. His father’s father was a farmer in Poland. And now Larry was back there. What he loved was that it dialed him in on stuff that never mattered before. In the middle of the winter, he’d think about the frost in the soil, the microbes that were dying, and the nurturing snow. He kept track of the angle of the sun, and changed his mind each day about whether he wanted rain. The earth was beneath the street—that was how he always thought about it.


    It was well past 4 p.m. when he approached the airport. The Task Force that Harold Greer had assembled at Paradise had stormed through the Tri-Cities for about five weeks, but as Larry had anticipated, Greer had no luck running an investigation out of police headquarters in the great, stone edifice of McGrath Hall. That was nothing but a medieval palace, full of rumors about who was humping who and which undeserving jerk the Chief and the commanders were favoring. No serious police work went on there, except the persistent cop pastimes of politicking and grousing. In August, the FBI thought they had grabbed the right guy in Iowa. It didn’t prove out, but by then most of the detectives had headed back to their old stuff. So far as Larry could tell, he was the only dick on the Task Force still generating reports more often than every couple of weeks.


    Luisa had proved enigmatic enough to maintain his interest. Even the autopsy had raised questions about the precise circumstances of her death. Around her anus, Painless had identified a number of superficial linear tears marked by faint streaks of blood. Dead people didn’t bleed. Larry’s current theory was that she’d succumbed to a first sexual violation, hoping to save her life. But what did Judson, the third
victim who eventually dragged her body downstairs, do while Luisa was being assaulted? Had an accomplice held a gun on him?


    By now, Larry had parked in front of the huge Administrative Center TN Air had recently completed. With the advent of shorterstopping jets, Trans-National had reinitiated service at DuSable, serving a distinctive target market, namely businessmen and gamblers. The airline offered no-frills fares to other Midwestern cities, and to Las Vegas and Atlantic City, where planes flew twenty-four hours a day. The program had been an astonishing success. Three other national carriers had bought gates, and the county airport authority had authorized a huge expansion, hoping to relieve the round-the-clock mess at the massive Tri-Cities Airport. The major hotel and restaurant chains were breaking ground nearby and TN, to much fanfare, had recently opened this new Administrative Center, where, five years ago, a deserted housing project had stood. The concrete structure had a glass atrium attached to the front in the shape of a rolling pin. It was typical new construction—thin walls and bright lights. Larry didn’t go much for modern.


    He had asked TN Security to arrange another interview of Genevieve Carriere, a ticket agent whom everyone referred to as Luisa’s best friend. Nancy Diaz, a former Kindle County copper, like most of the Security staff, had Genevieve in her office when Larry arrived, and Nancy left Larry alone with her while Nancy headed off to cover something else.


    “Erno wants to talk to you when you’re done,” Nancy told him from the door. Erno Erdai was the Deputy Head of Security at the airline, and ran the show out here. Larry had known Erno for years—they had started in the Academy together—but Erno hadn’t bothered to greet him the first couple of times Larry had come snooping around. Erno always wanted Larry to know how big he’d gotten.


    Nancy’s interior office had a desk with wood-grained laminate and intense fluorescent glow to make up for the lack of windows. In her persimmon uniform, Genevieve sat with her legs crossed at the ankles, demure as a schoolteacher, which she had formerly been. She was putting her husband through med school, and had found it easier, and better paying, to work the graveyard shift out here, so she could be
home during the day with their one-year-old. A trifle plump, with a small silver cross at her throat, Genevieve had a round-cheeked look, accentuated by a bit of an overbite. She’d been raised to lift her chin and look folks in the eye when she spoke to them, and Larry thought he’d detected the quiver of something unspoken when he’d interviewed her two and a half months ago.


    They talked about her baby for a second. Larry had questioned her last time at her station, where a leather threefold with photos had been propped on the counter. Today, Larry told her he wanted to ask about money.


    “Money?” replied Genevieve. “We don’t know much about money. I wish we knew a little bit more.”


    “No,” said Larry, “Luisa’s money.”


    Genevieve found that even more confusing. She said that Carmine, Luisa’s ex, shorted her most months and Luisa was always stretched. Luisa had lived with her elderly mother and her two daughters. About five years ago, she’d transferred out to DuSable from the big airport and worked alternating flex shifts with Genevieve, 8 p.m. to 6 a.m. one day, 6 p.m. to midnight the next, the only agent on duty when the planes to and from Las Vegas turned around. The schedule enabled Luisa to get her girls off to school in the morning and see them when they returned, even to be home on odd nights for dinner. She slept during the day.


    As described in Larry’s interviews, Luisa came across as a spunky city girl, caught in a familiar pinch. She’d had Carmine’s babies and then been ditched—maybe she’d put on a few pounds, maybe she reminded Carmine in the wrong way of his mother, or hers. Once he was gone, Luisa was left with a big-time mortgage on their fourbedroom dream house on the West Bank, but she was determined not to make her daughters suffer for their father’s stupidity. The result was debt. Lots. Larry counted a $30,000 dent in her credit cards as of a year ago. Then she began sending her entire paycheck to the bank. So how was she paying for things like groceries and school supplies? Cash, it turned out. Luisa had cash in hand wherever she went.


    If there was another Homicide detective who knew how to tear up somebody’s finances, Larry hadn’t met him yet, and he felt a certain
amount of pride as he laid the documents he’d retrieved from the banks over a number of months on the desk in front of Genevieve. Luisa figured for Genevieve’s wild friend—more bad words in Luisa’s mouth, more nights in the clubs, more guys in her bed than Genevieve had ever dared. He suspected Genevieve had done a lot of listening, but now she shook her head in wonder.


    “I never heard anything about this. I swear.”


    When you saw too much folding money, it figured to be something unholy and Larry had pounded the names of everybody in Luisa’s address book into NCIC, the FBI’s national criminal database, with no hits. But he tried out a less scandalous explanation on Genevieve. Was there, perhaps, an older gentleman in Luisa’s life?


    “If there was,” Genevieve answered, “I didn’t hear about it. She didn’t have much use for men. Not after Carmine. Not for relationships anyway. You know, she’d party on Saturday night, but she never mentioned any sugar daddy.”


    “Any other activities or associates that might explain the cash?”


    “Like?”


    “Drugs?” Larry awaited any tell, but Genevieve seemed sincerely taken aback. “There’s this item in her personnel jacket,” Larry explained. In the name of aircraft safety, all TN employees were required to pee in a cup every quarter. Two months before her death, Luisa had come up dirty. Then, while TN Security was investigating, they’d received an anonymous tip that she’d been selling on the premises. The union steward was called in and Security demanded a pat-down search to which Luisa had succumbed only over furious objection. The search came up dry and, on second submission, her dirty result proved to be a false-positive. Yet once Larry saw her cash, he’d begun thinking there might have been something to it after all. An airport employee was in a unique position to help import drugs.


    Genevieve had a different theory.


    “It was a setup,” she said. “I heard all about it. Lu was outraged. She didn’t have a bad drop in ten years with the airline. Then they search her? How fishy is that?”


    “Well, who set her up, then?”


    “Luisa had a mouth. You know how that goes. She probably irritated somebody.”


    “Any guess who?”


    Genevieve looked to Larry as if she might have had a name or two in mind, but she wasn’t about to make Luisa’s mistake of speaking out of turn. He tried several ways to get her to spill, but she maintained that pleasant little smile and kept rolling her eyes. It was getting late. He didn’t want to miss Erno, so he let Genevieve go, saying he might contact her again. She did not appear especially excited by the prospect. It was an unfortunate aspect of his job that he often antagonized people like Genevieve who he actually thought were all right. Did Genevieve know where Luisa’s cash came from? Seventy-three percent of Americans in our poll said, Yes. But she was clearly convinced it had nothing to do with Luisa’s murder. One way or the other, Genevieve was probably guarding her friend’s memory, and Larry actually respected her for that. Maybe a mobbed-up uncle was helping out. Maybe Luisa’s mom, an Old World type, was running numbers in her former neighborhood in Kewahnee, or, more likely, bailing out her daughter with cash Momma had long kept in her mattress.


    He spent a few minutes circling a potted plant outside Erno’s door before the secretary showed him in. TN’s Head of Security was stationed out at the big airport, making Erno the honcho here, and he had one of those offices too big for the furniture they gave him. The light from the large windows glazed his desk on which nothing rested, not even dust.


    “Can I ask?” Erno said, when they were settled. “The suits in Center City always like to hear it first, if they’re gonna read about anybody around here being naughty.”


    Erno had been smuggled out of Hungary in 1956, after the Russkies hanged his father from the lamppost in front of the family house, and a trace accent still played through his speech like incongruous background music, elongating certain vowels and sticking other sounds far back in his throat. It was essential to Erno’s character to act as if nobody would notice. He was one of those guys who always
wanted to sound like he was on the inside, and given that, it figured he’d be scratching around to find out what Larry had come up with. But his curiosity gave Larry leverage. Instead of answering, Larry flipped open a small spiral-topped notepad and said he wasn’t getting the skinny on the narcotics search referenced in Luisa’s personnel file. Considering the price of admission, Erno wiggled his mouth around and finally scooted forward so he could place both elbows on his desktop.


    “I wouldn’t want you to write this down,” he said, “but I think my boys got a little rambunctious. This young lady, Luisa, from what I hear, she was Excedrin headache number 265. You’ve seen her evaluations in the file. You know, ‘Insubordinate.’ It’s misspelled several times. I think she got pretty ornery when she come up dirty, enough to make a suspicious guy more suspicious.”


    Erno offered the last with a wry look. He was suggesting his guys had made up the ‘tip’ as an excuse for the search. It happened on the street all the time. Genevieve had this one right: Luisa had talked her way into trouble.


    “So that’s a zero?”


    “Dry hole,” said Erno authoritatively. He reached into a desk drawer and placed a toothpick in the side of his mouth. Erno was nervous and slender. He had a narrow face, a long thin nose, and eyebrows so pale you could barely see them. To Larry, he’d always been a hard man to like. There was an edge to Erno and a frequent sour frown, like he’d smelled some stink, which might well have been you. He probably would have made an all-right cop, smart enough and serious about the job, but he never got that far. While he was still in the Academy, he got into a domestic situation where he shot and killed his mother-in-law. The coroner’s inquest had included testimony from Erdai’s wife, who confirmed that the old lady had come after Erno with a knife, but the brass on the Force would not bring on a guy who’d killed with his service revolver even before he had a star.


    In the strange way things go, this had been an okay break for Erno. Some coppers from the Academy hooked him up with the security department at TN. He kept peace at the airport, helped Customs nab smuggled drugs, and tried to make sure nobody stole a free ride on an
airplane. He went to work in a suit and tie. These days, he had a nice house in the suburbs and a pension plan and airline stock, and a large staff of ex-coppers under him. He’d done fine. But for years he’d remained a wanna-be, hanging around at Ike’s, the Tri-Cities’ bestknown cop bar. He craved the weapon and the star and the stamp of a certified tough guy. He’d nibble at a beer, taking in the coppers’ stories with the same look of middle-aged woe about things he’d missed out on that a lot of people showed at this stage, maybe, even, including Larry.


    “What’s your angle with the dope, anyway?” Erno asked. “I thought Greer was figuring she’s popped by Stranger Danger. Wrong time, wrong place.”


    “Probably. But your girl Luisa, she had some big money coming in.”


    That seemed to pep up Erno. Erno, in Larry’s experience, was one of those hunkies with a strong interest in money, especially his own. He didn’t really boast; when he talked about his stock options, he was more like a guy telling you about his low cholesterol. Ain’t I lucky? He reminded Larry of some of his elderly Polish relatives, who could give you the case history on every dollar they’d ever made or spent. It was an Old World thing, money equaling security. Being a Homicide dick taught you two things about that. First, people died for money; the only thing they died for more often was love. And second, there was never money enough when the bogeyman rang your doorbell.


    “From where’s she getting money?” Erno said.


    “That’s what I wanted to ask you guys. She stealing something?”


    Erno turned sideways to consider the question. Across the street, on the north-south runway, a 737 was settling down like a duck onto a pond. The plane, a screaming marvel of rivets and aluminum, sank toward the tarmac a few degrees off center, but alighted uneventfully. Larry figured Erno’s windows for triple-pane, because there was barely a sound.


    “She wasn’t ripping tickets, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Erdai answered.


    “I was wondering more whether she had her hand in the till.”


    “No chance. Accounting’s way too tight when we get cash.”


    “And why not tickets?”


    “Tickets? That’s the best thing around here to steal. One piece of paper can be worth a thousand on the street. But people always get caught.” Erno outlined procedures. Agents issued tickets, usually by computer or sometimes by hand. The ticket wasn’t valid unless the issuing agent was identified, either by way of a personal computer code or, for the hand tickets, through the agent’s own die, a metal plate which fit in a machine like a credit card imprinter that was used to validate blank ticket stock. “Anytime somebody travels, accounting matches up the flight coupon with the payment. No payment, my phone rings. And the issuing agent, that’s the first door you knock on.”


    “So? Your phone ringing?”


    “One, two tickets now and then. But you know, nothing that’s gonna make thousands for somebody, if that’s what we’re talking. No missing die. That’d be a biggie. The airline’s a bear on this stuff. Lock you up and sue you, they don’t care if it’s a buck ninety-five. Zero tolerance. It works, too. They got everybody scared shitless. How’d your talk go with Genevieve? She got any clue where Luisa was hiding her money tree?”


    Larry grunted. “Three monkeys.”


    “Really?” Erno made a face.


    “Really. Any chance she was into the same shit as Luisa?”


    “Never say never—but I’ll say it anyway. Too goody-goody. Follows every rule. Why not lay a grand jury subpoena on her? Somebody like that won’t stiff you, once you make her swear an oath to God. I bet if you squeeze her, you’ll find out what Luisa was up to.”


    It was an idea, and Larry wrote it down in his notebook, but Muriel and Tommy Molto wouldn’t sign off. The grand jury meant defense lawyers who’d start howling about busting on nice white people for no better reason than a hunch.


    Erno asked what else Larry was thinking.


    “Well, there isn’t that much left, right?” Larry said. “I don’t see Luisa keeping a book—especially with half the people coming through here on their way to Las Vegas.”


    Erno acknowledged the logic of that.


    “So what kind of problems do you have?” Larry asked him.


    “Right now, this is still a small town. Our biggest issue is the bums in the winter. You know, these pooches who’re on the street in the North End want a warm place to hide out. We got these guys everywhere —in the Johns, hiding in back on the baggage claim carousels. They steal, they scare people, they puke on the floor.”


    “Any hookers?”


    There were a lot of lonely travelers looking for company. A young lady like Luisa, in her airline attire, might pass for somebody’s fantasy of a flight attendant—lunchtime, coffee break, after work, the dead of night when nothing was doing anyway. But as Erno pointed out, there was barely any hotel space around here for a young lady in that line of work to ply her trade.


    “I wouldn’t say you’ve been a fuck of a lot of help,” said Larry.


    Erno pushed his tongue into the side of his mouth, which in his case was what passed for a smile.


    “Actually,” he said, gesturing with the toothpick, “I may have one thing for you. I don’t even know if I oughta be mentioning it. There’s a kid—well, he’s no kid—there’s a guy I know. Well, not a guy, not just a guy. To be straight with you, Larry, he’s my fucking nephew. You wouldn’t necessarily know that when you see him.”


    “Not as good-looking?”


    “No, he’s good-looking. His dad was a big good-looking stud, and he’s a big good-looking stud, too. But he’s a different tint than you and me.”


    “Ah,” said Larry.


    “My sister, you know—when I was a kid in the South End, all the old guys were ever on about was running the Nubians outta town. You know, we had ’em on three sides, and it’s like we don’t want them brown bastards, with their drugs and whoring. Fekete. Dark. That’s the word in Hungarian. All the time, ‘Fekete!’ like it’s cussing. So naturally, there are chicks, they get to the age when it’s, Fuck you, Momma, Daddy, and all this Roman Catholic bullshit. Their idea of living dangerous is to give it up as fast as they can for the first black guy to say howdy-do. My kid sister, Ilona, she’s one of these hunky broads, just couldn’t stuff enough black meat into her cannoli.


    “So this is how my nephew stumbles into the world. My parents,
you know, they can’t figure who to kill first, my sister or themselves, so right from the jump, it’s the big brother, Yours Truly, who’s giving them a helping hand. And that’s a soap opera with about six hundred installments. You got time for the skinny version? It’ll help make sense of the rest of it.”


    “I’ll put in for overtime,” said Larry.


    “Well, the kid, you know, he’s a brown-skinned fatherless bastard, just to put it in a nutshell. The old neighborhood don’t have much use for him and he got even less use for the neighborhood. My sister, she means to do right and only makes things worse. She sends him to public school, instead of Saint Jerome’s, so he’s not the only black kid, and soon enough, that’s what he is, a black kid, talking just like them and running with the gangs and the dope. And I’m all the time like a guy with his hand in a fire, trying to pull him out. First conviction is T’s and Blues”—a prescription painkiller and cough syrup, the cheap high in the ’80s before crack—“I go to the Favor Bank and get him the Honor Farm.


    “But you know, I think it’s in the genes with those people, I really do. He keeps going back down. With the drugs, of course. He’s tried them all. And potential? Bright. But you know the race thing—it bugs him. He hates his ma, he despises me. We can’t tell him what to do because we don’t know what it’s like, being a black man in white America. Oh, he can give you every asshole speech you ever heard. I had him working out here when we opened back up, but he needs to be a flipping executive, not some house darkie standing by the metal detectors, besides he wants to travel. Join the army, right? He’s dishonorable out of the service in eight months—drugs, natch—so we send him to the old country. That ain’t his roots, he says, and bugs out for Africa. But guess what? Nobody plays basketball, not old home week there either. So he comes back, and says he’s ready to be a grown-up. Decided he wants to work in the industry after all.”


    “The industry?”


    “Air travel. See the world and get paid for it. That’s downright hilarious, because all the airlines do big-time dope screening, they’d sooner hire an orangutan than a kid with a drug felony. But I know a lot of the big travel agencies after all this time. So I just about wear out
my knees, but he gets hired on at Time To Travel, and God strike me dead, he does okay. Collins—that’s his name, Collins—Collins gets his associate’s degree, and his agent’s license. He likes wearing a coat and tie. He likes talking to people. He’s good with the computers. He gets promoted to an actual agent, instead of a gofer. And for about five minutes I thought to myself, This might work, this kid might make it. And of course he gets fucked up on drugs again and cracked for selling. That’s a three-fer. The first conviction gets reinstated. He does eighteen months. And in this state, he loses his travel agent license.


    “The last part, I swear, when he got out, that irritated him more than his time inside. I tell him to move, get away from the influences. There are thirty-six states where he’s still certified as an agent. But you know the end by now. I got the call last week. He’s over in County.”


    “The jail or the hospital?”


    “Crossbars Motel.”


    “For?”


    “Buy-bust.”


    “How much ?”


    “Six zones, as they say.” Six ounces. “Class X.”


    “That’s tough.”


    “Terrible tough. This’ll make him Triple X.” Triple X, three felony convictions for narcotics, would mean life in prison, no parole, unless Erno’s nephew offered something to prosecutors. Larry still couldn’t see where this was going. Erno knew plenty of guys in Narcotics whose ring he could kiss.


    “He’ll have to find his tongue, I’d say,” Larry told Erno.


    “Yeah, well, those gangbangers he did business with—he’ll look like punchboard, that’s what he figures, if he snitches out any of them. But he might have something else. You know, he calls me whenever he gets it in the wringer. I tell myself not to pick up the phone anymore, but what can you do? Yesterday he’s crying and carrying on, and in the middle of it he says he heard something or saw something on your case.”


    “This case ?”


    “That’s what he says. He says he saw a guy with jewelry. And he thinks the jewelry belonged to one of your vics.”


    “Which one?”


    “Didn’t ask. I heard you were coming, I promised I’d mention it. Truth is, knowing Collins like I do, it’s probably jailhouse bullshit—Rudy told Trudy who told Judy. But if it’s actually something, Larry, if he hands it to you, you got to get him out from under.”


    “I don’t have any problem with that,” said Larry, “but he better hit the bull’s-eye.”


    “It’d be a first,” said Erno.


    Larry took the name—Collins Farwell. The light was fading when he left the building, and across the street another jet with the zigzag TN logo on the tail drove itself up into the sky with shuddering force. For no reason he could think of at first, Larry was happy. Then it came to him: he had to call Muriel Wynn.
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    MAY 15, 2001


     



    Gillian’s Letter


     



     



     



     



    COMING IN FROM THE RAIN, Gillian Sullivan looked as she always had to Arthur Raven, collected and serenely beautiful. She shook out her umbrella in the vast reception area of O’Grady, Steinberg, Marconi and Horgan and handed over her slick plastic raincoat. Her short, hedgehog hair had wilted a little in the damp air, but she was carefully dressed in a dark, tailored suit.


    Arthur led her to a conference room dominated by a green granite table, veined in white. Through the steel-frame windows of the IBM Building, the River Kindle, three dozen floors below, was scaled in the dwindling light. Gillian had phoned yesterday, stating without elaboration that there was a matter to discuss, ending the conversation with one more apology for her rudeness the last time they’d met. Arthur had told her the incident was forgotten. It was his ingrained habit to shirk off the hurt arising from his dealings with women, and in this case, like many others, he might even have brought her reactions on
himself. You couldn’t really expect somebody to be polite, after you’d suggested they’d been too drunk or venal to care about another life.


    He lifted a phone to summon Pamela. In the interval, he asked Gillian if she was working.


    “I’m selling cosmetics at Morton’s.”


    “How is that?”


    “I spend the day delivering compliments of questionable sincerity. There’s a check every two weeks, most of which, candidly, has gone to replenishing my wardrobe. But I feel competent. Makeup and clothing were probably the only other subjects I knew well besides law.”


    “You were always glamorous,” said Arthur.


    “I never felt glamorous.”


    “Oh, you were regal up there. You were. Really. I had a crush on you,” Arthur offered. He felt like a schoolboy standing at the corner of the teacher’s desk, but his embarrassment actually evoked a passing smile from her. Of course, ‘crush’ was not quite the right word. Arthur’s attractions were seldom that innocuous. His fantasies were vivid, passionate, and utterly consuming. Every six months or so for most of his life since the age of twelve or thirteen he had fallen desperately for some glorious, unattainable female, who lingered in his mind like a mirage. Gillian Sullivan, the courthouse glamour girl, physically striking, intellectually formidable, had been a natural for this role, and he was smitten not long after he had been assigned to her courtroom. At sidebars or in an instruction conference, when he was close to the judge, always fastidiously assembled and powerfully scented, he had often been obliged to position his yellow pad strategically to hide an oncoming erection. He was hardly the only Deputy P.A. intensely aware of Gillian’s carnal appeal. Mick Goya, in his cups at a tavern near the courthouse, had once watched Gillian pass by, cool and elegant as a palm. ‘I would fuck a wall,’ he’d said, ‘if I thought she was behind it.’


    Even after Gillian’s long fall from her pinnacle, she continued to have an effect on Arthur. Her troubles had left her thin enough to be called skinny, but she looked far better than when he’d last seen her years ago, pale and addled by drink. Being himself, he had actually been excited by the notion of her visit.


    Pamela arrived and shook hands quite formally without really managing a smile. Sentencing Rommy to death would have been enough to win Gillian a place on Pamela’s enemies list, but the young woman had been appalled when Arthur had explained Gillian’s circumstances. A judge taking bribes! Observing Pamela’s frosty demeanor, Arthur realized that Gillian must have frequently encountered such reactions, especially when she wandered into the sanctuaries of the law. It was brave of her to come.


    The three sat together at the end of the granite table where the coppery light fell. To Pamela, Arthur had speculated that his meeting with Judge Sullivan ten days ago had probably dislodged some detail from her memory. Instead Gillian opened the clasp on her handbag.


    “I have something I think you should see.” She held a white business envelope. Even before she slid it toward Arthur, he recognized its markings. In the upper left corner, the return address of the Rudyard penitentiary was printed, with the inmate’s pen number handwritten below.


    Inside was a letter dated in March of this year, carefully printed by hand on two yellow sheets. As Arthur read, Pamela stood over his shoulder.


    


    

      Dear Judge,


      My name is Erno Erdai. I am an inmate at the Maximum Security Facility at Rudyard, doing ten on an agg battery, for shooting a man in self-defense. My out-date is in 4/02, but I don’t expect to see it, as I’ve had some cancer and am not in the best of health. You probably wouldn’t remember, but I used to be Associate Chief of Security at TN Air in charge at DuSable Field and came into your courtroom a couple of times when we filed complaints about stuff at the airport, mostly unruly passengers. Anyway, I’m not trying to stroll down memory lane, although I have plenty of time for such things, if you ever care to. (That’s a joke.)


      Why I am writing is because I have some information concerning a case that was before you where you sentenced a man to death. He is on the Condemned Unit down here, and is actually
the next one scheduled to take The Walk, so this is kind of urgent because I expect what I have to say will make a big difference in whether that happens.


      This is not the kind of thing I want to talk to just anybody about, and frankly I’m having a hell of a time getting the right people to pay any attention. A couple years back, I wrote to the Detective on the case, Larry Starczek, but he’s not interested in me now that I can’t do him any good. I also wrote the State Defender’s Office, but those people don’t answer their clients’ letters, let alone from some con they never heard of Maybe it’s just because I spent all these years being half a cop, but I never met a defense lawyer I liked or trusted all that much. You might have had better experiences. But I’m off the subject.


      If you hadn’t of had your problem, I probably would have contacted you a while ago. I heard you were out and from my way of thinking I’m probably happier to talk to you now. Cons don’t judge. I’m hoping you’re willing to take the trouble to straighten out something where you didn’t have all the right information. The mail I send from here gets screened—you probably know that yourself—so I’d rather not put any more in writing. You can never tell how people around here are going to react to stuff. It’s a distance, but you should come down to hear this yourself. If you look me in the eye, you’ll know I’m not fooling around.


      Very Truly Yours, 
Erno Erdai


    


    


    Pamela had gripped Arthur’s shoulder—probably when she reached the line about this prisoner having information that would make a big difference in whether the next execution occurred—and as a result he felt the need to preach caution to her again. This letter didn’t even mention Rommy. And there was no end to the attention-seeking antics of inmates who were, literally, the worst people around.


    Gillian was awaiting their reactions. Arthur asked if she had any memory of this Erno Erdai, but she shook her head.


    “And why are you sure he’s talking about my client?” he added.


    “I only issued two death sentences, Arthur, and Texas executed the
other man, McKesson Wingo, a long time ago. Besides, Starczek wasn’t the detective on that case.”


    He turned to Pamela, expecting jubilation, but she was examining the envelope Erdai’s letter had come in, focused, it appeared, on the postmark.


    “So you got this in March?” She was facing Gillian. “You just sat on it for two months?” Her confrontational tone surprised Arthur. Pamela generally maintained the outward manner familiar to her entire generation, a vague amiability suggesting that nothing in life was worth the strain of a disagreement.


    “We’re all here now,” Arthur said mildly. Clearly, though, Pamela had this right. Gillian had taken her time, deliberating about what to do, or whether she wanted to do anything at all.


    “I thought more about it after our meeting,” Gillian told Arthur.


    Pamela wasn’t satisfied.


    “But you still haven’t gone down there to see this man?”


    Gillian frowned. “That’s not my job, miss.”


    “And watching them execute someone who shouldn’t be—that is?”


    “Oh, for God’s sake!” Arthur shot his hand toward Pamela like a traffic cop. She went silent, but still cast a baleful glance Gillian’s way. He asked Gillian if Pamela could copy the letter and Gillian, whose face was masked by a slender freckled hand, nodded. As Pamela snatched up the pages, Arthur had no doubt Gillian Sullivan was wondering why she had bothered to come.


     



     



    DURING THE TIME Gillian had been in the law, both as a prosecutor and a judge, it had been an article of faith never to surrender her composure. No matter how rascally the defendant or lawyer, she would not provide them with the pleasure of an emotional response. As Arthur’s young associate, in ankle boots and a leather skirt with onseam detailing, strode from the room, Gillian’s first instinct was to offer advice. Contain yourself, Gillian wanted to tell her. But Pamela, of course, would have answered, justifiably, that she wanted to be nothing like her.


    “What do you feed her, Arthur?” Gillian asked when the door slammed. “High octane?”


    “She’s going to be a great lawyer,” he answered. His tone suggested he recognized that was not fully a compliment.


    “I still get mail forwarded from inmates all the time, Arthur. I don’t even know how they find me. And all of it’s crazy.” There were the predictable pornographic fantasies that the memory of an attractive woman in power inspired in bad men locked away, and several other messages, not all that different from Erdai’s, sent in the implausible hope that she might rethink certain situations and repair them now that she knew what imprisonment was like. “I can’t take any of it seriously,” Gillian said. “You know what this is, Arthur, this letter. I know you do. The gangbangers are always up to something.”


    “‘Erno Erdai’? Sounds white. Rommy’s black. And too weird for any gang to hook up. There’s nothing about gangs in his record.”


    “They have all kinds of alliances in there. It’s like the Wars of the Roses.”


    Arthur shrugged and said the only way to find out was to go speak to Erdai.


    “I think you should,” she answered. “That’s why I brought the letter.”


    “The letter says he wants to talk to you.”


    “Oh, please,” Gillian said. She reached into her purse. “May I smoke in here?”


    Smoke-free environment, said Raven. There was a lounge, but the air was so rank she might as well just breathe in ash. Gillian closed the purse again, resolved, as ever, to contain her cravings.


    “It’s not even appropriate for me to go down there,” she said.


    Arthur made a face, perhaps out of an effort not to smile. And she quickly understood. There was no authority left to punish her for an ethical lapse, no one to banish her from the bench or revoke her law license. They’d done all that already. Anything they couldn’t jail her for was all right at this stage.


    “Gillian, nobody’s going to criticize me—or you, for that matter—for doing what we have to in order to hear his story. He didn’t make any bones about what he thinks of defense lawyers.”


    “He may well speak to you anyway.”


    “Or hate me and refuse to talk to either one of us after that. Gillian, I have six weeks left until the Court of Appeals decides whether to turn out the lights on this man. At this stage, I can’t waste time or take chances.”


    “I cannot go to Rudyard, Arthur.” The thought constricted her stomach. She did not want to feel that deadened air again, or deal with the perverted reality of convicts. She had spent most of her time in seg, separated from most inmates, because it was too hard for the Bureau of Prisons to figure out who was the sister or daughter of someone she’d prosecuted or sentenced and who, as a result, might be carrying a murderous grudge. And that was just as well. She was seldom at ease with the other prisoners with whom she was housed, women who were pregnant when they entered the facility, or who had been removed from general population for one infraction or another. They were all victims to the core, certainly in their own minds and often in fact. Most had had nothing to start and went down from there. Some were bright. Several were actually entertaining company. But when you got to know them, sooner or later you crashed against character defects the size of Gibraltar: lying, a temper like Vesuvius, a misperception of the world that resembled color-blindness in the sense that there was some aspect of normality they simply couldn’t see. She kept to herself, helped out with legal problems, and was referred to, despite her efforts to discourage it, as ‘Judge.’ It seemed to please everyone there—prisoners and, even, staff—to know that one of the mighty had fallen.


    Raven, however, was not about to give up.


    “Look, I don’t want to preach,” he said, “but this Erdai, he has a point, doesn’t he? You made the decisions. You found this man guilty, you sentenced him to death. Don’t you have some responsibility, if my guy doesn’t deserve that?”


    “Arthur, to be blunt, I’ve done more than I had to already.” She had wrestled it through for several days before deciding to bring him the letter. It was foolish, she knew, to risk any further contact with Raven, who might become more precise with his questions about her past. And she felt no allegiance to the law, whose stratagems and puzzles
had once delighted her, but which, like a sovereign, had expelled her from its kingdom. But she smarted at the memory of that one cruel remark to Arthur. It was not the law but the rules she had set down for herself, with the avuncular assistance of Duffy, her sponsor and landlord, that required her to be here. No more messes, no more casual destruction of others or herself. When necessary, make amends.


    Still yearning for nicotine, she stood and wandered to a corner of the room. She had not been in a law office in the months she had been out of the penitentiary, and the plummy atmosphere seemed somehow hilarious. Everyone had grown so much richer in the time she was away. It was unimaginable that normal people lived with this luxury—the rich woods, the granite, a silver coffee service of Swedish design, and rolling armchairs of buttery calfskin. She had never yearned for any of this. But it was still difficult to see Arthur Raven, able and driven, but perhaps not gifted, so comforted by fortune.


    As he watched her, Raven was unconsciously stroking the fried-up hair that stood straight on his scalp at the few points where it still resided. Arthur, as always, appeared to have been working hard—his tie was dragged down, and there were ink spots on his hand, and on his shirt cuff. Intuitively, she sought some way to deflect him.


    “How is your sister, Arthur? Is my memory right? Is that who was ill?”


    “Schizophrenic. I got her into an assisted living arrangement, but I’m over there all the time. The last words my father said to me were, ‘Take care of Susan.’ Which wasn’t very surprising. He’d been telling me that since I was twelve.”


    “Other sibs?”


    “It’s just Susan and me.”


    “And when did your mother die?”


    “My mother’s hale and hearty. She just washed her hands of all of us thirty years ago when Susan got sick. She went to Mexico for a long time, then wandered back here. She was kind of a free spirit. And she and my father were a strange match. She’s got a little place here in Center City and supports herself as a model for life-drawing classes at the Museum Art School.”


    “A nude model?”


    “Oh sure. ‘The human body is a beautiful thing at all ages, Arthur.’ I guess it’s more of a challenge to draw wrinkles. I really don’t know.” Raven was smiling somewhat tentatively, a bit bewildered by what he was confessing.


    “You see her?”


    “Now and then. But it’s like visiting a distant aunt. I mean in high school, I had a couple of friends, black guys actually, who’d been raised by their grandmothers. They knew their moms the way I did—like having a much older pal. It was how I grew up. What else do you know?”


    He smiled the same way. Mrs. Raven, clearly, was the other pole from May Sullivan, who had demanded preeminence in the lives of all family members. She was brilliant and a savage wit, but the bottle of Triple Sec was open on the kitchen counter by the time Gillian came home every afternoon from St. Margaret’s. The evening always proceeded in the same sick suspense. Who would Ma go after? Would she scream or, as was often the case in her fights with Gillian’s father, resort to violence? Her rages could bring a house with ten occupants to a freighted silence that lasted hours.


    Arthur, who had appeared to welcome Gillian’s interest in him, nonetheless reverted to his effort to get her to visit Erdai. Discipline, she recalled, was always one of his professional strengths.


    “I don’t know how to talk you into this,” he said. “I won’t ask much. Just smooth the way with the guy.” Arthur promised she would not even have to listen to Erdai’s story, if she chose, and that he would drive her down himself to be certain she made it back and forth from the institution in one day. “Look, Gillian. I never wanted this case. The court just threw it on me, like a saddle. And now I haven’t had a day off in four weeks. But I’m doing it, you know, my duty. And I have to ask you to help.”


    Openly plaintive and disarmingly humble, Arthur extended his short arms toward her. He smiled as he had when he spoke of his mother: this was all he knew, and there was no choice but to accept it. He was a nice man, Gillian realized. He’d grown up to be a nice man, someone who’d come to know more of himself than she would have
predicted. He knew he was one of life’s ardent eager beavers, a doright afraid to do wrong, and he knew, as he’d said last time, there were persons, such as she, who judged the likes of him boring. Yet that, she suddenly saw, had been her mistake. Not her only mistake. But one of them. She had always owed Arthur and those like him a great deal more respect. Realizing that was a step in her rehabilitation. Because it came to her now that rehabilitation was in fact her plan. In some secret part, she had intended all along, when her strength returned, to reform and remake herself, to refill with stronger stuff the fathomless crater she’d blown through her life.


    “I’ll go,” she said. As soon as the words were uttered, they seemed like precious china knocked from a self. She watched their fall and impact—the light that spread on Raven’s face—suspecting at once that she’d made a dreadful mistake. All she desired was a safely anesthetized life. She had been living out a daily plan—take her Paxil and minimize significant contact with what had gone before. She felt an ex-addict’s natural panic to think her resolve had broken down.


    Showing her to the handsome reception area, Raven offered a variety of inept expressions of gratitude, then retrieved her wet umbrella and her coat. A giant rug, a bright design by a modern master who’d branched from paintings to textiles, covered the polished hardwood and Gillian, still deeply shaken, stared at the abstract figures. Twice with Arthur Raven in as many weeks, some spirit, like a woodland elf haunting a tree, had spoken for her.


    She said goodbye abruptly and descended in the high-speed elevator, fully baffled by herself and, especially, the brief fluttery sensation in her chest, which seemed like a small flame in the corner of a cage. It would not last long and so she did not have to decide if it might be hope.
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    OCTOBER 4, 1991


     



    The Jail


     



     



     



     



    IN THE HOUSE OF CORRECTIONS, most inmates had several names. If the Laws found out you had a record, there was less chance to walk a beef, or get bail. So when perps were arrested, they tended to forget what Momma had called them. Usually guys had been cooling for weeks before the Identification Division in McGrath Hall compared ten-card fingerprint records from booking with what was on file and figured out who was who.


    Unfortunately for Collins Farwell, he had matched early. Although he’d checked in as Congo Fanon, by the time Muriel got Larry’s call, the jail had Collins’s given name. She was trying a bank robbery case, but she agreed to meet Larry at the jail after court, and when she arrived, he was waiting for her on one of the granite blocks that served as a bench in the lobby. His large blue eyes lingered as she approached.


    “Lookin pretty spiffy,” Larry told her.


    She was dressed for trial in a red suit, wearing a little more makeup
than when she was in the office pushing files. Always a little too familiar, Larry reached up to touch one of her large loop earrings.


    “African?”


    “As a matter of fact.”


    “Nice,” he said.


    She asked what was up and Larry offered a more elaborate version than he had on the telephone of what Erno had told him yesterday. It was 5 p.m. and the prisoners were locked down for the count, which meant Larry and she would have to wait to interview Collins.


    “Wanna take a look at him in the meantime?” Larry asked.


    He badged them in and they climbed up on the catwalks, the grated piers outside the cages. Muriel lagged a bit. She had not had time to change shoes and it was easy to put a high heel through the grating. A stumble could lead to more than embarrassment. Civilians, male and female, learned to keep their distance from the cells. Men had been nearly garroted with their neckties, and women, naturally, endured worse. The Sheriff’s deputies who served as guards maintained a live-and-let-live truce with the inmates, and were not always quick to intervene.


    Walking along, it was the usual jailhouse scene—dark faces, bad smells, the insults and sexual taunts hurled toward their backs. In some cells, the men had strung clotheslines, further dividing the minimal space. Often photos were taped to the bars—family, or girlie shots sliced from magazines. During the lockdown, the men lounged, or slept, played radios, called out to one another, frequently in gang codes. An officer in drab, a big black man, had come to escort them when they moved through the last gate to the tiers and was plainly irritated to have been bothered. He rapped his stick twice on the bars to indicate they had reached Collins’s cell, and sauntered off, running his baton against the bars just to let the boys know he was around.


    “Which one of you is Collins?” Larry asked the two men in there. One was on the pot and the other was playing cards, through the bars, with the inmate next door.


    “Yo, man, can’t I get no privacy or nothin.” Seated on the stainless steel fixture, Collins pointed at Muriel, but went about his business in defiance of the intrusion.


    They strolled away briefly. When they returned, Collins was just pulling up the zipper on his orange jumpsuit.


    “You narco or what?” Collins asked when Larry flipped his shield. Collins Farwell was medium color, with light eyes and a perfectly cropped sponge of African hair. As advertised, he was large and handsome. His eyes were nearly orange and as luminescent as a cat’s, and he was clearly aware of his good looks. Peering at Muriel, Collins adjusted the jumpsuit on his shoulders to make sure the fit was just so.


    “Homicide,” Larry said.


    “I ain fuckin kill’t nobody. That’s not my act, man. Must be some other nigger you come for. Ain no killer. I’m a lover.” Collins sang a few bars from Otis Redding to prove the point, providing considerable amusement in several of the cages stacked on the floors above and below him. With that, Collins turned and dropped the zipper on his jumpsuit, and strolled back toward the potty. He looked directly at Muriel, expecting her to scurry, and she held her ground for a minute.


    “Whatta you think?” Larry asked, when they were on the way back down.


    “Damn good-looking,” Muriel answered. He resembled her mother’s favorite, Harry Belafonte.


    “I’ll see if we can get his mug shot in a frame for you. Are we wasting our time?”


    She asked what Larry thought.


    “I think he’s the average jailhouse piece of shit,” Larry said. “But I got an hour if you do.”


    After feed time, when Collins was back in general population, they could bring him down to an interview room without fanfare. In the administrative office, Larry asked the officer on duty to arrange that, saying only that they had to question Farwell concerning a murder. Half the staff in here was jumped-in to a gang, or otherwise affiliated, and word would trail back quickly if they thought Collins was cooperating. The duty officer took Larry and Muriel to a small interview room, a trapezoid of cheap plasterboard, scuffed with heel marks several inches up the wall. They sat in plastic swivel chairs, which, like the small table between them, was fixed to the floor with heavy hex bolts.


    “So how’s Talmadge?” Larry’s eyes angled away promptly, as if he regretted the remark once it was out. Lots of people were mentioning Talmadge to her now. A photo, taken at a fund-raiser, had appeared in the paper last week. Still, this wasn’t a discussion she was having with Larry.


    “You know, Larry, I never figured you as jealous.”


    “That’s informational,” he protested. “You know. Like the weather report. Like how’s your health and your family?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “And?”


    “Come on, Larry. I’m seeing the man. We have a nice time.”


    “And you’re not seeing me.”


    “Larry, I don’t recall ever ‘seeing’ you very often. As far as I can tell, you never thought about me when you weren’t horny.”


    “So what’s wrong with that?” Larry asked. She nearly went for it, before she realized he was having her. “I’ll send flowers every day now and billets-doux.”


    ‘Billets-doux.’ Larry could always surprise you. She just looked at him.


    “I’m giving you space,” Larry said. “I thought you wanted space.”


    “I want space, Larry.” When she closed her eyes, her lashes seemed to catch in her makeup. Somehow Larry, who lived on his instincts, knew something was up. Two nights ago, as Talmadge was leaving her place, he had pressed her head to his chest and said, ‘Maybe we should start thinking about making this permanent.’ She had recognized all along this was where they were headed, but a palsy had shaken her anyhow. In her own way she had been working hard since then not to think of what he had said, meaning at bottom she’d thought of nothing else.


    It felt as if she were looking down into the Grand Canyon. Somehow her first marriage, which was rarely even a topic of reflection, was in the dangerous distance below. She had married at nineteen, when the dumb things people did were legion, and when she believed she was getting a prize. Rod had been her high-school English teacher, caustic and bright and still unmarried at the age of forty-two-it had not even occurred to her to wonder why. The summer after she graduated,
she ran into him on a corner and flirted boldly, having discovered in those years that sexual forwardness did wonders for a girl whose looks didn’t stop traffic. She’d pursued him, begged him to join her for lunch, to go to movies, always on the sly. Her parents were horrified when she announced their wedding. But she worked and finished college in five years, taught in the public schools, and went to law school at night.


    In time, of course, Rod’s charm had worn thin. Well, that was not really true. He remained one of the most devastatingly funny humans she’d known—the wise-guy drunk at the end of the bar who got off the best lines in English comedies. But he was, in a phrase, a human being who’d never become. He was a brilliant boy, bound hand and foot by his own unhappiness, and he knew it, often claiming that his fundamental problem in life was that you couldn’t hold a Stoli, a cigarette, and the TV remote with only two hands. He was probably gay, but too cowardly to face it. Certainly his interest in sex with her had not seemed to last much beyond their engagement. By the third year of their marriage, his sexual disinterest had led her to other men. Rod knew and did not seem to care. In fact, he went to pieces whenever she mentioned divorce. He could not face his mother with that. She was a severe, bloodless, upper-class type, whom he should have told to fuck off ages ago. Instead, he allowed her to judge. Until the day he died. The cause was a coronary, which the early deaths of his father and grandfather had long presaged. Despite all the warnings, Rod never exercised and went to the doctor only to mock him, but for Muriel, the loss had been unexpectedly monumental, not only of Rod himself but of the glory he was to her when she was nineteen.


    Having married a man old enough to be your father, you look back and say, I had issues. Yet in retrospect, her core motive still felt identifiable and familiar: she had just wanted to get somewhere with her life. Rod, feckless and drunk, and Talmadge, a force for the eons, had less in common than a rock and a plant. And the fifteen years since she’d first married was a literal lifetime. But the omen of how mistaken, how invisible she could be to herself in these things continued to haunt her. With Larry, however, she was determined to appear resolute.


    “I can’t believe Talmadge is such a big deal to you,” she said.


    “I don’t know,” he answered. “It looks like I’m on the loose.” He was getting divorced, he said, and seemed to mean it this time. Nancy and he had gone to a lawyer together, a woman who’d first tried to talk them into sticking it out. There were no problems with property. The only issue was his boys. Nancy was too attached to leave them and had actually proposed getting custody, but Larry had eighty-sixed that. For the time being, they were stalemated, but figured to settle eventually. They both wanted out.


    “It’s sad,” said Larry. He seemed to mean that, too. He didn’t bother looking at her. To his credit, Larry had no appetite for cheap sympathy.


    Outside they heard the jailhouse music of jangling chains. A guard knocked once and steered Collins Farwell into the room, shackled from the waist, and bound hand and foot. The officer placed Collins at an adjoining table and padlocked his ankle chain to a black hasp bolted on the floor.


    “Wanna time-cut, man,” said Collins, as soon as the officer was out the door.


    “Whoa,” said Larry. “Take a few steps back there, bud. Maybe we ought to say howdy.”


    “I said I want a time-cut,” answered Collins. Off the tiers, his accent was noticeably whiter. He addressed Muriel, apparently realizing that it was the P.A. who’d make the decisions.


    “How much dope did you have when they busted you?” she asked.


    Collins rubbed his face, where the kinky stubble of several days had gone unshaved, probably a fashion statement. Within the jail, Collins couldn’t be questioned without fresh Miranda warnings, which had not been administered. In the tortured logic of the law, therefore, nothing he said here could be used against him. Muriel explained, but Collins had been around the block often enough to understand that on his own. He was just taking a moment to ponder tactics.


    “Had half a pound, man,” he said, finally, “till the narcos took their pinch. Six zones now. Left just enough so it’s still an X.” Collins laughed as he contemplated the depravity of the police. They’d sell
two ounces on the street or blow it themselves. He was still headed for life without parole.


    “How about you tell us what you’ve got?” Muriel asked.


    “How ’bout you tell me what my time-cut is, and stop acting like I’m some dumb jailhouse nigger just gone fall out for the po-lice.”


    Larry rose. He stretched briefly, but as things developed, that was a ruse so he could circle behind Collins. Once there, he grabbed the chain locked to the floor and jerked the links until they tightened in the young man’s groin, snapping him back. Muriel cast Larry a warning look, but he knew how far to go. He placed a hand on Collins’s shoulder from behind.


    “You have way too much attitude, my friend,” Larry told him. “Now, you don’t have to talk to us. You really don’t. We can go away and you can do life. But if you want out from under, then you better start behaving yourself. Because I don’t see a line of prosecutors outside the door waiting to cut you a better deal.”


    When Larry released the chain, Collins peered back at him with an insolent look, then turned his stare on Muriel. Almost against his will, he was appealing to her. Even Collins wasn’t certain how big a badass he actually was. She waved to Larry and they went out the door, waiting to speak until the deputy had stepped back in to watch his prisoner.


    “I hate haggling with dope peddlers,” said Larry. “They’re always so much better at it than me.”


    Muriel laughed out loud. Larry could put in on himself. That was one thing Talmadge. would never learn. Larry was still wearing his coat, a mid-length black leather jacket, and whispering with him in the close confines of the jail, she felt the animal heat that always radiated from his sheer bulk.


    “I don’t know if this afterbirth’s trying to get something for nothing,” he said, “or if he has the keys to the kingdom.”


    “Well, there’s only one way to find out,” she said. “This isn’t window-shopping. He has to put what he’s got on the table. Once he spills, we see if it proves. If he hands us a killer and testifies, then maybe Narcotics will reduce it to less than six ounces and let him go for ten to twelve years. But I can’t promise him anything on my own.”


    Larry nodded. It was a plan. Muriel grabbed his thick arm before he could turn back.


    “But maybe you should let me do the talking. I think you already nailed down the bad-cop part.”


    When they re-entered, Muriel explained the ground rules. With time to himself, Collins’s tone had grown slightly more agreeable, but he still shook his head.


    “Didn’t tell nobody I’d testify, man. I’m gonna be inside some time, now. Isn’t that so? No matter what I say, I’m inside, right?”


    Muriel nodded.


    “That’s hard time if I testify. G.O.’s,” he said, referring to the Gangster Outlaws, “they don’t wait to see you go state twice.”


    “Look,” said Muriel, “you’re not our dream date either. A Triple X who’s talking to get out from under life doesn’t sell to a jury like a nun. But if you won’t get behind what you’re gonna tell us, it’s worth nothing.”


    “Can’t testify,” said Collins. “Put me on the lie box, man, okay,” he said, “but no way I can get up there. I’m strictly a c.i.” Confidential informant.


    They went at it a few more minutes, but Muriel was willing to pass on his testimony. She still had the feeling that Collins would clean up okay, but a case that required a Triple X as a witness wasn’t worth bringing in the first place. Ultimately, she offered to try to sell a time-cut in the office, but only if Collins’s information led to a conviction. And they’d have to hear what he had to offer right now.


    “And what if you-all trick on me, man? Arrest this dude and fade me? Where am I then?” Collins’s eyes, a light umber shade, fell on Larry, as he inquired about getting swindled.


    “I thought your uncle told you I was okay,” Larry said.


    “My uncle, man,” said Collins and laughed at the idea of Erno. “What is it he knows? Put lipstick on a pig, man, it’s still a pig.”


    In spite of herself, Muriel smiled, but Larry had stiffened. ‘Pig,’ even these days, pushed a button with most cops, and Muriel touched Larry’s arm while she told Collins this was the best she could do, take it or leave it.


    Collins stretched his neck, rotating it as if to ease some small discomfort.


    “I was in this tavern,” he said then. “Lamplight.”


    “When?” she asked.


    “Last week. Right before I got cracked. Tuesday. And there’s this hook who comes round there. Just some raggedy street thing, you know.”


    “Name?”


    “Folks there call him Squirrel. I don’t know why. Probably cause he’s, like, nuts.” Collins took a second to enjoy that. “Anyway, I was kickin with some dudes and this Squirrel, he’s kind of sneakin round, selling shit.”


    “What shit was he selling?” asked Larry.


    “He had gold last week. Chains. And he’s pulling them outta his pockets, and he’s got something—what the hell do they call that lady’s necklace with a face on it?”


    “Cameo?” asked Muriel.


    He snapped his long fingers. “One of these brothers at the bar wanted to see it, and Squirrel shows him, but he’s like, ‘No way, man, that’s not for sale.’ Turns out, it opens up, you know, under the face, it’s a locket, and it’s got two little pictures inside, two babies. ‘Kin gonna give good money for that,’ he says. Kin, I’m thinking. Damn if I knew what that was about. So later I was back to, you know, the lavatory, and I saw him again, and we just fell to rappin, and I say to him, ‘What you mean “kin”?’ ‘Hell,’ he says, ‘lady I got that offa, she six under now. Busted a cap in her.’ And this brother, man, you know, he don’t look like he’d take off anybody. I’m like, ‘Man, you sky-up?’ ‘Word,’ he says, ‘smoked her and two more back there on the Fourth of Ju-ly. You seen it, too, man, TV and all, I was famous and everything. I got me a whole lotta shit offa all them, but I done unloaded it, ’cept that piece, cause ain nobody gonna give what her kin will pay. Gone do like ransom or somethin, once’t it get cold and all, and I need me money for a place to stay.’” Collins shrugged. He wasn’t sure what to think of it himself.


    Larry asked for a description of the locket. Many of the items lifted
from the victims had been mentioned in the papers, and Larry was clearly looking for undisclosed details.


    “Any more?” Muriel asked Collins, once he’d answered Larry.


    “Mmm-mmm,” said Collins.


    “Not even a full name on this character?” asked Larry.


    “I don’t know, man. Could be somebody called him Ronny, something like that.”


    “You think he was woofin about killing those three people?”


    Collins looked at both of them. He was finally without poses.


    “Could be,” he said. “Right now, I’m hoping like hell he wasn’t, but you know, a man gets buzzed, who knows what he’s gonna say? He was struttin, that’s for sure.”


    Collins was doing this the right way, Muriel thought, telling it straight. At the end of the day if Squirrel was not the man, she would still be able to put a word in for him.


    Larry asked several more questions to which Collins had no answers, then they sent him back to the tiers. They said nothing about him until they reached the street, outside the vast fortress that was the House of Corrections.


    “Straight?” she asked him then.


    “Probably so. If he was gonna dress it up, he could have done a lot better than that.”


    Muriel agreed. “Any chance Collins was in it?”


    “If he was, and Squirrel gives him up, then Collins is meat. Collins can figure that. So I’d bet no.”


    That one, too, Muriel saw the same way. She asked how much of what Collins had said about the cameo had been in the papers.


    “We never let out it was a locket,” Larry said. “Those are Luisa’s daughters’ baptism pictures in there. And I’ll tell you what blows my mind is he’s right, the thing is big stuff to the family. Some kind of heirloom from Italy. The mom got it from her mom, who got it from hers. This puke, Squirrel, one way or the other, he has to know something.”


    “You calling Harold?”


    “I wanna eyeball Squirrel first.” That meant Larry was afraid the Commander would assign other detectives to find Squirrel. Police officers
kept track of their arrest statistics, as if there was a scoreboard in lights down at McGrath Hall. Larry, like everyone else, wanted the big ones.


    “I won’t say anything to Molto,” Muriel answered.


    They stood in the encroaching cold, drawn together, as was so often the case, by the speed of their compact. Their breaths clouded and trailed away and the air held the bracing somber scent of autumn. Along one side of the jail, the line was forming for evening visits, composed principally of young women, most of them with a child or two. Several of the kids were crying.


    Larry looked at her at length in the dim light.


    “Time for a soda pop?” he asked.


    She squinted through one eye. “That sounds a little dangerous.”


    “You love danger,” he said.


    That was true. She had always loved danger. And Larry was part of it. But she was determined to grow up.


    “The defendant in my case is gonna jump on tomorrow. I should work on the cross.” She provided a little sealed grin meant to reflect just a vapor of regret, then turned toward the P.A.’s Office across the street.


    “Muriel,” Larry said to her. When she revolved, he had his hands jammed in the pockets of his long jacket and he flapped them against his side. His mouth moved, but he clearly had no idea what to say next. Instead, they stood in the night, facing each other, and let her name, spoken with the faintest woeful echo, remain the last word.
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    OCTOBER 8, 1991


     



    Squirrel


     



     



     



     



    “SQUIRREL?” asked Carney Lenahan. “We’re always chasin after that birdbrain.”


    “What is he?” Larry asked. “A doper?”


    Lenahan’s partner, Christine Woznicki, answered. “He’s the ring around the bowl.” She gave Larry Squirrel’s proper name, Romeo Gandolph, and he wrote it down. They were in the squad room at Area Six, a little after 8 a.m. The watch commander had just finished briefing the new shift and the two officers were ready to go out on patrol. Woznicki was awfully nice-looking, but with a tough set to her jaw and a lanky dryness that reminded Larry of a leather strop. Probably that kind, not that he cared either way. Her father had been on the job when Larry started his career here in Six more than fifteen years ago. Stan Woznicki had also ridden with Carney. The longer you live, Larry thought, it’s just a big wheel.


    “A thief is what he is,” said Lenahan. “And a fence. Steal it or sell it, preferably both. Worse than a gypsy. We run his screwy little ass in here once a month, at least. Ed Norris had him on the ring yesterday.”


    “For?”


    “S.O.S.” Same old shit. “Lady Carroll got a wig store on 61st. That’s what she calls herself, Lady Carroll. So Lady Carroll gets a little wrecked and don’t lock her back door. This birdcage, Squirrel, that’s his thing, back doors, hiding in a cabinet till after closing time. Yesterday a.m., half her stock has taken a walk. And most of the trade on 61st is wearing a new mop. So Ed let Squirrel lounge here for the evening but he wouldn’t cop. It was him. Believe me. Fenced it for sure.”


    Carney had to be right at the end of the trail, sixty if he was a day. Everything about the guy was gray, even his face under the wan interior light. Larry loved cops like this. They’d seen it all and done it all and still had something good left. When Larry came on the job in 1975, Carney was still complaining that the Force had bought air-conditioned cruisers. That was just looking for trouble, he said, encouraging the element that didn’t want to get out of the car in the first place.


    “Any property?” Larry asked. “When Norris grabbed him?”


    Lenahan flicked a look at Woznicki, who shrugged.


    “What he gets he unloads fast,” she answered.


    Larry said he’d like to see Norris’s report. When he asked if Squirrel had any connection to Gus, Carney laughed deeply.


    “Mongoose and cobra, those two,” he said. “Gus figured Squirrel had a hard-on for his cash register. I guess he tried to get his hand in there once. Gus caught Squirrel so much as sittin at his counter for a coffee, he’d run him out.” At Paradise, anybody who paid his tab was equal. Gang lords sat next to pols and $20 hookers. When there was trouble, local kids getting noisy, vagrants who took up residence, or morons like Squirrel, Gus preferred to deal with it himself, even if a copper was in one of his booths. “One time I saw Gus go at him with a butcher knife,” Lenahan said. “Don’t think those two were writing love letters.”


    Larry felt a sensation travel through him. He was the doer. Squirrel.


    “What about drugs?” he asked. “He use?”


    Woznicki answered. “He don’t have any kind of jones. He gets high like the rest of them. For a long time, he was sniffing paint,” she said, referring to toluene, “which may be part of his problem. He’s a few sandwiches short of a picnic, that one. Squirrel, you know, he’s just livin the life. He wants to steal enough to get completely noodled come nightfall, so he can forget how strange he is. You ain’t gonna have to consult the Buddha to figure him out.”


    “Does he carry?” Larry asked, meaning a gun.


    “Not so I seen. Kind of a weak puppy, actually,” Christine said. “He’ll run his mouth, but I don’t know if he’d actually go to war. You figure him for the guy who capped Gus?”


    “I’m starting to.”


    “I didn’t think the little fuck had it in him.” Marveling, Woznicki tossed her narrow, long-jawed face about for a second. That was one of the sad lessons of police life. People were a lot more likely to be worse than you expected, before they were better.


    Lenahan and Woznicki left for patrol. In the front, Larry asked the records clerk to pull documents. Rommy’s criminal history arrived by fax from downtown in half an hour, but the clerk said Norris’s report from last night must still have been in filing. While the clerk was looking, Larry called Harold Greer.


    Harold was in a meeting, which was just as well. Larry talked to Aparicio, Harold’s right hand, who was too amiable to ask many questions. There was one other call Larry needed to make.


    “You want a warrant?” Muriel asked. She was in her office waiting on her jury.


    “Not yet. Just stay close.”


    “Always,” she told him.


    Always, he thought. What the hell did that mean? The other night, outside the jail, he had looked at Muriel in her go-to-court outfit, her red high heels elevating her scampish height, and suddenly felt the world was only empty space. The fiber of feeling that connected him
to her was the most certain thing in it. The strength of that sensation, which was not only the welling of desire but some larger yearning, had left him speechless after uttering her name. “Always,” he muttered, cradling the phone.


    After another hour, he asked dispatch to round up Lenahan and Woznicki. They were only a few blocks away and he met them behind the station. It was past noon now and the lot was as crowded as a shopping center.


    “T’s up?” asked Woznicki through the driver’s window of the cruiser. “You still looking for that report?”


    “As a matter of fact.”


    “I called Norris a while ago.”


    “Okay, but right now I could use some help scooping up Squirrel. Where do I find him?”


    “Usually the street,” said Lenahan. “It’s not cold enough yet for him to take the hike to the airport. Whenever he’s run one of his little jobs, we find him at the same pizza parlor on Duhaney.”


    “What’s he do there?”


    “Eat. I don’t know if he gets high from the thrill or he’s just hungry.”


    “Probably hungry,” said Woznicki. “Hop in and we’ll take a ride.”


    Today, Squirrel had skipped the pizza. After a couple of hours, they ended up at the joint where Collins said he’d encountered Candolph. It was called Lamplight and it was strange it had any name at all. It was a shithole. You knew you were in trouble when a place kept cyclone fencing across the window while it was open. Near the door, there was a small liquor counter, the merchandise locked behind heavy gratings, and a dim barroom in back. Larry had made this scene a thousand times before: only a few lights that worked, including the reflecting beer signs, and what they revealed was aged, filthy, and broken. The paneling in the room was so old it had started to fray, like worn cloth, and the toilet in the one john was stained, with a seat that had been cracked in half and a cistern that leaked and was always running. Even from the front door, the whole place smelled of rot and a vague gas leak. There were customers back there all day, little groups
of young men standing around, talking stuff nobody believed, now and then dealing dope in little coveys in the corner. It was that activity, in all likelihood, that had brought Collins around.


    Outside, on the sidewalk near the door, there was more of the same: smacked-out hookers trying to score a john or a fix, guys with disability checks or habits of their own. The paper-bag crowd. When the three officers strolled up, they all scattered. Carney and Christine went in the front and Larry ambled around to the alley, in case Squirrel opted for the stage door.


    He heard Lenahan whistle for him a minute later.


    “Detective Starczek, make the acquaintance of Romeo Gandolph.”


    The man Carney was pushing along was a scrawny, crazed-looking little thing, with eyes flashing around like Mars lights. You weren’t going to have to convene a grand jury to figure out how he got the name Squirrel. Larry pushed him against the patrol car and patted him down. Rommy whined, asking several times what he had done.


    “Shit,” Larry said. “Where’s the locket, Romeo?”


    Romeo, as expected, said he didn’t know nothing about that.


    “Shit,” said Larry again. Gandolph wouldn’t have held the cameo for months, only to sell it now. Larry described the piece, but Squirrel kept saying he hadn’t seen nothing like it.


    Larry thought of Erno’s warnings about Collins. This wasn’t the first time a jailhouse snitch had run changes on Larry. He was ready to let Squirrel stroll, but Lenahan unexpectedly grabbed Gandolph by the scattered hairdo and pushed him into the back of the cruiser. Squirrel was moaning that his arm still hurt from last night, when he’d been cuffed for most of the evening to an iron ring above his head on the wall.


    At Six, Lenahan pointed Rommy to a bench—he knew the way himself—then took Larry’s biceps. He could tell there was a problem from the way Carney kept looking up and down the hall.


    “You ain gonna find any reports or nothing from last night.”


    “Because?”


    “Cause you ain gonna find that cameo in Property.”


    Larry groaned. He was just too old for this shit.


    “Carney, I know it’s not on you, but this meatball’s gonna tell me he had that locket last night when they pinched him. You know that. So what am I supposed to tell Harold?”


    “I understand,” said Carney. “I’m doin what I can. We been looking for Norris all day now. He’s off. Girlfriend swears he’s on the way in.”


    They were interrupted by a communications clerk. Larry had a call. His first thought was Muriel, but it was Greer instead. Larry tried to strike a cheerful note.


    “I think we’re about to clear this case, Commander.” He gave Harold some of the details.


    “Who’s with you, Larry?”


    He knew Harold meant Task Force detectives, but Larry played dumb and mentioned Lenahan and Woznicki.


    “The Lone Ranger rides again,” said Greer to himself. He told Larry he would get a Homicide detective there on the double.


    When Larry lowered the phone, there was a big black guy waiting. He had on a snappy, short leather jacket and a knit shirt that didn’t quite cover his full belly. He was smiling as if he had something to sell. Which he did, in a way. This was Norris.


    “Hear you need this,” he said. He took the cameo out of his coat pocket. He hadn’t even bothered to put it in a plastic sleeve.


    Larry had made it for a long time on this Force by saying live and let live. Best he knew, the Pope wasn’t drawing up papers to nominate him for sainthood either. But he did the job. Maybe that was his greatest source of pride. He came on every day to do the job—not to catch a nap or shake down dopers or hide in the station house while he schemed about a long-term disability leave. He did the job, like every other good cop he knew. This was too much. He grabbed the locket roughly from Norris’s hand. The christening pictures were inside, two babes both still bloated from the savage trip down the birth canal.


    “You’re just Dick Fuckin Tracy, aren’t you?” Larry said to Norris. “You pinch a guy who’s got jewelry in his pocket that was on TV every day for a week because it belonged to a murder vic. And the guy you snatch happens to have had a known thing with another of the victims. And what are you thinking about? How much you can get when
you sell the fucking evidence. I hope there aren’t any more at home like you.”


    “Ease up. This ain your man. This is just some little local wackhead booster. He wouldn’t cop on the wigs, so I’s teaching him a lesson. What’s the harm?”


    “Harm? I got a great chain of evidence, don’t I? Booking sheet, evidence log? How do we prove to Bernie the Attorney this is what you took off his client?”


    “Don’t bust my chops, man. Everybody here knows how to testify.”


    Larry turned away, but Norris called after him.


    “You know, if he’s wrong on the murders,” he said, “I oughta get a piece of the bust.”


    Larry didn’t bother to answer. You couldn’t talk to a guy like that.
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    MAY 22, 2001


     



    Inside


     



     



     



     



    OUTSIDE the Men’s Maximum Security Penitentiary at Rudyard, Gillian had a final cigarette. She kept her back to the prison and instead surveyed the pretty Midwestern street of small frame houses, where the lawns had recently greened and the maple trees in the parkway were all in new leaf. Arthur was still in his fancy automobile, speaking on the car phone to his office. ‘My robber baron against your robber baron,’ was how he’d described his practice on the drive down, but, like all lawyers in medias res, he seemed given over to it, soothing clients and plotting strategy in the fierce war of words that was civil litigation.


    For Gillian’s sake, Arthur had left his carnivorous young associate back in the IBM Building. Rocketing along the highway, beside the corn plants which were bursting through the earth with their green leaves drooping like welcoming hands, Arthur and she had conversed pleasantly. He had told her what he’d learned about Erno Erdai, the
prisoner they were going to see, and they had also talked at length about Duffy Muldawer, her landlord, with whom Arthur had happily renewed acquaintance this morning, reminiscing over their courtroom battles years before, when Arthur was a Deputy P.A. in Gillian’s courtroom.


    In truth, Duffy had never been much of a lawyer—he’d gone to law school as an adjunct to his priestly duties, and ended up as a State Defender when love, which sadly did not last, had led him to abandon his vows. His true gift was in his original calling. Gillian had discovered that in 1993, when she had entered one of the fabled twelve-step programs. With a sentencing in her future, it was imperative to clean up, but she could not abide the cant, the formulae, the circles of lost souls baring their troubles and still lost. In desperation, she’d called Duffy, who’d offered to help when the first articles about her appeared in the papers. He was her one true confessor. Without him, she might have remained at the bottom forever.


    As Arthur’s call wore on now, Gillian ground her cigarette into the gravel of the lot and checked herself over in the reflection of the car’s smoked windows. She’d worn a black David Dart pantsuit, with a cardigan-style jacket, pearls, and gold button earrings. The effect was intended to be demure, to attract as little attention as possible inside the institution. But Arthur, who’d apparently been watching her through the windshield while he finished on the phone, seemed to have missed the point.


    “You look great, as usual,” Arthur said, standing up from the car. He spoke with the same enthusiasm he had in his office. She sensed in Raven, as with so many males, a hint of tireless sexual appetite. But she was largely inured to men. She had even begun wearing a plastic wedding band to work. Saleswomen apparently had the same reputation as nurses and the gals lingering in a watering hole at closing time. Men actually seemed to cruise the counters. Now and then, some appeared to recognize her from her former life, and within that cohort were a few males who, for whatever demented reason, seemed to regard her as either easy pickings or an unfulfilled yen. She rebuffed them all. Sex had never been especially easy for her, anyway. Too much Catholic school or something like that. She had loved being attractive,
the power it bestowed. But the mechanics of love, much like love itself, had never really been very satisfying for Gillian.


    She thanked Raven for his kindness and turned to face the institution, summoning resolve. For decades, at moments like this, Gillian had conjured the image of a ball bearing, gleaming, smooth, and impenetrable, and that was what was in her mind as they reached the front gates of Rudyard.


    Inside the guardhouse, Arthur did the talking. The plan was for her to visit alone with Erdai, who was expecting her, in the hope he would agree to see Raven next. She was not sure exactly what faced her, but the police reports and other documents Arthur had shown her made Erdai’s story sound uncomfortably like hers. He’d worked his way up from police cadet to a significant executive position at TN, and then, in an inexplicable instant, had lost hold of everything. In February of 1997, Erdai had been at Ike’s, a well-known hangout for police officers, when he’d had a run-in with a man named Faro Cole. According to Erdai’s statements afterwards, he had once investigated Cole for a ticket fraud against the airline. Described as a black male about thirty, Cole had entered the tavern and displayed a gun, shouting that it was Erdai’s fault he was broke. Several cops in the place had come at Cole with weapons drawn, and the man had thrown his arms in the air, still holding the revolver, but by the barrel, not the trigger. Finally, after brief negotiations, he’d handed the gun to Erdai and agreed to go outside with him to talk. No more than five minutes later, Cole had burst back through the door of the bar. By all accounts, Erdai, who was about five feet behind him, dropped the young man with a single shot through the back.


    Erdai claimed, improbably, that the shooting was self-defense, but he found little support, especially in light of the ballistics and path reports. Erno was charged with attempt murder. Cole, who recovered, conceded, through an attorney, that he had been stoned and provocative and even made no objection to Erno’s lawyer’s plea for leniency. But because Erdai had shot and killed his mother-in-law several decades before, the P.A.’s Office was adamant that he’d already had his second chance. Erdai pled to Agg Battery, Firearm, and received a sentence of ten years, which would have gotten him out in five, had
he not developed a stage-four cancer of the lung. The Warden’s Office had confirmed to Arthur that Erdai’s prognosis was poor. Notwithstanding that, the Prisoner Review Board had denied his request for commutation or compassionate furlough, much as they turned down everyone else. Erdai was going to die in here, a thought that seemed fully appalling to Gillian as she waited on a bench beside Arthur.


    “Is he still lucid?” Gillian asked Raven.


    “According to the medical staff.” Her name was called then. “I guess you’re going to see for yourself.”


    “I guess so,” she answered and stood. So far as Gillian could tell, Erdai was Rommy Gandolph’s last hope, and Arthur had become visibly nervous as the moment of truth neared. Coming to his feet to wish her good luck, he offered a damp hand, then Gillian headed off in the company of a female correctional officer. When the main gate to the cellblock finally smashed closed behind them, Gillian’s heart squeezed. She must have made a sound as well because the c.o. turned to ask how she was.


    “Fine,” Gillian answered, but she could feel her face was pinched.


    The officer, who was stationed in the infirmary to which they were heading, had introduced herself as Ruthie, a stout chatterbox with straightened hair. Even a prison could not dim her cheerfulness, and her tireless commentary about varied subjects, including Erdai, recent construction, and the weather, made a welcome distraction.


    When they arrived, the infirmary proved to be a separate two-story structure connected to the main block by a dark hall. Gillian followed Ruthie down the corridor to another double set of barred doors. A guard sat in a small control room on this side, monitoring ingress and egress through bulletproof windows. Ruthie lifted the visitor’s pass hanging from Gillian’s neck and the buzzer sounded.


    Within the prison hospital, there was an odd liberty. It was like entering an asylum. The worst offenders were chained to their beds, but only if they caused trouble. As in the yard, even the murderers wandered about freely. In the ward to which Ruthie led Gillian, two unarmed correctional officers sat in the corners on folding chairs, moseying around now and then to limber up, but appearing otherwise
aimless. Halfway into the room, Ruthie pulled back a curtain and there in a bed was Erno Erdai.


    At the moment, he was recovering from a second surgery to remove a lobe from his lung. He had been reading a book, his hospital bed raised to support him, and wore a washed-out hospital gown, while an IV dripped into his left arm. Erdai was thin and pale, with an arrow tip of a long nose. When his light eyes came up, they lingered on Gillian before he coughed harshly. After he recovered, he extended his hand.


    “I’ll just leave you to talking,” Ruthie said. She did not actually depart. She found a plastic bucket chair for Gillian, then crossed to the other side of the ward, where she made some show of looking in the other direction.


    “I knew your old man, you know,” Erdai said. His speech had a faint foreign lilt, as if he’d come of age in a home where English was a second language. “In the Academy. He was my instructor. He taught Street Tactics. He was good at it, too. They say he was hell out there.” Erno laughed. He had a tongue depressor on one side of his mouth and chewed on it periodically. Gillian had often heard as much of her father, but it was hard to reconcile with the man whom she saw her mother wallop time and again. Gillian was always desperate for him to fight back. He was six foot three and could have toppled his wife with one swat. But he was scared of May like the rest of them. Gillian had hated him for it.


    “I don’t suppose you remember me from being in your court,” Erdai asked, “now that you see me?” It seemed important to him to think he had made an impression, but she saw no need for gallantry.


    “No, I’m sorry.”


    “Well, I remember you. And you look a damn sight better off. Do you mind me saying that? Doesn’t seem like you’re drinking now.”


    “No.”


    “I don’t mean anything by asking,” said Erdai. “I drank too much, too. Only I’m not like you. I’d start right in again. The stuff in here the inmates make? You take your life in your hands and it tastes like it, too. I drink it anyway when I get the chance.” Erno shook his head
briefly, then glanced at the book that remained open in his hands, a history of World War II. She asked if he liked it.


    “It’s all right. It’s something to do. Did you read a lot when you were inside?”


    “Some,” she said. “Not as much as I thought I would. Now and then, I try to remember what I did, and most of it’s blank. I really think I spent a lot of time just staring.”


    There were entire chains of association she’d had to abandon. Thinking of herself as a judge. As a respectable citizen. The law, which had been her life in many senses, was all but erased. As far as she could tell now, she had gone through the first year or so in prison with the equivalent of screen fuzz in her brain. The set was on; no signal was receiving. Rarely, very late at night, she cried, usually when she had been aroused by a dream and endured that moment when she realized that she was not in bed, alone, awaiting the trials of another day, but was instead here—in prison, a felon, a junkie. She had gone down and down like something tossed into a channel that ran to the center of the earth. The feeling of those moments, which she’d have been glad to leave behind her forever, returned for an instant and she straightened up to subdue it.


    “So you want to hear my story?” Erdai asked.


    Gillian explained about Arthur. She’d come because it seemed important to Erno, but it was the defense lawyer who was better suited to listen to whatever he had to say.


    “So that’s what the lawyer’s about,” said Erno. “I thought he was coming to give you advice. Well, he’ll just twist it around to suit what’s best for him. That’s how they do it, isn’t it? Whatever to get his name in the papers?”


    “Well, he certainly won’t be looking out for you. You know that. If you’re worried—”


    “I’m not worried about anything,” he said. “What’s he gonna do? Get me the death penalty?” Erdai looked toward his feet, shrouded by the bedcovers, as if they were somehow the emblem of his mortality, which he might comprehend in a few vacant instants. “You know, it always bothered me that he was here—Gandolph? We never see the
Yellow Men, but I knew he was across the way. It was on my conscience. But I thought I was getting out, so why screw with it? Now, it’ll be the other way. He’s done the time for everything they didn’t catch him on anyway.” He used his tongue to move the stick to the other side of his mouth and smiled at the notion. Gillian, confused by this soliloquy, considered asking a question, but thought better of it.


    “Well, that’s how we used to look at it, right?” Erno asked. “They all did something.”


    She doubted she had been that cold. She didn’t believe many defendants were innocent, but she drew the line at locking them up because they were probably guilty of something else. She did not, however, want to quarrel with Erdai. The man was brusque. Undoubtedly, that had always been the case, but Gillian sensed there was now something settled in his anger. It was deep inside, either coped with or controlling him, she couldn’t tell which.


    “I have to admit,” he said, “I never figured on seeing your face. I just wanted to find out if anybody else had the gumption to do it—you know, to go out of their way on this to set it straight. I’ve always hated being the only fool. I give you a lot of credit for coming.”


    She told him she wasn’t sure she had much to lose, except the day.


    “Oh, sure you do,” said Erno. “Once they start trying to figure out what went wrong in that case, the papers’ll drag all of it up again. About you? You know they will.”


    She had not thought of that, not once, mostly because she had no clear idea what Erdai might be saying. Nonetheless, with his warning, she felt an icy constriction at her center. Obscurity was the only refuge she had now. But in a second, her anxiousness eased. If somehow she again became a cause célèbre, she would go. She had returned to the Tri-Cities, knowing that if she did not look all of it over again through sober eyes, she’d never come to terms with what had happened. And she was not prepared to leave yet. But she would be someday. Departure remained part of her plan.


    Erdai was studying her without apology.


    “You think I should talk to this lawyer?”


    “He’s a nice man. I think he’d be fair.”


    Erno asked Arthur’s name, hoping he might know him. He remembered hearing of Raven in the P.A.’s Office, but they never had any business.


    “Obviously,” said Gillian, “if you have information that would tend to show Gandolph shouldn’t be executed, Arthur should hear it.”


    “Yeah, I got information.” Erno laughed. “He didn’t do it.”


    “Gandolph?”


    “He’s innocent,” Erdai said flatly, and watched her at length. “You don’t believe that, do you?”


    This was, she knew, the most consequential question he’d asked her, but she did not wait long to respond.


    “No,” Gillian said. When she was inside, at least half the inmates claimed they were innocent, and over time, she’d given credence to a few. In a state facility like this, where the justice that brought the cons here was sometimes done on a wholesale basis, the numbers were probably higher. But she had paid close attention many years ago when Rommy Gandolph was in her courtroom. Heroin was still a pastime then, and she had understood the gravity of a capital case. Even in Erno’s presence, she could not accept that she, that all of them—Molto and Muriel and the detective, Starczek, even Ed Murkowski, the defense lawyer, who’d privately acknowledged believing Gandolph was guilty—could be so thoroughly misled.


    “No,” said Erno, and his light eyes, trapped in their weathered sockets, again stayed on her quite some time. “I wouldn’t either.” He descended into another spasm of coughing. Gillian watched him rock back and forth, waiting to ask what he meant. But when he was finished, he took a couple of good breaths, then addressed her peremptorily. “All right,” he said, “go tell the lawyer I’ll see him. They’re coming to take me down for a test. Bring him back up here in an hour or so.” With that Erno again raised his book. The conversation was done. He never bothered looking at her again as she said goodbye.
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    OCTOBER 8, 1991


     



    The Confession


     



     



     



     



    ON TV, murderers were usually evil geniuses with a lust for death. A couple of times in his career, Larry had run across a lawyer or executive who’d hatched a brainy plan to get rid of his wife or his partner. But gang members aside, most of the guys Larry cracked fell into two groups: bad seeds who’d started torturing cats by the age of six, or, more often, mutts who’d been kicked around long enough to learn to do it to somebody else, the type who pulled the trigger just to prove for once they didn’t have to take everybody’s shit. That was Squirrel.


    In a small locker room within Area Six, which doubled for interviews, they sat at adjoining corners of a square steel table, almost as if Gandolph were a dinner guest. Larry knew better than to talk to Squirrel without a witness, but Woznicki and Lenahan had a call, break-in in progress. Larry figured he’d clear away the brush with this guy, then bring in a prover when he started to get something good.


    “You ever seen that?” Larry asked. The locket sat on the gray table
between the two men. The profile of a woman in a lace collar was finely etched against the brown backing. Beautiful as it was, even Squirrel was smart enough not to touch it. The sound of an answer or two strangled somewhere in his throat.


    “I don’t recall directly, man,” he said finally. “Tha’s a nice piece. I might ’member if I seen that piece.”


    “Are you fucking with me, Squirrel?”


    “I ain fuckin with you, man. I don’t hardly wanna fuck with no police.”


    “Well, you’re fucking with me. I just got that from the officer who took it off you. Are you calling him a liar?”


    “I ain sayin liar. You the one sayin liar.”


    “Well, is he a liar?”


    “Don’t know ’bout that.” Squirrel slid his brown thumbs along the lines of a gang graffito engraved in the table by some youth unimpressed with his surroundings. “Crook more like,” said Squirrel. “Some crooks is liars, too. Ain that right?”


    “Is this philosophy class, Squirrel? I missed the sign on the door. Lemme ask you again. Is this yours?”


    “Nnn-uhh, I wasn’t supposed to be havin that.”


    Larry smiled. The guy was so simple you had to like him.


    “I know you weren’t supposed to have it. But you had it, right?”


    A wild flash of uncertainty lit up again behind Squirrel’s eyes. This kid had been raised way too close to the power lines.


    “Hey, you know,” he said. “I’d kinda like to go. You know.”


    “Go?”


    “Yeah, the Boys.” Gandolph smiled as if he’d said something clever. On the left side of his mouth, he was missing several teeth. Larry also noticed Squirrel had begun tapping his foot.


    “Well, sit here and keep me company for a minute. I want to hear a little more about that cameo.”


    “Po-lice stole it off me.”


    “No, they didn’t. I’m a police officer. Here. I’m giving it back. Right? Here.”


    Squirrel still resisted any temptation to reach out.


    “How’d you get your hands on that in the first place?” Larry asked.


    “Mmm,” said Rommy, and spent a long time rubbing his mouth.


    “I think you better say something, Squirrel. That piece is about to get you in a peck of trouble. It’s stolen, Squirrel. You been down that road before. PSP?” Possession of stolen property. “And I think you’re the one who stole it.”


    “Nnn-uhh,” said Squirrel.


    “You know a woman named Luisa Remardi?”


    “Who?” He leaned forward, but did not do a good job of faking it. At Luisa’s name, his eyes had grown tight as coffee beans.


    “Well, help me, Squirrel. That cameo is Luisa’s. And if you don’t know Luisa, where’d this cameo come from?”


    Gandolph’s narrow face worked around as he pondered his problem.


    “Got it off another lady,” he said at last.


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, she kind of give it me to hold, you know, cause she owed me for somethin.”


    “And what might that be? That she owed you for?”


    “Just some little thing I done give her. Can’t even recollect too clear.”


    “And what was this lady’s name?”


    “Man, I knowed you was gone aks that. What was her name?” said Squirrel.


    “Yeah, right. Her name was What. ‘What’ was her name.” Larry grinned, but there was no point being mean to Squirrel. He wouldn’t get it. “How about this, Squirrel? I’ll make a call and we can ride over to the Hall and you can take the box and tell the examiner all about Ms. What. Think you’ll pass, Squirrel? I don’t. But let’s find out, okay?”


    “Don’t know ’bout any lie box,” said Squirrel. He simpered in the hope he might be amusing. “Hey, man, lemme up for just a shake. I’m like to bust somethin if I keep waitin.”


    “You know how that cameo was stolen, Squirrel?”


    “Come on, man. Lemme go. I’m ’bout to shit my pants.”


    Larry grabbed Squirrel’s wrist and looked him square in the eye.


    “You shit your pants on me, Squirrel, I’ll make you eat it.” He gave Gandolph a second to take that in. “Now tell me, Squirrel. You ever meet Gus Leonidis? Good Gus? Did you know him at all?”


    Gandolph’s gooey eyes jitterbugged around again.


    “I don’t think I ’member no one by that name. Leo what?”


    Larry mentioned Paul Judson. Squirrel denied knowing him, too.


    “From the way I hear this, Squirrel, if I peel off your trousers, I’m gonna see the dent Gus’s boots left in your butt, cause he kicked it so often.”


    Squirrel couldn’t keep himself from laughing. “Yeah, tha’s good. Dent there.” But his amusement faded quickly, and he began muling around again. “Man, I laugh one more time, I’m gonna have a doody right on your floor.”


    “You know who Good Gus is now?”


    “Yeah, okay, I know.”


    “And this cameo was stolen from a lady at Gus’s restaurant.”


    Squirrel took way too long.


    “How you like that,” said Squirrel. “Stole at Gus’s. How you like that?”


    Larry squeezed Squirrel’s wrist again, harder this time.


    “I told you, don’t fuck with me, Squirrel.” Squirrel turned his head away and tapped his foot madly. “Squirrel, where did you get the cameo?”


    “Lady,” said Squirrel.


    Off his belt, Larry unsnapped his handcuffs and threw one bracelet around the wrist of Squirrel’s he was still holding.


    “Oh, man, don’t run me in. Man, those guys in the jail, man, they bad to me. They really are. I’m a neutron, man. They bad to me.” He meant he was neutral, not hooked up with any gang, and as a result, meat for anyone. “Come on, man. At least lemme go first. Okay?”


    Larry fastened the other cuff through the bolthole in one of the lockers behind Gandolph.


    “I gotta go to the head,” Larry said.


    He took his time, returning in about twenty minutes. Squirrel was writhing, bucking back and forth in the chair.


    “Whose cameo?”


    “Whoever you say, man.”


    “And how’d you end up with a dead woman’s jewelry, Squirrel?”


    “Lemme go, man. Please lemme go. This ain right a-tall, man.”


    “You killed Gus, Squirrel.”


    Squirrel began to whine and moan, much as he had in the cruiser, pretending to be on the verge of tears.


    “Okay, I kill’t him. Lemme go. I’m beggin here, man.”


    “Who else?”


    “Huh?”


    “Who else did you kill?”


    “I didn’t kill no one. Come on, man.”


    Larry left him alone for another hour. When he came back, the stink was phenomenal.


    “God almighty,” he said. “Jesus.” He threw open a window. The weather had turned in the last few days and winter was more than an idea. The air was dry and cool, about forty-five degrees. Squirrel had begun crying again as soon as Larry was through the door.


    Larry returned with a garbage bag and a newpaper. He had Gandolph, who wore no underwear, peel off his trousers and toss them in the bag.


    “Don’t I get a lawyer or nothin?”


    “I’ll get whoever you want, Squirrel. But what do you need a lawyer for? How do you think that looks?”


    “Looks like he gone sue your ass, man. Makin me shit my pants. That ain right. That ain legal or nothin.”


    “What kind of stuff is that, every creep can crap all over himself and call the cops bad guys? I don’t think that works.”


    Squirrel cried harder. “Man, that wasn’t how it was a-tall.”


    There was a little smear of shit on one of his shoes and Larry told him to throw it in the bag, too. Squirrel sobbed as he dropped it inside.


    “You cold, man. You the coldest po-lice I ever met. Where’m I gone get shoes, man? These here, they the onlyest shoes I got.”


    Larry replied that it might be a little while before Squirrel left. He covered Gandolph’s chair with newspaper and told the man, who remained
naked below the waist, to sit again. Mumbling to himself, Squirrel appeared too distraught to listen. Larry slammed his hand on the table to shut him up.


    “Squirrel, what happened to Gus? Good Gus? What happened to him?”


    “Dunno, man.” He lied like a child, his face cast down.


    “You don’t know? He’s dead, Squirrel.”


    “Oh, yeah,” he said. “I think I done heard that.”


    “Bet that broke your heart. Guy who wumped you the way he did.”


    Dumb as he was, Squirrel saw where that would go. He used his fingers to wipe his nose.


    “I dunno, man. All kinda folk wump me. Seem like. Po-lice wump me.


    “I haven’t wumped you, Squirrel. Not yet.”


    “Man, why you doin me like this? Shittin my pants and makin me sit in it like I’m some baby, man. Strippin me naked.”


    “Now listen, Squirrel. You’re runnin around with the jewelry of a dead woman. Who was killed at the same time as a man who beat down on you whenever he saw your spotty little face. Now are you telling me that’s just a funny fucking coincidence? Is that what you’re saying?”


    “Man, it’s cold in here. I ain got no clothes on. Look here. I got goof bumps and everythin.”


    Larry slammed the desk again. “You killed them, Squirrel! You shot Gus. You shot him and you shot Luisa and you shot Paul. You rifled that register you were so hot to get your mitts on. That’s what happened. Then you dragged those poor people into the freezer, and you cornholed Luisa Remardi. That’s what happened.”


    Squirrel shook his head no. Larry figured it was time for something else.


    “We have your fingerprints, Squirrel. At the scene. Did you know that? All over the register.”


    Gandolph stilled. If he hadn’t been inside, or near the register, then he’d have known Larry was lying. But there was no chance Squirrel was going to cash him in on this.


    “I ain said I wasn’t never there. I been in there. Lots of folk tell you that. Kinda liked to play with Gus and all.”


    “Play? Is that what you call killing him?”


    “Man, bein in there, sayin howdy and all, that ain the same as killin.”


    “Keep saying no, Squirrel. We have plenty of time. I got nothing better to do than have you lie to me.”


    Larry turned off the radiator before leaving the room. Forty minutes later, he re-entered with Wilma Amos, his Task Force partner, who had finally arrived. Squirrel was hunched down by the lockers, perhaps hoping to work the cuff off, or just to withstand the cold, and he screamed out.


    “Don’t you bring no lady in here when I don’t got no pants on.”


    Larry introduced Wilma, who straightened her stout form to cast an appraising look in Squirrel’s direction. Squirrel had turned as far from her as he could, covering himself with his one free hand.


    “Just wanted to ask in Detective Amos’s presence, Squirrel. You want food? You want a cold drink?”


    He told Larry he was a mean po-lice, no question about that.


    “I guess the answer’s no,” Larry told Wilma. They’d agreed in advance that she’d leave, but stand outside the door to make notes.


    “I want some pants, man. Tha’s what I want. I’m gone die or somethin from the cold.”


    “You have pants, Squirrel. You can put them back on any time you like.”


    Squirrel began crying again. With gusto. He was beat now.


    “Man, what’d I do, you gotta do me like this?”


    “You murdered three people. You shot Gus and Luisa and Paul. You robbed them all. And you screwed that lady up the poop chute.”


    “You keep sayin that, man.”


    “Because it’s true.”


    “Is it?” Squirrel asked.


    Larry nodded.


    “If I done somethin like that, kill three people and all, how come I don’t ’member nothin about it.”


    “Well, I’m helping you remember. I want you to think, Squirrel.”


    They always said they couldn’t remember. Like a drunken husband coming home. Larry frequently said he couldn’t remember. And he couldn’t. If he didn’t want to. But sooner or later as you talked to the perps, it came back. There was always something critical, details the cops themselves hadn’t tumbled to yet, which emerged.


    “When all this happen?” Gandolph asked listlessly.


    “July Fourth weekend.”


    “July Fourth,” Squirrel repeated. “Seem like I wasn’t even around July Fourth.”


    “What do you mean not around? Were you on a cruise?”


    Squirrel wiped his nose again against the back of his hand. Larry took his wrist once more.


    “Rommy, look at me. Look at me.” Awestruck and overcome, Gandolph raised his soupy brown eyes. And Larry felt some of the thrillhe couldn’t resist. He had Squirrel now. He owned him. “You killed these people. I know you killed these people. Now tell me. You tell me if I’m wrong. I say you did. I say you killed them and had a good time with that lady.”


    “I never done nothin like that to no lady.”


    “Well if you didn’t, who did? Was there somebody with you?”


    “Nnn-uhh,” Rommy said. Then he seemed to recollect himself. “Shit, man, I don’t even ’member none of this. How I gone know if somebody with me? All I’m sayin is I wudn’t do nothin like that to no lady, no matter how bad I hate her.”


    Larry scratched his ear, a gesture of studied casualness. But he’d heard something new.


    “Did you hate Luisa?” he asked.


    “Well, hate, you know, man. ‘Hate no man.’ Ain that what Jesus said?”


    “Well,” said Larry, flicking his ear the same way, “what did you have against Luisa?”


    Squirrel moved his hands around ineptly. “She just one of them bitchy-type bitches. You know? Promise you one thing and doin the next. You know how that go.”


    “Sure,” said Larry. “And I forget now. How did you know her?”


    For the first time, Gandolph seemed to be grappling with memory.


    “You know, she just some cutie pie I’d be rappin to at the airport.”


    The airport, Larry thought. Some flipping detective he was. Maybe somebody should have just beat him over the head with a brick a couple of times. So Squirrel knew Luisa from the airport. It was falling in place now.


    “You and she ever get together?”


    “Naw.” Rommy laughed bashfully, both shamed and flattered by the idea. “Wasn’t never nothin like that. I don’t aks out many them ladies.”


    “Well then, why’d you say she was a bitchy bitch? She play you? She do you wrong?”


    “Man, you got some funny ideas about this.”


    “Do I? I don’t think so. I’ll tell you what’s funny, Squirrel. You said you didn’t know any of these people. But you did. You knew Gus. You knew Luisa.”


    “No way, man. I didn’t say that a-tall. All I’m sayin is I didn’t murder none of them.”


    “Just like you didn’t know any of them, either.”


    False in one thing, false in all: the logic of the law. Squirrel understood that, judging from his sudden motionlessness.


    “Look, Rommy. Honestly, I’m trying to help you here. I want to understand the way it looked to you. I mean, you pass Gus’s window, you notice this bim who’s been trickin on you. You come in. You’re a little hot with her. And Gus is trying to run you out. I can see how maybe this got out of control. I mean, you don’t look like a killer to me. You’re not a killer, are you?”


    In the end, that was how you got them all to cop, by saying you understood, by nodding when they said, What choice did I have?


    “Not how I ever thought I was,” Gandolph answered now.


    “So how’d this happen?”


    Squirrel didn’t reply.


    “Rommy, what kind of stuff you use? Wack? You use wack?”


    “Man, you know. I don’t do much of nothin. Sometimes I sniff some paint is all. Only the last time I was in Manteko, the doc there,
he said it wasn’t so good for me, said I didn’t have enough cells to spare.”


    “But you’ve dusted yourself now and then, right?”


    Squirrel agreed.


    “You think maybe you were dusted on July Fourth? Guys don’t remember much. And it makes them pretty ornery, Squirrel. Lot of nice dudes do a lot of bad stuff on PCP.”


    “Yeah,” said Squirrel. He liked that part.


    “Come on, Squirrel. Tell me the story.”


    Squirrel very briefly dared to look at him squarely.


    “Don’t bring no more ladies in here.”


    “No,” said Larry.


    “And can you shut that damn window there?”


    “Well, let’s talk some,” said Larry.


    In another fifteen minutes, he shut the window. By then, Wilma had brought in an army blanket. Squirrel hunkered within the folds, while Wilma sat in the corner, scratching out notes as Gandolph confirmed the basics: he saw Luisa through the glass as he was passing by Paradise. On reflection, his best memory was he’d taken a hit of PCP.


    “Okay, so you walk in there one in the a.m. What happened then?” Larry asked.


    “Man, I can’t hardly ’member none of this. Cause I was dusted and all.”


    “Come on, Squirrel. What happened?”


    “Man, old Good Gus. He say, like he always done, to get out.”


    “And did you get?”


    “Well, if I shot them all, how could it be I done git?”


    “And where’d the gat come from?”


    Rommy shook his head, truly puzzled by the question.


    “Man, I ain never had me any gun. Like to shoot myself soon as anyone else, how I always figure.”


    He probably had that right.


    “Well, you had a gun that night, right?”


    Gandolph stared at the gray enamel on the steel leg of the desk.


    “Seem like Gus have him a gun.”


    Larry glanced at Wilma. No one had said that. But it made sense.
In Gus’s neighborhood, you wouldn’t want to just wait for the cavalry.


    “Yeah,” said Rommy. “Gus had him a pistol. Pointed it at me one time when he throwed me out. Winter, man, snowin and ice comin right down, and I’s standin shiverin and he tole me to git.”


    “So you knew where the gun was?”


    “Back under the cash register. Under them cigarettes and the Hershey bars in that glass thing.”


    “And that’s where you got it?”


    Squirrel looked around. “Man, can’t you turn the heat on in here or nothin?”


    Larry stood by the radiator. “Is that where you got the gun?”


    Squirrel nodded. Larry opened the valve and brought Squirrel over. Typical Task Force bungle, Larry thought. No one ever asked the family if Gus owned a gun, because each detective assumed somebody else had covered it.


    He left Wilma with Squirrel while he phoned Gus’s son, John. Somewhat warily, John confirmed that his father kept a revolver behind the counter. He didn’t remember much, except that Athena had insisted on it, but he put Larry on hold and in a few minutes had found the bill of sale in his dad’s files. Four years ago, Gus had purchased a .38 Smith & Wesson Chief’s Special, a five-shot revolver—the murder weapon Ballistics had identified from the land grooves on the slugs at the scene. Nor had the techs, for all their searching, found any casings. With a revolver, the cartridge casings remained in the chambers.


    They always knew, Larry thought. The killer always knew something obvious that had eluded everybody else. He told Wilma to phone Greer and then called Muriel himself.
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    MAY 22, 2001


     



    Kind


     



     



     



     



    FOR ARTHUR, the thought of several hours alone with Gillian Sullivan had been enough to wake him for the day at 4 a.m., and on the road with her this morning, he had alternated between periods when he was hopelessly wordstruck or given over to garrulous babbling. Now his heart leapt at the sight of her through the mesh security window between the barred doors at the rear of the guardhouse. But his response was not to any of his private longings. It was the consequence for his client that fired every nerve. Arthur was hovering by the interior door, even before she’d been buzzed through.


    “He’ll talk to you,” she said.


    “Great!” Arthur dashed back to his briefcase and swept up the pages of a draft motion to dismiss in another matter, which he’d been revising. Returning, he found her smiling at his eagerness.


    “Not yet, Arthur. He needs an hour or so.” Gillian explained Erdai’s circumstances.


    Somewhat chagrined, Arthur went to the front desk to make arrangements. When he had called the Warden’s Office to set up the visit, he’d expected problems due to the fact that Gillian was a convicted felon, a category of persons not always warmly welcomed as prison visitors. Instead, all the questions had focused on Arthur himself, because Erdai didn’t recognize his name. Erno had been cryptic with the prison authorities about his business with Gillian—they seemed to think it concerned his estate—and in the end, Arthur had been permitted to accompany Gillian on the supposition, which he never discouraged, that he was her lawyer. As a result, the lieutenant at the front desk now informed Arthur that in order to see Erdai, Gillian had to go back in with him. She frowned when Arthur explained. Apparently, she was counting on having endured the last of the cellblock.


    “Can I buy you lunch at least?” Arthur asked. He was starving anyway. Gillian agreed without any visible enthusiasm and lit a cigarette the second they left the guardhouse.


    “Did he tell you what he had? Erdai?” Arthur asked.


    “He said your client was innocent.”


    “In-nocent?” Arthur stopped in his tracks. His mouth, he realized, was hanging. “Did he explain that?”


    Gillian shook her head as she blew smoke into the wind.


    “Except, he believes your guy will get out and has done enough time. I assume he’s going to tell you somebody else killed those people. But he didn’t say who. Or how he knows that.”


    “And did you believe him?”


    “He asked the same thing, Arthur, and I told him no. Not that he makes a bad impression. He’s bright. That’s for certain. You can judge for yourself. My opinions are preformed, I suppose.”


    Being himself, Arthur tried several more questions, even after it was clear Gillian couldn’t answer them, but he finally fell silent as they walked to his car. Innocent. He was not certain exactly what he had been expecting to hear from Erdai. After rereading his letter to Gillian a dozen times, Arthur’s main speculation had been that Erdai, who worked at DuSable Field, which was not far from Paradise, had witnessed the crime or talked to someone who’d been there, and had
new information. Yet, as always, Arthur had refused to listen when Pamela tried to engage him in hopes that Rommy was not guilty at all. Innocent. His heart was skipping around and to calm himself, he focused on the locale. He was at Rudyard, where people arrived because they did not know how to behave-they were thugs and liars and outlaws. Hopes notwithstanding, Arthur’s reasoning part told him that at the end of the day he was likely to share Gillian’s conclusion about Erdai’s veracity.


    Looking for a restaurant, they found thin pickings in the small town. Prison visitors were overwhelmingly poor and far more apt to brown-bag it than to eat much besides drive-in fare. The restaurant they settled on was dark and very large, a family place with linoleum tables grained to resemble wood. From the looks of it, Arthur suspected it had once been a bowling alley.


    Gillian ordered a salad. Arthur took the special, which was meat loaf.


    “It probably won’t be very good,” Arthur said as the waitress receded. “A place like this? It’s been cooked and overcooked. It’ll be like eating a cannonball.”


    When Arthur’s lunch was set down before him, he took his knife, as he always did, and separated everything on the plate—he gave the peas a space apart from the potatoes, and scraped the blade in a circle so that the brown gravy formed a precise pool around the meat loaf. Gillian, who was stubbing out her second cigarette with the arrival of the food, observed him with plain interest.


    “Force of habit,” he told her.


    “So I take it. And how is the meat loaf? As you feared?”


    He chewed a moment. “Worse.”


    “May I ask why you ordered it?”


    “My father always made us order the special. He thought it was the best deal. It made him frantic if we did anything else. I mean, you asked about my mother the other day? Stuff like that, ordering the special—I’m sure that’s why she left.” He swallowed hard on the meat loaf, which had formed like a cud. “I can see her point.”


    Gillian smiled broadly. His intent was to amuse her, but he knew he’d touched on one of the long-term difficulties he’d had as the child
of such ill-matched human beings—he saw each parent’s point of view. He shared his father’s bitterness at his mother’s desertion, but he understood her indignity at being tethered to a person who often inflicted his anxieties on everyone else. His mother, however, was rarely as generous with Arthur. She found her son too much like his father, conventional and dismally unadventurous. By reminding himself that his mother was an eccentric, he had managed, with effort, to disregard her judgments, which went largely unspoken in any event. But now, nearing forty, he was increasingly haunted by her example—someone who had broken free of all traditional restraints to pursue the life she wanted. What did he want? The mystery of it seemed large enough to swallow him at times.


    “You gave me to think you were quite fond of your father, Arthur. When I met you at Duke’s?” She added the last words with noticeable care.


    “‘Fond’? In my life, my father was like gravity. I mean, without him the world would have just fallen apart.” These days, his father was Arthur’s favorite subject. Talk kept him alive for Arthur, the images near at hand. He understood what he was doing and how futile it was. But he couldn’t stop himself. That was what had gotten him into trouble in that first meeting with Gillian. Yet now, clearly as recompense, she sat against the leatherette backing of the booth, a cigarette between two manicured fingers, granting him unwavering attention.


    Harvey Raven had spent his entire working life as a second-line employee in a relative’s scrapyard, salvaging used auto parts. Somehow, it was a necessary element of all that frightened and concerned Mr. Raven to believe that if only a few things were different, his life would have been if not right, at least calm. If only he had gone to college. If only he had money. If only he were an owner of the scrapyard and not a working stiff. If only, if only—it was the slogan of his life. And who was to say he was wrong? All the time Arthur had spent in the law firm mixing with the well-to-do, the cultivated, the wellheeled, he had known they were clueless about people like him. They didn’t understand that desert thirst for money or the security it bought. They didn’t understand what it was to be at the world’s mercy. Arthur’s heart still reveled when he recalled his father’s exultant look at
Arthur’s law-school graduation or at the news seven years later that Arthur was leaving the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office to join the law firm at the astonishing salary of $100,000 a year.


    “People don’t think much about the valor of ordinary lives,” Arthur said to Gillian, “you know, of folks who are supposed to be just normal. But the older he got and I got, the more I saw how heroic my father was. I mean, it was basically a miracle that a man so scared for himself had managed to look out for other people and to care so much about them.” Arthur had now reached the point in the cycle where he felt his throat thicken and the pressure of tears, but he was, as ever, powerless to end this celebration.


    “And my father died with courage, too. He had liver cancer. It just ate him up. He went to the doctor and got the whole grim prognosis—six months left, most of it in terrible pain. And he was philosophical. To the end. I felt like grabbing him by the hospital gown. Jesus Christ, I wanted to say, you were scared of everything your whole life, you worried about stuff you never needed to worry about, you let it make you crazy, and now this? Now he was calm and accepting. And we had a great time, really, as a result. When he had good moments, we would laugh. It turned out we’d had a wonderful life together, when you added it up. He loved me. I loved him. He’d stuck with us, when maybe not every guy would have. I’d done the stuff he wanted me to do. He knew I’d take care of Susan. I mean, there was just so much gratitude from both of us.”


    Arthur, by now, had lost the battle. He averted his face to spare Gillian, but the tears poured from his eyes. He groped behind him for his handkerchief. When he had recovered, he saw that Gillian was now rigid, probably with horror.


    “Oh, God,” he said, “what an ass I’m making of myself. I cry all the time since my father died. I cry about TV shows. I cry when I watch the news. I keep trying to understand the logic. We need to love other people so badly and it only makes life unbearable when they’re lost. Is there any sense to that?”


    “No,” she answered in a small, hoarse voice. She had flushed. The faint freckles on her neck now stood out, and her eyes, with the clear line of makeup and the cloud of blush on the lids, were closed. “No,”
she said again, and took a breath. “You have a strange effect on me, Arthur.”


    “A good one?”


    “I can’t say that.”


    “Yeah,” he said, resigned to the facts.


    “No, no. It’s nothing about you. It’s me, Arthur.” She struggled with something, looking down at her long hands. There was still color all the way to her collar. “The gratitude you described, the admiration—I’ve never had that. Never.” She mustered a smile but not the courage to look at him. In a moment she asked if they could go.


    Driving back, Arthur did not say a word. After a few hours with her, he was beginning to gain a sense of Gillian Sullivan’s complications. Lord knows, they should have been apparent, given the mess she’d made of her life. But her demeanor, even now, seemed so serene and commanding that he was surprised to discover an unpredictable element to her personality. Her responses to him ran hot and cold. Accustomed to attempting to please women, he felt a little like a tetherball. Overall, though, she seemed to like him far more than he’d expected. Despite cautioning himself, he’d found that recognition exciting.


    When they arrived at the institution, Gillian still seemed unsettled. This time it was the prospect of going back in that appeared to bother her. She leaned forward in her seat, taking in the facility’s vast sprawl and shaking her head. Arthur apologized for forcing her to go through this twice.


    “It’s not your fault, Arthur. I knew what I was doing in coming here. It’s just been rather much to face. The memories.”


    “Kind of the ultimate bad time?” he said.


    Gillian, who was already fumbling again in her purse for a last cigarette, took a second to think.


    “People have their standard imagery about prison, don’t they? We all do. Everybody imagines certain parts will be especially dreadful.”


    “Like what? Sex?”


    “Certainly, sex. Yes. That’s standard-issue. The fear of living without it. The fear of homosexual encroachments. Most of the lesbian activity when I was inside took place among the staff. That’s the truth.


    “Sex ends up as just one more thing you’re cut off from. That’s the main form of punishment—separation. From people. From habits. From food. From life as you know it. That’s precisely what prison is supposed to be. There’s the irony, of course. After everything is said and done, after all the anxiety about incidental horrors, like getting mauled by bull dykes, the real punishment is exactly what’s intended. It’s like suffering an amputation. You stop wanting. You just quit. I did. Desire is replaced by boredom. They bore you to death in there. You think, Well, I can get interested in anything, I’m bright. But because everybody is just marking time, nothing seems to matter. You know you’ve been sentenced to feel the weight of time passing, and you do. I had moments when I could literally hear the watch ticking on my wrist. Every second being lost.”


    Watching her, the harrowed look as she stared at the prison, Arthur, unwillingly, found himself crying again, silently now, a runnel descending each cheek. He wiped his jaw first with his hand and apologized once more, although by now she seemed unconcerned by his lack of composure.


    “Once I start,” he said.


    “Not at all. You’re very kind, Arthur.” She seemed somewhat struck by what she had said, and faced him fully. “Very kind,” she repeated, then looked down at her unlit cigarette and left the car.
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    OCTOBER 9, 1991


     



    Breaking the News


     



     



     



     



    MY NAME IS ROMEO GANDOLPH. I am 27 years old. I read and write English. I am making this statement freely and voluntarily. No one has promised me anything to make this statement. I understand that this statement is being videotaped while I read it.


     



    After midnight on July 4, 1991, I stopped in by Paradise which was a restaurant. The owner Gus was getting ready to close. Gus and I had been knowing each other for a long time. I had tried to steal money once from out of his cash register. He had chased me down the street and caught me and beat me bad. After that, whenever he saw me, he would tell me to get away from his restaurant. Sometimes he was like joking, but sometimes he was straight serious. Once when I walked into the restaurant, he took out a pistol. from under the cash register and told me to leave.


    On July 4, 1991, I happened to see a lady I knew through the window and I went inside. Her name was Luisa Remardi and I used to say hello to her and stuff when I was hanging at the airport.


     



    When I come in on July 4, Gus said I was figuring to mope around the place and hide till he closed so I could steal something. I had taken a dose of PCP and Gus made me angry. We started in shouting with each other. Gus headed under the register to get that revolver, but I got there first. Gus kept yelling and stuff at me and went for the phone to call the police and I just shot him. I wasn’t thinking.


     



    Luisa was screaming out that I was crazy and all and wouldn’t shut up. When I went over to tell her to keep quiet, she jumped at the gun and I ended up shooting her, too. There was one other guy in the restaurant, a white guy. He was hid under the table, but I seen him. I pointed the gun and told him to pull Gus and Luisa down to the cold place in the cellar. Once he done it, I didn’t wait but another second to shoot him. I stole what I could off of everybody and then left out of the place. I got rid of the gun. I’m not completely. sure where.


     



    I had taken a lot of PCP and I don’t remember all of this too clear. This is the most I ean remember right now. I am very sorry for what I done.


     



    Muriel sat across from Squirrel in the interview room. Nearby, an evidence tech focused a video camera on a tripod, the unit’s small floodlight casting an intense beam over Squirrel, who was now clad in an optic-orange jail jumpsuit. Batting his eyes in the brightness, Squirrel had stumbled at several points as he’d read, asking Muriel to remind him of certain words. The first time, about halfway through they’d rewound and started again. His hands had been shaking as he held the paper, but otherwise he appeared all right.


    “Is that all there is to your statement, Mr. Gandolph?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “And is that statement in your words?”


    “The Detective over there, he helped me.”


    “But does this statement reflect your best memory of what happened on July 4, 1991?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “This is how you described to the Detective what happened?”


    “Yeah, after we talked it over some, yeah.”


    “And did anybody hit you or threaten any violence against you to get you to make this statement?”


    “No, not how I ‘member.”


    “Well, would you remember if somebody hit you?”


    “Ain nobody hit me.”


    “Did you have food and water?”


    “I had some now. Didn’t feel much like eatin ’fore now.”


    “And do you have any other complaint with your treatment?”


    “Well, you know, I messed in my trousers. That wasn’t so nice. I was like a kid or somethin sittin here in it.” Squirrel gave his disorganized hairdo a solitary shake. “Best not to talk ’bout it now.” Then he added, “And they mostly freezed me to death, too.”


    Muriel looked to Larry.


    “I had to open the window because of the stink.”


    There was still a reek when she’d arrived. ‘Sure-shit case,’ Larry had joked. She’d responded with the line her father had always uttered as he entered the one bathroom her family shared, ‘Smells like somebody died in here.’ Later, she reminded Larry to inventory Gandolph’s pants for evidence—talk about proof of a consciousness of guilt.


    She asked Rommy if there was anything he wanted to add.


    “Still and all,” he said, “I just can’t believe I done nothin like this. I’m not the kind to hurt even a fly. I never done nothin like this before.” He put his head into his hands.


    “We’re going to discontinue taping now. The time is now 12:32 a.m. on October 9th.” When Muriel nodded, the tech killed the light.


    A copper from the watch desk came to put Rommy back in the holding area until 6 a.m., when they’d take him down to the House of Corrections. His hands cuffed behind him, Rommy remained dazed and subdued.


    “See you, Rommy,” Larry said.


    Rommy briefly looked back and nodded.


    “What’d you do to him?” Muriel asked, when he was gone.


    “Nothing. I did my job.”


    “You’re pretty amazing,” she said.


    Larry smiled like a kid.


    Greer had arrived outside during the taping. At one in the morning, Harold was clean-shaven with nary a wrinkle in his starched shirt. Greer was an acquaintance of Talmadge’s, and Muriel had sat beside him only a week ago at the City of Hope Dinner, where he’d struck her as one of those black men who’d always accepted that he had to be better, the type never to let down his guard, especially if somebody white was around. He’d done it so long he didn’t even know it. Hands on his hips as he addressed Larry, the Commander did not seem completely pleased with his Detective. He asked first how Larry had found Gandolph.


    “I got a tip. Doper in the jail said he saw him with this cameo.”


    “And Gandolph had it on him when you grabbed him?”


    “Yep.” Larry nodded several times. “I’ll make sure Lenahan and Woznicki are on paper on that, too.”


    “What about the sex?” Greer asked. “He won’t wear it?”


    “Not yet.”


    “So what’s our theory?” Greer asked both of them.


    “My theory,” said Larry, “is he had the hots for Luisa, he assaulted her at gunpoint and did it again after she was dead. But I say don’t push it in court. We’re missing something and we’ll just stumble around.”


    When Greer turned to Muriel, she explained why Larry was wrong, trying to be nonchalant in order to not show him up. But the assault had to be charged.


    “You won’t get the evidence in, unless you do,” she said. “And with a capital case, you want to make sure the jury hears that stuff. The evidence is light on that count, but my guess is you’ll get a conviction. It wasn’t the bogeyman who did that to her. Rommy’s either the doer or an accomplice. He’s legally responsible either way.”


    Greer’s eyes didn’t move as he listened, clearly impressed. When Muriel rolled out of bed in the morning, there was an endless list of
things she did not know for sure about herself, whether she wanted to be single or married, what her favorite color was, whether she could ever stand to vote for a Republican, or even if she’d made a mistake by never having a fling with a girl. But when you put a case file in her hand, her judgment was as perfect as the sun. Problems were like buds, which in her mental hothouse blossomed into solutions. In the law-enforcement community, her legend was already growing—she was leaving a vapor trail, they said.


    “Is there an accomplice?” Greer asked.


    “He says no,” said Larry. “When he realizes we’re talking about the needle, you’re gonna find out. He’s not taking the long walk, if he’s got another name.”


    Greer contemplated, then finally offered Larry his hand. While he was at it, he shook with Muriel, too.


    “Very good work,” he said. There were reporters outside. He asked Larry and Muriel to stand with him while he faced the cameras to make a brief statement. The lights flared on as soon as they entered the old brick lobby in Six, which was as far as the reporters were allowed to go. Even at this hour, each of the stations had a crew on hand, and there were two print journalists as well. The media crowded around while Greer announced the arrest, providing Gandolph’s name and age and criminal record. They already knew about Luisa’s cameo; there weren’t many secrets in a police station. Greer confirmed that Squirrel had the piece in his pocket last night. With that, Harold called it quits. The cameras had plenty for the newscasts all day.


    Greer pointed at Muriel when they separated. “Regards to Talmadge,” he said. Neutral enough, but she could feel Larry react. She walked toward the parking lot with him. Larry seemed on the verge of saying something dumb again, but Stew Dubinsky from the Trib, round as a cherub, came dashing up. He wanted to do a feature on Larry—intrepid investigator scores again. Larry declined, but was uncharacteristically polite to a reporter. He seemed to know that Stew, who covered the courthouse, was important to Muriel.


    Once Dubinsky gave up, Larry and she stood between their cars. The parking lot was as bright as a night game. Nobody cared to read about muggings behind the police station.


    “Your jury do the right thing?” Larry asked.


    “They came back this afternoon. Guilty, all counts.”


    He smiled for her sake. Larry clearly was tired and, in his weariness, starting to look old. His thinning hair stood up when the wind blew, and he had that fragile northern European skin, the same as Scandinavian blonds, already growing ruddy and dry. She still thought of Larry as a fixed piece of her youth, and it was almost incomprehensible that time was starting to work him over.


    When they’d met, she was supposed to be helping him with Torts, and she ended up sleeping with him instead, the first time while her husband was in the hospital with the heart troubles that killed him two years later. It was stupid, of course, but it was stupid in an adolescent way—she had merely been seeking the borders, engaging in a little bit of outrage as she sank into the bland world of law and adult responsibility. But the relationship had gone on. In a strange, fitful way. After Larry remarried. After Rod died. They would say it was done, and then she’d see Larry in the courthouse and one thing would lead to another. The quest, such as it was, continued, full of the yearning and willingness that belonged to the time when you knew nothing for sure about who you wanted. For her, that time was finally passing. She felt strangely sorry for them both.


    “I’m starving to death,” Larry said. “You wanna eat something?”


    She was reluctant to abandon him again. He’d looked like she’d stabbed him the other night, outside the jail. Then she thought of something perfect.


    “What about Paradise?”


    “Great.” Larry hadn’t been able to share much with John on the phone and had promised to connect when he could. John was supposed to be at the restaurant all night.


    When they got there, John was nowhere to be seen. It turned out he was working the kitchen. Through the narrow stainless steel opening where the waitresses hung their orders and the cooks passed the food, John noticed them and emerged holding a spatula, an apron wound twice around him. Its sheer size made it obvious it had belonged to Gus.


    “It’s true?” He pointed to a radio which was next to the register.
When they said yes, he took a seat on one of the stools. He fixed for a moment on a darkened patch in the paneling, then dropped his face into his hands and broke down completely. Glossy with tears, John began thanking both of them obsessively.


    “It’s our job, John,” Muriel kept saying as she patted him on the shoulder, but she nearly wept herself. The nerves lit up across her body in a starburst of feeling, a sense of living connection to what was right.


    “You don’t know how hard it is,” John said, “thinking the person who did it is still walking around. I felt every minute like I had to do something, that I was letting my old man down if I didn’t.”


    Muriel had spoken often with John since July, and over the months it had become clear that in death Gus had grown far dearer to John than he had ever been alive. Muriel had seen this happen before, but she did not fully understand the transformation. Necessity had forced John to take over the restaurant, and a few months of standing in Gus’s shoes had undoubtedly enhanced a son’s appreciation for his father’s viewpoint, not to mention the rigors of Gus’s life. But she was often startled when she received John’s calls to hear the ferocity with which he talked about his father’s murderer. At momments, she suspected he hated the killer for inspiring that shameful instant in which John had welcomed his father’s death. However it had happened, she sensed that the pain and shock of the killing—and the fact that it had ended any chance of healing between father and son—had wrapped themselves around the prior misery between the Leonidis men, so that John could no longer tell one from the other.


    John launched himself into more abject thank-yous, and Larry finally saved them all by cuffing John’s neck and saying he’d really come around for a free meal. Eager with gratitude, John rushed back to the kitchen.


    They moved toward the tables. Being Muriel and Larry Together, a sort of Outward Bound experience in which taboo was the wilderness, they lingered near the booth where Luisa Remardi had been murdered. Muriel found them sharing another telegraphic glance and they sat simultaneously on either side. She had to look down for a minute to be sure she didn’t laugh. She smoked when she was on trial,
and had a pack in her purse. Larry held out his fingers and took one puff before passing it back.


    “I hope you noticed I haven’t mentioned Talmadge.”


    “Until now.”


    Larry tipped his chin down so he took on an inquisitorial look.


    “You’re going to marry this guy, aren’t you?”


    It was two o’clock in the morning. And Larry, whatever he was, deserved nothing less than the truth. Functionally, she had been dating for nineteen years, trying on men as if they were dresses, hoping all the while that she would look in the mirror one day and recognize herself. She was sick of it. She wanted the other side of life now—kids, stability, the sense that she was good enough to matter to somebody worthwhile. Talmadge excited her. He had a life she craved to be a part of. She shared his need to act eventfully, to have consequence. He was funny. He was rich. He was nice-looking. And he counted in the world—enormously.


    She peered across the table. It was always a shock to her to find she cared so much about Larry, that there was not only a sensual buzz but sympathy and connection. And knowledge. More than anything else, they shared the same intuitions, as if they had both been wired the same way in the factory. Years from now, she realized, she’d identify this as the moment she’d made up her mind.


    “That’s my best guess.”


    Larry sat straight back against the blackish planks of the booth. He’d just told her what she was going to do, but he looked astonished.


    “Yeah, well,” said Larry at last, “the rich guys always get the girls.”


    “You think that’s the attraction, Larry?”


    “I think it’s the whole scene—rich, famous, powerful. Talmadge can do a lot for you.”


    This conversation was a wrong turn from the beginning. Muriel looked away rather than answer.


    “Don’t tell me no.”


    “No,” she replied.


    Larry’s wide face ground through a series of self-containing expressions. Despite his efforts, he was about to say something else, but John
arrived with a plate of steak and eggs for each of them. After asking if anybody minded, John stole one of Muriel’s cigarettes from the pack on the table and smoked while they ate. He remained unsettled, pulled at his earring, bit at his fingernails, and couldn’t stop asking questions or adjust to the idea that the killer was finally caught. What seemed to bother him most was that it wasn’t some ghoul who crawled out of a sewer, but a guy John had frequently seen in here.


    “I mean, what’s blowing my mind is, I mean, Gus thought the guy was funny. He was a pain. But for my dad, chasing this screwball away was kind of entertaining. If I’m remembering, there was one time my old man went after him with a butcher knife and a sandwich. He gave him a hamburger and then told him he’d kill him if he ever came back. It was a contest. For both of them. This guy—Gandolph?—he’d look through the window to see if my dad was around, and come sauntering in like he owned the place, then run like hell if Gus came out of the back. That went on in here once a week.”


    John kept going over it, and Muriel and Larry slowly tried to explain the pure accidental nature of these calamities.


    “Look, it doesn’t make it any better,” Larry said, “but you know, your dad probably did like this guy. And if Squirrel hadn’t taken a big dose of wack and didn’t see this lady he had a yen for sitting right here, it would have been the usual dance steps. But it wasn’t. Not that night. That night there was all this shit Squirrel wanted that he couldn’t have, a lifetime of it, and he went off. It’s the same thing as if the gas main blew up under this restaurant. I mean, this is dumb, but it’s true, John: it’s life. It doesn’t always work out right.” She noticed that Larry stole a glance her way when he said that.


     



     



    IT WAS NEARLY FOUR when they left Paradise. Larry was so damn beat that he felt he was unraveling from the edges, the slouching demons and unseen locales of dreams already sneaking at him from the periphery. Across the street the great highway roared. Urgency put you on the road at four in the a.m.—truckers who wanted to make a quick pass through the city, futures traders with an eye on the overseas markets, lovers who’d left somebody’s bed in the middle of the night in order
to stop home before morning. That universe of special needs went zipping by overhead.


    Inside the restaurant, Larry had tried hard to console Gus’s kid in order to comfort himself. It hadn’t worked. John was still talking about all the tough guys his old man had faced down—mobsters who wanted to force him to take kitchen linens, and gangbangers who tried to stick him up—and standing here with Muriel, Larry still felt like his heart had exploded.


    “Muriel,” he said in the same plaintive tone he’d heard from himself outside the jail, “I need to talk to you.”


    “About?”


    “About Talmadge—” He threw a hand through the air in frustration. “About everything.”


    “I don’t want to talk about Talmadge.”


    “No, listen to me.”


    He was weary enough to feel dizzy and a little sick to his stomach—but he was ill mostly with himself. For several days, he’d known why he’d been pouring energy into this case like a medic trying to revive a dead body, until he finally had. For Muriel, for Chrissake. Yet even seeing that much, he hadn’t seen it all. He didn’t just want to hang with her and trade snappy lines. Or get another shot at her in the rack. No, in his mushy, teenaged brain, until a little while ago some horse opera had been playing. He’d lasso the bad guy, and with that, Muriel would come to her senses and recognize he was the best fella around. She’d shuck Talmadge and her march to glory. Recognizing his own devices, too late and so clearly, he was crushed. Some great detective, he thought.


    “I want you to listen,” he said again.


    Their cars were in the parking lot, near the spot where Gus’s Cadillac and Luisa’s and Paul’s vehicles had grilled in the July sun for a day while their bodies had frozen. Muriel’s Honda Civic was closer and they ended up sitting together on the front seat. Muriel wasn’t neat. She used the floor in back like a trash bag—food wrappers, plastic packaging from things she’d opened, and personal mail from the office were slopped all over.


    “You know how people always tell you when you’re young to grow up?” Larry asked. “And you hear them, and it even seems like a pretty
good idea, but it’s like, what the fuck? What the fuck am I supposed to do? People tell you to get serious and you can’t even figure out what you want.”


    As he spoke, Larry looked toward the unfaced brick wall in front of him. Years ago, an advertisement for a soft drink had been painted there and the spectral remains of some bountiful young woman with a glass in her hand were still apparent under the shell lights.


    “I always wondered how in the hell I was going to figure it out. I mean, some people, like you, I think you’ve always known what you want and have been going for it since I met you. You know, to see your name in the sky. But I’m the other kind. I mean, I don’t even know it’s what I want until maybe I don’t have it. Like when Nancy says, ‘How about if I take the boys?’ I mean, Jesus Christ, get real.”


    He found himself caught in a great swell of emotion as an image of his sons overcame him. He saw them following him around like puppies while he was cutting drywall, laying tile, working away at these houses. They loved to be with him. Darrell had a saw that he dragged across the dusty floors and Michael, with two hands on a hammer, was always driving nails at all angles into a two-by-four. Larry had to keep one eye on them every second, and even so, afterwards, in the middle of the night he’d wake, split by fear like a tree by lightning, sure he had not been careful enough and that one of them could somehow come to serious harm.


    He pinched his nose, dwelling with the pain in the hope he would not break down. He had great suspicion of a certain type you often found on the Force these days, men—and some women—who gave in to every lame sentiment because they were so hard on the street, who’d weep buckets when their parakeet bought the farm, but, hours before, couldn’t so much as shake their heads over a seven-year-old killed in a hit-and-run. The idea he had of himself was to have some handle on all of it, to be able to say, as he’d tried to tell John, it hurts like hell, that’s life.


    “So that’s how I am, dumb enough to not know what something is till it’s gone. There are people like that,” Larry said. “I’m not the only one.”


    In the dark, he could not really see Muriel’s face, just the keenest
light on her eyes and her profile in silhouette. She was leaning against the driver’s door, with her head of short, stiff curls held erect in a posture clearly suggesting alarm.


    “Where is this going?” She couldn’t stop being Muriel. She had to be at the end of the curve when everybody else was still at the beginning. As near as he could tell, Muriel had come from a normal whitebread family. But she must have been calculating in the womb. Like cows who always knew the shortest path to their destination, Muriel had a positioning system of her own that never failed to highlight the route to her best interests. Even when she was kind, as she often was, it felt a trifle remote, as if she’d also taken a second to figure out whether it was the right thing for her.


    Summoning himself to answer, he glanced down and was surprised to see soil ground under his nails. Yesterday he’d been at another small house in the Point, his current project, getting some evergreens in while it was still time for fall planting. His mom had always hammered on clean hands, and it amazed him that he hadn’t noticed the dirt until now, a sign of how focused he’d been on Squirrel since he woke nearly twenty-four hours ago.


    “What if I told you I was sick of my own shit,” he said to her. “Sick of looking for the life better than life. What if I told you I’ve actually started figuring stuff out.” He showed her his fingernails. “I garden.”


    “Garden?”


    “I mean, liking it. Growing things. Would that matter to you?”


    “Larry,” she said.


    “I think I know what I need in my life. And what we have going—neither one of us has ever been very honest about it. There’s a lot there—”


    “There is,” she said. She reached for his arm. “But, Larry.” She was the one having difficulty now. She’d moved into the light and he could see her eyes close and flutter with the strain. “I don’t think we can take this any further. I can’t. I’m not there now.”


    He was hit hard again, worse perhaps than in the restaurant, and felt his breath burn in his lungs. Jesus, he thought. What a fucked-up creature I am. Making a play when the woman just told you she was marrying somebody else.


    “I’m gonna feel like such a dip,” he said, “if I actually cry.”


    She leaned across and touched the back of his neck.


    “Come on, Larry. Jesus. This has never been for keeps. Come on.”


    “That’s what I mean,” he said. “It should have been.”


    “It’s been good, Larry. It’s been good in a zillion ways. But it’s been a thrill ride, Lar. That’s how we wanted it. Sneaking around. Screwing our brains out. You can’t try to pretend it’s a regular life. I mean, I love it for what it was. That was great.” She laughed, an unconstrained sound in the dim car, full of earnest amusement in memory. She squeezed him around the shoulders and brought her face close to his. “We had great times,” she said and laid her other hand on his thigh as a reminder. He batted it away, and she returned it. They went that round a few times, laughing all the while, both of them enjoying the moment of physical combat, and the relief it provided. He finally grabbed her hand and she took the other one from his shoulder and used it to lower his zipper before he pushed her away.


    “I don’t need one last trip on the roller coaster, Muriel.”


    “I do,” she answered, in her usual fearless way and placed her hand where it had been. He thought he was beyond being stimulated, but he was wrong. She lowered her face to him right there, and he enjoyed it for one second before easing her away.


    “We’re in a parking lot for Chrissake,” he said.


    She threw her keys in the ignition and pulled around the corner, her free hand on his hard-on, pumping it now and then while she drove. When she stopped again, she went at him full time. Larry looked down the alley, realizing they were in the correct neighborhood for this kind of thing—behind these buildings, under these phone lines, amid the spilled garbage and rusted Dumpsters pleasure had often been purchased on the cheap and practiced on the run. Muriel was making a feast of it, taking her time, nuzzling the knob of him, running her tongue under the ridge and then bringing her lips over the top, again and again, watching attentively and understanding exactly the reaction each move inspired. That was Muriel, too. Bold. Looking at the thing and savoring the power a woman derived from being willing. He kept thinking, God, this is fucked up, I’m fucked up. When he came, it felt as if he cried out forever.
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    “SO YOU JUST COULDN’T STAY AWAY FROM ME,” said Ruthie, the correctional officer who’d escorted Gillian initially. With her stout form, she kept the heavy door into the guardhouse half open and beckoned to Gillian like an old friend, nodding to Arthur as well. “Thought you said you and Ernie were done talking,” Ruthie said as they followed her into the dim corridor of stone and brick.


    Arthur explained that the Lieutenant had demanded Gillian’s presence and Ruthie laughed.


    “There’s some here,” said Ruthie, “all the rules we got and they just have to make more.” That surely was Gillian’s experience. Prison officials were often in a class by themselves when it came to rigidity. And among them there were, inevitably, a few outright sadists, who were gratified to see people in cages. But at Alderson, Gillian also found many guards like Ruthie, good-natured souls who were there
because it was the best job they could find, or because they were happiest with people who had no right to look down on them.


    By the time they’d reached the infirmary, Ruthie had offered to walk Gillian back out as soon as Arthur was situated with Erdai, assuring them that the Lieutenant would never know the difference. Gillian was admittedly curious about what Erdai would say, but her days of evaluating witnesses, matching their stories against her memory of other evidence, had been brought to a forced end. For her, the safest thing was to leave.


    Arthur had grown agitated again about what was before him and disappeared without much in the way of farewell through the infirmary entrance. Ruthie returned in several minutes to lead Gillian back through the warren of corridors and bars toward the front.


    In the main building, a trusty wheeling a stainless steel cart turned full around as Gillian passed. She felt his gaze, but assumed he was ogling. Instead she heard her name.


    “Ain’t you Judge Sullivan?”


    Ruthie came to alert beside her, but Gillian answered, “I used to be.”


    “This here is Jones,” Ruthie said. “He’s all right. Most of the time.”


    Ruthie was playing and Jones smiled, but his attention remained on Gillian.


    “You gimme sixty,” he said. “Agg Battery.” It had occurred to her there would still be plenty of inmates in here whom she had sentenced, but her concerns had rested so much on her own reactions that she’d largely forgotten the risk of being around these men. And she sensed no danger now. Jones was tall, with a beard, but he was getting past the age where he was likely to be a problem to anyone.


    “Shot someone?” she asked.


    “Dude what was with me. We were doin a job in a liquor store. Clerk went for a gun and I shot my partner instead. Ain’t that a bitch? And the state charged me for that, that and the armed robbery. I don’t mind the armed robbery rap, but how come I’m doin time for shootin someone I didn’t have any mind to shoot?”


    “Because you meant to shoot the clerk,” said Gillian.


    “Naw, I didn’t. I was jest jumpy.”


    “You could have killed somebody.”


    “Yeah, but I didn’t. See that’s the part I still don’t un’erstand.”


    He understood. He just wanted to talk about it. It still kept him up nights to realize that so much of his life had been determined in an instant.


    “That’s nothing but old times now, Jones,” Ruthie told him.


    “Yeah,” said Jones, “I’m gone get old doing that time.” But he was laughing as he said it.


    “How’s your partner?” Gillian asked.


    “Okay. His stomach ain’t been right since, is the only thing. You give him just thirty. He gettin out in oh-three.”


    “He didn’t have the gun.”


    Beaten back, Jones returned to his cart. He appeared reconciled, but in a day or two he’d be convinced once again that the whole deal was wrong.


    Ruthie kept talking about him all the way to the guardhouse, informing Gillian about Jones’s troubles with his family. Ruthie’s idea of a secret must have been something she told only a quarter of the people on earth. But she was sweet. She helped Gillian pull her bag out of the locker where she’d been ordered to deposit it and, like a good host, walked Gillian right to the front gate on the other side of the guardhouse, and waved her hand to another Lieutenant behind the main desk to buzz Gillian out.


    Gillian pulled open the heavy grating and looked out of the prison gloom into a spectacular late-spring day. It was yard time and even as she remained on the threshold, she could hear the tumult of the men, whooping and gabbing some distance away. At Alderson, railroad tracks abutted the facility. Most of the trains were a hundred cars long, bearing a shiny cargo of coal, but the D.C.-to-Chicago Amtrak also clattered by, close enough to see all the passengers clearly. Gillian could never look away. Instead, with unbearable envy, she studied the travelers, who were free to move on to places they wanted to go. The Normals, she called them in her own mind.


    She turned back to Ruthie.


    “I forgot something. I didn’t put the time on the sign-out sheet.”


    “We’ll get that,” said Ruthie.


    “I want to do it myself.” She didn’t. She simply wanted to re-enter and wave and have the door open again. When the lock shot back this time, it felt as if the mechanism had been wired into her heart. A Normal.


    On a bench beneath a tree, halfway to the parking lot, Gillian rested. She watched the people come and go, Normals all of them. Like her. Eventually, she pulled from her bag the book she’d been reading. It was Thucydides. Duffy, who loved the classics, had pressed it on her, and to her surprise she had been finding great reprieve in history, in learning again the lessons of the distant past and the account of forgotten human folly. Her comfort, she suspected, arose from knowing she would someday be forgotten as well, that her sins would wash away in the great tide of time in which all but one or two people who’d trod the world beside her—a scientist, an artist—would be pulverized with her into nothing more memorable than sand. And today she was free to begin moving there. It was over, she told herself in that moment. If she could let it be, it was over.


    It was more than an hour and a half before Arthur returned. Gillian had actually been considering walking a few blocks into town for a cool drink, when he finally emerged from the guardhouse.


    “Sorry it was so long. I wanted to see Rommy before I left.”


    She told him she didn’t mind. It had been a much better day than she’d expected. “How did it go with Erdai?”


    “Great,” he said. “Couldn’t have gone better.” Something was wrong with Arthur, however. He seemed strangely unfocused. He looked into the air for a second, almost like an animal, trying to make out a scent on the breeze. He said no more and she finally asked how he felt about what Erdai had told him.


    “Oh, I believed him. Absolutely. That’s why I had to see Rommy. I wanted to tell him about this myself. I had to argue with the Captain, but they finally brought him down for a few minutes.” Arthur smiled suddenly. “Basically, he couldn’t understand why I was surprised. Like it was completely normal. ‘Tole you I didn’t have nothin to do with it.’ He’s excited about getting out of here. But it wasn’t news to him that he’s innocent. The one who’ll never let me hear the end of this is
Pamela. Rommy’s innocent,” Arthur said and stared down at the gravel around the base of the tree, then he said it again. “Rommy’s innocent.”


    “May I ask? Did Erno alibi Gandolph? Or does he say he knows who the killer was?”


    “Oh, he knows,” said Arthur. “It was him. Erdai. It’s a hell of a story. But it all fits. Every detail. And it has to be true anyway. Why would a dying man bother lying? I mean, he killed all those people himself. Erdai did.” Driven down by the weight of what he had just said, Arthur fell on the bench beside her.


    Gillian waited. She was not sure she wanted to know more. No matter how isolated from the past or anesthetized she wanted to make her faculties of judgment, the story instantly struck her as implausible. It was too much to put down to coincidence that a dying inmate in the same institution with Gandolph was stepping forward to take credit for the crime.


    Judging from his strange manner, she’d thought at first that Arthur, despite his statement to the contrary, actually shared her doubts. But she suspected now that his reaction was the reverse of skepticism. Years ago, her first boss in the P.A.’s Office, Raymond Horgan, who was now Arthur’s senior partner, had told her that before his election, when Ray had been in private practice, he used to keep a slip of paper in his desk drawer. It was calligraphied with what he referred to as the defense lawyer’s prayer: ‘God save me from an innocent client.’


    Convinced by Erdai, Arthur, she saw, suddenly stood on the highest cliff of his career. Rommy Gandolph’s life, his innocent life, was in Arthur’s hands. Justice, indeed, the whole principle of law—that it would make fairer the few elements of existence within human control—now depended on him. He was the main variable: his work, his wits, his ability to wage and win civil society’s most momentous battle. The lost look swimming in Arthur’s coffee-dark eyes was terror.
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    MURIEL WYNN, Chief Deputy Prosecuting Attorney for Kindle County, sat at her desk moving papers. In this job, she had discovered an orderly side to her character, which had eluded her in her earlier years. Her bedroom closet and her shopping lists were still governed by chaos, but she had always been her best at work. Her desk, nearly eight feet long, was arranged with the precision of a military base. The ramparts of papers—prosecution packages, internal memos, legal mail—sat with evened edges, equidistant from one another. Correspondence relating to next year’s campaign for P.A., which would soon begin in earnest, was safely segregated on the upper quadrant, to be gathered at the end of the day and considered at home, on her own time.


    A pop-up message appeared with a ding on Muriel’s computer screen: “12:02 p.m.: Det. Lieut. Starczek here for hearing.” She greeted Larry in the large open area outside her office, where six assistants
jumped between desks, and visitors waited on the other side of an old mahogany rail. Across the way, sharing the same secretarial pool, was the P.A.’s Office, which her boss for the last decade, Ned Halsey, was ready to surrender to her as soon as the voters said yes next year.


    For court, Larry had worn a tie and a linen sport coat, both rather stylish. He’d always liked clothes, although they no longer fit him as well. He was big and soft now, and his remaining hair, silky and whitening, had been carefully piled in place. But he had maintained the compelling bearing that comes from knowing who you are. At the sight of her, he smiled broadly and she felt his amusement—it was funny, pleasantly ticklish, that life moves on so unfathomably, that you go your ways and survive.


    “Hey,” she said.


    “Hey,” Larry answered.


    She asked if he minded stopping for lunch. “I thought we could get something on the way to the Federal Building and talk about this stupid hearing.”


    “Cool,” answered Larry.


    Hearing him infected by his sons’ vocabulary, she grinned and asked how the boys were.


    “Are they mine? I thought they were the spawn of Satan.” He had pictures in his wallet. Michael was twenty, a junior at Michigan. His younger boy, Darrell, was a high-school hero like his father and brother, although he played soccer rather than football. He looked to be a sure thing for a Division One scholarship, Larry said. “Only I may kill him before then. Talk about attitude. My folks, of course, they’re still kicking, and they watch him and me and it’s like old family movies. They think it’s a laugh a minute.”


    Muriel took him into her office for a second to show off the photos of Theo, Talmadge’s first grandson. Even at three, you could see he would take after Talmadge, large and broad. He was such a sweet guy, this little boy, the dearest soul in her life.


    “None of your own, right, you and Talmadge?” asked Larry. It was probably the single question she most hated answering, but Larry clearly meant no more by it than confirming his memory.


    “Never worked out,” she answered and pointed him to the door.


    In the elevator down, Larry asked her to explain today’s hearing.


    “Raven moved to depose a guy named Erno Erdai, who you supposedly knew,” she said.


    “I did.”


    “Well, Arthur wants to do the dep in the presence of a judge, so the judge can make credibility findings now, because Erno won’t be around later, if the case proceeds. He’s dying of cancer.”


    “Dying? Jesus, things went to hell for Erno in the last few years, I’d say. You know the story?”


    As head of Violent Crimes, she’d reviewed Erdai’s case at the time of the shooting four years ago. Ex-cadet, TN executive, and solid citizen goes nutzo at a cop bar. Mel Tooley had represented Erno and had tried like hell for probation, even getting the victim’s lawyer, Jackson Aires, to say he had no objection. But she couldn’t pass a guy on pen time because he lived in the suburbs. They locked up twenty black men a week in this town for shooting somebody. Erno had to go.


    “How is old Arthur, by the way?” Larry asked.


    “Still litigates like a man trying to save himself from drowning. He’s okay.”


    “I always liked bringing cases to Arthur. You know, he was a plowhorse, not a racehorse, but he followed through.”


    “Well, that’s what he’s doing. Following through. He was pretty creased when the Court of Appeals dragooned him for this case, but he keeps pushing new buttons. This week he says Erdai’s a critical witness.”


    “Yeah, ‘critical,’” said Larry. “Critical of who?”


    “You got it.” She smiled. “You got some splainin’ to do, Lucy. The motion claims Erdai tried to alert you to exculpatory evidence which you concealed.”


    “I hate when I do that,” said Larry, then promptly denounced the whole notion as bullshit. “Erno wrote me a couple of letters from the joint, same as he did half the Force, looking for help once he got in there. What the hell was I supposed to do, send him a sympathy card? I guess Erno joined the other team inside. He’s got an angle, right?”


    “He must. I asked to talk to him a week ago, and he refused. The staff at Rudyard has no clue what he’s up to.”


    A few doors down from the courthouse, Muriel stopped by Bao Din.


    “You still eat Chinese?” she asked.


    “Sure. But nothing real spicy.”


    The restaurant was old style with a bamboo curtain in the front entry and Formica tables, and the larded smells of fried peanut oil and yeasty foreign spices. Muriel harbored permanent suspicions about what passed for meat in the kitchen and stuck to vegetable plates. As a regular, and a person of influence, she was greeted warmly by Lloyd Wu, the proprietor, to whom she introduced Larry.


    Given the allegations in the motion, she’d had no choice about asking Larry to attend the hearing, although they hadn’t spent more than ten minutes together on any occasion in close to a decade. When he was around the office on a case, he would stop in sometimes. They’d take each other’s pulse in a few moments, talk about his kids, the Force, and the office. They laughed a lot. After he left, she usually felt she had made an error horsing around with him. Not because of Larry himself—Larry the Elder was less of a hard case than the man she’d met seventeen years ago in law school. But he was a past she had self-consciously set aside, an attachment of the young, lost Muriel, a woman who was meaner, flightier, and unhappier than the current model.


    But she needed Larry today. Dicks never forgot the evidence in a case. Carol Keeney, an appellate supervisor who’d been handling the matter for the last few years as it plodded toward execution, had found no mention of Erdai in the file, but Larry quickly reminded Muriel of the begats. Erno led to Collins. Collins led to Squirrel. She hadn’t realized Erdai was the original source. Eyes closed, she waited for the digits to fall, but nothing came up. She leaned over the table.


    “Old times’ sake, Larry. Just us girls. Is there anything we have to worry about? I mean, just a fantasy of what they’re aiming at?”


    “You mean something Erno knows?”


    “As opposed to what?”


    “You’re not a virgin, Muriel,” said Larry, treading close to a line that was seldom acknowledged. There was street truth and court truth, and a good officer, like Larry, knew how to make one conform to the
other without playing fast and loose. She let his remark go. “What kind of exculpatory evidence was this I supposedly hid?” Larry asked.


    “Arthur never said and we never found out. I sent Carol over when the motion was up and she irritated the judge somehow and he granted it.”


    Larry groaned.


    “You know how this goes, Larry. Harlow’s the kind who thinks appointed counsel deserves every break, especially in a capital case. And he probably likes Arthur. His firm does a lot of federal work.”


    “Oh, great,” said Larry. “I love federal court. It’s like the Union League Club. Everybody talking very quietly and smiling at one another because they’re not the poor peasants.”


    Muriel laughed again. She’d forgotten how amusing and accurate Larry could be. As Chief Deputy P.A. and heir apparent, she was well treated on the rare occasions when she entered the state’s courtrooms these days. The Superior Court judges were elected, which meant sooner or later most of them would be on the same ticket with her. Federal court, however, was another universe, where the judges were appointed for life. Muriel had been over here only a handful of times in her career and felt about the federal system largely as Larry did.


    “I think Harlow is just letting Raven take his best shot, Lar. It’ll be okay in the end.”


    Larry nodded, looking soothed. Back in law school, he’d been the first human being ever to place faith in her legal abilities. To him, her word on the law was always gospel.


    “You mean, I’m not gonna be bunking with Erno?” he asked. “I’ve been hoping for a way to get outta this racket.”


    “You’ll never quit the job.”


    “Hell you say. I put in my papers, Muriel. I’m double five’s in November and I’m out Jan One, Two-O-O-Two. People are always going to kill each other. And I know everything about that I need to. Besides, they’ll name a new Detective Commander next year, who’ll be either me, which is ridiculous, or somebody else, which is even stupider. Time’s up. And you know, this thing I did rehabbing? I got six guys working for me now. Fifty-four is old for two jobs.”


    “Six guys?”


    “We turned over eight houses last year.”


    “Yikes, Larry. You’re rich.”


    “Not like you and Talmadge, but it’s been pretty good. I’m a lot better off than anybody in my family ever expected. And the stock market, too. The net worth is a big number but everything’s leveraged. Still.” He smiled, as if he were somewhat amazed to be slinging the lingo, then asked how her life was.


    “Good,” she answered and left it at that. She ran the uniquely female race that began at daylight with the persistent anxiety that there would never be time to attend to everything, a fear, unlike many others, which was firmly rooted in fact. Nothing ever felt as if it were done perfectly—not her work or her marriage, even her stepmothering. But she had plenty in her life—great work, money, that wonderful little boy. She concentrated on those things and had moved past the disappointments.


    “What about your marriage?” he asked.


    She laughed out loud. “Grown-ups don’t ask each other about their marriages, Larry.”


    “Why not?”


    “Okay, how’s your marriage? You never got out the door, huh? Did you and Nancy sign a peace treaty?”


    “You know how that goes,” said Larry. “You wouldn’t have me, so anybody else would be second best.” That line didn’t sound good, but he was smiling. “No, I mean, it’s okay. She’s a good person, Nancy. Really good. What can you say about a woman who adopts your children? Nothing bad. Life’s not perfect, right?”


    “Apparently.”


    “I tell you, I think more and more about my grandparents. My mom’s folks? When he was sixteen, Grandpa’s parents apprenticed him as a wheelwright—talk about a job with a future—and arranged for a wife. He saw my grandmother for the first time two years later, three days before he married her. And when you page ahead sixty-five years they were still clopping along. Never a cross word between them either. So go figure.”


    He was fiddling with the knob on the cheap little aluminum teapot as he spoke. Listening, Muriel found herself surprisingly at ease. It
turned out there were bonds in life that couldn’t be broken. And having slept with somebody was one of them. At least for her. And probably most people. She’d be carrying a piece of Larry around with her for the rest of her life.


    “Okay, so it’s your turn,” he said. “Is it hard? I look at Talmadge, when I see him on TV sometimes, and frankly, I think to myself, putting up with that act must be hard.”


    “Being married to Talmadge doesn’t require much but a sense of humor and a black dress.” She laughed at herself, but she was disturbed by the undercurrent. She had spent all those years thinking she would never succumb to lesser things the way everyone else did. Normal. Middle. Average. Those words were still enough to make her weak at the knees. “Talmadge is Talmadge, Larry. It’s like riding in the chariot with the Sun God. You always feel the glow.”


    Her husband led the life of Millennium America, on an airplane somewhere three or four times a week. He had clients throughout the world, including several governments. Home to Talmadge was generally just a place he could safely retreat from his glimmering public persona to a surprisingly dark core. He sat up late, sipping whiskey, brooding, and salving the wounds he’d been too adrenalized to feel when they were inflicted on the battlefield. Although he was more often purely giddy at the size of his success, in his dark moods he seemed to believe the world had showered favor on him in order to demean him, to prove he wasn’t truly worthy of all of it. She was required to comfort him at length.


    “I have his respect,” she said, “and that means a lot to me. We listen to each other. Give a lot of advice. Spend a lot of time talking. It’s good.”


    “Marriage of the titans,” he said. “The Super Lawyer and the Prosecuting Attorney.”


    For Muriel, it remained irritating that an ambitious woman was so much more acceptable when she was wed to an ambitious man. In truth, though, she’d probably figured that out when she married Talmadge.


    “Nobody’s elected me yet, Larry.”


    “You can’t miss. Who the hell will even run against you? Everybody
in law enforcement is lined up behind you. You got the woman thing going, not to mention all of Talmadge’s pals with open checkbooks. The papers say you’re gonna be Senator before you’re done.”


    Senator. Mayor. She’d actually read both. Recognizing the sheer serendipity that led to such pinnacles, she refused to treat the speculation as anything other than rank amusement.


    “This is the job I want, Larry. Frankly, I’m running because it’s so easy. Ned’s laid his hands on. Talmadge will manage the campaign from Airfones. Even so, I still spend time wondering what I’m getting into.”


    “Bull. This has always been your dream.”


    “I don’t know, Larry.” She hesitated, trying to figure out where momentum was taking her, then gave up, which was the same old story of being with Larry. “Even a year ago, I was still hoping I’d have to think twice about running. But I’ve faced the fact that I’m never going to get pregnant. That was really the priority. I know so much about fertility—” She stopped. Never once in her life had she felt sorry for herself, but contemplating the years of examinations, medications, irrigations, of clock-watching, day-counting, temperature-taking, of hoping and hoping—the memory sometimes seemed enough to defeat her. As a younger person, it had never occurred to her where her desire to be of consequence in the world would lead. But that potent childhood vow to leave behind some trace of herself for eternity led, in the hands of nature, to a fierce passion to repeat herself, to raise, to nurture, to teach, to love. No yearning she had experienced in life, not the tide of libido, not hunger, not even ambition, could equal the force with which that need had arisen in Muriel after she was married. It was as if her heart were driven forward by a great turning wheel—beneath which, over time, it was crushed. She lived with the absence, a form of mourning, that would continue to her last day.


    Larry was listening with concern, his blue eyes still. He finally said, “Well, you have my vote, Muriel. I want you to be P.A. It’s important to me, you know, that you get what you want.” There was purpose in his expression. It was a sweet discovery that he remained so committedly her friend.


    They fought over the check, but Larry insisted on paying. He reminded
her that he was, in her word, rich. Then they hiked through lunchtime foot traffic to the old Federal Courthouse. Kenton Harlow, the Chief Judge of the District Court, had assigned the deposition to himself, rather than push the matter off on a Magistrate Judge. The procedural posture of the case was bizarre anyway, a by-product of Congress’s recent efforts to truncate the endless parade of appeals and collateral attacks that was death-penalty litigation. The Court of Appeals, which never heard live testimony, had nonetheless reserved the right to evaluate the evidence turned up during the limited period for discovery and to decide for itself whether the case should continue, a function that had traditionally been reserved to the trial-level judges in the District Court. No one Muriel had talked to had ever been through a proceeding like this one.


    The Chief Judge presided in the so-called Ceremonial Courtroom. Given the amount of brown marble behind the bench, the vast room could have been mistaken for a chapel. But Muriel’s attention was soon drawn by something else. In the first row of walnut pews, on the scarlet cushions, several members of the press were assembled, not just the beleaguered courthouse regulars, but also several television reporters. Stanley Rosenberg from Channel 5, Jill Jones, a few others—as well as two sketch artists. The only reason a gallery like this would be present was if Arthur had tipped them, promising big doings.


    She grabbed Larry’s arm as she gathered the portent and whispered a term from his days in Nam, so he’d understand the gravity of the situation.


    “Incoming,” she said.
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    “STATE YOUR NAME, please, and spell your last name for the record.”


    “Erno Erdai,” he said and recited each letter.


    From the bench above the witness stand, Judge Harlow repeated Erno’s surname to be sure he had it. “Air-die?” asked the judge. That was like Harlow, Arthur thought. He’d grant anyone the courtesy of calling him by the right name, even after he found out Erno had shot five people in his lifetime and left four of them dead.


    Judge Kenton Harlow was most often described as ‘Lincolnesque.’ The judge was lean and nearly six four, with a narrow beard and large, imposing features. He had a direct style and a rousing commitment to constitutional ideals. But the comparisons to Lincoln hardly came unbidden. He had been the model of Harlow’s adult life. The judge’s chambers were decorated with a variety of Lincoln memorabilia, everything from first editions of the Carl Sandburg biography, to numerous busts and masks and bronze figures of Honest Abe at all ages.
As a lawyer, a teacher, a renowned constitutional scholar, and as an Assistant Attorney General of the United States in charge of the Civil Rights Division in the Carter Administration, Harlow had fulfilled the credo he attributed to Lincoln, a faith in the law as the flower of humanism.


    Arthur proceeded through the preliminary questioning of Erno. Erdai was already thinner than when Arthur had seen him in prison three weeks ago, and his lungs had begun to fail. The marshals had hiked a canister of pure oxygen on wheels onto the witness stand at Erno’s feet, and the protrusions on a clear tube connected to the cylinder were holstered in his nose. Despite that, Erno seemed of good cheer. Although Arthur had told him it was unnecessary, Erno had insisted on wearing a suit.


    “Your Honor, for the record.” At the prosecution table, Muriel Wynn had arisen to renew her objections to the proceedings. Arthur had phoned Muriel a dozen times about Rommy’s case, but he hadn’t seen her in person for several years. She had aged agreeably. Slender people always seemed to, Arthur thought. There was gray in her tight black hair, but she wore more makeup now, a concession not so much to age, he surmised, as to the fact that as a prominent figure she was often photographed.


    Muriel and he had been peers in the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office and Arthur valued his relationship with her, as with most of his former colleagues. It chagrined him to recognize that after today, she would regard him the way prosecutors viewed most defense lawyers: another decent mortal whose soul had been sucked out of him by the vampires he represented. Yet his duties to Rommy had left Arthur with little choice. He could not have told Muriel what was coming without risking that she would have demanded delays in order to investigate Erdai’s claims, hoping all the while that Erno would become too sick to testify, or even that he could be pressured in the institution to recant.


    With a brio that had always seemed to Arthur partly inspired by her size, Muriel argued to Harlow that Gandolph had exhausted the chances the law allowed him to avoid being put to death.


    “So you think, Ms. Wynn,” asked the judge, “that even if the police
knew facts establishing Mr. Gandolph’s innocence, the Constitution—our Constitution, the federal Constitution,” said Harlow, archly implying that the state lived by the legal equivalent of jungle rules—“you think the time’s up for me to consider them?”


    “I believe that’s the law,” said Muriel.


    “Well, if you’re right,” said the judge, “then you have very little to lose by hearing what Mr. Erdai has to say.” Always the best lawyer in the courtroom, Harlow smiled benignly. He told Muriel to take her seat and instructed Arthur to put his next question.


    He asked where Erno presently resided.


    “I’m housed at the Medical Wing of the Rudyard State Penitentiary,” Erno said.


    “And for what reason are you housed there?”


    “I have stage-four squamous-cell carcinoma of the lung.” Erno turned to the judge. “I got about three months.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Erdai,” said Harlow. By habit, the judge seldom looked up from his notes and even in this moment of solicitude he did not vary from that practice. Arthur had tried several major cases in front of Harlow, and the judge had expressed continuing approval for Arthur’s unassuming style and his diligence. For his part, Arthur revered Harlow, whose casebook he’d studied in law school. The judge was a great man. He was also often a handful. Harlow could be cranky, even volcanic. He was an old-fashioned liberal, reared during the Depression, and he regarded anyone who did not share his brand of democratic communalism as an ingrate or a greedy child. For years now, Harlow had conducted a running battle with the far more conservative Court of Appeals, ruing their frequent reversals and regularly attempting to outflank them. Arthur had taken advantage of that ongoing contest for Gandolph’s benefit. Harlow made no secret of his resentment of the new legislation that gave the Court of Appeals, rather than judges at Harlow’s level, the right to cut off successive habeas corpus proceedings in death-penalty cases. As a result, the judge had been immediately taken with Arthur’s suggestion that Harlow evaluate Erno’s credibility, because, by tradition, the Court of Appeals could not ignore his findings. In effect, this returned to Harlow a large measure of the power to decide whether the case proceeded.


    “Have you ever been convicted of a crime, sir?” Arthur asked Erdai.


    “I have. Four years ago I got into an argument at a bar with a guy I once investigated and ended up shooting him in the back. He’d come at me with a gun to start, but I shouldn’t have shot him. He recovered, fortunately, but I pled guilty to Aggravated Battery and got ten years.” Erno had drawn the microphone, which resembled a blackened seedpod on a stalk, right next to his lips. His voice was husky, and he tended to exhaust his breath, requiring occasional lapses. But he appeared calm. Speaking slowly, more formally, Erno’s vague, gargling accent, a little bit of Dracula, was slightly more distinct than when he was talking in his preferred mode of Kewahnee tough guy.


    Arthur continued exploring Erno’s background, starting with his birth in Hungary and proceeding through his employment at TN. Harlow took careful notes. Ready to launch into the big stuff, Arthur faced Pamela at counsel table to be certain he hadn’t missed any preliminaries. Radiant with anticipation, Pamela shook her head minutely. Perversely, Arthur felt a bit sorry for her. In her first year of practice, Pamela was about to enjoy a triumph she might never equal. After this, it was possible that Pamela would never be content with what satisfied other lawyers. Then again, Arthur realized, the same could well be true for him. He found himself pleased by the prospect that the next question might change his life. And so he asked it.


    “Calling your attention to July Fourth of 1991, Mr. Erdai, can you tell us what you did in the early-morning hours of that day?”


    Erno adjusted the piece in his nose. “I killed Luisa Remardi, Augustus Leonidis, and Paul Judson,” he said.


    Arthur had envisioned a hubbub in the courtroom, but instead there was prolonged silence. Harlow, who had a computer screen on the bench where the court reporter’s transcription appeared, actually looked up to watch the words fly by. Then he put down his pen and pulled on his jaw. From beneath the bird’s nests of his untamed whitish brows, his gaze settled on Arthur. The judge allowed himself nothing else in his expression, but the intensity of his look seemed to reflect admiration. To bring this kind of evidence forward on the eve of execution—that, in Harlow’s view, was the epitome of what the legal profession stood for.


    “You may ask another question,” the judge said to Arthur.


    Only one was possible.


    “Did Romeo Gandolph have a role of any kind in those murders?”


    “No,” said Erdai evenly.


    “Was he present?”


    “No.”


    “Did he plan or assist in these murders?”


    “No.”


    “Did he help you after the fact in any way to conceal the crime?”


    “No.”


    Arthur stopped then, for effect. there was motion, finally, in the back of the courtroom, as two of the reporters fled for the corridor where it was okay to use their cell phones. Arthur gave some thought to checking Muriel’s reactions, then decided it might be taken as gloating and avoided looking her way.


    “Mr. Erdai,” Arthur said, “I would like to ask you to tell the story in your own words of what happened on July Fourth of 1991, what led up to it, and what occurred in the Paradise restaurant. Take your time. Just tell the judge as you remember it.”


    Weakened, Erno placed one hand on the rail to face slightly in Harlow’s direction. His gray suit, too heavy for the weather, bagged noticeably.


    “There was a gal,” he began, “who worked out at the airport. Luisa Remardi. A ticket agent. Not to speak ill of the dead, but she was a little bit of a tart. And I made the mistake of getting involved with her. You know, I thought it was just for kicks, Judge, but I sort of fell into it. As soon as I did, I began seeing signs she was stepping out. And this made me into a complete head case. I admit it.” Erno touched the knot of his tie to loosen it slightly, while Harlow, in his tall leather chair, tossed his glasses down on his blotter so he could watch Erdai without distraction. Erno breathed deeply, preparing to go on.


    “So I started keeping an eye on her. And naturally one night, I see what I figured. This would be July 3rd. Luisa meets up with some guy in the airport parking lot, some deep dark corner, and she, you know, she hops him right there in his car. This’ll tell you how crazy I was. I watched the whole thing. Every jiggle. Forty minutes or so.”


    Erno had his momentum now and Arthur was reluctant to interrupt, but evidentiary formalities required it.


    “Could you identify the man with Ms. Remardi?”


    “No clue. I didn’t care much who it was. Just that she was jumping around on somebody else’s pogo stick.” There was a titter and Erno’s eyes flashed up to the bench. “Sorry, Judge.”


    Harlow, who could be salty in private, waved it off.


    “So finally she’s had her fill and drives away and I follow. And she ends up at Gus’s. At the restaurant there. Paradise. And I run in after her. It turns into a scene, I can tell you that. I’m calling her a tramp, and she’s yelling back at me, I don’t own her, I’m a married man for Chrissake, I can’t make different rules for her than me. You can imagine.” Erno shook his sallow face and looked down at the walnut rail of the witness stand as he absorbed the sad memory.


    “Naturally, this caught Gus’s attention. He gave his employees July Fourth off, I guess, so he was there by himself. He comes over and tells me to scat and I tell him to eff himself. At that point I grabbed Luisa to haul her out. She’s screaming, whaling on me, and all the sudden now here’s Gus again, this time with a gun. You know, in my time, I had some stones. And I’ve been in there, I’ve seen Gus. He’s not gonna shoot nobody. I tell him that. At which point Luisa reaches up and grabs the pistol. ‘Yeah, but I will,’ she says.


    “And she would have. So I go after the revolver. I’m trying to jerk it away from her and kaboom. Just like in the freakin movies. I swear, when Gus had the pistol in his hand, I looked and the safety was on, but I guess wrestling around—Well, anyway, there’s a hole right through the center of her. Smoke coming out of it, too. She looks down there, you know, like, What the heck is this, and the smoke is still rising. Then the blood starts to spread.


    “Gus starts off to call an ambulance and I tell him, ‘Wait.’


    “‘Wait? What for I wait? She be dead?’ What it was, was I needed a minute to think it through, Judge. To come to grips. Because I can see just how this is going down. Twenty years I worked for that airline and as soon as he lifts that phone, I can read all the headlines. Executive poking employee. Security head involved in shooting. Adios job. Just me and my missus having many happy-type content evenings together.
And that isn’t the worst of it yet. I already have another accidental shooting way back when. The wrong prosecutor looks at this, I could damn well end up doing time.


    “So I just needed a minute, a minute, you know, to come to grips, to stop being so freakin scared, frankly. Just if he give me thirty seconds, maybe. But Gus, he was scorched. A shooting in his place. With his gun. When I say ‘Wait’ a second time, he walks away and goes to the phone. And I’m pretty wigged out and upset. All I want is to get a little control here. I tell him to stop. I tell him I’ll kill him. He don’t stop. He goes right there. And I shot him. Good shot. Good shot,” said Erno again, in plain lamentation. “Right through the head.


    “So I go back to the booth now. Luisa is not doing too well. Gonna bleed out and die. But there isn’t a whole lot to do about it. Now at least I have a minute to think. And the only choice I got is to try to get away with this. I can’t change it. The worst that happens is I get caught. At least I’ve gotta try.


    “So I figure, make it look like a robbery. I go back and take everything out of the register. I pull off Gus’s watch, his rings. I wipe down the table where Luisa was sitting so there aren’t fingerprints. And I don’t know, in a mirror I think I see something on the other side of the restaurant. I’m not real sure, but could be somebody else was in one of the booths when I ran in. I realize I better look, and lo and behold in the far corner, I see this guy hiding under the table. Just a guy. A guy like me. Suit and tie. He couldn’t have made a run for it because I was between him and the door and so he’s smart enough to hide, only it didn’t work. That’s all. It didn’t work. I found him.


    “I got him out from under there. He was blubberin and carryin on by then, sayin the same as I’d say, ‘Don’t kill me, I’m never gonna tell.’ He started in showin me the pictures of his family in his wallet. He musta seen that on TV. And I told him the truth. ‘I don’t wanna kill you, fella. No way I want to kill you.’ I had him drag Gus downstairs to that freezer. By then, Luisa was gone, so I had him do the same with her. Then I tied him up there, this guy, Paul, I think I read was his name. The whole time I’m wondering how I could not kill him. I’m thinking, maybe if he just ends up blind, you know, but Christ, putting a fork in his eyes or something, that’s harder than pulling the trigger.


    “I never was sure I could kill a man like that. I mean, I have a temper. I know that. I go off. Like I did with Gus. But kill somebody, cool as you please, just because it worked out as him or me?


    “When I was a kid, in Hungary, they killed my father because the neighbors gave him up to the secret police, and I always kind of took my lessons from that. I never expected much from anyone but my family. You do what you have to, I figured. But I didn’t know I actually believed that. Not till then. Cause I killed him. I shot him right through the back of the head, and you could see that the life was gone from him just that very second by the way he fell straight over on the floor. Then I took Luisa’s jewelry off of her, and rearranged her clothes too, cause of her visit with that guy in the parking lot. I wasn’t sure what would show in the autopsy.”


    Again, he awaited his breath. There was no sound in the huge old courtroom but the hissing from his oxygen tank. Arthur was the only person on his feet, and it seemed to him no one else could have found the wherewithal to stand anyway. On the faces in the gallery there was awe—perhaps at the momentousness of evil, or the incongruity that Erno was sitting here and using the same words we all spoke to describe actions so far beyond our capacities. Or were they? From that region of uncertainty, everyone awaited what Erno would report next.


    “All the time I was in that freezer, while the whole thing was happening, I was like a zombie. But afterwards, afterwards I didn’t know what to think. Sometimes, I’d see people on the street—tramps and gangbangers, guys with half a brain, everybody you look down on—and I’d think that none of them did anything like I’d done. They all had something on me. I was waiting to get caught. I was sort of preparing myself mentally for the day the coppers knocked on my door. But I’d done a good job. The police were running in every direction and bumping into themselves.”


    While Erno permitted himself another interval, Arthur surveyed the courtroom to see how he was doing. Pamela had her lips rolled into her mouth, appearing as if she didn’t dare breathe for fear of disturbing the perfect rhythms of the moment. He winked at her, then finally dared to look at the prosecution table, first to Larry Starczek, whom he hadn’t seen for years. Arthur had considered trying to exclude
Larry from the courtroom because Erno was going to be testifying about him, but Arthur had ultimately decided that Erdai would make a better impression if he took on Larry face-to-face. And that judgment was correct. Larry was not behaving in a fashion likely to impress Kenton Harlow. He appeared on the verge of laughter. To him, the whole thing was so ridiculous, it qualified as humor.


    Beside Larry, Muriel was far more pensive. She finished writing a note and her line of sight crossed Arthur’s. He expected her to be furious. She would recognize at once that Arthur was exploiting her vulnerability as a prospective candidate. Convicting an innocent man and executing him was not the kind of on-the-job experience the voters typically had in mind for their elected prosecutor, and Arthur’s aim was to set off a public clamor that would force Muriel to dismiss the case quickly to get it out of the headlines. But she had always loved the game, and Muriel actually tipped her head to him very slightly. Not bad, she was saying. Not that she believed it. Not for a second. But lawyer to lawyer, she had to give Arthur credit for pulling this off. Arthur nodded back in what he hoped was a respectful manner, then faced Erno once more.


    “Mr. Erdai, I didn’t ask you earlier. Were you acquainted with Romeo Gandolph at this time in July of 1991?”


    “Acquainted? You could say I knew him.”


    “In what capacity?”


    “As a complete and total pain.”


    Laughter of unexpected volume rang through the courtroom. Everyone had apparently craved the relief. Even Harlow chuckled on the bench.


    “Squirrel, Rommy, whatever—he was kind of a street person. He used to hang out at DuSable Field in the winter to get out of the cold, and stuff had a habit of disappearing when he was around. So my guys and I kind of encouraged him to depart, you might say, on a regular basis. That’s how I knew him.”


    “Do you have any knowledge how Romeo Gandolph came to be charged for this crime?”


    “That I do.”


    “Please tell the Court in your own words what happened.”


    “What happened?” asked Erno. He inhaled for a time on his oxygen. “Well, it’s like the priest at Rudyard says. It’s not as if I don’t have a conscience. And I have this nephew. Collins is his name. Collins Farwell. I’ve tried to help him. I always have. All his life I worried about him. And he gave me a lot to worry about, I’ll tell you that.


    “Anyhow, he got himself cracked a few months after I killed those people. Narcotics. Triple X. Life in the can. And it worked on me quite a bit. Because here I am, a murdering bastard running free, and there’s Collins who didn’t do anything besides sell people what they wanted, and he’s going to spend his natural life behind bars. I don’t know. It bothered me.


    “And then there’s a part of me that figured I would never have any peace with this unless somebody else got nailed for it. Looking back, that was stupid. It was always gonna bother me. But at that point I thought, Well, if I can put this on somebody, then I’ll be better off, and Collins’ll be better off, too, because he had to give the prosecutors something to get out from under that life sentence.”


    Arthur asked the obvious—why Rommy?


    “Well, Mr. Raven, the real answer is because I knew I could stick it on him. See, basically, it came down to this cameo, this locket, they found him with. That was Luisa’s. And I knew Squirrel had it.”


    “Squirrel is Rommy?”


    “That’s what they called him.”


    “Can you explain how you happened to know he had that cameo?”


    “Can, but it’s a long story. A week or two before Luisa died”—Erno straightened up to correct himself—“before I killed her, I was checking on her all the time, spying on her is what it really came down to. But I come in early one morning as she’s leaving, and she chews me up one side and down the other about all the thieves I let roam around this airfield. Bottom line, she’d taken this locket off, when it got wound up in her telephone cord, and she’d laid it on her counter. She goes away for a second and when she comes back, there’s Squirrel slipping off like a shadow and the cameo is gone. She’s cussing me out about this, and crying because it’s been in the family for a couple centuries.


    “Well, what are you gonna do? So I go hunt up Squirrel. Took a
day, but I found him in some hellhole in the North End. Course, he said he didn’t know nothin about it, but I said, ‘Listen, knucklehead, that piece is worth a hell of a lot more to that lady than anybody you can peddle it to. Get it back and we’ll make it worth your while, no questions asked.’


    “Naturally, once I killed her, I didn’t think much about that, except I noticed the papers were featuring the cameo as taken off her when she died, which I knew was a crock. I figured Luisa didn’t want to confess to Mamma Mia that she’d lost the family treasure. You know, there’s always a lot the cops think is true that isn’t, but that’s another subject.” Erno cast a fast glance at Larry, then reached over to adjust his oxygen. He was starting to look tired.


    “Anyway, must have been late September, I run into Squirrel out at the airport. I don’t think he could have told you my name but he knew I’d promised him money. ‘I still got this here,’ he says and takes the cameo out of his pocket. Right there in the terminal. I thought my heart was going to fall out of my chest and roll down my trouser leg, just from shock, you know, because that thing was in the media and I didn’t want to be within a mile of it. I told him I’d work on the money, and ran off, fast as if he was leprosy.


    “Afterwards, I started in thinking, takin off like that might have been a dead giveaway. Maybe I should have had him arrested and carried on like he was the bad guy. I kind of liked that idea and began researching, you might say, talking to copper friends, pretending I was interested in Squirrel because he was a problem at the airport. Once I found out he had a thing with Gus, too, I started considering it seriously, you know, unloading this on him. Even so, I might not have done it, but then Collins got into that jackpot, and there was Rommy, sort of made to order.


    “So far as Collins knew, Rommy was the right guy. I put it that I’d been developing information about Rommy, and I was just letting Collins dress it up a little and pass it on to get out of this jam. I told Collins I’d send some cops around, and he should make the best deal he could—squirm real hard about having to testify, because I wasn’t sure how good Collins would do on the stand. Then, I just waited for
a chance to lay all this on some officer, which turned out to be Larry Starczek, when he showed up at the airport a day or two later.”


    Erno lifted his hand to point across the courtroom to Larry, who, in the face of this dissection of how he’d been had, seemed finally to be reflecting on the possibility.


    “The rest is history,” Erno said.


    There was a lull again as Arthur considered his notes. He was going on to Erno’s letters to Larry and Gillian, but Erno held up his hand, which, for some reason—his health or the strain—trembled slightly.


    “Can I say something here, Judge?” He coughed again, a harsh sound in the silent courtroom. “It probably won’t mean much, but I’d like you to know this, because it’s something I always consider. My nephew? He got out in five. Cause he ratted out Squirrel. But he’s all grown up. He’s come to Jesus, which is a bit much, but he’s got a wife, he’s got two kids, he’s got a little business. I gave him a chance—well, more than one—but he took it. Finally. So in the middle of this horrible mess I made, there’s that. I always think about it. I think about it a lot.”


    Harlow took this in, like the rest, neutrally, in a mood of somber contemplation. Arthur knew it would be hours before even the judge could puzzle through all the details. But he had a question now. Harlow turned first to Muriel to ask if she minded inquiry from the Court. She answered that she had several questions of her own, but would be happy to let the judge go first. That was the kind of courtroom posturing the judge revered as an art form. He granted her a small smile, before he returned to Erno.


    “Before you leave this area, Mr. Raven, I want to be certain I’m following Mr. Erdai’s testimony. As I understand what you’re saying, sir, you expected to frame Mr. Gandolph, is that correct?”


    “That’s the best word for it, I’m afraid,” Erno answered. “I mean, it was a flier, Judge. I was trying to do what I could for the kid, but I couldn’t guarantee anything. I knew enough about how this all goes to realize Collins wouldn’t get a real big break unless Rommy went down.”


    “Well, that’s what I’m wondering about. Your calculation was that you’d accomplish that by having your nephew lead the police to the cameo in Mr. Gandolph’s pocket. Correct? That’s not much of a case, is it? What happens if Gandolph has an alibi? Or explains how he got the locket?”


    “That could’ve happened, I suppose. Course, I’d never have backed him up on the cameo. And you’re forgetting that he had a bad history with Gus, too. But I had a pretty good guess what would, you know, transpire.”


    “And what was your guess?”


    “My best guess? My guess was that sooner or later I’d hear that Rommy had fessed up.”


    “To a crime he didn’t commit?”


    “I mean, look, Judge.” Erno stopped again, his chest and shoulders heaving. He was smiling faintly. “I mean, Judge, I’ve been around. You got a heater case and a sewer rat with one victim’s jewelry in his pocket and a motive to kill another. I mean, Judge,” said Erno, raising his worn, sallow face to the bench, “this ain’t Shangri-la.”
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    THE OLD FEDERAL COURTHOUSE, a three-sided structure fronted by an arcade of fluted Corinthian columns, had been part of the original design of Center City in DuSable, the focal point of a broad plaza called Federal Square. As Gillian rushed along the granite walkways, pigeons with their shining heads barely rose into the air, giving ground to her, and a puff of underground exhaust ruffled her skirt. Like most Kindle County public transportation, her bus had been late.


    Two days ago Arthur Raven had phoned, characteristically apologetic. He and his young associate had decided that if at all possible, Gillian should be at court. They wanted her present in case it was necessary to authenticate the letter Erno Erdai had sent her, or to confirm that she had received it in late March before any news broke about Arthur’s appointment, an event which arguably might have inspired Erdai to fictionalize. It was a trifle compulsive on Arthur’s part,
but she had agreed to accept his subpoena with less reluctance than she might have expected.


    Now she hurried up the courthouse’s lovely central staircase, a gentle spiral of alabaster, unsuccessfully attempting to force from her mind the last time she had been here. That was March 6, 1995. All of the trials against other corrupted attorneys and judges against whom Gillian had been a potential witness were concluded without the need of her testimony. Her service to the government was complete. At her sentencing, several young Assistant United States Attorneys vouched for Gillian’s sobriety and cooperation, and her lawyer begged for leniency. Moira Winchell, the Chief Judge here before Kenton Harlow, an icy paragon often compared to Gillian herself, remained horrified by the crime, and sentenced Gillian to seventy months in custody. It was at least one, probably two years longer than she had expected under the federal sentencing guidelines, particularly in light of her assistance to the prosecutors. Yet Gillian had pronounced thousands of sentences herself, rarely with any feeling of absolute certainty that she had weighed all factors perfectly, and to her enduring astonishment, she had found the need to speak two words to the judge when Winchell had finished with her. Gillian had said, “I understand.”


    On the top floor, she peered briefly through the small windows in the leather-clad swinging doors to the Chief Judge’s vast courtroom. Within, Erno Erdai, with a plastic oxygen apparatus in his nose, gripped the rail of the witness box. On a bench that looked, amid pillars of marble, very much like a baptismal font, Kenton Harlow was studying Erno with a finger laid beside his long nose. Her impulse, which she quickly suppressed, was to open the doors and take a seat. A potential witness did not belong in the courtroom. Nor did she personally. Yet her trip to Rudyard with Arthur had led to nights of turbulent dreams. In their wake, as she’d admitted to Duffy when she left the house today, she’d found herself increasingly intrigued by what Erno would say, and the likely impact his testimony would have around the Tri-Cities and, in consequence, on her.


    For nearly an hour, she waited across the marble hall in the narrow room reserved for witnesses, still reading about the Peloponnesian
War, until the sudden commotion in the corridor made it evident that court had broken. Out of habit, she stood to use the small wall mirror, adjusting the shoulders on her dark suit and centering the largest pearl on her choker. Ten minutes after that, Arthur Raven arrived. He appeared earnest as ever, but there was a light about him which Gillian could not keep from envying. Arthur was triumphant.


    He began with apologies. Muriel had just made a great show of telling Judge Harlow that she’d been bushwhacked, demanding twenty-four hours to prepare for cross-examination of Erdai.


    “Are you saying I need to come back tomorrow?” Gillian asked.


    “I’m afraid so. I’d ask Muriel if she even wants you, but frankly I don’t think she’ll talk to me at the moment about her plans. Tit for tat.”


    The wounds of war. Gillian remembered.


    “I can give you another subpoena if you need an excuse at work,” Arthur said.


    “No, I have an understanding boss.” Ralph Podolsky, the manager who hired her, was the younger brother of Lowell Podolsky, a former p.i. lawyer, who’d crashed and burned in the same scandal that led to Gillian’s downfall. Ralph had not mentioned his relationship to Lowell until her first day on the job, and never returned to the subject after that.


    Gillian retrieved her purse. Arthur offered to show her how to escape downstairs, unnoticed by the reporters who, he said, were busy flagellating Muriel. In the elevator, she asked how it had gone with Erno Erdai.


    “Amazing,” said Arthur.


    “Erno did well?”


    “I thought so.”


    “You look exultant.”


    “Me?” The notion appeared to shock him. “All I’ve been feeling is the burden. It isn’t just losing when they kill the client for your mistakes. I wake up three times a night. This case is the only thing I think about. You know, I’ve been in the trenches, digging for dollars, for years now—commercial stuff, big companies blaming each other for deals that hit the rocks. I like most of my clients, I want them to win,
but there’s not much at stake beyond that. If something goes wrong here, I’ll feel like somebody sucked the light out of the universe.”


    The elevator sprang open. Behind it, Arthur showed her a passageway she’d never have found on her own, then followed her out onto the street, eager to exit before any of the print reporters saw him. He said he’d agreed to give his first interviews back at his office to the two leading TV stations. Morton’s was three blocks from the courthouse, on the way to Arthur’s office in the IBM Building, and he walked beside her.


    “What did the judge make of Erno?” she asked. “Any idea?”


    “I think he believed him. It almost felt like he had to.”


    “Had to?”


    “There was just something that came into the room.” Arthur reflected. “The sorrow,” he said. “Erno didn’t wallow—he wasn’t going to ask anybody to be sorry for him because he did horrible things. But there was a sadness to every word.”


    “Yes, sorrow,” said Gillian. Perhaps that was why she had wanted to hear Erno. The foot traffic was light in the lull before evening rush hour. They strolled on a mild day, strikingly bright, as they weaved in and out of the shadows cast by the tall buildings on Grand Avenue. Gillian had pulled her sunglasses from her purse, but found Arthur eyeing her.


    “You didn’t do what he did, you know,” he said. “It wasn’t murder.”


    “Well, that’s something to say for myself.”


    “And you’ve paid the price.”


    “I’ll tell you the terrible truth,” she said. She was aware that yet again she was on her way down a path with Arthur she steadily refused to tread with others, but you could not deflect Arthur Raven with subtlety or indirection. He cried when he was sad and in other moods laughed like a child. He was plain, his kindness was plain, and interacting with him required the same kind of unguarded responses. That was never an easy task for Gillian, and down at Rudyard she’d been surprised by how near at hand certain emotions—a canyon-deep sense of loss, especially—had been in his company. Yet by now he was well established as trustworthy.


    “It’s not what I did I feel worst about, Arthur. You’ll take this the
wrong way, and I don’t blame you a bit, but I don’t think the money changed the outcome of any of those cases. No one can say for sure, least of all me, and that’s what makes what I did so insidious. But it was a system, Arthur, almost like a tax. The lawyers got rich, so the judges were entitled to a share. I was never conscious of taking a fall on a case, not because I was so honorable but because no one would ask me to. None of us wanted to risk arousing suspicions. I’m ashamed of the condition I was in during those years. And the massive violation of trust. But you’re correct, the years away seem a reasonable penance for that. It’s the waste that consumes me.”


    “The waste?”


    “Having the kinds of chances in life I had and wasting them.”


    “Look, you have plenty of time for a new life. If you’ll let yourself have one. You were always in your own time zone anyway.”


    She laughed out loud, only because the description was so apt. She inhabited a universe parallel to but not quite the same as others. Gillian-time, as Arthur suggested, moved slightly faster. She was out of college at nineteen, worked for a year to fund law school, and had graduated from Harvard at twenty-three, then returned to Kindle County. In a sense, she’d never left, since she’d lived all three years with her father’s cousins in Cambridge. She could have gone to Wall Street, to D.C., even to Hollywood. But for a policeman’s daughter, the Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office was the premier destination.


    In all of that, however, the determining element was her will. In the current of the times, she had thought of herself as an existentialist: decide on a project and pursue it. It was shocking how far out of fashion will had fallen by now. Americans today viewed themselves as powerless as soft pavement, relentlessly steamrollered by their early childhoods. But perhaps that was better. In her case, once she’d started using, she’d exalted her celebration of will to the point of regarding herself as a Nietzschean figure, a Napoleonic Superwoman with the courage to set herself outside convention. She realized only years later in a prison cell that it was fear that had fueled her revulsion with middle-class morality, a sense of how crushingly she might otherwise have imposed its strict judgments on herself.


    “People live through all kinds of shit, Gillian. In my family, there are people who survived years at Dachau. And they went on. They came here and sold window treatments and went bowling and watched their grandchildren grow up. I mean, you go on.”


    “I did this to myself, Arthur. I didn’t live through some natural calamity or some exercise in human perfidy.”


    “You got caught. I mean, for Chrissake, what are you doing back here anyway? You’re suffering or punishing yourself or reliving whatever weird psychological shit you were going through in the first place. I mean, it’s over. You’re different.”


    “Am I?” That, she realized, was one thing to be resolved.


    “You stopped drinking. I was terrified to go see you that first time because I figured I’d find you half in the bag. But no, you’re sober. So take heart. Move on. Move up. I open the paper three times a week and see the name of somebody I prosecuted when I was in Financial Crimes, and usually they’re in the middle of making a big deal.”


    “And you think they’re jerks.”


    “No, I think they’re doing what they’re entitled to. To go on. I hope they’re wiser now. Some are. Some aren’t. If they do it again, then I’ll think they’re jerks.”


    She was not fully persuaded, but the valor of his efforts was touching.


    “Have I mentioned that you’re very kind to me, Arthur?”


    He was squinting at her in the late-afternoon sun. “Is that against the rules?”


    “It’s unfamiliar.”


    “Maybe I think we have things in common.”


    Whenever she saw Arthur, they somehow harked back to that first moment when she’d devastated him in the coffee shop. It had opened up something, even though it had seemed intended to close all doors. He continued to insist they were kindred spirits, while she remained dubious of any resemblance. She enjoyed Arthur. Save for Duffy, who had never fully qualified, she’d cut herself off from attorneys. Real conversation in the lawyerly fashion, real contact, earnest talk about motives and meanings, with someone able to cut to the core—it was a hunger. But that still seemed to her the limit of what they shared.


    They stood now before the doors of Morton’s. The building, by a famous architect who had taught Frank Lloyd Wright, was the example that had driven his pupil in the other direction. The exterior was ornate, with heavy impressions in the iron facade and twenty-foot glass doors framed in decorated brass. Vines formed the handles, which had been polished by the grasp of the thousands who entered each day, and were brilliant in the potent afternoon light. The cosmetics counter was just inside.


    “My post.” She pointed. She had long avoided working in the Center City store, where she was frequently recognized, but with summer vacations beginning, Ralph needed her here two days a week.


    “Are you enjoying this job?”


    “Well, I’m happy to be working. It’s regarded as a privilege in prison. And it turns out it is. I saw an ad and thought it might be a good place to start.”


    The job had actually seemed like fun, although her interest in fashion had never been completely lighthearted. Over the years, she’d heard a thousand sayings about the world of style that struck her to the core, like pieces of perfect wisdom plucked from the Gospels or Shakespeare. ‘Fashion is close to the quick of the soul.’ ‘Fashion is as much a part of life as sex.’ For her it was this simple: at least look good. It was part masquerade, part child’s play, part vulnerability to the judgment of others, and, more than anything else, the delight that came from molding those opinions. It made no sense—any more than the ridiculous and repetitive little-boy behavior with balls and sticks in which men obsessively engaged—but so many women, whether tethered by culture or instinct, craved beauty and assessed one another in terms of their efforts. These days, she had retired from competition. In comparison with the splendid young women who came from their health clubs to her counter, Gillian was now a ‘former beauty,’ words carrying the same sad undertone as ‘former athlete.’ But dealing with her customers, she was relieved every day to be so much less dominated by vanity, which she had taken to be an element of her demise.


    “I take it this strikes you as superficial, Arthur.”


    “Well—”


    “You can say it. That’s the word. It’s cosmetic, by definition.”


    “I suppose you could say I don’t relate. I mean even unattractive people have instincts, but you have to come to terms with yourself.”


    “Oh, come on, Arthur!” She often found Arthur’s abased view of himself wrenching. “Attractiveness for a man after a certain age has nothing to do with what it meant as a teenager. Big success, big salary, nice car. We all know how that goes. There’s no such thing as a badlooking man with a fat wallet.”


    “That doesn’t seem to work for me.”


    “I doubt that.”


    “Probably because I’m immature,” he said.


    She laughed.


    “I am,” he said. “I still want my fantasies.”


    “Which are?”


    “Somebody sleek and smart—1 mean it’s stupid, right? I want somebody who’s everything I’m not.”


    “A young girl out of a magazine?”


    “I’m not that immature. A grown-up would be nice.” Arthur half averted his face. For a second he seemed dazzled by the sun, then added in a muted tone, “Someone like you.”


    “Me?” In panic, she faced about, hoping the conversation had not taken the turn she feared. “But someone more your age?” At forty-seven she had, by her best calculation, a decade on Arthur.


    Arthur laughed once. “Oh, you’d do fine.”


    “I’m old enough to be your mother.”


    “Please.”


    “Your aunt.”


    “‘No’ will do, Gillian,” he said mildly. “I’m used to it.”


    “Ar-thur,” she said. “Arthur, I am a mess that no one can or should want to clean up. That’s the truth. In candor, I don’t say yes to anyone. That’s not part of my life.”


    Jest had still not entirely left him, but he frowned and briefly lowered his head, allowing the open spaces in his scalp to reflect the strong light. Then he summoned himself to grin again.


    “Forget it, Gillian. I was just kind of illustrating the point.”


    Some sisterly kiss on the cheek might have been in order, but that had never been her style. Instead she smiled in a way she hoped was a
trifle less remote and promised to see him tomorrow. Raven smiled as well, but he went off at a plodding pace, his briefcase dragging by his side. In her midsection, the rot of guilt set in once again. The man in triumph, who perhaps had dared an unfamiliar boldness, was gone now. With a few words, she had vanquished him, returning Arthur to himself.
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    ERNO ERDAI was being held in a locked ward at Kindle County General Hospital. As the marshals pushed him into the courtroom in a wheelchair, which Erno did not appear pleased to be using, Larry came over to see if he could help. With the deliberation of the elderly, Erno stood, and Larry and the deputy marshals eased Erno and his oxygen tank up to the witness stand, where his cross-examination would shortly commence. Although Erno had pointedly refused to grant Muriel an interview in advance of his testimony, now that he’d finished blindsiding them Larry suspected Erdai would be happy to chat with him, copper to copper, as Erno was still likely to think of it. While the marshals retreated and Erno adjusted his nosepiece, Larry lingered with his arm on the dark walnut rail, admiring the Ceremonial Courtroom, where judicial inductions and citizenship proceedings were held. He loved all the bygone craft that was preserved in the
old courthouse, even though he remained hostile to almost everything else about the federal system.


    “So lung cancer? You smoke, Erno?”


    “As a kid. In service in Nam.”


    “And how long is it that you’ve known you had this?”


    “Cut the crap, Larry. I know you’ve been all over my file by now.”


    The file had been bootlegged out of Rudyard last night and driven up here. But half the personnel in the Warden’s and P.A.’s Offices could be sued if Larry admitted that. Besides, it had been Muriel’s responsibility to review the medical information. They all had been dashing around until nearly three, digging up whatever they could about Erdai.


    Larry asked Erno how his family was doing.


    “The wife’s had better days, what with the paper this morning.”


    “And your kids?”


    “No kids, Larry. Never could make ’em. Just my nephew. How’re your kids, Larry? Two boys, right?”


    “Right,” said Larry. He described Michael’s and Darrell’s exploits, but he’d taken Erno’s point about who’d paid better attention years ago. Larry remembered some things, though. He reached into his pocket and offered Erno a toothpick. Erdai made no effort to contain his pleasure and placed it at once in the side of his mouth.


    “Don’t see many of these inside. Bet you didn’t think of a toothpick as a deadly weapon, Larry.”


    “Inside, it probably is.”


    “Inside, somebody’d pick out your eyeball with one, probably.”


    “How’s a white former cop make do down there, with all the fun and games?”


    “You make it, Larry. You got no other choice. I don’t get in anybody’s way. The one advantage I had is I knew you can live through unbelievable shit—I did as a kid. People in this country, Larry, they feel entirely too safe. You’re never safe. Not how folks here want.”


    Larry filed that one away. He already had a few tidbits from this conversation that he’d share with Muriel once she got here. Erdai asked him how he was doing.


    “Well, Erno, I didn’t sleep much last night. You know why?”


    “I can imagine.”


    “What I can’t figure is what kick you’re getting from making all this shit up.”


    Erdai gapped his mouth for a second around the toothpick.


    “I understand you’d think that, Larry, but if you’d come down to Rudyard when I wrote you, I’d have told you, just like I told them. This is on the level, Larry. I’m sorry it makes you and your girlfriend look bad, but I’m not the first fella who wanted to tidy things up before he kicked.”


    You and your girlfriend. Larry took note of that, too. Erno had heard a lot hanging with the coppers at Ike’s over the years. Mildly provoked, Larry let the pretense of congeniality pass and settled a dark look on Erdai, which he seemed to be expecting. Inscrutable and unflinching, Erno refused to turn away. Larry had never figured Erdai right. He’d missed how deep the iceberg went. He hadn’t recognized Erno as a guy who could go off in a barroom, or lie for sport. But he was onto him now. The world was full of angry guys like Erno, who’d want to get even with anybody they could until their coffin was hammered shut.


    When Larry turned back, Muriel had just bustled into the courtroom. Tommy Molto, who’d tried the case with her years ago—her boss at that time and now her lieutenant—was in tow, and so was Carol Keeney, an appellate lawyer, who’d been on the file for years, as the case meandered along. Tommy was fat and harried-looking, the same as he’d always been. He was starting to develop the droopyjowled mug of a bulldog, but Larry had always liked Molto, who never stopped doing his best. Carol, on the other hand, appeared absolutely terrified, her thin lips grimly sealed. She was a slim blonde, a third- or fourth-year lawyer who should have ferreted out what this was about when Arthur filed his motion, instead of simply dumping it on Muriel’s desk and telling her that she’d probably have better luck with Judge Harlow. Everyone would tell Carol to forget about it, but Larry knew her future in the P.A.’s Office was basically a black hole.


    Raven, who’d entered with his pretty blond associate, reached Muriel at counsel table, a step or two before Larry. Muriel was unpacking
her heavy latched transfer case, while Arthur yammered about a witness he had outside. Muriel had probably slept no more than an hour or two, but she appeared invigorated by the challenge ahead, despite the fact that she’d been incinerated in the morning papers and on TV. The Reverend Dr. Carnelian Blythe from the South End, who seemed to regard every indignity suffered by an American black as equivalent to slavery, had already laid claim to Squirrel and was leading marches and giving press interviews on the courthouse steps this morning, using Gandolph to reinforce his never-ending lament about the brutal character of the Kindle County Unified Police Force. Blythe probably hadn’t even known Rommy’s name before yesterday.


    “I don’t care, Arthur,” Muriel said now. “I’ll stipulate that she received the stupid letter. You don’t have to call her.”


    When Arthur turned, Larry offered his hand, which Arthur accepted happily. The old prosecutors always regarded their time as P.A.’s as their glory days, because it was before they started whoring for money.


    “The offers pouring in from Hollywood after last night?” Larry asked. Arthur had been all over the tube, pretending in every interview that he more or less expected Muriel to arrive in court this morning and beg Rommy Gandolph to forgive her. Arthur appeared to enjoy the joshing, but headed off in a moment to find his witness.


    “What’s Arthur on about?” Larry asked Muriel.


    “Gillian Sullivan. He subpoenaed her to authenticate Erno’s letter, in case he needs it on redirect.”


    “So that’s who it was!” Larry had actually seen Gillian in the corridor, but she was so far gone from memory that he’d blanked on everything except that he knew her. She hadn’t looked bad, especially considering where she’d been, still thin and pale and coolly attractive. In the P.A.’s Office, people always compared Gillian and Muriel, the office stars in succeeding generations, but in Larry’s mind it was never a contest. Gillian was cerebral and disconnected; she lorded it over people, even if they’d known her or her old man since she was in parish school. Muriel had a common touch, a sense of humor, and time for people. The end of the story, with Muriel up and Gillian down, conveyed what Larry regarded as a fitting moral.


    And he was confident Muriel would once more reward his faith. He watched as she set her files out on the table precisely, even details that trifling already worked out in her head. She was in court far less often these days, but Muriel remained the best stand-up lawyer Larry knew. Best in court. Best in the office. Maybe the best lay of his life, and probably the only woman he’d met who seemed to hear and feel all the same rhythms he did in the rumbling world of courts and cops and crimes where they lived most of the time. The end of his thing with her might have been the very low point of his adult existence. He couldn’t imagine she’d been real happy to have to call him, and he’d been twice as bummed to hear her voice. What he hadn’t understood when he was younger was the beauty in a settled life.


     



     



    ARTHUR HAD FEW ILLUSIONS about his talents in court. He was organized and sincere, occasionally forceful but seldom electrifying. Yet he could not imagine living any other way. He never tired of the rush of big cases, when anticipation tightened through him like an instrument string and raced in the voices of the spectators filling the courtroom benches. Nowhere else were the events that shaped the life of a community determined as swiftly, as openly, as in court. Everyone—the lawyers, the parties, the onlookers—entered understanding that history was about to happen.


    Much as he enjoyed this, there was a relief in leaving his anxiousness behind momentarily, crossing the quiet corridor to the small witness room. With a knock, he pushed inside. Gillian sat by the window, looking abstracted, as usual, as she peered out. Her purse was in her lap, and her legs, in white hose, were neatly crossed at the ankles. Her attention might have been drawn by Reverend Blythe on his bullhorn in the square below. Arthur was scheduled to meet Blythe this evening, when the Reverend, bald-headed and brilliant, a man of massive achievements and even larger ego, would undoubtedly attempt to manipulate Gandolph’s case to Blythe’s own advantage. Arthur dreaded the appointment, but it was far from his mind now.


    At the sight of Gillian, he felt a distinct surge within. It had excited him for several days after their trip to Rudyard to settle in the BMW
and detect her scent. Despite the shameful hash of things he’d made in front of the doors of Morton’s yesterday, the sense that he had actually entered into some kind of relationship with this woman, even if it existed only in the currents of the law, remained a thrill. Gillian Sullivan!


    “Arthur.” She smiled pleasantly as she came to her feet. He explained that Muriel had agreed to stipulate that Gillian had received Erno’s letter. Her testimony would not be required. “You’re done,” he told her. “I can’t thank you enough for everything. You’ve been very courageous.”


    “Hardly, Arthur.”


    “I’m really sorry about the way you got knocked around this morning in the papers.” Both the Trib and the Bugle, the leading suburban daily, had seized on Gillian’s conviction and her known drunkenness to further question the outcome in Rommy’s case. Although Arthur had held the same thoughts himself last month, he’d let them fall from mind in the process of sharing her company and had actually felt offended today for Gillian’s sake.


    “It was a few lines, Arthur. I was prepared for worse.”


    “I feel like I set you up,” he said, “and it never crossed my mind.”


    “It would be entirely unlike you to try to take advantage, Arthur. I would never think that.”


    “Thank you.” They both smiled somewhat timidly. Then he of fered his hand. For an instant it actually pained him to release her from his life again, but there was hardly a choice. Rather than shake, Gillian studied her ivory-toned handbag as if it contained not merely the odds and ends of female existence but the solution to something Delphic.


    “Arthur, may I say a word to you about what came up last night?”


    “No,” he answered at once. In the lunacy of triumph, he’d cracked open the dank toy chest of his fantasies. By now, he could barely stand to remember that. The utter privacy of his wild hopes was all that allowed him to maintain them. “Forget it. I was out of line. It was unprofessional, frankly. I mean, I’m inept. At that kind of thing. That’s the truth. There are reasons somebody’s alone at thirty-eight, Gillian.”


    “Arthur, I was alone when I was thirty-eight. And will be at forty-eight. You needn’t be so hard on yourself.”


    “You’re alone because you choose to be.”


    “Not completely. I’m inept in my own way, Arthur.”


    “Stop, Gillian. I’m doomed. I know I’m doomed. The world is full of people like me, who can’t connect. It won’t change. So don’t try.” He offered his hand again, but she frowned deeply.


    He explained that the judge was due on the bench any second, and they left the witness room. In the corridor, Gillian asked him if Erno was ready.


    “We’ve prepared the hell out of him,” Arthur said, “but you never can tell until they’re under the spotlight. You know that.”


    For a second, she peered through the small windows in the courtroom doors.


    “It will be very dramatic,” she said.


    “You’re welcome to watch,” he said. “If you have the time.”


    She drew back at the thought.


    “I’m quite curious, Arthur. I’ve often regretted not listening to Erno down at Rudyard. Perhaps it’s the papers, but more and more, I feel as if I have a stake in this. But won’t it be too unorthodox, if I’m in there?”


    “I’ll ask if anybody cares.” He opened the heavy, leather-clad door and motioned to the bailiff to indicate Gillian was with him, so the of ficer would find her a seat.


    As Arthur expected, Muriel had no concerns about Gillian. It was part of her courtroom macho, in any event, to pretend that she would be unaffected if God and His angels were here to watch her cross. When Judge Harlow sprang onto the bench, Arthur asked to be heard at the sidebar. Harlow was tall enough to simply scoot his chair over and lean across the side rail, while Arthur asked if there were any issues raised for the Court by the presence of Ms. Sullivan, the original sentencing judge, as a spectator. He explained how she’d come to be here.


    “Gillian Sullivan, is it?” asked Harlow. He looked out at her, squinting through his heavy glasses. “One and the same?”


    Arthur nodded. The judge asked Muriel if she had any objections.


    “I object to the fact that we weren’t informed when she got the letter, but I don’t care that she’s here. She has no role in these proceedings.”


    “Guess she wants to see for herself,” said Harlow. “Can’t say I blame her. All right, let’s get moving.”


    The judge shooed the ring of lawyers away, but as they returned to their places, Arthur was aware that for the moment, all of them—Muriel, Tommy Molto, Carol Keeney, Larry, who’d tagged along, even the judge, and surely Arthur himself—were staring at Gillian, who sat, perfectly groomed and largely expressionless, along the aisle in the very last row. It struck Arthur that she had been correct. She did have a stake here, a more genuine one than most of them. For she, in some senses, was the accused. The question at hand was whether a decade ago she had, for whatever reason, rendered judgments afflicted by reversible—and fatal—errors. Gillian endured their scrutiny without shirking, while they all awaited the answer.
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    “SO THE QUESTION, MR. ERDAI,” said Muriel, “the real question is, were you lying then or are you lying now?” Even before Harlow had told her to proceed, Muriel had taken her place in front of Erno, reminding Larry of a boxer off his stool prior to the start of a round. She had lingered one more second, a small, lithe figure absorbing the entire attention of the courtroom, before putting her first question.


    “Then,” said Erno.


    “Is that a lie?”


    “No.”


    “But you do lie, Mr. Erdai, don’t you?”


    “Just like everybody else.”


    “You lied to Detective Starczek in 1991, didn’t you?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “You lied and put the noose around another man’s neck. Is that what you’re telling us?”


    The toothpick scuttled from one side of Erno’s mouth to the other before he said yes.


    “Despicable behavior, wasn’t it?”


    “Nothing to be proud of.”


    “But even though you’re a despicable liar, you’re asking us to believe you now. Correct?”


    “Why not?”


    “We’ll get to that, Mr. Erdai. By the way, did I introduce myself?”


    “I know who you are.”


    “But you’ve refused to meet with me, correct?”


    “Because that will only help you make it look like I’m lying, when I’m telling the truth.”


    On the bench, Harlow smiled faintly. As far as Larry could see, the judge was often amused by the jab and counter of the courtroom.


    “Well, let me make sure I understand what you’re telling us, Mr. Erdai. You’re telling us that you killed three people in July of 1991. And three months later, the police hadn’t caught you, right?”


    “True.”


    “Did you want to get caught?”


    “What would you think?”


    “I think you would have done anything not to be apprehended—is that fair?”


    “That’s about the size of it.”


    “You had many friends on the Force, didn’t you?”


    “Many.”


    “So you knew the investigation was stillborn, correct?”


    “Does that mean dead?”


    “Let’s say dying.”


    “Dying’s about right.”


    “So if you’d actually killed those people, you had every reason to believe you were going to get away with it, correct?”


    “Realistically, yeah. But I was still worried.”


    “Right. You were worried. And despite that, and even though you knew the investigation was dying, you decided to provide information that would revive it. Is that what you’re saying?”


    “Because of my nephew.”


    “And you didn’t provide an anonymous tip—you went right to Detective Starczek.”


    “He came to me, but it’s the same difference.”


    “Same difference,” said Muriel. She was prowling now, moving back and forth. The fingers were spread on both hands, as if she’d catch Erno if he tried to escape. She’d worn what Larry regarded as a girlish dress, a print with a tie at the waist and a big bow at the throat, a gesture intended as much for the television viewers as the judge. If she could have put on a PTA button for the cameras, she might have. But anyone who’d seen Muriel in court would know she was as lethal as a panther.


    “Is he a good detective?”


    “One of the best.”


    “And would you agree that good detectives usually know when they’re being spun?”


    “If they know to look out, sure. But nobody’s got the radar on twenty-four seven.”


    “But not only did you wake up this sleeping investigation, you did it, you say, by lying to somebody who you knew was good at seeing through lies, right?”


    “You can put it your way,” said Erno.


    “And then you had your nephew lead the police to a cameo, knowing that if Gandolph told the truth, he could very well mention your name. Is that right?”


    “I’da said he was full of it, and just throwing my name around cause he’d found out somehow that I was the one who put the cops onto him. I’d thought about that.”


    “And you thought that lie would be convincing?”


    “Sure.”


    “Because you know how to lie convincingly, don’t you?”


    Harlow sustained Arthur’s objection before Erno had to answer, but the judge appeared to smile at the art of the question.


    “Now, you told us yesterday that you understood that your nephew would get nothing from the police or the prosecutors unless Gandolph was convicted, right? Yet you had no way of predicting, for example, whether Gandolph had an alibi, did you?”


    “I knew he’d been around the airport to steal Luisa’s cameo.”


    “In the summer? I thought Gandolph was at the airport only when the winter weather forced him out there.”


    Erno made a face. He’d tried to squeeze past Muriel and she’d stopped him cold. After a little more squirming, he agreed he had told the judge yesterday that Gandolph was at the airport in the winter, and that he couldn’t have been sure whether Squirrel had an alibi. Erno ate his own words sourly.


    “So this is how it adds up, Mr. Erdai,” said Muriel, and counted off each of her points on her fingers. “Although you didn’t want to get caught, you breathed new life into a dead investigation. You did that by lying to an investigator who you knew was good at catching liars. And you pointed him toward someone who, in fact, could connect you to one of the murder victims. And you did all of that not even knowing if the man you say you were framing had a locked alibi. Do you understand now why we shouldn’t believe you?”


    Arthur objected at volume for the first time and the judge said, “Sustained.” Piqued, Erno was unwise enough to continue on his own.


    “It may not make sense to you, but that’s what happened. I had to do something for my nephew. People don’t always make sense.”


    “And this doesn’t make sense, does it, Mr. Erdai? What you’re telling us? It’s one of those things that doesn’t make sense.”


    Arthur objected again. Without looking up from his scribbling, the judge suggested that Muriel move on. She turned for a second and her small dark eyes sought out Larry, to see how it was going. He covered his mouth and held his thumb up on his cheek. Muriel nodded minutely. She thought so herself.


    “Does it surprise you, Mr. Erdai, to know that an automated check of fingerprints from the crime scene showed that none of them are yours?”


    “I wiped everything off. I was careful. Like I said.”


    “No DNA. No blood. No saliva. Semen. Nothing like that from you will be found at the scene, will it?”


    “No. But you didn’t have any of that from Gandolph neither.”


    “You know our evidence against Mr. Gandolph very well, don’t you, Mr. Erdai?”


    “I followed this case real close. Obvious reasons.”


    “And the gun, sir? What became of that?”


    “In the river. With everything else.”


    Muriel grinned briefly, the expression of a veteran who’d met lots of guys with all the answers. She strolled back to the podium to glance at her notes, then stared for a full beat at Erdai.


    “Are you dying?” she asked then.


    “That’s what the doctors say.”


    “You believe them?”


    “Most times. Sometimes, I kinda start thinkin maybe they’re wrong, docs have been wrong before, but mostly I know better.”


    “So, as far as you’re concerned, you have nothing to lose with what you’re telling us today. Right?”


    “I don’t follow.”


    “Really? Can you name anything you care about losing.”


    “My soul,” said Erno. “If I got one.”


    “If you got one,” repeated Muriel. “Let’s stay here on earth. Anything here you care about losing?”


    “My family,” said Erno. “I care a lot about them.”


    “Well, they’re standing by you, Mr. Erdai, aren’t they? What else?”


    “I’d hate to lose my pension from the airline. I worked a long time and I want to make sure my wife has something.”


    “Well, you don’t lose your pension, do you, for murder?”


    “If it’s a crime against the company.”


    “Was this?”


    “Only if Luisa was management.”


    Loud laughter volleyed from the gallery. The courtroom was full today. The press reports had had their predictable effect of filling every available seat.


    “So you won’t lose your pension. And you’re not going to live long enough to get prosecuted again for perjury, right?”


    “There’s nothing to get prosecuted for.”


    “Either way, there’s no chance you’ll have to do more time, is there?”


    “I suppose.”


    “And what about your nephew, Collins Farwell? He lied to Detective Starczek about having certain conversations with Rommy Gandolph, didn’t he?”


    “Yeah, but he thought Gandolph was the right guy.”


    “And where is Collins now?”


    “He’s got a lawyer named Jackson Aires. You can give him a call.”


    “A lawyer? So he could get advice about this situation?”


    “Basically. I’m paying the bill, since I’m the one who put him in this spot to start with.”


    “And do you know if the lawyer has assured Collins that he can’t be prosecuted for the lies he told in 1991, because the statute of limitations has run?”


    “Isn’t that supposed to be confidential?”


    “Put it this way, Mr. Erdai. You understand nothing is going to happen to Collins as result of your testimony, don’t you?”


    “I hope nothing happens to him.”


    “And where is he?”


    Erno looked at the judge who nodded firmly to him.


    “Atlanta. Doing good down there, too, like I said.”


    “Congratulations,” said Muriel. “Now, what about on the other side, Mr. Erdai. Are you going to gain anything by coming forward now?”


    “A clean conscience.”


    “A clean conscience,” said Muriel. “You say, Mr. Erdai, you’ve shot five people in your lifetime—murdered three, killed your mother-in-law, and tried to murder a fifth person who bothered you in a bar. And this will make you feel better, is that right?”


    There was a riffle of laughter behind Larry. It sounded as if Carol, who should have known better, had been the first. Harlow’s eyes rose and the courtroom instantly fell silent.


    “I can’t change any of the rest of it, Muriel. This is the best I can do.”


    Calling Muriel by her first name was pure Erno. As far as Larry knew, they didn’t have even a nodding acquaintance, but Erdai always figured he was a blood brother with everybody in law enforcement.


    “Well, hadn’t you applied for a compassionate furlough several months ago? And then, when that was denied, a compassionate transfer? In order to be closer to your wife?”


    “True.”


    “Also denied?”


    “Yes.”


    “Your wife has a hard time making it down to Rudyard?”


    “It’d be a lot easier if I was here.”


    “Where did you sleep last night?”


    “County General.”


    “Did your wife see you there today?”


    “Before court.”


    Muriel ran it down. He’d seen his wife yesterday, too. And the day before. And Arthur had filed a petition with the court suggesting that Erno not be returned to Rudyard while Gandolph’s case was pending.


    “Does it mean a lot to you to see your wife every day? At this stage?”


    “Right now? Especially now, yeah, it means quite a bit. She doesn’t deserve the last few years. Not a day of it.” His voice weakened and Erno, with little warning, flushed. He dragged down his nosepiece and covered his face with his hand. Harlow had Kleenex on the bench and handed the box down with clinical efficiency. Muriel waited this out with no sign of impatience, because Erno could hardly have done much more to prove her point. She changed subjects once his breath had returned.


    “Let’s talk about the crime for which you’re imprisoned, Mr. Erdai.”


    “What’s that got to do with the price of beans?” asked Erno. Arthur, on cue, rose to object. The conviction was relevant, Arthur pointed out, only for whatever it said about Erno’s credibility. The circumstances were beside the point.


    “I’ll tie it up,” said Muriel. That was the trial lawyer’s version of ‘the check’s in the mail,’ but Harlow, sitting without a jury, said he’d give Muriel some leeway, particularly since this proceeding was a deposition, not a trial.


    “I don’t let lawyers break their word to me twice,” the judge added.



    “I wouldn’t expect you to,” said Muriel, before turning back to Erno, who, Larry thought, recoiled just a bit as she reapproached. Erdai’s go-round with Muriel thus far had already left him looking less peppy.


    “As a matter of fact, Mr. Erdai, you’re in prison only because your friends on the Police Force didn’t back you up—isn’t that right?”


    “I’m in prison because I shot a man.”


    “But you told the officers who were at this tavern, Ike’s, where the shooting took place—you told them you’d pulled the trigger in self defense, didn’t you?”


    “To my way of thinking, it was.”


    “And many of the officers who’d witnessed that shooting and heard you claim you were merely defending yourself were friends of yours, weren’t they? Officers you were there drinking with?”


    “Sure.”


    “Was it disappointing to you, Mr. Erdai., that none of them supported you in saying this was self-defense?”


    “Not when I had a chance to think about it.”


    “But initially?”


    “I don’t know what I expected.”


    “But it wouldn’t have bothered you, would it, if they’d backed your version?”


    “I guess not.”


    “Have you ever known officers to protect their own?”


    “I think it’s happened before.”


    “But it didn’t happen with you, did it?”


    The mean part of Erno showed through for the first time, a sulfurous ignition behind the eyes. He was adept enough, however, to calm himself before he said no.


    “And so you had to plead guilty, correct?”


    “That’s what happened.”


    “Now, what about Detective Starczek?” Larry sat up on reflex at his name. “Was he another of your friends on the Force?”


    “Larry? I’ve known him going on thirty years. We were cadets together.”


    “And these letters you wrote to Detective Starczek—”


    Unexpectedly, Muriel returned to Larry at the counsel table. She whispered with her lips barely moving: “Reach in my briefcase and take out the mail in the first compartment.” A flutter of uncertainty zipped through him, but he’d caught up with her by the time he’d extracted the three letter-sized envelopes. According to the return addresses, they were her statement from the state retirement fund and two credit card bills. With the letters in hand, she faced the witness.


    “You never wrote Detective Starczek telling him you killed anyone, did you?”


    “Told him I needed to talk to him.”


    “Didn’t you tell him straight out you wanted his help?”


    “I might have. You know, as I remember, I called him once or twice, only he wasn’t there, and they won’t accept collect calls from the joint anyway, so I wrote him two, three letters and he didn’t answer.”


    Arthur stood, waving at what Muriel held in her hand.


    “Your Honor, I haven’t seen those letters.”


    “Judge, I didn’t receive any preview of Mr. Erdai’s testimony. And besides, I haven’t displayed them to the witness. Mr. Raven may inspect whatever I show the witness.”


    Arthur continued objecting and Harlow finally called them to the sidebar on the far side of the bench, away from Erno. Larry joined the procession.


    “What’s the story with the letters?” whispered Harlow.


    “I don’t have any,” Muriel told him.


    Larry figured the judge would go off, but instead Harlow smiled broadly.


    “Bluffing?” asked Harlow.


    “I’m entitled,” she said.


    “So you are,” said the judge and motioned everyone away. Muriel had the court reporter read back the last two questions and answers.


    Larry turned to watch Arthur, fearing he might try to cue Erno that Muriel was faking. You could never tell what kind of dog poo a guy would turn into as a defense lawyer, but Arthur remained poker-faced as he explained to his associate what was happening from behind his hand.


    “Now, at the time you wrote Detective Starczek, you wanted to get into a medium-security facility, didn’t you?”


    “Well, my lawyer tried to arrange that. And when he couldn’t, I asked some guys could they help.”


    “And are you telling us, Mr. Erdai, that you thought you’d get to a medium-securiy facility by informing Detective Starczek that you’d committed a brutal triple murder?”


    Notwithstanding Harlow’s prior look, there were again a few giggles from the spectators’ pews.


    “When I wrote Larry, I’d basically given up on medium. Corrections says you’re in maximum if you committed an offense with a firearm. Period.”


    “And can you give us the name of anyone on the Force who tried to get the Corrections Department to make an exception on your behalf?”


    Erno took the toothpick from his mouth. He was cooked on this one, because he knew no one would come to court to back him up. In answer to Muriel, he said he didn’t recall.


    “And no matter why you wrote to Detective Starczek, we agree you never mentioned these killings, correct?”


    “True. I told him I had to talk to him about something important.”


    “Detective Starczek didn’t respond?”


    “Right.”


    “He didn’t want to deal with you now that you couldn’t do him any good. Is that how you felt?”


    “Naw, I wouldn’t say that.”


    Muriel returned to Larry for a copy of the letter Erno had written to Gillian, then started toward the witness. Ten feet to Larry’s left, Raven immediately clambered to his feet.


    “Judge, I haven’t seen that,” Arthur said. With an innocent look, Muriel displayed Erno’s letter first to Raven, then Harlow. Larry read over another copy Muriel had left on the table. The words were right there, even though Arthur’s dashed look made it apparent that he’d missed their significance. As Muriel returned to the podium, Larry saw her pass Arthur a collegial smile, a pleasant ‘gotcha’ as if they were
playing Scrabble or tennis. Then she turned back to Erno and used the letter like a knife to the liver.


    “Did you write to Judge Sullivan that the detective on the case had no interest in you ‘now that you can’t do him any good’?”


    Erno read it over several times. “That’s what it says here.”


    “Would you say you were resentful?” asked Muriel.


    “Call it what you want.”


    “I’ll call it resentful,” said Muriel. Harlow sustained the objection, but he smiled again. Larry by now had gotten a line on the judge. Kenton Harlow liked lawyers, admired what they did. He believed that the truth would emerge from the hard-fought courtroom contest, and he was clearly taken with Muriel’s style.


    “Well, let’s put it this way,” said Muriel. “You provided information to Detective Starczek on what you knew was a major case, right?”


    “Okay,” said Erno.


    “And your friend Detective Starczek made the case? He got credit for it.”


    “Him and you,” said Erno.


    “He and I. And the Police Force got credit for it, correct?”


    “Right.”


    “That Force where no one would help you get to medium security.”


    “Okay.”


    “That same Force where nobody backed your story that the shooting four years ago at Ike’s was self-defense.”


    “Yeah, I suppose.”


    “And by saying what you’re saying now, you’re essentially taking back what you gave Detective Starczek and the Police Force before. Yes?”


    “I’m saying the truth.”


    “True or not, you’re trying to correct or withdraw the effect of the information you provided previously. Aren’t you?”


    “Cause that was a lie.”


    Muriel moved to strike and Harlow forced Erno to answer. He had no choice but to say yes. It was all too obvious by now, but a little ruf fle passed through the rows of press when he spoke the word. They had the lead for their stories.


    Muriel then began to question Erno about his relationship with the Gangster Outlaws, one of the street gangs that dominated the prison at Rudyard. This was information that Larry had worked most of the night developing, and Muriel laid it out nicely. Erno had gotten on with a G.O. cellmate and had eventually fallen under the protection of the gang, for whom Erno was thought to occasionally obtain information from old pals in law enforcement. Erno would not acknowledge the last part.


    “Well, do you know, Mr. Erdai, that there have been several cases where members of the Gangster Outlaws who were incarcerated have provided false confessions to crimes other G.O.’s were accused of?”


    “Objection,” said Arthur. “There’s no evidence that Mr. Gandolph is a member of any gang.”


    “The question,” said Muriel, “is whether Mr. Erdai knows that.”


    “It’s irrelevant,” said Arthur.


    “I’ll hear it,” said the judge.


    “I’ve heard that,” said Erno.


    “And have you also heard, Mr. Erdai, that the G.O.’s control death row at Rudyard?”


    “I know there’s a lot of them there.”


    “Including Mr. Gandolph?”


    “I wouldn’t know about that. You have to understand, those death rows, the Yellow Men, are off by themselves. They don’t see anybody else. I haven’t had a word with Gandolph in all the time I’ve been in the facility.”


    “Well, Mr. Erdai, are you telling us that given your experience in the institution, if somebody from the G.O.’s, who’ve protected you, wanted you to tell a story, especially a story that wouldn’t hurt you but that would hurt Detective Starczek and the Police Force who’d let you down, a story that would even help you spend time with your wife before you diedare you really telling us you have too much integrity to do that?”


    Arthur had come to his feet long before Muriel finished. He quietly said, “Objection,” and Harlow quickly responded, “Sustained.” But Muriel had essentially given her closing argument for the press. With her job more than done, she moved back toward counsel table, then stopped abruptly.


    “Oh,” she said, as if what was coming was merely an afterthought. “After you hauled these bodies down to the freezer, Mr. Erdai, what is it you say you did to the corpse of Luisa Remardi?”


    “I pulled her skirt and her underwear down to her ankles.”


    “And then?”


    “Then, nothing.”


    “So you just disrobed her for, what, curiosity?”


    “I disrobed her, because I knew she’d been having sex an hour before and I figured it would show in the autopsy. I wanted it to look like she’d been assaulted. It was the same idea as taking everybody’s stuff to make it look like a robbery. I was just trying to cover up.”


    “And you didn’t, in fact, perform anal intercourse with the corpse.”


    “Nope.”


    “You know, don’t you, that the police pathologist, Dr. Kumagai, testified at trial that the corpse had been sodomized.”


    “I know that Painless Kumagai has made a lot of mistakes over the years.”


    “But you don’t know why a common condom lubricant was detected in her anus?”


    “I think you ought to ask the gentleman she was passing time with in the parking lot.”


    “And do you think that accounts for why her anal sphincter was distended after the time of death?”


    “I’m not a pathologist.”


    “But you’ll agree, Mr. Erdai, that your testimony doesn’t explain that piece of evidence, does it?”


    “I haven’t explained that, no.”


    “Thank you,” said Muriel.


    She settled beside Larry. Below the table, quite unexpectedly, he felt her fist knock against his.


     



     



    MURIEL’S CROSS had gone almost entirely as Arthur had acted it out in his conferences with Erno at the jail. The only exception was the line in Erno’s letter about Larry having no use for him now; Arthur hadn’t recognized the implications. But that aside, Erno had been
well prepared. The difference was Muriel. She won any competition on style points.


    By the time she had finished, Judge Harlow was sitting up straight in his chair on the other side of the bench, literally keeping his distance from Erdai. As Arthur rose for redirect examination, he was aware he had work to do. He buttoned his coat, and double-checked on Pamela’s notes, before he started what was called, in the parlance, rehabilitating the witness.


    “Mr. Erdai, Ms. Wynn questioned why you would take such risks to yourself for your nephew’s sake. Can you explain that to His Honor, Judge Harlow?”


    Erno studied the rail on the witness box for quite some time.


    “This family—my family—we survived a lot. I mean, they had a hell of a time in the Second World War and then in 1956, my father took part in the revolt—” Erno screwed up his face. “He was killed—he was shot and then hung from his feet on the lamppost in front of our house, to tell it like it was. Our neighbors sold him out to the AVH, the secret police. And my mother and my sister and me, it was quite a story getting out of there and getting here. And then Collins, my nephew—he was the only child either of us had, my sister and me. And I knew if he went to prison for the rest of his life, then that was it. I mean, I thought a lot about my father hanging from that lamppost—they left him out there for days, they wouldn’t let us cut him down, it was a warning.” Erno reached to cover his mouth, as if he was going to be ill, and instead broke down completely. After a minute, he mopped his entire face with the judge’s tissues and, as before, took a while to get his breathing back on track.


    “I felt he could be something, Collins. He was smart, just stuck in a tough spot. But I thought I owed it to my father, to my mother, too—to the whole family—to try to get him one more chance. I had to do what I could.”


    Arthur waited to see if Erno would offer more, but he’d said his piece. By now, Arthur and Pamela had spent hours with Erno, and one of the hard truths of the case was that Arthur did not particularly like him. It was not because Erno was a criminal, nor even because of the exceptional gravity of what he had done. Over the years, Arthur,
like everyone else who worked in the system, had encountered absolute miscreants who were bright as a new penny, and even beguiling. But there was an inalterable coldness to Erno. He was blunt, and not merely indifferent to feelings but somewhat proud of the fact. He did not ask to be liked. And yet his hardness left Arthur with an unshakable conviction that Erno was telling the truth, and also with considerable admiration for Erno’s willingness to proceed without demanding to be regarded as either a saint or a martyr. He knew he wasn’t.


    “All right, then. One more area. Ms. Wynn raised questions about the motives for your testimony. Can you tell us why you agreed to speak to Judge Sullivan and me—why you decided to tell the truth about what happened on July Fourth, 1991.”


    Predictably, Muriel stood up to object to the assumption that Erno was telling the truth. The judge brushed her aside, the way he’d done to Arthur a couple of times.


    “Let’s just try our lawsuit, folks. Let’s not worry about who’s in the peanut gallery,” Harlow said, clearly adverting to the press. “Okay, Mr. Erdai. Explain yourself. Why are we hearing about this now?”


    Erno steadied his breathing before he began.


    “I would say at first, when I set up Gandolph, I didn’t really worry much about him. I figured, if you laid end to end everything he got away with, he probably deserved quite a bit of time anyway.


    “Now, like I said, if Larry had come down when I asked, I’d have told him. I hadn’t worked out in my head exactly how I’d do that, but I’d have done it, because I’d owe him to be straight. But now, I realize I owe it to Gandolph.


    “There’s nothing like dying, I’ll tell you. You may think you understand that you’re only here temporary, but when the doctors tell you—I don’t know, maybe old folks feel different about it. My ma was happy to go at eighty-six. But when it’s before your time—for me—I I spend a lot of the day being scared. It’s coming. You know it’s coming. And there’s nothing you can do. It’s coming. It’s cruel, actually. You live your whole life, you survive all this stuff and still the end’s got to be so cruel.


    “Now, you know, guys on their deathbed, they rediscover their faith, and I’ve rediscovered mine. I listen to the priest. And I think a
lot. I’ve done a lot of terrible things. I don’t know if God gave me this disease as punishment, or if it just happened because stuff happens—He won’t be sending any telegrams to explain it. But it comes in your mind, eventually, that you have it in your power to make things better. And that’s what got me thinking about Gandolph. He’s been over there, every day for nine-plus years now, and he knows every day, just like me, it’s coming. It’s coming, and he can’t do nothing about it. Like me. Only he doesn’t deserve it. If I just tell the truth, he gets out from under. He’s going through what I’m going through, every day, but he doesn’t have to. That’s what I kept thinking. I can’t change it for me. But I can change it for him. All I have to do is what’s right.”


    Erno hadn’t been looking at anyone as he gave this oration. His eyes were cast low and he was speaking in the same bare voice, raspy and a bit disembodied, in which he’d answered throughout. But when he finished he looked up and nodded decisively to the judge.


    With a long finger laid beside his nose, Harlow was manifestly weighing what to make of Erno. Arthur and Pamela had spent a considerable amount of time asking the same question of one another. Despite Erno’s plainspokenness, there remained an elusive quality to him, which Arthur had eventually decided arose from Erno’s uncertainty about himself. Arthur had no doubt Erdai meant every word he’d just said, yet there was a sense in which the man found such reflections alien. Sometimes Erno reminded Arthur of his schizophrenic sister, Susan, who often claimed to be under the command of voices from elsewhere in the cosmos. Erno had testified that when he shot Paul Judson, he learned something grisly about his own nature. But that was nowhere near as unaccountable to him as the forces that had impelled him at the end of his life to reverse what little he could of the damage done by his savage side. Erno accepted that he was doing right. But he still seemed utterly confounded about what was in it for him.


    Eventually, the judge asked Muriel if she had any redirect. After conferring with Larry, she said no.


    “Mr. Erdai,” said the judge, “you are excused.” Harlow studied Erno a moment longer, then added in a flat voice, “Good luck to you, sir,” and without looking back, left the bench.
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    AS THE SESSION CONCLUDED, Muriel, still flying on adrenaline, faced the gallery, where the onlookers, shoulder to shoulder, were struggling to their feet. There were at least a dozen reporters here on special assignment, and scores of civilians drawn in by the headlines of the last twenty-four hours.


    This morning Ned Halsey had gallantly suggested Muriel leave the case—and the controversy—to him. But the reporters knew Gandolph’s prosecution had been pivotal in her career; if Arthur actually proved Squirrel was the wrong man, the press would hang her whether she was in the courtroom or not. And she would not have deprived herself of the challenge anyway. She craved these moments of premium demand, no matter how dire, when the world pressed at her like a clamoring sea. Raven was approaching with a bundle of new motions. Molto and Carol needed to be consulted on the next legal move. Larry was awaiting direction on where his investigation of Erdai
should head. And the journalists were already lurching forward to see if they could squeeze some pre-emptive comment from her. But this was the destiny she’d wanted since childhood. ‘The arena’ was Talmadge’s term, but she did not care for the gladiatorial overtone. To her it was more a matter of using herself completely, feeling that every cell had to contribute to managing her place in her times.


    With the instinctive clarity with which these matters always made themselves manifest to her, she abruptly saw what she had to do. John Leonidis was present, seated in the rear, as he had faithfully been for more than nine years now, whenever there were court sessions of consequence. She ignored everyone else, and with the reporters gathered round, placed an arm on John’s shoulder and led him across the hall to the witness room. The press, she knew, wouldn’t go away until she’d commented.


    John had not come down alone. He introduced a smooth-skinned man, Pan, a Filipino perhaps, who was a good deal younger than John. Even after Muriel closed the door to the small room, the din of the milling outside the courtroom reached them vaguely. John had been enraged by the proceedings. He bit off a piece of his thumbnail while he fulminated, explaining to Muriel, as if it were news to her, that Erdai was lying to get even with the Kindle County police and had been fed all details.


    “I want to tell those idiot reporters out there what’s going on,” said John.


    For Muriel, it was ideal to be defended by the victims. Nonetheless, she told John he should speak only if he wanted to.


    “Believe me, I want to,” said John. “I think about this piece of dirt every day. Gandolph? Every day, Muriel, I realize I lost something else to this guy. Lately, the last few months, I keep wondering if my old man would have been proud of me.” John had good reason to believe Gus would have taken great satisfaction in him. Not only had John continued to operate Paradise, where business was better than ever in the resurgent neighborhood, but he had also franchised midpriced Greek restaurants across the country in partnership with a local hotel owner. Muriel had lunch at the Center City place, GG’s Taverna—GG for Good Gus—at John’s invitation a few times every
year. He would sit at her table, smoke, and go over the case, which remained as fresh in his mind as if it had been tried yesterday.


    “I think, you know, Gus would have had some problems with some things in my life,” said John, “same as my mom, but I think it would have turned out okay, with him, too. I really believe that. But I’m entitled to know. Right? Everybody is. This shitbag, Gandolph—he’s not God. But he was God in my life.”


    For John, like most survivors, his father’s murder, and the killer’s punishment, would always resound with personal meanings. Yet the principal reason John could not let the case end was simply because it hadn’t. For John Leonidis it had been almost a decade of holding his breath, hoping against hope that the injustice of Gus’s death would not be compounded by seeing Rommy Gandolph escape what the clanking legal machinery had said he deserved.


    Years ago, John had been the most adamant of the victims about the death penalty for Gandolph. By the time of the trial, Paul Judson’s wife, Dina, had moved to Boulder and was doing everything she could to start fresh; no one had heard from her for years. Luisa’s mom, who’d been ruffled by Larry during the investigation, appeared in court to ask for death, but seemed cowed. John, on the other hand, would have been happy to go to law school and try the case himself. Muriel had assumed originally this was for his mother’s sake. But what he had testified to, during the victims’ allocution before sentence was imposed, was that he believed his father would have wanted capital punishment, too.


    ‘He’d give a person a chance,’ John had said about Gus. ‘He’d give you six chances, if he really thought you were trying. But at the end of the day, he was old school. He was tough. Sooner or later, he would have said enough is enough. My father was good to Gandolph. And got nothing for it but a bullet in the head. He would have wanted this guy dead. So that’s what I want.’ Even at the time, Muriel was uncertain that John’s vision of his father was completely accurate, but who was she to say? She could still recall, though, the mood in the courtroom when John spoke, the gravity that had come over Gillian Sullivan as she listened from the bench. Idealists could posture about the indignity of the state killing—it was a lot better than having citizens
take matters into their own hands, which is what could occur with people like John, people with griefs and debts to the dead that required action. For him, Rommy Gandolph’s death had become a priority, part of the role as his father’s stand-in that he had assumed from the moment Gus died.


    Muriel opened the door, waving to Carol so she would accompany John and his friend downstairs to the courthouse lobby, where the TV cameras waited. Several reporters shouted Muriel’s name and she promised to be along in a moment. Larry, however, immediately shepherded four females over the threshold—two adolescent girls, an agreeable-looking woman near forty, and at the rear, an older lady whose hair was dyed a lifeless black. She was the only one of the four whom Muriel recognized.


    “Mrs. Salvino, of course,” said Muriel, welcoming Luisa Remardi’s mother. The old woman was tough and to the point, and Muriel had always taken it that Luisa was a chip off the old block. The young girls with her had faces almost identical to one another, but the two years between them resulted in a significant contrast in their overall appearance. The second to enter wore makeup and was almost a foot taller than her sister. But both were lean and dark, long-jawed, with stray lanks of jet hair and large dark eyes. Each was very pretty. Muriel realized at once they were Luisa’s daughters.


    In her usual abrupt way, Mrs. Salvino dismissed Muriel’s greeting.


    “This here,” she said, “don’t you people ever come to an end with this?”


    “Nuccia,” scolded the fourth female.


    “Muriel,” said Larry, with an uncharacteristic ceremonial air, “you may remember Genevieve Carriere. She was a close friend of Luisa’s.” Genevieve had been called upon as a driver and escort. Mrs. Salvino was one of those Kewahnee Italians who went to Center City only two or three times a year, and always with apprehension.


    “I got no need to come down here,” Mrs. Salvino said. “Darla heard the television. So she decided she’s coming, which is mostly an excuse, if you want to know, to skip school.”


    “Like I need an excuse,” answered her older granddaughter. The little one was shy and wore braces and hung back by the door. But
Darla was clearly a handful. Sixteen now, she wore the skimpy clothing and heavy makeup that Muriel saw all the time on the street. Her figure was far too full for the narrow camisole that stopped short of her navel. Muriel was often bemused at how taken aback she was by the sexual brashness of these girls, because she knew that she’d have taken full advantage of such license, had it been permitted in her day.


    “You got no need to hear all of this,” said her grandmother.


    “Hel-lo, Grandma! It’s on television. And it’s my own mother and you don’t tell us nothing. I mean, that’s totally bogus.”


    Larry intervened. “I don’t think you learned anything about what happened, Darla. That was just a bitter, dying man entertaining himself.”


    “I sorta believed him sometimes,” she answered in the usual contrary fashion of people her age. “This other guy, the one they say done it. It all sounds so sketchy with him. I don’t think somebody as sick as this dude even has the energy to make stuff up.”


    “You should know about making up,” said her grandmother.


    Darla briefly offered Mrs. Salvino a sick simpering look.


    “The only thing with this one,” said Darla, “is that he’s like such a total gross-out to look at.”


    Muriel and Larry, still caught in the warring mood of the courtroom, laughed at the same time, greatly amused by the cruelty to Erno.


    “No, truly,” insisted Darla, “I mean, I know he’s sick and all, but he couldn’t ever have been, like, good-looking. That’s just so not Mom. All the pictures I seen of her with guys—even my father—they were always, like, hotties.” The girl spoke with some urgency, and Muriel was struck by the pathos of Darla’s adoring reconstruction of her mother. The older Muriel became, the more aware she grew of the freight of pain carried inside every courthouse. As a younger person, what she sensed was the anger—of both the victims and the defendants, who frequently felt ill used -and, even more grippingly, her own righteous need to smite evil. But now what stayed with her was the legacy of hurt—for Darla, even for the criminals, who often had the sense to regret what they had done, and certainly for their families, who were usually as innocent as the other bystanders, their sole mistake loving someone who’d come to no good.


    To Darla, it was obviously important that her estimate of her mother be correct. She turned to Genevieve, who had watched Darla’s byplay with her grandmother with the whisper of a smile.


    “Isn’t that right, Aunt Genevieve? Mom totally wouldn’t have been with somebody like that.”


    “Never,” said Genevieve. “Your mother always hated that man.” Genevieve touched the girl’s bare shoulder and thus missed the look Muriel exchanged with Larry.


    “Why did she hate him?” Muriel asked.


    Six was a crowd in here, amid an old tweed sofa and a government-issue table and chairs. Immediately conscious of an error, Genevieve looked off to one of the corny woodland scenes on the wall rather than confront the attention suddenly on her.


    “There was just bad blood,” she said and turned a manicured hand in the air, as if it were all too vague. Her hair was prematurely white, which was actually quite striking, since she had retained a flush, round-cheeked youthfulness right down to her overbite. Overall, Genevieve gave an impression of substance. It was a decade later and she was still looking out for her friend’s children and mother. Muriel had spent years now envisioning herself on the sidelines of soccer and baseball fields in the company of women like this, mothers who nurtured by reflex and who were probably the best people on the planet.


    “Maybe the girls could wait outside,” Muriel suggested, thinking they might have motivated Genevieve’s reluctance.


    “Like hell,” answered Darla. “We’re not babies. She was our mother.”


    In spite of herself, Muriel smiled, probably because she’d been every bit as abrasive and opinionated herself at sixteen. The thrill of going too far, of treading forbidden ground to find out who she was, had never fully left her. Andrea, Darla’s younger sister, looked less certain about staying, but ultimately chose to keep her place, too. In the meantime, Larry continued to press Genevieve.


    “So you don’t know anything about Erno and Luisa being an item?”


    Genevieve looked at her watch and lifted a beckoning arm to the girls, but was willing to offer a parting thought.


    “I’d sooner believe he killed her than that,” she said.


    Muriel held up a hand to detain Mrs. Salvino. “Did Luisa ever say anything to you about Erno?”


    “Who knows?” answered the old woman. “Who paid attention?”


    “Did she talk about men?”


    “For God sake,” said Mrs. Salvino, “I was her mother for God sake. You think I asked those things?”


    “I think you’d ask,” said Darla.


    Mrs. Salvino raised the back of her hand and made a spitting sound between her teeth and Darla answered with another gesture, an openhand challenge, which, in all likelihood, she’d adopted from her grandmother. But Darla was smiling. She had more appreciation for Nuccia Salvino than she was likely to admit.


    As Genevieve continued to edge the group toward the door, Muriel told Mrs. Salvino the reporters might try to question her.


    “I got nothing to say.”


    “They’ll want to know what you think,” said Muriel. “Whether you believe Erdai killed her.”


    “Maybe,” said Mrs. Salvino. “Maybe this one and the other one done it together. I don’t know. She’s dead. That’s what I know.”


    “We have no comment,” said Genevieve.


    Muriel bade goodbye to all of them. Genevieve left last and Larry laid his fingertips on her sleeve.


    “We’d really like to talk to you some more.”


    Genevieve was quick to shake her head. She had an excuse ready. Family vacation. Every year, as soon as their kids were out of school, they headed for Skageon for a month.


    “When do you leave?” Muriel asked.


    “Tomorrow,” said Genevieve, “early.”


    “Well, maybe we’ll make the trip up there,” said Larry, and Genevieve’s dark eyes shot his way.


    Remembering the press downstairs, and recognizing the futility of Larry’s hectoring, Muriel opened the door and let Genevieve go. She and Larry were alone now, an odd reprieve with the churning sounds continuing outside.


    “We should go up there and depose her,” said Larry. “She’d twist
and turn, but I don’t make her for the kind to lie under oath. I don’t see us getting anything out of her without a subpoena, though.”


    “I wouldn’t mind having that stuff about Luisa always hating Erno on the record. We have to make him a liar however we can.”


    “You did a pretty good job of that.”


    She accepted the compliment with a smile, but she’d learned that winning lawsuits was more than courtroom pyrotechnics. Most cases were determined before they started by the character of the judge or the jury, and Kenton Harlow worried her.


    “If he makes findings that Erno is credible,” she told Larry, “I’m going to be stuck with this case for a long while. Talmadge thinks if it drags on, Reverend Blythe may talk somebody into running in the primary.”


    “Somebody black,” said Larry.


    “Naturally,” she answered, but shook her head at the prospect. She had no relish for that kind of fight, especially one where she’d be painted as the race-baiting prosecutor.


    “So what’s the alternative?” Larry asked.


    “You know the alternative, Larry. Figure it out fast. Either incinerate Erno or say we fucked up and stop the bleeding as soon as we can.”


    “We didn’t fuck up anything. The death-penalty crazies always strum the same tunes. This guy was wrong on this, Muriel, you know it. I didn’t bounce him around to get a confession. Erno can go whistle with that Shangri-la shit.”


    “I’m just saying.”


    “Besides, all due respect to Talmadge, if we screwed the pooch, Blythe would add another hole to your anatomy. You might have to stop that check for campaign posters.”


    “If that’s how it goes,” she answered immediately. Her tone was too defiant, even superior, and she could see him shrink back. It struck an old note somehow, something that had been there years ago. She felt guilty about that. And she probably hadn’t spoken the truth. The other day, she’d told Larry that she might have surrendered her shot at the P.A.’s Office in exchange for the joy of being a mother, and she meant every word. But to have neither of the things she’d yearned for? She
knew herself well enough to realize she wouldn’t have given up on the job easily.


    “He’s the right guy, Larry. But let’s punch some holes in Erno’s canoe. I’m going to get hold of Jackson Aires to try to get a word with Erno’s nephew. And keep working on the gang angle. The G.O.’s may have promised Erno something we haven’t figured out yet. And see if you can dig up the guy Erno shot at Ike’s. Something tells me he won’t stand up and salute for that self-defense crap Erno was peddling.”


    Larry liked all those ideas. The peace between them felt good.


    “Press time,” said Muriel. “Do I look tough but fair?”


    He joined his thumbs and raised his forefingers as if they were a lens.


    “Something like that.”


    She smiled at him for a moment. “I forgot how much fun it is to work with you, Larry.”


    When Muriel opened the door, she found Darla, Luisa’s older daughter, leaning against the threshold. The girl sprang up at the sight of Muriel.


    “I forgot to ask,” she said. “I was just wondering if there’s any chance we can get it back?”


    “It?”


    Darla gave Muriel one of those intolerant adolescent glances, as if Muriel were as thick as a stone.


    “The cameo. My mom’s cameo. It’s in evidence, right? Mr. Molto said we can’t have it until this whole thing is over and done with. But, you know, we’ve been waiting, like, so long, and I was just wondering, because—” For all her toughness, Darla suddenly looked stricken and could find no more words.


    But Muriel required no explanation. Darla wanted the cameo because as the older daughter it was her birthright; because it marked her tie to her mother and held an image of Darla, taken at the moment of her first existence, which Luisa had literally worn over her heart. For the girl’s sake, Muriel felt sudden fury and frustration. A decade now, and the law for all its noble intentions and its screw-loose
workings, had not even allowed a motherless child the comfort of touching her most precious inheritance.


    Muriel briefly hugged Darla, swearing to work this out quickly, then strode toward the elevators, trying to regain her calm. Furious would not play well on camera. But she was glad for her moment with Darla, the opportunity to re-experience the intensity of her concern and resolve. Enough of the games of the Redcoats and Indians. Enough of defense attorneys bounding out of the woods on Squirrel’s behalf screaming ‘Surprise!’ Enough withholding justice, and peace, from the people who deserved it. The end was overdue-for the case, for the lawyering, and for Rommy Gandolph himself.
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    FROM HER SEAT in the last row, Gillian Sullivan slipped toward the door as soon as court broke. She was already on her way down the corridor, her low heels as distinct as taps on the marble, when she heard her name from behind. Stew Dubinsky, who was the Trib’s longtime felony court reporter, jogged a few steps and arrived beside her, winded by the effort. There were few persons on earth she wanted to see less.


    By entering the courtroom, she had risked this confrontation, and knowing that, she had told herself more than once to leave. But there might as well have been a padlock on her seat, until Erno’s last word had been spoken. What impelled her to stay rather than turn her back, as she’d so often sworn she wanted to do? She had so many mistakes to rue. Thousands of them. How could she be focused so singlemindedly on this one? But she had scoured the paper this morning, even sat in front of Duffy’s TV last night, while the late news played over his horsey snores. She was hooked, as she had been at some level
since the day she’d gone with Arthur to Rudyard. Were these the excesses again of a conscience always starving for shame? Yet there was no further fooling herself. Whatever the truth was here, it was, somehow, a truth about her.


    Dubinsky had passed from overweight to porcine. The face she had known him by years ago was still there, but had sunk like a relief into a puddle of blubbery abundance. Stew had never been her favorite. He was unreliable in virtually every regard, habitually late, sometimes cavalier with facts, and often underhanded in gathering them. Several years ago he’d lost his courthouse press card for a while, when he’d been found with his ear pressed to a jury-room door.


    In a few words, she explained to Dubinsky why she’d been present. It was plain, however, that he saw her as an angle his competitors wouldn’t have. He found his recorder in his jacket pocket. Instinct told her that if she remained the object of reports like this morning’s, her job would soon be in jeopardy, but she was afraid that putting Dubinsky off would make him more determined. She said several times that she had to go, but Stew kept promising he had just one more question. By now he’d ventured past Rommy Gandolph’s case to inquiries she had no interest in answering about her present life.


    “Here you are,” someone said and took firm hold of her elbow. It was Arthur. “We have to go right now, Judge, if I’m going to drive you back. I just got a page. I have a client who’s been arrested and I need to bail her out.” He was pushing Gillian down the hall.


    Dubinsky stayed on their heels, but with Arthur here, Stew shifted his focus. He wanted Raven’s reactions to virtually every point Muriel had raised. Arthur stopped walking at one juncture to see if Dubinsky could be shaken, but he ended up following them to the roof of the small parking structure across from the courthouse where Arthur’s new automobile waited.


    “Hey, private practice looks all right,” said Stew, touching a fender.


    “It’s not from this case,” Arthur assured him. He helped Gillian inside and quickly drove down the ramp.


    “You’re my hero.” Eyes closed, Gillian put a hand to her chest. “Has Stew gotten worse or am I just out of practice? You don’t really have a client in lockup, do you?”


    “Unfortunately. My sister.”


    “Your sister!”


    “It happens all the time, Gillian. But I need to get over there.”


    “By all means. Just drop me on a corner.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “Please, Arthur. Attend to your sister. I work in the store in Nearing this evening. I’ll take the bus.”


    “Well, I’m going to West Bank Two. You may as well ride along. You can take a bus from there, if you want.”


    She couldn’t see what problem she would cause him by riding as far as the police station, and she had unfinished business with Arthur. She still held some hope of smoothing over the awkwardness of yesterday’s parting, and she also was curious about his reactions to today’s proceedings. As it turned out, he asked her first what she’d made of Erno.


    “I think Muriel’s a very good lawyer,” said Gillian. “She raised a lot of dust.”


    “Did you believe him?”


    She had not really pondered that. To believe or not had somehow seemed secondary. It was not her decision, for one thing. Moreover, she could feel now how much the spectacle itself had drawn her in. She had not been inside a courtroom since she’d been sentenced. But it had enlivened her today in a way she had refused to imagine. The lawyers, the judges; the way the sound carried; the flash of emotion that exceeded even what took place in a theater because it was so resoundingly real. When Erno had spoken about his oncoming death, it was like a sustained lightning strike. She half expected to smell ozone in the large room.


    Gillian was not all that surprised to experience a measure of envy. She’d always cherished the courtroom. Yet what had shocked her was how near at hand it remained—the calculation and reflection that went into each question, the effort to read through the judge’s inscrutable responses. She realized only now that she had dreamed of it all every night.


    “Very frankly, I’m not sure I want to believe him, Arthur. But I thought your redirect was quite brilliant, as effective in its own way as Muriel’s cross.”


    “Hardly,” said Arthur, although he could not contain a smile. Nor was Gillian being polite. Arthur had been first-rate. Cross-examination required flourish, as the interrogator became the visible embodiment of disbelief. Redirect had an artistry of its own, far more subtle, in which the lawyer, a bit like a parent asserting a gentle influence over an unruly child, indiscernibly steered the witness back into a flattering light.


    “I suppose, at this stage, I have an open mind about Erno,” she said. “Can you corroborate him somehow?”


    “I can’t figure out how. Not with the physical evidence. If he said he’d assaulted her, maybe there would be a pubic hair, DNA, but there’s nothing.”


    “Why do you think he denies that? The sexual assault?”


    “From the day I went down there with you, he’s insisted Painless got it wrong. I actually think it counts in his favor. If he were really trying to tailor his testimony to the evidence, he’d have admitted that, too.”


    They were advancing slowly in the dense afternoon traffic. Gillian mulled. At this stage, merely raising doubts about the conviction would not be enough to get Gandolph off death row. Ten years along, it was far too late for that. But there was a chance Muriel would want to get the litigation out of the spotlight.


    “Muriel might talk to you about a deal, you know,” she told Arthur.


    “You mean a deal for life? Even if he’s innocent?”


    “What would your client say?”


    “That’s the equivalent of trial by ordeal. Offer him life. If he’s guilty, he’ll jump at it. If he’s innocent, he might say yes, too, just to live.”


    “His choice, isn’t it?” Gillian asked, but Arthur shook his head.


    “I want him to be innocent. I’m as bad as Pamela now.” He glanced at her with a trace of little-boy bashfulness. “This is better than being a prosecutor. You do right as a prosecutor. But not like this. I have to take on the entire world. This is the first time in years I haven’t felt beaten down when my feet hit the ground in the morning.” Arthur, never one to hide his feelings, briefly bore the pure light of exhilaration.


    Gillian smiled, but she again felt herself wandering where she no longer had the right to go. Instead, she asked Arthur about his sister, and he briefly recounted Susan’s history in one of those deadened tones that suggested not true detachment but rather that all hope had finally been run over by pain. It was a common story: periods of stability, then crashing relapses and hospitalization. Susan had disappeared several times, awful stretches when Arthur and his father had hunted for her on the streets, and in which, the last time, she’d turned up in Phoenix, strung out on speed—the worst thing imaginable for a schizophrenic—and three months pregnant. For Arthur’s father in particular, who had remained ever hopeful that the beautiful girl of glimmering promise would somehow be returned to him, the cycles of her illness had been crushing.


    “Do drugs help?” Gillian asked.


    “They help a lot. But sooner or later she refuses to take them.”


    “Because?”


    “Because the side effects of some of them are awful. She gets the shakes. Tachycardia. Her neck gets sort of paralyzed with her head tilted to one side. One reason for the group home is so we can watch her get a shot of Prolixin once a week. She did better on the Risperdal, but that’s every day, which never works out. This stuff just sort of tames her. And she hates it. With all of them, I think the worst thing for her is that life is drab, compared to what’s in her head when she’s not taking anything. You’re talking about somebody with an IQ of 165. I can’t even imagine what’s going on in there. But I know it’s vivid, wild—electrifying. She’s still a genius. To her the outside world is about as relevant as the Middle Ages, but she reads three papers every morning and never forgets anything.”


    Arthur said that for several years now, a childhood friend of Susan’s, now Senior V.P. at Faulkes Warren, the mutual-fund house, had arranged jobs for her—keypunching, collating, sorting industry reports. She’d actually shown skill as an analyst. If she didn’t have to sit in a room by herself, or be hospitalized twice a year, Arthur said, Susan might be making a quarter of a million dollars. Instead, her behavior always left her on the verge of dismissal. As a result, he had struck a deal with Susan’s employers. When his sister went into a paranoid
spin, they would simply call the police to remove her. Arthur had an old friend at West Bank Two, Yogi Marvin, a sergeant, who dispatched a squad car. Susan usually welcomed the police, certain they’d arrived to quell whoever she was sure had done her wrong.


    “Shit,” said Arthur as they came down the street toward the station now. “There she is.” West Bank Two was a functional contemporary structure, the shape of a shoe box made out of brick. In front of its glass doors, two women appeared to be arguing, while a uniformed officer stood to the side. Arthur parked in a space only a few feet from them and dashed forward. Gillian left the car and waited by its radiant fender, uncertain if it was more impolite to stay or to slip away.


    “I need my cigarettes,” Susan was saying. “You know I need my cigarettes, Valerie.”


    “I do know you need your cigarettes,” said Valerie, “and Rolf knows that, too. That’s why we wouldn’t take them.” Valerie, Gillian took it, was a social worker in the assisted living home where Susan resided. Arthur had said one of them was on the way over. If a lifetime’s experience was any guide, Gillian would guess Valerie was a nun. Her patience, as she attempted to talk Susan down, was otherworldly, and her attire was only slightly more chic than a habit—a shapeless jumper and thick shoes. Valerie’s face was round and pleasant and appeared not to have been touched for years by any chemical agent, even cold cream.


    “You told me not to smoke at work,” said Susan, “and you thought I was ignoring you and so you took them.”


    “Susan, I think you know that I wasn’t at work with you. What I told you was that Rolf is asthmatic and that because he’s in the next space, you should follow their rules and smoke in the lounge. That doesn’t mean that I would take your cigarettes. Or that Rolf would.”


    “I know Rolf took my cigarettes.”


    Arthur asked if it would help if he went to the store and bought another pack for Susan.


    “But why won’t they make Rolf give back the cigarettes he took? I want to smoke a cigarette now.”


    Catching sight of Gillian at the curb, Arthur gave her a desperate look. She had left Alderson hoping never to witness another screaming
battle about cigarettes, a daily event in prison, and largely on impulse she reached into her purse.


    “I have one,” she said.


    Susan recoiled and her hands shot up protectively. Although Gillian had been no more than a few steps away, Susan had plainly missed her. Arthur introduced Gillian, calling her a friend. Gillian’s hope to end the dispute over cigarettes was quickly fulfilled. Susan’s suspicions now focused on her.


    “You don’t have any friends who smoke,” Susan said. She was addressing her brother, but looking toward Valerie rather than having to turn in Gillian’s direction again.


    “You can see Gillian has cigarettes,” Arthur said.


    “You don’t like me to meet your friends.”


    “I don’t like it when my friends aren’t nice to you.”


    “You think I don’t know I’m schitzy.”


    “I know you know that, Susan.”


    She took the cigarette without ever quite facing Gillian’s way, but muttered a meek thank you. On the bench, Gillian had seen her share of acute-phase schizophrenics. There were also at least half a dozen women in Alderson who clearly suffered the same illness and should have been hospitalized rather than imprisoned. Given that experience, Susan’s appearance was something of a surprise. She could have been a suburban housewife on her way for groceries, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. She was pudgy and pale and surprisingly neat, hair trimmed short and showing quite a bit of gray. She was older than Arthur, early forties, Gillian supposed, and strikingly pretty, with even features. But she was entirely detached from her external self. Accepting the cigarette, her hand shot at full length from her, as if she were a tin man. Her eyes were dull and her face was rigid, seemingly acknowledging that regular emotion of any kind presented an untenable risk.


    “Is she a shrink?” Susan asked her brother.


    “No.”


    Susan blinked spasmodically, wincing whenever she began to speak, and for the minutest time, her light eyes flashed toward Gillian.


    “You’re a Compliant, aren’t you?”


    “I’m sorry?” Gillian turned to Arthur, who looked pained. The word, he said, was Susan’s coinage. Schizophrenics who refused drug therapy were commonly referred to as noncompliant. It took Gillian an instant to register what Susan was suggesting about her.


    “You and Valerie are always trying to get me to meet people who’ve recovered,” Susan said.


    “We think it would help you. But Gillian is not one of them.”


    Susan, who had simply held the cigarette until now, lit it with matches from her pocket and closed one eye in her own smoke. Despite her fairly assertive declarations, in the intervals between them, Susan was quick-eyed and frightened.


    “I know you’re not Gillian Sullivan.”


    “I’m not?” Gillian asked, before she could think better of it.


    “Gillian Sullivan was a judge who’s in prison.”


    She saw what Arthur had meant about Susan retaining the content of the newspapers.


    “I was released from prison several months ago.”


    In response, Susan took a step too close, revolving her face like a searchlight as she suddenly scrutinized Gillian.


    “What drugs are you on?”


    Arthur reached for Susan’s arm, but she shook his hand away.


    “Paxil,” said Gillian.


    “Me, too,” said Susan. “But what about neuraleptics? Antihallucinogens?” When Gillian hesitated, Susan shook her head emphatically. “You’ve been there, I can see it.”


    Those who pretended they did not understand the insane were doing just that—pretending. Susan was right: Gillian had been crazy. Not in Susan’s fashion. Susan had been unable to cross the valley that most of us traversed in childhood, surrendering our own mythology in favor of a shared one. But Gillian had been in retreat from reality. She knew that. She addressed a world of bad acts and hard consequences from the bench, and then, in the stupor of heroin, reclaimed her fantasy of valiance and invulnerability. In the instant before she nodded out, she always felt regal and dominant in the same way she had when she’d played with dolls as a child. No, she had nothing on Susan and would never assume she did.


    “I’ve been there,” said Gillian.


    “I can always tell,” said Susan, and shot a plume of smoke in the air, with the exasperated imperial air of Bette Davis. “But I don’t understand why you say you’re Gillian Sullivan.”


    Still trying to win the point, Arthur reminded his sister that he had been assigned years ago to Judge Sullivan’s courtroom.


    “I remember,” said Susan. “I remember. You were in love with her. You’re in love with someone else every three weeks.”


    “Thank you, Susan.”


    “You are. And none of them love you.”


    Arthur who had looked immeasurably fatigued as soon as he arrived, for an instant appeared too flattened to bother with anything else.


    “That isn’t my fault, Arthur.”


    “I don’t think it is.”


    “You think if you didn’t have this crazy sister to look after, then everything would be hunky-dory.”


    “Susan, I like it more when you don’t try to confront me. I love you and I want to help you and you know that. I have to get back to my office. I’m on trial. I told you about the case. The man on death row?”


    “Are you going to get him out of prison?”


    “I hope so.”


    “Did you get her out of prison?”


    “She finished her sentence, Susan.”


    “You got her out of prison so you could show her to me, didn’t you? What is she taking?”


    “Actually,” said Gillian, “in my case, it was what I stopped taking that made me better.”


    Encouraged by her success so far, Gillian had thought her remark would be helpful, but it proved a serious mistake. Susan for the first time became volatile, throwing her stubby hands through the air.


    “I keep telling them that! If they’d just let me stop, I’d be back, I know I’d be back! She’s back and she doesn’t take anything.”


    “Susan, Gillian was in prison, not a hospital. She served her sentence. Now she’s putting her life back together.”


    “Like you want me to do.”


    Arthur was stymied here. It did not seem much to concede, but apparently he’d learned over the years that granting any point would reinforce Susan.


    “I would like that, Susan, but you have to do what makes sense to you.”


    “I want to get better, you know, Arthur.”


    “I know you do.”


    “Then you can bring her back.”


    “Gillian?”


    “Whoever she is. Bring her on Tuesday. Three is better anyway.”


    Arthur, for the first time, appeared alarmed.


    “I don’t think she’s available Tuesday night. You work then, don’t you?”


    Gillian watched Arthur for cues, but it seemed his question was genuine. She shook her head circumspectly.


    “Now you don’t want me to be around her,” Susan said.


    “Susan, ask yourself if you’re making an effort to cooperate.”


    “Why won’t you let her come on Tuesday? You don’t really want to help me. You want me to keep getting this shit and she doesn’t want me to, and so you don’t want me to talk to her.”


    “Susan, I really like it when you’re not so provocative. Why don’t you go home now with Valerie?”


    Susan remained agitated, insisting that he was trying to keep her away from Gillian. And he was, of course—Gillian could see that, albeit for her sake, rather than to hurt Susan. She felt inclined to volunteer for whatever ‘Tuesday’ was, but hesitated because of the unpredictable results so far of her attempts to be helpful.


    Instead, Arthur temporized, telling his sister that they would see. Susan quieted briefly, then refused, almost visibly, to move toward equilibrium.


    “I know she won’t come.”


    “Enough, Susan,” said Arthur. “This is enough. You’ve had a cigarette. I’ve said we’ll see about Gillian. Now go with Valerie.”


    It was several more minutes, but eventually Susan and Valerie were both in the white van from the Franz Center, as the group home
was known. Susan departed, vowing to discover who Gillian really was. As soon as the vehicle pulled out of sight, Arthur fell over himself apologizing, first to the cop who’d stood by throughout, then to Gillian. He explained that whenever one thing went wrong with Susan—the cigarettes, today—the whole scaffolding was likely to collapse.


    “Arthur, there is nothing to apologize for. But may I ask the significance of Tuesday?”


    “Oh. She gets her shot. And then we go to the apartment. It was my father’s apartment, but I’m there now, mostly for her sake. We make dinner. It’s become a big deal, especially since my father died. I think that’s what she meant when she said three is better.”


    “Ah. It would be no great difficulty for me to come, if it’s really important to her.”


    “I won’t ask that. And frankly, Susan wouldn’t pay any attention to you, once you got there. I can tell you that from experience. There’s no continuity. Except the paranoia.”


    Arthur insisted on driving Gillian the short distance to the mall. She briefly demurred, but it was close to five already. As they sped from the police station lot, Gillian asked if it was hopeful that Susan spoke of recovery.


    “Every conversation with Susan is about recovery. That’s been going on for nearly thirty years.”


    Thirty years. Contemplating the energy that Arthur’s sister required, she felt another surge in her admiration for him. She would have been exhausted long ago.


    “I know you won’t believe it,” he said, “but I think she really liked you. She usually acts as if strangers aren’t even there. That business about getting out of prison—I don’t have to explain. It’s bound to interest her. But I’m sorry she was so insulting.”


    “She was far too accurate to be insulting.”


    Arthur did not seem to know what to make of that remark, and for an instant the car was full only of the radio’s babble. With a moment to think about it, Gillian found herself vaguely amused. Despite Arthur’s frequent declarations of common cause with Gillian, it was his sister, not he, who was the kindred soul, a woman blessed with uncommon
looks and intelligence, torn down by mysterious inner impulses.


    “Susan is every bit as smart as you said she is,” Gillian told him. “She’s quite penetrating.”


    “She certainly nailed me,” said Arthur. He exhaled and actually touched the spot on his suit coat over his heart. There was no need to ask which comment had caught him. ‘And none of them love you.’ She felt yet again the vastly thwarted nature of Arthur Raven’s life.


    They had reached the mall. Arthur circled his sleek car around the drive in front of Morton’s, but she hesitated to leave. It seemed more important than ever that she not cause him further distress, and that she utter some of the consolations she’d considered after their encounter in front of the Center City store yesterday.


    “Arthur, not to prolong a sore subject, but I have to say one more word. What made me unhappy when we parted yesterday was that you seemed to feel refused. And I assure you, it isn’t personal.”


    Arthur winced. “Of course it’s personal. It’s the most personal thing of all. What else could you possibly call it?”


    “Arthur, you’re not considering the realities.”


    “Look,” he said to her. “You’re entitled to say no. So don’t feel bad about it. The world is full of women who’ve preferred not to be seen with me.”


    “Arthur! That is surely not the issue.” She said this with more conviction that she might have predicted. No, Arthur was not Prince Charming, but she held to old-fashioned convictions that beauty was a female prerogative. Truth be told, his looks did not bother her so much as his height, four to five inches below hers, even in low heels. Yet she enjoyed his company. As she always recognized, he was entirely in the grasp of his own compulsions. He could no more cease steering his peas into a pile on his plate than breathing. But he knew it. It was his vision, even acceptance, of himself that rang the chimes of something appealing—that and his ability to soldier on doing what was right. In fact, his steadiness and his refusal to be rebuffed by his sister’s lunacy had added significantly to her impression of him. It was not Arthur but she who was the problem.


    “Arthur, frankly, you shouldn’t want to be seen with me.”


    “Because of your role in this case?”


    “Because it will taint you in an entire community whose respect is essential in your professional life.” She stared at him. “What would you envision, Arthur? Dinner and dancing? Why not a law firm cocktail party? I’m sure your partners will be impressed that you’re keeping company with an aging ex-convict who disgraced your profession.”


    “A movie?” he asked. “It’s dark. Nobody will see.” He was smiling, of course, but it was soon clear he had tired of the conversation. “Gillian, you’ve told me ten times that I’ve been kind to you, and you’re returning the favor. But look, we both know this is mostly a matter of instinct. And I can see very well what instinct is telling you.”


    “No, Arthur, for the last time, that is not the point. You are kind. And kindness is in rather short supply in my world. But I would be taking advantage of you, Arthur. You wouldn’t get what you deserve. No one ever has.”


    “I’ll take that as no. Without hard feelings. The subject never even came up. We’re friends.” He used a button beside him to unlock the car door and did his utmost to smile brightly. Once again, he offered his hand. She felt entirely infuriated and refused to take hold. He wouldn’t see this in any light but the most hurtful to him.


    “So dinner on Tuesday?” she asked. “What time? Where do we meet?”


    His soft mouth parted a bit.


    “That’s not necessary, Gillian. Susan will get by. Anyway, it’s bad to let her tantrums prevail. And I can’t impose that way.”


    “Nonsense,” she told him as she stepped to the curb. She leaned down into the darkness of the car, where Arthur looked out, befuddled. “We’re friends,” she said and took some pleasure in slamming the door.
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    JACKSON AIRES, the lawyer Erno had hired for his nephew, Collins, was difficult. Privately, he was apt to refer to his clients as ‘thugs,’ but he thought even less of cops and prosecutors. The only thing he liked about them was the competition. For Aires, there really was a single issue in the law anyway—race. Everything in his world came down to white versus black. A few years ago, during a trial, he had referred to Muriel, in front of a jury, as ‘the slavemaster.’ She could not say the outburst had worsened their relationship. It had always been terrible.


    Jackson sat in Muriel’s office listening to her pitch, with his slender fingers steepled. Jackson was well past seventy now, but spry and lean and still at the top of his game. He had a sponge of white hair like Mandela’s, a resemblance that was probably not inadvertent. Like all defense lawyers, he was unaccustomed to holding an advantage, and when he had one, as he did now, he was completely insufferable. Tommy Molto, dark and disheveled, sat beside Jackson on the other
side of Muriel’s huge desk, making no effort to hide his dyspeptic reactions as Aires carried on.


    “Im-munity,” Aires answered, when Muriel told him they wanted a word with Collins.


    “Immunity?” Muriel asked. “Why does he need immunity? The statute of limitations ran out a long time ago, even if he did lie to us in 1991.”


    “‘Why’ is between him and me, Muriel. No immunity, and he’ll assert his constitutional rights under the Fifth Amendment.”


    “How about a proffer?” Muriel asked, meaning a prediction from Aires of what Collins would say.


    “Now why would I want to do that? That man is down there in Atlanta, Georgia, having a completely wonderful life. He has no need to talk to you, Muriel.”


    “Jackson, why do I have the feeling you’ve been chatting with Arthur? I just answered his motion, asking Judge Harlow to force me to give your guy immunity.” Both Arthur and Jackson knew that the power to bestow immunity was strictly the prosecutor’s, and that she would never do it without the assurance that it was required to make her case.


    “That’s what Arthur wants, Muriel. For my sake, you can just forget you ever heard Collins’s name. But my man’s not talking to Arthur or you without full protection under the law.”


    “He can take the nickel, Jackson,” Muriel said, “but I want it on the record, so the judge knows we made the effort to find out what he had to say. Will you accept service of the deposition subpoena?”


    “And what good would that be doing my client?”


    “Free trip home?”


    “Lady, he’s a travel agent. He gets a free trip home whenever he wants. Besides, habeas proceeding is civil discovery. You want to depose him, you gotta go to him. And I don’t think Mr. John Q. Public is gonna think much of you making two trips to Georgia at his expense, just so you can listen to this man say he’s not answering any of your damn questions.”


    “Two trips?” asked Molto. Muriel wouldn’t have given Jackson the
satisfaction of asking, although she hadn’t understood, either. There was a rulebook at play here—the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure—that literally was not on her shelf.


    With the chance to gloat, Jackson did, smiling hugely. His teeth were smoke-stained and snaggled and seldom seen in court, where his only expression was a mask of indignation. In order to subpoena Collins, Aires said, they would have to go first to federal court in Atlanta to get a subpoena that could be enforced there.


    “Maybe we’ll do that,” said Muriel. “Maybe we can ride the same plane down for the deposition. I’ll send you a notice.”


    “You think I don’t know a damn bluff when I see one? Muriel, that license on my wall is so old that the sheep they made it from rode on the Ark with Noah. Did you know that? I’m too old to bluff, Muriel.”


    Molto walked Jackson out. She talked a moment with Tommy when he returned, then left a message for Larry. A little after five, he arrived on her threshold, rapping politely on the open door. She was impressed as always by Larry’s size as he stood there, the way he imposed himself on space. Big people had it all.


    “Busy?”


    “Never for you, Lar.”


    In the large reception area outside her door, the assistants were all gone for the day, and the phones, routed to voice mail, had fallen silent. Larry’s fingers still rested on the door frame. She’d stopped him cold with that little trick in her voice. She’d heard it herself. Someone listening in now, or in the witness room the other day, might say she was flirting. Force of habit, she supposed. Old self over the new. He was a paunchy middle-aged guy but the linings of the cells still recollected his appeal. It was fun, of course, to feel younger and more vital—the sap of youth rising. But it was stupid, too.


    She recounted her meeting with Jackson. Larry couldn’t understand why Collins would demand immunity.


    “Probably,” said Muriel, “because he knows I won’t give it to him. My guess is that Collins and his uncle aren’t on the same page. By taking five, he stays out of the middle. Which is why we’re making a trip to Atlanta.”


    “We are?”


    “Yes, we are. I’m going to get a subpoena and you’re going to serve Collins as soon as it’s issued.”


    “Can I talk to Collins if his lawyer says not to?”


    “I can’t speak to a represented party. But Jackson won’t accept service. So some law-enforcement officer has to pay Collins a visit, explain the subpoena and the nature of the case. If he chooses to speak to you against his attorney’s advice, that’s not our fault.” Muriel enjoyed the thought of Jackson’s reaction. He always screamed loudest over his own blunders.


    On Tuesday morning, Larry was at the gate at the Tri-Cities Airport, looking distraught when she dashed up. For Muriel, making planes, like so many other things in her life, was a contest. If the gate agent wasn’t swinging the door closed when she arrived, she felt she’d wasted irretrievable minutes.


    “How the hell can you stand that?” Larry wanted to know as they struggled to their seats. “Flying’s bad enough as it is.” They each had brought an overnight bag, but the baggage compartments were full. The Georgia Department of Law, which was assisting them, said it would take no more than an hour for the subpoena to be issued, but it would be late in the day by the time Larry caught up with Collins. With rush hour traffic, there was the prospect of having to stay over. Larry jammed his bag under the seat in front of him, complaining that he’d ride the entire way to Atlanta feeling as if he’d taken a chair in a dollhouse.


    “Sorry, Lar. I still hadn’t connected with Claire—Talmadge’s daughter? I was supposed to have our grandson tonight.”


    “Hope you take it as a compliment, but when I hear ‘Over the River and Through the Woods,’ it’s not your face in the picture.”


    “I’m good, Larry. This is the best chance I’ll get, and I’m taking it.” Even talking about that little boy, she felt some of the delirium and longing that often accompanied his presence and his absence. Her face apparently betrayed that.


    “Adopt?” asked Larry.


    “Huh?”


    “Did you think of that?”


    “Oh.” She paused to girdle her heart. “We nearly adopted a boy about three years ago. African-American. Crack mom. The whole deal. And it fell apart. It just about killed me. But you know the saying—maybe it’s for the best. Neither of Talmadge’s daughters give him better than a C as a father. Even so, every now and then I think about one more try.”


    “Talmadge is reluctant?”


    “There’s not a lot of enthusiasm. The way he travels—I’d pretty much be flying solo. It’s complicated.”


    “And does he do better with his daughters now that they’re grown?”


    “They accept him. Besides, they like me.” She pressed a finger into her own belly and they both laughed. Talmadge’s unavailability was, in fact, part of Muriel’s bond with the young women. They all understood that Talmadge belonged to the world, not merely to them. For her part, Muriel tolerated this, even respected it, not only out of admiration but because, at the end of the day, the terms of her own life were not all that different. That was where she and Talmadge. were at their best, rocketing along on each other’s jet stream, but the mundane intimacies other couples looked forward to—walks in the park, picking wallpaper, or even sex—were rarer for them. Nor did Muriel have a companion in those moments when her striving took her inward, instead of out into the world.


    These thoughts, not happy ones, were unwelcome, much like the entire conversation. The rush of the airplane gave them only minimal privacy. And she felt recalled to an ancient reaction that there was something fundamentally wrong in speaking with Larry about Talmadge. She went back to work.


    “Okay,” he said. “I’ll give it a rest.”


    Without looking up from her tray table, where she’d laid several draft indictments, she said, “I wish you would.”


    “It’s only—”


    “Yes?”


    “None of my business, I know,” he said.


    “Don’t let that stop you, Larry. It hasn’t so far.”


    She heard him let go of his breath. “Fine.”


    “Finish it, Larry. And then we’re done. Last shot. Fire away.”


    “Well, it’s just sometimes when you chat about old Talmadge, it reminds me of the way you used to talk about what’s-his-name.”


    “What’s-his-name?”


    “Your husband of blessed memory.”


    “Rod?” She actually laughed, loud enough that in spite of the engine’s thrum, she could see a passenger stir across the row. There was no comparison. Talmadge was a behemoth, a local institution. Rod was a sot.


    “Thank you for sharing, Larry,” she said, and opened another file. But the conversation wasn’t done for her, because she suddenly remembered how she’d seen Rod when she’d chased him—luminous and engaging, surely not a wreck crushed against the rocks in his cocktail glass. So, for a second, she followed Larry’s thought and colored in the numbers. Both older. Distracted. Both her teachers. Both stars in her firmament. And both with a grandness about themselves that instinct might have told her camouflaged cavernous self-doubts. A freezing draft blew over her heart. What did all that mean? Everything? Nothing? She was forty-four years old and had made her deal, made her life. The philosopher beside her had told her the fundamental truth weeks ago: life wasn’t perfect. She stretched against the confines of the airplane seat and, by habit, stashed these thoughts to again return to work.


     



     



    NOW AND THEN, Larry had to get on a plane to question a witness, and on big cases, he was willing to go grab a murderer for an extradition. But the truth was that after Nam, he didn’t much like leaving home. Before athletic schedules started to interfere, he took Nancy and the boys to Florida each summer, and every March he still traveled with a group of detectives to Vegas, where they behaved for four days as if they were twenty. They drank and gambled and called every escort service in town for prices, then went back to their lives, feeling a little like dogs that had escaped the backyard fence and were now only too happy to see that bowl of chow. But all in all, he’d rather not
have come to Atlanta. The air was so thick you could swim in it. And he wasn’t comfortable at close quarters with Muriel.


    By 2:30, they were done at the tall, white federal courthouse. Afterwards, Muriel and Larry stood outside, planning the remainder of the afternoon with an Assistant Attorney General named Thane and an investigator from the Fulton County Solicitor’s Office who’d been delegated to assist them. The CNN Center and the Georgia Dome were visible across a canyon of roadway underpasses. Larry would be able to tell the boys he’d seen the sights.


    The four of them agreed that Larry and the investigator, Wilton Morley, would serve Collins, while Muriel waited at the office of the Department of Law with her cell phone. If Collins was suddenly moved to give an interview without his lawyer, Muriel wanted to be on hand to document it properly. In the event she didn’t hear from Larry, they’d meet at their gate at the airport for the flight home.


    Morley had an address for Collins in a suburb north of the city. On the phone, with the damn Southern accent, Larry had no clue about Morley’s race, and here he was, black as coal and easy to deal with. Black and white were different here than in the North. Larry had noticed that in the service decades ago and it still felt true. Blacks had won down here more concretely. They’d beaten back slavery first, then Jim Crow. It made everybody happier to have actual bodies to declare dead.


    In the car, Morley showed Larry records he had gathered. A credit report listed Collins as the owner of Collins Travel, his own agency. As Erno had insisted, Collins’s rap sheets, both local and national, revealed no further arrests since his release from prison five years ago. Seventy-eight percent of the guys who did time went back. But now and then, Larry actually took heart from the other portion. With the worst cancers, oncologists would be ecstatic with a 22 percent cure rate. True, a lot of guys who went straight didn’t really reform—they just got more skilled at not getting caught, and Larry had no way to know if Collins was one of them. It was a little suspicious that a man only a few years out of the joint would have the wherewithal to open his own business, and a travel agency would be a perfect shell if you
were laundering drug money. But Morley had heard good things about Collins.


    “One of my guys, he goes to church with this Collins,” Morley said, “and buys his airline tickets from him. Says he does a great job. Whatever that means.”


    Atlanta to Larry was like L.A. South, an appealing terrain—here hills and trees—surrendered to highways and shopping malls. Collins lived and worked thirty minutes northeast of downtown off Jimmy Carter Boulevard, in an old town, now engrossed by sprawl. In the mile or two from U.S. 85, they passed every chain restaurant Larry had ever heard of and several churches that looked like Kmarts.


    Morley circled by the agency once. It was on the end of a flatroofed commercial strip with a stressed concrete façade, next door to a dry cleaner and a pet shop. On reflection, Larry had decided it was better to approach Collins alone.


    “You’re in the South now, man,” said Morley when Larry suggested the investigator stay in the car. “Things may not be the same as where you come from.”


    Larry didn’t know exactly what Morley was referring to. He probably thought a Northern copper would just walk in and punch Collins in the face.


    “I hear you,” said Larry. “Don’t lose eyeshot of me. I just think I’ll have a better chance to get something from this guy if it feels like old home week, instead of a pinch.”


    Morley parked on the other side of the busy avenue. While they were watching the agency, two people emerged, a man, big enough to be Collins, in a stylish shirt and tie, and an older woman whose hand he was shaking. After parting with her, the man walked down the block to a transmission shop adjacent to the strip mall. The overhead doors on the bays had been lifted, and even from a distance, Larry could hear on the wind the high-pitched whine of the power tools and the smell of the bad chemicals they used to keep the gears from grinding. The man was conversing with someone at the front end of an old Acura that was elevated on the greased shaft of the hydraulic lift. Larry looked both ways, then jogged across the street.


    When the man stepped around the car again, Larry recognized
Collins for certain. He walked up smiling. Collins took Larry’s eye briefly, and then turned away and strolled back to his agency. When Larry saw Collins next, he was out the side door of the building, moving at full speed. For just a second, Larry watched him run.


    This case, he thought. Jesus Christ, this fucking case.


    Then he took off after Collins, who had disappeared up an intersecting residential street. Larry knew this was not especially smart, a white guy chasing a black guy through a neighborhood where somebody could just pull out his peashooter and send a bullet through a window. As an unruly teenager, he’d loved the rush of danger, but Nam had finished that for him. Danger, he’d learned, made you dead, not better, and he ran hard in the hopes of chasing Collins down quickly. Gaining on him, Larry was yelling the usual stupid stuff, “I just need to talk to you.”


    Collins was headed straight uphill and after another couple of hundred feet, he gave up. Either he’d heard Larry, or more likely he was on the verge of collapse. There were fifty pounds more to him than a decade ago and he stood heaving desperately with his hands on his knees.


    “What the fuck are you doing?” Larry asked several times. Over his shoulder, he saw Morley flying up the block, his gun drawn. Larry motioned with both hands to stop. Morley did, but kept watch from where he was.


    When Farwell could speak, he said, “Heck, man, I just don’t wanna talk to you.” In the intense heat, Collins had sweated completely through his clothes. You could see the outline of the sleeveless T underneath his white-on-white dress shirt.


    “Bolting’s the best way to get run in.”


    Collins got ornery for the first time. Up until now it had been a business discussion.


    “I haven’t done any kind of thing for you to run me in, man. I live a clean life. You check that out. I’m clean.” Collins’s face was a little rounder and he’d started to bald, but he remained uncommonly good-looking, with those striking eyes, the color of raw leather. In the summer, the white in him had tanned and lent a glow to his complexion.


    “Listen,” said Larry, “I came down here with a subpoena cause
your smart-ass lawyer wouldn’t take it off of us. That’s all. But I’m glad you’re clean. Really, I love to see this. You’ve done a good job.”


    “Darn right,” said Collins. “I got God’s help, man, and I said no more. All of that when I known you, that’s long gone. Lord said He could make me a new man, and I took Him up on the offer. You know. Made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I been baptized and cleansed of my sins.”


    “Good,” said Larry, “great.” He wished he had one of those junior badges that Community Relations handed out to kids. That’s what Collins wanted.


    The day was growing more pleasant, its dense heat on the wane. They were on a block of smaller houses, most of them white clapboard with green shingle roofs and front verandas, a number of which had been screened. Stands of Georgia pines threw down deep shade along the block. Collins, too, looked upward momentarily with some sign of appreciation, then without a word, Larry and he began walking back down the hill. Larry waved to Morley that he was okay. Morley walked backward for about twenty feet, still with an eye on them.


    “That your backup?” Collins asked.


    “Right.”


    Collins shook his head. “Man comes with backup and all I’m doin is leading a peaceful life.”


    “That’s why he stayed in the car, Collins. I’m just serving a subpoena.”


    “Man, you can gimme all the subpoenas you want. I don’t have to talk. That’s what the attorney said. Fifth Amendment, man.”


    “Well, sooner or later, you’re gonna have to come up to the Tri-Cities and tell that to the judge eye to eye. Unless you want to answer some questions now.”


    Collins laughed. He’d heard similar gambits before.


    “I’ll talk when the attorney says. That Fifth Amendment, only way it works is for a man to just shut up. He says once you start goin on, you can’t just up and stop when you want. And you know darn well I did a lot of stuff back in the day that I don’t need anybody to be hearin about. Don’t want to get pulled back down to where I been. Took me a long time to climb up, man.”


    “Look, I’m not writing anything down. This is just us mice. I only have one real question anyway. Your uncle is saying you lied to me back in that jail ten years ago when you put it on Rommy. He’s saying you tricked on me.”


    Collins considered the pavement as they walked.


    “My uncle’s a good man.”


    “We’ll put that on a plaque, Collins. What I want to know is if he’s telling the truth. Straight stuff. Did you have my lunch?”


    “Look—” Collins stopped. “Man, I can’t hardly remember your name to save my life.”


    “Starczek.”


    “Right, Starczek. Starczek, it’s like they say—you ain only gonna believe one answer, man. You know that. If I tell you, ‘Yeah, I lied back then,’ you’re gonna say, ‘Aw, he’s just got his uncle’s back.’ All you want to hear is that my uncle’s some kind of lying fool. And he’s not. Most definitely not.”


    They had reached the agency and entered the same side door, still wide open, through which Farwell had departed. It led to a small back room, where stationery and ticket forms were stored. Out front, there were two desks, one for Collins and another, behind a freestanding divider, that probably belonged to a receptionist or secretary. There was nobody there now. Collins took a seat and motioned Larry to an armchair on the other side of his desk. On the paneled wall behind Collins, a large calendar with a religious scene hung beside a simple cross, carved of wood, probably mahogany, almost the same color as the paneling.


    “How’s business?”


    “Not bad. Darn airlines don’t want you makin any money. I’m more in the tour business, these days. Lot of church groups goin to different sites.”


    “And this is your place, Collins?”


    “Yep.”


    “Very nice.” Larry looked around appreciatively, as if he meant it.


    “My uncle lent me the money to get started. Paid him off last year.”


    “Uncle Erno?”


    “Only uncle I got. That man has been a blessing to me. It took me way too long to know it, but he has been the hand of Jesus Christ in my life. Truly. I would never talk against Erno. He’s a good man. And come to Christ himself now.”


    “Spare me,” said Larry before he could think better of it. He was always suspicious of true believers, the people who thought they were clued in to a higher truth—whether it was religion or yoga or vegan food—that the rest of us were too blind to see.


    “Don’t you laugh, Starczek, when I’m talkin ’bout my Lord and Savior. That’s the most serious thing in my life.”


    “No, Collins, I’m getting my chuckles from your uncle. He’s lying and you know it.”


    “See, now. There you go. Just like I told you. You think a man who’ll stand in judgment before the throne of God any day now is just gonna lie? Not me. That’s not what I think. I think he’s going to tell the Lord’s truth.”


    “Well, if he’s telling the truth, why won’t you come up there and back him up?”


    “He doesn’t want me to. He’s done all that needs be done. I go up there naked, no immunity or nothin, you know darn well you folks are gonna call me a liar and go after me. That’d just be putting myself in harm’s way. No point in that.”


    Without question, that was how Aires had explained it to Collins. Not that he was wrong.


    “Yeah, well, if Erno’s straight up, don’t you think you owe something to Gandolph?”


    At the mention of Squirrel, Collins grew decidedly more somber. He slunk down somewhat in the broad desk chair.


    “Only one thing I’ll say to you about Gandolph, and I won’t say no more. When I pray each night and ask Jesus’ forgiveness, first thing I mention is Gandolph. First thing. I ask God to forgive me every day for what we did to that poor hook.” Collins looked across the desk fearlessly, his light eyes held wide, and applied a mighty nod.


    Whatever these guys were up to, it was all too deep to Larry. He reached into his pocket and took out two copies of the subpoena. He filled out the return on one, describing where and on whom the
subpoena had been served, and handed over the other copy. Collins studied it, while Larry surveyed several pictures on the desk. A big sweet-looking blond woman appeared in most of them, often with two towheaded twin girls.


    “They’re mine,” said Collins, “if that’s what you’re wondering.”


    “The kids?”


    “Yep. Look white as you do. When I went to leave the hospital with those babies in my arms, security guard wouldn’t let me out with them. And she was black herself. Anne-Marie, my wife, she really started hollerin, too. She’s touchier than I am when folks go racial. But those babies’re mine. Time was, I didn’t even wanna know anyone white. But a man can’t escape the truth. Truth is, every relative I claim as mine is white. And I’m a black man. You try and figure that out. Only thing that makes any sense is that Jesus had something special in mind.”


    Once rebuked, Larry tried to contain himself this time at the mention of the Lord’s plan, but Collins still detected a tremor of doubt.


    “You think I’m, like, some nut. But this is the truth of my life, man. They let me outta Rudyard, I wasn’t on the street more than a month, and I was back to all my stupid ways. There isn’t a sin I hadn’t committed. And you know what happened? Same as you’d know was gonna happen. I got myself shot, man. And I came out of it like it was nothing. Here I am. Two arms, two legs. Doctors, man, at County, they couldn’t believe it. That bullet was like a cruise missile. Like it was taking directions. Here’s this boy’s spine, I ain gonna hit that, then I’m gonna take a little turn so I miss his kidney, then I’m gonna go a little right so I don’t tear up any of those major veins or arteries. It was a miracle. You know why?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Cause Jesus was sayin something to me, man. He was sayin, I have given you signs and given you signs and you still wanna be a fool. So I’m gonna work an actual miracle. If you can’t recognize that I am here and looking down on you and wantin better for you, if you don’t know it now, then there just isn’t any more I can do for you. You wanna be a fool, then be a fool. But no man is gonna come to heaven without Me. You can sit in one more cell and say, Never again, but
until you take Me in your life, you won’t come out from under all that. But if you do, if you take Me in, then there’s no need for any more. Not one more moment. And there hasn’t been.


    “So if it’s time for me to talk, Starczek, then Jesus will let me know. And once I swear my oath to Him, you gonna know every word is true. But right now, this is where Jesus wants me. And where I’m gonna stay. Fifth Amendment, man.”


    Collins walked Larry around to the door, shook his hand, and wished him well. He even added a little salute to Morley across the street.
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    EARLY TUESDAY, Judge Harlow issued a brief written order, ruling on several discovery motions Arthur had filed. Virtually all were denied, but Harlow’s reasoning was welcome. The motions could be ventured later, the judge said, “inasmuch as the testimony of Erno Erdai appears to the Court to be of sufficient credibility to allow this matter to proceed.” The Court of Appeals retained the actual authority to determine whether Gandolph would be permitted to go forward with his new habeas corpus petition, but Harlow’s ruling gave Rommy an enormous leg up. If the appellate court ruled as expected, Rommy Gandolph would live several more years, while Arthur and Pamela pursued his exoneration. They celebrated and called their client. Afterwards, the reality settled on Arthur that he was headed for an indefinite period of scrapping and scuffling on Rommy’s behalf. Rommy was now his cause—and his albatross.


    This news served as a welcome distraction from the prospect of this
evening, when Gillian Sullivan was scheduled to join Susan and him. Arthur had convinced himself that Gillian would find an excuse, but late in the afternoon his secretary placed a message slip in front of him, while he was on the phone with a reporter. It said, “Ms. Sullivan will be in the lobby at five.”


    Gillian Sullivan in his terrible little apartment. For a second, he was seized by terror and shame.


    She was there as promised. On the way to the Franz Center to pick up Susan, Arthur did what little he could to prepare Gillian for his sister. The problem, however, was that even after nearly thirty years, he found little predictable about Susan’s behavior. Schizophrenia was all too often a disease of the gifted, and there was no end to the inspired contrivances with which Susan could fortify her anxiety and suspicions. Whatever came his way, Arthur was hardened in his patience—threatening or critical responses just made her worse. Only in private did Arthur allow himself to react. Susan e-mailed him several times a day, and without anything to distract her, her brief messages were occasionally fully lucid. At times, she sounded as witty and perceptive as a columnist.


    “Sometimes when I get those e-mails,” said Arthur, as they neared the Center, “it breaks my heart. I’ll sit in the office and cry. But you know, my father made himself crazy thinking about what might have been. And there’s even a way it’s disloyal to Susan not to accept the illness as part of her.”


    The North End neighborhood surrounding the Franz Center was comprised principally of worn shingle-sided homes, mingling with a few stouter structures. Arthur pulled up in front of the large, bangedup-looking brick house and spent an instant surveying the block. A group of roving boys, most wearing silky gang jackets despite the heat, were on the corner.


    “You better come in,” he told her. “It might not be so smart to be a white lady just sitting around.” As Gillian stepped out, the chirp of Arthur’s remote attracted attention from down the block. “You can watch my car from the window,” he said, “and inventory the pieces as they’re removed.”


    Susan’s accommodations were referred to as supervised living.
Each of the eight residents had a separate studio apartment, and Valerie or one of the other M.S.W.’s was on duty twenty-four hours a day to assist. When Susan was stable and working, she was able to cover much of the expense on her own, but that was because of a large state subsidy and a grant from the Franz Foundation that supported the Center. The state funding was under constant threat, and Arthur was always writing letters or contacting his assemblyman to prevent the Center from perishing. His father’s estate—which, due to Harvey Raven’s scrimping, was larger than a man of his means should have left—remained in trust as a backstop.


    Susan’s apartment was small and well kept these days. There were periods when her hygiene deteriorated, and she seldom thought on her own of appearances, but she complied with the social workers’ suggestions about cleaning up. There was not a picture on the wall, or any electronic appliances, since sooner or later they would foster a delusion of attack. Generally, it was their mother’s voice Susan heard, warning her about some invisible menace.


    The Nurse Practitioner who administered the Prolixin was already there, and the shot had been dispensed by the time Arthur was through the door. Susan was ready to go. Arthur reminded her again about Gillian, as he knew Valerie had several times during the week, but Susan gave no sign of recognizing what he was talking about until she was settled in the front seat of the automobile and they were under way.


    She then asked her brother without any warning, “Does this mean you’re fucking?”


    Raven burned from his shoulders to his scalp, but his response, as always, was measured.


    “Susan, it’s much nicer when you try to be considerate.”


    “You’re fucking? I know all about fucking. Arthur doesn’t know much.” The last comment was clearly aimed at Gillian, although Susan did not look in her direction.


    “I don’t think they give degrees in that subject,” Gillian answered quietly. Arthur had advised her beforehand not to allow his sister to bulldoze or terrify her, and this one response seemed enough to quell Susan. In Arthur’s rearview, Gillian, as usual, appeared entirely unruffled.



    When his father died, Arthur had moved back into Harvey Raven’s apartment. It was comfortable in a way. Arthur had lived for years in an efficiency in a high-style building near the Street of Dreams, where even a glance down to the sidewalk in the evenings was sometimes enough to leave him defeated by the world of fashion and allure he would never join. But there had been an element of surrender in his return to the dour environment his father had always wanted him to escape. Yet there was little choice. Susan was badly shaken by their father’s death, and her counselors confirmed that the apartment held great significance for her. This was the only home in which Susan Raven had been healthy. For her, the apartment represented the otherwise elusive reality of mental stability. Abandoning the place would close a door forever.


    Arthur pointed Gillian to an old metal kitchen step stool, while his sister and he pursued their usual routine. The kitchen, with its white enamel cabinets, was narrow but they worked well side by side. Susan made mashed potatoes, her specialty. She worked the potatoes over as if she was putting down a subversive force, frowning and staring into the pot. Her only commerce with Gillian involved smoking Gillian’s cigarettes, rather than her own.


    The entrée, beef stew, came from a large plastic container that Arthur had removed from the freezer in the morning. Now he dumped the contents into a large pot and added various fresh ingredients. There was probably enough here to feed twelve. When dinner was over, the substantial leftovers would be refrozen. By Arthur’s calculations, there had to be a few cubes of beef in there that had been thawed every week since the early ’90s. It was an appalling health hazard. But this was the way their frugal father had done it—waste not, want not—and his sister would not abide any other procedure.


    Susan set the table for three, her first overt acknowledgment of Gillian’s presence. Arthur dished out portions from the pot. Susan then picked up her plate and settled in the living room in front of the TV.


    “What did I do?” whispered Gillian.


    “That’s part of the drill.”


    “You don’t eat together?”


    Arthur shook his head. “Her show is on. It’s the only thing she can watch without getting zooey.”


    “Which is?”


    “You ready? Star Trek.”


    Arthur held his fingers to his lips to caution Gillian against laughter, and she had to stuff half her fist into her mouth to keep silent. Apparently finding it a safer subject, Gillian then asked about Rommy’s case. She had not heard about Harlow’s ruling and seemed pleased for Arthur’s sake by the news.


    “What’s your next step now, Arthur?”


    “I can’t think of anything. I’ve filed every motion, issued every subpoena that makes any sense. There are absolutely no jail records left to show who was or wasn’t in the House of Corrections on the night of the murders. Jackson Aires won’t let anyone talk to Erno’s nephew, and Muriel’s not about to give him immunity, and the judge can’t force her. As of June 29th, the limited discovery period closes. I think I should just run out the clock. After Harlow’s findings, it’s really on Muriel to try to do something to undermine Erno’s credibility before we go back to the Court of Appeals for a ruling on whether the case can proceed.”


    Arthur’s biggest challenge was likely to come from Reverend Blythe. As expected, dealings with the Reverend were entirely a one-way street. After their first meeting, the Reverend no longer deigned to call Arthur directly. Instead, he had an aide who phoned every day for a detailed briefing, information Arthur was obliged to share because Rommy, who had been thrilled by Blythe’s visits to Rudyard, had requested that Arthur do so. There seemed to be no countervailing courtesies. Although Blythe now referred to himself as Rommy’s spiritual counselor, and claimed Arthur and he were a team, the Reverend ignored Arthur’s efforts to moderate Blythe’s rhetoric or even to gain advance warning of when the next blast would issue.


    “I’m scared to death,” said Arthur, “that with all this stuff about ‘racist oppressors’ he’ll infuriate the Court of Appeals.”


    “But they have to let you go on, wouldn’t you think? Erno can’t be disregarded, not without a full hearing. Isn’t that what Harlow was saying?”


    That was how Arthur saw it, but he had failed many times in his career to guess correctly about what judges would do.


    When the show was over, Susan rejoined them for dessert. She loved pastry. Then the dishes were washed and everything was shelved. Before Arthur left the apartment, he opened the freezer and replaced the container of stew.


     



     



    IN THE DIM STAIRWELL of the three-flat, Gillian followed while Arthur led his sister down. These old tenements were as solid as destroyers, but the maintenance here had been neglected. On the treads, the carpeting in several places was worn to the backing, and amoeboid forms spotted the walls where the plaster had rejected the paint.


    There were few occasions when she got out, besides work and uncomfortable visits with her sisters, so Gillian had actually found herself looking forward to this evening, and she had not been disappointed. It had pleased her enormously, much as it had on the first occasion, to watch Arthur’s adroitness with his sister and his persistent, loving manner.


    As they drove back, Susan gave him a precise recounting of the Star Trek episode. Like everyone else in the joint, Gillian had watched her share of TV, and she asked a couple of well-versed questions about Kirk and Spock and Scotty, to which Susan responded with eagerness. When they arrived at the Franz Center, Gillian got out of the car to say good night and to take Susan’s place in the front seat. And there on the curb, with the year’s longest light still in the sky, Gillian briefly met the other Susan Raven. Her hand came up somewhat awkwardly and she pumped Gillian’s arm too hard. But she made unwavering eye contact, and Gillian could feel herself recognized in an entirely different way.


    “It’s very nice to see you again,” said Susan. “I’m glad Arthur has such a nice friend.”


    Arthur walked Susan in. Gillian lingered just outside the Center’s front door to have a cigarette. She found herself strangely moved. When Arthur reappeared, Gillian, who never cried, had to push away tears. Arthur noticed at once, and as they were on the way back to
Duffy’s, Gillian explained that she had finally seen Susan as she was capable of being, almost as if a pair of eyes had stared at her out of a forest. Arthur mulled her remark for several blocks.


    “The truth,” he said then, “is that for me, that person, the woman who just spoke to you—she’s always there, you know, the shadow of the girl I grew up with.”


    “She was in good health as a child?”


    “That’s how it usually is with schizophrenics. It just happens. She was fourteen. And I don’t think you’d ever have guessed. I mean, she was eccentric. She collected soldiers and staged battles. That was unusual for a girl. She kept rocks from the riverbank, and was compulsive about figuring out how old each one was. She couldn’t sleep until she had them in chronological order. But we all thought she was brilliant. Well, she is. And then one day, she was naked in the corner of her room and wouldn’t come out. She’d smeared her shit all over herself. She said my mother’s mother had come back from the dead to tell her my parents were talking about her in code.


    “That scene,” said Arthur sighing, “that scene is in my head like a movie poster under lights. You know, framed next to the doorway of the theater? It’s there every time I walk in to see Susan. Because it was one of those instants when you realize that everything about your life from top to bottom is now different.”


    “It must have been devastating.”


    “That’s the word. For my parents, at least. I mean, as soon as they heard the word ‘schizophrenic’ they knew they were doomed. And they were right. My mother was out the door in two years. I was nine when Susan got sick, and I didn’t know what to think. I mean, the truth, the ugly truth, is that I can actually remember being happy.”


    “Happy?”


    “She was so bright. She was so beautiful. Susan was the starring attraction. The Great Susan. That’s what I’d always called her in my head. And suddenly she’d been swept aside. I cringe, remembering it. Not just the childishness. But because I was so wrong. The dumbest, funniest, saddest part is that I still idolize her. Maybe I almost feel obliged to, so that somebody on earth really knows how tragic it is. The Great Susan,” said Arthur again.


    “Yes,” said Gillian. Arthur brought the sedan to the curb in front of Duffy’s. She looked toward the squat bungalow, but she was not quite ready to give up the conversation. “I had a brother like that,” she said. “Whom I idolized.”


    “Did you?”


    “Yes. Carl. He was my favorite. Carl was four years older. Oh,” she said, in a sudden rush of feeling, “he was gorgeous. And wild. I adored him.”


    “Where is he now?”


    “Dead. He died on a motorcycle. He lived out his fate in eighteen years.” She cleared her throat and declared, “He was the first man I ever slept with.”


    Somehow, after a moment, she found the resolve to turn to Arthur. He stared, but it was a dense, thoughtful look. She could see him laboring to comprehend what this meant to her. Here, as so often before, she was startled to discover what a grown-up Arthur Raven had become.


    She found she had lit a cigarette, without even thinking that she was defiling the perfect environment in Arthur’s fancy car.


    “I’ve shocked you,” she said.


    He took some time before he answered, “Of course.”


    “Yes,” said Gillian. She closed her purse and went to toss out the cigarette, then drew it back to savor one last puff. “Of course, it’s shocking. I’ve never really known what to make of it, so, frankly, I don’t think of it at all. Because I wanted it to happen. It was more confusing afterwards—over the years. But at the time, I was pleased.”


    To a fourteen-year-old it had been momentous but without any sinister aspect. As a judge, she routinely sentenced men—fathers, stepfathers—for the sexual abuse of children and deemed it unpardonable. But her own experience resided in a category beyond the social expectations of the law. She had been willing and seductive. And she loved Carl far too much to burden him with blame, even in memory. They had always been one another’s favorites. From an early age they shared a certain purchase on things, usually expressed in telling glances. He was her pal while she warred with their parents. So many other young women craved his attention and his beauty. One night, Carl came
home staggering. He cuddled her. She clung. Nature provided the momentum. The next morning, he said, ‘I’m more fucked up than I think I am.’ ‘I liked it,’ she told him. There were two more occasions. She listened for his arrival, and went to him. She went. After that, he began to lock the door to his room, and angrily rebuked her when she dared to ask why. ‘Sometimes it comes to me, what I’ve done, and I want to pull the ears off my head so I can’t hear that. This is insane,’ he said. ‘Insane.’ She’d succeeded in repelling him. That was the most painful part. They’d barely spoken in the months before his death.


    “I wanted to die after he died. I thought about killing myself. I’d make up plots. Schemes. Ways to do it. I’d have discussions with friends. Hanging. Fire. Drowning. I wanted to jump under a train—I’d already read Anna Karenina. And then for a while I actually burned myself with cigarettes. In places other people couldn’t see. But it passed. I stopped acting like that. I stopped thinking like that, or about why I’d felt that way in the first place. People do bizarre things when they’re growing up. We all do. We survive them. But there was nothing about the experience that ever squared for me with the word ‘abuse.’” She looked down to find herself about to put fire to another cigarette. The left hand holding her lighter was steady, but in the other, the cigarette was teetering between her fingers as if there were a strong wind.


    “I’ve never told anyone that story, Arthur,” she said. “No one.” She had sat through dozens of hours of confessions in various groups, and had shared everything with Duffy. Or thought she had. She found the courage to look again at Arthur, who was studying her.


    “You don’t have a clue what you’re doing, do you?” he asked.


    So he had figured that out as well.


    “No,” she said.


    Leaning against the car door, he used the wheel to pull himself forward. His face ended up inches from hers, and he spoke quietly.


    “When you grow up with somebody as frantic as my father,” he said to her, “you spend a lot of time figuring out what there is in the world that’s really worth being scared of.” He reached across her to open the passenger door, but his eyes never left hers.


    “And I’m not scared of you,” he said.
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    IT WAS PAST 5:30 by the time Larry phoned Muriel and agreed they should set out separately for the airport. Morley and Larry made good time back into the city going against traffic, but on a stretch of road called “the Connector,” they came to a dead stop. The radio said a truck had spun out not far from Turner Field. At 6:15 Larry’s cell rang. It was Muriel in her taxi. She’d started out half an hour ahead of them, but at this point was only a couple of miles closer to Hartsfield.


    “We’re toast,” she said. By now, as usual, she had explored all options and executed a plan. The Delta 8:10 was booked solid, with eighteen people outranking them on the standby list; a switch to another airline was impossible because their tickets were government rate. Instead, Muriel had reserved seats on an early-morning flight and had taken two rooms at an airport hotel.


    When Larry arrived there, fifty minutes later, Muriel was in the lobby with her bags, running the P.A.’s Office by phone from a thousand
miles away. A gang murder case was deteriorating in standard fashion—every witness, including the ones who’d been locked in by testifying before the grand jury, now claimed to have misidentified the defendant. Judge Harrison, who thought developments in the rules of criminal procedure had ceased when he left the P.A.’s Office forty years ago, was being impossible, and by the time Muriel dropped her cell phone back in her briefcase, she’d authorized a mandamus petition, to ask the state appellate court to set Harrison straight.


    “Every day a new clown in the circus,” she said. She’d registered and handed Larry his key, but neither of them had had lunch, and they agreed to go directly to the restaurant. Larry nearly sat up and begged when the waitress offered a drink. He ordered a boilermaker, but quaffed the beer first, downing almost all of it at once. He could feel his clothing adhering to his body and removed his light sport coat, tossing it over a chair at the table. They had to measure the discomfort index in this city in four digits. Not that he’d helped by sprinting after Collins. He told Muriel the story. She laughed heartily until he reached the part where Collins had said his uncle was telling the God’s truth and that Collins himself asked Jesus to forgive him every night for what they had done to Gandolph.


    “Ouch,” said Muriel. “That’s not good. Was he smoking you?”


    “Probably. He was pretty cagey. Said flat out he’d never talk against Erno. And wouldn’t admit to anything.” There was bread on the table and Larry buttered his second piece. “To tell you the truth, he does a pretty good impression of a grown-up. Says he’s born-again. There’s a cross the size of Cleveland on the wall of his office and he gave me a real mouthful of that Holy Roller bullshit.”


    Muriel fingered her wineglass and frowned.


    “Don’t dis God, Larry.”


    He looked at her.


    “He’s there,” she said. “Something. He, She, It. But it’s there. I actually look forward to church. It’s the most complete I feel all week.”


    She wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t know. Not about the big picture.


    “Catholicism ruined religion for me,” Larry said. “The pastor in our parish is wonderful. We have him to dinner. The boys love him. I
could talk to the guy all day. But I can’t go through the door to the church. I do my praying in the garden. That’s the only time I feel like I have the right to ask.”


    He smiled hesitantly and she smiled back in the same fashion, but he was unsettled by the thought that Muriel had undergone a transformation. Some of the stuff that had come out of her mouth lately, about God or babies, made him wonder if she’d had a brain transplant at some point in the last ten years. It was funny what happened to people after forty, when they realized that our place here on earth was leased, not owned. There seemed a peril, one he could not name, in finding Muriel had grown softer in ways.


    Rather than face her, Larry surveyed the dining room. It was half empty, done improbably in a tropical theme, with palm fronds, and bamboo railings and furniture. Everybody in here was tired. You could see it. Who could call a clean bed and a room of your own a hardship? Yet it seemed hard, being removed from home and set down in places you’d never been. There was something unsound in losing connection to your own piece of earth, he thought. Somehow, everything in life took him back to the garden.


    He decided to look for a pay phone. He’d just about burned up his free long-distance minutes on his cell and the Force refused to reimburse any overage. He needed to leave messages at home and at the Hall about getting stuck down here. Walking toward the lobby, he was still thinking of Muriel. He’d had a thought to ask if Talmadge went to church with her, which would have violated the promise he’d made on the plane. He knew enough now, anyway. Like everybody else’s, Muriel’s life was, at best, complex. But he could not quite quell a grim satisfaction. Muriel believed that God made order in the universe. In his hardest moments, Larry thought it was revenge.


     



     



    “WE HAVE A PROBLEM,” Muriel said when Larry returned. She’d thought it through carefully while he was gone. “The other shoe dropped this morning: Harlow buys Erno.”


    “Fuck,” Larry said.


    She explained the ruling, which Carol had read to her over the phone.


    “Fuck,” Larry said again. “The other judges—they don’t have to go along with that, do they?”


    “The Court of Appeals? In theory, no. But they didn’t see the guy testify. Harlow did. They won’t have much choice about accepting his views unless we can come up with something new that makes Erno a liar. And this stuff with Collins today only cuts the other way. Once I tell Arthur, he’s going to whine and lie on the floor and renew his motion to force me to grant Collins immunity.”


    “And?”


    “The motion’s still a loser. Immunity is strictly a prosecutorial decision. But he gets the information in front of the appellate court that way.”


    “You don’t have to tell Arthur diddly. I promised Collins I wouldn’t write any of it down. As far as Arthur is concerned—or anyone else for that matter—the conversation never happened.”


    “That means we won’t use it against Collins. We still have to tell Arthur.”


    “Why?”


    The thought was confusing. She reasoned out loud. Legally, strictly speaking, the obligation to disclose favorable evidence pertained only to trial. And since Collins wouldn’t testify, his statements to Larry were inadmissible hearsay.


    “So?” Larry asked. “What’s the problem?”


    “Well, hell, Larry. It’s not smart, for one thing. Collins is going to call Jackson. If it comes out that we didn’t disclose this, we’ll look terrible.”


    “Collins’s version to Aires is, ‘I didn’t tell the cop diddly.’ He’s not going to let Jackson flame him for opening his mouth. And besides, as far as he’s concerned, he didn’t say anything. Why make life complicated?”


    “Damn, Larry, what if Collins is telling the truth? What if his uncle and he did frame Rommy, and he does get on his knees before Jesus every night asking for forgiveness?”


    “No chance.”


    “No chance? None? You mean, you haven’t had just one second where you thought maybe there was this eensy-teensy possibility that Erno’s telling the truth?”


    He passed a heavy hand through the air to wave off the demon of the ridiculous.


    “The little asshole confessed, Muriel. He confessed right in front of you.”


    “Larry, the guy’s out of his depth in a puddle.”


    “What the hell does that mean?”


    Blessedly, the waitress arrived with dinner. She put the plates down and made sweet chitchat. She was from rural Georgia and had an accent out of Gone With the Wind. By the time she’d left to bring one more round of drinks, Larry had chewed through half his steak and still wouldn’t look at Muriel. She knew she could wait to have this out with him, but there was an order—‘hierarchy’ was actually the word—to be maintained. Cops always hated it when the attorneys made the decisions. To the lawyers, the job was all words—the words they spoke in court, or wrote in briefs, or read in police reports. But for the coppers, it was life. They did their jobs with a gun on their hips and sweat dripping down to their shorts from beneath their bulletproof vests. The witnesses who appeared neatened up in the courtroom to answer the prosecutors’ questions had been pulled out of rank shooting galleries by officers who didn’t know if they should worry more about a bullet or HIV. The police lived in a rough world and they played rough if they had to. For a prosecutor, giving in, even to somebody as good as Larry, only encouraged recalcitrance.


    “I want you to promise me that this isn’t going to be Hitler’s bunker,” she said.


    “Meaning?”


    “Keep an open mind. Just a little. I mean, maybe, Larry, just maybe, we made a mistake. Shit happens. It’s not a perfect system. We’re not perfect people.”


    He did not take it well.


    “We didn’t make any fucking mistakes.”


    “I’m not attacking you, Larry. In this line of work, we’re expected
to be faultless. That’s what the standard is, really. Beyond a reasonable doubt. Legal certainty. But even our best work and best judgment isn’t always perfect. I mean, it’s possible.”


    “It’s not possible.” Despite the flesh that had accumulated on him, the veining was becoming visible in his square neck. “He’s the right guy. He knew two of the victims. He had motive on both of them. He confessed. He knew what the murder weapon was before we did, and he had Luisa’s cameo in his pocket. He’s right, and I’m not letting you act like the Virgin Mary. You’ll fuck yourself doing that, and you’ll fuck me, too.”


    “Larry, I don’t care what kind of noise Arthur makes, or the judge, for that matter. You think I’d take a walk on a triple murder? You think I’d turn my back on John Leonidis or those two girls? You look at me and tell me you believe that about me.”


    He picked up the scotch as soon as the waitress delivered it and took down half. The liquor was not helping him. He was clearly having trouble reeling himself in. Beneath it all, he was an angry guy. She’d always known that.


    “I don’t want to hear any more of this shit about making mistakes,” he said.


    “I’m not saying it’s a mistake. I just want to be able to say I actually discharged a professional obligation to consider the prospect.”


    “Look, I worked this case. On my own. The whole Force hit the pause button once the headlines faded. I’m the one who kept pressing. I made this case. And I made it with you. And for you, if you want to know the truth. So don’t say it’s any frigging mistake.”


    “For me?”


    Fury throbbed through him. It enlarged his eyes—all of him really.


    “Don’t pretend like you don’t get it, goddamn it. It’s one thing, Muriel, isn’t it? This case. You becoming P.A. You deciding to be great. You deciding to marry Talmadge. You deciding to march down the path of history. You deciding not to take me. So don’t tell me it’s a fucking mistake. It’s too late for any fucking mistakes. I’ve had my pisspoor little life, and you’ve gone ramping up to stardom. Don’t pretend like you don’t know what the game is, because you made all the fucking
rules.” With that, he hurled his green cloth napkin down on his plate, and stalked off fast enough to bowl someone over had anybody gotten in his way. The small duffel he’d carried from home bounced on his shoulder as if it were as insubstantial as a scarf.


    In his wake, she felt her Adam’s apple bobbing about. Something huge had happened. At first, she thought she was shocked by the force of his outburst. But after a second she realized the true news was that even a decade later, Larry’s wounds remained tender. She thought he was one person very much as he chose to present himself—too selfsufficient to be vulnerable to any lasting injury. That was more or less the way she tried to think of herself.


    One of her friends liked to say that in junior high school you learned everything there was to know about the way love starts and ends. The vast region in between, the dark jungle of sustained relationships, was penetrated only in adulthood. But the nuclear flash when love began and concluded was the same, no matter what stage of life. And what they would have said about Larry’s outrage in the junior-high girls’ room was probably true: it meant he still cared. Assaying all of this, she felt herself in some danger.


    He’d left his sport coat slung over the chair. She looked at it a moment, then picked it up and went into the bar, thinking he’d escaped there. There was no sign of him. Upstairs, she knocked lightly on the door to his room.


    “Larry, open up. I have your coat.”


    He already had his shirt unbuttoned over the mound of his belly, and he held a dwarf bottle of Dewar’s from the minibar. Half of it was gone. He took the coat from her and threw it behind him to the bed without ever quite mustering the courage to look her way.


    “Larry, how about if we get un-pissed off? We have a long way to go on this case.”


    “You’re not pissed off. I’m the one who’s pissed off.” He glanced down at the little bottle, screwed the cap on, and tossed it several feet into the trash can, which rocked from the impact. “And now I’m less pissed off than embarrassed.”


    “Maybe we should talk.”


    “For what?”


    “Don’t make me stand here, Larry.” She had bags in both hands, her swollen briefcase in one and the small overnight pouch in the other. He considered her situation and motioned her in, turning from her. The bald spot on his crown had grown bright pink from the liquor.


    “Muriel, I don’t even know where that came from.”


    “Hell, Larry.”


    “No, I won’t say I didn’t mean it. But the thing that bothered me was at the end. What I said about myself. I don’t think my life is anything to complain about. It’s good. Better than good. It’s just that I’m like everybody else, you know. Nobody ever gets what they want when it comes to love.”


    The statement—the exactness of it—struck her dumb momentarily, because she knew he had expressed her deepest conviction, one that she seldom had the wherewithal to say to herself. She was drawn back for a second to that howitzer shell he’d lobbed at her on the plane: the notion that she’d chased the same improbable dream in both her marriages. The idea had been with her all day, like a bad meal whose taste kept returning. She’d think it through on Sunday. Because love, most often, was what she was praying for in those precious moments in church, believing and not believing. Now she pondered love’s quest, the way it led us to persistent unhappiness and blithe moments when, however chimerically, love seemed to have been found. Everything else in life—professional attainment, art, and ideas—was just the feathers and hide on the foraging animal of love.


    “This meant a lot to me,” he said. He circled a finger between them. “Afterwards, I had Kevorkian on speed-dial for a while. That’s all. I just, you know, react.”


    Men like Larry, like Talmadge, did everything possible to avoid appearing fragile. But they were all fragile, and the moments when that was revealed were an unending crisis. It was never going away. That’s what he was telling her.


    “I don’t want you to tell Arthur,” he said then. “About Collins.”


    “Larry.”


    “You said yourself it’s not legal that you have to tell him. I don’t want to be charitable just so he has these bullshit opportunities to throw up smoke.”


    Even after all of this, she was disinclined to actually say yes. She took a seat in a desk chair near the doorway while she deliberated. He grew frustrated watching her.


    “Christ,” he said. “Just do me a fucking favor, will you? Will you?” He’d reignited, heard himself, and flared out in a matter of seconds. He fell to the bed several feet from her, exhausted by himself. Next door, the ice machine thumped a full load of cubes into its belly.


    Sooner or later, she’d inform Arthur, but that could wait until Larry settled down. He felt too defeated at her hands to absorb another blow now.


    “Well, this is a moment of auld lang syne, isn’t it?” she said, at last. “You and me and a hotel room and an argument?”


    “The arguments never meant anything, Muriel.”


    “Really? You mean I was just wasting my breath?”


    “It was all foreplay.”


    She lacked the daring to answer that.


    “You just liked sex to be a form of rivalry,” he said.


    “Thank you, Dr. Ruth.”


    “It worked, Muriel. It always worked. Don’t tell me you don’t remember.” He’d found the stamina to look at her one more time. For him, she realized, the story of what had happened between them was inscribed like law on tablets, often revisited, fully parsed and understood. Denial of any element was an affront.


    “My Alzheimer’s is only early stage, Larry. I remember.”


    With that acknowledgment, the past, its passion and pleasure, lay before them, like a corpse at a wake. Only this body was not quite dead. The longing that had always consumed them was suddenly present. She could feel Larry, intent as he measured her response. With his persistent directness about Talmadge, she knew what he wanted to ask, but even Larry recognized that boundary as unapproachable. Nor was there any point in comparisons—a marriage wasn’t a fling, the world knew that. She was person one zillion who enjoyed sex more before marriage than after, although she honestly would never have
guessed. Going to bed with someone had never seemed challenging. Important. Fun. But not difficult. She had always assumed Talmadge and she would find a rhythm. But they hadn’t. She never thought she was someone who could live without it, but whether it was exhaustion or age, it was less and less a preoccupation. When she woke to yearning, as she did a few times each month, it came as a surprise.


    And she was surprised now.


    “I remember, Larry,” she said again softly. She glanced up, thinking only to acknowledge him, but her desire was insistent enough that she could feel it beaconed from her. It was less than an invitation. Yet he had to sense that if he moved toward her, she’d find it hard to say no. But she could not go first. She’d made so many choices that Larry regarded as against him. There would be something vaguely imperial were she the one. Instead, she was left feeling like some breathless coquette, shy and powerless, as he pondered, a sensation she’d lived her life to avoid. She listened for movement, so she could rise to him. But his bitterness probably constrained him. The moment prolonged itself. And then the possibility of some rash grasping after all that former glory slipped beyond them, departing with the same slyness with which it had arrived.


    “I’m beat,” he said.


    “Yeah, sure,” she answered. From the threshold, she said she’d see him in the lobby at 6:30. Then she walked along the hall, an endless arcade of closed doors and low light, where she would eventually find the solitary room that was hers for the night. She carried her bags with her, wondering as she peered at every number, how hard it would be to go forward from here with the rest of her life.
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    IN THE MAIL, which always seemed to contain bad news on Monday mornings, Arthur found a form notice from Muriel Wynn. Three days from now, on Thursday, the state proposed to take the deposition of a woman named Genevieve Carriere at the offices of the lawyers she had hired, Sandy and Marta Stern.


    “So who’s the mystery guest?” asked Arthur when he succeeded after several attempts to get Muriel on the line. On the few occasions over the years when Arthur had dealt with Muriel, they had engaged in the good-natured badinage appropriate to former colleagues. But the adversity of the current proceedings had left Muriel’s manner with him no better than crisp. Arthur, who suffered from the loss of anyone’s affections, had prepared himself for more of the same, but he found Muriel in good cheer. He suspected immediately she felt she’d renewed some advantage.


    “Arthur,” she answered, “let me say two words to you: Erno Erdai.”
Muriel, like many prosecutors in Arthur’s experience, lived by a simple watchword in dealing with defense lawyers: don’t get angry, get even.


    “I had to do that, Muriel.”


    “Because you didn’t want to give us a fair chance to investigate.”


    “Because I didn’t want you guys to blackjack Erno down at Rudyard. Or string things out until he was dead or incompetent. He’s telling the truth and you know it, Muriel.”


    “Hardly. Your guy confessed, Arthur.”


    “My guy has an IQ of 73. He knows other people are smarter than he is. He’s accustomed to not understanding things and accepting what he’s told. And don’t think Larry didn’t provide some incentives. Most of the time when a grown man craps his trousers, it’s because something’s scared him to death—not because he has a guilty conscience. You don’t live in Shangri-la, Muriel, and neither do I.”


    The reference to Shangri-la, which had been such a zinger from Erno in court, was too much of a dig. Muriel’s voice took on more heat.


    “Arthur, I was there. There wasn’t a mark on your guy. And he looked me in the eye and said he’d been treated fine.”


    “Because he was too bewildered to say anything else. Rommy has no history of violence. Erno’s shot two other people, not even counting these murders. Who does the collar fit, Muriel?”


    Oddly, Arthur felt he had the upper hand in this argument. He had more points. His only problem was that Rommy had never explained his confession in terms that made any sense. He did not really claim the statements were coerced, nor had any of his earlier lawyers, with whom Arthur still had had only minimal communication.


    As usual, when she was falling behind, Muriel cut the conversation short and said simply, “Thursday.” Arthur tried his luck next with Mrs. Carriere’s lawyers. Sandy, always courtly, took a moment to praise Arthur’s work in this case.


    “I’m following your progress in the press, Arthur. Most notable.” Stern, the dignified dean of the criminal defense bar in Kindle County, understood the value of his compliments. Having dispensed them, he transferred the call to his daughter Marta, with whom he’d
practiced for nearly a decade now. She was representing Mrs. Carriere.


    Arthur had still been a deputy P.A. when Marta had started here. In those days, she offered a studied contrast to her father, scrappy even when it was unnecessary, socially awkward, and less than tidy in her appearance. But she was devilishly bright and people said Sandy’d had a moderating influence on her over the years. Usually, criminal defense lawyers were collaborative. They had a common enemy in the state and a joint cause in limiting intrusions on their clients’ rights. But over the phone, Marta seemed stiff, probably due to her skirmishes with Arthur years ago. She would disclose virtually nothing, beyond the fact that Genevieve was a close friend and co-worker of Luisa Remardi’s.


    “Genevieve has directed us not to give previews to either side,” said Marta. “She wants no part of this. She has to interrupt the family vacation to come down here for the dep, as it is.”


    “Is she going to hurt me?”


    Marta deliberated. The protocol among defenders required at least fair warning.


    “If Muriel sticks to her announced agenda, there will be wounds, but nothing fatal. But make sure you walk in Muriel’s footprints on cross. Don’t try to break new ground.”


    After the call, Arthur pondered the value of this advice. The Sterns both played straight, but if their client was a reluctant witness, it was very much in her interest to discourage prolonged questioning.


    On Thursday, a little before 2 p.m., Arthur walked over to the Morgan Towers, the city’s tallest building. Sandy Stern was an immigrant, but his office was furnished as if someone in the family had been around to fight the Revolution. In the reception area where Arthur was required to wait, there were Chippendale pieces, decorated with china figures and sterling silver implements. Eventually Muriel arrived her standard ten minutes late, with Larry in tow. Marta then led them back to an interior conference room. Mrs. Carriere sat tensely beside an oval walnut table with a glass top. She was dressed formally, in a dark suit with a collarless jacket, and looked very much
the physician’s wife, a bit plump, rather pretty, with soupspoon eyes. Her hair, white decades early, lent her a forthright air. Muriel greeted Mrs. Carriere, but received a bare hello in return.


    The court reporter, who’d set up his steno machine beside the witness, asked Mrs. Carriere to raise her right hand and applied the oath. To start, Muriel’s questioning went no further than Arthur had anticipated based on Pamela’s usually thorough research. Mrs. Carriere was at home now, after working for years for Trans-National Air as a ticket agent. Her husband, Matthew, was an internist in the suburbs in Greenwood County, and they had four kids. Genevieve answered with pained exactness. Marta had schooled her well. Her client considered the questions and responded as briefly as possible. She was going to get an A+ in Witness 101.


    When Muriel finally mentioned Erno, Genevieve acknowledged knowing him as the TN Security Supervisor at DuSable Field.


    “Did Luisa Remardi ever discuss Mr. Erdai with you?” asked Muriel.


    Arthur objected immediately that the question called for hearsay. Muriel and he fenced for a moment, making arguments for the record, but in a deposition under the federal procedure, a judge would only rule later. For the time being, Mrs. Carriere was required to answer, and Marta reinforced that with a slight nod toward her client. As the years had slid by, Marta had grown somewhat stout, but she also had cleaned up her act. She’d assumed a coiffed look, and wore a wedding ring, too, Arthur noticed. The parade went on. Everybody but him.


    “Yes,” said Genevieve.


    “Did she ever discuss the nature of her relationship with Erno Erdai?”


    Genevieve said she did not understand the question.


    “Did she ever express negative sentiments about Mr. Erdai?”


    “Yes.”


    “And were there occasions when she made these expressions and appeared to be in a highly excited or emotional state?”


    “I suppose you could say that.”


    The rule excluding hearsay had an exception allowing so-called excited utterances to be admitted, on the theory that when people were overwrought, they were unlikely to speak calculated untruths. The exception, like many rules of evidence, had been around for centuries and took no account of contemporary learning about the soundness of what people said or observed under stress, but with that foundation, Arthur knew Genevieve Carriere’s testimony, whatever it was, would be received in court.


    “Mrs. Carriere,” said Muriel, “I would like you to think back to the occasion when Ms. Remardi was most excited and spoke to you about Erno Erdai. Can you remember that time?”


    “I remember a time. I don’t know if it was when she was most upset, but she was upset.”


    “All right. When did this conversation occur?”


    “About six weeks before Luisa was killed.”


    “Where were you?”


    “Probably at the ticket counter at DuSable Field. We shared a drawer. Our shifts overlapped. Things were usually very quiet then and we’d count out the drawer and spend a lot of time gabbing.”


    “And do you know of your own independent knowledge what had taken place to upset Ms. Remardi?”


    “If you mean did I see what had happened, the answer is no.”


    “Did Luisa describe the event?”


    Arthur asked for a continuing hearsay objection. He could tell that Muriel realized he was just attempting to break her flow, because she did not even look in his direction as she called on Mrs. Carriere to answer.


    “Luisa said she’d been searched for drugs. A pat-down search.”


    “Did she explain what was upsetting about the search?”


    “She didn’t need to explain. It’s obviously upsetting to come to work and get frisked. But she was especially angry with the way they went about it. She put it in pretty crude terms.”


    “What exactly did she say?”


    Genevieve darted a resentful look at Muriel and permitted herself a sigh.


    “She said they searched her through her clothing, but it was pretty thorough—she made some remark to the effect that she’d had sex with men who hadn’t touched her in all those places.”


    The court reporter, whose job description required him to remain as uncommunicative as statuary, broke code and laughed out loud. Around the table, the lawyers smiled, but Mrs. Carriere did not relax her tense expression.


    “And when after this search did she speak to you about it?”


    “Within an hour. They’d done it right before I came on.”


    “And what did she say about Erno Erdai?”


    “Verbatim, again?”


    “Please.”


    “I try not to use those words. It was also very colorful. What they call in the paper ‘barnyard epithets.’”


    “Would it be fair to say that she expressed hatred for Mr. Erdai?”


    “Very fair. She said he knew she had nothing to do with drugs and that he’d lied to get her searched.”


    Muriel appeared caught off guard. Up until now, there seemed to have been a reasonably good understanding between witness and questioner. Arthur took Marta at her word when she said she hadn’t permitted Muriel to interview Mrs. Carriere again, but Marta and Muriel had obviously engaged in a certain amount of back-and-forth, aimed, from Marta’s perspective, at getting her client out of here as quickly as possible.


    Arthur saw Larry lean over and whisper to Muriel. He was wearing an open-necked polo shirt and a khaki poplin sport coat that had wrinkled up like a used paper bag in the summer heat. The casual attire seemed characteristic of Larry and many other detectives, always eager to remain aloof from the formalities of legal proceedings. In spite of the court reporter, Larry had a small spiral-topped pad, in which he was scratching his own notes now and then.


    “Did she say how she knew it was Erno Erdai who had lied to get her searched?” Muriel asked.


    “No.”


    “She assumed that?”


    Arthur objected to Mrs. Carriere testifying about Luisa’s assumptions and Muriel retreated, withdrawing the question. Larry again held his hand to her ear, beneath the billowy black curls.


    “Did she explain what she thought Mr. Erdai was trying to accomplish by having her searched?”


    “No. She just said it.”


    Muriel’s obsidian eyes remained stuck on the witness. Tiny as Muriel was, the force of concentration sometimes made her look like a puppet on a string.


    “When she made these negative remarks about Mr. Erdai, was that the first time you’d heard her speak about him?”


    “No.”


    “And in any of those earlier conversations, had she talked about Erno Erdai in any capacity other than his role as a fellow employee and head of security at DuSable Field?”


    Genevieve once more took her time before saying no.


    “And had she previously made remarks that indicated she disliked him?” Muriel asked.


    “I don’t remember her saying before the search that she actually disliked him.”


    Usually sternly poker-faced as an advocate, Muriel betrayed some disappointment.


    “Did she indicate any positive feelings about him?”


    “I don’t recall anything close to that. No,” said Genevieve.


    “Is it fair to say that the overall tone of her commentary about Mr. Erdai prior to this occasion was negative?”


    Arthur objected on form to the question. Instructed to answer by Muriel, Mrs. Carriere said, “That’s probably fair.”


    Muriel looked down to her yellow pad, apparently ready for a new subject.


    “Mrs. Carriere, you repeated a remark Ms. Remardi made to you referring to her love life.”


    Genevieve pouted, displaying a dimple on her chin. She clearly regretted the unforgiving nature of this process.


    “Did Ms. Remardi often discuss her intimate life with you?”


    “Often?”


    “Did she tend to keep you posted on what was going on with men?”


    Once more, Arthur said, “Hearsay.” Muriel again said she expected to overcome the objection and asked the court reporter to read back the question.


    “I probably listened to more than I should have,” said Mrs. Carriere, showing the very first wisp of a smile. “I got married when I was nineteen.”


    “Did you ever see Ms. Remardi in the company of men?”


    “Occasionally.”


    “Now, based on your close friendship with Luisa Remardi, your many conversations with her, and your observations, do you have an opinion about whether or not Luisa Remardi had an intimate relationship with Erno Erdai?”


    For the record, Arthur objected at length that this was not a proper subject for opinion testimony. When he was done, Muriel again requested an answer to her question.


    Mrs. Carriere said, “I don’t believe they had an intimate relationship. I knew Erno. It would have been unlike Luisa not to tell me if she was seeing somebody I knew.”


    Muriel nodded once, her thin mouth fixed by the effort to evince no sign of triumph. With that, she tendered the witness to Arthur.


    He took a moment, wondering how much weight Harlow or the appeals court judges might put on Mrs. Carriere’s testimony. Probably a good deal. Judges trusted people like Genevieve, one of those industrious, decent sorts who kept the world spinning straight. Overall, he agreed with Marta’s assessment of his situation: he had been wounded but not fatally. Mrs. Carriere’s opinions were not enough to counterweigh Judge Harlow’s finding that Erno was credible. Arthur reminded himself to proceed delicately with the damage control.


    He began by eliciting the obvious, asking her to acknowledge, as she readily did, that she had no means to know if Luisa told her everything about her personal life or kept some secrets. Mrs. Carriere remained prim, but appeared slightly more receptive to Arthur, probably because he was not the antagonist who’d forced her to come here. To his latest question, she responded, “I’m sure there were things she didn’t tell me, because I sometimes disapproved.”


    The answer provided a cushion for Arthur to take a few chances in hopes of rehabilitating other aspects of Erno’s account.


    “And bearing in mind that there may have been things about Ms. Remardi’s personal life you didn’t know, were there times she indicated she was seeing more than one man?”


    Genevieve pursed her mouth and looked downward in thought.


    “I need to explain to give a fair answer,” she said, and Arthur motioned her to go on. “After her divorce, Luisa didn’t really have much use for men. At least not for relationships. Sometimes she wanted company. Sometimes she wanted something else. And when she was in the mood, frankly, she wasn’t especially choosy. Or even discreet. And there could have been months in between. Or a day. She could see somebody once. Or several times. I don’t know the right word. Pragmatic? I think I’d say that when it came to men, she could be pretty pragmatic. So yeah, now and then, I heard about more than one guy.”


    Arthur had merely been hoping to nudge Genevieve toward acknowledging that it was possible that Luisa pursued multiple interests. This was a small triumph. He considered whether to ask if she had ever heard about Ms. Remardi conducting encounters in the airport parking lot, but Mrs. Carriere’s responses about Luisa’s practical approach to amour gave him enough latitude to argue the point.


    Instead, he turned last to Mrs. Carriere’s opinion that Luisa and Erno had never been romantically involved, which was already somewhat undermined by Genevieve’s concession that Luisa might have kept things to herself.


    “You do know,” he asked, “from what Ms. Remardi said, that there was bad blood between Erno Erdai and her?”


    “Bad blood?”


    “Let me rephrase. You knew that as of six weeks before her death, she was very angry with him?”


    “Yes.”


    “And that she thought he’d used a pretext to have something very offensive and physically invasive done to her?”


    “Yes.”


    “Which she related, by her remarks, to intimate acts?”


    Genevieve actually smiled at Arthur, enjoying the lawyers’ sleight of hand, before she said yes.


    “And the fact, as you testified before, is that she never really told you what she thought had led Mr. Erdai to initiate that search?”


    He could see instantly that he’d gone one step too far. Genevieve’s eyes briefly fastened to his, as if in warning, and she rolled her lips back into her mouth.


    “As I said, she didn’t explain what she thought Erno was trying to accomplish.”


    Anxious over whatever he’d missed, Arthur chose to smile benignly, as if her reply was just what he’d hoped for. “Nothing further,” he added. He didn’t dare look at Muriel and wrote several lines on his pad. Were it he across the table, the nuances of Genevieve’s response might well have escaped him. But this was Muriel, possessed of something extrasensory, a kind of unreasoning sonar. He was not at all surprised when she asked the court reporter to read back Arthur’s last question.


    “Did she did tell you why Erno Erdai initiated the search?” said Muriel then.


    “She didn’t explain what she thought he was trying to achieve, no.”


    “Not my question. I’m not asking what end she thought he had in mind. Did she say anything to explain what led Mr. Erdai to do it?”


    Genevieve waited, then said yes. Muriel turned to Larry. Arthur saw Larry flip up his palm: what the hell.


    “And why was that?” asked Muriel.


    Again Mrs. Carriere looked to her lap and sighed heavily.


    “Because of something I had said to Erno the week before.”


    “You had said? Let’s wind this back—”


    Genevieve lifted her hand. On her wrist, a charm bracelet jingled and among the miniature figures swinging back and forth were four golden silhouettes, surely representing her kids.


    “After Luisa was searched, she was angry at Erno. But she was also angry at me. Because I’d told Erno something and she thought that was why he’d had her frisked. That’s the reason she told me about it in the first place. She was basically reading me out for opening my mouth.”


    “And what had you told Mr. Erdai?”


    Genevieve again took her time.


    “I was working the overnight, which I usually alternated with Luisa, but for some reason she worked the early morning shift that day. Anyway, a man had come in looking for Luisa.”


    “A man? Did he give you his name?”


    “No. He didn’t give his name.”


    “Can you describe him?”


    “In what sense?”


    “What did he look like to you? What was his race?”


    “He looked darker. Probably black, but I wouldn’t say that for certain. Maybe Hispanic.”


    “Age?”


    “Couldn’t tell. Not old, not young.”


    “Build?”


    “On the thin side.”


    “All right. This is what you told Erno Erdai the week before Luisa Remardi was searched: a man had come in.”


    “Right.”


    “And did you have a conversation with that man?”


    “Right. And that’s what I told Erno about.”


    “And what did the man say?”


    “This gentleman asked me where Luisa was and he told me to tell her that he had seen the Pharaoh.”


    “‘The Pharaoh’? Like in Egypt?”


    “That’s how it sounded to me.”


    Plainly perplexed, Muriel again studied Mrs. Carriere.


    “And did the man say anything else other than he’d seen the Pharaoh?”


    “The man said he’d seen Pharaoh and Luisa couldn’t do that to him.”


    “And who was Pharaoh?”


    “I didn’t know.”


    Arthur saw Muriel tip her head. She’d heard something.


    “Do you know now who Pharaoh was?”


    “All I know is what Luisa told me.”


    “When was that conversation?”


    “The next day. After that man came in.”


    “And tell us what she said and what you said about Pharaoh.”


    “I told her that this man had come in and what he said about seeing the Pharaoh and that I had told Erno. And she got upset with me. For telling Erno. And so one thing led to another. She told me who Pharaoh was.”


    “And what did she tell you?”


    Mrs. Carriere now looked back at Muriel with the same intensity Muriel had directed toward her. Then Genevieve covered her mouth with her hand and started shaking her head.


    “I’m not going to say,” she declared, her voice warbling a bit, despite her emphatic tone. “All I know is what she said. Which my lawyer says can’t be used in court. Which is why I don’t understand why I have to go through this.”


    “Off the record,” said Marta. She waved Arthur and Muriel across the corridor to her office. It was furnished like a gentleman’s library in a bygone era, all leather, with deep sofas and matched sets of books with spines imprinted in gold aligned on the long shelves. Arthur could smell Stern’s cigars from next door. One of the side tables held an array of family photos of Marta and her husband, who appeared Hispanic, and their two children. There were also several photographs of her parents in earlier years. Especially in today’s outfit, a double-breasted pantsuit, Marta, to Arthur’s eye, was a dead ringer for Stern, decades ago.


    “Hypothetically,” said Marta, “let’s imagine that Ms. Remardi was defalcating certain property from TN.” Marta was treading lightly. ‘Defalcating’ was fancy for ‘stealing.’


    “What kind of ‘certain property’?” asked Muriel.


    “Airline tickets.”


    “Airline tickets?”


    Larry, who had followed them in, was the first to catch on. “She was fencing them through this Pharaoh, right?”


    “Hypothetically. Now TN is ruthless in pursuing employee dishonesty. Zero tolerance. They got burned about ten years ago trying to sweep something under the rug with one of their higher-ups. One of the lawyers who was supposedly investigating a theft ended up running off with four million bucks.”


    “I remember,” said Muriel.


    “These days it’s the gallows for everyone. Prosecution, if possible, and civil suits to recover what was stolen. No matter who or what. The Remardi kids are living on a TN pension.”


    “TN won’t sue orphans.”


    “If they were your best friend’s children, would you take that chance?” Marta opened her short hands toward Muriel. “You don’t really need Luisa’s activities to be part of the record, do you?”


    “Right now, I’d say no,” said Muriel. “But I don’t want to keep chasing your client over hill and dale to get a straight answer.”


    Marta nodded several times, then turned to Arthur. He was startled and uncertain what to think. For the time being, he reminded Marta that this was a capital case. He said he’d let the issue go as long as he could, but he reserved the right to re-examine it, if on reflection he thought it could materially aid Rommy.


    “Of course,” said Marta.


    Once they were done, Marta, Arthur, and Muriel returned to the conference room, and Marta called her client outside. When Genevieve resumed her seat beside the court reporter, she mouthed, “Thank you,” toward both lawyers. She still appeared unsettled and had her purse in her lap and a hankie in one hand.


    Muriel did not appear much pacified by Genevieve’s gratitude. In fact, with time she seemed to have grown vexed. She bounced on her chair several times settling in. Arthur suspected Muriel felt Marta had shortchanged her in their conversations beforehand.


    “Back on the record,” Muriel said. “A man whose name you didn’t know had come in looking for Luisa Remardi some time in May of 1991—is that the correct time frame?”


    “It is.”


    “And this man said something about Pharaoh or the Pharaoh. You then told Erno Erdai what that man said and Luisa Remardi was angry you had done so and therefore explained to you who Pharaoh was and the nature of their relationship. That’s the basic outline?”


    “Correct.”


    “Did she tell you Pharaoh’s last name?”


    “No.”


    “Did she say whether that was a nickname?”


    “No.”


    “Did she tell you where Pharaoh lived or worked?”


    “I don’t know anything else about him. Once Luisa told me what they were doing together, I didn’t want to hear another word. Frankly, the only thing I was curious about was how they were getting away with it. I’d never heard of anything like that working in the long run. But I decided I didn’t even care to know that.”


    “And this man who came in—did Luisa Remardi explain what his connection was to Pharaoh and her?”


    “He’d introduced them.”


    “I see. And did he have any participation in the enterprise in which Luisa Remardi and Pharaoh were engaged?”


    “Luisa said he’d wanted a share, but he didn’t get it.”


    Muriel muttered “Mmm-hmm.” She’d already figured as much. Arthur replayed it for himself. This third man had been the connect. He’d put Luisa in touch with Pharaoh to fence the tickets and was looking for a piece of the play, which he didn’t receive.


    “Now I want to be sure I have this right. You had no idea who Pharaoh was or what Ms. Remardi’s relationship was with him until she explained that to you the day after this other man appeared? Right or wrong?”


    “Completely right.”


    “And if you didn’t understand the nature of Ms. Remardi’s relationship with Pharaoh, why did you tell Erno Erdai what the man said?”


    “Because Erno was the head of security.” Marta, on the other side of her client, made a subtle movement and Genevieve lifted her chin to Muriel. “Because the man had made threats against Luisa.”


    “Specific threats? Specific actions?”


    “Yes.”


    “And what action did he threaten?”


    Genevieve’s eyes wilted toward her hands, now covering her purse in her lap.


    “He said he was going to kill her.”


    Arthur’s vision jumped, as if a film had skipped frames. Muriel, never nonplussed, sat with her mouth open.


    “Erno Erdai said that?”


    “The man who had come in that night said it.”


    Growing agitated, Muriel re-arranged herself in her chair, shook her shoulders, straightened her neck. Then she stared down Genevieve, speaking to her stiffly.


    “Now I’m going to ask a question, Mrs. Carriere, and I expect you to answer bearing in mind that the oath you took requires you to tell the whole truth. Do you understand?”


    “Yes.”


    “Tell me everything that man who came in said to you.”


    “He asked for Luisa and I said she wasn’t there. And he was upset. And he said something like, ‘You tell her I just saw Pharaoh, and she can’t do this to me, and when I find her, I’m going to kill her.’ And naturally I was concerned for Luisa. Going off shift, I saw Erno and I thought Erno, as head of security, should know that. So I told him.”


    After the court reporter’s machine had stopped clicking to record the answer, there was full silence. The momentousness of what he’d just heard stole in on Arthur. Luisa had been involved in dirty business with someone named Pharaoh, and a third man. And the third man had said he was going to kill her. There was a whole other circle to this case, a ring of crime and possible conspiracy, which had nothing to do with Rommy and not much to do with Erno either. And it was all good news for Romeo Gandolph. With multiplying suspects, no one could have the certainty required to put poor Rommy to death.


    Muriel, too, clearly fathomed the damage she had sustained. Her small face was screwed up tight. Muriel could be mean.


    “Now, this man said he was going to kill Luisa Remardi about two months before she was murdered, is that right?”


    “Yes.”


    “And after Ms. Remardi was murdered, Detective Starczek, who’s sitting right here, came out and questioned you about this case. Twice, as a matter of fact. Do you remember?”


    “Yes.”


    “And you never told him, did you, that there was a man who had come into DuSable Field and threatened Luisa Remardi’s life?”


    “He didn’t ask. And I didn’t think it had anything to do with her murder. When I’d told Luisa about it, she’d laughed it off. She was sure he was just talking.”


    “Of course not,” said Muriel, “why should you think it had anything to do with Luisa’s murder? A man says he’s going to kill her and she gets killed. What possible connection could there be?”


    “I object to that,” said Marta.


    “You object?” asked Muriel. She pointed at Larry. “Go look in the hall,” she said. “Maybe there are six or seven more people out there who want to say they killed the three of them.”


    “And I certainly object to that,” said Marta.


    “I need to adjourn,” said Muriel. “I’in too angry to continue.” Her head bounced around like a bobble toy’s.


    Always quick-tempered, Marta flared up at once. She and Muriel had agreed to a two-hour dep. Genevieve was not coming back. The women warred for a moment while Arthur looked on. As far as Marta was concerned the deposition was over.


    “The hell it is,” answered Muriel. Genevieve, she said, was far too consequential a witness to be dealt with summarily. Now that Muriel knew that, she wanted time to investigate before continuing.


    Sitting there, Arthur struggled to think it through. The discovery period the Court of Appeals had authorized was over tomorrow. Muriel, clearly, was hoping to move to extend the deadline. And Arthur just as surely did not want her to succeed in doing that. With discovery closed, this new piece of information would guarantee that the Court of Appeals would allow Rommy’s habeas to go forward. Indeed, Kenton Harlow, finally empowered to actually decide the case, might quickly grant Rommy a new trial on the basis of Erno’s testimony and Genevieve’s. Arthur tried to play peacemaker, in hopes of bringing the deposition to a conclusion.


    “What do you need to investigate?” he asked Muriel.


    “Well, for one thing, I’d like some clue about this mystery man who comes in and threatens to kill Luisa.”


    “What can Mrs. Carriere possibly add? She’s already given you a physical and said she didn’t know the man’s name.”


    The court reporter interrupted to ask if this was on the record. Arthur said yes and Muriel said no.


    “Oh, for crying out loud,” said Arthur. “On the record: Mrs. Carriere, is there anything you can tell us today that will help us identify this man who said he was going to kill Ms. Remardi?”


    He thought he’d asked this as kindly as he could, but Genevieve fixed him with a bitter look.


    “I’d rather stop now,” she said. “I can’t tell you how upsetting this is. It was all so crazy.” Genevieve had never surrendered her handkerchief and she looked down to be certain it was at the ready.


    “Perhaps you can just say yes or no to my question,” said Arthur, “and we can be done.”


    What flashed very briefly from Genevieve toward Arthur was raw enough to be hatred. It seemed out of character, but in that look of loathing she’d found his enduring vulnerability, and Arthur flapped a hand against his side.


    “Okay,” he said. “I’ll agree to adjourn.”


    The next voice seemed to come from nowhere.


    “I think she should answer that question right now.” It was Larry.


    They all turned to him. The court reporter’s hands were poised over the long keys of the steno machine, uncertain if he should take down an interruption from a non-attorney. Muriel in the meantime was staring at Larry with sufficient wrath that Arthur was surprised she had not simply belted him.


    “Make her answer,” Larry told Muriel. There was a moment between them, some test of faith, Arthur could see. Then Muriel relented.


    “Okay,” said Muriel. “Answer.”


    Genevieve instead faced Marta. Marta scooted her chair an inch or two closer to her client and covered Genevieve’s hand with her own, waiting for her to compose herself.


    “I think this is all pointless,” said Genevieve. “None of this is going to help those girls. And with Erno now, no one’s going to know anything for certain.”


    “Move to strike as nonresponsive,” said Muriel. “Answer the question. Do you know anything that will help identify the man who said he would kill Luisa Remardi?”


    “It’s my question,” said Arthur. “I’ll withdraw it.” He had no idea what he was doing, except instinctively pulling as hard as he could against Muriel.


    “I’ll re-pose it,” said Muriel.


    “It’s not your turn,” said Arthur. “And we just agreed to adjourn.”


    “Let’s finish,” said Muriel. Through the brief byplay, she had never removed her eyes from Genevieve, who seemed powerless to do anything other than stare back, notwithstanding a leakage of tears.


    “You didn’t ask if I knew him,” she said to Muriel. “You asked if he gave his name. And he didn’t. But I’d seen him before. Around the airport. And I know his name now.” She turned then to Arthur, and in the utter gravity of Mrs. Carriere’s large brown eyes, he suddenly comprehended the meaning of her warning glances and the depth of his foolishness.


    “It was your client,” she said to him. “Mr. Gandolph. He’s the man who said he was going to kill Luisa.”
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    ARTHUR DID HIS BEST to escape from the Sterns’ overdone offices alone, but Muriel and Larry arrived while he was still awaiting the elevator, and in neutered silence the three stood in front of the crafted brass doors. Muriel eventually said something about filing a motion to dismiss in the Court of Appeals, but Arthur did not have the stuff to respond, or even to listen. He let them go down ahead of him when the first car arrived.


    A few minutes later, he reached the entry to the Towers, where a fan of steel and glass swelling overhead offered protection from a sudden summer downpour. Arthur peered out, then walked into the rain, traveling more than a block before he noticed he was getting wet. He ducked into the doorway of another Center City building and then, after a moment in which he once more fell into agitated reflection, started through the storm again. He had to get back to the office. He had to tell Pamela. It occurred to him, in time, that he was hungry
and weary and needed to pee. Yet as he was pelted, all he could hold in mind was Mrs. Carriere’s final answer. Your client. Mr. Gandolph. He chewed her words down to a vile, indigestible remnant, until he felt obliged to accept the obvious and find dry ground. Then in a few minutes, he was hurtling forward again, walking out of desperation, as if, in another location, her testimony might mean something else.


    By now, Rommy existed in his mind solely as a woebegone innocent—and more important, he himself as the valiant champion of a just and miraculous cause. If Rommy was guilty, then Arthur’s world was different and gloomier, a place he had grown convinced he was no longer required to inhabit. Life again would be only hard work and duty.


    Eventually, he found himself in front of Morton’s. Desperate by now, he stepped in, intending to look for the men’s room, but once through the doors he thought of Gillian, inspired by a peripheral impression of her fox-colored hair. Approaching the cosmetics counter, he saw no sign of her. He was sure it had been an illusion when she suddenly reared up before him, after replacing stock in the drawers below.


    “Arthur.” Gillian stepped back with a long hand lying over her collar.


    “He did it,” said Arthur. “I thought you should know. Muriel will leak it to everybody. You’ll hear soon. But he did it.”


    “Who did?”


    “My client. Rommy. He’s guilty.”


    Gillian emerged through a small hatchway in the counter. She took Arthur by the elbow, as she might a wandering child.


    “What do you mean, ‘He’s guilty’?”


    Arthur described the deposition. “I can’t figure any of it out right now,” he said. “I feel like my brain’s been in the microwave or something. Where’s the washroom?”


    She called to a colleague that she was taking her break, then steered him along, offering to hold on to his briefcase. Down the escalator was a coffee bar where she would wait for him.


    A few minutes later, hoping to calm himself, Arthur took stock in front of the mirror over the bathroom sinks. His hair had more or less washed off his head and, under the intense fluorescents, looked like
an ink spill. His gray suit was soaked black across the shoulders. No wonder Gillian had jumped at the sight of him. He looked like a homeless person rolled out of a gutter.


    Outside, he briefly phoned Pamela, assuring her that the news was every bit as bad as it sounded, then rode the escalator down to the small coffee bar Morton’s had recently opened in the basement as yet another lure to keep customers in the store. The effort was working well today. Although lunch was long over, most of the small white tables were occupied by ladies waiting out the rainstorm, with their shopping bags beside their knees.


    A few feet ahead, Gillian sat with her back to him, finishing a cigarette. If nothing else, the sight of her removed him somewhat from the shock of Mrs. Carriere. In spite of his growing chill, and his current confusion, Gillian, as a figure, continued to inspire in him both excitement and hunger. But he could not pretend she had not achieved some of what she intended with her revelations the last time he saw her. It was the vision of a demonized teenager, applying cigarettes to her flesh, which had haunted him. He could see her, very pale and thin, pushing the ember against the sensitive region inside her arm, and all along maintaining a solemn face despite the pain and the hideous pungency of her own smoking flesh.


    Returning now, that image stopped Arthur in his tracks. He knew himself as a person of endless unsatisfied dreams. But overlaying the creature in perpetual adolescence was the man he had become in his thirties, neither a child nor a fool, someone who had begun to learn from his mistakes instead of repeating them to the point of infinity, someone who now could not only curb his yearnings but even leave them behind. In the last week and a half when he took a reprieve from work in the office to stare at the river, he had thought often of Gillian. Yes his heart swelled, yes he analyzed his conversations with her until they no longer remained intact in his memory, having grown jumbled with the sly interjections he imagined from himself thanks to the high-revving motor of his fantasies. But then his pulse slowed with a sense of the true risks facing him. He knew longing well, but he was less schooled in heartbreak.


    His divorce had been devastating. But he had married Marjya
largely because she would have him. She was very pretty. And certainly bright. And Arthur was unrelievedly horny. But he did not live one of the forty or so days they spent together feeling he understood the first thing about her. He could not get her to close the door to the john, or to take pleasure in most American food. Who could have told him how hard it was to explain yourself to someone who’d grown up without a television set, who had only a vague idea of who Richard Nixon was, let alone Farrah Fawcett or Rubik’s Cube? Every instant was a surprise—especially the final one when she said she was leaving him for a countryman, a tile fitter no less.


    How could she just abandon him, he asked, their life?


    ‘Ziss?’ she replied. ‘Ziss is nossink.’


    That had been bad. But Gillian, as someone he aspired to in such an exalted way, no matter how foolishly, posed a danger far beyond what Marjya had wrought. In this world, he had next to nothing. But there was his Self—his fragile soul. A person as smashed and compromised as Gillian, a person who had been so conquered by her devils she could succumb to drunkenness and criminality and incestuous love and God knows what else—someone like that was as unpredictable as Susan. He had told Gillian he was not frightened of her. That had been dashing—and foolhardy. Afterwards, he had realized it was not wholly true. In the late afternoons, when he turned from his desk and let his mind escape on the scales of orange light on the river, the thought of Gillian also brought a cool realization of the way love could become a catastrophe.


    Standing still in the store basement, he thought it all through one more time. Then he continued ahead. He could only be himself, which meant pursuing the chance, no matter how slight, to be with someone he dreamed of, to vault the unconquerable distance between what lived only in his mind and what actually was. Like food and health and shelter, everyone, he believed, was entitled to that.


     



     



    WHILE ARTHUR WAS GONE, Gillian sat at the little white table and went through several cigarettes. Recently, she had been holding to less than a pack a day, but by now it had become a virtual certainty that
her encounters with Arthur would shake her. The disruptions often seemed worthwhile in their way, but she still needed to be fortified by nicotine. She’d quit smoking in law school, and started again only at Hazelden, where she was hospitalized while she kicked. At the NarcAnon meetings there, everyone seemed to have a cigarette between their fingers. She knew she’d traded one addiction for another, the new one nearly as lethal, and less fun, but such were the terms of a life to be lived one day at a time.


    Turning around, she caught sight of Arthur wandering back, very much lost in himself. She had something important to say to him and did not even wait for him to sit down.


    “You shouldn’t give up, Arthur.”


    His mouth drooped open as he sank to a seat.


    “I have no right to give you advice,” she said. “But let me. You’ve done too much good work. If there’s one undiscovered witness, then there may be others.”


    Initially, as she’d awaited Arthur, she had felt troubled for his sake. After visiting Arthur in his home, after meeting Susan, after listening to his adoring accounts of his father, she wished for the light of something wonderful to shine on Arthur, because, quite simply, he deserved it. Losing Gandolph’s case would be an undeserved blow.


    But what brought her face-to-face with the Gillian who was so frequently a shock to herself was her own fierce disappointment at Arthur’s news. Everyone who had made a life in the criminal courts knew that defendants generally deserved their punishment. But as she’d sat smoking without interruption, the ash deepening in the little foil tray on the table, she had gradually—and calmly—recognized that she had wanted Rommy Gandolph to go free. She had wanted her judgment of him to be, like so many other judgments of that period, recognized as an error. And reversed. For today she finally understood: she equated a new life for Rommy Gandolph with her own renaissance. And she had depended on Arthur, that paragon of sincerity, as her knight errant. Because that was Arthur. Dependable. And virtuous. Perhaps what was most startling was that she was unprepared to let go. She felt no duty to explain her motives, but she remained determined to revive him.


    “The problem,” he said, “is I believed Genevieve. She really didn’t want to say it.”


    “And you believed Erno, too. Do you think now that he was lying?” He did not appear to have considered that. “You need time, Arthur. To talk to your client. And Erno.”


    “Right.”


    “Don’t give up.” She reached forward and clasped both of his hands. She smiled this time and, a bit childishly, he seemed to reflect her encouragement. He nodded, then bundled his arms against his body. He was freezing to death, he said, and needed to get home to change. She had no trouble believing that; his hands had been like marble.


    “Forgive me, Arthur, but looking at you, I wonder if you can keep your mind on the road. Am I being too much of a granny?”


    “Probably not. I’ll take a taxi.”


    “You’ll be lucky to find one in the rain. Where’s your car? I could drive. I’ve been practicing a bit with Duffy’s station wagon. And I have my lunch and dinner hours coming.”


    Arthur appeared muddled. From a house phone, she called Ralph, her boss, who told her to take her time. He expected little trade in light of the storm.


    “Come along, Arthur,” she said. “Worrying about your fine automobile in my hands will keep your mind off your troubles.”


    Arthur’s monthly space was half a block down, which they reached through a series of basement arcades connecting the buildings. The lot was under one of the newer skyscrapers, and exited onto Lower River, a parkway that ran beneath River Drive above. Newcomers to the city could never make sense of the road, and Gillian, who hadn’t been down here in a decade, was not much better off. Lower River had been designed to move trucks off the Center City streets, allowing them access to the loading docks of the big buildings. It worked well for that purpose, but the roadway was tortuous and the environment surreal. Sulfur lights glowed down here twenty-four hours a day, and over the years, the homeless had made this their chief refuge. The wilted cartons and soiled, spring-shot mattresses where they slept were piled into the recesses between the concrete buttresses supporting
River Drive. Rain dribbled down between the seams in the street overhead, while grimy men in ragged clothes loitered between the roadside pillars, looking, at best, like creatures from Les Misérables, if not The Gates of Hell.


    In the car, Arthur remained focused on today’s catastrophe.


    “Do you feel vindicated?” he asked.


    “Not at all, Arthur,” she said with some vehemence. “In no way.”


    “Really? After the beating you’ve taken in the papers, I thought you’d be bitter.”


    “In that case it was courageous of you to come and tell me this yourself. Frankly, I’d rather thought I’d heard the last from you, Arthur.”


    Gillian drove with the hesitance of the elderly, jiggling the wheel and braking too often, watching the shining pavement in the same fixed way she would a minefield. Nonetheless, when they coasted to a light, she permitted herself a sideward glance. In Arthur’s present state of mind, it seemed to take him a while to understand she was alluding to what she’d told him about her brother in their last conversation.


    “More the reverse,” he said then. “I thought I might have offended you by what I said when you got out of the car.”


    “Oh, I’m sure you were right about that, Arthur. I probably was trying to adjust your high opinion of me.”


    “You arrange everything so nobody has a chance with you. You know that, don’t you?”


    She became aware in a moment of how tightly she was gripping the steering wheel.


    “I’ve heard that before,” she told him. “That doesn’t mean my warnings aren’t to good effect, Arthur. It probably justifies them.”


    “Right,” he said. “I’ve heard all your caveats. But I never imagined you were faultless, Gillian. Just appealing.”


    “Appealing? How so?”


    She could feel him staring. They were getting close to his apartment and Arthur’s final directions were issued in a bristling tone. Plainly, he was irritated with her for putting him on the spot. But he answered.


    “I think you’re very smart and very beautiful, the same thing everybody
else has always thought, Gillian. You know what bells you set off, don’t pretend you don’t.”


    “You mean sexually appealing,” she said. Being behind the wheel seemed to allow for bluntness. Or perhaps it was just her faultless instinct for keeping everyone at bay. But she thought she had a point.


    “You sound like you resent that. It’s a fact of life, isn’t it?”


    Arthur gestured to the old brick three-flat, and Gillian pulled the car to the curb with a sense of relief. She faced him now.


    “But that’s the root of it, isn’t it? Sex?”


    Pained, he screwed up his face. He was regretting everything. She could see it. This conversation. Anything else he had said that had exposed him to her uncivil tongue.


    “Really,” he said, “what would be so wrong if I said yes? You want to reduce it to the basics? Sure, I’d like to make love to you. Eventually. You’re a very attractive woman. I’m a man. It’s pneumatics and instinct. I mean, I don’t think that’s going to happen today—or tomorrow, or anytime in the near future. I’d like to know you. I’d like you to know me. I’d love you to know me and like me so much that you’d want that to happen. You can make fun of that, too, Gillian.” He opened the car door, and she reached after him.


    “I’m not making fun, Arthur. I have a point.”


    “About?”


    “What was your word. ‘A crush’? You’re grasping after your own images. From eons ago. You don’t see me as I am, Arthur.”


    “Maybe I see you more clearly than you see yourself”


    “There’s a great deal you don’t know, Arthur.” She looked down the street, overhung by the stout arms of large old elms, hardy survivors in full leaf. Beneath them, the rain had dwindled to a few drops. The word ‘heroin’ was on her lips, but her motive for telling that story would be immediately suspect, taken, like her revelation about Carl, as yet another dramatic warning shot meant to hold Arthur at arm’s length. “A great deal,” she repeated. “And it frightens me.”


    “Because?”


    “Because it’s inevitable that you’ll be disappointed. I’ll feel like a villain and you’ll be far more dashed than you imagine.”


    “Well then, that will be my problem,” he said. He pushed the door wider. “Look, I’m sick of this conversation. I’m sick of you telling me what to want. You’re entitled to say no. I’ve heard it before, and I haven’t jumped off any bridges yet. So say no, once and for all, and let’s get this over with. But stop acting like a tease.”


    “I don’t want to say no,” she answered. The words froze her heart. Arthur, too, looked taken aback. Gillian stared through the windshield, spotted with rain, suddenly bewildered and frightened, then, with nothing else to say, asked him if the car was okay as it was.


    “Fine,” he said. “Come on up. I’ll give you a magazine and a cold drink while I change.”


    As his father probably had, Arthur kept the shades on the southern windows drawn in the summer, and today the dim apartment had an elderly smell, undusted, with cooking odors greased into the wallpaper and plaster. Like her, he seemed unsettled by the conversation they’d just had, and he traveled around nervously, turning up each of the window air conditioners. He asked what she wanted to drink and then immediately corrected himself.


    “I mean, a soft drink. Only I don’t know what’s in the fridge.” He started in that direction, but she said she was fine. “Right,” he said. “I won’t be a minute.” He stared, then without another word disappeared into his bedroom and closed the door.


    She stood alone in the living room several minutes. From the bedroom, she could hear drawers slamming as Arthur hastily shed his clothes. Eventually, she turned to the window and lifted the shade. In the sky, there was suddenly an inkling of sun. Arthur Raven, she thought. Who could imagine? But even at that, a shiver of delight penetrated her. This was why it was worth getting up every day. Because life could still hatch surprises. She went then and rapped firmly on the center panel of the dark bedroom door.


    “May I come in, Arthur?” she asked.


    He cracked the door and peeked out. He asked her to repeat what she’d said and she did.


    “Why?” he asked.


    She looked at him.


    “Oh, please,” he said. “So you can prove to me it’s not worth all the drama?”


    He might have been right at that. She seemed embarked on one of those moments of numb action that had gotten her into so much trouble over the years. But she’d been right to contend that this relationship could never stand the light of day. A shuttered boudoir was the only place it could be conducted in earnest.


    “Arthur, don’t play hard to get. I doubt I’ll have the courage to do this again.” She inched her way over the threshold and kissed him. It was dry and cold and unimpressive, even for a first effort. But it served to make the point. When he stood back, he was wearing only his wet socks.


    “How should this go, Arthur?”


    He looked at her bleakly. “Slowly,” he said.


    He kissed her now, not much better than the first time, and took her hand and led her to the bed. He drew the shades fully, darkening the room. He spoke to her without daring to look at her.


    “You take off your clothes. And then let’s sit next to each other. Just sit here.”


    She undressed with her back to him. She folded her clothes and left them on a chair and sat again, then felt the bed sag with his weight. He was close enough that she felt his thick thigh brushing her flank. She glanced down, almost against her will, and saw his organ already pointing between his thighs. She knew in Arthur both tenderness and greed. She could not guess which would prevail. Probably, if she drew a picture, she’d expect him to maul her. But she’d committed herself to this. It was a leap into darkness.


    Nothing happened at first. It was still afternoon and the daylight seemed to soften the sounds from outside. With the end of the rain, bugs were sawing away in the trees and a bus snored off blocks away.


    After a few minutes, she felt his fingertips on her thigh. He touched her slowly. He touched her knee. He lightly touched her back and her shoulders. He touched her neck. As he’d promised, he moved slowly. By the time he touched her breasts, her nipples had
peaked. He kissed her then—her shoulders, her breasts. He kissed her mouth briefly and then worked his way downward. He parted her knees and with time brought his mouth against her there. After circling forever, he dove farther inside.


    For a moment then, she opened her eyes to the sight below of Arthur Raven’s shiny scalp. Several of his dwindling hairs were standing up straight as a rooster’s comb, and she had to choke back the fatal impulse to laugh. She hung there an instant, coldly conscious, lecturing herself although there were no particular words, but wanting the right thing, endeavoring only to feel, and sinking slowly toward the well of sensation. A few times she rose back up, but she escaped more willingly on each occasion, until, by the time he was inside her, she had finally joined herself to the pleasure. This was life, she thought then. These sensations, so long gone, were the river that fed that lost thing called life. She rode upward on the silvery current and could not even remember reaching out to him, but they were bound now, her head crushed to his shoulder, her legs locked behind him, as her body responded in equal reflection of his rhythm.


    Afterwards, he opened the blinds to let some light into the room. She shielded her eyes, but felt the full weight of his vision as he stood nearby and examined her.


    “You are very beautiful,” he said.


    “I’m one of those women, Arthur, who looks her best in clothing.” She had spent many hours in self-assessment and knew what he saw. She was freckled, with long limbs and shallow breasts, and so pale that her shanks looked almost blue.


    As for Arthur, he was not purely the man he appeared. He was drooping in the middle, but he had actually spent some of his lonely hours keeping fit. His round shape was more the result of a rib cage so bowed it resembled a helmet. He had thin hips and birdy little legs, and beautiful, strong arms. He was also the hairiest man she’d ever seen. Without his clothes, he somehow seemed spry and quick. In retraction, his male organ glimmered amid the forest like a bulb. It was like the rest of Arthur, thicker than some, but not long. He was beside the bed, studying her, and she reached out and then brought herself forward and put the whole thing in her mouth. It grew larger for a while.


    “Not yet,” he said.


    But she was not ready to release him. She worked at it with a deliberate tenderness, the tenderness he had shown her, until he was fully erect again, then she ran his penis like a wand, across the ridges of her face, her eyes, her cheeks, her mouth, then took him in again. When he fell down beside her this time, he slept.


    She found a coverlet at the foot of the bed and lay within it, staring at the old ceiling fixture, a frosted square of brain-dead ’50s design, reviewing the sensations in her own mind. She had not realized he was awake when he spoke to her again, some time later.


    “The Bible has it right.”


    “The Bible? Is that what you’re thinking about, Arthur?”


    “I am.”


    She closed her eyes. It would be terrible if this moment turned to homily or cant.


    “I am. I’m thinking about that phrase. ‘He knew her.’”


    “It’s from the Greek.”


    “Is it? It’s right. Isn’t it?”


    “Do you know me, Arthur?”


    “Something, yes. Something essential.”


    She considered the notion and dismissed it as preposterous. No one knew her. She didn’t know herself.


    “What do you know about me?” she asked.


    “I know you’ve suffered your whole life, just like I have. I know that you’re sick of going it alone. Is that right?”


    “I have no idea,” she said.


    “You want the respect you’re entitled to,” he said. “You need that.”


    She sat up. The conversation was making her uncomfortable.


    “Don’t think.” She kissed him. “Can you do this again?”


    “I have great reserves,” he answered. “A lifetime.”


    “I want to do this again.”


    When they were done, she went to Arthur’s small bathroom. This time for her had been far better. Sensation rippled through her enormously whenever he moved. She had made sounds, cried out, and a spectacular wave of feeling had engulfed her at last, a quaking, serial orgasm that belonged on the Richter scale. She rocked there at the
height of it, like a nest in the top of a tree, beyond breath or time, not wanting to let it go and letting go only because she knew she would pass out shortly if she didn’t.


    The echoes of pleasure had left such tremors in her legs that she was unsure how long she could stand. He was such a simple man, she thought, looking about. His car was from Beverly Hills, but his bathroom belonged in a tenement. The sink rode on chrome legs. Long ago, someone had fixed a frilled skirt over the toilet tank and a shag cover on the seat, and she sat on that, again remembering her pleasure. When she went back in memory this time, she began to weep. She was shocked—shocked by the emotion that ripped through her and the phrase that rose to her lips.


    She howled. She threw both hands over her mouth, but she could not stop. In time, Arthur overheard her, knocked repeatedly, and finally forced his way in. Naked, still, she sat looking up at him.


    “I wanted it so badly,” she said to him, as she had been saying to herself. She had no idea what ‘it’ was exactly, but surely not the creature act. The relief of momentary pleasure in a miserable world? Respect, as he’d said? Or merely connection, loving connection? The fury of this unnamed desire, which had lain obscured by debris inside her like some archaeological treasure, stunned her. Oh, how she had wanted it!


    She sat there crying, crying for all the world, saying again and again that she wanted it so badly. Arthur knelt beside her on the cold tiles of the bathroom and held her, saying, “You have it now, you have it.”
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    “OH MY GOD!” As soon as the brass elevator doors had met, reuniting the leafy Deco designs embossed there and leaving Arthur Raven safely behind, Muriel clapped her hand to her chest and sagged against Larry, planting her narrow shoulder on his arm. “When did you know?”


    “Before Arthur.” Larry shook his head in pity. He still liked Arthur, especially now that they’d kicked his fanny. Upstairs, outside the Sterns’ offices, with the air between the three of them brittle as glass, Arthur looked as if he might faint, as if his heavy briefcase might drag him to the floor. “Talk about the poster child for the pale and clammy. I thought of dialing 911. Where does he go now?”


    “Probably to Rudyard to read out his client—or to County to do the same thing to Erno, assuming he’s still alive. I heard he took a turn for the worse.”


    Larry made a sarcastic remark about Erno’s well-being, then asked
what he’d meant to originally, whether Arthur had really run out of options in court. Muriel shrugged. For the moment, she seemed far more interested in hearing how he’d figured out it was Rommy who’d threatened Luisa.


    “I just kept asking myself, What’s this lady’s story?” Larry said. “Genevieve’s good people. Usually a better-than-average person has got to have a decent reason to stiff the truth. The way I read her, she figures Luisa’s dead, can’t change that, let’s do the best for the daughters. And that means keeping the lid on the real story—not just because TN may turn the dogs loose, but because it spreads fertilizer all over Mommy’s grave. Once you say Rommy was the one threatening Luisa, you have to say why. The whole world hears about the tickets now, including Luisa’s girls.”


    They emerged into the brighter lobby. Muriel was tanned to a summer glow, but Larry could see that she’d also been lit by victory. In her happy moments, when she was relaxed, Muriel was the funniest girl in the world. And she was happy now, especially with him.


    “You’re the man, Larry.” She beamed up at him, revealing that little gap between her front teeth. He wished with all his might this declaration didn’t excite him, as it did. Probably if Muriel and he had worked it out ten years ago, they’d be the Bickersons by now, like every other old couple. But you always wanted what you didn’t get, and since his meltdown in Atlanta, he’d been coming to terms: he wasn’t getting over Muriel, not in this lifetime.


    His thoughts of her were always attached to the idea of destiny. She was in every fiber a person who believed there was a Plan, one she intended to be part of, and in her company he was inevitably under the same spell. What he had lost most, when he lost her, was the belief that great things were in store for him.


    It was raining hard, but Muriel managed to flag a taxi. Larry had left his stuff in her office and jumped in beside her. On the way Muriel asked his opinion about who in the press to give this to. She still had time for the TV news. On her cell, she called Stanley Rosenberg at Channel 5. Then she phoned Dubinsky at the Tribune. “Stew? I have tomorrow’s headline today. ‘Witness: Gandolph Said He Would Kill July 4 Victim.’”


    Larry felt less exuberant. Being around Muriel probably dampened his mood. But he’d shoved aside a lot of questions during the dep that were bothering him now. First off, he had to be dumber than a box of hair not to tumble to a ticket agent stealing tickets. Then he remembered what had misled him.


    “You know,” he said, as soon as Muriel was free, “I’ve gone over my notes of my conversation with Erno back in October ’91 probably a hundred times. Two hundred. And when I asked him how Luisa was minting money, he brought up the subject of stolen tickets and said they hadn’t had any problems for years.”


    “Maybe he didn’t know what she was doing. The stuff Genevieve heard from Squirrel—I saw Pharaoh and I’m going to kill her—that might just sound to Erno like Luisa had been stepping out on him.”


    “On Rommy? And besides, why would Erno have Luisa searched, if he didn’t know about the tickets?”


    Muriel was too high to worry, but he persisted.


    “Okay, and here’s another thing. I’ve got it in my notes that Erno told me we ought to subpoena Genevieve to the grand jury.”


    “Thinking she’d put it on Rommy?”


    “Obviously. But why so coy? Why not say straight up Genevieve could tell me Squirrel had threatened to kill Luisa, instead of playing dumb?”


    The rain was nearly solid when they left the taxi. Muriel held her briefcase over her head, her heels smacking up little spurts on the granite steps of the Kindle County Building. The structure was a century old, a red-brick block built in the same style as the gloomy factories of that era. Even in good weather, the interior light had the quality of old shellac. Muriel was royalty inside this building. The bailiffs at the metal detectors greeted her as ‘Chief,’ and passing through the lobby she was accosted every ten feet by somebody else. Two deputy P.A.’s, interviewing a nine-year-old in connection with the murder of another child, chased after her, seeking permission to cut a deal. She told them it was too soon, then moved on to happier tasks, greeting at least a dozen people by name. She was far more natural at this kind of politicking than he would have imagined ten years ago, looking genuinely eager to hear about grandma’s progress after a hip
replacement, or how the third-grader was doing in her new school. Only those who knew Muriel best might recognize it was a one-way street, that she seldom shared much about herself.


    Larry went ahead to wait for her by the elevator bank, still puzzling about Erno.


    “Try this,” he said to Muriel, without any preamble, when they boarded the car alone. “Erno hears about Squirrel and Luisa from Genevieve. Squirrel’s a thief, and, like Erno told me, tickets are the best things around there to steal, and Luisa’s a ticket agent. So he has her searched on a pretext.”


    “Right.”


    “But he doesn’t find the tickets. So he picks door number two: just some weird screwball with a crush who’s talking trash. And instead, six weeks later, she gets offed. So now he can’t raise his hand and say I know what this is about.”


    “Because?”


    “Because he fucked up. Because he’d have to admit that he violated the union agreement and had searched her on a pretext. And never bothered informing the cops about Squirrel. Some good plaintiff’s lawyer with orphans for clients will choke a fortune out of Erno and the airline, and his bosses will blame Erno for being asleep at the wheel.


    “But then his handsome nephew gets cracked, and Erno thinks it over again, because he really wants to save Collins. I don’t know which of them found out Squirrel had the cameo, if Collins came up with that or Erno had been gumshoeing around on his own and fed it to Collins, but either way, Erno deals it out to me in pieces to make sure he doesn’t get any shit on his shoes. ‘Go talk to Collins. And by the way, subpoena Genevieve.’ It sort of fits, doesn’t it?”


    They had entered the vast outer office of the P.A. and the Chief Deputy. Muriel stopped at one of the secretarial stations to pick up messages and an armful of mail. In her office, she closed the door and had him play the whole thing back one more time.


    “It was the truth,” concluded Larry. “What Erno was telling us way back when. It was always the truth. He’s just burned now because he helped us out and he’s still dying in prison.”


    He watched her assess this, lips rumpled.


    “Okay,” she said. “Call for the heralds. And several witnesses.”


    “Because?”


    “I’m going to say it.” She reached the considerable distance up to his shoulder. “You were right. At least, close enough. You’re right.” Her dark eyes were lively as diamonds. “You’re always right, Larry.” There was a little hiccup there, before she finally lowered her hand. “You’re right,” she said again and threw the mail down on her desk. “Happy?”


    Now that she asked, he found he wasn’t completely.


    “Something is bugging me about the fence. King Tut or whatever. The Pharaoh.”


    “What about him?” she asked.


    “I don’t know. But I want to be the first boy on my block to remind him of old times. If Pharaoh is a super-big pal of Squirrel’s, he might even deny everything Genevieve gave us, especially if Arthur gets to him before I do and gives him a road map.”


    “So let’s find him.”


    “I’m figuring ‘The Pharaoh’ for a gang handle, right?”


    That had been Muriel’s thought, too.


    “I’ll get with the guys in Gang Crimes,” Larry said. “They’ve been helping me figure out the Gangster Outlaw angle on Erno.”


    Muriel lolled on the side of her desk, thinking it all over. She shook her head in wonder.


    “Dude, you’ve been taking your smart pills.”


    “Yeah,” he said, “if I’m so smart, how come I didn’t think of wheels on luggage? I ask myself that whenever I walk through an airport.”


    Muriel laughed at that one. She’d worn a little jacket over a sleeveless dress and she removed the cover-up now. The P.A.’s Office seldom got below eighty in the summer, even with the air-conditioning on full throttle. Her shoulders were peeling. When she focused again on Larry, she had a far more sober look.


    “No, you’re smart, Larry,” she said quietly and took another instant to herself. “You really rocked my world down in Atlanta.”


    They hadn’t spoken of Atlanta—not on the plane back or in the days since—and Larry didn’t wanted to talk about it now. He’d blame
the booze, if he had to. He was relieved to find she had another moment in mind.


    “That equal sign you put between Rod and Talmadge? That tune’s been on replay for days.”


    “I was out of line.”


    “You were,” she said. “You were definitely out of line. But what I’ve been wondering about is why would you even say that to me? You just sort of drop by and say, ‘Sucks to be you.’ What is that, Larry?”


    “I’m not sure, Muriel. I guess I thought I was right.”


    “Well, what good does that do you? Or me, for that matter?”


    He suddenly felt like squirming. “I’m sorry, Muriel. Honestly. I should have kept my mouth shut.”


    But that, clearly, was not the answer she wanted. She watched him at length, until her look had softened to a rare aspect for Muriel, something approaching sadness.


    “I mean, Jesus, Larry,” she said quietly, “really, when did you get so smart?”


    “I just know you, Muriel. I don’t know much. But I know you.”


    “I guess you do,” she said. There was a moment down in Atlanta when he thought she had it as bad as he did, and from the way she was eyeing him now, he was starting to get that feeling again. What would that mean? Nothing good, he decided. From a filing cabinet in the corner, he retrieved the things he’d left behind, his case file and, in a demonstration of appalling meteorological skills, his folding umbrella. It was the size of a baton and he displayed it to her.


    “Not as smart you think,” he said.


    She’d sat down at her desk to begin working, but shook her head resolutely to show she did not agree.
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    “HE’S GOING TO EXPLAIN IT,” Pamela told Arthur when he’d picked her up at 6:00 this morning for another odyssey to Rudyard. She had persuaded herself overnight, but Arthur suspected even Pamela did not completely believe it. After nine months in practice in the big city, she was already beginning to acquire a skeptical air. Opponents had lied to her. Judges had ruled unfairly. There had even been a few bitter remarks about men.


    But this morning, he would not quarrel with anyone about what was possible. He drove—but his heart was airborne. Right now a beautiful russet-haired woman slept in his bed, a woman with slender shoulders and a network of golden freckles on her back. He, Arthur Raven, had exhausted himself making love to a woman he desired, a woman he had desired for so long that she was the image of desire. He spoke to Pamela about the case, but his mind, like a homing signal,
came back to Gillian, and he had to struggle to keep laughter from frothing up out of his chest.


    She was a convict, of course. His spirit frolicked along a mesa with deep gorges on either side. There was Rommy, shown to be guilty after months of desperate labor. And now and then he recalled the sick fog of disgrace that hovered over Gillian. At those instants, he remembered her warnings about how soon she would disappoint him. But then, almost against his nature, he allowed himself to be engulfed again by a syrupy joy.


    At the institution, they waited as always. When Arthur phoned the office, his assistant read him the motion that Muriel had filed this morning with the Court of Appeals, asking it to bar further proceedings in Gandolph’s case. She’d included transcripts of both depositions, Genevieve’s and Erno’s, and argued what Arthur would have in her place—the issue was not Erdai but Rommy. The state was under no obligation to establish whether Erno was a bitter freak taking grim pleasure in overturning one more applecart before exiting the planet, or sincere, albeit deluded. The sole question for the court was whether a substantial basis existed to believe that Rommy Gandolph had not had a fair opportunity previously to contest the charges against him. Genevieve’s testimony, obviously reluctant, had only increased the sum total of evidence of Gandolph’s guilt. In that light, the litigation had gone on long enough. Applying to the Court of Appeals, rather than Harlow, Muriel might as well have labeled her paper ‘Motion to Prevent Further Rulings by Bleeding Heart Judge,’ but the Court of Appeals was, probably, the proper venue, and its judges in any event would defend their jurisdiction in their ongoing battles with Kenton Harlow. Arthur and Pamela would have to begin framing a response shortly, a challenging task if Rommy did not have some answer to Genevieve.


    As Rommy’s case had gained notice, there had been two fairly obvious reactions from the staff in the penitentiary to Arthur and Pamela’s frequent arrivals. Most of the correctional officers, who identified themselves with law enforcement, greeted the lawyers coldly. The Warden, for example, had initially denied them a visit today,
claiming the usual shortage of personnel, relenting only after Arthur had called the General Counsel for the Department of Corrections. Yet there were others in the prison hierarchy who were more sympathetic. To them, it was a long-accepted fact that a percentage of prisoners were not as bad as all that, and that there were even a few who were actually innocent. After daily contact with Rommy for a decade, several of the guards liked him and a few had even implied to Arthur that it was preposterous to think Rommy could ever have been a murderer. In the guardhouse today, Arthur caught a sidelong glance from a female lieutenant at the front desk who had been particularly warm for weeks now, and who apparently felt ill used after seeing the headlines in the last twenty-four hours. Being himself, Arthur felt a flush of shame that he’d misled her and so many others.


    Rommy had to know why his lawyers had abruptly appeared. The inmates were inveterate TV watchers, and the prison grapevine, the chief vehicle for news of the world outside, moved at the speed of the Internet. Yet Rommy, chained hand and foot, sauntered to his side of the glass in the attorney room, looking thin and lost, but virtually effervescent.


    “Hey, hey, how you-all doin?” He asked Pamela, as he did every time, whether she’d brought her wedding gown. This was perhaps their tenth visit, and it still remained unclear to both of them whether Rommy’s proposals were in earnest. “So how you-all been?” he asked. To Rommy, it was a social call. In point of fact, he was growing accustomed to visitors. The Reverend Dr. Blythe and his minions were here often, events Arthur could trace because of the regularity with which Blythe’s harsh rhetoric was echoed, in whatever mangled form, by his client.


    “We’ve had a setback,” Arthur said, then realized that the term was probably beyond Rommy, who had great difficulty with nuance. Rather than explain, Arthur simply asked him if he remembered Genevieve Carriere from the airport.


    “Black, ain she?”


    “White.”


    “Kind of plump?”


    “Right.”


    “And she got this gold cross with a little sapphire she always wearin?”


    Arthur recalled the jewel only now that Rommy mentioned it. There was no faulting a thief’s eye. He found his throat thickening around the next question.


    “Well, did you ever tell her you wanted to kill Luisa Remardi?”


    “Is that what she sayin?”


    “That’s right.”


    Rommy narrowed his face to a walnut, concentrating as if this had not been the talk of the cellblock for hours.


    “I don’t think I done said that to her. Nnn-uhh.” He continued to shake his head with growing confidence. When Arthur peeked at Pamela, who was holding the telephone handpiece between them, some of the light seemed restored to her long face. “No,” said Rommy. “I think the onliest one I gone on to like that was the other dude. And ain nobody seed him in years.”


    “Like what?”


    “You know. Killin and all that. Her. The lady.”


    “You did say that?”


    “But I’m sayin, he gone and all, that other dude. He got hisself cracked, even before them po-lice come down on me. Must have been into somethin nasty. Dudes he kicked with, they was like, he ain never gone come out. But I ain seen him down here. He doin fed time, or he dead, how I figure.”


    “What dude are we talking about?”


    “Dude what was getting them airline tickets from the lady.”


    Arthur looked down at his yellow pad. He had a habit of rubbing the few woolly patches left on his head, as if he couldn’t wait to get it over with, and he caught himself doing this now. Pamela and he had talked to Rommy countless times and never heard a word about airline tickets. When Arthur started at the firm, Raymond Horgan had told him, ‘Remember, not only is your client his own worst enemy, he is also yours.’


    “Are you talking about Pharaoh?” asked Arthur.


    Rommy actually smiled. “Tha’s him. Tha’s what he was callin hisself. Couldn’t hardly ’member his name.”


    Pamela inquired if Rommy had any memory of Pharaoh’s last name.


    “Might be I knowed another name, but all I recollect is Pharaoh.” He spelled it out in four letters: F, a, r, o. Pamela smiled fleetingly.


    “And how did you meet him?” Arthur asked.


    “I ain too sure ‘bout that. I knowed him awhile. I’m thinkin could be he used to hook me up. But I ain seed him in a long time. Then I run across’t him in a club. I was doin some bidness, and how you like that, there he is, didn’t even ’member his name, but he knowed me. We got to kickin. He had hisself a whole new scene. How you call it?” Squirrel asked himself.


    “Stealing,” said Arthur. At his side, Pamela recoiled, delivering a stark look, but he didn’t really care. This was getting worse by the minute. As for his client, Rommy had learned long ago to humor rather than confront his antagonists. He chuckled amiably at his lawyer.


    “No, I knowed that word,” he said. “He had somethin goin where he was tellin me he could unload hot airline tickets and never get cracked or nothin. Pushin them through some company. So he had in mind if maybe I knowed somebody might get some tickets for him, be good for us both. Tha’s how the lady got into it.”


    “Luisa? Remind us how you knew Luisa,” said Arthur. From the corner of his eyes, he issued a warning look to Pamela. He didn’t want her trying to dig Rommy out from under any of his earlier lies.


    “She been takin some stuff off me, actually.”


    “Stuff? You mean stolen merchandise?”


    “Stole?” countered Rommy. “I didn’t never aks no man his bidness. If I could make a dollar, tha’s all I wanted to know.”


    “But Luisa bought from you?”


    “Wasn’t nothin really. They was one them dispatch guys over at T&L, with the trucks? Him and me put some stuff on the street. She took a radio, I ’member. That’s how I knowed her to start. She was always kind of a talky one. Middle of the night, they wasn’t a whole lot for her to be doin. She be rappin to the walls if it wasn’t for me. The other, what’d you say her name—”


    “Genevieve?”


    “She just liked to sit with her book, if they wasn’t no planes. I ain never talked with her much. She probably don’t even know my name, truth be told. Must be she sayin she know me cause that po-lice got her like he done with me. Ain that right?” Rommy peered over a hand to see how this defense, undoubtedly assembled for him last night by prison mates, would go down. Arthur suggested he continue.


    “Well, tha’s all. I aksed that other lady, Lisa, one night, said I knowed somebody might want to buy some extra tickets. She wasn’t too interested to start, but I kept aksin—Pharaoh, he said this here was real money—and finally she say she gone meet up with this dude just to be done with it. Was over there by Gus’s, and I’s kinda walkin by the window, cause ol Gus was there and I couldn’t go in. She seem to be shakin her head mostly, but Pharaoh, he musta tole her somethin good cause no more’n a week later, she gimme a nice handful of green money, mine for doin the hookup and all.


    “Then I didn’t hear no more of it. So one day, I’s on them streets and yo, man, there’s that Pharaoh and it falls out, man, he and this lady, Lisa, they been doin somethin together every month or two. And I ain gettin no more. Pharaoh, he like, I thought for sure she be kickin down to you, she sure as hell gettin some on her end to do that. So I told him I’s gonna kill her next I see her, holdin out on me like that. That ain right, not a-tall. And she knowed it, too, even though she wudn’t admit it. We scream and holler some, but in the end she give me that necklace thing to shut me up.”


    “The cameo?”


    “’Zactly. She gimme that to hold on to, cause she been afraid I’s carryin on so round there at the airport, badmouthin with one person and another, she gone lose her job or somethin. Said that necklace was the most precious thing to her with her babies’ pictures inside, and once I had that I’s gone know she gettin me the money. Only she didn’t never get round to it.”


    “So you killed her,” said Arthur.


    Rommy sat straight back. He frowned in a manner that seemed, against all Arthur’s inner warnings, entirely spontaneous.


    “You thinkin that now, too? You gone over with them po-lice?”


    “You didn’t answer me, Rommy. I asked you if you killed Luisa.”



    “No, hell no. I ain the kind to kill nobody. I’s just woofin a little, cause she made me look so bad with my man Pharaoh and all.”


    Rommy tried all the inept little tricks he’d affected throughout his messed-up life to enhance his credibility. He gave a small crippled smile and waved a thin hand, but eventually, as Arthur continued to study him, Rommy reverted to his fearful, skittery look. Still scrutinizing his client so intently that he might have been a code, Arthur thought suddenly of Gillian—not so much her plea to cling to hope but rather the sweetness of loving her. He felt somehow that protecting the Rommys of the world from the harshness that befell them was a piece of that. Those people were his, because, save for his father, he might well have been Rommy. Susan was Rommy. The planet was full of creatures in need, who could not really fend, and the law was at its best when it ensured that they were treated with dignity. He needed all of that in his life—love and purpose. He did not know, now that he’d finally embraced that, if he would ever be able to let go.


    So with the desperation with which he wanted love, he wanted to believe Rommy. But he could not. Rommy had a motive to kill Luisa. He had said he would do it. And then, when he had been caught with her cameo in his pocket, he’d admitted he had done it. It could not have all been a coincidence.


    While Arthur deliberated, Pamela was watching him, as if she needed his permission to hope herself. He moved his chin back and forth very slightly to let her know where he stood. Her look in response was deadened but resigned. It was she who then put the right question to their client.


    “Why didn’t you tell us this, Rommy? Any of it? We’ve talked with you about this case I don’t know how many times.”


    “You didn’t never aks. I tole all them lawyers what aksed.”


    There was always a point with Rommy when belief in his utter guilelessness evaporated, or more properly, where it was revealed as yet another mask. He may have had an IQ south of 75, but he knew how to be deceitful. From the start, he had realized the impact the truth about Luisa would have on Arthur and Pamela and their enthusiasm for his case. He knew that because he had seen what happened before, when he had told his earlier lawyers about fencing tickets with
Luisa, getting shortchanged, and vowing to kill her. At the start, Arthur had decided not to pierce Rommy’s privilege with any of his former attorneys, bearing in mind the motto he had repeated to Pamela the day they first met Rommy—new lawyer, new story. But there was no longer any mystery about why Rommy’s trial counsel had used an insanity defense or why their successors had never challenged Rommy’s guilt. Given his prior education, Rommy had no trouble reading what was on his present lawyers’ faces.


    “I ain kill’t nobody,” he repeated. “I ain the kind.” Then even he seemed to acknowledge the pointlessness of his protests. His shoulders lost shape and he looked away. “That don’t mean they ain gone kill me though, do it?”


    Arthur would do his duty and fight. He would remind the appellate court of Erno’s confession and the tardiness of Genevieve’s testimony about Rommy’s threat. But there was nothing to substantiate Erno, while Genevieve’s version was consistent with all the known facts. Its sincerity was bolstered by her reluctance. Worst of all, as Arthur now knew, what she’d said was true.


    “No,” said Arthur. “It doesn’t mean that.”


    “Yeah,” said Rommy, “I knowed that, cause I already started in havin the dream again last night.”


    “What dream?” asked Pamela.


    “How they comin to git me. How it’s time. When I was first in Condemned, I’s havin that dream all the time. Wake up, you sweatin so, you smell bad to your own self, I swear. Sometime I think they ain gonna have to bother killin me. All us Yellows, we always talkin ’bout it. You hear some dude cryin in the night, man, you know he done had the dream. It ain right a-tall to do that to a man, make him hear all that. They let me outta here,” said Rommy, “I ain never gone be right.”


    Neither Arthur nor Pamela could find a response to that.


    “You know, man, I been here when they come for a guy. Couple days before, they take you down there to the death house. Move you and all, I guess, when you still got some hope, so you don start in strugglin or nothin. Man, the last guy they done, Rufus Tryon, he was next cell to me, man. He wudn’t gone let them take him. Say he gone
get somebody ’fore he go. They wump him good. Even so, they say he done it again at the end. Had that last meal and throwed it all up on hisself—probably had some broken bones when they tied him in, but it don’t matter none then, do it? You think it’s better to get drug in or just walk, let them do what they gone do?”


    Pamela was nearly as red as a stoplight. She finally scraped out some word of consolation and told their client that the best thing was not to have to go in there at all. Rommy, who knew a joke when he heard it, offered his jack-o’-lantern smile.


    “Yeah, tha’s better all right, but still and all, you got to think on it. Gets on your mind, too. How’m I gone let them do me? Most of the time, I’s thinking, walk in there with your head up. I ain done nothin anybody ought to be killin me for. I stole some stuff, but you can’t get death for that, right? But that-all’s what I’m gone get anyway.”


    Past the point of professional dignity, Pamela had surrendered to promises she could not keep.


    “No, you aren’t.”


    “Yeah, I’m use to it. I mean, that got to be some time, don’t you think, knowin someone gone kill you? Thinkin to youself and all, I go walk down that hall and somebody gone kill me, this here the last walk, this the last stuff I’m gone see and I cain’t do nothin about it. That got to be some time. Man, I look down that way, in my head and all, I start to shake so bad.” Rommy hunched up his shoulders and, in the sight of his lawyers, dwelled with that terror. “Man, you doin all you doin, but I’m still here. Ain nothing changed for me.”


    Rommy’s anger was usually a shadow even to himself, but he suddenly marshaled much of it, due undoubtedly to the influence of the good Reverend Dr. Blythe. But at least Rommy found the rare strength there to bring his sepia eyes directly to Arthur’s through the glass.


    “I’m innocent, man,” he said then, “I ain kill’t nobody.”
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    EVENING IN THE OFFICE. At her vast desk, Muriel moved through the papers which had awaited her all day. On the rare nights when she and Talmadge were both home, she would bundle the draft indictments, the mail, and the memos into her case, and after dinner read everything over in bed, occasionally seeking her husband’s advice while the TV blared, the sheepdog and the cat competed for space on the covers, and Talmadge, loud at the best of times, held forth in a body-shaking timbre as he talked overseas, still unpersuaded that he did not have to shout across the ocean.


    But she preferred the solitary stillness of the office at six. When she was done tonight, like most nights, she would put in an appearance at a fund-raiser for a pol or a cause, banking a little more capital for her own campaign. Muriel would remember her precise destination only as she departed, when she picked up the file her assistant had left outside her door.


    For the moment, she was intent on a series of responses to a memorandum she’d circulated late last week, proposing a pilot diversion program for first-time narcotics offenders. The Chief Judge had signed off with timid commentary, intended to garner no blame if anything went wrong. Naturally, the General Counsel of the Police Force was opposed—the police wanted everybody in jail. Ned’s one-word note read, “Timing?” He wouldn’t put more in writing, but he was concerned about the political ramifications of allowing dope peddlers—albeit small-timers—back on the street in an election year. Yet Muriel would brave it. Counseling and job training were far cheaper than prison and trial, and she’d defang the right by talking up the tax savings; at the same time this initiative would help forestall Blythe and his camp followers in the minority communities. More important, it was the right thing to do. Kids with the guile and energy to sell drugs could still find a place in the legitimate world, if you got them started.


    “I’m sick of using the criminal justice system to clean up other people’s messes,” she wrote back to Ned. ‘The other people’ she had in mind were the schools, the social service network, the economic institutions, but Ned didn’t need a lecture. Nonetheless, she recognized the voice resounding through her note—her father’s. Tom Wynn was gone more than twelve years, but she heard herself uttering his populist wisdom frequently these days, and with more pleasure than she would have imagined a decade ago. Courtroom dramatics, much as she relished them, were already receding into her past—in fact, Erno Erdai might be the last man she ever cross-examined. She wanted to affect more than one life at a time. And the brute truth of prosecution was that you rarely made anybody’s existence much better. You stopped the bleeding. You prevented more pain. But you didn’t walk out of the building at night expecting to see any trees you’d planted.


    Her inside line rang. Her first thought was Talmadge, but the Caller I.D. showed Larry’s cell phone.


    “You’re working late,” she said.


    “No, you are. I’m at home. But I just thought of something. And I had a guess I’d find you there. I’m calling to tell on myself.”


    “Have you been naughty, Larry?”


    “I’ve been a moron. Was it me you were stroking the other day about being so smart?”


    “To the best of my recollection.”


    “Maybe you should ask for a recount,” Larry said now.


    Muriel wondered if this conversation was picking up where they’d left off. She’d never regarded herself as introspective by any measure. All her life, she’d been so bound up in being in the world, in doing, that she was liable to lose track of herself, like the fact that she was starving or needed the bathroom. Yet in the weeks since she’d been to Atlanta, she seemed to be spending a lot of time with her fingers on her own pulse. And one of the main questions that leaped out of the underbrush in her mind several times each day was exactly what was going on with Larry and her. It wasn’t breaking news when Larry had informed her on the way to Atlanta that she’d settled for less in her marriage. Reflective or not, she’d understood that much. What she’d missed was the repetitive nature of her mistakes. She had married idols, knowing all along she’d been rubbing her toes on clay feet at night. It would require some time, maybe a century or two, for her to sort out what that meant about her.


    For the present, Larry was the puzzle. She was glad she’d put him on the spot the other day after Genevieve’s dep, trying to get him to say why he’d been so determined to wise her up to herself. Was he wreaking vengeance or offering an alternative? It was obvious Larry had no clue, which was just as well, because she wasn’t sure either possibility would have made her particularly happy.


    As he went on now, she realized he had not called for a personal discussion.


    “I actually went to visit with Rocky Madhafi at Gang Crimes this a.m.,” he said, “and I’m there telling him how I’ve got to find some gangbanger called the Pharaoh and all the sudden I see the light. Remember you told me to dig up the guy Erno shot at Ike’s four years ago?”


    “Sure.”


    “Well, do you remember his name?”


    Eventually, she said, “Cole.”


    “What about his first name?”


    She was blank.


    “F, a, r, o,” said Larry.


    She took a second to get it, and her initial reaction was skeptical. For some reason, she’d assumed ‘Faro’ was pronounced like ‘Fargo.’


    “Well, there’s a good way to find out if it’s the same guy,” Larry said. “I mean, maybe there is. That’s what I just thought of.”


    For the hearing in front of Harlow, Larry and she had assembled a transfer case full of documents, which was now in the bay window behind Muriel’s desk. Among the records was a photocopy of the address book the evidence tech had found in Luisa’s purse at Paradise a decade ago. Originally, Muriel was planning to cross Erdai on the fact that his name wasn’t in there, but she decided to forgo it, since Arthur would just argue that a woman having an affair wouldn’t be calling her married lover at home. Muriel pulled the phone down to the carpet beside her and talked to Larry as she thumbed through the papers until she’d found the copy.


    “No ‘Faro Cole,’” Muriel announced.


    The sound of his cell spit on the line. “Check under F?” Larry asked finally.


    She hadn’t. ‘Faro’ was written in pen, in Luisa’s precise hand, which looked as if it had been inscribed against a ruler. ‘Cole’ had been added in pencil some time later.


    “Fuck,” Larry said.


    “Time-out,” Muriel said. She rewound and tried to go through it on her own. “Erno shot Luisa’s fence six years later? Is that a coincidence? Or do we know there’s a connection between Erdai and him?”


    “When Erno was arrested at Ike’s,” Larry said, “right after the shooting, Erno claimed Cole went off because Erdai had investigated him way back when for some kind of ticket fraud. Had to be referring to the scam Faro had run with Luisa and Squirrel, right?”


    Larry had been thinking about this all day and was way ahead of her. She asked how he got that.


    “Because we figured out last week that Erdai must have pieced together what the three of them were up to. That’s why he had Luisa
searched. And Genevieve said she had mentioned Faro’s name to Erno. He must have found him.”


    “And why is Faro pissed enough at Erdai six years later to come after him with a gun?”


    “I don’t know, not exactly, but in the five-sheets on the shooting, the coppers all said that Faro was screaming about how Erdai owed him for messing up his life. He must have put Faro out of business somehow. That would be like Erno, right? Whether Luisa was dead or not, he was still the sheriff in that town. It’s the same as I figured the other day. Erdai wanted the bad guys to get theirs. He just couldn’t let on that he could have saved Luisa’s life.”


    “So is this good news or bad news?”


    “Christ,” said Larry, “it’s gotta be good. It’s gotta be great. Remember how Erno jumped out of the witness chair when you asked him about the shooting? Didn’t want to go near it. Five gets you ten, that’s because he knew Faro could tell you what a load of crap Erdai was peddling on the stand. I say this boy Faro is going to give you the movie version of the coming attractions we heard from Genevieve last week. It’ll be Squirrel the Asshole Murderer in Technicolor.”


    She thought it over, but Larry was making sense.


    “The only hitch,” he said, “is I spent a good week pissing for shit and giggles looking for this Faro. Near as I can tell, he flew up his own behind.” From what he’d found, Larry said, Faro Cole seemed to have appeared on the local scene in 1990, when he’d applied for a driver’s license. He had an address and a phone, but was gone a year later, then returned in 1996 at another apartment. Once he was released from the hospital in 1997, following the shooting, he skipped again.


    Larry had made dozens of calls and had canvassed both prior addresses with Dan Lipranzer, but had added little to what they already knew, except that Faro was six three, 220 pounds, and born in 1965. Any paperwork, like credit reports or employment history which the phone company or his landlords had gathered, was destroyed long ago, and the state archived only the written data from his driver’s license. Faro Cole had no arrest record here—or elsewhere, according to the FBI. That was unusual for a fence, but Larry checked several
precincts, and no one knew Faro’s name. In desperation, Larry had even called a little birdie he had at Social Security who whispered in his ear now and then about whether payroll taxes had been paid on a number anywhere in the country. These days, Faro Cole appeared to be jobless or dead or using another name.


    “A guy who came into a bar waving a gun around,” Larry said, “I’d have figured they’d put some charges on him, but I guess with Faro bleeding out on Ike’s floor, nobody was thinking much about that. Undertaker looked like a better bet than the paramedics. Anyway, there’s no mug shot or prints. The only thing I find from the case is Faro’s gun and the shirt they stripped off him in surgery—still inventoried in evidence, actually. I thought if I send the pistol over to Mo Dickerman, it’s possible he can pick up a print on it. Maybe with that, we find Faro under another name.”


    Dickerman was the Chief Fingerprint Examiner and as good as anyone in the country. Muriel liked that idea.


    “And if you want to pop for it out of the P.A.’s budget,” Larry said, “we can do DNA on the blood on the shirt, too. See if he’s in CODIS.” CODIS stood for Combined DNA Index System, but that was a $5,000 longshot. Larry, however, wanted to pull out all the stops, and she didn’t fight him.


    “Happy?” she asked, as she had last week. Once again Larry hesitated.


    “I’m still missing something,” he said.


    “Maybe you miss me, Larry.” She found that line hilarious, but she didn’t linger on the phone to see if he, too, was laughing.
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    THEY WERE TOGETHER whenever they were not at work. For Gillian, who had defied the inclination to cling even in junior high, the experience was otherworldly. Arthur stayed in the office until she was done at the store, then picked her up for dinner at eight or nine. Usually she’d shopped at the gourmet counter at Morton’s and was waiting with a heavy shopping bag when Arthur’s round sedan cruised to the curb. At his apartment, they made love and ate and made love again. Most nights she slept there and returned to her place at Duffy’s for a few hours once Arthur left for work.


    Consuming physical passion had never really been part of any of her prior relationships. Now Arthur and the stimulation of sex remained at the periphery of her mind throughout the day. Often some stray association she could not even name sent a pleasing throb through her breasts and pelvis. Arthur and she seemed stuck in the sweet valley of sensation. The strong stalk that grew from Arthur was
like some secret self. Real life commenced here. This was the moist cellar of being, the dark mysterious foundation rooms. If she—or Arthur—had previously made the descent they might have an idea how to rise up from time to time, but now they seemed melted together at the core of pleasure.


    “I’m an addict,” she said one night, and was immediately struck dumb by her carefree remark. There were a thousand thoughts she was unwilling to explore.


    Their languor was reinforced by Gillian’s reluctance to carry their affair beyond Arthur’s bedroom. It seemed impossible to her that their relationship could survive once they began to mix with others, once they inserted themselves in the context of history and expectations and endured judgment and gossip. Like some enchantment, what existed between them would perish in the light of day.


    Arthur, on the other hand, would have been just as happy to take out front-page advertisements announcing his dedication to her, and he was frequently frustrated by her unwillingness to venture out together, even to visit the homes of his high-school and college friends who he insisted would be discreet and accepting. Instead, the only consistent company they kept was with Arthur’s sister, Susan. Every Tuesday, they drove to the Franz Center for Susan’s injection and the subsequent trip to the apartment. On the way back, Arthur narrated the events of his day, pretending Susan was keeping track. At the lights, she would glance to the backseat, almost as if she were checking that Gillian was still there.


    In the apartment, the agenda was always identical to their first evening together. Gillian remained largely an outsider as Arthur and Susan cooked, then Susan retreated with her plate to the television set. She spoke to Gillian infrequently. But when she did, the salvaged Susan, the coherent personality which collected inside her, the asteroid in a belt of space dust and gravel, was in charge. She never confronted Gillian with her madness.


    One night Arthur had to reset a circuit breaker in the basement. Seeking another cigarette, Susan approached Gillian on her kitchen stool. She now trusted Gillian to trigger the lighter for her, and she
took in the first breath as if she hoped to reduce the entire cigarette to ash with a single drag.


    “I don’t understand you,” Susan said. Shielded by the bluish veil she’d released between them, Susan darted her pretty green eyes toward Gillian.


    “You don’t?”


    “I keep changing my mind. Are you a Compliant or a Normal?”


    Gillian was taken aback, not by what Susan was suggesting, but because on her own, Susan had adopted the same coinage Gillian had applied at Alderson to the travelers on the trains that clattered past the prison boundary. They were Normals to Gillian not due to any inherent superiority, but because they were free of the stigma of confinement. That, undoubtedly, was how Susan regarded the so-called sane.


    “I’m trying to be a Normal,” Gillian said. “Sometimes it feels as if I am. Especially when I’m with Arthur. But I’m still not sure.”


    There was no more to the conversation, but a few nights later, Arthur called out to Gillian in excitement. She found him in the apartment’s second bedroom, where the only light was the cool glow from his office laptop, which he lugged home every evening.


    “Susan sent you an e-mail!”


    Gillian approached the screen with caution. As she read, she sank slowly to Arthur’s knee.


    


    

      Arthur give this to Gillian. DON’T READ IT. It’s not for you.


       



       



      Hi, Gillian.


      Please do not get too excited about this. I have been working on this e-mail for three days now and Valerie has given me some help. Usually, I cannot put down more than a sentence or two. There are only so many moments in the day when I’m able to hold on to words long enough to write them, especially
when they are about me. Either I can’t remember the term for the feeling, or the feeling disappears when I recall the word. Most of the time, my mind is fragments. Normals don’t seem to understand that, but for me the usual state in my head is images jumping up and disappearing like the flames over a burning log.


       



      But I am having good days and I had some things I could never tell you face-to-face. Conversation is so hard for me. I cannot handle everything at once. Just the look in someone’s eyes can be distracting. Let alone smiling or joking. Questions. A new saying is enough to send me off for several minutes, wherever it leads. It is better for me like this.


       



      What did I mean to say?


       



      I like you. I think you know that. You don’t look down on me. You have been to some bad places—I can feel that. But the more I see you, the more I realize we are not the same, even though I wish we were. I’d really like to think I can make it back the way you have. I want you to know how hard I try. I think to Normals it appears as if I just want to succumb. But it takes a lot of strength to hold my own. I am afraid whenever I see a radio, or hear one. I go down the street all the time saying Don’t listen, Don’t listen. And the sight of people on the bus with headphones may be my undoing. I hear only the voices I don’t want to whenever I see those
pads over somebody’s ears. Even as I am typing these words, I can literally feel the electricity coming out of the keyboard, and there is no way to turn off the certainty that someone like the Great Oz is out there at the heart of the Net, waiting to take me over. All my strength goes into resisting. I’m like those people in movies I remember from childhood, where there is a shipwreck and huge waves, and the survivors are paddling desperately in the water holding on to a life ring or a piece of floating junk, so they don’t go down.


       



      I can see you are trying every day, too. Keep trying. Keep trying. It would be harder for me if I ever saw someone like you give up. You make Arthur happy. It is easier for me when he is happy. I don’t have to feel I’ve ruined his life. Please do your best to keep him happy.


      Not just for me. For him. He deserves to be happy. It would be horrible if you weren’t with him. It is better with three.


       



      Your friend, 
Susan


    


    


    Gillian was devastated. It was like receiving a letter from someone held for ransom, someone you knew would never be freed. When she allowed Arthur to read the screen, he, predictably, wept. The messages he got were seldom more than ten or twenty words, produced in the isolated moments of coherence that fell upon Susan briefly every day, like a magic spell. But he was not envious so much as moved by his sister’s concern for him—and also, to Gillian’s eye, suddenly frightened.


    “What is she worried about?” Arthur asked. Gillian refused to answer.
But she felt a pall encroaching. Even someone as perpetually hopeful as Arthur had to consider a peril that was obvious to a madwoman.


    That night, when they made love there was an absence—still tender but more anchored here on earth. Afterwards, as Gillian reached to the bedside table for a cigarette, Arthur asked the question neither of them had ever ventured aloud.


    “What do you think will happen with us?”


    At the inception, she’d made her predictions, and much as she would have it otherwise, her view had not changed.


    “I think in time, you’ll move on, Arthur. Perhaps build on what you’ve learned about yourself with me and find someone your own age. Marry. Have babies. Have your life.” She was startled to find how fully she’d envisioned the outcome. Arthur, naturally, was taken aback and pulled himself up on an elbow to glower.


    “Don’t pretend you don’t understand, Arthur. This would have been far better for you at another stage.”


    “What stage is that?”


    “If you were twenty-five or fifty-five the difference in our ages might matter less. But you should have children, Arthur. Don’t you want children? Most people do.”


    “Don’t you?”


    “It’s too late, Arthur.” That was the ultimate calamity of the penitentiary: it had taken the last of her childbearing years. But that thought was down there in the valley with the broken bodies of a million regrets.


    “Why is it too late?” he demanded. “Are we talking about biology? The world is full of children who need someone to love them.” In her presence these days, Arthur was often impetuous, even inspired. Was there any difference greater among human beings than between the abject fatalist who had been run down by living, and those determined to shape their lives to the contours of a large idea? And she was his idea. Oh, she willed herself to reject that, to cross her wrists before her face and forbid his exhilaration in her company, as her father forbade blaspheming. But it was far too wonderful, far too much of what she had assumed she would never have again. He did not see her yet.
And when she came chillingly into focus, he would be gone. But she was determined to savor the moment. She took him into a lingering embrace, before she resumed the slow march to the truth.


    “Don’t you see, Arthur, you’re already trying to find a way to have with me everything you want in your life. This is an adventure for you, this entire period. But when it ends, you won’t be able to abandon what you’ve always imagined for yourself,”


    “Are you saying you’d never want to be a parent?”


    It was inconceivable. Her own survival still required her full attention.


    “It would be an enormous change, Arthur.”


    “But that’s the point of life, isn’t it? Changing? To be happier, more perfect? Look how much you’ve changed. You believe you’ve changed for the better, don’t you?”


    She had never thought of it that way.


    “I really don’t know,” she said. “I like to believe I have. I like to believe I wouldn’t make the same mess of my life. But I’m not certain.”


    “I am. You’re sober.”


    “Yes.”


    “And you’ve had no trouble doing that.”


    She felt a superstitious reluctance to agree. But Arthur was correct. Formally, she adhered to the mantra of one day at a time. Yet except for her most dismal moments of panic, she had not felt even a remote yearning. Clarity, in fact, seemed much more her quest. The completeness of her release from addictive hungers was troubling at times, because it seemed at such odds with the reports of other persons who battled dependencies. One night she’d asked Duffy if she was fooling herself. He’d taken his time looking at her. ‘No, Gil,’ he finally said, ‘I think you already accomplished everything you meant to.’


    She repeated Duffy’s answer to Arthur now, but he was too intent on his own point to linger over the meaning of the remark.


    “So you’re free, then,” Arthur said.


    No. That was the word. She was different. But not free.


    “Have you changed, Arthur?”


    “Are you kidding? This is the happiest I’ve ever been. It’s not close.”


    “Truly, Arthur, wouldn’t you be happier with someone your age?”


    “No. Never. I mean, I’m an old-fashioned guy. I like things that are against all odds. Love as destiny. I still watch ’30s movies and cry.”


    “I’m not that old, Arthur.”


    He poked her but continued. “I’m happy,” he insisted. “Nothing could make this better, Gillian. I’d like to break into song.”


    She groaned at the thought. Challenged, Arthur, round and short, stood up naked in the center of the bed and crooned.


    


    

      I dreamed of someone like you.


      You seem too marvelous for it to be true.


    


    


    The second line was like a stake through her heart. But he continued. Typical of Arthur’s ability to surprise, he had a fine voice, and he had clearly spent hours listening to schmaltzy show tunes. At peak volume, he sang every line, every chorus, until Gillian, for the first time in years, had lost herself in laughter.
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    JULY 24, 2001


     



    Bad for Me


     



     



     



     



    FOR ERNO ERDAI, the deathwatch had begun. Even as a state prisoner, Erno had been granted the benefit of many of the latest hightech treatments over at the University Hospital, not only surgical procedures but alpha interferon and experimental forms of chemotherapy. But an ancient enemy had caught him at a low point. In the midst of a new round of chemo, Erno had contracted pneumonia, and despite enormous intravenous doses of antibiotics, his lungs, already compromised by the cancer, did not seem healthy enough to recover. The doctors with whom Pamela and Arthur had spoken were increasingly pessimistic.


    Erno was again in the jail ward in County Hospital. Effectively, Arthur needed the consent of both the Superintendent of the House of Corrections and Erno’s family before he could see him, and one party or the other had been holding him off for weeks. Finally, Arthur had threatened to go to Judge Harlow. Harlow would not order Erno
to speak, but he would forbid any obstruction by those who either were doing Muriel’s bidding or thought they had her interests at heart. Arthur had twice won delays for filing a response to Muriel’s motion in the Court of Appeals to terminate Rommy’s habeas by claiming that further time was needed for investigation, which basically meant seeing Erno. The court had given him a final deadline of Friday this week, which had added to the urgency of getting to Erdai.


    After more than an hour in the ward vestibule, Arthur was admitted at last. He was searched cursorily and escorted back along the linoleum corridors, where the light of the schoolhouse fixtures spread generously before him.


    The deputy assigned to Erno explained that the family was agitated because their visit had been interrupted to make way for Arthur. Drawing close to the room, he saw two women in the hallway. One was shorter than the other and somewhat dowdier. She proved to be Mrs. Erdai. Her nose was red and a balled-up Kleenex grew from her fist. The other, wearing a straight skirt perhaps too short for a woman of her age, was Erno’s sister, Ilona, the mother of Collins, the man whom Erno had started out to save. She was tall and sturdy, with long hands and light hair losing color, overall a better-looking version of Erno—the same thin face, and a hardness that crept through it. With little said, the two women made clear that they resented everything about Arthur, his intrusion and, worse, the humiliation he’d wrought for Erno, which would survive for them long after his passing, even as it went for naught. Ilona, who had her brother’s piercing light eyes, delivered a haunting, magisterial look of reproof. Arthur promised to be only a moment.


    On the phone, the nurse had said Erno was feverish but usually lucid. His condition was complicated by the fact that his cancer had reached his bones and was causing great pain. At this point, the principal problem in his care was balancing the opiates against a respiratory system on the verge of collapse.


    When Arthur entered, Erno was asleep and looked very much a man about to die. He’d lost more weight since his court appearance. The new round of chemo had killed off about half his hair, leaving little weedy patches here and there. Several IV’s ran into his arms, and
his nosepiece had now been replaced by a plastic oxygen mask that clouded with each shallow breath. Erno was also experiencing some kind of liver involvement. His skin was virtually the same color as a legal pad. Another yellow man, Arthur thought.


    Pulling up a chair, he waited for Erno to awaken. In his mind, Arthur had tried out a hundred scenarios in the hopes that Erno would redeem his credibility, but Arthur hadn’t seen yet how both Genevieve and Erno could be telling the truth. Muriel, who had called Arthur yesterday to remind him that she would oppose any further extensions in the time to respond to her motion, had a new theory about Erno’s motive for lying.


    ‘He’s against the death penalty now,’ she said. ‘He fingered Rommy for execution and now he’s gone through this big Catholic revival and won’t die in mortal sin, so he’s trying to prevent it the only way he can.’ It was not very persuasive, but Arthur regarded it as an improvement over Muriel’s earlier approach in that it didn’t make Erno out to be a monster. In fact, as he sat here, Arthur felt quite a bit of tenderness toward Erdai. He could not fathom why at first, but as the minutes passed with the nurses’ voices and the bells and beeps resounding from the hall, he realized that Erno looked a good deal like Harvey Raven had in his final days. The thought of his father and the valor of his supposedly ordinary existence as always filled Arthur with sentiment, but the chasm seemed less deep now that Gillian was in his life.


    Returning to the present, he realized that Erno was staring at him through the horizontal bars of the bed rail. Arthur had been asked to wear a paper face mask and he pulled it down so Erdai could recognize him. Erno’s disappointment was plain.


    “Hoped you were. My nephew,” Erno said. His voice had been whittled to a husk and he had no breath. Nonetheless, Erno smiled faintly at the recollection of Collins. “Coming tonight,” he said. “Good boy. Turned out fine. Hard time. But fine. Beautiful kids.” Erno closed his eyes, content with that thought.


    Arthur gave him a second, then asked if Erno had heard about Genevieve. He nodded. Suddenly, after waiting weeks for this conversation, Arthur could not figure out the next question.


    “Well, shit,” he finally said, “is it true?”


    “Course,” whispered Erno. “Why I. Blamed Squirrel.”


    “Because you knew he’d threatened to kill Luisa?”


    “Right.” Every effort at communication seemed to require a tautening of Erno’s whole body, but he appeared to be tracking well. Erno was saying he’d pinned Luisa’s murder on Squirrel in the first place because he’d known about the threat. Erno had killed Luisa for his own reasons, but Squirrel had made himself a scapegoat in advance.


    “Told Larry. Subpoena Genevieve.” Erno wiggled his chin side to side, chagrined by Larry’s stupidity. “Should have figured this out. Ten years ago.”


    “The tickets, you mean?”


    “Not tickets. Not good for me.”


    “Because you were head of security?”


    Erno nodded and tossed his hand around. It was an involved story, apparently, but Arthur was close enough for the purposes of a man without breath to explain.


    “Genevieve.” He coughed weakly, swallowed, and closed his eyes to contend with pain that had arisen from somewhere. When he recovered, he seemed to have lost his place.


    “Genevieve,” said Arthur.


    “Didn’t think she knew. About tickets.”


    “Why?”


    “Wouldn’t have told me about Squirrel. Bad for her friend.” Bad because of the peril to Luisa of getting caught for pilfering tickets. Thinking it over, Arthur realized Enro had been close to correct. Genevieve hadn’t known about the ticket scam when she reported Rommy’s threat. She learned of it only afterwards when Luisa had upbraided her for involving Erdai.


    “Right,” said Arthur. “So what was Larry supposed to figure out?”


    “Luisa. Squirrel. Threat.” Erno wove his fingers and tied all ten together. “The rest—” He whittled his face in the air again, to indicate it wouldn’t matter. The most likely conclusion, if Genevieve had reported only Rommy’s threat to Larry, was that crazy Squirrel had been disappointed in love. It would do fine for a motive.


    “Christ, Erno. Why didn’t you tell me this before?”


    “Complicated.” Erno waited out some kind of spasm. “Bad
for Squirrel.” He was right about that, too. A story that started with Squirrel threatening to kill Luisa would never have gotten much further. Yet even accepting the good intentions, Arthur could feel his heart falling, for it was clear how conniving Erno had been with the truth.


    In pain or reverie, Erno’s eyes were still. The full measure of his illness showed there—a web of veins, sallow streaks, a glassy thickening. His lashes were gone and the lids looked inflamed.


    “Me too,” he said suddenly.


    “You too what?” asked Arthur. “It would have been bad for you, too?”


    Erno reached up in time to catch a cough, but nodded as he shook.


    “Why?” Arthur asked. “Why would it be bad for you?”


    “Tickets,” said Erno. “Stole tickets, too.”


    “You did?”


    Erno nodded again.


    “Hell, why would you do that, Erno?”


    He gave his hand a disgusted little toss and looked toward the ceiling.


    “Stupid,” he said. “Needed money. Family problems. Was two years before.”


    “Before Luisa was doing it?”


    “Right. Stopped. But afraid.”


    “You were afraid?”


    “Catch her, catch me.” Erno stopped to breathe. “Why I went to restaurant. Stop her. Fought. Gus came with gun.” Erno closed his eyes. The rest did not bear repeating.


    “So there was never an affair?”


    Erno smiled thinly at the notion.


    “Jesus Christ,” said Arthur. His voice was too loud, but he was suddenly desperate. He had the feeling that often overcame him when things went disastrously wrong, that he was deeply at fault, and that as a consequence he would have liked nothing more than to escape his own skin, shirk it, even peel it off if that was necessary. “Jesus, Erno. Why didn’t you say this?”


    “Pension,” he said. “Twenty-three years. For my wife now. Better this way. All around.”


    Better for Rommy, better for him—that’s what Erno meant. Except that like every lie, it could disintegrate along the fault lines of the truth. Arthur calculated. His first instinct was to summon a court reporter, someone who could get this down. But he played out the steps. Muriel’s contention that Erno had shaped his tale to his own purposes would be proven. In fact, Erno had perjured himself wantonly before Judge Harlow. In the eyes of the law, therefore, he would be entirely unworthy of belief. And that was before you added in the fact that he was a thief, who’d cheated the employer that had trusted him for more than twenty years.


    “Is that all of it, Erno?”


    Erdai summoned himself to a decisive nod.


    “What about this guy, the Pharaoh?” Arthur asked. “Can we find him?”


    “Nobody. Cheap hustler. Gone for years.”


    “Did he have anything to do with the murders?”


    Erno made a little expectorant sound which was the best he could do for a laugh at the thought of yet another suspect. He slowly turned his face back and forth, a gesture he’d apparently repeated often. A bare spot had been worn by the pillow through the frazzle of hair at the rear of his head.


    “Me. Just me.” He reached between the slats of the bed rail and took Arthur’s hand with fingers hot from fever. “Your guy. Nothing. Not there. Completely innocent.” Erno went through the same brief paroxysm, the cough and then the rising and passing of pain. But he had not forgotten where he was. “Completely.” Although it required huge effort, Erno rolled himself in Arthur’s direction so that he could bring his face closer. The shade of his eyes seemed to have grown more intense, but that was probably just the contrast to his jaundiced complexion. “Larry won’t believe me,” he whispered. “Too proud.”


    “Probably.”


    “I killed all them.” The effort of this declaration and the accompanying movement had exhausted him. He fell to his back, still clinging to Arthur’s hand. He stared then so fixedly at the ceiling that Arthur
was afraid Erno had passed right in front of him, but he felt some stirring yet in Erno’s palm. “Think about it,” said Erno. “All the time. All I see. All I see. Wanted it different. At the end.”


    As the conversation had progressed, Arthur could feel a vacuum forming inside him. The world Erno had portrayed—Luisa in the parking lot, the lovers’ quarrel that followed—scenes Arthur had visualized as if he’d seen them on film, had been wiped away. Once he left the hospital, what would abide would be the fact, cold as stone, that Erno was a liar, one whose motives were perhaps no better than the grandiose pleasures that came from drawing everyone in. The last version crashed and shattered? Glue together another. Yet here in Erno’s presence, Arthur could not doubt him. Perhaps that was simply a credit to Erno’s skills as a con. But against all reason, he believed Erdai, just as surely as he’d taken him as a fake before Erno had opened his eyes.


    A very long moment passed.


    “Always knew this,” Erno said then.


    “Knew what?”


    Erno gathered himself again to roll to the bed rail, and Arthur reached out to help. Erno’s shoulder was only bone.


    “Me,” Erno said and grimaced.


    “You?”


    “Bad,” he said. “Bad life. Why?”


    Arthur thought the question was philosophical or religious, but Erno had meant it as a rhetorical query to which he had the answer.


    “Always knew,” he said. “Too hard.”


    “What?”


    Erno’s eyes, rimmed red and bald of lashes, lingered.


    “Too hard,” he said, “to be good.”
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    AUGUST 2, 2001


     



    The Court Rules


     



     



     



     



    “WE WON.” Tommy Molto, with his face of vanilla pudding, grabbed Muriel’s arm as she left Ned Halsey’s office following the morning meeting. The Court of Appeals had issued its opinion: Gandolph’s habeas had been dismissed and the stay on his execution lifted. “We won,” said Tommy again.


    Tommy was a strange case. He rarely saw the forest, but he was the guy you wanted if you had to chop down a tree. A decade ago, when Squirrel had been tried, Tommy was the kahuna and Muriel the underling taking lessons. He had never griped as the years passed, as she equaled him in office standing and finally was named Chief Deputy, a job Molto had always coveted. Tommy was Tommy—humorless, dogged, and utterly dedicated to victims, to the police, to the county, and to the fact that the world was better without the company of the people he pursued and convicted. Muriel wrapped him in a huge hug.


    “Never a doubt,” said Tommy. He departed with a laugh, promising her a copy of the opinion as soon as Carol returned from the courthouse.


    Ned by now was visiting with State Senator Malvoin, so she left him a note. On the other side of the large public area that separated Halsey’s office from hers, Muriel checked her messages—four reporters had called already—then shut her door. Behind her big desk in the bay window, she closed her eyes, surprised by the magnitude of her relief. In a job like this one, you rode the big waves. There were plenty of good times when you got to shore, and lots of thrills along the way, but you always knew that if you went under for the count, the last thing you’d think as the waves smashed you down to the eternal depths would be, I was a fool, a fool, how could I have risked everything? It wasn’t just the election that had been on the line in Rommy Gandolph’s case. It was being written off as someone whose career, in the end, had been built on a false foundation.


    But the experience—the up and down—had been worthwhile. For once in her life, she was actually clear on something: she wanted to be Kindle County’s next Prosecuting Attorney. Losing her grip on the prize had allowed her to realize how much it meant to her—both the pride and the consequence that would come with the job. But she was also certain that if the Gandolph case had cratered somehow, if her judgment was publicly scorned and the Reverend Blythes of the world roadblocked her path to the adjoining office, she would have remained intact. She didn’t believe in a God who was up there giving hand signals or pushing around pieces. But if she wasn’t P.A., it might have been for the best. She’d woken twice in the last several months thinking of Divinity School. In daylight, the notion had seemed laughable at first, but she’d begun to linger with it as a serious alternative. Perhaps she could do more of what mattered from a pulpit.


    With a knock, Carol Keeney, a frail blonde with a persistent redness at the tip of her nose, brought in the opinion. Muriel glanced through it, largely for Carol’s sake. Muriel never had had much concern about the arcane reasoning that emanated from appellate courts. The conflicts in the law that interested her were writ large—guilt or innocence, the rights of individuals against the rights of the community,
the proper uses of power. The scrimshaw involved in etching decisions into words was largely decorative in her mind.


    “Good job,” Muriel told her. Carol had drafted the winning papers, pulling an all-nighter after Genevieve’s deposition. Yet they both knew that Carol’s failure to suss out what Arthur had been up to when he’d moved to depose Erno would be fatal to Carol’s chances to become a trial prosecutor. In this job, Muriel handed out a lot of bad news, not just to defense lawyers and their clients, but within the office, where only a few deputies got the cases and court assignments, the titles and salary increases they desired. With the spoils around here so few, bruising battles were fought among contending egos over three square feet of office space. And Muriel, with Solomonic coolness, decided who won. Carol, who did not have the instincts for trial work, had lost.


    “The natives are restless,” said Yolanda, one of Muriel’s assistants, looking in as Carol emerged from the office. Yolanda was waving several more phone messages from reporters. Muriel called Dontel Bennett, the office’s media spokesman, who congratulated her.


    “Tell the pressroom I’ll be receiving their abject apologies at noon,” Muriel responded.


    He laughed and asked whom she wanted beside her on the podium. Molto and Carol on one side, she said. Harold Greer was now the Chief of Police and deserved to be there for many reasons.


    “Starczek?” asked Dontel.


    “Absolutely,” said Muriel. “I’ll call him myself.”


    Before getting off the phone, Dontel said, “No gloating now, girl. Just remember. Skepticism is part of the press’s job description.”


    “You think that comes before or after selling advertising?”


    She called several numbers before she found Larry at the desk he rarely occupied at North End Area Two.


    “Congratulations, Detective. The Court of Appeals thinks you got the right man.”


    “No shit.”


    She read him the better parts of the opinion. He laughed like a greedy child at the end of every line.


    “It’s time for Meet the Press,” she told him then. “Can you pretty yourself up by noontime?”


    “I’ll have to see if my plastic surgeon can fit me in. So does this mean I can cancel my cable to Interpol asking for information on Faro?”


    “Apparently.” The investigation that had been renewed by Erno’s testimony was over. For another year or so, the case would probably schlep on with Arthur or some other cause lawyer rolling out barricades to execution. But Larry’s job was done, his commerce with her concluded.


    When Muriel put down the phone, it struck her with a clarity that had not emerged before that she had absolutely no intention of letting him go.


     



     



    THE CHIEF CLERK of the Court of Appeals called at 9 a.m. to notify Arthur that they would release the decision in the Petition of Gandolph ex. Rel. Warden of Rudyard Penitentiary in an hour. When Arthur reached Pamela with the news, she volunteered to retrieve the written opinion so that Arthur would have time to gather himself before dealing with reporters. She stopped in his office on her way out to the courthouse.


    “We’re going to lose,” he told her.


    Before she’d met Rommy Gandolph, Pamela Towns probably would have argued the point. Today, the spirit faded from her long face and she answered simply, “I know.” Twenty minutes later, she reached Arthur from the Federal Building. He could hear the despondence even as she said hello.


    “We’re dead,” Pamela said, on her cell phone. “Well, he’s dead literally. We’re just dead legally.” She read Arthur the decisive portions of the opinion.


    “‘In connection with his effort to file a second habeas corpus petition, Mr. Gandolph was granted a brief period to adduce evidence of actual innocence that could not have been discovered at an earlier date. Although Mr. Gandolph’s court-appointed counsel—’ That
means us,” said Pamela, as if Arthur, after thirteen years of practicing law, might not know. “‘Although Mr. Gandolph’s court-appointed counsel has scoured out a new and material witness to Gandolph’s innocence, the testimony of Erno Erdai is uncorroborated by forensic evidence of any kind—’ Funny they don’t care about forensic corroboration when it comes to the case against Rommy.”


    “Go on,” Arthur told her.


    “‘In addition, Mr. Erdai is a convicted felon with a perceptible motive to punish the same law-enforcement authorities who punished him, and also admits having made statements ten years ago that fully contradict his present version of events. It is also noteworthy that another witness against Mr. Gandolph has been uncovered by the state, Genevieve Carriere, who has related a highly incriminating statement by petitioner Gandolph, and pointed up important new evidence of Mr. Gandolph’s motive to kill one of the victims. Unlike petitioner’s new witness, Ms. Carriere’s account is consistent with other evidence of record. We are aware that a respected District Court judge—’


    “I’m surprised they didn’t put ‘respected’ in quotation marks,” interjected Pamela, referring to the appellate judges’ distaste for Harlow. Arthur made no effort to conceal his impatience this time when he told her again to go on.


    “Right,” said Pamela “‘ … a respected District Court judge made limited credibility findings concerning Mr. Erdai, but that took place before Ms. Carriere’s testimony was known, clearly lessening the significance of those findings.


    “‘Mr. Gandolph has waited nearly a decade to make any claim of innocence. Although that obviously casts doubt on the verity of this new contention, under the law it is more important that petitioner had the opportunity to raise this claim and bypassed it at trial, as well as in subsequent collateral attacks. A habeas corpus petition, particularly a repetitive request, is limited solely to remedying a violation of a defendant’s constitutional rights so grievous as to amount to a miscarriage of justice. There is no basis to believe that Mr. Gandolph will satisfy that standard. We agree with the state that the direct evidence of Mr. Gandolph’s guilt, on which the trier of fact long ago relied, has gone unquestioned; indeed the quantum of evidence against petitioner
has only increased through the process to date. Accordingly, we conclude that there is no basis in law to allow the filing of a second habeas corpus petition. To whatever extent our prior order, allowing a brief discovery period, might be construed as permitting that filing, we conclude such permission would have been improvidently granted. The appointment of counsel to assist Mr. Gandolph in this process is, as a result, terminated, with the thanks of the Court. Our prior stay is hereby dissolved and no longer bars the Superior Court of Kindle County from setting a date certain for execution.’”


    After he hung up, Arthur faced the river, feeling very much as if he were drowning in its dark waters. Execution. His mind ran to the consequences for Rommy, but his heart was submerged in sorrow for himself. The media would not pick up the drift, but he detected the court’s message. They thought he’d ginned up Erno’s story, or at least had not been appropriately skeptical. As appointed counsel, his assignment was to conduct himself with a moderation they appeared to feel he’d abandoned. And he realized that was true. It was not news to Arthur Raven these days that he was a person of passion. What Rommy had helped him discover was that those passions had a place in the law. The light had gone forth, and now by court order, it would be shuttered again.


     



     



    LARRY HATED JOURNALISM. There were several reporters whom he found good company, but he could never buy into their enterprise. They barely saw the flames, never felt the heat, and still tried to tell everybody else about the fire. Which was why he took such pleasure watching Muriel duke it out with them today.


    The P.A.’s pressroom had been carved out of the former grand jury chamber. The rear wall had been painted in the electric blue favored as a backdrop, and a raised podium had been erected, with the county emblem emblazoned just below the mike in plastic, rather than brass, so there was no distracting gleam from the rack of high-wattage studio lights installed overhead. Beneath their intense whiteness, Muriel was calm and pleasant, but commanding. She introduced everyone on either side of her, mentioned Larry specially, then serenely praised the
judgment of the U.S. Court of Appeals and hailed the laborious but accurate workings of the legal process. She said, as she had for months now, that it was time to proceed with Mr. Gandolph’s execution. Several of the reporters wanted her to comment again on Erno’s story and she simply referred them to the court’s opinion. Gandolph, not Erno, was the issue. Squirrel had been proven guilty and the court had said unequivocally the proceedings had been fair. Three faceless judges several blocks away had now become tireless advocates on Muriel’s behalf.


    As soon as the lights were off, Larry loosened his tie. The Chief shook his hand, and then Larry kidded around for a second with Molto and Carol. Muriel was waiting to walk out with him and together they crossed the marble entryway of the County Building, which was teeming in the lunch hour. Surrounded by the crowd, it seemed somewhat harmless when she took his arm.


    “You did a great job on this case, Larry. I’m sorry it’s given us such heartburn this summer, but this is it.”


    He asked her what would happen next and she described the various legal hand grenades that Arthur or his successor could lob. All, she promised, would be duds.


    “Is Arthur really gone from this case?” Larry asked.


    “That’s up to Arthur. The court is clearly giving him a way out.”


    “I say Arthur is the Energizer Bunny. He won’t quit.”


    “Maybe not.”


    “So,” he said. He faced her, with emotion swelling as they came to a standstill amid the throng comprised of lawyers and citizens with business here, as well as denizens of the building coming or going from lunch. “I guess this is so long.”


    She laughed pleasantly. “Hardly, Larry.”


    “No?”


    “You’re going to have to fight to get out of my life again, bub. Give me a call. We should have a drink to celebrate. Seriously.” She reached up and hugged him. A master of the outward look of things, like most good courtroom lawyers, Muriel managed the gesture with a certain sterile composure. To the stream of passersby it could not have appeared to be more than the appropriately fond farewell of respected colleagues. But there was more in the instant her body lingered
against his. “I expect that call,” she said as she let go. She walked off, and then waved cutely over her shoulder, the first and only moment that someone watching might have called her a flirt. He’d been getting the message for a while now, but this was the first moment he’d been dead certain he wasn’t mistaken.


    Dazzled, he passed between the long Doric columns that fronted the County Building. On instinct, he reached for his shades, then saw the dim sky. The air, in fact, held the heavy scent of rain.


    Once before, he’d thought this case was pretty much over, although he’d not taken much joy in it at the time. He’d just finished sitting next to Muriel for two weeks, during Squirrel’s trial and sentencing in early ’92. Muriel and he were kaput by then and she was getting ready to marry Talmadge. Larry had gone into the weeks of trial preparation with a boy-meets-girl movie once more showing in his head, in which just rubbing elbows with him would restore Muriel to her senses. When that hadn’t happened, he’d been so far down he wasn’t sure who it was the jury said was going to die.


    Goofing or flirting, Muriel had passed a remark a few weeks ago that he missed her, and if she’d stayed on the line he probably would have said something dumb like, ‘I do.’ But he didn’t want to go through any of it again—it was like volunteering to take a forty-story fall. It was just ironic, was all. From start to finish, the two things had been synonymous: the end of Rommy and the end with Muriel.


    From the sidewalk, he looked back at the solid red-brick block of the County Building and saw the words chiseled in the limestone over the columns. Veritas. Justitia. Ministerium. If his parochial-school Latin was any good, that was something like truth, justice, service. He felt prickling across his body. Those were still the right words, still what he was about, still what had kept him going on this case, despite the personal crap and Rommy’s revolving defenses. But somehow, standing here, he was certain of only one thing.


    He still wasn’t happy.


     



     



    GILLIAN DID NOT HEAR of the ruling until midafternoon. She was at the Center City store and Argentina Rojas, who came in for the late
shift at the counter, told her what she’d learned on her car radio. It was the first time Argentina had indicated any awareness of Gillian’s prior life and she’d clearly broken her own taboo in the expectation she was bringing welcome news, after what had been printed about Gillian in the days following Erdai’s testimony. Gillian did her best to thank Argentina, then went as soon as she could to the employees’ lounge to phone Arthur.


    “Alive,” he answered, when she asked how he was. “Sort of.” He described the decision. “I didn’t expect to get slammed.”


    “Why don’t I take you out to dinner, Arthur?” She had not calculated this in advance, but her desire to console him was intense and she knew how badly he’d wanted them to escape the apartment. Even trampled by disappointment, he was clearly pleased by the prospect. She said she would meet him at the Matchbook, a Center City standby where Arthur could get the steak and potato that remained his preferred fare. When she arrived at eight, he was already slumped at the table, a visible wreck.


    “Have a drink,” she told him. When they were together, he refused alcohol for her sake, but if there was ever a man in need of a brisk scotch, it appeared to be Arthur.


    He had brought her a copy of the opinion, but he did not allow her to read much of it before he let loose his misery. He’d told her several times they would lose, but the reality of it was more than he could bear. How could the judges have done this?


    “Arthur, I learned something on the bench. Lawyers see one another in far more accepting terms than they see judges. How many times have you forgiven another attorney—Muriel, for example—saying she’s just doing her job? But when it comes to judges, lawyers express outrage. Judges, too, are merely doing their jobs. Doing their best. Someone has to decide and so you decide. You decide even though you’re secretly convinced that several of the people whom you pass on the street on the way to work might do better on particular questions. You decide. At first you’re terrified that you’re going to make a mistake. Eventually you know you often will, that it’s expected, that there would be no need for courts of review if judges were
infallible. So you decide. Humbly. Humanly. You do your job. They’ve decided, Arthur. But that doesn’t mean they’re right.”


    “That’s comforting. Because it’s essentially the last word.” Legally, there was more skirmishing left. But as far as Arthur was concerned, only writing on the wall of Rommy’s cell would have foretold a more certain doom. “And I can’t believe they had the gall to fire me,” he added.


    “With thanks, Arthur.”


    “Halfhearted would probably overstate their enthusiasm. And it was so slimy. They just don’t want anybody who has the resources to devote to the issues to be handling the case.”


    “Arthur, they were trying to relieve you and your partners of the burden. Nothing prevents you from representing Rommy directly on a pro bono basis. He can retain you, rather than the court.”


    “Right. That’s just what my partners want. Me in a pissing match with the Court of Appeals.”


    Accepting the fact that no words would comfort him, she fell to a familiar gloom. She was certain that what existed between Arthur and her was fragile. There were a thousand reasons—but now she saw one more. A beaten Arthur would not be able to maintain this relationship. In his misery, he would see less in himself and soon, in consequence, far less in her.


    In the few hours she spent back home at Duffy’s house each day, Gillian frequently asked herself the question that Arthur had not yet dared to pose. Did she love him? He was, without doubt, the lover of her life. But love? She was startled how quick she had been to conclude that the answer was yes. With him there was something renewing, eternal, essential. She wanted to be with Arthur. And it was with terrible sadness that she had realized again and again that in the long term she would not be. She had wondered for weeks if she would be willing to struggle when the inevitable unraveling began, or simply accept her fate. But no, she would not stand still to be mowed down again. Arthur at his best made better of her. She needed for both their sakes to provide some resilience.


    “Arthur, may I ask you a question?”


    “Yes, I still want to make love to you tonight.”


    She reached across the table and slapped his hand. But she was encouraged that his libido had outlasted his disappointment.


    “No, Arthur. Is the court right?”


    “Legally?”


    “Is your client innocent, Arthur? Truly, what do you think?”


    Arthur’s scotch had arrived now, and he cast a heavy-hearted look toward the glass, but did not touch it.


    “What do you think, Gil?”


    It was an apt riposte—although she hadn’t anticipated it. She had not tested herself with that question in weeks. In the interval, the reasons to disbelieve Erno, whom she’d suspected from the start, had multiplied. And yet for her the facts of the case remained a swamp— the records suggesting Gandolph might have been in jail, Erdai’s account, Luisa’s thefts, the question of whether Gandolph had violence in his character. Today, despite her effort to apply cold reason, there were doubts, reasonable ones, and thus, on the current evidence she could send Rommy Gandolph neither to death nor even to the penitentiary. By whatever means, Arthur had persuaded her of that much, although she would hesitate to vouch for Gandolph’s innocence, or to criticize her decision of ten years ago, given the proof she saw at the time.


    “But I’m of no account now, Arthur,” she said, after explaining her views. “What’s your opinion?”


    “I believe Genevieve. Even Erno admitted that she’d told him that Rommy had threatened to kill Luisa. And every time I go over it, I see that Erno was lying about something else. But I still need to believe Rommy’s innocent. And so I do.” He wrung his head in misery at the absurdity of what he had said.


    “Then you have to go forward. Don’t you? As an attorney? Could you really face yourself if you deserted an innocent client at this stage? Do what you can, Arthur. At least try,” she said.


    “Try what? I need facts. New facts.”


    Whenever Arthur spoke of the case, as he did constantly, she listened with interest but confined her commentary to encouragement.
Yet she’d made her own calculations and there seemed no point tonight in keeping them to herself.


    “You know I hesitate to make suggestions,” she began.


    He waved off her apologies, inviting her to continue.


    “You haven’t told Muriel that Erno was also stealing tickets, have you?” she asked.


    “God, no,” said Arthur. “It only makes Erno look worse. What of it?”


    “Well, Erno said that was why he confronted Luisa at Paradise— because he was afraid her activities might lead to discovery of his own. Correct?”


    “So?”


    “But Erno had had Luisa searched and found nothing. So why did he remain so certain of what she was up to? And if he wasn’t having an affair with her, then what brought him out at midnight on a holiday weekend to confront her?”


    “That’s what I meant about Erno,” Arthur said. “I can’t even fight my way through his lies anymore.”


    “Well, perhaps I’m fresher on this, Arthur. But thinking it over, I suspect Erno was watching Luisa—on his own, because he couldn’t tell his underlings about his suspicions, for fear it would reveal something about his own thefts. And with his eye on her, he must have caught her in the process of stealing.”


    “Makes sense. He said he went to Paradise to stop her.”


    “But why didn’t Erno stop her at the airport?”


    “He probably wanted to see who she was delivering the tickets to. That’s the usual routine in a surveillance, isn’t it?”


    “Which brings you back to her buyer. Pharaoh?”


    “Pharaoh. What about him?”


    “Well, he must have been there, Arthur. At Paradise. At some point.”


    She could see Arthur, almost against his will, revive. His posture improved and his face brightened, but after a second he once more shook his head.


    “We can’t find him. Rommy said Pharaoh took a major conviction,
but Pamela matched the name against court records and we got nothing. Even Erno said he’s vanished.”


    “I know, but one thing caught my attention. Genevieve said she couldn’t figure out how Luisa and Pharaoh were able to get away with this. Is that right?”


    “That’s what she said.”


    “So Pharaoh had a far more sophisticated means of disposing of the tickets than peddling them on a street corner.”


    “Rommy said he was pushing them through some company.” Arthur took a second to follow her. “What are you thinking? A corporate travel department?”


    “Something along those lines.”


    Together they began to plot possible approaches, and Arthur became more himself, enlivened with hope of the improbable. Then, quite abruptly, bleakness settled in again and his small, soft eyes suddenly stuck on her.


    “What?” she asked, thinking there was some new flaw in their reasoning.


    Instead, he reached out for her hand.


    “You were so good at this,” he said.
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    SHORTLY AFTER FRIDAY midnight, Erno Erdai died. Arthur received the news when Stew Dubinsky called him at home early Saturday morning for a comment. Arthur expressed condolences and then, recalling his duties as an advocate, praised Erno as a man who’d found the courage to set right past wrongs in life’s final moments. Rarely had Arthur uttered words with less sense of whether they were true.


    Nonetheless, his role as Rommy’s representative required him to attend the funeral mass for Erno on Tuesday morning at St. Mary’s Cathedral. Summer, this year especially, was a slow news time, and Erno’s death occupied center stage in the local press, notwithstanding Genevieve’s revelations and the Court of Appeals’ opinion. Given that, it was no surprise that the Reverend Dr. Carnelian Blythe had somehow been engaged to eulogize Erno. The Archdiocese had also rallied to Erno, and Monsignor Wojcik, the rector at St. Mary’s, officiated.
But the star was Blythe, who was magnetic in the preacher’s role that had first brought him to prominence nearly forty years ago.


    Reverend Blythe was a genius in many ways. Most white people in Kindle County had laughed at Blythe at some point, amused by his excessive rhetoric and his twenty-four seven state of rage. Arthur was no exception. Yet he also remained mindful of Blythe’s many achievements, not only the legendary feats, like walking with Dr. King and forcing desegregation of the county’s schools, but less celebrated accomplishments, such as a free breakfast program for poor children and several redevelopment projects that had changed the faces of neighborhoods. Perhaps what Arthur admired most was the voice of hope and identity Blythe had long provided to his community. Arthur could still remember at the age of eleven and twelve tuning in the Reverend Blythe’s Sunday broadcasts to listen to him lead a congregation of thousands in intoning,



    


    

      I AM 
A Man. 
I AM 
Somebody.


    


    


    As Carnelian Blythe’s voice rocked from his depths, young Arthur felt every bit as inspired as the members of the Reverend’s flock.


    But Blythe’s aptitude for engaging the press might have been his most unrivaled skill. If Blythe was there, so were the cameras—he was good for fifteen seconds on the evening news any time he opened his mouth. Arthur could hardly object. The Reverend had kept Rommy’s story on the front page, when the media would almost certainly have lost interest were his cause championed by anyone else. Yet Arthur still felt his client would be better served if he kept his distance from Blythe’s fulminating.


    After the final hymn, Blythe followed Monsignor Wojcik and the family from the Cathedral, bowing his bald head as Erno’s casket, bearing a spray of white flowers and the Stars and Stripes, was delivered to the hearse. The photographers, never with any sense of propriety, crowded in. Collins, the nephew whom Arthur recognized from
his mug shot, was the first of the six pallbearers. In his suit and tie, he appeared every bit the solid citizen he was said to have become. He lifted a gray glove to his eyes as the box disappeared into the vehicle, then went to comfort his aunt and his mother, both dressed in stark black. Together, the three moved toward the limousine that would follow Erno’s remains to the cemetery.


    As soon as the family was on its way, Blythe began repeating much of his eulogy verbatim for the cameras that surrounded him on the Cathedral steps. Arthur snuck away, stopped by the lone reporter who recognized him, Mira Amir from the West Bank Bugle, who beat Stew Dubinsky to almost any story of note. In response to her questions, Arthur assured her that Gandolph would be filing a motion for reconsideration of the Court of Appeals order dismissing the habeas. Arthur prophesied success, but had little to say when Mira pressed him for the specific grounds he would raise.


    Returning to his office, he was glum, discouraged about Gandolph’s case and, inevitably, morose with the feelings for his father that had arisen from the occasion. On his desk, Pamela had left a stack of documents at least eight inches high and an explanatory note. For the last two days, following up on Gillian’s suggestion, Pamela had been attempting to identify anyone in the travel industry in Kindle County who had been referred to as Pharaoh, or by any name that might have sounded anything like that. She’d had no luck after spending much of yesterday on the phone, and at Arthur’s suggestion, had journeyed today to the Department of Registration to examine the rolls of travel agents in the state.


    The records she’d assembled were carefully grouped: the rosters of corporate travel departments, the membership of a local travel industry trade association, and microfiche copies of the registration forms of four travel agents. Here, unlike most states, travel agents were licensed by law, a process that required an Associate’s Degree, a passing grade on a statewide exam, and proof of good moral character, which, generally speaking, meant no history of felonies or of stealing clients’ money. According to a vivid account in her handwritten note, Pamela, in order to identify travel agents licensed in 1991, had had to return to the predigital era in the Department basement, where the mold count
had nearly been enough to choke her and the microfilm reader had left her with a brutal headache.


    Arthur picked up the gray copies of the registration forms she’d printed out. Ferd O‘Fallon (‘Ferd O?’ Pamela’s paste-on note read). Pia Ferro. Nick Pharos.


    Faro Cole.


    It took him only a second to place the name and he ran up the stairs to Pamela’s office. She was on the phone and he jumped around, waving his hands until he had forced her to get off.


    “That’s the guy Erno shot!”


    To be certain, he made Pamela dig the police reports from the shooting out of the file drawers in the corridor. Once she had, they sat in her spare office, a narrow space in beige laminate, where every flat surface had been surrendered to irregular piles of cases and statutes and draft briefs. In a corner, she’d added a Shaker rocker, adorned by a bold red blanket bearing the stitched image of the University of Wisconsin badger. She used the chair as a resting place for her coat and stray volumes she hadn’t gotten around to returning to the firm law library and Arthur cleared it off, laying the blanket over the metal heat registers with the tender reverence Pamela thought it was due. He sat and Pamela rested her feet on a desk drawer. Together, as they’d done for hundreds of hours before, they noodled. It was Faro, not Pharaoh. A travel agent. It seemed so obvious now. Pamela, in fact, was chagrined with herself.


    “Rommy said it was F, a, r, o,” she said, “and I laughed at him.”


    “If your worst mistake as a lawyer is not taking spelling lessons from Rommy Gandolph, your career’s going to turn out okay,” Arthur told her. There was a more important question than trying to figure how they’d been so dumb. “Where do we find him?” Arthur asked.


    Sick of dusty basements, Pamela urged paying one of the Internet search companies that had compiled a database of public records in all fifty states. His partners had begun to question the expenses mounting in a losing cause, but Arthur was even more impatient than Pamela for answers. What came back, however, after Faro Cole’s name was entered and various detailed searches were ordered hardly seemed worth the $150 they had spent. There was a sketchy credit report
showing little more than an address from 1990 and the data, last updated in 1996, that had appeared on Faro’s driver’s license. As for the myriad additional records QuikTrak supposedly canvassed, there was not a further hit in the fifty states. Faro was no longer licensed as a travel agent here, or in the other thirteen jurisdictions which certified agents. Faro Cole had never been to court—never sued, never bankrupt, never divorced, never convicted. He had never taken a mortgage or owned real estate; he had never been married. In fact, if QuikTrak was correct, he had not even been born, nor had he died, anywhere in America.


    “How is that possible?” Pamela asked after they’d submitted the last search for birth information.


    Arthur watched the screen. As before, once you saw the answer, it seemed obvious.


    “It’s an alias,” Arthur said. “Faro Cole is an alias. We’re looking for somebody else.” And with that, one more thing was obvious, too.


    They were nowhere.


     



     



    ON WEDNESDAY, Larry was off, as he had been most days since the court’s decision, burning the comp time he’d accumulated chasing around nights on the Gandolph case. He and his guys were finishing a new house near the top of Fort Hill and today Larry’s taper hadn’t shown. He had to don the face mask himself and sand drywall all day, dirty, tedious work in which the fine plaster dust seemed to penetrate even his pores.


    Around noon, he felt his pager vibrating. The number went back to McGrath Hall. Police brass. If he’d been doing something worthwhile, he’d have ignored it, but today he took the break. At the other end, the secretary answered, “Deputy Chief Amos’s office.” Wilma Amos, Larry’s long-ago partner on the Task Force that investigated the Fourth of July Massacre, was now Deputy Chief for Personnel. As far as Larry was concerned, Wilma and the job deserved each other, but she had maintained a rooting interest in the Gandolph case and had called a couple of times after Erno surfaced to get the inside stuff. Larry thought she might have been delivering an attaboy on the Court
of Appeals decision, but when she came on the line, she said she had some news that might interest him.


    “My sister Rose works at the Department of Registration,” Wilma said. “A little girl came in there yesterday who said she was a lawyer in Art Raven’s firm. Looking for information about travel agents in 1991.”


    “Nineteen ninety-one means Gandolph, right?”


    “That’s why I’m on the phone, Larry.”


    “And does your sister know what Arthur’s associate got?”


    “Rose helped her print out the registration forms. Made copies. I was going to send them over, but they said you’re off, so I thought you’d appreciate the page.”


    “I do, Wilma.”


    She was ready to read him the names on the forms. Larry got a pencil from Paco, his chief carpenter, but he stopped writing once she mentioned Faro Cole.


    “Crap,” said Larry. He explained who Faro was.


    “What does it mean that he’s a travel agent?” she asked.


    “It means I missed something,” Larry answered.


    Agitated, he went back to work. At first he thought he was upset because he’d fanned on something as obvious as Faro being a travel agent. But there was more to it. With nothing else to preoccupy him, he kept thinking it all through as he bossed the sandpaper over the seams. By the end of the afternoon he was stuck on an idea he didn’t especially like.


    Around four, Paco and his two guys knocked off, and Larry decided to walk the three or four blocks down to Ike’s, the cop hangout where Erno had plugged Faro Cole. Maybe if Ike’s wasn’t nearby, he wouldn’t have bothered. But there were worse ideas than having a cold one on a hot day and putting his mind at ease.


    Larry did his best to clean up, but a floury dusting of plaster remained in his hair and on his overalls as he headed down the hill. The area was yuppying-up in a hurry. A lot of the locals were arriving home early to make the most of the daylight, and the men and women with briefcases looked like they’d been to the golf course, not the office. Larry’s college degree was in business. Now and then, over the years, when he’d thought about the money he might have earned,
one of his comforts was that he didn’t have to half garrote himself every morning with a necktie. What a world. You just couldn’t count on anything.


    Ike’s was no more than a hare-bones tavern. No ferns or hardwood here. It was a long dim room with poor acoustics and the distinct yeasty odor of spilled beer. There was an old mirrored bar of cherry, booths along the wall upholstered in red plastic, and picnic benches in the center of the floor. Ike Minoque, the owner, was an ex-cop who’d gotten shot in the head and gone on disability in the early ’60s. Guys from Six began to hang out to help him out. Now Ike’s was a destination for anyone on the job in Kindle County. There were two groups who arrived here during the week—cops, and ladies who liked them. When Larry came on in 1975, one of the old guys had said to him, ‘You get two things with this job you don’t get with most others—a gun. And girls. My advice is the same both ways. Keep it in the holster.’ Larry hadn’t listened. He’d shot two guys, albeit with justification. On the other score, he had no excuses at all.


    The Code said nobody ever talked about what went down at Ike’s—the tales told or who you left with. And as a result, you learned stuff here they couldn’t teach in the Academy. Guys lied a lot—they covered themselves with false glory. But there were plenty of boozy confessions, too: when you hadn’t covered your partner, when you got so scared your body failed you. You could cry about fucking up, and laugh about the world of bean brains who were out there just waiting for the police to find them.


    When Larry entered, several voices rang out. He shook hands, taking crap and giving it, and worked his way back to the bar, where Ike was drawing drafts. The two projection TVs in the barroom were showing reruns of Cops.


    As several other men and women had done already, Ike congratulated Larry on the outcome of the Gandolph case. This thing with Erno had bothered a lot of people—it always did when anybody who called himself part of the brotherhood went bad.


    “Yeah,” said Larry, “I didn’t shed any tears when Erno took off on the highway for hell.” The morning paper was on the bar next to him. Below the fold, there was a photo of Collins and the others rolling


    Erno’s casket into the hearse. It had taken all Larry’s self-control not to go down to St. Mary’s yesterday with a sign reading ‘Good Riddance.’


    “Son of a buck was not my cup of tea, either,” Ike said. “Something about the way he missed the job. You know, like mom kept him home when the other boys went out to play. I thought he had the wrong idea about things. Easy to say now. But,” said Ike with a smile, “Erno wasn’t all bad. Bought a hell of a lot of beer in here.”


    Ike resembled an elderly beatnik. His hair was gone on the top, but the snowy sides overflowed his collar, and he wore a goatee. He had a long apron, which might not have been washed in a month, and the eye that he’d lost when he was shot was a pure milky white and moved now and then for reasons of its own.


    “Were you around the night he plugged that guy?” Larry asked him.


    “Around? Yeah. But I was doing the same as I’m doing now. I didn’t see nothing until I smelled the gunpowder. Isn’t that a pisser?” asked Ike. “That .38 probably shook plaster off the walls, but the first thing I remember is the smell.” Ike looked into the barroom. “Gage over there was standing not three feet from the both of them. He seen it all.”


    Once he got a beer, Larry drifted over that way. Mike Gage worked Property Crimes in Area Six. His picture was in the dictionary next to the term ‘good cop.’ He was one of those blacks with a permanent part in his hair that looked like it had been applied with a chisel. He was a quiet type, church on Sunday, six kids. Larry had a theory that the quiet guys did the best on the job. Larry himself, especially when he was younger, was just too damned excitable. Mike was even. A lot of policemen tended to run bitter. In general, the job seldom turned out to be the adventure you hoped for. Even your kids got old enough to realize you weren’t the legend you wanted to be in your own mind. It was paperwork and boredom, getting passed over in favor of the connected, and making far less money than half the creeps you snagged. And by the time you got hip, you had too little going to move on to anything else. But Mike was like Larry, excited to see the shield when he picked it up every morning. Gage still thought it was a great deal, helping people be good rather than bad.


    Mike was with a bunch of other guys from Six, but made room on the bench beside him. One guy with Gage, Mal Rodrigues, extended his fist across the picnic table, and Larry gave it a knock, ballplayer style, celebrating last week’s victory again. It was noisy in here—Creed was pounding out of the speakers—and in order to be heard Larry had to get close enough to Mike to cuddle. They talked about the case for a minute, what a strange guy Erno had proven to be.


    “Ike says you were right there when Erno popped that character— Faro Cole?”


    “Larry, I’m on the job long as you, and truth be told, that’s as close as I’ve come to a bullet.” Mike smiled at his beer. “The fool Erno shot—Faro?—he’d been wailing like some Iraqi woman, and Erno got the pistol out of his hand and pushed him outside, then all the sudden they were back in here and bang. Not three feet from me.” Mike pointed toward the side door where he’d been sitting.


    Larry asked one of the questions that had been bugging him for a while: Why was a complaint never lodged against Faro for threatening Erno?


    “We all figured Faro for past tense. And Erno didn’t want charges anyway. Once we took the gun, Erno started in bawling over the body.”


    “I thought Erno was saying self-defense.”


    “He was. But he kept telling us leave the guy alone.”


    “Not too logical.”


    “You’re Homicide, you tell me, but I didn’t think shooters were where you went for logic.”


    Larry took a second. Better sense told him to stop now, but at the age of fifty-four he still hadn’t figured out how to heed the voice of caution.


    “Here’s the thing, Mike. Today, I’m starting to have bad dreams. I need comfort on one thing. You think you could make this guy? Faro?”


    “Four years, Larry. Maybe Mal could. He had Faro’s head in his lap for fifteen minutes while we were waiting for the mercy wagon.”


    “Lemme buy both of you a beer at the bar.”


    Ike had put today’s Trib away and it took him a second to find it.



    “This bird,” said Larry, displaying the front page to Gage and Rodrigues, “this one. Just check me out that he doesn’t look like the guy Erno shot.”


    Rodrigues peered up before Mike Gage but there was the same thing in both faces. Larry had been pointing to Collins in the photograph of Erno’s funeral.


    “Christ,” Larry said. But the columns kept adding up, just as they had all day. Faro was a travel agent and so was Collins. Size, age, race all matched. Like Collins, Faro had been represented by Jackson Aires. ‘Faro Cole’ sort of looked like ‘Collins Farwell,’ turned inside out, s.o.p. with aliases, so the doofus using it would have a clue, when he was on the spot, about what he had been calling himself. And it wouldn’t be unusual for a bad boy just out of the joint, as Collins was in 1997, to be toting phony i.d., to make sure he didn’t give the coppers—and his parole officers—a head start if he got jammed up on something. But what bothered Larry the most was what had struck him while he was sanding: Collins’s story about how Jesus had entered his life with a bullet through the back.


    Rodrigues tried to console him. “You don’t need to trust a fouryear-old eyeball, even if it’s cops.”


    Larry went outside to use his cell phone. The high clouds were darkening and resembled an angry stallion rearing up. Storm tonight, probably. Then he rejoined the present and fell under its weight.


    This fucking case.
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    “YOU GOT TIME to leave the office?”


    Muriel had grabbed her own phone after-hours. Not even bothering with a name or hello, Larry sounded cozy and familiar. She’d been waiting days for his call, and she was immediately dashed when he added, “Some guys down here you ought to talk to.” She could not quite dampen a faint echo of embarrassment in her voice when she finally asked where the hell he was. It sounded like a tavern.


    “Do we have a problem?” she said.


    “Can of worms. No,” said Larry. “Snakes. Rattlesnakes. Cottonmouth.”


    They had a problem.


    “And, if you don’t mind,” Larry added, “bring the old file on Collins we put together when we went to see him in the jail.” He told her where it was in the current materials stored in her office.


    Pushing through the old oak door at Ike’s a half hour later, Muriel
could detect a current in the room. Generally speaking, there were two schools of thought about her in the Kindle County Unified Police Force: some liked her, some hated her guts. The ones in the second camp kept it to themselves when they were on the job, but off duty they owed her no such courtesy. They remembered the cases she’d nixed, the hard lines she’d drawn and sometimes enforced on police practices. Their world was far too macho to comfortably endure discipline—or ambition—from a woman. She could grant them that she was often hardheaded, even abrasive, but in her heart of hearts, she knew that the main issue for the guys staring at her came down to plumbing.


    Larry was back at the bar. He was in overalls and looked like he’d been rolled in flour. His clothing and hair were pale with dust.


    “Let me guess. You’re going to be a sugar doughnut for Halloween.”


    He didn’t seem to get the joke until he glanced at the beveled mirror over the bar and even then wasn’t very amused. He explained that he’d been sanding all day, but he clearly had other things on his mind besides his appearance.


    “Wassup?” she asked.


    He told her, slowly, piece by piece. She got right next to him when he’d finished, so she didn’t shout.


    “You’re telling me Erno Erdai shot his own nephew?”


    “I’m saying it’s possible. Did you bring that file?”


    Larry waved Mike Gage over first to look at Collins’s mug shot from 1991. Mike just gave him a look. Rodrigues said, “I take it ‘Definitely’ is not the answer you’re looking for.”


    “Tell it like it is.”


    “The eyes, man.” Rodrigues tapped the color photograph. “Almost orange. Village of the Damned or something.”


    “Right,” Larry said.


    “Let’s get out of here,” Muriel told him. This wasn’t the place for a discussion. Even the cops who liked her were uncertain allies, many of them more loyal to the reporters who kept them on their call list than they’d be to her. Outside, she offered Larry a ride up the hill. He hesitated at the door, reluctant to bring his dust into her sedan. She’d
owned the Civic since 1990, and it hadn’t been tidy even when it was new.


    “Larry,” she said, “there is nothing this upholstery hasn’t seen,” and barely caught herself from laughing when she lit on a distant memory. He gave her directions as they drove.


    “So, okay,” she said. “Explain.”


    “I don’t think it makes any difference.”


    “That’s step two,” said Muriel. “We have to know what the hell was happening first. Am I reading this right? If my mother wants to reconcile with her sister, she ought to trying shooting her in the back?”


    Larry laughed for the first time tonight. “Three thousand comedians unemployed, and you’re making jokes.”


    “Seriously,” she said. “Isn’t that the sequence? Erno and Collins got all lovey-dovey after that.”


    “Fuck,” said Larry, “I don’t have a clue. And I don’t care. Erno’s family is as messed up as the next guy’s. So what? It’s TMI, as far as I’m concerned.” Too much information. An acronym for the times, if ever there was one.


    Larry was pointing up a long driveway. The house was a Victorian, which he had once described as his specialty. San Francisco colors had been applied on all the trim, bright contrasting shades to bring out the feathering and diamonds scored on the presswood exterior. Muriel leaned over the wheel to see it all through the windshield.


    “Jeez Louise, Larry. What a beauty.”


    “Isn’t it? This one especially, sometimes I’m walking around inside and it bothers me that I couldn’t afford anything like it for myself when the boys were young. But that’s the story, right? You never get what you want when you need it.” He seemed to hear himself only after he’d spoken. She could see him tense up and avoid looking her way. To save him, she asked for a quick tour.


    He started with the garden. The light was weakening and the bugs were on the attack, but Larry was undeterred, stepping carefully between the recently bedded plants. The legacy of color and glory he was leaving behind for whoever would buy the house was full-grown in his head and he took quite some time explaining how the various perennials—everything from crocuses to peonies to hydrangeas—
would rise up and expand year by year. It was nearly dark when he quit, and that was only because she finally mentioned getting eaten alive.


    Inside, he was more cursory. In order to contain the plague of dust, sheets of plastic hung over the doorways to the rooms being sanded. The challenge of a place like this, Larry said, was knowing which details to preserve in the name of character and which had to be sacrificed for the sake of the marketplace. Lighting was an example. When they were built, these rooms were dim as an outhouse, illuminated at night by gas sconces. Today’s homeowners were innate energy hogs. Over time, Larry said, he had learned strong overhead light and lots of switches were prized by buyers.


    It was neat to see Larry in his other life. He amused her as he always did, but she’d had no trouble imagining Larry as an entrepreneur. Even his tenderness in the garden was something she’d gradually taken account of. The guy she knew in law school liked to pretend that the only use for the word ‘sensitive’ was on a condom wrapper. But there was somebody else there—she’d always known that—and she admired Larry for letting him out.


    “Does the plumbing work yet?” she asked. Larry showed her where she was going. There was a little quarter-window across from the sink, and amid the lights below, Muriel could more or less pick out the neighborhood where she’d grown up a fourth of a mile from Fort Hill, a bungalow belt set amid rail yards and truck depots. Even today, it remained a land of endless parking lots, harshly illuminated to prevent theft, half-mile stretches where truck trailers or new Fords or rail containers waited beside the right-of-way to be loaded on trains. It was a good place. People worked hard, were kind and decent, and wanted better for their kids. But as was always the case with working people, they also felt the harshness of raw happenstance that kept them from counting as much as the folks who bossed them around. Not her, she’d vowed. Not her.


    She held no illusions now. It would have maddened her if she’d lived a life isolated from power. But looking down the hill, she still revered the best of the place, the centeredness, the sense that you lived your life and tried to move half a step ahead, do more good than bad,
and love somebody. The desire to reconnect with all that was part of what inspired the hour she spent in church each week where her heart almost flew from her body straight to God. Those babies she’d never had were there in church, unmet strangers, like the lover you figured was waiting for you somewhere in the world when you were thirteen. The future. The life of her spirit. In prayer, she still reached toward them as lovingly as she had for years in dreams. With the tingle that arose from Larry’s presence in the quiet house she had a sudden sense of the wholeness that might have been possible in the love of a man.


    He was waiting for her in an add-on family room at the back of the house. Originally, it had been done cheaply, and Larry said he’d tried to dress it up with nice carpeting. Almost to rebuff the strength of what she’d just been feeling, she returned to business.


    “Larry, it’s time to throw all this stuff about Erno and Collins on the table. I’m going to write Arthur a letter tomorrow.”


    He asked what she knew he would: “Why?”


    “Because they’re clearly desperate to find Faro. And it’s a capital case, Larry, and I shouldn’t hide stuff when I know it’s material to them.”


    “Material?”


    “Larry, I’m clueless about exactly what all this means and so are you. But bottom line, Collins was stealing tickets with Luisa, right? Don’t you think that has something to do with why he knew enough to dime out Gandolph?”


    “Muriel, sure as you’re standing here, Arthur’ll be in court trying to open everything up again. You know that. He’ll be screaming about giving Collins immunity.”


    “That’s his job, Larry. That doesn’t mean he gets his way. The Court of Appeals will never force me to grant immunity. But I want to lay it all out for Arthur—Collins being Faro, and the shooting. And what Collins told you in Atlanta, too. I should have disclosed that a while ago, but I can act like it just dawned on me.”


    Larry stood still with his eyes closed, simmering a little in the stupidity of the law.


    “We don’t even know 100 percent that Collins is Faro,” he finally said.


    “Come on, Larry.”


    “Seriously. Let me get back to Dickerman, see if he gets a fingerprint off the gun. Then maybe we’ll know it’s Collins for sure.”


    “Call Dickerman. Tell him it’s back on and we need fast answers. But I can’t wait to tell Arthur. The longer we hesitate, the louder he’ll moan about me withholding favorable evidence. Arthur has a few more days to file one last motion for reconsideration in the Court of Appeals, and I want to be able to say we got him this information in a timely way, as soon as we saw any relationship to the events surrounding the murders. That way he gets a clean final shot and the Court then can tell him they’ve considered everything, and it’s over.”


    “Christ, Muriel.”


    “It’s just the last hurdle, Larry.”


    “Oh,” he said, “how many times do we have to win this fucking case? Sometimes I want to go down to Rudyard and shoot Rommy myself, just to put an end to all of this crap.”


    “Maybe that’s our fault. Maybe something’s keeping us from putting an end to it.” She, of course, knew what ‘something’ was and so did he, but that, apparently, was part of the crap he wanted over and done with. Stepping closer, she lifted her hand to his shoulder. “Larry, trust me on this. It’ll come out okay.”


    That was just proving his point, though. The Point. The case never was about the victim, or the defendant, or even what happened. Not really. For the cop and the lawyer and the judge you could never keep it from being about you. And in this case, them. Averted from her, Larry was taut in frustration.


    “Really, Larry,” she said. “If you didn’t want to do anything about this, why go down to Ike’s? Why bother calling me?”


    He cast his gaze down, but finally reached up and clapped the back of her hand as a mode of assent. Even contact so brief swept her into the tide between them. She peered up at him with a brimming look, one that recognized damage and time. Then she squeezed his shoulder again and, with whatever reluctance, let go. She giggled an instant later when she saw her hand.


    “What?” Larry asked.


    She lifted her palm toward him, whitened all the way across by a layer of plaster dust.


    “You left your mark, Larry.”


    “Did I?”


    “Pillar of salt,” she said.


    His blue eyes shifted for a second, as he went after the reference.


    “What was it that gal did wrong?”


    “Looked backwards,” Muriel answered with a wrinkled smile.


    “Yeah.”


    Much as she’d promised herself in Atlanta not to be the first across the boundary line, she knew she wasn’t going to stop. It didn’t matter if it was auld lang syne or stardust or libido—she wanted Larry. Whatever bell he’d sounded had never been rung by anyone else. A decade ago, she hadn’t seen it, but their relationship was, in large part, an altar to her, an appreciation of her power. It was unique in that way. Larry knew the strongest in her and, unlike Rod or Talmadge, didn’t cherish it for his own use. He just wanted peace on their own terms, a full-blooded companionship, hard-nosed but not hardhearted, two for the world. She had forsaken an enormous opportunity years ago, and knowing that, she needed to be sure there was no chance today. She held up her palm.


    “Is this God’s way of telling me to keep my hands to myself, Larry?”


    “I don’t know about that, Muriel. I don’t get much direct communication.”


    “But that’s how you want it, right? Bygones as bygones?”


    He took a long time.


    “I don’t know what I want, Muriel, to tell you the truth. I know one thing. I don’t care to go back on the suicide watch.”


    “So where does that put you? You’re saying no?”


    He smiled faintly. “Guys aren’t supposed to say no.”


    “It’s just a word, Larry.” She looked again at her palm. The pale dust clung on the high points, leaving the creases distinct. The loveline and the lifeline that the fortune-tellers read were marked as clearly as rivers on a map. Then she reached up and found the very
spot on his shoulder where a vague positive image of her hand had been left behind.


     



     



    THE THOUGHT that he could resist passed through Larry’s mind as nothing more than an abstraction. The essence of Muriel was having her way. And as always, she had the jump on him. Why call her, she’d asked, if he wanted her to do nothing? He’d brought her here. And now she was making it as easy as possible. Little and fearless, she rose to her toes and placed one hand on his shoulder, bringing the other tenderly to his cheek, drawing him near.


    After that, it had the desperation and speed of a caged bird hoping to fly. All that useless beating of wings, the smashing about. In the heat, there was a salty taste to her flesh, a smell, eventually, of blood that he was slow to identify. His heart pounded along in frightened spurts and it was, as a result, far briefer than he might have liked. And unexpectedly messy. She was just at the start or end of her period and had been urgent about having him inside her, as if she suspected he might think again.


    She had ended up on top and clung to him afterwards as though he were a rock. The feeling of her resting there was far more satisfying than anything else. He searched her form with both hands and felt a desperate pang at how near it had remained in memory, the defined knobs in her spine, the ribs prominent as the black piano keys, the ripe turn of her behind, which he had always found the most becoming part of her anatomy. In the time since they’d split, he had wept only once, when his grandfather, the immigrant wheelwright, had died near the age of one hundred. Larry had been overwhelmed by how much harder life would have been for the old man’s twenty-three children and grandchildren were it not for the blessing of his bravery in making the journey here. The example of a heroism that spread itself over so many lives bolstered Larry against any tearful mourning for his own sake now. But the safest harbor was humor.


    “How am I going to explain to my guys why we have to clean a brand-new rug?”


    “Go ahead,” she said, “complain.” Her small face perked up in front of him. At her collar, she’d worn a pin that, in their haste, had remained fastened, so that her dress, otherwise unbuttoned, flowed around her like a cloak. Her shoulders were sheathed with the filmy black polka-dot fabric, while her bare arms were crossed now under his throat.


    “Are you sorry about this?” she asked.


    “I don’t know yet. I may be.”


    “Don’t be.”


    “You’re tougher than I am, Muriel.”


    “Not anymore.”


    “Yes, you are. At least, you know how to keep moving forward. When it comes to you, Muriel, I guess I can’t.”


    “Larry. Don’t you think I’ve missed you?”


    “Consciously?”


    “Come on, Larry.”


    “I mean it. You don’t let yourself look back and see stuff. It’s only hitting you now.”


    “What’s that?”


    “You should have married me.”


    Her blackish eyes were still; her small nose, decorated with tiny summer freckles, flared as she inhaled. They stared at one another, their faces only inches apart, until he could feel the strength of his conviction begin to wear her down. He could see then that she knew it already. But how do you walk back through the door at home, once you’ve said that out loud? And even so, he sensed the vaguest acknowledgment, a gesture with her eyes, before she again laid her head down on his chest.


    “You were married, Larry. You are.”


    “And just a cop,” he answered.


    He’d never had the gumption to swing this hard at her, not at close quarters. And she never would have taken it. He could feel her laboring to come to the new day.


    “And just a cop,” she said finally.


    He could not really see her, but merely with his hand on her skin
he could feel the pulse of emotion. She felt fragile, narrow and small, briefly returned to the truth of nature, and Larry, large as he was, surrounded her. Lying on the pale rug, he rocked her for quite some time, as if they were aboard a ship, tossed back and forth on the swells of the terrible sea of life.
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    Former Acquaintance


     



     



     



     



    AT 8:00, Gillian waited for Arthur at a table at the Matchbook, sipping bubble water. He was almost certainly with Pamela. Their motion for reconsideration was due in the Court of Appeals soon.


    In the last week, with the exception of their Tuesday night dinner with Susan, Gillian and Arthur had been out every night—a play, the symphony, three movies. Arthur was a man set free. Leaving the apartment relieved Arthur of his anxieties about Gandolph’s case in which neither of them had found much new encouragement. When he was walking with her down the street, Arthur even exhibited a trace of macho swagger. Whatever. There was very little about Arthur she did not find endearing.


    Across the room, Gillian felt a glance light on her. This was not an unaccustomed phenomenon—she was, after all, the notorious Gillian Sullivan—but when she peered that way a dark pretty woman, a few years younger than she, ventured the faintest smile. Not a lawyer.
Gillian knew that at once. From the woman’s tony looks—she was wearing a silk, funnel-necked top they sold in the store for more than $300—Gillian might have thought she was a customer, but Gillian sensed that the memory under retrieval had far more dust on it than that. Then it returned in increments. Tina. Gillian did her best not to recoil, but it was only the fact that Arthur was probably on his way that allowed her to disregard an immediate impulse to flee.


    They had never dealt in last names. This woman was solely Tina, poor little rich girl in a high-rise on the West Bank, who supported her habit by selling. The maid actually answered the door when Gillian came by to score. She had entered a unique society—junkies of the professional class. The manners were better and the danger less, but this milieu was nearly as porous as the street. People sank out of sight or into the depths, and Tina was gone abruptly. She had been busted. Terrified that she herself would be named, or had already been detected by a police surveillance of Tina, Gillian vowed to quit. But the drug now had first claim on everything inside her body. Like dealers in every trade, Tina had never introduced her to an alternative source. There was an actor from a local theater whom Gillian had seen going in and out several times. But it was too insane to call him. Thirty-six hours after her last fix, she donned a scarf and walked due west from the courthouse into the North End and copped on a street corner. In the event of arrest, she planned to say she was doing research for a sentencing, or on potential changes in the administration of drug cases. She had the good sense to approach another woman, a working girl in a leopard micro skirt and matching boots. ‘You see Leon,’ the girl told her, but looked Gillian over, shaking her head all the time, as she teetered between pity and reproof.


    So, Tina. They stared at each other across a distance of forty feet, trying to make sense of the crazy turns of life and the burdens of the past, then Gillian broke eye contact first, pained almost to the point of laughter by the wisdom of her reluctance to be seen in public.


    Arthur arrived then and immediately asked what was wrong. She was about to answer him frankly but she could see a significant smile drain from his face at the sight of her. Not tonight, she thought. She
would not darken his mood or distract him tonight. Or any other night, for that matter. She had come to the brink of telling him too many times and then retreated. She was keeping her secret.


    “You look as if something good has happened,” she told him.


    “Good? It may be good. It’s majorly confusing. They found Faro.”


    “You’re kidding!”


    “That’s not the half of it. Muriel wrote me a letter.”


    “May I see?” She had her hand out even before Arthur had fully removed the envelope from his pocket. It was on the letterhead of Muriel D. Wynn, Chief Deputy, Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office. The reference line noted People v. Gandolph and the old criminal court case number. Even at this late stage, Muriel was reluctant to acknowledge she was stuck in the alien terrain of federal court.


    


    

      Dear Mr. Raven:


      Over the last two months, this office, in the course of its continuing investigation of this matter, has encountered a variety of information concerning Collins Farwell. As you know, Mr. Farwell has refused to offer testimony on the grounds of the Fifth Amendment. Furthermore, the information received appears to have no immediate relevance to your client. Nevertheless, in the interest of full disclosure, we wish to advise you of the following …


    


    


    Eight bulleted items trailed down the page. Muriel had crafted the letter to be largely opaque, not to Arthur, who’d see through the obscurities, but to the Court of Appeals, to whom she knew the document would soon be displayed. But imbedded in the details of various records concerning Faro Cole, most of which Arthur had shown Gillian earlier in the week, were two matters of note: a summary of statements that Collins Farwell, Erno’s nephew, had made in June while being served with a subpoena in Atlanta. And an acknowledgment that two police officers had recently identified photographs of Collins as Faro’s.


    “My Lord!” cried Gillian at that sentence. Her heart was racing.
After a moment, she was struck by her own reactions, the fact she had no pretense of distance any longer. She asked Arthur what he was thinking.


    “I’m not sure that what’s going on in my head is called thinking,” he said. “Pamela and I were just bouncing off the walls. I’ll tell you one thing though: I won’t be joining Muriel’s campaign committee. A lot of this was pretty underhanded.” Arthur suspected that Muriel or Larry had shadowed Pamela on her visit to the Department of Registration. And he was angry about the failure to reveal Collins’s statements in Atlanta. “I’d already made a motion to give Collins immunity. In her response, Muriel claimed there was no evidence that Collins had anything favorable to say for Rommy.”


    Yet his chief disappointment seemed to be with Erno, who had told Arthur that Faro was a cheap hustler who had disappeared long ago.


    “We’ll never touch bottom with the lies Erno told,” Arthur said. “It’s like quicksand. We just keep sinking.”


    “I wonder,” said Gillian. Erno was where her thoughts had gone, too, and had lingered. “Erno said he was out to protect Collins when he first involved Larry back in 1991. I wonder if he hasn’t been protecting him all along.”


    “By shooting him in the back? Some protective uncle. I think I’d rather have a gift certificate.”


    Gillian laughed. He was right. But not completely.


    “Even there, though, at Ike’s, Erno chose not to acknowledge that Faro was his nephew. Have you wondered why?”


    “I can guess. Collins walked into Ike’s holding a gun. Felon in possession of a firearm is a two-year minimum mandatory.”


    “So Erno did protect his nephew,” said Gillian.


    Arthur shifted a shoulder, granting she might have some kind of point.


    “I just wonder, Arthur, if at the end of it all, Erno didn’t maintain his own consistency with you. Your instinct was that Erno always told you the truth about one thing.”


    “Which is?”


    “That Rommy is innocent.”


    “Oh,” said Arthur. “That.”


    “So let’s assume he had two dominating motives: exculpating Rommy. And protecting Collins.”


    Arthur picked up Muriel’s envelope and tapped it against his hand as he pondered. Soon, he was nodding.


    “That would explain why Erno never mentioned the tickets before Genevieve’s dep,” Arthur said. “He was protecting Collins, rather than his pension. If the airline found out Collins had been stealing tickets with Luisa and Rommy, even if it was back in the Stone Age, they’d probably bounce him as a travel agent—and sue his ass, too.”


    “Possible. But I was actually thinking it could be more than that. Rommy was angry with Luisa for shortchanging him. Is it possible Collins was angry with her, too? For jeopardizing their scheme? Or perhaps he’d been shortchanged as well. Remember, we decided Faro was probably at Paradise that night.”


    Arthur stared at her. The sophisticated dinner clamor of the restaurant rose up around them, low strings, clinking stemware, pleasant chatter.


    “You think Collins is the killer?”


    “I don’t know, Arthur. We’re trading ideas. But clearly Erno wanted to free Rommy, without disclosing what Collins had been up to.”


    Arthur digested it, then said, “Our next move has to be to renew my motion to immunize Collins. Right?”


    “You certainly want to hear from him.”


    “What do you think the chances are that the Court of Appeals will grant a motion to reconsider so we can pursue Collins’s testimony?”


    “Not outstanding. It looks like an eleventh-hour delay. And they’ll want to adhere to their prior conclusions about the case, no less than other human beings.”


    Arthur nodded, frowning. He had the same opinion.


    “You want a friendlier forum, if you can find one, Arthur. Someone who was inclined to believe Erno in the first place, I’d say.”


    “Harlow?”


    “Why not?”


    “He has no jurisdiction for one thing. The case is in the Court of Appeals.”


    But she had ideas about that, too. Like Muriel, Gillian’s career had been made exclusively in the state courts. Her knowledge of federal law and procedure had been nil when she entered Alderson, but after years of helping other prisoners craft futile petitions for relief in the federal system, she had acquired considerable expertise.


    Arthur reached down for his briefcase to make notes. Together, they began to sketch out a motion. Each came up with phrases and Arthur read the sentences back. He moved the candle on the tabletop next to his pad. In the wan light, she watched him, eager, happy with her and with himself. The focus of her concern was as much Arthur as Gandolph, but she shared his excitement in finding some hope for Rommy in the law. The power of the law, whose drab reality was nothing more than words on the page, struck her then, not simply its determining role in the life of other citizens, but in hers. The law had been her career, the site of her triumphs and of her downfall, and now, through Arthur, a source of recovery. Its words, long forcibly unspoken, remained the language of her adult being. Even as Arthur and she gently debated what to write next, she was unsure whether to accept that recognition with exhilaration or misery.
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    The God of Fingerprints


     



     



     



     



    MIDDAY ON FRIDAY, Larry received a message from Maurice Dickerman, Chief Fingerprint Examiner and Head of the Kindle County Unified Police Force Crime Lab, requesting that Larry visit his office in McGrath Hall. After studying the slip, Larry rolled it into a ball the size of a pea and tossed it. Once he saw Dickerman, there would be no choice about calling Muriel, which Larry had avoided for the last two days. This morning, she’d left him a voice mail about Arthur’s latest filing in the Court of Appeals, in which she’d sounded chipper and cute, clearly happy to have the excuse to track him down. He’d promptly pushed delete.


    In the old days, he’d run from her after every encounter, but that was because he wouldn’t say to himself that he was a complete case for this woman, that the air smelled cleaner and brisker when she was around, that he needed someone to go with him stride for stride. Now
he was hiding because he was unsure about how much of that he wanted to say today.


    And while he avoided Muriel, he avoided his wife as well. He had thought this stuff was done in his life—smelling his clothes before he put them in the hamper to ensure Nancy wouldn’t catch the scent of another woman’s powder or cologne. Ten years ago, he’d been so blown out and defeated when Muriel called it quits that he couldn’t fake it with Nancy. One evening after he’d collapsed in a recliner, several beers to the wind, Nancy had stood over the chair.


    ‘Ripped again? Let me guess. One of your chickie-poos dumped you?’


    He felt too weak to lie, but she was astonished by the truth.


    ‘Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?’


    ‘You asked.’


    ‘And I should cut you some slack?’


    But she did, because she was Nancy and too nice not to. They tacitly agreed that they’d get back to the lawyer with whom they’d been discussing a bloodless division of property when Larry was in a better frame of mind. Six months later, they still meant to do it. Even after two years, Larry figured each of them was just waiting for something better to come along. Nancy, however, held certain trumps. She was never going to leave his boys. And as time went on, his gratitude to her for that and for a character worthy of canonization approached the boundless. There was no longer much point in other women—they did not measure up to Muriel, and, more important, he owed Nancy that much respect, after she’d passed on the opportunity to throw his ass out. Sometimes when Larry considered the prevailing amity between his wife and him, he wondered if this was simply how marriage was supposed to be, calm and respectful. But no. No. There had to be a melody line that grabbed you, not just harmony and chorus.


    That conclusion brought him back to Muriel. No good was going to come of this, he thought. That was something his mother liked to say and she’d say it now. If he’d slept two hours total since Wednesday, that was a lot. The inside of his stomach felt as if it had been sandpapered, and in the mirror, his eyes looked like craters. And even he could not see there any clue about what he really wanted. All he knew
for certain as he arrived at Dickerman’s door was that his life had gotten beyond him.


    An angular New Yorker, Maurice Dickerman was generally referred to by cops and prosecutors and even most of the defense bar simply as the Fingerprint God. Mo was a regular lecturer at universities and law-enforcement conferences around the country, a distinguished researcher who’d authored the leading texts on prints. Given his renown, on any given day he was more likely to be offering expert testimony in Alaska or New Delhi than supervising the Crime Lab, but on a police force where scandal was not infrequent—two separate crime rings of cops had been busted in the last year, one for selling dope, one for robbing jewelers—Mo was a precious asset, a unique source of credibility and distinction. In the mid-1990s, his threat to leave had finally choked the money out of the county to buy an automated fingerprint identification system, an innovation other departments of comparable size had possessed years before.


    In 1991, when Gus Leonidis, Paul Judson, and Luisa Remardi had been murdered, an unknown fingerprint generally could not be identified without isolating a specific suspect. Unless a perp had left behind all the fingerprints that appeared on his ten-card—the inked impression of each finger taken when a suspect was booked-there was no way to tell which finger a partial came from, and thus no way to match the unknown print against the vast catalog of fingerprints maintained by the Force locally and the FBI nationwide. Computer imaging changed that. AFIS, automated fingerprint identification systems, allowed the machine to compare an impression against the stored pictures of every known print in the county. AFIS had made it possible, for example, for Muriel to determine overnight that none of the prints left at Paradise in July 1991 was Erno’s.


    The major drawback of AFIS was time. Even with computers getting faster every month, each print submission tied up a machine for roughly an hour. In a case like Gandolph’s, where seven or eight hundred latents had been lifted at the restaurant, there was no practical way to attempt to identify all of them, given the other demands on the Force. But if Mo developed a print on the gun Faro Cole had brandished at Ike’s, it would be only a matter of minutes to match it against
the county’s database, which necessarily included prints from a multiple arrestee like Collins Farwell.


    Mo had just returned from two and a half weeks in Paris, teaching fingerprint developments to the gendarmes, an absence that had kept him from responding to Larry’s original request to examine Faro’s gun. Now, he insisted on showing off the Parisian snapshots stored on his p.c. Mo was a hard guy to interrupt. He wasn’t called the Fingerprint God only out of reverence. He spoke in complete thoughts and usually insisted on finishing them, and as he clicked his mouse, he told Larry a lot more than he’d ever wanted to know about the sculptures in the Tuileries and the antique district in the sixth arrondissement. In a hard chair on the other side of Mo’s desk, Larry awaited the chance to ask if Mo had found anything on the weapon. When he finally put the question, Mo slowly turned from the computer and lumped his tongue into his cheek.


    “Do I take it, Larry, that this is on the Gandolph case? The one I’ve been reading about in the papers?”


    Given the Byzantine alliances in the Hall, Larry had not identified the case in the paperwork and so Mo’s prescience caught him up short. There was an ethereal element to Dickerman. McGrath Hall was a good place to appear not to notice stuff, and Mo’s consciousness was believed to be confined to only two subjects, fingerprints, naturally, and baseball, about which he also seemed to know everything, ranging from the seasonal totals for Home Run Baker to the present statistical likelihood of the Trappers scoring three runs in the bottom of the ninth, odds that always approached zero.


    “That’s a pretty good guess, Mo.”


    “I wouldn’t really call it a guess, Larry.” From the other side of his desk, where the crumpled paper bag from his lunch still rested, Mo treated Larry to an extended look.


    “What are you telling me, Mo?”


    “Well, let me just show you what I did. You can draw your own conclusions.”


    With that, from a metal file drawer behind him, Mo removed the pistol and the carbons of several forms that had accompanied the gun from Evidence. It had been resealed in the heavy plastic, now brittle
and brown along the creases, in which it had been stored since Erno shot Faro in 1997. Larry hadn’t seen the weapon until now. It was a revolver, a . 38 by the looks of it. Given procedures established to combat the notorious propensity of firearms and narcotics to disappear from the police Evidence Room, Larry, in the absence of a court order, would have had better luck getting a look at the Crown Jewels, and he’d simply requisitioned the pistol to Fingerprints once he’d determined it had never been released. When a prosecution was complete, the legal owner of a firearm utilized in a crime could apply for return. Evidence would check with ATF and examine the indexes of stolen firearms. If the gun was clean, the owner could have it. But Faro Cole had never bothered, which hadn’t surprised Larry, given Faro’s disappearance after the shooting.


    In his tedious fashion, Mo now explained how hard it was to lift fingerprints long after a suspect’s last contact with the object. Because prints were generally left by an oily residue emitted with perspiration, they tended to evaporate over the years. Larry knew all of that, which was why, in the days when he was looking hard for Faro, he had requested that the Fingerprint God himself conduct the examination. Notwithstanding the lectures, it had been a good thought, because Mo appeared to have had some luck.


    “In this case, the only latent that developed with standard techniques was right here.” Mo pushed his black glasses up on his nose and pointed with an eraser tip, through the plastic, at a couple of spots on the barrel, then showed Larry the digitial photos on his computer monitor. “They’re very, very partial. AFIS kicked out about half a dozen ten-cards. After visual examination, I’d say they appear to be from the right middle finger and thumb of this guy. But I wouldn’t call it a courtroom-quality opinion. A good defense lawyer would have me looking like a barking seal for making on such scant impressions.”


    He laid down the ten-card. It was a six-by-nine file card, filled with the familiar black reliefs of fingerprints, four each in two rows for the fingers, two larger blocks for the thumbs, and then, at the bottom, a simultaneous impression of five fingers on each hand. To ensure the reliability of the identification, a face-on photo of the fingerprints’ donor was laminated to the upper left-hand corner of the card. The
handsome young man, looking entirely vacant in the light of the flash, was Collins. Larry’s better senses had told him this was coming, but apparently he’d held out hope, because a sigh forced itself from him. Life would have been easier.


    “Seems he was holding the gun by the muzzle,” said Mo.


    “That’s what the reports said,” Larry told him. “But I still need to be 100 percent it’s this guy.” Larry tapped the ten-card. With something less than absolute certainty, Arthur would have a harder time making any use of the evidence.


    “I understand. And I wanted to confirm my opinion. I did a second-tier examination. Down here on the butt, I noticed something. What does that look like to you?” He was indicating a filament of color, almost the same shade as the ochre handle of the gun.


    “Blood?”


    “I’d say this man has a chance to be a homicide detective. There’s usually blood at a shooting. And blood is an interesting medium for prints. It dries quickly. And the impression is often more permanent than a finger-oil print. But when you’re identifying prints in blood, the chemicals the techs routinely dust with, which adhere to sweat residues, don’t work. Here the latent is literally etched in the blood, and often so faintly it’s not visible. You don’t see any bloody prints on that gun, do you?”


    He didn’t.


    “A decade ago,” said Mo, “that would have been the end of the line. Today, we take an infrared digital photograph that highlights the blood and screens out the underlying medium, in this case, the brown handle. Then I filtered that photo further for any striated imagery. And when I did, there were four blood-prints present—three partials and a very clear thumbprint. Two partials and the thumb turned up on the gun handle. And one partial was on the trigger.”


    Mo slid his chair back so that Larry could see the pictures on the large monitor. Larry nodded dutifully, but he was impatient.


    “Did you run those through AFIS?”


    “Naturally,” said Mo.


    Dickerman reached into his file folder and laid two ten-cards on the desk in front of Larry. One was close to tweny-five years old, taken upon
Erno Erdai’s entry into the Police Academy, the other from his arrest for shooting the man whom Larry now knew for certain was Collins.


    “That’s how come you realized it was the Gandolph case,” Larry said.


    Mo nodded.


    “See,” said Larry, “Erno took the gun off the guy who was holding it by the muzzle—let’s assume it’s Collins—and shot him. That’s what Erdai was doing time for. And that’s why his print’s on the trigger.”


    “That information could have been helpful,” said Mo dryly. “Not having it at the time, I went over the weapon once more, still hoping to confirm the identification of Mr. Farwell. As an afterthought, really, I did what I should have done in the first place and checked the cylinder for ammo. I was delighted to learn that Evidence had sent over a loaded piece—and that I’d been dumb enough to work on the trigger without checking to find out.”


    “Sorry,” said Larry, “but that sort of figures. Erno’s lawyer had said he would plead by the time they got him to the station. So I guess nobody bothered processing the weapon after that.”


    “I guess,” said Mo, shaking his head at the legendary stupidity of everyone, including himself. “My wife thinks I have a nice desk job. Do you think anybody would have figured it was suicide?”


    “Not during baseball season, Mo.”


    Mo made a mouth and nodded. He hadn’t thought of that.


    “How many rounds were there?” Larry asked.


    “Just one. But there were also four casings in the other chambers with firing-pin markings.”


    Mo was saying the weapon had been fired four times. The reports were uniform that Erno had shot Collins only once. With Mo’s permission, Larry reached out for the bag and pressed down on the plastic to get a better view of the gun. It was a five-shot revolver, definitely a .38.


    “Any rate,” said Mo, “once my heart started beating again, it turned out to be a worthwhile expedition. Very clear prints on every casing. Those chambers, I guess, kept things moist.” Mo clicked to display new photos, then pointed to the bullets and the four casings in a separate plastic envelope inside the bag with the gun.


    “And did you get a hit on the prints in the database?”


    “Yep. Man was arrested in 1955 when he was twenty-two for Mob Action.” Mob Action usually meant a bar fight, charges that were almost always dismissed. Mo laid that card down, too. After ten years, Larry had to work to place the face, particularly because the man in the picture was far younger than the guy Larry knew. But it came. The fellow with the hangdog look in the black-and-white mug shot was Gus Leonidis.


    For just an instant, Larry was pleased with himself for remembering. Then a sensation of radical alarm fired through his limbs as he took in the meaning.


    McGrath Hall had been built as a World War I Armory. The Force had occupied the building since 1921, and as the jokes went, several of the clerks had been here since then. It was a gloomy timeless tomb. In recognition of his status, Mo had an office with a northern exposure. The large double-hung windows overlooked the crumbling Kewahnee neighborhood nearby, buffered by a patchy lawn, an iron fence, and several trees. Larry could see a fast-food wrapper tumbling along in the wind like a frisky boy and he watched until it rose out of the frame. This case, he thought. Man, this case.


    Larry bent again toward the weapon. It was a Smith & Wesson—Gus’s gun, no doubt of that. And Gus’s gun had Erno’s print on the trigger, and one unfired round in the cylinder. Another slug had been removed from Collins Farwell in surgery. That left three bullets unaccounted for. Larry told himself, No, then No, then followed the train of thought to the end of the line.


    “You think this is the murder weapon on my case, Mo?”


    “I think Ballistics can tell you for sure. And I suspect the DNA deacons can say whose blood was on Erdai’s hand. I need to send this gun back to the Evidence Room for purposes of the chain. But I’m going to make damn sure somebody comes over here and signs for it. I just wanted to give you a heads-up.”


    Mo handed over an envelope containing his report. Larry put it in his jacket pocket, but his mind was stumbling along. All Larry had to go on right now was the same witchy instinct that so often guided him. But the cool, deliberate homing mechanism of instinct said the
blood on Erno’s hand was not Collins’s. Now that he had time to think, Larry realized that the reports from the shooting at Ike’s all said at least a dozen cops had jumped on Erno right after he shot. The gun had been wrested from him before Erno approached his bleeding nephew. So the blood on the handle of Gus Leonidis’s gun came from somebody else. Like a slow grinding mill, Larry turned through the possibilities, fighting mostly himself. Luisa Remardi had been shot point-blank. And if Erno’s fingerprint was etched on the trigger in Luisa’s blood, that meant Erno was the shooter on July 4, 1991.


    Erno was the shooter. This was the murder weapon. And somehow Collins had that gun in his hand six years later. Collins’s prints were there, too. The only guy whose fingerprints weren’t on it was Squirrel. And he had confessed.


    “So Erno and/or Collins did this together with Squirrel,” Larry said. “Squirrel didn’t rat them out, and Erno returned the favor once he knew he was dying.”


    Mo shook his long face. “All I can tell you, Larry, is whose fingerprints are there.”


    Larry knew that. He was just explaining it to himself. Squirrel had confessed. Squirrel had known about this very gun. Squirrel had Luisa’s cameo in his pocket. And Squirrel had told Genevieve he was going to kill Luisa. Nothing had changed. Not so far as Squirrel was concerned.


    What in the hell was up with Collins?


    When Arthur got hold of this, it was going to be mayhem. The case that wouldn’t end was going to rev up again to 7500 rpm’s. As Larry stood, Mo pointed toward his sport coat where Larry had placed the report.


    “I’ll let you be the messenger in Center City.”


    “Eternal gratitude,” he said. He looked at Mo and added, “Fuck.”


    Outside, in front of the Hall, there were splintered park benches where the civilian personnel often ate their sandwiches in the summer months. The squirrels, accustomed to feasting on crumbs, came out of hiding and jumped around Larry as soon as he sat down to think.


    There wasn’t even a word for what he was. ‘Upset’? But he always learned things at these moments of revelation. And what he was learning
here was that he wasn’t really surprised about Erno. He’d always factored in the possibility that Erdai was messing around in proximity to the truth. Erno was the shooter. He repeated it to himself several more times. The consequence shook him, but not the fact.


    What bothered him more, as the minutes wore on in a day of wearying humidity, was Muriel. He was going to have to see her now. For real. He sat on the bench enduring everything he’d been going through for the last two days, the same congested feelings, his pulse skipping at the thought of being in the same room with her. And in this moment of revelation something else was clear: Muriel was never going to leave Talmadge. She was never going to sever herself from Talmadge’s influence with an election sixteen months away. No matter what, she hadn’t changed that much. And even forgetting the election, she’d invite scandal by admitting she was sleeping with a witness in an ongoing—and controversial—case. The hard-boned, clear-eyed part of Muriel that had always drawn Larry to her meant, in the end, that she’d never give up her entire career for his sake. What was left for the two of them was skunking around, more hotel rooms, begging for time. And Nancy, since she was a woman, the kind who paid attention, would know. What he was really butchering himself about was the life he’d made without Muriel. The fact that he was even considering chucking it in order to reach for something ungraspable filled him with bitterness, as if his heart was pumping battery acid.


    He could feel the report in his breast pocket. He wasn’t ready for any of this. Not for Muriel. Or to read in the press about some new fucking breakthrough in a murder case that was solved a decade ago. He was ready for Rommy Gandolph to be gone and for his own life to be at peace.


    Or was he? These chances didn’t come around very often—to recover what had been lost and was still regretted. To reverse the mistakes of a stupid and more ignorant self. Could he just let that opportunity go? He sat there dizzy with doubt, ready to cry out for no purpose at all. Then he tore the report into several pieces and dropped it in the trash. The squirrels rushed over, but for them, like others, there was only disappointment.
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    IN JUDGE KENTON HARLOW’S COURTROOM, there was no longer any expectation of drama. The vast gallery of onlookers was gone and the press contingent had dwindled to the standard retinue—Stew Dubinsky, Mira Amir, and a local news-service reporter, fresh from J school, who, even to Arthur’s eyes, needed to learn how to dress. With the media, Arthur had downplayed the allegations of the motions he’d filed. Whatever hopes he had with Harlow would not be enhanced if the judge felt Muriel had already been punished in the papers for her lapses.


    Arthur had not slept well. He was at a loss about exactly where Rommy’s case was headed. With Muriel’s letter about Collins, he might prop the coffin lid open for some time to come, and he even had flights of fantasy that Collins could somehow establish Rommy’s innocence. Yet lately, for whatever reason, Arthur had become concerned for his future. Sooner or later, this was all going to end. As
Gillian had put it weeks ago, life would be life again, not an adventure. Never without a long-range plan, he suddenly could see nothing clearly. And that uncertainty had reached his dreams, turning them turbulent. Near five, he had crept into the kitchen, to the eastern window, to watch the fiery disc of the sun burn its place into the sky. It’s going to be okay, he told himself. He believed it, but never more so than twenty minutes later when Gillian in a thin white robe found him, drew her chair beside his, and, without a word between them, held his hand while the sun regally threw off its rosy disguise and in blinding beauty ascended.


    With Carol Keeney, and a determined step, Muriel arrived in the courtroom. She was dressed in a sleek pantsuit, looking, as always, like a lean cat ready for a fight. She deposited her files on one of the counsel tables, then strolled across the courtroom and plopped down beside Arthur on the front bench where he, and several other lawyers here on motions, awaited the commencement of court.


    “So,” she said. “How big is that top hat of yours? Any more rabbits left in there?”


    “I’m hoping this one is enough.”


    “This is really clever, Arthur. I grant you that.”


    Arthur had eked one more extension from the Court of Appeals, this time for his motion to reconsider the order terminating Rommy’s case, so he could investigate the matters about Collins that Muriel had disclosed in her letter. The next move, plotted with Gillian, was far more unorthodox. Under Rule 11 of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure, Arthur had asked Judge Harlow to sanction the Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office for failing to disclose what Collins had told Larry in Atlanta. Essentially, Arthur claimed that Muriel’s response months ago to Arthur’s motion to grant Collins immunity had been functionally false. As punishment, he wanted Judge Harlow to order Muriel to immunize Collins and allow Arthur to take his deposition. In theory, Judge Harlow no longer had power over this case. Yet the original judge was in the best position to determine if he had been lied to and so such questions were referred first to him. And the law would defer to the sanctions he imposed if he found a party had acted in bad faith.


    “The Court of Appeals will see right through this, Arthur. Smart as this is, it’s hopeless in the long run.”


    “I don’t think it’s hopeless, Muriel. I think Judge Harlow may feel you were hiding material information.”


    “I wasn’t hiding anything, Arthur. It was Erno who was hiding—and lying.”


    “He was protecting his nephew.”


    “By shooting him? Besides, I don’t think there’s a motive exception for perjury. Erno’s word is worthless, Arthur. It always was.”


    “Especially if you won’t disclose anything that backs him up.”


    “Nothing backs him up, Arthur.”


    “How about Collins saying he prays every night for God to forgive him for what Erno and he did to Rommy? How could you possibly sit on that in good conscience?”


    “It’s b.s., Arthur, Collins getting his uncle’s back on the cheap, blowing smoke up Larry’s behind without the risk of perjury. And you got the information, Arthur, as soon as it appeared remotely relevant to anything.”


    “What else is there, Muriel, that you’ve decided isn’t remotely relevant?”


    “Arthur, I told you and the judge in my response that you have everything conceivably favorable to your client.”


    “Except Collins’s testimony. You really think the courts are going to let you keep Collins in the closet while you execute Rommy?”


    “Collins is a sideshow, Arthur. There’s nothing that connects him to these murders. You’ve been very good at creating sideshows. That’s your job. I give you credit. I’ll tell you another sideshow that interests me.”


    “What’s that?”


    “A little birdie says he sees a lot of Gillian Sullivan around your of fice over there. And holding hands at the Matchbook. What’s that about? Inquiring minds want to know.” With the question, Muriel bestowed a lurid little smile.


    That one set him back several steps, just as Muriel had intended. As Gillian had long predicted, Arthur was not entirely comfortable with the malicious sniggering that the wildfire news about their relationship seemed to have been evoking these days.


    “What has that got to do with anything, Muriel?”


    “I don’t know, Arthur. It’s unusual, don’t you think?”


    “There’s no conflict, Muriel. You said on the record months ago that Gillian has no role in these proceedings.”


    “Sounding a little sensitive, Art. I always liked Gillian. Everybody deserves a second chance.”


    Muriel didn’t care much for Gillian at all, according to Gillian. Both had tended to resent the frequent comparisons that had been made for years around the P.A.’s Office. And Muriel didn’t believe in second chances. She was a prosecutor whose credo was punishment for all mistakes—except, of course, her own. Yet she’d accomplished what she wanted to. Arthur was eager to end the conversation. Muriel could see that and stood again.


    Several weeks ago Arthur had taken the precaution of advising Rommy in writing that Gillian and he had become “close personal friends.” But Muriel’s point was not about propriety so much as vulnerability. She’d crossed the courtroom to warn him. If he went in for mudslinging, with high-profile assaults on her professionalism because she’d concealed the information about Collins, she had dirt on him of her own to hurl back.


    He’d never been perfectly suited for this profession, Arthur realized. In spite of all the years in the trenches and everything he knew about Muriel, his first hope when she sat down beside him was that she’d come to pass time because she liked him.


    “All rise.” Harlow strode briskly up to the bench, various papers in his arms. He called and disposed of the few other cases scheduled to precede theirs. When he reached Gandolph ex. Rel. Warden of Rudyard, the judge smiled down at Arthur and Muriel as they assembled at the podium.


    “I thought I’d seen the last of you folks. Welcome back.” He called on Muriel first to respond to Arthur’s motions. She was vehement.


    “First,” said Muriel, “the Court of Appeals has said that there’s not a case pending. Second, Mr. Raven is no longer Gandolph’s lawyer. Third, the limited discovery period that the court authorized concluded more than a month ago. And fourth, there were no misrepresentations
of any kind in any statement we have ever made to Your Honor.”


    Harlow smiled, still amused by Muriel’s style. Barely five feet and one hundred pounds, she hit like a heavyweight. In his tall chair, the judge pushed back to contemplate, combing his hand through his long white hair.


    “With all deference to my friends out there who are the eyes and ears of the public,” he said, “I think there are some things best addressed back in chambers. Why don’t the lawyers join me there?”


    The judge ushered them through his outer office into Lincoln Land, as the judge’s chambers were often called outside his presence. There were at least fifty portraits and figures of Lincoln at all stages of his life on the walls and shelves, including the Brady photographs. Documents bearing Lincoln’s signature were displayed around the room. The judge even had a collection of proof pennies in a case.


    Harlow’s law clerks, a white man and a black woman, had followed him from the courtroom, yellow pads in their hands. As the judge approached his desk and hung up his robe on a rack next to it, he was laughing.


    “Folks,” he said, “I have seen lawsuits for forty-some years, and I want to tell you, this one I’ll remember. It reminds me of those college football games where everybody is scoring in overtime. If you go get a beer, you can’t even tell who’s ahead.” He stretched a long hand toward the walnut conference table at the side of the room, where Arthur and Muriel and Carol Keeney and the clerks took seats.


    The formalities of the courtroom obliged the judge to listen first to the lawyers, but in his inner sanctum, Harlow was far less hesitant to speak his mind. Without a court reporter, he tended to proceed by edict.


    “I don’t like hiding from the press, not on a case that’s received this much attention, but at this stage we all need to be candid so we can move along.”


    There was a call then from the courtroom. Pamela had arrived, following an appearance in state court. The judge told his courtroom security officers to bring her back.


    “Okay, now let’s not kid around about these motions,” said Harlow, once Pamela, too, was at the long table. “First, Ms. Wynn, you don’t know me very well, and I don’t know you very well, but I think, speaking privately, both of us will agree that you should have corrected your filings with this court after your detective spoke to Mr. Farwell.”


    “I wish I had, Your Honor.”


    “Fine. And Mr. Raven, we both know that if Ms. Wynn were really trying to do you dirt, she wouldn’t have disclosed any of this.”


    “Granted, Judge Harlow. But she waited until after the Court of Appeals ruled. Now my client has to try to undo a virtual fait accompli.”


    “Timing, that’s the best of your gripe, Arthur. Right?”


    He turned his hand in the air evincing no better than half-hearted agreement.


    “I’m not dismissing the point, Arthur. We all know the forum can make a difference. Frankly, Ms. Wynn, if I’d heard that Mr. Erdai’s nephew asked God every night to forgive him for what they did to Gandolph, I’d have been pretty damn eager to hear what Collins Farwell had to say.”


    “With all respect, Your Honor,” said Muriel, “our office never grants immunity at the request of defendants or civil litigants, or even courts, who want to gain access to testimony. If the legislature thought those persons should have the power to bestow immunity, it would have given it to them. And it hasn’t. We wouldn’t immunize Mr. Farwell, then or now.”


    The judge squinted at Muriel for a second.


    “I don’t think counting the missiles in our arsenals is the right approach here, Ms. Wynn. Each of us has various powers. You have the power not to grant immunity. And I have the power to enter certain findings you might not like. And Mr. Raven has the power to make sure they’re heard far and wide. Rather than power, I’d prefer to talk about what’s fair. It’s obvious to all of us that Collins Farwell knows something about the circumstances that gave rise to this crime, which he didn’t disclose a decade ago. Mr. Raven says we should know everything we can before we execute his client, and that strikes me as a pretty good point. Now, given what Genevieve Carriere told you
about the way Mr. Gandolph was carrying on back in July of 1991, none of us is going to be very surprised if it turns out that Mr. Raven is sorry he asked to interrogate Mr. Farwell. But he’ll have some peace of mind as his client and he face what’s coming next. As will you. And I. So I’d rather we all take a day or two to reflect on what’s fair, rather than our powers, since that may well just be the pathway to sorrow for all of us.”


    Beneath his overgrown eyebrows, shot with white, the judge again peered at Muriel. She said nothing, but clearly took the toll of what she was up against. The bottom line was exactly what Arthur had said to her in the courtroom. Kenton Harlow was not going to allow Rommy Gandolph to be executed without hearing Collins’s story. The fact that Farwell’s testimony might incidentally show up the Court of Appeals for putting an early close to the case was, without doubt, no small incentive to Harlow. But he was giving Muriel few options. With the press looking on eagerly, she could magnanimously immunize Collins, extolling her dedication to the truth, or she could fence with a far shorter stick against a federal judge who might send her off on her election campaign officially branded a liar.


    “Why don’t we all think about it?” said Harlow. He summoned his minute clerk and dictated a brief order, stating that Arthur’s motion was entered and continued, and then sent them on their way. Muriel hurried off, her face compressed by cold indignation. As soon as she was gone, Pamela could not resist throwing an arm around Arthur and giving him a robust squeeze, further emphasized by another of her glimmering smiles.


    “This was brilliant,” she said. Arthur for the moment was her hero.


    He declined any credit and sent her back to the office to draft a brief status report on today’s proceedings for the Court of Appeals.
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    WHEN MURIEL RETURNED to the office, she paged Larry, requesting he get here on the double; she also called the Detective Commander to be certain her message wasn’t ignored. Immunity for Collins was the P.A.’s decision, but the case detective was entitled to be consulted. And it went without saying that it was past time for Larry to show his face. Angry and frustrated by Harlow, she had no more patience for Larry’s juvenile antics.


    But by the time he arrived an hour later, she had cooled. He appeared haggard, and she felt more or less as she had the last several days. In the past, Larry had often run away from her. She’d hoped both of them were different now, but they’d gotten to the crunch and no, apparently not. The whole thing — the misperceptions and the complications—left her feeling sad and, at moments, humiliated. But she’d departed from church on Sunday ready to believe it might be
for the best that things between Larry and her were not going to work out.


    At the moment Ned Halsey, the bantam P.A., with his bowlegs and white hair, was holding forth. Ned was famously affable, but he was exercised now. Halsey motioned Larry to close the door, then continued addressing Muriel, who was at her large desk set against the bay window.


    “Kenny Harlow was an asshole when I went to law school with him forty-five years ago,” said Ned. “He became an even bigger asshole when they gave him a robe. And at this stage, he’s such a gigantic asshole that he deserves his own solar system. So if you’re asking me will he actually behave like an asshole, the answer is yes.”


    “I still don’t think the Court of Appeals will let him stuff an immunity down our throats, Ned,” Muriel answered. As had been true throughout her life, the pathway from anger led to resolve. Stand up. Fight back. Those were her father’s mottos in dealing with arrogant powers.


    “He’ll eat the flesh right off your bones before then, Muriel,” said Ned. “‘Judge Says Chief Deputy Lied.’ Never mind yourself and the permanent damage he’ll do to you. Do you care to see the office endure that? I know I don’t.”


    “What?” asked Larry.


    She explained in a few strokes what had gone on in court. Larry responded with pique.


    “Christ, Ned, you can’t give immunity. God knows what Collins is going to say. This far from events, he can basically make it up as he goes. We’ll never be done with this case.”


    “Larry,” said the P.A., “we can talk all we want about office policy. It still looks like we’re hiding the truth. The guy as good as told you that he helped frame Gandolph.”


    “What if he was involved with the murders?” Larry asked.


    Even Muriel wouldn’t buy that one.


    “Larry, there’s no evidence tying Collins to the murders. No forensics, no statements. Besides, how can the state argue that somebody else might have been involved in the murders when we’re trying to execute
Gandolph for committing them? Christ, we make that argument, we oughta just build a pine box and jump in.”


    Ned, being Ned, patted Larry’s shoulder reassuringly on his way out. From the door, he pointed at his Chief Deputy.


    “It’s your case, Muriel. I support you either way. But my vote is to try to cut a deal with Arthur. Offer the immunity in exchange for an end to all further appeals, if it turns out Collins doesn’t help them.”


    She didn’t think Arthur would bite on that.


    “Good,” replied Ned. “At least you’ll have some political coverage if you decide to go mano a mano with Kenny.”


    Ned was a good man and wise. She liked his solution. Larry and she watched the P.A. close the door behind himself.


    “So,” Muriel said. “Was it something I said or something I did? No cards. No calls. No flowers?” A moment ago, she expected to say nothing at all, and even beginning to speak, she had thought she could manage to sound carefree. But the acid virtually sizzled. She placed both hands on her desk and took a deep breath. “Don’t worry, Larry. That’s not why I called.”


    “I didn’t think so.”


    “I just wanted to hear you out about Collins.”


    “You can’t give him immunity, Muriel. Dickerman finally got back to me on that gun.”


    “When was that?”


    “Last week?”


    “Last week! Hell, Larry, doesn’t it say somewhere in the police manual that the prosecutor gets to know the evidence in the case? I filed a response with the judge on Tuesday saying we’d turned over everything we had concerning Collins. When were you figuring on telling me?”


    “As soon as I knew what to say about the rest of it.”


    ‘The rest of it.’ Is that a personal reference?”


    “I think that’s what you’d call it.”


    Here, in the office, they had the advantage of a cooler, more abstracted tone. Across the desk from him, she folded her arms and asked if he thought what had happened between them last week had been a mistake.


    “If I knew what I thought, one way or the other, Muriel, I’d have come around and told you. That’s the truth. What do you think?”


    She swam through the murk of her feelings for a moment, then lowered her voice.


    “I thought it was wonderful to be with you. I was sky-high for a couple of days. Until I realized I wasn’t going to hear from you. What’s that about?”


    “I can’t take a lot more of this,” he said.


    She asked what ‘this’ was.


    “Fucking around,” he answered. “Me and you. Either we’re going to go for it or forget it. I’m too old to live in between.”


    “I don’t want to be in between, Larry. I want you in my life.”


    “As?”


    “As someone I’m connected to. Intensely connected to.”


    “Part time? Full time?”


    “Jeez Louise, Larry. I’m talking about a need, not a battle plan.”


    “I’m not sneaking around again, Muriel. Either we’re in or we’re out.”


    “What’s ‘in’ and what’s ‘out’?”


    “I’m talking about you leaving Talmadge, me leaving Nancy. I’m talking about saying once and for all we made a mistake, a big mistake, way back when, and that we’ll try to rescue what’s left to be saved.”


    “Wow,” Muriel said. She touched her chest where her heart was now hammering. “Wow.” Her thinking had not gone much further than the next opportunity for romance, which until a few seconds ago she’d accepted was likely to be never.


    “I’m serious.”


    “I can tell.”


    “And I’m not 100 percent sure I want that. But I’m more certain that when I put it to you like this, there won’t be anything for me to reckon on.”


    “Tellin it like it is, Lar.”


    “I’m trying to.”


    He was angry, as he was so often, already smarting from the rejection he’d presumed. As for her, she’d left him last week troubled, of
course, sad about many things, and brittle with guilt. But in spite of that, percolating to the surface was an airy happiness. She was free of something. For all the danger and stupidity and selfishness of what she had done, she felt herself reaching outward. In the face of his subsequent silence, she was saddest about losing that.


    “I’m glad you said this,” she said. “I mean it.” She spoke calmly, but within, panic still prevailed. So many things were suddenly piled precariously on top of one another. Her marriage. Her job. Her future. Who she was. Shit.


    Was love worth not having the life you wanted? That plainly, the question zoomed at her out of the back of her mind. Was love—real, tumultuous love at the advanced age of forty-four—enough to make up for all the other things she aspired to? The poems and the storybooks declared that the only answer was yes. But she wasn’t certain what grown-ups said. At least this grown-up.


    “I need to think about this, Larry. Think hard.” She could see it was the first remark she’d made that pleased him.


    “Yeah,” he said. “Think hard.” He looked at her a little longer. “But you probably won’t be talking to me.”


    “And why is that?”


    His anger was abruptly behind him. He collapsed in the oak chair at the corner of her desk.


    “Because,” he answered, “I still haven’t told you what Mo said about that gun.”


     



     



    LARRY HAD SPENT MOST DAYS in the past twenty-plus years chasing around the most dangerous so-called humans in this city. He’d pursued them down dim gangways and around dark corners, even led the charge in full-body armor years ago when they pinched Kan-El, leader of the Night Saints, who was holed up with a cache of weapons he’d somehow bought from the Libyan army. Larry was always exhilarated on those occasions, dancing along on his nerve endings, a feeling reprised from game time when he played high-school ball. He never felt the dread, or the sick gastric backup in the rear of his throat he was experiencing now. The person in the world who scared him most,
he realized, was seated across the room. It was suddenly inconceivable why he hadn’t told her about the gun last week. The truth, near as he could figure, was he’d just been sick of letting Muriel make all the rules.


    As he spoke, she shrank back and grew hard and cool as a stone.


    “And what did you do with Dickerman’s report?” she asked when he’d finished.


    “Let’s say I lost it.”


    “Let’s say.” She rested her forehead against her hands.


    “It doesn’t matter, Muriel. Squirrel did it. You know he did it. If he did it with Erno and Collins, he still did it.”


    “That’s a theory, Larry. That’s your theory. Maybe it’s our theory. But their theory is that Erno did this alone. And their theory is maybe just an eensy-teensy little bit more persuasive when you add in that his fingerprints are in blood on the trigger of the murder weapon.”


    “Maybe the murder weapon.”


    “I have a hundred dollars it is, Larry. Have you got a hundred it isn’t? How about ten?” She burned him with her stare. “How about fifty cents?”


    “Okay, Muriel.”


    “Jesus,” she said, and sat winding her head. “What the hell were you thinking, Larry?”


    “My bad,” he answered.


    “Don’t give me any crap, Larry. I want that revolver to Ballistics this afternoon. And to Serology the minute they’re done with it. And get ATF to do the trace on the serial number.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “You’re lucky the way this fell out. If Arthur had discovered this, you’d have ended up in Rudyard as an inmate. Do you understand that?”


    “Spare me the melodrama, Muriel.”


    “I’m not kidding.”


    “Fuck that stuff, Muriel. I’m telling you now. It’s a few days late. The prosecutor never knows everything. You don’t want to know everything.”


    “Meaning what?”


    “Come on, Muriel. You know how this works. You don’t go to the butcher and ask for his sausage recipe. It’s sausage and you know it’s sausage. There’s nothing in it that’ll kill you.”


    “What else don’t I know, Larry?”


    “Forget it.”


    “No más, Larry. We’re not gonna play Trust Me after this.”


    “Is this truth or dare?”


    “Call it what you want.”


    It was a contest all right, as he’d always known, and he was going to lose.


    “Fine. Do you think that cameo was really in Squirrel’s pocket?”


    He shut her up with that. Even Muriel the Ferocious showed a reflex of fear.


    “I did.”


    “Well, it was.”


    “Fuck you,” she said in relief.


    “But it wasn’t there the day I arrested him. It was there the night before and some light-fingered copper took it home. I just sort of replaced it. That’s what I’m talking about. Don’t tell me you’re shocked.”


    She wasn’t. He could see that.


    “Larry, hiding fingerprints on the murder weapon isn’t the same thing as tightening up the case. You know that.” She faced the forward panel of the bay window behind her. “What a mess,” she said.


    Larry watched her knocking a thumbnail on that gap between her front teeth as she thought it through. In a second he could see her good sense, like a life jacket, beginning to bring her back to the surface.


    “I’m going to give Collins immunity,” she said then.


    “What?”


    “If Arthur gets what he wants, he won’t ask why. Maybe, if we’re lucky, Jackson will let us hear Collins’s story in private first.”


    “You can’t give him immunity. The guy was running around with the murder weapon.”


    “I have no choice, Larry. You gave me no choice. I can’t fight this. I can’t say Collins may be the murderer and proceed to execute Gandolph.
It’s one or the other. Hell, Larry, with Erno’s fingerprints on that trigger, we’re back to square one. And Collins may be the best chance we have. Harlow is right. Collins could put Rommy in once and for all.”


    “No,” Larry said. It was a general protest. He was furious about everything. “It’s the election, right? You’d decided to give Collins immunity anyway. Ned already had you turned around. I’m just the excuse. You don’t want to fade the heat with Harlow.”


    “Oh, fuck you, Larry!” She picked a pencil off her desk and threw it at the window. “Goddamn it, don’t you understand this? The election is the least of it. There’s still the law. There are rules. And fairness. Christ, Larry, it’s ten years later and listening to you right now, I wonder myself about what actually happened. Do you get that?” Leaning across her desk, she looked like she was ready to come over and throttle him.


    “Oh, I get it.” He went to the door. He said, “I’m just a cop.”


     



     



    IN THE EARLY-SUMMER EVENING, Gillian stood at the curb in front of Morton’s downtown store, awaiting Arthur. The late office workers were largely dispersed and traffic had eased. A few feet away, two weary women sat slumped beside their large shopping bags inside a glass bus shelter.


    By now, Gillian could mark the duration of her relationship with Arthur by the light, which was fading earlier these days. The sun, which they’d seen rise this morning, was now diving into the river, its hot glow spread like a hawk’s tail across the light clouds on the horizon. In the shifting winds, there was the faintest omen of fall. Although she’d been told repeatedly that it was the sign of a depressive character, she’d never fully abandoned the inclination to treat natural phenomena—the onset of darkness, or the dwindling of summer—with superstitious concern. Life was good. It would not last.


    Arthur was late, but it was clear once the sedan arrived, he was excited.


    “Another Muriel-gram,” he said as Gillian slid in. He’d brought her copies of two short motions the P.A.’s Office had filed this afternoon
in both the U.S. District Court and the Circuit Court of Appeals. Acknowledging receipt of “new and material information concerning the nature and circumstance of the crime,” Muriel asked that all proceedings be stayed for fourteen days to enable the state to investigate.


    “What in the world?” Gillian asked. “Did you call her?”


    “Naturally. I demanded the new information and she wouldn’t budge an inch. We fenced around for a while, but we finally agreed that if I give her the two weeks, she’ll acquiesce in a motion to set aside the Court of Appeals’ order and reopen the case. Essentially, she’s taking the points off the scoreboard.”


    “My God!” Although Arthur was driving, she slid closer to embrace him. “But what could this be? Is she going to immunize Collins?”


    “I can’t believe that she’d concede in advance that he’s credible enough to merit reopening the case. If she doesn’t like what Collins says, she’ll just call him a liar. It has to be more than that. It’s got to be big.”


    For months now, Arthur had cleaved to an improbable vision of Muriel suddenly seeing the light about Rommy. Gillian held Muriel in much lower esteem, but Arthur refused to view anyone he had worked beside years ago in anything but a kindly light. In any event, she shared his suspicion that there had been a dramatic development.


    “So you’ve had a wonderful day,” she said.


    “Okay,” he answered.


    “Some negative development?”


    “Nothing on the case. And not really negative. Muriel passed a comment about us. They know.”


    “I see. And how did that make you feel?”


    He shrugged. “Uncomfortable?”


    Gillian’s harpy of a mother would have uttered a withering I told you so. All of Gillian’s cultivated reserve was a means to recycle and restrain that voice which she would never really get out of her head. But poor Arthur always wanted people to like him. Being belittled and mocked for his choice of companion was affecting him, much as she’d
always known it would. At 6 a.m., she’d found him lost in thought, staring out at the sunrise.


    “Are you trying not to say you warned me?” he asked her.


    “Am I so plain?”


    “We’re going to make it,” he said.


    She smiled and reached over for his hand.


    “Seriously,” he said. “What I was thinking this morning was that we should run away.”


    “Oh, really?”


    “I mean it. Just pack up and find another spot. Start from scratch. Both of us. I’ve made some calls, Gil. There are states where a few years from now, assuming everything stays stable, you’d have a good chance if you applied for readmission.”


    “To the bar?”


    He dared to look at her, nodding stoically before returning to the traffic. The notion was breathtaking. She had never even considered that she might be eligible to return from exile.


    “And your practice, Arthur?”


    “So what?”


    “After all those years to make partner?”


    “That’s all about fear of rejection. I wanted to make it because I wouldn’t have been able to stand myself if I didn’t. Besides, if this is what I think it is with Rommy, I’m going to be rich. If we clear him, Rommy’s going to have an amazing civil suit. I can leave the firm and take his case. He’ll get millions. And I’ll get my share. I’ve thought about it.”


    “Apparently.”


    “No, not like it sounds. I’ve just never been really good in private practice. I’m a worker bee. I’m not smooth enough to attract big clients. I just want to find a good case and work like hell on it. Preferably something I believe in.”


    Years ago, from a distance, Gillian had thought of Arthur as middle-aged from birth. But that was a function of his looks and the fatalistic air he’d acquired from his father. With Rommy’s case, he had come to terms with himself as someone who was happiest striving toward ideals, even if they were unattainable.


    “And what of your sister?” asked Gillian.


    This, too, ran true to form. In his face, the workings of Arthur’s internal life were now as clear to her as if they were being broadcast on a screen, and she watched as his heart was pierced by reality and buzzed back to earth inside his chest.


    “Maybe we stay in the Middle West. I couldn’t go too far, anyway, if I was handling Rommy’s civil case, because I’d have to be able to get back here a couple of times a week. How about I tell my mother she’s on? She’s been AWOL for thirty years. I’ve been the parent, she’s been the child. What if I just say to her, Time to grow up?”


    Gillian smiled, while Arthur actually seemed to reflect on the prospect. She’d never had Arthur’s unbounded capacity to surrender to improbable hopes, which was one more reason she’d found refuge in drugs. But she loved watching him fly free. And now and then, recently, she’d found herself airborne with him. It endured no longer than one of those unstable isotopes created in a reactor whose existence was mostly in theory, but she laughed in the dark and closed her eyes and for that fragment of time believed with Arthur in a perfect future.
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    JACKSON AIRES took no small pleasure in being a pain in the ass. Initially, he agreed that Collins could be interviewed before his testimony, so long as the meeting took place in Atlanta and the P.A.’s Office paid Jackson’s plane fare down there. Then it turned out that Collins had returned to town to deal with Erno’s estate. But, Jackson said, his client had now decided that he would speak only after having first been sworn to God to tell the truth. Muriel had the option of reconvening a grand jury to continue investigating the Fourth of July Massacre, because there was no statute of limitations on murder, and she preferred that to a deposition. That way she could examine Collins without Arthur looking over her shoulder or leaking the parts of the testimony he liked, and she’d also avoid violating her office’s policy against granting immunity in a civil case. Even Jackson favored the grand jury, since by law, Collins’s testimony would remain secret.


    On August 22, Collins arrived in the anteroom outside the grand
jury chamber. He was in the same dark, stylish suit he’d worn to his uncle’s funeral. In his hand was a Bible, encircled by a chain of wooden beads holding a large cross. The book had been thumbed so often it had softened up like a paperback. Along with Aires, Collins’s big blond-haired wife was beside him.


    Muriel presented the form immunity order, which Jackson read word for word, as if he hadn’t seen it dozens of times before, then Muriel opened the door to the grand jury room. Jackson tried to enter with them, knowing full well that his presence was prohibited. Only the witness, the prosecutor, the court reporter, and the grand jurors were allowed inside.


    “Got to be present,” said Aires. “No choice about that.”


    After another half hour of negotiation, they agreed Collins would be sworn and his testimony then suspended. A recorded interview would take place at Jackson’s law office this afternoon, with the tape supplied to the grand jury later. Muriel was just as happy to get out of the courthouse, where a reporter might get wind of something.


    Jackson had several offices, one in Center City and another in Kewahnee, but his principal place of business was in the North End, not far from DuSable Field. Like Gus Leonidis, Jackson had refused to give up on the neighborhood where he had come of age. His office was in a one-story strip mall, which Jackson owned. The anchor tenant on the corner was one of the national pharmacy-convenience chains that he’d cajoled into renting years ago. On the other end of the strip, Jackson’s suites branched off beyond the glass vestibule.


    Muriel had driven separately from Larry and Tommy Molto. The week had brought intense heat, gusts from the south, and a sun that was a scourge. Tempted to wait outside for the other two, Muriel, after a few minutes, retreated indoors for the air-conditioning.


    Eventually, they were all assembled in Aires’s large inner office. Given Jackson’s vanity, Muriel would have expected that he, like so many others, would have treated his walls as a monument to himself, but most of what surrounded him were photographs of his family—three children, all lawyers in other cities, and, if Muriel’s count was accurate, nine grandchildren. His wife had been gone a few years now. Looking at the office, hearing the bustle beyond where Jackson
employed two other attorneys, Muriel wondered whether he would tell you that America was a great country, or that he shouldn’t have had to scrap so hard for what he deserved. Both were true.


    “Muriel, you sit here.” In an act of unexpected gallantry, Jackson was offering her the large chair behind his desk. The furniture throughout the room was square and functional, Danish modern in the hands of an office discount store. In the meantime, Aires took an armchair at the front corner beside his client. Like a chorus, Collins’s wife and Larry and Molto all found seats behind them. Jackson, being Jackson, took out his own small tape recorder and laid it on the desk next to the one Muriel had already placed there.


    As soon as both recorders were rolling and tested, Collins looked to Aires and asked, “Can I talk now?”


    “Let the lady ask you a question, why don’t you?” said Jackson. “This isn’t drama class. You don’t give a soliloquy.”


    “There’s only one thing worth saying,” Collins answered.


    “Which is?” asked Muriel.


    “My uncle Erno killed those folks and Gandolph was no part of it.”


    She asked how Collins was so sure. He looked to Aires, who lifted the back of his hand to him.


    “Well, you started in, you can’t hardly stop now,” Jackson said.


    Collins closed his remarkable umber eyes momentarily, then said, “Because, may Jesus forgive me, I was there to see him do it.”


    Aires’s chair was too tall for Muriel. Her high heels hung off her feet and she had to kick a couple of times at the carpeting so she could turn to get a better look at Collins. His hair had receded a bit, and he’d thickened, but Collins remained one of God’s unearthly beauties. His face was fixed as if he were attempting to show courage in the face of the truth.


    “I don’t ever want to tell this story again,” Collins said. “That’s why I need Anne-Marie to hear it now, so it can be said and done with. My Lord and Savior, He knows I was born in sin, but it is a sad thing to think about the kind of man I been without Him.”


    When Muriel glanced at Larry, he was slumped in his chair next to the air-conditioning register. In the intense heat, he’d removed today’s sport coat, folding it carefully on his knee while he studiously observed
his own foot tapping the carpet. They were just at the beginning, but she could tell that Larry had already heard too much about Jesus. Over the years, he’d listened to a lot of it, naturally, dudes who’d sliced gang signs into somebody’s abdomen and then came to God about thirty seconds before their sentencings. That stuff never bothered Muriel, though. God could sort it out. That was why She was God. Muriel’s job was assigning responsibility here on earth.


    Muriel backtracked for a minute, spoke the date and time, explained the nature of the proceeding, and asked everyone in the room to speak up briefly so the tape bore a specimen of each voice.


    “Let’s start with your name,” said Muriel to Collins. After he gave it, she asked him for any aliases he had used as an adult. He rattled off at least half a dozen.


    “What about Faro Cole? Have you used that?”


    “True.”


    “As an alias?”


    “More a new life,” he said, and smiled to himself in apparent chagrin. “I’m like a lot of folks,” Collins said. “I kept on trying to have a new life until I finally got one.” He looked over at his lawyer then. “Can I tell this how I want to?” Aires pointed to Muriel. “I got this in my head a certain way,” said Collins to her. “You-all can ask what you like, but first off I’d like to tell it how I know it.”


    He would anyway. Muriel knew that much. Collins could frame it however he wanted to—as a sinner repenting, as one of the earth’s wounded and ill used. At the end of the day, she’d stuff it back into the rigid little boxes of the law. She told him to suit himself.


    Collins took a moment to smooth his jacket. He’d worn a white shirt and a smart tie. He still kept himself neat.


    “End of the day,” he said then, “this is really just a story about my uncle and me. Not that there aren’t a lot of other folks who should have mattered. But they didn’t. That’s the first thing you-all have to see.


    “Me and Uncle Erno walked a long road. May never have been on the face of the earth two men who hated each other more than we did sometimes. I think it was because we were the best the other had. I was all he had that might be like a child, and he was near as I had to
any kind of father, and it wasn’t either one of us who thought he’d got a specially good deal. Here I am, black to everybody who sees me, and this long-nosed hunky, what he really wanted is for me to carry on just like him, and how was I ever gonna do that?”


    Collins looked down to the cross and the Bible in his lap.


    “I couldn’t a been more than thirteen, fourteen years old, I was done with all them in the old neighborhood. I was black whether they were gonna say so or not, and I was the baddest brother that ever would be. Only it was like I said—Uncle Erno, he was never gonna leave hold of me. I was on those streets, doin the dumb stuff I did, selling crack cocaine mostly and smokin it too, and my uncle, he’d make like he was the po-lice—he loved to do that—come pull me out of those hellholes and tell me I was wasting my life. Was my life, I’d tell him, and just go right back to it. Course, soon as the po-lice had me, I’d call Erno and he’d help me out and tell me never again.


    “First adult conviction was in ’87. Erno got me in the Honor Farm. And when I came out, you know, I really meant to do good. If you mind yourself, they wipe the slate clean for you. Erno and my ma sent me to Hungary, get away from the influences, and I took my own self to Africa. When I came home, I asked my uncle for help getting into the travel business.


    “In 1988, that was the happiest Erno ever was with me. I did all that stuff he was forever telling me I had to do. I went to school, and I studied, and I passed my travel agent’s exam and got a job at Time To Travel, and made the scene at work every morning. I walked past the brothers on the street I’d kicked with like I didn’t know them. And man, it was hard. It was hard. Erno, you know, he and my mom, they were always tellin me how bad they had it in Hungary—they ate squirrels and sparrows they caught in the parks, all of that—but I was workin and workin and I didn’t have money. Twenty-some years old and back to livin with my ma? When I moved up to agent, I was on straight commission at Time To Travel, and there wasn’t one of those big corporate accounts wanted to do business with any young black man. And I finally said to him, ‘Uncle Erno, I can’t make it, man, I tried and tried, but this just isn’t gonna work out.’”


    Collins glanced up to see how he was being received. Molto took
advantage of the interval to stand to check that their tape recorder on Aires’s desk was running. Jackson, naturally, did the same thing.


    “Erno could see I was headed for backsliding and he was pretty much desperate. At one point, he had some idea that he’d shift airline business to me. One crazy notion after another. And that’s how the ticket stuff started. First off, he pretended like these were just tickets that had gotten lost somehow. How stupid was that? I figured the godown on that real soon.”


    Larry cleared his throat. “Mind if I ask a few things?” He did not really sound friendly. Caught in the spell of his story, it was an instant before Collins looked up.


    “Starczek,” said Collins then.


    Larry’s first question was simple. Where did the tickets come from?


    “Back then,” said Collins, “tickets were just startin to come out of a computer. The printers never worked—jammed, wrote on the wrong lines. Half the time, agents still issued tickets by hand and then ran them through that validating machine with their die. If you made a mistake writing up a ticket, you voided it and put the number on an error report. These tickets Erno gave me, they were blank validated hand tickets, listed on the error report so nobody was lookin for them.”


    “The airlines keep telling me,” said Larry, “that sooner or later somebody flying on those tickets would get caught.”


    “Probably so,” said Collins. “But wasn’t anyone that ever flew on those tickets. I turned those tickets in to cover the cost of other tickets.”


    Muriel glanced to Larry to see if she’d missed something, but he, too, appeared confused.


    “Suppose I had a customer,” said Collins, “who paid in cash for a trip to New York. I’d take a ticket that Erno got me, and write it up as a New York ticket for an earlier date. Validation made it look like it had been issued by hand at the TN ticket counter. Then I’d turn Erno’s ticket in to cover the cost of my customer’s ticket—as if it was an even exchange. I’d put my customer’s cash in my pocket, instead of turning it over to Time To Travel. Rather than a little-bitty piece of a commission, I got the whole price of the ticket. And my share of commission,
too. Airline accounting matched the flight coupon against a validated ticket and never looked any further.”


    “Smart,” said Muriel.


    “Wasn’t me,” Collins told her. “Erno was the one who figured it out. He’d seen every ticket scam. Guess he finally got one in his head that would work. Probably took it as a kind of challenge. That’s how Erno was.”


    “Right,” said Larry. “That’s what I’m wondering about—Erno. Why didn’t he just do what a semi-normal person would do and give you money?”


    Collins tipped his head back and forth as he weighed out an answer.


    “Erno, you know, he was one strange kitty cat.”


    “No shit,” said Larry. Collins’s narrow mouth turned down. He didn’t care for either the language or the idea of somebody else dissing Erno’s memory. Muriel delivered a look. It was probably the first eye contact she’d had with Larry since he walked in. Given the tenor of their parting last week, she might have expected defiance, but he responded with a mild nod.


    “First off, Erno was cheap,” said his nephew. “That’s the truth. Once he had hold of a dollar, he didn’t care too much to let it go. And, you know, he could get grouchy about how the airline should have treated him better on one thing or another. And heck, man, that outlaw life, it can be real excitin, ask somebody who knows. Erno always pined over all he missed out on when he got tossed from the Academy. But you know, when I hold those babies of mine, I’m always tellin them, “There’s nothin I wouldn’t do for you.’ And I’ve thought on it, and I think that’s pretty much what Erno was saying to me: You try to make something of yourself, there’s nothing I won’t do to help.”


    Collins bent forward to see if Starczek was satisfied. Larry made an equivocal face: Go figure with crooks. Collins went back to his story.


    “Even so, I guess I felt like I was still on Erno’s string. Went overseas on vacation and scored in Amsterdam and just fell in with the drugs again. When I got taken down this time, Erno quit on me. Put
his own self on the line and this was how I repaid him. That was the speech. I was in medium security in Jensenville and he didn’t come visit once.


    “I didn’t really see how bad off I was until I got out in 1990. I only knew two things, really—slangin dope and travel agenting. Black and white, in my mind, if the truth be told. And I couldn’t do either. One more narcotics conviction, I was Triple X and gone for life. And I’d lost my travel license when I got convicted in ’89. Should have just moved, but young folks, you know how it is, figured I’d beat the system. Called myself Faro Cole, faked the degree information, and sat the license exam all over again.”


    “Ah,” said Muriel. Collins responded with a rueful little smile.


    “Got a job at Mensa Travel, strictly commission, and it was the same as before, tryin hard and no money. Well, that thing with the hand tickets had worked okay the first time. Just had to find somebody who could scratch them off the books the right way. Now, I couldn’t go over there to TN myself—Erno would have run me out—but I was hangin in the wrong place one night and in comes Gandolph, tryin like always to unload something somebody or another stole. I knew who he was. I’d worked out at the airport right after high school for a couple of months. He used to buy weed off me. By then, he couldn’t begin to reckon my name, but I figured, since he always knew if something had come loose of its owner, he might know a ticket agent out at DuSable who’d like to work something. Promised him if it cooked, we’d look after him. That’s how I got hooked up with Luisa.


    “She didn’t want any part of it at first. How I convinced her finally was when I told her Erno had done the same thing. That had some traction with her. She wasn’t gonna be Erno’s fool or anybody else’s.”


    Muriel asked when this was.


    “Oh, we must have started in January of ’91. That’s when they all got killed, right, ’91? I’d say January, then. And it went along fine till I ran into Gandolph in that same place, Lamplight, and it turned out she wasn’t givin him anything from her end. Might be she didn’t really get it that she was supposed to cover him. Man, I know I told her, but she hadn’t done it, and he went all over the airport runnin his
mouth, till she finally give him her cameo, just to shut him up while she tried to get together what she owed him.”


    “You’re saying Luisa basically pawned the cameo to him?” asked Muriel.


    “Exactly,” said Collins. “Said it was like a family heirloom. Course it was too late, cause with Squirrel mouthin off, Erno had fallen to this now and he was trippin. Soon as he heard my name, he knew darn well what was goin down and he got up in my face. He wasn’t gonna have me stealin right under his nose, in his shop, specially not as he was the one who taught me how to do it. He told me to quit, or he’d stop it, and next I heard, he’d had Luisa searched for some phony reason —”


    “Drugs,” offered Larry.


    “Exactly,” said Collins. “Drugs. Said she had drugs on her. Maybe Erno thought since she was mixed up with me, that we were doin that, too. But she wasn’t anybody to treat that way. After that, man, it was on. She wanted money anyway for Gandolph, so she could get her cameo back.


    “Early July, she give me the word. Said she’d been real careful, but she had some tickets stashed. She wasn’t worried any about Erno, either. Said she’d hide those tickets so wasn’t anyone would find them, not to worry. Fourth of July, nobody around, she figured that was the time.


    “So come to July 3rd, actually July 4th, past midnight, we had a meet at Paradise. She wasn’t in the door two seconds when Erno runs in behind her. He’d been watching her error reports, sneaking around, following her. ‘You had it now, lady,’ he says to her. ‘I gave you a chance.’ Looks at me and says, ‘You get the hell out of here. And as for you,’ he says to Luisa, ‘you hand me those tickets you got stuffed in your underwear and write out a resignation right now, or I’m calling the cops.’


    “Luisa, man—she was tough. She didn’t take it from nobody. ‘F you,’ she says. ‘You ain callin no po-lice. You call the po-lice on me, I’ll tell them you did the same thing.’”


    Lifting a hand, Collins shifted. The sun was straight in his eyes.
Jackson stood to rearrange the blinds. Either recovering his place, or responding to the memory of what he was describing, Collins was still for a second.


    “See there, when she said that to him, that was what you’d have to call the turning point. Cause Erno, it didn’t even enter his mind that I’d have let on about him. He just figured I’d turned on Luisa. But he would never think I’d tell that kind of secret. Not to somebody who wasn’t family.


    “Erno—he had a temper. Get all red, eyes like saucers. And you could see right then, he was ready to kill somebody. For real. Only it wasn’t Luisa he meant to fade. It was me. If he’d had a gun in his hand, he’d have shot me dead for sure. But he didn’t. Not yet. He just started busting on both of us, screamin and what not, and Gus came over and told him to get his butt out of there, and Erno wasn’t hearin it. That didn’t go on too long before Gus came back with his pistol.


    “After that, it was pretty much like my uncle said in court. Erno told Gus he wouldn’t shoot anybody, and Luisa grabbed that pistol out of Gus’s hand, and Erno went after it. I don’t think it was as much of an accident as Erno made out that he shot her. To me, it looked like he had that gun full out of her hand. But it was all so dang fast. Bang! That sound, man, it was like it was still shaking the restaurant five minutes later. And there’s Luisa, looking down at this hole right through the center of her, and smoke, smoke floating up, like it was coming off a cigarette. For a second, none of us knew what to do except stand there and look at her, it was so peculiar.


    “Finally, Gus snapped out of it and went for the phone. Erno told him to stop and Gus didn’t stop and Erno put him down, like he was shootin a horse.”


    “And you?” asked Larry of Collins.


    “Me?”


    “What were you doing?”


    “Man, I’d heard all kind of woofin and carryin on, but truth is, I hadn’t never seen somebody killed. It was terrible. Truly terrible. All I was thinkin at first was, Now, how am I gonna get him to take this back? It was so crazy, I couldn’t make myself believe it was gonna last.
Like things just had to snap back to normal. Then it comes to you, that isn’t gonna happen.


    “After Erno shot Gus I bust out crying and my uncle, man, started in hollerin. ‘Whose fault is this, anyway, Collins? Whose fault?’ Right then, I figured I was next, and I even started lookin out the windows, tellin myself there were two shots now, somebody had to hear and call the police. But it was the Fourth of July, nobody’s thinking nothin ’cept firecrackers.


    “Then Erno saw the last one. Hiding. Poor dude, he was under a table. Erno pointed the gun and marched him down to the freezer. Then I heard the shot. Didn’t sound like the first two, for some reason. Something worse about it. For Erno, too. After he came up and looked at me, all that anger, that was done. He just sat there wasted and told me what to do. We were gonna make it look like a robbery. ‘Get this.’ ‘Wipe that.’ I did it all.”


    “Was he threatening you?” Muriel asked.


    “He still had the gun, if that’s what you mean. But from the look of him, I wasn’t thinkin anymore he was intending to shoot me. Truth of it is that it probably didn’t ever occur to him that I wasn’t gonna do what he said, cause it didn’t ever occur to me either. It was just family,” said Collins. He stopped and took a heavy breath over that thought.


    “And it was you who dragged the bodies downstairs?” Larry asked.


    “Right. Cryin the whole time, too.” Collins chucked his face in Larry’s direction. “You thinkin about those footprints?”


    “That I am.” Forensics had matched Paul Judson’s shoes with the footprints trailing through the bloody drag patterns left by the bodies.


    “When I come up the last time, Erno saw that my slip-ons were soaked through with blood. He said, ‘You can’t go out on the street in those. Go downstairs and see which of them dead men got shoes that might fit you.’ That was the first time it even came to me to say no to him. ‘I ain putting my foot in no dead man’s shoe.’ Can you imagine? We actually carried on about that for a while. But I finally did like he said, same as the rest of it.”


    Collins pointed at Larry. “You go check those shoes that came off the third one, the businessman. Nice pearl-gray pump, I-talian. Faccione,
the brand, I think. Too big for him, too. I couldn’t ever believe nobody noticed those shoes. What businessman goes round in a pearl-gray pump?”


    Muriel could see something moving behind Larry’s hard expression : the shoes were clicking. It seemed to be hitting home with him that Collins was probably telling a large chunk of the truth. She hadn’t had much doubt of that for some time now.


    “We were ready to leave outta there, already at the front door, when Erno snaps his fingers. ‘Hold this,’ he says. He had everything, wallets and jewelry, bank deposit, the gun, all of it wrapped up in one of Gus’s aprons. He sort of tiptoed down the stairs and when he comes back up, he’s got a johnny in his hand.”


    “A condom, you mean?” Muriel asked.


    “Exactly. Used, too. After everything else—”Collins just shook his head several times. “Anyway, Erno says, ‘Stuffed those tickets up her behind. Couldn’t have found them with a miner’s light, if I hadn’t seen the edge of this here.’ She had maybe fifteen tickets rolled tight in that rubber.”


    Collins for the first time looked back to Anne-Marie. Behind him, his wife had sat with her mouth compressed against the heel of her palm, appearing, to Muriel’s eye, as if she was doing her best not to react. But when Collins turned to her, she responded at once. She reached out and the two sat holding hands for a second.


    “You okay?” Aires asked his client.


    Collins wanted water. They took a break. Everyone needed a minute. Muriel searched out Larry’s eye, but he looked funky and wrapped up in himself. Out in the hallway, waiting for the john, Muriel asked Tommy Molto what he thought. Molto picked with a fingernail at spots of tomato sauce on his shirt and tie, and said he didn’t know what to think. Muriel wasn’t sure either.


    When they returned, Anne-Marie had slid her chair beside Collins’s and was holding his free hand. The other was still gripping his Bible. After a minute or two of fiddling with the tape recorders to be sure they were running, Muriel gave the date and time, then asked Collins what happened when they left Paradise.


    “I followed Erno back to his house, and sat with him in his car.
He’d been through some changes that night. We both had. At Paradise, he’d been outta-his-mind angry, then all blown away and subdued. Now he was just flat-out scared, trying to think out every angle not to get caught. He had one lecture after another for me. Make sure and mention to some folks how him and me went out for a pop last night. Don’t ever get myself inebriated and start braggin about all this to my homes or some lady I was after. The big thing on his mind, though, was how to get rid of that apron full of stuff in his trunk—the gun, the wallets, the jewelry, it was all in there. It was past three by now and both of us were just too messed up and worn out to deal. I didn’t want to have no more to do with any of this. And Erno was flat paranoid. All he could see was how we were bound to get caught, if we went to toss the apron in the river, or built a big fire and burned it all, or buried it in the Public Forest. There’d be light by five. But there was a toolshed in his backyard with a dirt floor—if we dug there, no way anybody was gonna see us. And so we each shoveled till we were halfway to China and threw that apron in there. He said he was gonna come up with a better plan when he calmed down, but I knew the both of us would be happy never to look at any of that again. Then he walked me to my car and right there on the street reached up and hugged me. That hadn’t happened since I was ten, and in the middle of all that craziness, maybe the craziest thing of all was how good that felt. Murdered three folks and hugged me. I drove off cryin like a child.


    “After that night, there just wasn’t a way for me to be right with myself. I was done bein Faro for a while, case the po-lice figured out anything ’bout the tickets. It wasn’t a week, and I was back in to dopin. Erno tried hard to stop me, but with time to think, I wasn’t havin any more of him. One day I’m at Lamplight and there’s Gandolph. This has to be two months after all this mess. And with twenty dudes around, he reaches into his pocket, and wrapped in this ratty piece of tissue, there’s Luisa’s cameo. I knew it straight out. I’d seen it on her neck.


    “‘Faro,’ he says to me—that’s all he knew to call me—‘Faro, man what-all’m I gone do with this thing now? Ain worth nothin to nobody else.’


    “I’m like, ‘Word up, nigger, you gone put yourself under. You best get rid of that. Po-lice be sayin you the one who busted a cap in her.’


    “He’s like, ‘How they do that, when I ain done nothin? I’m in mind to find her kin. They pay good for this here, now that she dead. They owe me, cause of how she held out on me.’


    “I’m like, ‘Do what you have to, brother, but maybe you oughta hold up with that till somebody else is under the weight for dropping her down six. And I don’t want to never hear nothin over them tickets.’


    “He says, ‘Ain no chance of that.’


    “Uncle Erno, man, he just was trippin when I told him. He was lookin around for Gandolph after that, gonna roust him and get that piece off him before he made trouble for himself and the both of us, but Erno didn’t ever find him, I guess. Wasn’t quite winter yet, so Gandolph wasn’t hangin at the airport.”


    Muriel made a sound. Winter. As carefully as Erdai had papered over Collins’s role, he’d missed that detail when he’d invented his own encounter with Gandolph and the cameo, and she’d nailed him on the witness stand. It was the first instant she was certain he was lying.


    “Pretty soon, I had trouble enough on my own,” Collins said. “Second of October I got set up on a big buy-bust. Videotape and everything. Cops knew they had me bad, even when they were shovin me in the cruiser. ‘Third time for you, boy. Take a good look out the window, cause you ain never gonna see the street again for the rest of your life.’ They were cold. But I had to give them something. I would have started in talking on the way to the station, if I didn’t figure those Gangster Outlaws I was kickin down to would kill me first night in the jail.


    “Anyway, couple hours back inside, and I’d gotten it in my head that this was all Uncle Erno’s fault. If he didn’t go and shoot those people, I wouldn’t be jammed up like this. And if I stooled on my uncle, wouldn’t be any gangbangers to kill me for doing that. Erno though, he was a smart one. Knew damn well what I was fixin to do. He was the first visit I got.


    “He’s like, ‘You told them anything?’ I was pretending I didn’t understand, but he wouldn’t let me get away with that. ‘Oh, don’t bullshit a bullshitter. I know what you’re thinking. And I’m not gonna tell
you not to do it for my sake. But I will say that for yours. You tell them the truth, they’ll put you right in the middle of it. Whose shoes are on that dead man? Who was stealing tickets with that girl? You’re facing life for the dope. They offer fifty, sixty years for murder, you gotta take it. That’s not what you want, is it?’ Course not. And I’d rather not blame my uncle, specially when I was lookin at him. And he was right anyhow. Erno knew how the cops worked.


    “Said he had a better idea. Put all of the blame on that poor lame Gandolph. He’d been runnin his mouth ’forehand how he was gonna kill Luisa anyway. Sort of made himself suspect number one. Just had to lead the po-lice the right way. I wasn’t sure Squirrel’d be silly enough to keep that cameo around after I warned him, but Erno said not to worry, he had all that stuff still buried under his toolshed at home, worse came to worst, he’d figure some way to put a piece of that in Gandolph’s hand, say they discovered some stash of his at the airport. Never had to, of course, because that poor hook was still holdin on to the cameo when you-all found him. Still gonna get himself the money he was owed. Dude that soft, once an idea gets into his head, you can’t get it out.” Collins shook his face in grim wonder.


    “Only thing is, I couldn’t ever believe anybody would look at that skinny little Squirrel and figure him for a killer. ‘Dog’ll do it to any bitch he finds,’ Erno told me, ‘once he smells heat.’ My uncle knew the po-lice.”


    Muriel glanced over to see how Larry had taken that observation, but he was zoned again, staring through the blinds at the parking lot. The truth, as far as Muriel could see, was that Erno had figured things pretty well. His biggest risk was that when Squirrel was arrested, he would start talking about the tickets in order to explain the cameo. But apparently even Gandolph realized that story put him in too deep. Threatening Luisa was way too close to killing her. And even if Squirrel had coughed all of that up, Erno and Collins both knew the police would have a hard time finding Faro.


    “That’s why you said at the jail in ’91 that you’d never testify, right?” she asked Collins. “When you told us about the cameo?”


    “Right,” said Collins. “Couldn’t do that. Rommy would have recognized me as Faro straightaway. No way to keep the whole tale from
comin out then. But it worked. I got my ten, and Uncle Erno, he just drove on by like it was an accident on the highway.


    “My uncle was good to me all the time I was inside, come visit, packages, whatnot, lecturing me to make the most of this chance when I got out. That came late ’96. Old Faro, nobody had tumbled to that, so I was Faro again, ready to go back into travel agenting, but the truth is I wasn’t on the street forty-eight hours ’fore I had a pipe in my hand. Everything the same. I was strung out, Erno wouldn’t even speak my name. Only thing, I was afraid to start in slanging again. I knew it was life for sure if I got busted with quantity. Couldn’t give up my uncle on the murders this time, cause I’d put Gandolph inside already and there’d be nobody to believe a different tale.


    “One night I was hurtin bad. Needed to cop and didn’t even have those moths in my pocket they show in cartoons. And it come to me that Erno had said all that stuff that we took out of Paradise that night was still under his toolshed. I went over there with a shovel and started in diggin till I found that apron. Cloth was full of holes, but everything was inside. All I had in mind to do was sell some of it—the watches and rings—so I could buy a couple bottles, but I saw that gun in there and it come in my head that if I had that, I could shake big money out of my uncle. Might be that his fingerprints were still on the gun, so he’d have no choice, gonna have to give what he owed me. I was back to that. How he owed me. Owed me and owed me.


    “My aunt came home and said he was down at Ike’s. I run in there holdin that gun by the barrel, so I didn’t wipe off any prints Erno’d left on the handle. I was screamin about how he messed me up and owed me. I wasn’t thinkin too good, naturally enough. Half the folks in that place were po-lice and armed, and they all had their gats out and pointed straight at me ten seconds after I said my first word.


    “‘Gimme that thing,’ Erno says and takes the pistol straight out of my hand, pushed me outside, trying to talk sense, how I was gonna get killed carryin on like this, and couldn’t put those killings on him now that I put them on Gandolph. I said, ‘Hell, that gun probably got your fingerprints all over it.’ ‘What of it?’ he says. ‘Twenty cops just saw me take it out of your hand.’ He was right, too, probably, but it was the same old doo-doo so far as I was concerned, him right and white, and
me black and back. ‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘I got the rest of where that come from back at your house and a hole under your shed where it been, and you ain walkin from what you done this time, I’m goin back in there, tell everybody you know what a murderin coward you been.’


    “Erno, like I said, he didn’t care for surprises. Not at all. I was sashayin back inside, and he was screamin out to me, Don’t do it, don’t do it. If I’d been in a better frame of mind, I surely would have remembered Gus. But I didn’t. Anyway, last I recall was goin through the door. Don’t even remember the bang. Just the light. I saw Jesus’ face that night. I truly did. I heard His voice. I was layin on that floor dyin, I think, but wherever I was, I knew I was all right now.


    “And I have been. I went down to Atlanta not long after I was out of the hospital. Been there since. Had my life and finally done right.


    “Now, course, it was all turned around. Erno was inside and I was outside. I was the one goin to visit and tellin him how Jesus could be lookin out for him, too. Might be he heard me, I was never sure. But somethin come to him once he knew he was sick. Couldn’t just die with all those sins on him. I went to see him not long after New Year’s, when he got the word about how bad the cancer was. I was tryin to offer comfort and he just looks at me in the middle of stuff, and says, ‘They’re gonna execute that poor moron pretty soon.’ I knew what he meant. Wasn’t the first time we’d talked about it. ‘We can’t let them do that,’ says Erno.


    “‘Do what you have to,’ I told him.


    “‘No,’ he says, ‘I ain gonna have shot you through the back to save your life and mine just to put you in the middle of all this now. It’s still the same as I said—the po-lice will never believe you weren’t in on the shooting. I’ll tell what needs to be told. Not too sure I can get anybody to listen. But I’m gonna try. You just keep your mouth shut. Call Lawyer Aires. Fifth Amendment all the way.’” Collins looked up from his lap and his light eyes found Muriel’s again with the same directness as when he’d started.


    “That’s what happened,” he told her.


     



     



    IT WAS ONE; OF THOSE DAYS when it was just going to get hotter until the sun set. Even at 4 p.m., as she stood with Molto and Larry
in the parking lot outside Aires’s office, she could feel the blacktop softening under her feet. She’d left her sunglasses in her car and she squinted at both men. Facing the tyrannical sun, you didn’t have to wonder why people had worshiped it.


    “So?” she asked.


    Each was mopey.


    “I need to think about it,” said Molto. “I want to go over the case file. Give me twenty-four. Let’s all have a conference on Friday.”


    Larry and Molto made at once for their cars to escape the heat. Muriel walked to Larry’s Concorde before he left. She could feel a touch of the air-conditioned cool inside when he let down the window.


    “We never had that talk,” she told him.


    “No, we didn’t.” He had put on his Oakleys and she couldn’t see his eyes, which was probably just as well. “Any point?”


    “I have some things to say.”


    He shrugged. “I’ll be at that house tomorrow night,” he said, “putting together a punch list for my crew. Stop by for a beer if you like.”


    “There or square,” she said.


    He pulled out without looking back at her.


    She opened her car and was still outside, letting the heat escape, when Jackson toddled from the glass doors toward his Cadillac, his briefcase under his arm. He was in a hurry.


    “Got a date?” Muriel asked.


    Spry and lively, Jackson nonetheless showed an additional spark when he answered, “As a matter of fact. Taking a fine lady to the Symphony in the Park.” He’d been a widower for two or three years now.


    Muriel asked how Collins was doing. He was in his wife’s arms when they’d left.


    “He’s in there prayin, like he oughta be doin. Take him some time, but he’ll be all right. That was the God’s truth you just heard, Muriel. I hope you’re smart enough to know that.”


    “If God wants the job, Jackson, I won’t even bother trying. But otherwise I’m going to have to figure this out on my own.”


    “Don’t you play with me, Muriel. There wasn’t a word that young man spoke that didn’t ring true. I’m not even gonna worry about you
thinkin otherwise.” To start his car and lower the windows, Jackson leaned over the column. After touching the wheel, he cursed the heat and took a second to lick his thumb, but that didn’t stop him from waving a finger at Muriel when he turned her way again.


    “One thing you should know, Muriel. I been representing that young man since he was a juvenile. Bad a hoodlum as all the rest, but Erno, may he rest in peace, he kept up sayin, ‘He’s all right, he’s all right, he’s gonna be okay.’ Never can tell, Muriel, which of them will come around. You folks don’t even care to try these days. Lock ’em up as long as you can, as many as you can, even kill ’em if they give you a chance.”


    “Did I just hear you use the word ‘hoodlum,’ Jackson?”


    “Hoodlum or not, you can’t ever give up on a human being,” Jackson said. “You know why? Because there is just no point in that. Can’t be any reason to what we’re doing here, if we’re gonna give up on people.”


    If you made Jackson Aires the P.A. tomorrow, he’d condemn half his clients faster than he swatted flies. But he never saw a side he wouldn’t take, as long as it put him opposite a prosecutor.


    “Enjoy your evening, Jackson.”


    “I certainly intend to.” He allowed himself a wicked laugh, then he sat stiffly on the Cadillac’s red leather front seat with his feet still in the parking lot, using his hands to drag his legs beneath the wheel. Apparently, his back was giving him trouble, but whatever his infirmities, Jackson was not too old for love. Nobody was. He revved the engine enthusiastically. With Larry’s recent departure, Muriel again was dragged down in an undertow of regret. A few days ago she’d been wondering if she might be willing to trade everything for love. The bizarre ironies of the way this case was working out suddenly pierced her. Somehow it had ended up winner take all. Jackson and Arthur were going to walk their clients and have love to boot. Muriel would get nothing.


    “Have you heard the latest on this case?” she asked Jackson before he could close his window.


    “What’s that?”


    “Arthur Raven and Gillian Sullivan. In the chapel of love.”


    “No,” said Jackson. He emitted the same high cackle he had a second before. “How long is that goin on?”


    Muriel shrugged.


    “Doesn’t that beat everything?” Jackson asked. “Arthur Raven and the Junkie Judge.”


    “The who?”


    “Oh, that’s just what I called her. The Junkie Judge. Gillian the Junkie Judge. I had several clients who swore they saw her coppin out on the street when she was still on the bench.”


    “Crack?”


    “Heroin. So they said.”


    “Are you sure, Jackson?”


    “They were just street riffraff, but there were plenty of them. Probably be happy to tell you the same thing today if you had any need to hear it. Put them in an angry frame of mind when they had to come up before her, I’ll tell you that. Even a thug, Muriel, knows what’s fair.”


    She couldn’t tell if she was more astounded or amused. She laughed as she contemplated the whole notion.


    “A junkie,” said Muriel.


    “That’s what she was. But she isn’t today. Today she’s in the chapel of love.” Jackson put his car in gear, but he smiled at her with great satisfaction. “See,” he said, “it’s just like I said.”


    “What’s that?”


    “There’s just no point to ever give up on a human being.”
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    FIRST, THEY FUCKED. He’d heard her say ‘talk’ in Aires’s parking lot, but he knew what was coming. She wasn’t through the door thirty seconds before they were together, and he couldn’t say who had moved first. There was no logic to resisting. Nothing was going to get any better or worse.


    But they were less shocked by themselves and thus more at ease. They went to the center, to that timeless essential place where pleasure becomes our whole purpose on earth. At the end, there was an instant when they were changing positions, her hand was on him, and his hand was in her, they had each other’s button, and as her eyes briefly opened she gave him a grin of perfect celestial delight.


    Afterwards, they lay on the same rug that still hadn’t been cleaned, naked and silent for quite some time.


    “Wow,” said Muriel finally. “Home run. Grand slam.”


    He repeated her words, then went off to the kitchen to get a beer
for each of them. When he returned, he took a seat on a stepladder one of the painters had been using.


    “So,” he said, “I take it this is au revoir.”


    “You think that’s what I came here to say?”


    “Isn’t it?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Okay, so tell me.”


    Nude, she sat up with her hands behind her. He wondered exactly where her tits had gone. She hadn’t had much to start with, but now it was just beans on a plate. Not that he had anything to talk about, with a stomach that got in the way of his hard-on. Life, when you faced it, was cruel.


    “Larry, I’ve done a lot of thinking. I want things that run smack into each other.”


    “Such as?”


    “Am I running for P.A.?”


    “You’re running. What’s next on the checklist?”


    She gave him a look. “Do you think it would be as crystal clear if it was your life?”


    “It is my life.”


    “Larry, how can you make love to me like that, then hate me so much ten minutes later?”


    “Because I’m not going to make love like that to you again. Right?”


    “What if you ease up a little, and come sit beside me, and do something stupid like hold my hand, and talk to me as if we’re two people who care a lot for each other, instead of the Palestinians and the Israelis?”


    They weren’t hand-holding types. He and Muriel never had found a middle ground. Either they were fully joined or completely apart. But he settled next to her on the rug and she circled her arm over his biceps.


    “You’re right, Larry, I’d like to make this campaign. But I’m not sure that the windup on this case is going to permit that. Either way, though, I’m not walking out on Talmadge today—for the right reasons and the wrong ones, too. I can’t win without him—that’s the brutal truth. But, Larry, he also deserves better than that from me. I need to
look him in the eye and tell him this marriage hasn’t gone very well. I’ve never done that.”


    “And you think that’ll fix things?”


    “Look, I married Talmadge on dubious premises. And I don’t mean because I’m ambitious and he’s ambitious—the truth is, that’s the one part that’s worked and always will. I’m talking about the way I see myself and see him. You’re the one who read me that headline. But I’m going to work that through with my husband, not with you. Wherever that leads. Which, best guess, is probably out the door.”


    She was asking him to stand by, he realized suddenly. She was telling him they might still have a chance.


    “And so what am I supposed to do? See if I can remember the words to ‘You Keep Me Hangin’ On’? I told you I can’t live in between.”


    “I heard that. And I’m not proposing a life of secret passion. For both our sakes, this better stop. I’m just letting you know what I’m thinking. But I haven’t paid my subscription to the psychic hotline. Who knows what happens? You said ten years ago you were getting out of your marriage, and you’ve still got the same address.”


    “Different situation.”


    “You get the point.”


    He did. He looked straight down at the rug. His dick, which had always gotten him in so much trouble, was bunched up like a baby. But that wasn’t the part that hurt. He was desperate to stay angry, because it would keep the rest of it at bay. In the meantime, her grip tightened on his arm.


    “But look—I have to say one more thing. What happened with this case—Gandolph? What was disclosed and what wasn’t? A lot of that’s my fault. I see that now. You told me you weren’t like me and I didn’t listen. There’s a reason people say not to shit where you eat and not to fuck where you work. And I did it anyway. Because I had to know what it was like to be outside my marriage. I wanted to see how it felt.”


    “And how was it?”


    She looked at him a long time.


    “Pretty damn good,” she said. She stayed there one more second. “But it was stupid and selfish, too. And unprofessional. So if there’s
blame to pass out on this case, let it land on me. Whatever the impact on my plans.”


    He liked that. He liked a lot of what she’d said in the last few minutes. It was honest. Usually, Muriel could be savage about everyone but herself.


    “By the way,” she said, “speaking of the case, you ready for today’s humor?”


    “I could use some right now.”


    She told him what Aires had said about Gillian copping on the street.


    “No way,” said Larry.


    “I scoped it out a little today. Called Gloria Mingham at DEA. Technically speaking, none of this stuff about Gillian is grand jury, but Gloria still didn’t like talking about it. She just sort of hummed to me.”


    “You mean actually hummed, or a figure of speech?”


    “Actually hummed, as a matter of fact.”


    “What was the tune?”


    “‘Toot, Toot, Tootsie! Goo‘bye.’”


    Larry had a great laugh when he got it. “Gillian tooted? Smoked H?”


    “Apparently.”


    “Makes sense. Can’t get a needle into an iceberg, right?”


    “Gloria said they had allegations, but nothing they could really nail down. The witnesses were all dopers.”


    “God, these people are hypocrites,” Larry said.


    “The feds?”


    “Arthur.”


    “Maybe Gillian never told him.”


    “Great. Is this something else we have to disclose to him?”


    “I don’t think so.” Muriel laughed. “I think a court would find that Arthur had ample opportunity to plunge into that body of information.” She offered a naughty smile, then abruptly took hold of her chin. He could see her mind had gone elsewhere.


    “New idea?” he asked.


    “Maybe. Something to consider for this case. Let me think it through.”


    “And where is this case going? What’s the view from the top today?”


    She took a second, then asked what he’d thought about Collins’s interview.


    “Memorable performance,” Larry said. “Just like his uncle’s. Must run in the blood.”


    “Do you think he was there? At Paradise?”


    “Collins? I know he was there.”


    “You do?”


    “I got Judson’s shoes out of Evidence. Collins was right about the brand. And I beat up on the DNA guys all day. They already had a profile on Collins from Faro’s bloody shirt, and they found plenty of sweat residue inside the shoes. You know, they’d like six years to be definitive, but bottom line, sweat DNA doesn’t match the blood on the shoes, but it has the same alleles as the shirt. They’re Collins’s shoes—not that the DNA guys could have told you that in ’91.”


    She took a slug of her beer while she thought it through.


    “That change anything for you?” he asked.


    “Nada.”


    I.e., she already believed Collins had been at the scene.


    “Well, I’ll tell you something I don’t believe,” he said. “I don’t buy the innocent-bystander shit. No kidding Erno told Collins the police would think he was involved in the murders. You telling me you drag around dead bodies when you had nothing to do with the killings?”


    “It’s a strange story,” allowed Muriel. “But family stuff is strange. The only way you know about Collins moving the bodies is because he told you—the same reason you know about the shoes.”


    “So you don’t think he was in on it?”


    “Only Erno’s prints are on the trigger and the handle, and they’re in Luisa’s blood, Larry, right?”


    “Her type anyway. I didn’t pound the DNA guys on Luisa—you can imagine the backtalk I was getting already and the serology was pretty conclusive.” The blood on the gun was all B negative. Only
2 percent of the population were B negatives and Luisa Remardi had been one of them. Judson, Gus, Collins were all type Os. Larry had held out some faint hope that Erno was B neg, but the jail hospital said no. To Larry, though, Erno being the shooter wasn’t the whole story.


    “My big one is still the same,” he told her. “I don’t buy that Rommy had nothing to do with it. Maybe Erno and Squirrel confronted Luisa and Collins together. But Collins is just finishing the job his uncle started, taking Rommy out, because he dummied up for them.”


    “You really see Rommy as a stand-up guy, Larry? He couldn’t even stand up for himself. Besides, there’s just no evidence to back that.”


    Larry had an idea, however. He had half a dozen cadets on standby for tomorrow. He wanted a search warrant that would allow them to dig under Erno’s toolshed in hopes of finding everything taken from the victims at Paradise on the night of the murders. Collins said Erno had recently flirted with having the apron dug up to confirm his testimony, but had realized Collins’s prints were likely to be found on several items. Larry suspected that Erno was also hiding Squirrel’s prints or DNA.


    “You’ll have the warrant by 10 a.m., and I’ll be rooting for you, Larry, believe me. But if we don’t find some speck that ties to Squirrel, it’s going to be one more biggie on their side. All the forensics back Erno and Collins now. If that stuff is there like Collins said and only his prints and Erno’s are on it, we’ll be toast. It’s a new trial, Larry.”


    “A new trial?”


    “We can fool around for a year and a half in front of Harlow, when the Court of Appeals sends the case back, but long story short, if you look at all of it—the testimony, the prints, the DNA, the records suggesting Squirrel was in the can at the time of the murders—” She paused over the magnitude of what she was saying. “Gandolph’s habeas gets granted.”


    She might have been right on the law, but he could also see she didn’t want the bad news bleeding out, making headlines day after day for her election opponent.


    “And that’s not the bad part,” she said.


    “What’s the bad part?”


    “We can’t try this case again.”


    “Because of Collins?”


    “Collins has told two different stories, blaming and saving the same guy. He’s a dope peddler and a fraud by his own account, and gets impeached with three felony convictions. He can praise Jesus all he likes. A jury will still hold its nose when he gets on the stand. My problem is how we get the cameo into evidence.”


    “How about the same way we did last time? I testify.”


    “No chance, Larry. A lot of weird stuff happens in a courtroom. I’m not going to say I haven’t had a chuckle or two listening to my own witnesses, but I’ve never put somebody on the stand knowing he was going to commit perjury. And I’m not going to start now.”


    “Perjury?”


    “That’s what they call it, Larry, when you make up stuff under oath.” She was looking straight at him, and not as she had a moment ago. This was Muriel the Fearless.


    “Would you prosecute, Muriel?”


    She looked herself over, still without a stitch on, and said, “I think I’d have to disqualify myself.”


    “Seriously,” he said, “would you call that a crime?”


    “I think it’s wrong, Larry. Really wrong. And I’m not going to let you testify you found that cameo in Squirrel’s pocket when you didn’t.”


    As long as he’d known her, he’d never been certain how firmly Muriel stood on principle. She meant what she said. But she’d never fully remove self-interest from her calculations. If she let him fib, he’d always have something on her.


    He thought through the alternatives. With Arthur’s agreement, they had given the cameo back to Luisa’s daughters in June, so there was no way to print it now to prove it had been in Squirrel’s hands.


    “What if I admit I lied before?” he asked.


    “That’s moral turpitude on the job, Larry. They fire your ass. And you’ll have to hold a farewell party for your pension. And you still wouldn’t have a chain of evidence putting the cameo in Squirrel’s pocket unless the copper who stole it gets up there to admit that,
which won’t happen unless he doesn’t like his pension either. We’d be screwed anyway.”


    “How so?”


    “You’d be admitting you lied to get a conviction, right?”


    “To convict a multiple murderer.”


    “Then who’s to say you wouldn’t do it again? You’re the only witness to a lot of what went on between Rommy and you at the station house in October ’91. Next time around, Arthur’s going to say that confession was coerced somehow. All we’ll have is a perjuring police officer to say no.”


    “We lose the confession?”


    “Good chance. And the cameo. And ruin you. I mean, worst-case here, Larry, if we admit you lied about the cameo, and somebody figures out you shit-canned Dickerman’s report, the U.S. Attorney’s Office will probably prosecute you for obstruction of justice.”


    “The feds?”


    “We’re in federal court, Larry.”


    “Shit.” They indicted cops for sport over there, part of the never-ending conflict between federal and state law enforcement.


    “We can’t try this case again, Larry.”


    He hated this stuff, the law—and Muriel when she was its mouthpiece. He squeezed his arms around his knees and asked whether they could make a deal with Gandolph for a long prison term.


    “That’s the best option,” she said. “But what was it you called Arthur? Crusader Rabbit? Crusader thinks he has an innocent client. Crusader’s probably going to hang tough and take him to trial.”


    “What happens then?”


    She didn’t answer. Larry, suddenly on all fours, gripped her arm.


    “I don’t want to hear about time served, Muriel, or anything like that. I don’t want to have to look at this guy on the street. I’d rather take my chances in court, lose my pension, obstruction, whatever. This is me to you, Muriel. I mean it. Promise me you’ll stand in there.”


    “Larry.”


    “Promise me, damn it. What’s the name of the Greek guy pushing the rock up the hill and never getting to the top? Sisyphus? I’m not
Sisyphus. That was a curse, Muriel. They did that to that guy as a curse. And that’s what you’d be doing to me.”


    “I’m trying to save you, Larry.”


    “Is that what you call it?” he asked as he grabbed his clothes.


    But he’d suddenly lost her attention. She was far off again. It took him a second to realize that she thought she’d found the way to do that.
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    Heroin


     



     



     



     



    THE RECEPTIONISTS at O’Grady, Steinberg, Marconi and Horgan recognized Gillian by now. She walked in with a wave and moved through the pale halls of the law firm, receiving the tepid smiles of those who either didn’t know her or knew her too well. As she’d predicted, Arthur had not made a choice of companion popular among his partners. Rather than respond, Gillian kept her eye on a new serpentine-chain ankle bracelet she had bought this morning. During her lifetime, her feelings about this fashion accessory had varied. Her mother had told her ankle bracelets were trashy, which meant Gillian insisted on wearing one throughout her teens, and had eschewed it thereafter as juvenile. But in the late summer, when even she had acquired some semblance of a tan and could go without hose, the thin chain had a promising sensuality against her bare skin. Slender evidence of something. It reminded her for indeterminate reasons of
Arthur. She rapped on the doorsill of his office and craned her head about the metal frame.


    “Dinnertime?” she asked.


    In his chair, his back was to her and his face lowered. She thought he must have been reading, but when he revolved she could see he’d been crying. Arthur had been as good as his word. He wept all the time. She felt no alarm whatsoever until he spoke a single word.


    “Heroin?” he asked her.


    He said it several more times, but she never found her voice to reply.


    “This morning,” he said, “Muriel made an emergency motion before Harlow to reopen discovery and depose you.”


    “Me?”


    “You. The motion said you appear to have information favorable to the defense. It was so ridiculous and low, I refused to upset you by mentioning it. I came through the courtroom door firing hot ammo. ‘Cheap.’ ‘Theatrical.’ ‘Unethical.’ ‘Scummy.’ Words I’d never used in public about another lawyer. The idea of trying to make this case personal! And finally, when I was done carrying on, Muriel asked the judge for ten minutes and handed me six affidavits, all from people who sold you heroin or saw you buying it. Even so, I wasn’t going to take the word of smack whores. But I met two of them this afternoon, Gillian, face-to-face. Both had kicked. One’s a drug counselor. I mean, they weren’t happy to say it. They didn’t have a beef with you—one of them had showed up in your courtroom years ago and you gave her probation, and she had a damned good idea why. I mean, they were just telling the truth. Telling me the truth about you. Can you imagine how that felt? I mean, Jesus fucking Christ, Gillian, heroin?”


    There was probably no word for this exactly. She’d taken a seat in a tweed armchair, but she hadn’t any idea how she’d made her way there. She felt as if she was on an elevator that had dropped dozens of stories and then slammed to a halt. She’d descended at high velocity and had been flattened. For a trifling instant, she’d felt an impulse to deny what he’d said, which made her despair even more over herself.


    “Arthur,” she said. “It makes everything so much worse, Arthur.”



    “It certainly does.”


    “For me. It makes everything so much more disgraceful. And I’d had all I could bear, Arthur. You know that. You understand that much.”


    “Gillian, I mean, this was the first thing I asked you. You told me you were sober at the time of Rommy’s trial.”


    “I answered your question. I told you I hadn’t been drinking to excess. I was a witness, Arthur, an educated one. I answered the question.”


    “And then? Some time in the last four months, you didn’t think—I mean, don’t you realize what a fucking problem this is legally?”


    “Legally?”


    “For Rommy. Legally. He was tried before a heroin addict.”


    “He’s not the first defendant whose trial judge was impaired. The case was appealed, Arthur. Twice. There have been endless post-conviction proceedings. No court has ever found anything near reversible errors.”


    “And what about the Constitution?”


    She couldn’t follow the reference. “The Constitution?”


    “The Constitution, Gillian, promises every defendant a fair trial. Do you think that means a trial before a judge who’s committing a felony on a daily basis? Not only a judge whose thinking is bound to be disturbed, but who’s out on the street and, therefore, has a powerful motive not to antagonize the prosecutors and the police?”


    Ah. She sat back. She had not thought of this part at all. She’d given the whole subject brief contemplation the first day she met Arthur for coffee, reasoned a bit with Duffy, and stowed it away. The only justice that had concerned her was her own. But had she reflected with just an instant of discipline, she could have recognized the implications for Gandolph, exactly as Arthur laid them out. She was as guilty as Arthur found her.


    “Muriel’s already called to ask what I’m going to do,” he said.


    “And?”


    “And I told her I’m going to move to amend my complaint for habeas corpus to allege that your addiction violated Rommy’s right to a fair trial.”


    “You’re going to put me on the witness stand?”


    “If I have to.”


    She was about to suggest he was being histrionic, or impulsive. How could he interrogate the woman he was sleeping with? But that answer, too, was plain. She really was not as fleet with all of this as she had once been, she thought sadly. Obviously, she was no longer the woman he was sleeping with.


    “My God, Gillian. I can’t even bear the idea. You in doorways, copping from hookers—and then going back to sit in judgment of other human beings? I can’t imagine this. And you? Who in God’s name are you?”


    Yes, well. She’d known that sooner or later he’d have the good sense to ask that question.


    “Do you expect to prevail, Arthur, with this new tack?” She was afraid it might sound as if she was asking for mercy. Then she realized she probably was.


    “You mean, would I do this just to get even with you, Gillian? No. No. Pamela’s started the research. A new trial is dead-bang. But my position is that retrial is barred under the double jeopardy clause. The state failed to meet the fundamental responsibility of providing a competent forum. Muriel seemed willing to listen on that point.”


    For a second, Gillian imagined how Muriel was taking this. Even in defeat, she’d have the last laugh. That was a rare success in litigation. To be able to break your opponent’s heart.


    “Let me understand,” said Gillian. “I’m the scapegoat. A triple murderer is going to walk away because I was addicted to heroin. That’s how it’s going to be explained in the press?”


    Arthur chose not to answer, but only because there was no point in denying it. She had been a wretch in the eyes of this community, and a disappointment. But now she would advance to the category of monster. Arthur, she realized, saw her that way already. Across the small distance between them, his red-eyed stare was terrifyingly objective.


    “It’s my fault, Gillian. You warned me. You told me just what you’ve done to the men in your life. You even gave me an entire case history. And I jumped in anyway.”


    Despite her complete muddle, she felt a new source of pain, as if
muscle had severed from bone near her heart. It was certain now that Arthur and she were done. He had never before spoken to her cruelly.


    She blundered out of the office, down the pale halls, to the elevator. Reaching the street, she stopped on the pavement. ‘Heroin.’ She heard the word from him endlessly. ‘Heroin.’ How could she ever have done this to herself? She truly needed to remember, and thus, for the first time in years, she experienced a clear sensation of the potent oblivion of the drug.
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    UNDER THE LONG GREEN HANDS of the oaks and elms on the Midway, Muriel and Larry walked in search of a bench. Each had a sub bundled in wax paper tucked under an arm, and the bright red cup of a soft drink in hand. This narrow pleasance, miles long, had been leveled and planted not long after the Civil War, an urban garden amid a road where horses clip-clopped in front of carriages. Now four lanes of traffic, two on the east, two on the west, whizzed by, discouraging any effort to speak until they were side by side in front of a bench of splintering crossbeams on a cement base.


    “Here?” asked Muriel.


    “Whatever.” He remained grumpy about taking this stroll.


    “I was just thinking about us, Larry, and I realized that all our time together has been in confined spaces. You know? You keep talking to me about gardens but we’ve always been within walls. Courtroom. Office. Hotel room.”


    A huge bus motored by at that point, roaring as it accelerated and spilling poisonous smells from its exhaust.


    “Very rural,” said Larry. “Why did I have the feeling as I was walking, Muriel, that I was on a death march?”


    She could not quite muster a smile. She’d unwrapped her lunch but put it down. Somehow the next sentence required two hands.


    “I’ve decided to dismiss our case against Rommy Gandolph,” she said. It was not really a difficult analysis. Larry’s treasure hunt under Erno’s shed had yielded six more items with Erdai’s prints, or Collins’s, and not a bit of evidence against Squirrel. But she still dreaded speaking the words.


    Larry had bitten off a large section of his sandwich and continued to chew, but he was otherwise rigid. His tie, dragged down six inches from his collar, rode up and stayed parallel to the ground for quite some time on the wind.


    “You’re the first person I’ve told,” Muriel said. “After Ned, I mean.”


    He swallowed, then said, “I’m out here so nobody can hear me screaming. Right?”


    She hadn’t thought of that. But, as always, instinct had probably led her this way for a reason.


    “You have to be kidding, Muriel. You’re in a perfect position. You said Arthur wouldn’t deal, but now he has no choice if he doesn’t want to butcher his girlfriend in court.”


    After all this time, she still hadn’t internalized the differences in their worlds. Larry was one of the smartest people she knew. He read books. He could think abstractly. But to him the law was only tactics. He’d never bothered to fool himself, as lawyers did, into accepting its lines of trivial consistency. He saw only a big picture where the practitioners thought up logical reasons for doing whatever they wanted to.


    “I doubt he would do that,” said Muriel. “He’d be selling out his client to save Gillian.”


    “It’s worth a try.”


    “It’s unethical for both of us, Larry. Him—and me to propose it.”


    “Who are you talking to, Muriel?”


    “Larry, I’m no better than anybody else, I get caught up, but I do try. I believe that stuff about how you can’t enforce the rules if you
won’t live by them. Besides,” she said and felt her heart shiver, “I don’t really believe Squirrel is guilty anymore.”


    Even before she spoke, she knew what she was saying, but the effect of watching him shrink from her remained heartbreaking. His spine, his face became hard as concrete. He was the one man on earth who’d loved her in the way she would have chosen and he was going to be her enemy.


    “He confessed,” said Larry quietly. That was the essence of it. In the end, she could say Larry fooled her. But Larry, a detective for more than twenty years now, would have to say he’d fooled himself. It might have been either a failure of integrity or a lapse in competence. Or a little of both. Yet at this stage, it would be even worse for him to attribute his mistake to his passion to please her.


    The other day she had thought he was being melodramatic when he said she couldn’t do this to him. But with a frequency unmatched by anyone else, Larry often beat her to the finish line, and he’d done it then. To accept her judgment, he would have to ruin himself in his own eyes. No one’s devotion went that far.


    “Larry, the way it’s going down, it will all be on Gillian. No Dickerman. Or Collins. No doubts about the investigation. Off the record, our story is that we couldn’t risk a double jeopardy ruling when it might mean opening the prison door for everyone who appeared before Gillian over the years. If we have to fight that fight, we can’t do it in a capital case, where the procedural law is so exacting.”


    As she explained, Larry’s blue eyes never left her. Finally, he got up and walked several feet to a mesh waste bin and slammed the sandwich down in it. Then he recrossed the ragged parkway where the grass had failed, leaving circles of mud between the bent grass and dandelions.


    “You know you’re full of shit, don’t you?” he said. “Laying this on Gillian—that protects you a hell of a lot more than me.”


    “I understand it helps both of us.”


    “Once you cut Rommy loose, the first thing Arthur does is file a big civil suit—all this stuff about Dickerman and Collins, that will come out in discovery.”


    “There won’t be discovery, Larry. They wouldn’t take the chance
of letting Squirrel be deposed—he could say anything. That case will settle quick and dirty.”


    “Right after the primary.”


    In his imagination, she no longer retained any dimension. She calculated and did not feel. But she nodded in response. She was who she was. And it wasn’t always pretty. She wondered if it was worth telling him how large her ache for him would be. There were going to be horrible nights. But she would stay busy. The worst times would probably be years from now.


    Yesterday, she had prayed fervently in church. She had thanked God for her blessings. A meaningful life. Talmadge’s grandchild. No one got everything. She did not have love, but that was probably because she wanted it less than some other people. Still, she felt dizzy again as she came to her feet. She wanted terribly at this instant to crawl against him. But loneliness was what she had chosen. Larry was hunched forward with his mouth against the heel of his palm, clearly colored by rage. When he thought about her, she knew, it was always going to be as the woman who had ruined his life.


    “I have to go see John Leonidis,” she said. “I told him I’d meet him at Paradise.”


    “Back to the scene of the crime,” said Larry.


    “Right.”


    “Don’t ask me to cover you on this. With him. Or the Force. I won’t, Muriel. I’m going to tell the truth about you to anyone who asks.”


    Her enemy. His truth. She looked at him one last time and then turned to flag down a taxi.


    She cried quietly for half the trip to the restaurant. Then in the last few miles, she began to think about what she would say to John. She was going to tell him everything, all the details. He was not the kind to blab and if he did, so be it. Instead, she tried to imagine something to console him. John Leonidis had waited a decade for a death to make up for the crime against his father. Even if she could convince him that Erno alone had killed his father, which she herself accepted as a certainty—even then, John would be roiled and miserable at
the thought that Erdai had left life on his own terms. At the end of the day, after a decade of trying murder cases and communing with the victims’ families, Muriel was convinced that most of the survivors in some remote segment of their consciousness—the primeval part that was scared of the dark and loud noises—assumed that when the right person died, the one who deserved to be removed from the planet, when that occurred their lost loved one would come back to life. That was the pathetic logic of revenge, learned in the playpen, and of the sacrificial altar, where we attempted to trade life for life.


    She’d seen three executions now, as a supervisor. At the first, the father of the victim, a mother of two who’d been shot down at a Stop-N-Go gas mart, came away embittered, angry that what had been held out as a balm had only made him feel worse. But the two later families claimed that they’d gotten something from it—an end point, a sense of an awful equilibrium being restored to the world, the peace of mind that at least no one else would suffer again from this dead bastard as they had. But hurting as she did at the moment, she could not really remember why inflicting more harm would make life on earth better for anyone.


    Muriel pulled aside the heavy glass door at Paradise, with a clear recollection of how she had felt in the raw summer heat when she had entered with Larry a decade ago, the cool air suddenly embracing her bare legs, which were still tingling from her activities with Larry an hour before. That was gone. He was gone. She faced that again. Perhaps it was the thought of Larry, and his dedication to what she now took as a fiction, but her mind passed briefly to Rommy Gandolph. In a dreamlike moment, she saw Squirrel as if in a cartoon, beneath a pale light in a dripping dungeon. Her inclination was to laugh, but somehow the light she envisioned, like a small porch lamp, was actually the first point of radiance of her increasing pain. It would take decades, the rest of her life, to contend with what they had done to him and the reasons why.


    As always, John received her warmly. He hugged her, then took her back to the office which had once been his father’s. Gus’s photographs remained in the same spots on the walls.


    “This isn’t good news, is it?” he asked. He’d seen the papers over the weekend about Gillian. Aires’s phrase, “the Junkie Judge,” had proved a headline writer’s fave.


    “I don’t know, John. I don’t know what to call it.”


    As he listened to her, he bit again and again at his thumbnail, to the point that Muriel feared she would see blood. She could barely prevent herself from trying to stop him. Yet she had no place telling him how to face all of this. He was, as ever, loyal. The conclusiveness of the fingerprint and blood evidence was plain to him, and he was more willing than she expected to accept her judgment that Gandolph had no role in the killings. Whether she deserved it or not, John, like so many others, had faith in her as a lawyer. The only consolation he wanted was what she had anticipated.


    “Would you have gone for death on this guy? On Erdai? If he told and all, but he got the miracle cure and didn’t die?”


    “We’d have tried, John.”


    “You wouldn’t have gotten it?”


    “Probably not.”


    “Because he’s white?”


    Even now, her steady impulse was to say no. Jurors judged the gravity of these crimes by the value of the lives lost. In that calculus, like so many others, race and social status became indistinguishable. They would have cared mightily that Erno’s victims were hardworking family people. But the counterweight was their assessment of the killer, and there color in itself mattered little.


    “In the end, juries only give death to people they think are dangerous and completely worthless. It would make a difference that Erno did one good thing,” she said to John. “He wouldn’t let an innocent man die in his place. Maybe two. He cared about his nephew.” Flesh of my flesh. Blood of my blood. It might also have proved significant that Muriel understood his passion.


    “What sense is that?” asked John. “Honestly. Does any of this make sense? Everybody’s just as dead. My father and Luisa and Judson. That guy Erno was a shit from what you’re telling me. A murderer. A liar. A liar under oath. A thief. He was scum. Twice as bad as anybody ever thought Gandolph was. And he’d have lived?”


    There was no arguing with that. Erno was as bent as they came.


    “That’s how it is in death cases, John. It’s so extreme—the crime, the stakes, everybody’s feelings. You try to make rules and somehow none of them stick, or even make sense.”


    She had brought a transcript of Collins’s interview. John turned a few pages, then handed it back.


    “It’s done,” he said and with those words sighed enormously. “At least we’ll have that. It’s done.”


    At the door, she apologized to him again for her own role in making this so prolonged, so torturous, but he would hear none of it.


    “Never for a second,” he said with the same fierceness with which he’d decried the senselessness of the law, “is anybody going to tell me that you weren’t doing your best. You and Larry. Tommy. All of you. Never.”


    He hugged her with the same energy he had when she came in, then went to find a bandage for his thumb.


    Outside, she stopped to look back at the restaurant where ten years ago three persons had met a hideous death. Muriel would never see this simple, low building, its compound-brown bricks and large windows, without being scoured by some of the terror that Luisa and Paul and Gus had each experienced in their last moments. Standing here, she revisited once more the unbearable instant when each of them realized that this life that we all love beyond anything else was about to conclude at the whim of another human being, an ending where the sustaining forces of both reason and humanity proved worthless.


    Inside, John had repeated something he often said—that to this day he still saw the blood on the floor. Yet John had not closed Paradise. The restaurant was Gus’s monument, home to his spirit. A bright place on a dark night. A warm place on a cold day. Food for the hungry. Company for the lonely. Life abounding in a site where humans strived, like Gus, to be each other’s friends.


    She would return.
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    THE CLOTHING in which Rommy Gandolph had been tried and in which he’d been committed to the prison system had been mislaid long ago. Perhaps they didn’t bother saving the apparel of the Yellow Men. Just outside the town of Rudyard, Arthur and Pamela drove into the lot of a Kmart and bought three pairs of wash pants and a few shirts for Rommy. Then they continued their happy journey south.


    By the time they reached Rudyard, there was already a significant encampment of news vans in the parking lot. The Reverend Dr. Blythe was conducting a press conference. As always, he was accompanied by a cast of thousands. Arthur never understood where all the people around Blythe came from—some were staffers at his church, a few provided security, but the affiliations of the rest were an absolute mystery. The cohort of at least thirty included a half brother of Rommy’s whom Arthur had never known to exist until last week, when the papers began to speculate about a civil suit. Blythe’s entire
legion was ebullient, relishing both the occasion and the fact that by dint of numbers and press attention they had taken over a portion of the prison grounds.


    Apparently Blythe had carried a portable stage—a tall pallet and a podium—in the trunk of the stretch limousine in which he had traveled and which was parked at a distance, out of sight of the cameras. Blythe had been good enough to call to congratulate Arthur after Muriel filed her motion to dismiss Rommy’s case, but he’d heard nothing from the Reverend or his staff since. Naturally, though, Arthur was not surprised to see Blythe here. With his glimmering bald head and large white mustache, Blythe looked entirely avuncular until he started speaking. Approaching, Arthur heard him bemoaning the injustice of a system in which drug-addict judges sentenced innocent black men to die. He had a point, Arthur figured, but it was funny how it looked from up close.


    As some of the reporters surged toward Arthur, the Reverend invited him up to the podium. Blythe shook Arthur’s hand robustly and patted his back and told him again he had done well. It was from Blythe, in their final conversation, that Arthur had heard that the state had taken a statement from Erno’s nephew, and that Muriel was simply covering herself by blaming Gillian. Jackson Aires, who insisted on keeping the secret for his client’s sake, had stowed Collins back in Atlanta and refused to confirm what Arthur suspected Jackson had privately shared with Blythe. Aires confined himself to a single detail. ‘Your man didn’t do it. Wasn’t there. Rest of it doesn’t matter anyway. Helluva job, Raven. Never thought you had much prospect as a defense lawyer, but I seem to have been wrong. Helluva job.’


    The truth about Collins might yet emerge in the civil case, especially if the state was obstinate about settling. On the drive back to the city today, Arthur hoped to talk to Rommy about filing the lawsuit. Yesterday, Arthur had informed Ray Horgan that he expected to handle Rommy’s civil case and leave the firm.


    In the guardhouse, Arthur and Pamela handed over a pair of pants and a shirt to the lieutenant on duty, who wouldn’t accept the clothing.


    “The ones out there, Reverend Blight, they brought a suit. Five
hundred bucks if it’s a dollar, too.” The lieutenant, who was white, glanced circumspectly in each direction, thinking better only now that he’d heard himself.


    In a moment, Blythe arrived. Accompanying him was an impressive-looking man, tall and handsome, splendidly dressed, an African American whom Arthur recognized from somewhere. Not from town, Arthur knew that much. Another hero was all Arthur could recall, perhaps an athlete.


    The lieutenant lifted his phone, and in a few minutes the Warden, Henry Marker, appeared. Also back, he warmed noticeably to Blythe and invited the entire party to accompany him. Inside the first gate, they turned in a direction Arthur and Pamela had not gone before and entered the separate orange-brick administration building. There were the same locks and guards, but here the purpose was to keep inmates out, not in.


    On the second floor, Marker showed them into his office, large but spare. Before the Warden’s desk, in a suit and tie, Romeo Gandolph sat slumped and fidgeting. He jumped up when the group entered, predictably puzzled about what he was supposed to do next. His hair had been shaped by someone and when he spread his hands in welcome, Arthur noticed that Rommy at last was free of manacles. Despite himself, Arthur, who had cried a great deal in the last week, began weeping again, and found Pamela in the same state. In the meantime, Blythe fell upon Rommy with a huge embrace.


    The Warden had several papers for Rommy to sign. Arthur and Pamela reviewed them while Blythe took Rommy to the other side of the room. Arthur heard them praying, then some high-spirited conversation. After Rommy scrawled his name on the documents, they were all ready to go. Marker walked them to the front gate. The buzzer sounded, and the Warden, like a butler, stood aside to open the door. As he did so, Blythe wiggled past Arthur and Pamela and was beside Rommy as the daylight fell upon him.


    The camera people as always were lawless, shouting and jostling. Blythe held Rommy’s elbow and steered him to the podium in the parking lot. He invited Arthur and Pamela up, giving them places in the second row behind Rommy and himself. Pamela had prepared a
brief statement for Rommy, which he held in his hand, but Blythe took it from him and handed over a different sheet. Rommy started to read, then looked around helplessly. The half brother, now at his side, pronounced a few of the words. It occurred to Arthur for the first time to wonder how many rehearsals had been required before Rommy read the videotaped confession prepared for him a decade ago. For a moment, as he stood there, not knowing what to expect, the utter monstrousness of what had happened to Rommy Gandolph stormed over Arthur—that and the supreme satisfaction of knowing that Pamela and he had commanded the power of the law for Rommy’s benefit, that the law had made right what it first had made wrong. No matter how fuddled he became at the end of his days, Arthur, at this instant, believed he would remember he’d done this.


    Gandolph by now had given up on the statement. The stampede of reporters and technicians through the gravel parking lot had raised a haze of bitter dust and Rommy was blinking furiously and rubbing his eyes.


    “I can’t say much ’cept thanks to everybody here,” said Rommy.


    Reporters kept shouting the same questions—what did it feel like to be out, what were his plans. Rommy said he’d like a good steak. Blythe announced plans for a celebration at his church. The conference broke up.


    As Gandolph jumped down from the riser, Arthur pushed forward to reach him. On the phone, they had agreed that Rommy would drive back up to Kindle County with them. Arthur had been scouting out job prospects for Rommy. And there was also the lawsuit to discuss. But Rommy held back when Arthur pointed him toward the rear lot.


    “I was kinda goin with them-all,” said Rommy. If he was aware that he was disappointing Arthur, he gave no sign. But his face was wrinkled by curiosity. “What ride you got?”


    Arthur smiled a bit and gave the brand and the model. Rommy seemed to search the parking lot, but his eyes lit on the stretch.


    “Naw, I’m gone ride with them,” he said. His expression remained mobile and uncertain. Blythe’s security people were holding several reporters at bay. “I want to thank you-all for what you done, I truly do.”


    He offered his hand then. It was, Arthur realized, the first time he had ever touched Rommy Gandolph. His hand was oddly calloused and narrow enough to be a child’s. Gandolph pawed around in front of Pamela, who leaned over to hug him.


    “Tole you you should’ve hitched up with me,” he said. “I’m gone get me a wife pretty as you, only black. I’m gone be rich now, too. Get me some stock.” At that point the handsome man who had accompanied Blythe inside came to reclaim Rommy. In his company, Rommy Gandolph turned away and never looked back at either of his lawyers.


    They were in Arthur’s sedan on the way out of Rudyard when Pamela told Arthur who the man was—Miller Douglas, a noted civil rights lawyer from New York. No doubt now who was going to handle Rommy’s civil case. Rommy would sign the retainer agreement in the limo—if he hadn’t done it in the Warden’s Office already. Arthur pulled his car to the graveled shoulder of the road to come to terms with the news.


    “This is terrible,” he said. Pamela, still young enough to be remote from the business side of law, shrugged, unsurprised.


    “Don’t you think he’s got the right lawyer?” she asked. “Our firm doesn’t even do civil rights cases.”


    Arthur, who had never much bothered with that consideration, continued to suffer the ironies. Rommy was free. Arthur was not. Horgan would probably laugh when he took Arthur back, but there would be costs for years to come. At least Ray had asked him to reconsider. ‘Generally speaking, Arthur,’ he’d said, ‘you may find that there’s a bit of a drought before your next innocent client. A decade or two.’ Arthur took a second to ponder how he might package this for Ray, then gave up. As a disappointment, Rommy’s choice of a new lawyer still took second place. Despite the maelstrom surrounding Rommy’s release, the ceaseless phone calls from reporters, the exultation in the law firm, where Arthur now found he had many supporters, there was one misery, one low point where his spirit inevitably rolled to rest, as it did again now.


    Gillian. My Gillian, my Gillian, he thought, and yet again began to cry. Muriel had done a masterful job of vilifying her. Two days into it, the Tribune had actually gotten hold of Gillian’s FBI mug shot,
taken when she was arrested in 1993, running it on the front page along with a report of several thousand words on Gillian’s drug taking, gleaned from sources as diverse as drug agents, defense lawyers, and addicts on the street. The story of the Junkie Judge had even reached many of the national news outlets, especially the ones that usually traded in celebrity gossip. Only a few stories mentioned that Gillian was sober either when she had been sentenced or now.


    As Rommy’s lawyer, it would have been improper for Arthur to call Gillian to console her. And he was far too hurt to do that anyway. As he could best recall, she had not even apologized. Perhaps, he told himself, if she had made some effort to express her regret for so deceiving him, perhaps then there might have been some path through the incredible thicket of conflicting obligations to his client. For days, he reviewed his voice messages every half hour and even left the office at lunch on Monday to check his mail at home. Perhaps his rebukes had been too stern, especially the parting shot he’d immediately regretted about her ‘case history.’ Possibly, she was held back by the imperatives of the legal situation. Most likely, she had simply given up, now that her prophecies of doom had come true. Three nights ago, amid stormy dreams, he awoke with a cold fear that she had returned to drink. Then, in a minute, he remembered that drink was not the problem. By now his fantasies had turned gruesome, dim images of Gillian on rain-soaked streets disappearing in dark entryways doing God knows what.


    When they reached the city, Arthur parked near the IBM Building, but he hesitated as Pamela and he were about to enter. It suddenly struck him that he was no longer Rommy Gandolph’s lawyer. Despite his disappointment about the civil case and the disappearance of the fortune which, being his father’s son, he’d never truly believed would come to him, he experienced in this instant a sensation of clean release. He’d shouldered an enormous burden, staggered under it at times, but carried it to the end, and for many reasons was entitled to be relieved.


    In front of the revolving doors of the office building, Arthur kissed Pamela’s cheek and told her she was a great lawyer. Then, in a state of dread and anticipation, he marched the four long blocks to Morton’s.
Gillian was not at the counter. Argentina, her colleague, leaned across the glass case, careful not to touch it and leave prints. She told Arthur quietly that Gillian had not been in all week, neither here nor the Nearing store.


    “The reporters are goons,” she whispered. “I think Gil quit.”


    “Quit?”


    “That’s what somebody said. They don’t expect her back. Supposedly, she’s leaving town.”


    As he walked back down Grand, with its magnificent shops and tall buildings, Arthur considered his options. He had absolutely no experience as a strategist in matters of the heart, and even now, he was too hurt to be certain what he wanted. But he was, after all, himself. Arthur Raven was a master of neither subtlety nor style. He knew only how to go forward at a steady pace.


    At least one person in Duffy Muldawer’s house was delighted to see him. Spying Arthur through the window of the side door, Duffy lit up, even while he was fiddling with the chain.


    “Arthur!” the old man cried out and threw one arm around him, as Arthur moved into the tiny entry. He didn’t let go of Arthur’s hand and clearly would have relished the chance to hear the details of the last week, engaging in the fraternal joy of defenders who had rare occasion to celebrate. But Arthur’s eyes had already fallen on Gillian, who in response to Duffy’s noise had appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Apparently, she’d been cleaning and was dressed in casual attire Arthur would have bet she did not even own, her thin pale legs emerging from a beaten pair of shorts. A T-shirt was rolled up at the sleeves. She was wearing rubber gloves and—a first in Arthur’s experience with her—hadn’t bothered with makeup. Behind her, he saw a suitcase.


    “It’s over,” he said. “He’s out.”


    Gillian said congratulations and stared up in the weak light of the short stairwell, then set a foot on the bottom step. Somewhere along, Duffy had had the good sense to disappear.


    “May I hug you?” she asked.


    When perhaps a full minute passed, they let go of one another and sat on the stairs. She held fast to his hand. Gillian, who never cried,
had cried, and Arthur, ever tearful, had merely savored the intense pleasure of having her close to him again. Sitting, he discovered he had an astonishing erection. Gillian, too, felt desire, but at the core of his embrace she had experienced a sense of consolation pure enough to be brotherly. Neither of them had any idea what would happen now.


    “Are you okay?” he asked at last.


    She threw up her hands futilely. “Not stoned, if that’s what you’re worried about. Duffy’s seen to that.”


    “You’re leaving?”


    “I have to, Arthur. Patti Chong, a woman I knew in law school, has agreed to hire me as a paralegal in her firm in Milwaukee. Do research. Perhaps, in time, if all goes well, as you suggested, I could reapply to the bar. But I have to get out of here.” She shook her head. “Even I finally feel that I’ve taken enough, Arthur. I had to send Duffy to the store for me yesterday to pick up a prescription. That picture!” She wrenched her eyes closed at the thought. Taken when Gillian was at her lowest point, sleepless most nights and ravaged by despair, the photo in the paper made her a bleary hag. Her hair looked wild. And of course her eyes were dead.


    “I’d have appreciated a call,” he said. “It would have been terrible if I came around here eventually and just found out you were gone.”


    “I couldn’t, Arthur. I couldn’t ask you for sympathy when every lash I took benefited Rommy. Besides,” she said, “I was much too ashamed. Too afraid of your reaction. And too confused. I can’t stay here, Arthur, and I knew you’d never go.”


    “I can’t leave,” he said. “My sister.”


    “Of course,” she answered.


    He was glad he had said it, because in him something opened like a gate. What he had told her was not true. He could leave. The people at the Franz Center would help Susan cope. His mother might finally find a way to be useful. And if all else failed, he would move Susan up there. The firm even had an office in Milwaukee. That could work. It could all work. Even the two of them. The best and most impregnable part of him, which always hoped, was again in charge.


    “I don’t know why I do things, Arthur,” she said to him. “I’ve been
trying to understand myself for years—I think I’m getting better, but I have a long way to go. But I really believe I was trying to protect myself. It’s been as bad as I thought it would be, too. You have to admit that.”


    “It would have been easier with someone standing by you, Gillian.”


    “It couldn’t have been you, Arthur. That was part of the problem.”


    To him that sounded like an excuse and she could read that in his expression. But she was clear on this much.


    “I know what it feels like to want to hurt someone, Arthur. I know that very well. I swear my purpose wasn’t to cause you pain.”


    “I believe that.”


    “Do you?”


    “I’m sure you were far more interested in hurting yourself.”


    “Now you sound like Duffy.”


    “I’m serious. You keep undermining yourself. It’s really remarkable.”


    “Please, Arthur. I can’t handle any more analysis of my character. It’s not the kind of thing I want to take on alone. This has been very, very hard, Arthur, this period. There have been some white-knuckle evenings around here. I had forgotten what it felt like to yearn for intoxication.”


    Arthur considered that. Then he continued.


    “I want to be with you, Gillian. Leave with you. Live with you. Love you. I want that. But you have to see how hard you’ve worked at destroying yourself. So you don’t do that to us again. If you can promise that you see that and will wrestle with it for both our sakes—”


    “Please, Arthur. I’m neither dumb nor blind. I know exactly what kind of bleak Quixotic quest I’m on, rising so I can fall. But it’s hopeless, Arthur.”


    “Not hopeless,” he said. “Not at all. I can give you what you need.”


    “Which is?” She yearned to be skeptical, but because he was Arthur she believed him at once.


    “Me. I’m your man. I can say something to you, which I don’t think you’ve really heard before.” He took both her hands. “Now, look at me and listen. Listen.”


    He watched her elegant slender face turn to him fully, the blond lashes and perfect intelligent eyes.


    He said, “I forgive you.”


    She watched him for quite some time. Then she said, “Please say it again.”


    “I forgive you,” said Arthur, as he held her hands. “I forgive you, I forgive you, I forgive you.” He said it several more times after that.
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  Few love to hear the sins they love to act.


  SHAKESPEARE,


  Pericles, Act I, Scene I




  1


  THE ARGUMENT


  “MAY IT PLEASE the court,” booms Jordan Sapperstein from the podium. “This case must be reversed. Your Honors have no choice.”


  Seated behind the elevated walnut bench a dozen feet away, Judge George Mason suppresses an impulsive wince at Sapperstein’s excesses. The judge is seldom reluctant to let lawyers know when their claims are unpersuasive, but making faces, as his father warned him when he was a boy in Virginia long ago, is simply rude.


  The truth is that George Mason recoils even more from the case, People v. Jacob Warnovits et al., than from the celebrated attorney beginning his oral argument. Before he was elected to the bench, at age forty-seven, George was a criminal defense lawyer, perpetually engrossed in his warring feelings—loathing, amusement, intrigue, envy—about those who broke the rules. Yet from the instant the Court of Appeals’s docket department randomly placed him on Warnovits five weeks ago, he has been uneasy about the assignment. He has found it uncharacteristically difficult to read the briefs or view the record of the trial in the Kindle County Superior Court, where nineteen months ago, the four young defendants were convicted of criminal sexual assault and given the mandatory minimum sentence of six years. Now the judge thinks what he has every time the matter has come reluctantly to mind: hard cases make bad law.


  As the senior member of the three-judge panel, Judge Mason, in his inky robe, occupies the center spot on the long bench between his two colleagues. Judge Summerset Purfoyle, with his time-engraved pecan face and a sponge of white hair, is perhaps more regally handsome now than in his days as a successful soul balladeer. The other judge, Nathan Koll, small and stout, his plump jowls like a croissant beneath his chin, eyes Sapperstein from his first words with a dark, merciless look.


  Beyond the lawyers in the well of the court, the security officers have fit onto the walnut pews as many as possible of the spectators who lined up at the courtroom door, leaving the air close on a warm day at the start of June. In the front row, the reporters and sketch artists hastily record what they can. Behind them the onlookers—law students, court buffs, friends of the defendants, and supporters of the victim—are now intent, after having shifted through three civil cases argued before the same panel earlier in the morning. Even the stateliness of the appellate courtroom, with its oxblood pillars of marble rising two stories to the vaulted ceiling and the gilded rococo details on the furnishings, cannot fully dampen the high-wattage current of controversy that has long enlivened the Warnovits case, which has taken on complex meanings for thousands of people who know nothing about the legal principles at stake and not much more about the underlying facts.


  The victim of the crime is Mindy DeBoyer, although her name, as an alleged rape victim, is never used in the frequent public accounts. More than seven years ago, in March 1999, Mindy was fifteen and a member of the rowdy throng at a house party for the Glen Brae High School boys’ ice hockey team. Earlier that day, Glen Brae had finished second in the state. The players were sore—from the pounding of six games in six days and from failing after coming so close to the state title—and the celebration in the home of the team co-captain, Jacob Warnovits, whose parents had flown off to a wedding in New York, was out of control from the start. Mindy DeBoyer, by her own testimony, ‘got hammered beyond belief’ on the combination of rum and a pill provided by Warnovits and somehow ended up passed out in his room.


  Warnovits claimed he had discovered her there and took Mindy’s position, like Goldilocks in the bed of one of the three bears, as a proposition. The jury clearly rejected that explanation, probably because Warnovits also invited three other team members to join him in violating the young woman, who was unconscious and lifeless as a rag doll. Warnovits captured each assault on videotape, often employing the camera in a grotesque fashion that would startle even a pornographer. The soundtrack, a vile screed from Warnovits, ended after more than fifty minutes with his warnings to his friends to get Mindy out of there and ‘don’t say jack.’


  When she awoke at about 5:00 A.M. amid the lingering reek from the empty cans and ashes in the Warnovitses’ living room, Mindy DeBoyer had no idea what had occurred. A sexual novice, although not uninitiated, she realized she’d had rough treatment, and she noticed that her skirt was on backward. Yet she had no memory of any of the night’s late events. After sneaking home, she phoned other kids she’d seen at the party, but no one could recall whom Mindy had gone off with. Speaking to her best friend, Vera Hartal, Mindy DeBoyer wondered if she might even have been raped. But she was fifteen and not eager to involve an adult, or admit where she had been. She healed in her own time and said nothing.


  And so life marched on. The four boys graduated from high school and went to college, as did Mindy two and a half years later. Feeling safer with time, Jacob Warnovits could not resist occasionally entertaining his fraternity brothers with the tape. One freshman pledge, Michael Willets, turned out to be close to the DeBoyer family, and after a lengthy conversation with his sister, he tipped the police, who arrived at the fraternity house with a search warrant. Mindy DeBoyer reviewed the videotape in horror, and Warnovits and the three other young men were indicted in quick order on January 14, 2003.


  As George Mason views the case, the principal legal question is the statute of limitations, which under state law would ordinarily bar bringing felony charges more than three years after the crime. But the grinding social issue is that Mindy DeBoyer is black. She is well-to-do, like the boys who assaulted her, but her parents, a lawyer and an MBA, could not keep from wondering publicly, in their initial agitation, whether a young white woman would have been treated the same way in Glen Brae, a suburban town to which integration came grudgingly.


  The racial charges raised the volume in Glen Brae. Families close to the four boys proclaimed that their lives were being ruined long after the fact for a crime from which the victim had not really suffered. They implied that race alone was causing men to be punished for the misdeeds of children. The sharp disputes between neighbors boiled over into the press, where the DeBoyers’ views have clearly prevailed. Most accounts portray the defendants as spoiled rich boys who nearly escaped after a night of bestial fun in the slave cabin, even though not one of the many ugly terms the boys had applied to Mindy on the tape involved any mention of her race.


  The substantial questions presented by the young men’s appeal have allowed them to remain free on bond, and all four, now in their midtwenties, are beside the journalists in the front spectators’ row. The fate of each is in the hands of Jordan Sapperstein, in a cream suit with heavy black pinstripes, who is gesticulating often and using his crinkled gray pageboy for emphasis. Judge Mason has never fully decoded whatever it is a human being is saying about himself when he sports a hairdo borrowed from Gorgeous George, but Sapperstein is what Patrice, the judge’s wife, is apt in her moods to refer to as an LFT—lawyer from television.


  A Californian, Sapperstein made his name twenty years ago, while a law professor at Stanford, with two stunning victories in the U.S. Supreme Court. He has remained a legal celebrity ever since, because of his willingness to puff himself into a state of agitation for thirty seconds whenever the red light glows above a TV camera. He is always turning up on CNN, Meet the Press, Court TV, so ubiquitous you half-expect him in the background when you video-record your niece’s soccer game. The desperate families of the Glen Brae Four are rumored to have paid him several hundred thousand dollars to take on this appeal.


  With some panels, George supposes that Sapperstein’s notoriety might be a plus, providing cover for a judge inclined to reverse. But not here. Sapperstein’s prominence has been a call to combat for George’s colleague Nathan Koll. Koll, who left his position as an esteemed faculty member at Easton Law School to take a five-year interim appointment on the appellate court, prefers to treat attorneys as if they were his students, exuberantly pummeling them with sly hypothetical questions aimed at undermining their positions. Wags have long called this style of Socratic classroom interrogation ‘the game only one can play,’ and here too there is no winning with Nathan. The truth is that, for him, each case, no matter what the actual subject matter, presents the same issue: proving he is the smartest lawyer in the room. Or perhaps the universe. George is uncertain where the boundary falls on Nathan’s sense of grandeur.


  If nothing else, with his beerhouse voice and squinty inquisitorial style, Koll makes good theater, and he tears into Sapperstein not long after the lawyer begins his oral argument with a quotation from an exalted legal commentator, spiced, in turn, with the words of the U.S. Supreme Court.


  “Statutes of limitations on felony prosecutions, which ‘are found and approved in all systems of enlightened jurisprudence,’ implicitly reflect a legislative judgment that the moral gravity of an offense can be measured by the urgency with which punishment is pursued. ‘The general experience of mankind’ is that true crimes ‘are not usually allowed to remain neglected,’” Sapperstein declaims.


  “Hardly, hardly,” Koll answers immediately. Even seated, he reminds George of a linebacker ready to tackle, hunched forward, his stocky hands spread wide as if to hinder any effort to evade him. “Limitations periods, Mr. Sapperstein, arise fundamentally from worries that memories weaken and evidence is dispersed over time. Which should not concern us when there is a videotape of the offense.”


  Sapperstein will not back down, and the academic jousting between the judge and the lawyer continues for several minutes, two legal peacocks spreading their feathers. In George’s mind, the impressions of noted legal scholars about why Anglo-American jurisprudence favors statutes of limitations count for very little. The only operative fact is that the legislature in this state voted for one. As a judge, George takes it as his principal task simply to resolve any doubts about the meaning of the words the lawmakers used.


  Ordinarily, he might interrupt with that observation, but on balance, he prefers to keep his distance from this case. Besides, it’s seldom an easy matter to get a remark in edgewise when you sit with Nathan Koll. Judge Purfoyle, on George’s right, has several questions written on his yellow pad, but Koll has yet to yield the floor, despite several gentlemanly efforts by Summer.


  In any event, George’s attention is soon drawn to the thumping entrance into the courtroom of one of his two law clerks, Cassandra Oakey. Cassie cannot go anywhere without causing a distraction: she is too forceful, tall and attractive, and entirely unschooled in self-restraint. But as she charges forward to the clerks’ table at the far side of the courtroom, George realizes that she is not, as he might have expected, simply late. Cassie casts her large, dark eyes urgently toward him, and he sees she is holding a note. And with that a little wrinkle of terror creases the judge’s heart. Patrice, he thinks. This happens to George Mason several times each day. Lost in the professional issues that have always overwhelmed him like a siren call, he feels shocked and selfish when the recollection smashes home: Patrice has cancer. She had been hospitalized for two days now for post-operative radioactive treatments, and his immediate fear is that something has gone wrong.


  Cassie creeps close enough to get the folded paper to Marcus, George’s white-whiskered bailiff, who passes it up. But the subject, George finds, is his own well-being, not his wife’s. Dineesha, his assistant, has written:


  We have heard again from #1. Marina would like to brief you on what she found out from the FBI but has to leave the building for the day at 1:00 P.M. Any chance you could put off the judges’ conference for half an hour to see her?


  George lifts a temporizing finger in Cassie’s direction. Koll has now taken to battering Sapperstein about his other principal argument, which is that the videotape of the assault was too graphic and inflammatory to have been played for the jury without substantial editing, especially of the boys’ priapic displays to one another and Warnovits’s gynecological inspections of Mindy with the camera.


  “You are not contending,” Koll says, “that the videotape, at least in some form, was inadmissible?”


  “The videotape, Your Honor, as the jury saw it, should not have come into evidence.”


  “But only on the grounds that some elements were unduly prejudicial?”


  Sapperstein has been in enough courtrooms to sense a trap of some kind, but his evasions only intensify Koll’s efforts to steamroll him.


  Enough, George thinks. He looks to the clerks’ table. There John Banion, the judge’s other law clerk, has his finger on the buttons that control the three tiny warning lights atop the lectern, which indicate how much time for argument a lawyer has left. Currently, the orange lamp in the middle is aglow in front of Sapperstein. Banion, a doughy figure in his early forties, is often referred to behind his back by the other law clerks as ‘the Droid’ because he is remote as a hermit. But for years John has proven perfectly attuned to the judge’s professional needs, and George drops his chin no more than an inch before John snaps on the red light signaling that Sapperstein’s time is up.


  “Thank you, Mr. Sapperstein,” George says, cutting him off midsentence.


  At the farther counsel table, nearer the clerks, the acting Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney, Tommy Molto, rises with a mess of papers in his hands to respond for the state. Asking for a second, George covers his microphone, a black bud on a black stalk, so he can confer privately first with Purfoyle, then Koll. Koll can’t quite summon an agreeable expression but, like Purfoyle, grants George, as the presiding judge, the courtesy of a half-hour reprieve before the conference that normally would immediately follow the last argument. There the three judges will decide the cases they have heard this morning and assign among themselves the writing of the court’s opinions.


  “Tell Dineesha I’ll see Marina,” the judge says to Cassie after waving her up. In a crouch beside the judge’s tall leather chair, Cassie is ready to depart, but George detains her. “What did #1 say?”


  Her brown eyes shift, and she gives her straight blond Dutch boy cut a toss in the interval.


  “Just the same junk,” she finally whispers.


  “More wishes for my health and happiness?” George asks, wondering if the joke sounds brave or foolhardy.


  “Really,” she says.


  But her reluctance about the message is provocative, and he circles his hand, asking for more.


  “He, she, it, they—whoever it is sent a link,” Cassie responds.


  “A link?”


  “To a Web site.”


  “What Web site?”


  Cassie openly frowns. “It’s called Death Watch,” she answers.




  2


  #1


  JUDGE GEORGE MASON is in the final year of a decade-long term on the State Court of Appeals for the Third Appellate District, an area principally composed of Kindle County. The chance to run for the appellate court had unexpectedly arisen only a year after he had been elected a Superior Court judge, presiding over a criminal courtroom downstairs in this same building, the Central Branch Courthouse. Many friends had discouraged him from considering the higher court, predicting he would find this life isolated and passive after a career on the front lines of trial combat, but the job—hearing arguments, reflecting on briefs and precedents, writing opinions—has suited him. To George Mason, the law has always posed the fundamental riddles life has asked him to solve.


  In Virginia, law had been a family tradition, going back to his great namesake, the fabled American founder George Mason IV—the real George Mason, as the judge will always think of him. During George’s years as an undergraduate in Charlottesville, a legal career was yet another of the many ponderous expectations his parents had placed upon him that he was determined to escape. With his degree in hand, he fled here, spending two years as an ordinary seaman on a coal freighter, a job that provided an alternative to Vietnam. His vessel sailed up the river Kindle and around the Great Lakes, and in his solitary hours on watch, when duty required him to contemplate the limitless waters as vast as the adult life that lay before him, he was shocked to find himself preoccupied with the intense questions of right and wrong, justice and power that had been parsed each night at his father’s dinner table. At the end of his tour, he was eager to enroll at Easton Law School here, becoming a Deputy State Defender after graduation. He loved the ragged extremes of crime, which took him so far from what he had been born to, and yet it was the patina of the Southern gentleman that abetted his success. With his gold-buttoned blazer, penny loafers, and gentle drawl, he seemed to cast a spell over the courtroom, as if his presence assured everyone—cops and judges and prosecutors and court personnel—that none of them belonged to the world of hurt and rage and ignorance that propelled these crimes. He alone knew that his performance was a parody.


  So he had continued, not quite of this place yet surely not of the one he’d left. Popular with colleagues, he was elected President of the Kindle County Bar Association in the late 1980s. He remained successful and respected, but never the ultimate lawyer of choice in this town, where his friend Sandy Stern would forever be called first in a complicated criminal case. As George had wearied of practice, he found himself idly attracted to the ambition that had eluded his father: to be a judge. It was a wan hope, given the open disdain he’d always shown for the oily dealings of the party leaders who controlled such matters. He assumed he had damned himself forever when he agreed late in 1992 to represent a lawyer turned federal witness whose secret tape recordings led to the conviction of six judges and nine attorneys in a bribery scandal that burned through the Kindle County Superior Court. Instead, in one of those demonstrations of life’s perpetual defiance of expectations, George found himself regarded as the very emblem of lawyerly independence, begged to run by the party powers, who were desperate to meet the outcry for reform. He led the judicial ballot in 1994, a success that leapfrogged him over dozens of more experienced candidates when a seat opened on the appellate court for the 1996 election.


  Assuming George wants to keep his job, a yes-no question will appear this November on the County ballot: “Should George Thomson Mason be retained for another ten-year term as a justice of the appellate court?” Now and then, reading the record of a trial, he yearns to pick apart a weaseling witness again on cross-examination, and he frequently regrets the restrictions of a public salary. Occasionally, there are moments—when he longs to curse out the umps at Trappers Park or must respond stone-faced to certain jokes—that he feels caged by the proprieties of the role he’s taken on. Yet until Patrice’s illness, he had no doubt that he would stand for retention, which he is nearly certain to win. His candidacy papers are due in a matter of weeks, but he has been waiting to file, just in case life deals out more surprises.


  Now, with his robe across his arm, George sweeps into his chambers, a baronial space of high ceilings and dark crown moldings. The oral argument in Warnovits came to an unsettling conclusion, with Nathan Koll engaged in more grandstanding. The judge is just as happy to escape for half an hour before confronting his colleagues in conference.


  In the outer office, Dineesha, the judge’s assistant, is at work at her large desk. She hands him several phone message slips—most requests that George add a ceremonial presence to various public events—but there is only one communication of interest to him at the moment.


  “So what did my favorite correspondent have to say for himself this morning?” he asks.


  Since this business with #1 started about three weeks ago, Dineesha has taken to screening his e-mail, so that Court Security can be alerted as quickly as possible about new developments. Calm and dignified, Dineesha has been attending to George in his professional life for close to twenty years, selflessly following him to the public sector from the plummier confines of private practice. Now she wobbles her stiff jet hairdo, a daily monument to the tensile strength of the polymers in her hair spray.


  “Judge, you don’t need to bother with this. With #1,” says Dineesha quietly, “it’s all number two.” Humor, especially anything remotely off-color, is uncharacteristic, and he takes her contained smile as a sign of outrage on his behalf.


  Nobody in chambers has known how to refer to whoever is trying to unsettle the judge. ‘The stalker’ was George’s initial term, but that gave too much credit to someone who really has no physical manifestation. Avenger. Nemesis. The Crank or The Crackpot. Irony became the default position. The message writer was referred to as the judge’s #1 fan, and soon after that simply as #1.


  George does not know if he is exhibiting strength of character by examining these messages or just irresistible curiosity. His excuse to himself is that sooner or later something will clue him to the sender’s identity. Dineesha makes a face but opens today’s e-mail while George leans over her shoulder.


  Like all the communications before, this one appears to be George’s own message that has been returned. The sender shows up as “System Administrator,” while “Undeliverable Message” appears in the subject line. Embedded, after the nondelivery notice and a few lines of code, is the communication George supposedly sent, consisting of a few words and a Web link. At the judge’s instruction, Dineesha clicks on the blue words. The site name, “Death Watch,” in heavy black characters, springs onto the screen, accompanied by a line drawing of a wreath-covered coffin and a pointed inquiry: “Have you ever asked yourself when you’ll die? Or how?” A lengthy questionnaire follows, seeking age, health history, and occupational information, but George pages back to the message #1 somehow had directed to the judge’s computer. It says, “I know the answer.”


  Beginning with his time as a State Defender after law school, George Mason has received his share of hate mail, which he has duly ignored. Criminal defendants, despite six eyewitnesses and security photos of them committing the stickup, have a notorious ability, after several months in the penitentiary, to explain to themselves that they would be free if they’d had a “real” lawyer, instead of one receiving a paycheck from the same government that employed the prosecutor. The better-heeled crooks George represented in private practice also grew cantankerous sometimes, especially when they found that all the money they’d paid had merely paved the way to prison. In his current position, unhappy litigants occasionally vent too. None of these vitriolic communications has ever culminated in anything worse than a couple of manacled ex-clients, glowering at him across a courtroom, where they were appearing after a new arrest.


  But the cool intelligence of #1’s messages makes them more difficult to discount. They are unsigned, unlike most of the threatening correspondence George has received over the years, its erratic authors always eager for him to recall exactly whom he wronged. And, of course, recent events in Cincinnati, where a state court trial judge and his family were found murdered, have left everyone wearing a robe feeling more at risk.


  The first returned message had simply said: ‘You’ll pay.’ George had taken it as a mistake and apparently deleted it. But there was a second and a third with the same words within hours. George imagined they were spam. You’ll pay—less. For car insurance. Mortgage payments. Viagra. Two days later, another followed: ‘I said you’ll pay. You will.’ Since then there have been several more, each adding a new phrase making their meaning unambiguous. ‘You’ll pay. With blood.’ And then: ‘Your blood.’ Then, ‘You’ll bleed.’ At last, ‘You’ll die.’ His permanent law clerk, John Banion, had just entered the judge’s chambers when the message mentioning death popped up on George’s screen, and he’d asked John to take a look. Banion appeared far more shaken than his boss and insisted on calling Court Security.


  Court Security has arrived again now, in the person of its good-natured chief, Marina Giornale, who barrels into the reception area while George is still behind Dineesha. Less than five one, Marina makes up for size in energy. She issues greetings to the accompaniment of her raucous, rattling smoker’s laugh and applies her usual robust handshake. She sports a black mullet, and no cosmetics. With the long khaki jacket that’s part of her uniform and a wide black belt circumscribing her middle, she has the hefty look of a freezer in a packing crate.


  “Is ‘Death Watch’ a real Web site?” the judge asks, as he shows her into his large private chambers. George closes both doors, one leading to the reception area, the other to the small adjoining office shared by his two law clerks.


  “Oh, yeah. I was on the phone with the webmaster all morning. He keeps telling me it’s a free country.” George Mason IV was one of the driving forces behind the Bill of Rights, and the judge often amuses himself by wondering how many hours it would take in today’s America before his famous forebearer gave up on the First Amendment. There is no liberty that is not also the pathway to vice. The Internet has bred defiant communities of lunatics who once huddled in shamed isolation with their unsettling obsessions.


  “So what did the Bureau say?” George asks when he’s behind his large desk. Marina has taken a wooden armchair in front of him.


  “They’re going to run forensic software on your drive,” she says, “when they get a chance, but they figure they have ninety-nine percent of what they’ll find from capturing the e-mail headers.”


  “Which is?”


  “Long short, there’s no way to tell who’s doing this.”


  “Great,” George says.


  “How much do you know about tracing e-mails, Your Honor?”


  “Not a thing.”


  “Me neither,” she says. “But I take good notes.” With another hacking laugh, Marina fishes a small notebook from her jacket pocket. Marina is a cousin of the legendary and long dead Kindle County boss, Augustine Bolcarro. Nepotism being what it is, George had once assumed she was overmatched by her job. He was wrong. A former Kindle County police detective and the daughter of another dick, Marina has the crafty intuitions of somebody tutored over a lifetime. She has responded personally whenever he calls and, even more admirably, realized that her own staff, stretched thin by constant County budget cuts, will require assistance. She’s involved the FBI, who are willing to help out since use of the interstate wires makes the threats to George a federal matter. Two silent technicians were in here for a day last week, imaging the judge’s hard drive.


  “The Bureau techies say that what we’ve got is a variation on something called a bounce-back attack, where somebody ‘spoofs’”—she draws quotation marks in the air—“your e-mail address by placing it in the ‘From’ settings. Apparently, you could figure out how to do this with fifteen minutes of research. It’s simple, as this kind of stuff goes, but it works.


  “When the FBI examined the headers, it looked like all the messages come through an open mail server in the Philippines.”


  “‘Open mail server’?”


  She lifts a square hand. “An open mail relay server. Spammers set up most of them. Sometimes somebody muffs the security settings on their Web site, and everybody uses it until the owner catches on. But if the server is open, anyone can connect. It sends out any message given to it without checking who it’s from. And open proxies don’t usually keep logs of who routes through them either. The Bureau guys say this one may be related to a Web site hosted in China and owned by a company in London. I mean,” says Marina, “good luck.”


  Disappointed, George looks around the room to think things over. One of the compensations of life on the appellate court is office space by the acre. His private chambers are nearly thirty feet by thirty, large enough to house all the knickknacks and mementos of his three decades in practice. The decorating, however, is strictly government-issue, an oceanic expanse of robin’s egg carpeting and a lot of sturdy mahogany furniture manufactured by Prison Industries.


  “Marina, this doesn’t help your theory about Corazón, does it?” This name is why he closed the doors, and even so, he’s dropped his voice. Mention of Corazón would intensify the alarm among his staff.


  “Beg to differ, Judge. Gang Crimes is telling me some of these Latin gangs are pretty with it. Lots of Internet identity theft. I’m not ruling Corazón out at all. Boys and girls at the Bureau like him too.”


  Based on the evidence so far, #1 could be anybody in the world with a computer and the judge’s e-mail address. With little else to go on, Marina compiled a run of the cases George has sat on in the last three years. One name leapt out: Jaime Colon, known to everyone as ‘El Corazón.’ Corazón was the infamous Inca, or head, of Los Latinos Reyes, a street gang of several hundred members and a ‘set’ in the Almighty Latin Nation, the fastest growing of the Tri-Cities’ three overarching gang organizations.


  Decades ago, when George regularly visited the state penitentiary at Rudyard as a State Defender, he was routinely impressed that some inmates were regarded as so savage they frightened even the murderers and ruffians he was there to represent. That is Corazón—so evil, they say, that clocks stop and babies cry when he passes.


  Little more than a year ago, the judge had written the opinion affirming Corazón’s conviction for aggravated assault and obstruction of justice and, more to the point, his enhanced sentence of sixty years. Corazón had personally taken a tire iron to the girlfriend and two children, ages five and seven, of a jailed gang rival who was scheduled to testify against him in a drug case. Nor did Corazón’s efforts at intimidation end there. When he was convicted, on the basis of a DNA match from fingernail scrapings taken at the hospital from the victims, who were prudent enough to flee to Mexico before the trial, Corazón promised to wreak revenge on the trial judge, the prosecutors, the cops, and anybody else who had a hand in sending him away.


  As a result, Corazón is now held in the state’s lone supermax facility, his cell an eight-by-eight concrete block where he enjoys extemporaneous communications with no one except the guards and his mother, with whom he gets a single monitored visit each month. Nonetheless, Corazón’s sheer badness has made him the prime suspect. The intrigue of organizing the intimidation of a judge while being held incommunicado is a challenge he’d welcome, especially since he could take it on with little fear of the consequences. A longer sentence is meaningless to a man of forty-two. If he’s caught, his principal punishment will be a period of receiving a tasteless hash called meal loaf instead of real food.


  “Bureau agents paid him a visit last week,” Marina says. “Corazón loves to get out and shoot the breeze, doesn’t even bother with his lawyer. The Feebies were asking him about a couple kids in his outfit doing dirt time,” she says, meaning that the gang members were murdered, “but they worked your name in.”


  “And?”


  “He didn’t twitch. Still, they wanted him to know they had his scent.”


  When it comes to solving crimes, the obvious answer is usually the right one—the jealous husband is the murderer of his ex, the fired employee is the one who sabotaged the pipes at the factory—but the judge remains skeptical that a man who used a tire iron to silence witnesses would bother with something this cagey.


  “I’m not sold on Corazón, Marina. Frankly, I still think whoever’s doing this is just talking dirty.” The paranoid crackpots are the correspondents George has learned to fear—they attack thinking they’re protecting themselves. But a rational person intent on mayhem does not send warnings, simply because they’d make reprisals harder to carry out. George is convinced that #1’s only aim is to roil his peace of mind, a goal far too civilized for Corazón.


  “I take this creep seriously, Judge.”


  Inclined to debate, George chooses not to answer. He’s long understood that people in law enforcement yearn to see themselves as knight protectors—you could bet a goodly sum, for example, that Marina Giornale had grown up reading everything she could about St. Joan. The more gravely Marina takes these messages, the more important they make her.


  “And the Bureau and my people agree on one thing,” she says.


  “Which is?”


  “It’s time for a detail.”


  “No,” says George, as he has said before to the idea of a security detail. A bodyguard would be an infernal nuisance—and far worse, something that couldn’t be hidden from Patrice. He has said nothing to his wife about these threats, and he does not intend to. Her own condition provides enough worry at the moment. “I can’t handle that at home, Marina.”


  Aware of Patrice’s illness, Marina offers a lingering sympathetic look before massaging her jaw to contemplate.


  “Look, Judge, how about this? Your house is your house. I can’t tell you what to do there. You’re not listed, right?”


  An unlisted phone has been required since George’s days as a defense lawyer, the better to avoid the 3:00 A.M. call from the white-collar client who’d just awoken from a nightmare of prison.


  “But when you get to County property, Judge, you’re on my turf. So all due respect and genuflecting several times, and doing the dance of the seven veils”—she smiles in her apple-cheeked way, a winning child—“I still gotta have somebody with you. When I run through the God-forbids in my head, Your Honor, I can’t even imagine how I’d explain leaving you uncovered.”


  She is saying that he can’t require her to engage in the law enforcement equivalent of malpractice. He slaps his thighs in resignation, and Marina quickly offers her hand.


  George sees her out. As he opens the door, Banion is there, a draft opinion in hand that has just arrived from another judge’s chambers. On the threshold, Marina turns back to both of them.


  “Say, you drew quite a crowd this morning.” She’s referring to the horde trying to gain admission to the oral argument in Warnovits, which her staff was required to handle.


  Recalled, the case immediately nags at the judge. It’s like a bad meal, a fight with your spouse, something carried with you that douses your mood all day.


  “I hate that case,” he responds. This is no news to Banion. The judge assigned John to review the portions of the videotape that Sapperstein said should not have been shown to the jury after George reached the point where he could not stand watching any more. Ever impassive, John shows little more than a mild frown. But Marina draws back.


  “Why’s that? I thought deciding the big ones is what you guys live for.”


  She’s right about that. In fact, it’s part of the larger riddle about his reactions to the case. George wanted to be a judge because the job matters, because you are trusted to be the conscience of your community and to apply the time-ennobled traditions of the law. He often feels the weight of those responsibilities, yet seldom regrets them. But now he gives his head a decorous shake, pretending that propriety rather than utter mystification prevents him from trying to explain.
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  HOSPITAL CALL


  GEORGE RACES DOWN the judges’ private corridor toward the conference chambers adjacent to the appellate courtroom. He is actually a few minutes ahead of schedule for his meeting with Purfoyle and Koll, but he wants to phone Patrice, and he stops by a long window where cell reception is better. It is a goofy rectitude, he knows, uncomfortably reminiscent of his father, to avoid personal calls from the County line in his chambers, but as a judge he never shakes the expectation that he must lead by example in matters large and small. He wears a suit and tie each day and requires similar apparel of his staff, notwithstanding the more casual attire favored by his colleagues when they do not have to appear in the courtroom. He is determined that, if nothing else, he will always look the part: tall, trim, gray-haired, and handsome in a conventional middle-aged way. Standard-issue white guy.


  “Fine. Tired. Not a bad day at all,” Patrice says when he reaches her at the hospital. He has tried her several times this morning, but the line has been constantly engaged. At the moment, Patrice’s interaction with the human race is confined to the telephone. “They think my Geiger levels may be down enough tonight to let you in the room. Most women want a man’s heart, Georgie. I bet you were never counting on risking your thyroid.”


  “Gladly, mate,” he answers, a term of mutual endearment. “Any organ you like.” The Masons have always relished each other’s company and the way they generally ride along on a current of low-voltage humor. But at the moment, his druthers are to be more sincere. To many men George knows, marriage is a war against their longings. Yet he is among the happy few. For more than thirty years now, he has been able to say that he has wanted no one more than Patrice.


  These sentiments swamp him frequently these days. The nodule on Patrice’s thyroid was discovered on February 10, and when he stood in a store a day later reading the humid poetry on several valentines, he actually wept. But at the moment he feels obliged to keep this torrent of affection to himself. For Patrice right now the only acceptable behavior is what she deems ‘normal’—no dramatics and certainly no proclamations of a kind that Patrice, being Patrice, would deride as ‘soft and runny.’


  “How about if I bring dinner?” George asks. “We can eat together. Any cravings?”


  “No more limp green beans. Something with spice.”


  “Mexican?”


  “Perfect. After eight. That’ll be thirty-six hours. But they won’t let you stay long, mate.”


  Yesterday at 6:00 A.M., he’d brought Patrice to West Bank Lutheran–Sinai. There she’d swallowed a large white pill full of iodine-131. Now she may not have any physical contact with other human beings. The radiation broiling through her and eradicating every thyroid cell, especially the wayward ones that have wandered dangerously into other portions of her body, might also kill the healthy gland in someone else. The treatment has a long record of success, but it is disquieting to experience. At the moment, Patrice would be less isolated on a lepers’ island, where at least she would have company. At West Bank, she is housed alone in a small, white room of cinder block laid over a lining of lead. The decorating aims to avoid the sterile appearance of a hospital room, with the result that the space instead has the dismal look of a cheap motel, with scarred furniture and a thin chenille spread on the bed. Any item that will exit the area must be destroyed by special staff or quarantined—the books and magazines Patrice has been reading, her undergarments, and the leavings in the bedpan she must use. Her pulse and temperature are monitored electronically, and the orderlies serve her meals through a lead flap in the door.


  Yesterday, even George was not permitted in her room. Instead, his wife and he spoke through telephone handsets on either side of a large window cut into the wall adjoining her bed, on which Patrice can raise the shade. For George, the comparison with his professional life was unavoidable. How many clients in how many institutions had he conversed with this way? And how many of their fellow inmates had he surreptitiously eyed with the usual mix of empathy and judgment, as the prisoners pawed the glass or wept, with a child or lover on the other side, feeling only now the sharpest tooth of confinement, and thus of crime? With his own wife isolated this way, George could not shake a miserable, low conviction that he had failed. Their conversation was listless and unsettled. The glass between them might well have been her illness. After thirty-three years, it has turned out that their life together is a matter of grace rather than mutual will. Patrice is sick and he is not. ‘There is really no such thing,’ one social worker warned a support group for spouses, ‘as having cancer together.’


  “Didn’t you have arguments this morning?” Patrice asks. “How were they?”


  “Lackluster in most cases. But we just heard Warnovits. The high school rape case?”


  “The one on the news? Were the attorneys good?”


  “Not especially, but I was sitting with Nathan Koll, who planted a roadside bomb for the lawyers. Now I’ve got to go to conference and watch him wrap his arms around himself so he can pat his own back. I’m due now.”


  “Then go ahead, George. I’ll call if I fail the Geiger counter.”


  Clicking off, he peers from the window into the canyon of U.S. 843 that separates the Central Branch Courthouse from the Center City, and beyond that to the downtown towers, stolid monuments to capital. Summer is coming, a season of ripeness and promise, but the feeling in his own soul remains autumnal. George is off his stride and knows it. Revered as calm and poised, he is lately more likely to become unsettled, as he has been by Warnovits. He has occasionally turned snappish with his staff and has grown uncharacteristically absentminded. About ten days ago, he lost his cell phone—who knows where? He noticed it was gone on his way back from a Bar Association luncheon he’d attended with several of his colleagues. He had Dineesha ransack his chambers while his clerks called all over the Center City. For the moment, he is using Patrice’s spare.


  Some might think that it is #1 getting on his nerves. That probably hasn’t helped, but this moodiness predates the first e-mail George received from his anonymous tormentor. Instead his unease correlates more clearly with the time of Patrice’s diagnosis. He is convinced in every fiber that his wife is not going to die. The doctors have done everything short of issue guarantees. Her chances approach nineteen in twenty, and even those odds take no account of the robust good health in which she otherwise remains—lean, athletic, tanned, still beautiful.


  Yet as George’s friend Harrison Oakey has put it, serious illness at this age is like the lights flashing in the theater lobby. If life is a three-act play, then the curtain has gone up on the finale. After John Banion had read #1’s message saying ‘You’ll die,’ the judge had tried to settle his clerk with humor while they awaited Marina. ‘This guy has no future in journalism,’ George told him, ‘because that’s not breaking news.’


  Still, irony gets you only so far. The facts settle hard. And with them comes an inevitable calculation of pluses and minuses. George tends to be unsparing, even harsh, in his self-assessments. Husband. Father. Lawyer. Judge. These days, he seems to be keeping a cool eye on the scoreboard.
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  THE CONFERENCE


  NATHAN KOLL is a formidable, if ponderous, intellect with the academic equivalent of a five-star general’s chestful of medals: first in every class with Latinate honors, Order of the Coif, law review, blah blah blah. Real fucking smart. George always wonders how Koll sees himself. Probably as lawyers are in the ideal, a tower of icy reason. But Nathan is in fact as eccentric as a street person. For one thing, he does not bathe. Inhaling the body odor is like dragging a tree saw through your nose. Sharing the tiny robing room with him, where the judges don their long black gowns before arguments, is a much-lamented ordeal. His fingernails are grimy, and his wavy black hair is pasted to his forehead.


  George has long viewed Nathan’s unwillingness to surrender even to soap and water as a function of his noticeable paranoid streak, in which the man’s fierce commitment to winning every argument may be a way to prove to himself that he is safe from everyone. Not that Nathan would ever admit to a personal stake. He never says, ‘I want,’ ‘I believe,’ ‘I need,’ nor will he acknowledge that anybody else might have any pride or attachment to his position. Everything is presented merely as a matter of ruthless logic, often with the traces of a snigger betraying itself at the corners of his lips.


  Off the bench, Koll keeps himself remote as a survivalist and refuses to give anyone, even his own staff, either his home address or phone. He can be reached only by BlackBerry. He has a wife, a beaten-down-looking Asian woman. George has met her twice but has yet to hear her speak.


  Nathan sits by interim appointment of the state Supreme Court, filling the remaining term in a seat being cut for budgetary reasons after 2008. He accepted the job sure it would propel him to the U.S. Court of Appeals in Chicago after John Kerry’s election. Given present realities, Nathan would like to retain this position indefinitely, but there’s little chance of that. No vacancies are anticipated for years on the court. More to the point, Koll would find a complete absence of support among the judges, whom he has irritated to a person, George included. Judge Mason no longer cares that Koll and he often end up on the same side of issues or that Koll is a uniquely able ally, artful in using cost-benefit analysis to the detriment of conservatives, who tend to respond as if he has broken into their toolshed. Nathan regards himself as the uninhibited protector of the oppressed, but this is so small a portion of the bizarre parade that is his everyday performance on the bench that it is a virtual lie by omission.


  Now George braces himself as he enters the conference chambers beside the appellate courtroom. Like everything else in the old courthouse, the room has a classical finish and looks a bit like a private dining room in a men’s club, right down to the baubled chandelier. To protect the privacy of these deliberations, there are no windows, and even the law clerks who will do the first drafts of the opinions are excluded so the judges may speak freely, without the need to save face in the presence of juniors.


  The other member of the morning panel, Summerset Purfoyle, is seated with Nathan at the Chippendale conference table, long enough to allow all twenty members of the appellate court to confer in the rare case when they sit together en banc. With Koll here, Summer has taken a chair a good ten feet away, and George follows suit on the opposite side.


  As the senior judge on the panel, George presides and calls the cases for discussion in the order they were heard this morning. Usually the work of the court is divided evenly between civil and criminal matters and, more pointedly, justice at the American extremes, for the very rich and for the very poor. As a rule, civil appeals make sense only when the financial or personal stakes are high, because the appellant has to post a bond guaranteeing that the trial court winner will be paid, then foot the bill for an attorney to comb the record looking for mistakes.


  On the criminal side, the matters reflect the realities of the courtrooms downstairs, where the defendants are overwhelmingly poor young males, represented by state-paid counsel. In nine cases out of ten, the decision of the appellate court will be the last real chance for men sentenced to significant prison terms. The state Supreme Court rarely grants further review in criminal matters. George’s job is not to rejudge these cases for the jury. But he takes with a solemnity approaching religious commitment his obligation to be able to say, all things considered, that the defendant was convicted fairly.


  The three judges move through the civil cases argued in advance of Warnovits without much debate. The first two, a child custody dispute and a fight over air rights between two corporations, are affirmances; the third, a $9 million personal-injury verdict against a furnace manufacturer, must be set aside because the trial judge, a lunkhead named Myron Spiro, whom the appellate court often reverses, disallowed a lawful defense. As presiding judge, George has the right to decide who will author the court’s opinions in these cases, but his practice is to await volunteers, and Nathan, predictably, says he’s willing to do all three. Koll writes like the wind, seldom needing much help from his clerks, and it is sometimes an irresistible temptation to let him do most of the work. But Summer wants the custody case, and Nathan defers on that, taking the other two. Privately, George is delighted that Koll will handle the reversal of the furnace verdict, because Nathan will not resist subjecting Spiro to the ridicule he deserves.


  “All right,” says George. “Let’s earn the big bucks. Warnovits.”


  As the presiding judge, George has the right to speak first, but he remains mysteriously confused and heavyhearted about the matter. Instead, he turns to Koll.


  “Nathan, I need to hear more about this business you brought up at the end of the oral argument concerning the state eavesdropping statute.”


  In truth, George knows all he needs to, because the motives were plain. Koll, ever-victorious, had figured out a way to demonstrate to the packed courtroom, including the full row of press, that the celebrated Jordan Sapperstein had overlooked a winning argument.


  An added victim of this display was the time-ravaged warhorse who had followed Sapperstein to the podium to argue for the state, Tommy Molto. The judges of the Kindle County Superior Court recently appointed Tommy the County’s acting Prosecuting Attorney, making him the second successor to the unexpired term of the elected P.A. Muriel Wynn, who had barely warmed the chair before mounting a successful campaign for state Attorney General. The first interim P.A., Horace Donnelly, had resigned after about four months, when the Tribune discovered that he had left markers on the state’s riverboat casinos that totaled twice his annual salary. Molto was the safe choice, a relentless and unforgiving career prosecutor who by now seems destined to die of elevated blood pressure in the midst of some courtroom harangue about the miserable shortcomings of a defendant.


  Today, Tommy was making a point by his presence, showing that the P.A.’s office gave Warnovits premium significance. In truth, George views Molto as a better appellate advocate than many of his deputies. He gets to the point, answers questions directly, and does his best with his argument’s weaknesses without pretending that doubts are unreasonable. Representing the state in Warnovits, Molto meandered safely through his response, first explaining how the case comfortably fit within the legislative exceptions to the state statute of limitations. Then he echoed the points Koll had made in disputing Sapperstein’s claim that the videotape of the rape should have been severely edited before being shown to the jury.


  Not uncharacteristically, Koll suddenly seemed to abandon his own point of view.


  ‘Mr. Molto,’ he said, ‘after this Court’s decision in Brewer, can you and I agree that the videotaping of Mindy DeBoyer without her consent violated the state’s eavesdropping law?’


  Brewer, decided a few months ago, concerned a junior high school janitor who had used the camera on his cell phone to collect images in the boys’ locker room. Molto nodded cautiously. The weight of every crime and every bad guy who had slipped away seemed to have led to an overall descent in his ruined face, and what little of the gray hair that remained atop his head stood straight up in an unfortunate breeze from the courthouse ventilation system. His suit, as usual, looked as if it had been stuffed into his desk drawer for storage overnight.


  ‘I agree, but that crime was not charged, Your Honor.’


  ‘Indeed, Mr. Molto. That crime was not charged. And Section (c)(6) of the eavesdropping law says clearly, and I quote, “Evidence obtained in violation of this chapter is inadmissible in any civil or criminal case, except a prosecution for violation of this chapter.” That to me means that your videotape clearly should not have been received in evidence.’


  Molto looked as if he’d been stabbed. Behind him at the defendants’ table, Sapperstein rocketed back against his chair so hard that he might have done with an air bag.


  “You’re not suggesting, Nate, are you,” says Summerset Purfoyle now, “that we should reverse these convictions on that basis?”


  “Why not? No tape, no case.”


  “But Sapperstein didn’t argue the point here, and neither did the defense lawyers at trial. We can’t take it up now.” It is the essential nature of an appeal that it is decided in a kind of twilight zone—only what was recorded in the trial court can be considered. The whole truth—the contents of the police reports, the statements of witnesses not called, the byplay between the lawyers and the judge at sidebars or in chambers—may not be taken into account. It is like writing a history from the fragments left after a fire. In the same vein, it is a cardinal rule that legal objections that the trial judge had no chance to correct cannot be raised on appeal.


  “Foolish on his part,” answers Koll. “Damn near malpractice.” The truth, George realizes; is that until Brewer, a few months ago, even the best lawyer might not have thought that a law passed in the 1970s to safeguard the conversations of citizens—and legislators—from unwanted snooping was worded broadly enough to reach video recording as well.


  “Nathan, that provision was meant to keep people who eavesdrop from taking advantage of their crime in court,” Summer says. “A fellow can’t bug his wife, then use the tapes in their divorce case. But I just don’t see the sense, in circumstances like these, of saying that the defendants can’t be prosecuted for anything but illegal surveillance, no matter how god-awful the conduct that’s recorded there. Why would the legislature want to short-change the victim like that?”


  “The words of the statute couldn’t be clearer. It’s plain error,” Koll adds, invoking the doctrine that allows the appellate court to recognize overlooked trial mistakes when they would clearly alter the outcome.


  George reacts to this. “It has to be more than plain error, Nathan. We’re referees, not players. We can’t advance our own arguments, unless ignoring them leads to a miscarriage of justice. That’s the standard we have to apply.”


  “And how is it not a miscarriage of justice to convict four men when the whole case against them is inadmissible?”


  George is somewhat surprised that Koll is so wedded to his argument. Often, he musters these arid academic displays to impress or belittle, then leaves them in the courtroom.


  Summerset continues shaking his head. He was a famous soul singer who went to law school between tours, one night quarter at a time, so that he could manage his own career. When his star sank to the point that he was appearing only at outdoor summer festivals and high school reunions, he decided to capitalize on his remaining name recognition by running for judge in the hope of achieving a reliable income. The bar associations wrung their hands over a judicial candidate who sang one of his two big hits, “Made a Man for a Woman” and “Hurtin’ Heart,” at every campaign stop, but Summer’s performance on the bench has been solid. His elevation to the appellate court was a way to get him out of the one job he didn’t belong in—he was a poor manager as Presiding Judge of the torts trial division in the Superior Court. Here he is neither George’s most distinguished colleague nor his least. He continues to work hard and shows uncommon common sense, rendering sound, pragmatic interpretations of the law.


  And the view he expresses several times now is that convicting these young men is far from unjust. Race, the perpetual theme song of American life, might be a factor in his evaluation, but George, who has sat with Purfoyle dozens of times, doubts that. Summer, much like George himself, usually sides with the prosecutors, except in clear cases of police misbehavior. Nathan duels with Summerset for some time, trying to nudge the facts with little hypothetical alterations into a shape allowing him to prevail, but increasingly he casts his dark, squinty look toward George, who obviously holds the deciding vote.


  The person on the street might think judges are emperors who wave their scepters and do what they like, but in George’s experience, all of them attempt to apply the law. Words are sometimes as elusive as fish, and reasonable minds often differ on the meaning of cases and statutes, but it is still the actual language that has to guide a judge. George concentrates on the question: Is convicting these boys on the basis of a videotape that should not have been admitted “a miscarriage of justice”?


  Incongruously, it is the tape itself that stands out in his mind as he endeavors to answer. Sapperstein’s arguments required George to view the video, locked in his inner chambers. Hard to shock when it comes to crime, George could stomach only a portion of it before assigning Banion to go through it frame by frame and produce a sterile description.


  But the ten minutes or so George took in still reverberate. Mindy DeBoyer was a deadweight throughout, her limbs like wet laundry. The teased ribbons of her dark hair were conveniently pushed across her face, while her naked hips and one leg straddled the arm of a Chesterfield chair, as if the fully dressed upper body slumped on the cushion below—the head, the heart—did not exist. It was crime at its purest, in which empathy, that most fundamental aspect of human morality, evaporated and another being became only a target for untamed fantasy. The sexual acts were committed in emphatic plunging motions of pure aggression, and the way the boys exposed themselves to one another before and after, amid much wild hooting, could only be labeled depraved—not in any puritanical sense but because George sensed that these young men were dominated by impulses they would ordinarily have rejected. But if the purpose of the criminal law is to state emphatically that some behavior is beyond toleration, then this case surely requires that declaration.


  “I’m afraid that I’m going to have to side with Summerset on this one,” he says. Koll makes a face. “Nathan, the defendants are entitled to be judged on what they argued, not what they didn’t. I will say, though, that Sapperstein’s claim about the statute of limitations has quite a bit of traction with me. Ms. DeBoyer knew she might have been raped but said nothing. How can we say the crime was concealed?”


  “Because that was the trial judge’s conclusion,” answers Summer at once. “He saw the young woman testify. He felt that, given her age and inexperience, those boys kept her from knowing enough to report the crime. We have to defer to him.”


  In George’s mind Sapperstein has made his most telling argument on this point, contending that the trial judge’s reliance on Mindy’s age means he was essentially applying an exception to the statute of limitations for crimes committed against minors. In such a case, the victim has a year from her eighteenth birthday to report the offense. But Mindy was three months past nineteen when the tape came to light.


  Much as Koll turned to him a moment before, George now looks at Nathan.


  “I’m afraid that I’m going to have to side with Summerset on this one,” Koll answers, echoing George’s precise words. Tit for tat. So much for the majesty of the law.


  George ponders where they are. Three judges and three different opinions in a case that is already highly controversial. As the senior, George is supposed to fashion a compromise that will not lead the court into ridicule. A reversal, with no agreement why, will only fan the flames in Glen Brae. More important, their job is to declare the law, not hold up their palms and say to the world ‘Who knows?’ Accordingly, he decides to write the opinion himself. Years ago, before Rusty Sabich became Chief Judge, when the appellate court was a retirement camp for able party loyalists, opinions were assigned in advance by rotation, and dissents were all but forbidden. In practice, appeals were argued to a court of one, with the lawyers standing at the podium engaged in a legal shell game, attempting to guess which of the three judges was actually deciding the case.


  “I’ll take this one,” he says, and with that stands, calling the conference to a close.


  Nettled as always when he does not get his way, Koll directs a heavy look at George.


  “And are we affirming or reversing?”


  “Well, Nathan, you’ll have to read my draft. I’ll circulate it within the week.” Koll will write his own opinion anyway, a concurrence or a dissent, depending on which way George goes. “This case is—” says Judge Mason and stops cold. He still has no idea how he is going to vote, which argument he’ll champion and which he’ll reject. Decisiveness is a job requirement and one at which he normally excels. His continuing discomfort with People v. Warnovits remains troubling but suddenly not as much as what he was on the verge of blurting out. He has no clue even what the words could mean, but he was ready to tell his two colleagues, ‘This case is me.’




  5


  THE GARAGE


  IN THE LATE 1980S, the Third District Appellate Court was relocated by the County Board. Litigation had become a growth business in Kindle County, much like everywhere else in America, and the need for more civil courtrooms in the Superior Court building, known as the Temple, had forced the appellate judges to take up residence a mile away in the Central Branch Courthouse, where criminal cases were tried. Bolstered by Reagan-era law enforcement money, the County constructed a large criminal court annex. The appellate judges were allotted most of the grand spaces in the old building, which had been erected with the rich architectural detail characteristic of public projects during the Depression, when skilled tradesmen worked cheap. Nonetheless, many of the jurists were unhappy to move out of Center City. Beyond U.S. 843, the area is blighted, sometimes dangerous, and offers few decent spots for lunch. But George Mason, who began his professional career in this courthouse as a Deputy State Defender, relishes every day the fact that he has come full circle.


  Now, in the adjacent concrete parking structure, Judge Mason throws his briefcase down on the front seat of his car. He triggers the ignition so he can put on the air—it is another close evening in early June—but he has no intention of driving anywhere yet. The 1994 Lexus LS 400 is a remaining prize of his flush times in private practice, and he maintains the car devotedly, in part because it is the only space in the world he thinks of as exclusively his. Here at the end of the day, he often reflects on cases and personal issues, when he is finally free from the robe, whose weight he feels everywhere in the courthouse, whether he is wearing it or not.


  The gloomy parking garage would not strike many as a welcoming spot for reflection, especially since the Central Branch Courthouse is where many of the County’s most dangerous citizens must report monthly while they are out on bail. Although the garage is heavily patrolled by Marina’s forces during business hours, perpetual budget cuts have left only a small crew on duty after 6:00 P.M., when George customarily returns. Through the years, the garage has been the scene of stickups, beatings, and more than one shooting, involving Kindle County’s eternally warring gangs, the Black Saints Disciples, the Gangster Outlaws, and the Almighty Latin Nation, and their constituent ‘sets.’ ‘Get in and get out’ is the standard advice.


  At the moment, the judge has his eye on two kids, one long, one short, both in sweatshirts, who have popped up in his rear- and side-view mirrors several times. From their looks, he takes it that the two are probably here for late-afternoon drug court. At one point, he feared they were actually circling him, but they disappeared soon afterward. Either way, he is not about to move. The vague tingle of lurking danger has always been one of the attractions of the garage for George, whose entire professional life has been founded on the conviction that he knows himself best under these shadows.


  The driver’s seat in this car is as large and soft as a piece of den furniture, and he motors it back from the wheel, reclining slightly, so he can ask himself the question that has waited for hours. What is it that lingers with him about People v. Warnovits? ‘This case is me,’ he almost declared to his colleagues several hours before. Me? He had meant to say ‘my,’ on his way to offering, as a good-natured jest, ‘This case is my problem.’ Even that remark seems oddly proprietary in retrospect, since his role in the ideal is to speak for all three judges.


  And so the inner tuning fork has been struck. He continues, eyes closed meditatively, trolling his memory until what he has long sought is suddenly snagged. His grin with the first recollection fades as the problem becomes apparent.


  The event took place more than forty years ago, in a different world. In Charlottesville in those days, no one would have found it humorous to hear him say as a first-year—never ‘freshman’—that he was there to become a gentleman and a scholar. He attended class in a sport coat and tie. Like all the men in his family, he was color-blind. His mother had given him an index card explaining how to match his clothes, but he misplaced it and stepped out of the old dorm each morning expecting to be greeted with smirks.


  He had not been happy then. The chafing and boiling that would ultimately drive him here, a thousand miles from home, had started. He could not have named everything that bothered him—his mother’s relentless social pretensions, his father’s rigid adherence to faith and honor as the credo of a Southern gentleman—but coming of age amid the unyielding proprieties of southern Virginia, where there were few open questions, whether about God or Yankees or Negroes, felt like growing up in a lightless closet. By high school, he was determined to escape and read Kerouac, Burroughs, Ginsberg, bards of the liberation that he believed in as a matter of spirit but that he had no idea how to practice.


  Which was why it mattered so much to him that he was a virgin. He was supposed to be, of course, if you had asked his minister or his teachers or his parents. It was 1964. But both body and soul yearned for freedom.


  Six weeks into his initial term, the college had its first party weekend. Having forsaken his high school girlfriend, a pretty but narrow young woman, he watched with envy as other hometown girls arrived on campus. George was miserable and alone. The reliable bond of male affection that had been forged in those first weeks was broken now by the preeminent claim exerted by the other half of the species.


  As recompense for abandoning their double, George’s roommate had bought him a cheap bottle of Scotch. Alcohol was one of the grave sins condemned in his home that he had been quickest to take up, and George was soon drunk on hard liquor for the first time in his life. By now it was nearly 10:00 P.M. The couples had finished their restaurant dinners, danced in the sweaty mash of fraternity parties, and were retreating to the dorm for the moments that mattered most to many of these young men, before parietal hours ended and the women had to return to the local rooming houses or the dorms at a nearby female college where they had been put up. With the Scotch under his arm, George careered through the halls. The doors to most of the rooms were cracked open an inch or two in accord with university rules, allowing tracks from Meet the Beatles! to scream out from the hi-fis within. Knowing that men and women were in each other’s arms, necking, groping, running the bases, George was battered with longing.


  In that condition, he ran into his best friend, Mario Alfieri. Mario had come here from Queens on a wrestling scholarship and seemed as out of place in genteel Charlottesville as a platypus. Boisterous, profane, wisecracking, he was the renegade George wanted to be, and they had developed a quick appreciation for each other. Coming downstairs, carrying a bucket of ice, Mario grabbed George’s elbow.


  ‘You won’t believe this,’ he said, repeating it several times as he bent with laughter. ‘Brierly’s got a girl up in the second-floor hallway pulling a train.’


  George knew the term, but still he looked at Mario without comprehension.


  ‘No lie,’ Mario said. ‘She’s out in a refrigerator box, entertaining the troops. So, Georgie boy, listen to me. You’re saved. Saved.’ Mario knew George’s barren sexual history. ‘Get yourself up there.’


  ‘Did you go?’


  ‘I have a date, knucklehead.’ George had met the young woman briefly. She was the sister of another wrestler whom Mario had been persuaded to invite blind on the promise that she was as irreverent as he was. In person, Joan had proved even prettier than her snapshot, but she was also one of those rare women who seemed defiant even standing still. ‘Five to one, I get nothing off her,’ Mario had whispered to George.


  ‘What about the syph?’ George asked now, contemplating what supposedly was occurring upstairs.


  ‘What about getting laid?’ Mario reached back to his wallet and slapped the emergency prophylactic always there into George’s hand. ‘Greater love,’ Mario said. He pushed his friend to the staircase with both hands.


  Coming off the landing, George found a scene that seemed entirely improbable, notwithstanding Mario’s description. A huge carton, about eight feet long and four feet high, had been wedged across the threshold of Hugh Brierly’s room at the far end of the hall. Projecting between the open flaps on one side, George saw a white shirttail and four naked legs, two with pairs of men’s trousers and boxer shorts bunched at the ankles. The boy was on his toes while the box lurched minutely with his efforts.


  At least two dozen men were lined up on either side of the hallway to witness this, all with their ties loosened and drinks in hand. They jolted in laughter and slapped one another’s shoulders, shouting out lewd one-liners. But none of them, no matter what, took his eyes off the box. It was as if it contained the secret of fire. Every now and then, one or two would break away to peer into the open end of the carton and shout obscene encouragement to the fellow inside.


  George crept closer until he realized that he’d chosen the side of the hall where the line had formed. The nearer he came to the front, the more he felt the frantic charge that seemed to grip all of the spectators. A dull knocking sounded from the box, and at one point as George waited, a boy inside suddenly screamed ‘Score!’ The men in the corridor erupted in laughter that seemed wild enough to loosen the bricks of the building.


  In front of him in line was Tom McMillan, another first-year. ‘I’m going again,’ he told George. The girl, McMillan explained, had appeared at the football game alone, apparently ditched by her date. She had started talking to Brierly and Goren, two boys from the dorm, both dateless too, and returned here with them. The three drank for hours, until they were all witless from the favored libation of the weekend, a cocktail of grain alcohol and fruit punch consumed directly from a Hi-C can. At some point, the girl had said that she’d be everybody’s date, and that had become a motif for their increasingly lewd conversation, until the boys began to press the idea that she could not disappoint them. Brierly had found this refrigerator box, and the girl had supposedly climbed in with him, laughing.


  As George neared the head of the line, a first-year named Rogers Peterson came charging down the hall toward Brierly.


  ‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘Jesus. Some of us have our dates up here. We can’t have this going on. What’s wrong with all of you? What should we tell our girls?’


  ‘Tell them not to look,’ Brierly said, and the mob howled, jeering Peterson as he retreated.


  The throng of onlookers was growing fast. Word was spreading. Fellows in ties and blazers had actually stepped out on their dates for a few minutes and come running. George could feel his anxieties wearing through the effects of the Scotch, and he noticed that there were far more men watching than awaiting a turn. But the line was growing behind him fast enough that he knew there was no time for indecision.


  When McMillan reached the head, Brierly waved him away.


  ‘No seconds, not yet.’


  McMillan was still protesting when a short, obese fellow George did not know backed out of the box, refastening his trousers.


  ‘What a swamp!’ he said, and the hallway again rocked with laughter.


  Brierly pointed at George. ‘Next,’ he said, ‘in the tunnel of love.’ Only then did George see that Hugh was collecting money, ‘Rent,’ Brierly said. ‘It’s my box.’


  George dumbly picked ten dollars, a week’s spending money, out of his wallet.


  ‘You have five minutes, Mason. Do your best.’


  He did not even touch his belt to lower his trousers until he had crept inside, where he was overwhelmed by the intense odor. Someone, probably the girl, had vomited, and the smell was heavy in the close air, which was sodden with overheated breaths and perspiration. The box was so low he could not really kneel over her and had to support himself with one hand to pull down his pants. The girl was talking to herself, half sentences, song lyrics, he thought, a high-pitched mumbo jumbo. He made out one phrase she sang: ‘I want to hold your hand.’


  She addressed him when he touched her. ‘Hey, honey,’ she said in a lyrical, drunken, carefree voice, seeming to relish this fleeting moment of anesthesia.


  He wanted to make the most of his opportunity and explored the girl’s skinny body without much tenderness. A wool skirt was in a lump at her waist, and a silky undergarment had been pushed up to her shoulders. Lying down, she had only the smallest swell of breasts and tiny nipples like peas.


  When he had first crawled into the carton, revolted by the heat and the smells, it occurred to him that he had to do no more than push his pants down to his ankles. None of the boys in the hallway would know what had happened. He could rock a bit, then talk the good game that so many fools talked on Sunday morning. But that was the point. No one would know. He was free. And although he was drilled by terror, he was going ahead, because he wanted to get this moment over with. There were two groups in the world, the ones who had and the ones who hadn’t, and he was convinced that every uncertainty of his age would be abated if he crossed that divide.


  When he entered her, after a terrible moment of fumbling, his body was divided by a scream from his own heart. With startling clarity, he heard warnings of damnation. But those were the voices he was determined to be free from, and so he continued and finished that way, determined, somehow isolated from the sensations of pleasure. The girl, as he remembered, had rested a hand on his back and made some effort to move below him.


  When he was done, he refastened his trousers.


  ‘Are you okay?’ he whispered before he crawled out.


  ‘Oh, honey,’ she answered.


  ‘No, really. Are you okay?’ He touched her cheek for the first time.


  She was singing again, with a sudden clarity that frightened him.


  His eyes stung when he emerged into the blazing fluorescence of the hallway. A few men reached out to pat his back and joked about his speed—he might not have been inside two minutes—but he wanted to escape the hungry pack. They had no idea what had actually happened. It was not what they thought or what they were celebrating. A moment later he was downstairs, trying to make whatever he could out of having passed through the membrane between his fantasies and his life. The Scotch was starting to back up on him.


  Mario Alfieri’s blind date, Joan—with whom Mario was destined to spend the next thirty-seven years, until he died in the second World Trade Center tower on 9/11—appeared from the door of the bath designated for the weekend as the ladies’ room. She nearly ran into George while he was still trying to jam his shirttails into his trousers.


  ‘What happened to you?’ she asked.


  He could not find a discreet answer. ‘Life is strange,’ he told her.


  As much of a wise guy as Mario, Joan eyed him at length and asked, ‘Compared to what?’


  *   *   *


  Over the decades, when Judge Mason has loitered with the incident in recollection—and that is not often—he has dismissed it under the rubric of amusing follies of youth. Everyone had a first experience, and half of them were crazy. Faltering. Unsuccessful. Life and love moved forward to a better footing. He has not fully considered this moment in years and never attached to it the name he is required to apply today: a crime.


  He reconsiders the word, the idea. Crime? He is a lawyer, a master of distinctions. It is not the same at all. Yet the incident is too close to the case he heard this morning for any comfort. The girl was drunk. Virtually incoherent. Her actions might have passed for consent in those days. But not now. The men in that dormitory hallway, including most especially him, had, in every sense of the antique phrase, taken advantage of her.


  In the tomb darkness of the parking garage, George Mason feels how harshly his heart is beating. This is serious. Because he realizes that he has suddenly lost one of the comforts of middle age. There is joint pain, fading hearing, and trouble recalling names—even cancer. But generally speaking, not this. Yet now his soul seems as insubstantial as a fume. At the age of fifty-nine, George Mason wonders who he is.
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  PATRICE


  “DID WE EVER TALK about my first time?” George asks Patrice at the hospital that night. The radioactive treatment required her to suspend her thyroid-replacement therapy, and she has been left feeling, as she puts it, ‘energetic as moss.’ At 7:00 P.M., she lies in the hospital bed, paging through a magazine. George himself is wrapped like a present—paper gown, cap, and booties—and sits behind a line taped on the floor, seven yards from his wife. Tonight, after they let him through the sealed outer area into her room, he did not get within ten feet of her bed before his wife raised both hands in warning to keep him from embracing her. ‘George, don’t be Sir Galahad. I know the nurse just told you not to get near me.’ She made him leave the burrito dinner he brought her on a table across the room, from which she retrieved it.


  Despite the required distance, it has been a companionable visit, much better than their stilted exchanges yesterday through the prison-like phones. Patrice is looking forward to her possible release tomorrow night and has offered several entertaining thoughts on what she refers to as ‘life as hazmat.’ But the question he just asked her was apropos of nothing, and Patrice’s eyes, a penetrating blue, distinct as gemstones, flash toward him, one eyebrow encroaching on her dark forehead.


  “I mean sex,” he adds.


  “I understood, George,” she says and with that casts her eyes at the intercom rising on a separate metal stalk beside her bed. George, however, is secure. A loud bleat echoes from the speaker before the nurses’ station may listen in. More to the point, his memories from the garage lie on him like a heavy stone rolled off the entrance to a tomb. He has been waiting for the right moment to discuss all this with Patrice and has spoken up suddenly, knowing the staff will shoo him out soon. The radiation-sensitive badge they pasted on his gown over his heart remains green, but the bar is shrinking.


  “Did I?” he asks. He has known Patrice’s story for decades. At seventeen, with a man of twenty-six, for whom she thought she had a passion. The backseat of a car. The usual squirming. Tab A. Slot B. And realizing in the aftermath that her main desire had been to get it over with and not for the smashing, handsome, worthless buddy of her older brother.


  Patrice frowns, turning another page. “Not that I can recall, Georgie,” she says, then adds, with typical tart understatement. “Perhaps it means something that I never asked.”


  He plows on, though, eager for her help.


  “Well, I’ve been thinking about it,” he says. “In the context of this case.”


  “What case?”


  “The one with the four boys? From Glen Brae?” He forces himself to say, “The rape. I told you it was argued today.” George heard a press account of the argument on the radio as he was driving here. ‘Dramatic developments,’ the reporter said. One judge had suggested that the entire case might be tossed out. Tape rolled of Sapperstein crowing on the courthouse steps as if Nathan Koll had not clobbered him from behind. George constantly longs for the days when public discourse was sterile and proper, and not the semaphore called spin.


  “And how did that go?” Patrice asks, already forgetting what he told her on the phone this afternoon. It is one of the incurable issues between them that she takes his profession lightly. Her achievements as an architect are tangible. Buildings can stand for centuries. Beauty, above all, endures. Attorneys, by contrast, just mince around with words. But because Patrice so often sees the legal enterprise as farcical, and lawyers as a swarming scrum of uncontrolled neurotics, she enjoys George’s description of the contest between Jordan Sapperstein and Nathan Koll. It’s a virtual travel poster for her view of the land called Law. Even in her weariness, she laughs at length for the first time this evening.


  “And where do you come out in all of this?” she asks.


  “Not with Koll. Not exactly.”


  “So, where?”


  “I don’t really know. But I’m bothered. And somehow. Well—that’s why I asked. About whether I told you. Because I suddenly realized that my experience was not unlike—” Now he struggles.


  “Like what?” There is an undertone of alarm.


  “This case. Warnovits.”


  “Please, George. I’m sure it was nothing like it at all.” She tries to sound soothing, but anger curls her voice at the edges. As she said: It means something that she never asked. She is not merely a spectator, that’s what she’s telling him. Sex, after all, matters. The culture screams it. Not to mention our preoccupations. Like death, it remains one of life’s predetermined destinations, and thus is a land of heavy portent whenever one arrives.


  In the interval, her fine features have darkened, and her gaze on him is more alert.


  “Georgie, you don’t seem yourself.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Don’t play dumb, George. It’s not you to stew about cases. You’re distracted. Have you found your cell phone yet?”


  He’s messing up. He can see that. Her needs deserve to predominate, and her clear need right now is for George to be what he always is. Poised. Stable. Loyal as a hound. It would be preposterous, after all, to ask her to feel sorry for him because of her brush with mortality. Worse, Patrice would take it as a breach of faith. When she leaves the hospital tomorrow, or the day after, she intends to use the term cured. The evil invading cells are certain to have been annihilated and thus exert no claim on their future. She wants George to lock arms with her and march forward with no looking back.


  “I’m fine, mate,” he answers.


  A knock. His hour is up. From the door, he waves brightly.


  “Home tomorrow,” he says. “No more hospital.”


  “No more hospital,” she repeats.


  In the air lock between the room and the hospital corridor, George removes the paper layers that covered him and pushes them into a special bag he was given when he entered. A technician sweeps him with a bright orange hand-held Geiger counter, a device the same size as a walkie-talkie. He may go. Striding down the garishly lit hospital corridor, he passes the doorways that often frame briefly glimpsed portraits of anguish. Yet his mind remains on his wife.


  When George met Patrice, he was in his third year in law school and she was a sophomore at Easton College. At a traffic light near the Easton campus, he had gazed over into an MG Roadster in the next lane, its top down in the sun, and found himself stunned by the sight of the driver. The young woman had the kind of tidy, perfect beauty that would last forever; she would still be called gorgeous at ninety. When she caught George ogling, he pretended he’d been staring at the parafoam dice that hung from the rearview mirror rather than at her.


  ‘I’ve never understood what those are for,’ he said through his open window. ‘The dice? Is it luck?’ His impression was that the toys would make it harder to see out the window.


  In response, he had gotten her cool smile.


  ‘I’ll have to ask my boyfriend,’ she said. ‘It’s his car.’


  The light changed and she was gone, but the next time he saw her, at a party, she recognized him.


  ‘I never found out about the dice,’ she said. ‘Somehow when you asked me, I realized that the best thing about that guy was the convertible.’


  He had thought then that he was getting in on the ground floor—before hordes of fellows his age were pursuing her, perhaps even before Patrice realized how much better she could do. There is never an ounce of false modesty when George declares that he married up, took a wife who is more capable than he. But Patrice was far ahead of him—as always. She knew what he was and had plans of her own. She wanted someone solid, faithful, supportive—and impressed. She had gone to architecture school, been the standout he expected, and then heaved most of it out when their second son was born. When she resumed practice, she worked on residences—not the highest art of architecture, pop tunes when she could have been composing symphonies. But she never complained. Patrice has always known her desires in a far more determined way than most human beings.


  He has reached their house in Nearing. They have lived here almost a quarter of a century, having bought the place not long after George entered private practice. It was a starter home, but over the years it became Patrice’s canvas. They have undertaken four separate renovations, each one of which Patrice, unlike her husband, greeted as if it were the arrival of spring. What began as a flat-roofed Prairie-style ranch is now a two-and-a-half-story house graced with Arts and Crafts details and some touches of Wright, and is more than three times its original size.


  With the taste of a burrito still somehow lodged in his salivary glands, George stops in the kitchen for a bottle of water before heading to his study to sort what the postman has delivered and to check his e-mail. George remains slightly vexed by Patrice’s forbidding reaction when he compared Warnovits with his own encounter decades ago. His wife at moments is wont to demand perfection of him. He is, fundamentally, her beautiful George—nearly as pretty as she is, well mannered, well liked, the senior member of a family that, as one of their friends said long ago, looks as if it came off the cover of a J. Crew catalog.


  This has worked out well for them, because he is equally demanding of himself, a tendency that might well have been alleviated by age, were it not for going on the bench. Judging, to George’s mind, is essentially an arrogant enterprise. As a defense lawyer, he refused to condemn his clients. Everyone else in the system—the cops, the prosecutors, the juries and judges—would take care of that; they didn’t need his help. But a judge’s duty is to declare right and wrong, a daring undertaking, because it contains an implicit warranty that you are above the weaknesses you denounce. After remembering what happened forty years ago in a refrigerator box, he regards that as a pitiable charade.


  The incident, confined to recollected fragments for decades, is now coming back to him in larger pieces. And as he settles at his desk, George abruptly recalls that it had not ended with Joan, the young woman who was to become Mario’s wife, cracking wise about life.


  ‘Sweet Christ crucified, there’s a girl asleep in the library,’ the dorm proctor, Franklin Grigson, told George the following day. At 8:00 A.M., the old dorm languished in the somnolent air of a Sunday morning. Grigson and George might have been the only two young men awake after the night of partying. Grigson was heading to church. George was returning from the men’s room, where he had been sick yet again. He was better now, but his head still felt like the clanger in a ringing steeple bell.


  ‘Do us all a favor,’ Grigson said. ‘Find whoever she belongs to and have him get her out of here.’ If the girl was discovered, the unforgiving deans would revoke parietal hours for the dorm for the balance of the semester.


  George crept to the library door. It was a handsome room, wainscoted in light oak in which generations of collegians had occasionally engraved their initials. The recessed bookcases were fully encumbered with old leather-bound volumes. On the torn maroon sofa farthest from the door, a girl slept. She was a slender, auburn-haired creature, in a raveled tartan skirt. A huge hole had eaten through the calf of one leg of her sheer tights. With just a glance, George knew who she was.


  Upstairs, he pounded on Hugh Brierly’s door until Brierly appeared on the threshold, clad only in his pajama bottoms.


  ‘You lie,’ Brierly said. He claimed that he had escorted her to the dorm’s front steps and offered to find a ride, but that the young woman was sobering up and said she would look after herself.


  ‘You didn’t take her home?’ George asked. A gentleman—several of them—could have his way with a young lady in a refrigerator carton, but it was a breach of a code George had been taught was sacred not to see her back to her house.


  ‘Don’t be a pussy, Mason. I don’t know where she’s from. She showed up at the football game. What was I supposed to do? Escort her back to Scott?’ he said, referring to the stadium.


  ‘Well, what are you going to do now?’ George asked.


  ‘Me? You had as much to do with her as I did. You get rid of the slut,’ Brierly said and shut the door. Remembering the fistful of ‘rent’ Brierly had collected the night before, George pounded for some time, but Hugh would not open up. To the best of George’s memory, they never spoke again.


  Downstairs, the young woman had awakened. She was a mess. Sitting on the threadbare Oriental carpet, she braced herself against one wall, trying to separate the patches of her long hair gummed together by the detritus of what had passed the night before. From her reddened features, he took it that she had allergies or a cold. The large gold pin that was meant to hold her wraparound kilt had been reinserted sideways, and there was a bright magenta stain from Hi-C covering the upper portion of her blouse. When she saw George in the doorway, her look was piercing.


  “Whatta you want?”


  The question, as he recalled, had struck him dumb. Because he had realized suddenly that there was in fact something he desired from her. Now, forty-some years later, sitting in the large leather desk chair that once was in his law office, George Mason is still. Along the pathways of memory, he crawls like a bomb expert creeping down a tunnel. It is a sensitive operation. A false move will destroy his chance, because he hopes for a second to inhabit the skin of that young man who was still unformed at the core. What had he wanted from her, as he stood at the threshold? Not forgiveness. It would flatter him too much to think his state of moral understanding was so far ahead of his times. In those days, it never once occurred to him that she might have been in any sense unwilling. He must have felt some lash of shame for sinning and some embarrassment at seeing her. Perhaps he was visited by an impulse to blame her, to call her names, as Brierly had. But standing twenty feet from her in the old library, preposterously, improbably, he had wanted one thing more than any other: connection. He had been with her in public, when she had been virtually insensate. But they had been joined in that fundamental way. Euclid said that a straight line is the most direct connection between two points, no matter how random or distant, and at that moment George Mason would have told you that it was a rule about sex as much as about geometry. Was it instinctive that a bounty of tenderness went with the act? Looking at her, he felt acute despair that she did not even know his name.


  And so he introduced himself. He approached and, lacking any other gesture, offered his hand. She took it limply.


  ‘I wonder if I can help you,’ he said.


  For all his good intentions, the question provoked a ripple of despair that briefly withered her red face before she contained herself. For reasons George understood only too well, her fingertips then pressed each of her temples.


  ‘Get me cigarettes,’ she said. She lifted the empty pack that had been squashed in her right hand and flung it at the sofa. ‘I need a cigarette.’


  He waited there, still feeling everything he had an instant before.


  ‘You didn’t say your name,’ he told her.


  She made a face but succumbed, clearly regarding this as the price she had to pay.


  ‘Great,’ she said. ‘Great, George. I’m Lolly. Viccino.’ She turned away and let her head fall back against the wall. ‘I’m Lolly Viccino, and I’d love a cigarette.’


  As he sits recalling all of this, a clear image of the four boys from Glen Brae in the front row of the courtroom this morning returns to him. Their supporters and defense lawyers have trumpeted each young man’s good character over the years, and in their dark suits, their hair freshly trimmed, Sapperstein had done his best to make them look their parts. No amount of defense burnishing can really render Jacob Warnovits appealing. He is clearly a thug with a long disciplinary record, including four earlier arrests, in high school and college. But the other three defendants, all now with their B.A.s, have each had notable achievements. One, a junior Phi Beta Kappa at an eastern college, had been planning to join the staff of a local Congresswoman until his indictment. Another was the founder of a program to teach inner-city kids to ice skate, which he still runs as a volunteer. The last, up to the time of his conviction, worked on the athletic staff at the Mid-Ten university he’d attended on a hockey scholarship.


  From the bench, George had scrutinized the four. One young man was aging fast; his lank hair was thinning, and he had plumped up to the point that he no longer looked like an athlete. The judge hoped that was Warnovits, although he knew that nature seldom follows the design of justice. But the other three were handsome emblems of their potential, who watched their fates being argued with the quick, disbelieving eyes you might expect from anyone finding that one hour seven years ago still held the power to determine the rest of his life.


  Seeing them in his mind’s eye, George draws the contrast to the young man in the dormitory library forty years before. Why assume his character was any better than theirs? Isn’t it likely that one of them—even all of them—felt some decent impulse, shame or caring for Mindy DeBoyer, in the aftermath? Not enough, of course, to set it right, to call an ambulance or her parents. But when they re-dressed her like a sleeping child, or bore her unconscious body down the stairs, is it possible that one or two did not respond to the warm weight of humanity?


  A sound interrupts, a chirping from his computer to signal the arrival of new e-mail. He and his sons exchange messages every night about their mother, her mood and her condition. A photo of the two boys together, each buoyant and handsome, is on his desk. Patrice and he had done this part very well, although even on this subject Patrice can’t resist occasional sarcasm. ‘Where did I go wrong?’ she asks whenever she confesses that both their sons are lawyers. Peter split the difference and practices construction law here in town. He recently became engaged. Pierce, the younger, is with a giant entertainment firm in L.A.


  But as soon as the e-mail client opens, George sees that neither is his correspondent. The From and Subject lines bear the now familiar omens. The words of #1, buried after the returned-message notice, are “Good advice,” followed by the blue letters of another link. Clicking, George finds himself at the site of a well-known life insurance company. There the page header reads: “If you’re a married man, plan accordingly. Your wife is quite likely to live longer than you.”


  George closes his eyes, trying to take in the fact that #1 has invaded his home. But for the moment that seems no worse than an annoyance. His spirit has not yet fully returned from Virginia forty years before, where, like a wandering ghost, it is still dumbly seeking Lolly Viccino.
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  THE CHIEF


  WHEN GEORGE MASON drives into the Judges’ Section of the parking structure on Wednesday morning, Abel Birtz is waiting by the third-floor stairway to greet him. Abel appeared in the judge’s chambers late yesterday afternoon, about an hour after Marina left, heaping himself onto the green Naugahyde sofa in the reception area. ‘I’m your detail, Judge,’ he explained. George did his best to appear pleased.


  ‘Sorry you have to waste your time with this, Abel.’


  ‘Hell no, Judge. We take this serious.’


  From the start, George recognized the flaw in Marina’s plan to assign him a bodyguard. Court Security’s resources are too strapped to waste anyone worthwhile on this kind of thumb twiddling. Abel, a former Kindle copper, is garrulous and inoffensive, but he has gone to pasture. His khaki sport coat, emblazoned at the pocket with the court’s seal, would need another yard of fabric to close across his massive belly. Greeting the judge yesterday, he required several attempts to hike himself forward on the sofa cushion before arriving on his feet, his large, square face considerably reddened. And he clearly has an arthritic hip. He walks with a swinging gait as they cross the covered gangway between the parking garage and the courthouse. God help them both, George thinks, if #1 strikes and they need to run for their lives.


  And there is another problem with Abel’s presence, which does not strike George until he takes in the vexed look with which Dineesha greets him as they push through the door to chambers. Though it is no fault of either, Dineesha and Abel have an uncomfortable history.


  George and Patrice first met Dineesha more than two decades ago at PTA meetings, which Dineesha attended as the mother of Jeb, a scholarship student at the Morris School. Jeb, who now practices rehabilitative medicine in Denver, was in the same fourth-grade class as Pete, the Masons’ elder son. But it was Dineesha’s oldest boy, Zeke, who served to fortify her relationship with George. Knowing what he did for a living, Dineesha sought George out when Zeke was arrested. It was not Zeke’s first bust, but these charges, for having supposedly joined other gangbangers in burning down the apartment of a young man attempting to quit, carried a mandatory prison term. It was a bad beef on a bad kid, mud the cops were willing to throw at the wall because it was time something stuck. Maybe Zeke had been there, but if so, George became convinced he was merely a spectator.


  George took the case without fee and won, but Dineesha insisted on doing overflow typing in his office as a form of payment. She was soon a permanent addition to George’s practice—and so was Zeke. As a first-year in Charlottesville, George had fought fiercely with classmates about the Civil Rights Act, which he was sure would leave the path to progress for Negroes unimpeded. Work hard. Play by the rules. Get an education. He had no understanding of the perils for young black men, even those like Zeke, who could not have been raised by more loving or ambitious parents. Who knew where Zeke’s problems started? Probably by being less academically gifted than his two younger sibs. It is an inevitable rule of family life, as George sees it, that children occupy the space provided, and in Dineesha’s house the available space turned out to be a cell in Rudyard penitentiary, where Zeke has been twice. Back on the street at the moment, he still shows up at his parents’ home often for a meal and money. George has given up his lectures to his assistant on tough love. But the sight of Abel ten feet from Dineesha’s desk can only refresh her heartbreak. It was Abel Birtz, then a property crimes detective, who pinched Zeke on the burglary bit that first led him to do time.


  George is sure that all of this is wrapped up in the baleful look they received coming through the door, but Dineesha has another reason to be bothered by the leisurely way her boss is chatting with Abel. She taps her watch.


  “The Chief Judge?” she reminds him. “The High Court?”


  “Yikes!” George turns and runs.


  To mute the protests of the appellate judges about moving to the bleak wilderness beyond U.S. 843, the County Board constructed a small athletic facility, including a racquetball court, which was added only because it was a perfect use of a large air shaft at the center of the double floor. It has been dubbed ‘the High Court’ by wags. Handball can also be played here, and the Chief Judge, Rusty Sabich, still prefers the older game, smashing a small rubber ball around with gloved palms. He and George have matches twice a week.


  “Georgie boy!” The Chief is slipping into his athletic shorts in the tiny locker room when Judge Mason dashes in, spouting apologies. The two have enjoyed a solid friendship throughout their professional lives. Sabich was the Deputy Prosecuting Attorney in the courtroom to which George was initially assigned as a State Defender, and for the first three months, Rusty often whispered helpful suggestions as they stood before Judge White. ‘Move for a speedy trial.’ ‘Remind him the parents will put their house up to secure bail.’ In time, they also had their share of battles, but going toe to toe in court often seals a friendship once the sting of losing has passed. Rusty, who wields considerable political swack, was the prime mover when George was offered the chance to run for this job more than ten years ago.


  “I need to talk to you,” the Chief says.


  “We’re on top of term deadline,” George answers. One of Rusty’s many reforms in the court is a rule requiring all argued cases to be decided by the conclusion of the court’s annual term, two weeks from now. It ended the former practice under which decisions that might disappoint political heavyweights remained in limbo for years. The requirement also forces the judges to keep up with their opinions through the year to avoid an impossible backlog now. But that is not what’s on Rusty’s mind.


  “Couple other items,” he answers.


  They have moved into the lavatory, where George is soaking his hands in warm water to diminish the chance of bruising. The Chief stands by, heavy goggles already in place, squeezing the handball to soften it.


  “Number One,” he says and stops on the words. A smile flashes by like a fish through the water. “Not to joke, Georgie. It’s a serious matter.”


  “Rusty,” George says—he addresses the Chief by first name only in private—“how the hell did you hear about that?”


  “Marina told me last night. Chilling,” the Chief adds, “especially if she’s right about Corazón. The only way he could engineer something like this, in my opinion, is if the Almighty Latin Nation turned a guard. And Corrections did everything but a genealogy chart for every staff member in the supermax. These gangs can probably reach as far as the mob in the old days.”


  “Rusty, I specifically asked Marina not to talk about this with anybody but me, and especially not about Corazón. I don’t need my staff any jumpier, and frankly, I don’t give the idea much credence.” Even less since last night’s e-mail. No matter what the influence of ALN or Corazón’s set, Latinos Reyes, how would any of them know about Patrice’s illness? Nonetheless, the reality that Marina is beyond his control puts to rest any thought of telling her about the message. There would be investigators crawling all over the house and twenty-four-hour bodyguards, not a scene he would even consider bringing his ailing wife home to.


  “Easy, Georgie. I’m her boss. And besides, she thinks we may find a little silver lining here.”


  “Which is?”


  “Well, it gives her a case in point to press the County Board for an emergency-funding authorization for increased courthouse security.”


  “And I’m the poster child?” George does not try to hide his irritation. He’s been keeping this a secret in his household, and now Marina, who clearly has her own agenda, wants to make him the lead item in the Metro Section.


  “Hardly,” Rusty says. “Hardly. We’ll explain to the Board without names. But after the murder in Cincinnati, this gives us a wedge to get some dollars back. Let them hire a few less flunkies to patrol the Public Forest.”


  Marina likes to joke that last year the Board made her reduce her two-man security patrols in the garage to one officer and a German shepherd, and this year they want to replace the shepherd with a Chihuahua. And with #1’s threats as evidence, Rusty may be able to convince the County Board to restore funds, since they often defer to his reputation.


  It’s sometimes hard to explain to younger people how Rusty Sabich came to be the public embodiment of probity, inasmuch as nearly twenty years ago, while he was the Chief Deputy Prosecutor, Rusty was indicted and tried for the murder of a female colleague. From the start, George had stood by him, and was not surprised when the case presented against Rusty turned out to be an outright embarrassment, a mishmash of bad lab work, missing evidence, and unreliable witnesses. The only lingering debate today is whether the then newly elected P.A., who saw Rusty as a potential rival, framed him or, as George believes, was simply far too eager to reach the wrong conclusions.


  Either way, as the acknowledged victim of a horrible injustice, Sabich had singular qualifications to be a judge. He was elected to this court in 1988, then propelled to Chief by the same courthouse scandal that first swept George onto the bench. Rusty is regarded as a sure thing for the state Supreme Court, whenever Ned Halsey surrenders what is colloquially referred to as “the white man’s seat,” in distinction to the two other spots on the Court reserved for Kindle County, which are filled in accordance with recent political understandings by a racial minority and a woman.


  But there remains an air of aloofness to Rusty, which at times borders on pretension. Once accused of murder, he is forever straightening his spine. His life is as neatly divided by the experience as if someone had painted a stripe through it. George understands but occasionally dislikes who Rusty has become in the aftermath, often depressed and sometimes officious, as he was just now about Marina, and almost always on guard. That said, he has been an extraordinary Chief Judge. He became an able manager running the P.A.’s office, and he has used his public stature to wrest control of this court from the party chieftains, transforming it into a respected judicial body.


  Together now they hunch to enter the half-height door to the High Court. They are well matched physically, both tallish, fit, and gray. Rusty has bulked up a little more with age, and George may be a bit faster now, but that does not make up for what Rusty learned by playing this game since he was a boy, an ingrained intuition about how every ball will carom. He wins consistently and by long agreement spots George points, two in the games to twenty-one, one if the match goes to the eleven-point tiebreaker. Still agitated about Marina, George plays with fury and wins the first game straight up, 21 to 17.


  “You’re not going to have anything left for game two,” Rusty says when they take a breather at the watercooler.


  “Trash-talk somebody else, you old fart. I think you’ve finally lost a step.”


  “Another one,” Sabich says.


  George rests his hands on his knees. Rusty is right that he pushed himself hard.


  “So here’s my next item, George. What’s the deal with your retention petition?”


  “I have two weeks.”


  “Formally,” Rusty answers. “But look, George. There are a hundred and fifty judges in the Superior Court who’d like to move up. You’ve been there. Everybody gets sick of the grind. Trials. Motions. Lawyers with all their cockamamie. I’ve gotten six calls this week. Not to mention Nathan.”


  “Koll?” Nathan’s seat is being eliminated for budgetary reasons, which is what led Jerry Ryan, the judge elected to the position, to resign in pique. Nathan will not be eligible simply to seek retention.


  “Just because his appointment lasts two more years doesn’t mean he can’t run for a full-term seat if a vacancy develops now. I bet he sends his clerks downstairs twice a day to see if you’ve filed. George, you can’t do that to us. We’re your friends.” Rusty is smiling. It was he who encouraged the Supreme Court to give the interim appointment to Nathan, thinking that the addition of a famous legal scholar would be another enhancement to the stature of the court. These days, he says he’d like to donate Nathan’s body to science—while he’s still living. “Seriously, George. We need you around here. Don’t let this hairball’s threats give you second thoughts about staying on.”


  There is an unspoken issue. Rusty has controlled membership on the court for more than a decade and does not want anybody making an end run around him. If George were uninterested in retention, he owed the Chief word of that long ago.


  “It’s not that, Rusty. I’ve just been waiting for all the dust to settle with Patrice.”


  “Sure. But raising false hopes, you’ll end up making enemies you don’t need. Get the papers filed. And speaking of Nathan, what’s he up to on Warnovits? I read a bizarre item in the Tribune about your oral argument yesterday.”


  Like everybody else, Rusty finds the story of Koll’s sneak attack on Sapperstein hilarious.


  “So he’s going to dissent on those grounds?” Rusty asks.


  “Or concur separately.”


  The idea that George might vote to reverse catches the Chief short.


  “I think the limitations issue is tough, Rusty.”


  “Really?” Sabich’s eyes are open wide as he calculates. Among Rusty’s concerns as Chief is maintaining public respect for the court’s decisions. But there is a line here. The judges often ask one another about abstract legal issues, but it is out of bounds for a judge not sitting on a case to suggest an outcome.


  With no more said, Rusty waves George back onto the court. Halfway through the second game, with the score 10–10, George realizes that he does not have the juice to go on to a tiebreaker. His only hope for the match is to take this game. Before each point he stops to fill his lungs, exhorting himself to press all-out. Ahead 20 to 19, with the serve, George ends a long rally with a desperate lunge for a great passing shot Rusty has hit. The ball flips off George’s fingertips, arching up like a diver and plunging in slow motion to strike the very base of the front wall. George has won.


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” Rusty says. George has not beaten him two games to naught all year.


  George collects the ball and finds Rusty with his hand on the door.


  “So let me understand this. Koll votes to reverse because the videotape was inadmissible, you vote to reverse because of limitations, and Summer dissents on both grounds. Is that how this is breaking down?” George sags a little, realizing that his triumph was due in part to the Chief’s distraction with Warnovits.


  “That’s one scenario. I took the opinion, and I have no clue yet what I’m going to do, Russ.”


  “Well, that’s a relief. Look, George, don’t let Nathan mousetrap you on this thing.”


  “‘Mousetrap’?”


  “Play it out. Reverse on limitations grounds and what happens to the case?”


  “Finito.”


  “Right. But Nathan’s grounds?”


  George shrugs. He’s never gotten that far in his own mind.


  “Think about it,” the Chief says. “If you guys hold only that the tape was inadmissible, the prosecutors will be able to go back to square one. You’ll already have decided that there’s no limitations bar, and so under the statute, the P.A.’s office gets one year from the reversal to reindict the case with any violations that spring from the same criminal transaction. Right so far?”


  “I’m following.”


  “Which means the prosecutors will charge all four of these men for eavesdropping. Correct? Then the P.A.s will wait to see which defendant bangs down their door first to make a deal to testify about the rape. The worst of those boys will be charged with both crimes. And everybody ends up with convictions. Justice delayed,” Rusty says, “but not denied.


  “But go where you’re headed? Three separate opinions? We should just dial 911 right now. The case gets reversed without any guidance to the trial court on whether it can go forward. Either we rehear it en banc or, better bet, the Supreme Court steps in. And then you’re running for retention after deciding in a marquee case that you’ll free four rich white rapists on a technicality, in an opinion which no other judge would join and which, odds on, gets overturned. I mean, Jesus, George. Talk about looking for trouble.” Rusty touches the sodden shoulder of George’s T-shirt. “Ask yourself if Nathan didn’t play all that out in his head before he got on the bench yesterday. He’s going to leave you hanging from the yardarm and run for your seat when it goes south on you.”


  Lecture complete, Rusty exits, leaving George within the high, white space, greatly unsettled. He is unconvinced about Koll. The complex calculations Rusty described are well within Nathan’s capabilities. But the compromises are not. Koll’s story to himself is that the law is a matter of rigorous reason untouched by personal motives. Once falsely accused of murder, Rusty is understandably prone to see devious and complex schemes to undermine him and his friends.


  Yet about the practical consequences if George votes to reverse on limitations grounds, the Chief is clearly correct. Feminists and minorities, liberals and conservatives—a judge who manages to antagonize all those groups at once is looking for trouble on Election Day. George is as practical as the next person, but he’d as soon not run as trim his conscience to fit the ballot box.


  That, he realizes, is what’s bothering him most. The conversation went well past the point of propriety. George sees this with Rusty now and then. He is so accustomed to his role as the very figure of integrity that he assumes his every word and act, no matter what their character, is clothed in rectitude.


  To his credit, Rusty himself has had second thoughts by the time George reaches the locker room. Sabich is sitting on the narrow wooden bench between the banks of lockers, a towel indenting his softening middle, his chin drooped onto the gray hairs of his chest.


  “George, at some point there I should have put a sock in my mouth. Let’s strike all that from the record. I’m really sorry.”


  “No problem.”


  “I’m concerned for your sake. You know that.”


  “I do.” George believes that, although Rusty’s deepest concerns will always be for the court, which is his monument. “Rusty, I’ve disregarded your views for thirty years. It’s force of habit by now.”


  They both smile.


  “It’s a hard case, Rusty. I’m having a lot of trouble with it.”


  “Going back and forth?”


  He isn’t going anywhere. After the memories of yesterday, he is unwilling even to approach a decision until he is more settled with himself.


  “How is Patrice?” the Chief Judge then asks. George decides that this is not a non sequitur. It’s how Rusty is explaining things to himself. Patrice is sick. George’s trolley is a little off the tracks. And he might be right. George gives a brief medical update. The doctor said this morning that he expects to discharge Patrice tonight.


  “Great, great,” says Rusty, then the two men, now seated next to each other on the locker-room bench, subside to a silence in which Warnovits somehow remains the subject.


  “Rusty,” George eventually asks, “is a judge disqualified if something in a case reminds him of himself?”


  Only after speaking does George realize how loaded the question is. Rusty at moments must see his own reflection in the face of every soul accused.


  “They’re supposed to remind us of ourselves, aren’t they, George? Isn’t that a quality of mercy?” The Chief stands then, offering his hand as a token of reassurance. “You kicked my butt,” he says.


  “I sure did.”


  “And whatever you do on that case will be the right thing.”


  George shakes his head, unconvinced. “It’s just—” he says.


  “What?”


  “Don’t you wonder sometimes?”


  “What?”


  When George finishes, he can see from the abrupt darkening of Rusty’s eyes that he has said the most upsetting thing yet.


  “Who are we?” George has asked his friend. “Who are we to judge?”




  8


  A DRAFT


  “KOLL’S CLERK told me we got the Warnovits opinion,” says Cassandra Oakey, sweeping into the judge’s large inner chambers moments after George arrives Thursday morning. “So what’s the deal?”


  “The deal?”


  “Well, what are we doing with the case? I checked with John. You haven’t assigned either one of us to start a draft. Term ends in two weeks.”


  Cassie is the judge’s rotating law clerk. The other position, held by John Banion, is permanent, but Cassie’s job is filled annually by a graduating law student. Two weeks hence, a law reviewer from Northwestern will start, and after training him for ten days, Cassie will begin work for a foundation that represents indigent immigrants. She is destined for great things in the law, but the judge cannot say he’ll be sad to see her go. He has known Cassie, the daughter of Harrison Oakey, one of George’s former law partners and dearest friends, since she was kicking in her mother’s belly, and for her sake he set aside his standard reservations about hiring someone so close. Many of his colleagues do it, and Cassie was amply qualified. She was a standout law student who actually flattered George by accepting his clerkship over another she’d been offered in federal court. Her research and writing have proven to be flawless.


  But Cassie is one of those roundly gifted people—brilliant, a former tennis star, a tall, striking ash blonde—whom the world has rebuffed so infrequently that she has learned virtually nothing about boundaries. She speaks out of turn and without thinking—often with a regal air, as if it were she who’s on the bench. She charges into the judge’s private chambers without knocking, as she has just done, and despite frequent corrections, still calls him George in front of others, a liberty even Dineesha no longer permits herself. Now and then, George feels like a lion tamer who needs to grab a chair to keep Cassie at bay.


  “I mean,” she says, stepping closer to the judge’s large desk, “we’re affirming, right?” To Cassie, a young woman of her times, the case is open and shut. When he hesitates, his clerk’s mouth droops open a bit. “Shut up! You’re not going with Koll, are you? About the tape being inadmissible? That’s totally whacked, right? We can’t consider new issues now.”


  “I’m still turning some things over in my mind, Cassie.”


  “Really? Like what?”


  Lord God of mercy, he thinks. Less than four weeks.


  “The statute of limitations bothers me. I’ve read it over thirty times. It says that if the defendants engage in acts of concealment, the statute’s time limit is suspended, quote, ‘during such period that those acts prevent the crime from being known.’ Unquote. But this young woman told her best friend she might have been raped.”


  “I thought the trial judge said she was too young to know enough to go to the cops.”


  “That’s what he said. But Sapperstein has a point. The legislature created another limitations exception to deal with crimes against minors, but it doesn’t last forever. Once you’re eighteen, and presumably old enough to understand the ways of the world, you have a year to go to the authorities. Mindy DeBoyer didn’t do that. Is it right to allow the trial judge to rely on her age to extend the statute longer than the exception for crimes against minors allows?”


  “Oh,” Cassie says. Apparently she has no quick rejoinder. “Well, should I do two drafts? One affirming, one reversing on limitations grounds?”


  “John wrote the bench memo, Cassie.” Ordinarily the clerk who prepares the case for oral argument drafts the judge’s opinion. For Warnovits, besides summarizing the tape, Banion had done the extra research George requested about the statute of limitations.


  “John said he didn’t care. I’ve got a little more time right now.”


  Cassie is not democratic—she always wants the most interesting work. Banion must be nettled, but he is uncomplaining by character. Nonetheless, the judge has struggled for months to make sure Cassie doesn’t run over John and says that he will discuss all this with Banion first.


  Cassie nods but stands her ground, her full face still clouded beneath the bangs of her blunt Dutch boy hairdo.


  “Can I say something?” she asks and predictably does not await an answer. “I really don’t understand how you can just let these guys go. They’ve had every break in life. They don’t deserve one more.”


  “It’s not a matter of what they deserve. People get away with things all the time, Cassie. The law can’t dispense justice to every guilty person.”


  “But the law’s not supposed to favor that, is it?”


  “Then why do we require proof beyond a reasonable doubt? Why is there a statute of limitations?”


  “If you ask me, I don’t think there should be. Not when there’s a videotape.”


  “First of all, I’m not the legislature.”


  She repeats the last four words with him. Apparently he has worn out the grooves on that one in the last year. He knows from Cassie’s prior comments that she finds it a bit cowardly to hide behind the state lawmakers. And she’s right that at times such claims sound like a judicial version of “I’m only following orders.” But to George, nothing about judging is more important than refusing to be a law unto yourself.


  “And second,” he continues, “the law for centuries has made a judgment that, after a certain amount of time, every bad guy, except for a murderer, is entitled to go on with his life and not dwell in the shadow of past mistakes. Imagine that the videotape had turned up forty years later instead of four,” he says. The example comes to him instantly, the reason so obvious that he’s surprised his voice emerged without a telltale quiver. “The way the trial judge read the concealment provision, the defendants could still be prosecuted decades from now. Would you like to see them in court then?”


  “You mean when they’re all old men?”


  “Let’s be delicate”—George smiles—“and say middle-aged. But if you don’t want the concealment provision to allow prosecution forty years later, why permit it today? How do the words that the legislature wrote change meaning simply through the passage of time?”


  She waves her blond head back and forth, unwilling to say one way or the other.


  “Come on, Judge,” he says. “Decide.”


  Cassie presumes on their lifetime acquaintance and sticks out her tongue by way of reply, briskly departing to the adjoining office. The judge turns to the window. The trees in the parkway below have passed from the winsome colors of spring to the more declarative shades of summer.


  He knows Cassie is correct about one thing. They need a decision. In the end, this job really has only one essential requirement: Make up your mind. And don’t look back. Decisiveness in many ways is more important than being right. A couple of times each year, George is reversed by the state Supreme Court, whose downstate contingent often delights in putting the big-city judges in their places. It stings, but all you can say is, ‘That’s what they think.’ Power alone makes the Supremes correct. The law at those moments feels as arbitrary as a dream. But there’s no process at all without a decision.


  Yet when he tries to force himself back to the Warnovits case, he cannot escape his own stake in it. His reflections return him instantly to Virginia, and the dormitory library where he encountered Lolly Viccino the morning after. Responding to her request for cigarettes, George had come back from the canteen with a package of Winstons, as well as a fried-egg sandwich and a nickel Coke. She ate wolfishly, then dabbed a napkin daintily at the corners of her mouth before using it to dry her running nose.


  ‘At least there’s one gentleman around here,’ she said. ‘The girls said all the boys down here were real gentlemen, and I decided I’d go see for myself.’ She worried her head at that thought. That was as close as they were ever to come to speaking about the night before. He did not know then, or now, what portion of the events she remembered or how clearly. Lolly lit a cigarette and quickly veiled herself in smoke.


  ‘I was wondering,’ he said.


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘If I could give you a hand getting home?’


  Her face flashed to him. Clearly he had offended her, making it sound as if she were unwelcome. He expected a rebuke, but in a second her small brown eyes, initially hard as glass, were swimming. She crushed her hand to her nose and with a single gasp began to cry. That explained her appearance, George realized, the rheumy eyes, the drooling nose. Her look was that of someone who’d been crying for days.


  She pulled the sleeve of her blouse over the heel of her palm and wiped her face with it.


  ‘Just go away,’ she told him. She swore, repeating the direction.


  When he checked back in an hour, she had not moved. She was leaning against the oak paneling, smoking. Nearly half the pack was gone. She gave George a lethal look, then, recognizing him, grimaced as if to withdraw it. Apparently other young men had awoken and gawked from the library’s threshold.


  He sat on the floor beside her.


  ‘My life stinks,’ she said. ‘You can’t believe how much my life stinks.’


  ‘Because?’


  ‘I flunked out of Columa this week,’ she said, referring to the women’s college down the road. ‘I mean, I was “asked to leave.” You know how they put things.’


  ‘Sure.’


  ‘It’s not as if I studied. I knew it was going to happen. But—’ She began to cry again. The way she went from hard to soft in a bare instant baffled him. But this time she managed to eke out the story. It was fairly simple: she had nowhere to go. Her father deserted the family a decade before. Last year, her mother met a man, and as soon as Lolly left for college, they married. Now the mother did not want her daughter to return for more than a day or two. She wasn’t going to bear the brunt of Lolly’s failures by putting her new marriage under any unneeded strain. Lolly would have to make do on her own.


  At the time, George sensed there was much here he was too young to fully comprehend. It was unimaginable that his parents would ever spurn him this way. He knew the kinds of adjectives his mother would reflexively apply to families like Lolly’s. But what he could not fully absorb then was what she had told him about herself. He was yet to see hundreds, even thousands, of young people turn rejection into self-loathing, a force of indiscriminate destructiveness. Nothing that had happened to Lolly Viccino the day and night before was a mystery to George Mason now.


  Then he understood only that she was unhappier than he was. He was always frightened by friends and classmates sunk in misery. It was an omen. A few wrong turns in his own mental fun house, and he could be similarly overwhelmed. His disagreements with his strict father, his mother’s disappointments—if he surrendered to them fully, he could be like this girl, a village in flames. And so he sat beside Lolly Viccino in silence for several minutes, lecturing himself with various Christian sayings his father would have employed but still inexpressibly relieved not to be her.
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  SOMEBODY’S CHILD


  AT THE END OF TERM, the work flow is heavy. Drafts of opinions arrive from almost every other chamber in the court, and George has to make prudential decisions about which are worth a special word from him by way of concurrence or dissent, bearing in mind the limits on what either he or the clerks can get done in the time remaining.


  By Thursday afternoon he has not left his chair, even for lunch. He has interrupted himself only for calls to Patrice. He brought her home last night, but she remains under restrictions for three more days. She may not go out, since she must yet remain several feet from other people. In the same vein, the doctors insist that for the next three nights George and she should not share the same bed. They both enjoyed their jokes about radioactive love, but despite a longing glance, Patrice ultimately pointed him to the study, where he slept on the pullout sofa. The good news is that she is starting to feel less lethargic since being allowed to restart the synthetic thyroxine.


  About to reach for the phone again, George is surprised by a squall of angry voices resounding from the corridor. John and Cassie look into his chambers from their small adjoining office, then run for the hall. George follows. Dineesha is there too. Abel is having words with a man. He looks close to thirty and is, as they say, ‘g’d up’ in full banger regalia: shiny white starter jacket, sagging trousers, rows, and a derringer-size pistol in gold around his neck. Urgent voices screech from the radio on Abel’s belt as the young man swats at him every time Abel reaches for him. The banger knows the part about a good offense being the best defense.


  “Get yo’ fuckin dogs back, Chuck, otherwise they gone be some drama.”


  The elevator dings, and two more khaki officers come tearing down the marble corridor. In an instant, another car delivers three additional members of Court Security. All have their radios on at full volume, and the young man is quickly surrounded and cuffed.


  “I asked him ten times what he was doing here,” Abel tells Murph Jones, a tall black man who is Marina’s second in command.


  “I was lookin’ for the baf’room,” the guy in cuffs responds.


  “Plenty of men’s rooms downstairs,” Abel says. Access to the appellate court’s separate elevators is restricted, with khaki guards requiring ID in the lobby from anyone trying to go up. But the stairwells on either side of the building are open because of the fire code. Strangers, including many who look like this young man, are walking around up here all the time, even ambling down the judges’ private corridor.


  “It’s a crowd down there,” he says. During the 10:00 A.M. court calls, the lower floors housing the criminal courtrooms teem like a rush-hour bus station. “I gotta go.”


  “And what brought you downstairs?” Murph asks.


  “You know, man. Got a turnout. On a case.” He means he has a required court appearance on a pending charge. The point is to be sure he hasn’t skipped bail.


  “What kind of beef?” Murph asks.


  “Some rudipoop 323. I ain’ gone catch no bit for it.” Mob Action is the violation he’s referring to. Living while being a banger. Men on a corner representing, or cruising a drive-by. The cops grab them to prevent trouble, but the charges never stick, just as this young fellow has said.


  “Take him down,” Murph says.


  “Oh, man,” the banger answers. “Ain’t that America or what? Gone get rolled up for goin’ tinkle.”


  They’ll hold him most of the day, but if everything checks out, they’ll have to let him go, probably by nightfall. Four of the khaki officers take hold of the young man but do not get far down the corridor. They are halted by the arrival of Marina, who holds up a hand to signal that she is taking over, even as she’s dashing forward with a surprisingly athletic bound. When she gets to George, she asks if he is okay.


  “Nothing happened to me,” George says. “Abel’s the hero.” He was sprier than George had expected.


  “Punk like that,” Abel says but doesn’t finish the sentence.


  “I don’t like this, Judge,” Marina says after she’s been briefed. “I’m thinking Corazón.” She’s lowered her voice so that the banger, a distance down the hall, cannot hear her, but the name George has asked her not to mention is still audible to his staff arrayed along the wall. Listening, Dineesha, John, Cassie, Marcus, the courtroom bailiff all look up at the same time.


  “Marina, that kid is black. He’s not courted in to ALN. Did you see a star, Abel?” All jumped-in members of the Almighty Latin Nation sport a five-pointed star tattooed between the wrist and thumb.


  “Saint,” Abel says. “He got the Chinese junk on his hand.” The Black Saints Disciples’ tats in the last few years have gone to Chinese characters, because the cops have a hard time telling apart the marks of one set or another.


  “The Latin and black gangs—they’re oil and water,” George says.


  “Come on, Judge. You know the deals the gangs make in the joint as well as I do. They trade cappings. Gives the obvious suspects an alibi when the target goes down. Corazón realizes we’d be looking for a Latino.”


  Marina’s right about the gang sociology, but that doesn’t make this man Corazón’s emissary. For one thing, he was unarmed. Yet the incident is discomfiting, because the judge doubts the tale about the bathroom. The guy was up here scoping things out—but theft, rather than violence, might have been his motive, or just a renegade desire to go where he was unwelcome. Nonetheless, it’s the first vague indication that #1’s presence might reach beyond the electronic fantasyland of the Internet.


  The officers have resumed leading the gangbanger away when a voice resounds from the other end of the judges’ private corridor.


  “Whoa,” someone says. “Whoa. What you-all doin’ with my road dog there?”


  A large figure advances confidently down the hallway. His attire is a more polished version of what the young man being held has on, the same baggies and jacket but less gold, and he sports a Lycra wig cap, similar to those worn by long-haired football players under their helmets. Dineesha makes a sound first, but George recognizes the man at almost the same moment. So does Abel, who can’t suppress a hawking groan from the back of his throat. It’s Zeke, Dineesha’s oldest son.


  Zeke is still Zeke, big and affable, a gifted talker. “Hey there, Mr. Mason. Momma,” he says and manages to peck his mother’s cheek in the same motion in which he reaches for George’s hand.


  “Judge,” murmurs Dineesha, correcting him, and without another word departs. Zeke watches her go with a timeworn smile. Nearly six three, he must be going close to three hundred these days. He has grown out a kinky stubble on his face as some kind of fashion statement.


  The contours of Zeke’s story match fairly well with his friend’s. He accompanied this buddy, Khaleel, to the courthouse for his appearance, just to be sociable. When Khaleel couldn’t find a free spot in the crowded men’s room downstairs, Zeke directed him up here. He knows the layout of the floor, of course, from his visits to his mother.


  “A little strange,” says Marina, “that you didn’t stop by to say hi to your mom.”


  Zeke just laughs at that. “Don’t want to bother her when she’s workin’,” he says.


  George’s pinball tilts on with that one. Zeke comes around often—too often as far as his mother’s concerned—walking through chambers and greeting everyone as if they’d been waiting for him to stop in to sign autographs. It’s obvious that Zeke sent Khaleel up here for another reason. Maybe Khaleel was supposed to see if Dineesha was working so Zeke could corner her for money, or perhaps it was to be sure she wasn’t there so Zeke could prevail on George for a favor. Or perhaps, as Marina is certain to believe, he was up to something more sinister. It doesn’t matter. The two men have their stories down, leaving no real basis to hold either. Not that that would stop Marina’s people or anybody else in law enforcement from locking them up for a while anyway, in other circumstances. But now the two are no longer simply badass bangers. Zeke is somebody’s child. The cuffs are removed, and the two friends amble off down the corridor, clearly pleased with themselves.


  “You know what I’m thinking,” Marina says to George. He lets her lay it out once he’s motioned his staff to go back inside. Corazón found Zeke through the gang networks she described before, and Zeke was here to direct a surveillance on George, planning for some event. “Let’s check up on both of them,” Marina says quietly to Murph before she departs.


  Back in George’s chambers, there are no voices amid a funereal mood of fear and sympathy for Dineesha. She has deserted her desk. George thinks she may have slipped out or is in with Cassie and Banion, but he finds her inside the door to his private chambers, sitting alone in a straight-backed chair. She has a hankie in her hand, but the crying for now appears to be over.


  “Judge, I am so sorry.”


  “For what? He didn’t do anything.”


  She answers with a look.


  George still regards Marina’s theory of gang alliances as fanciful. But there is no denying that Zeke deserves to be a suspect in his own right. There’s no limit to what Zeke knows about George, both through their contacts over the years as lawyer and client, and far more, from what he hears through his mother. Who knows which of the eternal resentments always seething in Zeke might have spurred an effort to intimidate George? Some theory that George has misused Dineesha for the last two decades. Or yet another way for Zeke to revenge himself on her. Or some long-simmering bitch about the way George represented him. The judge knows that among the many educational projects that took Zeke nowhere in life was training as a computer programmer after his first stretch at Rudyard. If Zeke is #1, then he probably sent Khaleel up here to lift something, or to check out a piece of information Zeke would stick in his next unpleasant message.


  But even were that the case, there is comfort to be taken, because George would be in absolutely no danger. Zeke is a con, a crook, an inveterate swindler whose dominating passion is to prove he can put it over on everybody else. His performance in the hallway, talking Khaleel out of handcuffs, is vintage Zeke, a moment he’ll be celebrating and recounting for days. But there’s nothing on his long sheet involving any real violence, notwithstanding the behavior of many of those with whom he’s surrounded himself. If it’s Zeke, then all of these threats are aimed at a payoff of some kind, an inventive scam he’s preparing to run. A ransom for stopping. A reward for information, or for investigative services. Some setup.


  There is no telling Dineesha that Zeke had innocent motives today or that he’s not a suspect for #1. She has already assumed the worst and sits rigidly in the chair, plainly suffering.


  “My own child,” she finally says to George before she gets up to return to her desk.
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  LOST AND FOUND


  NOT LONG AFTER he leaves home Friday morning, Judge Mason concludes he’s being followed. A car, a late-model maroon DeVille, appears in his rearview mirror when he’s no more than a block away from his house and remains a few lengths behind until he reaches Independence Boulevard, the byway on which he crosses the river Kindle into the city every morning. Lots of people drive from the West Bank into the Center City at 8:30 A.M., he tells himself, and many, as he does, use surface streets to avoid the tie-ups on the highway. But when he gets a better look, the car concerns him. It’s ‘pimped out,’ as the cops would put it, with the suspension lowered and a fringe swinging in the rear window. A vapor trail has been detailed on each fender, and the auto is topped with an old-fashioned leather carriage roof in cream. Standard gangster ride. He’s a bit relieved when the Cadillac finally disappears. No more than five minutes later, it’s there again, jumping in and out of lanes a quarter of a block behind him.


  He turns down the radio so he can concentrate and moves into the right lane, traveling about twenty miles per hour. The Caddy slows up as well. After another couple of minutes, he hooks a right onto Washburn and shoots several blocks down the narrow streets in the neighborhood of three-flats. The DeVille is gone. But when he circles back onto Independence, the Cadillac zooms out of an alley and closes again to four or five car lengths.


  A half mile farther on, the judge pulls his Lexus to the curb, and the Caddy comes to rest in a red zone a hundred feet behind. When George steals back into the traffic, the car does too. Finally, no more than three blocks from the courthouse, he stops short at a light, leaving the Cadillac without a choice about pulling up beside him.


  The driver is a slick-looking young man, white or Hispanic, with black spiked hair. He’s wearing a leather vest. A portly black man in a coat and tie occupies the passenger’s seat. The young man flashes George a tidy smile and winks.


  His heart gives a frightened spurt before he understands, then he flashes a quick okay sign, thumb and forefinger. But he’s burning. Unwilling to wait until he gets to chambers, he curbs the car again so he can dial the cell phone he’s borrowed from his wife.


  “We had an agreement,” he tells Marina as soon as she answers her private line.


  “What?”


  “You made a deal with me, Marina. I was only going to be covered in the courthouse. I’ve just had two county cops riding my tail from home in a Caddy they forfeited from some dope king.”


  Marina is quiet. “You weren’t supposed to pick them up.”


  “In that car? It’s for undercover buys in the North End. In my neighborhood, they might as well have announced themselves with heralds. Really, Marina. What the hell are you up to?”


  “Judge, I’m just trying to do the right thing. After those two characters showed up out in the corridor yesterday, I thought things were getting a little close for comfort. I called a pal of mine, Don Stanley, and asked them to keep an eye on you, back and forth. No details, Judge. I said we had an incident that made me a little hinky.” She’s clearly talked to Rusty, who let her know that George does not take kindly to her talking out of school. That would be particularly true about sharing information with the Kindle County cops. Rumors and gossip are traded faster than in a junior high at the police headquarters, McGrath Hall. If word gets out about #1, it would find its way quickly to a reporter.


  “Marina, I’m the one who’s on the line here. And so I make the choices. When they find my body, I give you permission to hold a press conference right over the remains and say, ‘I told him so.’”


  “Come on, Judge.”


  “Marina, on my block there are nine families who’ve lived there for twenty years. We raised our kids together. We vacation together. We pick up one another’s newspapers and mail. None of us minds his own business. And there’s no way these lugs in a dope-mobile following me from home each morning—or back—aren’t going to be noticed. Tomorrow or the day after, one of my neighbors is certain to say something to Patrice.”


  He struggles to rein in his temper, reminding himself that Marina’s intuition that #1 may have a bead on his house is more accurate than she knows. But the last thing he’ll do at this stage is mention that e-mail. He already has virtually no handle on her. And overnight he’s grown more settled that Zeke is the culprit. Nevertheless, he tries a more patient approach.


  “Marina, I realize you don’t know Patrice all that well. So let me explain. She’s one of those people who go rock climbing and then come home and throw the dead bolt and set the burglar alarm. She designs houses. She thinks everybody is entitled to a safe private space. This would upset her at the best of times. And it’s not the best of times.”


  “I understand, Your Honor. Only—” She stops.


  “What?”


  “You know, not to get in the middle, Judge, but maybe we can work out security arrangements that wouldn’t alarm Mrs. Mason. Might even make her more comfortable. Because I really think it’d be better for everyone, including the two of you, if she knew what was going on.”


  His efforts at self-control prove futile.


  “Thank you, Dr. Phil,” he says before clicking off the connection.


  *   *   *


  In chambers, the judge meets midmorning with John Banion to discuss his draft of an opinion in a preliminary injunction case the court took on an emergency appeal. It concerns a dispute between a theater chain and a movie distributor about box-office receipts and upcoming features.


  “We need to toughen up the section on remedies,” George tells his clerk. Banion sits before the judge’s desk, nodding obediently. The contrast in character between George’s two clerks could hardly be more striking. With five minutes’ acquaintance, Cassie is likely to tell you the state of her dental work, the amount of her phone bill, and her pointed reflections on the many young men pursuing her. John speaks very little, in a somewhat precious hush, and remains perpetually aloof.


  Educated in Pennsylvania, John Banion returned here a decade ago to care for, then bury, his elderly parents. He is a highly capable lawyer, and for several years after the judge first hired him, he feared that Banion would give notice and move on to a better-paid job in private practice. But in George’s lifetime that world has grown cruel to persons like John, able but uneasy with people and, thus, unlikely to charm clients. When George started out, those “back room lawyers” were the foundation of large law firms. These days they are increasingly hired hands, who work crushing hours until they are replaced by younger versions of themselves. John is apparently content with his life here. He works from eight to five, earns enough, reads obsessively, and takes several trips each year to hike alone in wilderness areas.


  Solitariness, however, is a motif. Since his parents’ passing, John has slid into an increasingly reclusive and eccentric middle-aged bachelorhood. He retains a smooth, innocent face, but his brownish hair is departing quickly, and John has rounded noticeably in the last couple of years. Along the way, he seems to have lost most use for other people. It is routine to see him by himself in the courthouse cafeteria at lunch, his nose stuck in a book—usually a heavy philosophical tome—or pecking away on his laptop, while dozens of folks he has known for years and could easily join chat at tables nearby. John never mentions any social engagements, and the common assumption seems to be that he’s gay. George, who does not regard himself as especially well attuned on that subject, still tends to doubt it. Aren’t there genuine bachelors, unable to accommodate themselves to intimacy with anyone, who sink into the embrace of their own peculiarities?


  But his oddness makes John in some ways a hero to his boss. The judge has often speculated that if he could put a probe in Banion’s brain, he’d enter a world more colorful than some $200 million Hollywood epic. But John has found a bridge to the rest of the world in the law. He functions in the hermetic zone of the appellate court, as a valued professional. In George’s judgment, John Banion is about as good as a law clerk gets. Precise. Talented. Unobtrusive.


  “John,” the judge says, as the clerk stands to have another go at the opinion, “Cassie tells me you don’t mind if she does the drafts in Warnovits. I want to be certain she’s not elbowing you out of the way.”


  “Hardly, Judge.” He looks at the carpet and mutters, “If she wants to deal with all that stuff, let her. I’ve had enough of those boys.” From John this is what passes as outspokenness. Generally, he embodies the selflessness to which the law aspires in the ideal. After nine years working with John, George still cannot tell whether he favors the prosecution or the defense, corporate interests or the little guy. He undertakes his work with the apparent disinterest of a shoemaker. Nonetheless, the judge has a brief, paralyzing thought of the comments Harry Oakey, Cassie’s father and George’s friend, might pass if he ever learned about his daughter’s newest assignment, which will require her to study that videotape. Not the sort of education Harry had in mind when he sent his daughter to George’s chambers.


  The judge asks Banion to give Cassie the bench memos John prepared before the oral argument and to tell her she can start work.


  “Still two drafts? Affirming and reversing?” John avoids a direct look, reluctant to confront the judge about his indecision, but it dawns on George that he is starting to make a fool of himself in his own chambers.


  “It’s a hard case, John. On the law. I seem to be stuck on the limitations issue. But whichever way I go, there will be a dissent. Koll wants the case reversed because the videotape couldn’t be used, and Purfoyle’s strictly for affirmance. I need to get my ducks in a row.”


  John departs, but with the discussion, George’s thoughts drift back to Warnovits. The case, when he can bring himself to contemplate it, remains welded to his memories of Lolly Viccino. Eventually, as he kept her company in the dormitory library, he realized that her ragged look was due in part to having had no chance to bathe. Late in the afternoon, he stood guard outside the men’s room so that Lolly could shower. It was there Grigson found him.


  ‘She’s still here?’ Grigson asked.


  George told the dorm proctor her story.


  ‘Well. I’m very sorry to hear that, Mason, but if her own people won’t take her in, what are we to do? She can’t stay.’


  George stood the only ground he could. ‘I’m not telling her.’


  ‘Well, you don’t have to,’ Grigson said. ‘You just move along, George Mason. I’ll deal with this. Go on.’ The dorm proctor waved the back of his hand. From the mettle that had come into him, George realized that the proctor had heard about the goings-on the night before. Franklin Grigson was going to enjoy turning out the likes of Lolly Viccino.


  So, George thinks at his desk, he actually failed Lolly Viccino twice. He made no further protest on her behalf nor, more practically, did he escort her from the dorm to one of the local rooming houses, where he probably could have financed a leisurely stay for her after a frank chat with Hugh Brierly about the ‘rent’ he’d collected the night before. Instead, George did what kids do in tough situations—he hid. Visiting the library an hour later, he found the only remnant of Lolly’s stay was the dirty plate from the canteen heaped with cigarette butts. George fingered one or two, overcome by things he could not explain. And yet he knew that, much as he had hoped the night before, some fundamental transition had begun for him.


  For a second, George’s guilt feels like a dagger point against his heart. How could he have made no effort to find out what had become of her? To see if she had even lived out the day safely? Or to determine what mark all this had left on her?


  Banion knocks and returns from the small clerks’ chambers with a draft of three new paragraphs to be inserted in the movie theater opinion.


  “John, if I wanted to locate somebody I knew forty years ago in Virginia, is there any way to go about that?” His clerk can research anything on the Internet.


  “What’s the name, Your Honor?”


  As soon as George gives it, he realizes this is an impossible task, even for John. Assuming the average course of events, she married and, as was usually the case with women from Virginia of his age, had given up Viccino. And Lolly could not have been the name on her birth certificate. Not to mention the fact that George has no idea of precisely where or when she was born. The judge shakes his head at length to show he’s had second thoughts.


  “It’s a personal matter, John. Don’t waste your time with this. I may poke around myself some evening. I just wondered how to go about it.”


  Banion has scratched out the names of a few Web sites on a pad, but the notion that the matter is personal is as good as crashing down a gate. John permits himself little, if any, inquiry into the lives of others and thus seems to have no clue how curious everyone is about him. This winter, he was down for days with a serious bronchial infection. Working from home, he had reluctantly asked Dineesha to bring him a set of briefs he needed. She is the one person in chambers with whom he holds any semblance of a personal relationship—they exchange small gifts at Christmas—but even she had never been to his house. When she returned, there was a palpable atmosphere of suspense. Cassie; the clerks from the adjoining chambers; Marcus, the elderly courtroom bailiff; and the judge himself—everyone awaited some description of what Dineesha had found. She was far too dignified to indulge them, but the next day, when she fetched in a messenger delivery, the judge said to her, ‘Dare I ask?’


  After gently closing the door, Dineesha rendered a brief but vivid portrait. The stucco bungalow, in which John’s parents had raised him, had visible cracks in the outer walls and a patch of shingles missing from the roof. But the true bedlam was inside. It was not dirty, Dineesha said, but so dense with piles that she could barely get into the front hallway. It was as if he had a recycling center in the house. He did not appear to have thrown out a newspaper or magazine in the last ten years. They were piled in columns to the ceiling in the living room, where there was also a virtual fortification of books, in eight-foot ramparts as if to form a bunker. Under the load, the hardwood floor had literally begun to sag. Two parakeets flew free throughout the house and made a squeaking racket.


  George is taken from these thoughts by a buzz arising somewhere in the room. The unfamiliar sound spooks him a bit until he realizes it’s Patrice’s cell groaning intermittently as it vibrates. Fishing it from the suit jacket that hangs behind him, the judge sees letters on the gray screen. A text message, his first ever. He’s mildly pleased to have caught up with the times, until he reads what’s there.


  “Number One,” he murmurs, “you are starting to get on my nerves.” But he cannot kid himself. It’s the first moment that requires a conscious effort to contain his fears. It’s not so much the words—‘Will get u’—that scare him. The threat is nothing new. What’s frightening is the number from which the message comes. It’s his, George’s. Number one has the judge’s missing cell phone.
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  TEMPER


  AT 3:00 P.M., Marina, who’s been working with the phone company for several hours, arrives with one of her deputies, Nora Ortega, a thin, dark, silent woman whom Marina has brought along on a few occasions in the past to take notes. George makes it a point to offer Marina his hand, and she exerts her entire boxy form as she shakes.


  “That was over the top, Judge, putting that tail on without telling you. Sorry.”


  He apologizes too, using the term “grouchy old man.” They settle in familiar poses, George behind his desk, Marina in the black wooden armchair in front of it.


  “So what did we learn about #1?” he asks. “Anything good?”


  “We’ve got some idea where he was. Which basically comes down to Center City.”


  They’ve assumed all along that George’s tormentor is local, but this is the first proof. Nonetheless, the new information seems sparse compared with what he expected.


  “I thought they could position a cell phone better than that.”


  “If it’s turned on, Judge. But not if the phone is off. Which yours is, of course. It was probably off as soon as you got that text message.”


  “So how can they tell he was in Center City?”


  “My guy over there wouldn’t get very specific. They’ve got the government on one side and the ACLU on the other. He sort of explained all this by humming. But how I think this may go is that a cell phone actually puts out signals on two channels, and the company has a record of the second one, what’s called control channel data, which includes the location of the cell your phone connects to. The best they can do is tell us that the message went through the tower in the steeple at St. Margaret’s. He could have been anywhere within two square miles of there.”


  “So you’ve narrowed it down to about two hundred thousand suspects?”


  “Exactly.” Marina smiles. “We’ll have them all interviewed by morning.”


  George is relieved that she has recovered her sense of humor with him. In the meantime, she holds up Patrice’s spare cell phone, which she’s brought back after getting all the info from it the telephone company needed.


  “What I’m wondering is how he got this number.”


  “Because I was nice enough to give it to him,” says George. “I was trying to find the phone I lost. So I called it. Made sense to me. When I got voice mail, I left a message. ‘This is Judge George Mason. If you’ve picked up this cell phone, please call me at the following number.’ I tried a few times.”


  “And how would he have gotten into your voice mail without your password?”


  “The whole sequence is programmed into the phone when you hold down the one key. Obviously he figured it out.”


  “Obviously,” answers Marina.


  “Any idea who else he called? Did he give himself up in some way?”


  “Not really. The company says there’s no detail in the last two weeks.”


  “Meaning?”


  “If he used the phone, the calls are free under your plan. Voice mail. Stuff like that. He’s smart,” she says. “But we already knew that.”


  Next, she wants to replay how George’s cell turned up missing and the steps his staff and he took to find it. After some talk, it makes more sense to include in the conversation everyone who had a role in the search, and George summons them. Dineesha and Cassie take places on the gray sofa beside Nora. Marcus, tall and bearded, stands at the door, working over a toothpick. Not to be overlooked, Abel wanders in last and with much effort puts himself down on a low colonial boot bench, next to John Banion.


  George had noticed that the phone was not in his suit jacket pocket as he was leaving the Hotel Gresham after the Kindle County Bar Association’s Judges’ Day event, two weeks ago yesterday, but his last clear recollection of having it went back to his departure from chambers the evening before. The staff and he attempted to retrace his steps over the intervening period. Banion called the hotel lost and found. Marcus checked to make sure George had not left it at the courthouse metal detectors that morning. Cassie phoned the restaurant where George had dinner the preceding night, and went out to search his car. Dineesha combed the chambers. The judge himself looked everywhere around his house when he returned there.


  “Truth is, Marina, until today, I’ve been convinced I was going to lift some pile of papers and see it there.” In the last few hours, fitting things together, George has been spinning another theory: Zeke took it. He now suspects that what Zeke was up to yesterday was an effort to lift something else. As George envisions the first episode, the road dog Khaleel must have walked up and down the corridor until he could see that everyone was out of chambers for a minute, then signaled Zeke, who came up and grabbed the phone. That way, if anyone returned and found Zeke inside, he could say he had just come by to visit. The judge is reluctant to try out this notion on Marina, however, until he’s forewarned Dineesha. That’s not a conversation he’s looking forward to.


  “Maybe I can help,” says Marina. “According to the records the company pulled, your last charged call was the day you lost it at 12:12 P.M. One minute.” She reads the number he’d dialed. It’s Patrice’s, her other cell.


  “I must have been checking to see how she was,” says the judge. “One minute means I probably got her voice mail.” That’s why he forgot making the call.


  “And where were you?”


  He cannot recollect. There have been so many stolen moments in so many corridors in the last months, brief, hushed conversations to let Patrice know she’s on his mind.


  “Do you remember when we left for the hotel?” George asks Cassie. He’d invited both clerks to the Judges’ Day event, but John, as he does every year, had shunned the crowd.


  Cassie searches her handheld.


  “We were supposed to meet the other judges in the lobby at 11:45. We were out of here by five till, for sure.” The Chief insists on punctuality in all things. All but two or three of the judges of the appellate court, a dozen and a half of them, and their clerks had been transported by Marina’s staff to the hotel in several vans. George and Cassie both recall being in the first vehicle to leave.


  “So you called from the hotel, Your Honor?”


  He seems to remember that now. Had he stood just outside the men’s room? Cassie recollects the judge going off for a few minutes before they entered the reception. But a vague memory is so suggestible. Neither Cassie nor he had put this together the day after. Perhaps #1 had the phone in hand at 12:12 and had hit the speed-dial keys to see where they would take him. But why just one? Thinking now, the judge is fairly certain he’d clicked off the connection when he got Patrice’s voice message.


  “Best recollection,” he answers, a lawyer’s phrase that passes for truth in the courtroom.


  “Meaning he picked your pocket there,” Marina says.


  “That doesn’t do much for your Corazón theory, does it?” George says to her. There’s no point in shying away from the name after Marina broke silence yesterday. After a second, the judge realizes that Zeke has also become a far less likely suspect, assuming the phone was lifted at the hotel.


  “I don’t see that.”


  “Come on, Marina. You think a kid in baggies and a prison buzz is going to walk into the Kindle County Bar meeting, with two hundred judges and six hundred lawyers around, and stick his hand in my suit jacket?”


  “Judge, you know what goes on with the gangs these days. Cops are undercover, and so are they. Do you really believe, Your Honor, that if we did a background on the servers, and the security guards, and the people taking coats we wouldn’t find one person with a connect to ALN? A quarter of the guards in the jail are courted in, Judge. Hell, not to be repeated, but there are a couple of people on my staff that Gang Crimes has questions about. If Corazón wanted to boost your cell, he could find somebody to do it.”


  Empiricism will never guide police work. Investigators fashion their theories and shape all evidence to fit. Forget the hatreds between the black and Latin gangs, the near impossibility of picking out George as a mark in a crowd of eight hundred. Corazón’s still the man. There are moments when George cannot avoid falling back into the grip of the perpetual antagonism he felt as a defense lawyer toward the cops and the way their habits shortcut the truth. And in this he reaches the hard rock of what’s between Marina and him: she’s more or less insisting he run scared.


  “May I be blunt?” the judge asks her.


  She takes a beat. “Sure.”


  “Maybe you ought to ask yourself, Marina, what it’s worth to you to stick to Corazón.”


  “‘Worth’?”


  “I use the term advisedly. How much do you get to add to your emergency funding request to the County Board when you can trot out a name like Corazón’s? Ten percent? Twenty percent?”


  Marina sucks her cheeks into her mouth.


  “Whoa,” she says and glances over her shoulder to observe Nora’s reactions. “Judge, I think you’re starting to forget who’s on your side.”


  *   *   *


  When George Mason reaches home that night, he finds Patrice asleep in their room and steals back downstairs to the large kitchen she designed several years ago. There’s a profusion of light from a rectangular walnut-and-glass fixture. The cabinets match, with panes of German crackle glass inset with rectangular rose-color panels, all the elements intended to complement the existing fireplace in what was the living room when they bought. The space has a mellow warmth, and it’s probably his favorite place in the house, but tonight it cannot alter his mood. Solitude only allows him to wallow. He’s yet to recover from his second dustup with Marina. It’s a point of pride that he seldom loses his temper, and justified or not, it was thoughtless to blast her in front of everyone. Worst of all was the look on her face. George knows enough at this age to realize that somebody who followed her father into his profession is going to be especially vulnerable to the opinion of older men. She left with a chafed, sorrowful expression, which might as well have been an ice pick in George’s heart.


  Then at the end of the day, Cassie gave the judge outlines of the two potential opinions in Warnovits in the hope he would look at them over the weekend and choose between them. Examining the pages on the slate-topped kitchen island pulls him down further. Both drafts make sense, naturally. There’s no analytic trick he learned in law school or since then that allows him to pick one or the other apart. For a century and a half, legal education has been focused on reading the opinions of judges like George who sit on courts of review. In his day, his professors discussed these decisions, just as they would now, in terms of the policy concerns, the political views, the jurisprudential beliefs that drove them. After holding this job for nearly a decade, he regards much of what he was taught as romantic, if not completely wrong.


  Most of the time, no matter what your political or philosophical stripes, whether you like the law or not, you find that your decision feels preordained. Even when you can imagine a route to another result, loyalty to the institution of the law, and more particularly to other judges, good women and men who’ve sat where you sit and who’ve done their level best to decide similar cases, requires you to follow the same paths they’ve trod. The discretion his professors talked about exists only on the margins, in no better than three or four cases a term.


  But Warnovits is one of them, where neither the words of the legislature nor prior decisions will yield a sure answer. Ugly as the crime was, these boys were prosecuted later than the law normally allows. The trial judge—Farrell Kirk, no Cardozo but a reasonable guy—made a fair reading of the concealment provision and a balanced assessment of the testimony, and Sapperstein is equally right that, in doing so, Kirk basically erased the neat boundaries the legislators had drawn on how long a victim’s age could lawfully prolong the time to indictment. With the arguments essentially even, the truth is that the law in this case will be whatever George Mason says it is. And right now the best he can do is flip a coin. He actually removes a quarter from his pocket and sets it on the counter beside the drafts. Even to Patrice, he has never admitted that in the last nine and a half years he has decided two cases this way, albeit tiny civil matters in which the decisional law was a hopeless mess.


  He is still staring at the coin when Patrice wanders in, drawing her hands down her face to drain off the sleep. By reflex, she moves forward to kiss him in greeting, then thinks better of that. She’ll be minimally radioactive until early Sunday.


  “Wow,” she says, focusing on him. “What did the bartender say when the horse came into the tavern?”


  He smiles wanly at the old joke: Why the long face?


  “Nay,” he says, “nay, not that one.”


  He gets a simpering grin before Patrice goes to the fridge for a bottle of water. Her back is still to him when he asks, “What would you say if I didn’t run for retention?”


  “What?”


  “I’ve actually been thinking about it. I could work less and make twice as much money. We could travel.”


  She has finally completed her slow turn.


  “George, you love this job. You’ve always loved this job. How can you even possibly consider that? What’s changed?”


  He lifts his hands. She watches him without much charity. If he has one lasting lament in their marriage, it’s the way Patrice can go cold at the core. Her father, Hugo Levi, was a morose son of a bitch, a lawyer by training who went into the packaging business. He had his own sad history—a mother dead before he was five—but he punished his family by often growing stonily remote and in those moods voicing heartless judgments. Having come of age in the Old South, George has probably fought no biblical notion harder than the idea that the sins of the father are destined to be punished for generations. He despised the suggestion that a free human being should simply yield to fate and, worse, the idea that he could not be freed from the effects of what he despised. But he’s at an age when he’s come to recognize the scripture’s wisdom. Patrice yearned for the embrace of this hard man and in so doing took a slice of him into herself. She’s never had a gentle way of expressing her disappointments. And she’s clearly disappointed now.


  “Look, mate.” She leans over the counter so she is beside him, closer than she’s been for days. “I want to say something to you. I’ve tried not to, but you have to hear this: Stop being scared. I can see it on you, George. You’re scared. And it bothers the hell out of me. I look at you, and I think, What have the doctors told him they haven’t told me? You’re making this a lot worse than it has to be. It’s hard enough to handle myself. I can’t handle you too. You can have your eleventh midlife crisis on your own time. But it’s my time now.”


  “Patrice—”


  His wife leaves the kitchen, looking back to speak just one word more: “No.”
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  GETTING THE MESSAGE


  GEORGE HAS BEEN at his desk for only a few minutes on Monday morning when Dineesha enters from the reception area. She leaves the door ajar, addressing the judge in formal timbre.


  “Your Honor, Judge Koll was hoping you might have a minute for him. He’s right outside.”


  “Crap,” George mouths. Nine A.M. and Nathan has already come to demand the draft of the Warnovits opinion. He can’t bear to wait any longer to see the target he’ll be shooting at in his dissent.


  “Nathan!” George cries, hail fellow well met, as he strides out.


  On the green sofa beside Abel Birtz, Koll is drawn into himself like a molting bird, his dark face screwed up in a stormy look. He’s come down without his suit coat, and his white shirt looks as if it should have seen the laundry three wearings ago, wrinkled like a discarded lunch bag.


  “I need to speak with you,” he says and charges past George into his inner chambers. “Look at this!” He reaches into his shirt pocket. “Look at this, for Chrissake.”


  Nathan has withdrawn an envelope, from which he next removes a single sheet, the lower half stained brown.


  “It was in the morning mail.”


  After the first glance, George places the paper on his desk to avoid handling it further. It’s a printout of one of the bounced e-mails George received: “You’ll bleed.” That, George realizes, accounts for the irregular blot on the bottom half. Dried blood.


  “Have you contacted Marina, Nathan?”


  “Well, I thought I’d give you a chance to explain, George. I can’t imagine what you were doing sending that kind of message to anyone.”


  George calls out to Dineesha to summon Court Security, then explains the situation to Koll.


  “Oh my God,” he says several times. “You must be jumping out of your skin. I heard there was something unsettling going on. I had no idea it had reached this level.”


  “‘Heard something,’ Nathan?”


  “You know the clerks gossip. One of them mentioned that you’d been getting annoying e-mails. I thought that meant spam. Not death threats. Good Lord! No wonder you’re hesitant to run again.”


  In other circumstances, George might take the last remark as tactical, designed to smoke out his intentions, but Koll looks completely unstrung. He’s slumped in one of the wooden chairs in front of George’s desk, and there’s a rill of sweat next to his overgrown sideburn. What could be harder on a paranoid than real enemies? Because it’s Koll, George cannot shutter a ray of competitive joy. Even in his worst instants, he hasn’t been this frightened. Not yet.


  “Frankly, Nathan, I think it’s all hot air.”


  “And why’s that?”


  George’s reasoning that a real assault would not come with so many warnings does nothing to comfort Koll.


  “You’re trying to mind-read a lunatic.” He twists about in the chair, too agitated to find a comfortable position. “But why am I part of this now? That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” Being himself, Nathan shows no reluctance about wishing upon George solitary misfortune. “Is it our rape case? All the publicity about it?”


  That makes no sense to either judge when they discuss it. Their decision in Warnovits is unknown, even to them, let alone to the passionate partisans on both sides of the case. And George was getting these e-mails long before the oral argument, which was the first occasion their roles in the case became public. The identities of the judges on the panels are among the court’s more closely guarded secrets in order to prevent lawyers from basing their oral arguments on the prior opinions of the sitting judges instead of relying on the larger body of court precedents.


  “I thought Warnovits was why you were here, Nathan. To get my draft. I’m going to need a few more days. Frankly, I’m trying to figure out how to come up with a real majority. We can’t send this thing out into the world with three judges saying three different things. I’ve been giving some thought to joining you and letting your draft on the inadmissibility of the tape become the opinion for the court.”


  In practical terms, this resolution has many virtues, springing from the scenario Rusty played out last week. Some of the young defendants—perhaps all but Warnovits—would plea-bargain to eavesdropping in exchange for their testimony about the rape. They would end up with lighter sentences than the minimum-mandatory six years imposed for the sexual assault, which is a suitable outcome in George’s mind, given the otherwise admirable lives the young men have led. The truth is that the limitations issue made this an ideal case for a compromise, which should have been struck long ago. But somehow reason had faltered, due perhaps to the prosecutors’ inflexibility, or the ego of defense counsel, or the unwillingness of the young men or their parents to accept the inevitability of prison. From the Olympian height of the appellate court, there is never any telling why a deal was not reached, because the negotiations are rarely a matter of record. Yet the result of the failure to resolve the case is clear: the courts were left with only stark choices.


  But no matter how tempting it is to play Solomon after the fact, George remains roadblocked by the law. He still cannot call the verdict or sentences a wholesale miscarriage of justice, even if the punishment for some of the young men is more severe than what he’d impose. After thirty-plus years in the legal system, George has accepted that “justice” is no better than approximate, a range of tolerable results.


  Instead, he has tossed out the idea of using Koll’s opinion largely to test Rusty’s suspicions of Nathan. George is curious to see if Koll exhibits any reluctance to replace him as the principal target of the public wrath that will surely await the author of an opinion reversing these convictions. And the Chief, it develops, may have been right.


  “Yes, I’ve been thinking about the same problem,” Koll says. “Three opinions. Something has to give. Perhaps I’ll concur on the statute of limitations, so you can speak for the majority. Then I’ll write separately about the videotape. Let me see your draft when you’re done. And I’ll e-mail mine. It’s finished.”


  Naturally. George cannot quite contain a smile. What vain illusion made him think Nathan would wait until he’d seen what George had to say before disagreeing with it? Hearing Dineesha greeting Murph, Marina’s deputy chief, out in the reception area, George stands.


  “By the way, Nathan. Don’t read too much into the fact that I haven’t filed my retention petition.”


  “Oh?”


  “I’ve been waiting for the last little concerns about Patrice’s condition to be cleared up. But she couldn’t possibly be doing better.”


  “Oh.” Koll cannot keep his jaw from going limp. About to rise from his chair, he loses his momentum. Even with his angst about the threat from #1, this may be the worst news to come to his way today.


  *   *   *


  Over the weekend, George gave himself the break he had needed. He woke up Saturday morning knowing Patrice and he had to cross the breach and insisted that they drive up to their cabin in Skageon. The hell with what the doctors would advise; he’d read enough on his own to know that after five days the risks to him were picayune.


  It was the right idea. The weather was glorious. They walked, made dinner together, drank a bottle of Corton-Charlemagne, and were finally together in the same bed. It was just as it was thirty years before, when the extraordinary sensations of sleeping beside someone after a lifetime alone made the night one long embrace. This reunion, and the longings it satisfied, was a tribute to their mutual well-being.


  But vacations end, and Koll’s visit has brought with it the dismal knot of feelings that has long accompanied People v. Warnovits. The judge spends a meditative instant seeing if he is ready to decide the case, with the same stillborn results. He continues to sit first in judgment of himself, and that process remains incomplete. The idle notion of trying to find Lolly Viccino, which he briefly raised with Banion last week, continues to attract him, although he cannot say why. What comfort does he think she could give him forty years after the fact? He can hardly expect her to say it had all been okay. The best to hope for is that she, much as he did, was able to put away the incident by dismissing it as part of the temporary psychosis called youth. But still he lets his imagination roll out for a second. What might have become of Lolly?


  Just as with the telephone, George normally does nothing but official business on the computer in his chambers: he will not read personal e-mail or order theater tickets there. But it’s clear now, he’ll never decide Warnovits until he’s more resolved about what happened in Virginia long ago.


  “Lolly Viccino” brings no results from any of the search engines. As a best guess about her given name, George decides to try again with “Linda.”


  An hour and a half later, he has isolated three possibilities. In Scotland, a Linda Viccino works as a safety inspection teacher. The information on the Web site of the regional electric authority is cryptic, but it appears that Linda Viccino instructs other government officials on how to examine power plants for dangerous conditions. Contemplating this life for a second, he deems it a relatively happy ending for Lolly. She has gotten an education, a responsible job. She has left her unhappy home far behind. What took her overseas? Love, George hopes. That was the story with most of his friends from college or law school who ended up as expats—they met someone and chose romance over America. It would be nice if that was what happened to Lolly too.


  The second Linda Viccino turns up as a hundred-dollar donor to the Children’s Trust Fund for the Prevention of Child Abuse in Mississippi. It’s pleasing to think of Lolly as a generous adult, but the mission of the charity is vaguely troubling. Perhaps she’s a mom, who naturally recoils at the thought of kids being treated that way. Or does she regard herself as a formerly abused child—and George, and all those other young men whom she met in that cardboard hothouse, as having continued the pattern?


  The third Linda Viccino represents the most disquieting prospect. Her name appears in cemetery records in Massachusetts, not far from Boston. “Linda Viccino 1945–70.” This woman might have been born a year or two too soon to have been Lolly, but he considers the possibility. What kills a person at twenty-five? Leukemia. An accident. But George knows the better odds are that someone who passes at that age dies of unhappiness. Drug overdose. Suicide. Reckless behavior. In this version of Lolly, there was no escape for the young woman who had declared, ‘My life stinks, you can’t believe how much my life stinks.’


  He has finally given up his research and gone on to other work when Koll’s draft dissent in Warnovits pops up in George’s e-mail. It’s Koll’s usual bravura performance, trampling like a marching army over opposing ideas. George finds himself amused by the contrast between the bold legal conquistador and the man who sat here unraveled by #1. It’s not news, however, that Nathan’s paranoia compels an element of physical cowardice. The second or third time George sat with him, Koll retreated into silence, plainly intimidated by the reputation of the defendant.


  Trying to draw back the particulars of the case, George ultimately goes still when his memory solidifies. He remembers now. People v. Jaime Colon.


  The appellant who terrified Nathan was Corazón.
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  CORAZÓN’S HAND


  COURT SECURITY is relegated to a cramped office off the main lobby, a warren of filing cabinets and fabric workstation dividers. The lower floors of the Central Branch building never received any of the deluxe refurbishing that went on upstairs to make way for the appellate court. The half-height oak tongue-in-groove paneling on the plaster walls has the yellowish cast of its decades-old varnish, and the tall double-hung windows are rattling antiques. When he asks for Marina, one of her clerical workers, all ‘suggested’ for her payroll by members of the County Board, points over his head to her office without glancing up from a computer screen.


  Marina is on the phone, and the look that stiffens her rectangular face when she takes notice of the judge tells the whole story. Bygones are not gone yet.


  “Later,” she says into the handset. Pictures of Marina’s sisters and their families, of her parents, and of a woman, a deputy U.S. marshal, whom Marina took to the court’s holiday party last year, are arrayed in matching gold frames on her desk. “Judge,” she says neutrally as she puts down the phone.


  “So,” George says, taking the seat she has offered, “I just wanted you to know that when I left here on Friday I went home and had a fight with my wife too. But,” he adds, “I did not kick the dog.”


  She nods.


  “Then again, we don’t own a dog.”


  He gets the smile he wanted. “It’s a lot of stress, Judge. I wouldn’t trade places with you.”


  “Just to be said, Marina: I’m grateful for everything you’ve done. I know you’re trying to save my scaly hide.”


  She beams like a little kid, but it’s brief. She’s reluctant to be charmed.


  “Your Honor, I have to be frank. The biggest problem I’ve got in this whole situation is getting you to take it seriously. Even if it’s one in ten that I’m right, you can’t act as if the chances are zero. Can you maybe ask yourself if you’re in denial?”


  “Point taken,” he answers. “And actually, that’s why I’m here. I just realized that Nathan Koll sat on the panel with me when we heard Corazón’s appeal.”


  “Oh, yeah,” she answers. “Koll went nuclear when Murph mentioned the name. The judge would just as soon we go down to the supermax and poison Corazón’s food.” Marina draws her cheeks in to contain her expression, but she has to feel like a kindergarten teacher at times, having to indulge the judges and their mercurial demands. “Tell me something,” she says. “Judge Koll—he’s a smart guy, isn’t he?”


  “Just ask him.”


  “Yeah, right. How does somebody who’s supposed to be so brilliant grab that message with both hands about two hundred times? The only prints of value are his—and there were so many overlapping impressions we couldn’t even isolate most of them. I know #1 probably used latex gloves, but jeez Louise, give us a chance.”


  “He seemed pretty scared, Marina.”


  “I guess. But you should have heard him squawk about getting printed. What did he expect after that?”


  George can only imagine how many of Nathan’s phobias were activated by having his hands inked and pressed onto the cards. He must have lit up like a pinball machine.


  “That’s beef blood on the paper, by the way,” Marina says. “Guess Corazón learned his lesson about DNA.” She kicks back and perches a short leg, in the piped khaki trousers of her uniform, over an open desk drawer. “So you’re liking Corazón now?”


  “More. But do I get to tell the truth?”


  “Today’s the last time,” she says.


  “My divining rod still isn’t rattling on Corazón. Did you follow up on Zeke, Dineesha’s son?”


  “Best we could. Couple Kindle dicks made several home visits on Friday hoping to spend a little quality time with him. Turns out Zeke was in St. Louis. He’s got a new gig, in-store marketing for one of the cell phone companies. Says he did so good they made him one of the trainers. He does these day-and-a-half sessions Fridays and Saturday until noon.”


  “Cell phones, huh?”


  “Yeah,” she says. “I had the same thought. But he had his boarding passes, hotel bill, expense report, training manuals.”


  “Coppers believed him?”


  “About that? Pretty much. Can’t get on an airplane without a photo ID, Judge. I mean, he was in St. Louis.”


  Of course, Zeke could have had someone else, like his road dog Khaleel, text George from the stolen phone, realizing that a day when he was alibied made the perfect occasion for more hijinks. That’s the way the cops would think about it, and that’s exactly what Marina says.


  “Overall, though,” she adds, “they don’t think Zeke is our guy. But a couple things bothered the two that were talking with him. First off, Zeke knew why they were there. This big indignant routine that anybody would think he might do you wrong after all the help you’ve given him.”


  That’s the right line. But Zeke’s a capital liar, tied for the title of the best George has ever seen along with dozens of other former clients—and several attorneys.


  “Need I ask how he knew the police were coming?”


  “I don’t think so.” Marina crumples her chin in a hard-bitten smile. “And he was still sticking to that shit about needing the john when they pressed about why his buddy was cruising your corridor. But”—she shrugs—“he wasn’t the one who sent out that text, and he didn’t mail that letter to Koll either. Postmark is ‘Puebleocito’ Saturday morning.” She’s referring to the Tri-Cities’ largest Hispanic neighborhood, in Kewahnee, where Corazón’s set thrives. “That’s a lot for Zeke to put together from out of town. Corazón, Judge. That’s the better bet.”


  George shakes his head just a little, trying not to be irksome.


  “This letter doesn’t feel right to me, Marina. I’ve been getting e-mails for weeks. Why put Koll into it suddenly? Especially when it draws a line straight to Corazón?”


  “That’s Corazón, Judge. Why does a guy go out himself and beat up a woman and two babies with a tire iron when he can send three hundred other cholos to do it? ’Cause he’s the fearless, fucking Corazón. He sticks out his you-know-what and says ‘Do me something,’ and laughs himself to sleep when you can’t. That’s how he gets off.”


  George considers the point. “But up until now, #1 has been kind of a high-tech pain in the ass. Very smooth, very clever. A bloodstained piece of paper comes out of a 1950s horror movie.”


  “Worked on Judge Koll.”


  “So would an e-mail.”


  “I don’t know, Your Honor. Corazón had a visit with Mom two days before that letter flew.”


  “Monitored, though. Right?”


  “Sure. But hell, Judge, when they start yapping about Tío Jorge in Durango, what do we know? That could be code for anything. But let me hear it, Judge. What are you thinking?”


  “Maybe a copycat? Maybe somebody who’s got an ax to grind with Nathan and took a free shot.”


  She shrugs once more, doing her best to seem open to the possibility.


  “My old man always says you solve crimes with the KISS rule,” she says. “You know that one?”


  He does, but he lets her say it for the sake of amity.


  “Keep It Simple, Stupid.”


  *   *   *


  Back at his desk, George works until close to 6:30. Patrice returned to the office today and expects to be late, moving through the mountains on her desk, but Abel is pawing around out in the reception area, peeking in now and then. This duty keeps him well past his customary hour of departure. George had hoped to edit two more draft opinions, but he throws them in his briefcase. He’ll look them over at home tonight.


  “All right, Abel,” he calls, “saddle up.”


  Together they make their slow progress across the gangway into the judges’ section of the garage, Abel swinging his leg around his arthritic hip. As they approach the entrance, the two boys George saw last week are lurking once more. Their hairstyles mark them as gang members. The taller one has a do called a patch, close-cropped over his ears but grown long on the back of his scalp, borrowed, it seems, from American Indians. The other has a standard prison buzz. Despite the warm weather, both are clad again in hooded sweatshirts.


  Abel stares them down. “Don’t like the looks of those two,” he says. “What are they up to?”


  “Waiting for a ride home?”


  “Yeah,” Abel says, “in the car they’re gonna jack. They ain’t countin’ their rosary beads, Judge. Let’s get ’em on their way.” He reaches for the radio on his belt to alert the dog patrol.


  That’s the course of wisdom. In some moods, George might even call Court Security himself. On average, you could not go wrong thinking the worst about most of the young men you saw around this building. The best bet is that the two are baby Gs, gang wannabes not fully courted in, who are here to hold on to guns or dope so senior set members can pass through the metal detectors on their way to afternoon drug court.


  But George has always discouraged himself from taking those kinds of probabilities as the actual truth. The real George Mason was the source of the phrase, appropriated by his pal Jefferson, “All men are created equal.” The sentiments were noble, but George Mason IV was a slave owner notwithstanding, just like nearly every one of George’s Virginia ancestors. It is the most shameful of the many unhappy legacies George fled in his twenties, and he came here determined to be a man of more open inclinations. Throughout his life, he has made a disciplined effort to take human beings one at a time.


  “Leave them be, Abel. They’re not hurting anybody.” After his fight with Patrice on Friday night, he also feels duty-bound to resist the creeping fears inspired by #1. Better to be bold. “I saw them here a couple times last week. They didn’t seem to make any trouble.”


  As if it were a date, Abel escorts George all the way to the car. The judge triggers the engine and turns on the air, watching the old guy recede. George is not ready to go yet. As usual, he wants a minute to himself, in this case to think about the three lives of Lolly Viccino he was envisioning a few hours ago at his desk. He reclines in the cushy car seat, eyes closed. At the moment, it’s the second Lolly who preoccupies him, the contributor to the Mississippi child abuse fund. She has to be all right, someone with a stake in the community and the future. He imagines a Mississippi lady in a long pink dress, wearing a hat and gloves, but laughs at the notion. That would never be Lolly.


  George is trying to reconfigure his vision of her when he is startled by a sharp rap beside him. He snaps up and sees two things: the silver barrel of an automatic lying solidly against the glass, and the five-pointed star of the Almighty Latin Nation tattooed below the wrist of the hand that holds the gun.
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  A VICTIM


  OUTSIDE THE WINDOW, the gun muzzle, a spot of total blackness, looms a few inches from the judge’s face. George notices eventually that the boy is motioning with the other hand, but he has no clue what the kid wants, and the young man bangs the pistol on the glass again in rebuke. This is how people get shot, George thinks. By failing to follow orders they don’t comprehend. And then, remembering Corazón, he realizes that he is going to get shot anyway.


  That thought pumps the harshest adrenaline rush yet through him. Inside his head there is a chaos of colliding ideas, each one as urgent as a scream.


  For all the years George has spent on the periphery of crime, he has never been on the receiving end of any violence. Everything he knows is secondhand from contemplating victims across the clinical distances of courtrooms, where he has tried to assess their credibility and, in his years as a lawyer, shake their stories. At trial, the suffering of the vics is often minimized; it’s irrelevant to proving whether a crime occurred or who committed it. They rarely get to say much more about what they felt than ‘I was afraid I was going to die.’ And oddly, in this instant, George sees the wisdom of that. Language, rules, and reason can never capture this moment; they are definitional only by their absence, just as absolute zero is the complete absence of heat.


  The boy’s free hand circles through the air again. At last, George realizes the kid wants him to lower the driver’s-side window, and he presses the button. But as the glass slides into the door, a faint outcry stirs inside him. It’s like slipping off his skin. He was already at the boy’s mercy, but with the last vestige of privacy gone, he knows he’s on the way to surrendering his soul.


  “’Kay now, puto,” the boy says. “Give it up, man.” ‘Men’ it sounds like in the boy’s trace accent.


  In his years as a State Defender, George cross-examined countless victims in armed-robbery cases. You always challenged the identification of the defendant the same way. By pointing out the obvious. ‘And you were watching that gun, weren’t you, Mrs. Jones? You never took your eyes off it, did you?’ And it’s true. He has not yet dared to raise his sight line. He has seen little more than the pistol, a small silver automatic, with a higher-caliber bore and black grips, and the hand that holds it, where the blue-black star of the Latin Nation is imprinted on the tan flesh just beneath the frayed gray sleeve of the boy’s sweatshirt.


  But when the kid speaks, George looks up compliantly. He already knows the boy is one of the two they saw on the way into the garage whom Abel wanted to roust. This is the taller kid, with that patch hairdo that always reminds George of a shaved radish. Now it is hidden under the hood of his sweatshirt, which is drawn around his face, the better to prevent identification. He’s lanky and cannot be seventeen yet, with dark, bumpy skin and jittery eyes. Mexican or Central American. He has the high cheekbones and aquiline nose of native blood. Seeing the two boys from a distance over the last week, George marked them from their unchanged, ratty clothes as poor—really poor, locked-in poor, kids who rarely have the means to get beyond the barrio. It would be a miracle if this kid has ever had a conversation longer than a minute with an Anglo in a two-piece suit.


  And realizing that he is largely incomprehensible to this boy, George considers what his chances will be if he puts the car in gear and tears away. Will the kid be too surprised to shoot? The idea comes, and he reacts to it. Some intermediate mental process has been evaporated by fear. George’s hand slides to the gearshift, and instantly the boy slams the gun down solidly on his forearm. The pain is intense, but George knows better than to cry out. It’s the boy who makes all the noise.


  “Fuck, puto!” he cries. “Fuck, man, you gonna get yourself so pealed, man. What’s up with you? Fuck,” the kid says and in pure frustration slams the pistol backhand again on the same arm, which the judge has withdrawn toward his chest. This time a cry escapes George, and he lies against the seat with his eyes closed for a second, contending with the pain.


  The boy is snapping his fingers.


  “Give ’em here, puto. Right here, man.” He’s demanding the car key. George’s right arm is too numb to move. He turns in his seat and slides the key from the ignition with his left hand.


  “Now give it up, man,” the boy repeats, circling the gun again. He wants George out of the car. They are not going to kill him here, George realizes. They are going to take him somewhere else, because they’re afraid the gunfire will attract the dog patrol before they can escape.


  The boy again tells him to give it up. George continues to rub his arm, acting as if he’s too preoccupied with the pain to listen. He considers various speeches: ‘I’m a judge.’ ‘You don’t understand how much trouble you’ll get yourselves in.’ But they might well make it worse. The last thing he needs to do is add incentives. To this young man, George’s killing is almost certainly a gang initiation, ‘blood in,’ as they say. Corazón would have kicked the job down several levels, so that the judge’s murder, a capital offense, will never trace to him. For a second, George considers Marina and Abel, both justified in all of their suspicions. They will be entitled to a moment of pained laughter at his expense. But George is pleased to discover that he doesn’t mind. He knew he was taking his chances. Principle always comes with certain risks.


  This instant of minute satisfaction ends when the boy punches the gun barrel into the judge’s temple to reacquire his attention. George recoils, and the kid grabs his shoulders and prods his neck with the muzzle. He can feel his pulse in the artery the cool steel is pressing against.


  “Yo, vato,” somebody else says.


  Afraid to remove his head from the pistol, George sweeps his eyes as far he can toward the passenger’s side of his sedan. The second kid he saw earlier is at the other door. He’s nearly a foot shorter than the boy holding the gun on George and younger. His arms are at his sides, but from the sheer drag on the right, George senses that he’s holding a firearm, too. The second boy rotates his chin.


  At the far corner of the garage someone else has entered from the opposite stairwell. Without moving, George catches a glimpse of dark clothes. He was hoping to see the khaki of Marina’s security forces, but it’s only somebody like him, another late departure from the courthouse, probably a deputy P.A. or State Defender working on a trial. The footfalls are a woman’s, her high heels rapping smartly on the concrete. George listens before concluding disconsolately that the sound is moving away.


  Scream, he tells himself. He has previewed this situation a thousand times through his career, looking up from a transcript or a police report and coldly assessing the victim’s options. If they are going to kill him but are reluctant to do it here, then screaming is the best choice. The boy with the automatic at George’s throat will be put to a decision. To run. Or shoot. Running would give him the best chance to get away. But George senses that he has exhausted the kid’s patience. He tried to escape once. Respect, the credo of the street, is likely to be the foremost issue. And there’s another problem. The judge is not really sure he can summon the voice for anything better than a meek croak.


  George has always known you can be so frightened it hurts. His right forearm is throbbing, and his temple is tender, but there’s also pain throughout his body. His muscles have spasmed below his armpits for some reason. And he’s damp inside his shirt.


  The boy has hunched down beside the Lexus while keeping the handgun against the base of the judge’s skull. An engine fires several rows over, and a car pulls away. As it rolls off, George feels a wave of despair. It was a mistake, he decides. He should have shouted.


  “Give it up, man,” the kid says again.


  George shakes his head.


  “Yo, puto. Get your fuckin’ ass out here, man, or it’s comin’ right through this damn window.” The boy reaches in and takes hold of George’s necktie. He gives it a sharp jerk, smashing the judge’s cheek against the door frame, but he does not wait to see if George has changed his mind about cooperating. The kid does exactly as promised, using the tie as a leash and pulling George out the open driver’s window. Instinctively, George grabs for the seat belt hanging inside the door, but it pays out as the boy drags George’s entire upper body into the outer air. He is left gasping, with both hands at his collar. In whatever hissing voice he can muster, he has said ‘Okay’ a dozen times before the boy finally eases his grip.


  The kid slowly backs off from the door and watches George emerge. The other boy bounds to this side of the car now, waiting at its rear. George was right. He too has a gun.


  Standing, George feels his legs wobbling. He is afraid he’s going to topple, and he begs himself not to fall over, not so much out of pride as a sense that it will only enhance the danger.


  “Wallet,” the kid says. He takes George’s watch too, and his class ring from college, then makes George turn out every pocket in his suit and surrender the contents. After that, the two boys motion George away from his car. He backs off about ten feet, still rubbing his forearm. He has no idea what is happening and wonders if they are going to shoot him here after all, but that makes no sense. If they were going to do that, it would have happened by now.


  Instead, the first boy slides through the opened car door into the driver’s seat and triggers the engine. He nods to his companion, who has been holding his black gun, probably a .32, on the judge in the interval.


  Please, God, not the trunk, George thinks then. They are going to force him into the car. Not the trunk. And with that, he realizes he’s going to stand his ground. They can choke him here, or pistol-whip him, but he’s not going to submit. He’ll scream if he has to. The end, whatever it will be, is going to take place on this spot.


  His soul has compressed around that decision when he hears the second boy scampering away. He flees around the Lexus and into the passenger’s seat, and the kid driving throws the car into reverse. George realizes too late that he had a brief chance to run. Having backed the sedan out, the boy looks through the open window at George, who stands no more than two or three feet from him. The judge is not surprised at all when the silver gun reappears.


  Shoot and drive, he thinks. That’s the plan. Kill him and escape. He had it wrong. All wrong.


  “Puto,” the boy says, “you ask Jesus tonight, man, why it wasn’t shovel time for you. I should have lit you up, man, pulling that lame stuff. Ought to make you kiss this cuete,” he says, showing him the automatic.


  It takes George a second to absorb these words, and even longer to comprehend the implications. And then he sees: They are not going to kill him. They never meant to kill him. This is a robbery, not a murder. They are here to jack him and his car.


  For whatever reason, the boy is still staring, as if he expects George to explain, or even offer a word of thanks. And somehow he agrees.


  “I thought you were someone else,” he tells the boy. They are both astonished by that—George that he has spoken and the kid by what the older man has said. The kid’s dark, quick eyes move around in bewilderment.


  “Man,” he declares, and with that stomps on the accelerator. The Lexus, George’s private refuge, flies around a turn and out of sight.


  He looks for something to sit on, but the closest thing is one of the concrete pillars, and he leans against it, waiting for the feeling to come back into his body. For a moment, he does nothing but breathe, each inhalation a supreme experience. In relief, he is weakening. His legs are overcooked, and slowly he lets his weight go and sags with his back against the pillar down to the filthy, oil-stained floor. He tries to review the entire incident, but there is only one lasting impression. He was wrong. Everything he thought was wrong. He has always believed he understood crime, the causes, the preparation, and the aftermath. But it turns out that, in thirty years, he has apparently learned nothing of any real use. Or accuracy. He misapprehended everything, resisted unnecessarily, and by so doing brought himself into the only mortal peril he actually faced.


  Slowly his spirit seems to be creeping back into his body from the site nearby where it had been watching, preparing for his demise. Every physical possession is gone. He handed over not only his wallet but his house keys, even his reading glasses and his loose change. He does not have Patrice’s cell phone but can’t recall giving that to the boy and wonders if he may have left it in his chambers.


  He never really understood, he thinks. He never fully comprehended. That in the end, or at the start, a human being is only this: a single humiliated fiber that wants desperately to live. He considers the messages he has been receiving and the foolhardy bravery he has tried to display. All pointless. At the moment of consequence, nothing matters but staying alive.


  Patrice could have told him that. It was what she must have experienced when the doctor prodded beneath her larynx and said he didn’t care for what he felt. And so George Mason sits there on the gritty floor, thinking with regret and admiration about his wife.
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  SURVIVING


  GETTING BACK INTO the courthouse seems to take forever. He bangs on the glass of the front door with his one good hand for at least five minutes, and when the night security officer, another useless member of Marina’s khaki tribe, finally ambles to the window, he winds his head like something on a spring.


  “Court’s closed,” the khaki officer mouths before turning his back. He probably takes George for a lawyer who missed the filing deadline on an appellate brief he hopes to slip through the mail slot of the clerk’s office.


  “I’m a judge!” George keeps screaming. “I’ve been assaulted.” Eventually, Joanna Dozier, a deputy P.A. who is working late, recognizes him, and the police, at last, are summoned.


  Awaiting the cops, George goes up to his chambers. He removes an ice tray from the freezer compartment in the tiny refrigerator in the corner and applies it to his shirtsleeve. The pain in his forearm is drilling, too deep and distinct, he suspects, for a mere bruise.


  Patrice’s cell phone is on his desk. Since Marina returned it to him on Friday, he has forgotten it more than once, clearly loath at some level to give #1 another chance to scare him. But he uses it to call a twenty-four-hour locksmith. Still recovering in the garage, George was hatcheted by a new fear. He had surrendered his house keys, and his address is on the driver’s license in the wallet he handed over. When the khaki radioed the police, George asked, first thing, that they send a squad to watch his house.


  He phones Patrice next to tell her the locksmith is on the way.


  “I got carjacked and lost the keys.”


  “Oh my God, George. Are you all right?”


  “I’m okay. It’s my own fault. I’ve been warned a dozen times about hanging around in the parking garage. I saw those kids lurking, and I was trying to be a tough guy—” He stops, recognizing that he’s about to reveal much of what he has been holding back. Instead, he asks Patrice to take a look out the front window. The black-and-white is at the curb.


  “But how are you?” she asks again when she’s come back to the phone.


  “Fine, fine. Shaken, naturally. I got a little frisky. I need to get an X-ray of my arm. Right now I’m waiting for the cops.”


  “An X-ray? I’m coming down there,” she says.


  The last thing she needs is more time at a hospital. And her return to work is certain to have worn her out. But the locksmith is reason enough that she shouldn’t leave the house, and she finally accepts that.


  “Between the police and the ER, I’ll be hours,” he says. He promises to wake her when he gets in.


  Abel is peering in by the time he’s off the phone.


  “Jeez-o-Pete, Judge.” He was paged at home and came running in green Bermuda shorts that reveal a pair of pink toothpick legs. It’s a wonder of nature they can support his bulk.


  “It’s all on me, Abel. I should have listened to you.”


  Abel insists on seeing the judge’s arm. For whatever reason, George has not actually looked, and he knows he’s in trouble when the arm proves to be too swollen for him simply to roll up his sleeve. Instead, he has to unbutton his shirt. An alarming dome of sore-looking red-and-blue flesh has risen halfway between his wrist and elbow. Abel whistles at the sight.


  “Judge, let’s get you over to the hospital. The boys from Area 2 can just as well take the report there.”


  In the ER at Masonic, George waits in a little curtained area for more than an hour before they get him to X-ray. The judge took the precaution of bringing some work, but his right arm hurts when he attempts to write, and his editing is confined to juvenile scratches in the margin whose meaning he hopes he will remember tomorrow.


  “Hairline fracture,” the ER doc says when he finally breezes in with the film. He gives George a blue canvas sling and Vicodin for the nights. Otherwise, the judge should be able to get by with an ibuprofen. “See an orthopedist in three days,” the doc says when he sweeps back the curtain.


  Out in the waiting room, Abel has inserted himself into one of the wooden armchairs. He’s passing the time beside a man whom he introduces as a detective from Area 2. His name is Phil Cobberly, a heavy guy with tousled brown hair and a ruddy, alcoholic complexion. George shakes backhanded, using his left.


  “You know, Judge, you and I did some business before,” says Cobberly. “You had me on the stand in that Domingo case years ago. Remember? General Manager of one of these giant furniture outfits, jiggering the inventory and sending merchandise out the back door? Guy was making a bill and a half, and stealing anyway. I thought we had this character on the express to the slam. Six coppers on the surveillance?”


  George recalls now. Cobberly testified at the preliminary hearing and, relying on the joint report the officers had filed, identified the position of every member of the major theft unit as they observed the crime. When George subpoenaed personnel records from McGrath Hall, it turned out that two of those officers had been on leave that night. It was sloppiness, not perjury, but with proof that the police had been willing to swear to more than they actually remembered, the P.A. pled the case for probation while the coppers seethed.


  “Course these little hair balls that done you,” Cobberly says, “they won’t have that kinda lawyer, right? Your clients paid the freight. These mutts’ll stay put.” Cobberly smiles and scratches his face. For him there’s divine justice in seeing a guy who made good money freeing bad guys now on the receiving end of crime. George gave up trying to explain things to cops like this a long time ago.


  Abel intervenes. “Judge is probably tired, Philly.”


  Having vented, Cobberly is amiable enough taking the report.


  “What about the tats?” he asks eventually.


  George says the only tattoo he saw was the five-pointed star of the Almighty Latin Nation on the boy’s right hand.


  “If he’s courted in to Latinos Reyes,” Cobberly says, speaking of the set that Corazón probably still heads, “then he should have had a crown right above that, same size.”


  “Maybe that’s what he was looking for with this bit,” Abel says, “kid that age. Blood for life,” he adds. George thought the same thing himself when he believed he was going to get killed, but Abel’s interpretation strikes him as a stretch given how things turned out. The gang initiations usually require violence—shooting, stabbing, stomping rivals—not stealing a Lexus.


  “To me, it was a straight carjack, guys,” George says. “Whatever I thought at first.”


  Neither Cobberly nor Abel are fully convinced, nor is Marina, who comes rushing in just as George and Abel are ready to depart. She too is in shorts, and a placket shirt, both designer items. Off the job, she looks quite stylish. She was on her way downstate for a morning conference when she received the page. By now, George is drained and sick of the hospital—the misery on wheels, the hubbub and brightness—but because Marina has driven 110 miles in two hours to get back, he’s obliged to replay the whole incident, and they sit down together again in the waiting room outside the ER.


  “I don’t buy it as a coincidence, Judge. Look at the pattern. Corazón just keeps ramping it up one notch each time. Getting closer and closer. You say these kids have been watching you for close to a week, right? Like they were waiting for you?”


  “I’d say they were waiting for anybody with a car key. I’m just the guy who got bingo, because I’m always stupid enough to sit around there. If Corazón meant to put me down, he’d never have had a clearer shot.”


  “He’s got his own timetable, Judge. He sent those kids to do just what they did—jack you and scare all of us silly in the process.”


  George understands her theory. Corazón wants everybody—the cops, the prosecutors, and the judge most of all—to know the kill is coming. When it does, every soul who had a hand in putting Corazón away will reside in terror, seeing that the Inca of Los Latinos Reyes takes vengeance with impunity—and a smile, because the state itself will provide Corazón with a complete defense, given all its ironclad guarantees about the total isolation of prisoners in the supermax.


  Call it denial, but George still thinks this is police hype. Latinos Reyes are a street gang, not Mossad, and Corazón’s hallmark is brutality, not calculating patience. But George isn’t going to duke it out with Marina again.


  When he stands to leave, she says, “It’s 24/7 now, Judge. There’ll be cops covering you whenever you leave the courthouse, and my people will have you there. No back talk.”


  He thinks it over. For the time being, this incident will serve as his explanation to Patrice.


  *   *   *


  His wife is sitting at the slate-topped kitchen island when George comes in, and he can tell something is wrong. She has dug out the bottle of Chivas they keep for guests, and there’s a finger of brown liquid in her glass. Two decades ago, George decided that he needed to set some limits, and neither Patrice nor he usually drinks at home. But it’s the merciless look she settles on him as he enters from the garage that’s most telling.


  “Death threats?” she asks then. “You’ve been getting death threats for weeks and never told me?”


  The news has been on TV. ‘A judge who has been receiving menacing e-mails for several weeks was attacked tonight in the courthouse parking garage but reportedly escaped with only minor injuries.’ The phone has not stopped ringing—concerned friends and several reporters who somehow got the number and want a comment.


  Caught out, George’s first response is, “How did it get on TV?” But by now the cops know everything, and there is no such thing as a secret in McGrath Hall. Marina too might have spoken on background, knowing what the headline will be worth with the County Board.


  “Do I really need to explain this?” he asks Patrice.


  “Yes, you really need to explain this.”


  “I thought we were dealing with enough death threats in this house.”


  “Oh, George.” She takes his good hand and blessedly lingers close, wraps herself around him. “No wonder you’ve been so loony.” A marriage marches through so many stages of intimacy. The first, when you are convinced that the outer shells will melt away and make you one, is the most exalted, celebrated, and dramatic. But like a good lawyer, George can argue in behalf of others—the early moments of parenthood, when you try to figure out how to survive nature’s slyest trick, using love to produce someone to come between you. Or this one. In sickness and in health.


  “Is this why you were talking about not running?” she asks.


  “Not really. Not for the most part.”


  “Well, what’s ‘the most part’? And please don’t say me.”


  He tells her about Warnovits and Lolly Viccino. She listens to the whole story without letting go of his hand.


  “You’ve been having a rough time, mate, haven’t you?” She puts an arm around him again. “George,” she says. “You are a good man. A very good man. It was another era. Things like that— It was vulgar, George. It was disgusting. But it wasn’t criminal. Not then. Times change. Things get better. Humanity improves. And you get better with it. With the help of other human beings. That’s what law’s about. I don’t have to give you that speech. You’ve been giving it to me for thirty years.”


  “And you haven’t believed a word,” he says, smiling.


  She takes a second to consider.


  “Well,” she says, “at least I was listening.”


  They are still sitting together, talking about the effects of fear, what it takes from life and, oddly, adds, when he hears her cell phone buzz in the pocket of his jacket, which is hanging from his chair. He tells himself not to look, but Patrice stands to get the phone for him, and he reaches back rather than let her be the first to see the text message.


  The screen says, “Next time 4 real. C U.”
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  THE PUBLIC EYE


  WHEN GEORGE WAKES UP at 6:30 he can hear voices outside, and he cracks one panel on the bedroom shutters. Behind the black-and-white, which has been positioned at the curb all night, three TV vans have parked. Their long portable antennas, looking like giant kitchen whisks, have been raised for broadcast. Awaiting George’s appearance, the crew members from the competing stations are lounging together against one of the vans, drinking their coffee and shooting the breeze with the two cops who are out there to guard the judge.


  “Mate,” he tells Patrice, “you aren’t going to like this.”


  Marina arrives in a courthouse van an hour later. Three more cruisers have shown up as well. George calls Marina’s cell to invite her into the house rather than appear outside and reward the camera crews for lying in wait.


  “Shit,” she says succinctly when he shows her the text message. “We gotta give this phone to the Bureau. See if they can set up some kind of trap. I can’t believe he had the balls to do this again.”


  #1 clearly knows what Marina explained the other day about the difficulty of tracing text messages. And therefore did not care who had the cell phone now, law enforcement or George. He’d get the message either way.


  “Maybe you should think about staying here, Judge.”


  “Good luck talking sense to him,” Patrice says.


  But George knows he’s being prudent. Today every local security resource will be dedicated to his protection. He’ll be safer than the President. And it would send the wrong message to stay home and cower. He took this job recognizing that the responsibilities are often symbolic.


  Patrice continues peeking through the curtains to inspect the growing crowd on the parkway. There are at least a dozen journalists now, as well as eight cops and, naturally, quite a few of their neighbors. Patrice is having fits about the fate of everything she labored to plant this spring, an act of love and dedication that required energy she didn’t really have so soon after surgery.


  At 8:30, George opens his front door, feeling for all the world like he is entering a stage set. His arm remains too sore for any thought of abandoning the sling, and so his coat is draped across his right shoulder in the fashion of somebody who got winged in a western. Eyes forward, he endeavors to appear pleasant but businesslike and speaks not a word as the camerafolk and reporters dash beside him along his front walk.


  Looking more officious than a general, Marina marches a step ahead of him while Abel alights to sweep open the van door. On George’s behalf, Marina recites a one-line statement George and she composed inside—‘The judge is feeling well and looks forward to conducting the business of the court’—while the cameramen jostle one another for the chance to poke their huge black lenses through the open window on the driver’s side of the van. Screwing up his courage, George glances back to the line of little white sweet alyssum that have been trampled along the edging of the walk.


  The vehicles take off in a convoy, one cruiser in front of Marina’s van and another behind, while the TV trucks zoom up and drop back for camera angles. He considers how this is going to play on the news and laughs.


  “What?” Marina asks.


  “Private joke.” After this star turn as urban war hero, George realizes he could not only free the Warnovits defendants but order the state to pay them reparations and still win the retention election.


  The morning is a procession of visitors to chambers expressing sympathy, as well as constant phone calls from friends and reporters, which George does not take. The only persons he can’t defer are his colleagues on the court. The Chief, appropriately, is the first to show up, instants after George has reached his chambers. He requires a full rundown of last night’s events, shaking his head throughout.


  “Nathan is bonkers,” he says then. “He’s sure he’s next. I’ll bet he’s found himself a ‘secure location’ that’s not within three hundred miles.”


  Neither of them can keep from laughing.


  “So what’s your theory?” Rusty asks. “About last night?”


  Unrelated events, George explains, except that attempting to be bold in the face #1’s threats seems to have made him more stupid.


  “Still not buying Corazón?”


  Strangely, only now, after avoiding it for weeks, the fear that properly belongs with that possibility invades the judge. His heart knocks and his hands clench as he imagines what it would mean to be stalked with lethal intent by a ruthless sociopath like Corazón. With his self-imposed exile, Koll might have the right approach if that actually were what is happening. But in his heart of hearts, George still does not believe it.


  “To me, it doesn’t fit,” he tells the Chief. “But the only way we’ll ever know for sure is if the cops scoop up those kids and see whether they have any connection to Latinos Reyes. And I wouldn’t bet a lot on that happening. My car’s probably been peddled or chopped and those kids are high on the money.”


  “Probably,” Rusty agrees.


  By noon, the last of his visitors seem to have paid their respects. George is closing his door in hopes of getting some work done, but hearing it scrape over the carpet, Dineesha abruptly stands. Her hands folded across her plump middle, she faces him with an expectant look. She is handsome, if matronly, with a large globe hairdo, a seventies remnant she never abandoned. He motions her in with a leaden heart. He has seen her hangdog expression a thousand times before and knows just what’s coming. There is only one cause.


  “Zeke says the police talked to him, Judge, wanting to know where he was Friday. And he was in St. Louis, Judge. I’m sure. We had his dog while he was gone. And he says he had papers showing he went.”


  “I don’t think anyone doubts that, Dineesha.”


  “The thing is, Judge, this is a good job for him. But if the police call the company, Judge. Well—” Her hands are still clasped in front of her waist. There’s no point in asking whether Zeke truthfully answered the question on the employment application about whether he’d ever been convicted of a felony. For a guy like Zeke, it’s all a circle anyway. Do it the right way and you’ll never get your foot through the door.


  “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he tells her. She sighs and smiles. “But one thing that bothered the police is that they thought you told Zeke to expect them.”


  Her mouth forms a dark O.


  “It wasn’t like that, Judge. I just had it out with him, Thursday night. I wasn’t trying to warn him, just give him a piece of my mind. Judge, he says he wouldn’t ever do you any harm. I believe it, Judge.”


  That’s the problem, of course. His mother will always believe Zeke. No other sane person should.


  “Dineesha, you don’t really believe he and his pal were up here to use the bathroom, do you?”


  She wilts with the question and takes a seat in the same straight-backed chair by the door that she found the other day in order to weep out of sight about her oldest child.


  “No, Judge. I don’t think that.”


  “So what were they doing? Were they here to steal something?”


  She manages a quick, sharp laugh. “No, Judge. Just the opposite. They were putting something back.”


  “From my chambers?”


  “From my purse. Zeke had been by that morning, Judge. Because of the dog. And he’d grabbed hold of my keys out of my purse.”


  “And why was that?”


  She presses her finger to the center of her lips, determined not to cry again.


  “He wanted to get into our shed. We stored his things when he went off, Judge.” Prison is what she means. “And I don’t know how exactly, but Reggie found two guns in there, and when Zeke came out, his father wouldn’t let him have them. You know, he can’t own firearms.”


  It’s both a federal and a state crime for a felon even to hold a gun.


  “And Reggie and Zeke, they go around about those guns every couple of months. Zeke says all he wants is just to sell them, that they’re worth good money. So he took my keys and got them. That boy Khaleel, he has the guns now, but I guess they made a deal, Khaleel was supposed to walk in and put the keys on my desk when I got up for a second, and if anybody saw that, he’d just say he’d found them in the hall, right outside the door.”


  She has her face in both hands.


  “Judge, if he could just get himself going in the right direction, he’d really be all right. I truly believe that.”


  There is no divorcing your children, George thinks. For Dineesha, hope is eternal. And thus, so is the heartbreak.


  “I mean, Judge, I don’t have any right—”


  “I’ll keep it to myself, Dineesha.” She stands, still under the weight of it.


  Ten minutes later she knocks again. No more, George thinks. Even for Dineesha. But when she opens the door, he can see she has regathered herself. This is business.


  “Murph’s on the phone, Judge,” she says. “Area 2 picked up two boys. They want you for a lineup.”
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  AREA 2


  AREA 2 HEADQUARTERS is a fortress, a limestone redoubt built near the turn of the century. It is frequently shot by TV and movie crews when they need an exterior that appears utterly impregnable. Entering, you confront a much newer cinder-block wall, interrupted only by a small window of bulletproof glass, behind which the desk officer sits. Years ago there was a little metal teller’s tray at the bottom so bondsmen or relatives could pass bail money, but that was before some gangster stuck a sawed-off in the slot and seriously wounded three officers. These days everybody passes first through a metal detector.


  Cobberly, the red-faced detective who enjoyed giving it to George last night, is on the other side.


  “So what do we know about these fine young lads, Philly?” Abel asks him. On the way over, Abel said that the younger boy had been grabbed in a nod in George’s Lexus, which was parked on a North End street. An hour later, the older one strolled up with the car key and a sack of burgers.


  According to Phil Cobberly, the two are brothers, the last of four.


  “Nice family,” the detective says. “Dad was always in and out of the joint, but now there’s sort of a family reunion. Older two boys are in Rudyard with him. I just love happy endings,” he adds.


  “Bangers?” George asks.


  “Natch.”


  “Latinos Reyes?”


  “Nope. Over where they’re from in Kehwahnee, that’s Two-Six turf.” Twenty-sixth Street Locos.


  “So no connection to Corazón?”


  “Can’t say that. Two-Six and Latinos Reyes make their deals.”


  Abel asks if the boys gave any statements.


  “Usual speeches,” says Cobberly, “don’t know nothin’, but we didn’t take it down. They’re juvie.”


  Juveniles may not be questioned outside the presence of their parents, who, in Area 2, do not tend to answer when the police come knocking. In their absence, a youth officer must attend the interview. The State Defender assigned to the station was summoned too, since both boys will be charged as adults. He, in turn, called for his supervisor. George suspects he is the reason a higher-up was needed. The State Defenders want to tread carefully with a judge, especially one on the appellate court who sides with them occasionally.


  When the supervisor arrives, it turns out to be Gina Devore, who oversaw the S.D.s in George’s courtroom during the two years he sat at the trial level in the Central Branch. She was famous in the courthouse for punching out one of her clients in the lockup when he grabbed her breast. Five feet in her heels, Gina knocked the guy cold.


  “The best and brightest,” George greets her. She surprises him a bit with a quick hug despite being on duty. Married to a police lieutenant in Nearing, she gives him a one-sentence rundown on both of her kids.


  “How’s the arm, Judge? I heard about you on TV.”


  “It’s all right, but I don’t think I’ll be sending your clients a thank-you note.”


  “Judge,” she says, “I bet when you get a look, you’ll realize they’ve got the wrong kids.” She is utterly stone-faced making that remark, although both George and she know that not only were these boys arrested in the judge’s car, but each kid’s clothing—and the guns discovered under the front seats—matched his descriptions.


  The boys’ defense, if it goes according to the book, will be that they found the Lexus abandoned with the key in the ignition. It’s far-fetched at best. But if George makes the IDs, the case becomes a lock. No jury will disbelieve a judge in these circumstances.


  Led by the Detective Commander, Len Grissom, a bony, self-contained Texan, the procession—two defense lawyers, a Deputy P.A. named Adams who has arrived from Felony Review, Cobberly, Abel, and several other officers, and, finally, the judge—enters the shift room, where the Area 2 cops assemble to start duty. It looks like a classroom, full of school chairs with plastic desk extensions on the right arms. In front, a track of high-wattage floodlights blares down. They were installed for lineups, both to illuminate the participants and to prevent them from getting a good look at the witnesses.


  Four boys parade out and spread themselves along the platform from which, at other times, the shift sergeant makes the day’s assignments. They are all between five six and five nine, the height George gave for his second assailant. Three of the kids are probably volunteers from the juvie house who will be rewarded for their cooperation with a hamburger in the squad car on the way back. They all wear blue jail coveralls, but a sweatshirt is passed from one to the next. Each puts it on for a second and draws the hood around his face, then turns to expose both profiles.


  By the time the fashion show, as it’s called, has ended, George has settled on the third boy from the left. Gina clearly does not like the array and scribbles notes on her yellow pad. The problem is obvious. Two of the kids don’t have the close-cropped hair George described on the younger boy, but even with that hint, he is not quite positive about the kid he’s inclined to identify. From the corner of his eye, the judge catches Cobberly scratching his face. He uses three fingers and rakes his nails across his cheek three times, repeating this performance twice more. George says nothing but stares until Gina’s younger colleague catches on.


  “What?” Cobberly says.


  “Can we get that dipstick out of here?” Gina asks Grissom. She looks at George. “Did you know him?”


  “Sixty, seventy percent,” he tells her. “I’d have said, ‘Most closely resembles.’” The lawyers make notes.


  It takes more than half an hour for the second array of taller boys to appear because Gina has demanded that Grissom find sweatshirts for all of them, and each emerges with the hood drawn around his face, depriving George of any clues from their hair.


  He asks Gina, “Do you mind if I get closer?”


  George walks along only a few feet from the platform. Gina has asked Grissom to instruct all the participants to look only straight ahead, but when George strolls by, the fourth in the group, the kid he’s ready to make, can’t resist a peek downward. His eyes do not rest long, but he might as well have shaken hands and called George “puto” for old times’ sake.


  The judge stops there and points.


  “Oh, man,” the kid says, but it’s fairly fainthearted. After Cobberly’s stunt, the other cops are careful not even to glance in George’s direction, but he knows from a pulse in the room that he selected the right boy.


  Next, Grissom leads George and the legal retinue behind him to the desk of one of the detectives. Six handguns are laid out, two of them undoubtedly recovered from the boys under arrest. George knew nothing about firearms when he started as a State Defender, but he learned more than he might have liked on the job, and he has remained somewhat up-to-date because he often reads trial transcripts of the testimony of ballistics experts. He thought the silver gun with black handles that the older boy held on him was a Kahr MK40, which he recognized only because it’s the current king of concealed weapons. It was probably ‘rented’ from a senior gang member in exchange for a share of the proceeds. The second kid had a black .32 or .38, also an automatic. George picks out the first gun without hesitating. The courtroom axiom is true. It’s the only thing you really see. He takes a guess at the second.


  “So much for the unreliability of eyewitness testimony,” Gina murmurs. With the IDs made, George and Abel and Gina await the cops who have remained behind in the detectives’ area with the Deputy P.A. from Felony Review, caucusing to be certain that they need nothing more to make their case.


  “Neither gun was loaded by the way,” Gina says to George, as they’re waiting. “Just for the record.”


  “Pros, huh?” Abel asks.


  “Not first-timers. But it counts, right? Not to take a chance on killing somebody?”


  “Except by heart attack,” the judge says.


  The cops and P.A.s are bound to be satisfied, but from George’s perspective, picking out the right kids is only a start. The real issue is whether Corazón sent them. Gina will never let the boys talk to the cops, especially if Cobberly or anybody like him is involved. George keeps turning the problem over.


  “How would you react if I said I wanted to interview your client?” the judge asks her. “The taller one?”


  “What’s he get?” Gina responds instantly.


  “I’m not in charge.”


  She smiles. “Something tells me everybody will listen pretty hard to the recommendations of an appellate court judge.”


  “So then, let’s see if he spills. It’s the one way he can lighten the load on this thing.”


  When the cops emerge, Grissom likes the idea. “You’ll get more from this kid than we will, Judge,” he says.


  Gina goes off to inform her client.


  The boy is placed in a beaten-up interrogation room with an old wooden desk and three chairs and a number of heel scuffs and gouges running up the walls. From the corridor, he can be viewed through a one-way mirror. Nonetheless Grissom, Gina, and the P.A. escort George into the room and remain standing behind him while the judge takes a chair opposite the kid. There’s an iron hook in the floor used to chain the prisoners who are shackled, but as a juvenile, the boy is merely cuffed. By the terms Gina established, her client will not get renewed Miranda warnings, meaning his statements can’t be used against him in court, on the odd chance he ends up going to trial.


  “Man, you got me down bad, man,” he tells George. He’s talking about the lineup.


  “How’s that?”


  “Man, I ain’ never seen you before. Never, man.”


  “It didn’t look to me like your eyes were closed last night, so I don’t think I believe that.”


  “Nuh-uh, man. You got me down bad.” The kid has a round face, a hawk’s nose, and large, dark eyes, quick with concern. The half-head of raven hair shines on the back of his scalp. Even lying, he looks a good deal more appealing than he did when he was holding a gun.


  Gina speaks up behind George.


  “Hector,” she says, “didn’t you listen? I told you, you have two choices. Either shut up or tell the judge you’re sorry and answer his questions straight down. Nobody wants to hear that you weren’t there last night.”


  “Es verdad, man,” Hector says.


  “Cut it out,” Gina says. “Listen to what the judge wants to know, and do yourself some good.”


  Hector responds to the word judge this time.


  “You a judge?” When George nods, the brief lick of a smile crosses Hector’s lips. He jacked a judge. There will be some street cred for that. But the smile slips away as the young man reflects further. In his face, you can see the digits falling and his mounting concern. “So how’s this go, man? You ain’t gonna be the judge on me, man, right?”


  “Nope.”


  “Just gonna be one of your people, right?”


  “Not necessarily.”


  “Yeah,” Hector says. He doesn’t believe it for a second. His tongue slides around in his mouth as he assesses his predicament. Then his black eyes kick up to George with an aspect of surprising openness.


  “So how’s that anyway, man?” he asks.


  “What?”


  “You know, man, sittin’ up there, goin’ like, ‘You guilty, man. You ain’ guilty. Dude, you get twenty-five. But you, hombre, you get paper.’” Hector’s cuffed hands circle the air as he passes out these imaginary sentences. “That cool or what?”


  “That’s not actually my job anymore,” George says. “But when I did it, I never especially enjoyed that part.” George has never met a judge who didn’t say that sentencing is the hardest thing he or she has to do.


  “Eso,” the kid answers, “is pretty cool.” When George was a State Defender and had conversations like this, he used to give his young clients the same timeworn speech. Forget thug life, stay in school, you can be a lawyer too. It was 1973, and George believed that. He hears occasionally from a couple of the young men he represented who turned their lives around, but nobody’s a lawyer or a judge. These days kids like Hector sneer. At the age of sixteen, he already knows how much of the world is closed to him.


  “Hector, I want to know why you and your brother decided to rob me.”


  “Man, I don’t know nothin’ ’bout who jacked you, man. But gotta be to see the presidents, no?” Money, he means.


  “Maybe we should ask Guillermo,” Grissom says from behind, referring to the little brother.


  “Oh, he’s soft, man. You can’t go with nothin’ he gonna tell you. He’s just off the hook, man.”


  Nonetheless, Grissom’s made his point. Hector seems to sober.


  “That arm broke, man?” He nods at George’s sling.


  “Hairline fracture. Hurts.”


  “Y que,” says Hector again. “Gotta do your work, right?”


  “If that’s what you call it.” George gives the boy a cold look. “I want to know why you jacked me, Hector. I want the whole story. It’s the only way Guillermo and you catch a break.”


  Hector ponders while George keeps a hard eye on him.


  “Y que,” the kid says wearily again and takes a deep breath in defeat. “We got this carnal, man. Fortuna? Had his first appearance and all last week. And that judge, man, he did him real greasy. Twenty bills, man. The bond? And he’s just hemmed in on some little dope thing, man. Twenty bills? What’s up with that, man? So like, Billy and me, man—you know, we was gonna back him up.”


  “Help him make bond?”


  Hector nods. “We seen you, man? Just sittin’ there? Couple times we seen you. So, you know, we get us the cuetes. But Billy, man, we come up on you, and he’s like, ‘No, vato, no way we can do this hombre, man, he’s like prayin’.’ Were you prayin’ in that car?”


  George can’t help smiling briefly.


  “But why me, Hector, and not somebody else?”


  The boy draws back with a quick, disdaining look.


  “Man, that’s a nice g-ride, man, ain’t that? Mucha ferria.” A lot of change.


  George would have been skeptical that a 1994 Lexus, a virtual antique, commands much on the street, but Cobberly said the Mexican gangs prefer to detail and retrofit older cars, regarded as classics. A style born of need is now fashion.


  “Nobody pointed me out? Described the car?”


  “Man, you was there. We was there. No way I knew you was a judge, man. Nothin’ like that. Only thing I heard is after, when we went to that lame puke who said he was gonna take it off us, and he’s goin’ like, ‘Mala suerte, man, that ride, it’s been on TV, I ain’ gonna touch it.’ Even he didn’t say ‘Judge,’ man.” Hector shakes his head over his ill fortune.


  “What about the guy you got the guns from?” George asks. “You didn’t talk about it with him?”


  “Jorge? Can’t tell him nothin’, man. He’d come over and do you himself.” The kid frowns. “Jorge, man, that’s gonna be one vato loco ’bout losin’ them weapons.”


  “How about this, Hector? Do you know the name Jaime Colon? El Corazón?”


  George has asked the question in his best matter-of-fact tone, but it stops Hector cold. He rears back and delivers a narrow, disbelieving look.


  “Corazón?”


  “You know who he is?”


  “Ese. You thin’ I don’t know Corazón? Seen him plenty, man.”


  The judge takes care to show nothing.


  “Where have you seen him?”


  Hector looks to the distance to fix the time.


  “Tuesday night, man, ain’t it? My ma, man, she don’t never miss them damn telenovelas. She loves that guy, man. ‘Mira, mira, El Corazón.’ She’s straight loca about him.”


  *   *   *


  On the way out of the room, Gina grabs George.


  “Did you believe him?”


  “More or less.”


  “I want three for him. And two for the little brother. The guns weren’t loaded.”


  “That’s too light.”


  “Come on, Judge. First adult offense.”


  He remembers how he felt facing that pistol. His instinct is to say six, but that’s what the Warnovits defendants got for raping Mindy DeBoyer.


  “Gina, my arm’s in a sling. And both those boys have chairs with their names on them in juvie court. Five and three sounds right to me. That’s what I’ll tell the P.A.”


  Marina, who came speeding back from her conference after the arrests, missed the interrogation. She’s just entering from the receiving area as George and Abel are headed to the door. Grissom comes over, and together the three of them describe what’s transpired. Marina asks several questions before they leave.


  “What do you think?” George asks her as they depart the station. She appears somewhat listless, without her usual brio. Then again, given events in the garage and her travel schedule, she missed a night’s sleep.


  “I don’t think anybody in his right mind gives up Corazón—six, sixteen, or sixty.”


  George tries not to react, but compared with Marina, Ahab barely gave a second thought to that fish.


  “Not that it matters anymore,” she adds.


  “Why doesn’t it matter?”


  “I got a call from the FBI, Judge, while we were driving back. Remember I told you they were going to run forensic software on your hard drive? When I shipped Koll’s letter over, it sort of reminded them. They only picked up one thing, but it’s pretty interesting. The very first e-mail you got, Judge? They figured out what computer it came from.”


  “And?”


  Weary, Marina nonetheless manages to find his eye.


  “It was yours. The one in your chambers.”
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  COMPUTER RESEARCH


  GEORGE STANDS on the sidewalk outside Area 2 with Marina and Abel, trying to gather himself. It’s shift change, and the black-and-whites are double-parked in the small lot behind the station while uniformed officers, usually in pairs, stroll in and out in the declining light of a mild late-spring evening. Across the street, in a ragged park, a few flowering trees remain in bloom on a lawn that is littered and unmowed. George’s arm is bothering him. He needs more ibuprofen.


  “My computer?” he asks. “The first message came from my computer?”


  “Yes, sir,” Marina answers. “They finally got around to running the forensic software and reconstructing your hard drive, so they could see everything that had been on it. I mean, it’s an obvious thought that a message returned to your computer came from there. But since the rest of the e-mails went through the open relay, the Bureau techies pretty much crossed that off. They only ran the forensic software to double-check on your copy of the message Koll received, to see if there was something about it they hadn’t noticed, but as long as they were doing it, the techs poked around to look at the very first e-mail—the one you thought you’d deleted?—and when they reconstructed the message, it was like, ‘Whoa!’ It was from your IP address, through the courthouse server. That seemed pretty weird because there was no copy in your Sent file. They figured it was a super-sophisticated spoof, and then one of them suggested reconstructing the Sent file too, and there it was. It’d been deleted.”


  “And what about the other e-mails I got?”


  “Nope. The Bureau says the first is the only one sent from your machine. The rest just mimicked your address—there’s no sign of them on your hard drive.”


  “So what’s the thinking, Marina? I’ve been threatening myself?”


  Marina’s mouth rolls around. “Are you asking me or are you asking the Bureau?” she answers finally.


  “Oh, for Chrissake” is all George can say.


  “I mean, Judge. It wouldn’t be the first time some attention-seeking meatball threatened himself. It happens all the time.”


  That’s why the Bureau ran the forensic software. Because it dawned on someone that they hadn’t crossed the first logical suspect off the list. Even in his irritation, George realizes that, as a perpetrator, he probably makes more sense than Corazón.


  “Marina, I was sitting there with John Banion when one of those early messages arrived. The one where we called you? I couldn’t have sent it to myself.”


  She hitches a shoulder. “It can be twenty minutes, Judge, from sending to receipt.”


  “And what’s my motive?” But that’s clear, when he reflects for an instant. He’s running for retention, after all, and can benefit from appearing a hero to the public. “Do they figure I arranged to get my arm broken too?”


  “It’s a theory, Judge. You think I’d be talking to you like this if I believed it?”


  Ten count, he thinks, and recites each number to himself slowly.


  “But let’s figure out who it is,” she says, “and leave present company aside. We’re looking for somebody who had access to your computer.”


  “No one has access to my computer. Seriously, Marina. Anybody who sat down in my chair and started typing would have a lot of questions to answer.”


  “It wouldn’t take thirty seconds to type out ‘You’ll pay,’ when you’d stepped out.”


  Trying to unscramble all of this, George thinks back to the initial messages.


  “So if I understand,” he says, “the first e-mail, the one that says ‘You’ll pay,’ comes from my computer. And then someone sends me the identical message twice the same day from another computer?”


  “Right.”


  “Why?”


  “Obviously, to get your attention.”


  “No. I mean why use my computer in the first place? Were we supposed to have noticed this a long time ago? Is it like the messages to my cell phone? Or my home? Number One showing how easily he can invade my space?”


  An eyebrow flares. “What messages to your home?”


  “Just one,” George says, but for a second he’s afraid she’s going to slap him.


  “You are a lousy, lousy patient,” Marina says finally.


  “Duly noted.”


  She takes another instant to calm down. Now they are more or less even, both aggravated and trying to put it aside.


  “Well,” she says finally, “if you were supposed to notice that the e-mail came from your computer, Judge, why would somebody delete it? The techs say both copies—the received message and the retained copy of what was sent—were removed simultaneously. About six hours after it initially went out.”


  “Meaning it wasn’t deleted by accident?”


  “Doesn’t look like it.”


  “I’m lost,” George says.


  “Okay,” Marina says, “but let’s work this through. We’re talking about somebody who could walk into your chambers when you weren’t there and not be noticed. Twice that day. You tell me who that is.”


  “Do they know the timing on all of this?”


  Marina’s little notebook is in the pocket of her khaki sport coat.


  “Sent 9:42 A.M. And then it gets deleted from both files a little before four.”


  “So there are definitely other people around chambers both times?”


  “Seems likely. Does anybody besides you know the password on your computer?”


  “Dineesha.”


  “Just Dineesha?”


  The truth lands on him like something from the sky. Zeke. Zeke after all. It’s a proven fact that he freely rifles his mother’s things. She has the password written somewhere, and Zeke found it. The judge speaks his name.


  “Great minds,” says Marina. “That was what hit me when I heard from the Bureau. But that first message, that was sent on a Friday. When Zeke was supposed to be down in St. Louis. And we just called the company to confirm he was there. He’s clear.”


  Clear, but also unemployed, George thinks. Zeke’s employer in St. Louis won’t keep him a day after receiving questions from the FBI. So it goes for Zeke. This is the other side of his story. But, as always, it’s Zeke’s mother George feels for the most.


  “All right,” he says. “Where were we?”


  “Password on your computer? Only Dineesha has it.”


  “Right.” He thinks. “But if I’d been using the computer and went down the hall for a minute, the security screen wouldn’t cycle back on for what, fifteen minutes?”


  “Should be ten,” Marina says. “So let’s say it’s somebody who walked in at that point and typed for just a second. Who could that be?”


  “Anybody on my staff.”


  “Okay. That’s got to be our priority group. Because of the timing. Who else could just go cruising in there?”


  “Sometimes another judge comes by to drop off a draft. These days we usually e-mail, but now and then there’s an issue to talk over, and one of my brethren will hand-carry his or her opinion to me. I suppose if I was out the first time, she or he would have an excuse to come back.”


  “And can we figure out which judges you were working with?”


  “It’s end of term, Marina. In the last month, I’ve probably exchanged drafts with every member of the court from the Chief on down.”


  “Okay. So we rule in your staff. The judges. And?”


  “Maybe their clerks. It’s possible. But if we’re talking about somebody who could just walk past Dineesha, then we’d have to include people from your shop. Murph and you.”


  “We’ll put me on the suspect list right behind you. Who else?”


  “IS. Maintenance. That’s about it.”


  “Okay. So where do we start?”


  “Start what?”


  “Well, I’d like to question your staff.”


  George knows what that will be like. Bare-knuckles interrogation. Dineesha, John, Cassie, Marcus. They’ll be hot-boxed, accused. He doesn’t like the idea at all and says so.


  “Do you have a best guess, Judge? Somebody who should be first?”


  “Can I think about it overnight?”


  Marina agrees. Abel will drive George back to the courthouse, then home. They have reached the van when George snaps his fingers and trots back into the station to see Grissom.


  “I forgot,” he says. “Where’s my car?”


  It’s at the pound, in the hands of the evidence techs. Even expediting everything—lifts, vacuuming, photographs—it will be a few days before the P.A.’s office signs off on the release.


  Grissom gives him a little smile. “Besides, you’re not thinking of driving now, Judge, are you? Not before you get that arm out of a sling.”


  “Law enforcement,” George says to Abel when he climbs into the van.


  *   *   *


  In chambers, he finds that Banion, ever faithful, has left papers on his chair, printouts from a periodical database. It’s a moment before George fathoms the point. It’s a listing of articles by authors named Lolly or Viccino. On the bottom of page one, there are four entries from quilting journals by somebody named Lolly Viccino Gardner. John has used another search engine to find a phone and an address in Livermore, California, which he’s written in the margin in his tidy hand.


  George checks his watch. Two hours earlier there.


  “I’ll be a few minutes, Abel,” he calls. Lounged on the green sofa and engrossed in a paperback novel about cops, Abel merely waves as George closes the door.


  Why? he asks himself. But he’s already dialing. It rings four times, and whoever says hello sounds a bit breathless, as if she ran.


  “My name is George Mason. Judge George Mason. I’m hoping to speak to a woman named Lolly Viccino—or who used to go by that name.”


  Time passes. “Speaking.”


  “And are you the Lolly Viccino who attended Columa College in 1964?” he asks, although he knows he’s found her from the little wrinkle of a Tidewater accent in the lone word she’s uttered.


  Lolly Viccino, in the meantime, is engaged in calculations of her own.


  “Is this about money? Are you raising money for that place? Because, brother, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”


  “No, ma’am,” he answers, realizing that he himself sounds a little as he might have forty years ago. “Hardly that. No.”


  “And you say you’re a judge?”


  He repeats his title. “In DuSable.”


  “DuSable. I’ve never been there. Are you sure you’ve got the right person?”


  “No, no,” he says. “This isn’t official business.”


  “Oh,” she says. “I hoped you were calling to tell me I’d inherited a fortune from a long-lost relative.” She laughs then, a little trick of sound raveled by bitterness.


  “Afraid not,” he says.


  “Well, why then?”


  He finally says he’d been an undergrad at Charlottesville.


  “And did I know you?” she asks.


  “I think so.”


  “Did we go out? I’m not sure I dated anybody there.”


  “No,” he agrees.


  “How was it we met?”


  So here he is. There’s no way he can get the words out of his mouth. And it would be cruel to remind her of something she’s stored away, whether conveniently or with some measure of pain. Even the day after the event, he wasn’t sure how much she’d retained. He never answers.


  “Because I don’t think about any of that,” she adds then. “I never go back to that part of the world. Do you?”


  He doesn’t actually. Not since his parents died. Both his sisters are in Connecticut. He has surrendered his Virginia citizenship, as it were. And so has Lolly Viccino.


  “It’s all so old there,” she says. “I’m just happy to be gone. I don’t talk to any of them from home, to tell you the truth. And how did you say I know you?”


  “I just have a memory,” he says, “of bumping into you. During Party Weekend in the fall. And I’ve been thinking about some things that happened back then.”


  “Well, I’m sure I wouldn’t remember. I can’t even picture anything from that time. I hated all of it.”


  “Oh,” he says.


  “So I’m afraid I can’t help you, Judge. Mason?”


  “Yes.”


  She lingers then. Of course, she thinks she knows the name. Which she does. You can’t grow up in Virginia without hearing of George Mason. They named a university for him, and roads. Saving that, George is certain she would have hung up moments ago.


  “I suppose,” he says, “I suppose I’ve been curious about how your life turned out.”


  “Really? And why is that? How did your life turn out?”


  “Pretty well,” he responds instantly. “Very well.” That, in fact, has been the unvoiced question of the last few months, and this, he realizes, is his answer. He has most of what he ever wanted. He’s been able to say that for quite some time, especially since he reached the Court of Appeals. His family’s always been A minus to A plus, depending on the moment. Judge Mason gets up most mornings knowing that life worked out better for him than for most people.


  “I can’t say that,” she says. “I get by. I’ve gotten by. But I’m here, you know? One day at a time. That’s how it is for everybody, right? It’s not easy for anybody, Judge, is it?”


  “Well, I’m sorry for anything I did to make it harder,” he replies. If you had pressed him for an answer when he lifted the phone, he would have said that he was calling her to help decide a case. He thought he might have been searching for Lolly to see how much damage had been done, and how angry she remained four decades later. Or to try to confirm his current interpretations. Did she think she had been trying to punish or debase herself when she hooked up with Hugh Brierly and his roommate, or had she simply suffered from one of those boundless, youthful misapprehensions of what might be fun? Had she been deceived somehow? Or even coerced? Or was it possible, if he were being unsparing, that the incident did not stand alone? But it turns out that his greatest desire is to address her as someone who has profited from his life and now knows better. Who looks back with regret. Who wishes he made something sweet, rather than cruel, out of what was inevitably a momentous instant in his life, for his sake, first, and also for hers. And to tell her that.


  “Oh, brother,” Lolly Viccino says in response. “Get in line. Are you in AA?”


  “No.”


  “Because those people always want you to get hold of somebody you haven’t seen since Noah and tell them you’re sorry. That’s why I quit,” she says. “I didn’t see the sense of that. Who forgives me for all the stupid crap I did? Nobody. That’s for sure. Just go on. That’s what you have to do. You can’t change the past, right, Judge? Am I right? So forget it. That’s my attitude.”


  “I see,” he says.


  “That’s how some people are. That’s how I am. So I’m afraid I can’t help you. Whatever it is, it’s all ancient history.”


  “Of course.”


  “So thank you for calling, Judge.” Now that she has reaffirmed the motto she lives by, she seems determined to get away before he can remind her of anything else. Then someone speaks behind her, a woman whose arrival only seems to hasten Lolly’s desire to end the conversation. The last word he hears from her as the phone is going down is “Strange.”
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  CASSIE


  GEORGE MASON has known Cassandra Oakey all her life. He held her no more than a month after she was born, and he retains a clear memory of playing Go Fish with her for an entire afternoon when she was seven and had come to the office with Harrison on a school holiday while George was in the life-suspended state that always set in when he was waiting for a jury. Harry, ever the cheerleader, dragged George to several of Cassie’s high school tennis matches, when she played number two on a conference championship team. She lacked quickness, but she was a determined and powerful player, with a serve like a mortar.


  But Cassie Oakey can—and does—walk in and out of the judge’s chambers with impunity, and among his staff, she would approach George’s personal computer with the least natural trepidation. Far more telling, Cassie Oakey was the only staff member with him at the Hotel Gresham when his cell phone disappeared. And Cassie is leaving in two weeks, apparently with a sense of unrelieved injury.


  “It has to be somebody who works in chambers,” George explains to Patrice as they eat dinner in the kitchen, picking over the leftovers of a restaurant meal from two plastic containers. “It’s not realistic that anyone else would be able to steal on to my computer twice in the same day when I wasn’t around. Cassie’s office is right there. Who else could get in and out so quickly?”


  “I don’t believe it,” says Patrice.


  “I don’t believe it of any of them. Dineesha?”


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  “Banion’s been with me nearly nine years. Marcus—I mean people can surprise you, but if Marcus is a computer whiz—”


  “No,” Patrice says definitively about George’s hoary bailiff.


  “No.” He had reached the same conclusion about Cassie while he was speaking to Marina at Area 2 but wanted time to disprove it to himself. Her motive remains elusive. Harrison is often a practical joker, and George wonders if perhaps this started as some kind of prank, which she could not acknowledge when it turned out that no one saw the humor. “It’s got to be some psychiatric mishmash. Don’t you think? Some issue with her father? It just makes no sense.”


  Patrice groans then. “What will you say to Harry and Miranda?”


  In response, he emits a similar sound. But the judge will have to confront his clerk, if for no other reason than to save her from herself. The threat to Nathan Koll means that George cannot quietly excuse this escapade on his own. Besides, Marina is going to review her notes tonight and realize that only Cassie was with him at the luncheon. His clerk will have to resign tomorrow to avoid Marina’s inquisition and to gain control of events that could ultimately imperil her law license. Always the defense lawyer, George is already thinking how he can smooth this over if Cassie fesses up quickly. He’ll need Rusty’s help, which is not guaranteed. We all run true to form, and Rusty, after all, started as a prosecutor.


  George calls Cassie at home a little after 8:30 P.M. Something urgent, he says. Can she meet him for breakfast at 8:00?


  Predictably, she more or less insists on knowing what this is about. “Is it Warnovits? Have you finally made up your mind?”


  “Well, that’s one thing,” he says. Since his conversation with Lolly this afternoon, the case, for the first time in weeks, seems less like his own dose of iodine-131, beaming destructive rays through his body. “I’ve decided I want to write a draft myself. A matter like this probably justifies being a little more expansive.” George’s opinions normally run lean. His ingrained view of judging is to decide only what needs to be resolved and with as few words as possible.


  “What did I mess up?” she asks at once. “Is it the limitations stuff?”


  “Your work was as good as always. I’m sure I’ll use a lot of it, and ask for your help. I just want to lay my own hand on this to start.” It occurs to him that this is a pointless discussion. Cassie is going to be gone from chambers by tomorrow afternoon.


  “So what else do you want to talk about?”


  “It will be better in person.”


  She sighs with her characteristic absence of deference, indicating that George is being a pain.


  “Where?”


  He gave that question some thought before picking up the phone and had an inspiration.


  “How about the Hotel Gresham?” If Cassie has a conscience, and he remains confident she does, she’ll be uneasy there, perhaps quicker to admit what she’s done. Predictably, she objects that the hotel is too far from chambers.


  “The only place in town I eat bacon,” George says. “Hand-cut and Virginia-cured. When you sin, Cassandra, you always go back to your roots.”


  *   *   *


  George does not think about his security convoy until he wakes. Police protection is unneeded now, since there’s no evidence that Cassie is engaged in anything other than psychological warfare. Nevertheless, somebody will probably show up. Marina figures to be slow to admit things were not as she suspected. And then again, there’s the practical problem that George needs a ride to work. He leaves a voice message for Marina saying that he’ll make his own way to the courthouse and calls a taxi, arriving at the Hotel Gresham by half past seven. He stands in the gaudy lobby, a remnant of the Gilded Age, with marble columns the size of sequoias and a ceiling encrusted with gilt and cherubim, while he tries to recall the whereabouts of the Salon, where breakfast is served.


  A plump, amiable security guard in a blazer, with a white earpiece peeking under her hairdo, approaches to offer help.


  “You’re the judge, right? I saw you on TV the other night. How you doin’?”


  In the last twenty-four hours, he has frequently found himself the object of staring, a distinctly uncomfortable experience. His father always disapproved of calling attention to oneself.


  “I think the arm’s a lot better this morning.”


  “Glad to hear that. We all were talking about you yesterday. I was sure when I heard that on the news, I knew you. You’re the judge who lost his cell phone here last month, right?”


  When he nods, she lights up, pleased by the potency of her memory.


  “You got it back now, don’t you?”


  “Nope. It never showed up.”


  “Now how can that be? I thought for sure somebody from your office got over here to pick it up after Lucas found it there near the ballroom. Isn’t that right?”


  He has actually said “Nope” a second time before he recognizes that she’s speaking from knowledge. She escorts him to her chief’s office, a glorified closet whose door is concealed artfully in the dark paneling, where they wait for her boss, Emilio, to dig the paperwork out of the file. What he presents to the judge is a pink copy of the triplicate returned property form that’s used for items retrieved from Lost and Found. On May 26, the day after George’s cell phone turned up missing, John Banion signed for it.


  *   *   *


  George has already asked the doorman to call a taxi when he remembers Cassie and dashes back to the Salon. A huge brandy snifter of orange juice sits in front of her on the formal china.


  He does not trust Cassie’s discretion—she has virtually none—but he’s mortified to think he suspected her, and the best excuse for meeting here is offered by the returned property form, which George, with some art, suggests he expected to be picking up.


  “Huh,” Cassie says as she studies it. “I thought it might be John.”


  “You did?”


  “Only since yesterday afternoon. Marina came in to impound your computer.”


  “She didn’t mention that,” the judge says sourly, although in fairness to Marina, she probably regarded the need to seize the machine for evidence as obvious.


  “John actually came in to ask her what she was doing and why. I thought that was strange. Stranger.” She gives her short blond hair a toss. “Frankly, George, I always wondered if the guy might be a secret ax murderer.”


  “Did you? I just assumed he was terribly lonely, Cassie.”


  She shrugs. The misfit, ungainly people of the world are not so much beneath her as incomprehensible. But George has faith in Cassie. She has infinite sympathy for the deprived. In time, she will recognize that suffering has many faces.


  “I wonder if you have a clue what motivated him,” George asks.


  “He’s not crazy about me.”


  “You’re leaving.”


  “Right.” She shrugs again. “I mean it’s a crappy thing, George. But a guy like John—I wonder if he really can grab hold of how scary this was for you. You know, you’re this judge, this mountain. I don’t think he gets it.”


  The server puts their plates down before them. The food and the sad truth about Banion plunge them into silence.


  As they start to eat, Cassie abruptly says, “I should know you well enough to realize you didn’t mean that stuff about an appetite for old sins.” His heart squeezes at the prospect of her coming rebuke for his lack of faith in her, but instead she points at his plate. “No bacon,” she says.
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  FORGIVEN


  WHEN THE JUDGE and Cassie arrive at chambers a little after nine, there are two problems. The first is that he has no computer. The second is that John, who is always at work by eight, has not appeared.


  A technician from Information Services eventually comes up with what she swears is a clone of the judge’s machine. Predictably, it freezes the moment the young woman is gone. George is still cursing when Dineesha announces John’s arrival.


  George doubts that Dineesha knows exactly what’s going on—he’s sworn Cassie to silence, a vow that even she could not forsake so quickly—but Dineesha is intuitive enough to sense the disruption in the tiny universe of their chambers, especially since the judge has asked about Banion several times. In an oddly formal gesture, she ushers John in, her round face grave.


  Banion, characteristically, cannot quite bring his eyes to the judge’s. Instead he extends an envelope.


  “What’s this?” George asks.


  “I’ve decided to resign, Your Honor. At the end of the term.”


  George hesitates to reach forward, realizing that he’s been harboring some fragmentary hope that his conclusions about John would prove as unmerited as his suspicions of Cassie, one more misperception to be added to a list that has lately been growing impressively. But the meaning of John’s desire to leave seems unambiguous: the search for #1 is over. Between them, silence lingers. It could be called meaningful, except that George has always experienced such moments with his clerk. In John’s company, the question of who is supposed to speak next frequently seems to be a mystery to rival the beginnings of time.


  “That’s very disappointing, John. Sit down, please,” the judge says. Banion has more or less lagged the letter onto George’s desk and actually taken a step in the other direction. “What have you got lined up for yourself?”


  At breakfast, George told Cassie that he wanted to handle things with John himself before involving Marina. But in the event, he’s not sure what he means to accomplish. He has never been positive that confession by itself is good for the soul. Certainly, without a quid pro quo, it’s seldom advantageous in the world of law—so many of George’s clients ended up worse off for unburdening themselves by admitting what they’d done as soon as they were arrested. Nor does he have the heart to badger the truth from Banion. Cassie put her finger on it. It’s a virtual certainty that John’s actions were the product of his isolation, his inability to grasp the significance of his deeds to anybody but himself. That, of course, is the emotional synopsis of every crime. Which is why every crime, at its core, is marked by an element of pathos.


  “I don’t have anything, Judge. Not yet. There’s a job as a staff clerk on the Alaska Supreme Court that’s been advertised. I might try for that.”


  “Alaska? Could you get any farther from here? Are you running away from somebody?”


  Every trial lawyer tends to believe at moments that he is an actor worthy of Broadway, but George discovered in the courtroom that he has a limited range—quiet contempt for liars, an appealing dignity when beseeching juries to acquit. But he was never any good at broadcasting emotions he does not actually feel, and he has failed again now. He doesn’t manage a convincing smile with the last words. Instead they emerge with a steely undertone of accusation, and that is all John needs. The soft face of forty-two-year-old John Banion crumples in upon itself like a rotting apple; he grows flush and, just like George’s sons twenty-five years ago, begins to sob without control, initiating the same guilty, flustered moment when George is suddenly beyond his comfort zone in the world of adult justice.


  “It’s not me,” John says then. “It’s not me.”


  Against all reason, George finds his heart lighting up.


  “Who then?” he asks. But John is crying too hard to hear him.


  “It’s not me to do something like this, Judge. It really isn’t. It isn’t.”


  John must repeat those words twenty times, continuing even after George has finally taken all this in and said more than once, “I know.


  “I just don’t understand why, John.”


  Banion gasps then. “That’s why,” he says and wails again.


  “What’s ‘why’?”


  “Because you didn’t understand.”


  “What didn’t I understand?”


  “You made me watch!” John cries, stiffening in his vehemence. “You made me watch that awful, disgusting tape. You couldn’t stand to see it, and so you made me watch it. Me! Ten times, twenty times, so I could describe all the most horrible things. It was disgusting!” Banion utters the last word with such fury he spits. Collapsed in the black wooden armchair in front of the judge’s desk, he is a spitting, shaking, weeping mess. His skin is the color of a sunrise, and his face is wet all the way down to his chin. But he is a new man in George’s eyes, not because he’s crying—you couldn’t deal with John without sensing sorrow. It’s the depths of his anger that are shocking.


  “How could you do that to me?” John is more or less shouting. That too is a novelty. “You didn’t make her do it. But me? You didn’t even ask if I’d mind. And you told me to watch it again and again.” ‘Her’ is Cassie, of course. And Banion is right—right about a lot.


  George drops his face into his hands for some time before finally turning to the window and peering down to the canopy of treetops in the parkway five floors below. No matter how equable and kind he aspires to be, how Christ-like in the way his father taught, he knows himself well enough to have predicted that his reaction to John was going to be anger. Worse, outrage. The sad man weeping in that chair betrayed the judge’s trust, including by revealing himself as an outrageous nut. And he also committed a serious crime, wreaking havoc in George’s life at a time when he was already on his heels.


  But he feels very little of that. Instead, still his father’s son, he finds he is chastening himself. Because he failed mightily. He was too upset by his own secret crisis to consider anything besides escape. Knowing the profoundly disturbing quality of those images, he inflicted them on John without a second thought about the consequences. And the judge sees that his failures are not without their harsher ironies either. Pivoting under the weight of the bad old past, he nonetheless remained its captive; it was vestiges of old-fashioned chivalry that made him put aside any thought of asking Cassie to take on the task. And the truth, as John has clearly sensed, is that Cassie would have been far better equipped for the job. She might not have buffed her nails or microwaved a bag of popcorn while she watched, yet Cassie at some level is the worldliest person in these chambers when it comes to the subject of women and men. The tape would have infuriated her, fed her certainty about the proper outcome in the case. But she would have handled the tape far more calmly than John for one overriding reason: it would not have told her anything she had long tried to avoid knowing about the human universe—or herself.


  “And you actually want to let those boys go,” John cries. “You’re willing to let them do all of that”—he is looking for a word, but it defies him—“all those terrible, terrible things, and you are actually thinking about letting them go when they have to be punished.”


  “John,” Judge Mason says. He steps around his desk to comfort the man, but a protective pat on the shoulder is as far as he feels safe to go. “John, you should have said something.”


  “That was worse!” John heaves a gale and bawls harder. “Judge,” he says, “Judge, I didn’t want to disappoint you.”


  What sense do human beings ever make? George thinks. All of us. Each of us. The iron-headed logic of the law, which George has blithely mouthed, is that John should have spoken up. But to fully contemplate John’s situation for a moment is to recognize how impossible that was. Could insular John Banion, so shocked and overwrought by what those images stimulated in him—could that man have admitted as much to anybody else? No wonder he felt certain that the judge would have been disappointed in him.


  And there was one further rub: saying something would have required Banion to stop watching the video.


  “John, I’m very sorry,” the judge says and is struck at once by how much he means it. This is clearly the worst part: in his blindness, George has laid waste to a perfectly useful human being. Left to himself, John might have avoided forever what the judge forced him to confront. “Truly, John, I am sorry.”


  He realizes that there is probably not a word he can say that will be right, but his apology makes Banion howl again.


  “Don’t be noble!” he shouts. “You always want to be the best person. I’m the one who’s sorry.” The cycle plays out again here as it undoubtedly has in private for weeks: rage, then shame. Banion enters another prolonged period of weeping, then with his livid face and running eyes, suddenly looks straight at George for the first time.


  “Forgive me,” he says. “Please, forgive me. Can you forgive me, Judge?”


  Forgiveness, George thinks. Confession alone might not be good for the soul. But forgiveness always is. What a slender, simple thing it is that has chased around these chambers for weeks like a yearning spirit.


  “I forgive you, John,” he says. “I do, I truly do.” He pats John’s shoulder one more time. Banion, in the chair, is now spinning his thin brown hair.


  “I’m just no good at this,” he tells the judge.


  “At what?”


  Banion weeps and weeps before he says, “At being a human being.”
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  Before Mason, Purfoyle and Koll, JJ.


  Justice Mason delivered the Opinion of the Court:


   


  This case comes before the Court on the appeal of the four defendants from their convictions on charges of criminal sexual assault and the resulting six-year penitentiary sentences imposed on them in the Superior Court of Kindle County. For the reasons stated below, this Court affirms.


  As crimes so often do, this case has riled passions, broken hearts, and left behind a wake of lives forever disturbed. At its core, it asks us to reconsider a question the law has long pondered: how long, and under what circumstances, punishment may be delayed before the balance of justice tips against it?


  [Cassie, pls insert your draft’s Statement of Facts here.]


  The statute of limitations in our state generally bars felony prosecutions brought more than three years after the crime. [Cassie, fill in cite for the statute, please.] The parties’ briefs discuss at length the traditional policy considerations, which, from the recorded debates, appear to have influenced our legislature in creating this law: recognitions that witnesses’ memories dim with time; that a defense becomes more difficult to mount as evidence is dispersed; and that prompt prosecution maximizes deterrence and prevents the improperly motivated revival of long-ignored offenses. See e.g., Toussie v. United States, 397 U.S. 112, 114–115 (1970).


  Yet as Justice Holmes taught us long ago, “The life of the law has not been logic; it has been experience.” [Pls chk quote and get cite. The Common Law?] Statutes of limitations also recognize that human beings change with time. None of the familiar purposes of the criminal law—incapacitation, deterrence or retribution—are fully served by punishing those who have lived blamelessly over a considerable period since their crime, and so the law allows them to go forward without the anxiety of potential prosecution. [Cassie, cite Marion case and various commentaries collected in Sapperstein’s brief.]


  The precise circumstances under which prosecution is barred by the passage of time are a judgment left to the legislature. This Court’s task is simply to assign to the statute’s words the meanings its authors intended. [cite cases] Our legislators provided that the three-year limitations period is suspended while a defendant’s affirmative steps to conceal his crime render the occurrence of the offense unknown. [cite statute] The defendants argue that this provision was wrongly applied in this case. They concede that the victim was unconscious when she was assaulted, but they maintain she knew enough from her physical condition in the aftermath to inform authorities that she had been raped. The conscientious trial judge, who heard the testimony on this question, disagreed. He found that, in light of the victim’s age and experience, the defendants’ concealment deprived her of a sufficient basis to make a credible report to authorities. The defendants deem that conclusion a reversible error of law, pointing out that another limitations exception is specifically addressed to underage victims, and that the provision would have barred this prosecution from being commenced. Accordingly, they contend that the victim’s age was not a proper consideration here.


  The question posed has not been decided previously by the higher courts of this state. Nonetheless, we do not see how a trial judge could determine whether the defendants’ concealment prevented discovery of their crime without taking into account all the attendant facts, including the age and experience of the victim. It is a long rule of the law that defendants must take their victims as they find them. [case citations] These defendants were well aware of their victim’s age and the special advantages her naiveté might give them in concealing their offense.


  We are reinforced in our reading of the statute of limitations by another consideration. To mitigate their offense, the defendants occasionally note that the victim did not endure the grievous psychological burdens of a rape because she was unconscious at the time of the crime. This argument suffers not only from its temerity but also from the fact that it proves too much. We credit the victim’s testimony that, as someone who was still only nineteen years old and far from seasoned in life, she experienced considerable trauma when she was finally forced to confront what had happened four years before. In a very real sense, the defendants’ crime was not complete until that moment. We are sure that among the legislature’s motives for crafting this concealment provision was to reach offenses whose full evil was not felt until their discovery.


  We need not wonder in this case how long prosecution might have been delayed by operation of the concealment provision before the limits of due process would require a different result. [citations] The principal evidence of the offense, the videotape, was in the custody of one of the defendants until it was seized, and none of them claim that it suffered any deterioration.1 Nor is a prosecution commenced three years and ten months after the crime so distant in time as to affront fundamental fairness. In fact, it is well within the time allotted in other jurisdictions, including the five-year limitations period followed in the federal courts. [cites] Accordingly, we conclude that the defendants’ prosecution was initiated within the time limits provided by law.


  [Cassie: from here on in, use your draft with my penciled changes.]


  George has typed all of this with only his left hand. He briefly tried removing his right arm from the sling, but just a few keystrokes ignited pain all the way to his elbow. He takes the draft from the printer and walks it in to Cassie in the small clerks’ office. She is eating an apple and takes another bite as she examines the first page.


  “Surprised?” George asks.


  “I knew whatever you decided would be okay, Judge.” She calls him Judge no more than once a month, and thus he takes this as a testimonial. He asks her to give the draft priority, so that they can circulate it to Koll and Purfoyle tomorrow, in the hope of filing the opinion by the end of the week.


  “Done before I leave tonight.” She buffs her hands against each other. Thus spake Wonder Woman.


  The sight of John’s empty desk across from Cassie’s remains evocative. He has been gone about three hours now. Dineesha helped him put everything in boxes. Then George came in to shake John’s soft hand, a gesture the judge still regarded as appropriate after nine years of working together. Both the judge and the clerk were spent by their confrontation an hour before and said next to nothing at first.


  ‘What’s going to happen to me?’ John finally asked at the door.


  That is no small question. The imperatives are the same as when he thought the culprit was Cassie: George cannot forgive this on his own. Marina, the county police, the FBI, and Bar Admissions and Discipline all have to be informed. John is facing a penitentiary term and loss of his law license at B.A.D.’s order. Now that his raging internal drama had leaked into the world of causes and effects, Banion appeared utterly bewildered.


  ‘John, I’m afraid you should find a lawyer,’ the judge said. That advice, unfortunately, constituted his good-bye.


  With the Warnovits opinion out of his hands, and his tormentor dispatched, George feels the way he did years ago on the all-too-rare occasions when he won an acquittal. The sight of his client restored to freedom after the intense intellectual and physical exertion of the trial resounded not as evidence of justice—too often George knew the man was guilty—but as proof of the rattling power of his own will. In that mood, he became a whirlwind of high energy able to move through the mountain of neglected tasks that had arisen on his desk.


  Now he trips downstairs to the chief file clerk for the court.


  “I want to pick up my retention petition,” George tells him. He fills out the single-page form on the spot, asking for two copies, one of which he carries up to the Chief Judge’s secretary. Rusty, as it happens, sees George through the open door and waves him into his private chambers.


  “Well, this is two pieces of good news in the same day,” the Chief says, holding the petition.


  “What’s the other?”


  “Nathan Koll resigned effective the end of term.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “He says no job is worth death threats. He carried on as if it were my fault. Wants me to arrange a year’s police protection.”


  “You think he’ll tell the cops where he lives or just ask them to blanket a mile-square sector?”


  They laugh about Nathan.


  “I’m afraid he doesn’t have as much to fear as he thinks, Rusty.”


  As George explains about John, the Chief falls into a chair.


  “What in the hell?” he finally asks. “What could he possibly have been thinking?”


  “It’s the usual goofy story,” George replies. “The more John watched the tape, the more wound up he got, and the more he blamed me for making him do it. He was in that state one day when I stepped out for a second and on impulse he went to my computer and sent the first e-mail to some nonexistent address, knowing it would bounce back and appear on my screen.”


  “‘You’ll pay’?”


  “‘You’ll pay.’ After he’d done it, he had second thoughts, especially about getting caught. How many people could possibly have had access to my machine? So when I was out again, he erased the original message, and the copy in my Sent file, and then, in order to deflect attention from the message that had come from my computer, he resent it twice from his own through an open relay server.


  “And that was basically the cycle. Raging, acting out, then remorseful and afraid of getting nabbed. Of course, I was too distracted about Patrice to pay much attention at first, which only honked John off worse and made the next messages more pointed.”


  “And where was he when he was doing this?”


  “He says he sent almost all of the messages from his laptop while he was in his office, maybe forty feet from me.”


  “Help me here,” Rusty says. “Isn’t this the clerk who saw one of the early messages and told you to call Court Security?”


  “Sure, he’d sent it, and while it was crossing the Internet he walked in to watch my reaction.”


  “But why did he tell you to bring in Marina?”


  “Well, first of all, he wanted me to be scared. He had to act as if we’d seen the reaper. And what better cover than to be the one who says ‘Call the cops’?”


  Rusty gives a bitter snort: people.


  “The other thing,” George says, “that really lit John’s fuse was the idea that I might let those kids get off. He was desperate for big-time punishment.”


  “Teach me a lesson,” Rusty says, “by teaching them. Who says there’s no point to vengeance?”


  The two friends by now are sitting side by side in wooden armchairs in the center of the Chief’s vast chambers and exchange the same rueful smile.


  “Anyway,” George says, “as I kept giving him assignments on the case, John realized that I was bothered about the limitations question. Apparently, I said as much to him on the day of oral argument. That’s what inspired the death-watch message. And after the conference, Purfoyle’s clerk told him I seemed pretty serious about reversing. So he notched it up again and sent that e-mail to my home. But nothing flipped him out like talking to me face-to-face. There I was, this fellow he used to admire, ready to free the devil’s minions. So he got out his nuke. He had my cell phone by then.”


  “And how did he get his hands on it?”


  Apparently, George says, he’d dropped the cell in the rear corridor outside the Gresham’s ballroom. Hotel security found it the next day and called Banion, because he’d inquired only a few hours before on the judge’s behalf.


  “John said he was always on the verge of giving it back and claiming the hotel had just found it, but he was already sending messages by then. I’m sure that as soon as he picked up the phone, he realized it would give him a great new way to scare the bejesus out of me.”


  The Chief rakes a hand through his graying hair as he ponders.


  “You think this guy hears voices, Georgie?”


  “I think he’s a troubled, lonely guy. And I hit his crazy bone.”


  “He would have gone off sooner or later.”


  “I just don’t know.” That will remain the hardest part for George. “He told me I always want to be the best person.”


  “Imagine that,” says his old friend.


  “And that he was afraid to disappoint me.”


  The Chief takes a second to consider George. He has not lost his good humor, but he has stopped smiling in favor of a one-eyed squint.


  “George, this was not your fault.”


  “I could have—”


  “No,” says the Chief. “Sainthood is not required. You’re entitled to some limitations.”


  George could say more. But Rusty, a rigorous man of the law, will never see this from anything but a legal perspective, which deems John a criminal and everyone else blameless. The two are silent for a second, each man with his own thoughts.


  “Okay,” Rusty says eventually, “I understand why your clerk figured you did him wrong. But why start picking on Koll?”


  “Oh,” says George. He’d forgotten that part. “The more John ratcheted up the threats, the more scared he was of the consequences. You’ve seen this weather pattern: daring to get caught, afraid he’ll get caught, afraid he won’t. The staff knew that Marina and the Bureau weren’t getting anywhere in their investigation. But the one suspicion I’d asked her to keep to herself was about Corazón—just to damp down any hysteria. When John sat in on that meeting with Marina and realized how committed she was to nailing Corazón, he became convinced he could skate. So he tried to gin up a little more evidence. He remembered that Koll had been on Corazón’s panel. And, given John’s feelings about reversing Warnovits, he was happy to stick it to Nathan anyway.”


  “There you have it,” Rusty says about the threat to Koll, “it’s a law of nature. Even the bubonic plague did some good.”


  “But now John was trying to do impressions of a gangbanger. Which was why that message looked like seventh grade.”


  “He didn’t have anything to do with those thugs in the garage, did he?”


  “That one’s all on me. I was trying to pee on peril, just to show myself I wasn’t scared. In a better frame of mind, I’d have recognized that those kids were marking me.”


  “Will you promise that, from now on, you’ll cool out in the corner of a bar like an average human being?”


  “No way. I’m sticking with the garage. I’m hoping for a big workmen’s comp claim.” George lifts the sling.


  “You may run into some trouble on appeal,” the Chief says.


  “Anyway, when Marina came in to impound the computer, she must have given John a hint that it was about the very first message, and he knew that would be the end.”


  “Because?”


  “Because Marina would focus on my staff. Sooner or later, with that group under suspicion, she’d reinvestigate the way they looked for the cell phone. And besides, it wouldn’t take a nightstick and a bright light for John to wilt under questioning.”


  “Speaking of Marina, have you told her all this yet?”


  “She’s called four times. But I want John to get a lawyer first.”


  “Oh, thank you,” the Chief says, “thank you for that. Five will get you ten that I’ll have a letter by the end of the week threatening all of us with a suit for a hostile workplace. Simon Legree was employer of the year compared to you, making poor John watch that terrible videotape over and over again.”


  “You think that’ll give him a little leverage?”


  Rusty bobs his head this way and that. “A little. We’ve both seen screwier defenses. So what do you want him to get, Mr. Justice Bleeding-Heart?”


  “I don’t see the point of prosecution. The guy’s forty-two years old, no record, great service to the court. I hope the P.A. agrees to a diversion program with psychiatric treatment.”


  “And what are those boys who held you up going to catch?”


  “Those boys have had their second chance. And their twelfth. And Banion didn’t break my arm. Or pull a gun.”


  “And what about his license?”


  “Suspended. Until his shrink says otherwise. Any chance you can support all of that, Rusty? I’m sure Marina will want the death penalty.”


  “I’m sure. But only after your clerk spends several months at Abu Ghraib.” Rusty mulls, eyeing the distance. “Diversion is still confidential, isn’t it?”


  “Right.”


  “And the suspension. That’s a one-liner in the court record. Nobody knows why.”


  “Right. What are you thinking, Chief?”


  “I’m thinking John Banion’s a fortunate guy.”


  “Because?”


  “Because I want this to go away quietly. Very quietly. I’m going to put Marina on an investigative moratorium. For the good of the court. When John’s lawyer calls, you can tell her or him to try to work this out on a double-deep, supersecret, confidential basis with the P.A. and Bar Admissions. Along the lines you mentioned. With my consent. I’ll repeat that to whoever needs to hear it.”


  “Thank you, Rusty.”


  “I’d let you kiss my ring, but the truth, chum, is that I’m doing this for all of us. I don’t want Koll to hear this story, not before the ink is completely dry on his resignation. And the County Board’s going to vote on Marina’s funding request within the next week. Better they don’t start thinking that everything with #1 was just a little soap opera in your chambers and get second thoughts about giving us the money.”


  “The wisdom of power.” George stands.


  “May I ask?”


  “What’s that?”


  “About Warnovits,” says Rusty. “Is it decided?”


  “I have a draft.”


  “Was justice done?” After his performance last week, Rusty is reluctant to ask directly whether the case is being affirmed or reversed until the opinion is public. And just now, as a matter of friendly torment, George chooses not to answer. Instead, Judge Mason places his good hand on the head of his friend in brief, mutual benediction.


  “We try,” George says. “We can only try.”
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  PROLOGUE


  Nat, September 30, 2008


  A man is sitting on a bed. He is my father.
      


  The body of a woman is beneath the covers. She was my mother.


  This is not really where the story starts. Or how it ends. But it is the moment my mind returns to, the way I always see them.


  According to what my father will soon tell me, he has been there, in that room, for nearly twenty-three hours, except for
         bathroom breaks. Yesterday, he awoke, as he does most weekdays, at half past six and could see the mortal change as soon as
         he glanced back at my mother, just as his feet had found his slippers. He rocked her shoulder, touched her lips. He pumped
         the heel of his palm against her sternum a few times, but her skin was cool as clay. Her limbs were already moving in a piece,
         like a mannequin’s.
      


  He will tell me he sat then, in a chair across from her. He never cried. He thought, he will say. He does not know how long,
         except that the sun had moved all the way across the room, when he finally stood again and began to tidy obsessively.
      


  He will say he put the three or four books she was always reading back on the shelf. He hung up the clothes she had a habit
         of piling on the chaise in front of her dressing mirror, then made the bed around her, pulling the sheets tight, folding the
         spread down evenly, before laying her hands out like a doll’s on the satin binding of the blanket. He threw out two of the
         flowers that had wilted in the vase on her night table and straightened the papers and magazines on her desk.
      


  He will tell me he called no one, not even the paramedics because he was certain she was dead, and sent only a one-line e-mail
         to his assistant to say he would not be at work. He did not answer the phone, although it rang several times. Almost an entire
         day will have passed before he realizes he must contact me.
      


  But how can she be dead? I will ask. She was fine two nights ago when we were together. After a freighted second, I will tell
         my father, She didn’t kill herself.
      


  No, he will agree at once.


  She wasn’t in that kind of mood.


  It was her heart, he will say then. It had to be her heart. And her blood pressure. Your grandfather died the same way.


  Are you going to call the police?


  The police, he will say after a time. Why would I call the police?


  Well, Christ, Dad. You’re a judge. Isn’t that what you do when someone dies suddenly? I was crying by now. I didn’t know when
         I had started.
      


  I was going to phone the funeral home, he will tell me, but I realized you might want to see her before I did that.


  Well, shit, well, yes, I want to see her.


  As it happens, the funeral home will tell us to call our family doctor, and he in turn will summon the coroner, who will send
         the police. It will become a long morning, and then a longer afternoon, with dozens of people moving in and out of the house.
         The coroner will not arrive for nearly six hours. He will be alone with my mom’s body for only a minute before asking my dad’s
         permission to make an index of all the medications she took. An hour later, I will pass my parents’ bathroom and see a cop
         standing slack-jawed before the open medicine cabinet, a pen and pad in hand.
      


  Jesus, he will declare.


  Bipolar disorder, I will tell him when he finally notices me. She had to take a lot of pills. In time, he will simply sweep
         the shelves clean and go off with a garbage bag containing all the bottles.
      


  In the meanwhile, every so often another police officer will arrive and ask my father about what happened. He tells the story
         again and again, always the same way.
      


  What was there to think about all that time? one cop will say.


  My dad can have a hard way with his blue eyes, something he probably learned from his own father, a man he despised.


  Officer, are you married?


  I am, Judge.


  Then you know what there was to think about. Life, he will answer. Marriage. Her.


  The police will make him go through his account three or four more times—how he sat there and why. His response will never
         vary. He will answer every question in his usual contained manner, the stolid man of law who looks out on life as an endless
         sea.
      


  He will tell them how he moved each item.


  He will tell them where he spent each hour.


  But he will not tell anybody about the girl.




  PART ONE




  I.




  CHAPTER 1


  Rusty, March 19, 2007, Eighteen Months Earlier


  From the elevated walnut bench a dozen feet above the lawyers’ podium, I bang the gavel and call the last case of the morning
         for oral argument.
      


  “People versus John Harnason,” I say, “fifteen minutes each side.”
      


  The stately appellate courtroom, with its oxblood pillars rising two stories to a ceiling decorated with rococo gildings,
         is largely empty of spectators, save for Molly Singh, the Tribune’s courthouse reporter, and several young deputy PAs, drawn by a difficult case and the fact that their boss, the acting prosecuting
         attorney, Tommy Molto, will be making a rare appearance up here to argue in behalf of the State. A ravaged-looking warhorse,
         Molto sits with two of his deputies at one of the lustrous walnut tables in front of the bench. On the other side, the defendant,
         John Harnason, convicted of the fatal poisoning of his roommate and lover, waits to hear his fate debated, while his lawyer,
         Mel Tooley, advances toward the podium. Along the far wall, several law clerks are seated, including Anna Vostic, my senior
         clerk, who will leave the job on Friday. At my nodding direction, Anna will ignite the tiny lights atop counsel’s podium,
         green, yellow, and red, to indicate the same things they do in traffic.
      


  “May it please the Court,” says Mel, the time-ingrained salutation of lawyers to appellate judges. At least seventy pounds
         overweight these days, Mel still insists on wearing bold pin-striped suits as snug 
         as sausage casings—enough to instill vertigo—and the same lousy rug, which looks as though he skinned a poodle. He begins
         with an oily grin, as if he and I, and the two judges who flank me on the three-judge panel that will decide the appeal, Marvina
         Hamlin and George Mason, are all the best of friends. I have never cared for Mel, a bigger snake than usual in the nest of
         serpents that is the criminal defense bar.
      


  “First,” says Mel, “I can’t start without briefly wishing Chief Judge Sabich a happy birthday on this personal milestone.”


  I am sixty years old today, an occasion I have approached with gloom. Mel undoubtedly gleaned this tidibit from the gossip
         column on page two of today’s Trib, a daily drumbeat of innuendo and leaks. It concludes routinely with birthday greetings to a variety of celebrities and local
         notables, which this morning included me: “Rusty Sabich, Chief Judge of the State Court of Appeals for the Third Appellate District and candidate for the state Supreme
            Court, 60.” Seeing it in boldface was like taking a bullet.
      


  “I hoped no one had noticed, Mr. Tooley,” I say. Everyone in the courtroom laughs. As I discovered long ago, being a judge
         somehow makes your every joke, even the lamest, side splitting. I beckon Tooley to proceed.
      


  The work of the appellate court in its simplest terms is to make sure that the person appealing got a fair trial. Our docket
         reflects justice in the American style, divided evenly between the rich, who are usually contesting expensive civil cases,
         and the poor, who make up most of the criminal appellants and face significant prison terms. Because the state supreme court
         reviews very few matters, nine times out of ten the court of appeals holds the final word on a case.
      


  The issue today is well-defined: Did the State offer enough evidence to justify the jury’s murder verdict against Harnason?
         Appellate courts rarely reverse on this ground; the rule is that the jury’s decision stands unless it is literally irrational.
         But this was a very close case. Ricardo Millan, Harnason’s roommate and business partner in a travel-packaging enterprise,
         died at the age of thirty-nine of a mysterious progressive illness that the coroner took for an undiagnosed intestinal infection
         or parasite. There things might have ended were it not for the doggedness of Ricardo’s mother, who made several trips here
         from Puerto Rico. She used all her savings to hire a private detective and a toxicologist at the U who persuaded the police
         to exhume Ricardo’s body. Hair specimens showed lethal levels of arsenic.
      


  Poisoning is murder for the underhanded. No knife, no gun. No Nietzschean moment when you confront the victim and feel the
         elemental thrill of exerting your will. It involves fraud far more than violence. And it’s hard not to believe that what sunk
         Harnason before the jury is simply that he looks the part. He appears vaguely familiar, but that must be from seeing his picture
         in the paper, because I would recall somebody so self-consciously odd. He is wearing a garish copper-colored suit. On the
         hand with which he is furiously scribbling notes, his nails are so long that they have begun to curl under like some Chinese
         emperor’s, and an abundance of unmanageable orangey knots covers his scalp. In fact, there is too much reddish hair all over
         his head. His overgrown eyebrows make him resemble a beaver, and a gingery mustache droops over his mouth. I have always been
         baffled by folks like this. Is he demanding attention or does he simply think the rest of us are boring?
      


  Aside from his looks, the actual evidence that Harnason murdered Ricardo is spotty. Neighbors reported a recent episode in
         which a drunken Harnason brandished a kitchen knife on the street, screaming at Ricardo about his visits with a younger man.
         The State also emphasized that Harnason went to court to prevent exhuming Ricardo’s body, where he maintained that Ricky’s
         mother was a kook who’d stick Harnason with the bill for another burial. Probably the only piece of substantial proof is that
         the detectives found microscopic traces of arsenic oxide ant poison in the shed behind the house that Harnason inherited from
         his mother. The product had not been manufactured for at least a decade, leading the defense to maintain that the infinitesimal
         granules were merely a degraded leftover from the mother’s time, whereas the real perpetrator could have purchased a more
         reliably lethal form of arsenic oxide from several vendors on the Internet. Despite the familiarity of arsenic as a classic
         poison, such deaths are a rarity these days, and thus arsenic is not covered in routine toxicological screenings performed
         in connection with autopsies, which is why the coroner initially missed the cause of death.
      


  All in all, the evidence is so evenly balanced that as chief judge, I decided to order Harnason freed on bail pending his
         appeal. That does not happen often after a defendant is convicted, but it seemed unfair for Harnason to start doing time in
         this razor-thin case before we passed on the matter.
      


  My order accounts, in turn, for the appearance today by Tommy Molto, the acting PA. Molto is a skillful appellate advocate,
         but as head of his office, he rarely has the time to argue appeals these days. He is handling this case because the prosecutors
         clearly read the bail ruling as an indication Harnason’s murder conviction might be reversed. Molto’s presence is meant to
         emphasize how strongly his office stands by its evidence. I give Tommy his wish, as it were, and question him closely once
         he takes his turn at the podium.
      


  “Mr. Molto,” I say, “correct me, but as I read the record, there is no proof at all how Mr. Harnason would know that arsenic
         would not be detected by a routine toxicological screening, and thus that he could pass off Mr. Millan’s death as one by natural
         causes. That isn’t public information, is it, about what’s covered on an autopsy tox screen?”
      


  “It’s not a state secret, Your Honor, but no, it’s not publicized, no.”


  “And secret or not, there was no proof that Harnason would know, was there?”


  “That is correct, Chief Judge,” says Molto.


  One of Tommy’s strengths up here is that he is unfailingly polite and direct, but he cannot keep a familiar shadow of brooding
         discontent from darkening his face in response to my interrogation. The two of us have a complicated history. Molto was the
         junior prosecutor in the event twenty-one years ago that still divides my life as neatly as a stripe down the center of a
         road, when I was tried and then exonerated of the murder of another deputy prosecuting attorney.
      


  “And in fact, Mr. Molto, there wasn’t even clear evidence how Mr. Harnason could have poisoned Mr. Millan, was there? Didn’t
         several of their friends testify that Mr. Millan cooked all the meals?”
      


  “Yes, but Mr. Harnason usually poured the drinks.”


  “But the defense chemist said arsenic oxide is too bitter to be concealed even in something like a martini or a glass of wine,
         didn’t he? The prosecution didn’t really refute that testimony, did you?”
      


  “There was no rebuttal on that point, that is true, Your Honor. But these men shared most of their meals. That certainly gave
         Harnason plenty of opportunity to commit the crime the jury convicted him of.”
      


  Around the courthouse these days, people speak regularly of how different Tommy seems, married for the first time late in
         life and ensconced by luck in a job he plainly longed for. Tommy’s recent good fortune has done little to rescue him from
         his lifetime standing among the physically unblessed. His face looks timeworn, verging on elderly. The little bit of hair
         left on his head has gone entirely white, and there are pouches of flesh beneath his eyes like used teabags. Yet there is
         no denying a subtle improvement. Tommy has lost weight and bought suits that no longer look as if he’d slept in them, and
         he often sports an expression of peace and, even, cheerfulness. But not now. Not with me. When it comes to me, despite the
         years, Tommy still regards me as an enduring enemy, and judging by his look as he heads back to his seat, he takes my doubts
         today as further proof.
      


  As soon as the argument is over, the other two judges and I adjourn without our clerks to a conference room adjoining the
         courtroom, where we will discuss the morning’s cases and decide their outcome, including which of the three of us will write
         each opinion for the court. This is an elegant chamber that looks like the dining room in a men’s club, right down to the
         crystal chandelier. A vast Chippendale table holds enough high-backed leather chairs to seat all eighteen judges of the court
         on the rare occasion that we sit together—en banc, as it is known—to decide a case.
      


  “Affirm,” says Marvina Hamlin, as if there is no point for discussion, once we get to Harnason. Marvina is your average tough black lady with plenty of reason to be that way. She was ghetto raised, had a son at sixteen,
         and still worked her way through school, starting as a legal secretary and ending up as a lawyer—and a good one, too. She
         tried two cases in front of me when I was a trial judge years ago. On the other hand, after sitting with Marvina for a decade,
         I know she will not change her mind. She has not heard another human being say anything worth considering since her mother
         told her at a very early age that she had to watch out for herself. “Who else could have done it?” demands Marvina.
      


  “Does your assistant bring you coffee, Marvina?” I ask.


  “I fetch for myself, thank you,” she answers.


  “You know what I mean. What proof was there that it wasn’t someone at work?”


  “The prosecutors don’t have to chase rabbits down every hole,” she answers. “And neither do we.”


  She’s right about that, but fortified by this exchange, I tell my colleagues I’m going to vote to reverse. Thus we each turn
         to George Mason, who will functionally decide the case. A mannerly Virginian, George still retains soft traces of his native
         accent and is blessed with the white coif central casting would order for a judge. George is my best friend on the court and
         will succeed me as chief judge if, as widely anticipated, I win both the primary and the general election next year and move
         up to the state supreme court.
      


  “I think it’s just inside the boundary,” he says.


  “George!” I protest. George Mason and I have been at each other’s throats as lawyers since he showed up thirty years ago as
         the newly minted state defender assigned to the courtroom where I was the lead prosecutor. Early experience is formative in
         the law like everything else, and George sides with defendants more often than I do. But not today.
      


  “I admit it would have been an NG if it was tried as a bench in front of me,” he says, “but we’re on appeal and I don’t get
         to substitute my judgment for the jury’s.”
      


  This little tweak is aimed at me. I would never say it aloud, but I sense that Molto’s appearance, and the importance the
         PA places on the case, has moved the needle just enough with both of my colleagues. Yet the point is I’ve lost. That too is
         part of the job, accepting the law’s ambiguities. I ask Marvina to draft the opinion for the court. Still a little hot, she
         exits, leaving George and me to ourselves.
      


  “Tough case,” he says. It’s an axiom of this life that, like a husband and wife who do not go to bed angry, judges of a court
         of review leave their disagreements in the impressions conference. I shrug in response, but he can tell I remain unsettled.
         “Why don’t you draft a dissent?” he suggests, meaning my own opinion, explaining why I think the other two got it wrong. “I
         promise I’ll look at the matter fresh when it’s on paper.”
      


  I rarely dissent, since it’s one of my primary responsibilities as chief judge to promote harmony on the court, but I decide
         to take him up on his offer, and I head down to my chambers to begin the process with my law clerks. As chief, I occupy a
         suite the size of a small house. Off a large anteroom occupied by my assistant and my courtroom staff are two compact offices
         for my law clerks and, on the other side, my own vast work space, thirty-by-thirty and a story and a half high, with wainscoting
         of ancient varnished oak that lends my inside chambers the dark air of a castle.
      


  When I push open the door to the large room, I find a crowd of forty or so people who immediately shrill out, “Surprise!”
         I am surprised all right, but principally by how morbid I find the recollection of my birthday. Nonetheless, I pretend to
         be delighted as I circle the room, greeting persons whose long-standing presence in my life makes them, in my current mood,
         as bleakly poignant as the messages on tombstones.
      


  Both my son, Nat, now twenty-eight, too lean but hauntingly handsome amid his torrents of jet hair, and Barbara, my wife of
         thirty-six years, are here, and so are all but two of the other seventeen judges on the court. George Mason has arrived now
         and manages a hug, a gesture of the times with which neither of us is fully comfortable, as he hands me a box on behalf of
         all my colleagues.
      


  Also present are a few key administrators on the court staff and several friends who remain practicing lawyers. My former
         attorney, Sandy Stern, round and robust but bothered by a summer cough, is here with his daughter and law partner, Marta,
         and so is the man who more than twenty-five years ago made me his chief deputy, former prosecuting attorney Raymond Horgan.
         Ray evolved from friend to enemy and back again in the space of a single year, when he testified against me at my trial and
         then, after my acquittal, put in motion the process that made me acting PA. Raymond again is playing a large role in my life
         as the chair of my supreme court campaign. He strategizes and shakes the money tree at the big firms, leaving the operational
         details to two she-wolves, thirty-one and thirty-three, whose commitment to my election seems about as deep as a hit man’s.
      


  Most of the guests are or were trial lawyers, an amiable group by nature, and there is great bonhomie and laughter. Nat will
         graduate from law school in June and, after the bar, begin a clerkship on the state supreme court, where I, too, was once
         a law clerk. Nat remains himself, uncomfortable in conversation, and Barbara and I, by long habit, drift near from time to
         time to protect him. My own two law clerks, who do a similar job to the one Nat will be taking, assisting me in researching
         and writing my opinions for this court, have assumed less distinguished duty today as waiters. Because Barbara is perpetually
         ill at ease in the world beyond our house, especially in larger social gatherings, Anna Vostic, my senior clerk, serves more
         or less as hostess, pouring a dribble of champagne into the bottom of the plastic glasses that are soon raised for a lusty
         singing of “Happy Birthday.” Everyone cheers when it turns out I still am full of enough hot air to extinguish the forest
         fire of candles on the four-tier carrot cake Anna baked.
      


  The invitation said no presents, but there are a couple of gags—George found a card that reads, “Congratulations, man, you’re
         60 and you know what that means.” Inside: “No more khakis!” Below, George has inscribed by hand, “P.S. Now you know why judges
         wear robes.” In the box he handed over, there is a new death-black gown with braided golden drum major epaulets fixed at the
         shoulder. The mock finery for the chief inspires broad guffaws when I display it to the assembled guests.
      


  After another ten minutes of mingling, the group begins to disperse.


  “News,” Ray Horgan says in a voice delicate enough for a pixie as he edges past on his way out. A grin creases his wide pink
         face, but partisan talk about my candidacy is forbidden on public property, and as chief judge, I am ever mindful of the burden
         of being an example. Instead, I agree to come by his office in half an hour.
      


  After everyone else is gone, Nat and Barbara and I and the members of my staff gather up the paper plates and glasses. I thank
         them all.
      


  “Anna was wonderful,” says Barbara, then adds, in one of those bursts of candor my odd duck of a wife will never understand
         is not required, “This whole party was her idea.” Barbara is especially fond of my senior law clerk and often expresses dismay
         that Anna is just a little too old for Nat, who has recently parted with his long-term girlfriend. I join the compliments
         for Anna’s baking, which is locally famous in the court of appeals. Emboldened by the presence of my family, which can only
         mark her gesture as innocuous, Anna advances to embrace me while I pat her back in comradely fashion.
      


  “Happy birthday, Judge,” she declares. “You rock!” With that, she’s gone, while I do my best to banish the startling sensation
         of Anna full against me from my mind, or at least my expression.
      


  I firm up dinner plans with my wife and son. Barbara predictably prefers to eat at home rather than at a restaurant. They
         depart while the odors of cake and champagne linger sadly in the newly silent room. Sixty years along, I am, as ever, alone
         to deal with myself.
      


  I have never been what anybody would call a cheerful sort. I’m well aware that I’ve had more than my fair share of good fortune.
         I love my son. I relish my work. I climbed back to the heights of respectability after tumbling into a valley of shame and
         scandal. I have a middle-aged marriage that survived a crisis beyond easy imagining and is often peaceful, if never fully
         connected. But I was raised in a troubled home by a timid and distracted mother and a father who felt no shame about being
         a son of a bitch. I was not happy as a child, and thus it seemed very much the nature of things that I would never come of
         age contented.
      


  But even by the standards of somebody whose emotional temperature usually ranges from blah to blue, I’ve been in a bad way
         awaiting today. The march to mortality occurs every second, but we all suffer certain signposts. Forty hit me like a ton of
         bricks: the onset of middle age. And with sixty, I know full well that the curtain is rising on the final act. There is no
         avoiding the signs: Statins to lower my cholesterol. Flomax to downsize my prostate. And four Advil with dinner every night,
         because a day of sitting, an occupational hazard, does a number on my lower back.
      


  The prospect of decline adds a special dread of the future and, particularly, my campaign for the supreme court, because when
         I take the oath twenty months from now, I will have gone as far as ambition can propel me. And I know there will still be
         a nagging whisper from my heart. It’s not enough, the voice will say. Not yet. All this done, all this accomplished. And yet,
         at the heart of my heart, I will still not have the unnameable piece of happiness that has eluded me for sixty years.
      




  CHAPTER 2


  Tommy Molto, September 30, 2008


  Tomassino Molto III, acting prosecuting attorney for Kindle County, was behind the PA’s desk, big and heavy as a ’60s Cadillac,
         wondering how different he was, when his chief deputy, Jim Brand, struck a single knuckle on the door frame.
      


  “Deep thoughts?” asked Brand.


  Tommy smiled, making the best efforts of a chronically blunt personality to be elusive. The question of how much he had changed
         in the last two years arrived in Tommy’s brain like a drip from an eave once or twice every hour. People said he was dramatically
         altered, joking all the time about where he hid the genie and the magic lamp. But Tommy was in his second stint as acting
         prosecutor and he’d learned to recognize the flattery people always paid to power. How much could anybody change, after all?
         he wondered. Was he really different? Or was he simply who he had always known he was at the core?
      


  “State copper from Nearing just called in,” said Brand once he entered. “They found Barbara Sabich dead in her bed. The chief
         judge’s wife?”
      


  Tommy loved Jim Brand. He was a fine lawyer and loyal in a way few people were these days. But even so, Molto bridled at the
         suggestion he had a peculiar interest in Rusty Sabich. He did, of course. Twenty-two years later, the name of the chief judge
         of the court of appeals, who Tommy had unsuccessfully prosecuted for murdering a female colleague of theirs, still coursed
         through him like current after the insertion of a plug. But what he did not care for was the insinuation he had carried a
         long grudge against Sabich. A grudge was a badge of the dishonest, who could not face the truth, including a truth that was
         unflattering to them. Tommy had long accepted the outcome of that case. A trial was a dogfight, and Rusty and his dog had
         won.
      


  “So?” asked Tommy. “Is the office sending flowers?”


  Brand, tall and solid in a white shirt starched stiff as a priest’s collar, smiled, revealing good teeth. Tommy did not respond,
         because he had actually meant it. This had happened to Tommy his entire life, when his own internal logic, so clear and unfaltering,
         led to a remark that everybody else took for blatant comedy.
      


  “No, it’s strange,” said Brand. “That’s why the lieutenant called it in. It’s like, ‘What’s up with this?’ The wife croaks
         and the husband doesn’t even dial 911. Who appointed Rusty Sabich coroner?”
      


  Tommy beckoned for more details. The judge, Brand said, had not told a soul, not even his son, for nearly twenty-four hours.
         Instead, he had arranged the corpse like a mortician, as if they would be waking her right there. Sabich attributed his actions
         to shock, to grief. He had wanted it all to be just so before he shared the news. Tommy supposed he could understand that.
         Twenty-two months ago, at the age of fifty-seven, after a life in which poignant longing seemed as inevitable as breathing,
         Tommy had fallen in love with Dominga Cortina, a shy but lovely administrator in the Clerk of Court’s office. Falling in love
         was nothing new for Tommy. Every couple of years throughout his life some woman appeared at work, in the pews at church, in
         his high-rise, for whom he developed a fascination and a desire that ran over him like an oncoming train. The interest, inevitably,
         was never returned, so Dominga’s averted eyes whenever Tommy was near her seemed to be more of the same, surely understandable
         since she was only thirty-one. But one of her friends had noticed Tommy’s pining glances and whispered he should ask her out.
         They were married nine weeks later. Eleven months after that Tomaso was born. Now if Dominga died, the earth would collapse
         the same way as a dead star, all matter reduced to an atom. For Tommy was different, he always decided, in one fundamental
         way: He had felt joy. At long last. And at an age when most people, even those who’d enjoyed large helpings, gave up the hope
         of having more.
      


  “Thirty-five years married or whatever,” Tommy said now. “Jesus. A guy could act strange. He’s a strange guy anyway.”


  “That’s what they say,” answered Brand. Jim did not know Sabich really. To him, the chief judge was a remote personage. Brand
         did not recall the days when Rusty roamed the halls here in the PA’s office with a scowl seemingly aimed principally at himself.
         Brand was forty-two. Forty-two was a grown-up. Old enough to be president or to run this office. But it was a different grown-up
         from Tommy’s. What was life to Tommy was history to Brand.
      


  “The copper’s whiskers are twitching,” said Brand.


  Cops were always hinky. Every good guy was really a bad guy in drag.


  “What does he think happened?” Molto asked. “Any sign of violence?”


  “Well, they’ll wait for the coroner, but no blood or anything. No bruises.”


  “So?”


  “Well, I don’t know, Boss—but twenty-four hours? You could hide a lot of stuff. Something in the bloodstream could dissipate.”


  “Like what?”


  “Shit, Tom, I’m spitballing. But the coppers think they should do something. That’s why I’m coming to you.”


  Whenever Tommy thought back to the Sabich trial twenty-two years ago, what echoed through time was the teeming emotions. Deputy
         Prosecuting Attorney Carolyn Polhemus, who’d been a friend of Tommy’s, one of those women he couldn’t help longing for, had
         been found strangled in her apartment. With the crime falling in the midst of a brutal campaign for prosecuting attorney between
         Ray Horgan, the incumbent, and Tommy’s lifelong friend Nico Della Guardia, the murder investigation was charged from the start.
         Ray assigned it to Rusty, his chief deputy, who never mentioned that he’d had a secret fling with Carolyn that had ended badly
         months before. Then Rusty dogged the case and conveniently failed to collect a variety of proof—phone records, fingerprint
         analyses—that pointed straight at him.
      


  Sabich’s guilt had seemed so plain when they charged him after Nico won the election. But the case fell apart at trial. Evidence
         disappeared, and the police pathologist, who’d identified Rusty’s blood type in the semen specimen recovered from Carolyn,
         had forgotten the victim had her tubes tied and couldn’t explain on the stand why she’d used a common spermicide as well.
         Rusty’s lawyer, Sandy Stern, lit up each crack in the prosecution facade and attributed every failure—the missing evidence,
         the possible contamination of the specimen—to Tommy, to a self-conscious effort to frame Sabich. And it worked. Rusty walked,
         Nico was recalled by the voters, and to add insult to injury, Sabich was appointed acting PA.
      


  Over the years since, Tommy had tried to make an even assessment of the possibility that Rusty was not guilty. As a matter
         of reason, it could have been true. And that was his public posture. Tommy never talked to anyone about the case without saying,
         Who knows? The system worked. The judge went free. Move on. Tommy didn’t understand how time began or what had happened to
         Jimmy Hoffa or why the Trappers lost year after year. And he had no idea who killed Carolyn Polhemus.
      


  But his heart did not really follow the path of reason. There it was scorched on the walls the way people blackened their
         initials with a torch on the interior of a cave: Sabich did it. A year-long investigation eventually proved that Tommy had
         committed almost none of the breaches he’d been slyly accused of in the courtroom. Not that Tommy hadn’t made mistakes. He’d
         leaked confidential information to Nico during the campaign, but every deputy PA talked out of school. Yet Tommy hadn’t hidden
         evidence or suborned perjury. Tommy was innocent, and because he knew he was innocent, it seemed a matter of equal logic that
         Sabich was guilty. But he shared the truth only with himself, not even Dominga, who almost never asked him about work.
      


  “I can’t go near this,” he told Brand. “Too much history.”


  Brand hitched a shoulder. He was a big guy, walked on at the U, and ended up an all-conference outside linebacker. That was
         twenty years ago. He had a huge head and not much hair left on it. And he was shaking it slowly.
      


  “You can’t get off a case whenever a defendant comes bobbing by on the merry-go-round for a second time. You want me to go
         through the files and see how many indictments you’ve signed already on guys who beat their first beef?”
      


  “Any of them about to be elected to the state supreme court? Rusty casts a big shadow, Jimmy.”


  “I’m just saying,” said Brand.


  “Let’s get the autopsy results. But until then, nothing else. No nosy coppers trying to sniff Rusty’s behind. And no involvement
         by this office. No grand jury subpoenas or anything unless and until something substantial turns on the post. Which ain’t
         gonna happen. We can all think whatever we wanna think about Rusty Sabich. But he’s a smart guy. Really smart. Let the Nearing
         coppers go play in their sandbox until we hear from the coroner. That’s all.”
      


  Brand didn’t like it, Tommy could tell. But he’d been a marine and understood the chain of command. He departed with the faint
         damning that always went with it when he declared, “Whatever you say, Boss.”
      


  Alone, Tommy spent a second thinking about Barbara Sabich. She had been a babe as a young woman, with tight dark curls and
         a killer bod and a tough look that said that no guy could really have her. Tommy had barely seen her in the last couple of
         decades. She did not share the same responsibilities as her husband and had probably avoided Molto. During Sabich’s trial
         years ago, she sat in court every day, sizzling Tommy with a furious look whenever he glanced her way. What makes you so sure?
         he sometimes wanted to ask her. The answer was gone to the grave with her now. As he had since his days as an altar boy, Tommy
         moved himself to a brief prayer for the dead. Commit, dear Lord, the soul of Barbara Sabich to Your eternal embrace. She was
         Jewish, as Molto remembered, and wouldn’t care for his prayers, and even before Rusty’s indictment had never much cared for
         Tommy, either. The same welling hurt Tommy had felt his whole life in the face of frequent scorn rose up in him, and he fought
         it off, another ingrained habit. He would pray for her anyway. It was inclinations like these that Dominga had recognized
         and that eventually won her. She knew the good in Tommy’s heart, far more than any human being save his mother, who passed
         five years ago.
      


  With the image of his young wife, slightly plump, bountiful in the right places, Tommy for a moment was overcome with longing.
         He felt himself swelling below. It was no sin, he had decided, to lust after your own wife. Rusty had probably once yearned
         for Barbara that way. Now she was gone. Take her, God, he thought again. Then he looked around the room, trying once more
         to decide how different he was.
      




  CHAPTER 3


  Rusty, March 19, 2007


  The State Court of Appeals for the Third Appellate District now resides in the seventy-year-old Central Branch Courthouse,
         a white-columned redbrick structure that was remodeled in the 1980s with federal crime-fighting money. Most of the funds were
         spent refurbishing the criminal courtrooms on the lower floors, but a fair chunk also went to create a new home for the court
         of appeals on the top floor. The millions were invested in the hope that this area, beyond Center City and the canyon created
         by U.S. 843, would revive, but the defense lawyers depart in their luxury cars as soon as court is over, and few merchants
         have been inclined to take a stake in a neighborhood in which the largest number of daily visitors are accused criminals.
         The concrete square between here and the County Building across the street, a bland piece of public architecture, has proved
         most useful as a place to stage demonstrations.
      


  I am no more than two hundred feet outside the courthouse door, on my way to meet Raymond and learn his news about my campaign,
         when I hear my name and turn to find John Harnason standing behind me. He now wears a straw porkpie hat, his reddish hair
         protruding a little bit like Bozo’s. I sense at once that he has been lurking, waiting for me to emerge.
      


  “So, may I ask. How am I doing, Judge?”


  “Mr. Harnason, you and I should not be speaking, especially when your case is under consideration.” No judge can meet with
         a party outside the company of the other side.
      


  Harnason touches a stout finger to his lips. “Not a word about that, Your Honor. Just wanted to join in the birthday wishes
         and say thanks personally for my bail. Mel told me it would take a judge who was swinging titanium ornaments to grant bond.
         Not that I wasn’t entitled. But he said nobody gets applause for setting convicted murderers on the loose. Of course, you
         know a little of what it’s like to be in this kind of spot.”
      


  By long practice, I show no reaction. At this stage of my life, months pass without people making any reference to my indictment
         and trial. Instead, I start to turn away, but Harnason holds up a hand with those strangely long nails.
      


  “Have to say I was curious whether you remembered me, Judge. I’ve been a bit of a bad penny in your life.”


  “We’ve met?”


  “I used to be a lawyer, Your Honor. Long ago. Until you prosecuted me.”


  In all, I spent nearly fifteen years in the prosecuting attorney’s office, more than twelve as a deputy and two, like Tommy
         Molto, as the court-appointed acting PA, before I was elected to the bench. Even then, there was no chance I could remember
         every case I handled, and by now it’s hopeless. But we charged very few lawyers in those days. We did not prosecute priests
         or doctors or executives, either. Punishment, back then, was reserved largely for the poor.
      


  “Wasn’t called John,” he says. “That was my dad. Used to go as J. Robert.”


  “J. Robert Harnason,” I say. The name is like an incantation, and I let slip a tiny sound. No wonder Harnason looked familiar.


  “Now you’ve placed me.” He seems pleased the case came to mind so quickly, although I doubt he feels anything but pique. Harnason
         was a knockabout neighborhood lawyer, scuffling for a living, who eventually hit on a familiar strategy to improve his lifestyle.
         He settled personal injury cases, and instead of paying out the share of the insurance proceeds due his clients, he kept it
         until he stilled one client’s repeated complaints by repaying him with the settlement money due somebody else. Hundreds of
         other attorneys in the Tri-Cities committed the same big-time no-no every year, dipping into their clients’ funds to make
         rent or pay taxes or their kids’ tuition. The worst cases led to disbarment, and Harnason probably would have gotten away
         with only that, but for one fact: He had a lengthy arrest record for public indecency, as a denizen of the gay shadow world
         of those years, where bars were alternately raided and shaken down by cops.
      


  His lawyer, Thorsen Skoglund, a taciturn Finn now long gone, didn’t bother pulling punches when he came to argue my decision
         to charge Harnason with a felony.
      


  ‘You’re prosecuting him for being queer.’


  ‘So?’ I answered. I frequently recall the conversation—if not who it concerned—because even when I said that, it felt as if
         a hand had started waving near my heart, asking for more attention. One of the harshest realities of the jobs I’ve had, as
         a prosecutor and a judge, is that I have done a lot in the name of the law that history—and I—have come to regret.
      


  “You changed my life, Judge.” There is nothing unpleasant in his tone, but prison was a hard place for a punk in those days.
         Very hard. He had been a handsome young man as I remember him, a bit soft-looking, with slicked-back auburn hair, nervous,
         but far more self-possessed than the oddball who has come to accost me.
      


  “That doesn’t sound like a thank-you to me, Mr. Harnason.”


  “No. No, I wouldn’t have offered any thanks at the time. But frankly, Judge, I’m a realist. I truly am. Even twenty-five years
         ago, shoe could have been on the other foot, you know. I applied twice to the prosecuting attorney’s office and nearly got
         hired as a deputy PA. I could have been the one trying to send you away because of who you slept with. That’s what they prosecuted
         you for, really, right? If my memory’s good, there wasn’t much proof besides you had your finger in the pudding?”
      


  The facts are close enough. I’ve got Harnason’s message: He sank, I floated. And it’s hard, at least for him, to see why.


  “This is not a fruitful conversation, Mr. Harnason. Or an appropriate one.” I turn, but he reaches after me again.


  “No harm meant, Judge. Just wanted to say hello. And thanks. You’ve had my life in your hands twice, Your Honor. You did me
         better this time than the first—at least so far.” He smiles a little at the caveat, but with that thought his look grows more
         solemn. “Do I have a chance, at least, Judge?” Uttering the question, he suddenly seems as pathetic as an orphaned child.
      


  “John,” I say, then stop. ‘John’? But there is something about the fact that Harnason and I met decades ago, and the harm
         I did him, that demands a less imperial pose. And I can hardly retrieve his first name now that it’s come out of my mouth.
         “As you could tell from the argument, your points aren’t falling entirely on deaf ears, John. The discussion isn’t over.”
      


  “Still hope, then?”


  I shake my head to indicate no more, but he thanks me nonetheless, bowing slightly in utter obsequiousness.


  “Happy birthday,” he calls again when I’ve finally turned my back on him. I walk off, fully haunted.


  When I return to the building, following a mildly disturbing campaign meeting with Raymond, it is after five, the witching
         hour after which the public employees disappear as if sucked out by a Hoover. Anna, the hardest-working clerk I’ve ever had
         by a long measure, is here, as she often is, toiling alone. Shoeless, she wanders behind me into my inner chambers, where
         the rows of leather-spined legal volumes that are basically ornamental in the computer era repose on the bookshelves along
         with photos and mementos of family and career.
      


  “Getting ready to go?” I ask her. We will celebrate Anna’s last day with me on Friday with a dinner in her honor, something
         I do for all departing law clerks. The following Monday, Anna will join the litigation department in Ray Horgan’s firm. She
         will have a higher salary than I do and a long-delayed start on Real Life. In the last twelve years, she has been an EMT,
         an advertising writer, a business school student, a marketing executive, and now a lawyer. Like Nat, Anna is part of a generation
         that often seem frozen in place by their unrelenting sense of irony. Virtually everything people believe in can be exposed
         as possessing laughable inconsistencies. And so they laugh. And stand still.
      


  “I suppose,” she says, then brightens. “I have a birthday card.”


  “After everything else?” I answer, but I accept the envelope.


  “You’re SIXTY,” it reads. There is a picture of a knockout blonde in a tight sweater. “Too old not to know better.” Overleaf:
         “Or to care.” The card adds, “Enjoy it all!” Below, she has written simply, “Love, Anna.”
      


  ‘Not to care.’ Were it only so. Is it just my imagination that the buxom girl on the front even looks faintly like her?


  “Cute,” I say.


  “It was too perfect,” she answers. “I couldn’t pass it up.”


  I say nothing for a second as we stare at each other.


  “Go,” I finally tell her. “Work.” She is, alas, very cute, green-eyed and dishwater blond, ruddy, sturdily built. She is pretty
         and, if not quite in the drop-dead category, full of earthy appeal. She sashays off in her straight skirt with a little extra
         hip roll of a broad but nicely turned behind and looks back to measure the effect. I flip my hand to tell her to keep moving.
      


  Anna has worked for me for almost two and a half years now, longer than any other clerk I’ve employed. A canny lawyer with
         an obvious gift for this profession, she also has a sunny, eager nature. She is open with almost everyone and is frequently
         blazingly funny, which delights no one more than her. On top of all that, she is tirelessly kind. Because her computer skills
         exceed those of most of the IT staff, she is always giving up her lunch hour to fix a problem in another chambers. She bakes
         for my staff, remembers birthdays and the details of everybody’s families. She is, in other words, a human being engaged by
         human beings and is beloved around the building.
      


  But she is happier about the lives of others than she is about her own. Love, in particular, is a preoccupation. She is full
         of yearning—and despair. She has brought to chambers a stream of self-help titles, which she often trades with Joyce, my courtroom
         bailiff. Loved the Way You Want to Be. How to Know If You Are Loved Enough. When she reads at lunch, you can see her bright exterior peeled away.
      


  Anna’s lengthy stint with me, which was extended when the successor I’d hired, Kumari Bata, ended up unexpectedly pregnant
         and on total bed rest, has led to an inevitable familiarity. For some time now, when we work together a couple nights a week
         to clear up administrative orders, she allows herself a free-form confessional that often touches on her romantic misfortunes.
      


  ‘I’ve been dating around, trying not to take anything too seriously so I don’t get my hopes up,’ she told me once. ‘That’s
         worked in a way. I have no hope at all.’ She smiled, as she does, enjoying the humor more than the bitterness. ‘You know,
         I was married for a nanosecond when I was twenty-two, and once it was over, I never worried I wouldn’t find anybody special.
         I thought I was too young. But the men still are! I’m thirty-four. The last guy I went out with was forty. And he was a boy.
         A baby! He hadn’t learned to pick up his laundry off the floor. I need a man, a real grown-up.’
      


  All of this seemed innocent enough until a few months ago, when I began to sense that the grown-up she had in mind was me.


  ‘Why is it so hard to get laid?’ she asked me one night in December as she was describing another unrewarding first date.


  ‘I can’t believe that,’ I finally said, when I could breathe.


  ‘Not by anyone I really care about,’ she answered, and abjectly shook her midlength, many-toned hairdo. ‘You know, I’m really
         starting to say, What the hell? I’ll try anything. Not anything. Not midgets and horses. But maybe I should go to one of those places I never considered. Or that I actually considered
         and laughed off. Because trying to do what’s “normal” hasn’t produced such especially good results. So maybe I should be bad.
         Have you been bad, Judge?’ she asked me suddenly, her dark green eyes like radar.
      


  ‘We’ve all been bad,’ I said quietly.


  That was a pivot point. By now, her approaches whenever we are alone are unabashed and direct—cheap double entendres, winks,
         everything short of a FOR SALE sign. A few nights back, she suddenly stood and laid her hand on her midriff to tighten her blouse as she stood at profile.
      


  ‘Do you think I’m top-heavy?’ she asked.


  I took too long enjoying the sight before I answered in as neutral a tone as I could muster that she looked fine.


  My excuses for tolerating this are twofold. First, at thirty-four, Anna is a little long in the tooth for judicial clerks
         and well beyond any developmental stage that would mark her behavior as part of childhood. Second, she will not be around
         here much longer. Kumari, now a healthy mom, started last week, and Anna has stayed a few final days to train her. For me,
         Anna’s departure will be both a genuine tragedy and a considerable relief.
      


  But since the mere passage of time is going to solve my problems, the one thing I have not done is what good judgment really
         requires—sit Anna down and tell her no. Gently. Kindly. With openhearted tribute to the flattery I’m being paid. But nohow,
         no way. I have prepared the speech several times but cannot bring myself to deliver it. For one thing, I could end up badly
         embarrassed. Anna’s sense of humor, which could be called “male” in this Mars and Venus era, veers often to the risqué. I
         still fear she would say this was all a joke, the kinds of cracks ventured, as we all do now and then, to be sure you don’t
         really mean them. A sorer truth is that I am reluctant to stop drinking in the sheer aqua vitae that springs from the purported
         sexual willingness, even in jest, of a good-looking woman more than twenty-five years my junior.
      


  But I have recognized all along I will turn away. I don’t know what percentage of attractions are consigned to mere flirtation
         and never pass the best controlled of all borders, the one between imagining and actual events, but surely it’s most. In thirty-six
         years of marriage, I have had one affair, not counting a drunken tossing in the back of a station wagon when I was in basic
         training for the National Guard, and that lone mad, compulsive detour into the pure excesses of pleasure led directly to me
         standing trial for murder. If I’m not the poster boy for Twice Wise, nobody will ever be.
      


  I work in my chambers for no more than half an hour when Anna sticks her head in again.


  “I think you’re late.” She’s right. I have my birthday dinner.


  “Crap,” I answer. “I’m an airhead.”


  She has the flash drive she prepares each night with draft opinions I will review at home, and she helps me into my suit coat,
         settling it in on my shoulder.
      


  “Happy birthday again, Judge,” she says, and lays one finger on the middle button. “I hope whatever you wish for comes true.”
         She gives me an utterly naked look and rises in her stocking feet to her toes. It’s one of those moments so corny and obvious
         that it seems it could not quite happen, but her lips are set on mine, if only for a second. As ever, I do nothing to resist.
         I light up from root to stem but say no word, not even good-bye, as I go out the door.
      




  CHAPTER 4


  Tommy Molto, October 3, 2008


  Jim Brand knocked on Tommy’s door but remained on the threshold, waiting for the PA to motion him in. During Tommy’s first
         brief term as PA in 2006, he had felt a lack of regard. After more than thirty years in this office, he had such a defined
         reputation as a stolid warrior, here from eight a.m. to ten p.m. each day, it seemed hard for other deputy PAs to treat him
         with the deference due the office’s ultimate authority. As chief deputy, Brand had changed that. His respect and affection
         for Molto were obvious, and it was natural for him to make the kinds of small formal gestures—knocking on the door—that by
         now had led most of the deputies to greet Tommy as “Boss.”
      


  “Okay,” says Brand. “So we got a little update on Rusty Sabich. An initial path report on the wife.”


  “And?”


  “And it’s interesting. Ready?”


  That actually was a question worth asking. Was Tommy ready? Going around again with Rusty Sabich could kill him. In terms
         of common understanding these days, the kind that floated around the courthouse like the fluoride in the tap water from the
         river Kindle, the Sabich case had been a rush to judgment by Nico. Tommy was along for the ride, but not responsible for the
         ultimate decisions, which were inept but not made with true malice. This interpretation suited everybody. After being recalled
         as prosecuting attorney, Nico had moved to Florida, where he had made several gazillion dollars in the tobacco litigation.
         He owned an island in the Keys, to which he invited Tommy, and now Dominga, at least twice a year.
      


  As for Tommy and Sabich, both had crawled to shore in the aftermath of a personal disaster and resumed their lives. It was
         actually Rusty, then acting PA, who’d given Tommy his job back, a silent acknowledgment that all that frame-up stuff was horse-hockey.
         When the two were together these days, as occurred frequently, they managed a strained cordiality, not only as a matter of
         professional necessity but perhaps because they had overcome the same cataclysm together. They were like two brothers who
         would never get along but were scarred and shaped by the same upbringing.
      


  “Cause of death heart failure, as the result of arrhythmia and a possible hypertensive reaction,” said Brand.


  “That’s interesting?”


  “Well, that’s what Sabich said. That she had a skippy heart and high blood pressure. He told the cops that. How does somebody
         just guess?”
      


  “Come on, Jim. There was probably a family history.”


  “That’s what he said. That her old man died that way. But maybe her aorta blew out. Maybe she had a stroke. But no—he says,
         boom, ‘heart failure.’”
      


  “Let me see,” said Molto. He extended his hand for the report and in the process decided it was a good idea to close the door.
         From the threshold, he looked out beyond the anteroom, where his two secretaries worked, to the dark corridors. He had to
         do something about these offices; that was another thing Tommy thought each day. The PA had been housed in the dismal County
         Building, where the light had the quality of old shellac, throughout Tommy’s three-decade career here and for at least a quarter
         century before that. The place was a hazard, with the wires in plastic casings running across the floors like sausages escaped
         from the butcher’s and the rattling window units that were still the only means of air-conditioning.
      


  After returning to his chair, he read the autopsy notes. It was right there: “Hypertensive heart failure.” She had a high
         bp, a family with hearts as fragile as a racehorse’s ankles, and had died in her sleep, probably with a fever as the result
         of a sudden flu. The coroner had recommended a conclusion of death by natural causes, consistent with her known medical history.
         Tommy just kept shaking his head.
      


  “This woman,” said Brand, “was a hundred and nine pounds and five foot three. She worked out every day. She looked half her
         age.”
      


  “Jimmy, I got ten bucks that says she worked out every day because nobody in her family lived past sixty-five. You can’t beat
         the genes. What’s the blood chemistry?”
      


  “Well, they did an immunoassay. Routine tox screen.”


  “Anything show up?”


  “A lot showed up. This lady had a medicine cabinet the size of a steamer trunk. But no positives on anything she didn’t have
         a prescription for. Sleeping pill, which she took every night, lots of crap for manic-depression.”
      


  Molto gave his chief deputy a look. “Which crap can cause heart failure, right?”


  “Not in clinical doses. I mean, not usually. It’s hard to measure the levels on that stuff postmortem.”


  “You got a consistent medical history. And if she didn’t die of natural causes—which is maybe one chance in fifty—it’s because
         she accidentally took an overdose of her meds.”
      


  Brand rumpled up his lips. He had nothing to say, but he wasn’t satisfied.


  “What’s with the guy sitting there for twenty-four hours?” asked Brand. A good prosecutor, like a good cop, could sometimes
         make a case out of one fact. Maybe Brand was right. But he had no evidence.
      


  “We have nothing to investigate,” Tommy told him. “With a guy who’s going to be sitting on the state supreme court in a little
         more than three months and potentially voting yea or nay on every conviction this office gets. If Rusty Sabich wants to make
         our lives miserable, he’ll have ten years to do it.”
      


  Even as he argued with his chief deputy, it was slowly coming to Tommy what was going on here. Rusty Sabich was nobody to
         Brand. It was who he was to Tommy that was driving this. In order to get his job back when Rusty was acting PA two decades
         ago, Tommy had to admit that he had violated office protocols for the handling of evidence in connection with Sabich’s trial.
         Molto’s punishment was minimal, giving up any claim for back pay over the year he had been suspended during the post-trial
         investigation.
      


  But as time passed, Tommy’s admission of wrongdoing had become a dead weight. More than half the judges of the Kindle County
         Superior Court these days were former deputy PAs who had worked with Tommy. They knew who he was—solid, experienced and predictable,
         if dull—and had been happy to appoint him the office’s temporary leader when the elected PA, Moses Appleby, had resigned with
         an inoperable brain tumor only ten days after taking the oath of office. But the Democratic-Farmers-Labor Party Central Committee,
         where every dirty secret was always known, was unwilling to slate Tommy for this job—or even a judgeship, the position Tommy
         actually coveted because it offered more long-term security for a man with a young family. Voters did not understand nuance,
         and the entire ticket might be compromised when an election opponent unearthed Tommy’s admission and started acting as if
         he had confessed to a felony. Maybe if he had the somber star power of somebody like Rusty, he could overcome that. But all
         in all he had been happy to leave that dark note in his biography largely unknown by all but a few insiders. No doubt Brand
         was right. Proving Sabich was actually a bad guy could rinse away the stain. Even if everybody knew everything, no one would
         care then if Tommy had overstepped.
      


  But that kind of long shot was not worth the risks. Holding this job had seemed for years to be another of Tommy’s futile
         yearnings, and he felt the sweet power of pride in doing it well. More to the point, he had the opportunity to repair much
         of the lingering damage to his reputation from the accusations at Rusty’s trial, so that when a new PA was elected in two
         years, Tommy could reclaim the mantle of white knight and exit to a big boy’s salary doing in-house investigations for some
         corporation. That would never happen if people thought he’d used this position to pursue a vendetta.
      


  “Jimmy, let’s be straight, okay? No way I can fuck around with Rusty Sabich again. I got a one-year-old. Other guys my age,
         they’re thinking about hanging it up. I gotta consider the future. I can’t afford to wear the black hat again.” Tommy was
         regularly befuddled by where he stood now on the life chain. He had not meant to butt in line or take another turn, only to
         have a bit of what he’d so far missed. He had never been one of those guys with an ego so big that he thought he could brazen
         even time.
      


  But Brand’s look said it all: That was not Tommy Molto. What he’d just heard—the self-interest, the caution—that was not the
         prosecutor he knew. Tommy felt his heart constrict in the face of Brand’s disappointment.
      


  “Fuck,” said Molto. “Whatta you want?”


  “Let me dig,” said Brand. “On my own. Really careful. But let me be sure this really is nothing.”


  “Anything leaks, Jimmy, especially before the election, and we’ve turned nothing, you can just write my obit. You understand
         that? You’re fucking around with the rest of my life.”
      


  “Quiet as Little Bo Peep.” He lifted his large square hand and put a finger to his lips.


  “Fuck,” said Tommy again.




  CHAPTER 5


  Rusty, March 19, 2007


  When I depart the bus in Nearing, the former ferry port along the river that turned into a suburb not long before we moved
         here in 1977, I stop at the chain pharmacy across the way to pick up Barbara’s prescriptions. A few months after my trial
         ended twenty-one years ago, for reasons fully understood only by the two of us, Barbara and I separated. We might have gone
         on to divorce had she not been diagnosed in the wake of an aborted suicide attempt with bipolar disorder. For me, that ended
         up being excuse enough to reconsider. Past the trial, past the months of climbing down, branch by branch, and still never
         feeling I had reached the ground, past the nights of furious recriminations at the colleagues and friends who had turned on
         me or not done enough—after all that receded, I wanted what I had wanted from the time the nightmare began: the life I had
         before. I did not have the strength, if the truth be told, to start again. Or to see my son, a fragile creature, become the
         final victim of the entire tragedy. Nat and Barbara moved back from Detroit, where she had been teaching mathematics at Wayne
         State, subject to only one condition: Barbara’s vow to adhere scrupulously to her drug regimen.
      


  Her moods are not stabilized easily. When things were going well, especially in the first few years after Nat and she came
         back home, I found her far less cantankerous and often fun to live with. But she missed her manic side. She no longer had
         the will or energy for those twenty-four-hour computer sessions when she pursued some elusive mathematical theory like a panting
         dog determined to run a fox to ground. In time, she gave up her career, which brought more frequent gloom. These days Barbara
         refers to herself as a lab rat, willing to try anything her psychopharmacologist suggests to get a better grip. There is a
         handful of pills at the best of times: Tegretol. Seroquel. Lamictal. Topamax. When she gets the blues—which in her case ought
         to be called the blacks—she reaches deeper into the medicine cabinet for tricyclic drugs, like Asendin or Tofranil, which
         can leave her sleepy and looking as if holes had been drilled into the pupils, requiring her to walk around inside the house
         in dark glasses. At the worst moments, she will go to phenelzine, an antipsychotic that she and her doctor have discovered
         will reliably pull her back from the brink, making it worth its many risks. At this stage, she has prescriptions for fifteen
         to twenty drugs, including the sleeping pills she takes every night and the meds that counter her chronic high blood pressure
         and occasional heart arrhythmia. She orders refills on the Internet, and I pick them up for her two or three times a week.
      


  Birthday dinner at home is a desultory affair. My wife is a fine cook and has grilled three filets, each the size of Paul
         Bunyan’s fist, but somehow all of us have exhausted our quota of good cheer at the celebration in chambers. Nat, who at one
         point seemed as if he would never leave the family house, returns reluctantly these days and is characteristically quiet throughout
         the meal. It is clear almost from the start that our main goal is to get it over with, to say we dined together on a momentous
         day and return to the internal world of signs and symbols with which each one of us is peculiarly preoccupied. Nat will go
         home to read for tomorrow’s law classes, Barbara will retreat to her study and the Internet, and I, birthday or no, will put
         the flash drive in my computer and review draft opinions.
      


  In the meantime, as often happens with my family, I carry the conversation. My encounter with Harnason, if nothing else, is
         odd enough to be worth sharing.
      


  “The poisoner?” asks Barbara when I first mention his name. She rarely listens if I discuss work, but you can never tell what
         Barbara Bernstein Sabich will know. At this stage, she is a frightening replica, with far better style, of my own slightly
         loony mother, whose mania late in life, after my father left her, was organizing her thoughts on hundreds of note cards that
         were stacked on our old dining room table. Rigidly agoraphobic, she found a way to reach beyond her small apartment as a regular
         caller on radio talk shows.
      


  My wife too hates to leave home. A born computer geek, she cruises the Net four to six hours a day, indulging every curiosity—recipes,
         our stock portfolio, the latest mathematical papers, newspapers, consumer purchases, and a few games. Nothing in life steadies
         her so much as having a universe of information at hand.
      


  “It turns out I prosecuted the guy. He was a lawyer who was living off his clients’ money. Gay.”


  “And what does he expect from you now?” Barbara asks.


  I shrug, but somehow in retelling the story, I confront something that has grown on me over the hours, which I am reluctant
         to acknowledge, even to my wife and son: I am sorely guilty that I sent a man to the penitentiary for the sake of prejudices
         I’m now ashamed I had. And in that light I recognize what Harnason was slyly trying to suggest: If I hadn’t prosecuted him
         for the wrong reasons, stripped him of his profession, and hurled him into the pit of shame, his life would have turned out
         entirely differently; he would have had the self-respect and self-restraint not to have murdered his partner. I started the
         cascade. Contemplating the moral force of the point, I go silent.
      


  “You’ll recuse now, won’t you?” Nat asks, meaning I’ll remove myself from the case. When Nat lived at home after college,
         it was rare for him to intervene directly in the substance of our conversations. Usually, he assumed a role more or less like
         a color commentator, interrupting only for remarks about the way his mother or I had expressed ourselves—‘Nice, Dad,’ or ‘Tell
         us how you really feel, Mom.’—clearly intended to prevent either of us from upending the precarious balance between us. I
         have long feared that mediating between his parents is one more thing that has made the path rougher for Nat. But these days,
         Nat will actively engage me on legal issues, providing a rare avenue into the mind of my dark, isolated son.
      


  “No point,” I say. “I already voted. The only doubt on the case, and there’s not much, is about George Mason. And Harnason
         really didn’t try to talk about the merits of his appeal anyway.” The other problem, were I to unseat myself now, is that
         most of my colleagues on the court would suspect I was doing it for the sake of my campaign, trying to avoid recording my
         vote to reverse a murder conviction, an act that seldom pleases the public.
      


  “So you had an eventful afternoon,” says Barbara.


  “And there was more,” I say. The declaration brings Anna’s kiss back to mind, and fearing I may have flushed, I go on quickly
         to recount my meeting with Raymond. “Koll has offered to drop out of the primary.”
      


  Koll is N. J. Koll, both a legal genius and a vainglorious meathead, who once sat with me on the court of appeals. N.J. is
         the only opposition I expect in the primary early next year. Having the party’s endorsement, I am sure to clobber Koll. But
         it will take a considerable investment of time and money. Because the Republicans so far have not even fielded a candidate
         in this one-party town, N.J.’s withdrawal would be tantamount to my winning what even the newspapers openly refer to as the
         “white man’s seat” on the state supreme court, in distinction from the two other Kindle County seats customarily occupied
         by a female and an African-American.
      


  “That’s great!” says my wife. “What a nice birthday present.”


  “Too good to be true. He’ll only drop out if I support his reappointment to the court of appeals as chief judge.”


  “So?” asks Barbara.


  “I can’t do that to George. Or the court.” When I arrived on the appellate court, it was a retirement home for party loyalists
         who too often appeared amenable to the wrong kinds of suggestions. Now, after my twelve years as chief, the State Court of
         Appeals for the Third Appellate District boasts a distinguished membership whose opinions appear in law school texts from
         time to time and are cited by other courts around the country. Koll, with his zany egocentricities, would destroy everything
         I’ve accomplished in no time.
      


  “George understands politics,” says Barbara. “And he’s your friend.”


  “What George understands,” I counter, “is that he deserves to be chief. If I helped put Koll in his place, all the judges
         would feel I stabbed them in the back.”
      


  My son had Koll in class at Easton Law School, where N.J. is a revered professor, and reached the standard conclusion.


  “Koll’s a fucking nut-job,” Nat says.


  “Please,” says Barbara, who still prefers decorum at the dinner table.


  N.J., a person of little subtlety, backed up his offer with a threat. If I don’t accede, he’ll change parties and become the
         Republican candidate in the general election in November ’08. His chances will be no better, but he will increase the wear
         and tear on me and exact maximum punishment for not making him chief.
      


  “So there’s a campaign?” Barbara asks, somewhat incredulous when I explain all this.


  “If Koll wasn’t bluffing. He might decide it’s a waste of time and money.”


  She shakes her head. “He’s spiteful. He’ll run for spite.” From the lofty distance she maintains on my universe, Barbara sees
         deeply, like a kingfisher, and I know instantly she’s right, which brings the conversation to a dead end.
      


  Barbara has brought home the remains of Anna’s carrot cake, but we are all still recovering from the sugar coma it nearly
         induced. Instead we clear and wash. My son and I spend another twenty minutes watching the Trappers boot away a ball game.
         The only time I ever spent with my father, outside the family bakery, where I worked from the age of six, was moments once
         or twice a week when he would allow me to sit beside him on the divan while he drank his beer and watched baseball, a game
         for which he had an unaccountable fascination as an immigrant. It was more precious than treasure when, a couple times a night,
         he would venture a comment to me. A fine player in high school, Nat seemed to abandon any interest in baseball when he lost
         his starting position junior year. But by whatever transitivity there is across the generations, he will almost always spend
         a few minutes beside me in front of the TV.
      


  Aside from our expressions of anguish about the ever-hapless team, or conversations about law, Nat and I do not tend to talk.
         This is in deliberate contrast to Barbara, who beleaguers our son with a daily call, which he generally limits to less than
         a minute. Yet it would violate some essential compact if I did not probe his current state now, even knowing he is going to
         deflect my questions.
      


  “How’s your note coming?” Nat, who aspires to be a law professor, is going to publish a student article in the Easton Law Review about psycholinguistics and jury instructions. I have read two drafts and cannot even pretend to understand it.
      


  “Just about done. In type this month.”


  “Exciting.”


  He nods several times as a way to avoid more words. “Okay if I go up to the cabin this weekend?” he asks, referring to the
         family place in Skageon. “I want to get away to look over the note one more time.” It is not my place to ask, but it’s nearly
         certain Nat will go only with his favorite companion—himself.
      


  With two gone in the ninth, Nat has finally had enough. He calls out his good-byes to his mother, who by now is zoned in to
         the Net and does not answer. I close the door behind him and go to find my briefcase. Barbara and I have resumed our normal
         mode. There is no sound, no TV, no dishwasher rumbling. The silence is the absence of any connection. She’s in her world,
         I’m in mine. Not even the radio waves that come out of deep space could be detected. Yet this is what I chose and more often
         still believe I want.
      


  In my little study, I download from my flash drive and mark up draft opinions, then check my personal e-mail, where I find
         several birthday greetings. Around eleven, I creep to the bedroom and discover that Barbara unexpectedly has remained awake.
         It is, after all, my birthday. And I guess I am going to be the birthday boy.
      


  I suspect that sexual practices in long marriages are far more varied—and thus, in an abstract way, interesting—than among
         the couples who hook up in singles bars. From some friends our age, I hear occasional comments suggesting that sex is largely
         passé in their relationships. But Barbara and I have maintained a robust sex life, probably as a way to make up for the other
         deficits in our marriage. My wife has always been a great-looking woman and is even more striking now, when so many of her
         peers have been laid low by the years. Still a 1960s girl, she has allowed her tight natural curls to gray, and goes largely
         without makeup despite the pallor of age. But she remains a beauty, with precise features. She works out for two hours five
         times a week on the equipment in our basement, a routine that both counters the ailments that run in her family and keeps
         her girlishly shaped. I always feel the surge of male pride that comes from escorting a very attractive woman when I enter
         a room with her, and I still enjoy the sight of her in bed, where we find ourselves making love two or three times a week.
         We remember. We coalesce. It’s prosaic most often, but so is much of life at its best—with the family around the table, with
         buddies at a bar.
      


  Not that there will be any of that tonight. Once I’m in our bedroom, I realize I have entirely misread the meaning of Barbara
         waiting up. Steel hardens her face when she is upset—the jaw, the eyes—and right now, it’s all iron.
      


  I ask the simple yet eternally dangerous question: “What’s the matter?”


  She frumps around beneath the covers. “I just think you could’ve talked to me first,” she says. The remark is incomprehensible
         until she adds, “About Koll.”
      


  My jaw actually hangs. “Koll?”


  “You think this doesn’t affect me, too? You made a decision, Rusty, to put me through months of campaigning, without even
         speaking to me. You think I’ll be able to go to the grocery store after a workout with my hair plastered to my cheek and smelling
         like a gym sock?”
      


  The truth is that Barbara orders most of our groceries online, but I skip the debater’s point and ask simply why not.


  “Because my husband would be pissed off. Especially if somebody sticks a microphone in front of my face. Or takes a picture.”


  “Nobody is going to take a picture of you, Barbara.”


  “If your ads are on TV, everybody will be watching me. Wife of a candidate for supreme court justice? It’s like being a minister’s
         spouse. It’s bad enough as it is with you as chief judge. But now I’m really going to have to play the part.”
      


  There is no talking her out of this vague paranoia; I have tried for decades. Instead, I am struck by her remark about playing
         a part. We do not often get to this point, where the terms under which our marriage resumed are forced into the open. Nat
         was our mutual priority. After that, I have been entitled to remake my life as best I can with no deference to her. But because
         I accept that order as morally correct, I do not think often of how that must feel to Barbara—an unending penance as a drug-controlled
         Stepford wife.
      


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “You’re right. I should have talked to you.”


  “But you wouldn’t have thought about it, would you?”


  “I just apologized, Barbara.”


  “No, no matter what it means to me, you really wouldn’t have thought about letting N.J. become chief.”


  “Barbara, I can’t consider whether or not my wife is”—I visibly reach for words, so we both know what has been rejected: ‘mentally
         unbalanced,’ ‘bipolar,’ ‘nuts’—“publicity shy in making professional decisions. N.J. would damage the court enormously as
         chief. I put my own self-interest aside. I can hardly place more weight on yours.”
      


  “Because you’re Rusty the paragon. Saint Rusty. You always need to run a steeplechase before you can let yourself have what
         you want. I’m sick of this.”
      


  You’re sick, I nearly say. But I stop myself. I always stop myself. She will rage now, and I will just absorb it, thinking
         as a mantra, She’s crazy, you know she’s crazy, let her be crazy.
      


  And so it goes. She works herself into a greater fury with each moment. I take a chair and say next to nothing except to repeat
         her name from time to time. She leaves the bed and resembles a boxer, pacing as if she were in the ring, fists clenched but
         hurling invective instead of punches. I am thoughtless, cold, self-absorbed, and unconcerned about her. In time, I go to the
         medicine cabinet to locate the Stelazine. I show her the pill and wait to see if she will take it before she enters the final,
         destructive phase in which she will lay ruin to something more or less precious to me. In the past, right in front of me,
         she has smashed the crystal bookends I was given by the bar association when I was elevated to chief judge; immolated my tuxedo
         trousers with the fire flick we use to light the barbecue; and thrown into the toilet two Cubans I had been given by Judge
         Doyle. Tonight, she finds the box George gave me, removes my gift, and right in front of me scissors the epaulets off the
         shoulders of the robe.
      


  “Barbara!” I scream, yet do not stand to stop her. My outburst, or her act, is enough to reel her back a bit, and she snatches
         the pill off her bedside table and downs it. In half an hour, she will be in a druggy coma that will cause her to sleep most
         of tomorrow. There will be no apology. A day or two from now, we will be back to where we started. Distant. Careful. Disconnected.
         With months of peace ahead before the next eruption.
      


  I find my way to the sofa in my study outside the bedroom. A pillow, sheet, and blanket are stored there for these occasions.
         Barbara’s rages always shake me, since sooner or later I look down through a tunnel in time to the crime twenty-one years
         ago, wondering what madness made me think we could go on.
      


  I have a Scotch in the kitchen. When I became a lawyer, I had no use for alcohol. At this age, I drink too much, rarely to
         excess but seldom heading off to bed without first administering some liquid anesthesia. In the john, I empty my bladder for
         the last time and hold there. At certain times of year, the moon shines directly through this bathroom skylight. As I stand
         in the magic glow, the memory of Anna’s physical presence returns, potent as the melody of a favorite song. I recall my wife’s
         remark about my difficulties in letting myself have what I want, and almost in reprisal I release myself to the sensation,
         not merely the movie of Anna and me locked in embrace, but the languor and exhilaration of escaping the restraint on which
         I’ve staked my life for decades.
      


  I linger there, until, with time, I recede to the present, until my mind takes over from my senses and begins a lawyerly interrogation
         of myself. The Declaration of Independence said we have a right to pursue happiness—but not to find it. Children die in Darfur.
         In America, men dig ditches. I have power, meaningful work, a son who loves me, three squares every day, and a house with
         air-conditioning. Why am I entitled to more?
      


  I return to the kitchen for another drink, then make my bed on the leather sofa. The liquor has done its job, and I am drifting
         into the dust of sleep. And so concludes the day commemorating my sixty years on earth, with the feeling of Anna’s lips lightly
         on mine and my brain cycling through the eternal questions. Can I ever be happy? Can I truly lie down to die without trying
         to find out?
      


  *  *  *


  The role of judge and clerk is largely unique in contemporary professional life, because a law clerk is basically engaged
         in an apprenticeship. They come to me brilliant but unmolded, and I spend two years showing them nothing less than how to
         reason about legal problems. I was a clerk myself thirty-five years ago, to the chief justice of the state supreme court,
         Philip Goldenstein. Like most law clerks, I still worship my judge. Phil Goldenstein was one of those people called to public
         life by his passionate faith in humanity, believing that good lurked in every soul and that his job as a politician or a judge
         was merely to help let it out. That is the sentimental faith of another era and certainly, if I have to be blunt, not one
         I ever took up. But my clerkship was a glorious experience nonetheless, because Phil became the first person to see great
         things for me as an attorney. I viewed the law as a palace of light, whose radiance would erase the mean and crabbed darkness
         of my parents’ home. Being accepted in that realm meant my soul had exceeded the tiny boundaries for which I had always feared
         I was destined.
      


  I’m not sure I’ve been able to follow the justice’s generous example with my clerks. My father never gave me a model of gentle
         authority, and I probably draw back too often and come off as officious and self-impressed. But a judge’s clerks are his heirs
         in the law, and I have a special attachment to many of them. The seven former clerks who attend Anna’s party Friday night
         are among my favorites, all of them notable successes in the profession. They join the rest of my staff to make a jolly table
         of fifteen in a dark back room at the Matchbook. We all drink too much wine and gently roast Anna, who is ribbed about her
         constant dieting, her laments over single life, her sneaking of occasional cigarettes, and the way she turns a suit into casual
         attire. One person has bought her bedroom slippers to wear in the office.
      


  When the event is over, Anna drives me back to the courthouse, as we planned. I’m going to get my briefcase, and she will
         box up the last of her belongings, then drop me at the Nearing bus. Instead, it turns out that each of us has bought the other
         a small gift. I sit on my old sofa, whose cracked leather inevitably reminds me a little of my own face, in order to open
         the box. It holds a miniature scale of justice, which Anna has had engraved: “To the Chief—Love and gratitude forever, Anna”
      


  “Lovely,” I say, then she sets herself down beside me with the small package I have given her.


  Distance. Closeness. The words are not merely metaphors. We walk down the street nearer to the persons with whom we are connected.
         And in the last months of Anna’s clerkship, a professional distance has largely vanished between us. When we get into an elevator,
         she inevitably crowds right in front of me. ‘Oops,’ she will say as she wedges her rump against me, looking over her shoulder
         to laugh. And of course, now she sits flank to flank, shoulder to shoulder, not an angstrom between us. The sight of my present—a
         pen set for her desk and a note invoking Phil Goldenstein, telling her she is destined for great things—brings her to tears.
         “You mean so much to me, Judge,” she says.
      


  And so, as if it signifies nothing at all, she drops her head against my chest and I eventually wrap my arm around her. We
         say nothing, not a word, for minutes, but we do not change positions, my hand now tight on her firm shoulder and her fine
         hair, sweet with the applications of conditioners and shampoo, resting right above my heart. There is no need to voice what
         is being debated. The longing and the attachment are fierce. But the perils and the pointlessness are plain. We are curled
         together, each trying to determine which loss would be worse—going forward or turning away. I still have no idea what will
         happen. But in this moment I learn one thing: I have been lying to myself for months. Because I am fully willing.
      


  And so I sit there thinking, Will it happen, will it actually happen, how can it, how can it not, how can it? It is like the
         moment when the jury foreman stands with the folded verdict form in his hand. Life will change. Life will be different. The
         words cannot be spoken quickly enough.
      


  In my moments given to this fantasy, I have promised myself the decision will be only hers. I will not ask or make advances.
         And so I hold her to me now, but do no more. The feeling of her solid form arouses me naturally, but I merely wait, and the
         time goes on and on, perhaps twenty minutes in total, until eventually I feel her face turn up to me from within the crook
         of my arm and the warmth of her breath on my neck. Now, she is waiting. Poised. I feel her there. I do not think No or even
         Wait. Instead, this is my thought: Never again. If not now, then never again. Never again the chance to embrace the most fundamental
         excitement in life.
      


  And so I look down to her. Our lips meet, our tongues. I groan out loud, and she whispers, “Rusty, oh, Rusty.” I find the
         exquisite softness of the breast that I have imagined in my hand a thousand times. She pulls away to see me, and I view her,
         beautiful, serene, and utterly without a second thought. And then she speaks the words that elevate my soul. This daring,
         gorgeous young woman says, “Kiss me again.”
      


  Afterward, she drives me to the bus and near the station veers into an alley so we can kiss good-bye.


  Me! my heart screams, Chief Sabich, smooching like a seventeen-year-old in the shadows beyond the cone of light from the streetlamp.
      


  “When will I see you?” she asks.


  “Oh, Anna.”


  “Please,” she says. “Not just once. I would feel so slutty.” She stops. “Sluttier.”


  I know there will never be a sweeter moment than the one we had just had. Less inept, but never more exultant.


  “All affairs end badly,” I say. I am perhaps the world’s leading exhibit. Tried for murder. “We both should think about this.”


  “We both have,” she answers. “I could see you thinking every time you looked at me for months. Please. So we can talk, if
         nothing else?”
      


  We both know that the only talk will occur between the acts, but I nod and then alight after kissing her deeply again. Her
         car, an aged Subaru, goes off with the phlegmy sound of a failing muffler. I walk slowly to the bus. How, my heart shrieks,
         how can I be doing this again? How can any human being make another time the same mistake that all but ruined his life? Knowing
         the likelihood of one more catastrophe? I ask myself these questions with every step. But the answer is always the same: Because
         what has lain between then and now—because that time is not fully deserving of being called living.
      




  CHAPTER 6


  Tommy, October 13, 2008


  Jim Brand applied to the PA’s office out of the bottom of his night law school class and received a form rejection. But he
         showed up in the reception area to beg for an interview, and Tommy, passing by, liked what he saw. It was Tommy who pushed
         Brand through the hiring committee, taught him how to write a decent brief, made Jim the puppy lawyer on a number of big cases.
         And Brand, in time, proved out. He had a natural feeling for the courtroom, with the instincts of a jock who knew when there
         was trouble on his blind side. Defense lawyers lamented his smash-mouth style, but they said that about Tommy, too.
      


  But unlike most people you do a favor, Jim Brand never forgot who he owed. Tommy was his big brother. They had been best men
         at each other’s weddings. Even now, once a month, at least, Tommy and Brand had lunch by themselves, both as a way to keep
         up with each other and to noodle on the office’s recurring problems, which were otherwise easily ignored in the onrush of
         emergencies. Usually they had a quick sandwich nearby, but today Brand left a message with the secretaries for Tommy to meet
         him downstairs at noon. Jim was just nosing his Mercedes out of the concrete parking structure abutting the County Building
         and the courthouse when Tommy got to the street.
      


  “Where to?” Tommy asked from the passenger seat. Brand loved this car, a 2006 E-Class that he’d bought cheap after a three-month
         quest involving constant conversations about what he’d turned up on the Internet or in want ads. He and his girls polished
         it every Sunday, and he’d found a leather cleaner that gave the vehicle that new-car smell. The auto was so pristine, Tommy
         was not comfortable even crossing his legs, for fear his shoes might leave dust on the seat cushion. About the happiest day
         of Brand’s life came when he was pulling out one evening and some toothless wino teetered by and said, ‘Hey, man, that’s some
         slick sled.’ Brand still repeated the line all the time.
      


  “I was thinking Giaccolone’s,” said Brand.


  “Oh, God.” At Giaccolone’s they stuck an entire veal cutlet in an Italian roll and buried it in marinara. As a young PA, Tommy
         would take the dicks who’d worked on a case over there whenever a jury went out, but these days one sandwich was an entire
         week’s calorie count. “I’m gonna feel like a boa constrictor trying to digest a horse.”
      


  “You’re going to enjoy lunch,” said Brand, which was the first clue Tommy had that something was up.


  Giaccolone’s was not very far from the U, and the famine appetites of undergraduates had sustained the place years ago, when
         it required youthful bravado or armed companions to enter the neighborhood. Back then it was a mess around here. The playground
         across the street was a weed-choked empty lot, with purple thistles growing beside refuse dumped in the middle of the night—worn
         wheel drums and chunks of stressed concrete with the rusty rebar sticking out. Now there were sleek town houses over there,
         and Tony Giaccolone, the third generation in the business, had done the unthinkable and added salads to the huge menu that
         hung over the counter. The U Medical Center, whose free-form architectural style resembled a bunch of Tomaso’s blocks dumped
         on the floor, had crept within a few hundred yards, morphing and expanding like one of the cancers they were famous for treating
         there.
      


  Around the back of Giaccolone’s there were concrete picnic tables. With their sandwiches, each dense as a brick, Brand and
         Tommy headed that way. A copper-colored Buddha in a suit sprang to his feet as they approached.
      


  “Hey there,” said Brand. “Boss, you remember Marco Cantu, right? Marco, you know the PA.”


  “Hey, Tom.” Cantu wound up and smashed his hand into Tommy’s. In Marco’s days on the force, he had been known as No Cantu,
         smart enough but legendary lazy, the kind of cop who proved they shouldn’t have put air-conditioning in the cruisers, because
         in the summer Marco wouldn’t get out even to stop a murder. He had landed on his feet somewhere, though. Tommy remembered
         that much. Put in his twenty, then rode the diversity wave into paradise.
      


  “Veep for security at the Gresham,” said Cantu when Tommy asked what he was up to these days. The Gresham was a classic hotel,
         built around a magnificent lobby where the marble pillars rose tall as sequoias. Tommy was over there now and then for bar
         association functions, but you needed a corporate expense account to pay for the rooms.
      


  “That must be a tough gig,” said Molto. “Once a month, you go into crisis mode when you need to whisper to some drunken executive
         that it’s time to leave the bar.”
      


  “Actually,” said Marco, “I got a staff of four to do that. I just listen in on my earpiece.” Cantu had the device in his pocket
         and held it up for a second for laughs.
      


  “What about celebrities?” asked Brand, who was always starstruck. “You must get a few.”


  “Oh, yeah,” said Marco. “And they can be a handful.” He told the story of a nineteen-year-old rock star who clubbed his way
         around town one night and decided when he returned at three a.m., utterly toasted, that it was a good idea to remove every
         stitch of clothing in the lobby. “I didn’t know what to do first,” said Marco, “block the paparazzi or turn up the heat to
         keep the kid from catching cold. What a little twerp.”
      


  “You get some local celebrities, too,” said Brand. “Didn’t you tell me you were running into the chief judge of the appellate
         court all the time over there spring before last?”
      


  “Truly,” said Marco. “Seemed like whenever I seen him, there was this chiquita on his arm.”
      


  Brand’s dark eyes found Tommy’s. Molto knew now why they were here.


  “How young?” asked Tommy.


  “Past voting age. I don’t know. Thirty? Good-looking, with a great set of headlights. First time, I seen him just sittin around
         in the lobby. That don’t make sense, right? Chief judge gotta be a busy fella. I went over to gab. But I could see his eyes
         rolling sideways, looking somebody off. I bent down to straighten my trouser cuff and could make this chick pedaling backward,
         headed for the elevator.
      


  “Then a couple of weeks later, I’m up on one of the floors, checking out some jet-lagged Asian businessman who didn’t answer
         his wake-up call, and as the elevator doors open, I can see this couple breaking apart, scurrying to their corners. Judge
         and her. She was literally sticking her blouse back in her skirt, and old chiefy, he’s got that look, you know, Bladder, don’t
         fail me now. Couple weeks later, I catch sight of him marchin into the lobby, and when he sees me, he literally makes like
         a ballerina and whirls full around and goes back out the revolving doors. The chick, though—she’s at reception.”
      


  “What time of day was this happening?” Tommy asked, making a wary survey of the customers around them. At the next table there
         was a group from the hospital, all in their long white coats with their instruments in the breast pockets. They were teasing
         one another, laughing it up, and took no account of the PA within ten feet of them.
      


  “Lunch twice. Last time was right after work.”


  “The judge is catching a nooner?”


  “How it looked to me,” said Marco.


  Tommy took his time with his warring judgments. It didn’t surprise him Rusty was a hypocrite, that he’d run for supreme court
         and fuck around at the same time. Some guys were like that, little head first and only. The idea of cheating on his wife was
         incomprehensible to Tommy, literally beyond the compass of any desire. Why? What could be more precious than a wife’s love?
         Overall, this whole story merely confirmed his judgment that Rusty Sabich was an asshole.
      


  “Seems to me,” said Tommy, “I’ve been to bar association luncheons in that hotel?”


  “Sure. All the time.”


  “Conference rooms always full, night and day?”


  “Back then, yeah. Right now business could use a little boost.”


  “Okay,” said Tommy, “but there are a lot of reasons for this young woman and him to be roaming around there. Any chance you
         took a peek at your registration records, Marco, to see if the judge actually checked in?”
      


  “Yeah. But like I said, it was the girl at the desk.”


  “That mean there’s no record?”


  “No record.”


  Tommy looked at Brand, who was happy enough with the way things were going to resume an eager assault on his sandwich. Even
         at this age, Jimmy was always famished. Molto had a lot to say, but not in front of Marco. They talked about the U’s football
         team, until Cantu folded up the waxed paper and what little was left of the bun. Ready to go, Marco rested his hands on his
         wide thighs..
      


  “You know, I never liked the way Rusty fucked with you at that trial,” said Cantu. “So I didn’t mind telling a couple of guys
         this story with a cold one in my hand.”
      


  “I appreciate it,” said Tommy, although the machinery inside him was going tilt. He figured Cantu was just putting a spit
         polish on his own grudge with Sabich.
      


  “But the hotel,” Marco said. “‘The privacy of our guests.’” With his thick fingers, Cantu danced the quotation marks in the
         air. “Super-duper big deal. Like it’s some goddamn Swiss bank or something. So, anything ever hits the fan, I didn’t tell
         you. You need this on paper, send a dick around, and I’ll go run to my boss so he can run to his boss. Comes out same in the
         wash, but you know how it goes.”
      


  “Got it,” said Molto, and watched Marco walk off in his nice suit.


  Tommy threw away the rest of his sandwich and motioned Brand back to his car. Jim had parked the Mercedes across the street
         in a NO-PARKING zone, where he could watch it. Getting in, Brand scraped up the placard he’d thrown on the dash—KINDLE COUNTY UNIFIED POLICE—OFFICIAL BUSINESS—and slipped it back behind his visor.
      


  “You know, that guy was no kind of cop when he was on the street,” Tommy told him.


  “I’d say a sack of dung,” said Brand, “only the dung might complain.”


  “And there’s some bad mojo between Rusty and him, right?”


  “That’s my read. The first time we talked it through, Marco let on about Sabich calling him out on a motion to suppress when
         Rusty was a trial judge.”
      


  “Okay, so maybe No Cantu is seeing a little more than meets another guy’s eye.”


  “Maybe, maybe not. But you know, if he’s right, it’s a motive to adios Mrs. Judge.”
      


  “Whatever you call it, it was a year and a half ago. And that’s not much of a motive for murder. Ever hear of divorce?”


  “Not with my wife,” said Brand. “She’d kick my ass.” Jody, a former deputy PA, was a hard case. “Maybe Rusty thought a divorce
         would disagree with his campaign.”
      


  “So he could wait six weeks.”


  “Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe the young lady’s with child and starting to show.”


  “Lot of maybes here, Jimmy.”


  They were on Madison now, right across from the main doors of U Hospital. There was a crowd on the corner waiting for the
         light, docs and patients and workers by the looks of them, and every single person, eight when Molto counted, was talking
         on a cell phone. Whatever happened to the here and now?
      


  “Boss,” said Brand, “Rusty’s not gonna get executed at midnight on this. But you said, Bring me somethin. And this is something.
         We got a guy here with a track record for murder. Now his wife dies all of a sudden and he lets the body cool an entire day
         for no good reason. And turns out, he was getting some play on the side. So maybe he wanted an easy trade-in. I don’t know.
         But we gotta look. That’s all I’m saying. We got a job to do and we gotta look.”
      


  Tommy gazed down the broad avenue canopied by the solid old trees that rose in the parkway on either side. It just would have
         been worlds easier if it were somebody else.
      


  “How’d this information come to you, anyway?” he asked. “Who pointed you at Marco?”


  “One of the Nearing cops shoots pool with Cantu every Tuesday night.”


  Tommy didn’t like that part. “I hope they’re all talking in their quiet voices. I don’t want half the Nearing station bopping
         around, asking every second person they see if they got any reason to think Rusty Sabich cooled his wife.”
      


  Brand promised he had the lid screwed down tight. The best Tommy could tell himself was that it hadn’t hit the press yet.
         He asked Brand what he wanted to do.
      


  “I say it’s time to pull his bank records, his phone records,” said Jim. “Let’s see if there really is a mystery girl and
         whether they’re still making time. We can put a ninety-day letter on everybody, keep them from telling Rusty until after the
         election.” Under the state version of the Patriot Act, the PAs had the right to subpoena documents and order the person providing
         them to tell no one but a lawyer for ninety days. It was a pale version of what the feds could do—they had the right to keep
         the subpoenas secret forever—but the local criminal defense lawyers had raised hell, as usual, up at the capital.
      


  Tommy groaned and quoted Machiavelli, an Italian who knew what was what. “If you shoot at the king, you better kill the king.”


  But Brand was shaking his big bald head.


  “Assume the worst, Boss, assume it’s a dry hole. Rusty’ll be pissed when he finds out, maybe he pokes us in the eye now and
         then, but he’s not going anywhere to complain. He’s on the supreme court, he didn’t get hurt, and he’s not advertising that
         once upon a time, while his missus was still breathing, he had a girlfriend. He’ll just hate your guts a little more than
         he hates your guts already.”
      


  “Great.”


  “We got a job, Boss. We got some information.”


  “Half-ass information.”


  “Half-ass or not, we have to run it out. You want some Nearing copper crying in a reporter’s beer six months from now about
         how they turned up some good shit on the new justice before he got elected and you needed a heart transplant because you didn’t
         want big bad Rusty to paddle your ass again? That’s not good either.”
      


  Brand was right. They had a job to do. But it was a peril. The joke was thinking you were ever really in charge of your life.
         You pressed your oar down into the water to direct the canoe, but it was the current that shot you through the rapids. You
         just hung on and hoped not to hit a rock or a whirlpool.
      


  Tommy waited all the way back to the courthouse before he gave Brand permission to proceed.




  CHAPTER 7


  Rusty, March–April 2007


  Four days after becoming lovers, Anna and I meet again at the Hotel Gresham. Her place is out. Her roommate, Stiles, arrives
         unpredictably. More to the point, her East Bank development of redbrick midrises is only two blocks from the state supreme
         court, where Nat is already putting in a few hours each week.
      


  Appearances being paramount, we have agreed through several cryptic e-mails that she will put her credit card down for the
         hotel room. I sit in the lobby, pretending I am awaiting someone else. When the registration clerk turns away, Anna’s eyes
         find mine. I slip my hand inside my jacket and touch my heart.
      


  When you have looked at a woman for months with the imagination’s desiring eye, a part of you cannot accept that it’s really
         her naked in your arms. And to some extent, it isn’t. Her waist is narrower than I’d realized, the thighs a trifle heavier.
         Yet the essence of the thrill is having jumped the wall into my fantasies, an experience as otherworldly as crawling between
         the bars and romping with the jungle animals in the zoo. At last, I think, when I touch her. At last.
      


  Afterward, as she works the tail of her blouse back into her skirt, I say, “So this actually happened.”


  Her smile is blissful, innocent. When Anna enjoys something, she feels no self-consciousness.


  “You didn’t want to, did you? I could feel you weighing this every time I stepped into the room. And deciding not to.”


  “I didn’t want to,” I say. “But I’m here.”


  “I only think about something once,” she tells me. “And then I decide. It’s a gift. About three months ago I realized I wanted
         to sleep with you.”
      


  “And you’re like the Mounties, right? Always get your man?”


  She smiles, smiles for all the world. “I’m like the Mounties,” she says.


  In my chambers, at campaign events, as I walk down the street or ride the bus, I go through the gestures of a normal life,
         but inwardly I’ve moved to a new location. I think of Anna constantly, obsessively reviewing the incremental steps we took
         over the months on our way to becoming lovers, still stunned to have escaped the hard limits I’d fixed on my existence. At
         home, I have no impulse to sleep, not merely because I am reluctant to lie down beside Barbara, but because more vitality
         has entered my body in the last week than I have experienced in decades. And without the display case glass behind which every
         female but my wife has reposed safely for a generation, there is a tactile thrill in the presence of virtually any woman.
      


  Yet I know at all moments that what I am doing is in every colloquial sense insane. Powerful middle-aged man, beautiful younger
         woman. The plot scores zero for originality and is deservedly the object of universal scorn, including my own. My first affair—twenty-plus
         years ago—left me so racked by conflict that I started seeing a shrink. But I have no thought now of finding another therapist,
         which has been a loose agenda item for years, because I don’t need someone else’s advice to know this is simply crazy, hedonistic,
         nihilistic, and that most important “istic”—unreal. It must stop.
      


  For Anna, discovery would be nowhere as cataclysmic as for me. It would make for an embarrassing start to her career. But
         she would never shoulder most of the blame. She has no wife to whom she’s vowed fidelity, no continuing public responsibilities.
         At the court, the fact that we restrained ourselves until she was no longer employed might save my position, but N. J. Koll
         would become the instant favorite in our contest.
      


  And those would be the least of the costs. Barbara’s rage is lethal and at this stage is most likely to make her a danger
         to herself. But by far the worst would be facing Nat and his new look, empty of any respect.
      


  One revelation of my first affair was that I carry around a lot of baggage from the dark, unhappy home in which I was raised.
         Until then, I had naively thought I was Joe College or Beaver Cleaver, someone who had been able to convert himself, the son
         of a sadistic war survivor and an eccentric recluse, into a better-than-average normal American guy. I still yearn in some
         ways to be a paragon, master of an elusive regularity. But I am haunted by the shadow who knows I am not. No one is. I know
         that, too. But I am far more concerned by my shortcomings than anybody else’s. Vice has that attraction. It means embracing
         who I am.
      


  Anna is like many people I knew in law school, not intellectual but brilliant, so agile with the lawyer’s tasks of mating
         fact and law that it is as thrilling as watching a great athlete on the playing field. Now suddenly peer to peer, I find her
         brightness engaging at an elemental level. But our conversations involve little sweetness or murmuring. It is lawyer to lawyer,
         almost always a debate, half-amused, but never without an edge. And what we debate is a truth that had to be clear to both
         of us from the start: This cannot possibly end well. She will meet someone better suited to her. Or we will be discovered
         and my life again will lie in smoking ruins. Either way, there is no future.
      


  “Why not?” she asks when I say that casually on the second afternoon.


  “I can’t leave Barbara. For one thing, my son would never forgive me. And for the second, it’s unfair.” I explain some of
         the history, even detailing the pharmacopeia in Barbara’s medicine cabinet as a way to make a point: My wife is damaged goods.
         I took her back knowing that.
      


  Anna’s look flutters somewhere between sullen and hurt, and she flushes.


  “Anna, you understood this. You had to understand this.”


  “I don’t know what I understood. I just needed to be with you.” Tears are crawling down her bright cheeks.


  “Here’s the problem,” I say to her. “There is a fundamental difference between us.”


  “Age, you mean? You’re a man. And I’m a woman. I don’t think about age.”


  “You’re supposed to. You’re starting and I’m ending. Have you noticed that men my age lose their hair. And that it starts
         growing from their ears. That their guts soften. What do you think that’s about?”
      


  She made a face. “Hormones?”


  “No, what would Darwin say? Why is it advantageous for the old men to look different from the young men? So the fertile young
         women can see who they should be mating with. So some lounge lizard my age can’t get away with telling you he’s twenty years
         younger.”
      


  “You’re not a lounge lizard. And I’m not a bimbo.” Offended, she throws back the covers and stalks, in naked glory, to the
         desk for a cigarette. I had never seen her light up before and was a trifle taken aback that she booked a smoking room. I
         kicked when I left the reserves, but I have never stopped finding in the smell of a burning cigarette the aroma of blind indulgence.
         “What do you think?” she asks. “This is just an experience for me?”
      


  “That’s what it will end up being. Something crazy you once did so you could learn better.”


  “Don’t tell me I’m young.”


  “Neither of us would be here if you weren’t young. We would hold far less fascination for each other.”


  Standing behind, I turn her to me and run my hands the full length of her torso. Physically, she is glorious, a power Anna
         enjoys and works hard to hold on to—manicures and pedicures, hair appointments, facials, ‘routine maintenance,’ as she calls
         it. Her breasts are perfect, large, beautifully belled, with a broad, dark aureole and long nipples. And I am fascinated by
         her female parts, where her youth somehow seems centered. She’s waxed there, ‘a full Brazilian,’ is her term. It’s a first
         for me, and the smooth feel provokes my lust like a lightning bolt. I worship, drink, and take my time as she alternately
         moans and whispers directions.
      


  In this state of amazement, life goes on. I do my job, write opinions, issue orders, meet with bar association groups and
         committees, settle the ongoing bureaucratic combat within the court, but Anna, in various sultry poses, is always warring
         for my attention. Koll’s change of parties, which he made within a week of my birthday, has sucked the urgency out of my campaign
         for the moment, although Raymond continues to schedule fund-raising events.
      


  Anna and I talk several times a day. I call only from work, wary of the detailed cell bills that are mailed to my house. Alone
         in my chambers, I will phone Anna’s private line at the firm, or she will dial my inside number. They are hushed conversations,
         always too quick, an odd mix of banalities and proclamations of desire: “Guerner put me on this bitch of a document case.
         I’ll have to work all weekend.” “I miss you.” “I need you.”
      


  One day on the phone, Anna asks me, “What happened with Harnason?” Anna’s last official act as law clerk was to draft my dissent, and she is concerned about the case, as well as many others
         she worked on. I have largely forgotten about Harnason, like so much else in my life, but I summon Kumari once I put down the receiver. Responding to my dissent, George gallantly
         exercised the right of every judge of my court, circulating Marvina’s feisty opinion and my draft to all chambers, asking
         if the case seemed appropriate for en banc review, in which all eighteen judges would decide the case. Several of my colleagues,
         reticent about offending the chief, have chosen the diplomatic alternative of not responding at all. I set a deadline of a
         week and end up thumped roundly, 13 to 5—counting Marvina, George, and me—in favor of affirming the conviction. This all but
         guarantees that the supreme court will also refuse to hear the case, on the theory that eighteen judges can’t be wrong. Relishing
         victory, Marvina asks to rework the opinion one more time, but in no more than a month John Harnason will be returning to
         the penitentiary.
      


  My mind is on Barbara almost as often as Anna. At home, I am entirely beyond suspicion. The nights before Anna and I are to
         meet next, I scrutinize my naked bulk in the full light of the bathroom. I am old, lumpy, bulging. I trim my pubic hair with
         a nose hair clipper, eliminating the long, unruly wires of gray. I should worry that Barbara might notice, but the truth is
         that she does not remark on my trips to the barber or serious razor burns. After thirty-six years, she is attached to my presence
         much more than my form.
      


  When I had been with Carolyn, decades before, I was impossibly distracted. But Anna has made me more appreciative and patient
         with Barbara. Escaping to pleasure has emptied that bitter storehouse of resentments I keep. Which is not to say it is easy
         to carry on with the deception. It undermines every moment at home. Taking out the trash, or having sex, which I cannot entirely
         avoid, seems to be enacted by a second self. The falseness is not simply about where I was or the highlights of my day. The
         lie is about who, in my heart of hearts, I really am.
      


  My impossible desire to be loyal to two women takes me repeatedly to the highest pinnacles of absurdity. For example, I insist
         on repaying Anna in cash for the hotel rooms. She laughs it off—her salary is higher than mine, and with a raise of 400 percent
         over her clerkship, she feels as if she is under a waterfall of money—but an old-fashioned chivalry, if you can call it that,
         is offended to think I can sleep with a woman twenty-six years my junior and have her pay for the privilege.
      


  But raising the money is more daunting than I had first considered. Barbara is paymaster in our house and, as a PhD in mathematics,
         takes numbers as the principal relationship in life; she could tell you without so much as blinking the exact amount of last
         June’s electric bill. While I can pass off a couple extra trips to the ATM as losses at the judges’ poker game, raising several
         hundred dollars extra every week seems impossible, until almost by divine intervention a cost of living adjustment for all
         the judges in the state, long held up by litigation, suddenly comes through. I stop the direct deposit of my pay on April
         17 and instead bring my check to the bank, where I deposit the same amount that used to appear electronically, while taking
         back the COLA in cash. That includes the two-and-a-half-year backlog, nearly four thousand dollars, that comes with the first
         check.
      


  “I’m glad this is a secret,” I tell Anna as we lie in bed one early afternoon. We meet now two or three times a week, at lunch
         or after work, when I can claim I am at a campaign event. “Because that way you won’t hear from millions of people telling
         you you’re crazy.”
      


  “Why am I crazy? Because of the age thing?”


  “No,” I say, “that’s only normally crazy. Or abnormally. I’m referring to the fact that the last woman I had an affair with
         ended up dead.”
      


  I’ve caught her attention. The green eyes are still, and the cigarette has stopped midway to her lips.


  “Should I be afraid you’ll kill me?”


  “Some people would point out the historical pattern.” She still hasn’t moved. “I didn’t do it,” I tell her. She probably has
         no clue, but this is the greatest intimacy I’ve allowed her. For more than two decades, as a matter of principle, I have never
         bothered with any reassurance even to the closest friends. If they harbor suspicions, despite knowing me well, those will
         never be allayed by my denials.
      


  “You know,” she says, “I remember a lot about that case. That was the first time I thought about becoming a lawyer. I read
         about the trial every day in the paper.”
      


  “And how old were you? Ten?”


  “Thirteen.”


  “Thirteen,” I say, heavy-hearted. I am beginning to realize I will never get used to my monumental stupidity. “So you have
         me to blame for the fact that you became a lawyer, too? Now people will really say I corrupted you.”
      


  She whacks me with the pillow. “So who do you think did it?” she asks.


  I shake my head.


  “You don’t know?” she asks. “Or you won’t answer? I have a theory. Do you want to hear it?”


  “We’re done with this subject.”


  “Even though you just told me I’m in mortal danger?”


  “Let’s get dressed,” I say, making no effort to hide the fact I’m annoyed.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push buttons.”


  “I don’t talk about it. Veterans don’t talk about wars. They just get over them. It’s the same thing. Not that you haven’t
         made me wonder.”
      


  “Who did it?”


  “Why you’re here. Given my dangerous history.”


  She has put on her undergarments but now removes her bra with the flourish of a stripper, hurling it toward the walls.


  “Love,” she says, falling into my arms, “makes you do crazy things.” We are both late, but this attitude of abandon parches
         me yet again with longing, and we fit together once more.
      


  Afterward she says, “I don’t believe it. I just don’t.”


  “Thank you,” I say quietly. “I’m glad it didn’t stop you.”


  She shrugs. “Maybe the other way.”


  I peer curiously.


  “I mean, you’re still kind of a legend,” she says. “Not just for lawyers. Why do you think nobody sane wants to run against
         you for the supreme court?”
      


  The supreme court. My heart flips around several times. In the meantime, she looks off, not fully here.


  “You know,” Anna says then, “sometimes you do things you don’t really understand. You just have to do them. Sense or no sense—it
         doesn’t matter much.”
      


  This conversation intensifies a question I already ask myself all the time. What is wrong with a young woman, whom in almost
         every other regard I know to be gifted and refreshingly sane, that she would be interested in someone nearly twice her age,
         let alone somebody married? I have no illusion she would be drawn to me if every lawyer, judge, and flunky did not address
         me as “Chief” whenever I walk into the Central Branch Courthouse. But what does it mean to her to be sleeping with the chief?
         Something. I realize that. But I will probably never understand the secret part of her she hopes I might fill in. Who she
         wants to be in the law? Who she wishes her father was? The man she craves to be in her secret dreams? I don’t know—nor, probably,
         does she. I sense only that she needs to get as close as possible, since whatever it is she seeks can only be absorbed skin
         to skin.
      


  Here is what I have forgotten: the pain. I forgot that an affair is constant torment. Over the falseness at home. Over the
         anxiety we will be discovered. Over the suffering I know is coming at the inevitable end. Over the agony of waiting to be
         with her next. Over the fact that I am truly myself only for a few hours every several days in a hotel room, when those sweet
         moments, as close to heaven as we know on this earth, seem to make all the other anguish worthwhile.
      


  I rarely sleep through the night and am up at three or four a.m. with a glass of brandy. I tell Barbara it is the court and
         the campaign that concern me. I sit in the dark and bargain with myself. I will meet Anna two more times. Then stop. But if
         I am going to stop, then why not stop now? Because I cannot. Because the day I give her up is the day I accept that this will
         never happen again. That I have, in a few words, begun to die.
      


  Despite habitual precautions, I find myself growing somewhat cavalier about the dangers. They are ever-present, but when you
         go undetected two times, then four, then five, part of the extraordinary thrill becomes beating the odds. One day when Anna
         and I are meeting at the Gresham, Marco Cantu, a former copper I’d known when he was on the street, sees me sitting in the
         lobby with no apparent purpose and comes by to say hello. He now heads the hotel’s security operation. Something about the
         way I tell him I am meeting a friend for lunch sounds wrong even to me. I therefore feel half electrocuted by panic a week
         later when, as we are headed down, the elevator doors open on an intervening floor to disclose Marco, who has the stature
         of a miniature sumo wrestler. It is a bad moment, Anna and I still nuzzling and splitting as the car stops, our movement surely
         visible to Marco.
      


  “Chief! We’re seein lots of you.”


  I do not introduce Anna and can feel Marco looking straight through me. The next week, I spot him as I’m coming into the hotel
         and pirouette to go back through the doors until he’s vacated the lobby.
      


  “Time to change the scene of the crime,” I tell her as soon as I am safely in the room. “Marco was on the street a long time.
         He was lazy, but he had a great sense of smell.”
      


  Anna has undressed by now. She is in the fluffy hotel robe but has closed it not with the belt, but with a thick red satin
         ribbon tied in an elaborate gift bow.
      


  “Is that how you think of it? A crime?”


  “Anything that feels this good has to be wrong,” I answer. I have hung up my jacket and am on the bed slipping off my shoes
         before I recognize that I was far too flip. She is staring.
      


  “You could at least pretend to think about being with me.”


  “Anna—” But we both know she is close to the truth. I have spent no nights with her. On Friday of the third week, I told Barbara
         I was going to a bar function and dared to come home at one-thirty, even then having left the hotel with Anna begging me to
         stay. She talks often about somehow getting away for a weekend, waking up with each other and walking together in the open
         air. But I don’t freely imagine us at large. I am fiercely attached, but to me our relationship belongs in the captive space
         of a rented room, where we can shed our clothes and grasp the different things we are each so desperate to obtain.
      


  “Seriously. You’d never marry me, would you?”


  “I’m taken.”


  “Duh. No. If Barbara wasn’t in the picture? If she dropped dead. Or ran away?”


  Why is my first instinct evasion? “I’m too poor for a trophy wife.”


  “There’s a compliment.”


  “Anna, people would laugh in my face.”


  “And that’s why? Because people will laugh?”


  “Because there’s a reason to laugh. A man married to a woman young enough to be his daughter is flying too close to the sun.”


  “I’d say that’s my problem, wouldn’t you? If I want to push you around in a wheelchair at high school graduation—”


  “And change my Depends?”


  “Whatever. Why can’t I make those choices?”


  “Because people usually have a hard time keeping deals where all the benefits are on the front end. They end up feeling sharp
         resentments later on.”
      


  She turns away. These conversations always bring her to tears. We are in a room today almost entirely consumed by the king
         bed. It looks out on the air shaft from which the clatter of the hotel kitchen rises.
      


  “Anna, there is someone out there who will die to marry you.”


  “Well, he hasn’t shown up yet. And don’t tell me about somebody else. I don’t want a consolation prize.”


  “I won’t lie to you, Anna. I can’t. I’m lying everywhere else. I have to tell you the truth. There’s no reality to this. Am I supposed to change my campaign slogan? ‘Vote for Sabich. He’s on top of his staff.’”
      


  She laughs out loud. Blessedly, her sense of humor never fails her. But her back is still to me.


  “Anna, I would marry you if I was forty. I’m sixty.”


  “Stop telling me I’m young.”


  “I’m telling you I’m old.”


  “They’re both pretty annoying. Look, you’re not here by accident. You fuck me, then give me these speeches that imply you
         can’t really take this seriously.”
      


  I turn her to me, bending very slightly so we are entirely eye to eye.


  “Does that make sense to you? What you just said? That I don’t take this seriously? I’ve risked everything to be with you,”
         I say. “My career. My marriage. The respect of my son.”
      


  She breaks from my grasp, then abruptly faces me again, the green eyes intense.


  “Do you love me, Rusty?”


  It’s the first time she’s dared to ask, but I have known all along the question was coming.


  “Yes,” I say. From my lips, it feels very much like the truth.


  She wipes an eye. And beams.


  After the last encounter with Marco Cantu, our meeting places are governed by the whims of hotelrooms.com, where it always turns out one of several Center City establishments has space at the last minute at rock-bottom prices.
         Anna handles the bookings and e-mails me the locale, then arrives ten minutes before me to register, sending the room number
         to my handheld. We depart at the same ten-minute intervals.
      


  And so I am on my way out of the Renaissance on a splendid spring day, with a clean sky and the smell of everything opening,
         when I hear a voice, more or less familiar.
      


  “Ah, Judge,” it says. When I pivot, Harnason is there. It is an awful moment. I realize at once he followed me here two hours
         ago and has been waiting like a faithful dog tethered to a lamppost. How much does he know? How many times has he trailed
         me? As happens so often these days, I am nearly knocked to my knees by the magnitude of my stupidity.
      


  “Imagine meeting you,” he says without a hint of sincerity, so I know my guess is right. I beg my heart to settle down while
         I calculate what he could have possibly observed. He knows I go to hotels at lunchtime, that I sometimes stay too long for
         a normal midday meal. But that’s all he’s seen. If he was on my heels, he would not have caught sight of Anna arriving ten
         minutes before me.
      


  “Imagine,” I finally answer. Harnason is not above blackmail, and I await his threat. It will be pointless. There is not a
         thing I can do to change the outcome in his case. But instead, as we stand about ten feet apart, Harnason’s red face darkens
         to a sunset shade.
      


  “I can’t stand it, Judge,” he says. “Not knowing. When I got bail, I was ecstatic, but it’s not like being free. It’s like
         walking along, waiting for a trapdoor to spring open under me right here in the sidewalk.”
      


  I look at Harnason, whom I condemned once for the wrong reasons, and whose fight I’ve fought, out of his sight.


  “The opinion won’t be much longer,” I say, and turn away. At once, I feel his hand on my sleeve.


  “Please, Judge. What’s the difference? If it’s decided, what does it hurt to tell me? It’s terrible, Judge. I just want to
         know.”
      


  It’s wrong. That’s the correct answer. But some faint scent of Anna’s perfume pervades my skin, and I still have the drained,
         fucked-out stardust feeling emanating upward from my dick. Who am I today to cling to principle? Or more important, to deny
         him now the compassion I owed him thirty years ago?
      


  “You should prepare yourself for bad news, John.”


  “Ah.” It is a sound from the gut. “No hope?”


  “Not really. You’re at the end of the road. I’m sorry.”


  “Ah,” he repeats. “I really didn’t want to go back. I’m too old.”


  Standing here on the street, with the shoppers and business folk swirling around us, many electronically transported to their
         own universes by their cell phones or iPods, I have a hard time with my feelings. I am strangely sympathetic to Harnason but
         also impatient with the way he’s preyed on me and wheedled information, and I know I need to draw a hard line to prevent further
         intimidations. Most of all, in the moment I’m a bit galled by his self-pity. As a prosecutor, I always had some respect for
         the guys who went off without batting an eye, who lived by the watchword ‘Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time.’
      


  “John, let’s face facts. You did it, didn’t you?”


  He does not take an instant to answer. “So did you, Judge. And you’re here.”


  No, I am about to say, violating my longtime scruple against answering.


  “I was acquitted,” I reply. “As I deserved to be.”


  “I deserved it, too,” he says. He has his handkerchief out and blows his nose. He is blubbering freely now, crying like a
         child. A few of the people brushing past us to get into the hotel turn as they go, but Harnason doesn’t care. He is who he
         is.
      


  “But not because you didn’t do it,” I say. “How was that, John? The month you knew you were killing that man?” I’m not sure
         what I mean to accomplish by confronting him this way. I suppose I am asking this question: Where is the line? How does one
         stop? Once I’ve fucked my clerk and betrayed my wife, once I’ve thrown everything I’ve ever accomplished to the wind, where
         is the point of restraint?
      


  “Do you really need to ask, Judge?”


  “I do.”


  “It was hard, Judge. I hated him. He was going to leave me. I was old and he wasn’t. I’d been his meal ticket and he was grateful
         at first, but now he was tired of me. I’m too old to find somebody else, somebody like that. You understand that much, right?”
      


  I wonder again how much he knows about Anna, as I nod.


  “But I didn’t actually believe I was doing it at first,” says Harnason. “I’d thought about it. I admit that. I went to the
         library, did some research. There’s an appellate court case. Did you know that? From Pennsylvania. It talks about arsenic
         not being screened.” He laughs a little bitterly. “The prosecutors never seemed to remember I was trained as a lawyer.”
      


  “And where was the arsenic? In the drinks?”


  “I baked.” Harnason chuckles the same way, at his accusers’ expense. Prosecutors are historians, engaged in a reconstruction
         of the past with all of history’s perils. They never get it completely right, because the witnesses are biased, or blame shifting,
         or wrong, or because, as in this case, the investigators never asked the right questions or put together what they already
         knew. “All those people who testified I never cooked were right. When Ricky was home, the kitchen was his. But I baked. And
         Ricky had a sweet tooth. The first few times, I told myself it was just for fun, just to see if he would notice or how I would
         feel, if I could do what I’d read about. I may have done it five times and still thought it wasn’t for real, that I was going
         to stop. You know, I’ve told myself that a lot,” Harnason says suddenly. “That I was going to stop.” His wizened eyes go off
         to many other places. “But I never do,” he says morosely. “I didn’t stop. Somewhere, day seven or eight, I realized I wasn’t
         going to. I hated him. I hated myself. I was going to do it anyway. And you, Judge. How did it feel when you killed that prosecutor?
         Act of passion?”
      


  “I didn’t do it.”


  “I see.” His look is cold. He got gulled and beaten on this deal. “You’re better than me.”


  “I would never say that, John. Maybe I got better breaks. Nobody is good by himself. We all need help. I got more than you
         did.”
      


  “And who’s helping you now?” he asks. He chucks his pink face toward the hotel. Here we are, sinner to sinner. I feel belittled
         by my own predictability.
      


  There has been too much truth told in this conversation for me to lie. I just shake my head yet again and turn away.




  CHAPTER 8


  Tommy, October 17, 2008


  Rory Gissling was the daughter of a copper, Shane Gissling, a detective sergeant for the long end of his career. As a girl,
         Rory had it all, smarts, looks, a cheerleader’s personality; Shane wanted what dads wanted for daughters in those days, learn
         how to make a living and marry well enough that you never needed to do it. He had no thought about his daughter on the force,
         where shit floated. She made straight A’s at the U in accounting, passed the CPA exam on the first try, and got off to a rocket
         start at one of the big accounting firms. All well, except she felt as if she were serving a sentence. Four years along, she
         chucked it and applied to the academy without a word to her parents. The storytellers said Shane had cried his eyes out in
         misery when he got the news.
      


  Rory went to Financial Crimes after two years on a beat and had been a star ever since. When she walked in with Jim Brand,
         Tommy was a little disappointed to see she had sort of gone to seed since their last meeting a few years ago. As someone whose
         appearance was always against him, who struggled to keep himself looking merely out of shape, he did not quite understand
         how a woman like Rory, who once could turn traffic, just let it go, put on forty pounds in all the wrong places. Not fifty
         yet, she was still blond and pretty and nicely turned out, which maybe meant she’d battled the weight thing and lost, probably
         hated mirrors, and worried some what Phil, her husband, a lieutenant in Traffic, thought about it all.
      


  “What are the happy returns?” Tommy asked. Tommy and Brand had decided Rory would be the best bet on the force to serve the
         documents subpoenas. She had enough rank that they could ask her without checking in with a commander and the brains to figure
         out whatever came back with no need for assistance. And she was one of the few cops actually proud to keep a secret.
      


  “No sé,” said Rory. “I don’t know what you guys had to start.” She gave the PA a stiff look as she and Brand settled in the wooden
         armchairs in front of Tommy’s desk. Tommy had instructed Brand not to explain anything about the investigation, and Rory,
         typical of all cops, hated working blind. Police officers always wanted to know everything, mostly because that was one of
         the principal delights of being a cop, feeling you sort of had the drop on everyone. From cop to cop it varied, whether the
         information made them feel superior or just not so bad. “This is like working with the Feebies. ‘Just do what I say.’”
      


  Nothing against Rory, but Tommy knew there was exactly one way to keep the fact that Rusty was under the microscope on murder
         from hitting the street, and that was to trust no one.
      


  “You know who the subject is, right?” Tommy asked, as if the name alone were explanation enough.


  “When you serve four SDTs”—subpoenas duces tecum, subpoenas for documents—“with the same guy’s name on them, yeah, you kind
         of catch on. I’m figuring the judge has got something going on the side. Last time I checked, screwing wasn’t a crime. Even
         for a candidate for the supreme court. And you’re being way too quiet for this to be some kind of payback thing, just to rat
         him out to the press. So there’s something big here. That the dish?”
      


  Brand looked at Tommy, who didn’t answer. He was thinking through what Rory had said. The documents she’d unearthed somehow
         confirmed Cantu, and showed Rusty had been stepping out.
      


  “I gotta ask this much,” said Rory. “We talkin a boy or a girl?”


  Tommy felt his face drop. He said, “Female,” eventually.


  “Shit,” said Rory, who apparently thought this was really going to be fun.


  “We’re hearing she’s a lot younger, though,” said Brand. “How’s that?”


  “Not the same,” Rory answered.


  “You know why he’s doing a woman thirty years younger than him?” Brand asked Rory.


  “Because he’s lucky,” she answered with a sick smile. She thought he was messing with her, talking to her as if she were a guy, the cop version of equal opportunity. Brand, however, was serious.


  “Because anybody his age would know better. I don’t think you score a lot of coffee dates off eharmony.com when you say in your profile, ‘Once accused of murdering my mistress.’”


  “I think that would turn some women on,” said Rory.


  “Why is it,” Brand asked, “I never met those kind of women?”


  “Anybody working here?” Tommy said. “Rory, how’s it figure that Rusty’s getting some? What came back on the subpoenas?”


  “Actually, not much,” said Rory. “We picked up his bank account number from his county payroll records. That was the best
         thing I got, his bank account.”
      


  Tommy asked if the bank had received the ninety-day letter ordering them not to talk. Rory gave him that look, I’m not stupid,
         then opened her file folder. Class began. She handed out copies of Rusty’s statements.
      


  What Rory showed them over the next few minutes was that last April, Rusty had stopped the automatic deposit of his county
         check at his bank. That was just when a cost of living adjustment for the state judges had finally come through, after being
         held up more than two years by some cock-and-bull litigation by a taxpayers group. Instead of the electronic deposit, Rusty
         walked into the bank every two weeks with his paper check and deposited the same amount to the penny that had been going in
         before the COLA. He pinched off the remainder in cash, including more than four grand for the backlog paid to start.
      


  Tommy wasn’t getting the point.


  “It means he wants some money the missus don’t know nothing about,” Rory said. Now and then she talked just like her old man,
         bad grammar and everything, as if she were sorry she’d been a Phi Beta Kappa.
      


  Brand pointed at Molto. “Told you,” said Jim. “The girl is good.”


  “No, I told you,” said Tommy. “Only I’m not seeing how dollars equals dollies. Maybe the judge likes the ponies.”


  “Or crack,” said Rory. “That was my first guess,” she said, “since I’m just guessing.” She gave Tommy another dark look. She
         was not letting him off easy. “Most of the cash, naturally, I can’t tell you where it went. But I got a pretty good idea.
         Sometimes he’d come into the bank, make the deposit, and use the cash he was getting back, plus some extra he had in his sock,
         to buy cashier’s checks.”
      


  “Nice get,” said Tommy.


  “Better lucky than good. The bank just coughed up the cashier’s checks with the rest of the records. I never thought to ask.
         Usually with all the financial privacy laws, you gotta beat them like a drum just to get what you’re entitled to. But they
         had it all in a package in less than a day. Probably the ninety-day letter gave them all a jolt. I don’t think they see many
         of those out in Nearing.”
      


  She passed the first cashier’s check around, dated May 14, 2007, for $250. It was made payable to a company called STDTC.


  “Stands for?” asked Tommy.


  “Sexually Transmitted Disease Testing Corporation.”


  “Whoa.”


  “Yeah, whoa,” she said.


  “Why’s he got a dirty dick?” asked Tommy.


  “Boy,” said Rory, “I can give you a lot of theories. All of them fun. You already shot down the first one. Maybe he forgot
         his raincoat. Maybe the girlfriend and him wanted to go naked and were holding hands in the waiting room while they tested
         together. Obviously, though, if he brought something home, he wouldn’t get too far with the missus telling her he got it off
         a toilet seat.”
      


  “Can we get the results?” Tommy asked Brand.


  “Only if we ask the feds. Under the Patriot Act, they can get your medical info without you knowing. But the state assembly
         nixed that on the local version.”
      


  The feds would steal the case if they could. Chief judge. Supreme court. They always wanted everything that would make headlines
         above the fold. But Tommy didn’t really need them. The bare fact that Rusty tested meant he’d been roving.
      


  Tommy looked at Brand. “Maybe Rusty’s girl’s a pro?”


  Brand waggled his head. It was a theory.


  “Maybe he got some names from Eliot Spitzer,” Jim said. They all laughed, but Rory wasn’t buying that, because hookers were
         usually a habit, and Rusty had started depositing his whole paycheck, including the COLA, as of June 15 last year.
      


  “How’d he explain that to the old lady?” Brand asked her.


  “Tells her the COLA finally came through.”


  Brand nodded. So did Tommy.


  “Assuming he wanted the cash to keep some girl, that must have stopped,” Rory said. “At least for a while.”


  “Why only for a while?” asked Brand.


  “Here’s cashier’s check number two.”


  The check, dated September 12, only a little more than a month ago, was made payable to Dana Mann for $800. The memo on it
         said, “9/4/08 Consultation.” Prima Dana, as he was known, was the king of the high-end divorce bar, representing the rich
         and the richer. The street rap made him a preening jerk, cagier than he was smart, whose main skill was doing the United We
         Stand routine with grieving divorcées, but there were also some who credited his tact and judgment, and Rusty apparently was
         one of them.
      


  “So how are you figuring this?” Tommy asked her.


  “You mean why did he pay for a consultation?”


  “No,” said Tommy. He could explain that much. Prima Dana was up in the court of appeals all the time. If Rusty was sticking
         with Barbara and not becoming Dana’s client, then as long as Rusty had settled Dana’s bill, the judge didn’t have to take
         himself off Dana’s future cases, a move that otherwise would be as good as a public announcement that he had been thinking
         about divorce at some point.
      


  “Divorce would be a little tough in the middle of a campaign,” Brand said.


  “Especially if there was another woman,” said Tommy.


  “Can we get Prima Dana’s records?” Rory asked.


  Tommy and Brand both shook their heads.


  “Nothing but the bill and the payment,” Tommy answered. “He’d never tell us what they discussed. It’s privileged. Not that
         it’s worth the bother. How many times in the last decade has Prima Dana filed an appearance in anything but a divorce case?”
      


  Brand went to Tommy’s computer. Jim was one of those guys who understood computers as though he’d been born inside the machine
         and could seemingly extract information by touching a couple of keys, all in the time it took Tommy to remember how to open
         his e-mail program.
      


  “‘Practice limited to matrimonial law,’” Brand read off Prima Dana’s website.


  Rory had another cashier’s check to Prima Dana in July 2007 with a similar notation. So apparently Rusty had been lingering
         with the idea of divorce for a while. The earlier occasion correlated pretty well to the times he’d been seen traipsing around
         with his young honey.
      


  “So how are you putting this together?” Tommy asked Rory.


  Rory shrugged. “My way back machine got broke. Could be a lot of things, but you know, pretty for sure he had a girl. After
         that, we can just spitball. We all know the usual: She told him to cut the missus loose or the store was closed, he wouldn’t,
         they split, and by this September he was having second thoughts. He was getting ready to bail. Then,” said Rory with a little
         dramatic trill, “Mrs. Judge very conveniently passed away instead.” She looked at Tommy, then Brand. Of course she’d figured
         it out. Of course. This girl was good. Rusty’s second check to Prima Dana was less than three weeks before Barbara had died.
      


  “Nothing,” said Tommy, pointing at her. “Not even to Phil.”


  Over her lips, she did a lightning version of the lock and tossed key.


  Tommy weighed it out. There could be a lot of other explanations, but that one was pretty good.


  “Do we know who this girl is?” he asked.


  Rory took a beat. “I was thinking maybe the big boys had a clue.”


  “We’re SOL on that,” said Tommy.


  Rory was, too. Records of the landline phones were sixed by now, and the cell phone detail showed a few calls every day, but
         almost all to his house or his son or the drugstore in town.
      


  She smiled. “We could subpoena the court’s telephone records. But it kind of seems like the ninety-day letter has got to go
         to the chief judge. And the detail, a year and a half later, has got to be trashed now, too, just like the other phones.”
      


  “E-mail?” asked Brand.


  “These days every provider purges their server after thirty days. That doesn’t mean he don’t have messages on his own hard
         drives. I think it’d be especially interesting to take a look at his computer at home. Or at work.”
      


  “We’re not going there right now,” Tommy said. “Not before the election. And not without more than we have.”


  Tommy thanked Rory, laying it on thick about the kind of job she’d done.


  “I’m on this?” she asked from the door, meaning she would be the cop who got the collar, if there ever was one.


  “You’re on it,” said Tommy. “Wouldn’t want nobody else. We’ll call you.”


  Brand and Tommy sat alone. You could hear the phones chirping and deputies yelling at one another in the hall.


  “We got something, Boss. The STD test—that’s not for the happily monogamous. And we know he’s talking about ending the marriage
         just a few weeks before she checks out.”
      


  Tommy thought. “Maybe Barbara was having the affair,” he said. “Maybe he’s paying a PI with the COLA and it’s the investigator
         he’s meeting in the hotel, who by the way is a young woman, which is damn good cover for a PI. Maybe he tests to be sure his
         wife hadn’t brought home the nasty. Over time he can’t forgive her, so he goes to commune with Prima Dana.”
      


  Brand ripped out a wild laugh. “You really missed your calling, you know. You’d have been a whiz on the other side, Boss.
         You have the head for it.”
      


  “But not the stomach,” answered Tommy. “Look, Jimmy. The coroner says Barbara died of natural causes.”


  “Because the bad judge sat for twenty-four hours to wait for whatever really killed her to dissolve in her gut.” Brand came
         around Tommy’s desk. “We gotta surface, Boss.” Brand had a whole long list of things to do. Get Rusty’s computers. Do interviews
         to see how Rusty and Barbara were getting along, and develop a minute-by-minute timeline on what happened the night before
         Barbara died. Talk to the Sabiches’ kid.
      


  “Not yet,” Tommy answered. “It hits the press, Rusty loses the election. Rusty loses the election and we made his defense,
         no matter what kind of evidence we come up with eventually. You know this song, every word: ‘Acting PA wants revenge for old
         case, keeps Sabich off court.’ We take our time, we don’t have to listen to that.”
      


  “They serve ten-year terms on the supreme court,” said Brand.


  “Not with a murder conviction,” Tommy answered.


  “And what if we come up short?” asked Brand. “We get close but not close enough. This guy not only strolls on murder again,
         but is up there beating on us.”
      


  Tommy knew all along that Brand would get to this: Let it leak and put Rusty’s lights out. Do a little justice instead of
         none at all. In the heat of the moment, Brand was still inclined to cut corners now and then. Tommy had probably been the
         same way, if he was going to be honest, and without the same excuse. Brand’s father keeled over dead at his desk at National
         Can when Brand was eight. There were five other kids. The mom did what she could, became a teacher’s aide, but they were trapped
         in a strange existence, residing in a nice suburban house paid off by the dad’s mortgage insurance, in a town where they couldn’t
         afford to live. Brand went through school with everybody around him having more—better clothes, vacations, cars, meals. These
         days, Brand did a lot of gourmet cooking—he and Jody got together every month with three other couples and tried their hand
         at stuff they’d seen on Iron Chef. A few years ago, Tommy asked Jim offhandedly what got him interested in food.
      


  ‘Being hungry,’ Brand answered. He wasn’t talking about mealtimes these days, Tommy realized. The Brand family wanted in a
         community where nobody even understood the concept. Stuck in the middle, Brand always felt nobody in his house had time for
         him. His mom had twins, five years younger than Jim, to concentrate on. His older brothers were both doing what they could
         to hold things together for the rest of the brood.
      


  In high school, Brand was in trouble all the time—cutting school, hanging out at poker parlors, where he started playing on
         the sly when he was fifteen. They’d have tossed him out if it hadn’t been for football. Brand was a savage on the field. But
         their savage. He probably ended the seasons of four or five teammates during practice and twice the number of opponents, but
         he was all-conference and rarely missed a tackle in the open field. They told him he wasn’t big enough to play linebacker
         in Division I, but he changed their minds when he got to the U. He made it the same way he did here, when Tommy got him the
         chance, on sheer will. That in turn was why Brand loved Tommy: because Tom was the first person in Jim’s life who he felt
         cut him a real break without something to gain for himself. But when you turned up the heat at moments, particularly at trial,
         the hungry, pissed-off kid was still there, who didn’t like playing by the rules because he thought they were made by people
         who didn’t give a fig about the likes of him. Sooner or later, the grown-up took over. Brand always came back to himself,
         but sometimes you had to kick him in the ass. And Tommy did that now.
      


  “No,” said Tommy to the idea of a leak, with just enough irritation to make the point. He had learned this lesson the hard
         way years ago with the first Sabich case. You’re here to prosecute crimes, not decide elections. Just do the job. Investigate.
         Build a case. Try it. The fallout was not your concern. “No choice. Nothing public before the election.”
      


  Brand didn’t like it. “Besides,” he said.


  There was always a “besides” with Jimmy. He thought long and hard before he saw the boss.


  “We got another way to deal with all of this,” Brand said. “Punch a hole in that vendetta defense.”


  “Which is?”


  “Prove he got away with murder twenty years ago. The PA isn’t looking for revenge. He’s looking for justice. The blood standards
         and the sperm fraction from the old case have still got to be in the police pathologist’s deep freeze, don’t they?”
      


  Tommy knew where this was going because he had considered the possibility a couple of times a year for the past decade, once
         he realized that DNA would provide a definitive answer about whether Sabich was guilty of Carolyn Polhemus’s murder. Of course,
         he’d never had a decent reason to do the tests.
      


  “Not yet,” he said.


  “We could go in for an ex parte court order. Say it’s part of a grand jury investigation.”


  “You pull that evidence out of the deep freeze at McGrath,” he said, referring to police headquarters, where no secret was
         safe, “especially with a grand jury court order, and every cop in town will know in two hours, and every reporter about five
         minutes after that. When it’s time, there may be a way without a court order.”
      


  Brand stared. This was the first time Tommy actually betrayed himself, showed how much thought he’d given to Rusty—and the
         DNA.
      


  “Not yet,” said Tommy. “After the election we can look at all of this again.”


  Brand was frowning.


  “Not yet,” Tommy repeated.




  CHAPTER 9


  Rusty, May 2007


  What is great sex? Does it have to be prolonged? Or inventive? Are circus maneuvers required? Or merely intensity? By whatever
         measure, my bouts with Anna are not the greatest of my life—that title will forever rest with Carolyn Polhemus, for whom sex
         on each occasion was a shameless conquest of the most extreme altitudes of physical pleasure and lack of inhibition.
      


  Anna is of a generation for many of whom sex is first and foremost fun. When I knock on the hotel room door ten minutes behind
         her, there is often an amusing surprise: A nurse in six-inch come-fuck-me heels. Her torso wrapped in Saran. A green arrow
         in body paint that plunges between her breasts and joins a V immediately above the female cleft. The gift bow tying her robe,
         beneath which she was naked. But the humor sometimes implies a lack of consequence I never feel.
      


  She is, of course, far more experienced than I. Anna is the fourth woman I have slept with in the last forty years. Her “number,”
         as she blithely refers to it, is never disclosed, but she mentions enough in passing that I know my predecessors are many.
         I am concerned, therefore, when it develops that she has trouble reaching climax. With apologies to Tolstoy, I would say that
         all men come alike, but each woman arrives at orgasm her own way—and Anna’s way often eludes me. There are days when I have
         my own problems, finally leading me to call on my doctor for the little blue pill he’s often offered.
      


  But for all that might, at moments, seem to make Anna and me candidates for an instructional video, there is an inescapable
         and wondrous tenderness every time we are together. I touch her the way you would a holy relic—adoringly, lingering with the
         certainty that my yearning and my gratitude are radiating from my skin. And we have the one thing that great lovemaking always
         requires—in our best moments, nothing else exists. My shame or anxiety, the cases that vex me, my concerns about the court
         and the campaign—she is the only thing in the known universe. It is a beautiful, perfect oblivion.
      


  No matter how much Anna insists that we should not consider our ages, the difference is there constantly, especially in the
         gap it creates in our communications. I have never held an iPod, and I do not know whether it is good or bad when she says
         that something “kills.” And she has no clue about the world that made me, no memories of Kennedy’s assassination or life under
         Eisenhower—not to mention the sixties. The great fusion of love, the sense that she is I and I she, is sometimes subject to
         question.
      


  It also means that I talk too often about Nat. I cannot resist asking Anna’s assistance, as someone who is far closer to him
         in life.
      


  “You worry too much about him,” she tells me one night as we are lying in each other’s arms between bouts. Room service will
         knock soon with dinner. “I know a lot of people who went to law school with him at Easton and they all say he’s brilliant—you
         know, one of those people who talk in class only once a month and then say something even the professor never thought of.”
      


  “He’s had a hard time. There’s a lot going on with Nat,” I say.


  Because you love your children, and make their contentment the principal object of your existence, it’s something of a downer
         to see them turn out not much happier than you. Nathaniel Sabich was a good kid by most common measures. He paid attention
         in grade school, he dissed his parents with relative infrequency. But he had an uncommonly hard time growing up. He was a
         rambunctious little boy, who had trouble sitting still and paged ahead to see the end when I was reading him a story. As he
         grew older, it became plain that all the random motion had its source in a kind of worry he took deeper and deeper into himself.
      


  The therapists have had no end of theories why. He is the only child of two only children and came up in a hothouse of parental
         attention that may well prove there is such a thing as loving a child too much. Then there was the trauma of my indictment
         and trial, when no matter how we pretended, our family dangled like a movie character clinging to a broken bridge.
      


  The explanation I go to most often is the one that leaves me least to blame: He inherited some of his mother’s depressive
         disorder. By the time he had reached adolescence, I could see the familiar black funk descend on him, marked by the same brooding
         and isolation. We went through all the stuff you would expect. Report cards marked by A pluses and F’s. Drugs. It was perhaps
         the most shamed day of my life when my pal Dan Lipranzer, a detective who was on the eve of his retirement to Arizona, popped
         into my chambers unexpectedly a decade ago. ‘Drug Task Force picked up a drippy-nosed kid who goes to Nearing High yesterday
         and he says he’s buying his poppers from the son of a judge.’
      


  The good news was that this development allowed us to leverage Nat back into psychotherapy. When he began on SSRIs near the
         end of college, it was as if he had left a cave and come into the light. He started grad school in philosophy, finally moving
         out of the house for good, and then, with no discussion with us, made the change to law school. My son has been the living
         receptacle of so much anxiety and longing for both Barbara and me that we each seem startled at times that he is finally making
         his way on his own, but that probably has to do with the uneasiness of being left face-to-face with each other.
      


  “Were you happy he went to law school?” Anna asks.


  “Relieved in a way. I didn’t mind grad school in philosophy. I thought it was a worthy enterprise. But I didn’t know where
         it was going to lead. Not that law school made it much better. He talks about being a law professor, but it’s going to be
         hard for him to do that straight from a clerkship, and he doesn’t seem to have other ideas.”
      


  “How about a J. Crew model? You realize the guy’s gorgeous, don’t you?”


  Nat is lucky enough to resemble his mother, yet the truth, which only I seem to recognize, is that the piercing quality to
         his handsomeness, the acute blue eyes and the universe of somber mystery, comes straight from my father. Young women are drawn
         like a beacon by Nat’s exceptional good looks, but he has always been unnaturally slow to form a bond and has entered yet
         another remote phase as the result of a disastrous breakup with Kat, the girl he saw the last four years.
      


  “They offered him a job. Somebody from an agency saw him on the street. But he’s always hated people talking about his looks.
         It’s not the basis he wants to be judged on. Besides, there’s a better career if he wants to make easy money.”
      


  “What’s that?”


  “Everybody your age. You can all be rich beyond your wildest dreams.”


  “How?”


  “Learn to remove tattoos.”


  She laughs as Anna laughs, as if laughing is all there is to life. She squirms and giggles. But the talk of Nat has left something
         lingering with her, and she rises to an elbow a few minutes later to see me.
      


  “Did you ever want a daughter?” she asks.


  I stare for quite some time. “I think that’s the kind of remark that Nat would have called ‘deliberately transgressive’ in
         his grad school days.”
      


  “You mean out of bounds?”


  “I think that’s what he means.”


  “I don’t think boundaries cut a lot of ice around here,” she says, and nods to the walls of the hotel room. “Did you? Want
         a daughter?”
      


  “I wanted to have more children. Barbara had all kinds of excuses: She could never love another child as much as Nat. Stuff
         like that. In retrospect, I think she knew she was sick. And fragile.”
      


  “But did you want a daughter?”


  “I already had a son.”


  “So yes?”


  I try to cast my mind back to the yearnings of those years. I wanted children, to be a father, to do better than was done
         to me—it was a dominating passion.
      


  “I suppose,” I answer.


  She stands and slowly sheds the robe she has put on for warmth, letting it fall from her shoulders as she fixes me with a
         longing gaze I used to see in her last days working in my chambers.
      


  “That’s what I thought,” she says, and lies down beside me.


  Leaving Anna, when we meet at night, remains difficult. She begs me not to go and is not above the tactics of a jezebel. Tonight
         she dresses reluctantly, and as we approach the door, she places both hands on it and gyrates her back end at me like a pole
         dancer.
      


  “You’re making it hard to leave.”


  “That’s the idea.”


  She keeps up this lewd little shimmy, and I plant myself against her and join the motion, until I am fully aroused. I abruptly
         raise her skirt, pull aside her underpants, and push myself inside. No rubber: a daring act by our terms. Even the first time,
         Anna had condoms in her purse.
      


  “Oh, Jesus,” she says. “Rusty.”


  But neither of us stops. Her hands are braced against the door. Every bit of the desperation and insanity of our relationship
         is here for both of us. And when I finally release, it seems to be the truest moment we’ve had.
      


  Afterward, we are both a bit shaken and re-dress in chagrined silence.


  “Teach me to shake my ass at you,” she says as I leave first.


  Guilt is a commando who arrives in stealth and then sabotages everything. After that brief moment of abandon, I am visited
         perpetually by obvious fears. I nearly weep late at night when I receive one of Anna’s cryptic e-mails. “Visitor arrived,”
         it says, using the quaint Victorian slang for menstruation. But even after that, there is an acronym that feels like a frozen
         hand squeezing my heart, whenever it comes to mind: STD. What if Anna, who is well traveled, is unknowingly afflicted with
         something I could pass on? I repeatedly envision Barbara’s face when she comes home from the gynecologist.
      


  I know this concern is largely irrational. But the what-ifs are each like nails driven into my brain. There is so much torment
         already that I simply cannot cope with yet another random worry. So one day in my chambers, I put the search term—“STD”—in
         my computer and find myself at a site. I make the 800 call from a pay phone in the bus station, with my back turned so nobody
         can hear.
      


  The young woman at the other end is patient, consoling. She explains the testing protocol and then says she can charge my
         credit card. The initials that would appear on the bill would be innocuous, but it is the kind of detail that would never
         sink below Barbara’s attention; she always asks whether any unexplained expense is deductible.
      


  My silence says it all. The polite young woman then adds, “Or if you’d rather, you may pay with a postal money order or a
         cashier’s check.” She gives me a PIN that will supplant my name in all my dealings with the company.
      


  I buy the cashier’s check the next day when I am at the bank, making one of my jiggered deposits. “Should I list you as remitter?”
         the teller asks.
      


  “No,” I say, with embarrassing speed.


  I go straight from there to the thirtieth-floor office in a Center City building where I have been told to drop the check.
         I find myself at the door of an import/export concern. I peek in, then back out to reexamine the address in my pocket. When
         I enter again, the receptionist, a middle-aged Russian woman, eyes me with an imperial look and asks in a strong accent, “Are
         you here to give me money?” It makes sense, I realize, this front. Even if a sleuth has followed me here, he’d miss my purpose.
         She takes my check and throws it unceremoniously into a drawer and goes back to work. What a menagerie of the unfaithful this
         woman must have met. Gay men by the dozens. A mom with two kids in the stroller who’s gotten pumped by the guy next door,
         at home these days while he’s looking for work. And probably lots of fellows like me, graying and in middle years, raddled
         by fears about the three-hundred-dollar hooker they passed some time with. Weakness and folly are her business.
      


  The actual test is uneventful by comparison. I am in a medical office across from University Hospital, where I sign in only
         with my number. The woman who draws the blood never bothers with a smile. After all, every patient is a potential peril to
         her. She gives me no warning that the needle may hurt.
      


  Four days later, a counselor informs me I’m clean. I tell Anna the next time I’m with her. I debated saying anything but realize
         that hard science is better than my word about my personal history.
      


  “I wasn’t worried,” she answers. She peers under her full brows. “Were you?”


  I’m sitting on the bed. It is noontime, and down the hall I can hear the minibar porter knocking on doors so he can come in
         and check—a great pose for a PI, I think in my current state of disquiet.
      


  “A lot of questions I didn’t want to ask.” Because I cannot promise not to sleep with Barbara, I have realized that I am in
         no position to ask fidelity from Anna. I still do not know whether she is seeing other men, but I seldom get responses to
         the brief e-mails I dare to send her on the weekends. Oddly, I am not jealous. I repeatedly imagine the moment when she will
         tell me she is moving on, that she’s gotten what she can from this experience and is going to resume her progress toward a
         normal life.
      


  “There isn’t anyone but you right now, Rusty.” ‘Right now,’ I think. “And I’ve always been safe. I’m sorry I freaked. But
         I’d never have an abortion.”
      


  “I shouldn’t have done it.”


  “I loved it,” she says quietly, and sits beside me. “We could do it that way. Now that we know. I have a diaphragm.”


  “And what happens when you meet somebody else?”


  “I told you. I’m always safe. I mean,” she says and stops.


  “What?”


  “There doesn’t have to be anyone. If you tell me you’re thinking about leaving Barbara.”


  I sigh. “Anna, we can’t keep having this conversation. If we have only two hours together, we can’t spend half of it fighting.”


  Now I’ve hurt her. It’s always easy to read when Anna is angry. The hardest piece of her, the one engaged by the cruel mechanics
         of the law, takes over and her face becomes rigid.
      


  Sorely tried, I sprawl on the bed and put a pillow on my face. She will recover in time and settle beside me. But for now,
         I am alone and in a kind of meditation where I test myself with the question she has often asked. Would I marry Anna if some
         freak circumstance somehow made it possible? She is howlingly funny, a pleasure to look at, and a person I savor, dear to
         me as breath. But I have already been thirty-four. I doubt I could rejoin her on the other side of a bridge I’ve already crossed.
      


  Yet something else is as suddenly clear as the solution to a math problem I formerly could not solve. I see now what I have
         come together with Anna to recognize: I erred. I blundered. She may not be the right alternative. But that doesn’t mean there
         never was one. Twenty years ago, I thought I was making the best of many bad choices, and I was wrong. Wrong. I could have
         done something else, found someone else. Worse. I should have. I should not have returned to Barbara. I should not have sold
         my happiness for Nat’s. It was the wrong choice for all three of us. It left Nat growing up in a dungeon of voiceless suffering.
         And yoked Barbara to the daily evidence of what anybody, in a righter mind, would prefer to forget. My heart right now is
         like some overloaded man-of-war toppled by a light wind, sinking into the waters it was meant to sail. And it will not do
         to blame anybody but myself.
      


  When I return to chambers, there is an urgent message from George Mason on my desk. Three, in fact. Life in the court of appeals
         moves at the pace of suspended animation. Even so-called emergency motions can be resolved in a day or two, not an hour. When
         I look up, George is on the threshold. He has come down in person in the hope I have returned. He is in shirtsleeves, stroking
         his striped tie as a way to soothe himself.
      


  “What?” I ask.


  He closes the door behind him. “We issued the opinion in Harnason Monday.”
      


  “I saw that.”


  “I bumped into Grin Brieson on the way to lunch today. She called Mel Tooley to arrange for Harnason’s surrender and never
         heard back. Finally, after the third call, Mel admitted he thinks the guy is in the wind. The coppers went out this morning.
         Harnason’s been gone at least two weeks.”
      


  “He jumped bail?” I ask. “He fled?”


  Harnason went to a riverboat casino and used a high-limit credit card to buy twenty-five thousand dollars in chips, which
         he promptly cashed to grubstake his flight. With a two-week head start, he is probably far outside the country.
      


  “The papers don’t have it yet,” George tells me. “But they will soon. I wanted you to be prepared when the reporters call.”
         The public doesn’t know a thing about what supreme court justices do. But they will understand I let a convicted murderer
         loose who will now be at large forever, one more bogeyman to dread. Koll will bludgeon me with Harnason’s name. I wonder vaguely
         if I have actually given the jerk a chance.
      


  But that is not what paralyzes me when George finally leaves me alone behind my large desk. I have known for the seven weeks
         I have seen Anna that disaster was looming. But I hadn’t seen its shape. I was willing to chance hurting the people closest
         to me. But no matter how ironic, I am stunned to realize that I have assisted in a serious violation of the law. Harnason
         played me so well. The election is the least of my concerns. With the wrong prosecutor—and Tommy Molto is certainly the wrong
         prosecutor—I could end up in jail.
      


  I need a lawyer. I am too disoriented and full of self-reproaches to figure any of this out myself. There is only one choice:
         Sandy Stern, who represented me twenty-one years ago.
      


  “Oh, Judge,” says Vondra, Sandy’s assistant. “He’s been out of the office, a little under the weather, but I know he would
         want to talk to you. Let me see if he can take the call.”
      


  It is several minutes before he is on the line.


  “Rusty.” His voice is frayed and weak, alarmingly so. When I ask what’s wrong, he says, “A bad laryngitis,” and turns the
         conversation back to me. I do not bother with pleasantries.
      


  “Sandy, I need help. I’m ashamed to say I’ve done something stupid.”


  I await the ocean of rebukes. Stern is fully entitled: After I gave you another chance, another life.


  “Ah, Rusty,” he says. His breath seems labored. “That is what keeps me in business.”


  Stern’s doctor has ordered him not to talk for two weeks and thus not to come into the office. I prefer to wait for him rather
         than seek advice from anyone I would trust even a fraction less. After forty-eight hours pass, I recover my balance somewhat.
         The news of Harnason’s flight has broken. The police have run all leads and found no trace of his whereabouts. Koll has howled
         about my misjudgments, but the controversy is relegated to a two-inch item at the bottom of the local news page because the
         general election is so far away. Ironically, Koll would have scored far larger if he’d remained in the primary.
      


  I have no idea how the mess with Harnason will play out, if Sandy will advise me to make a clean breast of the matter with
         the court or keep my peace. But my soul is at rest on one thing: I must stop seeing Anna. Having had a taste of ruin again,
         I cannot tolerate any more danger.
      


  Three days later, I arrive early in the lobby of the Hotel Dulcimer, to be sure I intercept her before she goes up to the
         room. From my untimely appearance, she knows something is awry, but I draw her toward one of the columns and whisper, “We
         have to stop, Anna.”
      


  I watch her face crumple. “Let’s go upstairs,” she says impatiently. If I say no, I know she will be unable to keep herself
         from making a scene here.
      


  She cries bitterly as soon as the door is closed and takes a seat on an armchair, still in the light raincoat she wore in
         today’s storm.
      


  “I’ve tried to imagine,” she says. “I’ve tried to imagine this so many times. What was I going to feel like when you said
         this? And I just couldn’t. I just couldn’t, and I can’t believe it now.”
      


  I have decided in advance not to explain about Harnason. I said nothing at the time of the incident, and no matter how paradoxical,
         I’m certain the same woman who encouraged my illicit passions would be crushed to think I could behave as a judge with such
         blatant impropriety. Instead, I say simply, “It’s time. I know it’s time. It’s only going to get harder.”
      


  “Rusty,” she says.


  “I’m right, Anna. You know that.”


  To my surprise, she nods. She herself has been coming to terms. Eight weeks, I think. That will be the final duration of my
         flight from sanity.
      


  “You have to hold me again,” she says.


  She is in my arms for a long time as we stand just inside the door. It is a bookend of our first moments together. But we
         hardly need the reminder. The bodies have their own momentum. We are both quick to finish, knowing perhaps we are on stolen
         time.
      


  Dressed again and at the door, she clings to me once.


  “Do we have to stop seeing each other?”


  “No,” I say. “But let’s give it a little while.”


  Once she’s gone, I lie there a long, long time. More than an hour. The rest of my life, dark and doomed, has started.


  I would say there is no coping with the loss, but that is untrue. I walk through my life like an amputee who feels the phantom
         pain of the missing limb, my heart bursting with longing and my mind telling me, in perhaps the saddest note of all, this
         too will pass. Never again, I think. The curse has now come true. Never again.
      


  After a week, it’s better. I miss her. I mourn her. But some peace has returned. She had been so unattainable—so young, so
         much a citizen of a different era—that it is hard to feel fully deprived. And no matter what the course with Harnason, this
         part of the tale will remain untold. Barbara will not know. Nat will not know. I have avoided the worst.
      


  I wonder all the time. Is it Anna I miss? Or love?


  Two weeks after our last meeting at the Dulcimer, Anna shows up in chambers. I recognize her voice from my desk, where I am
         working, and hear her tell my secretary that she was in the building to file a brief and just wanted to drop by. She lights
         up when she sees me in my doorway and breezes into the inner chambers uninvited, just another former clerk who’s happened
         by to pay respects, something that occurs all the time.
      


  She is gay, joking loudly with Joyce about the fact they are each wearing the same boots, until I close the door. Then she
         slumps and drops her face into her hands.
      


  I can feel my heart thumping. She is so lovely. She’s in a gray suit, nicely tailored, whose feel I recall as clearly as if
         my hand were on it now.
      


  “I’ve met somebody,” she says quietly once she looks up. “He actually lives in my building. I’ve seen him a hundred times
         and just started talking to him ten days ago.”
      


  “Lawyer?” My voice too is very low.


  “No.” She gives her head a determined shake, as if to suggest she’d never be that stupid. “He’s in business. Investments.
         Divorced. A little older. I like him. I slept with him last night.”
      


  I manage not to flinch.


  “I hated it,” she says. “Hated myself. I mean, I tell myself there are people like you and me in everybody’s life, people
         who can’t stay forever but who matter immensely at the moment. I think if you’ve led an open and honest life, there will be
         those people. Don’t you think that?”
      


  I have friends who believe all relationships really fall under this heading—good only for a while. But I nod solemnly.


  “I’m trying everything, Rusty.”


  “We each need time,” I say.


  She shakes her lovely hair about. It’s been cut in the last two weeks, turned under a bit.


  “I’ll always be waiting for you to say you want me back.”


  “I’ll always want you back,” I answer. “But you’ll never hear me say it.” She smiles a trifle as she gathers in the deliberate
         absurdity of my last remark.
      


  “Why are you so determined?” she asks.


  “Because we reached the logical conclusion. There is no happy ending. Nothing happier. And I’m beginning to come to terms.”


  “And what terms are those, Rusty?”


  “That I don’t have the right to live twice. Nobody does. I made my choices. It would disrespect the life I’ve lived to throw
         all that over. And I have to show some gratitude to whatever force allowed me to skate across the thinnest ice and make it.
         I mean, I’ve told you over and over, Barbara cannot know. Cannot.”
      


  Anna looks at me in a hard way, an expression I’ve seen occasionally and that will greet hundreds of witnesses on cross-examination
         in the next decades.
      


  “Do you love Barbara?”


  There’s a question. Oddly, she has never asked until now.


  “How many hours do you have?” I ask.


  “A lifetime if you want it.”


  I smile thinly. “I think I could have done better.”


  “Then why not leave?”


  “I might.” I have never said this aloud.


  “But not for someone younger? Not for a former clerk. Because you care about what people would say?”


  I do not answer. I have already explained. She continues to apply that cool, objective eye.


  “It’s because you’re running, isn’t it,” she says then. “You’re picking the supreme court over me.”


  I see it instantly: I must lie. “I am,” I say.


  She emits a derisive little snort, then lifts her face again to continue her frigid assessment. She sees me now, all my weakness,
         all my vanity. I’ve lied, but she still has glimpsed the truth.
      


  Yet I have accomplished one thing.


  We are done.


  My relationship with Sandy Stern is intense and sui generis. He is the only lawyer who appears in the court of appeals from
         whose cases I inalterably recuse myself. Even my former clerks come before me five years after they’ve left. But Stern and
         I are not intimates. In fact, I did not speak to him for nearly two years after my trial, until gratitude overwhelmed other
         feelings I had about what had gone on in my case. By now, we have an appreciative rapport and eat lunch on occasion. But I
         hear none of his secrets. Yet his role in my life was so epochal that I could never pretend he is just another advocate. His
         defense of me was masterful, with every word spoken in court as significant as each note in Mozart. I owe him my life.
      


  We chat in his office about his kids and grandkids. His youngest, Kate, has three children. She divorced two years ago but
         has remarried. His son, Peter, moved off to San Francisco with his partner, another physician. Clearly the most content is
         Marta, his daughter who practices with him. She married Solomon, a management consultant, twelve years ago, with whom she
         has three kids and a full life.
      


  Sandy looks himself, if rounder, all of that obscured by perfect tailoring. One advantage of appearing middle-aged as a younger
         person is that at this stage you seem immune to time.
      


  “You look like you recovered well from your laryngitis,” I tell him.


  “Not quite, Rusty. I had a bronchoscopy the day before you called me. I shall be having surgery for lung cancer later this
         week.”
      


  I am devastated for both our sakes. His damn cigars. They are ever-present, and when deep in thought, Stern seldom remembers
         not to inhale. The smoke pours out of his nose like a dragon’s.
      


  “Oh, Sandy.”


  “They tell me it is good they can operate. There are worse scenarios with this sort of thing. They will remove a lobe, then
         wait and watch.”
      


  I ask about his wife, and he describes Helen, whom he married as a widower, as herself, brave and funny. As always, she has
         been just what he needs.
      


  “But,” he says, enjoying the joke, “enough about me.” I wonder if I was truly doomed, if my hours were dwindling, I would
         choose to ascend the bench. It is a tribute to what Stern has done that he feels these remain his best moments.
      


  I tell him my story in bare strokes, relating the minimum he needs to know: that I was seeing someone, was followed by Harnason,
         who caught me unaware and left me unsettled—angry, intimidated, guilty. The story draws Stern’s complex Latin expression,
         all his features briefly mobilized while he embraces the elusive categories of life.
      


  The two weeks I have waited to see Sandy have not done much to clarify my thinking about my predicament with Harnason. I want
         Stern’s advice concerning what the law and ethics require me to do. Must I tell the truth to my fellow judges or the police?
         And what will happen to me as a result? Listening, Stern reaches out reflexively for his cigar and stops. Instead, he rubs
         his temples as he thinks. He takes quite some time.
      


  “A case like this, Rusty, a man like that—” Stern does not complete the sentence, but his manner suggests that he has fully
         grasped Harnason’s strangeness. “He bankrolled his flight very cleverly, and I suspect he has made equally careful plans to
         hide himself. I doubt he will be seen again.
      


  “If he is apprehended, then of course—” Sandy’s hand drifts off. “It would be problematic. One might hope the fellow would
         keep your confidence out of gratitude, but it would be unwise to expect that. As a criminal matter, however, it seems to me
         a very difficult prosecution—a twice convicted felon, whom you initially sent to the pentitentiary? Not much of a witness.
         And that assumes Molto could gin up some imagined crime. But if Harnason is the only witness the state has—and it’s difficult
         to see how there could be another—it will be a meager case.
      


  “As a disciplinary matter for the Courts Commission, that is another thing. Unlike the criminal inquiry, you will be required
         to testify eventually, and no matter how confused you found yourself, we both know your conduct ran afoul of several canons
         of judicial conduct. But as long as the prospect of criminal prosecution is not ephemeral—and it surely is not with Tommy
         Molto sitting in the PA’s chair—you need say nothing to your colleagues. I rarely make a record of my exchanges with clients,
         but in this case, I will do a memo to the file, in case you ever want to substantiate that you received this advice from me.”
      


  He speaks offhandedly, but of course he is referring to the likelihood he will be dead by the time any occasion arises for
         me to explain my silence.
      


  In the elevator down, I try to absorb Stern’s assessment, which is largely the same as my own. Understanding the realities,
         I am likely to get away with all of it. Harnason is gone for good. Barbara and Nat will remain unknowing about Anna. I will
         ascend to the supreme court and will forget in time a brief era of incredible folly. I will obtain what I’ve wanted, if not
         fully deserved, and, having risked it all, may enjoy my life more than I might have otherwise. The train of reason seems inexorable
         but is of little comfort. A sickness swims through my center.
      


  I emerge from the gauntlet of revolving doors into a radiant day, with the first full heat of summer. The street is thronged
         with lunchgoers and shoppers, who walk with their wraps across their arms. Out in the street, roadworkers are repairing winter-made
         potholes, heating tar whose fulsome aroma seems oddly intoxicating. The trees in the park across the way wear new green, finally
         in full leaf, and the steely smell of the river is on the wind. Life seems pure. My way is set. And thus there is no hiding
         from the truth, which nearly brings me to my knees.
      


  I love Anna. What can I possibly do?




  CHAPTER 10


  Tommy, October 23, 2008


  Tommy Molto did not like the jail. It was three stories high, but dim as a dungeon, even in daytime, because in 1906 they prevented
         escapes by building windows that were only six inches wide. There was also something unsettling about the sound, the anguished
         din arising from three thousand captured souls. And none of that was to talk about the odor. No matter how strict the sanitation,
         so many men in quarters this close, with a coverless stainless-steel toilet between every two of them, filled the entire structure
         with a swampy, fetid smell. It wasn’t the Four Seasons. Nor was it meant to be. But you would think after thirty years of
         visiting the place to talk to witnesses, to try to roll defendants, Tommy would be used to it. But his gut still clutched.
         Some of it came down to the ugly reality of what he did. Tommy tended to think of his job as being about right and wrong and
         just deserts. The fact that his work culminated in a stark captivity that he himself always doubted he could survive remained
         even now an unwelcome reality.
      


  “Why are we talking to this bird now?” Tommy asked Brand as they waited in the gate room. It was nine p.m. Tommy had been
         at home when Brand reached him. Tomaso has just gone down, and Dominga was in the kitchen, cleaning up. The house still smelled
         of spice and diapers. These were the precious hours in Tommy’s day, feeling the rhythm of his family, the sweet order arriving
         out of the relative chaos of the rest of his life. But Brand wouldn’t have asked the boss to come out unless it was something
         that really couldn’t wait, and he’d gone and put his suit back on. He was the PA. Wherever he went, he had to look the part,
         and as it turned out, both the warden and the captain of the COs had skedaddled in from home once they heard he was coming,
         so they could shake hands and pass some gas together. It was only a second ago they had departed, leaving Tommy to get a briefing
         at last from his chief deputy.
      


  “Because Mel Tooley said it would be worth the trip. Really, really worth the trip. He’s got something the PA has to hear
         in person. And nine p.m. with no reporters within a mile, that’s the best time.”
      


  “Jimmy, I got a wife and a kid.”


  “I got a wife and two kids,” Brand answered. He was smiling, though. He thought it was cute, the way Tommy sometimes acted
         as though he’d invented having a family. Brand had more faith in Mel Tooley than most people because Mel shared office space
         with one of Brand’s older brothers.
      


  “So background me,” Tommy said. “This guy, the poisoner, what’s his name again? Harnason?” Eighteen months ago, the head of
         the appellate section in the office, Grin Brieson, had begged Tommy to argue the case. He recalled that much and, naturally,
         that he had won despite Sabich’s dissent. But the other details were gone in the wash of time.
      


  “Right. He’s been in the breeze for a year and a half now.”


  “I remember,” said Tommy. “Sabich gave him bail.” Last month, N. J. Koll had been running commercials calling Rusty out, ballyhooing
         the fact that the PAs had opposed bond for Harnason. Once Barbara croaked, N.J. had to take the high road and pull his stuff
         off the air, a relief to Molto. Tommy didn’t like having his office in the middle of an election fight, especially that one.
      


  “They grabbed Harnason yesterday in Coalville, burg three hundred miles south, on the other side of the state line, population
         twenty grand. That was Harnason’s new homestead. He hung out a shingle as a lawyer, practicing under the name of Thorsen Skoglund.”
      


  “Asshole,” said Molto. Tommy took a second to remember Thorsen, long gone now, an honorable man.


  “So he’s practicing law and on the side, get this, he’s working as a children’s party clown. You just can’t make this stuff
         up. He was bringing in more as a clown than a lawyer, which may tell you something, but it was all going pretty good until
         his drinking problem got the better of him and he caught a DUI. The print comparison came back from the FBI about two hours
         after he had bonded out. Harnason apparently thought it was still the old days when it would have taken weeks. He was at home
         packing when the local sheriff came for him with a SWAT team.”
      


  Mel Tooley had waived extradition and the sheriff in Coalville had driven Harnason back to the Tri-Cities himself. Not a lot
         of bail-jumping murder fugitives were picked up in Coalville. The sheriff would be talking about Harnason the rest of his
         life. So far, Harnason had not been to court, and the press had no idea he was in custody again, but the story would probably
         get out. All in all, that would be good news for Rusty. When Koll’s ads went up again, he wouldn’t be able to wave his arms
         around about the madman Sabich had set free, who was still on the loose.
      


  By now, Tommy and Brand had been buzzed through the two sets of massive iron bars, a sort of air lock between captivity and
         freedom, and were escorted by a corrections officer named Sullivan back to the interview rooms. Sullivan knocked on a white
         door and Tooley came out into the narrow corridor. Mel, usually a bulbous fashion plate, was in civvies. He’d been gardening,
         apparently, when Harnason had hit town about five p.m. There was dirt under Mel’s polished fingernails and on his jeans. It
         took Tommy a second to realize that in the rush, Tooley had forgotten his toup. The truth was he looked better without it,
         but Tommy decided to spare Mel that opinion.
      


  Tooley did the usual bowing and scraping because the almighty PA had come out at night.


  “I love you, too, Mel,” said Tommy. “What’s the scoop?”


  “Okay, this is strictly hypothetical,” said Mel, lowering his voice. In the jail, you never knew what side anybody was playing
         on. Some of the COs worked for the gangs, some were on a reporter’s pad. Tooley crept close enough that you would think he
         was cozying up for a kiss. “But if you were to ask Mr. Harnason why he decided to make a run for it, he would tell you he
         had advance word of the appellate court’s decision.”
      


  “How?”


  “That’s the good part,” said Mel. “The chief judge told him.”


  Tommy felt as though he’d been hit in the head with a board. He couldn’t imagine this. Rusty had a very hard stick up his
         ass as a judge.
      


  “Sabich?” Tommy asked.


  “Yep.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s a pretty strange conversation. You’ll want to hear it yourself. There’s some juice here. I mean,” said Mel, “at a minimum
         you’re going to bounce him off the supreme court with this. At a minimum. You may even make him an aider and abettor on the
         bond jump. And criminal contempt. For violating the rules of his own court.”
      


  Mel was like everyone else who thought Tommy would give up a nut to get Rusty again. The PA laughed out loud instead.


  “With Harnason as the only witness? A one-on-one between a convicted murderer and the chief judge of the court of appeals?
         And me as the prosecutor?” Worse, the way this tale would dovetail with Koll’s commercials, everyone would ridicule Tommy
         as N.J.’s gullible stooge.
      


  Mel had meaty cheeks on which the acne scars caught the shadows.


  “There’s another witness,” Tooley said quietly. “He told somebody about the conversation at the time.”


  “Who?”


  Mel smiled in his lopsided way. He had never been able to raise the right side of his face.


  “I’ll have to assert the attorney-client privilege at the moment.”


  There’s a dream team, Tommy thought. A scumbag murderer and a scumbag lawyer. Tooley was probably dirty on this whole thing
         and had helped Harnason light out for the wilderness. But Mel was Mel. He’d make sure Harnason forgot about that part, and
         Tooley would clean up fine on the stand. He knew how to fool a jury. He’d been doing it for close to forty years.
      


  “We gotta hear this from your guy,” Tommy told him. “No front-side deal. We like what he’s saying, we can talk. Call it a
         proffer. Hypothetical. Whatever the frig you wanna call it, so we can’t use it against him.”
      


  After a second with his client, Tooley waved Brand and Molto into the attorney room. It was no more than eight-by-ten, whitewashed,
         although black streaks appeared irregularly up the wall. Molto preferred not to think about how the heel marks got there.
         As for the prisoner, John Harnason did not look particularly well. He’d shaved his mustache and let his hair go gray when
         he skipped, and he’d picked up weight. He sat in his optic orange jumpsuit, his hands manacled and his legs in irons, both
         sets of restraints chained to a steel loop embedded in the floor. The pale shadow of the watch they had taken from him when
         he was captured was still visible amid the strawberry blond thatch on his forearm, and he looked around anxiously, pivoting
         his head the full 180 every few seconds. He’d been in the county jail only a few hours but was already habitually on the lookout
         for whatever might be coming from behind. Screw all that stuff with waterboarding and foreign rendition, Tommy thought. They
         should just dump al-Qaeda in the Kindle County Jail overnight. You’d know where Osama was in the morning.
      


  Tommy decided to question Harnason himself. He started by asking when he’d begun planning to run.


  “I just couldn’t face going back, once I knew I was going to lose the appeal. Before that, I was really thinking we would
         win. That’s what Mel thought.”
      


  Tooley did not quite dare raise his eyes to Tommy’s. Winning appeals was a rarity for a defense lawyer. Tooley had been setting
         up his client for another ten grand for a cert petition to the state supreme court.
      


  “And how did you know you were going back?”


  “I thought Mel told you,” said Harnason.


  “Well, you tell us,” said Tommy.


  Harnason took some time to study his pudgy folded hands.


  “You know, I’ve known the man forever. Sabich. Professionally. If that’s what you call this.” Harnason ran his hand between
         Molto and him. Tommy shrugged: close enough. “And after he gave me bond, I just started to wonder about him. I thought, Maybe
         he feels bad. About sending me away to start. He should, Lord knows.”
      


  Neither Tommy nor Brand knew that part, and Harnason explained his first encounters with Rusty long ago. Tommy could still
         remember the queer busts Ray Horgan used to stage right before elections, out in the public forest and in the Center City
         Library men’s room and at various bars, herding the arrestees onto school buses in front of the cameras. Times change, Tommy
         thought. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about gays marrying or raising kids, but God didn’t put an entire community on earth
         unless they were part of His plan. Live and let live, was what he felt now. But back in the day, he knew he would have handled
         Harnason’s case the same way Rusty did.
      


  Confused about whether Sabich actually remembered him, Harnason on impulse had decided to pay him a visit after the oral argument,
         just a hello and happy birthday and thanks for the bail ruling. Tommy took a second to wonder what part Harnason’s visit had
         played in Sabich’s dissent in the case.
      


  “Mel chewed me out for that,” Harnason said. “The last thing I wanted was for Sabich to get off the case. But there was something
         strange when I saw him.”
      


  “Meaning?” Tommy asked.


  “A connection. Sort of—” Harnason took a great deal of time, and his soft face, with islands of pink color, moved several
         times around the words he was thinking of. “Peas in a pod,” he said.
      


  Tommy got it. Lawyers. Fuck-arounds. And murderers. Tommy couldn’t help it. He was starting to like Harnason.


  Brand was beside Tommy, making notes on a yellow pad now and then but mostly watching Harnason closely, clearly trying to
         make up his own mind. Harnason was speaking most of the time with his head down, his sparse gray hair and his bald spot all
         you saw of his face, as if the memory of all of this weighed about eighty pounds. Tommy realized the problem. Harnason appreciated
         what Sabich had done for him. He didn’t enjoy peeing on the guy.
      


  “Sabich had said something vague, they heard my arguments, something, it sounded a little hopeful, but it wore on me,” said
         Harnason, “the not knowing, waiting for the decision. Sometimes you can’t take any more. So I figured, Well, he talked once,
         maybe he’ll tell me at least what’s going to happen. So I followed him a couple of times. I waited for him to go out to lunch
         and I followed him.”
      


  The first time, Rusty went to the Grand Atheneum. It was interesting that it was not the Hotel Gresham, where Marco Cantu
         got paid for doing nothing. Apparently Rusty had been on a bed tour, probably because he’d seen too much of Marco while he
         was boinking his sweet young thing over there. But Harnason didn’t know about Marco or the STD test. So his story was checking
         out so far.
      


  “Was Sabich with anybody?”


  “I assume.” Harnason smiled. “Not that I saw her. I watched him head straight to the elevator. He was gone a long while. Longer
         than I could wait. It started pouring. So I beat it and followed him again the next week. Same deal, except a different hotel.
         But straight to the elevator and upstairs forever.” Harnason had forgotten the name of the hotel, but from the location it
         had to be the Renaissance. “I was outside over three hours. But there he comes. A little skip in his walk. Soon as I saw that,
         I knew for sure he’d been getting it on.”
      


  “Anybody with him this time?”


  “Negative. But the look on his face when he saw me—You know, that pie-eyed, ‘oh shit’ kind of look. Instead of pissed off.
         I mean, maybe that’s why he talked. He tried to blow me off. But I asked him, just as a mercy, really, Tell me. Am I going
         back or not? And he did. Get ready for bad news. You’re at the end of the road. I just blubbered like a little girl.”
      


  “And all this while you’re standing there on the street? You and the chief judge, and the chief judge tells you your case
         is going to be affirmed?” The whole thing was crazy. Lunchtime on Market Street, a hundred people must have seen them, and
         Rusty is blabbing ex parte? A defense lawyer—Sandy Stern was who Rusty would get if he wasn’t dead—would fillet Harnason.
         But the standard rebuttal made sense. If Harnason was going to make something up, it would have come without bumps and blemishes
         like that. Often they spit out stories like this, too strange not to be true. “And you told Mel about that?”
      


  Harnason looked at Mel, who beckoned with his hand. Harnason said he’d called him that day.


  The four men sat there in silence, while Tommy played it all out. Tooley was right. They were going to scuttle Rusty Sabich’s
         ship with this. The best part was it wouldn’t be Tommy’s case. The way Harnason told the story, Sabich had not committed a
         crime. Tommy would just pass the information to the Courts Commission. They in turn would pay Rusty a visit, and he’d probably
         end up resigning quietly, take his pension, and go into practice rather than endure a public hearing where the stuff about
         the chick in the hotel was likely to come out.
      


  Tommy looked over at Jim to see if he had anything else. Brand asked Harnason if he’d repeated the whole conversation with
         the chief judge.
      


  “That was the important part as far as I was concerned,” Harnason said quietly, smiling a trifle at his own expense. “There
         was a little more back-and-forth.”
      


  “Well, let’s hear it.”


  Harnason took his time. It seemed like he was trying to understand the part coming next himself.


  “Well, you know I’m carrying on, and he says to me, basically, Come on, cut it out, you killed him, didn’t you?”


  “Did you?” Brand asked.


  Mel interrupted—he didn’t want Harnason confessing—but Tommy said there could be no holdbacks. Brand asked again if Harnason
         killed Ricky.
      


  “Yeah.” Harnason thought about that and nodded. “Yeah, I did. And that’s what I told Sabich, I did. But, I said, you got away
         with murder yourself, and he looks at me and he says, The difference is I didn’t do it.”
      


  Molto cut in. “That’s what he told you? You were talking about twenty years ago?”


  “Absolutely. He said he didn’t do it. And he was looking me in the eye, too.”


  “You believed him?”


  Harnason considered that. “I think I did.”


  This back-and-forth dizzied Tommy for a second. But he didn’t miss the point in the present. Harnason was savvy enough to
         know what Tommy wanted to hear, yet he wasn’t going to say it. The man was one of those weird cons, one with principles. There
         was not the remotest chance he wasn’t speaking the truth.
      


  “Anything else?” asked Brand.


  Harnason tried to scratch his ear and realized the manacles wouldn’t let him reach that far. “I asked him who he was with
         in the hotel.”
      


  “Did he answer that?”


  “Just turned his back on me. That was the end of the conversation.”


  Brand said, “He didn’t deny that part? He just turned away?”


  “Right.”


  “Any more? Anything else between you and the chief judge?”


  “That’s pretty much it.”


  “Not pretty much,” said Brand. “Everything. You remember anything else?”


  Harnason looked up to recall. He made a face.


  “Well, one other thing was a little weird. When I told him I killed Ricky, he asked me what it was like to poison somebody.”


  Tommy could tell from the way Tooley jolted, he hadn’t heard that before. Brand was too cool even to quiver, but sitting next
         to him, Tommy could already sense the uptick in Jimmy’s pulse.
      


  “He asked you what it was like to poison somebody?” Brand repeated.


  “Right. How did I feel? Day after day? What was it like?”


  “And why did he want to know that?” asked Brand.


  “I guess he was curious. We were already pretty far off the reservation. That’s when I said to him, You know what it’s like
         to kill somebody, and he said he hadn’t done it.”
      


  Brand went through it with Harnason a few more times, trying to get the conversation in sequence, pressing Harnason to be
         more precise. Then the two prosecutors departed, telling Tooley they’d evaluate and be back in touch. They were careful to
         say nothing else to each other until they were a block from the jail. It was a strange neighborhood here, the buildings marked
         by gang signs and the bangers themselves often lingering near the jail, as if it gave them some kind of peace of mind to be
         near their homeboys inside. The toughs on the street might enjoy rousting the PA if they recognized him, and Brand and Tommy
         walked quickly back to the parking structure beside the County Building. As they passed, there was a heavyset woman at a bus
         stop, listening to a little boom box and practicing her Jazzercise moves, right out there in the open at eleven at night,
         as if she were at home naked in front of the mirror.
      


  “Okay,” said Brand, “you know what I’m thinking.”


  “I know what you’re thinking.”


  “I’m thinking,” said Brand, “that’s why the chief judge ponied up the info on the appeal. Because he’s got a hot thing on
         the side and he’s already considering maybe cooling the old lady. Because a candidate for the supreme court doesn’t want an
         ugly divorce in the middle of the campaign, especially not if it involves putting his hotdog in the wrong bun. And he wants
         to do a little field research, figure out if he can actually do the deed.”
      


  Tommy wagged his head back and forth. It sounded like Law & Order. A little too tidy.
      


  “It’d be a better theory, Jimmy, if we had any evidence that Barbara died from some kind of overdose, instead of heart failure.”


  “Maybe we just haven’t found it yet,” said Brand.


  Tommy gave Jim a look. That was the biggest mistake a prosecutor could make, hoping for proof that didn’t exist. Cops and
         witnesses could hear that the wrong way and make your dreams come true. Tommy could see their breath in the evening air. He
         wasn’t ready for fall yet and had forgotten a topcoat. But it wasn’t just the cold that bothered him. He was still reeling
         from the part where Harnason said Rusty told him he didn’t kill Carolyn. Tommy admittedly had his own stake, but it was a
         problem for Brand’s theory. Either Sabich was a killer or he wasn’t. It was both women or none; that was what experience would
         tell you.
      


  “The part about the first murder still throws me,” Tommy said.


  “Sabich was lying,” answered Brand. “Just because he got dirty with the guy on one thing doesn’t mean he’d give himself up
         as a killer. Besides, there’s a way to deal with that and be sure.”
      


  He was talking again about the DNA.


  “Not yet,” Tommy said. It was still too soon. “So remind me again. How was it this weirdo almost got away with it?”


  “Which weirdo, Boss? Our cup runneth over.”


  “Harnason. He poisoned the boyfriend with arsenic, right?”


  “Right. But it’s not a common poison these days. It’s hard to get, and it doesn’t show up on a routine tox screen.”


  Tommy stopped walking. Brand had gone only one more step.


  “You think?” Brand asked.


  “Sabich was one of the judges on the case, right? He knows all of this. About what is and isn’t on a routine tox screen?”


  “Definitely part of the record.”


  Careful, Tommy told himself. Careful. This was the Temple of Doom. He knew it, and he was still blundering right down the
         path.
      


  “Full mass spectrometer on Barbara’s blood?” asked Brand.


  “Talk to the toxicologist.”


  “Full mass,” said Brand. “We have to do that. We have to. Strange behavior after the death. A little thing on the side. Questions
         about poisoning somebody. We’re just doing our job, Boss. We have to do that.”
      


  It sounded right. But Tommy was still unsettled by all of it, the jail, and Harnason, who was just one of those weird guys,
         and the troubling idea that he was actually hard on Sabich’s trail.
      


  He and Jim talked about how to get the full mass quietly, then parted for the night. Tommy walked down the third floor of
         the parking structure toward his car. The garage at this hour was a dangerous place, worse than the streets. One of the judges
         had been mugged here several years ago, but there was still no security. The shadows were deep where the vehicles were parked
         during the daytime, and Tommy stayed in the center of the floor. But the Halloween atmosphere set off something in him, an
         idea that floated up and in which he could feel for the first time the thrill as well as the peril.
      


  What if, Tommy suddenly thought. What if Rusty really did it?




  II.




  CHAPTER 11


  Rusty, September 2, 2008


  The inside line in my chambers rings, and when I hear her voice, just the first word, it is nearly enough to bring me to my
         knees. It has been a good six months since the last time I saw her, when she came by to have lunch with my assistant, and
         well more than a year since we brought things to a close.
      


  “Oh,” she says. “I didn’t really expect you. I thought you’d be out campaigning.”


  “Are you disappointed?” I ask. She laughs as she always does, in full grasp of life’s delights.


  “It’s Anna,” she says.


  “I know,” I say. I’ll always know, but there is no point in making this any harder for either of us.


  “I need to see you. Today, if possible.”


  “Something important?”


  “To me? Yes.”


  “Are you okay?”


  “I think so.”


  “Sounds a little mysterious.”


  “This will be better in person.”


  “Where do you want to meet?”


  “I don’t know. Someplace quiet. The bar at the Dulcimer? City View? Whatever they call it.”


  I replace the phone with the fragments of the conversation bouncing around inside me. Anna has never really ended for me.
         The ache. The longing. A year ago July, not long after I had visited Sandy Stern, I became convinced for several days that
         I was ready to forsake everything and beg Anna to take me back. I visited Dana Mann, an old friend, who is the king of high-end
         divorce in this town. I didn’t intend to tell him about Anna, just that I was thinking about bringing my marriage to an end
         and had some questions about how quietly I could do that, assuming Barbara agreed. But Dana’s strength as a lawyer is for
         the weak joints in the masonry, and with five or so questions he had the outline of the entire story.
      


  ‘I don’t think you came here for political advice,’ he said. ‘But if you want this to stay off the front pages during the
         campaign, you’d be better advised to do nothing.’
      


  ‘I’ve been unhappy for a long time. Until I got involved with this woman, I didn’t realize quite how desperate I am. But now
         I’m not sure if I can do nothing. I was better off before, just for that reason.’
      


  ‘ “The precise character of despair is that it does not realize it is despair,” ’ said Dana.


  ‘Who is that?’


  ‘Kierkegaard.’ Dana laughed off my look of total disbelief. I’ve known Dana since law school, and he wasn’t quoting philosophers
         then. ‘I represented a professor at the U last year who taught me that. Same kind of situation.’
      


  ‘What did he do?’


  ‘He left. She was his grad student.’


  “How badly did it cost him?’


  ‘It cost him. The U rapped his knuckles pretty hard. He’d gotten her grants. He had to take a year’s leave without pay.’


  ‘Is he happy anyway?’


  ‘So far. I think so. They just had a baby.’


  ‘Our age?’ I was incredulous. Somehow, Dana’s story was enough to prove it was all impossible. I could never try to cheat
         nature that way. Or brook the thought of what a divorce could do to Barbara, how savagely she might suffer. I told Dana before
         I left that I did not expect to come back.
      


  Yet there are still nights, while Barbara sleeps, when I am consumed by pining and regret. I never had the heart to delete
         from my home computer the parade of e-mails Anna sent me back then. Most were one-line messages about where we would meet
         next. Instead, I’ve gathered them all into a subfolder I titled Court Affairs, which once every month or so, I open in the
         still house like a treasure chest. I do not read the actual messages. That would be too painful, and the contents were too
         brief to mean much. Instead, I simply study her name echoing down the page, the dates, the headings. ‘Today,’ most were called,
         or ‘Tomorrow.’ I linger with memory and wish for a different life.
      


  Now, in the wake of Anna’s call, I consider her urgent tone. It could be anything, even a professional problem. But I heard
         the strain of a personal lament. And what will I do if she has come to tell me that she cannot go on without reuniting? What
         if she feels as I have felt so long? The Dulcimer was the last of the places we met. Would she have chosen it if passion was
         not her purpose? I hover then, above myself, my soul looking down on my hungry heart. How can longing unfulfilled seem to
         be the only meaningful emotion in life? But it does. And I realize I will not say no to her, just as I could not say no when
         she turned her face to me on the sofa in my chambers. If she is willing to leap, I will follow her. I will leave behind what
         I’ve had. I stare at the pictures arrayed on my desk, of Nat at various ages, of Barbara, always beautiful. It’s pointless
         to try to fathom the full consequences of what I’m about to do. They are so many and so varied that not even a Russian chess
         master or a computer would be able to play out every step. But I will do this. I will try to have at last the life I want.
         I will, finally, be brave.
      




  CHAPTER 12


  Tommy, October 27, 2008


  Pathologists, toxicologists, the whole bunch weren’t really wired like everybody else. But what would you expect when it was
         the dead who rocked their world? Tommy always figured part of the thrill for these guys was realizing the stiff was gone and
         they were still here. It was an idea, anyway.
      


  The toxicologist who had come in with Brand looked okay. Nenny Strack. She was a little brown-eyed redhead, mid-thirties,
         attractive enough to be wearing a short skirt. She was over at the U Med School and worked for the county on a contract basis.
         Brand had gone directly to the police pathologist to get the work done quickly, and he in turn had leaned on American Medical
         Service, the Ohio outfit that was the reference laboratory for half of U.S. law enforcement. Tommy had feared these maneuvers
         would send up flares when the blood draws from Barbara’s autopsy came back out of the coroner’s refrigerator, but nobody noticed.
      


  “So?” Molto asked the two of them.


  “Long story or short?” Brand asked.


  “Short to start,” said Tommy, and Brand opened his hand to Strack. She had a file folder in her lap.


  “The sampling of cardiac blood shows a toxic level of an antidepressant compound called phenelzine,” she said.


  Brand was looking down at his lap, maybe to keep from smiling. It was nothing to smile about, really.


  “She didn’t die of natural causes?” Tommy asked. He heard the shrill note in his own voice.


  “Not to be difficult,” said Dr. Strack, “but it’s not my job to render an opinion on the cause of death. I can tell you that
         the symptoms reported—death by arrhythmia, with a possible hypertensive reaction—are classically associated with an overdose
         of that drug.”
      


  Dr. Strack took a minute to describe phenelzine, which was used to treat atypical depression, often in conjunction with other
         compounds. It worked by inhibiting production of an enzyme called MAO that broke down various mood-altering neurotransmitters.
         The effect on the brain often improved emotional states, but limiting the enzyme could have fatal side effects in other parts
         of the body, especially when foods or drugs containing a substance called tyramine were ingested.
      


  “There’s a whole list of things you shouldn’t eat when you’re being treated with phenelzine,” Strack said. “Red wines. Aged
         cheeses. Beer. Yogurt. Pickled meat or fish. Any kind of dry sausage. They all increase the drug’s toxicity.”
      


  “Where would she have gotten this stuff?”


  “It was in her medicine cabinet. If it wasn’t, American Medical would never have identified it.” Dr. Strack explained how
         the mass spectrograph on the blood sample worked. Initially, it produced a virtual forest of color bars. All the spectrographic
         patterns for the one hundred or so drugs surveyed as part of a routine tox screen were then eliminated, because they had already
         been covered. The small number of remaining colors could represent thousands of ions. So the lab referred to the inventory
         of Barbara’s medicine cabinet, matching against those knowns. Phenelzine was identified almost at once.
      


  “So this could have been an accidental overdose?” asked Molto.


  “Well, if you just look at the blood levels, you’d have to say probably not. The concentration is about four times a normal
         dose. Assuming that’s a true result, then you’d ask if she could have forgotten and taken a pill twice. I suppose. Four times?
         That would be unusual. Patients who take this stuff are usually warned up and down about how dangerous this drug can be.”
      


  “So it wasn’t accidental?”


  “I’d say no, offhand, but there’s a phenomenon called ‘postmortem redistribution’ that causes certain antidepressants to migrate
         to the heart after death, giving you inflated concentrations in cardiac blood. That’s particularly true of tricyclics. Whether
         MAO inhibitors act the same way hasn’t been defined in the literature. I don’t know if phenelzine migrates, and neither does
         anybody else, not for sure. If we’d realized what we were looking for at the time of the autopsy, we could have done a blood
         draw from the femoral artery, because there’s no postmortem redistribution that far from the heart, but a femoral draw’s not
         standard practice in this county, and obviously, we can’t do that now. So no toxicologist will be able to say for sure that
         the high concentration of phenelzine in her blood means she actually ingested a lethal dose of the drug, as opposed to it
         being a redistributive effect after her death.”
      


  Brand would never say I told you so, but Tommy realized that if he had let Jim treat this as a murder investigation from the
         jump, they might have those answers. Lost in himself for a second, Molto felt a sigh escape. Sometimes when Tomaso roused
         them in the middle of the night and Tommy rocked his son back to sleep, he would try to figure out which of a day’s decisions
         was going to come back to bite him. He always went back to bed thinking, You can only do your best. Making mistakes was part
         of being in charge. You could only hope they turned out to be small.
      


  He looked back at Dr. Strack. “So this redistribution thing means maybe she didn’t get an overdose? Maybe she just took a
         pill and cheated a little and had a pepperoni pizza?”
      


  “That could have happened.”


  “And what about suicide? Is this one of those drugs that has a tendency to make depressives even more suicidal?”


  “That’s what the literature says.”


  “No note,” said Brand, trying to discount the possibility Barbara killed herself. “Cops didn’t find a note.”


  Tommy raised a hand. He didn’t want a debate right now.


  “So maybe it’s suicide. Maybe it’s murder. Maybe it’s an accident. That’s all you can say?” Molto asked her.


  “Assuming phenelzine caused the death. You’ll need the pathologist to say that definitively.”


  This Dr. Strack looked okay, but by now Tommy had a feel for her. She’d gotten bumped around on cross-examination often enough
         that she’d rather not go to court at all. He thought science was about investigating the unknown, but experts like Strack
         seemed to prefer that the unknown remain that way. He really didn’t get it.
      


  In the wooden-armed chair next to Strack, Brand was easy to read. His chin was lowered and he was making a face like he was
         biting back on heartburn. Tommy could see that Dr. Strack had spun Jim, gone soft when she sat down to talk to the PA himself.
         Jim wouldn’t have trotted her in here unless she’d been a lot more positive with him in his office. In the unlikely event
         this case went to trial, they’d have to insert a steel bar in her spine or find another expert.
      


  “What about time?” Brand asked. “If you let a day pass after the death, what impact would that have on identifying the phenelzine
         overdose in the autopsy?”
      


  Dr. Strack touched her face while she considered her words. She was wearing a wedding ring with a diamond chip the size of
         a bread crumb, the kind of ring that said ‘I married my high school sweetheart when we had next to nothing but big love.’
         It made Tommy feel a little better about her.
      


  “Probably quite a bit,” she said. “The quicker the autopsy was done, the easier it would be to rule out postmortem redistribution.
         And of course, analysis of the stomach contents gets more difficult, because the gastric juices continue to erode what’s there.
         It’d be harder to find a pill, or to identify the phenelzine or even what she ate, including products that contain tyramine.
         But again, a pathologist could give you a better answer.”
      


  Brand cut in. “Okay, but if somebody fed her a lot of cheese and then gave her a couple of pills, and then let the body cool
         for a day—that would make the phenelzine poisoning harder to establish reliably.”
      


  “Theoretically,” said Dr. Strack, in character.


  Tommy ran the whole thing back in his mind. “And we missed this initially because—?”


  “Because MAO inhibitors aren’t covered on a routine tox screen.”


  “And which of the pills in her medicine cabinet, at least the ones with a known toxicity—which of them aren’t covered on a
         routine tox screen?” Brand asked.
      


  Dr. Strack checked her file. “This is the only one. The sedatives, the antianxiety drugs, the antidepressants. They’re all
         regularly screened. With her medical history, the phenelzine wouldn’t stand out. If you didn’t have toxic levels of anything
         else, you wouldn’t expect it with that, either.”
      


  Molto asked some more questions, but the little doctor was gone in a minute.


  “Fuckin little squirrel,” Brand said as soon as he had closed the door behind her.


  “Better to know now,” Molto told him. “Did you check the transcript in Harnason?”
      


  Brand nodded. Tooley had talked about phenelzine, among dozens of compounds, when he’d crossed Dr. Strack at trial. Mel had
         been attempting to show that not even an experienced toxicologist knew which drugs were included on the regular screening,
         let alone poor Harnason. Tooley’s cross-examination, including his mention of phenelzine, had been summarized in the Statement
         of Facts in Harnason’s brief to the court of appeals. So Rusty knew. They’d have no trouble proving that.
      


  Tommy had felt his adrenaline rising throughout the conversation, and now he sat back in the PA’s big chair with the aim of
         calming himself and thinking more carefully.
      


  “This is great stuff, Jimmy,” he finally said, “but no matter who our toxicologist is, we’ll never prove the cause of death.”


  Brand argued the case. A girlfriend. Visiting Prima Dana. Asking Harnason what it felt like to poison somebody. Letting the
         body cool a day so the phenelzine and everything else would rot in her gut.
      


  “You can’t make him for murder, Jim, without proving beyond a reasonable doubt that she was killed intentionally.” This was
         the problem he’d predicted to Brand from the outset. If you assume somebody as smart and experienced as Rusty Sabich did a
         thing like this, then you had to realize he’d make himself bulletproof. The reality that Sabich might have killed Barbara
         and would beat it anyway took Tommy down like a stone.
      


  Brand wasn’t ready to quit.


  “I want to put a subpoena and a ninety-day letter on the pharmacy. See if Rusty connects to the phenelzine at all.”


  Tommy waved a hand, giving Jimmy carte blanche.


  “We’re this close.” Brand’s thumb and index finger were nearly touching.


  The acting PA just shook his head and smiled at him sadly.




  CHAPTER 13


  Anna, September 2, 2008


  All my life, I’ve seemed to have a talent for catastrophic blunders, errors that have set me back years at a time. I started
         at least two careers—in advertising and then, after my MBA, in marketing—that never suited me, and I’ve always fallen for
         the wrong guys. When I was twenty-two, I married a man who just really wasn’t very interesting—we stayed together all of seventy-two
         days—and I’ve made worse mistakes than that, especially a couple of wild affairs with married guys where the tragic outcome
         was as clear as if somebody had written me the message that appeared in Daniel’s cave.
      


  Like everybody else, I’m inclined to blame my failings on my parents, a father who skipped at the age of six and hasn’t been
         much more than a Christmas card since and a mom who, while loving, often seemed to expect me to raise her. I was eight years
         old and setting an alarm so I could get her up to go to work. Somehow I grew up inclined to think that anything she might
         not approve of was worth a second look.
      


  But what I’m about to do is staggering even measured against my own history. After hanging up with Rusty, I look at the phone
         in my hand and wonder how dangerous and crazy I really am.
      


  One of my law school profs liked to say that most of the world’s troubles start with real estate, which is certainly true
         here. Last June, I decided to buy a condo. I loved the idea of finally having something of my own, but from the instant I
         signed the contract, the globe seemed to descend into economic panic. Within a week, my roommate, who had agreed to take over
         the lease on my current apartment, got laid off and decided to move in instead with his boyfriend. At work there were suddenly
         whispers about falling revenues and axing associates and even partners. I could see myself at Christmas, with no job but suddenly
         getting all kinds of experience in court, because I would be defending myself in foreclosure, eviction, and bankruptcy proceedings.
      


  Right after the Fourth of July, I sent out an e-mail blast and posted my apartment for sublease everywhere I could think of,
         including, with the help of a young partner’s wife, on the internal website of the state supreme court. My place is less than
         two blocks from the court and would be perfect for an incoming law clerk. I got back this e-mail the same afternoon:
      


  FROM: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  TO: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  Sent: Wednesday, 7/9/08 12:09 pm


  Subject: Re: My Apartment


  Hey Anna—


  I saw your post. Very cool to know you are doing well. I can’t even imagine owning a condo, frankly. A galaxy far far away.


  Anyway, how much of a pain would it be if I took a quick peek at your place next weekend? I have been living with three of
         my friends in a house in Keh-wahnee, but the show is over in September, since two of them are getting married. I still have
         not decided what I am doing when my clerkship ends—I know, I’m about eight months late—but I am still considering an offer
         from a firm, and if I do that, I can probably afford my own apartment. I haven’t really looked, but seeing a familiar name
         made me think I should. If I love your place, that could help me decide on a job. I know that is totally backward, but I’ve
         gotten nowhere trying to make decisions like a normal person. And even if I don’t take it, I can rave about it to the new
         clerks who are still looking.
      


  Let me know if you’ll have time.


  Nat Sabich


  I had some second thoughts about this, but desperation has its own logic and I couldn’t figure out a good excuse to tell him
         no. He came through the door at eleven the next Sunday morning in jeans and a T-shirt, a good three to four inches taller
         than his dad, lean and shockingly beautiful, with the scads of black hair and Aegean blue eyes and a cute little flavor saver
         under his lip. He cruised through, telling me how great the place was, even though I knew he’d be saying that if there were
         bats hanging from the ceiling, and finally had a cup of coffee with me out on my little balcony, where I was able to show
         him how to lean the right way to get a great view of the Center City and the river.
      


  ‘Sweet,’ he declared, and took off his shoes and wiggled his bare toes on the rail.


  I have always liked Nat, who I got to know when he visited his dad. He’s so gorgeous, you sometimes feel half-afraid to look
         at him for fear your jaw will drop, but he’s too awkward and self-conscious ever to be called cool. He’s guileless in an appealing
         way. You meet so few people who actually seem sincere instead of acting the part.
      


  It was a great day, the air full and the tugs booming out on the river, and we chilled, having a nice talk, not an easy thing
         to do with Nat. He speaks like he’s on tape delay, as if what he means to say has to pool somewhere inside him for brief inspection
         before he lets it go. It can be challenging, even for somebody like me who is accustomed to getting most of the airtime in
         any conversation.
      


  We both had gone to law school after other stuff and swapped our stories.


  ‘I always thought about becoming a shrink,’ he said, ‘because I’ve seen so many of them, but, like since I was little, I’ve
         viewed everybody as sort of locked inside their own story of the world, and I was never sure I’d ever really know how someone
         else felt. Which is kind of why I started grad school in philosophy. But law at least is sort of the story people can agree
         on.’
      


  I laughed at the description. When I told him how proud his dad seemed of everything he accomplished in law school, he stared
         as if I’d come off the alien pod.
      


  ‘Whoever knows what my dad is thinking?’ he finally asked. ‘He’s never said a word to me about any of it—law school, law review,
         the clerkship—even though I’ve gone every step of the way in his footsteps. It’s like he’s afraid if he says something, I
         might notice.’
      


  I looked into my coffee. ‘How is your dad?’ I asked.


  ‘Pretty focused on the election. Koll has been pounding away about this guy Harnason who skipped town after my dad gave him
         bail, and my dad’s just beside himself.’ He repeated some of the campaign advice his father was getting from Ray Horgan, then
         stopped himself to ask if I knew Ray. I gave him a long look because I was sure at first he was kidding.
      


  ‘I work for Ray,’ I finally said.


  ‘I’m an idiot.’ Nat socked himself in the head. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t been talking to my dad yourself. He usually stays
         in touch with his ex-clerks, and he always talked about you like you were the coolest thing since Pop-Tarts.’
      


  ‘Did he? Really?’ Even then I felt my heart surge with the compliment. ‘I’m just working so hard I’m basically a hermit.’


  That led to a long discussion of being a young associate in a law firm. I told Nat the truth. It’s either a very crass deal—you’re
         there to pay off your student loans or put together a down payment—or an act of blind hope, because you think being a lawyer
         is really interesting, if only you could get to the interesting parts. Which I haven’t done yet.
      


  ‘The big worry,’ I said, ‘is that while you’re figuring that out, you’ll get hooked on the money.’


  ‘Like by buying a condo?’ he asked with a cute little smile I’d seen a couple times already.


  ‘Right. Or renting a really nice apartment by yourself.’


  We laughed at each other, but that was pretty much that. As we headed inside, I asked what else he might do.


  ‘I worked as a sub at Nearing High odd days while I was in law school, and I could go back to it. What I’d really love is
         to teach law,’ he said, ‘but you have to publish to get hired anywhere decent. I did a note, but I need more. I was supposed
         to spend this year writing this off-the-grid law review article about neuroscience and the law, but I broke up with my girlfriend
         the semester before I graduated, and I’m still so bummed about it I can’t concentrate on stuff like that when I come home
         from work. Maybe I can do it next year while I sub.’
      


  ‘Sorry about the breakup,’ I said.


  ‘Oh, I can totally see how it was for the best, I really can, but the whole process kills me. One day you’re in the middle
         of somebody’s life, and the next you’re handing back the key, and even her dog won’t pee on your foot.’
      


  I laughed pretty hard, even though I was caught up in the melancholy of his observation.


  ‘Been there, done that.’ I heaved a sigh. ‘Doing, actually.’ I didn’t quite have the stuff to look him in the eye and moved
         toward the door.
      


  ‘I don’t usually talk this much,’ he said when he got there. ‘I must feel like I know you better than I actually do.’ I had
         no idea how to answer a remark so odd, and we stood in silence another second.
      


  When he’d left, my heart was rocking and rolling in my chest. Nat had inevitably dragged his father into my apartment with
         him. In the time since Rusty and I came to the end, I tried not to think about him much, but when I did, it was with terrible
         pity for myself—for being so crazy and vulnerable and stupid, for wanting something I so clearly was never really going to
         have. Dennis, the therapist I see, calls love the only legally accepted form of psychosis. But I guess that’s why love is
         wonderful, as well as dangerous, because it can make you so different. Some of the books I’ve read say that love in the end
         is about change. I’m still not sure.
      


  Nat wrote back within two hours to say what I thought was already established, namely, that he would not take the place.


  After listening to you, I realized I must be brain-dead to think I could work in a law firm. I will email all the incoming
         clerks at the Supreme Court who may still be looking and say how awesome your place is and such a steal that whoever rents
         it should just about get indicted.
      


  I need to apologize a little, since I know I came off as some kind of psycho weirdo half mental patient, babbling about my
         shrinks, but it was really cool to talk to you, and I was thinking maybe we could even have coffee in a couple of weeks, so
         I could bounce any new job developments off you.
      


  The other thing is that when I went over the whole conversation in my head, I thought it was kind of a hoot that we each were
         asking the other one what my dad really thinks. That is SO my dad.
      


  Talk soon.


  Nat


  I read this e-mail over several times, especially the part about having coffee. Is this guy a little into you? I wondered.
         I worked for half an hour on a response that would hit the right notes.
      


  Nat—


  I completely understand. And thanks so much for your help inside the Court. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.


  And no, you did not come off as some kind of “psycho weirdo.” On the DL, I just started doing therapy about a year ago, after
         a really really bad breakup, and I truly feel sometimes like I was wasting my life up until then. I’m still a little embarrassed
         about it—both because I need it, and I like it so much. But that’s the only time I’m taking for myself these days. I hate
         making coffee dates because I always end up breaking them. But please send an email now and then and let me know how things
         are going.
      


  As soon as I hit send, I was drilled by a truth I seldom care to recognize: I’m lonely. I have made so many changes in the
         last decade, it’s been hard to hold tight to friends, especially since most are married now with kids. I’m happy for them,
         but they’ve come to terms and aren’t interested in putting a lot of stuff under the microscope. You can’t sit there pouring
         your heart out to somebody who isn’t going to reciprocate. I have single girlfriends, but nine times out of ten we end up
         talking about men, which doesn’t work right now. In the year-plus I’ve spent getting over Rusty, I’ve isolated myself behind
         a wall of work. Most weekend evenings, it’s been TV and Lean Cuisine.
      


  So that was that with Nat until a guy named Micah Corfling contacted me about ten days later. He was going to clerk for Justice
         Tompkins and had gotten an e-mail from Nat raving about my place and ended up renting it from a few pics I sent. When I wrote
         Nat to say I owed him, he sent this message back:
      


  FROM: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  TO: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  Sent: Friday, 7/25/08 4:20 pm


  Cool!!! So if you owe me, how about lunch or something tomorrow? It doesn’t have to be anyplace nice, because except for my
         suits I really don’t own any clothes without holes.
      


  FROM: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  TO: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  Sent: Friday, 7/25/08 4:34 pm


  Sorry, Nat. It’s like I told you. Work work work. I’ll be in the office all day. Rain check?


  FROM: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  TO: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  Sent: Friday, 7/25/08 4:40 pm


  I have to do a couple things over at the Court. I’ll meet you near your building.


  FROM: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  TO: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  Sent: Friday, 7/25/08 5:06 pm


  I have a draft due on a brief. I’ll be frantic and lousy company. Another time?


  FROM: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  TO: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  Sent: Friday, 7/25/08 5:18 pm


  Come on! It’s Saturday! And you sublet your place thanks to me. (Sorta kinda.)


  By then, I was feeling like a pretty big ingrate, so I agreed to meet for something superquick at Wally’s, realizing I should
         take the opportunity to cool him out. As I was leaving to meet him on Saturday, I asked Meetra Billings, the pool secretary
         who was typing the brief for me, to call in twenty minutes and pretend the partner wanted to see me.
      


  Wally’s is a takeout deli with a few tables. During the week, it’s all bang and bustle in there. The patrons and employees
         shout at top volume, and the rusted window unit in the transom bangs as though there’s a jackhammer inside, while Wally, an
         immigrant from somewhere east of Paris, yells, ‘Closs door, closs door!’ to the people in the queue to get in. But on Saturday
         you can actually hear the voices of the countermen gruffly demanding, ‘Next!’ out of habit. Nat was already there. There were
         two coffees on the table, one with cream and two yellow packets resting on the lid, which is how I take mine, a nice touch.
         His cell phone was also on the Formica, and I asked if he was expecting a call.
      


  ‘From you,’ he answered. ‘I figured you’d cancel at the last minute.’


  Nailed, I made a face. ‘I don’t have your number.’


  ‘Clever of me,’ he said. ‘So, I mean can I ask—what’s that about?’


  I took a seat at the table, trying to come up with a reasonable excuse.


  ‘I just feel like it would be weird if we started hanging out. With my having worked for your dad and all?’ It sounded ridiculously
         lame, even to me.
      


  ‘I’m thinking there’s something else,’ he said. ‘Jealous boyfriend, maybe, who wants to lock you in a closet?’


  ‘No.’ I actually laughed. ‘No relationship. I’m taking kind of a time-out from men.’


  ‘Because of that breakup? What happened?’


  I missed a breath before I finally shook my head. ‘I can’t talk about that, Nat. It’s too raw. And too embarrassing. But I
         need to be surer of who I am, and what I want, before I get involved again. I haven’t gone this long without a date since
         seventh grade. But I do feel more virtuous. Except when the batteries drain on my Rabbit.’
      


  I guess I was trying to forestall more questions about my broken heart, but I still couldn’t believe that had sailed out of
         my mouth. Yet I’d already found we shared a pretty outrageous sense of humor, and Nat roared. His laughter seems to come from
         some hidden part of him.
      


  ‘That sounds like a therapist’s idea,’ he said. ‘The time-out?’


  It was, of course, and we ended up in this pretty deep conversation about therapy. He’d done tons but had quit because he
         was afraid he was turning into one of those people who lived just so they could talk to their shrink about it. I hadn’t ever
         really discussed seeing Dennis, and I was actually disappointed when Meetra called. I also felt like a terrible goof because
         we hadn’t even ordered lunch yet. I apologized like mad but still got up to leave.
      


  ‘And when’s moving day?’ he asked.


  ‘Sunday, August 3. I hired professionals for the first time in my life. I’ve hit up my friends so often I didn’t have the
         courage to ask again. All I have to handle is the stuff I’m afraid the movers will break. It’ll be a pain, but less.’
      


  ‘I could help. Strong like ox,’ he said in an accent. ‘And I work really cheap.’


  ‘I couldn’t ask.’


  ‘Why not?’


  My mouth moved a little while I groped for the words, and he finally cut in.


  ‘Hey, okay, so let’s get it out there. “Just friends.” You’re on a time-out and I’m too young for you anyway. Your thing is
         older guys, right?’
      


  ‘Yeah, father runs. It’s pretty predictable I’ve been into older guys.’


  ‘So okay,’ he said. ‘I don’t feel like I’ve been voted off the island. Just name the day.’


  I couldn’t pretend I didn’t need the help, especially somebody strong enough to handle my new TV, which I was afraid to hand
         over to the movers. One thing I’d realized in my two meetings with Nat was that I was starved for male company. I’ve always
         had close friends who are guys, sharing certain common ground—sports, gross jokes, dark movies. As I’ve gotten into my thirties,
         when almost everyone else is paired up, opposite-sex friendships have seemed tougher to maintain. Wives get jealous, and the
         borders are better patrolled. It was hard not to welcome Nat on these terms. Especially since his roommate had an SUV he could
         borrow.
      


  And so, on Saturday, August 2, Nat was at my door again. It was a horrible day to move, close to a hundred. The sun was so
         intense that you felt as if you were being hunted, and the air was as close as a glove. I’d been up all night packing. Once
         I got started, I just kept going, and when we carted everything down to the dock, it turned out I’d boxed too much for a single
         load.
      


  By noon, we had the first run up in the new place. It’s on the sixth floor of an old building along the river, with lots of
         period detail—dental moldings at the ceiling and beautiful oak and gumwood, including the window frames, which have never
         been painted. I had bought it out of a foreclosure and hadn’t realized that the bank had turned off the electric. There was
         no AC and we were both dripping. He had completely sweated through his sleeveless tee, and I looked even worse with my seventy-dollar
         haircut licked to my face.
      


  We decided Nat would return for the remaining boxes while I went out to buy us lunch. It took me longer than I expected to
         navigate my new neighborhood, and when I got back he was already upstairs, standing out on my back porch. He was naked to
         the waist while he wrung out his T-shirt and looked awfully goddamn good doing it, lean but ripped with muscles, and I felt
         the effect in my whole lower body. I turned away just before he could catch me gawking.
      


  ‘Ready to eat?’ I showed him the bag when he came back inside.


  ‘Not an air lunch like last time?’


  I poked him in reprisal. There was no table, and while I tried to figure out where we could sit, he pointed to one of the
         last boxes he’d brought in. It was stacked with various framed photos I’ve stored for years, all too precious to toss and
         too embarrassing to display.
      


  ‘I couldn’t help noticing,’ he said, and pulled out a blowup of an old snapshot taken when I was no more than five, of my
         mother, my father, and me. It was Christmas, and the snow was piled high in front of our bungalow. Wearing a felt hat and
         overcoat, my dad looked fairly dashing as he held me. I was dressed in a little kilted outfit complete with tam, and my mom
         smiled beside us. And even so, there was a certain visible discontent among the three of us, as if we all knew the cheerful
         pose was just that.
      


  ‘That’s one of the only pictures I have of the three of us,’ I told Nat. ‘My aunt basically hid it. After my dad split, my
         mom went through every family photograph and cut him out. Literally. With a scissors. Which never made complete sense to me.
         He was playing around, but from the little hints I’ve picked up over the years, I think she may have been doing the same thing.
         I’ve never really been sure. It’s weird.’
      


  ‘I know what that’s like,’ he said. ‘I think my dad had an affair when I was a kid. It had something to do with his trial,
         but you know, neither he or my mom was ever willing to talk about any of that, so I still don’t know exactly what went down.’
      


  Neither of us seemed to know what more to say. Nat looked back to the box and pulled out another picture, which turned out
         to be my bridal photo.
      


  ‘Wow!’ he said. The truth, which I wasn’t about to admit, was that I looked so great that day, I have never been willing to
         throw away the picture.
      


  ‘That photograph,’ I said, ‘is literally the only good thing I got out of my marriage. You think, someone like me, no kids
         and not much money, back to zero will be no biggie. But it is. Marrying anybody is such an act of hope. And when it craters—it
         takes a long time to regather yourself.’
      


  The next picture he pulled out stopped him cold.


  ‘Get outta here,’ he said. ‘Is that Storm?’


  In the picture, the famous rocker is in a studded leather jacket, with his arms around me and my best friend, Dede Wirklich,
         both of us fourteen at the time. I’d won a drawing from a local radio station, two concert tickets and the chance to meet
         Storm backstage, and naturally I chose Dede to go with. When I’d discovered her in second grade, I’d felt as though I had
         found a missing piece of myself. Her father had taken off, too, and we seemed to understand each other in a way that did not
         require speaking.
      


  She was kind of a cutup, and got in a lot of trouble as the years went on. Very often we were in these pranks together—we
         once stole into the principal’s office and hid a noisy cricket, which took him days to find—but the teachers were more reluctant
         to blame me because I tended to be the best student in the class. We started drinking together at eleven when we smuggled
         shots of gin and vodka from her mother’s stash, replacing them with water every day until both bottles tasted exactly like
         the tap.
      


  By high school, Dede had gone totally Goth, right down to the black fingernails and white eye shadow, and it was pretty clear
         she was always going to be in trouble. Her boyfriends were all loners and misfits, guys with biker tatts and cigarettes drooping
         from the corners of their mouths, who were never good to her. Senior year, she got pregnant by one of these characters and
         had Jessie.
      


  Nat asked if I still saw her, and I told him we came to an ugly end.


  ‘I actually moved in with her after my marriage broke up, but it was a bad scene. I got stuck with all the housework, including
         making Jessie’s school lunch. Dede resented me, because even though my life was no bowl of cherries, it was still going to
         end up better than hers, and for my part, I got fed up lending her money I was never going to see again, and worn out by Jessie,
         who was an incurably needy, whiny little girl. It all led to this unreal moment which I’d rather not talk about.’
      


  Looking down again to the photograph, Nat changed the subject by asking what Storm was like.


  ‘Truth?’ I answered. ‘I was so incredibly nervous that if it weren’t for the picture, I wouldn’t even remember it happened.’


  ‘Storm’s a good show,’ Nat said. ‘I saw him three times. That’s all I did when I was in college—go to concerts and get stoned.
         Unlike now, when I go to work and get stoned.’
      


  He was in a bantering mode, but I stared.


  ‘Nat, you’re not really going to the supreme court with reefer in your pocket?’


  He was sheepish and muttered something about it being a hard year.


  ‘Nat, if you ever got caught, you’d be prosecuted. Your dad’s way too prominent for you to catch a break. They’ll suspend
         your law license, and nobody will let you near a high school, either.’
      


  My lecture embarrassed him, naturally, and we ended up in silence, as we sat on the floor to eat. Down low, with our backs
         against the plaster, it turned out to be the coolest place in the apartment. Nat was still sunk into himself. He’d told me
         when we had lunch that his former girlfriends all described him as dark and remote. I hadn’t seen what they were talking about
         until now.
      


  ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘We all do stupid stuff. Just ask me. I’m the world leader.’


  He looked straight at me for a second. ‘So tell me about that breakup,’ he said.


  ‘Oh, Nat. I don’t think I could.’


  His look lingered only a second, then he shrugged and went back to his sandwich with no more to say. I saw how completely
         you could lose connection with him, especially when he feels bad about himself.
      


  ‘No questions,’ I said. I had closed my eyes to figure out exactly how I could do this, but even so, I sensed him turning
         my way. ‘Right after I stopped working for your dad, I began seeing a much older guy. Very, very successful, very prominent,
         somebody I’d known and looked up to for a long time. It was pretty wild. But also purely nuts. He was married and was never
         going to leave his wife.’
      


  ‘Ray, right? Ray Horgan. That’s why you gave me that goofy look when I mentioned his name at your apartment.’


  I opened my eyes and stared hard. I can do that when I have to.


  ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘No questions. What do you say in court? “Withdrawn.” Sorry. Sorry, sorry.’


  I told him the rest of the story in a few words: a great guy who had always told me it was crazy and finally broke it off.
         You could hear the faint burble of the TV in the apartment next door after I finished.
      


  ‘So I bet you’re going to go looking through these boxes for my scarlet letter,’ I finally said.


  ‘Hey,’ he answered. ‘Like you said, we all do dumb things.’ He took some time then to tell me the long story of the affair
         he’d had with the mother of one of his closest friends during his senior year in high school. In the circumstances, it was
         a kind thing for him to share.
      


  ‘You’re a good guy, Nat.’


  ‘I try,’ he answered. Our heads had ended up lolled against the wall as he had quietly described the way he’d blundered into
         that woman’s bed, and our faces by now were not very far apart. His eyes were full on mine, and there wasn’t any missing the
         meaning of his look. I could feel everything, my loneliness and longing, and could have done something incredibly, unbelievably
         stupid at that moment, the same way I always have. But you have to learn something from living. I ruffled his wet hair instead
         and got back to my feet.
      


  He was visibly chafed, and a few minutes later said he had to jet, although he made a halfhearted offer to drive me home that
         I declined. When I got back eventually, I e-mailed profuse thanks and promised to invite him to my first dinner party.
      


  He didn’t answer for two days, and I knew I was in trouble the way something popped in my chest the instant I saw his name
         in my in-box and read the subject line.
      


  FROM: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  TO: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  Sent: Monday, 8/4/08 5:45 pm


  Subject: My Heart


  Anna—


  Sorry I’ve been AFK but I’ve been thinking. A lot. Always dangerous.


  I completely understand where you’re at. But I am starting to have feelings here, which you probably realize. And I need to
         watch out for myself. I can go along really well and then something seems to knock me off balance, and I start to sink. And
         I can go pretty low. But we do seem to have connected here, really really connected, and I’m just wondering if I can maybe
         talk you into reconsidering. I mean, older guys haven’t worked out, so maybe a younger guy is what you’ve needed all along.
         And I mean, what’s the difference really, we’re both pretty much at the same point on the Mandala? Anyway, I think you get
         what I’m trying to say because you seem to get me.
      


  It was so sweet, I got a little teary reading, but there was no point. And even so, I actually hesitated to write back until
         late the next evening.
      


  FROM: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  TO: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  Sent: Tuesday, 8/5/08 10:38 pm


  Subject: Re: My Heart


  I think I get you too, Nat. And I think you get me. And it probably would be nice to spend some time and see what happens,
         if what went on in my life hadn’t gone down, but it did. This would be a really bad idea for a lot of the reasons I’ve already
         explained and one or two I don’t want to go into, even with you. I actually talked to Dennis about it this afternoon after
         I got your last message. I am not the kind who would give my shrink a veto over my life. And frankly, he’s not that kind of
         shrink. But we can both see how this is so not a good idea at all. And I just can’t keep getting into relationships that are
         really just deck chairs on the Titanic. I don’t know what else to say except I am so so so sorry.
      


  I was not sure he would even bother to respond, but he did late the next day, although just to say good-bye.


  Anna—


  I think I have to stop this cold. Like not hang out or communicate or anything. There’s something about the way we’ve clicked
         that seems to me to lead only one place. And I’m actually walking around moping and heartbroken. And then going home to reread
         your emails. Which, to say the least, is a dangerous cycle.
      


  You have not said a word yet that really makes me understand it. Age? Working for my father? Your own breakup? We could blow
         through those issues in no time. But the one word I do understand is no. You have your reasons. But I realize I’m just going
         to make myself crazier by keeping this up.
      


  I think you are completely great.


  I didn’t answer. There was no more to say. But he sent another message that night.


  Anna—


  I have just reread your last message and I finally got it. I mean I’m stoned, so I know this won’t make any sense in the morning.
         But right now, I need to ask you a question about my father that is so far out and so Soap Opera you’re going to be sure I
         am totally wigged-out.
      


  I’ve been thinking about the fact you thought it would be strange to hang with me because of my dad. And the way you got silent
         about him maybe having an affair. And that stuff about your mom stepping out. So here’s the question.
      


  Are you my sister? Or my half-sister? I know this only makes sense because I am completely toasted. But still. So if you don’t
         mind answering one more email, that would be great.
      


  FROM: AnnaC402@gmail.com


  TO: NatchReally1@clearcast.net


  Sent: Thursday, 8/7/08 12:38 am


  Subject: Re: My Heart


  Oh Nat. I’m laughing and also crying a little. I would even like to answer yes bc it would finally put your mind at ease.
         And I think it’s a pretty brilliant sideways guess. But the answer to your question is no. No.
      


  You are right. This shouldn’t continue. I think you are beyond great. You are perfect. But let me tell you what I tell myself.
         If we could connect like this, then it can happen somewhere else. Too often I’ve wanted the dynamos, the Somebodys I’d like
         to be, instead of a guy who will make me feel good enough to be that Somebody myself. So you’ve given me a wonderful gift,
         and I will never be able to thank you enough.
      


  Your Loving friend, Anna




  CHAPTER 14


  Tommy, October 29, 2008


  I know you got something,” Tommy Molto told Brand when he met him outside the Central Branch Courthouse. Jim was on trial,
         dressed in a nifty glen plaid, a better suit than any prosecutor really could afford. Molto sometimes told Brand that he must
         have secretly been born Italian. The case he was trying was a triple murder in which one of the victims was the niece of the
         movie star Wanda Pike. Gorgeous and mournful, Wanda was in court along with her posse every day. Knowing that would occur,
         Brand had decided to keep the case rather than letting somebody more junior from the Homicide Division handle it. Jimmy had
         never been confused about the fact he liked seeing himself on TV. The trial was on lunch recess, and Brand had come outside
         to meet the boss. He was going to be cold. It was a brisk day with a sabering wind and scuffy, ugly clouds.
      


  “How’s that?” asked Brand.


  “How’s what?”


  “How you know I got something?”


  “Because you wouldn’t haul my ass out across the street, or take time for lunch meetings in the middle of trial, unless you
         did.”
      


  “Maybe I think you need exercise. Maybe I like to see you busting down the street like a pigeon.” Brand actually thrust out
         his belly and walked a few steps in imitation. Jimmy was way too cheerful. This was going to be good. Tommy gestured him inside,
         but they were waiting for Rory Gissling, who came along in a minute bundled in a heavy coat and bright scarf. She had a manila
         envelope under her arm.
      


  They reentered the courthouse and went upstairs to find someplace to talk. Judge Wallach’s courtroom was open, and they huddled
         together on the corner of one of the plush benches, Rory between the two prosecutors.
      


  “Show him,” Brand told her.


  “So we subpoenaed Barbara’s pharmacy for all the receipts, refills, all the records in the month before she died,” Rory said.
         She took a quarter inch of paper out of her envelope.
      


  “Show him the receipt for the phenelzine,” said Brand.


  Rory thumbed through the pages, then handed a copy of a charge slip to the PA. Paying for the purchase of the phenelzine,
         it was dated September 25, last month, and plainly showed Rusty Sabich’s signature. Brand was grinning like a kid at Christmas.
      


  “You mind?” Tommy said, and took the rest of the papers from Rory. He flipped through the stack. “Rusty picks up all the prescriptions,”
         he said. “That’s what it looks like.”
      


  “Eighty, ninety percent,” Rory answered.


  “So?” Tommy asked.


  “He picked up the phenelzine,” Brand said.
      


  “So?” Tommy asked again.


  “Show him the stuff for the day before she died,” said Brand.


  Rory pulled several sheets from the ones in Tommy’s hand. Rusty had signed the charge slip for the purchase on a renewal of
         Barbara’s sleeping pills on September 28.
      


  “I thought we were looking at a phenelzine overdose,” Molto said.


  “Look at the dupe of the register tape,” said Brand. “The back page there. It’s the other stuff he bought you need to see.”


  Tommy took a second to decode the abbreviations, but the tape appeared to reflect a bottle of Rioja, pickled herring, Genoa
         salami, and some aged cheddar, as well as a quart of plain yogurt. The PA needed a little more time before it clicked.
      


  “That stuff all reacts with the drug, right?” he asked. “It’s got whoesy whatsit in it, all of it?”


  “Tyramine. All of it.” Brand bobbed his head. “He literally bought the entire no-no food group. Could turn a normal dose of
         phenelzine lethal. And a quadruple dose into a sure thing. I’d say the judge was preparing a different kind of Last Supper.”
      


  Tommy looked at the slip again. The time of purchase was 5:32 p.m.


  “They’re having cocktails,” he said.


  “What?” Brand slid over. “Where do you get that from?”


  “He went to the store at dinnertime. He bought a bottle of wine and some appetizers. They’re having cocktails, Jim.”


  “Yogurt?” asked Brand.


  “For the dip,” Tommy said.


  “Dip?” asked Brand.


  “Yeah, if you’re being healthy, you use yogurt instead of sour cream. And speaking of dips,” said Tommy to Brand, “with your
         dad’s history, you oughta know stuff like that. You ever hear of cholesterol?” Tommy spelled it for him, and Brand waved him
         off. Rory added some sage words about her dad, who’d just had a bypass. Brand ignored them and stuck to the case.
      


  “We got him, don’t we?” he asked. “It’s right there, isn’t it?”


  Tommy could feel the weight as his chief deputy and the detective watched him. Brand had been sold for a long time, but that
         wasn’t the point. The call on this case was going to be Tommy’s entirely. The risks were all on his tab, and he was the one
         who had to be satisfied. And when he added it up, he still wasn’t. Rusty’s grocery list looked pretty damning, but they were
         still trying to make a lot out of stuff a defense lawyer would call coincidental.
      


  “We’re closer,” Tommy said quietly.


  “Boss!” Brand protested. He began to go through all the evidence, and Tommy had to warn him to keep his voice down. The last
         thing they needed was a reporter walking into the courtroom and overhearing all this.
      


  “Jimmy, you two have tumbled to some amazing stuff. But it’s all circumstantial. You don’t need me to tell you the way somebody
         like Sandy Stern will pick this case apart. ‘Who has not gone to the store to pick up groceries, a prescription, ladies and
         gentlemen?’” Tommy did a better imitation than he expected of Stern’s mild accent. “You’ve seen Stern sell snake oil. And
         the biggest problem is never going away. Our own expert will get up on the witness stand and admit on cross-examination she
         has no way to exclude sixteen other causes of death besides murder. It’s light. The case is too light. We need something else.”
      


  “Where the fuck do I get something else?” Brand demanded. That was the point, of course. “How about the DNA?” he asked after
         a second.
      


  Tommy had been thinking a lot about that lately, when he was up with Tomaso in the middle of the night, and he’d realized
         the DNA was not the answer. But he didn’t want to get into that in front of Rory and simply said what he’d been saying for
         weeks: “Not yet.”
      


  Brand looked at his watch. He had to get back to court. He stood up and backpedaled as he headed out.


  “I’m not giving up, Boss.”


  Tommy laughed out loud. “I wasn’t worried about that.”




  CHAPTER 15


  Anna, September 2, 2008


  After my marriage ended and I moved in with Dede, the same question obsessed me. I would lie in bed in the mornings and wonder
         for an hour, Was I ever in love with Paul? I thought I had been, but now I had my doubts. Yet how could I, or anybody, ever
         make such a fundamental mistake? How would I ever know the real deal?
      


  Man by man, relationship by relationship, those issues have perplexed me and left me feeling each time that something was
         missing. I have been fascinated by some men and in other cases—none more than Rusty—virtually obsessed, gripped by a fierce
         hunger. But could anything so fraught be grown-up lasting love? Could it have led to that? I have awaited the Day I Know I
         Am Really in Love the way some people anticipate the Rapture.
      


  I was gloomy the first weeks of August and was reluctant initially to believe it had anything to do with Nat. In time, I faced
         the fact that I missed him or, more honestly, the chance I’d seen in him, an opportunity to have something different, which
         felt both new and right. This realization hit me harder than I might have anticipated. It brought up a lot of stuff about
         Rusty, which I didn’t expect, especially anger. Late at night, there were moments when I couldn’t understand my own reasoning.
         What taboo was I violating, whose feelings was I trying to spare? If the father didn’t want me, why couldn’t I be with the
         son? Wouldn’t that mean things had worked out for everyone? When I reconsidered all of this in the morning, it felt as though
         all the ground I’d gained in the last fifteen months had washed away beneath my feet.
      


  But I thought I was getting over it. It felt as though I had put this disappointment on the shelf beside many prior ones.
         And then this morning, I was in the supreme court hearing room to assist Miles Kritzler, who was arguing a futile mandamus
         petition for an important client. He got oral argument by rule, but the justices were not happy he was taking their time,
         and they sat up there, all seven of them, with these looks that said, Just kill me. His red light was going to come on any
         second, and just then somebody scampered up onto the bench to deliver a brief to Justice Guinari, and when I looked over,
         Nat was already facing me, so thin and haunted and impossibly beautiful, those sea blue eyes full of an amazing beseeching
         look. I was afraid the poor man was going to start weeping and that if he did, I would cry, too.
      


  When I got back to the office, there was a message from him in my voice mail:


  “When I leave work around six, I’m going straight to your apartment. I’m going to ring the bell, and if you’re not home, then
         I’m going to sit on the front step until you come home. So if you’ve gotten a grip again and still don’t want this, then you
         better go sleep at one of your girlfriends, because I’m going to be sitting there all night. You’re going to have to tell
         me no to my face this time. And unless I understand you a lot less than I think I do, I don’t think that will happen.”
      


  I knew then that for all the hesitation and reluctance, all the telling myself, ‘No, this is insane,’ all the warnings of
         incredible peril, that despite all of that, my heart had a plan and I was going to have to follow it. As the songs say, I
         would give everything for love. This is a greater, deeper truth about me than any of the admonitions and lessons I have been
         trying so hard to take in. And I have always known it.
      


  In the last few months I lived with Dede, I was dating a cop named Lance Corley, who had been a student in an econ class I
         took at night to finish college. He was a sweet man, big and handsome, and when he came by he spent a lot of time with Jessie.
         He had a daughter of his own he didn’t see much. I could tell that Dede had a crush on him almost from the start and that
         it was only getting worse as time went on. She was completely transparent. She’d ask me several times a day when I thought
         he might show up. In the end, Lance decided he was going to try to reconcile with his ex, mostly because seeing Jessie had
         made him realize how desperately he missed his own daughter.
      


  When I explained all that to Dede, she was sure it was lie, that I was not letting Lance come to the apartment because I didn’t
         want him to fall for her. It got so bad that I finally asked Lance to call and explain, but that was a mistake. The utter
         humiliation of Lance knowing she harbored this flaky hangup with him infuriated her.
      


  I woke up about six the last morning I lived there, and Dede was standing over my bed with a pair of kitchen scissors between
         her hands, extended in my direction. I could see she was completely smashed, shaking as if there were a motor in her chest,
         her face blotchy and her nose running as she stood there crying, toying with the idea of killing me. I jumped up and screamed
         at her. I slapped her and cursed her and took away the scissors while she crumpled in a heap in the corner of my room so that
         someone happening by might even have mistaken her for a pile of dirty laundry.
      


  Now I listened to Nat’s voice message six or seven times and then picked up the phone to call Rusty. I said I had to talk
         to him, even though I couldn’t imagine what I would say. But crazy things happen in life all the time when people fall in
         love. I have a friend who got divorced and married her ex’s brother. I heard about a lawyer in Manhattan, one of the senior
         partners in his firm, who at the age of fifty fell in love with a boy working in the mailroom and changed genders so the young
         man would have him, which actually worked out for a while. Love is supreme. It has its own quantum mechanics, its own rules.
         When love is involved, you can give only so much ground to propriety or even wisdom. If you love somebody badly enough, then
         realize that is who you are and try to have him.
      


  That day at Dede’s, while I packed, she went on crying and saying, ‘I wasn’t going to do it, I wasn’t going to do it. I was
         pretending or something, but I wasn’t going to do it.’
      


  She said that a thousand times, and finally I was completely fed up. I zipped my last bag and slung it across my back. ‘And
         that’s what’s wrong with you,’ I answered.
      


  Those were the last words I ever spoke to her.




  CHAPTER 16


  Rusty, September 2, 2008


  Anna is already there when I arrive at the Dulcimer. She is nervous, fingering a highball glass full of bubbles, but beautiful.
         Her life in private practice has given her a sleeker look, a better coif and nicer clothes. I sit beside her on a tufted banquette
         in the bar.
      


  “Cut your hair?”


  “Less to take care of. More time to work.” She laughs. “Confessions of a high-priced slave.”


  “It’s very becoming.”


  My compliment leaves her briefly silent until she mutters, “Thanks.”


  “What are you drinking?” I ask.


  “Fizzy water. I have something I need to finish at work.”


  My heart sags: She is going back to work. I say nothing. She moves her purse so it’s in the open space between us.


  “Rusty, I don’t know how to say this. So I think I just have to come out with it. I’ll try to explain. But the point is that
         I’ve started seeing Nat. I mean, I haven’t, but I’m going to. I’m going to see him today. And I don’t know where it will go,
         but it’s pretty serious already. It’s very serious already.”
      


  “My Nat?” I actually blurt. For an instant I can feel nothing inside myself. And then what surges forth is rage. It storms
         out of my heart. “This is insane.”
      


  Looking at me, Anna’s green eyes are welling.


  “Rusty, I can’t describe how hard I tried to avoid this.”


  “Oh, for Chrissake. What are you going to tell me about now? Fate? Destiny? You’re a grown-up human being. You make choices.”


  “Rusty, I think I’m in love with him. And that he’s in love with me.”


  “Oh, my God!”


  She is crying by now as she holds the cool glass to her cheek.


  “Look, Anna, I know you want to get back at me. I know I disappointed you. I know all is fair in love and war. I’ve heard
         every crappy expression. But this is impossible. And you have to stop.”
      


  “Oh, Rusty,” she says, sobbing. “Rusty, I did everything the right way. I was so good. I wish you understood. I tried so hard
         to make this not happen.”
      


  I want to think. But the dimension of this is unimaginable. And I can feel my arms and hands shaking in fury.


  “Does he know? About us?”


  “Of course not. And he never will. Never. Rusty, I know this is crazy and difficult, but you know, I have to try, I really
         have to try. I don’t know if I can handle this or you can handle this, but I have to try, I know I have to try.”
      


  I rear back in the chair. I am continuing to experience difficulty catching my breath.


  “Do you know how often I’ve longed for you and stopped?” I ask her. “Made myself stop? And now, what? I’m supposed to watch you parade around my house? This is sick. How could you do this to me?
         To him? For God’s sake.”
      


  “Rusty, you don’t want me.”


  “Don’t tell me what I want.” I remain angry enough to slap her. “I know how this adds up, Anna. Don’t preach sincerity to
         me. You’re tightening the screws in the shittiest way imaginable. So what’s my choice? Get rid of Barbara now, right now.
         Is that it? Get rid of her or you’ll literally destroy my home?”
      


  “Rusty, no. It’s not about you. It’s about him. That’s the whole point of what I’m trying to tell you. It’s about him. Rusty,
         Rusty—” Then she stops. “Rusty, I never felt like this about”—she stumbles—“about anyone. I mean, maybe I should be a case
         study in some psychiatric journal. Because I’m not sure if this would have happened without it. Without us. But it’s different,
         Rusty. It really is. Rusty, please let us be.”
      


  “Go fuck yourself. You’re crazy, Anna. You don’t know what you want. Or who you want. Psychiatric journal is right.”


  I throw money on the table and hear her muffled outcry behind me as I bang out of the hotel, striding in outrage down the
         street. I seethe in the oldest, most elemental way. I go several blocks. Then stop suddenly.
      


  Because one thing is clear. No matter how angry I am, I must do something. I must. There is no clear path. I will think and
         think and nothing will be right. But I must do something. And the mystery of that seems as large a thought as God.
      


  What will I do?




  CHAPTER 17


  Nat, September 2, 2008


  How I see it is that we’re all pretty much cruising along, like a bunch of people on the highway. Everybody’s in his space
         and headed to his own destination, listening to the music they like, or different radio stations, or talking on the phone,
         and otherwise just trying to stay out of one another’s way. And then every once in a while, you’re ready to stop and welcome
         a passenger. And who knows why?
      


  I’m still not sure when I got so into Anna. I thought she was cool as soon as I met her after she went to work for my dad,
         but I was with Kat then, and once we broke up, my mom got completely in the way by asking once or twice if Anna really was
         too old for me, which pretty much iced the whole thing. And then one day this summer, I was at work and saw Anna’s name on
         this post about her apartment, and I thought, Yeah, go check this out. And sitting out on her balcony, I couldn’t quite believe
         how totally freaking cool she was, brainy and beautiful and funny and tuned in. Not that it was mutual at first. I hung myself
         way out there. And she said no. Sweet and kind and all of that. But, no.
      


  So now it’s about a month later, I’m at work and I’m still a mess over Anna. I’m less of a mess, because I just couldn’t stay
         as much of a mess as I was the first two weeks. When it goes bad, I have this thing where I just can’t hit reset. I go down
         and stay down. I rewind. And replay. And cry. Totally unboy. I’d get up from my desk at the court and go into a stall in the
         john and cry about four times a day. Then I began to ration myself. One cry in the morning and one in the afternoon. Then
         once at work. And once at home. Somehow, it was worse than my breakups with Paloma and Kat. And I knew I’d built this whole
         thing up inside my head to be the Perfect Relationship only because it didn’t happen. It’s a platonic ideal. I am completely
         in love, even though I know it’s more with the idea of love than anything else. But maybe that is worse. Real or not. Hope is an amazing thing. Hope is maybe the most essential thing in life. You go on with hope. And without
         it, you are flattened.
      


  That’s still the mood today when I walk into the supreme court hearing room to deliver a brief that the law clerk on the case,
         Max Handley, forgot to take up to the courtroom. And there she is. For a month I have imagined a couple times a day that I
         am seeing her on the street, but that’s only a blink, before I realize, No, too bad, no. But this time, even from the rear,
         even though she’s changed her hair, even though I catch no sight of her face, I know it’s Anna. She’s sitting at the appellant’s
         table, writing notes as fast as she can while one of the older partners from her firm is giving an oral argument that frankly
         has left every justice cold. This guy, the partner, is going to get flushed, maybe even before he leaves the courtroom. And
         when I see her, I stop so fast that half the figures on the bench, eager for distraction, stare at me. I am so fucking up!
      


  So I crawl up to Justice Guinari and hand off the brief. I am trying to figure out how I’m going to be able to walk out now
         without repeating the same stupid performance. Eyes forward, shoulders straight. But of course, I’m too broken up and hungry
         for her not to peek. And then, when I turn, I see, thank God—I see, thank God, there is a God, something I have always believed—her
         eyes are fixed on me. The partner is still droning. But Anna has stopped writing. She is not doing anything but watching me.
         She is not blinking. She cannot turn away. And I know everything—it’s in that look. She’s been as burned as me. And she is
         giving up. Whatever it was that made her say no, she can’t say it anymore. She’s giving up. She’s giving in. To love. It’s
         the movies! It’s the movies from the forties! It’s kismet. Fate. Dharma.
      


  I stumble out of the courtroom and go back to my desk to use my cell phone. I leave a voice mail and tell her after work I
         am going straight to her apartment and that I’m going to sit there all night if I have to, until she tells me what she wants
         face-to-face.
      


  And that is what I do.


  When she gets home, I am sitting on the single step outside the old greystone. I really would have sat there the rest of the
         night, but in fact I’ve been there only fifteen minutes. And she sits next to me, she puts her arm on mine, she puts her head
         on my shoulder, and we cry, we both cry, and then we go inside. And it’s just this simple. Take it from a former grad student
         in philosophy. This is what every human longs to say: It’s the happiest moment of my life.
      




  CHAPTER 18


  Tommy, October 31, 2008


  McGrath Hall had been the police headquarters since 1921. The redstone heap might have passed for a medieval fortress, with
         stone arches over the massive planked oaken doors and notched battlements on the roof.
      


  Brand, who was still on trial, had sent a message across the street from the courtroom asking if Tommy could meet him outside
         the County Building at twelve thirty, and the Mercedes had slid to the curb and taken off again so quickly that it looked
         like a getaway. Brand zagged through the lunch-hour traffic as if he were hopped up. Tommy got a call from the FBI, and he
         and Brand had gone past the security gate and parked behind the Hall before he was free again to talk to his chief deputy.
      


  “So what are we doing here?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” said Brand. “Not for sure. But the day Rusty called in Barbara’s death, the Nearing coppers took all the bottles
         in Barbara’s medicine cabinet and swept them into a plastic bag, instead of doing an inventory there. So I had Rory ship every
         vial over here on Wednesday to see if Dickerman could turn anything from them.”
      


  “Okay. Good thinking,” Tommy said.


  “Rory’s idea, actually.”


  “Still good thinking. And what did Dickerman come up with?”


  “You ask all the tough questions. Mo left a message that he had some interesting results. He wouldn’t say it was ‘interesting’
         if it was a zero, but I couldn’t connect because I’ve been in court all day. Still, I didn’t want him to put it on paper.
         Around here that would leak in about thirty seconds.”
      


  “Also good thinking,” said Molto.


  Brand explained that they had come to the Hall because Mo had had knee replacement surgery last week and wasn’t getting out.
         Jim figured it was better if Tommy was here to ask whatever questions he wanted to. That wasn’t bad thinking either.
      


  They found one of Mo’s assistants holding open a fire exit in the basement. She was wearing a crepe witch’s hat and a black
         fright wig.
      


  “Trick or treat,” she said.


  “Indeed, indeed,” said Brand. “I wake up every day thinking that very thing.”


  Together, the three moved down the dark halls into the realm that Mo Dickerman ruled. Mo Dickerman, aka Fingerprint God, was
         at age seventy-two the oldest employee of the Kindle County Unified Police Force and without doubt its most esteemed. He was
         the foremost fingerprint expert in the Midwest, author of the leading texts on several techniques, and a frequent lecturer
         at police academies around the world. Now that forensic science was hot stuff on TV, you could barely hit the clicker without
         seeing Mo poking his heavy black-framed glasses back up on his nose on one true crime show or another. In a department that
         like most urban police forces was always mired in controversy and, not infrequently, scandal, Mo was probably the lone emblem
         of unimpeached respectability.
      


  He was also frequently a pain in the ass. The nickname of Fingerprint God had not been applied entirely in admiration. Mo
         regarded his opinions as akin to scripture and would not brook even so much as an interruption. If you made the mistake of
         cutting in, he would simply wait you out and then go back to the beginning. He was often a difficult witness, refusing to
         acknowledge seemingly obvious conclusions. And he was wildly unpopular with the brass on the force because of the way he leveraged
         his public standing with threats to quit unless his lab in the McGrath Hall basement was equipped with the latest innovations,
         money that sometimes might have been better spent on bulletproof vests or overtime.
      


  Mo hobbled forth on sticks to greet them.


  “Ready for the twist contest?” Brand asked.


  An angular New Yorker whose thick hair was only beginning to show some gray, Mo bent both elbows and rocked a few inches each
         way. Brand offered an earnest thank-you for Mo’s quick turnaround on their request, and Dickerman clicked his way into the
         lab, a dim warren of crowded cubicles and pillared boxes and several clear arenas for Mo’s high-priced machines.
      


  He stopped in front of his current favorite piece of equipment, a vacuum metal deposition unit. The top commanders had held
         out against it for several years because they feared explaining to the county board or the public why they needed a machine
         that literally developed latent fingerprints in gold.
      


  When Tommy was a line prosecutor, fingerprints were nothing more than patterned sweat revealed by ninhydrin or other powders.
         If the print had dried up, you were generally cooked. But starting in the 1980s, experts like Mo had figured out how to expose
         the amino acids sweat left behind. These days if you developed a latent print, there was sometimes the possibility of extracting
         DNA from it as well.
      


  Mo’s VMD machine was a horizontal steel chamber about three feet by two. Everything inside it cost a fortune—molybdenum evaporation
         dishes; combination rotary and diffusion pumps that produced a vacuum in less than two minutes; a polycold fast-cycle cryochiller
         to speed the process by removing moisture; and a computer that controlled it all.
      


  After an object for examination was placed inside the VMD, a few milligrams of gold were poured into the evaporation dishes.
         The pumps then created the vacuum, and a high current was passed through the dishes, evaporating the gold. It was absorbed
         by the fingerprint residue. Zinc was evaporated next, which for chemical reasons adhered only to the valleys between the ridges
         and whorls of the fingerprint. The high-definition photographs of the resulting golden fingerprints always wowed juries.
      


  Mo, being Mo, insisted on explaining the whole process again, even though both Tommy and Brand had received the tutorial several
         times. What Mo had placed in the VMD yesterday was the plastic vial from the phenelzine scrip Rusty had picked up. He had
         four clear prints, one toward the top, three on the bottom. The brown plastic pill bottle, now dusted in gold, was in a sealed
         plastic envelope on a table beside the machine.
      


  “Whose?” asked Tommy.


  Mo lifted a finger. He was going to answer in his own time.


  “We compared them with the decedent’s. With predictable problems. I’ve been talking to the guys in the pathologist’s office
         for twenty years, but they still print the dead like they’re mopping the floor. They don’t roll the fingers, they drag them.”
         Dickerman displayed the ten-cards the techs had prepared as part of the autopsy. “There’s nothing resembling an identifiable
         print on either the middle finger right hand or the right little finger.” Within each of the squares Mo pointed to, there
         was no more than an inky smudge. Dickerman shook his long face in mild despair.
      


  “At any rate, I can tell you categorically that the four prints on the vial you wanted me to examine were not made by eight
         of ten of Mrs. Sabich’s fingers.”
      


  “So they could be Barbara’s?” asked Brand.


  “Not this one,” said Mo, pointing to the largest print in the photographs at the bottom, “because that’s clearly a thumb.
         But at that point, I couldn’t tell whether either of the remaining prints came from Barbara’s middle finger, or even conceivably
         the pinky.”
      


  “And now?” asked Tommy. Brand took a step back behind Dickerman and rotated his eyes skyward. He had no use for Mo’s fan dance.


  “So the next step was to see if we could identify whose prints these were. I assumed you guys had a guess, but Jim and Rory
         didn’t want to name names. So we ran the prints through AFIS,” said Mo, referring to the automated computer identification
         system that contained images of all the prints from the county for the past several decades. “And we matched impressions on
         two different print cards.” Mo laid down the ten-cards that had been culled out of his own archives. One contained the prints
         Rusty Sabich had given when he’d begun county employment thirty-five years ago. The others had been taken when Sabich was
         indicted. “All four prints on that vial are his.” Mo touched the cards as if each was a fetish. “I always liked Rusty,” he
         added, as though he were speaking of the dead.
      


  Jim had a small, settled smile. He’d always known. Tommy would have to give him that whenever they talked about the case in
         the years to come.
      


  “And how do we know Sabich didn’t just take the bottle out of the packaging to help his wife?” Tommy asked.


  Brand answered that. He had the papers Rory was carrying the other day in Wallach’s courtroom.


  “The scrip was for ten pills. But when the cops inventoried the bottle, there were only six in there.” He picked up the plastic
         envelope containing the bottle that was next to Mo’s precious machine and showed Tom the six orange tablets on the bottom
         of the vial. “So somebody took four of them out,” he said, “and what I’m hearing is that the only person whose prints are
         here are the judge’s.”
      


  “Could she have touched the bottle without leaving prints?” Molto asked.


  Dickerman smiled. “You know the answer to that, Tom. Sure. But VMD is the most discriminating method we have of identifying
         any prints that were ever here. And if I’m following what Jim just said, Mrs. Sabich would have to have touched the bottle
         four times without leaving prints. We’ve got other bottles from the medicine cabinet that we’ve started processing. So far
         we have her prints on eight of the nine we’ve tested. On the ninth the impressions are smudged.”
      


  “Could be hers?”


  “Could be. There are points of comparison, but it looks like somebody else touched it, too, which may make DNA hard, distinguishing
         the alleles and getting enough to test.”
      


  “That would be a tough argument for a defense lawyer,” said Brand, “saying she got anywhere near the phenelzine, if her prints
         show up on every other bottle and not this one.”
      


  Brand and Molto headed back to the same rear exit through which they’d come in. Tommy still didn’t want to encounter the dozens
         of cops he knew who would be coursing around upstairs and would ask why the PA was down here off Mt. Olympus. At the door,
         Brand took a moment to thank Dickerman again and discuss the next round of examinations, while Tommy went out into the slashing
         wind to think over what he’d just heard. The steely sky that would prevail in Kindle County for the next six months, as if
         the Tri-Cities had fallen under a cast-iron pot lid, was closing around them.
      


  He did it again. The words, the idea, stretched out through Tommy like a piano key with the damper pedal compressed. Rusty did it again. The
         son of a bitch did it again. No “once burned, twice wise” for him. Standing here, Tommy felt so many things that he was having
         difficulty sorting them out. He was enraged, of course. Rage had always come easily to Tommy, although less so as the years
         passed. Yet it remained a familiar, even essential, place to him, like a firefighter who was most himself as he entered a
         burning house. But he also lingered with the thought of vindication. He had waited. And Rusty had shown his true colors. When
         it was all proved in court, what would people say to Tommy, the people who for decades had looked down on him as some law
         enforcement rogue who’d gotten off easy the way bad cops so often do?
      


  But the strangest part, amid all these predictable responses, was that as Tommy stamped his feet in the cold, he suddenly
         understood. If he could not have been with Dominga, what would he have done? Would he have murdered? There was nothing people
         wanted more in life than love. The wind came up and went through Tommy with the icy directness of a pitchfork. But he understood:
         Rusty must have loved that girl.
      




  CHAPTER 19


  Anna, September 24–25, 2008


  I love Nat. I Am Really in Love. Finally. Fully. So often before I thought I was on the brink, but now every morning I get
         up amazed by the unearthly wonder of it. We have been Velcroed to each other since the day he appeared in the supreme court,
         and we have spent every night together, except for a single trip I had to make to Houston. The New Depression, which has pushed
         the law biz off a cliff and in sober moments makes me worry about my job, has been a blessing for now, because I can depart
         work most nights at five. We cook. We love. And we talk for hours and hours. Everything Nat says pleases me. Or touches me.
         Or makes me laugh. We do not fall asleep until two or three a.m., and in the morning we can barely drag ourselves out of bed
         to get to work. Before he leaves, I look at him sternly and say, ‘We can’t keep doing this, we have to sleep tonight.’ ‘Right,’
         he says. I ache all day until I can return to him, when the whole blissful sleepless cycle starts again.
      


  Nat moved in the first week, and there really was no discussion about where he will live at the end of the month. He will
         be with me. It’s like everybody always told me: When it happens, you will know.
      


  Dennis has asked, because that is his job, if the pure impossibility of the situation is part of it, if I’ve been able to
         give myself over only because I know I shouldn’t and that disaster somehow lurks. I can’t answer that. It doesn’t matter.
         I am happy. And so is Nat.
      


  My plan, as far as Rusty is concerned, has been no plan at all, except to allow him a warning. As he sat on that banquette
         in the Dulcimer, he grew lethally angry. I was unsurprised, not because I was hoping for that result, as he claimed, but because
         I always sensed there is a molten core behind that taciturn exterior. But in time, we will both get accustomed to the bizarre
         way this has turned out. We have one essential thing in common. We love Nat.
      


  In the meanwhile, I have resolved to stay away from Rusty, which is not as easy as I might have hoped. Barbara calls Nat every
         day. He generally picks up and then tells her as little as possible. The conversations are brief and often practical—specials
         he might be interested in at a local grocery chain, news of family and the campaign, questions about his job search or his
         expected living arrangements at the end of the month. The last of those inquiries has meant that sooner or later he had to
         tell her about me. He warned me there was no choice because his mother seemed to be nurturing a hope he might move back home.
         Even so, I begged him to hold off.
      


  ‘Why?’


  ‘God, Nat. Doesn’t that seem like a lot to tell her in one breath, we’re dating and then that we’re living together? It will
         sound crazy. Can’t you just tell her you’re going to share space with a friend?’
      


  ‘You don’t know my mother. “Who’s the friend? What’s he do? Where was he raised? Where did he go to school? What kind of music
         does he listen to? Does he have a girlfriend?” I mean, I wouldn’t get away with that for a minute.’
      


  So we agreed that he would tell her. I insisted on standing by so I could hear his end of the conversation, but I buried my
         head in one of my sofa pillows when he described himself as ‘a love zombie.’
      


  ‘She’s thrilled,’ he said when he hung up. ‘Completely thrilled. She wants us to come for dinner.’


  ‘God, Nat. Please no.’


  I could tell from the way his brows narrowed that he was beginning to find my vehemence about his parents odd.


  ‘It’s not like you don’t know them.’


  ‘It would be weird, Nat. Now. With us so new. Don’t you think we should socialize with some normal people first? I’m not ready
         for that.’
      


  ‘I think we should get it over with. She’ll ask me every day. You watch.’


  She did. He begged off, using standard excuses, his work or mine. But day by day I am beginning to understand more about the
         weird symbiosis between Nat and his mom. Barbara hovers over his life like some demanding ghost without an earthly presence
         of her own. And he feels a need to satisfy her. She wants to see us together, but finds it trying to leave her home. So we
         must come to her.
      


  ‘You could just say no to her,’ I told him last week.


  He smiled. ‘You try it,’ he answered, and indeed the next night, he lifted his cell in my direction. ‘She wants to talk to
         you.’
      


  Fuck, I mouthed. It was a quick conversation. Barbara gushed about how exciting this was, how pleased Rusty and she were that
         Nat and I seemed to mean so much to each other. Wouldn’t we come and let the two of them share our happiness for just an evening?
         Like a lot of brilliant people with problems, Barbara is great at putting you in the corner. The easiest thing was to agree
         to a week from Sunday.
      


  I held my head in my hands afterward.


  ‘I don’t understand this,’ he said. ‘You’re one of the cool kids. Little Miss Social Skills. My mom has been telling me for
         a year and a half to ask you out. You’re the first girlfriend I’ve had she approves of. She thought Kat was weird and that
         Paloma was a bad influence.’
      


  ‘But how’s your dad with this, Nat? Don’t you think this will be strange for him?’


  ‘My mom says he’s completely cool and totally thrilled.’


  ‘Have you actually talked to him?’


  ‘He’ll be fine. Take it from me. He’ll be fine.’


  But I cannot imagine that Barbara’s enthusiasm about Nat and me, or the prospect of seeing us together, can do anything but
         set Rusty spinning. And as I fear, today at work, when I slip in to check my personal e-mail, my heart jumps to see two in
         my in-box from Rusty’s account. When I open the messages, they weirdly turn out to be read receipts on e-mails I sent in May
         2007, sixteen months ago.
      


  It takes me a while to piece things together. During my time with Rusty, I was the one who booked the hotel rooms, since he
         couldn’t use his credit card. I would forward the online confirmation to him, receipt requested so I knew he’d gotten word
         and did not have to bother to reply. I often dispatched these messages in a series—the initial confirmation, a reminder that
         morning, and then a last e-mail giving the room number once I had checked in. Because I was getting the acknowledgments, I
         realized that often the only message he was opening was the last one, which he looked at on his handheld on the way over,
         without having to chance reviewing the other e-mails with somebody around.
      


  The two read receipts that arrived today are from those e-mails that went unopened last year. At first, I take this as a kind
         of perverse stalking, an effort to remind me where the two of us were not all that long ago. But with another hour’s thought
         I realize he may not even know the messages are coming to me. When you open an e-mail on which the sender’s requested a receipt,
         a little pop-up appears, warning you that the notification will be sent. The pop-up also contains a little box to check that
         reads, ‘Don’t show this message again for this sender.’ He probably chose that option long ago. By the end of the day, I decide
         there may be a positive spin here: Rusty is finally doing what he should have done sixteen months before and deleting all
         my messages. It’s a sign he’s moving on, that he is happy to let Nat and me be.
      


  The next morning by ten, there are three more. Far worse, I realize that deleting the messages wouldn’t trigger the receipts.
         The point is to show the e-mail was read. It is a disturbing, even sickening, image, of Rusty in his chambers, reliving these
         details. Feeling there is little choice but to have it out with him, I pick up the phone and dial his inside line. It rings
         through and is answered instead by his assistant, Pat.
      


  “Anna!” she cries out when I say hello. “How are you? You don’t come around enough.”
      


  After a minute of pleasantries, I tell her I have a question for the judge about one of our cases and ask to speak to him.


  “Oh, he’s been on the bench all morning, honey. He went up more than an hour ago. They have arguments back to back. I won’t
         see him until half past twelve.”
      


  I have the self-possession to say to Pat that I will call Wilton, my coclerk, for the information I need, but when I put the
         phone down, I am too panicked and disoriented even to take my hand off the receiver. I tell myself I have gotten this wrong,
         that there must be another explanation. On my screen, I examine the read receipts again, but all three were sent from Rusty’s
         account less than half an hour ago, when Pat says he was on the bench and nowhere near his PC.
      


  And then it comes, the dreadful realization. The catastrophe that was always in the offing has happened now: It’s someone
         else. Somebody is systematically reviewing the record of my meetings with Rusty. The hotels. The dates. For a breathless second,
         I fear the very worst and wonder if it’s Nat. But he was himself last night, gentle and utterly adoring, and he is too guileless
         to keep this kind of discovery to himself. Given his nature, he would just be gone.
      


  But my relief lasts no more than a second. Then I know the answer with an absolute certainty that turns my heart to stone.
         There’s one person with the savvy to invade Rusty’s e-mail account, and the time to be making this painstaking inspection.
      


  She knows.


  Barbara knows.




  CHAPTER 20


  Tommy, October 31, 2008


  After their meeting with Dickerman in McGrath Hall, Tommy and Brand did not speak a word until they were in the Mercedes.
      


  “We need his computer at home,” Brand said then. “It’s the only real chance we have to find the girl. I want to issue a search
         warrant today. And we need to interview the son pronto to see what he has to say about what was cooking between Mom and Dad.”
      


  “That’s page one, Jimmy. He’ll lose the election.”


  “So what? Just doing our jobs,” said Brand.


  “No, damn it,” said Tommy. He stopped to gather himself. Brand had done great work here; he’d been right when Tommy was wrong.
         There was no reason to get angry at him for charging ahead. “I know you think this is a really bad, pathological, fucked-up
         guy, a serial killer who’s sitting on his throne at the right hand of God, and I get it, but think. Think. You blow Rusty
         off the court and you’re just feeding the theory of defense.”
      


  “The vengeful prosecutor crap? I told you how to deal with that.”


  He was referring to the DNA, testing the sperm fraction from the first trial.


  “That’s what we do next,” said Tommy.


  “I thought you don’t want to get a court order.”


  “We don’t need a court order,” Tommy said.


  Brand looked at the boss narrowly, then pushed the auto’s start button and began easing the Mercedes into the traffic. On
         the street near police headquarters, six kids were being herded back to grade school after lunch by a couple of moms. Everybody
         was in costume. Two of the little boys were in suits and ties, wearing masks of Barack Obama.
      


  Tommy had first thought of what he was about to explain to Brand a decade ago. In those days, he had moved back in with his
         mom to take care of her in the last years of her life. Her noises—the coughing from the emphysema, most often—would wake him
         on the cot he slept on in the dining room. Once she was settled, Tommy would think about everything that had gone wrong in
         his life, probably as a way to convince himself he’d be able to withstand this loss, too. He’d ponder the thousand slights
         and undeserved injuries he’d borne, and so he would think now and then about the Sabich trial. He knew that DNA testing would
         answer to everybody’s satisfaction whether Rusty had been tooled or literally gotten away with murder. And he’d tempt himself
         with the thought of how it could be done. But in the daylight, he would warn himself off. Curiosity killed the cat. Adam,
         Eve, apples. Some stuff you were not meant to find out. But now he could know. Finally. He rolled out the plan again in his
         head one last time, then detailed it for Brand.
      


  This state, like most states, had a law mandating the assembly of a DNA database. Genetic materials collected in any case
         where evidence was offered of a sexual offense were supposed to be added and profiled. Rusty had been accused only of murder,
         not rape, but the state’s theory allowed that Carolyn might have been violated as part of the crime. The state police, without
         a court order or any other form of permission, could withdraw the blood standards and sperm fraction from Rusty’s first trial
         from the police pathologist’s massive refrigerator and test them tomorrow. Of course, in the real world the cops had too much
         trouble keeping up with the evidence being gathered today to bother going back to cases dismissed two decades ago. But the
         fact that the law was there and applied without time limit meant that Rusty had no legitimate expectation of privacy in the
         old samples. He could hoot and holler at trial if the results implicated him, but he’d get nowhere. To give them some cover,
         Brand could tell the evidence techs to forward all specimens from before 1988 to the state police, explaining that they wanted
         the oldest first to prevent further degradation.
      


  Brand loved it. “We can do it now,” he said. “Tomorrow. We can have results in a few days.” He thought it through. “That’s
         great,” he said. “And if he shows up dirty, we can go for the full download, right? Search warrant for his computer? Interviews?
         Right? We can roll by the end of the week. We have to, right? Nobody will ever be able to say boo? That’s great,” said Brand.
         “That’s great!” He threw his heavy arm around Molto and gave him a shake as he drove.
      


  “You got it wrong, Jimmy,” Tommy said quietly. “That’ll be the bad news.”


  The chief deputy drew back. This was what Tommy had been up thinking about for several nights in the past week.


  “Jimmy, we got bad news and worse news here. If,” said Tommy, “if we don’t match, we’re screwed. Screwed. Case closed. Right?”


  Brand looked at Molto without overt expression but seemed to know he was playing from behind.


  “It’s too thin, Jimmy. Not with the history. I just want you to understand before we go running down to the lab that it’s
         make or break.”
      


  “Christ,” said Brand. He went through all the evidence again, until Tommy interrupted.


  “Jimmy, you were right all along. He’s a wrong guy. But if we basically prove he didn’t commit the first murder, we can’t
         indict now. We’d just be a bunch of vengeful shits trying to recast a truth we don’t like. Everything inside the courtroom
         and outside would be about my grand obsession. This case is paper thin. And if we have to throw in the fact that Rusty was
         falsely accused once before by the same office, combined with him being the chief judge of the court of appeals with everybody
         but God testifying as a character witness, we will never get a conviction. So we need to know what the DNA shows now. Because
         if it exonerates him on the first case, we’re stone-cold end of the road.”
      


  Brand stared into the traffic, thickening as they passed closer to Center City. Today, Kindle County was halfway to Mardi
         Gras. The office workers were out for lunch in all kinds of getups. Five guys were walking along with burgers in their hands,
         each one dressed like a different member of the Village People.
      


  “How’s he get good DNA results into evidence?” Brand asked. “Even if the DNA cleans him up twenty years ago, so what? Okay,
         so we’re sore losers. The prosecutors’ motives are irrelevant.”
      


  “But the defendant’s motives aren’t. You want to put on a circumstantial case and argue the guy would risk cooling his wife?
         You think he’s not entitled to show that he was once prosecuted for a murder he didn’t commit? Doesn’t that make it far less
         likely that he would take that kind of chance now?”
      


  “Fuck, I don’t know with this creep. Maybe it makes it more likely. Here’s a guy who understands the system completely. Maybe
         he’s clever enough to think that we can never go on him because of the first case. Maybe he thinks that DNA gives him a free
         shot this time.”
      


  “And he’d be right,” Tommy said to Brand. At a light, they stared at each other until Brand finally broke it off to look at
         his watch. He swore because he was late. Molto thought of offering to park the Mercedes for him, but Jim was too upset now
         for jokes.
      


  “We’re gonna make him on the first case,” said Brand. “I got fifty that says we make him.”


  “That’d be the worse news,” Tommy answered. “The best thing that could happen to us would be having an excuse to walk away
         from this case. The really bad news will be if it turns out to be Rusty’s spunk twenty years ago. Because if he was the doer,
         this isn’t a go case. It’s a gotta-go case. We can’t let him sit on the supreme court knowing he’s a two-time killer. We can’t.”
      


  “That’s what I’m telling you. But everybody will understand. They’ll know we’re not chasing ghosts.”


  “But we’ll lose. That’s the really, really bad news. We have a case we gotta bring that we’re going to lose. Because the DNA never comes
         in for the prosecution. Never. It’s a one-way street. He was acquitted. We can’t use the old evidence against him now. It
         wouldn’t make sense without retrying the old case, and no judge will allow that. And besides, there were so many questions
         about the specimen by the end of that trial, nine judges out of ten wouldn’t admit it now anyway. If the DNA is good for Rusty,
         it sails in. And if it makes him a killer, it’s out. So we’ve got the same thin case, even with the DNA, where we’re going
         to have our fingers crossed that we don’t get directed out on corpus delicti, because we don’t have enough proof to show murder.”
      


  “No.” Brand shook his head hard on his thick neck. “No way. You’re laying a mattress, Boss. We all do it.”


  “No, Jimmy. You said it before. This guy is smart. Way smart. The bad news is that if he killed her, he thought it all through.
         And he figured out how to do it and walk again. And he will.”
      


  They were at the courthouse. Brand finally looked at Tommy and said, “That would be really bad news.”




  CHAPTER 21


  Nat, September 28, 2008


  You’re not really in a relationship until you see each other’s stuff—the way I sometimes can’t talk for an entire hour after
         dealing with my parents or how she goes off completely if I so much as mention Ray Horgan, the geezy guy she had a thing with.
         Sometimes it takes a while to get a peek into the little corners of craziness every person tries to hide. I had been going
         out with Kat nearly a year and sometimes worried she was just too normal for me, until she got out of bed one morning, complaining
         about her knee. When I asked how she hurt it, she looked at me, no trace of humor, and said, ‘I got hit with a mace when I
         was a Crusader in one of my prior lives.’ At that point, it’s all about how well your junk fits with hers. Can you still take
         each other seriously despite it and stay in tune?
      


  My life with Anna has been, no lie, pretty much paradise, but the one thing that has made her a total whack-job all month
         has been my parents. I think the way my mom sometimes overwhelms me tends to bug Anna as much as me, and she also seems unsure
         about her relationship with my dad, convinced, perhaps, that he’ll never get beyond seeing her as one of his minions. Privately,
         I’ve also wondered if her fling with Ray has something to do with it. My guess is that she assumes my father knows and she’s
         even more embarrassed to be around him, since he would have expected her to exhibit better sense.
      


  But because of all of that, Anna pretty much had a cow when I told her I was going to have to out us to my mom, who was relentless
         about asking where I would be living at the end of the month. And I really wondered for a second if I would need to dial 911
         after I told Anna my mom had invited us to dinner. In the end, my mom, who can be the irresistible force, got on the phone
         with Anna and cornered her the same way she corners me. But even after Anna said yes the prospect has seemed to make her unbelievably
         tense.
      


  I came back from school last Thursday night, only a few days before our date with my parents, and found her home already,
         sitting in the dark and crying, with a pack of cigarettes beside her and at least eight butts in an ashtray. It’s a no-smoking
         building, too.
      


  ‘What?’ I asked, and received no answer. She was frozen at the kitchen table. When I took the chair beside her, she reached
         for both my hands.
      


  ‘I love you so much,’ she said. She could barely choke out the words.


  ‘I love you, too,’ I answered. ‘What is this about?’


  She gave me this disbelieving look, searching my face for a long time, the tears welling over her green eyes like jewels.
         ‘I so, so, so don’t want this to get fucked up,’ she said. ‘I would do anything to keep that from happening.’
      


  ‘It’s not happening,’ I told her, which didn’t seem to do much good. She seemed to get a grip for a couple days, but today
         when we get ready to go to my parents’, she’s in a state again.
      


  As we cross the Nearing Bridge on the way, Anna says, “I may be sick.” The suspension structure is known to boogie in heavy
         winds, but it’s a great day, still more summer than fall, and the late sun has thrown a gold net on the water. We barely make
         it to the other side before Anna pulls her new Prius into the public forest and dashes from the car. I get there in time to
         hold her from behind while she vomits into a rusted oil drum used as a garbage can.
      


  I ask, knowing better, if it’s something she ate.


  “It’s this whole fucking thing, Nat,” she answers.


  “We can cancel,” I say. “Tell them you’re sick.”


  She’s still gripping the can but shakes her head vehemently. “Let’s get it over with. Let’s just get it over with.”


  When she feels good enough to take a few steps, we move to a decrepit picnic table with a squeaky bench, the surface decorated
         with spray-painted slogans and hunks of bird shit.
      


  “Oh, gross!” she says.


  “What?”


  “I puked in my hair.” She is inspecting the blondish strands with obvious pain.


  From the car, I bring a half-drunk bottle of water and a couple of old napkins preserved from fast-food meals, and she does
         her best to clean up.
      


  “Just tell your parents you found me under a viaduct.”


  I say she looks great. She doesn’t. She’s lost all color, and a team of rodents might have held a track meet in her hair.
         I have given up consoling her or asking why.
      


  She asks me to drive, which means she must assume my role as guardian of the cupcakes. Anna volunteered to bring dessert and
         has baked four giant cupcakes, each of our individual favorites with our names frosted on top. My dad will get the carrot
         cake he adores, and my mother a kind of blueberry muffin made from soy flour. For herself and me, she prepared something far
         more decadent, these giant killer double chocolate chip balls. She grips the plate from both sides in her lap and positions
         the quart of ice cream she bought for à la mode between her feet.
      


  “Can I beg one thing,” she says as I’m about to trigger the ignition. “Don’t leave me alone with either one of them. Okay?
         I’m not in the mood for any heart-to-hearts. Just tell me to go upstairs and look at your room. Something like that to get
         me out of the way. Okay?”
      


  “Okay.” She has actually made this request several times before.


  In a few minutes, we are at the house in which I grew up. These days, every time I arrive it looks different to me—smaller,
         quainter, a little like something from a fairy tale. It’s an odd structure to start, the kind of thing my mom would pick,
         with weeping mortar and this supersteep roof, a style that doesn’t seem to match the abundant flowers that remain in bloom
         in urns and pots in front. All the time I was growing up, my mom said she couldn’t wait to move back to the city, but when
         my dad proposed it a couple years ago, she’d changed her mind. The fact they’re still here reflects the enduring stalemate
         between them. She wins. He resents it.
      


  My mom sweeps the door open before we even set foot on the stoop. She’s wearing a little makeup and one of these waffle-fabric
         athletic suits, which is pretty much dressed up for her when she’s at home. She hugs me and then raves about the baked goods
         as she accepts the plate from Anna, kissing her cheek breezily in the process. She apologizes as soon as we are through the
         door. My dad and she have been working in the garden all day, and they are running behind.
      


  “I sent your father to the store, Nat. He’ll be right back. Come in. Anna, can I get you anything to drink?”


  I’ve told Anna that my mom likes red wine, and she bought a fancy bottle, but my mom decides to save it for dinner. Anna and
         I each take a beer from the fridge for now.
      


  My mom’s moods are so unpredictable that often when I’m headed out here to visit, I will call my dad’s cell to discuss her
         as if she is a weather balloon. ‘Bad day,’ my dad will warn me. ‘Lower than catfish crap.’ But she is rarely as visibly excited
         as she seems tonight, dashing around the kitchen. Hyper is not usually in her emotional range.
      


  Anna has never been here before. My mom really doesn’t open the house to anyone but family, and I show Anna the living and
         family rooms, identifying all my now dead grandparents and my cousins in their photographs and letting her poke me about all
         my little-kid pictures. Eventually, we rejoin my mom in the kitchen.
      


  “It’s simple,” my mom says about dinner, “just like I promised. Steak. Corn. Salad. Anna’s cupcakes. Maybe with a little ice
         cream.” She smiles, a cholesterol nut relishing the thought of being evil.
      


  Together Anna and I take on the salad. A knockout cook, Anna has started on a dressing, using olive oil and lemon, when my
         dad comes in with several plastic bags bearing the orange logo of Mega-Drugs. He thunks them down on the counter, extends
         his hand to Anna, and then gives me a quick hug.
      


  “I never would have predicted this,” he says, motioning to the two of us. “It makes too much sense.”


  We all laugh, then my mom makes my dad look at the stuff Anna baked. He chips a tiny bit of frosting off her muffin. Anna
         and my mom both cry out at once.
      


  “Hey, that’s mine,” my mother tells him.


  “You have the longest name,” my father points out.


  My dad is limping as he moves around the kitchen, and I ask how his back is.


  “Rotten at the moment. Your mother had me digging for her new rhododendron all afternoon.”


  “Here,” my mother answers. “Take your Advil and stop complaining. The exercise is good for you. Between the campaign and George
         Mason’s rotator cuff, I don’t think you’ve had any kind of workout all month.” My dad normally plays handball a couple times
         a week with Judge Mason, and he does look a little softer than usual. He puts the pills my mom hands him on the counter, then
         disappears into the family room and comes back with a glass of wine for her.
      


  “Did you remember the appetizers?” she asks as he’s in the fridge, taking a beer for himself.


  “Yes, horse deserves,” he declares, a rotten joke he has made since I was a boy. He bought aged cheddar and Genoa salami,
         family favorites, although my mom will not eat much of that. She loves the pickled herring he brought home, but she’ll have
         only a piece or two because the salt is bad for her blood pressure, so my dad has also come back with yogurt, which he mixes
         with onion soup to make a dip, while Anna and I set out the carrots and celery that were already in the refrigerator, as well
         as the other items my father got.
      


  As we are all toiling, my mom questions Anna about work and then with no apparent segue about her family.


  “Only child,” she explains.


  “Like Nat. That’s probably an important thing to have in common.”


  Anna is chopping onion for the salad, which has brought a dribble from her eyes, and she makes a joke of it.


  “It wasn’t that bad of a childhood,” she says.


  The three of us laugh uproariously at the remark. Now that it’s actually happening, Anna seems to be doing fine. I understand.
         Every spring for more years than I could count, I was convinced I would never remember how to hit a baseball and found myself
         amazed the first time I felt the buzz of solid contact and heard the ringing of the bat.
      


  Anna diverts further inquiries by asking my father about the campaign.


  Cutting more salami, he says, “I’m pretty sick of hearing about John Harnason.”


  My mom turns from the counter to shoot my dad a look. “We should never have had to go through any of this,” she says. “Never.”
      


  I catch Anna’s eye to warn her, as I should have before, about this subject.


  My dad says, “It’ll be over soon, Barbara.”


  “Not soon enough. Your father hasn’t slept through the night all month.”


  She enjoys this role, telling on my dad, and he turns away, knowing better than to risk further comment. I thought my father’s
         nights as an insomniac were long past. When I was a boy, there were periods when he was up, roaming the house. I would sometimes
         hear him and was actually comforted to know he was awake, able to dispel the nighttime spooks and demons I feared. Listening,
         watching now, I can feel that the weight of the household is different in some minute way. The campaign seems to have brought
         the usual silent conflicts between my parents more into the open.
      


  Accustomed to my mother’s criticisms, my father offers her the appetizer platter, which he and Anna and I seem to be doing
         a good job of hogging down. Then my dad takes the steaks out of the fridge and begins to season them. He needs more garlic
         powder, he says, and heads down to the basement to bring it up.
      


  “Boys cook?” my dad asks me when he’s ready to face the fire.


  “Mom, you mind if Anna looks around upstairs while we’re out there? I wanted her to see my room.”


  “Anything you like up there, Anna, feel free. Nat won’t let me throw away a thing. Don’t you think a shelf full of baseball
         trophies is just what your new place needs?”
      


  We all laugh again. It’s hard to tell if this jolliness is nerves or actual enjoyment, but it’s uncharacteristic for the home
         in which I was raised. Out of sight of anybody else, Anna rolls her eyes at me from the staircase, while I follow my dad out
         to the porch. The sun is setting, falling into the river in a vivid display of colors, and there is a little fall coolness
         to the air.
      


  My dad and I play with the knobs until the barbecue is ignited, and we stand there watching the flames spread between the
         burners as if it were a religious rite. When I was a child, my mom always surrounded me in a way that didn’t seem to require
         words, and maybe as a result I have never gotten the knack of talking to my dad. Of course, I didn’t really talk all that
         much to anybody before Anna, which must mean something, I guess. Naturally, my dad and I have conversations, but they are
         usually to the point, unless we are talking about law or the Trappers, the two subjects where we are liable to become animated
         together. Usually my principal communion with my father comes, like now, from coexistence, breathing the same air, firing
         off occasional comments about the flames or the way the meat is sizzling.
      


  In my junior year of high school, I realized I did not especially like baseball as a sport. At that point, I was the starting
         center fielder on the Nearing team, although I was sure to lose the spot to a terrific freshman, Josey Higgins, who unlike
         me had no trouble hitting breaking pitches and was even faster in the field. He went on to a full ride at Wisconsin State,
         where he was All Mid-Ten. What came to me almost in a single moment as I was trained on a fly arcing its way to me was that
         I had watched baseball on TV and trotted onto the field every summer since I was six years old only so I could talk about
         it with my father. I was not especially resentful, just unwilling to continue doing that once I understood. When I quit, I
         heard little complaint from the coach, who was plainly relieved not to have to deliver the inevitable speech about the good
         of the team. Everyone—including my dad—always thought I dropped out rather than warm the bench, and I have been just as happy
         to leave it that way.
      


  When we have been standing there some time, he asks what I am going to be doing next week when my clerkship is over. I’ve
         decided to go back to subbing while I work on my law review article, on which I’ve recently made some progress. He nods as
         if to say it’s a reasonable plan.
      


  “So overall?” he asks as he’s ducking left and right around the smoke.


  “I’m really happy, Dad.”


  When I turn, he’s stopped to look at me intently with a largely unfathomable expression, while he allows the billows to surround
         him. I realize it’s been a long time since I answered either of my parents that way. Over the years, I far more often have
         fended off their questions about my state of being by describing myself simply as ‘okay.’
      


  To evade my dad’s attention now, I take a long draft of my beer and look into the small yard where I played as a child. It
         once looked as big as the prairie. Now the little continuous space has been broken by the new rhodie, three feet high if that,
         with its glossy leaves and the fresh earth surrounding it my father turned today. Things change, and sometimes for the better.
         I am proud Anna is here with me, pleased with myself for realizing how good she’d be for me and pursuing her and making her
         love me, and I’m happy I have brought her together with these other people I love. It’s one of those moments I hope I will
         always remember: That day I was so happy.
      




  CHAPTER 22


  Tommy, November 4, 2008


  Over the years, the PA’s office, like any other institution, had developed its own odd protocol. The boss stayed put. The prosecuting
         attorney walked into his office in the morning with his briefcase under his arm and never left, except for lunch and court.
         It was nominally a sign of respect. Everyone who needed to speak to him came to the mountain. But the practice actually protected
         the freewheeling demeanor within the PA’s office. Guys could stand in the hallways sixty feet apart and talk over a case while
         they tossed a softball. People could say “fuck” as loud as they wanted to. Deputies could bad-mouth judges, and cops could
         spout. Within his inner sanctum, the PA conducted himself with a dignity the everyday life of his office would never really
         reflect.
      


  As a result, Tommy often felt as if he were in jail. He had to intercom or phone everybody. For more than thirty years, he
         had cruised the hallways, popping in and out of offices to gossip about cases and the kids at home. And right now, he was
         sick of waiting. First thing this morning Brand had gone to a meeting at the crime lab, where they were going to brief him
         on the DNA results on the two-decade-old sperm fraction from the first Sabich trial. Tommy had left his office six times by
         now to see if Brand was back.
      


  In the moment, the fact that these results would force Tommy’s hand one way or the other, leave him caught between bad news
         and worse, seemed to matter less. Nor did he really care about the notion Brand was suddenly promoting, that after they convicted
         Rusty Sabich, Tommy could run for PA next year. The truth was that if that happened and a judgeship opened up, Tommy would
         probably toss the mantle to Brand. But anytime Brand speculated that way out loud, Tommy hushed him. Politics would never
         be his passion. What Tommy Molto really cared about was the same thing he had cared about for decades as a prosecutor. Justice.
         About whether something was right or whether it was wrong.
      


  So if twenty years ago they’d gone on an innocent guy, he’d be the first to tell Rusty he was sorry. And if it was the other
         way, if it was Rusty who did Carolyn, then—then what? But he knew instantly. It would be like his marriage. It would be like
         finding Dominga and falling in love with her. And having Tomaso. The one lingering blot on his career would be lifted. But
         most important, Tommy himself would know. The guilt that still nagged at him from that time, for having stupidly talked out
         of school to Nico, would be dissolved. He would have been right, in his own eyes more than anyone else’s. He would be fifty-nine
         years old. And thoroughly reborn. Only God could remake a life so completely. Tommy knew that. He took an instant to offer
         prayerful thanks in advance.
      


  Then he heard Brand bang into his office next door and Tommy stepped in immediately. Jim still had his briefcase in his hand
         and his overcoat half off and was surprised to see Tommy on his threshold. Master in the servant’s quarters. He stared a minute.
         Then he smiled. He said what Tommy had always known someone would say eventually.
      


  Brand said, “It’s him.”




  PART TWO




  III.




  CHAPTER 23


  Nat, June 22, 2009


  State your name, please, and spell your last name for the record.” From his seat at the walnut defense table, Sandy Stern clears
         his throat. It is a reflex these days both before and after he speaks, a phlegmy little rattle that never sounds quite normal.
      


  “Rozat K. Sabich. S, A, B, I, C, H.”


  “Are you known by any other name?”


  “Rusty.”


  On the witness stand, my father in his pressed blue suit maintains perfect posture and an unruffled demeanor. In his place,
         I would be a mess, but in the last few months my dad has taken on the distant air of a mystic. For the most part, he seems
         to have stopped believing in cause and effect. Things happen. Period.
      


  “And may we call you Rusty?” Stern asks, lifting the back of his hand gallantly, as if he might be imposing. After my father
         agrees, Stern asks him to tell the jury how he is employed.
      


  “I was elected to the state supreme court last November, but I have not yet taken the oath of office.”


  “And why, sir, is that?”


  “Because I was indicted on these charges, and felt it was fairer to all concerned to await the outcome of this trial. In the
         interval, I remain the chief judge of the State Court of Appeals for the Third Appellate District here in Kindle County, although
         I have taken administrative leave.”
      


  Stern brings out that both the supreme and appellate courts are what lawyers call courts of review, meaning basically that
         they hear appeals.
      


  “And tell us, please, what it means to be a judge on a court of review.”


  My dad details the duties. Across the courtroom, Tommy Molto stands to object as my dad begins to explain that the appeal
         in a criminal case ordinarily does not give the judges any right to overrule a jury’s factual decision.
      


  Judge Basil Yee visibly weighs the issue, wagging his gray head from one side to the other. From downstate Ware, Judge Yee
         was specially assigned by the state supreme court to preside over this case after all the judges in the Kindle County Superior
         Court, whose decisions my father has routinely reviewed for well more than a decade, recused themselves together. He is a
         Taiwanese immigrant who came to Ware, a town of no more than ten thousand, at age eleven, when his parents took over the local
         Chinese restaurant. Judge Yee writes flawless English but still speaks it as a second tongue, with a strong accent that includes
         high Asian pitches, and at times he ignores some of the connective tissue of language—articles, prepositions, state-of-being
         verbs. His regular court reporter did not accompany him upstate and the annoying way Jenny Tilden is constantly interrupting
         to tell the judge to spell what he has just said has made him a man of even fewer words
      


  Judge Yee rules for my dad, who lays it on pretty thick, just as Molto feared, making sure the jury knows they will have the
         last word on his innocence or guilt.
      


  “Very well,” says Stern. He coughs and grips the table to struggle to his feet. Sandy has received Judge Yee’s permission
         to question witnesses while seated whenever he likes. In one of those can-you-believe-it consequences that medicine may not
         comprehend for aeons, his brand of non-small-cell lung cancer is known to cause arthritis in one knee, which has left him
         hobbling. Beside him, Marta, his daughter and law partner, reflexively puts her left hand with its bright manicure on her
         father’s elbow to lend a subtle boost. I have heard about Sandy Stern’s magnetism in a courtroom since I was a boy. Like a
         lot of things in life, it’s pretty much beyond anybody’s ability to explain. He is short—barely five feet six, if that—and
         to be honest, pretty dumpy. You would walk past Sandy Stern on the street a thousand times. But when he stands up in court,
         it is as if someone lit a beacon. Even though he is worn out by cancer, there is a precision to every word and movement that
         makes it impossible to remove your eyes.
      


  “Now tell us if you would, Rusty, a bit about your background.” Stern runs my father down his résumé. Son of an immigrant.
         College on a scholarship. Law school while working two jobs.
      


  “And after law school?” Stern asks.


  “I was hired as a deputy prosecuting attorney in Kindle County.”


  “That is the office Mr. Molto now heads?”


  “Correct. Mr. Molto and I started there within a couple years of one another.”


  “Objection,” Molto says quietly. He has not looked up from the legal pad on which he is writing, but the strain shows in his
         chin. He sees just what my dad and Stern are up to, trying to remind the jury that my father and Tommy have a history, something
         they probably already know from the papers that replay the details of the first trial daily. The jurors swear every morning
         they have steered clear of any journalistic accounts, but according to Marta and her dad, word almost always filters into
         the jury room.
      


  Judge Yee says, “Enough that subject, I think.”


  Still facing his pad, Tommy nods curtly in satisfaction. I tolerate Tommy Molto, with his wilting face and hangdog manner,
         better than I expected to. It’s his chief deputy, Jim Brand, who gets me cranked. He has this bad-ass thing going most of
         the time, except when it’s worse and he comes on as too cool for the room.
      


  Stern takes my dad through his progress in the very office that is now prosecuting him and his eventual arrival on the bench.
         In his account, the first indictment and trial are never mentioned, as the judge has ordered. This is the seamless chronicle
         of the courtroom, where history’s speed bumps are leveled.
      


  “Are you a married man, Rusty?”


  “I was. I married Barbara more than thirty-eight years ago.”


  “Any children?”


  “My son, Nat, is right there in the first row.” Stern looks back with mock curiosity, as if he had not told me exactly where
         to sit. He is such a subtle courtroom actor that I find myself hoping now and then that his failing health is also for show,
         but I know better.
      


  Around the courthouse, people will frequently draw me aside and ask in low tones how Stern is doing, assuming that somebody
         who has defended my father twice on murder charges must be a closer family friend than he really is. I tell everyone pretty
         much the same thing. Stern exhibits the courage of a cliff diver, but as for the true state of his health, I know very little.
         He is private about his condition. Marta is philosophical but equally closemouthed, even though the two of us have had a nearly
         instantaneous bond as the lawyer children of local legal eagles. Both Sterns are fiercely professional. Our relationship right
         now is about my father’s troubles, not theirs.
      


  But you don’t need a medical degree to see that Sandy’s condition is perilous. Last year, part of the left lobe of his lung
         was removed surgically, which seemed at the time to be a good sign that the disease had not spread. In the last four to five
         months though, he has endured at least two separate rounds of chemo and radiation. My high school pal Hal Marko, who is now
         a surgical resident, speculated that Stern must have had some kind of recurrence and added, in that incredibly cold-blooded
         tone I also hear from my law school friends, meant to show they have progressed from human being to professional, that Stern’s
         median survival time should be less than a year. I have no idea if that’s so, only that the treatments have left Stern a wreck.
         He has a persistent cough and shortness of breath, due not to his cancer, but as a side effect of the radiation. He claims
         to be regaining his appetite, but he ate virtually nothing for the period leading to the trial, and the man I grew up knowing
         as chubby during his slimmest periods is positively thin. He has not replaced his wardrobe, and his suits hang like kaftans.
         Whenever he struggles to his feet, he is in visible pain. To top it all off, the last drug he took, a second-line chemo agent,
         left him with a bright rash all over his body, including his face. From where the jury sits, it must look as if he has had
         a large fuchsia tattooed on one side. The inflammation crawls up his cheek and around his eye, reaching in a single islet
         up above his temple and pointing cruelly toward his bald head.
      


  Judge Yee granted one continuance, but my dad and Sandy decided not to seek another, despite the way he looks. His mind remains
         strong, and if he husbands his strength, he can withstand the physical rigors of trial. But the meaning for Sandy of the decision
         to proceed seems obvious: Now or never.
      


  “Now, Rusty, you have been called as the first witness for the defense in this case.”


  “I have.”


  “You understand that the Constitution of the United States protects you from being forced to testify in your own trial.”


  “I understand that.”


  “You have chosen to testify nonetheless.”


  “I have.”


  “And you were here throughout the time that the prosecution witnesses gave their testimony?”


  “I was.”


  “And you heard all of them? Mr. Harnason? Dr. Strack, the toxicologist. Dr. Gorvetich, the computer expert? All fourteen of
         the persons whom the prosecutor called to the stand?”
      


  “I heard each of them.”


  “And so, Rusty, you understand that you are here accused of murdering your wife, Barbara Bernstein Sabich?”


  “I do.”


  “Did you do that, Rusty? Murder Mrs. Sabich?”


  “No.”


  “Did you have any role of any kind in causing her death?”


  “No.”


  The sheer oddity of a supreme court justice-elect indicted for murder a second time, and by the same prosecutor, no less,
         has garnered press around the globe. People stand in line outside the courtroom each day to get a seat, and two rows across
         the way are crowded with sketch artists and reporters. The accumulated attention of the world often seems to penetrate the
         courtroom, where there is a high-strung air brought on by so many people recalculating with every word. My father’s ‘No’ lingers
         now, seemingly held aloft by the magnitude of the declaration. With all eyes on him, Stern looks around the large rococo courtroom
         and rears back slightly, as if he is only now discovering something that the better informed know he has always planned.
      


  “No further questions,” he says, and plunges with mortal weariness back to his seat.


  My father’s case is the first trial I’ve ever sat through end to end. The trial process has absorbed so much of my dad’s life,
         as a prosecutor and a judge, that in spite of the indescribable heaviness of the whole business for me, I have found sitting
         here constantly informative. I finally have a clue what he was doing in the many hours he was gone from home and some sense
         of what he found so beguiling. And although the courtroom will never be the place for me, I have been fascinated by its little
         rituals and dramas, especially the moments too banal to be represented on TV or in the movies. The present instant, when the
         sides change, with one lawyer sitting and the opponent coming to his feet, is the law’s equivalent of the time between innings,
         a moment of suspended animation. The court reporter’s computer stops clicking. The jurors shift in their seats and scratch
         what itches, and the spectators clear their throats. Papers scrape across both tables as the lawyers gather their notes.
      


  By whatever trick of fate, my dad’s case is being heard in one of the four older courtrooms in this building, the Central
         Branch Courthouse, where the court of appeals is housed on the top floor. He arrives every day to stand trial for murder in
         a place where he remains, at least by title, the highest-ranking judicial official and next door to the courtroom where he
         was freed more than twenty years ago. All the old rooms, where serious felonies have been tried for seventy years now, are
         jewels of bygone architectural detail, with the jury boxes set off by these strings of walnut bubbles. The same kind of rail
         fronts the witness stand and the massive bench where Judge Yee looms over the courtroom. The spaces for the witness and the
         judge are each defined by red marble pillars that support a walnut canopy, decorated with more of those corny wooden balls.
      


  Beneath that overhang, my dad sits impassively as he awaits the start of Tommy Molto’s cross-examination. For the first time,
         he lets his blue eyes light on mine, and for a tiny instant, he squeezes them shut. Here we go, he seems to be saying. The
         wild rocket ship ride that has been life for both of us since my mother died nine months ago will end and allow us to parachute
         back to earth, where we will inhabit either some shrunken version of the life we had before or a new nightmare terrain, in
         which my weekly conversations with my father will be conducted for the rest of his life through a pane of bulletproof glass.
      


  When a parent dies—everybody says this, so I know it isn’t so totally original—but when you lose your mother or father, life
         is fundamentally different. One of the poles, north or south, has been wiped off the globe and will never rematerialize.
      


  But my life was really different. I was sort of a kid for too long, and then suddenly I was where I was. I had fallen in love with Anna. My mom
         was dead. And my dad was indicted for killing her.
      


  Because what happened to my parents was in each case so much worse for them than me, it sounds weak to say what I have gone
         through has been an ordeal. But it has. Of course, losing my mom so suddenly was the ultimate blow. But the charges against
         my dad have left me in a predicament few people can even begin to understand. My dad has been a public figure most of my life,
         meaning his shadow has frequently fallen across me. When I went to law school I knew I was only making that worse, that I
         was always going to be known as Rusty’s kid and would be dragging his reputation and achievements along behind me like a bride
         trying to figure out how to get her train through a revolving door. But now he’s infamous, not famous, an object of hatred
         and ridicule. When I see his picture on the Net or TV—or even on one national magazine cover—there’s a way I feel he no longer
         quite belongs to me. And of course nobody knows how to treat me or what to say. It must be a little like being outed with
         HIV, where people know you haven’t really done anything wrong but can’t quite stifle an impulse to recoil.
      


  But the worst part is what goes on inside of me, because from moment to moment I have no idea how I feel, or should feel for
         that matter. I guess parents are always moving objects. We grow up, and our perspectives constantly evolve. In this courtroom,
         there is just one question—did he or didn’t he? But for me, for months now the issue has been far more complicated, trying
         to figure out what most kids get a lifetime to assess—namely, who my old man really is. Not who I thought. I’ve figured that
         much out already.
      


  That process began on election day with an angry thumping on the door to Anna’s condo. A small woman had her badge out.


  ‘KCUPF.’ Kindle County Unified Police Force. ‘Do you have a second to talk?’


  It was like TV and so I knew I was supposed to say, What is this about? But really, why would I care? She stepped into the
         apartment, strutted, really, without an invitation, a short, plump woman with her hat under her arm and her wiry, brass-colored
         hair drawn back in a pony tail.
      


  ‘Debby Diaz.’ Die As, she pronounced it. She offered a small, rough hand and sat down on a hassock covered in retro blue shag,
         which Anna had bought largely as a gag a couple of weeks before. ‘Known your dad forever. I was a bailiff when he started
         in the superior court. Actually, I remember you.’
      


  ‘Me?’


  ‘Yeah, I was assigned to that courtroom a couple times when you come down. You used to sit up on his chair on the bench during
         recesses. Couldn’t really see you from down in the courtroom, but nobody told you that. Young man, you could really pound
         that gavel. Act of God you didn’t break it.’ She was quite merry with the memory, and I suddenly remembered what she was describing,
         including the musical echo when I slammed the gavel on the oak block. ‘I was young and slim in those days,’ she said. ‘Waiting
         to get on the force.’
      


  ‘I guess you made it.’ I said that only because I couldn’t think of anything else, but she took it for a joke and smiled a
         little.
      


  ‘It was what I wanted. What I thought I wanted.’ She shook her head briefly at the follies of youth. Then she focused on me
         with disturbingly sudden intensity. ‘We’re trying to clear on your mother’s death.’
      


  ‘Clear?’


  ‘Get some questions answered. You know how it is. Not a damn thing happens for a month, then all of a sudden it’s gotta be
         wrapped up in a week. Guys on the scene took a long statement from your father, but nobody thought to talk to you. When I
         heard your name, I figured I’d stroll over and do it myself.’
      


  There are people you meet who you know are used to not saying what they actually mean and Detective Diaz was one of them for
         sure. I wondered for a second how she’d found me, then realized I’d left this forwarding address when I finished at the court.
         All in all, I was happier to be talking to her at home on election day than I would have been if she’d shown up at school.
         There are still plenty of people on the faculty who remember my years at Nearing High and have a hard time believing I can
         set much of an example.
      


  ‘I still don’t understand what you want to ask about,’ I told her, and she motioned as if it were all too vague, too cop,
         too bureaucratic, to explain.
      


  ‘Sit down,’ she said, ‘and you’ll find out.’ From the seat on the hassock, she motioned me toward a chair in my own place.
         What I really needed to do, I realized, was call my father, or at least Anna. But the thought seemed mostly useless against
         the reality of Detective Diaz sitting there. Small as she was, there was an edge, that cop-thing, like, I’m in charge here,
         don’t mess around.
      


  ‘My mom died of heart failure,’ I told her.


  ‘True.’


  ‘So. What is there to ask about?’


  ‘Nat,’ she said. ‘I can call you “Nat,” right? Somebody says we got to interview the kid to close this, so I’m here to interview
         you. That’s all.’ She picked up a magazine, a copy of People Anna had left there, and turned a few pages. ‘Could I care less about Brad and Angie?’ she asked before throwing it down.
         ‘Things cool between your mom and dad around the time she passed?’
      


  I couldn’t help but smile. That’s exactly the word for how things were between my parents generally—cool. Not quite involved.


  ‘Same as always,’ I answered.


  ‘But they weren’t bitching at each other or to you?’


  ‘Nothing different.’


  ‘And how’s your dad doing now? Pretty torn up, still?’ She’d produced a little spiral notebook from somewhere and was writing
         in it.
      


  ‘I mean, my dad—I never really know what’s happening with him. He’s pretty stoic. But I think we’re both fairly much in shock.
         He kind of suspended most of his campaigning. If he’d asked me, I’d’ve told him to do more to take his mind off things.’
      


  ‘Seeing anybody?’


  ‘Hell, no.’ The thought of my father with someone else, which several brain-damaged individuals had mentioned in the weeks
         after my mom’s death, inevitably rattled me.
      


  ‘You getting on okay with your dad?’ she asked.


  ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Is that what this is about? My dad? Is somebody making trouble for him?’


  When I was in the second grade, my father was tried for murder. In retrospect, it always amazes me how long it took for me
         to comprehend the full dimension of that simple statement. At the time, my parents told me that my father had had a bad fight
         with his friends at work, like bad fights I had with friends at school, that these former amigos were very mad at him and
         doing mean and unfair things. I naturally accepted that—I still do, actually. But I realized there was more to it, if for
         no other reason than that every adult I knew treated me more warily, as if I were suspected of something, too—the parents
         of my friends, the teachers and custodians at school, and, most conspicuously, my parents, who hovered in an intense protective
         way as if they feared I was coming down with something terrible. My dad stayed home from work. A bunch of policemen swarmed
         through the house one day. And eventually I learned, either by asking or by overhearing, that something very bad might happen
         to my father—that he might be gone for years and years and conceivably could never live with us again. He was petrified; I
         could sense that. So was my mother. And so I became terrified, too. They sent me to overnight camp for the summer, where I
         found myself more scared for being away. I would play ball and run with friends but wake up constantly to the reality that
         something awful might be happening at home. I cried like mad every night until they decided to ship me back. And when I got
         there, this thing they called a trial was over. Everybody knew my father had done nothing bad, that the bad things had been
         done by his former friends, just as my parents had been saying all along. But still it wasn’t right. My dad wasn’t working.
         And my parents seemed unable to recover a normal air with each other. It came as no surprise when my mom told me that just
         the two of us were moving away. I had known something cataclysmic had happened all along.
      


  ‘You think your dad deserves trouble?’ Detective Diaz asked.


  ‘Well, of course not.’


  “We don’t make things up,’ she said. I hadn’t sat down yet, and she pointed to the chair again, this time with a pen. ‘A guy
         like your dad, he’s been around since they started telling time, everybody and his cat has got an opinion. Some people, you
         know, here and there, they got axes to grind. But that’s how it goes, right? Judges, prosecutors, cops, they’re always sand
         in somebody’s ointment. But your dad’s running for office. That’s the main thing. Somebody looked at the file and said, We
         got to clear this before he takes the oath, answer all the questions.’
      


  She asked me to tell her what happened the day my mom died. Or actually the day after.


  ‘Is that the thing?’ I asked. ‘Did that seem strange—him sitting with the body for a day?’


  She lifted a hand—back to that routine, just doing her job. ‘I don’t know. My mom, her people was Irish, they put the body
         in the living room with candles and sat around it all night. So, no, I mean. People lose someone, there ain’t no manual for
         that. Everybody does it his own way. But you know, if somebody wants to make trouble, they’d say, “Now, that’s strange. Putting
         everything away.” You know how folks can be: What’s he cleaning up? What’s he hiding?’
      


  I nodded. That made some sense, although those questions had never crossed my mind.


  ‘One of the coppers has got a note that you said your father didn’t want to call the police?’


  ‘He was blanking. That’s all. I mean, he’s been around long enough to know somebody has to call the cops, right?’


  ‘Seems like that to me,’ said Detective Debby.


  ‘Yeah, but it was the situation,’ I said. ‘I mean, this heart stuff ran in her family, but my mom was in great condition,
         worked out, stayed fit. Did you ever lose somebody you loved without warning? It’s like there’s no gravity all the sudden,
         like everything is just floating around. You don’t know if you should stand up or sit down. You can’t really think about doing
         anything. You just need to get a grip.’
      


  ‘Anything look out of place when you got there?’


  There was something out of place all right: My mother was lying dead in my parents’ bed. How could this detective really think
         I’d remember anything else? My father had laid both of her hands out on the covers, and she had taken on a color, pale as
         water, that by itself left no question she was gone. I don’t know how young a kid is when he figures out his mom and dad are
         headed to the exits before him. But age never seemed to have touched my mother. If one of them was going to just hit the floor,
         I would have expected it to be my father, who seems a little puffy with age and complains a lot about his back and his cholesterol.
      


  ‘And when was the last time you were together with your mom?’


  ‘The night before. We had dinner at the house. My girlfriend and me.’


  ‘And how’d that go?’


  ‘It was the first time the four of us had a meal together. Everybody seemed kind of nervous, which was weird because my girlfriend
         knew my parents before we started going out. But you know, sometimes that makes things harder, changing context with somebody?
         And, I think my parents have always been secretly worried that I’d end up alone, too moody and stuff, so this was kind of
         a big deal. Do you have kids?’
      


  ‘Oh, yeah. All growed up, just like you.’ That sounded strange to me, the way she put it. I don’t think either of my parents
         would have described me as all grown up. Truth, I might not have used those words myself. ‘My son, he works for Ford, has
         two of his own, but my daughter, she ain’t married and I don’t know she ever will be. Like her mom, I guess, wants to go it
         alone. Her father? That man was an absolute rat, but now sometimes I wish I hadn’t of told her so often. She’s on the job.
         Tried to talk her out of it, too, but she just had to do it.’ The way she tossed her head in wonder made us both laugh, but
         she went right back to asking about the night before my mom died.
      


  ‘How’d your mom seem to you? Happy? Unhappy? Anything stick out in your mind?’


  ‘I mean, my mom—you know, she’s been treated for bipolar for years, sometimes, you can see she’s struggling. Could see.’ I
         grimaced over the tense. ‘I guess that it all seemed pretty normal to me. My mom was a little high-strung, I’d say, and my
         dad was quieter than usual, and my girlfriend was nervous.’
      


  ‘You say this was for dinner,’ said Detective Diaz. ‘Remember what you all ate?’


  ‘Ate?’


  She looked at her pad. ‘Yeah, somebody wants to know what you ate.’ She shrugged, like, Don’t ask me, I just work here.


  That was the last time I saw my mom, so the night had been on replay for weeks and the details remained incredibly fresh.
         I had no trouble answering the detective’s questions about who cooked and what we ate, but it just made no sense to me, and
         somewhere along I began to realize I needed to shut up.
      


  ‘And who poured the wine for your mom while you were eating dinner? Your dad again?’


  I gave the detective a look.


  ‘I’m just trying to think of every question somebody could possibly ask,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to have to bother you again.’


  ‘Who poured the wine at dinner?’ I asked aloud, as if I didn’t really recall. ‘Maybe my dad. He has this Rabbit corkscrew
         my mom never could figure out. But I’m not really sure. It could even have been me.’
      


  Debby Diaz asked another question or two, to which I gave similarly vague answers. She probably realized I was shining her
         on by then, but I really didn’t care. Finally, she smacked her thighs and headed to the door. Once she had it open she snapped
         her fingers.
      


  ‘Say, what’s your girlfriend’s name? Might be I need to talk to her.’


  I had to keep from laughing. Some detective. Standing in the woman’s condo and absolutely no clue. But I shook my head as
         if I didn’t know the answer. Diaz gave me a really tough look then. We were both done pretending.
      


  ‘Well, that can’t be a secret,’ she said. ‘Don’t make me have to find out.’


  I told her to leave a card and said I’d get it to my girlfriend.


  I had reached my dad on his inside line before the detective was through the lobby downstairs. He’d voted when the polls opened,
         then gone to work as if it were a normal day, even though there were no normal days for either of us just then.
      


  He sounded so happy when he heard my voice. He always is when I call. But I couldn’t speak for a second. I hadn’t fully realized
         what I was going to say until just then.
      


  ‘Dad,’ I said. ‘Dad, I’m really scared you may be in trouble.’




  CHAPTER 24


  Tommy, June 22, 2009


  Tommy Molto had always had mixed feelings about Sandy Stern. Sandy was good, there was no doubt about that. If you were a cobbler
         and took pride in your craft, then you had to admire somebody who found flawless leather and made shoes that wore like iron
         and felt like velvet on the foot. Sandy was a maestro in the courtroom. An Argentinian who’d come here in the late 1940s during
         the turmoil with Perón, he still played the polished Latin gentleman sixty years later, with a trace accent that enhanced
         his speech like some fancy seasoning—truffle oil or sea salt—and the manners of the staff in an expensive hotel. His routine
         went down better than ever these days, when an occasional aside en español could be interpreted for other jurors by at least two or three of their number.
      


  But you had to watch Sandy. Because he appeared so elegant, so proper, he got away with more stuff than the average drug court
         hustler. Tommy knew that all the crap that rained down on him during Rusty Sabich’s first trial, the subtle accusations of
         taking part in a frame-up, had been concocted by Sandy, who in the years since acted with Tommy as if nothing of consequence
         had happened, rather than putting a place holder on Tommy’s life that was still there today.
      


  At the moment, Sandy was tussling with cancer. From the look of it, things were not going well. He had the Daddy Warbucks
         haircut and had parted with a good sixty pounds, and the drugs had given him a rash that seemed to be literally burning through
         his face. Just a few minutes ago, before court resumed, Tommy asked Sandy how he was doing.
      


  ‘Stable,’ said Sandy. ‘Holding my own. We’ll know more in a few weeks. Some good signs with the latest round of treatment.
         Despite becoming the Scarlet Pimpernel.’ He pointed to his cheek.
      


  ‘In my prayers,’ said Tommy. He never told someone that without carrying through.


  But that was how it went with Sandy Stern. You prayed for his soul, and he mounted you from the rear. The defendant never
         testified first. The accused was always the last act in a trial, the star attraction, who went on at the final possible minute,
         so the wisdom of testifying could be evaluated in light of all the other evidence and so the defendant would make the biggest
         impression on the jury as they deliberated. Not that Tommy has been taken totally by surprise. He had figured all along Rusty
         might be coming, ever since Judge Yee’s pretrial ruling, in chambers, out of earshot of the press, that nothing of the first
         trial—not the new DNA results nor Carolyn Polhemus’s murder, nor any of the related legal proceedings—was ever going to be
         mentioned in this courtroom. But Tommy was planning to spend the next few nights preparing, getting Rusty’s cross sequenced,
         playing it through with Brand. Now it was going to be like Tommy’s days in drug court thirty years ago, when there were so
         many cases that you couldn’t get completely ready for any of them and had to cross from the seat of your pants. In those days,
         when the rare defendant chose to testify, the first thing you wanted to ask him was to remind you of his name.
      


  Standing at the defense table, pretending to examine his notes as if there were actually some order to what he’d scribbled
         down, Tommy was visited by a stillness that had been with him throughout the case. Nobody would ever mark Tommy as relaxed
         in the courtroom, not in this trial or any other, but at night, when the trial process usually left him a mass of teeming
         anxieties, he had been more or less at ease, able to sleep through the night beside Dominga, rather than rising several times
         as had been his routine over the years. The impact of this verdict on his future and his family’s, on the way he would forever
         be perceived, was so large that he knew he simply must accept the will of God. Ordinarily, he did not like to believe God
         wasted His time worrying about a creature as unimportant as Tommy Molto. But how could Rusty have come around again, against
         all the odds, if the outcome in the first case didn’t cross some rule of divine justice?
      


  Tommy’s mood had also been fortified by the fact that the prosecution evidence turned out to make a prettier package than
         he had foreseen. After trying cases for thirty years, Tommy knew that at this stage of the proceedings, you drank your own
         Kool-Aid. You needed to believe you were going to win to have any chance of convincing the jurors, even while you had to remain
         in the grip of paranoia. And he was wary. There was no telling yet what Stern was up to, but from long experience with the
         man, Tommy expected the unexpected.
      


  The opening statement Sandy gave when the trial began two weeks ago was a bland mantra of ‘reasonable doubt,’ in which Stern
         invoked the term ‘circumstantial proof’ no fewer than eighteen times: ‘The evidence will not show a confession, an eyewitness.
         The evidence instead will consist almost entirely of the conjecture of various experts about what might have happened. You
         will hear experts from the prosecution, and then equally if not more qualified experts from the defense who will tell you
         that the prosecution’s experts are quite likely wrong. And even the prosecution’s experts, ladies and gentlemen, will not
         be able to tell you with any certainty that Mrs. Sabich was murdered, let alone by who.’ Before the jurors, Stern had paused
         with a troubled frown, as if it had just occurred to him how inappropriate it was to charge somebody with murder on such a
         flimsy basis. He was gripping the rail of the jury box for support—having come several feet closer to them than any judge
         in this county would normally permit. Despite the summer heat outside, Stern wore a three-piece suit, undoubtedly from his
         stoutest period, so it hung on him as shapelessly as—no coincidence—a hospital gown. There was nothing that happened in life
         that Sandy Stern would not contrive to use to advantage in the courtroom. His whole being was tilted that way, he couldn’t
         help himself, the same as some guys who could not stop thinking of sex or money. Even looking as repulsive as a figure from
         one of the Friday the 13th movies was something he had figured out how to use for his client’s benefit, Sandy’s mere presence seeming to suggest that
         he had risen from his deathbed to prevent a savage injustice. Free Rusty, he seemed to say, and I can die in peace.
      


  There was no telling if the jurors were buying that, but if they were paying attention at all to the State’s evidence, they
         had to recognize that the prosecutors had a point. After some debate they had called Rusty’s son, Nat, to start the case.
         That was risky, especially since Yee had already ruled that when Nat climbed down from the witness stand, he would be allowed
         to remain in the courtroom to support his father, notwithstanding the fact that he was going to testify again for the defense.
         Still, it was always a nice touch when you got your evidence from the other side, and Nat was a straight kid, who, sitting
         here day after day, often looked to have his own doubts. On the stand, the younger Sabich gave up what he had to—his father
         not wanting to call the cops after Barbara died, or the fact that the night before she bought it, Rusty had cooked the steaks
         and poured Barbara’s wine, giving him ample opportunity to slip his wife a lethal dose of phenelzine.
      


  The PAs put on Nenny Strack next. She was better than she’d been in Tommy’s office, but even so, she took back almost everything
         on cross-examination. Still, they were stuck with her. If they’d called a different toxicologist, then Strack would be up
         there testifying for the defense, undercutting the other guy and saying she’d expressed all those doubts to the prosecutors.
         Instead, Brand cleaned up the mess with the coroner, who offered the opinion that Barbara had died of phenelzine poisoning.
         Dr. Russell had a lot to eat on cross, and Marta Stern had fed it to him piece by piece. She emphasized that Russell had believed
         initially that Barbara died by natural causes and, given postmortem redistribution, still could not definitively rule out
         that possibility.
      


  From that valley, the prosecution had steadily climbed back into sunshine. Barbara’s own pharmacologist got up there briefly
         to say he’d warned her repeatedly about the dangers of phenelzine and the foods she needed to avoid when taking it. Harnason
         was Harnason, sneaky-looking and strange, but he stayed on script. His sentence was going to drop from one hundred years to
         fifty in exchange for his testimony, but Harnason seemed to be the only person in the courtroom who didn’t realize he was
         going to die in prison. He was the first witness Stern cross-examined rather than Marta, but it was an oddly understated performance.
         Sandy barely bothered flaying Harnason with the ugly facts he had already acknowledged during Brand’s direct examination—that
         Harnason was a veteran liar and cheat, a fugitive who had already broken his oath to the court when he ran, and a murderer
         who had slept beside his lover night after night at the same time he knew he was poisoning him. Instead, Stern spent most
         of his time on Harnason’s first prosecution thirty years ago, encouraging the man to rumble on about how unjustified his prison
         sentence was and how Rusty’s decision had basically ruined his life. But Stern did not directly challenge Harnason’s testimony
         that Rusty tipped him about the appellate court’s decision or asked what it felt like to poison someone.
      


  George Mason, the acting chief of the court of appeals, had followed Harnason with a lengthy dissection of the judicial canons,
         quite damaging to Sabich, even though on cross, Judge Mason, admittedly Rusty’s longtime friend, reiterated his enduring high
         opinion of Sabich’s integrity and credibility.
      


  Slick but visibly nervous as a witness, Prima Dana Mann testified that his practice was limited to matrimonial matters and
         admitted consulting with Rusty twice, including once three weeks before Barbara died.
      


  Then the case had ended with the best stuff the prosecution had: Rusty picking up the phenelzine, the fingerprint results
         from Barbara’s medicine cabinet, Rusty’s shopping trip the day Barbara died, and finally Milo Gorvetich, the computer expert,
         who laid out all the incriminating stuff they’d mined after seizing Rusty’s home computer.
      


  Once the prosecution rested, Marta had made an impassioned argument that the prosecution had failed to establish corpus delicti,
         meaning they had not offered evidence from which a jury could find beyond a reasonable doubt that there had been a murder.
         Judge Yee had reserved ruling. Usually that was a sign that the judge was considering flushing the case if the jury didn’t,
         but Tommy tended to think it was just Basil Yee being himself, as aloof and cautious as certain house cats.
      


  Now, as Tommy flipped through his yellow pad while he stood at the corner of the defense table, Jim Brand, still smelling
         of this morning’s aftershave, scooted his chair over and leaned close.
      


  “You going to ask about the girl?”


  Tommy did not have much hope on this point, but he felt Yee was wrong to start. He stepped forward. Yee had been attending
         to other papers and finally looked down at Molto below the bench.
      


  “Your Honor, may we be heard before I begin?”


  The jury, into the third week of trial, knew what that meant and stirred in the box. Out of deference to Stern, who could
         not stand long at any of the whispered conferences beside the bench, the judge cleared the courtroom for sidebars. The jurors
         disliked the shuttling in and out, especially since it meant they were being treated like children who mustn’t hear what the
         grown-ups were talking about.
      


  Once they were gone, Molto took another step closer to the bench.


  “Your Honor, since the defendant has chosen to testify, I’d like to be able to ask him about the affair he had the prior year.”


  Marta shot up at once to object. In a setback Tommy had not anticipated, Judge Yee had granted the defense motion to keep
         the prosecutors from showing that Rusty had been seeing another woman in the spring of 2007. Marta Stern had argued that even
         accepting the State’s iffy evidence that Sabich had been unfaithful—the hotel sightings and the STD test—the behavior, particularly
         the chief judge’s alleged pattern of pinching off cash from his paychecks to finance the affair, had ceased fifteen months
         before Barbara’s death. In the absence of anything to show he had been seeing this woman when Mrs. Sabich died, the proof
         was irrelevant.
      


  ‘Judge, it shows motive,’ Tommy had protested.


  ‘How?’ asked Yee.


  ‘Because he may have wanted to be with this woman, Your Honor.’


  ‘ “May”?’ Judge Yee had moved his head from side to side. ‘Proving Judge Sabich had affair sometime before—that not proof
         he a murderer, Mr. Molto. If that proof,’ said the judge, ‘lot of men are murderers.’ The press, in the front row for the
         pretrial proceedings, had roared as if the quiet country judge were doing stand-up.
      


  Now Marta, with her red ringlets like Shirley Temple and a brocaded jacket, came forward to oppose Tommy’s efforts to ask
         the same questions the judge had disallowed prior to trial.
      


  “Your Honor, that’s obviously unacceptably prejudicial. It injects speculation that Judge Sabich had an affair, something
         which the Court has already recognized is irrelevant to these proceedings. And it’s unfair to the defendant, who made his
         decision to testify based on the Court’s prior rulings.”
      


  “Judge,” said Tommy, “the whole point of your ruling was that there was no evidence whether the defendant was seeing this
         woman, whoever she is, at the time of the murder. Now that he’s up there, aren’t we at least entitled to ask about that very
         point?”
      


  Judge Yee looked to the ceiling and touched his chin.


  “Now,” he said.


  “I’m sorry,” said Tommy. In his frugality with words, the judge was frequently Delphic.


  “Ask now. Not with jury.”


  “Now?” said Tommy. Somehow he caught the eye of Rusty, who appeared as startled as Molto.


  “You wanna ask,” said the judge, “ask.”


  Tommy, who had expected to get nowhere, found himself briefly word-struck.


  “Judge Sabich,” he finally said, “did you have an affair in the spring of 2007?”


  “No, no, no,” said Yee. He shook his head in the schoolmarmish fashion he occasionally employed. The judge was a few pounds
         overweight, moon-faced, with heavy glasses and thin gray hair plastered over his scalp. Like Rusty, Tommy had been acquainted
         with Yee for decades. You couldn’t say you knew the guy, because he was too accustomed to keeping to himself. He’d grown up
         in Ware as one of a kind, shunned by almost everybody, not only because he was by downstate standards so foreign in look and
         speech, but also because he was one of those schooltime brainiacs nobody could have understood, even if he could actually
         speak English. Why Yee had decided to become a trial lawyer, which was maybe the one job in the world anybody with common
         sense would have told him to stay away from, was a mystery. He’d had something in his head; people always do. But there was
         no way the prosecuting attorney’s office down in Morgan County could refuse to hire him, a local guy whose law school performance—first
         in his class at State—outranked that of any applicant for at least twenty years. Against the odds, Yee had done well as a
         deputy PA, although he was at his best as an appellate lawyer. The PA eventually moved heaven and earth to get him on the
         bench, where Basil Yee had basically shined. He was known to let his hair down at judicial conferences. He drank a little
         too much and stayed up all night playing poker, one of those guys who didn’t get away from his wife much and made the most
         of it when he did.
      


  When Yee had been appointed to this case by the supreme court, Brand had been excited. Yee’s record in bench trials, where
         he decided guilt or innocence himself, was astonishingly one-sided in favor of the prosecution, and thus they knew that Stern
         would be deprived of the option of allowing the judge, rather than a jury, to decide the case. But over the years, Tommy had
         learned that there were three interests at stake in every trial—those of the prosecution, the defense, and the court. And
         the judge’s agenda frequently had nothing to do with the issues in the case. Yee was chosen for this assignment almost certainly
         on the basis of statistics, since he was the least-reversed trial judge in the state, a distinction of which he was fiercely
         proud. But he had not achieved that kind of record by accident. It meant he would take no chances. In the criminal world,
         solely the defendant had the right to appeal, and thus Judge Yee would rule against Sabich on evidentiary questions only if
         the precedents were unequivocally in Tommy’s favor. Yee remained a prosecutor at heart. If they convicted Rusty, he was going
         to get life. But until then, Judge Yee was going to cut Sabich every break.
      


  “Better I ask, Mr. Molto.” The judge smiled. He was by nature a gentle man. “Will be faster,” he said. “Judge Sabich, when
         your wife die, were you having an affair, romance, whatever”—Yee threw his small hands around to make the point—“any kind
         of being involved with another woman?”
      


  Rusty had turned about fully in the witness chair to face the judge. “No, sir.”


  “And back, say, three month—any affair, romance?”


  “No, sir.”


  The judge nodded with his whole upper body and lifted a hand toward Molto to invite further questions.


  Tommy had retreated to the prosecution table beside Brand’s seat. Jim whispered, “Ask if he hoped to see any woman romantically.”


  When Tommy did, Yee responded as he had before, with a steady head shake.


  “No, no, Mr. Molto, not in America,” said the judge. “No prison for what in man’s head.” Yee looked at Rusty. “Judge,” said
         Yee, “any talk with another woman about romance? Anytime, say, three months before missus die?”
      


  Rusty took no time and said, “No, sir,” again.


  “Same ruling, Mr. Molto,” said the judge.


  Tommy shrugged as he glanced back at Brand, who looked as though Yee had put a shiv through him. The whole deal made Tommy
         wonder a bit about Yee. As square as he appeared with his rayon shirts and out-of-date plastic glasses, he might have wandered.
         Still waters run deep. You could never tell with sex.
      


  “Bring in jury,” Judge Yee told the courtroom deputy.


  Ready to start, Tommy felt suddenly at sea.


  “How do I address him?” he whispered to Brand. “Stern said to call him ‘Rusty.’”


  “‘Judge,’” Brand whispered tersely. That was right, of course. First names would play right into the vendetta stuff.


  Tommy buttoned his coat. As always, it was just a bit too snug across the belly to really fit.


  “Judge Sabich,” he said.


  “Mr. Molto.”


  From the witness stand, Rusty nonetheless managed a nod and a Mona Lisa smile that somehow reflected the decades of acquaintance.
         It was a subtle but purposeful gesture, the kind of little thing jurors never missed. Tommy suddenly remembered what he had
         pushed out of mind for months now. Tommy had come into the PA’s office a year or two after Rusty, but they were close enough
         to being peers that over time they might have competed for the same trials, the same promotions. They never did. Tommy’s best
         friend, Nico Della Guardia, was Rusty’s main rival. Tommy didn’t rank. It was obvious to all that he lacked Rusty’s smarts,
         his savvy. Everybody had known that, Molto remembered. Including him.
      




  CHAPTER 25


  Nat, June 22, 2009


  As soon as I hear what Tommy Molto wants to raise with Judge Yee, I move to the defense table and, crouching there, whisper
         to Stern that I’m taking a time-out. Alert to the proceedings, Sandy nonetheless nods soberly. I hustle to the doors before
         Molto can get very far.
      


  Within a few hours after Debby Diaz’s visit on election day, my dad had found out he was going to be indicted. In the weeks
         following my mom’s death, he’d largely suspended his campaign. Koll followed suit briefly, but put his attack ads on the air
         in mid-October. My dad responded with his own tough commercials, but the only actual event he participated in was a broadcast
         debate for the League of Women Voters.
      


  Election night, however, required a party, not for his sake, but for the campaign workers who’d knocked on doors for weeks.
         I showed up a little before ten p.m., because Ray Horgan had asked me to come down and pose for pictures with my dad. Knowing
         Ray would be there, I didn’t push it when Anna asked me to go alone.
      


  Ray had booked a big corner suite at the Dulcimer, and when I arrived there were about twenty people watching TV as they hovered
         around the chafing dishes with the hors d’oeuvres. My dad was nowhere to be seen, and I was eventually directed to a room
         next door, where I found my father in sober conversation with Ray. They were the only people in the room, and as I would have
         figured, Ray beat it as soon as he saw me. My dad had his tie dragged down his shirtfront and looked even more vacant and
         worn out than he had in the weeks since my mom had died. My parents were never easy with each other, but her passing seemed
         to have depleted him to the core. He was sad in this total way I might not have foreseen.
      


  I hugged him and congratulated him, but I was too nervous about Debby Diaz not to bring her up immediately.


  ‘I did,’ he said when I asked if he’d found out what all that had been about. He motioned for me to sit. I grabbed a piece
         of cheese from the tray that was on the coffee table between us. My father said, ‘Tommy Molto plans to indict me for murdering
         your mother.’ He held my eyes while the hard drive spun uselessly inside my brain for quite some time.
      


  ‘That’s crazy, right?’


  ‘It’s crazy,’ he answered. ‘I expect they’re going to end up calling you as a witness. Sandy was over there late today. He
         got a little courtesy preview of their evidence.’
      


  ‘Me? Why am I a witness?’


  ‘You didn’t do anything wrong, Nat, but I’ll let Sandy explain. I shouldn’t be discussing the evidence with you. But there
         are a few things I want you to hear from me.’
      


  My dad got up to turn off the TV. Then he plunged back into the overstuffed easy chair he’d been in. He looked the way elderly
         people do when they’re struggling to find the thread, with the uncertainty spreading through their face and adding a tremble
         near the jaw. I was not any better. I knew the tears would be coming any instant. Somehow, I’ve always been embarrassed about
         crying in front of my father, because I know it’s something he would never do.
      


  ‘I’m sure it will be on the news tonight and in the papers tomorrow,’ he said. ‘They searched the house around six, as soon
         as the polls closed. Sandy was still at the PA’s office. Nice touch,’ my father said, and shook his head.
      


  ‘What are they searching for?’


  ‘I don’t know, exactly. I know they took my computer. Which is a problem because there’s so much internal material from the
         court. Sandy has already had several conversations with George Mason.’ My dad looked off at the heavy drapes, which were made
         of some kind of paisley brocade, ugly stuff that was somebody’s idea of what looked rich. He tossed his head around a little,
         because he knew he had wandered off point. ‘Nat, when you talk to Sandy about the case, you’re going to hear things I know
         will disappoint you.’
      


  ‘What kind of things?’


  He folded his hands in his lap. I have always loved my father’s hands, big and thick, rough in any season.


  ‘Last year I was seeing someone else, Nat.’


  The words would not go through at first.


  ‘You mean a woman? You were seeing another woman?’ “Seeing someone else” made it sound almost innocuous.


  ‘That’s right.’ I could tell my dad was trying to be courageous, refusing to look away.


  ‘Did Mom know?’


  ‘I never told her.’


  ‘God, Dad.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Nat. I won’t even try to explain.’


  ‘No, don’t,’ I said. My heart was banging and I was flushed, even while I thought, Why in the fuck am I embarrassed? ‘Jesus, Dad. Who was it?’
      


  ‘That really doesn’t matter, does it? She’s quite a bit younger. I’m sure a shrink would say I was chasing my youth. It was
         over and done for a long time before your mother died.’
      


  ‘Anyone I know?’


  He rotated his head emphatically.


  ‘Jesus,’ I said again. I’ve never been a quick study. I arrive at my views, whatever they are, only after things have boiled
         inside me for a long time, and I realized I was going to have to thrash around with this one for quite a while. All I knew
         for sure was that this was not cool at all, and I wanted to leave. I stood up and said the first thing in my head. ‘I mean,
         Jesus Christ, Dad. Why didn’t you buy a fucking sports car?’
      


  His eyes rose to me and then went down. I could tell he was sort of counting to ten. My father and I have always had trouble
         about his disapproval. He thinks he is stoic and unreadable, but I inevitably see his brow shrink, if only by micrometers,
         and the way his pupils darken. And the effect on me is always as harsh as a lash. Even now, when I knew I had every right
         to be angry, I was abashed by what I had just said.
      


  Finally, he spoke quietly.


  ‘Because I guess I didn’t want a fucking sports car,’ he said.


  I had a paper napkin balled in my fist and threw it on the table.


  ‘One more thing, Nat.’


  I was too messed up by now to talk.


  ‘I didn’t kill your mother. You’ll have to wait to understand everything that’s going on, but this case is old wine in new
         bottles. It’s just a lot of rancid crap from a compulsive guy who never figured out how to give up.’ My father, usually the
         soul of moderation, looked taken aback by permitting this blunt evaluation of the prosecutor. ‘But I’m telling you this. I’ve
         never killed anyone. And God knows, not your mother. I didn’t kill her, Nat.’ His blue eyes had come back up to mine.
      


  I stood over the table wanting nothing more than to get away, so I simply blurted out, ‘I know,’ before I left.


  Marta Stern’s head hangs outside the courtroom door. She has a kind of wind-sprung do of reddish curls and long arty earrings
         with colored glass, and the slightly dried-out look of a formerly fat person who got thin by exercising like mad. Throughout
         the trial, she’s sort of been in charge of me, halfway between guardian angel and chaperone.
      


  “They’re ready.” As I shuffle in beside her, she grips my arm and whispers, “Yee didn’t change his ruling.”


  I shrug. As with so many other things, I’m not sure if I’m relieved I won’t have to sit there pretending not to care while
         I listen in public to the details of my father’s affair, or if instead I would have preferred to do the cross-examination
         myself. I say what I’ve felt so often since this whole stupid thing began.
      


  “Let’s just get it over with.”


  I take my seat in the front row at the same time the jurors are returning. Tommy Molto is already standing in front of my
         dad, a little like a boxer off his stool before the bell sounds. Beside my father, the projection screen the PAs have been
         using to show the jury computer slides of various documents admitted in evidence has been opened again.
      


  “Proceed, Mr. Molto,” Judge Yee says when the sixteen jurors—four alternates—are back in the fancy wooden armchairs in the
         jury box.
      


  “Judge Sabich,” says Molto.


  “Mr. Molto.” My dad gives this little nod as if he’s known for a thousand years the two of them were going to find themselves
         here.
      


  “Mr. Stern asked you on direct examination if you’d heard the testimony of the prosecution witnesses.”


  “I recall.”


  “And I want to ask you some more about the testimony you heard and the way you understood it.”


  “Certainly,” says my dad. As a witness in this case, I can’t be one of my dad’s lawyers, but I help carry things back to the
         Sterns’ office after court. Now that I’ve done my thing for the prosecution, I tend to hang around there until Anna is ready
         to meet me after work. The last three nights, my dad’s legal team has practiced his cross-examination in a moot courtroom
         at Stern & Stern. Ray Horgan has been there to grill my dad, and Stern and Marta and Ray and the jury consultant they’ve employed,
         Mina Oberlander, have examined a videotape afterward, giving my dad pointers. For the most part, he’s been directed to answer
         briefly and directly and to try to disagree, when he does, without appearing uncooperative. When it comes to cross-examination,
         especially of the defendant, apparently it’s all about looking as though you have nothing to hide.
      


  “You heard the testimony of John Harnason?”


  “I did.”


  “And is it true, Judge, that in a conversation between just the two of you, you indicated to Mr. Harnason he was going to
         lose his appeal?”
      


  “That is true,” says my dad, with the kind of clipped, unhesitating response he has been practicing. I have known this fact
         since last November, but my father’s confirmation is news in the courtroom and there is a stir, including in the jury box,
         where I’m sure many members took John Harnason as too weird to be believed. Across the way, Tommy Molto’s thin lips are pursed
         in apparent surprise. With Mel Tooley as a witness in reserve, Molto must have expected to batter my dad when he denied telling
         Harnason.
      


  “You heard Judge Mason’s testimony in the prosecution case that doing that violated several rules of judicial behavior, didn’t
         you?”
      


  “I heard his testimony.”


  “Do you disagree with him?”


  “I do not.”


  “It was improper, Judge, to engage in a private conversation with a defendant about his case while it was awaiting decision,
         wasn’t it?”
      


  “Surely.”


  “It violates a rule against what we call ex parte contact, right—without the other party?”


  “Correct.”


  “Someone from my office was entitled to be there. True?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And as a judge of the court of appeals, were you free to reveal the court’s decisions before they had been published?”


  “There is not an explicit rule prohibiting that, Mr. Molto, but I would have been disappointed in any other member of the
         court who had done that, and I consider it a serious mistake in judgment on my part.”
      


  Responding to my father’s characterization of this breach as ‘a mistake in judgment,’ Molto makes my dad agree that there
         are elaborate security procedures in the court of appeals to prevent word of decisions leaking out in advance, and that the
         law clerks and other employees are warned when they are hired never to reveal a decision beforehand.
      


  “Now how many years, Judge, have you been on the bench?”


  “Including the time I sat as a trial judge in the superior court?”


  “Exactly.”


  “More than twenty years.”


  “And during the entire two decades you have been on the bench, Judge, how many times previously have you disclosed a decision
         that was not yet public to just one side?”
      


  “I’ve never done that, Mr. Molto.”


  “So this was a serious violation not just of the rules, but also of the way you’ve always done business?”


  “It was a terrible mistake in judgment.”


  “It was more than a mistake in judgment, Judge, wasn’t it? It was improper.”


  “As I said, Mr. Molto, there is no specific rule, but I agree with Judge Mason that it was clearly wrong to tell Mr. Harnason
         about the outcome. It struck me as a formality at the moment because I knew the case was fully resolved. It didn’t dawn on
         me that Mr. Harnason might flee as a result.”
      


  “You knew he was on bail?”


  “Of course. I’d granted the motion.”


  “Exactly the point I was going to make,” says Molto. Small, tight, with his bunchy form and timeworn face, Tommy smiles a
         little as he faces the jury. “You knew he would be in prison the rest of his life once his conviction was affirmed?”
      


  “Naturally.”


  “But it didn’t dawn on you he might run?”


  “He hadn’t run yet, Mr. Molto.”


  “But with your court’s decision he was really out of chances, wasn’t he? In any realistic sense? You believed the state supreme
         court wouldn’t take the case, didn’t you? You told Harnason he was at the end of the line, right?”
      


  “That’s right.”


  “And so you’re telling us that after being a prosecutor for what—fifteen years?”


  “Fifteen years.”


  “A prosecutor for fifteen years, and a judge for twenty more, it didn’t occur to you that this man wanted to know the decision
         in advance so he could run away?”
      


  “He appeared very upset, Mr. Molto. He told me, as he admitted when he testified, that he was overwhelmed by anxiety.”


  “He conned you?”


  “I think Mr. Harnason said he decided to flee after learning about the outcome. I don’t deny I shouldn’t have told him, Mr.
         Molto. And I don’t deny that one of many reasons that was wrong was because it ran the risk he would jump bail. But, no, at
         the time, it didn’t occur to me that he would run.”
      


  “Because you were thinking of something else?”


  “Probably.”


  “And what you were thinking about, Judge, was poisoning your wife, wasn’t it?”


  This is the artifice of the courtroom. Molto knows that my dad was probably worried about being nabbed with the girl he was
         screwing. And can’t say that. He must be satisfied with answering, simply, “No.”
      


  “Would you say, Judge, you were doing Mr. Harnason a favor?”


  “I don’t know what I’d call it.”


  “Well, he was asking for something improper and you obliged him. Right?”


  “Right.”


  “And in return, Judge—in return you asked him what it was like to poison someone, didn’t you?”


  The time-honored strategy on cross-examination is never to ask a question to which you don’t know the answer. As my father
         has explained to me many times, that is not a rule of unlimited application. More properly put, the rule is never to ask a
         question to which you do not know the answer—if you care about the response. In this case Molto must feel he cannot really
         lose. If my father denies saying asking what it was like to poison someone, Molto will verify Harnason by going over the many
         other parts of the conversation my dad has already acknowledged.
      


  “There was no ‘in return,’ Mr. Molto.”


  “Really? You’re telling us that you violated all these rules in order to give Mr. Harnason a piece of information he desperately
         wanted—and you did that without thinking Mr. Harnason was going to do anything for you?”
      


  “I did it because I felt sorry for Mr. Harnason and guilty about the fact that when you and I were both young prosecutors,
         I had sent him to the penitentiary for a crime that I now see didn’t merit that punishment.”
      


  Caught, Tommy stares at my dad. He knows—and so does everybody in the courtroom—that my dad is trying to remind the jury not
         only about his past relationship with Tommy, but that prosecutors sometimes go too far.
      


  “Now, you heard Mr. Harnason’s testimony?”


  “We’ve already agreed to that.”


  The response, slightly snippy, is the first time my dad has seemed in less than complete control. Stern sits back and looks
         straight at him, a cue to mind himself.
      


  “And are you telling us he lied when he said that after revealing the decision in his case, you asked him what it was like
         to poison someone?”
      


  “I do not remember the conversation exactly as Mr. Harnason did, but I do remember that question being asked.”


  “Being asked by you?”


  “Yes, I asked him that. I wanted—”


  “Excuse me, Judge. I didn’t ask what you wanted. How many trials have you taken part in or observed as a prosecutor or a trial
         judge or an appellate court judge?”
      


  On the stand, my dad smiles ruefully about the long march of time.


  “God knows. Thousands.”


  “And after thousands of trials, Judge, you understand that you’re supposed to answer the questions I ask you, not the questions
         you wish I asked?”
      


  “Objection,” says Stern.


  “Overruled,” says Yee. Tommy might be hectoring a regular witness, but this is fair game with a judge on the stand.


  “I understand that, Mr. Molto.”


  “I asked just this: Did you ask Mr. Harnason what it was like to poison someone?”


  My father does not pause. He says, “I did,” in a labored tone that suggests there is much more to it, but the answer nonetheless
         sets off one of those little courtroom murmurs I always thought were corny on shows like Law & Order, which I watched habitually as a kid, the next best thing to videotapes of my dad at work. Tommy Molto has scored.
      


  In the interval, Brand motions Tommy to the prosecution table. The chief deputy whispers something, and Tommy nods.


  “Yes, Mr. Brand just reminded me. To be clear, Judge, Mr. Harnason had not been recaptured when your wife died, had he?”


  “I think that’s right.”


  “He’d been gone more than a year?”


  “Yes.”


  “So when your wife died, Judge, you had no reason for serious concern that Mr. Harnason would be telling the police that you’d
         asked him what it was like to poison somebody?”
      


  “Frankly, Mr. Molto, I never thought about that part of our conversation. I was much more concerned that I’d unwittingly given
         Harnason reason to flee.” After a second, he adds, “My conversation with Mr. Harnason was more than fifteen months before
         my wife died, Mr. Molto.”
      


  “Before you poisoned her.”


  “I did not poison her, Mr. Molto.”


  “Well, let’s consider that, Judge. Now, did you read the transcript of Mr. Harnason’s trial in deciding his appeal?”


  “Of course.”


  “Would it be fair to say you read the transcript carefully?”


  “I hope that I read every trial transcript carefully in deciding an appeal.”


  “And what Mr. Harnason had done, Judge, was poison his lover with arsenic. Is that right?”


  “That was what the State contended.”


  “And what Mr. Harnason told you he had done?”


  “True enough, Mr. Molto. I thought we were talking about what was in the transcript.”


  Molto nods. “Correction accepted, Judge.”


  “That was why I asked Mr. Harnason what it was like to poison someone—because he’d admitted he’d done it.”


  Molto looks up, and Stern too places his pen down. The rest of the conversation between Harnason and my father, which concerned
         his first trial, is out of bounds under Judge Yee’s order. My dad has recovered a little of the ground he lost to Molto before,
         but I can see that Sandy is worrying that my father will stray too close to the line and open the door to a far more dangerous
         subject. Molto seems to be considering that, but he chooses to go where he was headed.
      


  “Well, one thing that was certainly in the transcript, Judge, was a very detailed description of which drugs American Medical,
         the reference laboratory under contract to the Kindle County coroner—the transcript recites which drugs American tests for
         in the course of a routine toxicology screen on blood samples from an autopsy. Do you recall reading that?”
      


  “I take it for granted I read it, Mr. Molto.”


  “And it turns out, Judge, that arsenic is a drug that is not included in a routine tox screen. Is that right?”


  “I remember that.”


  “And because of that, Mr. Harnason had nearly gotten away with murder, hadn’t he?”


  “As I recall, the coroner originally ruled Mr. Millan’s death to be by natural causes.”


  “Which was how the coroner originally classified Mrs. Sabich’s death as well. True?”


  “Yes.”


  “Now, Judge, are you familiar with a class of drugs called ‘MAO inhibitors’?”


  “That was not a term I knew well formerly, but I’m certainly familiar with it now, Mr. Molto.”


  “And how about a drug called phenelzine. Are you familiar with that?”


  “I certainly am.”


  “And how did you first hear about phenelzine?”


  “Phenelzine is a kind of antidepressant that my wife took from time to time. It had been prescribed for her for several years.”


  “And phenelzine, Judge, is an MAO inhibitor, is it not?”


  “I know that now, Mr. Molto.”


  “You knew it for some time, didn’t you, Judge?”


  “I really can’t say that.”


  “Well, Judge, you heard the testimony during the prosecution case of Dr. Gorvetich, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you recall, I’m sure, that he described doing a forensic examination of your personal computer after it was removed from
         your house. Do you recall that?”
      


  “I recall his testimony and I recall my home being searched at your order and my computer being seized.” My dad does his best
         not to sound too bitter, but he has made the point purposefully about the intrusion.
      


  “And you recall Dr. Gorvetich testifying that the cache on your Web browser shows that at some point in time, which he isolated
         as late September 2008, there were searches on your personal computer of two sites that describe phenelzine.”
      


  “I remember that testimony.”


  “And looking at the pages visited, Judge—” Tommy turns to a paralegal at the prosecution table and gives an exhibit number.
         The blank screen beside my dad fills up, and Tommy uses a laser pointer to highlight as he reads. “‘Phenelzine is a monoamine
         oxidase (MAO) inhibitor.’ Do you see that?”
      


  “Of course.”


  “Do you recall reading that in late September 2008, Judge?”


  “I do not, Mr. Molto, but I take your point.”


  “And page 463 of the Harnason transcript, which was previously introduced into evidence as People’s Exhibit 47, which I believe
         you have just admitted you read—that page states, doesn’t it, that MAO inhibitors are not tested for as part of a toxicology
         screen routinely performed on a postmortem examination of someone who has died unexpectedly?”
      


  “Yes, it says that.”


  Molto then calls up to the screen Judge Hamlin’s opinion for herself and Judge Mason in Harnason’s case, which also says that
         arsenic and many other compounds, including MAO inhibitors, aren’t tested for in connection with autopsies.
      


  “And you read Judge Hamlin’s opinion?”


  “Yes, sir. Several drafts.”


  “So you know, Judge, that an overdose of phenelzine would not be detected by a routine tox screen, right? Just like the arsenic
         used to kill Mr. Harnason’s lover?”
      


  “Argumentative,” says Stern by way of objection.


  Judge Yee wags his head, as if it’s no big deal, but says, “Sustained.”


  “Well, let me put it to you like this, Judge Sabich: Didn’t you poison your wife with phenelzine, knowing it wasn’t going
         to be detected by a routine toxicology screen and hoping to pass off her death as one by natural causes?”
      


  “No, Mr. Molto, I did not.”


  Tommy pauses then and strolls a bit. The issue, as they like to say in very old court opinions, has been joined.


  “Now, Judge, you heard the testimony of Officer Krilic about removing the contents of your wife’s medicine cabinet from your
         house the day after she died?”
      


  “I remember Officer Krilic asking me if he could do that rather than making a list of the drugs while he was at our house,
         and I recall giving him permission, Mr. Molto.”
      


  “It would have looked pretty suspicious if you’d refused, wouldn’t it, Judge?”


  “I told him to do whatever he needed to do, Mr. Molto. If I wanted to keep anyone from examining those pill bottles, I’m sure
         I could have thought of a reason to ask him to write down the names of the drugs while he was there.”
      


  At the prosecution table, Jim Brand feigns touching his chin while he rolls his fingers toward Molto. He’s telling Molto to
         move on. My dad has just scored.
      


  “Let’s get to the point, Judge. Those are your fingerprints on the bottle of phenelzine from your wife’s medicine cabinet,
         right?” Tommy calls out an exhibit number, and a paralegal from the PA’s office puts up a series of slides, with several golden
         fingerprints displayed against an iridescent blue background. Etched in gold, the prints look like something from the Holy
         Ark.
      


  “I heard Dr. Dickerman’s testimony.”


  “We all heard him offer his opinion, Judge, that those are your prints, but now in front of the jury”—Tommy sweeps his hand
         toward the sixteen people behind him—“I’m asking if you admit those in fact are your fingerprints on your wife’s phenelzine?”
      


  “I regularly picked up Barbara’s pills at the pharmacy and often put them on the shelves in her medicine cabinet. I have no
         reason to doubt those are my prints. I do recall, Mr. Molto, that in the week before her death, Barbara had been in the garden
         when I came home, and her hands were dirty and she asked me to show her a bottle I’d picked up and then to put it in her medicine
         cabinet, but I can’t tell you for certain that was the phenelzine.”
      


  Molto stares a second with the barest smirk, enjoying the utter convenience of the explanation.


  “So you’re saying the prints came from showing your wife the bottle you’d picked up?”


  “I’m telling you that’s possible.”


  “Well, let’s look more carefully, Judge.” Tommy returns to the prosecution table and comes back with the actual vial, now
         sealed in a glassine envelope. “Referring to People’s Exhibit 1, the phenelzine you picked up at the pharmacy four days before
         your wife’s death—you’re saying you showed it to her, something like this, right?” Gripping the small bottle through the plastic,
         he extends it toward my father.
      


  “Again, yes, if it was the phenelzine I showed her.”


  “And I’m holding the bottle between my right thumb and the side of my index finger, correct?”


  “Right.”


  “And my right thumb, Judge, is pointing down toward the label on the front of the vial, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “But calling your attention again to People’s Exhibit 1A, the slide of the fingerprints Dr. Dickerman developed, three of
         the four prints, your right thumb, your right index finger, your right middle finger—they’re all pointing up toward the label,
         Judge. Aren’t they?”
      


  My dad takes a second to look at the slide. He nods before being reminded by Judge Yee to speak for the record.


  “I had to reach in the bag to get the bottle out, Mr. Molto.”


  “But the prints are on the bottom of the vial, aren’t they, Judge?”


  “It might have been upside down in the bag, Mr. Molto.”


  “In fact, Judge, Dr. Dickerman testified that the length and width of all of those impressions would suggest you gripped the
         bottle tightly so the childproof cap could be opened. Did you hear that testimony?”
      


  “Yes. But I also could have been gripping it tightly to pull it out of the bag.”


  Molto stares with the inklings of another smile. My dad has handled all of that fairly well, ignoring the fact that my mom’s
         prints appear nowhere on the bottle.
      


  “Well, let’s talk about the pharmacy, Judge Sabich. Ten phenelzine tablets were purchased at your pharmacy on September 25,
         2008, four days before your wife’s death.”
      


  “That was the evidence.”


  “And the signature on the credit card slip, Judge, People’s Exhibit 42—that’s yours, is it not?” The slide of the slip, which
         was passed among the jurors in another transparent envelope when it was admitted, pops up next on the screen beside the witness
         stand. My father does not bother to turn.
      


  “Yes.”


  “You purchased the phenelzine, didn’t you, Judge?”


  “I do not remember doing that, Mr. Molto. I can only agree that it is plainly my signature and tell you that I often picked
         up the prescription when I was coming home, if Barbara asked me to do it. The pharmacy is across the street from the bus I
         rode to work every day.”
      


  Molto checks his exhibit list and whispers instructions for the next slide.


  “And referring to People’s 1B, a photograph, you heard Officer Krilic testify that the bottle of phenelzine portrayed there
         is in the same condition as when he removed it.”
      


  “Yes.”


  “And calling your attention to People’s 1B, I think you can see that there are only six pills in the container, is that right?”


  In the photo, taken looking down into the plastic vial, the six tablets, dead ringers for the burnt-orange ibuprofen I take
         for occasional headaches, rest on the bottom. It’s hard to believe that pills so common-looking could kill anybody.
      


  “Right.”


  “And do you know where the four missing pills went?”


  “If you’re asking, Mr. Molto, whether I had anything to do with removing those pills, the answer is no.”


  “But you heard Dr. Strack’s testimony that four pills of phenelzine taken at once would constitute a lethal dose?”


  “I heard that.”


  “Do you have any reason to disagree with that?”


  “I understand that if taken at once, four tablets of phenelzine could constitute a lethal dose. But you pointed out that I
         picked up the prescription on September 25. And a single pill is the recommended daily dose. The twenty-fifth, the twenty-sixth,
         the twenty-seventh, the twenty-eighth.” My father counts it out on the four fingers of his left hand.
      


  “So are you contending, Judge, that your wife took the phenelzine daily prior to her death?”


  “I’m not here to contend anything, Mr. Molto. I know that Dr. Strack, your expert, conceded that it’s possible that a combination
         of a single dose of phenelzine taken in combination with certain food or drink could induce a fatal reaction.”
      


  “So your wife’s death was an accident?”


  “Mr. Molto, she was alive when I went to sleep and dead when I awoke. As you know, none of the experts can even tell for sure
         whether it was phenelzine that killed Barbara. Not one of them can say she didn’t die of a hypertensive reaction like her
         father.”
      


  “Well, let’s consider the possibility it was an accident, Judge, can we?”


  “Whatever you like, Mr. Molto. I’m here to answer your questions.” Again there is a little too much acid in my dad’s response.
         Tommy and I—and now the jury—all know the same thing about my father. After twenty years on the bench and a dozen as chief
         judge, he is not accustomed to answering questions from anybody. The faint whiff of arrogance helps Molto because it implies
         that beneath it all, my dad may be a law unto himself.
      


  “You mention there is a severe poisoning reaction when phenelzine is consumed with certain foods, right?”


  “So I have learned.”


  “Speaking of what you’ve learned, did it surprise you, Judge, when Dr. Gorvetich testified, that information about the danger
         of phenelzine when it’s taken along with any one of a number of foods containing tyramine—red wine and aged cheese and herring
         and dry sausage—did it surprise you to see that that information is freely available on the Internet?”
      


  “I knew, Mr. Molto, that one of the drugs Barbara took from time to time could interact with certain foods. I knew that.”


  “Exactly my point. And we do know, Judge, don’t we, because of Dr. Gorvetich’s testimony, that the two websites you visited
         in late September specify those interactions, don’t they?”
      


  Molto nods, and the two pages from the Net, with yellow highlights drawn in on the slides, appear next to my father.


  “I can see what’s on the pages, Mr. Molto.”


  “Are you denying you visited those sites in late September last year?”


  “I don’t know exactly what happened, Mr. Molto. My wife took about twenty different drugs, and some were more dangerous than
         others. It was not completely unusual for me to check on the Internet after picking up Barbara’s medications to remind myself
         of the properties of one or the other, so I could help her keep track of them. But if your question is whether I visited those
         websites on my home computer in the days before Barbara died—”
      


  “That’s exactly what I’m asking, Judge.”


  “My best recollection is that I didn’t.”


  “You didn’t?” Tommy is surprised. I am, too. My dad has already given a plausible explanation for going to those sites. It
         seems unnecessary to deny it. Stern has not stopped writing, but I can see from the way his lips have folded, he is not pleased.
      


  “All right,” says Tommy. He strolls a little bit, running his hand across the prosecution table, before he faces my dad again.
         “But we have no dispute, Judge, do we, that the night before your wife died, you in fact went out and purchased red wine,
         aged cheddar cheese, pickled herring, yogurt, and Genoa salami. Correct?”
      


  “I remember doing that.”


  “That you do remember,” says Tommy, one of those nice courtroom jabs meant to show the inconsistencies in my father’s memory.


  “I do. My wife had another prescription to pick up and she asked me to buy those items while I was at the store.”


  “You don’t have the shopping list she handed you, Judge, do you?”


  “Objection,” says Stern, but my dad makes the point for him.


  “I didn’t say there was a shopping list, Mr. Molto. My wife asked me to buy a bottle of red wine that she liked, aged cheddar,
         Genoa salami, and multigrain crackers because our son who was coming to dinner enjoys those things, and to get some herring—which
         she liked—and yogurt to make a dip for the vegetables she already had.”
      


  It’s true I love cheese and salami and have since I was four or five. The family legend is that I wouldn’t eat much else when
         I was that age, and I will say that when I’m called again to testify later this week. From the time Debby Diaz first visited,
         I have had a clear memory of my mom removing the items from the white cellophane bags my dad carried in that night, and of
         her inspecting each. Although I wonder at times about the desperate suggestibility of my memory, and how much my hope that
         my dad is innocent is influencing things, I’m nearly as sure I recall my father asking her, ‘Is that what you wanted?’ I will
         say that, too, when I get back up on the stand. But what I don’t know is whether my mom requested those items or simply told
         him to get some wine and appetizers, or even whether he’d proposed getting hors d’oeuvres in the first place. Each alternative
         would be possible, although the truth is that my mom, being my mom, would have been most likely to name exactly what she liked
         and even told my dad the brands and what aisles they were in.
      


  “Now, Judge. Who managed your wife’s drug regimen for her manic-depression? Who selected the drugs on a day-to-day basis?”


  “My wife. If she had questions, she called Dr. Vollman.”


  “Was she a bright woman?”


  “Brilliant, in my opinion.”


  “And did you hear Dr. Vollman’s testimony that he warned her repeatedly that when she was taking phenelzine, she had to be
         very careful about what she ate?”
      


  “Yes, I heard him.”


  “In fact, Dr. Vollman testified that it would have been his regular practice to warn you as well. Do you remember him warning
         you about phenelzine?”
      


  My dad looks at the coffered courtroom ceiling with its crisscrossing decorated walnut beams.


  “It’s vague, Mr. Molto, but yes, I think I do remember that.” This is another fact my dad has no need to admit. I wonder if
         the jurors will give him credit for his candor, or just take it as a sly device from someone who has spent most of his adult
         life around courtrooms.
      


  “And so, Judge, you want us to believe that she asked you to get wine and cheese and salami and herring, knowing she was taking
         phenelzine? And more than that, that she drank the wine and ate the cheese and salami?”
      


  “Excuse me, Mr. Molto, but I don’t believe anyone has testified that my wife drank wine or ate cheese. I certainly didn’t,
         because I have no memory of that happening.”
      


  “Your son, Judge, testified that your wife drank the wine, sir.”


  “My son testified that I poured a glass of wine for my wife. I didn’t see Barbara drink it. Nat and I went outside then to
         grill the steaks, so I don’t know who ate what.”
      


  Tommy stops. This is the first time my dad has really zinged him. My dad is right, too, about all of this. But searching my
         memory of that night, I seem to recall my mom with a wineglass in her hand, certainly at dinner.
      


  “But let’s be clear, Judge. Assume your wife was taking the phenelzine once a day as you’ve suggested. Does your own testimony
         make sense to you, sir, that she would send you to the store with a shopping list full of items that could kill her? That
         she would ask for herring, for instance, or yogurt, which you tell us she intended to eat?”
      


  “You’re asking me to guess, Mr. Molto, but I would bet that Barbara knew just how much she could ‘cheat’ without an adverse
         reaction. She’d probably started with a sip of wine, or half a piece of herring, and over the years figured out how much she
         could tolerate. She’d taken this medication from time to time for quite a while.”
      


  “Thank you, Judge.” Molto’s tone is suddenly triumphant as he stands there peering at my dad. “But if your wife didn’t drink
         the wine and she didn’t eat the salami and she didn’t eat the cheese or the herring or the yogurt, Judge, then there’s no
         chance, is there, that she died accidentally?”
      


  There is just a second dropped before my dad answers. He—and I—realize something significant just occurred.


  “Mr. Molto, you’re asking me to speculate about things that happened when I was out of the room. It would have been odd for
         Barbara to eat or drink those things in any quantity. And I don’t remember her doing it. But she was very excited about seeing
         my son and his girlfriend. She thought it was a great match. So I can’t say she couldn’t have forgotten herself. That’s why
         they call it an accident.”
      


  “No, Judge, I’m not asking you to guess. I’m trying to confront you with the logic of your own testimony.”


  “Objection,” says Stern. “Argumentative.”


  “Overruled,” says the judge, who’s pretty clearly saying my dad got himself into this mess.


  “You told us your wife might have been taking a regular dose of phenelzine and died accidentally, didn’t you?”


  “I said that was a possibility raised by the testimony.”


  “You told us that it was your wife’s decision to have you get all that stuff to eat that was dangerous to her, despite the
         fact that she was taking phenelzine. Right?”
      


  “Yes.”


  “And then you told us that maybe she did that because she was not going to have any of it, or minuscule amounts that she knew
         wouldn’t hurt her. Right?”
      


  “I was speculating, Mr. Molto. It’s only one possibility.”


  “And you told us you didn’t see her eat or drink any of it. Right?”


  “Not that I remember.”


  “And, Judge, if your wife didn’t eat or drink anything containing tyramine, then she couldn’t have died accidentally from
         a phenelzine reaction. Correct?”
      


  “Objection,” says Stern from his seat. “He’s asking for an expert opinion from the witness.”


  Judge Yee looks up to think and sustains the objection. It doesn’t matter, though. My dad cornered himself and has taken a
         pounding as a result. Molto is doing a great job of harping on the little pieces of evidence that have nagged at me all along.
         The PA lets what he’s accomplished sink in as he shuffles through his notes.
      


  “Now, Judge, one reason we are having this discussion about what your wife might have eaten and might have drunk is because
         the autopsy of the contents of her stomach didn’t answer that question. Right?”
      


  “I agree, Mr. Molto. The gastric contents were unrevealing.”


  “Didn’t show if she ate cheese or steak. Right?”


  “True.”


  “But normally, Judge, if an autopsy was performed within the first twenty-four hours after her death, we would have a better
         idea of what she’d eaten the night before, wouldn’t we?”
      


  “I heard the coroner’s testimony, Mr. Molto, and without giving anything away, you know that our expert, Dr. Weicker from
         Los Angeles, disagrees with him, especially about how fast the salami or the herring would have broken down in the gastric
         fluids.”
      


  “But you and I, Judge, and the experts can agree on this much, can’t we? The twenty-four hours you sat with your wife’s body
         without notifying anybody of her death—that delay could only go to make it harder to identify what she ate.”
      


  My father waits. From the way his eyes move, you know he is trying to figure a way out.


  “It made it harder, yes.” This point, too, registers in the jury box. Molto is doing well.


  “Now let me go back to what you told us only a moment ago, Judge. You said your wife was excited that night about seeing your
         son and his girlfriend.”
      


  “I did.”


  “She seemed happy?”


  “‘Happy’ is a relative term, Mr. Molto, when we’re talking about Barbara. She seemed very pleased.”


  “But you told the police, didn’t you, Judge, that your wife did not seem clinically depressed at dinner, or in the days before?
         Is that what you said?”
      


  “I did tell them that.”


  “And was that true?”


  “That was my impression at the time.”


  “And the phenelzine, Judge—you heard the testimony of Dr. Vollman that she referred to that drug as the A-bomb, to be used
         for her darkest moods.”
      


  “I heard that.”


  “And after thirty-five-plus years with your wife, Judge, did you think you were good at gauging her moods?”


  “Very often her serious depressions were obvious. But I can recall occasions when I had totally misread her state of mind.”


  “But again, Judge, accepting the fact that the phenelzine was reserved for her darkest days, you saw no sign that night as
         you four were having dinner that she was in that condition, did you?”
      


  “I didn’t.”


  “Or in the days before?”


  “True.”


  I’ve already testified to the same thing. Thinking back to that night, I would have called my mom ‘up,’ frankly. She seemed
         to be looking forward to things.
      


  “And so, Judge, based on what you observed and reported to the police—based on that, Judge, there was no reason for your wife
         to be taking a daily dose of phenelzine.”
      


  “Again, Mr. Molto, I never thought my estimates of her emotional state were perfect.”


  “But when you had picked up the phenelzine three days before, did you ask her if she was feeling depressed?”


  “I don’t remember such a conversation.”


  “Even though you’d picked up the A-bomb for her?”


  “I don’t recall taking particular note of what I’d picked up.”


  “Even though your fingerprints are on the bottle?”


  “It was mechanical, Mr. Molto. I brought home the scrips. I put them on the shelf.”


  “And even though you visited websites and searched for information about the drug in late September, you’re saying you didn’t
         notice what you picked up?”
      


  “Objection,” says Stern. “Asked and answered. The judge already testified about what he remembers about those searches.”


  The pause, if nothing else, disturbs Molto’s rhythm, which is why Stern has struggled to his feet. But everybody here knows
         that Tommy Molto is beating the crap out of my father. It doesn’t make sense. That’s the long and short. My father can have
         the rest of it his way. Maybe he missed her moods. There were times, especially when my mom was angry, that you didn’t know
         it until the rage broke surface. And since I made those runs to the pharmacy myself when I was living at home, I can side
         with him about not noticing which of the dozens of medications she took he was picking up. But the Web searches—those are
         devastating. About the best thing to say, which I’m sure Stern will put out there in closing argument, is that it would be
         an odd thing for a judge and former prosecutor elaborately planning murder to use his own computer that way. To which Molto
         will respond in rebuttal with the obvious: He was not planning on getting caught, he was planning on passing this off as a
         death by natural causes.
      


  But all of this depends on the screwy epistemology of the courtroom, where the million daily details of a life suddenly get
         elevated to evidence of murder. The truth is that my dad, and just about everybody else, could have noticed the phenelzine,
         taken a spin through those websites three days before just to remind himself this was in fact the A-bomb, and then just let
         it go, especially in the kind of marriage my parents had. There were oceans of stuff that went unspoken in my parents’ house—the
         air there always seemed full of things struggling not to be said. And my mom never liked to be questioned about her medications.
         I heard her say a million times she could take care of herself.
      


  Judge Yee overrules the objection, and my father repeats placidly that he has searched his memory and does not recall visiting
         those sites. The response rankles Tommy.
      


  “Who else lived in your house, Judge, in late September 2008?”


  “It was my wife and I.”


  “You’re saying that your wife researched phenelzine on your computer?”


  “It’s a possibility if she had some question.”


  “Did she have her own computer?”


  “She did.”


  “Did she routinely use your computer?”


  “Not routinely. And not at length. But my computer was right outside our bedroom, so occasionally, she’d tell me and use it
         for a second.”
      


  I never heard about that happening, but it was possible with my mom. Overall, she probably would have preferred to have a
         computer strapped to her hip. Molto has proved those courtroom sayings about not gilding the lily. The last series of questions
         feels like it’s helped my dad, and Molto, who is not especially poker-faced, seems to know it, frowning at himself as he strolls
         around. It’s not hard to see why Tommy has been successful as a trial lawyer. He’s sincere. Maybe misguided. But he comes
         across like somebody with nothing up his sleeve.
      


  “To be clear, Judge, do you agree that your wife did not die accidentally?”


  Because my dad has instructed Sandy to be frank with me about the evidence, I’ve known in advance about almost everything
         I’ve heard in court. My dad hasn’t wanted me taken by surprise. And I’ve rolled it over, talked to Anna about it when she
         would listen, even made some notes now and then. But to think about your father killing your mother is even worse than thinking
         about your parents having sex. A part of your brain is just like, “No way, dude.” So I’ve never seen as clearly how these
         things cascade backward in time. If my mom didn’t die accidentally, then she also probably wasn’t taking the phenelzine daily.
         And if she wasn’t taking the phenelzine daily, she had no reason to renew the scrip. It means—or seems to mean—it was my dad
         who wanted the pills. And there’s only one conceivable reason for that.
      


  “Mr. Molto, again, I am not a pathologist or a toxicologist. I have my theories, you have your theories. All I know for sure
         is that your theory is wrong. I didn’t kill her.”
      


  “So you still say it could have been an accident?”


  “The experts say it could have been.”


  “So if your wife was possibly taking one pill every day, that would mean, wouldn’t it, that she handled that pill bottle on
         four different occasions, right?”
      


  “That’s what it would mean.”


  “And yet, Judge, your wife left no fingerprints on that bottle, is that correct?”


  “That’s what Dr. Dickerman said.”


  “Now, Judge, there was a total of twenty-one pill bottles taken from your wife’s medicine cabinet and inventoried by Officer
         Krilic.”
      


  “So he testified.”


  “And according to Dr. Dickerman, your wife’s fingerprints appear on seventeen of those bottles. And on two others, there are
         smudged prints that cannot be positively identified, although he found points of comparisons on each that match your wife’s.
         All true?”
      


  “I remember the testimony the same way.”


  “Judge, how many times have you been involved as a prosecutor, a trial judge, and an appellate court judge in cases in which
         fingerprints were offered in evidence?”
      


  “Certainly hundreds. Probably more.”


  “And so is it fair to say, sir, that over the course of the years, you have learned a great deal about fingerprints?”


  “We can quibble about how much, but yes, I’ve learned a lot.”


  “For thirty-five years now you’ve been called upon in one capacity or another to make judgments about the quality or failings
         of fingerprint evidence. Right?”
      


  “True enough.”


  “Could we call you an expert?”


  “I’m not an expert like Dr. Dickerman.”


  “No one is,” says Molto.


  “Just ask him,” says my father. This could come across as a cheap shot but the jurors saw Dickerman up there and several of
         them laugh out loud. In fact, the laughter grows in the courtroom. Even Judge Yee manages a quick chuckle. Molto too has enjoyed
         the remark. He shakes a finger at my dad in admiration.
      


  “But you know, Judge, that some persons characteristically leave fingerprints on a receptive surface like these pill bottles,
         don’t you?”
      


  “I know, Mr. Molto, that it basically comes down to how much your hands sweat. Some people sweat more than others. But the
         amount that somebody sweats varies.”
      


  “Well, can you agree that somebody who printed on nineteen—or even seventeen other bottles—can you agree that it would be
         unusual for that person to handle this bottle of phenelzine four times”—and now Molto again holds up the actual bottle, in
         the plastic envelope sealed with evidence tape—“and leave no fingerprints?”
      


  “I can’t say that for sure, Mr. Molto. And frankly I don’t recall hearing Dr. Dickerman say it, either.”


  On the stand, Dickerman had clearly given Jim Brand, who questioned him, less than Brand hoped for on this point. Back at
         the office, Stern and my dad had said that happened with Dickerman regularly. He took it as proof of his eminence that he
         was unpredictable.
      


  “By the way, is Dr. Dickerman a friend of yours?” Molto asks.


  “I would say yes. Just as he’s a friend of yours. We’ve both known him for a long time.”


  Trying to insinuate that Dickerman might have been tilting his testimony toward my dad, Molto has come up on the short end
         of the exchange.
      


  “Well, let’s be clear, Judge. There are only two bottles in your wife’s medicine cabinet on which we can say without doubt
         that her fingerprints don’t appear. True?”
      


  “Apparently.”


  “And one is the bottle of sleepers you picked up the day before she died, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “And that bottle is full, right?”


  “Right.”


  “So leaving the unopened sleeping pills aside, the only bottle in your dead wife’s medicine cabinet on which the experts can
         say definitively that her fingerprints are not present, Judge—the only container is the bottle of phenelzine, correct?”
      


  “There are no identifiable prints of Barbara’s on the bottle of phenelzine, and as you point out, on three others.”


  “Move to strike,” says Molto, which means he thinks my dad didn’t answer the question.


  Judge Yee asks to have the question and answer read back.


  “Answer may stand,” says Yee, “but, Judge, only one opened bottle where expert can say for sure, no sign of your wife fingerprints.
         Yes?”
      


  “That’s fair enough, Your Honor.”


  “Okay.” Yee nods for Molto to go on.


  “But on the bottle of phenelzine—on that bottle the only prints which appear, Judge, are yours? Right?”


  “My prints are on that bottle and on seven others, including the sleeping pills that were unopened.”


  “Move to strike,” Molto says again.


  “Sustained,” Yee says somewhat darkly. He gave my dad a chance not to screw around and he didn’t take it.


  “So far as we can tell from the fingerprints, you are the only person who handled the phenelzine.”


  Already chastened by the judge, my dad answers more carefully.


  “Considering only the fingerprints, that is true, Mr. Molto.”


  “Very well,” says Tommy. He seems to realize only after he has spoken that he sounded as though he were imitating Stern. One
         of the jurors, a middle-aged black guy, picks up on that and smiles. He seems to love what Tommy is doing. Molto is back at
         the prosecution table, paging through his yellow legal pad, a sign that he is again changing subjects.
      


  “Good time for a break?” the judge asks.


  Molto nods. The judge knocks his gavel and calls a five-minute time-out. The spectators rise and buzz at once. My dad has
         been a big deal in Kindle County for decades now, especially in the kind of crowd that wants to come and watch a trial. Call
         it what you like, bloodlust or lurid curiosity, but many of them are here to see the mighty fall, to reconfirm that power
         corrupts and that overall, you’re better off without it. I’m not sure there is anybody but me left out here in these seats
         who is still hoping my dad is innocent.
      




  CHAPTER 26


  Nat, June 22, 2009


  While a witness is on the stand, no one is allowed to talk to him about his testimony, including his lawyers. Stern and Marta
         nod at my dad from the prosecution table, and Sandy makes a little fist to tell him to hang in, but neither approaches him.
         I feel bad about this. It comes too close to the reality of what’s been going on to have him shunned by everybody in the room,
         so I go up just to ask if he needs another glass of water. He answers with another indifferent shrug.
      


  “You okay?” I ask.


  “Bloodied but still standing. He’s kicking the shit out of me.”


  I’m not supposed to respond to that, and how could I, anyway? I say the same stupid thing he used to shout to me from the
         stands when my Little League team was down 12 to nothing in the second inning.
      


  “Long way to go,” I say.


  “Whatever.” He smiles a little. He has become so dourly fatalistic in the last several months, it often frightens me. Whoever
         my dad was, he will never be the same, even if Zeus hurled a thunderbolt that freed him right now. He won’t ever fully plug
         himself back into life. He places his hand on my shoulder for a second and announces, “I’m going to pee.”
      


  Our conversation is largely typical of the recent past. I have not exactly stopped talking to my dad. I just say next to nothing
         to him of any consequence, even compared with the stilted conversations we had before. I’m sure he’s noticed, but it’s not
         as if the law really leaves us any choice. I’m a witness in the case and cannot talk to him about the evidence or the way
         the trial is going, and at this point, he really doesn’t seem to think about anything else, not that I would, either. The
         silence serves me well. I don’t know if my dad is guilty or not. There is a big part of me that will never accept it if he
         is. But I have known with a rock-hard intuition that my mother’s death had some connection to my father’s affair. Anna, who
         does not care for protracted discussions of this topic because she does not like getting between me and my father, asked me
         more than once what reason I have for thinking that. The short answer is I knew my mom. Anyway, at base I believe my dad really
         wants to know one thing from me, which is what I think of him and, more to the point, whether I still love him. Sometimes
         I feel I should hand him a Post-It note that says, “I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”
      


  Understanding my dad has always been a chore. He seems to like being the man of mystery with me, a routine I’ve cared for
         less and less as I’ve gotten older. I know him, naturally, in the unsparing way kids know their parents, which is sort of
         the same way somebody knows a hurricane when they’re standing at the eye. I know all his aggravating habits—the way he can
         just drift off in the middle of a conversation, as if what’s crossed his mind is far more important than anybody in the room;
         or how he sits silent when people talk about anything a little bit personal, even if it’s like how much their feet itch in
         wool socks; or the self-important air he’s always assumed with me, as if being my father is a responsibility equal to carrying
         the signals for all of America’s nukes. But the trial, the charges, the affair, have all gone to emphasize the fact that I
         don’t really know my father on his own terms.
      


  While I try to piece through that, I teeter between extremes. Sometimes I’m terrified the endless anxiety, which has left
         my father a kind of burned-out zombie, is going to kill him and that I will lose my second parent within a year. At other
         instants I’m so righteously honked off, I feel he’s getting everything he deserves. But mostly, of course, I’m just angry
         about the many moments when I’m not sure one foot will go in front of the other, or that the cars going down the street will
         remain glued to the earth, because so much has changed so suddenly that I don’t know what to believe in.
      


  “Just a couple more subjects, Judge,” says Molto when they resume.


  “Whatever you like, Mr. Molto.” My dad does a little better job of sounding like he’s okay with that.


  “All right, Judge. Now tell me this. Were you happy in your marriage to Mrs. Sabich?”


  “It was like many marriages, Mr. Molto. We had our ups and downs.”


  “And at the time your wife died, Judge, were you up or were you down?”


  “We were getting along, Mr. Molto, but I was not especially happy.”


  “And by getting along, you mean you weren’t having marital spats?”


  “I wouldn’t say none, Mr. Molto, but there certainly hadn’t been any big blowups that week.”


  “But you told us you were unhappy. Any particular reason for that, Judge?”


  My dad takes quite a bit of time. I know he is weighing the fact that I am seated thirty feet away.


  “It was an accumulation of things, Mr. Molto.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well, one thing, Mr. Molto, was that my wife really hated my campaigning. She felt exposed by it in a way I thought was not
         entirely realistic.”
      


  “She was acting crazy?”


  “In a colloquial sense.”


  “And you were sick of it?”


  “I was.”


  “And was that one of the things that drove you to consult Dana Mann three weeks before your wife died?”


  “I suppose.”


  “Is it true, Judge, you were thinking of ending your marriage?”


  “Yes.”


  “Not for the first time, was it?”


  “No.”


  “You’d seen Mr. Mann in July 2007?”


  There is a delicate dance here on both sides. My father’s conversations with Mann are shielded under the attorney-client privilege.
         As long as my dad steers clear of any discussion of what he told Dana, Molto can’t ask, since forcing my dad or Stern to assert
         the privilege in front of the jury would risk a mistrial. But my dad, too, needs to be careful. If he were to lie about what
         he said to Mann, or even deliberately create a misleading impression on that score, the law might oblige Dana to come to court
         to correct him. It was pretty clear when Dana testified during the prosecution case that he is basically terrified of Molto
         and Jim Brand and the whole situation, even though he wasn’t up there more than five minutes. He acknowledged a couple meetings
         with my dad and identified the bills he sent last September and in July the year before, and the cashier’s checks my father
         returned in payment.
      


  “And in fact, Judge, your conversation with Mr. Mann in the summer of 2007—that occurred not too long after you’d asked Mr.
         Harnason what it was like to poison someone, right?”
      


  “Within a couple of months, give or take.”


  “And what happened then, Judge? Why did you not carry through on ending your marriage?”


  “I was pondering my options, Mr. Molto. I got Mr. Mann’s advice and decided not to seek a divorce.”


  The implication of all the evidence the jury won’t hear, the stuff that Sandy and Marta have shown me—the STD tests and the
         witnesses’ statements about my dad lurking around various hotels—is that instead of getting divorced, he recovered his sanity
         and ended the affair and stayed with my mom. I’ve never quite gotten around to asking my dad if I have it right. The one conversation
         we had on that subject is about all I can take. The weird part is that I never believed my parents had a wonderful marriage
         or that they were especially happy with each other, and I’d thought at least once a year that one of them was going to call
         it quits. But this—my dad doing some thirty-year-old on the sly in the middle of the afternoon? Sick.
      


  “Now, you saw Mr. Mann again in the first week of September in 2008.”


  “I did.”


  “And was poisoning your wife among the options on your mind this time, just as it had been when you spoke to Mr. Harnason
         around the time of your first visit with Mann?”
      


  I see Marta poke her father’s arm, but Stern does not stir. I guess it’s obvious the question is ridiculously argumentative
         and thus not worth an objection. In preparing me emotionally to see my father up there, Marta has explained that as a judge,
         my dad will look better fending for himself in court, without his lawyer trying too hard to protect him. And that’s what my
         dad does now. He makes a small face and tells Tommy, “Of course not.”
      


  “Were you more determined to end your marriage this time when you saw Mr. Mann in September 2008?”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Molto. I was confused. Barbara and I had been together a long time.”


  “But you admit you’d already received advice from Mr. Mann in July 2007?”


  “Yes.”


  “And so, Judge, it’s a fair conclusion that you went back because you were ready to proceed on the advice and bring the marriage
         to an end.”
      


  Molto is going along as precisely as an ice-skater, avoiding the actual question of what my dad asked Dana.


  “I suppose, Mr. Molto, for a brief period, I was more intent on terminating my marriage. I cooled off after that and reassessed.”


  “It wasn’t the fact that you were at the height of your election campaign for the supreme court that made you hesitate, was
         it?”
      


  “I certainly wouldn’t have filed for divorce before November 4.”


  “Would have looked bad, wouldn’t it?”


  “I was much more concerned about the fact that I would have made news by filing then, whereas it would have been immaterial
         to anybody but my family after the election.”
      


  “But you concede, Judge, don’t you, that some voters wouldn’t be pleased to learn you were ending your marriage?”


  “I imagine that’s true.”


  “While they could be expected to be sympathetic if you suddenly found yourself a widower?”


  My dad doesn’t answer. He just shrugs and tosses up a hand.


  “Did you tell your wife, Judge, that you were thinking of ending the marriage?”


  “I didn’t, no.”


  “Because—?”


  “Because I was undecided. Because my mood changed again after I saw Mr. Mann. And because my wife was volatile. She could
         become very, very angry. There was no value in discussing it before I had made a final decision.”
      


  “You didn’t look forward to talking about this with her, then, Judge?”


  “Not at all. It would have been extremely unpleasant.”


  “So we can say, Judge, can’t we, that the fact that your wife died when she did seemed to save you from confronting her or
         the voters?”
      


  My dad makes the same face, part wince, part frown, as if this is all too stupid, trying to seem indifferent to the trap he’s
         wandered into.
      


  “You could say that if you wanted to, Mr. Molto.”


  “All in all, Judge, it was a very convenient time for Mrs. Sabich to die, wasn’t it?”


  “Objection,” Stern says with vigor.


  “Enough now,” Judge Yee says quietly. “Time for other subject.”


  “Very well,” Tommy says again, more deliberately than last time, and wanders back to his notes. He is preening just a little.
         Molto knows he is still knocking it out of the park. “Let’s talk some more about your computer.”
      


  The night my father learned he was going to be indicted—November 4, 2008, a date I’m not likely to forget, the day his legal
         career was supposed to have reached its absolute zenith—the Kindle County Unified Police Force searched our house in Nearing.
         The police took both computers out of the house and, clearly looking for traces of phenelzine, seized all of my dad’s clothing
         plus every implement from the kitchen—every plate, every glass, every open bottle or container in the refrigerator or the
         cabinets—and all my father’s tools. Even after that, they weren’t done. During the initial search, they had discovered some
         concrete patching my dad had done a few months before in the basement—my parents were always fighting seepage—and the cops
         returned and opened up the walls with jackhammers. Then they came back with another warrant and tore up the backyard, because
         one of the neighbors said he was sure my father had been out there digging around the time my mom died. He had been, too,
         planting that rhododendron for her the day the four of us had dinner. Furthermore, the prosecutors were not only jerks about
         ransacking the house, they also refused to release anything they seized, meaning my father basically had no wardrobe, no personal
         PC, and not so much as a pot to boil water in the kitchen for months.
      


  The computer in particular was a point of warfare, because my dad, who worked a lot at night, regularly downloaded court documents
         to the home PC. There were dozens and dozens of draft opinions on there, many of them involving appeals in which the Kindle
         County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office was a party, as well as lots of memorandums reflecting the internal workings of the court
         of appeals, in which the judges sort of dropped their shorts and shared candid thoughts about lawyers, arguments, and occasionally
         one another. The appellate judges were gonzo when they realized this had come into the prosecutors’ hands.
      


  George Mason, who became acting chief, didn’t want the court of appeals to be seen as shielding my dad, but he would have
         had to go to court to calm his colleagues were it not for a twist I couldn’t help finding amusing: There was no judge to settle
         the dispute. Everybody in the superior court had already declined to hear my dad’s case, and even when a judge was appointed,
         there was going to be nowhere for the loser to appeal since the appellate court itself was one of the parties. Eventually
         Molto agreed with George that the PAs would image the hard drive, making an exact copy, and then examine the drive under the
         supervision of George or someone he appointed, so that no internal court documents were viewed. They made the same agreement
         about the computer that had been in my dad’s chambers.
      


  After my dad’s personal PC was analyzed, the home computer was turned over to Judge Mason, and both computers, from home and
         court, remained in George’s chambers side by side for the month it took before Judge Yee was appointed. During that period,
         my father was allowed to get what he needed off the hard drives to finish his pending opinions or keep his calendar, but only
         when George or his delegate could witness this and make an exact log of every keystroke. My dad went over there once and found
         his return to the realm he used to rule far too humiliating to repeat under these conditions. After that, the prosecutors
         agreed that any further copying from the PCs could be done by emissaries approved by Judge Mason and the PAs, who turned out
         to be me or, at Judge Mason’s suggestion, Anna, whom he knew and trusted as my dad’s former clerk and a minor tech guru. Once
         Yee was appointed, he sided with the prosecutors and ordered both computers turned over to them. The computer from my dad’s
         chambers had nothing of value on it—just like my mom’s. But my dad’s PC was kind of a gold mine for the PAs and they haul
         it up to court each day in the same pink shrink-wrap in which it’s remained ever since their expert, Dr. Gorvetich, came to
         the court of appeals to retrieve it in December.
      


  “Now the day before your wife died, Judge, you shredded several e-mails on your home PC, didn’t you?”


  “I did not do that, Mr. Molto.”


  “All right,” says Tommy. He nods as if he had expected the denial, and walks a little bit, with the grim air of a parent about
         to give a spanking. “Your Internet provider is ClearCast, is that right?”
      


  “Yes.”


  “Now, just so we’re all on the same page, when someone sends you an e-mail, it actually goes to ClearCast’s server, and you
         then pull it down to your home PC through your e-mail client. Right?”
      


  “I’m not a computer guy, Mr. Molto, but that sounds about right.”


  “And going back to Professor Gorvetich’s testimony, you set up your account at ClearCast so that e-mails were deleted from
         the ClearCast server after thirty days, correct?”
      


  “Not to be difficult, Mr. Molto, but it was my wife who dealt with that sort of thing. She was a PhD in math and knew a great,
         great deal more about computers than I did.”
      


  “But we can agree, Judge, that unlike your computer at the court of appeals, you actually downloaded e-mails from the ClearCast
         server to your e-mail client at home.”
      


  “If I understand what you’re saying, you mean that when I was at work, I’d go to the ClearCast website to see my personal
         e-mail, but at home, those e-mails came right to the e-mail program on my PC and were stored there.”
      


  “Exactly what I’m saying. And after thirty days, that was the only place those e-mails remained, right?”


  “I’d have to take your word for it. But it sounds right.”


  “Now, did you routinely delete the e-mail on your PC at home?”


  “No. Sometimes I’d send documents from the court to my personal account, and I could never really tell what I was going to
         need, so I tended to just let e-mail accumulate.”
      


  “And by the way, Judge. You told us before that your wife sometimes used your PC.”


  “I said she sometimes used it for brief Web searches because it was right outside our bedroom.”


  “Mr. Brand reminded me during the break. Wasn’t there a lot of confidential information from the court of appeals on your
         PC?”
      


  “There was. Which was why we had two computers in our house, Mr. Molto. Barbara understood that she wasn’t supposed to look
         at my documents or e-mails. But she didn’t have to, if she was doing a quick Web search.”
      


  “I see,” said Molto. He shows the same smug little smile that’s appeared now and then when he’s found my dad’s explanation
         too tidy. “Now, you heard Dr. Gorvetich testify that after doing a forensic examination of your PC, he concluded that several
         messages had been deleted from your personal e-mail, and that based on dates in the registry, that had been done the day before
         your wife died. Did you hear that?”
      


  “I did.”


  “And in fact he says they were not simply deleted, but that a shredding software called Evidence Eraser was downloaded and
         used to accomplish the task, so that there could be no forensic reconstruction of what had been on your computer. Did you
         hear that?”
      


  “Yes.”


  “And you deny doing that?”


  “I do.”


  “And who else lived at home with you, Judge?”


  “My wife.”


  “And you said your wife and you had an understanding that she would not go near your e-mail.”


  “That’s true.”


  “Your testimony doesn’t make much sense, Judge, does it?”


  “Mr. Molto, none of this makes sense, frankly. You say I carefully shredded the e-mail on my computer so it couldn’t be reconstructed,
         and at the same time, I didn’t bother to erase my searches about phenelzine, not to mention carelessly leaving my fingerprints
         on the pill bottle. So, yes, Mr. Molto, it all sounds ridiculous.”
      


  This cannot quite be classified as an outburst, because my dad has reeled all of this off in a fairly patient tone. And he’s
         right. The contradictions in the prosecutors’ theories are heartening. It is the first time my dad has really pinned Molto’s
         ears back. Tommy stares at him as he says to Judge Yee, “Move to strike, Your Honor. The defendant will have an opportunity
         to give a closing argument.”
      


  “Read back, please,” Yee tells the court reporter. This only makes it worse for the prosecution, since the jury gets to hear
         my dad’s little rant again. And at the end, Yee shakes his head.
      


  “He was answering, Mr. Molto. Better not to ask what makes sense. And Judge—” He addresses my dad with the same patience and
         courtesy he’s shown throughout. “Please no arguments.”
      


  “I’m sorry, Your Honor.”


  Yee shakes his head to dismiss the apology. “Fair answer, bad question. Many good questions, but not that one.”


  “I agree, Your Honor,” says Molto.


  “Okay,” says the judge, “everybody happy.” The line, in the middle of a murder trial, strikes everybody in the courtroom as
         hysterical, and the judge, who is said to be a card in private, laughs hardest of all. “Okay,” he says when the laughter has
         passed.
      


  “Now, Judge, were there e-mails on your home computer you wouldn’t want anyone else to see? That is, before they were deleted?”


  “As I said, a lot of confidential court material.”


  “I meant personal material.”


  “Some,” says my dad.


  “What, exactly?”


  The first thing that crosses my mind is his messages to the girl he was screwing. They were probably there, too, but there
         is clearer evidence from another source.
      


  “For one thing, as he testified, Mr. Mann confirmed my appointments with him by e-mail.”


  “And Judge, were Mr. Mann’s e-mails on your home PC when it was seized, to the best of your knowledge?”


  “I know the testimony is that they were not.”


  “In fact, because he could place the time of those messages, Dr. Gorvetich was able to determine that Evidence Eraser had
         been used on those messages.”
      


  “So he claimed.”


  “You doubt him?”


  “I think our expert will question his conclusion that shredding software was used. Obviously, the message wasn’t there.”


  “And you deny deleting it?”


  “I don’t recall deleting Mr. Mann’s messages, but clearly I would have a reason to do that. I know I didn’t download any shredding
         software or use it at any time on my computer.”
      


  “So without the use of Evidence Eraser, an investigator looking through your e-mail might realize you had been thinking of
         leaving your wife?”
      


  I see now where Tommy is going. He will argue that my dad was employing a kind of belt and suspenders, sanitizing his computer
         in case the authorities recognized the phenelzine poisoning. But if things got to that point, it seems to me my dad would
         already have been in a lot of trouble.
      


  “Possibly.”


  “Possibly,” says Molto. He minces along again.


  “Now, Judge, on September 29, if I understand what you told the police, you awoke to find your wife beside you dead. Correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “And for the next day, close to twenty-four hours, actually, you called no one. Is that correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “You didn’t call paramedics to see if she could be revived?”


  “She was cold to the touch, Mr. Molto. She had no pulse.”


  “You made the medical judgment yourself, and didn’t call the paramedics. Right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You did not let your son or any of your wife’s relatives or friends know she’d passed, correct?”


  “Not then.”


  “And according to what you told the police, you just sat around for a solid day thinking about your wife and your marriage.
         Right?”
      


  “I straightened up a little so that she looked better when my son saw her. But yes, for the most part, I just sat there and
         thought.”
      


  “And finally, virtually a day later, you called your son?”


  “Yes.”


  “And as he’s testified, when you spoke to Nathaniel”—I quake a little at hearing my name from Molto’s mouth—“you argued with
         him about whether to call the police.”
      


  “He didn’t call it an argument and neither would I. It hadn’t dawned on me that the police should be called, and frankly,
         at that point I wasn’t looking forward to outsiders coming in.”
      


  “How many years were you a prosecutor, Judge?”


  “Fifteen.”


  “And you’re saying that you didn’t realize that the police should be summoned in the case of any suspicious death?”


  “It was not suspicious to me, Mr. Molto. She had high blood pressure and heart problems. Her father had died the same way.”


  “But you did not want to call the police?”


  “I was confused, Mr. Molto, about what to do. I hadn’t had a wife die lately.” There is a snicker from the jury, which is
         a bit of a surprise. Stern’s eyebrows are furrowed. He doesn’t want my dad to be a smart guy.
      


  “Now, you say you knew your wife had health problems. But she was in outstanding shape, wasn’t she?”


  “She was. But she worked out because she knew she was at risk genetically. Her father barely made it into his fifties.”


  “So not only did you make the medical judgment your wife was dead, without any qualified assistance, but you also decided
         the cause of death.”
      


  “I’m telling you what I was thinking. I’m explaining why I didn’t consider calling the police.”


  “It wasn’t, of course, Judge, to delay an autopsy?”


  “It wasn’t.”


  “It wasn’t to allow the gastric juices to wash away all traces of the foods you’d fed her that would interact with the phenelzine
         you poured into the wine she drank?”
      


  “It was not.”


  “And you say, Judge, that you straightened up a bit. Did your straightening up perhaps include washing out the glass in which
         you’d dissolved the phenelzine the night before?”
      


  “No.”


  “Whose word do we have besides yours that you did not wash out the glass that contained the traces of the poison you gave
         your wife?”
      


  “Is your point that it’s only my word, Mr. Molto?”


  “Whose word do we have, Judge, that you didn’t scrub the counter where’d you crushed the phenelzine, or the tools you used
         to do it?”
      


  My dad doesn’t bother to answer.


  “Whose word, Judge, do we have that you didn’t spend that twenty-four-hour period doing your best to hide every last little
         bit that would reveal how you’d poisoned your wife? Who, Judge? Who else’s word do we have but yours?”
      


  Tommy has crept close to my dad and stands now only a few feet from the witness stand, attempting to stare my father down.


  “I understand, Mr. Molto. Only my word.”


  “Only yours,” says Tommy Molto, and faces my father a bit longer before he goes back to the prosecution table, where he evens
         his notes before taking his seat.
      




  CHAPTER 27


  Tommy, June 22, 2009


  In the umber light of the prosecuting attorney’s office, where there seemed to be only two times of day, dusk and darkness,
         several members of Tommy’s staff awaited him, eager to be the first to shake the boss’s hand. As the brass elevator doors
         parted, Jim Brand exited initially, wheeling the trial cart. The open-topped buggy of stainless-steel wire, which looked like
         an elongated grocery basket, was employed to haul the trial files and Rusty’s home computer across the street to court each
         day. The two women in court with the PAs each day, the detective, Rory Gissling, and their paralegal, Ruta Wisz, trailed a
         step behind Jim. As soon as they were all buzzed inside the office’s steel-reinforced door, a round of applause broke out
         from a gauntlet of employees, many of whom had been in the courtroom pews to take in the cross-examination. Accepting handshakes
         and fist knocks, Tommy proceeded behind the cart down the dim hall toward the PA’s corner office. It was a little like a scene
         in one of those old movies about Rome, where the conquerors entered a walled city behind a carriage bearing the remains of
         the former ruler.
      


  The deputies hooted jokes comparing Rusty to butchered meat.


  “He was turning like a chicken on a spit, Boss.”


  “Welcome to Benihana. Chef Tommy will slice and dice.”


  Even Judge Yee had caught Tommy’s eye for a second when they recessed and nodded in respect. Truth told, Tommy was a bit at
         sea with all the acclaim. He had recognized long ago that he was the kind of man who did not really feel good when he succeeded.
         It was another of his embarrassing little secrets, tempered in the last few years by the realization that there were a lot
         more people like him than you might think. But when things went really well for Tommy Molto, he often felt guilty, convinced
         deep down he did not fully deserve it. Even Dominga’s love was something he sometimes felt he was unworthy of. It was all
         too typical that even while he knew he was inflicting serious wounds on Sabich, Tommy had felt some worry begin to nag at
         him.
      


  Yet with all that said, there was no taking away the fact he had been really good up there. He knew better than to give himself
         too much credit. You could prepare and prepare, but cross-examination was a tightrope act, and sometimes you ended up sure-footed
         and sometimes you fell on your head, and a lot of it was simply in the stars. Until Rusty tried to score by saying he didn’t
         see Barbara eat the foods that had obviously killed her, Tommy had never completely realized how absurd it was to think she’d
         died by accident. That had been a great moment for him, and there were a few others—and he’d committed some miscues, too,
         opened the door too wide a couple of times, which always happened. But on balance, the rationale of the prosecution had seemed
         like a trumpet blast in the courtroom.
      


  Even the mob of reporters outside the courthouse finally seemed impressed. Tommy had few total fans in the press. He tended
         to stiffen up in front of cameras, and the relentless personality that served him well in the courtroom didn’t go down well
         with journalists, who hated being treated as the adversaries they often were. And these days, with that crowd, Tommy was playing
         with one hand behind his back anyway. As soon as Yee was appointed, Stern had filed a sealed motion about the DNA results
         from the first trial. Ruling in chambers, outside the open public record, Yee not only sequestered the DNA results, as Tommy
         had long predicted, but required the prosecution to identify anybody aware of them and placed each person under court order
         not to discuss the test until the verdict. It amounted to the judge announcing there would be contempt proceedings if the
         test results leaked. In the meantime, the papers—no doubt with Stern’s encouragement—spun out the revenge theory every day,
         going through the first trial in detail, emphasizing the way the case had fallen apart and frequently mentioning that afterward,
         Tommy had been investigated for a year before returning to work. Tommy, who had long since stopped expecting fairness from
         the American press, could venture no response, except that the record would be clear by the time the case was over. But after
         his performance today, especially when the DNA results became public, Tommy knew that no lawyer or journalist would say anything
         except that Jim Brand and he had brought a case they had to prosecute.
      


  Several deputies continued to accost them as they proceeded down the hall. When they reached Tommy’s office, though, he stood
         in his door like a reluctant host. He allowed only his trial team to join him. He accepted a few more handshakes, then clapped
         several times to encourage everyone to return to work. The people in this office knew better than to declare victory at the
         midpoint in a trial, and the fact that so many of them wanted to celebrate the cross actually betrayed their own doubts about
         the case, the fact that it all sounded better than they might have expected. Many of the most experienced lawyers knew there
         was still a good chance they would not be in here drinking champagne after the verdict.
      


  “A perfect ten,” said Rory Gissling when Tommy returned from a quick call to Dominga. Tommy had gotten just one second on
         the phone with his wife. Talking and sometimes downright sassy, Tomaso was frequently a trial to his mother these days.
      


  “Y’know,” answered Tommy, but added nothing else for quite some time.


  The four of them were around Tommy’s big desk. Jim and he had dumped their coats and propped their feet up on the public property.


  Rory said, “I think Yee should have let you get into the girl.”


  “Yee isn’t going to let us get to the girl,” said Tommy. “And I think I’ve figured out why.”


  “Because he doesn’t want to get reversed,” said Brand, employing the steady refrain whenever they talked about Judge Yee.


  “It’s because he knows we don’t need it. You’ll have twelve people in the jury room. Between all of them, they’ll have lived,
         say, at least five hundred years. And what’s the first thing anybody says when you hear about a middle-aged guy dumping his
         college sweetheart?”
      


  Rory laughed. She took the point. “He must have something going on the side.”


  “That’s exactly what half the people in that room are going to say. And frankly, whatever the bunch of them make up is probably
         a ton better than anything we can prove.”
      


  Brand took his feet down and leaned forward. “So what are you worried about?”


  Brand was the only person here who knew Tommy well enough to see it. Tommy took a second to search himself, but he still couldn’t
         quite identify the answer.
      


  “Sandy Stern is a counterpuncher,” he said. “That’s one thing.” Stern had always understood that a trial is a war of expectations,
         where no one could always control the courtroom mood. Sandy knew he could survive the prosecutors having a good day, even
         a good week, as long as he could come back. In fact, it was clear now why Stern had put his client on first. Because he was
         going to rebuild Rusty’s credibility from here. Tommy even suspected Stern had wanted Rusty to look bad at moments, so the
         jurors would end up somewhat shamed by their doubts when some of them were allayed. Tommy had long ago stopped trying to match
         chess moves with Stern in the courtroom. He would never prevail at Sandy’s game. He played his own. Straight ahead every day.
         “You watch,” Tommy said. “Stern always lives to fight another day.”
      


  “We’ll handle it,” said Brand.


  “We will,” said Tommy. “But you know, two weeks from now what the jury’s going to remember about today is that they heard
         Rusty say he didn’t do it. And that he didn’t look bad. He was calm most of the time. He didn’t get real evasive.”
      


  “He fought too much,” said Rory. Ruta, the paralegal, was watching, but she was sure to add nothing. She was a chunky blonde,
         twenty-nine years old, about to start law school, and thrilled just to be in the PA’s office to hear these conversations.
      


  “He fought a little too much,” said Tommy. “But he did a good job. A really good job given everything he has to answer for.
         But—” Tommy stopped. He suddenly knew what had been bothering him. He had pounded Sabich, but there had been a stubborn center
         to the man. There was not a minute when he looked as if he had killed anybody. Not that he would. Tommy had never spent a
         lot of time trying to figure out exactly what was wrong with Rusty, but it was something deep and complex, something Jekyll
         and Hyde. But he had his act down cold. No shifting eyes. Nothing apologetic. Reason was on the prosecutors’ side. But the
         emotional content in the courtroom had been more complex. True, there was an insanely long list of things Rusty had to pass
         off as coincidental—Harnason, the fingerprints, picking up the phenelzine, going for the wine and cheese, the Web searches
         about the drug. But against his will, Tommy had experienced a second or two of intense frustration with the placid way Rusty
         explained it all. Sabich probably deserved his own chapter in the DSM to define his psychopathology, but after thirty years as a prosecutor, there was a lie detector in Tommy’s gut that he trusted
         better than even the best operator interpreting the box’s fluttering styluses. And somebody on that jury, maybe most of them,
         must have seen the same thing Tommy saw. Even if Rusty was the only person in room who fully believed it, he had somehow convinced
         himself he wasn’t guilty.
      


  “How did you like him blaming the wife for Googling phenelzine on his computer?” Brand asked. “That’s nuts. Like she’s taken
         this drug for twelve years and doesn’t know everything about it.”
      


  “He had to go there,” Rory said.


  Tommy agreed. “He had to. Otherwise how can he explain just skipping off to the store and buying everything in the place that
         had a chance of killing her? You read those sites, you have to say, ‘No, no, honey, we’re gonna have tortilla chips and guacamole.’
         At least you would talk to her about it.”
      


  “But he blamed her for shredding the e-mail messages, too,” said Brand.


  Rory was shaking her head. “That was actually the one decent point he made,” she said. “Why does he shred the e-mail but not
         the cached stuff for his Web browser?”
      


  “Because he fucking forgot,” said Brand. “Because he was getting ready to kill his wife, and that makes even somebody like
         him a little nervous and scattered. That’s the same crappy argument you hear in every case. ‘If I’m such a smart crook, why
         did I get caught?’ I mean, he did. Besides, maybe he ran out of time.”
      


  “Before what?” asked Rory.


  “Before she hit her expiration date. He’s a sick fuck,” said Brand. “He obviously decided he’s gonna let the mama see her
         baby one last time before he sends her to the great beyond. I mean, that’s a sick fuck’s idea of kindness.”
      


  Listening to the byplay, Tommy sank a little further into himself. There was something about Brand calling Rusty a ‘sick fuck’
         that troubled him. It was not as if calling Rusty names were unwarranted—what else could you say about a guy who elaborately
         planned the murder of a second woman after getting away with killing a first? But the truth was that in that entire courtroom,
         there was nobody who knew Rusty Sabich as roundly as Tommy himself. Not the judge’s lawyer—not even Rusty’s kid. Tommy had
         met Rusty thirty-five years ago when Tommy was still a law student and he’d worked on the Matuzek case, the bribery trial
         of a county commissioner where Rusty was the third trial chair for Ray Horgan. Since then, Tommy had observed the man from
         every angle—labored in the office next door to him, tried cases beside him, been supervised and bossed by him, watched Rusty
         as a defendant across the courtroom and then as a judge on the bench. In the early days, especially before Nat was born, they
         had actually been close. When Tommy was hired, Rusty and Tommy’s high school bud Nico Della Guardia often hung on the weekends,
         and Tommy frequently joined them. They went to Trappers games, got slammed together more than once. The three of them sat
         around smoking three Cubans Nico had gotten hold of when Rusty came back into the office the day after Nathaniel was born.
         In time, Tommy had learned to like Rusty less. As Sabich advanced in the office, usually at Nico’s expense, he had become
         aloof and impressed with himself. And after Carolyn’s trial, when Tommy had returned here after being investigated for a year,
         he had seen Rusty’s face as nothing but an ill-fitting mask that feigned unconvincing welcome whenever the two men met.
      


  But still. Still. Tommy did not often bother asking himself why or how, in this job. You saw people go wrong: beloved priests
         who’d helped bring God into the lives of thousands of people, who ended up videotaping their tricks with naked six-year-olds;
         multizillionaires who owned football teams and shopping centers, and who’d cheat somebody out of fifteen grand because they
         always had to have an edge; pols elected as long-recognized reformers, who were barely sworn into office before they had their
         hands out for bribes. Tommy didn’t try to understand why some people needed to defy themselves. That was above his pay grade.
         His duty was to follow the evidence, present it to twelve good people, and move on to the next case. But after three and a
         half decades, he knew one thing about Rusty Sabich: He was not a sick fuck. Wound tight? And how. Capable of obsessing on
         a woman like Carolyn so she became the only truth he knew or cared about? That could happen, too. He could have raged and
         choked her and then covered up. But the one thing Tommy always demanded of himself as he sat in the high-backed leather chair
         in which the PAs had been putting their butts for the last two decades was honesty. And confronting Rusty in the courtroom
         had ended up forcing Tommy to face off with questions he’d been pushing aside for close to a year. And this was what had most
         disturbed him: A crime as calculated as this one, planned for months and executed over the course of a week, didn’t seem within
         the compass of the man Tommy had known so long.
      


  Tommy realized nobody was meaner to him than Tomassino Molto III. He liked to make himself suffer, and he was doing that now.
         It was his Catholic martyr thing. In a minute, in an hour, he’d have his legs under him again. But there was no further point
         in battling. It was one of those thoughts you didn’t want to have that you had anyway—like thinking about the instant you
         would die or what life would be like if something happened to Tomaso. Now, while Brand and Rory bantered, Tommy dwelled for
         a minute on an idea that had not visited him in months. It was against the odds, against the evidence and the course of pure
         reason, but he asked himself anyway. What if Rusty was innocent?
      




  CHAPTER 28


  Nat, June 22, 2009


  We return as we have done each night to the fancy-schmancy offices of Stern & Stern. Sandy is one of those up-from-nothing
         guys who likes to be surrounded by the evidence of his success, and Marta, whose casualness seems like a deliberate contrast
         to her father, jokes behind his back that it all reminds her of an upscale steakhouse—lots of dark wood and low light through
         the stained-glass lamps, pleated leather furniture and crystal decanters on the conference room tables. There is also a tony
         quiet here compared with the atmosphere in most other law offices I’ve visited, as if Sandy is above routine disturbances.
         Here the phones blink rather than ring, and the computer keyboards are muted.
      


  But a different silence has prevailed since we packed up to leave court. Stern is rigorous about discussing nothing within
         earshot of anyone who might be an unsuspected ally of Molto’s or a relative of a juror’s, and as result I have learned that
         when we are in the courthouse, elevator talk is confined to current events, preferably uncontroversial ones, like sports.
         But tonight we rode down without a word being spoken, not even the usual harmless drivel. Although it’s only a few blocks
         back to the LeSueur Building, Sandy must drive these days, and he asked me to join him and my dad in his Cadillac, because
         he wants to discuss my testimony for the defense, which is expected to start late in the day tomorrow. Sometimes on the way
         out of the courthouse, Sandy will make a remark to the immense press horde that awaits the lawyers on both sides each evening,
         but we struggled through tonight with Sandy limping along, muttering, ‘No comment.’
      


  Even in the privacy of the car, we said next to nothing. Everybody plainly wants some time to recharge and to assess how much
         damage Molto did. My dad looked out the window the whole time, and I could not keep from thinking of some dude on a prison
         bus, passing by the streets he will no longer stroll.
      


  Upstairs, the usual après-court procedure is reversed. My dad goes off with Marta, while Stern takes me into his large office
         and closes the door. He orders up a soft drink for each of us from one of his assistants and we sit side by side in a couple
         of tall maroon leather chairs. Sandy’s office has the precious feel of a museum, the walls full of pastel sketches of Stern
         in court, with many of the exhibits from his most famous trials in little plastic boxes on the tables. I am afraid even to
         put down my glass until he points out a cork-bottomed coaster.
      


  As it turns out, my meeting with Stern is largely diplomatic. My initial interviews on the case, where I learned about the
         evidence, were with Sandy, who did his best at the time to point out the bright side, namely that Tommy had made no mention
         of the death penalty and had also agreed to allow my father to have bail. But usually when I’m in the office, I’m doing what
         I can to help Marta. As a result, Marta and he have decided it would be better if she presented my testimony. Stern wants
         to be sure that I have no objections.
      


  “I love Marta,” I tell him.


  “Yes, you seem simpatico. I’m sure you’ll make a good impression on the jurors together.” He sips a moment. “So, what was
         the assessment from the spectators’ seats? What did you make of today’s proceedings?” Among Stern’s many strengths, which
         I have observed in the last month, is utter fearlessness about feedback. I’m sure he also wants to take a seismic reading
         on the emotional state in which I’ll testify.
      


  “I thought Molto did a very good job.”


  “As did I.” The unproductive cough comes then, as it often does, as punctuation. “Tommy has become a better lawyer with age,
         with the flame turned down on his jets. But that was as good as I have seen him.”
      


  I’ve wondered why Marta and he decided to put my father on first, and I ask. “Anna says defendants almost always testify last.”


  “True. But it seemed better here to alter the normal course.”


  “To screw up Tommy?” That was Anna’s guess.


  “Admittedly, I was hoping to catch Tommy unaware, but that was not the principal goal.” Stern looks off in space for a second,
         trying to measure how much he can say, given the fact that I will be on the stand again tomorrow. In the light of the table
         lamp beside us, the rash on the right side of his face seems to have receded just a tad today. “Frankly, Nat, I wanted to
         make sure we had time to recover if your father’s testimony ended up in catastrophe.”
      


  There is a lot in that one sentence.


  “Does that mean you didn’t want him up there?”


  In the intervals when Stern used to get time to think with his cigar, he now draws a finger across his lips.


  “Generally speaking, a defendant is better off if he testifies. About seventy percent of acquittals, Nat, come in cases in
         which the defendant takes the stand in his own defense. The jury wants to hear what he has to say about all of this, and that’s
         especially true in a case like this one, where the defendant is a law-trained individual, familiar with the courts and accustomed
         to speaking in public.”
      


  “I hear a ‘but’ in there.”


  Sandy smiles. I have the sense both the Sterns really like me. I know they feel for me, which is true of a lot of people these
         days. Mom dead. Dad on trial. There has been no end to folks telling me I’ll remember this period the rest of my life, which
         offers not the remotest clue how to get through it.
      


  “In a circumstantial case like this one, Nat, where the evidence is so diffuse, you take the risk of allowing the prosecutor
         to make his closing argument in cross-examination. It’s hard for a jury to see how all the pieces fit together, and you’d
         rather not allow the PAs to demonstrate that twice. It was a very close question, but all in all, I thought your father was
         better off not testifying. It was certainly not as risky. But your father chose otherwise.”
      


  “So are you disappointed now?”


  “Hardly. No, no. Tommy was better organized than I might have hoped, and for the most part he didn’t allow himself to become
         distracted, even when your father goaded him a bit. The chemistry between the two of them is a bit mystical, don’t you think?
         They have been antagonists for decades, but they seem to hold attitudes toward one another that are too complex to be called
         raw hatred. But all in all, everything that occurred today was within the zone of expectations. Your father was an A minus
         and Tommy was an A plus, but that’s tolerable. If I had known in advance it would have turned out with that kind of marginal
         loss, I would have been in favor of your father’s testimony. The jury heard him say he is innocent. And he looked composed
         at all times.”
      


  “So what were you worried about?”


  A phone call comes in then, and Stern struggles to his feet. He speaks only a minute but takes the opportunity once he is
         done to hang his coat behind the door along the way. It is a jarring sight to see him so slender, half the man I remember.
         He is using suspenders to support his trousers, and the pants gap on him so much that he looks almost like a circus clown.
         His knee is virtually paralyzed by the arthritis, and he collapses backward when he resumes the chair. But despite his discomforts,
         he still has my question in mind.
      


  “There is no end of things that can go wrong when a defendant testifies. One of the possibilities that most concerned me was
         that Molto would make the very motion to Judge Yee he did at the start of cross-examination.” Sandy is referring to Molto’s
         attempt to question my dad in front of the jury about his affair. “I was fairly confident Judge Yee would not change his mind
         now, but the issue was hardly free from doubt. Many judges would have yielded to the prosecutors’ arguments that these events
         were part of the whole story.”
      


  I actually grunt considering the prospect. Stern has told me that it’s paramount for the jury to see I’m supporting my dad,
         but it would have been horrible for me to sit through that. When I say that to Stern, he frowns a bit.
      


  “I don’t think your father would have allowed that to occur, Nat. I never pressed the point, but I believe he was determined
         not to answer any questions about that young woman, whoever she is, even if Judge Yee held him in contempt before the jury
         or struck his testimony. Either of those events, needless to mention, would have been disastrous.”
      


  I struggle with this news, as Stern watches.


  “You are unsettled,” he says.


  “I’m pissed that he’d fuck up his chances to go free to protect that girl. He doesn’t owe her that.”


  “Just so,” he responds. “Which is why I suspect it was you more than this young woman he was seeking to spare.”


  This is the advocate as artist. A trial is sometimes like a great play, where the air of the entire theater fills up with
         the currents of emotion and each line resounds in the present tense from a hundred different angles. And Stern is like one
         of those amazing actors who seem to be holding the hand of everybody in the place. His unspoken sympathies are magical, but
         I’m not really buying it now.
      


  “I still don’t understand what he was doing up there if he was ready to throw it all away. Did he think he didn’t stand a
         chance without testifying?”
      


  “Your father never shared his reasoning with me. He heard my advice and made his decision. But it did not seem tactical.”


  “What was it, then?”


  Stern assumes one of his complicated expressions, as if to suggest that language cannot fully capture what he feels.


  “Lonely, if I had to choose one word.”


  Naturally, I’m puzzled.


  “I have known your father well for thirty years, and I would call our relationship intimate. But only in a professional sense.
         He says very little about himself. Always.”
      


  “Welcome to the club.”


  “I mean only to acknowledge that I am relying on my own estimates, rather than anything he has told me. But we have interesting
         evenings, your father and I. I would say his chances of survival are better than mine.” Stern’s smile is rueful, and his hand
         creeps along a few inches for the missing cigar. One of the thoughts my dad and I have shared is that there really is no need
         to ask about Sandy’s prospects of recovery. We’ll know there’s no hope the first time he lights up. “But I feel myself far
         more involved in this world than he is.”
      


  I nod. “He sometimes seems like he thinks he’s out of body and just watching all of this happen to somebody else.”


  “Just so,” answers Stern. “And very much the point. He had very little concern whether his testimony would help or hurt his
         case. He wanted to tell what actually happened. The piece of it he knew.”
      


  My reaction to Stern surprises even me. “He’ll never tell anybody everything.”


  Stern smiles again, wistful, wise. One thing is clear: Sandy Stern is enjoying this conversation. He has obviously spent nearly
         as many nights as I have up late and preoccupied by my father’s many riddles.
      


  “But he wanted to tell you, Nat, as much as he could.”


  “Me?”


  “Oh, I have no doubt he testified almost exclusively so he could enhance your confidence in him.”


  “I don’t lack confidence.” This is, at some level, a lie. The logic of my father’s case is actually against him, even with
         me. But it is so contrary to my being to think of my father as a murderer that I can never cross that river of belief. If
         I had not already spent so many frigging years talking to shrinks, I’d probably be talking to one now, but nobody can really
         help you answer the kinds of questions I’m dealing with. Even if my father were guilty, it wouldn’t mean he gave me an instant’s
         less love and attention. But most of the other lessons in life I’ve taken from him would come to nothing. It would mean I’d
         been raised by someone in disguise, that I had loved a costume, not him.
      


  “He thinks you do.”


  I shrug. “There’s some bad stuff.”


  “Of course,” answers Stern. We are quiet together.


  “Do you think he’s guilty, Mr. Stern?” He has told me repeatedly to call him Sandy, but after a year at the supreme court,
         where every lawyer was Mr. or Ms. and the bosses all had the same first name—Justice—I can’t bring myself to do it. Instead,
         I watch Stern labor with my question. I know it’s neither fair nor proper to put this to a lawyer trying to captain a defense.
         I expect Sandy to sidestep. But we have gotten far outside the legal chalk lines by now. Sandy is a father talking to a good
         friend’s child.
      


  “In this line of endeavor, one learns never to assume too much. But I was thoroughly convinced that your father was innocent
         in the first case. The recent DNA results were a terrible shock to me, I admit that, but just so, there are still several
         compelling hypotheses of his innocence then.”
      


  “Such as?”


  “Frankly, Nat, the specimen was subject to enormous question in your father’s first trial, and there are no better answers
         today.”
      


  Anna has said the same thing to me, that the whole thing was totally sketchy.


  “But even if the specimen was genuine,” says Stern, “it would prove merely that your father was the lover of the woman who
         was killed. You will forgive me for being forthright about that, but the evidence at trial was quite clear that your father
         was not the only man who fell in that category at the time of the murder. A very credible surmise is that someone else saw
         your father with her that night and killed her in a jealous rage after he left.”
      


  Anna had admitted to a fascination like a Trekkie’s with my dad’s first case, which she’s been interested in since she was
         a kid. She recently went back and read Stern’s copy of the transcript, mostly because I couldn’t stand to do it myself. After
         that, she offered exactly the same theory as Stern. The notion has seemed utterly plausible all along, but it’s even more
         persuasive coming from Sandy.
      


  “So now, Nat, while I should be in doubt, my heart remains on your father’s side. Certainly, I have never been impressed with
         the evidence in this case. The State, so far as I am concerned, cannot even prove beyond a reasonable doubt that your mother
         died of poisoning. If Judge Yee was unpolluted by the DNA results, I think there is a fair chance he would have granted our
         motion for acquittal at the end of the prosecution case. Nor do many of the other details add up to what Molto and Brand think.”
      


  “Tommy did a good job of weaving it all together.”


  “But that weaving metaphor is employed frequently in circumstantial cases, and it can fit for both sides. Pull one thread
         and the whole cloth falls apart. And we shall be tugging at it quite a bit.”
      


  “Can I ask how?”


  He smiles again, a man who’s always enjoyed his secrets.


  “More,” he says, “after you have testified.”


  “Will you be able to answer that stuff about his computer? It was pretty damaging.”


  “It’s well you’ve raised that.” He lifts a finger. “Marta will discuss this further with you, but we have been hoping you
         might help a bit on that score.”
      


  “Me?”


  “We were thinking about asking you a little about computers. Are you knowledgeable?”


  “I’m okay. I’m not like Anna or a lot of other people I know.”


  “And your father? Is he sophisticated?”


  “If you call turning the computer on sophisticated. He’s somewhere between a useless dweeb and a total ignoramus.”


  Stern laughs out loud. “So you don’t imagine that he downloaded shredding software and removed e-mail messages?”


  I giggle at the notion. Admittedly, I want to believe my dad is innocent. But I know with the kind of preternatural faith
         I have in things like gravity, he could not have done something like that on his own.
      


  “We have been thinking that we should do some demonstrations with your father’s computer, just to show the jurors how unlikely
         the prosecution’s theory is. You might be the right witness for various reasons.”
      


  “Whatever,” I answer.


  Stern looks at his watch, a golden Cartier that seems to reflect all of Stern’s elegant precision. Marta is waiting.


  At the door, I say, “Thanks for talking, Mr. Stern.”


  “Sandy,” he answers.




  CHAPTER 29


  Nat, June 22, 2009


  When I leave my meeting with Marta, my dad is waiting for me, the sleeves rolled on his white shirt and his rep tie wrenched
         down from his collar. He has said he is not sleeping much, and after the long day on the stand he looks totally blasted. The
         flesh around his eyes seems to have gone pruny, and he’s lost a lot of color. It’s about the worst emotional combination imaginable,
         I guess, feeling both hopeless and scared.
      


  “Tough afternoon,” I say.


  He shrugs. These days, my dad frequently takes on the bleary look of a bag man.


  “There will be something tomorrow, Nat,” he says. I wait for more, but he is silent and simply frowns. “I can’t talk about
         it yet. I’m sorry.” He stands there uselessly, knowing the rules leave him with no more to say or do but somehow unable to
         accept that fact. I’m sure that’s where his brain has been stuck for months, looking for the keystrokes that will undo the
         entire situation.
      


  “Do you need anything, Dad? Anything from home?”


  He takes a second to focus on my question. “I’d really love another tie,” he says as if he were asking for an ice cream, something
         he’s been craving at the bottom of his brain. “I’ve been wearing the same two ties for three weeks now. Would you mind going?
         Bring me four or five, if you would, Nat. I’d really like the violet one your mom bought me for Christmas the year before
         last.” I remember my mom saying that it would improve his usual low-rent style.
      


  One of the few useful services I have performed for my father, given everything else, is to shuttle back and forth to the
         house to get personal possessions he needs. About a month before the trial began, my father moved into a residency hotel in
         Center City for the duration of the proceedings. He didn’t want to waste time commuting before and after the long days in
         court. More to the point, he was sick of the creeps with cameras who jumped out of the bushes every time he went in and out
         his front door.
      


  The Miramar, where he is staying, is nowhere near any body of water, despite its name, and is one of those places that chose
         to change its signs and client mix instead of remodeling. The colonial furnishings in the lobby look as if they were there
         when George Washington spent the night, and the wallpaper in two different corners of his room hangs down like the tongue
         of a slobbering dog. None of that seems to matter to my father, who returns to the efficiency only to sleep when Stern and
         he have finished preparing for the next day. Now and then he’ll make lame jokes about getting accustomed to smaller spaces.
      


  The truth is that right now he is living only in his head, and his head is crowded almost exclusively with the details of
         the case. When he is not in the courtroom, he likes doing legal and factual research in Stern’s office. It’s baffling, since
         he seems to have no hope about the outcome, but I guess it’s his only way to cope. It would be better if there were some friends
         to distract him, but my dad has found himself remarkably alone. These kind of charges, especially for a second time, don’t
         fetch party invitations, and he is too much of a loner to have 
         ever had much of a social life anyway, especially because my mom was pretty much phobic about leaving home. Even his former
         colleagues are rarely in touch. He was a fairly remote figure on the court, and his only really good friend there, George
         Mason, is, like me, a witness who has to keep his distance right now. The idea that riled me months ago, of my dad dating,
         would probably make some sense right now, even if it was just to have company for dinner or a movie; but he seems totally
         uninterested in anything outside his case and prefers to spend his few free moments by himself.
      


  He does not even seem to enjoy spending time with Anna and me. We’ve tried a couple of evenings, but it’s all been somehow
         stilted. Despite how much he loved Anna as a clerk, he does not seem comfortable speaking in front of her in this time of
         distress, and the three of us often descend to silence. Now and then, when Anna is working late or out of town, I’ll have
         a quick dinner with him, which is permissible as long as we steer clear of the case. He reminds me a lot of my law school
         friend Mike Pepi, whose wife left him for her boss at River National and who talks obsessively about his divorce. After a
         half-hour rant about LeeAnn and the lawyers, Pepi will abruptly say, ‘Let’s discuss something else,’ and then go back to the
         subject immediately, seeming to find a segue in subjects as unlikely as quilting exhibits or the latest astronomical status
         of Pluto.
      


  My dad’s pretty much the same way. He would probably like to dissect every Q&A from court, but since he really can’t talk
         to me about that stuff, he rambles about his own state of mind. Again and again, he has said that this experience is nothing
         like the first time twenty-plus years ago. Then, he says, he really couldn’t believe it and constantly wished his life could
         be the same as it was before. Now he takes a tectonic shift for granted. He refers offhandedly to going to prison. But even
         if he is acquitted, the DNA results from the first trial will be released to the press after the jury returns its verdict.
         Sophisticates may grasp the arguments about specimen contamination or the victim’s other lovers, but the nuances won’t find
         their way into the headlines. If my dad walks away again, he will be shirked by virtually everyone who recognizes his name.
      


  Now, outside Marta’s office, I hug my dad, something I do every night before I leave, and tell him I’ll have the ties for
         him in the morning. The little blue Prius Anna bought herself last year is at the curb.
      


  “Would you mind a trip to Nearing?” I ask after I’ve kissed her. “He wants some ties.”


  Would you want to wear a tie that came from the hand of a woman you killed? Or is my father sinister and subtle enough to
         foresee that I’d ask myself that very question? It’s this kind of cloud chamber, where the questions ricochet in all directions
         leaving their skinny vapor trails, in which I’ve lived for months. For the last hour, I’ve thought a lot about Stern’s remark
         that my father took the stand to enhance my confidence in him. I know my dad is desperate not to lose me. As parents, he and
         my mom were always so eager for my love that it seemed to pain all of us. But to disconnect from me now, especially, would
         bring my dad to an end too much like that of his own father, who died alone in one of those tin can trailers out west.
      


  “How did he do?” Anna asks after we have been driving quite some time. She is accustomed to my lengthy silences, especially
         after court.
      


  “God,” I answer, and just worry my head as we stutter through the Center City traffic toward the Nearing Bridge. On the street,
         some messenger is traveling along on a unicycle and a full-body rabbit’s suit, the ears bobbing as he pedals. I guess that’s
         what they mean when they say, All the world’s a stage. “Did you read anything?” I ask.
      


  “Frain,” she answers. “He’s already posted.” Michael Frain writes a national column, with oddball observations on culture
         and events, called “The Survivor’s Guide.” He is married to a federal judge here, and to keep from traveling, he gravitates
         toward local stories that can entertain people coast to coast. He’s been writing a lot about my father’s case and seems to
         think my dad literally got away with murder.
      


  “Bad?”


  “‘Like a bombing raid on a small village.’”


  “I’m not sure it was that awful. My dad got some licks in here and there. And Sandy has something up his sleeve they didn’t
         want to talk about before I go on the stand again.” Nonetheless, the words resound. ‘A bombing raid.’ I think about what I
         heard this afternoon. It seemed worse moment by moment, watching him getting pecked at like Prometheus tied to that rock.
         But after talking to Sandy, it feels as if my dad had a really rough plane ride, on which he somehow landed safely, more scared
         than injured.
      


  “Do you remember whether my mom drank the wine that night?” I ask Anna as I am rethinking my father’s testimony. Long ago,
         I violated the rules about not discussing the case with Anna. I have to talk to someone, and there is no realistic chance
         she will get called to the stand herself.
      


  Debby Diaz located Anna two days after the detective had come to see me, but I had warned her, and she knows how to play the
         game far better than I do. She had Diaz meet her at her office, and one of the senior partners sat in as her lawyer. When
         Diaz asked about who did what the night before my mom died, Anna said she had been too nervous about showing up as my girlfriend
         for the first time to remember anything clearly. She kept adding, ‘I’m not sure,’ and, ‘It might have been the other way,’
         and, ‘I really don’t recall,’ whenever she answered a question. Diaz gave up about halfway through the interview. The prosecutors
         put Anna’s name on their witness list anyway, just like everyone else the cops talked to during their investigation, including
         my dad’s dry cleaner. It’s an old trick so they can conceal who they will actually call. As a result, she’s obliged to stay
         out of the courtroom, but always eager to hear what took place.
      


  Now, in reply to my question about the wine, Anna reminds me that when we sat down to dinner, my mother insisted my dad open
         the nice bottle Anna had brought and that he poured some for each of us. Neither of us, though, seems to recall clearly whether
         my mom lifted that glass or the one she’d been served in the kitchen.
      


  “What about the appetizers. Did she eat any?”


  “God, Nat. I don’t know. I mean, the veggies and dip, probably. I remember your father offering her the whole tray, but I
         sort of thought he finally took it out with you guys while you were cooking. Who knows?” She wriggles up her nose at the uncertainty
         of all of it. “How are you feeling, anyway, after all of that?”
      


  I flap my hands around uselessly. I’m always amazed how flattened and listless I feel when I leave my dad. Being around him
         requires everything I’ve got.
      


  “You know,” I say. “I heard it all laid out, and it’s not like I can tell myself these guys, Molto and Brand, have just lost
         the thread, because it makes sense, what they’re saying. But I still don’t believe it,” I tell her.
      


  “You shouldn’t.” Always my dad’s number one fan, Anna has been stalwart in his defense. “It’s impossible.”


  “‘Impossible’? Well, it’s not like it would violate the rules of the physical world.” Anna’s green eyes slide my way. I never
         make points with her when I play philosopher.
      


  “That’s not your father.”


  I weigh that for a second. “I realize you worked for him, but up close and personal, my dad has actually got the cork in pretty
         tight.” Anna and I have moments like this routinely, when I ventilate my doubts and she helps me see around them. “You know,
         once when I was a kid—I must have been twelve, because we’d moved back from Detroit and my dad was still sitting as a trial
         judge—me and him were driving somewhere. There was this big-publicity case he was presiding over. The wife of a local minister
         at one of these megachurches had murdered her husband. It turned out the minister was gay. She had no clue, and then she found
         out and she killed him by slicing off his you-know-what while he was asleep. He ended up bleeding to death.”
      


  “I guess that made the point,” says Anna, and laughs a little. Girls always find that kind of thing more amusing than guys.


  “Or unmade it,” I answer. “Anyway, there was not much for the defense lawyers to do except claim she was insane. They called
         lots of witnesses to say this was completely unlike her. And I asked my dad what he thought. That was always sweet, because
         I knew he’d never answer those questions for anybody else, and I said, ‘Do you believe she was insane?’ and he just looked
         at me and said, ‘Nat, you can never tell what can happen in this life, what people can do.’ And don’t ask me why, but I knew
         for sure he was talking about what had happened to him a couple years before.”
      


  “He wasn’t saying he was a murderer.”


  “I don’t know what he was saying. It was pretty strange. He seemed to be warning me about something.”


  We are stopped at the foot of the Nearing Bridge, where three lanes go to two and rush-hour traffic stands still every night.
         Years ago, I had a friend who claimed to know about the theory of relativity and who said that every living thing constantly
         sheds an image. If we could ever figure out how to get ahead of light, we could wind time back and witness any moment in the
         past, like viewing a three-dimensional silent movie. I often wonder how much I’d give to do that, to just watch what unfolded
         in my parents’ house in the thirty-six hours after Anna and I left. I try to conjure it now and then, but the only thing that
         comes to me is the figure of him sitting on that bed.
      


  “Sandy still thinks my dad is innocent,” I tell her now.


  “That’s good. How do you know?”


  “I asked him. We were prepping for my testimony and I asked what he thought. Of course, what else do you tell the client’s
         son?”
      


  “You don’t tell him that if you don’t believe it,” she says. “You mush-mouth and avoid the question.” Anna has been a practicing
         lawyer barely over two years, but I accept her authority on these matters as absolute. “It has to mean something to you that
         the people who know the evidence best still have faith in your father.”
      


  I shrug. “Sandy’s got the same ideas as you about the DNA in the first case.” I know from what I’ve heard previously that
         Ray Horgan, who was single at the time, was dating the woman who was killed. He has to be the logical suspect, if it’s not
         my dad, especially when you consider that he turned on my father and testified for Molto back then. But you would think my
         dad would have realized that. Instead he patched it up with Ray, who’s pretty much been my dad’s bitch ever since, trying
         to make it up.
      


  I keep all this to myself, though. It’s never good when I mention Ray or what went on between Anna and him. Now and then I
         consider the fact that my dad was having his own fling during the same period. Along with all the other half-baked crap that
         floats through my brain, the timing has actually made me wonder once or twice if I missed the boat and it was my father Anna
         was seeing, until I sort of come to and realize Anna and I wouldn’t be together, headed over this bridge or anywhere else,
         if that was what had happened. Instead, I simply try to fathom what happens to men in middle age. Apparently, their brains
         give out at the same time as their backs and prostates.
      


  “Thanks for doing this,” I tell Anna when we’ve arrived at the door of my parents’ house.


  In reply, she gives me a little hug. She has joined me on a number of these visits. Being here tends to creep me out totally—the
         scene of the alleged crime, where all the truth is somehow buried in the walls. The shades are drawn to hinder the prying
         cameras, and the air, once we are inside, smells like something was fried a few hours ago.
      


  For Anna and me, the trial has been hard. In fact, everything has been hard in the last nine months, and sometimes I’m a little
         amazed we’re still together. I drift off to never-never land with regularity and go through evenings when I can’t or won’t
         talk, and our frequent conversations about my dad and the trial often put us at odds. She is generally quicker to defend him,
         which means I sometimes end up pissed with her.
      


  Not to mention the routine hindrances of life. Things are still slow at the firm, but she remains in high demand among the
         partners for what work there is. There are spells when days pass without my seeing her and I know she has been home only because
         I can see her form pressed into the bed and remember bumping up against her in the middle of the night. But she loves all
         that and tells me constantly that because of me, she is even clearer that she is doing what she wants. And you can tell. I
         cherish the moments when I’m going to meet her and catch sight of her before she sees me. She strides down the Center City
         streets with so much purpose, looking beautiful and brilliant and fully in charge.
      


  I, on the other hand, am totally at sea. I don’t know from one day to the next whether I will be working. I still sub now
         and then at Nearing High, but not while the trial is going, and I have been able to put off a number of decisions about my
         legal career, since I am a lot richer than I ever thought I’d be, with the bucks my Bernstein grandparents left behind having
         passed to me after my mom’s death.
      


  We mount the stairs and linger outside my parents’ room, at the door to the little study where my dad’s computer sat before
         it was captured by Tommy Molto.
      


  “That sounded really bad today,” I tell her, nodding inside. As happens frequently, I have been far too elliptical for her
         to get it, and I have to explain how the browser searches about phenelzine and the deleted e-mails played in the courtroom.
      


  “I thought Hans and Franz are going to testify that maybe there weren’t any e-mails deleted,” she says.


  ‘Hans and Franz’ is our nickname for the two computer experts Stern hired to counter Dr. Gorvetich, the computer science prof
         who is working for the prosecution. Hans and Franz are Polish guys in their late twenties, one tall, one short, and both with
         hedgehog hairdos. They speak unbelievably fast and still have pretty strong accents and sometimes remind me of twins who are
         the only people on earth who can understand each other. They think Dr. Gorvetich, their former professor, is a total tool
         and take some relish in mocking his conclusions, which is apparently not hard to do. Nonetheless, from their offhand comments
         I get the feeling that Gorvetich is probably right that shredding software was downloaded to remove certain messages.
      


  Anna shakes her head while I explain.


  “I don’t really believe any tests that come out of Molto’s office,” she says. “You know, it was pretty well established that
         he messed with the evidence in the first trial.”
      


  “I can’t believe they’d do that.”


  Anna laughs. “One of the few worthwhile things my mother-in-law ever said to me was, ‘Never be surprised when people don’t
         change.’”
      


  In the bedroom, we have some chuckles looking through the ties in my dad’s closet. There must be fifty of them, all basically
         the same, red or blue, with little patterns or stripes. The violet tie he asked for stands out like Rudolph the Red-Nosed
         Reindeer. I find some tissue paper and a bag downstairs and we fold them on my parents’ bed.
      


  “Want to hear something that will weird you out totally?” I ask Anna. One thing about my girlfriend: There is no chance she
         would say no to a question like that. “When Paloma and I were in high school, we’d sneak home to do it while her folks were
         working, and for whatever reason, she thought it was a total turn-on to do it in her parents’ bed.”
      


  Anna smiles a little and wags her head. Apparently it doesn’t sound so bad to her.


  “Well, it freaks me out now just to think about it,” I say, “but you know, you’re seventeen, it’s like you want to do it everywhere.
         But of course one day we ended up over here and she had this notion to get it on in this bed. That was too much. I mean, I
         couldn’t perform. It was zero.”
      


  “Is that a challenge?” Anna asks, and comes close to me and goes right for it. I feel mini-Me stirring at once, but I pull
         away.
      


  “You are a freaky, freaky girl,” I tell her.


  She laughs but comes back toward me. “Should I say I double-dare you?”


  My mom’s death ended that blissful period when we were fucking all the time and began the blissful period when we are fucking
         most of the time in spite of everything else. There is a connection and oblivion in sex that has sustained us. In January,
         we both got the flu and were home from work for three days. We were each pretty wretched, both with high temps and a lot of
         annoying symptoms, and we slept most of the time, but every few hours, we’d find each other and go at it, the two overheated
         bodies sticking to each other like plastic wrap and the intensity and pleasure seeming to be part of the fevered delirium.
         That trance state somehow has never quite ended.
      


  Whatever Anna’s off-center desires, making love in the bed where my mother died is more than I can handle, but I pull her
         down the hall into the room I slept in for twenty-five years. That bed is kind of home field for me as far as sex is concerned,
         the place where I had my first orgasm, in my own company at the age of thirteen, and where I first got laid—actually with
         Mike Pepi’s older sister, who was nearly twenty—and we have a great time there. I am considering round two when Anna sits
         up abruptly.
      


  “Jesus, I’m hungry,” she says. “Let’s go.” We agree on sushi. There’s a decent place on the way back into town.


  We grab the ties and are out the door in a few minutes. Back in the car, I feel the weight of everything settling on me again.
         That’s the problem with sex. No matter how long you make it last, there is still an afterward.
      


  “I wish you could come for my testimony,” I tell her. “Stern could ask the prosecutors, right?”


  She thinks about it only a second before shaking her head.


  “That’s not a good idea. If I’m there and you end up talking about what happened that night, somebody’s bound to bop over
         from the prosecution table and ask me what I remember.”
      


  From the start, Anna has dreaded saying something that would make things worse for my dad, and the truth is almost anything
         could do it. Just the little bit that came back to her tonight about my dad pouring the wine at the dinner table or offering
         my mom the tray of appetizers loaded with tyramine would be greeted by Brand and Molto with an entire brass band. Everybody—Stern,
         Marta, my father, Anna, and me—has agreed that we’re better off if she remains one of those witnesses both sides fear calling,
         unable to predict who will come off better for it.
      


  “One thing Sandy told me tonight is that he didn’t want my dad to testify.”


  “Really?”


  “He was afraid it would help Molto connect the dots in front of the jury. And he thought there was an outside chance that
         Yee might change his ruling about the affair and let Molto get into it. Which he tried to do.”
      


  “You’re kidding!”
      


  “I couldn’t even sit there and listen to the argument. You know, I’m still like ‘Fuck him’—my dad?—every time it comes up.”


  She takes her time, treading carefully. Generally, we see this subject differently, because, in a few words, he’s not her
         dad.
      


  “It’s not my place,” she says, “and it’s not like I haven’t told you this before, but sooner or later you have to get past
         that.”
      


  This is an old discussion by now. It always comes back to my stubborn conviction that the affair had something to do with
         my mom’s death.
      


  “It was just so fucking stupid,” I say. “And so fucking selfish. Don’t you think?”


  “It was,” she says. “But here’s what I really think. The guy I met and fell in love with. That guy?”
      


  “A super-awesome dude,” I say.


  “Totally,” she answers. “Well, that super-awesome dude was a law clerk on the state supreme court. Which just happened to
         be an office his father was running for. And that super-awesome dude used to show up for work in the supreme court with weed
         in his pocket. Even though if he got caught, it would have been on page one. Even though he would have lost his job. And his
         law license for a while. And maybe the election for his father.”
      


  “Okay, but I was feeling really fucked up for a while.”


  “So was your father, probably. So was the girl, for all you know. And I understand your dad disappointed you. But we all do
         weird, unbelievable stuff once in a while and hurt the people we think we love. If someone does that kind of crap all the
         time, then you have every right to hate their guts, but we all have our moments. You don’t want to hear about all the stupid
         sexual stuff I’ve done.”
      


  “That’s for sure.” A couple of Anna’s stories have been enough. She spent too much time looking for love in all the wrong
         places. “There’s still a difference between the fucked-up stuff you do when you’re young, and the fucked-up stuff you do when
         you really know better.”
      


  “That’s pretty convenient, don’t you think?”


  “I don’t know what I think,” I answer. I’ve had enough by now. The lights, twinkling on the Nearing Bridge, blear. I am going
         to cry. I get to this point every day, when it all overwhelms me and I’d give anything just to be able to hit fast forward
         and deal with a certain future. “I hate this. I hate this whole fucked-up situation.”
      


  “I know, baby.”


  “I hate it all.”


  “I know.”


  “Let’s just go home,” I say then. “I want to go home.”




  CHAPTER 30


  Tommy, June 23, 2009


  Another day in the courtroom. The defense was clearly mobilized. Despite the pasting Rusty took yesterday, he arrived looking
         well composed, even wearing a new tie, a sporty violet number that seemed to boast that his spirit was undimmed. Sandy was
         issuing instructions from his chair, as if it were a throne, and Marta and the rest of the Sterns’ staff were hustling about.
      


  Marta stopped over at the defense table. Age favored some people, and it had clearly done well by her. When Marta Stern started
         practicing with Sandy, she was like a teapot on the boil, shrill and constantly stirred up. But something about becoming a
         wife and mom had calmed her. She could still get in your face, but usually with a reason. After the last baby, she dropped
         about thirty pounds, which she had managed to keep off. Despite being a dead ringer for a not-so-good-looking father, she
         was actually kind of attractive. And a hell of a lawyer. She was not the same showman as her old man, but she was smart and
         steady, with a lot of Sandy’s instinctive judgment.
      


  “We’re going to want to use Rusty’s computer,” she told Tommy. “Probably this afternoon.”


  Tommy waved his hand nobly, like it was nothing to him, as if the defense and their shenanigans were annoying, but only in
         the trivial way of gnats. When she turned away, though, he made a note on his pad, “Computer???” and underscored it several
         times. Given how devastating the evidence of the deleted messages and the Web searches was, the prosecutors made a point of
         bringing Rusty’s PC to court every day in the pink shrink-wrap in which it had been encased since being recaptured from Judge
         Mason last December. It sat on the prosecution table all day, right in front of the jury.
      


  Jangling like a passing train, Brand arrived with the trial cart, Rory and Ruta, the paralegal, behind him.


  “Who the fuck is she?” Brand whispered when he got to the defense table.


  Tommy had no clue what Jim meant.


  “There’s some dumpy Latina out in the hall. I thought maybe you’d seen her.” Brand motioned Rory over and asked her to find
         out what she could. As Gissling departed, Tommy mentioned the computer.
      


  “They want to turn it on?” Brand asked.


  “She said ‘use it.’”


  “We need to talk to Gorvetich. My impression is turning it on messes everything up.”


  Tommy shook his head in disagreement, but Brand wasn’t happy.


  “Boss, it’s not supposed to be done that way. Even pushing the on switch makes changes on the hard drive.”


  “Jimmy, that doesn’t matter. It’s his computer. And we put it in issue. Yee would never listen if we told him they should have to do a simulation. If they want to show the jury
         something on the machine, we can’t stop them from making a demonstration with the actual evidence.”
      


  “To demonstrate what?”


  “I didn’t get that memo,” said Tommy.


  Gissling was back with a card, and the four of them huddled over it. Rosa Belanquez was the customer service manager at the
         First Kindle branch in Nearing.
      


  “What’s she gonna say?” asked Brand.


  “She claims she’s only here to testify about records,” answered Rory. That made no sense to any of them. Almost all of the
         records from the bank, which Rory dug up last fall, had been excluded from evidence because they related to Rusty’s affair.
         The one exception was the cashier’s checks Rusty sent to Prima Dana. Brand looked at Tommy. It was just like Tommy said last
         night. Stern was up to something.
      


  “How about we try to scare her off?” Brand asked. “Tell her that testifying violates the ninety-day letter.”


  “Jimmy!” Tommy couldn’t dial down the volume quite enough, and across the courtroom, Stern and Marta and Rusty’s son all stared.
         But Brand’s idea was dangerous and stupid. The first thing Rosa would do would come ask Stern, who would then go to the judge
         and accuse the prosecutors of obstruction. With some point. Testifying had nothing to do with the ninety-day letter.
      


  As the trial wore on, Brand had gotten more intense. Victory was in sight, and the fact that they might win a case that seemed
         like a bad bet to start had revved Jimmy up in an unhealthy way. It was Tommy’s future, Tommy’s legacy, that was at stake.
         But Jimmy was a samurai who regarded Tommy’s interests as more important than his own. That part was touching. Yet Brand’s
         greatest weakness as a lawyer was his temper, and it always had been. Tommy waited until Brand, as ever, came back to himself.
      


  “Sorry,” he said now, and repeated the word a couple of times. “I just don’t know what Stern is up to.”


  The bailiff yelled out, “All rise,” and Yee came charging out the door behind the bench.


  Tommy patted Brand’s hand. “You’re about to find out,” he said.




  CHAPTER 31


  Nat, June 23, 2009


  My dad picks out the violet tie and knots it, looking in the men’s room mirror, then faces me for approval.
      


  “Perfect,” I tell him.


  “Thanks again for making the trip.” For a second we stare at each other, as unspoken misery floats through his face. “What
         a fucking mess,” he says.
      


  “You see the Traps last night?” I ask.


  He moans. “When are they going to get a closer?” That’s an eternal question. He considers himself in the mirror another second.
         “Time to rock and roll,” he says.
      


  Ever the formalist in court, my father waits until Judge Yee has asked him to resume the stand before he takes his seat beneath
         the walnut canopy, so the jurors can watch him do it. Stern and Marta and Mina, the jury consultant, all thought they’d gotten
         a pretty good group. They wanted black guys from the city and suburban men who’d identify with my father, and nine of the
         first twelve seats are occupied by males of the two categories. I watch to see if any of them are willing to look at my dad
         after the beat-down he took yesterday. That is supposed to be an indication of their sympathies, and I’m heartened to notice
         that two of the African-Americans, who live within a block of each other in the North End, smile and nod at him minutely as
         he is settling in.
      


  In the meantime, Sandy uses the table and a boost from Marta to get slowly to his feet. The rash today is definitely not quite
         as red.
      


  “Now, Rusty, yesterday when you were answering Mr. Molto’s questions, you pointed out to him a number of times that he was
         asking you to guess about different things, especially the cause of your wife’s death. Do you recall those questions?”
      


  “Objection,” Molto says. He doesn’t like the summary, but Judge Yee overrules him.


  “Rusty, do you know for certain how your wife died?” Stern asks.


  “I know I didn’t kill her. That’s all.”


  “You have listened to the testimony?”


  “Of course.”


  “You know the coroner first ruled that she died of natural causes.”


  “I do.”


  “And you and Mr. Molto discussed the possibility that in her excitement about having your son and his new girlfriend to dinner,
         your wife accidentally took an overdose of phenelzine.”
      


  “I remember.”


  “And you also talked about the possibility she took a standard dose of phenelzine and died accidentally because of a fatal
         interaction with something she ate or drank?”
      


  “I recall.”


  “And Rusty, since Mr. Molto asked, do any of these other theories about the mode of your wife’s death—natural causes, or accidental
         overdose, or drug interaction—do any seem incompatible with the evidence?”
      


  “Not really. They all seem plausible.”


  “But do you, sir, have a surmise based on the evidence about how your wife died, a theory that, given all the proof, seems
         most likely to you?”
      


  “Objection,” says Molto. “That calls for an opinion the witness is not qualified to offer.”


  The judge taps a pencil on the bench while he thinks.


  “This theory of the defense?” he asks.


  “As framed, Your Honor, yes,” answers Stern. “Without excluding other possibilities, this is the theory of the defense about
         how Mrs. Sabich died.”
      


  Defendants are granted special latitude in offering hypotheses of their innocence, a way to explain the proof that leaves
         them blameless.
      


  “Very well,” says Yee. “Objection overruled. Proceed.”


  “Do you recall the question, Rusty?” Stern asks.


  “Of course,” says my father. He takes a second more to adjust himself in his seat and looks straight at the jury, something
         he has not done often before. “I believe my wife killed herself by means of a deliberate overdose of phenelzine.”
      


  In court, I’ve noticed, you measure shock value by sound. Sometimes a particular answer produces the swarming buzz of a hive.
         At other moments, like this one, the consequence of a response is reflected by the absolute silence that follows it. Everyone
         here must think. But in me, this answer unearths a fear long entombed in the darkest part of my heart. The effect ripples
         outward, chest to lung to limbs. And I know with a sense of unspeakable relief that it is the absolute truth.
      


  “You surely did not tell the police that,” Sandy says.


  “I knew a fraction then, Mr. Stern, of what I know now.”


  “Just so,” Stern answers. He is holding on to the corner of the defense table with one hand and pivots a step or two around
         his grip. “There was no note, Rusty.”
      


  “No,” he says, “I believe Barbara’s hope was to make her death appear to have been from natural causes.”


  “Just as the coroner first ruled,” says Stern.


  “Objection,” says Molto. Yee sustains the objection, but he smiles in a private way at Sandy’s art.


  “And why would Mrs. Sabich want to obscure the fact she had taken her own life, in your view?”


  “For my son’s sake, I believe.”


  “And by your son, are you referring to this handsome lad in the front row?”


  “I am.” My father smiles at me for the benefit of the jury. It is not a moment when I feel much like being exposed, and I
         struggle even to smile back.
      


  “And why would your wife want your son not to know she had died at her own hand?”


  “Nat is an only child. I think my son would be the first to say he had a hard time growing up. He’s a fine man with a fine
         life now. But his mother was always very protective of him. I’m sure Barbara would want to limit the anguish and injury to
         Nat if she ended her life that way.”
      


  Stern says nothing but nods slightly, as if it all makes sense to him. As it does to me. It’s the kind of unspoken lore that
         accumulates in a family that my own depression descends from my mother’s. Because of that, my mom would not have wanted me
         to know she’d been unable to tame the savage god. It would have been too bleak a prophecy for me.
      


  “And Rusty, to the best of your knowledge, did your wife have any history of suicide attempts?”


  “Because of the depth of Barbara’s depressions, Dr. Vollman had always advised me to keep my eyes open. And yes, I was aware
         of one attempt that had taken place in the late eighties when Barbara and I were separated.”
      


  “Move to strike,” says Molto. “If it took place while they were separated, Judge Sabich cannot be testifying from personal
         knowledge.”
      


  “Sustained,” says Yee.


  Stern nods agreeably and says, “Then we shall have to call another witness.”


  Molto stands again. “Same motion, Your Honor. That was not a question. It was stage directions.”


  “Was that an objection, Your Honor, or a review?” responds Stern.


  Yee, who has a sense of humor, is smiling broadly, revealing his small teeth. “Boys, boys,” he says.


  “Question withdrawn,” says Stern.


  During this byplay, my father’s eyes have again found mine. I know now why he was apologizing yesterday. The move to Detroit
         when I was ten did not make my mother any happier, whatever she might have anticipated. As kids always do, I knew something
         was desperately wrong. I had frequent nightmares and would awaken with the covers in turmoil and a screaming heart and would
         shout out for my mom. Sometimes, she came. Sometimes I had to get up to find her. She was almost always sitting in her bedroom
         in the dark, so lost to herself that it took her several seconds to see me standing right in front of her. More and more often,
         I would simply wake up to check on her. One night I couldn’t find her. I went from room to room, screaming her name, until
         I thought about the bathroom. She was there, in a full tub. It was an amazing moment. I was not accustomed any longer to seeing
         my mother naked. But that mattered far less than the fact that she had a small lamp in her hand, which had been plugged in
         across the room with an extension cord.
      


  I want to say I stood there for a minute. I’m sure it was actually far less than that, only seconds, but she waited far too
         long before turning back to me, and life.
      


  ‘It’s okay,’ she said then. ‘I was going to read.’


  ‘No it isn’t,’ I said.


  ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I was going to read, Nat.’


  I cried, wild with despair. She stood up in the nude to hug me, but I had the good sense to go straight for the phone to call
         my father. My mom was diagnosed as bipolar within a few days. The road back to my dad, to our family, to our former life,
         began then. But that moment, like a specter, was never fully banished from the times my mom and I were together for the rest
         of her life.
      


  “Did you and your wife ever discuss the fact that she had been suicidal?”


  “Objection,” says Molto. “Hearsay.”


  “Did you and your wife ever discuss whether she would commit suicide?”


  Across the courtroom, Tommy frowns. But he is finally stuck. For reasons I could never understand in law school, what my mother
         said about the past is hearsay and what she said about the future is not.
      


  “When we began living together again in the late 1980s, she assured me repeatedly that she would never do that again to Nat—that
         he would never walk into a room to confront that.” I know this is true, because she made the same promise hundreds of times
         to me.
      


  “Was Nat living at home last year when Barbara died?”


  “No.”


  “And does your wife’s promise concerning Nat also inform your belief about why she would prefer to make her suicide appear
         to be a death by natural causes?”
      


  “It does.”


  “To the best of your knowledge, Rusty, did Barbara make any attempt at suicide while you were living together?”


  “No.”


  “And so, you had no experience with the outward behavior your wife might exhibit if she were intent on taking her life?”


  “I did not.”


  “But if she had made it apparent that she were bent on such a course, what would you have done?”


  “Objection. Speculation,” says Molto.


  “Would you have attempted to stop her?”


  “Of course.”


  The second question and answer are interjected quickly before Judge Yee can rule on the initial objection.


  “Sustained, sustained,” says Yee.


  “And so if Barbara was intent on killing herself, Rusty, she would have had to hide that fact from your son and you?”


  “Judge!” Molto says sharply.


  On the stand, my father’s head shoots around in Molto’s direction and he answers, “Yes?” He draws back at once, flabbergasted
         by his own mistake. “Oh, my God,” he says.
      


  Yee, that merry fellow, is wildly amused, and the entire courtroom chortles along with him. It’s comic relief in a grim discussion,
         and the laughter goes on for a while. At the end, Yee shakes a finger at Stern.
      


  “Enough, Mr. Stern. We all have point.”


  Stern responds by declining his head, a hobbled effort at a humble bow, before he goes on.


  “Was your wife familiar, if you know, with John Harnason’s case?”


  “We talked about the matter when it was before me and afterwards. She was interested because she’d read about the case in
         the papers, and also because I’d described the way Mr. Harnason had accosted me after the oral argument. And of course in
         the weeks before Barbara died, Mr. Harnason was the subject of television ads being aired by my opponent in the election for
         the state supreme court. My wife complained to me often about the ads, so I know she saw them.”
      


  “Did Mrs. Sabich read the Court’s decision in the Harnason case?”
      


  “Yes. I dissented very rarely. Barbara didn’t take great interest in my work, but, as I said, she’d followed the case and
         she asked me to bring home a copy of the decision.”
      


  “And to review what is already in evidence, the decision discusses the fact that certain drugs, including MAO inhibitors,
         are not covered in a routine toxicology screen?”
      


  “It does.”


  Stern then turns to other subjects. My dad explains at some length that he and my mom ended their separation in 1988 with
         an agreement that she would stay on her meds for bipolar disease, and that was why he was so involved in picking up her pills
         and even putting them away. All this is clearly meant to explain why his prints are on the bottle of phenelzine. Stern then
         whispers to Marta, who steps across the courtroom to speak to Jim Brand. She returns with an exhibit in its glassine envelope.
      


  “Now, Rusty, Mr. Molto asked you about your visits to Dana Mann. Do you recall that?”


  “Of course.”


  “And was your wife acquainted with Mr. Mann?”


  “Yes. Dana and his wife, Paula Kerr, were both law school classmates of mine. We had socialized a lot as couples, especially
         then.”
      


  “And did she know Mr. Mann’s specialty in practice?”


  “Certainly. Just one example, but five or six years ago, while Dana was president of the Matrimonial Bar Association, he’d
         asked me to give a speech to the organization. Paula came, and so Barbara had also attended the dinner.”
      


  “Now, Mr. Molto asked you on cross-examination about your two visits with Mr. Mann. And I believe you indicated that the second
         time you saw him, September 4, 2008, you briefly thought you were going to file for divorce. Correct?”
      


  “Yes.”


  “And Mr. Mann sent you bills for his services.”


  “At my request. I didn’t want him to make a gift of his services, for many reasons.”


  “You get what you pay for?” Sandy asks.


  My father smiles and nods. The judge reminds him to answer aloud, and my dad says yes.


  “And calling your attention to People’s Exhibit 22, is that the latter invoice he sent you September 2008?” It comes up on
         the screen at that moment.
      


  “Yes.”


  “And it’s addressed to you at your home address in Nearing, correct?”


  “It is.”


  “Is that how you received that bill—at home?”


  “No, what I received was an e-mailed copy. I’d asked that all correspondence be by e-mail to my personal account.”


  “But you paid that invoice, People’s 22, is that right?”


  “Yes. I made two ATM withdrawals and bought a cashier’s check at the bank.”


  “What bank was that?”


  “First Kindle in Nearing.”


  “And this is the cashier’s check you sent, People’s 23, correct?”


  “Correct.” It comes up on the screen. In the memo section is the invoice number and the words “9/4/08 Consultation.”


  “And again, Rusty, you sent a cashier’s check, rather than a personal check, for what reason?”


  “So I didn’t have to tell Barbara that I’d seen Dana, or why.”


  “Very well,” says Stern. He shoots just a tiny glance toward Tommy, to let him know that he’d picked up on yesterday’s imitations.


  “And finally, calling your attention to People’s Exhibit 24, which was also admitted during Mr. Mann’s testimony. What is
         that?”
      


  “That’s a receipt for my payment.”


  “And again, it’s addressed to your home in Nearing. Is that how you received it?”


  “No, I received it by e-mail.”


  “Now, Rusty, all of these exhibits that you received by e-mail—People’s 22, 23, 24, and two confirmations of your appointments—all
         those records were deleted from your personal computer. Is that right?”
      


  “I heard Dr. Gorvetich’s testimony to that effect.”


  “Did you delete those e-mails?”


  “It makes sense, Mr. Stern, that I would have done that, because, as I testified, I did not want Barbara to know about my
         visits with Dana until I was sure I was going to proceed with a divorce. But my best recollection is that I didn’t do that.
         And I know for certain that I never downloaded any shredding software to my computer.”
      


  “And you never discussed with Mrs. Sabich those visits to Mr. Mann or the fact that you were contemplating divorce?”


  “No.”


  Stern leans down to speak to Marta. Finally, he tells the judge, “Nothing further.”


  Yee nods to Molto, who springs up like a jack-in-the-box.


  “Judge, as to your theory that your wife killed herself by taking an overdose of phenelzine. Are there any fingerprints of
         hers on the bottle of phenelzine that was in her medicine cabinet?”
      


  “No.”


  “Whose fingerprints are on that vial, Judge?”


  “Mine,” my father says.


  “Only yours, correct?”


  “Correct.”


  “And the websites about phenelzine—they were visited on whose computer in late September 2008?”


  “Mine.”


  “Was your wife’s computer also forensically examined?”


  “As Dr. Gorvetich testified.”


  “Any searches about phenelzine on her computer?”


  “None that were identified.”


  “And about this idea that your wife killed herself, Judge. For twenty years, from 1988 to 2008, she made no attempts on her
         life, right?”
      


  “To the best of my knowledge.”


  “And in late September 2008, had anything with Mrs. Sabich changed, so far as you know?”


  My dad looks hard at Tommy Molto. I don’t know exactly what’s happened, but this is clearly a moment my father has been waiting
         for.
      


  “Yes, Mr. Molto,” says my father, “there had been a significant change.”


  Tommy looks as though he’s been slapped. He asked a question he thought was safe and walked off a cliff instead. Molto glances
         at Brand, who below the prosecution table opens his palm and lowers his hand an inch. Sit down, he’s telling Tommy. Don’t
         make it worse.
      


  That’s what Tommy does. He says, “Nothing further,” and Judge Yee tells my father to step down. My dad closes his coat and
         slowly descends the three stairs from the witness stand. He looks like a proud soldier, shoulders back, head high, eyes forward.
         However impossible it might have seemed late yesterday, my dad suddenly seems to have won.
      




  CHAPTER 32


  Nat, June 23, 2009


  Judge Yee tells Sandy to call his next witness, and Marta springs up and calls Rosa Belanquez, who proves to be a customer
         service representative at my parents’ bank.
      


  Mrs. Belanquez is a pretty woman in her thirties, a little round and nicely put together for her moment in the big time. There
         is a small cross at her throat and a tiny diamond on her ring finger. She is America, the good America, a woman who probably
         came here or whose parents did, who worked hard and for whom the right things happened, a solid job in the bank, some success,
         a little money, enough to help her family, whom she raises the way she was raised, to work hard, to do the right things, to
         love God and one another. She is a real nice lady. You can see it just in the way she settles herself on the stand and smiles
         at Marta.
      


  “Calling your attention to September 23, 2008, did you have any occasion to have a conversation with a woman who identified
         herself to you as Barbara Sabich?”
      


  I do the math. September 23, 2008, was the Tuesday before my mother died.


  “I did.”


  “And what did Mrs. Sabich say and what did you say?”


  Jim Brand, big and solid, wearing a heavy plaid suit in the dead of summer, stands up and objects, “Hearsay.”


  “Judge,” says Marta, “none of this will be for the truth. Only to show knowledge.”


  Judge Yee nods. Marta is claiming that the defense is not attempting to use my mom’s statements to prove that anything she
         said is actually true, just that she said them.
      


  “One answer at a time,” he says. He means he’ll rule on the hearsay objection with each answer, an advantage for the defense,
         who will get to trot all of this out for the jury, even if the judge ultimately decides it shouldn’t have been heard.
      


  “First of all,” says Marta, “did Mrs. Sabich have anything with her?”


  “Mrs. Sabich had a receipt from a lawyer’s office.”


  “Calling your attention to what has been marked and admitted as People’s Exhibit 24, do you recognize that document?” The
         receipt from Dana Mann’s office, which was on the screen a few minutes ago at the end of my dad’s testimony, reappears there.
      


  “That was the receipt that Mrs. Sabich had.”


  “And did Mrs. Sabich tell you how she had received it?”


  “Objection, hearsay,” says Brand.


  Marta gives him a simpering frown but withdraws the question.


  “All right,” she says. “Do you recall how Mrs. Sabich produced the receipt?”


  “She had it in an envelope.”


  “What kind of envelope?”


  “Standard commercial window envelope.”


  “Do you remember if there was a stamp on it?”


  “Pitney Bowes, I think.”


  “Did you see any return address on the envelope?”


  “How it was,” says Mrs. Belanquez, “was she handed me the envelope and I took out the receipt. It was from the mail. You could
         see.”
      


  Brand stands up to object again. Molto puts his hand on his sleeve, and Brand sits down without a word. Tommy doesn’t want
         it to look as though the prosecutors are hiding something. More than his boss, Brand is inclined to fight even the facts that
         are obvious. Prima Dana’s office fucked up and mailed a receipt to my parents’ home for the invoice my dad had paid, and my
         mom, who ordinarily handled all the bills, opened the envelope and went to the bank, trying to figure out what was going on.
      


  “Now tell us, please, about the conversation you had with Mrs. Sabich.”


  “There’s a cashier’s check number on the receipt.” Mrs. Belanquez has revolved in the chair and is pointing at the screen
         beside her. “She wanted to know if that was our number. I said I thought so, but I had to see. I went and looked at the record,
         and then I told her that I needed to talk to the manager.”
      


  Marta takes a plastic envelope off the defense table and goes over to Brand. He studies it and comes to his feet.


  “Judge, we haven’t seen this.”


  “Your Honor, that document was produced to the defense by the prosecution last November during initial discovery.”


  That must be true, because Detective Gissling is motioning to Brand and nodding. Marta whispers to Brand, he throws out a
         hand, and the paper is received in evidence, and a slide of it is lit up on the screen for the jury by Sandy’s paralegal.
         It’s the requisition for a cashier’s check. I saw the document last fall. It really didn’t count for much compared with the
         check to the outfit that tested for STDs.
      


  “Calling your attention to Defendant’s Exhibit 1, what is that?”


  “It’s the record I looked at. The backup on our bank check.”


  “Now, you say you had a discussion with your manager.”


  “Yes.”


  “And after you spoke to the manager, did you speak further to Mrs. Sabich?”


  “Yes, sure.”


  “And what did you tell her?”


  “I telled her—” Mrs. Belanquez smiles and licks her lips and apologizes for being nervous. “I told her what the manager said.”


  “Which was what?”


  Brand objects that this is hearsay.


  “I’ll hear it,” says Judge Yee.


  “Well, see. The judge bought the bank check with cash he had in hand and a three-hundred-dollar ATM withdrawal that he made
         right there. I mean, you could tell from the time of the ATM record. So it was basically a withdrawal from the account. And
         we didn’t charge him to issue the cashier’s check because he was an account holder. So the question was, well, Is this an
         account record, and what can she see and what can’t she see, because she, Mrs. Sabich, was on that account, too. And the manager
         just said, Well, if we gave him a free cashier’s check because he had an account, and she’s on the account, then it’s an account
         record and show her whatever she wants to see.
      


  “So I told her that. And I showed her the purchase invoice for the bank check and the actual check.”


  “And calling your attention to People’s Exhibit 23, is that the bank check you showed Mrs. Sabich?”


  Made payable to “Mann and Rapini,” the check reads in the memo section, “Payment—Invoice 645332.”


  Mrs. Belanquez says, “Yes,” and Marta says she has nothing further. The courtroom is silent. Everyone knows something just
         happened, something huge. My dad said my mom committed suicide, and now there’s a reason why. Because she knew he’d been to
         see Dana the divorce lawyer, that he was getting ready to leave her.
      


  Across the courtroom, Jim Brand is not happy. Prosecutors rarely are when the defense turns out to know something they don’t.
         He sits in his chair with his legs splayed and actually tosses his pen in the air and catches it before he gets out of his
         seat with the air of a cowpoke about to get after unruly livestock.
      


  “So was that the full extent of your conversation with Mrs. Sabich?” he asks.


  “No, hardly.”


  “Well, tell us what else happened,” says Brand, as if that’s the most natural question in the world, as if he just can’t understand
         why Marta wouldn’t ask herself. The art of the courtroom continues to impress me, the theatrical improvisations and the backhanded
         ways of communicating with the jury.
      


  In response, Marta in her printed silk jacket comes to her feet but says nothing as Mrs. Belanquez answers.


  “Well, after she saw the cashier’s check, she wanted to know if there were others and how they got paid for, and whatnot.
         And so we got to going back and forth with other checks and statements and withdrawal slips and deposit slips. Lots of transactions.
         We were there most of the day.”
      


  “Judge,” says Marta, “I think we’re pretty far beyond the scope of the direct. We’re now talking about documents Your Honor
         has ruled several times have nothing to do with this case.”
      


  “Anything else, Mr. Brand?” Judge Yee asks.


  “Guess not,” says Brand. But he’s regained a little ground, let the jury know that something else was going on. Mrs. Belanquez
         is excused and clacks out of the courtroom in her tall high heels, casting a small smile at Marta, whom she must like. Her
         heavy perfume lingers behind her as she passes me on the front pew.
      


  I’m not sure any of the spectators besides me, including the jurors, have absorbed the full impact of Mrs. Belanquez’s testimony.
         But I have that feeling again that my heart is pumping hot lead. I’m not supposed to be surprised. I have said all along my
         mom knew. And yet it is unbearable, particularly as I add in the contents of those documents the jury will never really know
         about. I see it all—Mrs. Belanquez’s desk in the bank, with the usual phony colonial furnishings, and customers and employees
         streaming by on every side, and there is my mom, who sometimes needed half a Xanax before she went out in public, who despised
         feeling observed or exposed. And now she is sitting in front of nice Mrs. Belanquez as she pieces together what was going
         on, first that my dad has been to see Dana Mann, a divorce lawyer, for professional advice, only a few weeks earlier, and
         then fifteen months before, he had been cleverly bootlegging money from his paycheck and spending it on things like a payment
         to a clinic to test for sexually transmitted diseases. She knows right then he’s been unfaithful, that he’s lied to her nonstop
         in half a dozen ways, including, worst of all, about whether he is going to continue to be her husband, and she has to take
         in all of that with a stone face and a breaking heart as she sits across from Mrs. Belanquez, knowing Rosa Belanquez can see
         the wedding ring on her finger and, therefore, the magnitude of her humiliation.
      


  By now, I am in the corridor outside the courtroom, crying. It’s all clear now, that she returned home that Tuesday and sooner
         or later went through my dad’s e-mail and learned whatever else there was to discover about who he had been fucking the year
         before. Did they fight that week before she died? Did they scream and shout and knock over the furniture and just put on a
         good face the night Anna and I arrived? Or did my mom take all that with her? It had to be the latter way, I think. She’d
         known for close to a week by the time we came to dinner and obviously had kept it to herself. She’d been smiling and scheming,
         considering her alternatives and, I am sure now, planning her death. My dad had picked up the phenelzine for her two days
         after my mom had been to the bank.
      


  Marta Stern has come out in the hall to find me. She’s not within six inches of my height as she reaches up to my shoulder.
         She’s wearing a heavy necklace of hammered gold I haven’t noticed before.
      


  “It was so wrong,” I tell Marta. I doubt she knows exactly what I mean, because until I speak I’m not sure I know myself.
         My dad didn’t kill my mother in the meaning of the law. But it doesn’t change what happened. He deserves to walk out of the
         courtroom, but when he does, somewhere in my heart, he will always be to blame.
      




  CHAPTER 33


  Tommy, June 23, 2009


  Marta wanted a recess to set up Rusty’s computer for the next witness, and Yee did not look pleased. In the last couple of
         days, it had become clear that the judge’s patience was wearing out. He was living out of a suitcase several hundred miles
         from home and was still trying to manage his docket of pending cases back in Ware by phone. It would take him months to clear
         up the backlog once he returned. Rather than consume an hour to remove the shrink-wrap and seals now, Yee instructed the lawyers
         to have the computer ready in the morning. He would send the jury home and spend the balance of the day on the phone with
         his chambers, trying to deal with two emergency motions downstate.
      


  That was just as well. Tommy and his team needed a break. Brand and Marta reached an agreement that the PA’s techs would remove
         the shrink-wrap, and the experts from both sides would cut off the last of the evidence tape and set up the machine before
         court tomorrow morning. With that, the prosecution team and their trial cart rattled back across the street to the office.
         Once they were by themselves in the elevator in the County Building, Rory Gissling started apologizing.
      


  “I should have fucking known,” she said.


  “Bullshit,” Tommy told her.


  “I should have smelled it out,” said Rory, “asked around. When the bank got all those documents together in a nanosecond,
         I should have guessed they’d already done it for somebody else.”
      


  “You’re a detective,” said Tommy, “not a mind reader.”


  It wasn’t bad in and of itself, what the Sterns had proved, the fact that Barbara had known her husband was planning to leave
         her—not to mention screwing around, which the jury was never going to hear squat about. It was all so-what, really. So she
         knew. That opened the door to a million possibilities that worked for the prosecution. Rusty and Barbara fought like minks,
         and he ended up cooling her. She threatened to go to the kid. Or the Trib. God knows what. It was a trial; they’d find a theory to fit the facts if they noodled for a day or two.
      


  But the defense had proved something far more consequential: The prosecution didn’t know everything. Those nice men across
         the room were ignorant about a major piece of evidence in a circumstantial case. It was as if the PAs had drawn a map of the
         world and missed most of North America. The prosecutors said Rusty killed Barbara, and the defense came back and said, See,
         these guys don’t have the entire picture. Barbara got some sad news, and that’s why she quietly ended her life.
      


  The four of them, Brand and Tommy and Rory and Ruta, sat in Tommy’s office with the door closed. Tommy looked through the
         message slips on his desk, just to pretend he wasn’t that upset, but all he really wanted to do was think about the case and
         try to figure out how bad the damage was.
      


  Brand went out to get a pop and came back.


  “How can soda from that fucking machine be eighty-five cents?” he asked. “Can’t we talk to Central Services? Jody gets it
         at Safeway for twenty cents a can. People in business, really. They’re just fucking thieves.”
      


  Tommy reached in his pocket and handed Brand a quarter. “Tell Jody I want a Diet Coke, extra ice, and keep the change.”


  “He makes that call, Tommy,” said Rory, “and you’ll finish trying this case yourself.”


  Jody had been a deputy PA when Brand met her and had her picture in the dictionary next to the phrase “Tough cookie.”


  “I can’t get Central Services to paint the walls or fix the heat,” Tommy said when the four of them had passed through the
         momentary laugh.
      


  The group reverted to silence.


  “So Harnason is a coincidence?” Brand finally asked. He was trying to figure out what Sandy was going to argue to the jury
         in closing.
      


  “They covered that,” said Rory. “Barbara knew about that case.”


  “Right,” said Tommy. “They covered that. Harnason’s case is what gave her the idea she could kill herself with a drug that
         would look like natural causes and wouldn’t show up on a tox screen. So she could slip off to the great beyond without shaking
         up the kid even worse. That’s what he’s going to be saying up there, Nat? How protective his mom was. He’s going to back up
         this whole story.”
      


  It was bad, Tommy was realizing. The suicide thing was going to take Rusty out.


  “What are his fingerprints doing on the phenelzine?” asked Brand.


  “Well, now he’s got one bad fact to explain instead of six. Everything else fits. They’re going to have her on his computer.
         You know that, right? That’s what they want to set it up for. They’re going to show she could have gotten into his e-mail.
         You’re basically going to ask this jury for a guilty when our own expert admits she could have handled the bottle without
         leaving prints, and Rusty was always picking up her meds.”
      


  Brand sat there looking at the wall. Tommy had never quite finished furnishing in here. He was the acting PA, and it seemed
         presumptuous to fill the walls with his own plaques and pictures. He had hung up a few nice shots of Dominga and Tomaso and
         an old photo of his mom and dad with him at law school graduation. But there were several chalky spots where hunks of paint
         and plaster had been pulled off when Muriel Wynn vacated four years ago that Central Services, despite regular calls, had
         never come around to fix. Brand seemed to be focusing on one of them.
      


  “We’re not going to lose this fucking case,” he said suddenly.


  “It was rough sledding from the start,” Tommy told him.


  “It’s gone in beautifully. We are not going to lose.”
      


  “Come on, Jimmy. Let’s take a night off. Think it over.”


  “There’s a flaw,” said Brand, referring to the new theory of defense.


  “Probably more than one, if you really want to know,” the PA answered.


  “Why does she wipe his computer?” Brand asked. “Okay, she reads what’s on there. But why ax the messages?”


  “Right,” said Tommy. They would think of a lot of questions like that over the next day. They needed time to adjust. And,
         being honest, to catch up. Because Sandy and Marta had been thinking of those questions and making up answers for months now.
         Wanting to feel better, Jim pressed now.
      


  “If she’s planning to kill herself quietly,” said Brand, “no note, et cetera, why does she leave tracks behind by deleting
         his e-mails?”
      


  It was Rory who first realized what the defense was going to say.


  “So Rusty will know,” she said. “The messages he’d kept, he’d kept for a reason. Maybe he liked to reread his love notes from
         his little girlfriend. But whatever it was, when he goes back, he’ll see that all of those messages are gone. He’ll know that
         Barbara shredded them one by one. And that’s how he’ll know the missus found out about everything and snuffed herself. That’s
         maybe why she searched around about phenelzine on his computer, so he’ll realize just how she did it. But he’ll be the only
         one. The kid, the rest of the world, they’ll think she died of her bumpy heartbeat. But Rusty will rot with guilt.”
      


  Brand was staring, just staring, at Rory, his mouth parted slightly in that oh-fuck-me way.


  “Shit,” he said then, and threw his empty soda can at the wall. He was not the first ever to do that. There was a triangle
         of damaged plaster Tommy and his deputies had been creating for years now when they acted out, mashing fists and paper balls
         there and tossing objects. But Brand’s aim was better. The can hit right in the center and dropped into the trash can positioned
         below to catch what was flung from time to time.
      


  They all watched in silence. In the morning, Tommy told himself, he would take a look to see if there was something else down
         there in the garbage can. What he would be looking for was their case.
      




  CHAPTER 34


  Nat, June 24, 2009


  It is seven thirty a.m., and the streets of Center City are beginning to fill with the morning’s pedestrians and drivers, urgent
         to get on to the business of the day. Anna brings the silent Prius to the curb and drops me in front of the LeSueur Building.
      


  “I hope it goes well.” She reaches out to take my hand. “Text me as soon as you’re done.” I lean over to receive a quick embrace
         and then depart. I have not yet managed to give up the student look and mash my nice suit under the straps of my rucksack,
         swinging it on before I head inside.
      


  It was a bad night. Anna was mortified to hear about the banker’s testimony and seemed to take it every bit as hard as I did.
         She kept saying how sorry she was, which ended up irritating me because it felt like she was expecting me to comfort her.
         Perhaps she was trapped in the same place as I was, thinking about my mom laying the table for the four of us on the porch
         that night and knowing that her life was all but over.
      


  With all the drama, I was in no condition yesterday to go over my expected testimony with Marta, so she has come in early
         this morning instead. With three kids at home, that isn’t easy for her and her husband, Solomon, but she brushes off my thanks
         as she leads me through the office to the coffeepot.
      


  Watching Marta in court over the weeks, I’ve realized she will never quite have the career of her father. She has the same
         intellect as her dad, but not the same magic. She is warm and approachable, whereas her father gains from being formal and
         remote, but it doesn’t seem to matter to her. She is one of those people who likes who she is and what has happened in her
         life. I tell her all the time she is my role model.
      


  “Was it weird when you decided to practice with your father?” I ask her as we are watching the carafe fill. It’s a question
         that’s lingered with me for a couple of weeks now, but in the rush of trial there hasn’t been much time to ask.
      


  She laughs and admits she never quite made a decision. There was a family crisis years ago after her mother died—she does
         not mention it, but I am pretty sure that Clara, Marta’s mom and Sandy’s first wife, was a suicide, a weird thought this morning.
         Sandy, in her words, was “at sixes and sevens,” and Marta slid into the role of her father’s sidekick without a lot of thought.
      


  “It’s what people mean, though, when they say that things turn out for the best,” she says. “I’ve loved practicing with my
         dad, and the truth is that if my mom hadn’t died, it might not have happened. He’s the best lawyer I’ve ever met, and we have
         this harmony in the office that we can’t find anywhere else. I don’t think we’ve ever raised our voices here. But if I bring
         him home for dinner when Helen is traveling, I’m screaming at him by the time he’s through the door. He breaks every rule I have for the kids. I love my father,” Marta adds then as a sudden afterthought, and flushes so quickly that I don’t
         realize at first what’s happened. It’s the clearest declaration anybody has made yet that Sandy Stern is dying. She stares
         down into her coffee.
      


  “I haven’t recovered from my mother yet,” she says, “and that’s nearly twenty years.”


  “Really? I keep waiting to feel normal again.”


  “It’s just a new normal,” she says.


  Whatever professional distance there is supposed to be between Marta and me has largely vanished. We just have too much in
         common. Both attorneys. With moms who met untimely deaths and these lawyer dads who seem big enough to block the sun but are
         each currently imperiled. We have, figuratively speaking, made it through this case holding hands, and I actually put my arm
         on her shoulder for a minute as we are walking back to the office. She is going to be one of those people I ask for advice
         the rest of my life.
      


  We go over my testimony quickly. A lot of it is tender stuff after yesterday, but there is no debating the necessity.


  “What’s the deal with the computer?” I ask her.


  “We’re taking a little flyer. It was your dad’s idea. He says there’s no risk. We’ll see. But I want you to be able to say
         in front of the jury that we didn’t discuss that part in advance. So just follow my instructions. It won’t be complicated.”
      


  The point is obvious anyway, to show how easy it would have been for my mom to have signed herself on to his machine.


  When I head out to use the john before we go to court, I bump into my dad. He stayed clear of me yesterday, and even now there
         is, as usual, not a lot for either of us to say.
      


  “I’m sorry, Nat.”


  My mom was short, so it seemed to surprise everyone, especially me, that I grew a couple inches taller than my father. For
         the longest time, I felt crazy weird about the fact that I was looking down at him, if just a bit. He grabs my shoulders and
         I stumble into some kind of hug, and then he goes off in his direction and I go in mine.
      


  The first time I testified, I was an absolute mess. I had never seen a trial before, and here I was, the first witness in
         the case, called by the prosecution to give evidence against my father for murdering my mother. I just sat up there like a
         lump and answered as quickly as I could. Judge Yee kept telling me to keep my voice up. When Brand was done, Marta asked me
         a couple of questions designed to show that my dad seemed to be in a state of shock when he argued with me about calling the
         police. Then she told Yee she’d reserve any remaining examination until I was recalled in the defense case.
      


  When I ascend this time to the chair under the walnut canopy, it’s easier. I’ll be seeing this courtroom in my dreams the
         rest of my life, but I am, in a very strange way, at home.
      


  “Please state your name and spell the last name for the record.”


  “Nathaniel Sabich, S, A, B, I, C, H.”


  “You are the same Nathaniel Sabich who testified during the People’s case?”


  “Same guy.” A young Latina in the front row of the jury smiles. She seemed to think I was cool when I was up here the first
         time.
      


  “And since you testified, you have been present here in court each day, is that right?”


  “I have. I’m the only family my dad has got, and Judge Yee said I could be in here to support him.”


  “But to be clear, Nat, have you discussed the evidence in this case with your father, or your testimony here today?”


  “No. You know, he’s told me he didn’t do it and I’ve told him I believe him, but no, we don’t talk about what the witnesses
         have said or what I’m going to say.”
      


  These last answers, which stray beyond the strict bounds of the rules of evidence, were worked out with Marta in advance.
         She would have been just as happy to see Brand object when I said I believed my dad, only to reemphasize that fact for the
         jurors, but I could see Molto touch Brand’s wrist as he was about to spring up. By all accounts, Molto was kind of a hothead
         as a young guy, but time and responsibility have apparently chilled him out. He knows the jurors have seen me here day after
         day and have to realize whose side I’m on. The dude’s my dad, after all. What else am I going to believe?
      


  “And you are a licensed attorney?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And so you understand the consequence of being under oath.”


  “Of course.”


  “Nat, let me ask you first, about the case of John Harnason. Did you ever discuss that case with your mother?”


  “My mom?”


  “Well, were you ever present when your mother or your mother and father discussed the case?”


  So I tell what happened during my dad’s sixtieth birthday dinner, when it became clear that my mom had read about the case
         on her own. Then we go on to my dad’s shopping trip the night my mom died. I explain how I’ve had this thing for salami and
         cheese since I was a kid, and yeah, my mom was like everybody’s mom and liked to feed me the stuff I’d always craved, and
         yeah, my mom always sent my dad, or in earlier years me, to do those kinds of errands because she didn’t like to leave the
         house and even did her weekly grocery shopping online. Then I tell the jury that it’s true, my dad always picked up my mom’s
         medications, and took them upstairs when he changed out of his suit, and very often put the bottles up on the shelf. Tap,
         tap, tap. My dad says that Sandy works like a jeweler with his little hammer. And so it’s going now. I stand behind my dad’s
         story, link by link.
      


  It’s all calm and easy until we get to my mom’s suicide attempt when I was ten. The prosecutors raise hell before I can get
         into it, and the jury has to leave, which is pretty much ridiculous, because it all goes to back up what my dad said yesterday.
         But once the jury comes back, we don’t get very far into what happened before I lose it. Prior to today, there may have been
         four people on earth I’ve told that story—even Anna didn’t hear it until last night—and now I’m sitting here with reporters
         and sketch artists in the front row of this immense courtroom, confessing for the five o’clock news that my mom was totally
         out of control.
      


  “And I walked into the bathroom,” I say once I think I’ve regained composure, and start sobbing again immediately.


  I try two or three more times but can’t get through it.


  “Was she trying to electrocute herself?” Marta finally asks.


  I just nod.


  Judge Yee intervenes then. “Record reflect witness nodded to mean yes. Think we all understand, Ms. Stern,” he says, calling
         a halt on this subject. He recesses for ten minutes to give me a chance to pull myself together.
      


  “I’m sorry,” I tell him and then the jury before we adjourn.


  “No ‘sorry’ needed,” says Judge Yee.


  I leave the courtroom and stand by myself at the end of the corridor, looking out the window at the highway. The truth is
         that talking about my mom has never been easy for me. I loved my mom, love her now, and always will. My dad was always floating
         at a distance, coming in and out, big and brilliant, sort of like the moon, but the gravity that held me to the earth was
         my mother, even though I seem to have struggled with her love all my life. There was a way I knew she loved me too much—that
         it wasn’t good for me, that too much came with it—and as a result, I was always straining to escape the burden of her attention.
         When I was little, she was forever whispering to me—I’ll eternally feel her breath on my neck as she spoke, and the hairs
         standing back there. She didn’t want anyone else to hear what she was saying. And there was a message implicit in that: Only
         us. There was only us. She told me flat out, ‘You are the world to me, you are the whole world, little boy.’
      


  I was thrilled to hear it, of course. But something heavy and dark came with the words. From the time I was a little kid,
         I sort of felt responsible for her. Maybe all children feel like that. I wouldn’t know, since I’ve only been me. But I realized
         I was more than important to her. I was her lifeline. I knew that the only time my mom felt completely right was with me,
         tending to me, talking to me, thinking about me. The only time she was balanced in the world was then.
      


  Looking back, I think it’s obvious that my biggest issue once I reached my teens was about the consequence of leaving her.
         As I watch the cars course down U.S. 843, I suddenly realize something I haven’t faced before. I blame my dad for her death,
         because I don’t want to blame myself. But I always knew that when I left home, something like this might happen. I knew it
         and went anyway. I had to. Nobody, least of all my mom, wanted me to give up my life for hers. But still. My dad acted like
         an asshole. Yet I also need to forgive myself. When I do, maybe I’ll be able to start forgiving him.
      


  “Now let’s turn to the subject of computers,” says Marta when the trial resumes. My dad’s PC has been set up on a table in
         the middle of the courtroom, and Marta points to it. “Over the years, Nat, have you seen your father use a computer?”
      


  “Sure.”


  “Where?”


  “At home. Or when I visited him in his chambers.”


  “How often?”


  “Countless times.”


  “And have you talked with him about his computer?”


  “Often.”


  “Have you helped him use his computer?”


  “Naturally. For people my age, that’s sort of the reverse of having your parents help you ride a bicycle. We all help our parents with computers.”
      


  The jurors love this. So does Judge Yee, who more and more I am beginning to see is kind of a cool guy.


  “And is your father computer literate?”


  “If knowing the difference between on and off makes you literate, then yes. Otherwise, not so much.”


  There is loud laughter from the jury box. Everybody in this room feels sorry for me, so I am Mr. Popularity.


  “And what about you? Are you computer literate?”


  “Compared to my father? Yes. I know a lot more than him.”


  “What about your mother?”


  “She was like a genius. She was a PhD in math. Until my friends started doing PhDs in computer science, she knew more than
         anyone I knew. And even those guys sometimes would call her up with questions. She was way inside the machine.”
      


  “Did you know the password on your father’s computer?”


  “I think I did. My father used the same password on everything.”


  “Which was?”


  “Let me explain. His proper name. Rozat. It has that little mark over the ‘z’ when he writes it correctly, so in English sometimes
         he’d spell it R, O, Z, H, A, T. That was the password on our voice mail at home. On the burglar alarm system. The ATM. On
         bank accounts. Always ‘Rozhat.’ He was like everybody else. How can you have sixteen different passwords and remember what
         they are?”
      


  “And did you ever discuss this fact—that your father used only one password—with your mother?”


  “A zillion times.”


  “Do you specifically recall any occasions?”


  “I can remember two years ago, I was visiting my folks, and my dad got a new credit card in the mail and he had to call in
         to activate it, and they asked him for the password on his account and he actually covered the phone and asked my mom, ‘What’s
         my password?’ And she rolled her eyes and was like, ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ and she just turned to me, you know, this kind of
         hopeless look, and I about fell off my chair, and my dad still was bewildered, and then we both said to him at the same time,
         ‘Rozhat,’ and he was like, ‘Oh, shit.’ And when he put down the phone, he was just shaking his head at himself and we were
         all hysterical.”
      


  Across the courtroom, my dad is actually laughing. He smiles now and then, but this may be the first outright laughter I’ve
         seen since the trial started. The jury too is enjoying the story, and so I say to them, “Excuse me, you know, for using that
         word.”
      


  “Now, Nat,” says Marta. “Are you aware that I am going to ask you to do a demonstration with your father’s computer?”


  “Yes.”


  “And do you know what I am going to ask you to demonstrate?”


  “No.”


  “Now you’ve heard some testimony about shredding software, is that right?”


  “Sure.”


  “Have you ever downloaded shredding software?”


  “No.”


  “Have you ever known your father to download shredding software?”


  “It’s impossible.”


  Brand objects, and my answer is stricken.


  “Sorry,” I tell the judge.


  He raises a hand obligingly. “Just answer question,” he says.


  “All right, Nat,” says Marta, “I’m going to ask you to come down from the witness stand to start your father’s computer. I’ll
         ask you to enter the password, Rozhat, and if it works, to download the shredding software mentioned by the prosecution to
         see if you can use it.”
      


  “Objection,” Brand says.


  The jury has to leave again. Brand argues that because I know the password doesn’t mean that my mom did, and even if I have
         difficulty using the shredding software, that doesn’t mean that my father couldn’t have practiced.
      


  Judge Yee rules for Marta. “First, let’s see if password is right password, because Mrs. Sabich knew that password. And since
         prosecutors say the judge use this shredding software, defense has right to show what it takes to do that. If young Mr. Sabich
         got problems doing that, defense can’t argue that proves judge would have problems. But defense can argue this is too hard
         for the judge. Prosecutor can argue otherwise. Okay, bring in jury.”
      


  I am standing in front of the computer by the time they’re all back in their seats. Judge Yee has come down from the bench
         to see, and everybody from the prosecution table is standing around me as well. Marta asks the judge if she can turn the monitor
         toward the jury, which he allows, although it is also projected on the screen beside the witness stand. Then I push the on
         switch on the tower, and the machine purrs to life and cycles through. The sunny screen comes on and prompts for the password,
         at which point Marta speaks.
      


  “Judge, if I may, I’m going to ask Mr. Sabich to type in the letters R, O, Z, H, A, T, for the password, with the Court’s
         permission.”
      


  “Proceed,” says the judge.


  It works, of course. There is that canned musical tone, and then, to my amazement, a Christmas card appears, addressed to
         my dad. I become aware of how quiet the courtroom has suddenly become.
      


  The card says, “Seasons Greetings 2008,” and within the borders an animated script becomes visible line by line, the murmur
         growing among the spectators with each word.
      


  Roses are red


  Violets are blue


  You’re in trouble again


  And I did it to you.


  Love, You Know Who.




  CHAPTER 35


  Tommy, June 24, 2009


  In the moment, Tommy’s first sensation was like realizing a pipe has burst inside the wall or that the guy on the other end
         of the phone has had a heart attack. It isn’t working; that’s all you know for a second. Regular life has stopped cold.
      


  As Tommy read the message on the screen, he felt a flurry of motion beside him. The jurors, already leaning forward to view
         the computer, had left their seats to get closer, and once they did, several of the reporters edged across the imaginary boundary
         line to the well of the court so they could see, too. That in turn led a number of spectators to crowd ahead to find out what
         had occurred. The bailiffs rushed toward everyone, yelling for them to get back. Only when the sound of Judge Yee’s gavel
         snapped through the courtroom did Tommy realize that Yee, who had come down to witness the demonstration, had resumed the
         bench.
      


  “Everybody sit,” proclaimed the judge. “Everybody in seats.” He smacked the block again and repeated his order.


  All retreated except Rusty’s son, who stood bewildered and by himself in the center of the courtroom, as useless as a naked
         mannequin in a store window. In time, Marta pointed him back up to the witness stand. The judge gaveled for order yet again.
      


  “Quiet, please, quiet.” The stir continued, and Judge Yee, rarely forceful, banged harder and said, “Quiet or I ask bailiff
         to remove you. Quiet!”
      


  Like a grade-school class, the courtroom finally settled.


  “Okay, first,” said the judge. “Mr. Sabich, I want you go back down and read what is on computer for the court reporter, so
         we got a clear record. Okay?”
      


  Nat marched back down and described what was on the screen in a monotone:


  “There is a Christmas card with a black border and some black wreaths, like from Halloween, on the screen. It says, ‘Seasons
         Greetings, 2008,’ and below it, there is some script.” He read out the little poem.
      


  “Okay,” said Judge Yee. “Okay. Ms. Stern, how you want to proceed?”


  After conferring with her father, she suggested a brief recess.


  “Good idea,” said the judge. “Lawyers, please come back to chambers.”


  The four attorneys followed Yee out the door beside the bench and down to the other end of the internal corridor that separated
         the courtrooms from the judges’ office space. Stern was struggling along, and Tommy and Jim ended up twenty feet in front
         of them. Full of rage, Brand kept muttering, “This is complete bullshit,” as they walked.
      


  For the trial, Judge Yee had been using the chambers of Malcolm Marsh, who was on leave to teach trial practice for a year
         in Australia. Judge Marsh was a serious violinist, who arranged to play with the symphony to celebrate his sixty-fifth birthday,
         and he decorated his chambers with framed recordings and signed sheet music. Judge Yee removed his robe and motioned the lawyers
         to their seats, while he remained standing behind Marsh’s desk.
      


  “Okay,” said Yee, “anybody here can tell me what happened?”


  There was a lengthy silence before Marta spoke.


  “Your Honor, it appears that someone planted a message on Judge Sabich’s computer before it was impounded, and the message
         seems to say that whoever wrote it set Judge Sabich up on these charges.”
      


  “That’s crap,” said Brand.


  Judge Yee lifted a finger sternly. “Please, Brand,” he said, and Jim apologized repeatedly.


  “That was completely stupid,” he said several times.


  “What to do?” asked the judge.


  Eventually, Marta said, “I think we should examine the computer. We should let the experts from both sides come in and in
         each other’s presence do whatever diagnostic tests they can without changing the data and tell us when the message was put
         on the computer and whether or not it appears legitimate.”
      


  “Good,” said Yee. He liked the plan. The Sterns would summon their two whiz kids on an emergency basis, while the prosecutors
         did the same with Professor Gorvetich. Brand and Marta stood up to make the calls. Marta reached their guys on her cell, but
         it turned out that Brand had Gorvetich’s number back across the street, so he departed. In the meantime, Yee asked the bailiff
         to send the jurors home, and the lawyers agreed to head back to their offices to await the experts’ conclusion. The computer
         would remain in the courtroom under the eye of the court security officers.
      


  On the way out, Stern gave Tommy one of his mysterious little smiles. Sandy was actually looking better, his face a little
         fuller and the rash clearly starting to fade. Just in time, Tommy thought. Just in fucking time for Sandy to smile for the
         cameras when he won.
      


  “Interesting case,” Stern said.


  Out in the courtroom, Tommy and Rory and Ruta put the trial cart back together. Brand was fussy about the order in which he
         stored the exhibits, and the three of them kept trying to remind themselves what Jim wanted, each of them unwilling at the
         moment to see Brand go off, as he would, if it wasn’t all as he liked.
      


  Milo Gorvetich arrived just as Tommy was about to return to the office across the street. Milo was a little guy, shorter than
         Tommy or Stern, with wild white hair and a goatee stained yellow from his pipe. It had been Brand’s idea to hire him in the
         first place, because Brand had taken a programming class from Milo two decades ago. As the first member of the U football
         team ever to appear in Gorvetich’s classroom, Brand had gotten enough attention from the professor to make some form of gentlemen’s
         C. But Gorvetich was an old man now. He rambled and had lost his edge. Sandy’s hotshot kids had run rings around him, and
         at this stage Tommy was no longer sure he fully trusted him. He told Milo what had occurred, and the old guy’s eyes widened.
         Tommy feared he was going to be pretty much clueless.
      


  With the two women, Tommy crossed the street. He found Brand in his office, stewing, his feet on his desk while he chewed
         on a straw. Brand had many of the physical blessings that Tommy had envied in other trial lawyers for years. Big and solid
         and handsome, he had that aura of iron strength jurors loved in prosecutors especially. But Tommy exceeded Jim in one physical
         trait that was nearly essential to trying lawsuits—the ability to do well without sleep. Jim needed eight hours, and when
         he didn’t get it, he got cranky like a little kid. He’d plainly had a long night here yesterday, working with the techs and
         trying to think his way through the defense’s new suicide theory. The cellophane wrappings from the dinner he’d had out of
         the vending machine were mixed in the wastebasket beside his desk with the rose-colored filaments of the shrink-wrap they’d
         stripped off of Sabich’s computer, before the seals were removed in the courtroom this morning.
      


  “So is this just too fucking convenient or what?” Brand asked. “The victim comes back from the dead to announce she framed
         the defendant. I mean, give me a fucking break. Really. This is just crap. Day one they say it’s suicide. Day two she says,
         Yeah, and I did it to screw him.”
      


  Tommy sat down in the wooden chair beside Brand’s desk. There was a new picture of Jody and the girls, and Tommy studied it
         for a second.
      


  “Good-looking women,” said Tommy.


  Brand smiled a little. Tommy told him Gorvetich had arrived.


  “What did he say?” Brand asked.


  “He said they should be able to look at the calendaring client and see right away when the object was created. I didn’t quite
         understand, but I figured you would. ‘Object’ means the card?”
      


  “Right.” Brand thought for a second as he chewed on his straw. “I think the calendar program stores the date the object was
         created as part of the object. I think he even said that to me on the phone.”
      


  “But we’ve had that thing—Rusty’s computer—under lock and key since last November, right?”


  “Pretty much. Early December, actually. It was over at the appellate court for a month with George Mason while we hassled
         about what we could look at. You remember.”
      


  Tommy remembered. He’d thought the court of appeals judges were going to cross the street and picket the County Building.
         When you started looking into their business, judges were about as entitled as sultans.
      


  “Okay, but if the card is real—”


  Brand interrupted. “It’s not real.”


  “Okay,” said Tommy. “Okay. But just playing along for a second—”


  “It’s not real,” Brand said again. His nostrils were flared like a bull’s. He could not abide the fact that the boss was even
         willing to consider the possibility. But that said it all. Either the card was going to turn out to be a plant, in which case
         Sabich was slabbed, or it would be legitimate and they would have little choice but to dismiss the case. It was that simple.
      


  Tommy and Brand sat another minute with nothing to say. Malvern, Tommy’s assistant, had seen him come in and knocked to tell
         him Dominga was on the phone. She’d probably heard the news about a “dramatic development” in the Sabich case.
      


  “Let me know when Gorvetich reports back,” Tommy said as he stood.


  Brand’s phone was ringing, and he nodded as he picked up. Tommy didn’t get to the door.


  “Gorvetich,” Brand said behind him. He had a finger raised when Molto looked back.


  Tommy watched Jim listen. His dark eyes weren’t moving, and his face was set in a solemn frown. Tommy was not sure Brand was
         breathing. “Okay,” said Brand. Then he repeated, “I understand,” several times. At the end, Jimmy slammed down the handset
         and sat there with his eyes shut.
      


  “What?” Molto asked.


  “They’ve finished an initial examination.”


  “And?”


  “And the object was created the day before Barbara Sabich died.” Jim took a second to think. “It’s real,” said Brand. He kicked
         the trash can beside his desk, and the contents went flying. “It’s fucking real.”
      




  CHAPTER 36


  Nat, June 24, 2009


  After Judge Yee dismisses the lawyers from his chambers, Marta and my dad and Sandy and I return to the LeSueur Building and
         end up together in Stern’s large office. For weeks the dead man walking, Sandy is now trying to contain his exuberance, for
         my dad’s sake. But there is something in him that would make you say he is his old self. His phone keeps lighting up with
         calls from reporters, and he tells them that the defense will have no comment for the present. Finally, he buzzes his secretary
         and tells her to put no one else through.
      


  “They’re all asking the same question,” says Sandy. “If we think Molto will dismiss.”


  “Will he?” I ask.


  “One never knows with Tommy. Brand might tie him to his chair rather than let that occur.”


  “Molto isn’t going to give up,” Marta says. “When push comes to shove, they’ll gin up some screwy theory about how Rusty planted
         this on the computer.”
      


  “Rusty has not had his hands on the computer since prior to his indictment,” says Stern.


  He looks at my father, who is hunched in an armchair, listening but with little to say. For an hour and a half, he has seemed
         the most shocked and withdrawn of all of us. In psych class years ago, I visited a mental hospital and saw several people
         who had been lobotomized in the 1950s. With part of their brains gone, their eyes sank back into their heads by several inches.
         My dad looks a little like that now.
      


  “Any such theory will be an embarrassment to them,” Stern says.


  “I’m just saying,” says Marta. “And the reporters are assuming it’s Barbara?”


  “Who else?” asks Sandy.


  For the last ninety minutes, I have been asking myself that question. I gave up thinking I fully understood my parents—either
         one of them—a long time ago. Who they were to each other, or in the parts of their lives that never touched mine, is something
         I won’t ever completely comprehend. It’s a little like trying to figure out who actors really are beyond the roles they play
         on-screen. How much is typecasting? How much is pretend? Anna insists it’s pretty much the same with her mom.
      


  But the brutal fact when I ask myself if I can really believe that my mother killed herself and set my father up to take the
         fall for her death—the fact is that some deeply internal apparatus registers that prospect as entirely credible. My mother’s
         rages were lethal and took her to a place where she was largely unrecognizable.
      


  And it all fits. That’s why it’s only my dad’s prints on the bottle of phenelzine. That’s why she sent him out for wine and
         cheese. That’s why the searches for phenelzine weren’t shredded on his computer.
      


  “But why poison herself with something that could have been mistaken for natural causes?” asks my father. It’s his first real
         contribution to the conversations.
      


  “Well, I believe,” says Sandy—he stops for his little sawing cough—“it’s far more incriminating that way. And of course, that
         implicates the Harnason case, which was in front of you and which Barbara knew a great deal about.”
      


  “It’s incriminating,” my father answers, “only if it’s discovered.”


  “Enter Tommy Molto,” answers Stern. “Given the history, would Tommy really allow an untimely death of another female who is
         close to you to pass without a thorough investigation? Barbara surely took Tommy as your pledged enemy.”
      


  My father shakes his head once. Unlike his lawyers, he is not completely sold.


  “Why not sign her name?” he asks.


  “It’s just as obvious, isn’t it?”


  “And if she’s going to frame me, why bother bailing me out that way?”


  Sandy looks at me at that point, not to see how I’m reacting, but as a demonstration.


  “Putting you in the dock again, Rusty, was a fine repayment for your infidelity. But leaving you in prison for the rest of
         your life went too far, especially when one considers Nat.”
      


  My father thinks it through. His mind is clearly moving more slowly than usual.


  “It’s a trick,” my father says then. “If it’s Barbara, then there’s a trick. It’s going to be like invisible ink. As soon
         as we rely on this, there will be something we don’t see.”
      


  “Well, Matteus and Ryzard,” says Sandy, who alone refuses to refer to the two computer experts as Hans and Franz, “should
         recognize that.”
      


  “They won’t be better than her,” my father answers definitively.


  My dad soothed my mom by paying her limitless compliments. Her cooking. Her appearance. I think he meant all of it, even though
         he probably resented the fact that the praise was required. But one thing he always said with complete sincerity was, ‘Barbara
         Bernstein is the smartest human being I know.’ He is confident now that she will prove to have outthought everybody in the
         room. I would find that touching if it didn’t imply that in the end, my mom’s intentions were ultimately nowhere as benign
         as Stern just suggested. She didn’t mean merely to scare him, my dad is saying. She is fucking with him big-time from the
         grave.
      


  About ten minutes later, Sandy’s secretary announces that Hans is on the phone. The experts have finished examining the computer.
         Even Gorvetich agrees that the card appears legitimate. It was composed the afternoon before my mom died, apparently just
         minutes before Anna and I arrived for dinner. Stern informs the judge’s chambers, and all the lawyers are ordered to court
         so that the three computer scientists can report to Judge Yee. We head down to the garage and pile into Sandy’s Cadillac for
         the short trip back.
      


  “Bad hair day for Tommy,” says Marta. “I’d like to have been there to see the look on their face when Gorvetich told him the
         card is real.”
      


  Everyone in Stern’s office had simply assumed that would be the verdict. We all knew my dad never had the time or the technical
         skill to pull off anything like that.
      


  The courtroom seems like a ghost town when we get there. The place has been jammed for weeks, with not an inch to spare on
         the spectator pews, but apparently neither the reporters nor the court buffs who roam the halls looking for free entertainment
         have gotten word about proceedings now. Marta and Sandy go off to meet for a second with Hans and Franz, but they’re interrupted
         when Judge Yee returns to the bench.
      


  Professor Gorvetich is about five feet four, with a froth of white hair arising from various spots on his scalp, a bedraggled
         goatee, and a belly too big to fit inside his cheap sport coat. He has shown up wearing sneakers, for which I guess you can’t
         blame him given the short notice. Hans and Franz are casual, too. Matteus is older and taller, but they are both thin and
         fit and stylish, with their shirts out of their designer jeans and their hair spiked. The lawyers have agreed that Gorvetich
         should speak to the judge—it’s his client’s ox getting gored. He stands next to the computer down in the center of the courtroom.
      


  The card, he says, is a standard graphics file that opens in association with a reminder that was meant to pop up on New Year’s
         Day 2009. The dating explains why none of the experts detected the card when all the various forensics exams on the computer
         were run by the prosecution and the defense in early December.
      


  The fact that the message was intended for the holiday season speaks volumes to me, since it was always a weird time in my
         house. My mom was raised Jewish and lit Hanukkah candles with me every year, but that was largely in self-defense. My mom
         did not like religious holidays in general and for whatever reason, she loathed Christmas especially. For my dad, on the other
         hand, Christmas was one of the few bright spots in the year when he was a kid, and he continued to look forward to it. Maybe
         the worst part from my mom’s perspective was that the Serbs celebrate Christmas January 7, which meant that for her, the season
         seemed to drag on forever. She particularly hated the traditional Christmas dinners to which we were regularly invited by
         my dad’s crazy Serbian cousins because they always served pork roast, the occasions often fell on school nights for me, and
         everybody got drunk on plum brandy. It was usually February before my dad and her were speaking again.
      


  “We examined the registry files on the computer and paid particular attention to the .pst file, which contains the calendar
         objects,” says Gorvetich. “The creation date for an object is contained in the object itself. The .pst file itself also shows
         a date that reflects the last time the calendar program was used in any way, even if it was no more than opening it. The object
         in question shows a creation date of September 28, 2008, at 5:37 p.m.
      


  “So at this stage, I can tell the Court that this has every appearance of a legitimate object. Unfortunately, because the
         file was opened in court this morning, which I would have discouraged, the .pst file now bears today’s date. But we have all
         checked our notes, and when the computer was examined and imaged by both sides last fall, the .pst date was October 30, 2008,
         several days before the computer was seized. As I noted when I testified, there is debris in the registry from the use of
         shredding software, but that debris was identified when the computer image was examined by both sides last December.”
      


  Tommy Molto stands up. “Judge, can I ask something?”


  Yee lifts his hand.


  “What if somebody got hold of the computer after October and rolled the clock back and then added this card?” Molto asked.


  Brand clearly knows this isn’t possible and is reaching after his boss. Hans and Franz are shaking their heads, too. Gorvetich
         says as much.
      


  “The program doesn’t work like that. In order to create proper calendaring, the clock can’t be rolled back within the program.”


  Judge Yee is tapping his pencil against the blotter in front of him on the bench.


  “Mr. Molto,” he says finally, “what you gonna do?”


  Tommy stands up. “Your Honor, if we may, we’re going to think about it overnight.”


  “Okay,” says the judge. “Nine a.m. for status. Jury on standby.” He bangs his gavel.


  I come to my feet and wait to head out with my father. Although he is probably going to go free tomorrow, my dad, the eternal
         enigma, is still not smiling.
      




  CHAPTER 37


  Tommy, June 25, 2009


  Estoy embarazada.’ As he walked toward the office on Thursday morning from the parking structure, the words and the shy pride with which his
         wife had spoken them were still cascading through Tommy. ‘Estoy embarazada,’ Dominga had said when Tommy had picked up the phone yesterday after he’d left Brand’s office. Her periods had always been
         flaky, and Tommy and she had been trying for a while, believing Tomaso shouldn’t be an only child. But it hadn’t seemed to
         be taking. Which was fine. Tommy had been blessed beyond imagining already. But now she was embarazada, six weeks along, with life again within her.
      


  So this was how Tommy had always known there was a God. You could call it a coincidence that his wife would find out she was
         pregnant at the very moment he learned his long pursuit of Rusty Sabich had failed again. But did that really make sense,
         that things just fall out like that, with joy enough to offset any sorrow?
      


  He had gone home early yesterday, in relative peace, and celebrated by sharing the company of his wife and son until they
         went to sleep, then he awoke at three a.m. to ponder. Sitting in the dark in their house, which was probably going to be too
         small now, he was swarmed by the doubts he had pushed aside when the prospect of the new baby remained remote. Should a man
         his age really be having another child—a girl, Tommy hoped for his wife’s sake—who was likely to bury her father in her teens,
         or her twenties at the latest? Tommy did not know. He loved Dominga, he had fallen desperately in love, and all the rest of
         this followed, inevitably, even if the life he ended up living bore scant resemblance to anything he had expected for the
         nearly sixty years before. You follow your heart toward goodness and accept what comes.
      


  With Rusty, too, he had done the right thing. Given nearly a day to reflect, Tommy realized that ending the case now was going
         to suit everybody. The PAs had been duped, by the victim, no less. No one could ever point any fingers at them. Rusty would
         walk away, but what he’d gone through was a consequence not of any bad faith by Tommy, but of the fucked-up mess Rusty had
         made in his own fucked-up house. If you really thought about it, Sabich was the one who should be apologizing. Not that he
         would.
      


  The problem was going to be Brand, who had begun making a case after court. Even though the card was real, he said, there
         was no way to prove Rusty wasn’t the one who had created it last September. It was on his computer, after all. He had planned
         to kill Barbara, hoping it would be taken as a death by natural causes, but if anybody saw through that, Sabich would haul
         out this suicide/frame-up stuff in stages.
      


  And given the realities, Jimmy might even be right. After all, who killed herself to set up somebody else? But Tommy had made
         the essential point to Brand a long time ago: Rusty Sabich was too smart, and too wary of Tommy, to kill his wife, except
         in a way that would virtually prohibit conviction. Even if Sabich had orchestrated it all this way, he had the better argument.
         Could he have planted that card and left his prints on the phenelzine or the Web searches on his computer? Tommy and Brand
         were screwed. If they tried to account for the new evidence, they would be stuck trying to add a third floor to their theory,
         when they’d already built the house and taken the jury on a tour. Sure, if they had been allowed to prove that Rusty already
         got away with killing one woman, then the jurors might believe he’d schemed so elaborately to murder another. But Yee was
         not going back on those rulings at this stage. And as far as the record was concerned, it was Barbara, not Rusty, who was
         the computer geek and knew how to seed that card in September to bloom at year end.
      


  If the PAs hung tough on their case, then Yee would probably dismiss them out. You could see that on the judge’s face yesterday.
         They could try now to persuade him to let the case go to verdict, arguing that it was the jury’s right exclusively to decide
         what witnesses to believe. But Yee would never buy that. The issue wasn’t credibility. The prosecutors’ evidence provided
         no way to conclude beyond a reasonable doubt that this was murder rather than suicide. It was a null set, as the math guys
         say—the proof came to nothing.
      


  So they were where they were. If they stood down on the case now, they would be good guys who just did their jobs and followed
         the evidence where it seemed to lead. If they pressed on, as Brand would want, they would be embittered crusaders who couldn’t
         face the truth.
      


  By now, having again thought through everything he had pondered the night before, Tommy had arrived in the marble lobby of
         the old County Building, acknowledging the familiar faces arriving to start the workday. Nobody came over to chat, which was
         a sign of how deeply the news coverage last night before had cut. Goldy, the elevator operator, who’d looked old when Tommy
         started here thirty years ago, took him up and he passed through the office door.
      


  Down the long dim hall, Tommy could see Brand waiting for him. It was going to be a hard conversation, and as Molto approached
         he was looking for words, wishing he had spent some time thinking about what to tell a man who was not simply his most loyal
         deputy, but also his best friend. When Tommy was about fifty feet away, Brand started dancing.
      


  Too astonished to move any farther, Tommy watched as Jim did the kind of hip-hop juke that NFL players performed in the end
         zone. He knew Brand well enough to realize that Jim, who’d run back several interceptions for TDs in his time, had practiced
         these steps in front of the bathroom mirror, wishing he hadn’t been born a generation too soon.
      


  Brand’s gyrations were taking him Tommy’s way, and when he got closer, Molto could hear him singing, although you wouldn’t
         call it much of a tune. He belted out a word or two each time he hopped from one foot to the other.
      


  “Rus-ty.


  “Gone down.


  “Rus-ty.


  “Gone down.


  “Rus-ty.


  “Gone away.


  “Rus-ty.


  “Gone away.


  “Rus-ty.


  “Gone to the Big House.”


  Despite being well off meter, he sang the last line like a Broadway performer with his arms thrown wide and at booming volume.
         Several secretaries and cops and other deputies had stopped to witness the performance.
      


  “You go, girl,” one of them remarked, which filled the hallway with laughter.


  “What?” Molto asked.


  Brand was too exultant to talk. Smiling hugely, he came up to Tommy and bent down to clutch the boss, a good eight inches
         shorter, in a fierce embrace. Then he walked the PA into his own office, where someone was waiting. It turned out to be Gorvetich,
         who resembled a scraggly version of Edward G. Robinson in his latter days.
      


  “Tell him,” said Brand. “Milo had an amazing idea last night.”


  Gorvetich scratched for a second at his yellowish goatee. “It was really Jim’s idea,” he said.


  “Not even close,” said Brand.


  “Whoever,” said Tommy. “You can share the Nobel Prize. What’s the scoop?”


  Gorvetich shrugged. “You remember when I met you, Tom, you were catching hell from the appellate judges.”


  Tommy nodded. “They didn’t want us looking at the internal court documents on Rusty’s computer.”


  “Right. And so we imaged the hard drive—”


  “Made a copy,” said Molto.


  “An exact copy. And we turned the actual computer over to the chief judge there.”


  “Mason.”


  “Judge Mason. Well, Jim and I were talking last night, and we decided that just to be sure about this Christmas card, we should
         go back and look at the image of Sabich’s hard drive we made last November, when you first seized the computer. And we did.
         And that object, the card? It’s not there.”
      


  Tommy sat down in his big chair and looked at both of them. His first reaction was to distrust Gorvetich. The old man was
         no match for Brand and must have been pushed into a critical mistake by his former student.
      


  “I thought the card was made up last September before Barbara died?” Molto asked.


  “As did I,” said Gorvetich. “It gives every appearance. But it wasn’t. Because it’s not on the image. It was placed on the
         computer after we first seized it.”
      


  “When?”


  “Well, I don’t know. Because the .pst file now bears yesterday’s date.”


  “Because the defense opened that file in court when they turned on the computer,” Brand said. He was too happy right now to
         remind Tommy that he’d warned against letting the Sterns do that.
      


  “Exactly,” said Gorvetich. “But the card had to have been added during the month the PC was over at Judge Mason’s. It was
         shrink-wrapped and sealed right in Judge Mason’s chambers the day Judge Yee ordered it returned to our custody.”
      


  Tommy thought. Somehow it was Stern’s words yesterday that came back to him: ‘Interesting case.’


  “Where was the image?”


  “The imaged copy of the hard drive was preserved on an external drive in your evidence room. Jim got it out and burned a copy
         for me last night.”
      


  Tommy didn’t like that at all. “Sandy’s guys weren’t with you?”


  Brand broke in. “If you’re worried that they’ll claim we screwed with the image, we gave them a copy when we made it. They
         can look at this themselves on their copy. The card won’t be there.”
      


  Gorvetich explained that the image had been made with a program called Evidence Tool Kit. The software’s algorithms were proprietary
         and the image could be deciphered only with the same software, which by design was read-only to ensure that no one could attempt
         to alter an image after it was made.
      


  “I guarantee you, Tommy,” Gorvetich said, “Rusty found a way to put this on there.”


  Molto asked how Rusty could have done that. Gorvetich was not positive, but after thinking on it all night, he had a working
         theory. There was a piece of software called Office Spy, a hacker’s invention now available as Internet shareware, that allowed
         someone to go into a calendar program and recast the objects stored there. You could roll back the date on a reminder, erase
         an incriminating entry from the calendar, or omit—or add—the names of people who had been at a critical meeting. Once the
         new object—the Christmas card, in this case—had been inserted on Sabich’s computer, Office Spy had to be removed from the
         hard drive with shredding software, and then that software itself also had to be deleted, which required manual changes to
         registry files. Not only was the object—the card—missing on the image from last fall, but now that Gorvetich had made the
         comparison, he’d noticed subtle differences in the debris remnants of the shredding software held in various empty sectors
         of the drive. The implication was that shredding software had been added and removed from the computer twice, once before
         Barbara’s death and once after the computer had first been seized.
      


  “I thought Mason had the computer completely secure.”


  “He did. Or he thought he did,” said Gorvetich.


  “I mean, Jesus, Boss. Rusty ran that court for thirteen years. You think he didn’t have the keys to everything? It would have
         been better to examine the fucking drive again when we got it back, but Mason said he made a log of everything Rusty’s people
         looked at, and Yee just ordered the computer sealed as a condition of returning it to our custody. We couldn’t start arguing
         with him about that.”
      


  Tommy explained it to himself again. Barbara didn’t create the Christmas card, because Barbara was dead when that happened.
         And the only person who had anything to gain from placing the card on the calendar was Rusty Sabich. So much for the crap
         that Rusty didn’t know about computers.
      


  Tommy finally laughed out loud. It wasn’t glee he felt so much as amazement.


  “Boy, am I going to enjoy my conversation with that arrogant little Argentinian,” said Molto. “Boy,” he repeated.


  Across the room, Brand, who’d never sat down, lifted his hands.


  “Wanna dance?” he asked.




  CHAPTER 38


  Nat, June 25, 2009


  Just as Marta had foreseen, the prosecutors arrive in court this morning with a new theory about why my dad is guilty. Jim
         Brand stands up and tells Judge Yee that the prosecutors have decided overnight the Christmas card is a fraud.
      


  “Your Honor!” protests Sandy from his chair. He paws like a cartoon character in his labored efforts to rise. Marta finally
         helps haul him to his feet. “The prosecution’s own expert acknowledged yesterday that this so-called object was genuine.”
      


  “That was before we examined the image,” Brand answers. He calls on pompous little Professor Gorvetich to explain his new
         conclusions. Before Gorvetich has stopped speaking, Marta gropes in her purse for her cell phone and is charging out of the
         courtroom to call Hans and Franz.
      


  Judge Yee is clearly losing patience. The pencil started going about halfway through Gorvetich’s lecture.


  “People,” he says finally, “what we doing here? Young Mr. Sabich supposed to be on witness stand. Jurors are by their phones.
         We trying this lawsuit or what?”
      


  “Your Honor,” says Stern, “I had hoped the prosecutors would terminate this proceeding today. I can hardly believe this. May
         I ask if they actually intend to offer evidence to support their new theory about the card?”
      


  “You bet your life,” answers Brand. “This was a fraud on the Court.”


  Stern shakes his head sadly. “The defense obviously cannot proceed, Your Honor, until we have conducted our own examination.”


  We all head back to Stern’s to await word from Hans and Franz, who have their own copy of the imaged hard drive in storage
         at their office. I call Anna in the interval to tell her what has transpired. She has believed all along that when push came
         to shove, Tommy Molto would cheat to win, and she’s certain he’s trying to do it again.
      


  “The leopard doesn’t change his spots,” Anna says now. Last night, she made the same prediction as Marta that Molto would
         figure out some excuse to avoid dismissing.
      


  Hans and Franz are in the office in an hour, dressed pretty much as they were yesterday, in their designer jeans and gelled
         hair. It seems the boys are in the clubs every night until closing, and they look like Marta got them out of bed.
      


  “Even a broken clock is right twice a day,” says Hans, the taller of the two. “Gorvetich is correct.”


  “The card isn’t on the image?” Marta asks. She had taken off her heels, perching her squat feet in her hose on one of her
         father’s coffee tables, and nearly falls over. I groan out loud. I am sick of not knowing what to believe. The last to react
         is my father, who emits a shrill laugh.
      


  “It’s Barbara,” he says. He puts his fingers on the bridge of his nose and pivots his head back and forth in utter amazement.
         It seems like a bizarre idea, but even so, I feel instantly he may be right. “She figured out a way to do this so it wouldn’t
         show up on the image.”
      


  “Could that be?” Marta asks the two experts. “Could she have used something like invisible ink and created this object so
         it wouldn’t copy?”
      


  Hans shakes his head but looks at Franz for confirmation. He also shakes his head emphatically.


  “No way,” says Ryzard. “This software, the Evidence Tool Kit, that’s like the bomb, man. Industry standard. Makes exact copy.
         Been used thousands of times in thousands of cases, with no variation reported.”
      


  “You didn’t know Barbara,” my father says.


  “Judge,” says Franz, “I got an ex-wife. Sometimes I think she got superpowers, too, especially when I get some extra money.
         She’s like in court for more alimony before the check clears.”
      


  “You didn’t know Barbara,” my father says again.


  “Judge, listen to me,” says Franz. “She would have to have known exactly what software was going to be used—”


  “You just said it’s the industry standard.”


  “Sixty percent of the market. But not one hundred. Then she would have had to penetrate the algorithms. And create a whole
         program to run counter to the software, which would launch on start-up. And which wouldn’t show anywhere on the image. Or
         on the drive when we looked at it yesterday. I mean, dude, you can take every geek in the Silicon Valley and put them together,
         they couldn’t do that. You’re talkin every kind of impossible.”
      


  My father studies Franz with that stupefied, still-eyed look I see on my dad so often these days.


  “So when could the card have been added?” Marta asks.


  Franz looks to Hans, who shrugs.


  “Had to be when it was over in the other judge’s office.”


  “Judge Mason? Why? Why not after that?”


  “Dude, the whole computer was sealed and shrink-wrapped and initialed until yesterday. You saw it. Gorvetich even made us
         look at the seals before they took them off in court so I would agree they were the originals. And Matteus and Gorvetich and
         I peeled off the last of the evidence tape and connected the monitor and CPU in the courtroom together.”
      


  “Couldn’t they have taken off the wrappings and the seals and put them back on?”


  Hans and Franz are trying to explain why that is not possible—the evidence tape says “Violated” in blue once it’s peeled away—when
         Sandy interrupts.
      


  “Prosecutors don’t generally tamper with evidence in order to add proof that supports a defendant’s innocence. If the card
         is a fraud, we will not get very far with the judge or the jury by arguing that this is the prosecutors’ handiwork. Either
         we pursue Rusty’s theory about Barbara, or we find another way to explain why the imaged hard drive did not capture what was
         actually there.”
      


  “Didn’t happen,” Hans answers definitively.


  “Then we had better see if we can counter what the PAs are bound to say.”


  In the last couple of days, Stern has begun using a cane. With it, he gets around a good deal more nimbly than in the courtroom.
         Now he poles his way behind his desk and dials the telephone.
      


  “Who are you calling, Dad?” Marta asks.


  “George,” Sandy answers.


  Judge Mason, still the acting chief, is not available but calls back in twenty minutes. When he comes on, Stern and he have
         an exchange, obviously about Sandy’s health, because Stern keeps answering, “All according to plan,” and, “Better than expected.”
         Finally, Stern asks if he can put the judge on the speakerphone so the rest of the trial team can hear. I probably should
         not be here, but I have no thought of leaving. I was one of the people, along with Anna and my dad, who used that computer
         while it was in Judge Mason’s chambers.
      


  “I’ve already had a conversation this morning with Tommy Molto,” says the judge. “As you remember, Sandy, when we received
         the computer, we all agreed that no one would have access to it alone, and that I would keep a log of every document that
         was examined. Tom asked me for a copy of the log, and I e-mailed it to him. I’d be happy to do the same for you.”
      


  “Please,” answers Stern.


  Judge Mason and he agree that it makes more sense to talk after we’ve seen the log. While we are waiting for the document
         to cross the Net, Stern and Marta question Hans and Franz about what would have been required to pull this off. The two have
         already been engaged in rapid speculation, notions whizzing and pinging like bullets in a shooting gallery, and have pretty
         much agreed with Gorvetich that this was done with a piece of shareware called Office Spy, which would then have to be shredded.
      


  “And how long would it take to do all that?” Sandy asks. “Install the software, add the object, delete the software, and clean
         up the registry?”
      


  “An hour?” answers Hans, looking to Franz.


  “Maybe me, I could do it in forty-five minutes, if I’d practiced some,” says Franz. “Let’s imagine I’ve already got Spy and
         the object on a flash drive, so I can save a little download time. And I’ve done the same operation with another PC, so I
         know exactly where to look to clean up the deletion of Evidence Eraser. But you know, somebody who doesn’t have an extensive
         background? Has to be twice as long. At least.”
      


  “At least,” says Hans. “More like several hours.”


  When the log shows up, it records four separate visits. My father went to the private chambers where George had my dad’s PC
         set up on November 12, a week after the election. It was a dismal experience that caused my dad to vow no more. George witnessed
         this himself. My dad was there for twenty-eight minutes. He copied four documents to a flash drive, three draft opinions and
         one research memo from one of his clerks, and opened up his calendar and wrote down his remaining appointments for the balance
         of the year.
      


  I came a week later to copy three more draft opinions and returned the next day for one more about which I’d misunderstood
         my dad’s instructions. Riley, one of Judge Mason’s law clerks, was with me on both occasions. And I was there for twenty-two
         minutes the first time and six minutes the day after.
      


  Finally, right before Thanksgiving, Anna went over, standing in for me at the last minute. My dad was desperate to get a look
         at an earlier draft of an opinion he was working on at home that was already late. He was also starting, in optimistic moments,
         to book appointments in 2009 and wanted to review his calendar. I had gotten called to sub that morning and didn’t want to
         say no, but the assignment was going to last at least two weeks. Anna had volunteered earlier to do the copying for my father,
         since she was normally in Center City, and Judge Mason had approved her enthusiastically. The log says she was there for about
         an hour, but that was because she had gotten a call from the office and was on her cell most of the time.
      


  “Was Riley with her throughout that visit?” Sandy asks Judge Mason.


  Judge Mason summons Riley Moran. She has known Anna for two years, since Riley’s clerkship began before Anna’s ended. Riley
         remembers things pretty much the same way I heard them from Anna at the time. Peter Berglan, one of the most demanding assholes
         Anna has to work for, had reached out for her on her cell and basically told her she had to participate in a conference call.
         Riley says that Anna got up from the computer and went to a chair across the room. Riley stepped out, because it was clearly
         a client matter she shouldn’t overhear, but she peeked back in at least three times in the next forty minutes to see if Anna
         was done. Anna was in the chair and nowhere near the computer on each occasion. Eventually, Anna came next door to tell Riley
         she was ready, and Riley watched when Anna returned to the computer to finish downloading and making notes about my dad’s
         upcoming appointments. The log reflects that the calendar was open to the same date it had been when Anna got up.
      


  “Is that it?” George asks when Riley is gone.


  Sandy thanks Judge Mason, then we all sit in the office in silence.


  “What will Molto say?” asks Sandy out loud. “It does not seem possible anyone could have tampered with the computer.”


  “An hour,” says Marta. She’s talking about Anna.


  “An hour is not enough time,” Sandy says. “Rusty, even Rusty’s son, might have anticipated a defense and done this, but Anna
         is clearly the least likely. If worse comes to worse, we can get her cell phone records and talk to Peter Berglan.”
      


  I have come to the same conclusions. My dad lacked the technical expertise even to try this. So do I, frankly, and obviously
         I know I wasn’t responsible. Anna, as Stern says, would have had no reason to risk her entire career. None of us really makes
         a credible culprit.
      


  Stern tilts his hand toward my father. “Rusty, did you have keys to the courthouse?”


  “To my chambers,” answers my dad. “That’s all.”


  “Do you still have them?”


  “No one has asked for them back.”


  “Did you ever visit after hours?”


  “Before or after I went on leave?”


  “After.”


  “Never.”


  “And before?”


  “Once or twice, when I’d forgotten something I needed over a long weekend. It was a pain, frankly. There was one security
         guard. You’d have to stand there pounding on the doors until you got the guy’s attention. It took me twenty minutes to get
         in one time.”
      


  “And whose chambers was the computer in?”


  “George’s.”


  “As acting chief, had he moved into your chambers?”


  “He still hasn’t, so far as I know.”


  “And what about the security guard. Would the security guard have keys to all the chambers?”


  My father thinks. “Well, he carried one hell of a key ring. You could hear him coming. And there were times when people locked
         themselves out of their chambers and security was called to let them back in. But whether night security had the keys—I just
         don’t know.”
      


  “That’s their theory,” says Marta. “Right? Inside job. Maybe Rusty came in there with a computer whiz in the middle of the
         night.”
      


  “Talk to the security guard,” my father suggests.


  “You can bet Tommy is keeping company with him right now,” Marta says. “And you know how this will go, Rusty. Either they’ll
         accuse the security guard of being your best friend, or find he has a felony he didn’t disclose when he applied for his job
         and they’ll threaten him with prosecution until he remembers letting you in. Or they’ll find a day the regular guard was off
         and Jim Brand will badger the substitute into saying, Well, she can’t remember which judge, but there was a night one of those
         judges came in. They’ll patch together something.”
      


  “Res ipsa loquitur,” says Sandy. The thing speaks for itself. “No one but Rusty really had the motive to do this. No one else in November could
         have known what the evidence would show or what defense might work. We didn’t even have complete discovery yet.”
      


  “It’s weak,” says Marta. “And we’ll end up with a trial within a trial. All these witnesses? Judge Mason and Riley. And the
         security guard. And Nat and Anna. Rusty again. The PAs’ll be lucky if the jury even remembers what the case is about by the
         time all that’s over.”
      


  Sandy is pondering. His hand goes up to his face unconsciously to pat around the edges of the rash. From the looks, it must
         still hurt.
      


  “All true,” he says. “But overall, we should not fool ourselves. This is still not a fortunate development for the defense.”


  With that judgment spoken, we each end up looking at my father to see how he has reacted to the discussion. Slumped in a club
         chair, worn and pale and sleepless, he has lost track of all of us and is startled by the attention when he finally glances
         up. He smiles faintly at me, a bit sheepish, then looks back down to his hands folded in his lap.
      


  At four p.m., we are summoned by Judge Yee, who wants an update so he can set a schedule. Several reporters have heard about
         this session, and Yee agrees to meet in open court. A number of the deputy PAs have also followed their bosses across the
         street to savor what all of them are sure is going to be a sweet moment. I sit in the front pew, only a few feet behind my
         dad. He is saying next to nothing to anybody, folded in upon himself like a piece of empty luggage.
      


  Yee asks simply, “What is going on?” and Stern comes up to the podium. He has brought his cane to court for the first time.


  “Your Honor, our experts have reviewed the image made late last November, and they agree that the object does not appear there.
         They will need at least twenty-four hours to determine why.”
      


  Brand again stands to answer for the prosecution. “‘Why’?” he asks with his voice rising sarcastically. “With all due respect
         to Mr. Stern, Judge, there’s an obvious answer. This was a fraud. Pure and simple. This object was clearly added to Judge
         Sabich’s computer after it was seized last November and before it was returned to the prosecution’s custody after Your Honor’s
         appointment. There is no other explanation.”
      


  “Judge Yee,” answers Stern, “that is hardly as clear as Mr. Brand wishes it were. Neither Judge Sabich nor any of his agents
         had access to that machine for longer than fifty-eight minutes. We have been advised by experts that the kind of alterations
         they are talking about could never have been accomplished in that time frame, probably not even by professionals, which none
         of those persons were.”
      


  “I don’t know about that, Judge. We would need to test that,” says Brand. The hedged way he responds makes me think that Gorvetich
         gave him a longer time estimate than we received from Hans and Franz. They will need another theory, but they have one, just
         as Stern supposed. “And besides, Your Honor,” says Brand, “did Judge Sabich ever surrender his keys to the courthouse?”
      


  “Judge Sabich had no keys to the chambers of Judge Mason, where the computer was housed,” says Sandy.


  “Are we saying that Judge Sabich never in his life entered the courthouse after hours? Are we saying he doesn’t know the security
         staff members who had the keys to all the chambers?”
      


  Judge Yee watches the back-and-forth with his hand across his mouth, but the pencil starts wagging in his hand. It’s like
         a dog’s tail in reverse, a measure of when he is displeased.
      


  “Your Honor,” says Stern, “the prosecution is very quick to accuse Judge Sabich. But without any compelling evidence.”


  “Who else benefited from this fraud?” Brand answers.


  “Judge, I confess that what keeps going through my mind is that twenty years ago Mr. Molto admitted and was sanctioned by
         the prosecuting attorney’s office for deliberately mishandling evidence.”
      


  This produces another of those courthouse moments when I am entirely lost. Sandy said nothing about this in his office, and
         the effect on Brand is volcanic. He has a temper anyway, and he stands at the podium screaming, with his face crimson and
         the veins throbbing at his temple. At the prosecution table, Tommy Molto also has come to his feet.
      


  “Judge,” he shouts, but he can barely be heard over Brand.


  “Outrage” and “outrageous” are the words Brand keeps yelling. He turns his back to the judge for a second to say a wrathful
         word to Stern, then resumes his screaming.
      


  Judge Yee has finally had enough.


  “Wait, wait, wait,” he says. “Wait. Enough. All lawyers. Sit, please. Sit.” He allows a second for the baying hounds to retreat.
         “Nothing in this trial about twenty years ago. Twenty years ago is twenty years ago. That one thing. And second, this trial,
         this trial about who murdered Mrs. Sabich, not about whether someone fooled with judge’s computer. Let me tell you, ladies
         and gentlemen, what I think. I think none of this ought to be in evidence. Keys and spy programs and how many hours to do
         this and that? The jury will be told to disregard the message they saw. And we finish trying this lawsuit. Young Mr. Sabich,
         he goes back on the stand tomorrow morning. That what I am thinking is the best.”
      


  Brand stands up at the prosecution table. “Judge,” he says. “Judge. May we be heard? Please.” Yee allows Brand to reapproach
         the podium, which he does only after a talking-to from Molto, who has grabbed his sleeve on the way. I am sure he told Brand
         to settle down. Brand is far more measured.
      


  “Judge, I understand that the Court wishes we didn’t have to get sidetracked this way, but if the Court would consider this,
         Your Honor. Think how unfair your suggestion is to the prosecution. The jury has already seen that message. The defense will
         be able to argue that Mrs. Sabich killed herself. They will be able to argue that she went into her husband’s computer. And
         they will even be able to insinuate she may have intended to frame him. They will say all of that, and when they do, the jurors
         have to think about that message, while the evidence that goes to show that whole theory is a fraud doesn’t come in? Judge,
         you can’t deny us that opportunity.”
      


  Yee has his hand over his mouth again. Even I can understand Brand’s point.


  “Judge, this can be proved quickly,” says Brand. “A few witnesses at most.”


  Stern, always quick to seize an advantage, answers from his chair.


  “A few witnesses from the prosecution, perhaps, Your Honor. But the defense will have no choice about refuting this allegation
         fully. We are basically going to have a trial on unindicted charges of obstruction of justice.”
      


  “What about that?” asks Judge Yee of Brand. “Indict Judge Sabich for obstruction of justice. Have that trial later.” Judge
         Yee is clearly ready to go home and would like to hand this problem to someone else.
      


  “Judge,” says Brand, “you are asking us to finish this trial with both hands tied behind our backs.”


  “Okay,” says the judge. “I going to think overnight. Tomorrow morning, young Mr. Sabich testifies. After that, we argue about
         what other evidence. But tomorrow, we try this lawsuit. No decision yet who can prove what. But we gonna have testimony. Everybody
         understand?”
      


  The lawyers all nod. The judge bangs his gavel. Court is over for the day.




  CHAPTER 39


  Tommy, June 25, 2009


  Tommy’s problem, if you wanted to call it that, always was being too sensitive. The older he got, the more he knew that pretty
         much everybody had their tender spots. And over time, he had gotten better at absorbing the customary hard knocks—nasty editorials,
         or sniping defense lawyers, or neighborhood groups blaming him for every bad cop. But still. He had his stuff. And once a
         spear got through the armor, it went in pretty deep.
      


  When Stern stood before Judge Yee and reminded the world that Tommy had admitted to mishandling evidence in Rusty’s first
         trial, his heart went flat. Tommy’s admission was never a secret. People who knew stuff knew that, too. But everybody understood
         it was just something Tommy had to say to get his job back, and it had never hit the press back then. And because reporters,
         generally speaking, only reprinted what they’d printed before, there had been no mention that Tommy had acknowledged any wrongdoing
         in the frequent stories that had run recently about Rusty’s first trial. Tommy had worked his whole career to protect the
         public and what was right, and he didn’t care to be known as someone who had once sailed too close to the wind. The first
         word in his head when he began to calm down was ‘Dominga.’ He had never explained all this to his wife.
      


  As soon as Yee banged his gavel, the reporters gathered around Tommy, five or six of them.


  “This is ancient history,” Tommy said, “which Judge Yee just ruled has nothing to do with this case. I’ll have no further
         comment until this matter is concluded.” He had to repeat that six or seven times, and when the pack finally turned away to
         file their stories, he asked the paralegal and Rory to get the evidence cart back across the street. Then he motioned Brand
         over to the corner of the empty jury box, where they could sit and talk. He didn’t want to go downstairs now, because the
         cameras would be there and the reporters would pull their standard stunt, sticking a microphone in Tommy’s face so they could
         get some footage of him refusing to deny he broke the rules the first time Rusty was tried. Sandy Stern, packing up to leave,
         looked over for a second, then gimped their way with his cane. Tommy shook his head at him when Stern was still twenty feet
         away.
      


  “Don’t,” he said.


  “Tom, I was caught in the moment.”


  “Fuck you, Sandy. You knew what you were doing, and so do I.” In his thirty-some years as a PA, Tommy had spoken those words
         to another lawyer only a handful of times. Stern had his hands raised, but Tommy kept shaking his head.
      


  When Stern at last turned away, Brand yelled after him, “You’re just a drug court scumbag in a better suit.”


  Tommy grabbed Brand’s sleeve.


  “There are whale turds in the bottom of the ocean that aren’t that low,” Brand whispered to Molto.


  But you could never take one thing away from Stern—he always came up with something to rescue his client. He didn’t want the
         jury reading about the fact that the Christmas card was a fraud on the front page of tomorrow’s Tribune. So he fed them a better headline: MOLTO ADMITTED MISCONDUCT. For all Tommy knew, the way it would play in the jurors’ heads, half of them would figure out some theory about why the
         Christmas card was the PA’s fault.
      


  “We should leak the DNA,” Brand murmured.


  Tommy actually considered that for an instant, then shook his head no. They would end up with a mistrial. Basil Yee was ready
         to head home. Any reason to quit the case and he’d take it, pack and go. And Tommy wasn’t about to lie under oath or let anybody
         else do it, either, in the investigation of the leak that would result. It was a fit revenge on Stern and Sabich. But the
         news would be out in a couple of weeks anyway, and letting it go now would only screw all this up worse.
      


  “If Yee actually keeps all the fraud evidence out, we have to appeal,” said Brand.


  A midtrial appeal was rare but permissible for the prosecution in a criminal trial, because the PAs could not appeal after
         an acquittal. Brand was right—they would have to do that, because they stood little chance with the jury otherwise. And maybe
         once they raised that prospect, Yee would relent. Avoiding the court of appeals was the best way to assure he would maintain
         his treasured record on reversals. And the judge would detest the idea of keeping the jury—and himself—on ice for the two
         to three weeks the appellate proceedings would require.
      


  “How did this get so screwed up in just a couple of days?” Tommy asked.


  “We get that evidence in, we’ll be fine. Rory’s got a couple of dicks talking to the night staff at the courthouse now. Somebody
         saw something, heard something, about Rusty sneaking in. When we come up with a hard witness, we can turn Yee around.”
      


  Maybe Jim was right. But shame was settling on Tommy hard. He could never cut himself a break. He hadn’t tampered with anything,
         just leaked some information. But it was wrong. He’d done wrong. And Sandy Stern wanted to remind everybody of that.
      


  “I need to pee,” he told Brand.


  In the men’s room, Rusty Sabich was already at one of the urinals. There was no privacy panel between the ice white fixtures,
         and Tommy fixed his eyes on the tiles in front of him. He could hear the trouble Rusty had, the slow stream and the piddling
         beginning. In that department, Tommy was still a youngster. The advantage somehow emboldened him.
      


  “That was low, Rusty.” He repeated Brand’s line about whales.


  Rusty made no answer. Molto felt Sabich’s shoulders shift as he hitched himself back into his trousers before his zipper scraped
         on ascent. The water ran in the sink a second later. When Tommy turned, Rusty was still there, drying his hands on a brown
         paper towel, his slackening face set inscrutably and his fair eyes unmoving.
      


  “It was low, Tommy. And it was unlike Sandy, frankly. But the guy is sick. I’m sorry. I had no idea he was going down that
         road. If he had spoken to me first, I would have said no. I swear.”
      


  The apology, the acknowledgment that Stern was out of line, actually made Tommy feel worse. What bothered him the most was
         what he was going to see in the faces of his deputies and the judges. He would need to issue a statement as soon as the trial
         was over, probably make the file public. And say, I broke the rules, it was a small infraction, but I paid the price, and
         I’ve never forgotten the lesson. Sabich watched him wrestle through all of that. Trials are like this, Tommy thought. You
         open arteries on both sides. Physicians said it was better to be the doctor than the patient, and it was better to be the
         prosecutor than the defendant. But that didn’t mean nobody else got hurt. He should have learned his lesson the first time
         he tangled with this guy. Going after Rusty meant trying to crawl through barbed wire.
      


  “Tommy,” said Rusty, “did you ever consider the possibility I’m not as bad a guy as you think, and you’re not as bad a guy
         as I think?”
      


  “That just amounts to a way of saying you’re a sweetheart.”


  “I’m not a sweetheart. But I’m not a murderer. Barbara killed herself, Tommy.”


  “So you say. Did Carolyn rape and strangle herself, too?”


  “I didn’t do that, either. You’ll have to take it up with the guy who did.”


  “It’s just a pity, Rusty, the way these women keep dying around you.”


  “I’m not a killer, Tommy. You know that. In your heart of hearts you know that.”


  Tommy started to dry his own hands. “So what are you, Rusty?”


  Sabich snorted a little, laughing for just a second at his own expense. “I’m a fool, Tommy. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, and
         it will be a long time before I can tell you which of them was the worst. Vanity. Lust. Pride to think I could change what
         couldn’t be changed. I’m not telling you I didn’t go looking for this. But she killed herself.”
      


  “And framed you for it?”


  He shrugged. “I haven’t figured that out yet. Maybe. Probably not.”


  “So what should I do, Rusty. Send the jury a thank-you note and tell them to go home?”


  Sabich eyed Tommy a second. “Us girls?” he asked.


  “Whatever.”


  Rusty went back to look under the stalls to be sure there were no unseen occupants, then returned to Molto.


  “How about we end the whole thing? You and I both know there is absolutely no way to tell where this bastard is going. It’s
         a runaway train now. I’ll plead to obstruction for messing with the computer. Other charges are dismissed.”
      


  Sabich was in his unflinching hard-guy mode. But he wasn’t kidding. Tommy’s heart was skipping around in response.


  “You walk on murder?”


  “Which I didn’t commit. Take what you can get, Tommy.”


  “How much time?”


  “A year.”


  “Two,” said Tommy. He negotiated out of instinct.


  Sabich shrugged again. “Two.”


  “I’ll talk to Brand.”


  Tommy stared at Sabich another second, trying to figure out what had just happened, but he stopped at the door. It was an
         odd moment, yet they ended up shaking hands.
      


  “You ready?” Tommy asked when he sat next to Brand in the same chair in the back of the jury box. The courtroom was not quite
         empty yet. Stern’s people were out in the hall, but the court personnel were still walking in and out. In a minuscule whisper,
         he told Brand what Sabich had offered. Jim just stared, his dark eyes hard as flints.
      


  “Say what?”


  Tommy repeated the deal.


  “He can’t do that,” said Brand.


  “He can if we let him.”


  Brand was almost never flustered. He lost track of himself in anger. But he rarely seemed stuck for words, yet he could not
         get hold of this one.
      


  “He walks on murder?”


  “He just told me something that’s completely true. This trial is a runaway. Nobody knows what happens next.”


  “He walks on two murders?”


  “He’s got a good chance of doing that anyway. Better, frankly, than we have of convicting him of anything else.”


  “You’re not going to do this, Boss. You can’t. The guy’s a double fucking murderer.”


  “Let’s go across the street. The coast is probably clear by now.”


  It was a hot day outside. The sun was strong this week, and as usual in this part of the country, it was turning to summer
         abruptly, as if somebody had thrown a switch. It had been a bad spring, with unprecedented amounts of rain. Great thing about
         global warming. You didn’t know where you were living from one day to the next. For a month, Kindle County had been the Amazon.
      


  When they got to the office, they took five minutes for messages. Tommy must have had ten calls from reporters. He would need
         to spend some time with Jan DeGrazia, the press deputy, later this afternoon, just to hear her advice. Finally, he went next
         door to Brand’s smaller office.
      


  They sat on either side of the room. There was a football, signed by some ancient star, which was regarded as a permanent
         part of the chief deputy’s furnishings. It had been here as long as Tommy could recall, going back to John White, who had
         been chief deputy when he—and Rusty—had arrived as new prosecutors. Very often the ball was tossed around during discussions.
         Brand whose hands fit the thing as if they were part of the cover, was usually the first to go for it, and even if no one
         else was in the mood to play, he would spin it in a perfect spiral toward the ceiling and grab it in descent without ever
         moving. Seeing it on Brand’s desk, Tommy flipped it softly at Jim as Molto sat down. For the only time he could remember,
         Brand dropped it. He swore when he picked it up.
      


  “You know this only makes sense one way,” Brand said. “Rusty pleading?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean he’d only plead to obstruction if he killed his wife.”


  “What if he didn’t kill his wife, but messed with the computer?”


  “He only messed with the computer if he killed her,” Brand answered.


  That was the traditional logic of the law. The law said that if a man ran away or covered up or lied, it proved he was guilty.
         But to Tom, that never made sense. Why should somebody falsely accused follow the rules? Why wouldn’t somebody who saw the
         legal machinery clank and grind and screw itself stupid say, “I’m not trusting this broken contraption”? Lying to dispel a
         false accusation was probably better justified than lying in the face of a truthful one. That was how Tommy saw it. And always
         had.
      


  When he explained his view to Jim, Brand actually seemed to consider it. It was rare to see Brand as pensive as he was now.
         But there was a lot at stake, and neither one of them had ever anticipated being at this moment.
      


  Brand picked up the football from between his feet and tossed it to himself a couple of times. He was coming to something.
         Tommy could tell.
      


  “I think we should take the deal,” he said.


  Tommy didn’t answer. He was a little frightened when Brand said it, even though he knew he was right.


  “I think we should take the deal,” Brand repeated. “And I’ll tell you why.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you deserve it.”


  “I do?”


  “You do. Sandy took a great big dump on your head today. And it’s only a preview. If Rusty walks on this case, you’re going
         to hear a boatload of the same crap about what you admitted back in the day, so they can explain away the DNA in the first
         case. They’ll say, ‘That’s only because Molto screwed with the evidence back then.’”
      


  Tommy nodded. He’d realized that by now. God knows why he didn’t see it all along. Probably because he hadn’t screwed with
         the evidence.
      


  “Okay, but if Sabich pleads to obstruction—a supreme court justice-elect standing up in open court and admitting he tampered
         with the evidence to try to get himself off—if he does that, people will know what he is. They’ll say he got away with murder.
         Twice. They may criticize you for taking the plea. But Yee will cover you on that, almost for sure. You know, Basil’s going
         to give one of those speeches judges always give when they’re relieved to get rid of a case—he’ll talk about what a wise resolution
         this is. Overall, people will know you chased a really bad bird for a really long time and finally got him in the joint where
         he belongs. You’ll strip him of all his feathers. And you deserve that.”
      


  “I can’t do this job thinking about what I deserve.”


  “You can do the job so that public confidence in the administration of justice is maintained. You certainly fucking can. And
         you should.”
      


  Brand was putting Tommy’s ego in wrapping paper and tying it in a bow.


  “You deserve this,” Brand said. “You take the deal and the monkey is off your back. You can run for PA next year, if you like.”


  That again. Tommy thought for a second. He had never actually been able to consider running, except as the kind of fantasy
         that lasts as long as your shower. He told Brand what he’d told him before, that if he could run for anything, it would be
         for judge.
      


  “I have a twenty-one-month-old,” Tommy said. “I need a job I can keep for fifteen years.”


  “And another one on the way,” said Brand.


  Tommy smiled. He felt his heart open. He had a good life. He had worked hard and done right. He would never say it out loud,
         but what Brand said was true. He deserved it. He deserved to be known as someone who had followed his conscience.
      


  “And another on the way,” Tommy said.




  CHAPTER 40


  Nat, June 26, 2009


  Something is wrong.
      


  When I arrive at the Sterns’ offices on Friday morning, my dad is in a do not disturb conference with Marta and Sandy in Stern’s
         office. After I spend forty-five minutes in the reception area among the steakhouse furnishings, Sandy’s assistant emerges
         to suggest I go over to the courthouse, where the defense team will join me shortly.
      


  When I get there, the PAs have not arrived either. I send a text to Anna from my seat in the front row: “Something is wrong.
         Sandy sicker????? Very mysterious.”
      


  Marta finally comes in but bustles straight through the courtroom to go back to Judge Yee’s chambers. When she reemerges,
         she stops with me for just a second.
      


  “We’re talking to the prosecutors down the hall,” she says.


  “What’s up?”


  Her expression is too confused to connote anything very clear.


  A few minutes later, Judge Yee peeks into the courtroom to check on things. Without his robe on, he’s like a child at the
         door, hoping not to be observed, and when he catches sight of me, he motions me in his direction.
      


  “Coffee?” he asks when I arrive in the rear corridor.


  “Sure,” I say.


  We go back to the chambers, where I spend a few moments inspecting the framed sheet music on the walls. One, I realize, is
         signed by Vivaldi.
      


  “We gotta wait for these guys,” the judge tells me without further explanation. I am locked in witness land, where I cannot
         ask any questions, of the judge least of all. “So what you think?” he asks when he has brought in coffee for each of us. The
         judge has pulled out a drawer on the big desk and is using it as a footrest. “You think you gonna be a trial lawyer like Dad?”
      


  “I don’t think so, Judge. I don’t think I have the nerves for it.”


  “Oh yeah,” he says. “Hard on the nerves for everybody. Lotsa drunks. Court make lotsa drunks.”


  “I suppose I should worry about that, but I meant I don’t really have the personality for it. I don’t actually like it very
         much when people are paying attention to me. I’m not cut out for it.”
      


  “You can never tell,” he says. “Me? How I talk? Everybody like, That no job for you. They all laugh—even my mama. And she
         don’t speak three words English.”
      


  “So what happened?”


  “I got an idea. You know? I was boy. Watchin Perry Mason, on TV. Oh, love Perry Mason. In high school, I got a job with newspaper. Not a reporter. Sell the paper. Tribune from here. Tribune want more subscriber downstate. So I go knock on door. Most people, very nice, but all them, every one hate the city. Don’t
         want city newspaper. All very nice to me. ‘No, Basil. Like you but not that paper.’ Except this one guy. Big guy. Six three.
         Three hundred pound. White hair. Crazy, crazy eyes. And he see me and he come out the door like he gonna kill me. ‘Get off
         my property. Japs kill three my buddies. Get off.’ And I try to explain. Japanese kill my grandfather, too. But he not listenin.
         Don’t wanna listen.
      


  “So I go home. My mama, my daddy, they like, ‘Man like that. He won’t listen. How people are.’ But I think, No, I can make
         him understand. If he have to listen, I can make him understand. So I remember Perry Mason. And the jury. They gotta listen. That their job. To listen. And okay, I don’t speak English good. Tried and tried. I write
         like professor. Straight A in English all through school. But when I talk, I cannot think. Really. Like machine get stuck.
         But I say to myself, People can understand. If they have to listen. PA at home—Morris Loomis—I know him since grade school.
         His son, Mike, and me, good friend. So after law school, Morris say, ‘Okay, Basil. I let you try. But you lose, then you write
         briefs.’ And first case, I stand up, I say, ‘I don’t talk English good. Very sorry. I speak slow so you understand. But case
         not about me. About witnesses. About victim. Them you must understand.’ And the jury, they all nod. Okay. And you know, two
         day, three day, they all understand. Every word. And I win. Won that case. Won ten jury in a row before I lost. Sometime in
         jury box, one whisper to the other, ‘What he say?’ But I always tell them, ‘Case about the witnesses. Not about me. Not about
         defense lawyer, even though he talk a lot better. About witnesses. About the proof. Listen to them and make up your mind.’
         Jury always think, That guy, he not hiding nothing. I win all the time.
      


  “So you can never tell. Court very mysterious, what jury understand, don’t understand. You know?”


  I laugh out loud. I love Judge Yee.


  We talk about classical music for a while. Judge Yee knows his stuff. It turns out he plays the oboe and is still in the regional
         orchestra downstate and frequently uses his lunch hour to practice. He has an oboe that has been muted so you can hear the
         notes only from a few feet, and he actually plays through a Vivaldi piece for me, in honor of the sheet music on the walls.
         I am pretty much a musical ignoramus, even though I am interested in it as a language. But like most kids, I chafed at piano
         lessons for years until my mom let me quit. Serious music is one of those things I have on the list for “When I Grow Up.”
      


  There is a knock as the judge is about to begin another piece. Marta is there.


  “Judge,” she says, “we need a few more minutes. My father would like to talk to Nat.”


  “To me?” I ask.


  I follow her down the corridor to what is called the visiting attorneys’ room. It’s not much bigger than a closet, with no
         windows and a beaten desk and a couple of old wooden armchairs. Sandy is in one of them. He does not look particularly well
         this morning. The rash is better, but he looks more depleted.
      


  “Nat,” he says, but does not bother to try to get up to greet me. I come around to shake his hand, then he motions for me
         to sit. “Nat, your father has asked me to speak to you. We have reached a plea bargain with the prosecution.”
      


  I keep thinking with this case, Well, I’ll never have a shock like that again. And then there is something else that knocks
         me flat.
      


  “I know this comes as a surprise,” says Stern. “The murder charges against your father will be dismissed. And he will plead
         guilty to an information the prosecutors will file in a few minutes, charging him with obstruction of justice. We have had
         quite a bit of back-and-forth this morning with Molto and Brand. I wanted them to accept a plea to contempt of court instead,
         which would give your father a chance to keep his pension, but they insist it must be a felony. The bottom line is the same.
         Your father will be in custody for two years. And can then go on with his life.”
      


  “‘Custody’?” I say. “You mean jail?”


  “Yes. We’ve agreed that it will be the state work farm. Minimum security. He won’t be far away.”


  “‘Obstruction’? What did he do?”


  Stern smiles. “Well, that was one of the morning’s problems. He will admit he is guilty, that he willfully and knowingly obstructed
         justice in this case. But he will not go into details. I take it there is someone else he does not want to implicate, but
         candidly, he won’t even say that much. Molto was not satisfied, but in the end, he knows this plea is as good as he is likely
         to do. So we have an agreement. Your father wanted me to tell you.”
      


  I don’t hesitate. “I need to talk to my dad.”


  “Nat—”


  “I need to talk to him.”


  “You know, Nat, when I first began in this line, I swore to myself I would never let an innocent man plead guilty. That resolve
         did not get me through my first year in practice. I represented a young man. A fine young man. Poor. But he was twenty years
         old with never so much as an arrest after growing up in the bleakest part of Kehwahnee. That fact speaks volumes about his
         character. But he was in a car with childhood friends, they were sharing a few bottles of malt liquor, and one of them saw
         a man who had two-timed his mother, and this young man had a gun in his pocket and shot this two-timer through the window
         of the car with no more reflection than it took to say the word ‘dead.’ My client had nothing to do with that murder. Nothing.
         But you know how things go in this process. The killer said his friends had been together in the car to help him hunt the
         decedent down. He told that tale to avoid the death penalty, which was being freely applied in this county in those days.
         And so my client was charged with murder. Better sense told the prosecutors my client was not involved. But they had a witness.
         And they offered my client probation for a lesser plea. He wanted to be a police officer, that young man. And would have made
         a fine one. But he pleaded guilty. And went on with a different life. And clearly that was the right decision. He became a
         tile layer, he has a business, three children, all through college. One of them is a lawyer only a little older than you.”
      


  “What are you saying, Sandy?”


  “I’m saying that I have learned to trust my client’s judgment on these matters. No one is better equipped to decide whether
         it is worth brooking the risks.”
      


  “So you don’t think he’s guilty?”


  “I don’t know, Nat. He is adamant this is the proper outcome.”


  “I need to see my father.”


  I take it that he has been down the hall in the witness room with Marta, and Stern wants to speak to him before I do. I help
         Sandy to his feet. I am alone only a few minutes, but I have started crying by the time my dad walks in. The startling part
         is that he looks better this morning than he has in many months. A self-possessed look has returned.
      


  “Tell me the truth,” I say as soon as I see him. He smiles at that. He leans down to embrace me, then sits opposite me, where
         Stern sat before.
      


  “The truth,” he says, “is that I did not kill your mother. I have never killed anyone. But I did obstruct justice.”


  “How? I don’t believe you could have done that with the computer. I don’t believe it.”


  “Nat, I’m three times seven. I know what I did.”


  “You lose everything,” I say.


  “Not my son, I hope.”


  “How will you support yourself afterwards? This is a felony, Dad.”


  “I’m well aware.”


  “You’ll give up your judgeship, your law license. You won’t even have your pension.”


  “I’ll try not to land on your doorstep.” He actually smiles. “Nat, this is a compromise. I plead guilty to something I did
         and serve the sentence, without risking conviction for something I’m completely innocent of. Is that a bad deal? After Judge
         Yee rules about whether all the computer evidence can come in, one side will have the upper hand and this kind of resolution
         won’t be possible. It’s time we get this over with and move on to the rest of life. You need to forgive me for all the stupid
         things I did in the last two years. But I did them, and it’s not wrong that I pay this price. I can live with this outcome
         and you should, too.”
      


  We stand in unison and I hug my father, blubbering foolishly. When we break apart, the man who never cries is weeping, too.


  Court is convened in a few minutes. Word of what is about to transpire has hit the courthouse, and the buffs and PAs stream
         into the courtroom, along with at least a dozen reporters. I do not have the heart to go in at first. I stand at the door,
         through the grace of the courtroom deputies, who allow me to watch the proceedings through the tiny window in the door. There
         is so much misery in this building, which is full of the anguish of the victims and the defendants and their loved ones, that
         I actually think the people who work here every day go out of their way to be especially kind to the people like me who, through
         no will of their own, are caught in the thresher called justice. One of them, an older Hispanic man, actually keeps his hand
         on my back for a second when the session begins and my father rises to stand between Marta and Sandy before Judge Yee. Brand
         and Molto are on Stern’s other side. My dad nods and speaks. The prosecutors hand up papers, probably a formal plea agreement
         and the new charges, and the judge begins questioning my dad, an elaborate process that has been going several minutes already
         when I catch sight of Anna. I sent her a simple text—“My dad is going to plead guilty to obstruction to end the case”—only
         a few minutes ago. Now she is tearing down the hall, dashing in her high heels, with one hand at the V of her blouse, because
         her go-to-work underwear is not meant for running.
      


  “I don’t believe this,” she says.


  I explain what I can, and then we enter the courtroom arm in arm and proceed to the front-row seats still reserved for my
         father’s dwindling family. Judge Yee’s eyes flick up to see me, and he emits the minutest smile of reassurance. He then looks
         back down to the form book in front of him, which contains the required questions a judge must ask before accepting a guilty
         plea. Notably, Judge Yee reads the printed text without any of the grammatical errors that emerge when he is speaking on his
         own, although his accent remains strong.
      


  “And Judge Sabich, you are pleading guilty to this one-count information because you are in fact guilty of the crime charged
         there, correct?”
      


  “Yes, Your Honor.”


  “All right, prosecutors. Please state the factual basis for the offense.”


  Jim Brand speaks. He describes all the technical details concerning the computers, the “object” now present on my dad’s hard
         drive that was not there when it was imaged in early November 2008. Then he adds that a night custodian in the courthouse,
         Anthony Potts, is prepared to testify that he recalls seeing my father in the corridors there one night last fall and that
         my father seemed to speed away when Potts observed him.
      


  “All right,” says Judge Yee, and looks down to his primer. “And, Mr. Stern, is the defense satisfied that the factual basis
         offered constitutes sufficient competent evidence to prove Judge Sabich guilty were the matter submitted to trial?”
      


  “We are, Your Honor.”


  “Judge Sabich, do you agree with Mr. Stern about that?”


  “Yes, Judge Yee.”


  “All right,” says Yee. He closes the book. He is back on his own. “The Court wish to compliment all party on a very good resolution
         for this case. This case very, very complex. This outcome that defense and prosecution agree to is fair to the People and
         the defendant in judgment of the Court.” He nods several times, as if to enforce that opinion on the reporters across from
         me on the other side of the front row.
      


  “Okay,” he says. “Court find there is sufficient basis for guilty plea and accept the plea of defendant Roz—” He stumbles
         with the name, which comes out something akin to “Rosy”—“Sabich to information 09–0872. Indictment 08–2456 is dismissed on
         all count with prejudice. Judge Sabich, you remanded to custody of Kindle County sheriff for a period of two year. Court adjourned.”
         He smacks the gavel.
      


  My father shakes hands with Sandy and kisses Marta’s cheek, then turns to me. He starts when he does. It takes me a second
         to realize it is Anna he is reacting to. It’s her first time in court, and she is plainly unexpected. Like me, she has spent
         the last ten minutes crying quietly, and her makeup is all over her face. He gives her this complicated little smile and then
         looks at me and nods. Then he turns away and without a word from anyone places his hands behind his back. He is fully prepared
         for this moment. It occurs to me he has probably been through it a hundred times in his dreams.
      


  Manny, the deputy sheriff, fastens the cuffs on my dad and whispers to him, probably trying to be sure they are not too tight,
         then pushes my dad toward the courtroom’s side door, where there is a small lockup in which he will be held until he is transported
         to the jail with the rest of the defendants who have appeared in court this morning.
      


  My father leaves the courtroom without ever looking back.




  IV.




  CHAPTER 41


  Tommy, August 3, 2009


  Summer in all its sweet indulgence. It was five p.m. and Tommy was one of the squad of fathers following their children around
         the tot lot, relieving beleaguered moms in the hour before dinner. The playground was, without doubt, Tomaso’s favorite place
         on earth. When Tommy’s son arrived, he ran from one piece of equipment to another, touching the little merry-go-round, climbing
         onto the spiderweb and off. Dashing a step behind, Tommy always felt the anguish of his two-year-old that he could not do
         everything at once.
      


  Dominga was having a harder time with this pregnancy than with Tomaso’s. There was more morning nausea and constant fatigue,
         and she complained of feeling swollen in the heat, like something ripening on the vine. Now officially a lame duck, Tommy
         was finding it easier to get out of the office and tried to be home no later than four thirty to give her a break. Tomaso
         and he often returned from the playground to find her sound asleep. Tomaso would crawl across his mother’s recumbent body,
         trying to squeeze his way into her arms. Dominga smiled before she stirred and clutched her little boy to her, grimy and beloved.
      


  Life was good. Tommy was going to be sixty any minute, and his life was better than at any time he could recall. Just as the
         first Sabich trial and its dismal aftermath had darkened his existence decades before, so the second trial was proving to
         be the start of a life as an esteemed figure. Public perceptions had formed very much as Brand had foreseen the night they
         decided to take Rusty’s plea. Sabich’s conviction verified Tommy on everything. The DNA from the first trial was regarded
         as controversial, because of doubts about the specimen, but the common comparison was to O.J., who’d also gotten away with
         murder because of bad labwork. The consensus on the editorial pages was that prosecutor Molto had made the best of it and
         had convicted a man whose conviction was long overdue. In fact, in the last six weeks, the papers had dropped the word “Acting”
         when they referred to him as PA. And the county executive had let it be known that Tommy was welcome on the ticket next year
         if he wanted to run for the job.
      


  He had actually pondered that possibility for a few days. But it was time to accept his blessings. He was ten times luckier
         than all his peers in the PA’s office who’d had to struggle to make their careers while their kids were young. Tommy could
         leap onto the bench now, a worthy job that would leave him time to savor his boys and to be more than a rumor in their lives.
         Two weeks ago, he had announced he was running for superior court judge and endorsed Jim Brand to succeed him. Ramon Beroja,
         a former deputy PA now on the county board, was going to run against Jim in the primary, but the party preferred Brand, largely
         because of the broad suspicions that Ramon would take on the county executive next. Jim would spend the next six months running
         hard, but he was expected to win.
      


  Across the tot lot, a man was eyeing Tommy, an old bushy-looking fellow with a stretch of appallingly white legs revealed
         between the ends of his cargo shorts and his calf-high tube socks. This was not uncommon. Tommy was a familiar figure on TV,
         and people were always trying to place him, often mistaking him for someone they’d known at an earlier time. But this man
         was more intent than the usual curious neighbors with their puzzled glances. When the kids he was trailing moved in Tomaso’s
         direction, the man approached Tommy and had actually shaken his hand before Molto finally placed Milo Gorvetich, the computer
         expert from the Sabich trial.
      


  “Aren’t grandchildren life’s greatest blessing?” he asked, nodding toward two little girls, both wearing glasses. The girls
         were on the slide while Tomaso followed them there and stood on the bottom rung, looking up longingly but afraid to venture
         any farther. This drama played itself out daily. Eventually, Tomaso would cry and his father would lift him to the top. There
         Tomaso would linger again until he finally found his courage and plunged to the bottom, where Tommy would be waiting to catch
         him.
      


  “He’s my son,” said Tommy. “I got a late start.”


  “Oh, dear,” answered Gorvetich, but Tommy laughed. He kept telling Dominga he was going to have a T-shirt made for Tomaso
         that read, ‘That old man over there is actually my father.’ Usually by the time Tommy explained himself to the other parents
         here, they had placed him as PA. From the comments that followed, he could tell that many assumed he was a county power broker
         looking after the child born of his second or third marriage to a trophy wife. Nobody really ever understood anybody else’s
         life.
      


  “A beautiful boy,” said Gorvetich.


  “The light of my life,” Tommy answered.


  It turned out that Gorvetich’s youngest daughter was a neighbor of Tommy’s, living one street behind him closer to the river.
         She was a professor of physics married to an engineer. Gorvetich, a widower, was here often at this hour to look after the
         girls until their parents were home from work.
      


  “So are you preparing for your next big trial?” Gorvetich asked by way of small talk.


  “Not yet,” said Tommy. The norm, in fact, was for the PA to be solely an administrator. Most of Tommy’s predecessors never
         saw the inside of a courtroom, and Tommy was already testing the idea that the Sabich case would be the last trial of his
         life.
      


  “Standard fare for you,” said Gorvetich, “but I must say I have been preoccupied by that case since it ended. One thinks of
         trials as emphatic and conclusive, and this was anything but.”
      


  Sometimes it was like that, Tommy answered. A few tight little categories—guilty, not guilty, of this or that—to hold a universe
         of complicated facts.
      


  “We do a little justice, rather than none at all,” answered Tommy.


  “To an outsider it’s confounding, but you boys are accustomed enough to the murkiness of all of it to find some grim humor,
         I suppose.”
      


  “I don’t think I found much to laugh at in that case.”


  “There’s the difference between Brand and you, then,” said Gorvetich.


  Tommy had his eye on Tomaso, who was yet to move off the ladder, even though a line had formed behind him. Tommy tried to
         wrest the boy from the first rung, but he squawked in objection and uttered his favorite syllable: “No.” In time, Tommy persuaded
         Tomaso to let the other children climb, but as soon as they had started up, Tomaso went right back to the first rung like
         a hawk on a perch. His father stood immediately behind him, within arm’s reach.
      


  “Persistent,” said Gorvetich, laughing.


  “Stubborn like his father. Genes are amazing things.” He drew his mind back to the conversation before. “What were you saying
         about Brand?”
      


  “Only that I was struck by a remark he made when we had dinner the week after. It was a little celebration. I believe you
         were invited.”
      


  Tommy remembered. After a month of working round the clock for the trial, he did not want another night away from his family.
         He explained now that his wife was newly pregnant at the time of the dinner. Tommy accepted Gorvetich’s congratulations, before
         the old professor went back to his story.
      


  “It was the end of the evening. We were out on the walk in front of the Matchbook, and we were both well in our cups, and
         I made a remark to Jim about how unsettling it must be to be part of a system that sometimes comes to such an unsatisfying
         outcome. Jim laughed and said that as time went on, he was finding more and more perverse humor in this case, seeing somebody
         who had contrived to commit the perfect murder end up punished for a crime in which he had no role.”
      


  “What did that mean?” Tommy asked.


  “I don’t know. I asked at the time, but Jim brushed it off. I thought you might understand.”


  “Hardly,” said Tommy.


  “I’ve rolled it over in my mind. When Sabich pled guilty, I took it for granted he had a collaborator in tampering with his
         PC. It would have been an exceptional technical feat for a man who demonstrated such limited knowledge of his computer to
         do that himself. Remember, he hadn’t even realized that his Web searches would be cached in the browser.”
      


  “Right,” said Tommy.


  “I’ve wondered if Jim had concluded that the accomplice wasn’t an accomplice at all, but somebody who acted entirely on his
         own without any direction from Sabich.”
      


  Tommy shrugged. He had no idea what this was about. They had tried to consider every possibility the day they’d discovered
         that the card wasn’t on the image. Half expecting the defense to accuse them of something, they had reviewed the chain of
         evidence carefully to be sure it was secure. Back in December when Yee ordered the PC returned, Gorvetich and Orestes Mauro,
         an evidence tech from the PA’s office, covered the screen, the keyboard, the power button on the tower, and even the mouse
         in evidence tape, which they’d initialed before shrink-wrapping all the components. The day Nat Sabich testified, the shrink-wrap
         had been sliced off in the PA’s office with the consent of the defense, but the tape seals were removed only in the courtroom
         in the presence of Sabich’s two hotshot experts, who verified that none of them showed the word “Violated” that appeared in
         blue if the tape was ever disturbed.
      


  So the only possibility was that the tampering had taken place while the machine was in George Mason’s chambers. Gorvetich
         had looked at Mason’s log and was of the opinion that no one had access to the computer long enough to make all the changes,
         especially the registry deletions, which he said would be time-consuming even for him. The only plausible explanation seemed
         to be that Sabich and some techie they were yet to discover had snuck into the building after hours. But apparently another
         explanation had occurred to Brand in the ensuing weeks.
      


  “Brand was probably spitballing,” said Molto.


  “Perhaps so,” said Gorvetich. “Or I misunderstood. We’d had quite a bit to drink.”


  “Probably that. I’ll have to ask him.”


  “Or let it go,” said Gorvetich.


  The old man seemed woolly-headed and self-involved at all times, but there was a shrewd light in his eyes for a second. Tommy
         did not quite understand what he was thinking, but Milo’s granddaughters had wandered to the other side of the play area and
         he departed quickly. That was just as well, since Tommy heard the cry he recognized as Tomaso’s at the same instant. When
         Tom looked up, he saw that his son had ascended the ladder. The two-year-old now stood at the top, utterly terrified by what
         he had achieved.
      




  CHAPTER 42


  Rusty, August 4, 2009


  Prison holds no fear for him.’ We said that all the time decades ago when I was a deputy PA. We were usually talking about
         hardened crooks—con men, gangbangers, professional thieves—who committed crimes as a way of life and were undeterred by the
         prospect of confinement, either because they never considered the future or because a stop in the penitentiary had long been
         accepted as part of what passed for a career plan.
      


  The saying circulates in my head all the time, because it is a nearly constant preoccupation to tell myself that prison is
         not so bad. I survived yesterday. I will survive today, then go on to tomorrow. The things you think would matter—the dread
         of other inmates and the fabled dangers of the shower—occupy their share of psychic space, but they count far less than what
         seemed to be trivial matters on the outside. You have no way to know how much you enjoy the company of other human beings
         or the warmth of natural daylight until you live without them. Nor can you fully comprehend the preciousness of liberty until
         matters of daily whim—when to get up, where to go, what to wear—are rigidly prescribed by someone else. Ironically, stupendously,
         the worst part of being in the joint is the most obvious—you cannot leave.
      


  Because my safety in the general population is regarded as a high-risk proposition, I am held in what is called administrative
         detention, which is better known as seg. I routinely debate whether I would be better off taking my chances in genpop, which
         would at least allow me to work eight hours a day. The inmates here are mostly young, Latin and black gang members who were
         picked up on drug offenses and do not have a long record of violence. Whether any of them would care to do me harm is a matter
         of pure speculation. I have already heard through the COs, who are the institution’s Internet, that there are two men here
         whose convictions I affirmed, and by pure addition and subtraction, I can figure that there are probably a few more whose
         fathers or grandfathers I prosecuted decades ago. Overall, I accept the view of the assistant warden, who encouraged me to
         volunteer for seg, that I am too famous not to be a symbol to some depressed and furious young man, a trophy fish whom he’d
         enjoy feeling on his hook.
      


  So I am held in an eight-by-eight cell with cement walls, a short steel-reinforced door through which my meals are delivered,
         and a single bulb. There is also a six-inch-by-twenty-four-inch window, which barely admits any light. In here, I am free
         to spend my time as I like. I read a book every day or two. Stern suggested I may be able to find a market for my memoirs
         when I am released, and I write a little every day, but I’ll probably burn the pages as soon as I am out. The newspaper comes
         by mail, two days late, with the occasional articles relating to the state prisons scissored out. I have started to study
         Spanish—I practice with a couple of the COs willing to answer back. And, like a man of leisure at the end of the nineteenth
         century, I attend to my correspondence. I write a letter to Nat every day and hear often from several figures from my former
         life whose loyalty I value immensely, particularly George Mason and Ray Horgan and one of my neighbors. There are also a good
         two dozen nut-jobs, mostly female, who have written to me in the last month to proclaim their faith in my innocence and to
         share their own tales of injustice, usually involving a corrupt judge who presided over their divorce.
      


  When the four prisoners who are being held in administrative detention are released together in the yard for our one hour
         of exercise, I have an instant impulse to embrace each of them, which does not take long to stifle. Rocky Toranto is a transvestite,
         HIV-positive, who would not stop turning tricks in genpop. The other two who eye me as I trot around the yard and do my jumping
         jacks and push-ups are criminally insane. Manuel Rodegas has a face like a bug that was crushed. He is about five feet three,
         and his head seems to grow straight out of his shoulders. His conversation, while occasionally lucid, veers into gibberish
         much of the time. Harold Kumbeela is everyone’s bad dream, six feet six, three hundred pounds, who crippled one man and nearly
         killed another while he was housed downstairs. He is far too violent to have been assigned to the state work farm and is here
         only because of a paid arrangement with Homeland Security, which rents half a dozen cells for immigration detainees who are
         awaiting deportation, which in Harold’s case cannot come too soon. Unfortunately for me, Harold has learned that I was a judge
         and regularly seeks my advice about his case. Telling him I know nothing about immigration law was a feint that bought me
         only a couple of weeks. ‘Yeah, bra,’ he told me a few days ago, ‘but maybe, dude, you could be studying up, you know. Do a
         bra a favor, you know?’ I have asked the COs to keep an eye on Harold, which they do anyway.
      


  Nat comes down to see me every Sunday, bringing a basket of books, which the staff inspects, and the fourteen dollars I am
         allowed each week in the commissary. I spend the entire sum on candy, since no matter how much I exercise, the food rarely
         seems to be worth eating. Nat and I sit at a little whitewashed version of a picnic table. Because it is minimum security,
         I am allowed to reach over and touch his hand for a second and to hug him when he arrives and departs. We get only an hour.
         He cried the first two times he saw me here, but we have started to enjoy our visits, where he does most of the talking, generally
         bringing me news of the world, of work, and of the family, as well as the week’s best offering of Internet jokes. We spend
         much of the hour laughing, although there is always a moment of anguish when we discuss the Trappers, mired in yet another
         hopeless season.
      


  Thus far, Nat has been my only visitor. It would be imprudent for Anna to join him for many reasons, and she keeps the same
         distance she has for most of the last two years. Besides, I am not really eager for anybody else to see me in here. On Sundays,
         when Nat arrives, I am walked through the nesting gatehouses by a CO named Gregg, literally progressing toward daylight.
      


  I am therefore completely startled when the door to my cell swings wide open and Torrez, one of the COs who helps me with
         my Spanish, says, “Su amigo.” He stands aside and Tommy Molto ducks his head to come through the door. I have been lying on my bunk, reading a novel.
         I sit up suddenly, but I have no idea what to say. Nor does Tom, who stands inside the door, seeming to wonder only now why
         he is here.
      


  “Rusty.” Tommy offers his hand, which I take. “Like the whiskers,” he says.


  I have grown a beard here, largely because the light in my cell makes shaving hazardous and because the safety razors that
         we are allowed are famously dull.
      


  “How you doing here?” Molto asks.


  I open my hands. “I don’t care much for the health club, but at least there’s room service.”


  He smiles. I use the line all the time in my letters.


  “I didn’t come to gloat, if that’s what you’re afraid of,” says Molto. “There was a meeting here of state prison officials
         and PAs from around the state.”
      


  “Strange place for a get-together.”


  “No reporters.”


  “Ah.”


  “The Corrections Department wants the prosecutors to okay a plan to release some inmates over sixty-five.”


  “Because they’re no longer risks?”


  “To save money. The state can’t really afford to pay for their health care.”


  I smile. What a world. No one in the criminal justice system ever talks about the cost of punishment. Everybody there thinks
         there’s no price to morality.
      


  “Maybe Harnason made a better deal than he thought,” I tell Tommy.


  Tommy likes that but shrugs. “I thought he told the truth.”


  “So did I. Pretty much.”


  Tommy nods. The cell door is still open, and Torrez is right outside. To make himself comfy, Tommy in his suit has leaned
         back against the wall. I have decided not to tell him that moisture often collects there.
      


  “Anyway,” says Tommy, “there are some people who think you also ought to be a candidate for early release.”


  “Me? Anyone outside my family?”


  “There seems to be a theory in my office that you pled guilty to a crime you didn’t commit.”


  “That’s about as good as the other theories you guys had about me. They were all wrong, and so is this one.”


  “Well, as long as I was around, I thought I’d look in on you and see what you had to say. Kind of a coincidence, but maybe
         that means I’m supposed to be here.”
      


  Tommy always was a little bit of a Catholic mystic. I ponder what he’s said. I don’t know whether to be heartened or infuriated
         when it strikes me that Tommy still seems willing to trust my word. It’s hard to imagine what he thinks of me. Probably nothing
         consistent. That’s his problem.
      


  “You’ve heard it now, Tom. Where’d this theory in your office come from, anyway?”


  “I ran into Milo Gorvetich yesterday, and he repeated something people had been saying. I didn’t quite understand at first,
         but it came to me in the middle of the night and it bothered me.”
      


  Tommy looks about, then sticks his head outside the door to ask Torrez for a chair. It takes a minute, and the best they can
         come up with is a plastic crate. I was thinking of offering Molto the seatless stainless-steel commode, but Tommy is too proper
         to find that amusing. Nor is it much for comfort.
      


  “You were bothered in the middle of the night,” I remind him when he is situated.


  “What bothers me is that I have a son. In fact, I’m about six months from having another one.”


  I offer my good wishes. “You give me hope, Tommy.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Starting again at a late age? Seems to be working for you. Maybe something good will happen to me once I get out of here.”


  “I hope so, Rusty. Everything is possible with faith, if you don’t mind me saying so.”


  I’m not sure that’s the solution for me, but I take the advice as well-intended, and I tell Tommy as much. There is silence
         then.
      


  “Anyway,” Molto says eventually, “if someone told me I needed to spend two years in the hole to save my boys’ lives, I’d do
         it in a heartbeat.”
      


  “Good for you.”


  “So if I was convinced that somebody I loved had monkeyed with that computer, even with no say-so from me, I might have fallen
         on my sword and pled guilty, just to end the whole thing.”
      


  “Right. But I’d be innocent that way, and I’ve said to you that I’m guilty.”


  “So you claim.”


  “Don’t you find this a little ironic? I’ve told you for more than twenty years I’m not a murderer, and you won’t believe me.
         You finally find a crime I actually committed, and when I say I did that, you won’t accept that, either.”
      


  Molto smiles. “I’ll tell you what. Since you’re such a truthful guy. You explain to me exactly how you managed to mess around
         with that computer. Just me and you. You have my word that no one else will ever be prosecuted. In fact, whatever you say
         will never leave this cell. Just let me hear it.”
      


  “Sorry, Tom. We already made a deal. I said I wasn’t going to answer questions, if you accepted the plea. And I’m sticking
         to it.”
      


  “You want me to put it in writing? You have a pen? I’ll write it down now. Tear a blank page out of one of your books.” He
         points to the stack on my single slender shelf. ‘I, Tommy Molto, Prosecuting Attorney for Kindle County, promise no further
         prosecutions of any kind related in any way to Rusty Sabich’s PC and to keep any information relayed strictly confidential.’
         You think that’s a promise I can’t keep?”
      


  “Probably not, to be honest. But that’s not the point, anyway.”


  “Just you and me, Rusty. Tell me what happened. And I can let this whole thing go.”


  “And you think you’d believe me, Tom?”


  “God knows why, but yes. I don’t know if you’re a sociopath or not, but I wouldn’t be surprised, Rusty, if you haven’t lied
         yet. At least as you understand the truth.”
      


  “You’ve got that part right. Okay,” I say, “here’s the truth. Once and for all. You and me.” I get up off the bed so I can
         look straight at him. “I obstructed justice. Now leave it be.”
      


  “That’s what you want?”


  “That’s what I want.”


  Molto shakes his head again and in the process notices the wet spot on the shoulder of his suit. He rubs at it a few times,
         and when he looks up I can’t quite banish a smile. His eyes harden. I have touched the old nerve between us, Rusty up, Tommy
         down. I’ve made him Mr. Truth-and-Justice in town, but when it comes to the two of us, I can still push his buttons.
      


  “Screw you, Rusty,” he says then. He heads out the door, then comes back, but only to grab the crate.




  CHAPTER 43


  Tommy, August 4–5, 2009


  Tommy always wondered what would become of kids like Orestes Mauro, the PA office’s evidence specialist, who dealt with digital
         equipment. Having lived this long, Tommy felt he should have some idea, but he really didn’t think there was anybody like
         Orestes when he was young. The kid was smart enough and got his work done, albeit his own way. But Orestes lived a life of
         play. The buds to his iPod were in his ears at all times, except when he removed one to speak to somebody else. Whenever Tommy
         overheard Orestes talking in the hall, it was about online games and the latest releases for his Xbox. And most of his interest
         in computers treated the machine and the software as a multilevel puzzle, so the task at hand, whatever it was, was largely
         secondary to the beguiling enigma of how everything inside the box functioned. Work, as a boring necessity, was something
         Orestes acknowledged, as long as it did not last too long. He was a sweet, friendly kid. If he noticed you were there.
      


  Orestes was visible in the evidence section, working over several cardboard boxes on which he was tapping out rhythms, when
         Tommy came through the door to the PA’s office. It was close to seven p.m. He had been stuck in traffic far too long on his
         way back in from Morrisroe and the state work farm, and he’d finally pulled off to take surface streets the rest of the way
         home, which brought him past the County Building. He had already missed dinner with Dominga and Tomaso, so he decided to stop
         and pick up the files for his meeting at the court of appeals in the morning. He could take an extra half hour at home in
         the a.m. and give Dominga a little more time to sleep.
      


  Catching sight of Orestes, he veered into the evidence room, a converted warehouse space behind the freight elevator. Evidence
         gathered by grand jury subpoena was required by law to remain in control of the PA’s office, rather than the police, and it
         was boxed and cataloged here. When O saw Tommy coming, he turned a full circle on his toe, a little bit of Michael Jackson.
      


  “Boss man!” He was always too loud with the buds in.


  “Hey, O.” Tommy motioned to his ears, and Orestes pulled one out. Tommy tapped his other side, too. Orestes complied but clearly
         expected something grave.
      


  “T’s up?”


  “The Sabich case,” Tommy answered.


  Orestes groaned in response. “That the judge?”


  “The judge,” answered Tommy.


  “Oh, man, that whole thing, that’s just too fucked up,” he said.


  A fair analysis. Tommy had been thinking about Rusty all the way back. It had been completely unsettling to see him in that
         cell, but more to Tommy than Sabich from the appearances. Tom had anticipated that Rusty might have been depressed or goofy,
         like most of the guys in seg, but there was something about him that seemed freed. His hair was long and he had a prison beard,
         whiter than Tommy might have expected, so he looked like an island castaway. And he had the same air—you can’t touch me. The
         worst has happened. Now you can’t touch me. Even so, Sabich had remained himself. He probably hadn’t lied to Tommy, but he’d
         spoken in his own way, careful, even cagey, about the words he was using, so he could tell himself he was being honest, but
         typical of Rusty, making sure only he really knew the truth. Which left Tommy in the same bind he’d been in with Rusty for
         decades now. What was the fucking truth, anyway?
      


  “I’m still trying to figure out how they screwed around with the computer.”


  “Oh, man,” said Orestes. “Can’t figure that. Wasn’t me, man. I know that.” He laughed.


  “Me neither. But I keep thinking there’s something we missed. I’m wondering if maybe Sabich copped to the obstruction to protect
         his kid. Does that make any sense to you?”
      


  “Okay,” said Orestes. He took the extraordinary step of turning off his iPod and sat on a metal stool. “Nobody asked me, but
         remember that big meet we had after you all had been in court, once you knew the card was phony? And Milo was trippin about
         how nobody who was on the computer in Judge Mason’s chambers—not Sabich or the kid or the former clerk—not any one of them
         had time to mess around and to do all the stuff it took to get the card on there. Remember?”
      


  “Sure.”


  “And Jimmy B., he went off then about how Sabich must have snuck into the courthouse?”


  “Right.”


  “But here’s the thing. What if it was all of them? What if they were in this together, planting that card? One of them downloaded
         from a flash drive, and another ran Spy, and another edited the directory. Together all of them, even a couple of them, had
         the time.”
      


  Tommy grabbed his forehead. Of course. Maybe Orestes had a better future than he thought.


  “So is that what you think happened?” Molto asked.


  Orestes laughed out loud. “Dude,” he said, “I don’t have a clue. Computers, man, are always a trip. Ain’t no one person who
         knows everything. That’s why they’re so cool.”
      


  Tommy contemplated this bit of philosophy. It was pretty sci-fi. Computers, O was saying, were already like people in the
         sense that you could never fully understand them.
      


  “But if you were planting that card, is that how you would have done it?”


  “Me?” O laughed again, a high-pitched musical sound. “Oh, I could have done it for sure. But that’s me.”


  Orestes’s casual confidence was slightly alarming. His job was to set up systems to ensure the evidence in his control was
         tamper-proof. Naturally, Tommy asked what he meant.
      


  “Well, that’s just how it rolled out. Like the night I was up there with Jimmy B. to take the wrapping off—”


  “I thought that was in the morning, right before court?”


  “Hey, man. Twelve p.m. to eight.” Orestes laid a thumb on one of the vivid stripes in his shirt. “Gotta go to school in the
         a.m. Get an education. Make something of myself.” Orestes did a rim shot on one of the cardboard boxes to reemphasize the
         point. “So I went down to Brand’s office, because the PC was on the trial cart, and together we pulled off all the wrapping,
         which took like forever because we had initialed three or four layers, and then I get down to the components and when I looked
         at it all, it’s like, Fuck me, this is messed up.”
      


  “Meaning?”


  “Cause, you know, the evidence tape on the tower, it was across the power button. But the power button is recessed, like down?
         So there’s like this itty-bitty space under the tape, and I tell Brand, like, ‘Bad job, we done a bad job, you could power
         that baby up.’ He’s like, ‘No way,’ so I had one of my tools—” From his breast pocket Orestes produced a tiny driver, small
         enough to fix the screws in eyeglasses. “And I just run it up in there. Brand, man, he’s my peeps, but he just about choked
         me. He’s thinking I was gonna violate the tape. That was the day the chiquita showed up from the bank, and Brand was like, ‘Whoa, coolio, it’s way bad enough already.’ I didn’t do nothing. Just scared
         him. Gorvetich and them got all the tape off in the morning, no problem.
      


  “But that’s what I’m sayin. If I was going to mess with the computer, I’d have messed with it then.”


  “So you could have turned the computer on?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “I know you didn’t, O. But you could have? The other components, like the keyboard and the monitor—they were still sealed,
         weren’t they?”
      


  “Totally, man. But the ports on the tower weren’t taped. You coulda used another mouse or monitor that was compatible. There’re
         only about a billion. That’s why I was tripped out about it. But that’s not what happened or nothin. It had all been wrapped
         up for months, anyway. The initials were there and everything, I’m just saying, since you ask, that’s how I coulda done it.
         But I didn’t, and Sabich and them—they did. But I don’t know how. Rule one, man. What you don’t know, you don’t know. You
         just don’t.”
      


  O had a great smile under the little fuzz that passed for a ’stache. He was a really smart kid, Tommy thought again. And as
         the years went on, he’d begin to realize what it was he didn’t know.
      


  Brand was in his office in the morning, moving files around on his desk, when Tommy returned about eleven a.m. from his conference
         at the court of appeals. The substance of the meeting had been largely the same as the meeting at the prison yesterday. Nobody
         had enough money. What do they cut?
      


  Brand had taken the day off yesterday to interview political consultants. His opponent, Beroja, had the advantage of an existing
         organization. Brand would have a lot of help from the party, but he had to get his own people in place.
      


  Molto asked what he made of the consultants he’d met.


  “I liked the two women. O’Bannon and Meyers? Pretty sharp. Only guess what their last local campaign was.”


  “Sabich?”


  “Exactly.” Brand laughed. “Talk about hired guns.”


  “I saw him yesterday, by the way.”


  “Who?”


  “Rusty.”


  That stopped Brand, who’d continued rearranging the piles on his desk. The trial cart from the Sabich case remained in the
         corner of Brand’s office, still holding all of Jim and Tommy’s files, as well as the exhibits, which Judge Yee had returned
         when the proceedings were over. To try a case, you ignored everything in the universe—family occasions, the news, other cases—and
         once it ended, all the stuff that had been pushed aside became more pressing than something as trivial as cleaning up. You
         could walk into the offices of half the deputy PAs and see trial boxes that had sat around untouched for months in the aftermath
         of verdicts. When you finally found the time to put that stuff away, it was as poignant as surveying the relics of a former
         love affair, these documents and pill bottles that once seemed as momentous as pieces of the True Cross and were now entirely
         beside the point in the flow of daily life. In a few months, Tommy would not be able to tell you how most of those objects
         fit into the intricate labyrinth of inference and conclusion that had been the state’s case. Now it was only the outcome that
         mattered. Rusty Sabich was a felon in prison.
      


  “I was out in Morrisroe,” said Tommy. He briefed Brand on the meeting. Letting convicts loose was going to be a campaign issue
         once it hit the press, but Brand was more interested in Sabich.
      


  “You just dropped in on him? No lawyer, no nothing?”


  “Kind of like old friends,” said Tommy. It hadn’t even occurred to him that Sabich might have refused to speak to him. Or
         seemingly to Sabich, for that matter. They were both much too engaged by the long-running contest between them to want to
         involve anyone else. It was like fighting with your ex-wife.
      


  “How’s he look?” Brand asked.


  “Better than I thought he would.”


  “Shit,” said Brand.


  “I wanted to ask him face-to-face how he screwed with the computer.”


  “Again?”


  “He wouldn’t answer. I think he’s protecting his kid.”


  “That’s about what I figured.”


  “I know. I ran into Gorvetich a couple of days ago. He said you got blasted together after the trial and you said you think
         Rusty copped to something he didn’t do. I couldn’t imagine what the hell you were talking about at first. And then it came
         to me that you thought he was fronting for his son.”
      


  Brand shrugged. “Who knows what I was thinking? I was on my ass. So was Milo.”


  “But I still don’t see what would have given you the idea Rusty was taking the kid’s weight?”


  Brand pulled a mouth and stared back down at his desk. The piles were organized with military precision, edges even and spaced
         exact distances apart, like the beds in a barracks. He picked up a stack of manila folders and looked around for someplace
         to put them.
      


  “Just a feeling,” he said.


  “But why?”


  Brand dropped the files on an open corner on the desk where they clearly didn’t belong.


  “Who cares, Boss? Rusty’s in the can. Where he should be. At least for a little while. What are you afraid of?”


  Afraid. That was the right word. Tommy had woken up at three, and most of the time he’d been flat-out nightmare scared. He
         tried to believe he was just torturing himself the way he sometimes did, unable or unwilling to absorb his own success. But
         he knew he was going to have to find out in order to be able to live with himself.
      


  “What I’m afraid of, Jimmy, is that you know Rusty didn’t put the card on the computer.”
      


  Brand finally sat down in his desk chair. “Why would you think that, Tom?”


  “I’ve just been putting together a lot of pieces in the last couple of days. What you said to Gorvetich. The fact that you
         were sitting here all night after the PC had been unwrapped. And that Orestes had showed you how it could be powered up without
         removing the evidence tape. That was after the banker came in and it looked all of a sudden like our case was circling the
         drain. And you know computers. You took programming from Gorvetich. So I gotta ask, right, Jim? We still don’t have anything
         else that would pass as an explanation. You didn’t put that card on there, did you?”
      


  “How could I have done that?” asked Brand with disarming calm. “I couldn’t have turned that computer on and messed with it
         without the program directory showing it had been opened. Remember?”
      


  “Right. Except the PC was going to be turned on the next day in court, and it would be that date and time that would show
         up in the directory.” He had Brand’s attention now. Jim was watching Tommy with care.
      


  “It’s brilliant,” said Tommy. “Create a defense, which explains all the evidence, so Stern has to embrace it. And then when
         he has, you blow it completely out of the water. And blame the defendant for the fraud. It’s just absolutely brilliant.”
      


  Brand looked across the desk for quite some time with a dead expression. And then slowly, he began to smile, until he was
         grinning at Molto in the familiar way he so often did, as the two of them appreciated the clowning, the irony, the flat-out
         comedy, of human misbehavior and the law’s futile efforts to curb it.
      


  “It woulda been pretty fuckin brilliant,” he said.


  Inside Tommy, something broke, probably his heart. He sat in a wooden chair across the office. All Brand had needed to tell
         him was no. In the meantime, Jim’s smile had slackened as he registered Tommy’s mood.
      


  “That man killed somebody, Boss. Two somebodies. He’s guilty.”


  “Except of what we convicted him of.”


  “Who cares?”


  “I do,” said Tommy. For all the years he’d worked in this office, he’d listened to one PA after another lecture his deputies
         about a prosecutor’s duty to strike hard blows but fair. Some of them meant it; some of them said it with a wink and a nod,
         knowing how hard it was to play redcoats and Indians, to march in straight lines down the center of the road while the bad
         guys hid in the bushes and attacked. Tommy had probably wavered on all of that before Tomaso was born. But you had a different
         stake in the future with a child. You had to teach him right from wrong. Without quibbling or qualification. The murky truth
         would always be on the street. But there was no hope at all if the prosecutor didn’t draw hard lines and stand behind them.
      


  “The man stood up in court and admitted he was guilty,” said Brand.


  “Would you do that to protect your son? He knew he didn’t do it, Jim, and his kid would be the only other person with a motive
         to try to take him out that way. So he pled to put an end to all of it.”
      


  “He’s a murderer.”


  “You know,” said Tommy, “I’m not even completely sure about that anymore. Tell me why that woman, who was already struggling,
         didn’t just give up the ghost when she found out about her husband’s affair and kill herself?”
      


  “His fingerprints are on the pill bottle. He searched about phenelzine.”


  “That’s our whole case? You really telling me we wouldn’t have thought twice about proceeding if we knew Barbara had been
         to the bank?”
      


  “He didn’t deserve to walk away again. Not to mention you. You’ve been wearing Rusty as lead ankle weights for twenty years.”


  He didn’t want what Brand had done. It was no gift to him. But even as he’d sat there in the dark in the middle of the night,
         hearing the sobbing, sleeping breaths now and then of his son, and occasionally his wife, often in an inexplicably close rhythm,
         he’d understood this much: that if Brand had done it, he’d done it for him.
      


  “It works out for you, too, Jim. You’re the guy who’s running to become the next PA.”


  Bluff but quick-eyed and defensive up until now, Brand sat forward in true anger. His big hands were closed hard.


  “I’ve been sucking hind tit for you for years, Tommy, because I owe you that. Because you’re entitled to that. You’ve been
         better to me than my own brothers were. I’ve never put myself ahead of you. I love your ass and you know it.”
      


  He did know that. Brand loved him. And he loved Brand. He loved Brand the way warriors learned to love the men and women who
         stood beside them in the trenches, who watched their backs and were among the few who actually understood the fear and bloodshed
         and turmoil of war. You became like Siamese twins that way, joined at the heart or some other vital organ. Brand was loyal.
         And Brand was smart. But he hung on tight to Tommy for his own reasons. Because he needed a conscience.
      


  “Look,” said Brand. “Shit happens. It’s the middle of the fucking night and you’re fried and angry, and you get this half-ass
         idea, mostly because you know you could do it, and you get started and it takes on a life of its own. To tell you the truth,
         I was laughing out loud the whole three hours it took me. It seemed pretty comical at the time.”
      


  Tommy considered that. That was probably true, too. Not that it did any good.


  “I’m not going to let that guy sit in the can for something he didn’t do, Jim.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “No, I’m not. I’m going to call Judge Yee. We’re going to file a motion in arrest of judgment this afternoon. Sabich will
         be out by tomorrow morning. I just need to figure out what to say. And what to do with you.”
      


  “With me?” Brand stiffened. “Me? I didn’t do anything. I didn’t testify falsely. I didn’t offer any false evidence. I’m not
         the one who turned on the computer. Read the record, Tom. You won’t find a word in the transcript where I did anything other
         than tell the court that the card was a fraud. And I brought evidence forward to prove that and prevent the court from being
         misled. What crime is that?”
      


  Tommy considered Brand sadly. These days, crime made him sad. When he was younger, crime made him angry. Now he knew it was
         just an indelible part of life. The wheel turned, people seethed with impulse and held themselves back most of the time. And
         when they didn’t, it was Tommy’s job to see them punished, not so much because what they had done was incomprehensible—not
         when you were really honest about how people could be—but because the other folks, the ones trying to contain themselves every
         day, needed the warning and, more important, the vindication of knowing bad guys got what they deserved. The regular people
         had to see the point of the bit and bridle they put on themselves.
      


  “You can’t prosecute me,” said Brand. “And if you ever did, Tom, you know exactly how it would end up. People will just blame
         you.”
      


  With Brand’s last words, Tommy felt his heart wince and he made a pained sound. But before answering, he sat thinking all
         of it through. Brand was quicker than he was, and he’d had many weeks to analyze the situation. So how would this actually
         unfold? Molto asked himself.
      


  A special prosecutor would have to be appointed. The argument Brand had made a second ago, that he had done nothing to defraud
         the court, would cut no ice with the special. Tampering with the evidence in the middle of a trial was a crime of one kind
         or another.
      


  Proving that, however, was a different matter. There were just the two of them in this room. Even if Tommy’s account of the
         conversation was accepted, Brand hadn’t really made a detailed admission yet.
      


  But the most important point was what Brand had said last, the artful threat he’d posed. Because Brand was right. Once Tommy
         fired the bullet, it was sure to ricochet and go right through him. If a prosecutor ever got close to indicting Brand, Jim
         would bargain his way out by saying Tommy knew, that whatever Brand did, he’d done at Tommy’s behest. If Molto turned on him,
         as Jim saw it, he’d repay the favor by turning on Tommy. If Brand lied well enough, Tommy could even end up convicted. And
         even if it didn’t get quite that far, he’d be back in the same purgatory he was in twenty years ago. People would believe
         it, because he’d admitted messing around then. Life, Tommy thought not for the first time, was not particularly fair.
      


  “Okay,” Molto said after he’d weighed things out for several minutes more, “here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to tell
         Judge Yee that we’ve discovered that the chain of evidence on the PC had been corrupted: The computer sat unwrapped in your
         office the night before it was turned on, and contrary to what we always understood, we’ve learned that the tape seals were
         not secure and that the computer could have been tampered with by anyone who was in the PA’s office that night or early the
         following morning. We’re not saying that happened. But since Sabich would never have pled if he knew we couldn’t prove a proper
         chain of evidence, we’re moving to void the conviction and to dismiss those charges as well.
      


  “And you’re going to resign from the office in the next thirty days. Because there will be a big stink when Rusty walks away
         again. And it was your fault that the computer was not properly secured. You’re going to take the blame for Sabich skating.
         Because it is your fault, Jim.”
      


  “Which will fuck my candidacy,” said Brand.


  “Which will fuck your candidacy,” said Molto.


  “Am I supposed to say, Thank you?” said Brand.


  “You could. I think you will when you get some time.”


  “It sucks,” said Brand.


  Tommy shrugged. “It’s kind of a sucky world, Jimmy,” he said. “At least sometimes.” He stood up. “I’m going to call Sandy
         Stern.”
      


  Cornered and embittered, Brand was nibbling unconsciously on one of his thumbnails. “Isn’t he dead yet?”


  “Not from what I hear. They say he’s actually rallying. It just goes to show you, Jimmy.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s why we get up in the morning. Because there’s never any telling.” He looked at Brand, whom he’d once loved, and shook
         his head. “Never,” he repeated.
      




  CHAPTER 44


  Anna, August 5–6, 2009


  You won’t believe this,” Nat tells me first thing when I pick up my cell in my office. He repeats the words. Each time I think
         Nat and I have crashed the last wave, that it cannot get any crazier, that we are finally on the downslide toward a regular
         life, something else comes up. “I just got off the phone with Sandy. They’re letting my father out. Can you believe this?
         They’re dismissing the charges.”
      


  “Oh, Nat.”


  “Can you believe this? Apparently Molto found out from the evidence tech that the computer wasn’t secured the night before
         I turned it on. So there’s no chain of evidence, and without a good chain there’s no provable offense.”
      


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I don’t either. Not really. Neither does Sandy. But Yee already entered the order. Sandy still hasn’t reached my father,
         because guys in seg can’t get unscheduled phone calls. How’s that for catch-22? Stern is waiting for the warden to call him
         back.” A second later, Nat’s phone beeps with an incoming call, and he lets me go so he can talk to Marta.
      


  I sit in my little office, looking at the picture of Nat on my desk, full of relief for him, with joy for his joy. And even
         then, there is a cold corner on my heart. Although I would never wish it this way, the ugly truth is that for me it has been
         easier to have Rusty gone, to have no more of those confused moments when we have been together, with the signals jammed on
         both sides by mutual will and each of us seemingly counting the seconds until we can get away. Since Barbara died, we have
         said next to nothing to one another and have barely even lifted our eyes in each other’s direction. The only real exception
         came in that moment right after his guilty plea, when Rusty turned and saw with clear surprise that I was seated beside Nat
         in the courtroom. “Complex” is not word enough for that look. Longing. Disapproval. Incomprehension. Everything he has probably
         ever felt about me was contained there. Then he turned away and held his hands behind himself.
      


  I sit at my desk for the next forty minutes and do absolutely nothing except wait for the phone to ring again. When it does,
         the Sterns have finally come up with a plan. Rusty will be released from the state work farm at Morrisroe at three a.m. The
         timing is Sandy’s idea. He is unsure whether word of Rusty’s departure will leak, but he is confident that these days none
         of the news organizations can easily afford the overtime involved in sending out reporters and photographers in the middle
         of the night.
      


  “Can you come with?” Nat asks me.


  “Isn’t this a time for just your dad and you?”


  “No,” he says. “Marta and Sandy are going to be there. We’re the only family my dad has now. You should come, too.”


  It is a long night waiting to leave. The glum, visibly withdrawn man I have lived with for close to a year now is gone, at
         least for a while. Nat cannot sit down. He walks circles around the condo, checks the Web for the latest commentary about
         his father, and turns on the TV to read the crawl on the all-news cable stations. Apparently, a cadre of reporters arrived
         downstate to catch footage of Judge Yee leaving his chambers at five thirty p.m. today. He said nothing but smiled and waved
         at the cameras, amused as always by the amazing turns in life and thus the law. The reporters all use the word “stunning”
         to describe today’s events. Stern has released a statement that the reporters read verbatim, praising the integrity of the
         prosecuting attorney and saying Sandy expects his client to be released tomorrow.
      


  Around nine p.m., I suggest to Nat that we go out to grab some groceries for his father. It makes a good diversion, since
         Nat takes pleasure in gathering the things he knows his dad likes. Back home, we decide to go to bed—something good will happen
         there, a nap, at least—and we actually have to scramble to reach the Sabich family house in Nearing on time at one a.m., where
         we have agreed to meet to be sure there is not a press vigil already. Assuming all goes well at the institution, Rusty should
         be back here by four a.m. and will depart at once, before the press horde stakes out the place, for the family cabin in Skageon.
         It seems bizarre that a man would emerge from seg and choose to spend more time alone, but according to Stern, Rusty pointed
         out that being able to go down to town to buy a paper or watch a movie will make all the difference.
      


  The Sterns arrive a few minutes after us in Marta’s Navigator. Marta and Nat embrace at length in the driveway. When he releases
         her, he goes to the passenger side, where he leans in to hug Stern, more briefly. I met both of the Sterns a few months ago,
         when they were preparing for the trial, but Nat reintroduces me. I shake hands with Sandy. Under the dome light, he looks
         far more robust than the last time I saw him in court. The startling rash that covered a large part of his face is nothing
         but a faint blotch, and he has lost the starved, hollow look of a prisoner of war. It is not clear to Nat, or perhaps even
         to Sandy, whether this recovery is only a brief reprieve or something more lasting. For whatever significance it may hold,
         he does remark, as he is apologizing for not standing to greet me, that he is going to do something about “this damnable knee”
         as soon as he can face the hospital again.
      


  On the ride, Nat peppers Sandy with questions about his father’s future. Will Rusty get his pension? Can he go back on the
         bench? Nat alone seems unable to recognize what is patent to everybody else in the car, that Rusty’s release on these terms,
         the ultimate in technicalities, will only go to make him more of a pariah. Since the DNA results became public in late June,
         the media talkers have often painted Rusty as a vicious schemer who committed two murders and manipulated a system he knew
         intimately to escape with minimal punishment. Now they will howl that he has escaped with no punishment at all.
      


  Stern, however, is patient with Nat, explaining that his father will regain his pension, but that his status on the bench
         is far more complicated.
      


  “The conviction is void, Nat, and since your father was automatically removed from office when he pleaded guilty, he will
         be reinstated. But Rusty admitted in open court that he obstructed justice, and he can hardly take that back. Not to mention
         everything he acknowledged at trial—improperly disclosing a decision of his court to Mr. Harnason, engaging in ex parte contact.
         The Courts Commission would be hard-pressed to ignore all of that. So they are bound to try to remove him.
      


  “Overall, Nat, subject to your father’s wishes, I would regard it as a very satisfactory outcome if we can barter your father’s
         hasty resignation from the bench for an agreement that Bar Admissions and Discipline will take no action—or very limited action—against
         him. I would like to make sure that he will be able to return to practicing law eventually.” For a second, the difficulties
         of Rusty’s future, with no job, few friends, and next to nothing in the way of public respect, confound all of us and bring
         silence to the car.
      


  We are at the institution nearly an hour early and spend time in an all-night truck stop, coffeeing ourselves to stay awake
         and lingering over the pictures of Marta’s kids that she has stored on her phone. Finally, at two forty-five, we drive through
         the tiny town to approach the institution. The work farm stands on the formerly empty portion of the grounds of the state’s
         lone maximum-security prison for women. The camp itself is a series of Quonset-like barracks and a central administration
         building of brick, where Rusty is housed on the top floor. The only substantial structure, it is surrounded by barns and two
         vast fields full of ripe beans and corn plants, which are high enough in August to look like graceful figures when their leaves
         bob on the breeze. Although the camp is a minimum-security facility, the neighboring institution requires a chain-link fence
         topped in whorls of razor wire and, within, brick walls nearly twenty feet high, with guard towers rising every couple hundred
         yards.
      


  To further confuse the press, Stern and the warden agreed that Rusty will be released through the transport gate on the west
         side of the institution, where inmates are bused in and out. We park there in the gravel drive, outside the massive steel
         doors.
      


  A few minutes before three, we hear voices in the still night, and then, without ceremony, one of the huge doors squeals and
         parts no more than a yard. Rusty Sabich steps into the beam of Marta’s headlights, shielding his eyes with a manila envelope.
         He is wearing the same blue suit he had on when he was sentenced, with no tie, and his hair has grown amazingly long, more
         of a surprise to me than the whitish beard Nat has described after his visits. He is also quite a bit thinner. Nat and he
         walk toward each other and finally fall into each other’s arms. Although we all stand at least twenty feet away, in the still
         night, you can hear the sounds of both men weeping.
      


  Finally, they break apart, dabbing their eyes, and walk arm in arm toward the rest of us. Stern has used his cane to come
         to his feet, and Rusty embraces both his lawyers at length, then gives me a quick hug. In the drama of the moment, I have
         not noticed that another car has pulled up behind us, and I am briefly alarmed until Sandy explains that this is a photographer,
         Felix Lugon, formerly of the Trib, whom Stern notified. He wanted a picture for his walls, he says, but will also be able to use the photo as a way to bargain
         for a page-one story spinning Rusty’s side of things in the next couple of days, if that proves advisable. The Sterns and
         Nat and Rusty link arms and pose for a couple of shots, then Lugon snaps away as Rusty gets into the front seat of Marta’s
         SUV. Marta has already triggered the ignition when another figure emerges from the gate and trots toward us. It turns out
         to be a guard in uniform. Rusty opens the window and shakes hands with him, jabbering in Spanish, then after a final wave,
         the window is raised and we drive off through the heavy dust that Lugon’s car raised, finally on the way to bring Rusty Sabich
         home.
      


  The trip back always seems faster. Marta cruises along at more than eighty, eager to get Rusty on his way. After seeing Rusty,
         Sandy has scotched the idea of publishing his photo. Rusty’s appearance is so different that he will have virtual anonymity,
         assuming we can avoid the press outside his house.
      


  The former prisoner is quiet for some time, watching the landscape whiz past from the passenger’s seat and grunting faintly
         now and then, as if to say, Oh, yes, I forgot open space, what it looks and feels like. He unseals the envelope he was carrying,
         which contains his belongings. He takes all the cards out of his wallet and looks them over one by one, as if to remind himself
         what they are for. And he seems inexpressibly delighted to find that his cell phone still works, although it blinks out after
         a second, in need of a charge.
      


  “Can you explain this to me?” Rusty finally says when we have been on the road some time.


  “Explain what?” asks Stern, to whom the question was directed, from the backseat.


  “Why Tommy did this.”


  “I’ve already told you what he said, Rusty. The computer was not secured the night before it was turned on in court. Game,
         set, match. They cannot establish a chain.”
      


  “But they must know more than that. Don’t you think? Why would Tommy admit that at this stage?”


  “Because he is supposed to. Tommy is not the old Tommy. Everyone in the Tri-Cities will tell you that. Besides, what else
         could they know?”
      


  Rusty does not answer, but after a minute he describes a visit that Tommy Molto made to him two days ago in the prison, where
         Tommy told him that some people in his office believe Rusty pleaded guilty to a crime he did not commit. Even the famously
         unflappable Sandy Stern cannot keep from jolting visibly.
      


  “Forgive me,” Stern says, “I am only the poor lawyer, but it might have been wise to let us know that.”


  “I’m sorry, Sandy. I realize this sounds ridiculous, but I took it as a private conversation.”


  “I see,” says Stern. Rusty has turned to see Sandy in the rear seat, and behind his back Marta soundlessly mimes banging the
         heel of her palm against her forehead. In the rear seat between Nat and Sandy, I feel Nat’s grip tighten on my hand, as he
         silently ticks his head back and forth. None of us is ever going to understand.
      


  We are in Nearing a few minutes after four. The neighborhood is quiet. In the driveway, there is another round of hugs. Nat
         and I transfer the groceries from my car to Rusty’s in the garage, and we stand aside to wave him on his way to Skageon. Instead,
         the ignition on Rusty’s Camry gives one polite cough, a little like the sound Sandy keeps making, and goes utterly silent.
         Dead.
      


  “The best laid plans,” says Rusty as he climbs out. I offer my car, but Nat reminds me that I have a dep tomorrow in Greenwood
         County. For a second, the five of us debate alternatives. Marta is eager to get her father home in order not to deplete him
         further, but she has a set of jumper cables at her house, which is nearby. Male bulk will be required to move the two seventy-pound
         bags of fertilizer that are blocking the cabinet. If the car won’t start after the jump, then we’ll try to figure a way for
         Rusty to rent or borrow a ride.
      


  I get into my car to drive Nat over, but he comes around to my side and whispers through the open window, “Don’t leave him
         alone, not now.”
      


  I stare at him for just a second, then hand over the keys. Nat is already behind the wheel when he leans out to whisper again.


  “See if he wants breakfast, maybe? Do you mind?”


  Rusty has already gone inside the house alone when I follow through the garage with two bags of groceries. He has plugged
         in his cell phone and is at the kitchen window, peeking through the curtains.
      


  “Reporters?” I ask.


  “No, no. I thought I might have seen a light next door. The Gregoriuses always have a car or two nobody is driving.”


  The truth is that he seems far better than I would have hoped. During the trial and the months leading up to it, he had become
         a man as different in a short space of time as anybody I have ever known. Stern seemed less depleted by mortal illness. Rusty
         was ruined and empty, a sunken ship. Sometimes when we were with him, I watched him greet people he knew on the street. He
         still remembered what to say. He would stick out his hand at the right moment, but it was almost as if he were afraid to occupy
         his space on earth. I was never sure Nat noticed any of this. He was so busy trying to come to terms with his father, he did
         not seem to realize that the guy he’d known had largely fled. But now he’s back. And it is not freedom to thank. I know that
         instantly. It is having been punished, paying a price.
      


  “Nat thought you might want some breakfast,” I say.


  He takes a step closer to peek into the bags. “Is there any fresh fruit in there? I never thought the first thing I’d long
         for after prison is a strawberry.”
      


  A close observer always of both his parents, Nat had bought blueberries and strawberries, and I start to wash and cut.


  As the tap runs, Rusty says behind me, “Barbara always wanted to redo this kitchen. She just hated the idea of having workmen
         in here all the time.”
      


  I look around. He’s right. The place is dated and small. The cherry cabinets are still beautiful, but everything else is out
         of style. Still, the mention of Barbara is odd. As occurs often, the ghostly way Barbara haunted this household moves through
         me, the intensity of the passion she felt for her son and the persisting depths of her unhappiness. She was one of those people
         who needed courage to live.
      


  “I didn’t kill her,” he says. I glance back very briefly to see him seated at the cherry kitchen table, with its old-fashioned
         scalloped edge, staring to observe my reaction.
      


  “I know,” I say. “Were you afraid I doubted that?”


  My response is honest, but it ignores the months it took for me to feel comfortable with that conclusion. My problem, much
         as I have never wanted to judge the proof, is my own preloaded software. I stitch together evidence like some lady who quilts
         obsessively. It’s why I was destined for the legal profession, the canny girl who was looking out for her mother and herself
         from an early age, searching the world for signs and putting them together. So there was no way for me not to ponder the most
         uncomfortable things I knew—that Rusty went to consult Prima Dana forty-eight hours after I told him I was going 
         to start seeing Nat or the savage look with which he left the Dulcimer that day, a man smelting in the heat of his own rage.
         Worst of all, I remembered the read receipts that seemed to indicate that Barbara had gone through my e-mails to Rusty. She
         had betrayed nothing the night Nat and I had come to Nearing, but I often imagined that there had finally been a shattering
         scene between Rusty and her after we left.
      


  Yet I could never make myself envision murder. My time with Rusty is far behind me. Yet I saw enough of his essence in those
         few months to be sure he is not a killer.
      


  “At moments,” he answers now.


  “Is that why you thought I’d fiddled with your computer? I mean, Tommy’s right, isn’t he? You pleaded guilty to something
         you didn’t do.” I have thought of this before, but the exchange with Stern in the SUV clinched it for me.
      


  “I didn’t know what to think, Anna. I knew I didn’t do it. I was never completely confident in the so-called experts, but
         they kept insisting that the computer was fully sealed when it was brought to court, so that ruled out someone in Molto’s
         office—which by the way has got to be the answer. Don’t you think? Tommy can say whatever he wants for public consumption.
         He knows somebody who works for him got around the seals and added the card in order to sucker-punch us.”
      


  That point has not been quite as clear in my mind until he says it, but I realize he is right. I have never forgotten Molto
         fooled around with the evidence decades ago, and I feel a little embarrassed I did not recognize this before. We will never
         know what turned the PA around now. Probably fear of exposure, for some reason.
      


  “Anyway,” he says, “back in June, I thought the only people who could have done it were Nat or you. Or the two of you together.
         The experts never seemed to focus on that, the possibility the two of you could have worked in concert to put the card on
         there. The last thing I wanted was for the whole inquiry to go on long enough for that thought to finally dawn on Tommy and
         Gorvetich.
      


  “But I couldn’t ever make sense of why either of you would have done something like that. A thousand things went through my
         mind. And made sense for a couple of seconds. But one of them was that you believed I was guilty and tried to get me out of
         it because you blamed yourself for me killing Barbara, thinking I did it so I could get you back.”
      


  I am sweeping the last of the berries into a bowl, and I avoid turning to him for a second. The very worst moment I had in
         the last two years was when those read receipts turned up on my computer, and next worst was the day Nat called me from the
         courthouse to say, ‘She knew. My mom knew.’ The banker had just testified, and Nat had taken one of his familiar breaks to
         cry. I love the fact that he cries. I have realized in the last year that I have waited all my life for a man who never claims
         to be immune to the pain of life, unlike that great fake I have for a mother.
      


  ‘Knew?’ I asked. ‘What did she know?’ Because of everything that emerged in court I realize that Barbara was putting on an
         act for Nat’s sake the night before she died, but in the moment she had been convincing, and there were times in the last
         year when I harbored a faint hope that the read receipts were triggered by something else, like the scrubbing program run
         on Rusty’s PC, and that Barbara had died 
         unknowing. Now I crashed into my own despair. I have been stabbed at so often by guilt and apprehension that it was hard to
         believe they could cut sharper or deeper, yet I felt then as if I were being dissected. Generally speaking, I have been good
         throughout my life at faking my way along, especially when I am suffering. But my difficulty in understanding myself sometimes
         paralyzes me. Why did I ever want Rusty? And what seems like the greatest mystery of all—why didn’t I ever give a fig about
         Barbara? In the past two months, there has been a parade of moments when I have nearly been knocked cold by the recognition
         of the monumental pain I caused her in the last week of her life. Why didn’t I see the stakes for her when I was throwing
         myself at her husband? Who was I? It’s like trying to understand why I once jumped off a rock forty feet above the Kindle
         while I was in high school and nearly killed myself when I lost consciousness for a second with the impact. Why did I think
         that was fun?
      


  In my own defense, I really didn’t know how edgy Barbara was. Before we became intimate, Rusty always presented her as difficult
         rather than crazy, speaking of Barbara much the way the Indians do the Pakistanis, or the Greeks talk about the Turks, traditional
         enemies at peace along an uneasy border. At the time, I took that only as an opening, an opportunity. I never considered the
         harm to her. Because, as is always true of people who do the wrong thing, I was certain we would never be caught.
      


  I place the berries on the table in front of him and hand over a fork.


  “You having any?” he asks.


  “No appetite.” I smile weakly. “Did you?”


  “What?”


  “Still want me back when Barbara died?”


  “No. Not really. Not by then.”


  I have a dozen excuses for what went on with Rusty. The law seemed such a grand point of arrival for me, a destiny I was so
         long headed toward. I wanted to absorb everything, do everything. It was like standing before a temple. And I knew how much
         longing rested unexpressed inside him. You could almost hear it from him, like a brake grinding on a drum. I believed, stupidly,
         I would be good for him. And I knew that whatever the open sesame was with men, I hadn’t found it yet, and this was another
         key to try. But in the end, I was using him, and I realized that. I desperately wanted somebody like him, somebody important,
         to want me, as if I would somehow possess everything the world had poured on him, if he was willing to forsake it all for
         me. It made sense. That’s all I can say. In the irrational internal way the heart and mind can mesh. It made sense then and
         makes no sense now. At moments, I feel like begging, Take me back, put me back there so I can figure out who that girl was
         two years ago. It would not matter, anyway. I will always have to live with the regret.
      


  “I didn’t think so,” I say. “That night Nat and I were here, the night before she died? You seemed to have let go of it. It’s
         one more reason I never thought you killed her. I just didn’t know why you’d gotten to that point so quickly.”
      


  “Because it turned out I wanted my son more than I wanted you. Is that too blunt?”


  “No.”


  “It helped me put things in perspective. Not that it wasn’t an awful situation. It still is, I suppose.”


  I don’t think he means to accuse me, but of course, I am guilty enough to feel accused anyway.


  “You are in love with him, right?” Rusty asks.


  “Madly. Insanely. Do you mind my saying that?”


  “It’s what I want to hear.”


  Just uttering this little about Nat, I feel my heart swell, and tears forcing themselves to my eyes.


  “He is the sweetest man in the world. Brilliant and funny. But so sweet. So kind.” Why did it take me so long to see that
         was what I needed, someone who wants my care and can return it?
      


  “A lot more than I am,” Rusty says.


  We both know that’s true. “He had nicer parents,” I answer.


  Rusty looks away. “And he still has no clue?”


  I shrug. How do we ever know what’s in someone else’s heart or mind? If we are always a mystery to ourselves, then what is
         the chance of fully understanding anybody else? None, really.
      


  “I don’t think so. I’ve started to tell him a thousand times, but I always stop myself.”


  “I think that’s right,” Rusty says. “Nothing to gain.”


  “Nothing,” I say.


  I have returned to see my therapist several times, but Dennis has no answers to the insane opera in which I found myself enmeshed
         after Barbara died, in part because he told me not to see Nat in the first place. But there’s one thing Dennis and I always
         agree on, and that’s that telling Nat the truth now would be impossibly destructive—not only of us, but of him. Most of what
         he assumed about his life on earth has shifted already in the last year. I can’t ask him to pay another price just to relieve
         my overwhelming guilt. For me, this was always going to be a relationship built across the crater of a volcano. I have to
         walk those dangerous heights alone.
      


  But people get used to things. Rusty got used to prison, amputees learn to live without limbs. If I can stay with Nat, the
         present will overwhelm the past. I can see us in a house, with kids, frantic with two jobs and figuring out who is going to
         be able to get home in time to pick up from the soccer games, can envision us anchored in a world entirely of our own making
         and still thrilled to the core by who we are to each other. I can see that. But I am not sure how to get from here to there.
         I kept thinking that if we could hold it together until the trial ended, we would be able to go on, a day at a time, and I
         still believe that now.
      


  “I’m going to leave you two in peace,” he says. “I can’t really live here. Not now,” he says. “Maybe I can come back eventually.”
         He’s quiet a second. “Can I ask something really personal?”
      


  I am instantly afraid, until he says, “Do I have any hope of grandchildren?”


  I just turn to him and smile.


  “Wild horses,” he tells me.


  Outside, the garage door creaks and clatters. Nat is back. We both look in that direction. I stand up and Rusty gets up, too.
         I hug him quickly, but in earnest this time, with the sincerity and appreciation people always owe somebody they loved.
      


  Then I head to the garage door to greet my sweet, sweet man. But before I get there, I turn back.


  “You know, there’s another reason I love him,” I say.


  “Which is?”


  “There are ways he’s a lot like you.”


  The Camry starts. With the long drive north, the battery will recharge. Nat gives Rusty the cables just in case, then we stand
         on the driveway, waving. The car backs down the drive, then Rusty stops and gets out, and he and Nat hug each other yet again.
         I think one of the hardest things in a relationship is dealing with the way your partner sees his parents. I learned that
         in my marriage to Paul, the fact he didn’t understand how his mom tended to boss him, and I’ve witnessed similar things a
         number of times since. It’s like watching someone struggle with Chinese handcuffs. You keep thinking, No, in, push in, don’t
         pull back, they just get tighter, and the poor sap, this guy you love or hope to love, struggles anyway. I am glad for Rusty
         and for Nat, glad for this night, but I know they still have oceans left to swim across.
      


  Then Nat and I start home. When you love someone, he is your life. The first principle of existence. And because of that,
         he has the power to change you and everything you know. It is like suddenly turning a map over so that south is at the top.
         It’s still correct, still able to get you to anyplace you want to go. But it could not seem more different.
      


  As an intellectual matter, I remember that I clerked for Nat’s father and was once mad for him. I remember that I actually
         knew Rusty long before I first met Nat. But Nat was someone else then, a stick figure compared with the person who now dominates
         my life, while Rusty’s chief significance today lies in the inevitable ways he can affect his son. My life is Nat. With Rusty
         gone, I feel the utter solidity of that fact.
      


  We are both quiet, humming with our stuff. It has been quite a night.


  “I need to tell you something,” I say suddenly as we are crossing the Nearing Bridge. There is pink light leaking up from
         the horizon, but the buildings in Center City are still blazing, reflecting gorgeously on the water.
      


  “What?” he asks.


  “It’s upsetting, but I want you to hear this now. Okay?”


  When I glance over, he nods, looking darkly pensive beneath those thick eyebrows.


  “When I moved in with Dede Wirklich after my divorce, I was working at Masterston Buff, writing ad copy, and still trying
         to finish college at night. And I was taking this advanced macroeconomics class in the U Business School. I’d gotten an A
         plus in Intro Econ, and I thought I was good at math and could sail through. The prof was Garth Morse. Remember that name?
         He was one of Clinton’s economic advisers, and he’s still on TV all the time, because he’s really smooth and good-looking,
         and I thought it would be totally cool to take a class from somebody like that. But it was way, way over my head, with all
         these out-there equations that the B students understood instantly. I was upset anyway about leaving Paul and having a hard
         time concentrating, and I got back the midterm and there was this big fat F. So I went to see Morse. And I was in his office
         about ten minutes, and he gives me this long, long look, like he’s seen too many old movies, and says, ‘This is too complicated,
         we need to talk about it over dinner.’ And okay, I wasn’t totally surprised. He had a reputation. He thought he was God’s
         gift. And Dede was like, ‘Are you crazy, go ahead, you want to stay in college forever?’ He really was good-looking and a
         pretty exciting, interesting guy, totally charismatic. But still. His wife was pregnant. I don’t remember how I knew that—maybe
         he mentioned it in class—but that part really bothered me. But Dede had a point, I needed to graduate and move on, and I really
         couldn’t stand just then, right after my marriage ended, to fail at anything else. And so—”
      


  Nat hits the brakes so hard that I clutch and think about the air bag, when I can think at all. I look out the windshield
         to see what we hit. We are on the shoulder, right at the foot of the bridge.
      


  “Are you okay?” I ask.


  He has released his seat belt so he can bring his face close to mine.


  “Why are you telling me this?” he asks. “Why now? Tonight?”


  I shrug. “Because I’m sleep-deprived?”


  “Do you love me?” he asks me then.


  “Of course. Of course. Like I’ve never loved anybody else.” I so mean that. He knows. I know he knows.


  “Do you think I love you?”


  “Yes.”


  “I love you,” he says. “I love you. I don’t need to know the worst things you’ve ever done. I know you had a rough time getting
         to me. And I had a rough time getting to you. But we’re together. And together we’re better people than we’ve ever been. I
         really believe that. That’s all.” He leans over to kiss me softly, looks in my eyes another second, then checks the mirrors
         before pulling the car back onto the road.
      


  When you are twenty, you come to your boyfriends fresh. You are still hoping to find The One, and everybody who went before
         is really just a stepping-stone to that place and doesn’t really matter. But at thirty-six—thirty-six!—that’s no longer the
         case. You have been to the summit, believed in somebody’s love forever, had the greatest sex you think you’ll ever know—and
         somehow moved on to find something else. You have come to whoever is with you now along a rope line of experiences. You both
         know it. You cannot pretend what’s in the past didn’t happen. But it’s the past, the way Sodom and Gomorrah lay in ash behind
         Lot’s wife, who should have known better than to look back. Everybody understands when you get to this age that you carry
         history along, a person, a time whose effects cannot be fully forgotten. Nat has Kat, who I know still e-mails now and then
         and manages to upset him. And that is how it will be with Rusty and what happened with him. I see that now. He will be like
         the telltale heart still beating every now and then in the wall. But gone. It will be the past I lived, crazy but over, the
         past that somehow brought me to the life I really, really want that I will live every day with Nat.
      




  CHAPTER 45


  Rusty, August 25, 2009


  I was in my teens before I realized my parents were not a physical match. Their marriage had been arranged in the old-country
         manner. He was a penniless refugee, piercingly handsome, and she was a dowdy old maid—twenty-three—from a family with property,
         meaning the three-flat in which my mother lived until the day she died. I am sure she was thrilled with him at first, while
         I doubt he ever tried to pretend he was enamored and grew ever more surly.
      


  Every Friday night when I was a boy, my father disappeared after dinner. I looked forward to that, truth be told, since it
         meant I would not have to sleep on the floor in my mother’s bedroom, locked in there, which was how we hid out from his frequent
         drunken rages. When I was in grade school, I assumed my father was spending his Friday nights in a tavern or playing pinochle,
         both routine pastimes for him, but he seldom came home from his carousing and instead went directly to the bakery to begin
         preparing for Saturday morning. But one Friday night when I was thirteen, my mother started a small kitchen fire. Most of
         the damage was to her—she was high-strung and fretful by nature—and the parade of firemen who stormed into her house reduced
         her to a state in which all she could do was shriek for my father.
      


  I went to the tavern first, where one of my father’s acquaintances—he really did not have friends—took mercy on me and my
         obvious agitation and said, as I was leaving, ‘Hey, kid. Try the Hotel Delaney over on Western.’ When I told the desk clerk
         there that I had to find Ivan Sabich, he gave me a watery, unhappy look but finally grunted out a number. It was not the kind
         of place where there were phones in the rooms in those days. I would say that even as I thumped up the filthy stairs, with
         the carpet worn to its backing and the halls reeking of some naphthalike agent used to control the infestation of pests, I
         was actually in some doubt about what I would find. But when I knocked, I recognized the woman, Ruth Plynk, a widow a good
         decade older than my father, who peered through the crack in the door in her slip.
      


  I don’t know why she came to the door. Maybe because my father was in the john. Probably because he was afraid the desk clerk
         had come up for more money.
      


  ‘Tell him the house is on fire,’ I said, and left. I did not know exactly what I felt—shame and anger. But mostly disbelief.
         The world was different, my world. After that, I sat enraged at dinner every Friday night, because my father hummed during
         the meals, the only time during the week that any sound came from him that bore even a remote resemblance to music.
      


  Of course, I never thought once about staring at Ruth Plynk through the small space in that parted door when I was in the
         several hotel rooms I visited with Anna. It was only when I had to tell my son I’d had an affair that the moment returned
         to me, but it has not gone away in all the months since, whenever I see Nat’s evident confusion in my presence.
      


  That look is on his face now as he stands on my back doorstep. He told me last night, when I called to say I was finally headed
         back to sign the agreements Sandy has worked out, that he wanted to visit, but he has arrived earlier than expected. The first
         fall air has brought intermittent storms today. He wears a hooded sweatshirt, and his dark hair tosses in the high wind.
      


  I am happy in the most fundamental way to see my son, although the sight of him is also accompanied by faint distress. We
         mean well by our children, but so much rests beyond our control. There is a nervous distraction to Nat, a looking here and
         there that I suspect will be permanent, and an ingrained frown that I realize I have seen for more than sixty years in the
         mirror. I pull open the door, we hug briefly, and he steps past me, stamping the rain off his shoes.
      


  “Coffee?” I ask.


  “Sure.” He takes a seat at the kitchen table and looks about. This is surely hard for him, to return to this house where so
         many charged moments have passed in the last year. The silence lingers until he asks how I enjoyed Skageon.
      


  “It was fine.” I debate saying more but decide for many reasons that candor may be best. “I actually saw a bit of Lorna Murphy.
         The next-door neighbor?” The Murphys’ vast summer house sprawls over several lots next to our little cottage.
      


  “Really?” Despite all that has gone on in the last two years, he seems more amazed than troubled.


  “She wrote to me last fall after your mom died, and we sort of stayed in touch.”


  “Ah. Grief counseling,” says the permanent wise guy.


  There is actually something to that. Lorna lost Matt, some kind of construction king, four years ago. A lithe blonde, an inch
         or two taller than I am, she has expressed a stubborn faith in me. I thought that was because she had been so long getting
         to the point of thinking about another guy, she simply couldn’t change her mind after I was indicted. She wrote to me every
         week I was in prison and was my first call as I drove to Skageon on the morning of my release. I had no clue if I had the
         courage to suggest meeting up there, and in the event, I didn’t have to. She said she would come up as soon as I told her
         I was headed that way. It was time for each of us to be with someone else.
      


  She is a dear woman, quiet, warm but contained. I suspect she is not my future. Time will tell. But I learned one thing with
         her. If I don’t fall in love with Lorna, I will fall in love with someone else. I will do it again. That is my nature.
      


  “I was going to ask if you fished while you were up there.”


  “Oh, I fished. I fished from the canoe. I caught two nice walleye. Great meals.”


  “Really? I’d love to fish with you one weekend this fall.”


  “It’s a date.”


  The coffee is done. I pour for each of us, and I sit down at the cherry kitchen table, with its wavy edge. It has been here
         throughout Nat’s life, the story of our family written there in the stains and gouges. I can remember the origin of many of
         them—misfired art projects, temper tantrums, pans too hot for bare wood I stupidly set down.
      


  Nat is looking away, lost in something. I stir my coffee and wait for him.


  “How’s all your work coming?” I ask eventually. Nat will continue subbing here in Nearing this fall, but he was also hired
         at Easton Law School to teach a jurisprudence course in the winter term, filling in for one of his former professors who will
         be on leave. He has been spending much of his time preparing for that. And he is back to work on his law review article, comparing
         the law’s model of knowing conduct with what’s suggested by the latest neuroscience research. It could be a pathbreaking piece.
      


  “Dad,” he says without looking at me, “I want you to tell me the truth.”


  “Okay,” I say. I feel a stitch draw in my heart.


  “About Mom,” he says.


  “She killed herself, Nat.”


  He closes his eyes. “Not the party line. What actually happened.”


  “That’s what actually happened.”


  “Dad.” He shows again some of that perpetual agitation, the birdlike glancing about. “Dad, one of the things I really hated
         about growing up in this house was that everybody had secrets. Mom had her secrets, and you had your secrets, and you and
         Mom had secrets together, so I had to have secrets, and I always wished everybody would just fucking talk. You know?”
      


  This is one complaint I fully understand and would probably be powerless to change.


  “I want to know what really happened to Mom. What you know.”


  “Nat, your mother committed suicide. I don’t kid myself to think that my behavior had no role in it, but I didn’t kill her.”


  “Dad, I know that. You think I don’t know that? But I’m your son. I get you, okay? And I’ve thought about this. And I know
         two things. Number one. You didn’t sit here for twenty-four hours after she died to handle your grief, because frankly, that’s
         not you. You’ve always pushed emotions down like somebody sticking wadding into a cannon. Maybe it’ll blow later. But you
         go on. You always go on. You’d have cried or frowned or shaken your head for a while, but you would have gotten on the phone.
         You were sitting here trying to figure something out. That’s one thing I know. And here’s the other. I watched you when you
         pled guilty to obstruction of justice. And you were serene. You said you were guilty with absolute conviction. But since I
         know you didn’t screw with that computer—because you told Anna that—that means that whatever lying and messing around you did,
         you did a long time ago. And I say it was when Mom died. Am I right?”
      


  Smart kid. His mother’s son. Always a very, very smart boy. I manage a small smile, a bit proud, when I nod.


  “So I want to know everything,” he says.


  “Nat, your mother was your mother. What I was to her or she to me doesn’t change any of that. I wasn’t trying to treat you
         as a child. The truth is that I asked myself if I’d want to know the things I never told you, and I really believe I wouldn’t.
         And I hope you’ll take a minute to consider that.”
      


  Nat never really gets angry at anyone the way he does with me. Anger at his mother was too dangerous. I am a safer target,
         and the fashion in which I have always eluded him, or tried to, as he sees it, infuriates him. But the rage that closes his
         brow, that darkens his blue eyes, is, of course, Barbara’s.
      


  “Okay,” I say. “Okay. The truth, Nat, is your mother killed herself. And that I didn’t want you, or anybody else, to know
         that. I didn’t want you to be upset, or to have to shoulder the weight the children of suicides always carry. And I didn’t
         want you to ask why. Or to know what I’d done to provoke her.”
      


  “The affair?”


  “The affair.”


  “Okay. But how did she die?”


  I raise a hand. “I’m going to tell you. I’m going to tell you everything.” I take a breath. Sixty-two years old, I have the
         vulnerabilities of the Serbian kid who was never considered cool in school. I was smart and, as a young boy, no one to mess
         with on the schoolyard—I was vicious when provoked. But I was not cool—not someone anybody cared to hang with on the weekends,
         to invite to parties, or to joke with in the hall. I have always been alone and feared the meaning of my isolation. Although
         I have lived in Kindle County my entire life, attended grade school, high school, college, and law school here, practiced
         in this place for more than thirty-five years, I lack a best friend, especially since rheumatoid arthritis drove Dan Lipranzer,
         the detective I preferred to work with as a prosecutor, to Arizona. Not to say I don’t have good times or enjoy the company
         of close professional acquaintances, like George Mason. But I lack a figure of essential connection. That was something I
         think Anna knew about me and seized upon. But my greatest hopes somehow have always been pinned to my son. Which is not a
         fair assignment for a child. Yet as a result I’ve always had a special fear of being rejected by Nat. I need to steel myself
         now.
      


  “The day you and Anna came for dinner, I’d been working in the garden.”


  “Planting the rhodie.”


  “Planting the rhododendron for your mother, right. And my back was killing me. And she brought me my four Advil as we were
         making dinner.”
      


  “I remember that.”


  “I didn’t take them. I was distracted by the whole situation—you and Anna together. I forgot. And so after you were gone,
         as I was getting ready to go to sleep, your mom brought the pills upstairs to me again. She put them down on the night table.
         She told me I should take them or I wouldn’t be able to get out of bed in the morning, and she went into the bathroom to get
         me a glass of water. And I don’t know, Nat. The phenelzine tablets—they look just like the ibuprofen. Same size. Same color.
         Somebody even said that out loud at one point during the trial. But no matter how close the resemblance, there was a difference
         of some kind, something minute, but a difference. I never put the pills down side by side to see what it was I’d noticed,
         but I picked them up and stared at them in my hand for the longest time, and when I looked back up, your mother was there,
         with the glass of water, and you know, Nat, that was quite a moment.”
      


  “Because?”


  “Because for just a second, a few seconds, she was really happy. Gleeful. Victorious. She was happy I knew.”


  “Knew what?” he asks.


  I stare at my son. Accepting the truth is often the hardest task human beings face.


  “That she was trying to kill you?” he asks at last.


  “Yes.”


  “Mom was trying to kill you?”


  “She’d been to the bank. She’d been in my e-mail. She knew what she knew. And she was lethally angry.”


  “And she’d decided to kill you?”


  “Yes.”


  “My mother was a murderer?”


  “Call it what you want.”


  Now that he has heard it, he is finding it hard to speak. I can just about see his pulse twitching in his fingertips. It is
         a bad moment for both of us.
      


  “Jesus,” says my son. “You’re telling me my mother was a killer.” He snorts and says out loud, the cat-quick logician, “Well,
         one parent must be, right?”
      


  I get it after a second. Either I’m lying because I murdered her or this is the truth.


  “Right,” I say.


  He takes another instant to himself, staring at the refrigerator. The Christmas pictures from more than a year and a half
         ago have still not come down. The babies born, the happy families.
      


  “She knew who it was. The girl?”


  “As I said, she’d been in my e-mail.”


  “I’m not going to ask you to tell me—”


  “Good. Because I’m not going to.”


  “But it must have really pissed her off.”


  “I’m sure she was enraged. And not only for her sake. She was trying to spare other people, too.”


  “So it was somebody’s daughter. One of your friends? It had to be someone she was close to.”


  “No more, Nat. I can’t sacrifice somebody else’s privacy.”


  “Was it Denise? That’s what I’ve always figured—that you got involved with Denise.”


  Denise is Nat’s cousin, a couple years older than him, the daughter of Barbara’s youngest uncle. A stunning young woman, she’s
         had more than her share of trouble and is currently struggling in her marriage to a state trooper for the sake of their two-year-old.
      


  “There’s no point, Nat. I behaved like an absolute jerk. That’s all.”


  “I already knew that, Dad.”


  Touché. He sits at the table, looking away again, dealing once more with all his disappointment. I suspect what he is thinking:
         Mom was right. It all would have been easier without me. If one of us had to go, if I had created a situation where he could
         have only one parent, better it be Barbara. That was exactly what Barbara concluded, particularly because I had no right to
         imperil Nat’s happiness with Anna.
      


  In the meantime, Nat heaves a labored sigh and takes a second to finally remove his jacket.


  “Okay. So you looked at Mom. And she’s got this mad gleam in her eye.”


  “I wouldn’t quite put it like that. But I looked at the pills and at her, back and forth, and it was one of those moments.
         ‘Zero at the bone.’ And I think I said something stupid and obvious like, ‘Is this Advil?’ and she said, ‘Some generic.’ And
         I stared at the pills again. Nat, I don’t know what I was going to do then. Something didn’t seem right, but I don’t know
         if I was going to swallow them or say, ‘Show me the bottle,’ and I never found out, because she came over and snatched them
         from my hand and downed all four of them. One motion. ‘Fine,’ she said, and walked away in a typical huff. I thought it was
         your mother being your mother.”
      


  “She preferred to die rather than get caught?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll never know. I think in the moment, she couldn’t enjoy watching me kill myself as much as she thought she
         would. She had to be feeling a lot right then, including a good deal of shame.”
      


  “She saved you from her?”


  I nod. I’m not sure that’s right, but it will do for a son thinking about his mother.


  “The phenelzine,” he says. “That was just because it happened to look exactly like a pill you regularly took?”


  “It does. Which she’d probably realized years ago. And that provided an opportunity. But I think the larger point was to make
         it appear like I died of natural causes. So no one would ever guess.”
      


  “Like Harnason tried to do.”


  “Just like Harnason. I’m sure she took some satisfaction in finding the primer in how to kill me in one of my own cases.”


  He smiles a little ruefully, which I take as an unvanquished appreciation for his mother.


  “But there was a fail-safe,” I say. “If the phenelzine overdose was detected somehow, she would say I’d committed suicide.
         That was why she’d made sure I picked up that prescription—and handled the bottle when I came in so I’d leave prints. That’s
         why she’d sent me to the store to get the sausage and the cheese and the wine. One of the searches about phenelzine and its
         effects had already been done on my computer. She had a belt and suspenders.”
      


  He nods. He’s followed all of that.


  “Okay, but what was she going to say was your motive to kill yourself right before the election? You were about to hit the
         peak of your professional life, Dad.”
      


  “That’s sometimes hard for people, Nat. And there was the divorce, my visits with Dana. I hadn’t carried through the year
         before, so she could say I just couldn’t face it.”
      


  “Wouldn’t it look bad for her to come up with all of that after the fact?”


  “She’d cry a little. Who wouldn’t believe that a despairing widow would be eager to spare the reputation of her prominent
         husband, not to mention her sensitive son? She’d say the bottle of phenelzine had been out on my sink when she found me, and
         when they identified only my prints on the vial, it would corroborate her story. But no one would ask questions. Especially
         with Tommy Molto sitting in the PA’s office saying good riddance to me. Besides, they could have torn the house apart. There
         was none of the stuff here they were looking for—mortar and pestle, dust from the phenelzine. They could have exhumed my body.
         They would never find anything that wasn’t consistent with me voluntarily taking an overdose of phenelzine. Because of course
         that was exactly how I would have died.”
      


  He fingers his coffee cup while he considers it all. And then, as I would have expected a while ago, he begins to cry.


  “Jesus Christ, Dad. You know. This lawyer thing in you. You can be like Mr. Spock. That’s what I was saying before. You couldn’t
         have sat around mourning. It’s just not in you. Your way is to go completely cold. Like you’re a million miles off. You talk
         about her as if she was a serial killer, or a hit man—you know, somebody who knew how to do this, to kill people. Instead
         of a super-angry, super-hurt person.”
      


  “Nat,” I say, and say no more. That is how it has gone forever, my displeasure with him expressed in no more than his name.
         There is no point in reminding him that this is the truth he demanded. He goes to the sink for a paper towel to wipe his eyes
         and blow his nose.
      


  “And how did you figure all of this out, Dad?”


  “Slowly. That’s what took a day.”


  “Ah.” He sits again. Then runs his hand forward for me to go on.


  “When I woke up, the sheets were wet with her perspiration. And your mom was dead. My first thought was that it was heart
         failure. I did CPR, and then when I went for the phone on her nightstand, I saw a stack of papers which she’d left under the
         water glass she’d brought for me to take the pills.”
      


  “What kind of papers?”


  “The ones she’d gotten from the bank. The receipt from Dana’s firm. Copies of the cashier’s checks that paid my legal bills
         and the STD clinic. Monthly statements with the deposit amounts circled. She’d obviously put them there after I went to sleep.”
      


  “Because?”


  “It was the equivalent of a note. She wanted me to know she knew.”


  “Ah,” says my son.


  “I was shocked, of course. And not especially happy with myself. But I realized how angry she must have been. And that this
         clearly wasn’t an accident. It didn’t take me long to think about the pills and to wonder what she’d taken that she’d intended
         to give me. So I went to her medicine cabinet. And the bottle of phenelzine was right inside in front. I picked it up and
         opened it, looked down to be certain those were the tablets. That’s where the rest of my fingerprints came from.
      


  “Then I went to my computer to find out about the stuff. And you know how the browser finishes your search term if you’ve
         used it before? ‘Phenelzine’ came right up. That’s when I realized she’d been on the PC. I was scared immediately that she
         had been through my e-mail. When I looked, she’d gone in there and deleted those messages.”
      


  “From that woman? Pretty stupid to have left them there, Dad.”


  I shrug. “I never thought your mother would nose around like that. She would have gone postal if I’d ever glanced at her e-mail.”
      


  The truth, of course, is that I knew I was taking some chance, but that I could not bear to erase those messages, the lone
         memento I had of a time I still often longed for. But I cannot say that to my son.
      


  “Why would she bother deleting them? Or the e-mails from Dana?”


  “Because of you.”


  “Me?”


  “That’s my best guess. If things worked out as she intended, if my death was taken as one by natural causes, there was still
         a good chance you’d want to look through my e-mail, not to investigate, but just to remember your father, the same way mourners
         like to look through old letters. By sanitizing the account, she’d leave your memory of me in peace.
      


  “But on the rare chance there was an investigation, it would have suited her purposes for those e-mails to be gone.”


  “Because?”


  “Because it ensured there would be nobody to contradict whatever story your mother was going to tell. She’d have to account
         for the papers from the bank and acknowledge knowing I’d had an affair the year before. But she could say she never knew with
         who. It would have come off that I was thinking of divorce, but couldn’t face it for unclear reasons. Maybe the girl dumped
         me when I told her I was going to leave my marriage. With all the corroboration of my suicide, there would never have been
         any further investigation.”
      


  He takes his time again.


  “Where did those papers go, anyway? The ones from the bank on the nightstand?”


  I laugh. “You’re smarter than Tommy and Brand. Once we put the banker on to testify she gave your mother those documents,
         I kept waiting for the prosecutors to ask where the hell her copies went. They searched the house several times. But things
         were happening too fast, and besides, it was just as reasonable for them to think that she had destroyed them.”
      


  “But you did, right?”


  “I did. Tore them into bits and flushed them down the toilet. That day. Once I figured it all out.”


  “Thereby committing obstruction of justice.”


  “Thereby,” I reply. “My testimony in the trial was not a model of candor. There was a lot I didn’t say I should have said
         if I was telling the whole truth. But I don’t think I committed perjury. I certainly didn’t want to—it would have rendered
         my whole professional life a joke. But the day your mother died? I destroyed evidence. I misled the police. I committed obstruction
         of justice.”
      


  “Because?”


  “I already told you. I didn’t want you to know how your mother died, or what role my own stupid behavior had played in that.
         Once I read about phenelzine, I thought the odds were overwhelming that the coroner would just take it as heart failure. I
         knew that Molto would be the biggest hurdle, so I would have been happiest if we could have avoided the police and the coroner,
         but you wouldn’t let me. The funeral home probably wouldn’t have, either, but I was going to try.”
      


  Nat looks at length into his coffee cup, then gets up without a word to refill it. He adds milk, then sits again and assumes
         the same pose. I know what he is weighing. Whether to believe me.
      


  “I’m sorry, Nat. I’m sorry to tell you this. I wish there were some other conclusion to be drawn. It is what it is. You can
         never really anticipate what’s going to happen once things start to go wrong.”
      


  “Why didn’t you say all this stuff at trial, Dad?”


  “It still wasn’t a story I was eager for you to hear about your mother, Nat. But the biggest problem would have been admitting
         that I messed with the police and destroyed your mother’s papers. As the law says, ‘False in one thing, false in all.’ The
         jury wouldn’t have had much sympathy for a judge screwing around that way. I told as much of the truth as I could, Nat. And
         I didn’t lie.”
      


  He looks at me at length, the same question still circulating, and I say to him, “I got myself into quite a mess, Nat.”


  “I’d say.” He closes his eyes and works his neck for a second. “What are you going to do, Dad? With yourself?”


  “Sandy has the agreements for me to sign this afternoon.”


  “How is he?”


  I wrap my knuckles on the wooden table.


  “And what’s the deal he cut?” Nat asks.


  “I resign from the bench, because of what I did with Harnason. But I get to keep my pension. It’s ninety percent of my three
         best years, so I’ll be fine financially. Your mother left a decent bequest for me, too. There’s already talk about who will
         replace me on the court of appeals, by the way. Want to guess the name Sandy is hearing most often?”
      


  “N. J. Koll?”


  “Tommy Molto.”


  He smiles but doesn’t laugh. “And what happens with BAD?” Bar Admissions and Discipline. “What happens with your law license?”


  “Nothing. I keep it. The obstruction conviction is a nullity. Purely judicial misbehavior is not in their bailiwick traditionally.”


  “And what will you do?”


  “I had some talk with the state defender’s office up in Skageon. They always need an extra pair of hands. I thought that would
         be interesting after being a prosecutor and a judge. I don’t know if I’ll stay up there permanently, or try to come back eventually.
         I’ll let things cool down for a year or two. Give people time to forget the details.”
      


  My son looks at me and turns it all over again. His eyes well.


  “I just feel so bad for Mom. I mean, think about this, Dad. She scarfs down those pills, and knows what she’s done to herself.
         And instead of going to the emergency room, she takes a sleeping pill and crawls into bed next to you to die.”
      


  “I know,” I answer.


  Nat blows his nose again, then rises and heads to the back door. I stand three steps above, watching him with his fingers
         on the knob.
      


  “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but I still don’t think you’ve told me everything, Dad.”


  I lift my hands as if to say, What more? He stares, then comes back up and raises his arms to me. We cling to each other a
         second.
      


  “I love you, Nat,” I tell him, with my face close to his ear.


  “I love you, too,” he answers.


  “Hi to Anna,” I say.


  He nods and goes. From the kitchen window, I watch him walking down the driveway to Anna’s little car. We filled him with
         our troubles, Barbara and I, but he will be okay. He is a good man. He is with a good person. He will be okay. We did our
         best for him, both of us, even if we tried too hard at times, like lots of parents of our generation.
      


  But along the way I’ve made more mistakes than that one. Probably the biggest of them was not accepting the inevitability
         of change more than twenty years ago. Rather than imagine a new life, I pretended about the old one. And for that I have surely
         paid a price. In my darker moods, I feel the cost has been too high, that fate has exacted an unfair revenge. But most of
         the time, when I think of how much worse it all could have turned out, I realize I have been lucky. It does not matter, though.
         I am going on. I have never doubted that.
      


  My initial days out of confinement weren’t easy. I was not accustomed to other people or much stimulation. I was jumpy around
         Lorna and for the first week never slept through the night. But I came back to myself. The weather was remarkable, day after
         sparkling day. I was up before her, and in order not to wake her, I would sit outside in my fleece, looking at the water and
         feeling the full thrill of life, knowing I still have the chance to make something better for myself.
      


  I go now into the living room, where the forest of framed family pictures decorates the shelves: my parents and Barbara’s,
         all of them gone; our wedding photo; the pictures of Barbara and me with Nat as he grew. A life. I look longest at a portrait
         of Barbara taken up in Skageon not long after Nat was born. She is uncommonly beautiful, facing the camera with a small smile
         and a look of elusive serenity.
      


  I have thought often about Barbara’s last hours, and on much the same terms as my son, who was always so quick to feel her
         pain. I’m sure she took some time to foresee how all of this would play out. When that message popped up on the computer during
         the trial, I wondered if she’d died hoping it would look as if I’d murdered her, that she’d somehow seeded the card as a final
         revenge. But now I am sure Nat has it right. Barbara’s ultimate moments were totally despairing, particularly that she hadn’t
         gotten more from me. Bad marriages are even more complex than good ones, but always full of the same lament: You don’t love
         me enough.
      


  In the months I awaited trial, I thought of Barbara far more than Anna, whom I’d finally left behind. I would come look at
         these photographs and mourn my wife, occasionally miss her, and far more often try to fathom who she was at her worst. I wish
         I could say I did my best by her, but that would not be true. Nearly four decades on, I still have no clear idea what it was
         I wanted from her so deeply, so intensely, that it bound me to her against all reason. But whatever it may be belongs to the
         past.
      


  In the living room, I stand. I pat the pockets of my shirt, my pants, to be sure I have everything, that I am, in a sense,
         still all here. I am. In a minute, I will head into Center City to Stern’s office to sign away my career on the bench in final
         settlement for all my folly in recent years. And that’s okay. I’m ready to find out what happens next.
      


  Evanston


  11/20/09
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        I to the world am like a drop of water
            


        That in the ocean seeks another drop,
            


        Who, falling there to find his fellow forth,
            


        Unseen, inquisitive, confounds himself.
            


        William Shakespeare, 
The Comedy of Errors
            


      


    


  




  

    

      

        I.


      


       


    


  




  

     
         
            1.
 
            Paul—September 5, 1982

         
 
 
         Many years from now, whenever he thinks back to Dita Kronon’s murder, Paul Gianis’s memories will always return to the start of the day. It is September 5, 1982, the Sunday of Labor Day weekend, a lush afternoon with high clouds lustrous as pearls. Zeus Kronon, Dita’s father, has opened the sloping grounds of his suburban mansion to hundreds of his fellow parishioners from St. Demetrios Greek Orthodox Church in the city for their annual celebration of the ecclesiastical New Year. Down the hill, in the grassy riverside meadow that serves as a parking lot, Paul arrives with his mother and his identical twin brother, Cass. The next few hours with both of them, Paul knows, will be an ordeal.
         
 
         On the driver’s side, Cass is out of the old Datsun coupe instantly.
 
         “I need to find Dita,” he says, referring to his girlfriend, Zeus’s daughter.
 
         Their mother climbs from the passenger seat with Paul’s assistance, watching her other son sling his suit coat over his shoulder and bound up the hill.
 
         “Theae mou,” she mutters in Greek and quickly makes the sign of the cross after invoking God in dismay.
         
 
         “Mom,” Paul says, now that his brother is gone, “what are we doing here really?”
 
         Lidia, their mother, condenses her thick eyebrows, as if she doesn’t understand.
 
         “You refuse to come to this picnic every year,” he says, “because of how much Dad hates Zeus.”
 
         “No more than I,” quietly answers Lidia, who rarely concedes priority in anything. Together, with Lidia hanging on to her son’s arm for support, Paul and she start up the gravel path toward Zeus’s vast white house with its low-pitched gables and Corinthian columns. “This picnic is for the church, not Zeus. I’ve missed many of our former neighbors, and I have not been face-to-face with Nouna Teri in months.”
         
 
         “You talk to Teri every day.”
 
         “Paulie mou,”—literally ‘My Paul,’—“I didn’t make you come here.”
         
 
         “I had to, Mom. You’re up to something. Cass and I both know it.”
 
         “Am I?” asks Lidia. “I didn’t realize that when you received your law degree, you also became a mind reader.”
 
         “You’re going to make some kind of trouble about Dita.”
 
         “Trouble?” Lidia snorts. At sixty-three, their mother has grown somewhat stout, but she retains a regal manner, a tall woman with fierce dark eyes and a wide spray of graying hair pushed back from her brow. “Dita makes enough trouble by herself. Even Teri admits that, and the girl is her niece. If Cass marries Dita, your father will never speak to him again.”
 
         “Mom, that’s just old-country nonsense like believing in the evil eye. Cass and I aren’t going to carry on your crazy feud with Zeus. And we’re twenty-five years old. You have to let Cass make his own decisions.”
 
         “Who says?” answers Lidia, adding a sudden chuckle and a squeeze of Paul’s bicep to lighten the mood. That is their mother’s idea of wit, laughing when she says something she means.
 
         At the top of the hill, the picnic is a sensory barrage. The gums and spices, still smoking in the censers after a brief religious service, mingle with the aromas of four whole lambs roasting over oak, while the frenetic, high-pitched music of a bouzouki band lances the air to welcome the hundreds of guests crowding onto the lawn.
 
         Teri, Zeus’s sister, their mother’s best friend since Lidia and Teri were both seven years old, awaits them with her scarecrow mop of dyed yellow hair. She embraces Paul and his mother. Zeus’s son, Hal, is beside Teri, greeting the guests. At forty, Hal is fat and awkward and overeager, the kind of person who always approaches you in the pathetic hapless manner of a slobbering dog. Even so, Paul retains a soft spot for Hal, whom Cass and he used to follow around like puppies twenty years ago, in the days before a quarrel about the lease on Paul’s father’s grocery divided their families. Like Paul, Hal seems willing to ignore all that. He hugs Paul’s mother, whom he still calls “Auntie Lidia,” and chats idly with Paul before Teri leads Lidia away. A covey of their friends awaits them in the deep shade of one of the many blue-and-white-striped tents pitched across the lawn. Reluctantly, Paul heads into this jumble of people from his childhood whose old-world ways and ponderous expectations he’s always longed to escape.
 
         A few paces in, his girlfriend, Georgia Lazopoulos, catches sight of him and starts forward with her adoring grin. In her blue gingham sundress, Georgia is short and curvy and cutely dimpled—people always mention Sally Field. Although they have dated since their senior year in high school, their lips barely brush when they reach each other. Georgia is the daughter of Father Nik, St. D’s priest, and realizes she is under constant observation on occasions like this.
 
         She has already prepared Paul a paper plate of lamb and pastitsio, both favorites, which he accepts with thanks, but he steps away from her for a second to look for Cass. Paul finally spies his twin amid a clutch of people from high school. Even at a hundred feet, Paul knows he can catch Cass’s eye, and when he does, he hitches his chin slightly so Cass is aware of their mother’s location. They have resolved to keep watch and intervene if Lidia comes near Dita. She is unlikely to approach Dita’s parents, to whom she has not spoken in years.
 
         Privately, Paul shares most of his mother’s opinions about Dita, but he feels Cass’s fierce need for autonomy and has always treated his brother’s desires as synonymous with his own. Despite their parents’ furious opposition, Dita, with her caustic tongue  and daring manner, seems to delight Cass far more than any prior woman.
 
         Other people—normal people—don’t really understand what it is to grow up not fully knowing where you start and your brother ends. For Paul, humans fall into two classes: Cass, and everybody else. Even their mother, a titanic force who has always loomed over them with the strength and unbending will of a marble column, does not stand in the same realm of emotional proximity.
 
         Therefore, it has been one of the most surprising challenges of Paul Gianis’s life that his brother and he began to become so different in college. Cass partied too much and openly resisted their parents. After graduation, Paul went on to law school, while Cass drifted until successfully applying to the Kindle County Police Academy, where he will start next week.
 
         As Paul turns back to where he left Georgia, his legs tangle with someone behind him, and he is suddenly on the way down, arms helicoptering as he yelps, sending his plate flying. He ends up flat on his back, while the young woman he tripped on bends toward him, pinning his arms against the grass.
 
         “Don’t move,” she says. “Give yourself a second to be sure you’re all right.”
 
         It’s Sofia Michalis.
 
         “Where have you been?” are the first words out of his mouth. He does not know if he means simply that he has not seen her in several years, or that the time has transformed her. Both are true. Sofia was always self-possessed, a smarty-pants, but not the kind of girl you would have thought would end up so attractive. In high school, she was one of many young women the boys, with typical cruelty, referred to as ‘a Greek tragedy,’ meaning her nose is far too large for her face. But she always had that air. And a killer body. Now she knows she’s something special.
 
         Laughing, he sits up to examine himself. There is a grass stain on the sleeve of his tan Brooks Brothers suit, but no pain anywhere. He accepts her hand to return to his feet, while several people who came close to help now turn away.
 
         In answer to his question, Sofia tells Paul that for the last seven years, she has been in a combined college and med school program in Boston. She got her MD in June and began a residency here at U Hospital.
 
         “In?” Paul asks.
 
         “Surgery,” she answers.
 
         “Jesus,” he says. He never would have imagined. “Does that mean I could have gotten free stitches, if I needed them?”
 
         “My mother keeps telling me I should have let her teach me to sew.”
 
         Sofia asks about him. He will be sworn in to the bar in two months and become a deputy prosecuting attorney in Kindle County in Raymond Horgan’s office.
 
         “And what about the rest of it?” Sofia asks. “Still going with Georgia?”
 
         “Still going with Georgia,” he answers. Her two small front teeth appear over her skinny lower lip and that fine set of honkers seems to perk up somehow. He recognizes what she’s thinking: When are you going to figure it out? “She’s here somewhere,” he says and gestures widely, as if he did not know that Georgia is bound to have stayed close, almost as if he otherwise might get away.
 
         “I’ll have to find her,” Sofia says. “And say hello.”
 
         “You should,” he says, feeling that Georgia has somehow thwarted the momentum of their conversation. Sofia parts with a quick wave and he resists the temptation to let his eye follow her. But the impact of her presence lingers. Sofia, he senses, has become one of those people he has longed to be, able to make herself felt in the world. It is a jarring sight when he finally glances back a second later to see Sofia with Georgia, who holds no similar ambitions. At Father Nik’s urging, Georgia skipped college, and is already a senior teller at a local bank. Paul loves Georgia. He will always love Georgia. But he is not sure he wants to marry her, which is what she and her family have long expected. That is his problem. Life with Georgia would be good, but not necessarily interesting.
 
         Caught up with these thoughts, Paul realizes that he has lost track of their mother, and when he finally spots her, he is alarmed to see her engaged with the host. But Lidia is considering Zeus with an unyielding expression. Dark and still improbably handsome at the age of sixty-six, Zeus with his rushing silver hair is turned out in a white suit, doing his best to appear jolly in the face of Lidia’s coolness. Paul would have thought that Zeus is too obviously stuck on himself to succeed in politics, but he became the Republican candidate for governor, and is neck and neck in the general election race with barely two months to go. If Zeus wins, he will presumably leave his vast business, which owns shopping centers across the nation, in the hands of Hal, who is virtually certain to run it into the ground.
 
         In the meantime, Paul notices Zeus’s beautiful daughter headed toward him. Dita glides up and plants full on Paul’s mouth a humid kiss, in which the ether of alcohol lingers. Whenever he sees Dita, she seems to be smashed. It takes Paul an instant to understand that she is pretending she can’t tell the twins apart—most people still cannot—and he eases her away.
 
         “Is that you, Paul? Lucky for me you didn’t play along. Would Cass be jealous or do you two share everything?” Raven-haired and statuesque, with full, well-shaped features and striking dark eyes, Dita laughs and draws her breasts against his arm, forcing him to take another step back.
 
         Because of antics like this, Paul tries hard to avoid Dita, even though he knows intuitively that is exactly what she wants, to separate him from Cass.
 
         “Dita, I know you think you’re funny, but I wouldn’t be hanging by the phone waiting for your guest shot on Carson.”
 
         “Oh, Paul,” she says, “you’re totally uptight. If somebody shoved a lump of coal up your ass, it would turn into a diamond.” Having plainly triumphed in this impromptu round of the Dozens, Dita pauses for a measuring look. “Why is everybody in your house against me?”
 
         “We’re not against you, Dita. We’re for Cass.”
 
         “That’s right. Cass needs a girl like Georgia. Bor-ring.”
 
         The pain of hearing someone speak so callously about Georgia is surprisingly sharp, and he has to suppress the impulse Dita frequently inspires to slap his hand over her mouth. Dita is smart. That is another thing that makes her so dangerous. He turns away, but Dita cannot resist a final shot.
 
         “Really,” she says, “I think I would have dumped Cass a long time ago, if I didn’t know it would give the rest of you such a thrill.”
 
         Over the years, when Paul revisits this day that will change his family’s life forever, Dita’s thrashing unhappiness with herself will grow plain to him across the distance of time. But in the moment, he can feel only the peril to his twin that Dita poses, and his painful inability to save Cass from it. Paul walks off, while the thought comes to him with the force and clarity of a trumpet blast: He despises that woman.
 
      


  




  

    

      

        2.


        Pardon and Parole—January 8, 2008


      


      Evon Miller, fifty, senior vice-president for security at ZP Real Estate Investment Trust, ran with the uncommon speed of a former athlete through the basement of the State Building Annex, not knowing where she was going or why she was here. Short and strongly built, Evon unexpectedly made out the number of the conference room she was seeking, and jerked to a halt. Within a plastic holder beside the door, a misprinted placard read PARDN AND PAROLE BOARD HEARING. Inside the conference room, she found her boss, Hal Kronon, CEO of ZP, whose urgent e-mail had summoned her. He was speaking with his personal lawyer, Mel Tooley, and another man in a suit she didn’t know.
         


      Evon had spent twenty years as an FBI special agent before taking this job, and she had learned that the power of the state, frequently spoken about as if it were a dread disease, was often most notable for the utter lack of majesty with which it was exercised. The Pardon and Parole Commission’s monthly deliberations about the liberty of several dozen humans were going to be conducted in this low-ceilinged windowless room from metal folding chairs placed at two card tables. Behind the seats, the great seal of the state, thirty inches across and all plastic, hung slightly askew on the streaked wall. A lectern with a microphone was centered between the commissioners and two more card tables reserved for the participants, the state and whoever would speak for the prisoner. The hearing, which the card at the door said would commence at 2:00, had apparently been delayed.


      Evon’s boss, dark and burly, with his shirt gathered over the waist of his bespoke suit and his necktie askew, finally saw her and drew her toward a corner of the room. On the way, she asked why he was here. His message had offered no explanation.


      “I’m trying to keep Cass Gianis in prison,” he said. Evon knew next to nothing about the murder of Hal’s sister, Dita, in September 1982. The case was long past being news by the time she’d moved to Kindle County fifteen years ago, and Hal preferred not to discuss it. Her knowledge was limited to what had been in the papers recently, that Cass Gianis, the identical twin of Paul Gianis, a state senator now running for mayor, had pled guilty to killing Dita, his girlfriend at the time. “That’s not what I need first.”


      “What is?”


      “It’s YourHouse,” he whispered. Hal had been in negotiations for months to buy YourHouse, one of the nation’s largest builders of planned communities, for several hundred million dollars. With the downtick in prices for single-family homes, he believed he could bargain hard and diversify ZP, as he’d been advised to do for years. “We missed something in our due diligence. In Indianapolis. Sounds like there may be a brownfield on part of the site. We need environmental investigators. ASAP.”


      Evon was not even sure there was such a thing. Worse, knowing Hal, she was wary of chasing phantoms.


      “Where did this come from?” she asked, meaning the information.


      Hal kept his voice low, his lips barely moving.


      “Tim shadowed Dykstra and the rest of the YourHouse crew, after they flew in yesterday.”


      “Jesus, Hal.” ZP had kept Tim Brodie, an elderly former homicide detective, on an annual retainer for decades to do occasional work as a private investigator for Hal. Evon had little use for private investigators, most of whom were wannabes and used-to-bes who didn’t know where the lines were and could get the company in trouble. Having Brodie spy on his business adversaries was typical of Hal’s impulsive and risky stunts.


      “Get somebody on this,” he directed Evon, “but don’t go far. I may need your help here.”


      As a boss, Hal Kronon, who had run ZP on his own since the death of his father, Zeus, twenty years ago, seemed to exist in a state of constant agitation. He could be by turns imperial, outraged or pleading, and always loud and opinionated. In every mood Hal required instant gratification from his employees. Evon was often baffled, therefore, by how fond she had become of him in the three years she’d been at ZP. For one thing, he had been astoundingly generous, making her far richer than a girl from Kaskia, Colorado, ever would have imagined possible. But mostly she liked Hal because he was so abject when he needed her help and so thoroughly appreciative afterward. Hal was one of those men who required plenty of women to take care of him, especially now that his mother, Hermione, was gone. There was Hal’s wife, Mina, funny and bossy, and pudgy like her husband, and ancient Aunt Teri, his father’s sister, who scared everyone a little bit. At work, Evon had become one of Hal’s principal confidants, frequently nodding for hours, and gently attempting to save him from himself.


      She went out to the hall to call her assistant VP who covered the Ohio Valley and told him to get up to Indianapolis and find somebody who could look for environmental contamination. Back inside, Mel Tooley, Hal’s lawyer, told her that the hearing had been delayed again, because Cass’s lawyer was still en route. Her boss had gone out to return a few calls. Mel was checking his handheld from a seat in one of the three rows of card chairs that had been set out for spectators, and Evon put herself down beside him. As a Bureau agent, Evon had known Mel mostly by reputation, which was as another scumbag defense lawyer, smart but basically deceitful. Through Hal, she’d seen Mel’s better side, but she still took him with a grain of salt. He looked ridiculous, for one thing, wearing suits too tight for his wide form and a shaggy toupee, which he must have adopted when Tom Jones was the rage. The mess of black curls fell all over his head, resembling the stuff he might sweep off the floor when he took his poodle to the groomer.


      She asked Mel for a better picture of what was supposed to happen this afternoon. Mel wrenched his eyes in passing anguish.


      “It’s just Hal being Hal,” he said. He explained that family members of homicide victims had a statutory right to demand a hearing before a convicted killer was released. There was no basis, however, to hold Cass Gianis any longer. He had done all but six months of good time on the twenty-five-year sentence imposed when he pled guilty, and the only way to keep him inside would be for a serious disciplinary infraction. Instead, Gianis had been a model prisoner.


      “Here,” said Mel, “take a look at his file. See if I missed something.” Mel handed over a heavy redwell folder and left to return a call of his own, while Evon sat there, turning the pages. An essential element of Cass’s original plea deal had apparently been incarceration in a minimum-security institution, treatment rarely accorded a murderer, and for which she assumed there had been hard bargaining. As a result, he had been in the Hillcrest Correctional Facility about seventy-five miles from the Tri-Cities for more than two decades, even turning down transfers to newer prisons where he could have had his own room. The forms he’d filled out stated that Hillcrest, despite its barracks, was a better location for his family, especially his twin brother, who visited most Sundays. Tooley had subpoenaed every piece of paper Hillcrest had on Cass, starting with his intake photo and the fingerprints he’d given when he entered prison in July 1983, and concluding with the most recent status report of his counselor. As Mel had said, the overall impression from the heavy file was of someone who had managed the rare trick of being a popular figure with the administration, the correctional officers and fellow prisoners, to whom Cass taught classes on law and GED equivalency every day. Most recently, Gianis had finished distance classes to qualify for a teaching credential. In a milieu in which disciplinary beefs were routine—fistfights over the TV channel, fruit secreted from the mess that could be fermented with a little bread into rotgut liquor, joints that relatives had smuggled in—Cass’s record showed only a few “tickets,” write-ups for offenses no graver than reading after lights-out.


      At the doorway, there was a ruffle of activity. Paul Gianis, looking as good as he did on TV, was on his way in, followed by two scrubbed young underlings, a black woman and a white man, campaign staffers, Evon surmised. Mayoral race or not, Paul was apparently going to resume the role he’d played from the start, as one of his brother’s lawyers. He hung his gray wool overcoat over a metal chair and threw down a beaten briefcase on the table designated for the prisoner’s representatives.


      There had been a time, fifteen years ago, when Evon would have said she knew Paul Gianis fairly well, although she realized that he might not even remember her now. At that time, she had been transferred here to work on Project Petros, an FBI undercover investigation of corruption in the state courtrooms where personal-injury cases were heard. Paul was that rare Kindle County lawyer who’d first had the guts to refuse a shakedown attempt by a prominent judge, and then exhibited the even greater courage required to say yes when Evon asked him to testify about the incident after the judge was indicted. Afterward, widespread admiration for Paul, especially in the press, had propelled him into a political career that had led him to become majority leader in the state senate. Now running for mayor, he was far ahead in the early polls due to his name recognition and the generous backing of the plaintiff’s bar and several unions.


      Evon nodded when Paul finally cast an absent glance her way. He seemed to register nothing at first, then looked back and beamed.


      “My God, it’s Evon.” He crossed the room immediately to offer his hand and chatted as he stood over her, jingling the keys and change in his pocket, answering her questions about his family. Paul’s wife, Sofia Michalis, was famous in her own right, a reconstructive surgeon who’d made national news twice for leading teams of doctors to Iraq to treat the victims of IEDs. Their two sons, he said, were both at Easton College.


      “And what about you?” he asked. “I heard you went to work for Hal. How’s that been?” The corners of his mouth peaked. Paul clearly was familiar with Hal’s reputation for irascibility.


      “He’s not a bad guy. Bark is a lot worse.”


      “Hey,” he said. “I’ve known Hal all my life.”


      Evon straightened up. She’d never heard that.


      “The families were always like this.” Paul crossed his long fingers. “His Aunt Teri was my mom’s best friend and her koumbara, the maid of honor at my parents’ wedding. In our church, that meant she was also my oldest sister’s godmother, the nouna, which is a big deal if you’re Greek. Teri was at every family celebration—Easter and Christmas and saints’ days—and Hal was her favorite, so she brought him along. My Big Fat Greek Family.” He smiled at his bland little joke. “Eventually my dad and Hal’s got into this insane tussle about the lease on my father’s grocery, but before that, Hal even babysat for Cass and me.” He showed the same great white grin, engaging because it made him seem briefly unguarded. “Needless to mention, he hates my guts now.”
         


      Even leaving aside Dita’s murder—a lot to leave aside—Hal hated all liberal politicians, who, as he would tell you, almost always wanted to pay for inept government services by raising property taxes, which would drive out of the city business and employment and, most important, the tenants who rented in ZP’s three major shopping centers in Kindle County. Evon tended to see his point. She’d voted Republican her entire life, until 2004, when she felt like they’d closed the door on her with the national effort to equate gay marriage with leprosy.


      “How’s your campaign?” she asked.


      “Everybody says it’s going great,” he said, again offering that expansive smile. He was a nice-looking man, fit, a tad better than six feet, with a mountain of black hair that gleamed like a crow, save the scattered strands gone to silver. His long face had been weighted by time in that way that somehow looked good only on men, who ended up appearing wiser, nobler and ergo more fit for power. On women, it was just age. “Can I count on your vote?”


      She probably would have said yes, even if it hadn’t been banter, but Paul was interrupted by the arrival of Cass’s main lawyer, Sandy Stern, who, according to the prison file, had represented Cass when he pled guilty. Round and bald, with an enigmatically elegant manner, Stern demonstrated there was an advantage to looking middle-aged when you were younger. He seemed barely changed by the fifteen years that had passed since he’d first cross-examined Evon in one of the Project Petros cases. Stern greeted Paul and also shook hands with Evon with a tiny bow, although she was unsure he actually remembered her.


      A skinny female clerk appeared then from the back room to announce the commissioners were ready, and Evon summoned Tooley and Hal from the hall. By the time they returned to the conference room, a deputy sheriff was steering Cass Gianis in from a side door. He moved with mincing steps, since he wore leg irons and manacles, both connected to a metal chain that circled the waist of his blue jumpsuit. Paul asked the deputy’s permission before embracing his brother.


      Although the Gianises were obviously identical twins, seeing them side by side Evon recognized that, like her friends the Sherrell sisters back in Kaskia, they had not matured as exact photocopies. Cass was a tad taller, and somewhat broader. The most notable difference was that Paul’s nose had been broken years ago. There was a funny story about that, retold in every profile of Paul, because, during their honeymoon in 1983, his wife, Sofia, had accidentally hit him with a tennis racket when he was trying to teach her the game. His father had supposedly taken one look at the bandage when they returned and said, ‘I thought I told you not to talk back.’ Paul had been left with a purplish lump at the bridge that looked a bit like a knuckle. Both brothers wore glasses, Cass’s simple clear plastic prison-issue frames, Paul’s black and stylishly squared. By some accounts, Paul had given up his contacts to obscure his broken nose, but to Evon it made the contrast in their profiles more noticeable. The resemblance between the twins was strong otherwise, except that Cass parted his thick hair, grown out as a privilege of minimum security, on the left, while Paul combed his hair the other way.


      The five members of the commission filed in from a back door, four men and one woman, a diverse racial array like a UN poster. Evon had no idea who any of them were. No doubt they were all friends of the governor, a Republican, and thus, if anything, likely to be inclined toward Hal, who, largely by himself, financed the operations of the Republican Party in Kindle County.


      The chairman, a sorrowful-looking fellow named Perfectus Elder, went through a discussion of several cases that received nothing but perfunctory commentary from the assistant attorney general, a lean guy named Logan whom Hal and Tooley had been talking with when Evon arrived. While this was occurring, an elderly lady in a wheelchair was steered into the hearing room by her tiny Filipina caregiver. The woman was engaged in an addled murmur, and the caregiver remonstrated with her quietly, as if speaking to a young child. The old woman’s white hair was disordered and thin, like the remains of a milkweed pod, but she was beautifully dressed, and, even reduced by age and disease, retained a look of some determination. Paul turned away from his brother to greet her and she fell upon him with sufficient desperation that Evon realized the old lady was their mother.


      “Typical stunt,” Hal muttered immediately, loud enough that the commissioners had to hear the remark. Under the table, Tooley grabbed Hal’s hand. Evon had been around enough hearing rooms to share Hal’s suspicion. Stern and Paul, an accomplished trial lawyer who’d made a bundle in the national tobacco litigation after he left the PA’s office, were using the twins’ mother as an exhibit, demonstrating that there was no time to lose in letting Cass out. In the meantime, Paul again awaited the deputy’s agreement before nodding to Cass, who turned back to embrace their mom. She became a burbling mess, her wailing briefly filling the hearing room. Evon realized it might have been years since the old lady had last seen her sons together. Chairman Elder grimaced a bit, then called the case everyone here was clearly waiting for.


      “Matter of Cassian Gianis, number 54669, objection of Herakles Kronon.” Elder made a complete hash of Hal’s names, not just the first, which was often mispronounced, but the last as well, which was spoken as if he were an Irishman named Cronin.


      Mel on one side, and Stern and Paul on the other, met at the lectern and gave their names for the record, which was a tape recording being made by the slender young woman who was operating the machine at the end of the table. Several reporters had filed in in the last few minutes, taking the seats next to Evon in the first row of chairs, joining Paul’s two staffers. Word that Paul Gianis was in the house seemed to have attracted several additional onlookers, who filled the second and third rows.


      “Mr. Gianis is scheduled for release on January thirtieth,” said Elder, “and Mr. Kronon has objected. Mr. Tooley, how should we proceed?”


      “My client would like to address the commission,” said Mel, and moved aside to let Hal take his place. Tooley was giving the wild horse its head, but doing his best not to be splattered by the mud as he galloped by. Everyone in the room, except Hal, accepted the inevitability of Paul Gianis’s election.


      Hal came to his feet, looking awkward, as Evon could have predicted. He had forgotten to re-button his shirt collar and his tie was to the side, and he couldn’t figure out where to put his hands, which he finally folded in front of himself. Her boss, even at his best, was not a pleasing physical presence. He had a large sloping belly and an oddly lizard-like face with goggle eyes, heavy jowls, thick horn-rimmed glasses and a flattened nose. His hairline had been reduced to a few flyaway scraps.


      He expressed his thanks to the board members and then began a free-form soliloquy about Dita’s death. Although Hal generally avoided the unruly emotions summoned by speaking about his sister’s murder, she was never far from his mind. In Hal’s office, on one wall, was a small shrine to Dita, including her senior sorority picture from the Kappa Kappa Gamma house at State. She had been striking and dark, with huge eyes and a wide wry smile.


      By the time Hal was a couple of minutes into his remarks, he was weeping, but he was also largely incoherent. Only one thing was clear in his presentation. Because Hal’s pain remained, it seemed wrong that Cass Gianis would be allowed to walk free.


      As Hal spoke, occasional loony mumblings came from the twins’ mother on the other side of the room, her caregiver making persistent efforts to shush her. At the other table, Paul and Cass remained respectfully stone-faced throughout Hal’s presentation.


      When Hal finally sat down again, Stern rose, taking care to first close the center button on his suit coat. He still retained the faint accent of his native Argentina.


      “No one wishes more than Cass, and his mother and brother here beside him, that the events of that night twenty-five years ago could be undone. It has been a source of terrible grief to their family, and they understand that their own loss has been small next to the Kronons’. But Cass has paid the price fixed by the law, a sentence that was agreed to with the consent of the Kronons at the time. The record—”


      Hal could not contain himself. “It was all right with my father and mother. It was never all right with me.”


      Chair Elder looked even more sorrowful in the face of this outburst. He searched around for a gavel and, finding none, banged the flat of his hand on the card table as Tooley hauled Hal back to his seat. Several of the observers murmured. If Hal was hoping to agitate public opinion, it wasn’t working. He was making a fool of himself.


      Elder nodded to Stern, who continued for only another moment. When he was done, Elder leaned left and right to consult with his colleagues. It was unusual for anyone of stature to appear at these hearings, except when grandstanding prosecutors, usually those running for reelection, came to inveigh against the release of a particularly notorious prisoner. But that was part of the established agenda. To have influential strangers like Paul and Hal embroiled before the commission was uncomfortable, especially when there were reporters here. Elder clearly wanted to get this over with now.


      “Release date to stand,” Elder said. The panel then rushed out the back door, like liquid through a funnel.


      Evon watched as Paul Gianis hugged his brother. The deputies took hold of Cass’s blue sleeve, but allowed him to embrace his mother briefly before they steered him from the room. The reporters surrounded Paul.


      Stern shook hands with Tooley and left first. Hal marched out with Evon and Mel in unhappy cortege behind him.


      “Talk about wasted breath,” said Hal in the corridor. The conference room door swung open a second later, and the attendant appeared, struggling to back Mrs. Gianis’s chair across the threshold. Hal, who in his own way was quite a gentleman, rushed over to help. Just to prove you never knew what you would get with Hal, he knelt beside the old lady as soon as she was outside, purring to her, as if he had not just been painting her son as the spawn of Satan.


      “Auntie Lidia,” he called her. He rested a hand on her forearm, the brown skin mottled with age spots and a skinny white patch, shiny like an old burn. Evon was reminded of the deterioration of her mother’s skin when she was dying. It had seemed as thin as paper, as if you could tear it with your fingers. “Auntie Lidia, it’s Hal Kronon. Zeus and Hermione’s son. It’s so good to see you.” He smiled at her, as the old woman looked about trying to comprehend. Her eyes were watery from age and bald of lashes. In order to help her, Hal switched to Greek. The sole word Evon understood was when Hal repeated his given name. But Mrs. Gianis caught that, too.


      “Herakles!” the old lady exclaimed. She nodded several times. “Herakles,” she repeated, and then brought her hand to Hal’s cheek with remarkable tenderness. The door swung outward again and this time Paul emerged, followed by a trio of reporters and his two young staffers. Hal stood up, wet-eyed again, his overused hanky crushed into the center of his face. Paul surveyed all of this for a second, then spoke to the attendant.


      “Nelda, I think you should get Mom upstairs. They’re waiting at the home.” Mrs. Gianis was still saying ‘Herakles’ while the attendant wheeled her away. Paul turned back to Hal with a ripe expression, something between bitterness and bemusement, his lips drawn tight.


      “Don’t give me the evil eye, Paul,” Hal responded. “Your mother was always kind to me. She didn’t murder anybody. Which I’d never say about you.”
         


      At the last remark, Paul’s mouth actually fell open and he took a step back.


      “Jesus, Hal.”


      “Don’t ‘Jesus’ me. You got away with it, but I know you had a hand in Dita’s murder. I’ve always known that.”


      The three reporters wrote furiously on their spiral pads. Paul’s brow collapsed toward his eyes. His public image was of an eternally measured person and he was not about to let that go, no matter what the provocation. He stared Hal down for only an instant longer.


      “That’s nonsense, Hal. You’re upset.” He gestured to the two young people who’d accompanied him and threw on his overcoat as he hustled off down the corridor.


      The reporters immediately surrounded Hal. Maria Sonreia, from Channel 4, who was in her heavy camera makeup, her eyebrows so perfectly defined that they could have been pasted on, asked Hal several times, “What exactly do you believe Senator Gianis’s role was in your sister’s murder?”


      Tooley, who like Evon had stood by speechless, finally intervened, grabbing Hal by the arm and pulling him away.


      “We have nothing else to say at the moment,” said Mel. “We may have a further statement tomorrow.”


      Evon called for Hal’s car on the way to the elevator, and the limo, a Bentley, whose caramel leather always made her feel as if she were inside a jewel box, was at the curb when they got there. Delman, the driver, held open the door, smiling amiably as a traffic officer in an optic vest waved her lighted baton at him and told him to move. At Hal’s instruction, Evon jumped in. Delman would drop Hal at the office, then bring Evon back to pick up her car.


      “Hal, what the hell was that about?” Tooley demanded, as soon as they were under way. Mel was a childhood friend of Hal’s. Among Hal’s many myths about himself was that he was ‘a city boy’ who had been raised in a bungalow in Kewahnee, not the Greenwood County mansion to which his father moved them when Hal finished junior high. He had no taste for the well-heeled suburbanites with whom he’d attended high school and college, and among whom he’d now raised his children, preferring a few grade school friends, like Mel, who truth be told had probably shunned Hal back then like everyone else. Unctuous by nature, Tooley nonetheless was direct when need be with Hal, who in the right mood could tolerate straight talk.
         


      “You know you’re on page one tomorrow,” Mel said.


      “Obviously,” said Hal. You could never forget with Hal that despite the emotional magma that frequently forced its way to the surface, he could sometimes be cunning.


      “There isn’t any chance, is there, that I can talk you into issuing a public statement this afternoon retracting what you just said? If we get something out fast, then Paul may not sue you for defamation.”


      “Defamation?”


      “Hal, he’s running for mayor. You just called him a murderer. He’ll sue you for slander. He can’t ignore it.”


      Hal was heaped inside his overcoat, arms across his chest, looking a little like a molting bird.


      “I’m not retracting anything.” Having a billion dollars had an odd effect on people, Evon had come to learn. In Hal’s case, it often made him a baby. “Let him sue me. Don’t I have the right to express my opinion about somebody running for mayor?”


      “Even with a public figure, Hal, the law says you can’t make accusations that show a malicious disregard for the truth.”


      “It is true. Mark my words. The twins were in this together. I’ve known those two all their lives. There is no way one of them could have done something like this without involving the other one.”
         


      Tooley shook his head.


      “Hal, man, I’ve followed this case for you for decades. I’ve never seen a word that implicates Paul. And it’s a ridiculous time to make the charge. After twenty-five years, you suddenly pipe up, blaming him for his brother’s crime, just when Paul is odds-on to become mayor, and you’re the biggest donor to the other party?”


      Hal considered all of this with a sour expression, his eyes skittering about behind his thick lenses like cornered mice.


      “The guy pisses me off.”


      Evon was in no position yet to fully comprehend the web of family resentments at play here. But at least one part of Hal’s fury was understandable. Dita’s murder had ended his father’s political career. Zeus had abandoned his campaign for governor within days of his daughter’s death. And here was Paul, scaling Mount Olympus, with the papers already saying that if he won, the governor’s office was likely to be next.


      “I always thought he had something to do with it,” Hal said. “My parents would never hear that, neither one of them. My father kept telling us, ‘This is as big a tragedy for the Gianises as it is for us,’ and my mother, especially after my dad died, she just hated discussing the entire thing. And I kept quiet for their sakes. But they’re gone now and I’m speaking my mind. I think I’m actually going to run ads.” Hal nodded decisively. Evon was beginning to recognize that none of Hal’s remarks, here or back in the corridor, were completely spontaneous. He had been considering making a scene, and the potential aftermath, when he’d arrived today.


      “That’ll only force him into court,” Tooley said. “You go that route, big fella, you gotta have some proof.”


      “Evon will find the evidence.”


      “Me?” She couldn’t contain herself. But she had spent three years now extracting Hal from the holes he blundered into.


      “Call Tim,” Hal said.


      “Tim?” asked Evon. Hal was referring to the PI he’d had tailing Corus Dykstra from YourHouse the day before.


      “Tim knows all about this case,” said Hal. “He never thought we had the whole story. I bet he already has plenty of dope on Paul.”


      They had reached the ZP Building, and Hal, who had a conference call on the YourHouse acquisition, hopped out so he could get upstairs to his office on the fortieth floor. But he stuck his head back into the car for one second to hand over a slip of paper.


      “That’s Tim’s cell. Find him. He’ll help.”


    


  




  

    

      

        3.


        Horgan—January 10, 2008


      


      Raymond Horgan’s generosity had been a fair wind at Paul Gianis’s back throughout his career. Stan Sennett, Ray’s former chief deputy, who was Paul’s second cousin, had gotten Paul his first interview with Ray in 1982, and they had clicked from the start. After Dita’s murder, Ray had held Paul’s job offer open while Paul worked with Sandy Stern on his brother’s defense, and that didn’t change even after Cass pled. Ray said he’d always taught his deputies to ask of any decision, ‘Would you think you were being fair, if the defendant was your brother?’ He doubted Paul would ever need that reminder.
         


      In 1986, Ray lost the primary to his former deputy, Nico Della Guardia, and Paul left soon after to become a plaintiff’s lawyer. Even out of office, however, Ray continued to be a leading figure in the Democratic Farmers & Union Party. Horgan had helped guide Paul when he decided to turn to politics a decade ago, after two huge tort judgments, especially the tobacco litigation, basically made work a pastime for him. It was Ray who’d first introduced Paul to local labor leaders, and Ray who, four years ago, twisted the last two arms to secure the votes Paul needed as a reform candidate to become majority leader in the senate. Now Ray was general counsel to Paul’s mayoral campaign.


      “Not mere falsity. But reckless disregard for the truth,” said Ray, reciting the standard of proof a public figure like Paul had to offer to win a suit for defamation. In his mid-seventies, Horgan was so red-faced beneath the frost of white hair that you couldn’t quite suppress the thought of a peppermint stick. He was hobbled after two knee replacements, and no longer even pretended that he could recall names. Some dismissed Horgan as a barnaclized pol. But he’d retained his canniness and an air of pure delight in the sly mechanics of power.


      “And can we prove that?” Paul asked him.


      “Should be a slam dunk,” said Ray. “What evidence do they have that you had any role in that murder?”


      On the other side of the sleek conference table, Mark Crully, Paul’s campaign manager, dropped his pencil.


      “We have to sue,” Crully said. Mark was a quiet, driven little guy, general of the backroom army you would never see on TV. He’d run campaigns all over the country for a decade, most recently winning a special election for a congressional seat in California that had been Republican for fifty years. He was good. But about one thing: winning. And he was testy now. He had no patience for lawyers. Or anyone else for that matter. “We have to sue,” he repeated.


      Paul decided to ignore Crully, who often seemed to have his own view of who worked for whom. Paul spoke to Horgan.


      “But it’ll be our burden to show I had nothing to do with that murder, won’t it? It’s always a bitch proving a negative. And it’s not like we can do DNA on the blood at the scene. We’re identical twins.”


      “True,” said Ray. “But we’ll get discovery. And the discovery will show Hal has nothing. Right?”


      The three were sitting in the fishbowl conference room at the center of Paul’s campaign offices, glass walls on two sides. The design was Crully’s. He believed that a look of openness sent the right message, both to the campaign workers and to the press, on the limited occasions Crully admitted them. But Paul, who was accustomed to keeping his own secrets, couldn’t get used to it.


      Looking through the glass to the tumbling office outside, you’d think this was a campaign with no troubles. There were probably one hundred people at work at 10 a.m., all but roughly twenty of them volunteers, hustling about with purpose. The space belonged to a guy Paul had known since law school, Max Florence, who’d donated two floors. They’d bought white modular panels with big windows, and had the entire office up and running the day Paul announced. It demonstrated formidability to his half-dozen opponents.


      A full half of the office was given over to fund-raising. Most of the volunteers here were at the phone bank, dialing for dollars, from the lists Paul had developed in four different campaigns. Field, the second of the three major campaign operations, was situated right across from where they sat. Jean Orange was laughing about something with her two deputies; her metal walls were covered with maps of the county, green tags showing where they had opened local offices, red tags indicating the wards where the committeeperson or councilman had promised to help. Now that the holidays were over, she expected to have a thousand people hitting doors this weekend, identifying their voters. Communications, around the corner, was the place today where people were earning their keep. Tom Mileie, a thirty-two-year-old Internet expert, and his three staffers, not to mention both deputy campaign managers and the policy director, were all fielding calls from reporters who wanted to know what Paul had to say now that Hal Kronon had claimed again that Paul had helped murder Dita.


      Crully interrupted once more.


      “You have to sue this cracker. You gave him a day to calm down. We sent him a letter saying cut it out, and not only did he not cut it out, he repeated it to reporters this morning. So now we have to sue him.”


      Paul had been in public life long enough that he didn’t get spooked by crises. They were, truth be told, part of the thrill. People were counting on you. Now figure it out. And he would. He always did.


      “Hal’s emotional,” Paul said. “People understand he’s emotional. If I sue him, I’m giving him a platform to keep this in the news. Our last poll said we’re twenty up. With that kind of lead, you play house odds and don’t gamble.”


      “This guy doesn’t need a platform,” Crully answered. “He’s got a billion dollars.” Crully wore a white shirt that seemed bright as a headlight, with the cuffs still linked, and a rep tie snug to the collar. Everybody else, except the Communications people who often had to put on a tie for the cameras, worked in jeans. But Crully preferred to demonstrate he was still a marine. He spoke in a low voice and tried to show no emotion as he rolled that fucking pencil in his fingers. In Paul’s experience, the Crullys of the world came with two speeds. When he went home to Pennsylvania he probably spent two days crying over his mother’s grave, and seething about what a drunken lout his dad had been, and hating his brothers. And then he returned to work with the bloodless air of a hit man. “And there’s another problem.” Mark pointed his pencil at Ray, as a cue.


      “So I got a call,” said Ray. “Old pal. Another alter kocker like me. Street-word is Hal hired Coral Glotten to design an ad campaign.”
         


      “Saying what?”


      “Probably saying you murdered his sister. And it’s not like you’re running unopposed. Murchison and Dixon will figure out how to use this. They all will.”


      “Let’s see the ads,” said Paul.


      Crully again dropped the pencil.


      “Great,” he said. “How much time and money do you want to spend trying to un-ring that bell? You have no choice. This is an election. Elections are about myths, about making them think you’re a god, not a mortal. You know that as well as I do.”


      “Can Hal just do that?” Paul asked. “Spend a zillion dollars on ads?”


      “Probably,” said Raymond. “It’s not a coordinated expenditure. Not so far as we know. He’s an individual exercising his First Amendment rights. At least as long as there are five clowns on the Supreme Court who think that spending money is a form of unrestricted free speech.”


      “Besides,” said Crully. “Suppose it is illegal. You want to go to court? Or the Election Commission? Then Hal won’t need to pay for ads. He’ll just hold news conferences every day about how you’re trying to muzzle him. Reporters don’t like muzzlers. They always figure they’re next. But that’s the point: You’re going to court. The only question is when. So do you go now, when an innocent person could be expected to express his outrage? Or in three weeks when you’re just whining about how much money Hal’s spending calling you names? This isn’t a close call,” said Crully. He lowered his chin so that Paul could see the flat look in his fair eyes.


      Mario Cuomo said you campaign in poetry and govern in prose, but as far as Paul could tell they were both trips to the abattoir, just different entrances. Governing and running were both brutal, with plenty of bloodshed, veins you opened yourself and spears in the sides from your opponents. Politics was always going to be the war of all against all—which included the people who were supposed to be with you. Crully, for example, wanted Paul to win. But only so Mark could run even bigger campaigns. He didn’t really care about Paul’s family or the complex accommodations they had made for decades to live with the terrible fact of Dita’s murder. The truth was Crully had taken this job so he could sit out the catfight between Obama and Hillary. By May, when the runoff election for mayor was scheduled to take place, there’d be a clear winner in the presidential contest and Mark could jump onto that campaign, probably to run a swing state.


      “Fine, Mark,” said Paul. “I hear you, but Hal’s going to use this to drag every stray dog and cat into the courtroom. I mean, am I going to be giving depositions two weeks before the election?”


      “You’re not giving shit,” Crully said. “You sue Kronon, and then the lawyers delay everything. He’ll file a motion to dismiss because you’re violating his right to free speech and we take weeks to answer and then there’s an election.” Crully threw the back of his hand at Ray, dismissive of the law and all its routine monkeyshines and its predictable inefficiency.


      Ray generally found Crully amusing, perhaps because Ray had been on the team that found him. But Horgan looked nettled. He stood up to hang his suit coat on the back of his chair. Like Paul, he preferred just to ignore Mark at times.


      “Are there risks, if we sue? Sure,” said Ray, as he rolled up his cuffs. “But Hal’s got you pretty well cornered here. He’s going to keep saying you murdered his sister to anybody who will listen. If you sue him, maybe a few more people pay attention. But there’s also a chance he shuts up. Maybe the judge makes him shut up. Net-net, I think you have to do it, Paulie. Otherwise, you’re gonna ride out the campaign wearing the collar for Dita’s murder. That’s a lot of weight to be trying to tote over the finish line. You need to say, ‘I didn’t do it.’”
         


      “How about if I say I didn’t do it.”


      “You need to back it up. You sue him, you have skin in the game.”


      Paul closed his eyes to think. Even at moments like this, he loved this life. Or most of it. The money part was horrible and getting worse. Close to unbearable. You didn’t get really big dollars from anybody who didn’t have an agenda and a ring to be kissed. But the rest he still relished. He knew enough about himself to admit that he liked the heat of the spotlight—Lidia had taught all her children that they deserved attention. But he still found a thrill in the magnitude of the problems, and figuring out how to get them solved. The county had been playing a shell game for a decade—there wasn’t the money to run the schools or pay pensions, not if you’d passed fourth grade arithmetic. But he, Paulie Gianis, he would be the one working it out. There was no other job with this kind of impact, where the effect of your brief time on earth was magnified so far beyond your own circle. You could invent the semiconductor or make a movie and change lives, too, if people happened to bump up against those things. But in politics the effect was universal. Every person you passed on the street had a stake in what you did and usually an opinion about it. The world was what it was, full of love and cruelty and indifference. But it could get better, with less need, less violence, more opportunities. In his lifetime, black people had gone from the back of the bus to maybe, considering the results in Iowa last week, the White House. And if you put up with all the hard stuff, you could be laid to rest knowing you had helped make that kind of change happen.


      “To be frank,” said Raymond, “the only thing that gives me second thoughts is that he’s basically daring you to sue.”


      “That’s Hal,” said Paul. “The guy’s like a windup toy who turns his own key. If I win twenty million dollars in this lawsuit, he appeals for five years and doesn’t even notice when he writes the check. Besides, he thinks all Democrats are socialists who want to destroy the free enterprise system that made America great. He’s always been crazy-right. I remember when I was six years old, Hal had all these campaign banners for Barry Goldwater in his bedroom. This is 1964. There weren’t R’s in Kewahnee in those days. Even Zeus, his dad, only became a Republican when they moved to the suburbs and he fell in love with Reagan. The hard-right stuff was Hal’s defense against being a nerd. It was his way of saying he was the only guy who knew the truth.”


      “OK,” said Ray. “But he can’t really believe that any Republican is going to win in this county. If he knocks you out and the D’s splinter and Flanagan gets into the runoff, he gets crushed. So if Hal’s rational—”


      “He’s not.”


      “OK,” said Ray, “but let’s pretend. Common sense says that to go public with this kind of accusation, he has to have something to back it up. So you tell us, Paulie. Does he?”


      “Not that I know of,” Paul answered. Horgan, who’d done criminal defense work for decades, had asked the question so casually that Paul had responded with equal nonchalance. But Ray was still a sly cat. Only now that his steel blues stayed put on Paul did he realize that Ray had been asking the same thing for ten minutes, in hopes of an unequivocal response.


      But Crully wouldn’t let him answer. Mark stood up, all five-six of him, but still looking, from the hard set of his face, like somebody you wouldn’t want to mess with. He was done wasting time.


      “You have to sue. Period. Personally, Ray, I’m not spinning my wheels asking what Hal’s got. Because if he’s got anything real, Paul’s not gonna be mayor anyway.” Crully turned toward his candidate. “So, Paul, either quit now or sue.”


      Crully flipped his pencil in the air and let it bounce on the table and left the room.


    


  




  

    

      

        4.


        Tim’s House—January 11, 2008


      


      Tim Brodie lived in the same Kewahnee neighborhood in which Paul and Cass Gianis had grown up, and where Hal had started out. The little hip-roofed bungalows, all of them built of brick before the Second World War, sat squat as toads on forty-foot lots, with huge old trees in the snowy parkways. When Tim bought his house in 1959, not long after he’d made detective, he felt he’d done whatever people were talking about when they had told him to grow up and make something of himself.
         


      Now he awoke with a start. He was on the plaid family room sofa, a heavy volume on his chest. He sat up with an ominous grunt and waited until his body and his head came back to him. His leg ached unbearably just for a moment whenever he awoke. Tim didn’t know if the pain subsided or he merely got used to it. He had waited all his life for time to catch up to him and now it had.


      He recognized the doorbell. When he could move, he made his way to the front door. Ordinarily, he’d expect it to be his granddaughter, Stefanie, but he’d been over there with her and her funny little husband last night. Instead, he saw a woman on his stoop, breathing fog in the cold. She was someone he knew, he realized, but he just couldn’t place her.


      He opened the front door but not the glass storm.


      “Evon Miller,” she said, and offered her hand. “From ZP.”


      “Oh, hell,” he answered. He stepped back at once to welcome her. He’d met Evon a few times, the first when she took the position at ZP of his pal from the Force, Collins Mullaney. Collins had liked the job, but had to fall on his sword because a ZP real estate manager in Illinois was paying bribes to lower the company’s property taxes. Collins parachuted out with a big package and had no ill will toward Evon. She was a good egg, a bandy little gal, a former FBI agent who years back had busted several state court judges. She’d been in the Olympics, too. Field hockey was Tim’s memory. Also didn’t make any secret of the fact she was gay, which was something Tim had gotten over early in his life when he tried to make a go of it playing the trombone. What the hell did he care who you slept with, if you had good pitch and kept time?


      “To what do I owe the honor?” he asked, once he had her inside. He told her to take off her coat. She was OK-looking, thick-built but with a little bit of a stylish way about her and short blondish hair. Her face was wide, and in the strong daylight, he could see she had kind of pebbly skin.


      “Need to talk to you about something,” she said. “I’ve been calling your cell for three days.”


      “Really?” Tim saw the contraption on the table in the foyer where he’d set it when he got done following around Corus Dykstra from YourHouse. Dead. He laughed as he slid the phone in his pocket. “I was actually wondering why my daughter called the landline yesterday. Don’t get old,” he told her. It was the drifting part of age, the way his mind seemed to have no home on earth, which often surprised him.


      He offered Evon coffee, but she declined.


      “Grew up in a Mormon town,” she said. “My dad was a Jack, but I just never developed the habit. I’ll take a glass of water, if that’s OK.”


      He was in a plaid flannel shirt and twill pants and Evon could see he’d been asleep. His face was red and his white hair, some of it starting to yellow, was sticking straight up in patches where it should have been pushed over his bare scalp. He had a lumpy, marked face like an old potato, and he had become one of those elderly guys with a permanent wary expression, seemingly afraid that any second now somebody might take advantage of him. Tim handed her the glass and then led her back toward the family room, where he said he liked to sit. She had some memory that Tim was a widower, and the house probably looked just the same as when his wife passed a few years back, crowded with the relics of a lifetime. It was the kind of place where you had to turn sideways to move around the furniture. The walls were thick with photographs, both family shots and scenery, as well as children’s paintings. And every tabletop was forested with objects: Limoges figurines. Little lacquered boxes. Glass paperweights. Books and more framed photos. They could have done Antiques Roadshow here for a month.
         


      In the back room, a sunny add-on with tall windows, there was soft music, a swing take on “It’s All Right With Me.” A crooner’s voice yielded to a trombone solo, and Tim stood for one second, listening with his eyes closed and a finger raised. Then he silenced the old phonograph and lifted an LP tenderly from a turntable, slipping it into a grayed sleeve. He had been reading, too, and slid a mark into a huge volume.


      “Greek myths,” he answered, when she asked about the book. “Once Maria passed, I figured I better get on to what was left on my lists. Said I’d read Shakespeare and got through The Comedy of Errors, but that’s kind of a slapstick piece, you know, twins separated at birth. I can handle the comedies, but King Lear, whoa, that’s tough. These old tales”—he hefted the book with both hands—“don’t seem to put me to sleep so fast.” In the light, she could see the white whiskers he hadn’t shaved this morning standing on his cheeks. “So you here about Dykstra and YourHouse?” he asked.
         


      “Not really. But Hal says you turned up a lot of great stuff following him around. Frankly, if I’d known what the boss had you up to, I’d have tried to stop him. The whole deal could have cratered.”


      Tim shook his head. “Nobody notices an eighty-one-year-old guy. They look right through you.”


      The melancholy frankness of the observation silenced Evon for a second, but Tim didn’t seem to be seeking sympathy. She turned the subject and asked Tim if he’d seen the papers this week. Laughing, he pointed to a pile in the kitchen, all sheathed in blue plastic, another thing that seemed to be getting past him. Evon handed over Wednesday’s front page, and he groaned at the headline: “Kronon: Gianis Part of Sister’s Murder.”


      “Me oh my,” he said, as he scanned the article.


      “Paul sent Hal a letter demanding a retraction, and Hal won’t budge. In fact, he repeated this stuff to a couple more reporters. And he’s planning to put ads on TV saying the same thing. Gianis filed suit for defamation late yesterday.”


      “Oh dear,” said Tim. He knew all about how people could be when somebody they loved got murdered. A brick could fall off a building and kill someone you cherished, and it wouldn’t be quite as hard to accept as a homicide. When some goofed-up stranger made a conscious choice to end the life of a person precious to you, it knocked the pins out from everything we assume in living with each other. Tim had spent more than twenty-five years on the Force, many of them nodding and patting hands and telling people that they’d be best off letting it go in time. But some folks just couldn’t. And Hal was one of them.


      Evon said, “I didn’t realize until I started reading some old news articles that you’d been in charge of Dita’s murder investigation.”


      Tim snorted. “Wasn’t anyone in charge of that investigation.”


      “Well, Hal says you had some thoughts about Paul and the murder, back in the day. Is that true?”


      “Not how I recall,” he answered. “I was never content we’d gotten answers to every question. So Hal’s right as far as that goes. But how many cases can you say that about? Most of them I ever worked on. There’s always some piece of it you don’t have quite right.”


      While she’d waited to hear back from Tim, Evon had had her assistant print out everything on the Internet concerning Dita’s death. The murder, when it occurred, had been a sensation. It seemed to stimulate a seething mixture of pathos and bloodlust and grim satisfaction in the public, seeing this kind of tragedy befall people so privileged, in the palace they’d fled to to avoid the troubles of the city. Instead, someone had crept into Dita’s bedroom, while the other members of her family slept, and killed her, leaving a trail of blood and glass. The case topped the headlines for weeks, especially when Zeus quit the governor’s race. According to the papers, there were no hard leads. And then out of nowhere, a few months later, Cass Gianis agreed to plead guilty to second-degree. But there was never a word about Paul, unless you counted the mention that Cass was an identical twin. When Paul had started his political career, talk of the murder had briefly revived. All the profiles of Paul said he visited Cass several times every month and supposedly wrote him before going to sleep each night. Paul never discussed the crime, merely repeated that he loved his brother.


      “How did you even get involved in the investigation?” Evon asked Tim. “Were you detailed out there by Kindle County?”


      “Nope, I wasn’t even on the job any more. Hit fifty-five the year before, went into my brother-in-law’s heating business. No, Zeus, Hal’s dad, asked me to get involved.”


      “How did he find you?”


      “Oh, I’d known Zeus and them forever. Kronons lived two blocks over when Maria and I moved in here.” Tim hoisted himself up for a second to point out the rear window of the sun-room. “My wife was Greek. Baptized all my kids at St. Demetrios. Even spoke a couple words myself. President of the men’s club four years. But she come to lose her faith, Maria did. Not her values, mind you. But she just couldn’t touch her knee to ground and celebrate the Lord after our daughter died.” Tim’s old face grew heavy as he thought about that, then he cleared his throat again.


      “The Greeks, I’m not telling anybody anything they don’t know, they really don’t have time for anybody but Greeks. But Zeus must have figured I was close enough. Very clubby, the Greeks. Very proud, you know. Make fun of themselves so no one else can. ‘We invented democracy and been sitting on our asses ever since.’ But they’re a conquered people. Had the Ottomans with their foot on their throats for five hundred years. That’ll take the spunk out of you, especially your men. But they don’t like to admit that. Gives the Turks too much credit.” His gray eyes came back to her then and lingered. She could tell he’d forgotten the question.


      “You and Zeus were friends?”


      Tim laughed. “Zeus, he was too grand for me. He’d glad-hand you, but he’d left the folks from the neighborhood way behind. What would you expect of somebody calls himself Zeus?”


      “Wasn’t that his name?”


      “Oh, hell no.” Tim grabbed the top of his head with his big raw hands to force his memory back into it. “Zisis,” he said finally. “That’s what he was baptized. But of course he wasn’t in school long with American kids before they were calling him ‘Sissy.’ So by high school he was saying ‘Zeus.’ Can’t blame him, I guess.”


      She asked again how it was Zeus had gotten Tim involved and he laughed once more, a phlegmy, geezy sound.


      “See,” said Tim, “that investigation wasn’t any more organized than a barroom brawl. Nobody had taken control of the crime scene. Zeus and Hal and the mom had been in there twenty times before the first cop arrived. The Kronons had actually cleaned up a little bit, the mom had, even arranged the body, before anybody thought to call the police. Not that there was any real point in bringing that bunch in anyway. Out there in Greenwood County, they hadn’t seen a murder in eighteen years, and probably hadn’t known what to do then. Which didn’t keep them from mucking around for a day or two. Then they asked for the state police, but there was too much politics with Zeus running for governor. Every trooper was out there to watch somebody else. Meanwhile Zeus is a basket case, he starts in screaming he wants the FBI. He gets them, too, for all they know about murders. So now you got three sets of nincompoops.” Tim’s eyes popped up when he realized who he was speaking to. “No offense,” he added.


      “None taken,” she said. The Feds and the locals—that was like the Civil War, a battle to be fought in a different form in every generation.


      “You had three different teams of evidence techs go through there,” Tim said, “each with different samples. Some tests get performed three times, some don’t get done at all. Everybody thinks somebody else is running leads. It was an unholy mess. So about a week along, Dickie Zapulski calls me. Zeus has asked the state police to hire me as a special to lead the investigation. Zeus got on the phone next and pretty much begged. Truth told, I wasn’t loving the heating business, or my brother-in-law, but I didn’t actually miss the street. But I felt for Zeus. I’d lost a daughter. So I said, OK, put me in charge. Not that anybody was actually willing to listen to me.”


      When Evon had found out, not long after taking the job, that Hal had a PI on retainer, she’d gone in to see Collins Mullaney, who’d stayed on a month for the transition. He reassured her about Tim, who he said was maybe the best homicide dick in Kindle County in his time. ‘What was great about Timmy was he didn’t get distracted,’ Collins had told her. ‘He didn’t care who was humping who this week in McGrath Hall,’ referring to the headquarters of the Kindle County Unified Police Force. ‘And he didn’t get caught up hating the perps either. He’d smack a kid who spit on him, just like the rest, but he always said the same thing, no matter how big a shitbum. “Didn’t have a soul who cared enough to teach ’em how to behave.” Kind of “there but for the grace” with him. I think he grew up in an orphanage himself.’


      The crime scene, Tim said, didn’t point in any particular direction. The first police to arrive had found the French door to the balcony open. It had rained hard that evening, right at the end of the St. Demetrios picnic, and there was a set of deep shoe-prints in the flower bed under Dita’s window, which made it look as if somebody had dropped from above. There were some tire impressions, too, down the hill, where you’d hide a vehicle, but there’d been two hundred cars there earlier in the day, so you couldn’t make as much from that. Upstairs, one of the panes in the French door was broken out between the mullions, with the glass scattered on the tiny balcony outside, and quite a bit of blood painted on the jagged glass, and the inside of the door and the carpet below. The blood trail ran into Dita’s bathroom, where, by simple count, there appeared to be a towel missing, suggesting that the killer had used it to bind a wound. The ABO typing that was state-of-the-art in 1982 classified the blood in the room as B. Dita and the rest of the Kronons were O, so there was no doubt of an intruder. From the brass knob on the outside of the French door, the initial techs also lifted a good set of fingerprints, which had remained there despite the fierce rainstorm that had pelted that side of the house. No way to date prints, but the best guess was that they belonged to the intruder.


      “Dita is killed in her bed,” Tim said, “which is still made. Apparently she’s tuckered out and watching the tube for a while, before going out to meet her girlfriends at a bar. She’s in her robe and undies. No vaginal trauma, no tearing, but rape kit is positive for semen—then again, that could be from any time in the last forty-eight hours. Type B, though. Somebody smacked her first, damn hard, then grabbed her face. You could see the bruising in both cheeks. The hit on the left side made finger stripes. Meaning we’re probably looking for somebody right-handed. And whoever it was had worn a ring, because there’s a big circular bruise. The police pathologist’s thought is our perp whacked her, then sort of covered her mouth with his hand and rattled her skull against her headboard. She dies of an epidural hematoma. Lividity and the bleeding from the scalp wound shows she wasn’t dead for several minutes after she was beaten. But the pathologists can’t say whether or not she lost consciousness. Probably though, since she didn’t call for help.” Tim recited all of this like the prayers in a breviary. The murder was twenty-five years ago, but for many people she knew in law enforcement, the details of a big case were burned onto their brains. There were few jobs more intense than having to save everybody in town from a bad guy.


      “What’s the time of death?”


      “Well, you know, it’s a Greek picnic, they’re eating all day, so it’s hard to tell for sure from the stomach contents, but the pathologist says 10:30, give or take. Right around ten, according to the toll records, she gave her boyfriend Cass a call. So she dies after that.”


      “Who found her?”


      “Zeus. He wasn’t much of a witness, not that I’d have done any better. Clear recollection that he heard the window break and comes running down the hall. Pretty shaky after that. Best memory seems to be that he sees Dita on the bed. The TV is on, and he asks her what’s doing, but he catches sight of the shattered pane in the door and the blood and goes straight there. Looking out, he thinks he sees a dark figure, male, disappearing into the woods. When he turns back to talk to Dita, she doesn’t answer. So he comes over, touches her, shakes her. It actually takes him a minute to fathom she’s dead. He calls the family doctor. Then sits with his daughter. Can’t even imagine going down the hall to tell her mother.” Tim stopped there with his own memories. When Katy passed, they’d all known it was coming, but Maria had gone home to sleep and so he had to call her. He still remembered the feeling. He was here, but not really, the rest of him was still in the past when his six-year-old daughter was alive.


      Evon asked the status of the investigation when he got involved.


      “They were chasing their tails. The operating theory was that the bad guy crawled in thinking she wasn’t there, caught her unaware and he grabbed her like that to keep her from screaming, then he took off, afraid somebody had heard the commotion. But each department had its own spin. The locals are thinking it was a burglary gone bad. State police are talking to everybody at the picnic, hoping somebody noticed Mr. Stranger Danger. Zeus is still pretty much a mess, and blaming himself. Why didn’t he hear her getting beat? And he’s convinced she’s been killed by his enemies to get even with him.”


      “Enemies?” Evon asked.


      “Turned out Zeus had a passel. Pretty sharp elbows when it came to business. There was the Greek mob, too, not to mention the husbands and boyfriends of the girls he was always after. Even turned out that some of the boys from the North End warned him not to run against Rafe Demuzzio in the primary. FBI was looking at that.”


      “And when did Cass come into the investigation?”


      Tim said the police had spoken to Cass as part of the initial canvass, but he claimed to know nothing. At the start, Zeus was sure Cass was uninvolved, and cops being cops, they were reluctant to suspect a police cadet. About three weeks in, the phone company produced the toll records from Dita’s phone and Cass was reinterviewed briefly, but Cass said he and Paul weren’t home and Dita had merely left a short message on his answering machine, which he erased that night.


      “Cass, he would have been the last person I’d have thought of, to tell the truth. Him and Paul were in high school with my middle daughter, Demetra, and I knew them from church. Solid kids, in my book, both of them. But you know,” he said, “it’s the ones you think you know that fool you.” Tim thought about that and squeezed his lips with his hand.


      “About a month along, we had a big meeting, every investigator, just to see what we’d missed, which was quite a bit. By then two, three of Dita’s girlfriends had said she’d made up her mind to drop Cass, she was sick of all the trouble with his family. So I go over and take a peek at Cass’s employment file in McGrath Hall,” said Tim. “Blood type B. His prints are on file, too. I ask the Greenwood PA for a subpoena and sure enough, the prints match out with the doorknob and a lot of other lifts around the room. So now we’re thinking, maybe the call at 10 was to whistle his butt over there so she could tell him adios.
         


      “Anyway, the Greenwood prosecutor, he wants to question Cass in the grand jury, but Cass hires Sandy Stern who won’t let him talk. There’s a lot of cat-and-mousing for a month. Stern is like, ‘Those fingerprints mean nothing. Cass was climbing the drainpipe every night to tickle her fancy.’ And the same girlfriends who said Dita was going to eighty-six Cass, when we push, they give that part up, too.”


      “Cass was jocking Dita right down the hall from her parents? Doesn’t sound like my idea of fun,” Evon said.


      Tim closed his eyes and let his head revolve loosely, like a leaf in a breeze. Who knew what folks thought of as fun, especially in that department?


      “Zeus, of course, that was the one thing he went off about, when I told him that part. No boyo was making time with his little petunia right in his casa. But I’m suspicioning it’s probably true.”
         


      “Really?”


      “Sure, cause if Cass was climbing up there to make whoopee, that meant he knew how to get in there the night she’s killed. So I get the PA to subpoena his credit card records, and we put together a little task force to check out every pair of shoes he bought in the last year, and sure enough, about a week into that, we find he got himself a pair of Nikes whose tread matches the impressions in the flower bed. Those tracks down the hill could have come from the Bridgestones on Cass’s old Datsun, too, except there’s ten thousand cars in the Tri-Cities with the same tires.


      “But we issue a search warrant, for his clothes and shoes and vehicle, and for a physical exam, to see if we can find the scar where he was cut. We get the shoes we’re looking for. Nothing turns up with the clothes, but Luminol in the car shows blood traces, type B again. By now, Stern won’t produce Cass for the physical exam, instead files a bunch of motions, and then when he’s just about run out that string, Sandy comes in and offers to plead Cass. He wants manslaughter, ten years’ minimum security. Zeus and Lidia, the twins’ mom, they go back to smooching in the choir room at church, so he’s heartbroken for her and is fine with whatever, but Hermione, Dita’s mom, and Hal, they wouldn’t hear of ten years. Finally, right before the PA was going to return an indictment, all of them settled at second-degree for twenty-five years, but still minimum security. The judge gave Cass a month before he surrendered so he could stand up at Paul’s wedding.”


      “And were you OK with that result?”


      “Depends how you mean. The sentence, I never thought that was my business. Minimum security irritated some of the other cops, but I’m like, ‘It’s prison, not torture, any nice college boy would get torn apart at Rudyard, especially a former cadet.’ The thing that bothered me was he wouldn’t answer questions. Never did. He pled, said he done it, that was it.”


      “Well, what questions were there to answer?”


      “The windowpane just for one. The glass is all outside, on the little concrete balcony under the French door. Meaning the window was broken from the inside. So how’d he get in?”


      “You already told me. He’d climbed up there before. What was your term? ‘Making whoopee’?”


      “That’s OK. Maybe he arrives hoping for romance, or knowing what’s on her mind. Either way, she says, ‘No, I’m done with this,’ and he loses it and smacks her. When she passes out, he panics and flees. But if you’re inside already, why not just open the latch and leave?”


      “Maybe he’s trying to make it look like a break-in. Only he really doesn’t know much about crime scenes. So he cracks the glass the wrong way.”


      “Nice.” Tim chuckled and pointed a thick finger at her with true admiration. The knuckle was crooked and swollen with arthritis. “Only Cass Gianis is a police cadet. And the other thing is, breaking glass, that makes noise. If you want to escape, why raise that kind of ruckus? What sense does that make?”


      “So you didn’t like him for the crime?”


      “No, I’m not saying that. I’m saying I had a few questions. There wasn’t any couch in my office for the defendant to lay down on and explain what was in his head or his heart, assuming anybody ever knows. But we had his fingerprints in her bedroom and on the door. Blood was his type. Shoes match. And there’s motive because she was going to drop him. And he gave a shit-ass alibi when he was first questioned right after the crime, said he was with his twin brother—”


      “Paul?”


      “Right. Said they were larking around that night, drinking beers over the river. Course nobody saw them. Cass couldn’t even name the liquor store where they bought the six-pack, said Paul got ’em.”


      “And did Paul back that?”


      Tim scratched his chin while he looked at the beamed ceiling of what had once been a porch.


      “Seems to me he might have, now that you mention it. You know, it was just part of the initial canvass. Troopers talked to everybody who’d been with Dita at the picnic. Report couldn’t have been more than a paragraph. I would probably still have it.”


      “Really?”


      “Down in the basement. I didn’t have any staff, and I was in a different office every couple of days, so I figured I’d rather keep all the reports at home. Show you if you like.” Tim used a chair arm to hoist himself to his feet and wobbled a bit with the first step. Evon watched him. He was somewhat stooped now behind the shoulders, but he remained a big man, well over six feet, with the proportions of a tight end. In the day, he must have commanded a lot of attention on the street. He motioned for her to follow, and then opened a door in the kitchen and descended unevenly toward the cellar. The old wooden steps were steep, and Tim held on to the rail and kept his other hand on the brick wall to steady himself. His twill pants were halfway down his butt.


      The basement, when they reached it, was even more crowded than the upstairs. There was a distinct cellar reek, a combination of mildew and dust, and all manner of things crammed in—grimy bicycles with flat tires, garden hoses, racks of clothes, hickory-shafted golf clubs, old TVs, broken furniture. The light from a cellar window slanted over some of the mess.


      “Did you ever hear of a rummage sale?” Evon asked him.


      “My daughters are even worse than me. Don’t want to part with anything Maria touched. Let them figure it out when I’m gone,” he said, and laughed, utterly cheerful about his own mortality. He turned sideways to get past an old chifforobe and reached a metal filing cabinet, a beige box from which the paint had rusted off in uneven blots. He seemed to know at once where everything would be. He crouched over the bottom drawer and pulled out a file, then went to pull the chain on a bulb. He turned the pages with some difficulty, his fingers stiff, licking the tip of his thumb now and then.


      “Here you go,” he said finally. He read the report for a second, then handed it to Evon.


      It was just as he recalled, too. Short interview, two days after Dita’s death. Paul said Cass was with him all night after the picnic, hanging out at Overlook Park on the river. A stone lie. Cass couldn’t have been with him, because, as Cass acknowledged subsequently, he’d been with Dita, punching her around and killing her.


      “This is gold, you know,” Evon told him.


      “It is?”


      “This man wants to be mayor. Leader of the police. But he lied his ass off to the cops to keep his brother out of trouble. Even after he’d been hired to be a deputy prosecuting attorney.”


      “Who wouldn’t? I’m not sure I’d want to vote for a man who wouldn’t save his brother. Besides, that’s all politics. Hal can keep his crazy politics. That’s not my concern.” Tim waved a hand past his big nose.


      “But it proves what Hal’s been saying. That Paul was involved from the start. He covered up for his brother. And maybe there’s more to it. Those shoes? They’re identical twins. So the Nikes could have fit Paul. I bet they always shared clothes. Were they still living together?”


      “You kidding? Greek family? Hal was still with his parents and he was forty. Yeah, the Gianis twins were both of them at Lidia and Mickey’s. Paul, I think, was about to move out.”


      “What about fingerprints? Do identical twins have the same fingerprints?” Evon was feeling some excitement. She always did the job and her job was to make Hal right. She was surprised about the velocity with which she was willing to suspect Paul, whom she’d always liked, even admired. But there was an elusive quality to him that had never sat quite right with her. You could spend lots of time with Paul Gianis, as she had, and still come away feeling he was guarding something essential about himself.


      But Tim moved his head from side to side.


      “Seems as I remember, twins’ prints look somewhat alike, but when they’re in the womb and they reach out and touch the whoosywhatsit—” He stopped to find the word.


      “Placenta?”


      “Right. No, they have different fingerprints.”


      Evon absorbed that, then reread the report.


      “Can I take this?”


      Tim shrugged. “Public record now. PA in Greenwood did what they always do when Cass was indicted, threw all the police reports in the court file to prove the defendant had had full discovery before he pled guilty.”


      Evon strayed a hand to the filing cabinet.


      “What else have you got in there, Tim? Any chance I can pay you to look through all your files and see if there’s any more about Paul?”


      He laughed. “No need to pay me. I’m on the long end with the Kronons. I’ve been getting a check every January first for twenty-five years.”


      “I know,” she said. “It comes out of my budget.” She smiled, though. “Nobody’s ever really explained it.”


      “It was just Zeus’s way of thanking me for dropping everything and taking over the investigation. When this here was done with, I wasn’t too keen to go back to the heating business. Zeus wanted to hire me at ZP, but I’d had enough bosses as a cop to last me a lifetime. So I decided to become a PI, and Zeus was like, ‘OK, we’ll give you a retainer every year.’ I won’t lie either. Helped plenty, especially when I was getting started.” Mullaney had told her that these days Tim worked principally for criminal lawyers, turning up stuff the cops had missed, and also for a number of insurance defense lawyers. Tim was the guy who’d debunk a workman’s comp claim with photos showing the guy who said he was injured lifting weights. Brodie could also write a good report and was relaxed on the witness stand. He’d always had as much work as he wanted, although that had to be petering out at his age. “’Tween Zeus and Hal, they haven’t called me ten times. This thing I did last week, with Corus, must have been the first in five years. So yeah, you want me to look at the files, I’ll look at ’em. I’ll keep track of the time, but it’ll be a long while before you owe me anything.”


      Upstairs, she collected her parka, which had ended up on the sofa next to his heavy book. There was a faint odor in the kitchen of last night’s dinner, which she hadn’t noticed when she came in.


      “You keep going with those myths,” she said.


      “Oh, I will. Was just reading about the myth of love when you rang the bell.”


      “Myth?” said Evon. “You mean love’s not real? I wish somebody had told me that before I moved in with my girlfriend.”


      She rarely said anything so personal, but she couldn’t pass on the joke. Not that it was all a joke in Heather’s case. But Tim was mightily amused. He laughed in his husky way for a long time.


      “No,” he said, “Aristophanes says we were all four-legged creatures to start, some the same sex, but most half man and half woman. Zeus was afraid us humans would get too powerful so he sliced us right down the middle, and everybody spends their life looking for the matching piece. What do you think of that?” He laughed again, tickled by the idea.


      “I think it makes as much sense as any other explanation.”


      Tim found her response amusing as well, then limped ahead to show her out. When they got to the foyer, he lingered to face her.


      “You don’t really think Paul Gianis had a hand in murdering Dita, do you?”


      “What was he lying for?” Evon asked. “He knew what to say, and more important, he recognized that he had to lie for Cass’s sake. Which means he had a lot of information by then, Tim. Maybe they were together that night. Maybe that’s why Cass never wanted to answer questions.”
         


      Tim pondered, but an unhappy thought seemed to pull at his face.


      “Don’t like thinking I missed the boat like that,” he said. He considered the prospect for a second, then opened the heavy door.


    


  




  

    

      

        5.


        Heather—January 12, 2008


      


      Her given name was not Evon Miller. She had been born DeDe Kurzweil, in the Kaskia Valley in Colorado, and grew up on a family farm, where her father planted alfalfa, pinto beans and corn. He was a quiet, bowlegged man, a Jack Mormon, who’d left the church—and his parents and sibs with it—to please his wife, who said, only after their wedding, that her LDS conversion simply had never taken root in her heart. DeDe was the fifth of seven children, right about the place you’d expect the kids to start getting lost, and she was lost, aware, long before she understood why, that she did not seem to fit. She never knew when to smile, or how to make people like her, especially her mother.
         


      But on the playing field, with a field hockey stick in her hand, she made herself real. Her father had been a baseball star, who’d signed with the Twins after his mission and played A ball until his family needed him on the farm. All her father’s athletic ability had lit in her—at least that was what both she and her father believed. She fell asleep a hundred times with a stick in her hand, thinking over her moves. She was runner-up for Female Athlete of the Year in Colorado, went to Iowa on a full ride, and in 1984 was selected for the US Olympic field hockey team. She came home with a bronze medal and no idea of what would happen next. It was like coming into the daylight after a dozen years in a tunnel of ambition and competition. At a college jobs fair, she signed up to get more info about the Bureau and was at Quantico three months later. She loved the FBI, every day, for twenty years. The bureaucracy, the paperwork, the regs could make you buggy, but to a person, everyone she worked with was incandescent with pride in the mission, and gripped by a zeal to do right. It was the same kind of striving that had been so central to her life in sports.


      In 1992 she’d accepted an assignment to leave the Des Moines RA, resident agency, and go undercover here, pretending to be Evon Miller, paralegal, actually serving as the watchdog over a dirty lawyer who’d turned and was secretly recording his payoffs to various judges. She chose the name Evon herself, borrowing it from a second cousin whose parents had intended a country spelling of Yvonne. But nobody, not even her cousin, pronounced the name that way. ‘Like “even better,” ’ her cousin customarily explained. DeDe longed for the same self-confidence.


      Petros, the undercover project, was a far-reaching success—six judges, nine lawyers and a dozen court clerks and sheriff’s deputies were convicted—and after the last trial Evon had been called to D.C. to receive the FBI Medal, the greatest honor bestowed on agents. Even her mother sat there with her chest puffed out, accepting everybody’s congratulations.


      But by then, there had been a bigger reward. The chance to be someone else had made her someone else. She came out, for one thing. But far more important, she began to understand what it would feel like to enjoy being herself. The thought of going back to DeDe was as unwelcome as returning to prison. She changed Kindle County to her OP, office of preference, and received permission from D.C. to continue to be known as Evon Miller, the only name anybody here had ever called her. By now, even Merrel, the sister Evon had always been closest to, had taken to referring to her that way.


      She was so much happier than earlier in her life, when she’d felt like a handball ricocheting at high speed off walls she’d never seen coming. These days her main preoccupation, in the rare idle moment when she let her mind light there, was wondering how happy she had the right to be. No one could expect perfection.


      She tended to deliver that admonition to herself at moments like this, when she was holding off the familiar combination of anger and humiliation that consumed her at the prospect that Heather Truveen, her girlfriend, would disappoint her again. It was Saturday night and Evon sat in the ballroom at the Kindle County Athletic Club, a gorgeous old room, with oaken pillars three stories high, that had been beautifully transformed for the wedding of Francine and Nella, the friends who had introduced Evon to Heather. The rows of stacking chairs had all been jacketed in white satin and an amphora full of white roses marked the spot on the riser where the ceremony would occur. Beside her, Evon had saved a seat on the aisle, knowing Heather would savor every detail of the brides’ attire. But any second, they would be stepping down the satin runner on the opposite arms of Nella’s dad. Evon had discreetly removed her BlackBerry from her handbag to see if Heather had sent any messages, when she finally arrived.


      “Made it,” Heather whispered, and dropped her blonde head to Evon’s shoulder and nuzzled her for a second. Heather smelled surprisingly fresh, as her scent, Fracas, briefly surrounded Evon.


      They had been together a year and a half now. Heather was thirty-eight, a creative executive at Coral Glotten—funny, a little wild, clever and very beautiful. She’d been a model to start, a tall elegant blonde whose grace reminded Evon of Merrel, who’d always been the most beautiful woman Evon knew and who Evon grew up longing to resemble. When Evon was eleven, Merrel gave her the Easter dress Merrel had made four years before. Her older sister curled Evon’s hair, and shortened the hem another inch just before church. ‘Doesn’t she look nice?’ Evon heard her sister ask their mother upstairs. ‘Nice as she can,’ her mother answered, ‘but she’ll never be much to write home about.’


      One of the many good things that had happened when she was dispatched to Kindle County in 1992 was that she had to pretend to be the girl-on-the-side of the government’s rascally lawyer-informant and was obligated to look the part. Her hair was dyed to a brighter shade of blonde and sheared into the hedgehog style of the time, as if someone had taken a mower to one side of her head. She wore four-inch heels and lots of makeup every day, and stylish clothes, and discovered that she liked all of that far more than she’d ever let on to herself.


      But no matter how big a lipstick lesbian she was, she’d never imagined being attractive to someone as glamorous as Heather. Beauty came to Heather in the same effortless manner in which Evon had excelled at sports. Heather was naturally fit, despite seldom working out, and never restricting what she ate. She was a true ash blonde—she boasted to Evon the first time they had dinner that the rugs matched the drapes—and was actually more beautiful with the swollen sleepy look she had in the morning.


      And Heather was fun, carefree and blazingly funny. For the first several months, Evon found her endlessly amusing, even though Heather’s impulsiveness seldom took account of what Evon wanted. Awake in the middle of the night, Heather became entranced by an infomercial about Brazil and while Evon was asleep rebooked a vacation they’d planned for months. One evening, Heather walked into the apartment and waved her hands at the furniture she had spent months choosing. ‘This is all wrong,’ she said. ‘The sofa has to go.’ The sofa was crimson mohair and had been special-ordered at a cost of several thousand dollars. Evon nearly reeled at the waste, but was delighted at the same time to have exceeded the boundaries that had confined her all her life. When Heather returned to the store, she ordered a full second living room and asked them to hold it, awaiting the day she would change her mind again. Evon had roared when she heard.


      But naturally the humor faded. Watching her girlfriend toss out an expensive top she’d worn only once, Evon retrieved it from the can. ‘Give it away, at least,’ she told Heather, who flicked a hand at the bother. With time, Evon began to see beneath the beautiful mask. Heather worked hard on the exterior because what was inside was often beyond her control. Black funks frequently gripped her and made her impossible and bearish. She drank too much, too often, and in that state was lacerating. And she was frustratingly fickle. Their plans had been to make a day out of getting ready for the wedding, go for spa treatments and mani-pedis. Instead, Heather slid out of bed at 8 a.m. and announced she had to work. Her principal client, Tom Craigmore, ever more demanding, wanted an all-day with his creative team for the line of athletic clothing he was going to launch in the fall.


      “Where did you change?” Evon asked Heather now.


      “The office.”


      Heather had left the apartment without a bag, which meant her dress had been on a hanger at work and that she had known for some time their plans for today were doomed. Why not say something earlier, why put off being the source of disappointment? Heather was a baby that way. She’d come from a crazy messed-up home, a philandering father who’d killed himself eventually and a mother who’d never really touched the ground long enough to notice that her children were in distress. Heather as a result was afraid to face disapproval.


      The ceremony began. It was a wedding with an asterisk. Francine and Nella had gone to Boston last weekend to be legally married. What was taking place here, in the presence of friends and family, was all that local law allowed, a religious commitment ceremony.


      The officiant, an Episcopal priest who was a longtime friend to both women, blessed their union beautifully.


      “Life,” he said at one point, “is much too cruel to go through it alone.” The remark pierced Evon like an arrow. Yes. That was true. She took Heather’s hand and squeezed it hard.


      And on the power of that observation, it turned into a great night. A few years back, at the age of fortysomething, Evon had found out that she loved to dance. The music, especially the seventies tunes of her teens—“Stairway to Heaven,” Springsteen—liberated her as liquor or drugs did other people. Heather and she danced until they were a clammy mess, requesting four separate run-throughs of “Born To Run.” The club personnel shooed everybody out at 1 a.m.


      By the time they arrived home, Heather was caught up in the inebriated fantasy of the wedding she would make. She had a thousand ideas: walking down an aisle lit by floating candles, in doubled crystal globes also containing orchids, the ceremony conducted on a mat of fresh lavender.


      “And I want Cartier,” Heather announced. “My kisses do not begin with Kay, and if you come home with Zales, I don’t even know your name.” Heather was laughing when she said it, but there was a knife blade buried in her eyes.


      When Heather left her to shower, Evon, who’d had far more to drink than usual, felt a stark mood shadow her heart. Heather’s talk of marriage, her regal demands, left Evon feeling how remote the chances were. Her doubts had little to do with her skepticism about whether same-sex marriage would ever be legal in this state, or even whether she had shed enough of a closeted person’s anxieties to be able to refer out loud to anyone as her “wife.” Something else concerned her, even if all the champagne made it impossible for her to be more precise. It was a shock to find herself dubious, because the story of the relationship had been that she pursued Heather, put up with her, forgave her. And it was true that she still craved Heather, loved her zany side and terrific sarcasm, and had touched something strong and good in herself by doting on her. In the past several months she’d realized she was basically Heather’s mother, which was not as bad a deal for Evon as putting it that way made it sound, because she enjoyed—no, relished—being a kinder, more patient and understanding person toward Heather than Evon’s mother had been to her. She wasn’t prepared yet to give any of that up.


      But she was starting to lose faith in the myth or the legend or the fairy tale, whatever you called it, by which she’d been operating, the belief that Heather would ‘calm down,’ as Evon put it to herself, and love Evon as she wanted to be loved. Life was much too cruel to go through it alone. So she was here. And tomorrow when she awoke she’d believe it all again. But for now, the last glass of champagne had made her feel like a seer or an oracle who looked through the smoke called the future unable to make out any comforting shapes.


    


  




  

    

      

        6.


        Georgia—January 17, 2008


      


      Tim saw the first of Hal’s ads about Paul and the murder Monday afternoon, when he put aside his book of myths and turned on the early news at 5 p.m. He’d given up on the local TV journalism years ago—it was all about Chihuahuas hunting lobsters, or Jesus appearing on a grilled cheese sandwich—but he was excited to find himself with a role in current events. At his age, he was accustomed to feeling irrelevant.
         


      Paul’s lawsuit had made headlines for a couple of days, and now Hal was hitting back. Tim watched the commercial in amazement. A piece of paper that could have just as easily been obliterated by the seepage in his basement was now made to look like holy writ. The camera zoomed in sideways on the police report, then jumped first to the header that read “Greenwood County Sheriff’s Police,” then the date and finally “Paul Gianis” in the box for “Witness.” The words attributed to Paul blackened to boldface and then rose off the page, all while some unseen woman with a scolding voice asked if we wanted a liar for mayor. Tonight the commercial was shown again a minute later as part of the news. Tim turned away from the screen with a small turmoil in his gut. Not a word in the ad was untrue. But he still didn’t feel quite right about it.


      Tim was reconsidering all of this as he looked between the little leaded darts of stained glass in his bayed front window, already bundled in his woolen overcoat and wearing a felt hat. The BMW pulled up to the curb and he locked up and lumbered out.


      “All of four blocks,” he told Evon, putting on his seat belt, “but the newcomers don’t shovel their front walks. I’m too damn old for mountain climbing.” There had been a serious snow last week, the first in a couple of years. When Tim grew up here, it got to twenty below for days in the winter and snowed like hell whenever it warmed up. No more. Right after the flakes stopped falling, young Dorie Sherman across the street had been out with her little guy, showing him the drifts, which he’d never seen.


      Evon asked for more detail on the woman they were going to see.


      “Not a lot to say,” Tim answered. “Georgia Lazopoulos. Georgia Cleon now. Paul’s girlfriend back then. Her dad was the priest at St. D’s.”


      “The Greek priests marry?”


      “Orthodox, right. But only before they’re ordained. Sometimes makes for a slow course through the seminary.”


      “Where I came from, the ministers’ kids were mostly crazy.”


      “She was a nice girl, so far as I remember. Sincere. You read the report I sent?”


      “I tried. But it was hard to make out much on the fax.”


      “She talked her head off on the initial canvass. Said Dita and Paul seemed to have words the day she was killed. That’s the kind of stuff you wanted me to dig up, right?”


      “Exactly. Did she tell the cop that because it seemed odd?”


      “Not hardly. Cop said to tell him everything she remembered and she did, even how many pastries she ate. But I thought may as well talk to her. Given I’m billing hourly and trying to work off that retainer.”


      Evon slapped his hand, and Tim laughed.


      “Turn here,” he told her. Georgia was in the same little bungalow she’d bought with her ex-husband, Jimmy Cleon. Jimmy had been her rebound after Paul, glib and good-looking, but he’d been on drugs all along and she didn’t know it until the wedding silver disappeared, not much after the honeymoon. At least that was the story. Since Georgia was the priest’s daughter, everybody talked about her.


      When her father had been pushed out at St. D’s, he’d lost the parish house and moved in with her. Father Nik had gone odd. Brain tumor, as Tim remembered. The surgery had saved him, but he was never quite the same, and he’d had a stroke by now, too. Georgia’s mom had passed while she was in high school, so it was just her and her loopy old dad, exactly the fate Tim was still hoping to save his daughters from, who were always on him to move out to Seattle where they were.


      “Does she know I’m coming?” Evon asked when they parked. He’d motioned her into a space down the street, where they could maneuver over the black ruts driven into the snow. In this neighborhood, parking in the winter could be a perilous act. The city plows never got to these small streets and homeowners spent hours shoveling their spaces, protecting them with lawn chairs or those orange cones filched from road crews. The last fistfight Tim had gotten into, more than forty years ago, was when some joker pulled into his space as soon as he went to put away his shovel. But it was 3:30 and there was still a fair amount of parking here while most people were at work.


      “Yeah. Said we were working for Hal. She didn’t sound pleased, but then again, she didn’t say no. Seemed to remember me.”


      “Who could forget you?” Evon asked. “Tall, dark and handsome.”


      He laughed. He was liking this Evon a good deal.


      The woman who greeted them at the door was barely recognizable to Tim. Age had been unkind to her, had coarsened her skin and stolen the life from it, and like many of the girls in this neighborhood, she’d put on an awful lot of weight. She had been pretty, as Tim recalled, very pretty, and looking close you could see the remnants of that cheerful appealing face within a pudding of flesh. Maria had gotten pretty hefty, too, truth be told, not that he had ever thought much about that. In a long marriage, the present matters less, at least it did to him. Every day they’d been together was there in both of them, good days mostly. But he could only see Georgia as she was, and her appearance seemed to say she’d lost all connection with the girl she’d been. There was just this person who looked much shorter now, in a droopy shirt and leaving you to wonder what illusions made her put on stretch pants.


      Tim reintroduced himself, mentioning neighbors he thought Georgia might recall, then asked how her father was doing. She made a face.


      “You’ll see,” she said. “He wanders around here like he’s on a treasure hunt. My biggest problem is to keep him from picking up the phone. He gets on with these solicitors from like the Police Benevolent Fund and talks for an hour and promises them thousands. I finally just had to give him a pad of checks from a closed account. He loves to write checks. The big shot.”


      She waved them into the dark living room. There were several beautiful icons on the wall, with their elongated flat look, and a lot of photos of Greece—the royal blue water and arid mountains—apparently taken on a family trip. Maria had wanted to go when the girls were young, but it was one more thing that got sucked under in the riptide after Katy’s death.


      After his own wife died, Father Nik was overwhelmed by all the work of the parish and had needed Georgia to stay nearby. He hadn’t thought much of a girl going off to college anyway. She’d gotten a year of bookkeeping training and still worked in the headquarters of the big bank where she’d started at nineteen, which was now owned by an even bigger bank. She was the chief teller, counting other people’s money from 7 to 3 every day.


      She brought them each a glass of water from the tap, then settled heavily on the print sofa. Evon sat beside her while Tim took an armchair. The TV was on and Georgia for a second couldn’t look away from some account of the latest goings-on with Britney Spears, who’d been hospitalized after locking herself in a room with her son.


      “What a runny mess she’s turning into,” Georgia said, “and with everything she’s got.” She continued to gaze, enthralled. Her attitude was just like the Greeks with their gods, Tim decided, looking in on the life that was bigger than life, these grand figures whose triumphs were the stuff of dreams and whose hubris led to destruction so complete it made you happy to be living small. When the show went to commercial, Georgia clicked it off. But she pointed at the TV, an old walnut console, with the remote.


      “I’ve been watching Hal’s ads,” she said, and her mouth soured. “I’m sure he sent you out here, thinking I’m the bitter old witch who’ll just crap on the guy who dumped her, but it’s not going to happen. I’ll tell you right now, I don’t believe Paul had anything to do with Dita’s murder.” The wide figure on the sofa tightened with these declarations, gripping her arms close to her body.


      “Can’t say I’m surprised to hear that,” Tim answered. “You wouldn’t have spent all that time with somebody you figured for a murderer, right? But now and then people have another side nobody sees. Hal’s got his opinions and Paul decided to sue him for speaking his mind, so here we are. None of us was there when Dita was murdered. We just want to know what you remember. No desire for you to make anything up.”


      Her brows were thick and she squinted at Tim a little, trying to figure out whether to believe him. He could see what had happened with her. Georgia was a little like a dog that had been beaten too much. She still had no idea what she’d done to bring all these troubles on herself, so she’d learned to distrust everyone.


      “Well, I don’t really remember much after all this time,” Georgia said. “You know. The event stands out. How often are you with a girl and she turns up dead a few hours later, murdered no less? But who knows with the rest of it? What’s it been? Twenty-five years at least.”


      “Of course,” said Tim. “But memory can be funny. Sometimes you can say to a gal, just an example, but years later, do you remember what dress you were wearing that day? And they do.”


      “I do,” said Georgia instantly. She smiled for the first time since they’d come through the door. “It was a little blue gingham sundress. I looked good in it, too.” Her quick laughter drove her back into the sofa. She was, very briefly, pleased with herself.


      “I’m sure,” Tim answered. Beside Georgia on the sofa, Evon had relegated herself to the role of taking notes. Most of the city homicide dicks she knew weren’t much on interviewing technique. They’d come in and ask a few questions with their faces turned to one side, waiting for the moment when they could say, ‘Don’t bullshit me, if you don’t tell the truth you’re going to jail.’ But Tim was earnest and kind. It was like talking to somebody’s grandfather who was in a rocking chair on his front porch.


      “I’ll tell you something else I remember,” she said. “You may not care to hear it, but when I saw that commercial, saying Paul lied to the police, it pretty much came back to me. That was exactly what Paul told me that night. That he was going to meet Cass at Overlook? I can’t tell you if he did or he didn’t, but I remember his plans.”


      Evon felt jolted.


      “Any reason that stands out in your memory?” she asked.


      Georgia turned to her, plainly feeling challenged. “Yeah, because I was really surprised. It was a Sunday night, and my dad always went off with the men’s club and that meant we had the run of the house. Guys being the way they are, Paul always liked to take advantage of that.” She nodded decisively, like she’d put Evon in her place, which she had.


      Behind Georgia, leaning forward in an easy chair, Tim let his fair eyes rise to Evon. He didn’t want her breaking his rhythm, and eased back in.


      “Did Paul say why he wanted to go out there?”


      “I could guess. He needed to talk to Cass about Dita, I think. The two of them had an argument about her once a week. He was afraid Cass was going to marry her and tear his family apart.”


      Evon rolled over the details. It wasn’t as bad as she’d first feared. Maybe Paul had met Cass at Overlook and hatched some kind of plan. But one of them, perhaps both, had left there soon and killed Dita.


      “I don’t want you to think I’m taking Paul’s side,” Georgia said. “I’m not. He was a louse to me. You know, women say, ‘He took the best years of my life’? He really did. I was the girl from the neighborhood he was too good for as soon as he finished law school. And I could have had a ton of boys in those days. The way I looked? It still aggravates me. But I’ll tell you the truth. I vote for him. I probably will this time, too.” Georgia looked at her plump hands for a second, trying to discern the meaning of what she had just revealed.


      People could get stuck in love, Evon realized, and then never recover. The best love of Evon’s life had come almost a decade ago, with Doreen. They’d had six good months before Doreen was diagnosed, and another year and a half with Evon helping her die. She’d been devastated afterward, in part because the normal times hadn’t lasted long enough to find out what the relationship might have been. She wondered now, if, like Georgia, she had never found her way back from mourning that lost possibility. People didn’t generally think that love could ruin a life. But perhaps. Evon felt her entire body pressed down by the sheer unhappy magnitude of the idea.


      “So let’s go back to the day of that picnic,” Tim said to Georgia. “Anything stand out in your memory about Paul that day?”


      She snorted. “Well, I remember he bumped into Sofia Michalis. I could just see by the way he was talking to her something was going on. When he broke up with me, he blamed it on this whole thing with Cass being a suspect. He said he was too mixed up with all that happening. But he was married to Sofia within six months. He wasn’t so confused then.”


      “Do you recall anything about him and Dita?” Tim asked.


      She shook her full face. It wasn’t clear, though, if that was a lack of memory or if she was distracted by the thought of Paul and Sofia.


      “One of the officers who talked to you,” Tim told her, “he said that you recalled that Paul seemed to have had words with Dita.”


      “Did I?”


      Tim reached into his tweed jacket and pulled out the report casually, as if it were just another piece of paper an old fellow would have in his pockets, like a grocery list, or a note about calling his daughter. Georgia spidered her hands on her forehead as she read the highlighted part. Eventually, she started to nod.


      “I just saw them talking. Dita went stalking off and I remember the look on his face. But that was nothing new. Paul hated Dita.”


      “Is that what he said that day? That he hated her?”


      “I don’t remember what he said. Did I tell that to the cop?” She took the report back from Tim’s hand without asking and swung her head laterally as she read. “I really don’t recall even talking about her with Paul that day. Except maybe when he said he was going to the Overlook, and I’m not clear on that.”


      “But you say he hated her?”


      “There was a lot not to like. I don’t want to speak ill of the dead”—she made the sign of the cross over her chest with impressive speed—“but I have to tell you the truth. Dita was just a very spoiled girl with a very sharp tongue. She was like, ‘My dad is one of those guys, emperor of the universe, so I can say damn well what I please.’ She was gorgeous, so there were always boys after her, the whole damned cavalry, but except for Cass, she managed to drive every one of them away after a while.”


      “Is that what Paul didn’t like about her? Her attitude?”


      “You know. He said she was wild, leading his brother astray, said his mom hated her, too, and Dita knew it and just liked egging all of them on. I don’t know. You ask me?”


      “That’s what we’re here for,” Tim said.


      “I think he was jealous. That’s a hard row to hoe. With twins? Identical twins? He loved his brother. There isn’t even a word for it really. Lidia always told the same stories about when they were little, how they couldn’t stand being different. She sewed their names into their clothes and they tore off the tags. They ate off each other’s plates. At night they ended up in the same bed, sleeping in each other’s arms. The neighbors’ collie bit Cass, and everybody swore Paul cried first, before either of them knew the dog had drawn blood. It was like they were joined at the heart. And that never quite stopped. I mean, Paul wouldn’t really accept that Cass was guilty.”


      “How’s that?”


      “Well, even after Cass pled, Paul was saying he was innocent.”


      “Did he?” said Tim, who allowed none of the surprise Evon felt rippling through her thorax to reach his expression. He maintained a purely conversational tone. “When was that?”


      “That day. The day Cass was in court pleading guilty. I was there actually. Paul and I had been broken up for months by then, but I don’t know, I wanted to support the family or something. I don’t know,” she repeated. “Probably I was looking for an excuse to see Paul.” She winced, pained by the memory and the futility of her longing. With her eyes closed, Tim noticed that her face was turning blotchy with age. “Anyway, he thanked me for coming. We went over to Bishop’s, and had a beer, and he was just blown away. I mean, you can imagine, somebody’s been like another part of your body all your life and they’re about to lock him up for twenty-five years. He was really blue and he just said to me, ‘He’s innocent, you know.’”


      Evon intervened. “And did you ask how he knew that?” She tried to evoke Tim’s mild tone, but again, Georgia’s response to her was sharp.


      “Well, he was his twin brother for God’s sake,” she answered. Evon had Georgia’s number by now. She was one of those women who didn’t really like other females, while the men she’d loved—Paul who’d thrown her over, and Jimmy Cleon with his drugs, and her dad who’d kept her from college—had all done her wrong. Life had put her in quite a bind. “I suppose I figured Cass told him that. But I was trying to console him, not play detective. Paul was miserable and I was listening to him. I thought we could be friends. Does that ever work?” She kept touching the front of her short stiff hairdo to keep it in place, after every shake of her head. “And of course, right before I got up to leave, he told me he was going to marry Sofia in a couple of weeks, so Cass could be his best man before he went inside.”


      Tim was quiet for a second while she dwelled with that memory, which, like much of what she’d said about Paul, struck her hard.


      He asked a few more questions about what had happened on the day of the murder, whether anyone else had had a visible conflict with Dita. Finally, he looked to Evon to see if she had something else to cover, which she did. She flipped back to some notes she’d made that morning.


      “Thinking back, do you remember Paul having any serious cuts around that time?”


      Georgia considered the question for only a second before saying no.


      “Would you have been aware of any deep cuts?” Tim asked. He was as easy as if he were asking the time, but Georgia fixed him with a knowing brown eye.


      “I’d have known. We dated for nine years and I was sure I was going to marry the guy. I mean, the truth is I saw him less once Dita was murdered. He was finally going to move out of his parents’ after he started working, so he was looking for apartments, and then when Cass became a suspect he was completely focused on that, and we broke up.”


      “So are you saying you might not have known?” Evon asked.


      Georgia wheeled back, remaining cranky with her. “I’m saying I saw him less. But I saw him. And I would have noticed. Everybody knew there was blood all over that bedroom. Like I said. He hated Dita. I don’t think I’d have been that dense.”


      Evon absorbed her answer without quarreling, but these kinds of retrospective would-haves were always baloney. If the man she loved had told her he’d cut himself fixing a fence in his parents’ yard, she wouldn’t have thought twice about it. But Georgia was touchy enough that Evon wasn’t going to argue. She looked down to her notepad.


      “Is Paul right-handed?” Evon asked.


      “Mostly.”


      “‘Mostly’?”


      “Cass is left-handed. Writes lefty, eats lefty. Paul is the opposite. I always wondered when I noticed that, years ago, if that meant they weren’t really identical, but apparently that happens a lot with identical twins. When Paul and Cass were little, though, like I said, they hated to do anything different from one another. So sometimes they’d both eat lefty and sometimes they’d both eat righty. They each ended up pretty much whatever the word is, both-handed.”


      “Ambidextrous?” Evon said.


      “Right. So, for example, when they started playing tennis in high school, they used to shift the racquet, hitting forehands from both sides, but the coach put a stop to that. Paul played righty and Cass played lefty. They were both strong singles players, but at doubles no one could beat them, because basically they knew exactly what the other one was thinking on the court. They were state champions two years running. That was a big deal around here. Guys from a city school winning against all these suburban kids from country clubs? There were articles about them in the Tribune. And there was this one great story.” Georgia fell back, smiling at the recollection.
         


      “They were once in one of these home-and-home tournaments, Friday and Saturday, against a high school from Greenwood County, and when Cass finished his singles match the second day, the kid came after him with his racket. He was screaming, ‘I didn’t mind losing to you yesterday, but coming back and beating me left-handed today, that’s just being an asshole.’”


      The three of them all laughed hard. But even amid the levity, Evon could see Tim had reabsorbed some of his anxious aspect.


      “But Cass, he did wear a big ring on his right hand, didn’t he?” Tim asked.


      “Oh yeah,” she said. “It was one of those Easton College class rings that Paul and him both bought when they graduated.”


      Tim nodded, but his lips kept folding into his mouth. Evon realized he was wondering how they’d pinned a right-handed murder on a lefty.


      Evon drank down some of her water, preparing to leave. They both thanked Georgia heartily for her time.


      “The lawyers may want to talk to you,” Evon said. As had happened before, Georgia’s mood shifted sharply in reaction to her.


      “The hell they will,” she answered. “This isn’t going to become my new profession. Tim called. I agreed to speak to him out of respect, and he said you were his boss and had to come, so I said fine to that, too. But I’m not repeating everything forty times to a bunch of lawyers so they can pick it apart. And I’m certainly not talking to any reporters. They just write what they want you to have said. This here, today, that’s the end of this for me.”


      Tim took over again, smoothing her feathers.


      “Well, no one knows anything for sure right now,” Tim said. “This could all blow over in a couple of weeks. But if they go to court, it’s hard to imagine you’re not gonna get dragged in a little. You were Paul’s girlfriend. There wasn’t anybody else who’d know more about him then. You have to realize you’re important.”


      Tim was good, Evon thought. She had never really laid aside her native awkwardness with strangers. But Tim knew intuitively what would soothe Georgia. ‘You’re important.’


      She was not fully convinced. “Still,” she said.


      They were all silent a second.


      “Can I suggest something?” Tim said. “Why don’t I just get out my camera? It’s in my overcoat and it takes video, too. And I’ll record you responding to a few questions. And that will be that. At least on our side. If somebody else sends you a subpoena, then you can deal with that, but you won’t have to answer about the same things for now. Just tell the lawyers or reporters, whoever it is, you aren’t saying anything else.”


      Georgia considered this. “Can I say this how I want?”


      “Course,” Tim answered.


      “And am I going to end up in another one of Hal’s commercials, all over the TV?”


      Evon had no idea how Tim could soften that. When she’d told Hal Tim might have dug up a witness against Paul, he’d danced around his office and immediately called the ad agency. But Tim didn’t try.


      “Probably,” he said. “That’s what I’d guess.”


      Georgia looked around the dim living room for a second, as if she were taking account of her life. Then she nodded. Tim had Georgia figured. Paul had left her behind and blasted into the firmament. But she’d been the woman with him then. It wasn’t wrong if the spotlight fell on her for a second.


      Georgia did two takes, the second less halting.


      

        My name is Yiorgia Lazopoulos Cleon. I’m making this statement voluntarily, and I understand it might be on TV. I was Paul Gianis’s girlfriend in September 1982 and had been for a long time. I was with him at our church’s annual picnic the day Dita Kronon was murdered, and I do remember that Paul had words with Dita that afternoon. Paul hated Dita because he felt like she was trying to tear his family apart. I also recall that even after Cass pled guilty, Paul told me Cass was innocent. I still talk to Paul every once in a while and I’ve voted for him. I’d have a hard time believing Paul did something this awful, but I guess you never know for sure with people.
            


      


      Georgia had added the last line on the second go-through. Evon, who was far from artsy, had learned enough from Heather that she could envision the way the director would present this, a tight shot, grainy, as Georgia spoke, all the worry and reluctance swimming through her face, even as the truth struggled to the surface. It was going to be strong.


      Tim and she had just started moving toward the door when Georgia’s father came thumping into the room. He appeared intent on the TV, to which he pointed with his cane in clear instruction. Georgia told him it would be a minute. The old priest looked a wreck. He wore sweatpants and a Chicago Bears T-shirt on which a long soup stain was visible. His hair was wild, and his full gray beard looked equally untamed. The frames on his heavy Harry Caray glasses might have been thirty years old. Behind them, his black eyes seemed quick and uncomprehending. Nonetheless, Tim greeted Father Nik with just the barest bow.


      “Father, bless,” he said, and the old man instinctively responded by raising his right hand with his thumb and first two fingers upward and making the sign of the cross, forehead to navel and then right shoulder to left. Tim reintroduced himself.


      “You might recall, Father, you buried our little Kate.” Standing behind her dad, Georgia tensed and shook her head sharply, indicating that those kinds of inquiries were unwise. But the old man had enough sense left to say something appropriate.


      “Oh yes,” he said, in his heavy accent. “Trejedy. Terr’ble trejedy.”


      “It was,” said Tim. “Maria was never the same. None of us were.”


      The old man turned back to his daughter, asking a question in Greek.


      “No, Dad, they know you’re retired.”


      Georgia looked at Evon and Tim with an impish smile. “He thinks you want him to perform your wedding. Dad, they just had some questions about Paul Gianis and Cass.”


      The old man responded once more in Greek.


      “No, Dad. It was Paul you saw on the TV. Cass is still in prison.” Her tone was patient but also exhausted. She recognized the pointlessness of explaining. She added another word or two in Greek, perhaps just repeating herself, but something about her answer inflamed him. The old man was instantly furious. He turned pink as a geranium, spit flying as he began to scream. His rage filled the house. He somehow was steadier on his feet in this state, and gestured widely with one hand. Every now and then Evon heard the word “Paulos” as Georgia tried to calm him.


      Tim and she had their coats on and were out the door quickly.


    


  




  

    

      

        7.


        Holes—January 17, 2008


      


      It was a gray day, with a low, woolly sky and little light. Evon and Tim stood out on the walk for a second, trying to regather themselves after Father Nik’s sudden fury.
         


      “That wasn’t pretty,” Evon said.


      “No. He’s got something missing, you can see that.”


      They reached the car. Tim got the door open and turned to put his backside down first. Until Evon saw him move so stiffly, she hadn’t really remembered Tim was as old as he was.


      “Did you understand anything her father was yelling?” she asked once she’d closed her door.


      “He didn’t care for getting corrected,” Tim said. “She told him he didn’t see Cass on television, it was Paul, and that got under his skin. I didn’t understand every word, but he was pretty much yelling that he baptized those boys and they served on his altar. There might not have been ten people in the parish could tell them apart on sight, not even their aunts and uncles, but he could, and why was she always telling him he was wrong about stuff. She was trying to convince him he was crazy so she could get all his money.”


      Evon groaned. “Poor Georgia.” She bounced her Beemer over the snow ruts and proceeded slowly in the clear channels carved in the street.


      “Tough hand she got dealt. That husband of hers, she had to divorce him while he was in prison. Then he got out and begged her to take him back, and not two months later, Jimmy sold two hundred bottles of crack to an undercover cop. He’s still inside, too, if I recollect right. But you could see how she makes her own trouble, too.”


      “How’s that?”


      “I bet if you go look, Cass was on TV. Don’t you think with all of this fur flying, that one of the channels put on some of their old file footage of Cass being hauled off to prison?”
         


      “Probably so,” Evon allowed. “She sure didn’t like me.”


      “Outsider. Old-timers around here are just like that. You’re nobody until they say you are. Sorry to take over like that with her.”


      “You were great, Tim.” She meant it. “What did you make of that stuff about Cass being left-handed?”


      “Set me back. Sure you could see. I just went through that whole damn file cabinet and no one said a word about that. He wore that ring, though, the class ring.”


      “So did Paul, apparently.”


      “I heard that,” he said. “You’d have thought Sandy Stern would have mentioned which hand Cass used, wouldn’t you? Wasn’t any secret we were looking for a right-handed assailant.”


      “Maybe his client didn’t want him to say anything that might point toward his brother. Paul has to have the same blood type, right?”


      Tim made a sound as he nodded.


      “And why is Paul saying Cass is innocent?” Evon asked. “After he pled? What does Paul know that makes him so certain?”


      A guy across the street was returning from work with an old-fashioned lunch pail, but it was Tim who had her attention, gazing down the avenue and plainly unsettled. The shoes, the ring, the blood, fighting with Dita, being right-handed and declaring his brother innocent—there was starting to be a lot pointing at Paul.


      “She didn’t see any cuts on him, right?” said Tim.


      “So she says now. But no one saw Cass’s cut either. The only thing that threw me was her remembering that Paul was going to meet Cass at Overlook. You think that’s legit or just Georgia being contrary?”


      “She sounded pretty sure.”


      “You know, they both could have gone from there to see Dita.”


      “It’s only Cass’s fingerprints in that room.”


      “But you had to have plenty of unidentified lifts, right?”


      “Of course.”


      “And you never did a comparison for Paul, did you?”


      “Hmm,” said Tim, by way of an answer. His mouth squirmed around while he pondered. She pulled up in front of his house. “Course, he could give some excuse about being there to visit. What would clinch it these days would be to do DNA on the blood in Dita’s room. But that wouldn’t help, since they’re identical twins.”


      “Well, you said their fingerprints aren’t the same. Maybe the DNA isn’t either.”


      Tim doubted that. There had been a rape case in Indiana no more than five years ago, where the state hadn’t been able to convict the defendant because he had an identical twin brother. There was DNA collected from the victim, but no way to tell which man it belonged to. Evon remembered the case when he mentioned it.


      “That science is moving like lightning,” Evon said. “I dealt a little with DNA in the Bureau, and now when I read about a case in the papers, I can’t even understand what they’re talking about. So maybe there’s a way to tell twins apart these days.”


      They talked for a second about what would happen next. She’d find a DNA expert and then would have to consult with Hal’s lawyers. Tooley had brought in a big firm after Paul filed suit, although Mel was still pretty much in charge. All of the lawyers would raise hell that they couldn’t talk to Georgia, but Hal would take Evon’s side when he saw today’s recording.


      “I’ll call you,” she said. Tim nodded, but he was looking a little beaten up. He clearly didn’t like thinking he’d missed the boat, as he’d said at his house. And that stuff about his daughter probably hadn’t helped either. Evon had never thought about children until a couple of years ago, when she realized how quickly the world was changing. Now that she was fifty the moment had likely passed her by. But given how badly she occasionally missed the baby she’d never had, she couldn’t imagine the pain of losing a child you’d held in your arms.


      “I know it was a long time ago,” she said, “but I’m sorry about Kate, Tim. I’m sure it’s still hard for you.”


      He nodded again in the same labored way.


      “Something like that,” said Tim. “It just doesn’t go way. It’s more than thirty-five years. Katy could be dead of God knows what else by now, or had to bury children of her own. You accept that it happened. But you know that life burned this hole in your heart and it’s not going to heal.” She could feel his composure starting to wither as he struggled out of the car, casting his bad leg around his body as he walked off.


      By the time he got into the house, the full weight of his life was on Tim. He sat down in the living room, still in his overcoat, slumped forward with his big hands between his knees, lacking the will to move any further. He didn’t succumb to this very often. Everybody had things to be sad about, especially when you got to this age and carried with you the thought, only barely submerged, that the end wasn’t far off. But there had been times throughout his life when a sadness thick as glue had immobilized him. As a younger man, he would drink at these moments. Older, he’d just learned to talk himself through it.


      When he was born, Tim’s family, the five of them, had lived in a one-bedroom third-story walk-up, about a mile from here. He was the baby, the unexpected child who came eight years after his brother, ten years after his sister. His mother was a frail woman whose nose was always running and who seemed beleaguered by her life. It was his father who held it all together. He was a big man, bigger even than Tim grew to become, who roared rather than spoke, and generally extolled life, and certainly his children and his wife. Whenever he arrived home, Tim was overjoyed.


      When Tim was six, his father, a yardman on the Chicago and North Western, fell between two cars and was killed, sliced in half, according to accounts Tim heard years later. His mother was simply beyond herself, shattered by her husband’s death. Tim’s sister, sixteen then, left home, and his brother was parceled out to his mother’s sister. But at the age of six, a bit rambunctious, and morose with the loss of his father, Tim was too much for any relative to take on and his mother deposited him with a brown lacquered valise at St. Mary’s Home, telling him she would be back for him soon. She never came. He cried himself to sleep for over a year.


      Most of his buddies on the Force who had Catholic educations tended to down-talk the nuns, telling stories about how the sisters rapped their knuckles with rulers, making out most of them as these dried-up, sexually deprived bitches who’d found their marriage to God as unhappy as everybody else’s. But the sisters and brothers who cared for Tim at St. Mary’s—and him not even born Catholic—they had saved his life. They were kind, and full of faith in the goodness and potential of every child. Even as a kid, missing his mother and his father every day, there was a piece of him that knew he was better off there. He started playing the trombone. Sister Aloysius gave it to him and he got good. “That horn, son, will get you out of here.” It got him a place in the Marine Corps Band, and that in turn got him a place at City College.


      He was twenty-four, playing nights in jazz clubs, when his mother walked by him on the street, her arms full of brown grocery bags. He said nothing, but trailed her all the way to a tenement. She went through the door before he could get inside, but he stood on the street and watched the lights go on in a fourth-floor window. When another tenant emerged, he went in.


      His mother stood there on the threshold staring at him. Then her nose turned red, and she lifted her apron to her eyes as she cried.


      ‘Oh, Tim,’ she said. ‘Tim, I didn’t know what to do.’ He heard a child complain inside the apartment, and a girl about ten reached her mother’s side and stared at him darkly. His mother invited him in. He declined out of sheer confusion, but turned back to ask about his brother and sister. Alice, his sister, was unheard of—Tim was in his forties before he found her—and his brother, like him, had gone into the service. The next time Eddie came to town, he looked Tim up.


      ‘I tried to tell her we had to go see you,’ Eddie said, ‘and she wouldn’t hear of it.’ Ed, a man his father’s size, began to blubber. ‘I was afraid if I put up a fuss, she wouldn’t see me either.’ It was a terrible truth, but Tim understood. He embraced his brother then, and the two were never out of touch again. Eddie called at least once a week, no matter where he was in the world, and the two fished in the Boundary Waters every summer, a place they’d first gone with their father. In time, their sons and daughters came, too. Ed had been gone six years now, dead of cancer in Laguna Beach.


      Maria had invited Tim’s mother and his three step-siblings every year at Christmas and they came, but Tim had no feeling for them. Instead, he regarded himself as blessed to have his wife, his daughters, and Eddie. He had people to love, who, best of all, loved him, too. He didn’t feel it made sense to waste the energy on relationships that would only pull him under some emotional waterfall in which he’d never catch his breath.


      He’d had it good in the end. They lost Katy, but there were two more girls, good girls, wonderful girls, both now out in Seattle, who traded off calling him every day. Maria had loved music, too—she was a fine pianist and gave lessons to half the kids at St. D’s. They’d made a home full of music and laughter, where they all loved each other just a little bit more because Katy’s death had taught them how precious their lives were.


      When he was young, of course, sleeping in the dorms at St. Mary’s, he would wonder if anyone would ever love him, and if he would love anybody else. He had wanted to be close to someone and wondered what it would feel like. Even when he knew he was in love with Maria, he wasn’t certain he’d gotten it completely right. When she turned sick, three years ago, when he began to realize he would have to live without her, as he had lived before they met, he finally knew for sure that he had done what he wanted to as a little boy at St. Mary’s.


      Now, alone and missing her terribly, he was left to wonder if it had been equally good for her. He hadn’t been perfect as a husband, especially at the start when the grief of his childhood sometimes made him a roistering fool. Maria was never one to complain much, but when she did, she talked about how closemouthed he was. He never spoke of his childhood, she said, even though she could feel the mark it had laid on him. Had he given her enough, shown her attention she deserved and craved, or simply been consumed with healing his own wounds? Crumbled in a defeated heap in his living room, he was drilled by a fear that had become familiar. Had she reached the end still longing for more he could have given, but hadn’t?


    


  




  

    

      

        8.


        DNA—January 28, 2008


      


      The short answer,” said Dr. Hassam Yavem in his faint Anglo-Pakistani accent, “to the question you posed on the telephone is yes, in theory, given no boundaries on time and money, it might be possible to distinguish reliably between the DNA of identical twins. But you would basically be trying to thread the eye of a very, very small needle from across a football field.”
         


      Evon and Dr. Yavem, in his long white coat, sat in his office adjacent to his DNA lab. A dapper narrow gent, Yavem had a trim black moustache and a bald head that rose to a point, a bit like a hazelnut. His replies to Evon’s questions were preceded generally by a brief, kindly laugh, which exposed a gold cap on one of his front teeth.


      Across from him at his desk, Evon felt like she’d tightened the screws on her brain, trying to track what Yavem was saying. Hal had been in a heat as soon as Evon raised the notion of doing DNA tests on the blood found in Dita’s room. She knew her boss would be frustrated if she couldn’t answer all his questions.


      “You can stop me when you are hearing too much,” Yavem said. “One of my colleagues in Alabama is about to publish research this month showing that many identical twins are not completely identical genetically. The variations between them are very slight, but in the tens of thousands of genes there may be isolated differences.”


      Yavem was a famous guy, whose work concentrated on comparisons of the genomes of family members, research that had led him to establish the genetic basis of a number of diseases. He was mentioned often as a potential candidate for the Nobel Prize in Medicine. Earlier in his career, he had testified in several celebrated criminal trials. These days he referred most DNA identifications to a commercial concern he’d founded and sold a decade ago, instead applying the bulk of his time to research. The forensic cases he took on personally were few, and it was something of an honor that he had agreed to meet Evon, although Hal’s name had undoubtedly carried considerable weight. The Kronons had made two seven-figure gifts to the U, Hal’s alma mater, over the years.


      “We’ve known for some time that the environment outside the womb causes some variation in gene expression, called methylation. That is why some identical twins are not completely identical in appearance, as they age. But methylation does not represent any basic genetic difference.”


      Evon repeated what Yavem was saying to herself, in her own terms. Methylation explained why Cass appeared just a bit taller and thicker than Paul, when they were side-by-side at the pardon and parole hearing. But that was a difference only in the way the same genes had responded to the world.


      “But,” said Yavem, “there are other minute differences in twins’ genomes that are more pertinent to the question you asked. Those are what we call CNVs, for copy-number variations. These appear as segments of DNA that are missing, occur in multiple copies, or have flipped orientation in the genome.


      “A human gene consists of hundreds or thousands of combinations of the chemical building blocks, adenine—A for short—cytosine, C, guanine, G, and thymine, T. One segment of the hemoglobin gene, to pick an example in the blood, is CTGAGG. A copy-number variation is like a typo. So CCTGAGG could be switched to CCTGTGG, with thymine substituted for adenine in the genetic sequence. CNVs probably explain why only one twin gets what we think of as a genetically influenced illness. The example I just gave you, with the A switched to a T in the hemoglobin gene, leads to sickle-cell disease.
         


      “Most CNVs are probably benign, and some may prove positively beneficial. They occur in all individuals, not just in identical twins, probably as part of nature’s great ongoing experiment. My own research suggests that about two-thirds of CNVs occur after conception, as part of fetal cell division.”


      “So that’s what might be different between Cass and Paul?” she asked. “These CVNs?”


      “CNVs,” said Yavem, smiling patiently. The DNA lab visible beside Yavem’s desk through a wide window was far less dramatic-looking than Evon might have expected, not all that different in appearance from where she’d taken high school chemistry, the same collection of beakers and bottles, microscopes and computers and black counters. There were rows of test tubes in blue plastic racks, capped with white stoppers. It was a small space, undoubtedly so the risks of contamination could be controlled, and the three gowned workers within were pretty much elbow to elbow. One man in a surgical mask kept removing his gloves so he could type on his laptop, before turning back to his microscope. A woman was looking at a slide with a piece of red equipment that looked for all the world like a fire alarm.


      “Now the theory meets practice. My colleagues in Alabama were able to isolate identifiable CNVs only in roughly 10 percent of twins. So given where we are today, nine times out of ten, you are not going to be able to differentiate identical twins genetically. And even if you found a CNV, it does not occur in all cells of that type. With blood cells, only 70 to 80 percent would contain that CNV, so you would need to confirm your results with a number of specimens.”


      “I got it,” she said. There was only a 10 percent chance of success, without considering other problems. “But it is possible? You might get valid results?”


      “In theory, of course. But you must understand, even if we found one or more CNVs between your twins, and even if that same CNV occurred in blood at the crime scene, that would not necessarily mean that twin was the perpetrator.”


      “What?”


      Yavem maintained his mirthful air and smiled again.


      “Imagine the CNV we detected was the one I mentioned in the hemoglobin gene. Unfortunately, many people have sickle-cell disease. We would know that only one twin could have contributed the blood at the scene, but not that the blood came from that twin. To make that conclusion, you will still need to do more standard DNA testing, which invites a host of new problems. How much, Ms. Miller, do you understand about DNA comparisons?”
         


      “I started out in the FBI and used to know some,” Evon said. “But it’s a little like high school math. Every time my nieces or nephews show me their homework, it seems to have nothing to do with what I saw from the older ones a couple of years before.”


      Yavem loved the analogy. He laughed for some time. It was easy for Evon to see why he was in such high demand as a witness. He was charming, with no trace of arrogance. And no matter who hired him, he would get on the stand without an agenda. Everything about the man said he was above pandering.


      “All right,” he said. “I’ll go back to the beginning. Roughly 99 percent of the genome is the same in each human. But the genes of every person contain certain regions of DNA sequences that differ from individual to individual, basically in terms of how often they repeat. By developing a technique to examine these DNA repeat sequences—by finding an enzyme that could break them apart, actually—Sir Alec Jeffreys in England created human identity tests in 1984. Those tests look to a small number of loci in the genome where repeat differences have been studied and cataloged so we know how often they occur. With matches at some or all of those loci, we can then say statistically that only one person in a million, or even a billion, has the same DNA repetitions.”


      Trying to take this in, Evon looked up to the acoustical tiles on the ceiling. This was basically what she’d first learned at an in-service at Quantico, when she went back for further training in the early nineties.


      “But that’s not hard these days, is it?”


      Yavem smiled. “That depends. Do you know how these specimens you want to test have been stored?”


      “Not yet.” The truth, which she wasn’t ready to confess, was she didn’t even know if the evidence still existed. Tim had dug up the inventories recorded by the state and local evidence techs, so she knew what had been collected originally. As far as Evon could tell, after making a few phone calls, the state crime lab tended to preserve evidence in murder cases as a matter of protocol. But that was a rule with many exceptions. Exhibits frequently were never retrieved from the court file, or after a case ended. Rather than retransmitting the evidence to the records section, troopers and deputy PAs frequently dumped it in a drawer, where the specimens moldered until they were thrown out. But the prominence of the Kronon case, with a gubernatorial candidate’s daughter as the murder victim, made it more likely things had been done by the book. If so, the blood by the window, which had to be from the murderer, would be of special interest.


      “You can be all but certain,” Yavem said, “that evidence gathered in 1982 was not stored in a way designed to preserve DNA. No fault of the techs for not being mindful of a technology that didn’t exist. But DNA breaks down over time, just like any other cellular material. Blood specimens might have been refrigerated. But we can also extract DNA from fingerprints—since they’re really sweat residue—but no one really practices precise temperature control in storing prints. Then there’s the issue of contamination. No one knew that they should be careful about shedding their own DNA—skin cells, for example—into the specimens they were collecting.


      “Given the risks of degradation and contamination, your best option is the most widespread form of testing today, STR testing—short tandem repeat testing—and in particular Y-STR testing, which focuses on the Y chromosome. Y-STR is discriminating with very small specimens and the Y chromosome, due to its structure, does not degrade as quickly. And, of course, you don’t have to worry about contaminating cells contributed by females, because only males have a Y chromosome.”


      “And what’s the chance that Y-STR works?”


      “Fairly high,” Yavem said. “But the problem of degradation and contamination would exist not only in doing the Y-STR examination. It would also be a significant factor in applying the two tests used to prospect for CNVs, processes using technologies called 32K BAC and Illumina BeadChip.”


      Yavem then outlined a full testing protocol for Evon, mostly so she understood everything Hal would have to pay for. First, they would examine the DNA to determine that Paul and Cass really were identical twins, hatched, as it were, from the same egg. There were thousands of pairs of twins around the world who had learned in recent years, after the discovery of DNA, that they were fraternal, not identical. Second, Yavem would do Y-STR testing to establish that the blood at the scene had come, to an overwhelming degree of probability, from Cass or Paul. Third, they would do these two other tests hoping to find a copy-number variation between the twins. And then, fourth and last, they’d try to find the CNV in the same genetic location in a number of blood specimens collected at the scene.


      “That’s why I would say,” said Yavem, “at the end of the day, the chances of getting a scientifically reliable result are no better than one in one hundred. A long shot in anyone’s book. Yet we would be most happy to try. It would be a very interesting project, and one with some obvious research implications.”


      She reviewed the last details with Yavem about cost and timing—the CNV tests were proprietary and would have to be performed at the facilities that owned that software, meaning the process all told would take at least three weeks. She thanked him lavishly and asked him to invoice her for his time, then headed back to the office to try to explain all this to Hal.


    


  




  

    

      

        9.


        Knowing—January 28, 2008


      


      Hal was pretty much as Evon had left him that morning, canted back in his desk chair in his huge office, amused by what he was seeing on a large plasma screen on his wall. He might as well have had a bowl of popcorn beside him.
         


      When she’d gone in to tell Hal she was on her way to see Yavem, Kronon had been reading his employees’ e-mail. Every company these days informed workers that they could not expect e-mails on the company account to remain free from internal inspection. But Hal took that as license for occasional surveillance. Originally, the feed had been set up so Evon’s staff could catch a little jerk in the leasing department who was peddling the names of potential tenants to a competitor. But Hal never turned off the stream. He liked to see who was passing links to porn sites or saying critical things about him, or to pick up office gossip. As far as Evon knew, he did nothing with the information, which he digested like a disinterested god entertained by the foibles of the mortals below.


      Now, Hal was turned toward the screen and chewing on his thumbnail as he viewed the finished version of the commercial featuring Georgia. Evon hadn’t seen the completed ad and watched it straight through with him. It was very strong.


      “It goes on the air tonight. Let’s see his poll numbers after this,” Hal said.


      Hal’s vast office was paneled in a richly grained pale wood, sycamore, Evon believed, with built-in cabinetry to match. On the far bookshelf, he maintained his little shrine to his sister—replete with her college yearbook photo, a piece of childhood pottery, and pictures of Dita beside his parents or his favorite aunt, Teri. A nearer shelf was set aside for photos of his mother and father. In fact, an oil portrait of Zeus, one of several in the ZP offices, hung outside the door. The credenza under the TV, by contrast, was dedicated to a three-deep forest of pictures of Hal’s own family. Say whatever you might about Hal, but he was a dedicated father and husband. He boasted too much about his kids, but that was due to a radiant love. Mina and he had four children, the eldest two boys done with college. Hal hoped they might be lured into the business, but they were both committed to humanitarian projects. His older son, Dean, was doing AIDS work in Africa. All of Hal’s kids, even the two girls, who were still in high school, regarded their father’s political views as antediluvian, and Hal tolerated their opinions as an amusing failing of youth, even though he would have chewed through the throat of anyone else who said such things. As for Mina, he doted on her. He called his wife three or four times a day, and was invariably gentle with her, and happy to follow her directions, which he accepted as a sign of love. She laid out his clothes every morning. He was, truly, one of the most happily married people Evon knew.


      “One in a hundred, huh?” he asked, following Evon’s summary.


      “And at least a quarter of a million dollars.”


      Hal pondered. “But he said he’d do it, right?”


      “We can make the motion to Judge Lands. Yavem will give us an affidavit saying that he believes it’s possible to get valid results. But it’s new science, Hal. The Frye hearing to establish the reliability of the test could go on for a month, just by itself.”
         


      Hal was thinking, but his heavy face was bobbing agreeably as he considered the prospects. Evon wanted him to sort through the potential results before he made up his mind, which would then be permanently set like concrete.


      “Look, Hal, I’ve been thinking about this, and we need to consider what happens if it goes the other way. We may thread the needle, as Yavem puts it, and find that the blood is Cass’s. In fact, if we get a positive result, that’s still the most likely one, when you remember the guy pled guilty. That’s a big risk. Your reputation will never be the same. And Paul would become a giant martyr who could just start moving his furniture into city hall.”


      Hal listened to her attentively, as he generally did, his goggle eyes clearly focused behind his dense lenses.


      “Do it,” he said then. “I realize this could boomerang. But they killed my sister, and as sure as I’m sitting here, I know Cass and Paul have been hiding stuff all these years. I know it. And I want the truth. I owe it to Dita.”
         


      Back at her desk, Evon called Yavem’s lab, then settled in with everything that had piled up, most of it concerning the YourHouse deal. ZP’s investigators had discovered that decades ago there had been a small paint factory on part of the site in Indianapolis, which explained what Tim had overheard when he was tailing Dykstra. But the soil borings so far had turned up none of the expected contamination. Dykstra had feigned outrage and was demanding that Hal sign the letter of intent this week or call off the deal. Hal could not demand a price concession yet—ZP was supposed to pay 550 million dollars, four hundred of it in cash to be raised by cross-collateralizing the equity in the shopping centers—and as a result, Hal was whistling Evon down to his office five times a day, demanding a report on literally every new hole that was dug.


      She did not get out of the office until well past 8. As her BMW 5 Series ascended from the garage under the ZP Building, Evon called Heather and received a text in reply. “Workg late. Crap More.” ‘Crap More’ was Heather’s code for Craigmore, the demanding client.


      The condo they shared was in a new building, thirty stories of glass. They had chosen the apartment together, although Evon had paid for everything—Heather basically wore every dollar she made. Heather had furnished, twice now, with the same spare elegance with which she dressed. There was a full wall of windows over the river, and a lot of tidy minimalist furniture that required the place to be neat as a pin to achieve the desired effect. It was beautiful in the perfect way Heather was beautiful, but Evon never felt fully at home. Left to herself, she’d prefer overstuffed chairs and a couple of dirty socks on the floor amid a scatter of magazines. Her discomfort was greater when she was here by herself.


      She went downstairs and worked out for an hour, then, still in her sweats, turned on SportsCenter and ate a Lean Cuisine. As usual, work was on her mind. She remained impressed by the commercial featuring Georgia and continued to suspect that Hal, in that goofy intuitive way of his that often served him well in business, might be onto the truth.


      But eventually, something bigger began to force its way on her. You couldn’t be a trained investigator and play dumb forever. And a fatal recognition had begun to form a few weeks ago, when they returned from Francine and Nella’s wedding. Heather had departed with Tom Craigmore too often on last-minute trips, had been gone on too many late nights with Tom, after which she seemed to return trailing the fresh scents of a shower. Evon knew she should have suspected long ago that Heather was sleeping with him.


      When they had met, Heather had confessed that every once in a while, when she wasn’t in a relationship with a woman, she’d have sex with a man. Heather was insecure enough to think she had to do this to cement her place with the client. But Evon couldn’t pretend any longer that it wasn’t happening.


      Love was the biggest thing on earth. But it seemed almost inevitably to end up twisted and bleak. Was that the truth? That this feeling everybody longed for and believed in and wrote songs about led nowhere good, down this sinkhole into the blackest part of yourself, into screaming battles and hearts that would have hurt less if they’d been split with an ax? Was that the truth of love? That it was the surest way to end up hating someone else?


      By ten o’clock, Evon was in bed, and fell asleep with a book about Sandy Koufax on her chest. She woke again near midnight and snapped off the light, and roused once more two hours later when Heather arrived. Evon’s girlfriend was clearly drunk and blundered around in the bathroom, knocking things over, the steel cup by the sink and, from the sounds of it, some cosmetics. In the dark, Evon said, “Hi,” and reached for the light.


      Heather stood still with a hand drawn over her chest, her eyes startled and large. She was otherwise naked, lovely with her long slender shape.


      “You scared the shit out of me,” Heather said. “I thought you were asleep.”


      “Not really. Sort of restless. How was tonight?”


      “I can’t make up my mind about whether Tom is a total hoot or a complete asshole.”


      And what kind of fuck is he? Evon nearly asked. There was a time, years ago, when she would have done that. But anger no longer accumulated in her until it became potent as a bomb. Instead, she was willing to experience the welling force of her own hurt.


      “I can’t do this any more.” Evon thought she had said that to herself, until she observed the way Heather again stopped mid-motion, standing over an open drawer in the Eames wardrobe, a nightshirt in her hand.


      “And what is it that you can’t do?”


      “Watch you stumble in here after you let some guy paw you or screw you or God knows what else.”


      “Oh please.”


      “I think that’s my line.”


      “I mean,” said Heather, who was crying instantly, “you don’t know what you’re talking about. I mean, accusing me.”


      She didn’t bother to answer for a second.


      “You’ve basically admitted it to me half a dozen times when you were blitzed. You’ve laid in that bed when I’ve asked where you were and said, ‘It doesn’t matter.’ How many times is that? I was just willing to pretend I didn’t know what you meant.”


      “It doesn’t matter,” Heather cried. Evon knew how Heather would explain herself, because Evon remembered what Heather said she got out of her occasional dallying with guys in the past. She liked to laugh at them, Heather claimed, and she probably meant it. She wanted them to see that they couldn’t have her, didn’t reach her. But that didn’t mean it didn’t matter to her. It just mattered in a different way from when she lay in Evon’s arms. That was screwed-up stuff, but it was how Heather was. With sex, everyone was screwed up, or at least a little different in their secret treasure chest of wishes. But whatever her behavior meant to Heather, it mattered to Evon. That was the only issue. She told Heather that again.
         


      “You want me to stop seeing the men I work with?” Heather asked. She was being dramatic now, crossing the room while she spoke and sweeping her arms about. “Is that what you want? I will. I mean, this is just batshit-crazy lesbian bullshit, but I won’t hang out with the people I’m not attracted to.”


      “I don’t think you’ll stop. I think it’s important to you. I think you don’t know why, but you won’t stop. And you’re tearing my heart out, and so we have to stop.”
         


      “I love you,” Heather said. “And you love me.”


      Now that Evon was fully awake, she realized how close to the surface this had been, how thoroughly she’d considered the alternatives and made her plans.


      “I’m going to sleep at Janet’s tonight. And tomorrow. A few nights. You’ll have to be out of here by the end of the weekend.”


      Heather dissolved. She cried with total despair. Her nose ran. She left her beautiful self behind. She’d been too drunk to remember to take off her makeup and the muddy streaks ran from her eyes to her chin.


      “I can’t leave here. This is where I live. This is my house. I love you. Please. I’ll change. Rebecca has a shrink. I’ll see a shrink. I will, I’ll change. I swear, I’ll change. Please.” She began shuffling toward Evon on her knees, with her arms outstretched. It was wrenching to see, in part because of the little secret piece in Evon that gloried in Heather’s debasement. Heather had been hurt back, she’d been destroyed almost. She reached the bed and clutched Evon by one calf. I love you, she said. Please, she said. Evon now was crying, too.


      They had done this before, three or four times, albeit with different provocations. Each of them had played her part now, Evon angry, Heather abject. Evon had scared her, Heather had promised to repent. They could resume, with the hope that it would be better.


      There was a richness to that, to hoping. Evon had always been desperate with hope when it came to the people she loved. But by now, she realized her optimism would shatter. The drama that engaged both of them—I love you, I hate you, I want you, I don’t—would start again, only to lead back here. Evon knew enough about herself by now, had been taught enough by good therapists, that she realized this was a piece of her, too, wanting someone, like her mother, who would never fully accept her, for whom she would never be good enough. That was the mythology the old Evon believed in, the resident programming. And to step away from it, she had to wrestle herself. It was like she had to hold the old Evon—the DeDe piece—right down on the bed and rise up out of her body like the filmy spirits that levitated from corpses in old-timey movies. It took a strength that seemed almost physical. But she knew what was right. She knew what was needed. She wanted to be happy and the first responsibility for that fell to her.


      She was packed and dressed and out of the apartment, and away from Heather’s high-pitched clamor, in another ten minutes. She sat in her car in the garage under the building, waiting until she felt ready to drive. It had been such a long road for her, just to face what she wanted, which had seemed so frightening and shaming and, worst of all, alien. She had hated being different, feeling different, and having to take that on for life. But she had. And now, at the age of fifty, there was something else to face, something worse: that she might never be loved at all, never, not in the unburdened, lasting way she still hoped for. She sat in her car in the dark garage at 3 a.m., with her arms wrapped around herself.


    


  




  

    

      

        10.


        On the Trail—January 30, 2008


      


      It was 7:30 a.m. and he stood in the light-rail station in Center City, one glove on, his right hand bare as he extended it to commuters. He was positioned in the lower level, near the bank of doors, so he could catch both the inbound and outbound rush, but there was no heat here and the temperature could not have been more than ten degrees. The young interns who had accompanied him were stomping their feet and walking in circles, but the rush of engaging with so many people distracted him from the throbbing in his ears. Since John F. Kennedy abandoned the formal top hat for his inauguration, it had been the preferred political style in the US to greet voters bareheaded.
         


      “Paul Gianis, hoping for your vote for mayor on April third.” He must have said that five times a minute, never varying more than a word or two.


      He loved the meet-and-greets, but not for the reason most might suspect. They taught him humility, for one thing, a trait their mother always commended, even if she practiced it rarely. In today’s world only athletes and entertainers were real stars. Paul had been majority leader of the state senate for four years, but people still registered his as no more than a familiar face, figuring they’d met him someplace unrecalled, like their cousin’s wedding. When they heard his name, the commuters’ reactions varied. Most smiled tepidly and shook as they passed by. Some stopped to tell him they’d shopped in his father’s grocery, or that they’d voted for him in the past. There were always a few who wanted a picture, particularly if they were with their kids. Plenty of folks breezed by coldly, R’s or, more often, people who regarded politicians as a plague, especially ones making it harder to get to work. Of course, people he’d known for years—lawyers on the way to the office, most of them—would stop to say hi. And there was also one great Latino guy who, by sheer coincidence, he’d run into at four or five of these stops around the Tri-Cities, who opened his arms and hugged him this morning, shouting, “Pablo, amigo!”
         


      Occasionally, commuters wanted longer conversations. Moms tended to ask pointed questions about schools and the Rec Department, both perilously underfunded, and younger people who were engaged in what used to be regarded as a reverse commute, going from their Center City apartments to jobs near the airport, would sometimes tarry to find out his plans to make the county more energy-efficient or to feed start-ups in the tech sector. Doing this day in and day out—and he was at a different bus stop or here every workday, and in grocery stores all over the county on the weekend—you could get a feel for the issues. There were still too many black folks moved to complain about the police force’s excesses, particularly in the North End. And inevitably he heard stories that broke his heart—today it was the dad of a gravely disabled son who couldn’t get adequate help from the schools or county agencies, but who refused to institutionalize a boy whose mother had abandoned him long ago. There was also comic relief—morning travelers who expected him to do something on the spot about their neighbor’s barking dog, or the zeta beams from Mars, or, very often, the judge hearing their divorce case, whose rulings against them were a sure sign of ingrained corruption. But he loved it all, the meeting, the wooing, the listening, telling his staffers to write down ideas and plans and names. This was the open heart of the city, full of need.


      “So like what’s with this murder thing?” a young man in a stocking cap and overcoat asked now. It was the third time this morning someone had referred to Hal’s ads. He had practiced an agonized look and a toss of his head, as if it were beyond comprehension.


      “This dude’s an asshole, right?” said the guy. His skin was spotty and he had probably experienced a miserable adolescence, but now he was clearly not lacking in confidence.


      “Your words,” he answered.


      “Yeah, but it sounds bad, man.” With that the fellow was gone.


      At 8:45, he and the two aides left the station. He had a breakfast at the Metro Club, a fund-raiser with trial lawyers. He’d lost some support there because he’d been willing to discuss damage caps as part of a failed effort at health care reform last year, but most of the attorneys attending had been colleagues forever, and he was still their guy, especially since he’d be controlling the County Law Department from the mayor’s office.


      When he opened the back door of the campaign car, a red Taurus a couple of years old, Crully was in the back seat. Mark leaned out and asked Kim and Marty, the interns, if they’d mind grabbing a cab. That could not mean anything good. Mark would only have come out in the cold because he had to brief the candidate in private on something he needed to know about before he ran into any reporters. Sure enough, Crully handed over a fistful of papers. Discovery motions from Hal’s lawyers.


      “No motion to dismiss?”


      “Huh?” Crully answered.


      “You said they’d file a motion to dismiss our complaint on First Amendment grounds and we’d be briefing it until the election. But they’ve skipped that stage and gone straight to discovery. Right?”


      Mark shrugged, indifferent to the fact that he’d been flat wrong. Hal and his lawyers had outflanked Paul and wanted Judge Lands to order production of all the evidence that the state and local police still had on hand, and to direct Paul to give saliva and fingerprints. They were going to try to do DNA tests. He read over the attached affidavit from Hassam Yavem, a couple of times. It was shocking, actually. He’d had an idle worry about DNA testing once or twice over the years, but one thing he’d been told repeatedly was that there was no way to tell his DNA from his twin brother’s. Yavem was a real scientist, though.


      Crully could tell what was on his mind.


      “Ray already talked to Yavem. It’s like one in two hundred the test will actually work.”


      “And is all that stuff even around?” he asked.


      “Apparently the blood is. They found it in the state police fridge. They actually have a ten-year retention policy and then they adios it, but not this.”
         


      “And why was I so lucky?”


      “AIDS,” Crully said.


      “AIDS?”


      “It’s from 1982. They didn’t do routine AIDS screening on blood in 1982. So when they got to 1992, nobody wanted to touch it. It sat there.”


      “Great.”


      Crully didn’t like what he was seeing in Paul, and he was seeing it every time this subject came up. Crully had been running winning campaigns long enough to be able to pick his races. And he chose them on two bases. First, he wanted to win. Occasionally, just for money, he’d work a stone loser in an off-year election for some Democratic gazillionaire who thought she or he was the new face of democracy. But Mark had tasted ashes often enough, and if he needed money, he could move back to D.C. and lobby. So he wanted winners, one. And two, he wanted a hardworking candidate. People would never believe how many of these men and, more rarely, women didn’t want to put in the time. They liked getting up in front of cameras or an adoring crowd, even if it was half relatives of the campaign staff. But they didn’t care for eighteen-hour days. And they wanted to pretend that the money grew on trees, that George Soros or someone was going to take a liking to them and pour down millions out of a pillowcase. They thought it was degrading or embarrassing to ask people to make their support tangible. Gianis was a pro. And tireless. Two days ago, he’d told Mark that Crully could begin adding campaign appearances in February, three more every day. And Paul still had a law office, not to mention that the state senate would go back in session next week. Gianis wasn’t going to get more than four hours’ sleep a night until May.


      Crully had met Paul three years ago when he was weighing a run for Congress. Crully had made a conditional commitment to a race in California, and ended up having to decline. But he had attended college at Easton, same as Paul, and while still a student, Mark had worked local races here, so he knew the right people to hire now. He welcomed the challenge of a big-city mayor’s race. And he liked Gianis. Straight shooter. Progressive. Could take advice. And believed in more than his own election, although they all believed in that first and foremost. Paul understood the metrics—how many volunteers, how many dollars. The guy, Clooney, who was running finance, gave Paul ten names to call before he went to sleep, and he’d have his cell out and the list in his hand as soon as the car door closed when they finished an event. Often, he’d be done by noon and ask for ten more. He didn’t whine about needing to see his wife and kids—everybody on the flipping campaign needed time with their children or girlfriends—and he didn’t come out of a church whispering about what a narcissistic asshole that preacher was. He knew you didn’t find shy types in the pulpit. This thing with Kronon was the first time Gianis seemed to have lost his usual discipline. He was acting scared was what bothered Crully. You could never win scared. Everybody—the press, your opponents, your staff—felt it. A leader always acted like a leader. Paul seemed anguished by this whole deal with his brother.


      “This is out of control,” Gianis said. Crully watched Paul stare out the window at the big buildings and crowded streets of the city he hoped soon to govern. “And what do you want me to do about this?”


      “What do you mean, what do I want? You do the obvious thing. Cooperate. Stick out your chin and say, ‘I’ve got nothing to fear. He can have my prints. He can have my spit.’ This isn’t about what happens in the courtroom. You’re fighting a war of impressions. I’ve said that before.”


      “We don’t want that test. We’re not going to get good results,” Gianis said.


      Crully thought his heart had stopped.


      “What the hell does that mean? Are your fingerprints there? Or your DNA?”


      Gianis revolved toward Crully, his mouth crimped sourly.


      “What do you think, Mark?”


      “So what do you mean ‘bad results’? That’s a good result, isn’t it, if your shit isn’t there? I’d roll up my sleeve and ink a fingerprint card in front of two dozen cameras. And I’d do it today.”


      “I can’t do it today.”


      “Why?”


      “I need to talk to my brother. I need to talk to Sofia. This is hard on my kids. I need to prepare them all.” Gianis continued to roll his tongue around inside his mouth as he turned back to the window. He removed his glasses, as he did frequently, to rub at the lumpy bridge of his nose. “And the bad result, in case you haven’t figured this out, Mark, is that Yavem won’t be able to tell whose DNA it is, and Hal and his ad team will twist that as proof I could be the murderer. And the only thing I’ll have is what I had to start, namely saying I didn’t do it. This thing is a trap.”


      Crully took some time. Gianis had a point.


      “This whole suit is becoming a train wreck,” Gianis said. “You told me I had to sue, just to make a statement, and that the lawyers would tie everything up until the election.”


      “Yeah, and you told me there was nothing to worry about. Now Kronon’s got you lying to the cops. And your sad-sack ex-girlfriend, who has the fact you ruined her life just about tattooed on her forehead, is saying you told her your brother was innocent. Don’t fuckin blame this on me. The ex, hell hath no fury, OK. But the cops?”
         


      “I forgot about it.”


      “Well, that was unfortunate,” Crully said.


      “I didn’t lie to the cops anyway. Not that it makes any difference.”


      Crully hadn’t talked with Paul about any of this in detail, and he wasn’t sure he cared to now. Even when shit came bubbling out of the earth like a clogged septic field, he never went back to the candidate to ask about the hot little thing on the side or the no-bid deal for a big contributor. Because he wanted to be able to tell reporters with a straight face that there was no truth to the charges, so far as he knew.


      “You didn’t lie to the cops?” asked Crully. “How is that? You told the cops that you and your brother were out drinking beers over the river when it happened. And your brother pled guilty to the murder, so unless Cass had a chat with Einstein and conquered the laws of space and time, he wasn’t with you when the woman was killed. Right?”


      Gianis assumed that agonized look Crully hated and gazed through the window again, shaking his head unconsciously at the magnitude of the complications.


      “I never told the police we were together all night. They must have misunderstood me. I said that after the picnic we went out to the Overlook and had a few beers.”


      “Do we want to go with that? A misunderstanding? Will Cass back that up?” They had said nothing in response to Kronon’s commercials, citing the ongoing litigation. Ray had filed a good motion with Judge Lands, asking him to set ground rules: Could the parties talk or not? It was a complicated issue, apparently, because Paul was a lawyer and legal ethics prohibited attorneys from making statements outside of court about a case while a lawsuit was pending. Judge Lands had scheduled a hearing for next week.


      “Of course Cass would back it up.”


      “And your brother didn’t tell you he’d killed the Kronon girl by the time you spoke to the police, right? So you didn’t recognize the significance of the timing.”


      “He’s never told me that, frankly.”


      “He didn’t tell you he was going to plead guilty?”


      “Of course he did.”


      Crully felt himself squint. “Are you splitting hairs?”


      “You could say that, I suppose.”


      Gianis was hiding something. That was the real problem. You could bad-mouth the press, and the campaign finance laws, and say politics was all flimflam, and be right 90 percent of the time, but hard truths, big truths about candidates, often emerged in campaigns. It was like performing brain surgery with a jackhammer. But it was getting clearer every day that there was something Gianis wasn’t telling.


      “Look,” said Crully. “Is there anything else?”


      “Like what?”


      “Come on, Paul. Who the fuck am I, Carnac? I don’t want to have to figure out the right question. You know what would sink the ship. Is this ship sinking?”


      “No.” Gianis slowly turned back to face Mark. Paul had those mystical black Greek eyes, so dark you couldn’t really see into them. “You want to hear me say it?”


      Crully didn’t know for a second. “Yes,” he said finally.


      “I didn’t murder Dita Kronon. I didn’t have a goddamned thing to do with it.”


      A good politician was always a decent actor, so Crully had learned to take everything with a grain of salt. He knew a guy whom Clinton had dragged into a quiet corner in the White House so POTUS could assure him, strictly between them, that he’d never even coveted Monica Lewinsky. But Crully couldn’t help himself: He believed Paul and felt relief wash through his entire upper body.


      “My brother thinks we should dismiss this lawsuit,” Gianis said.


      “Fuck,” Crully said. “You can’t dismiss the lawsuit. It’ll be a disaster. It will look like you’re guilty.”


      “I’m not saying I agree with him, Mark. But I take his point. It’s just a tar baby, this thing. Unless we agree to that test and hit the bull’s-eye. But it’s 199 out of two hundred we don’t. It’ll all get murkier. You’ll forgive me, but I should never have listened to you guys.”


      “OK. Blame me. You want to, go ahead. But you can’t dismiss now. You dismiss and I have to quit.”


      Gianis tilted his chin down so he could give Mark a hard look. “Threat?” he asked.


      “Call it what you want. We have to play this out in court and hope for the best. Maybe Lands imposes a gag order and makes Hal take his ads off the air.”


      “He won’t. I wouldn’t if I were the judge. You can’t let a politician file a lawsuit and silence his critics. And Du Bois Lands is a good lawyer. I used to work with him.”


      “I didn’t know that,” said Crully. His heart perked up. “Why didn’t somebody tell me that?”


      “Because it’s a long story,” Paul said. They were at the Metro Club and Paul opened the door, but before he slid across the seat, he patted Crully on the shoulder and smiled for the first time on the trip. A real smile. “Buck up, Mark. It’s actually a great day.”


      “It is?”


      “My brother gets out of prison.” He looked at his watch. “In fact, he’s out.”


      At 8:30, the correctional officers would have fingerprinted him in the administrative center, to be sure they were releasing the right guy, and let him put on the old blue jeans and the sweatshirt in which he’d surrendered. Hillcrest looked like a ranch in a cowboy movie, surrounded by a low white fence. Not even barbed wire. They called it the Honor Camp, meaning there wasn’t anyone in there who hadn’t figured out he’d do really hard time if he was caught after running off. This morning the guards would have shot the bolts on B gate, which was opened solely to release prisoners and receive deliveries from sixteen-wheelers, and swung the two sides wide. And his brother would have walked out on the frozen dirt road alone. Sofia had left before six to drive him back.


      Kim and Marty, the interns, were already under the Metro Club’s green awning. The constant pedestrian rush had ground the ice and snow of a few weeks ago into a charcoal mush that had limed over in a few stubborn clumps that still clung to the cement with the tenacity of a living creature. How much salt could the walks stand, he wondered, before they pitted and would need replacement? He’d never wondered about that in his life, but it would be a preoccupation if he became mayor. Every screw and nut in the structure of the Tri-Cities would be his concern.


      His cell vibrated just as he reached the two aides. It was his personal handheld, not the mobile from the campaign. He thought it might be Beata, who’d called once already, but he hadn’t found the kind of complete privacy even a whispered conversation with Beata required. The number was blocked.


      “Paul Gianis,” he said.


      “Says who?” his brother replied. The two of them both laughed like seventh graders, laid out by some idiotic joke. His brother was on Sofia’s cell, on which the number was always withheld so she could talk to patients on her own schedule. The twins hadn’t had a phone conversation in God knew how long, probably close to twenty years, when their dad died. The lines inside the facility were all recorded and they therefore preferred to talk face-to-face.


      “All OK?”


      “A-OK.”


      “So,” he said, “we’re free.”


      “We’re free,” his brother answered.


      “I still wish we’d been together.” Cass’s release date, an item every prisoner could remember instantly even if it was eighty years off, had always been January 31, 2008. But somehow Corrections had recalculated it as today in the course of the pardon and parole hearing.


      “We talked about it. Couldn’t blow this breakfast off, not when the group set the date four months ago. But I’ll see you for dinner?”


      “Still the plan.”


      They hung up. He was crying, of course, and groped under his topcoat to get his handkerchief out of his back pocket. The thought of sitting down to a meal with his brother, sleeping under the same roof for the first time in twenty-five years, still seemed beyond easy imagining. They had made no extended plans for the future, purely out of superstition. The idea, as it had been for a quarter of a century, was to get through it, all the way to the end, one day at a time.


      Twenty-five years. The immensity of the time settled on him. He could remember the guilty plea, and the day a month later, right after Paul’s wedding, when Cass’s sentence started. Both events retained in his mind the clarity of things that had happened last week, and that of course made the passage of time seem less consequential, especially now that they’d survived it. But twenty-five years was a literal lifetime for each of them when the sentence began. Saying good-bye at that gate, he’d had no idea how he would ever bear it. A year after Cass’s time inside started, he was still jarred every day by the reality that he couldn’t just call his brother, and his heart sparked when he woke up Sunday mornings, anticipating their visits. You had to be a twin, an identical twin, to understand how cruel their forced separation had seemed to each of them.


      And now it was over. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, still not sure he’d regained his composure. The penetrating cold reached all the way up to his sinuses. Then he set one foot in front of the other and entered the club. His life, he realized, in the elemental way he had known it at its beginning, had started again.
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        Cass—September 5, 1982


      


      Cassian,” says Zeus, showing off as usual, by utilizing the name Cass was given at birth. “So pleased you are with us. Did I see your mother? I must say hello.”
         


      Zeus delivers a tight handshake, briefly summoning all his power and charm as he levels his black eyes. Behind him, Hermione, Dita’s mom, thin and simple like a piece of blank paper, passes by without the pretense of a smile. She has little use for Lidia—and Mickey—and thus for Cass.


      Zeus is warmer, although he would never stand to see his treasured daughter with a cop, whatever Zeus might be required to say in public these days. But Zeus is a fake. His genial manner can bloom into bouquets of compliments, but the man Cass occasionally sees with a glass of whiskey in his study is insular, calculating and dark.


      Dita is fearlessly outspoken about everyone else in her family. Her mother is “a twit,” consumed by appearances, and she calls her bawdy Aunt Teri, who most people think is responsible for Dita’s own outrageous manner, “entertaining.” As for her older brother, Hal, Dita sees him as basically clueless, but loves him nonetheless.


      Yet about Zeus, she says very little. Love and loathing. You can almost hear it like the hum of power lines whenever she is around her dad. Dita says her father has told her one thousand times in private that Hal takes after his mother while she is more like him, an observation Dita clearly relishes. But the looks she aims at her father’s back roil with contempt for his unctuousness and grandiosity and limitless ambitions.


      In his white suit, Zeus this afternoon more resembles a pit boss in Vegas than a political candidate, leaving aside his stars-and-stripes tie. Pausing to greet other guests, he is nevertheless headed toward Lidia, who is beside Nouna Teri, with her bleached hair, stiff as straw, and her piles of jewelry. Like his brother, Cass is faultlessly attuned to the nuances of his mother’s moods, and even at fifty feet he catches the baleful look with which Lidia registers Zeus’s approach.


      Neither Paul nor he fully understands his parents’ grief with the Kronons. Now that Dita’s dad is on TV so often, Cass’s father, Mickey, won’t turn on the set, even to watch the Trappers. It’s mystifying because their elder sister, Helen, insists that before they were born, Zeus was regarded as the family’s savior. In the mid-1950s, Mickey was so totally disabled by a leaking mitral valve that he could not work, and Teri prevailed on her brother to hire Lidia in his office. She remained there for two or three years until she was pregnant with the boys and the invention of the heart-lung machine allowed Mickey to have valve-replacement surgery. With Mickey good as new, Papou Gianis helped their father open a grocery. Paulie and Cass worked there from the time they were five, when they began stocking shelves, and Cass still recalls the day his father, who always held his temper around customers, threw his white grocer’s apron from the cash registers to the dairy case and yelled out that the store would be moving. He was furious about his lease, which was now held by Zeus, who’d bought up most of the commercial property in the old neighborhood.


      “OH GOD!”


      Across the lawn, despite the music and loud conversations, Cass suddenly makes out a startled yelp that he knows automatically is his brother’s, and he dashes toward the sound. Arriving, he sees his twin laid out on the lawn with Sofie Michalis hovering over him, both of them laughing like children. A hunk of barbecued lamb and some macaroni are on the ground beside Paul’s ear, along with an oval paper plate. Several dozen people, most old neighbors, have circled around his fallen brother. Once it’s clear that Paul is fine, a number turn away and greet Cass, inevitably asking, “Which one are you?” That question always leaves Cass feeling as if a wire has shorted somewhere in his chest.


      The deepest secret in Cass Gianis’s life is how infuriated he is that he does not really match his brother. While Lidia was pregnant, she took great heed of the story of Esau and Jacob, and as a result, instructed Dr. Worut before she was etherized for the delivery to tell no one, not even her, which baby had been born first. Presented with the boys afterwards, she named them simply from left to right, Cassian and Paul, for her father and Mickey’s. No one has ever known who is older.


      But Lidia’s intent to be rigorously evenhanded was taken by the twins as an instruction to remain the same. They shared a room, friends, books; they could not turn on the TV without deciding beforehand what they would watch. Every year, they fought off the principal’s well-intentioned effort to put them in separate classrooms, even while they mocked the teachers who thought they cheated because their papers ended up so similar. Their life was like an apple, cut into precise halves, until Cass, in high school, began to suspect that Paul preferred it this way, because it worked to his advantage. The differences between them, no matter how trivial they seemed to everyone else, subtly marked Paul as better—more appealing, smarter, more adept.


      Paul was always the more competitive one. Running laps with the tennis team to build endurance, Paul would continue after the session. Cass can remember his fury. Because he had no choice. Paul knew when he set off that he was essentially dragging Cass behind him. In tournaments, Cass always had the better head-to-head record with shared opponents, but he refused to play Paul, even in practice, knowing he would lose.


      By college, he was slightly furious every time his brother came into the room. It was very confused. Because he loved Paul so intensely, and longed for him at times every day, once he had moved in his own direction.


      Now Cass has been in an extended conversation about the academy with Dean Demos, a sergeant on the Force in Property Crimes, when he sees Dita steaming in his direction.


      “Your brother is really a total jag-off,” she says, loud enough for Dean to hear, and adds, as if that weren’t enough, “I just can’t handle your entire fucking family.” She is drunk of course although the real problem, Cass suspects, is that she dropped a ’lude before the picnic so she would be able to get through it.


      “Yeah, well,” he says, and instead of getting into it, simply slips his arm around her waist and leads her slowly across the lawn, away from the crowd and toward the river. He understands that her anger flags quickly, and after a minute, she sags against him as they walk.


      His family thinks he loves Dita because she is the worst woman in the world for him, as if his passion is for sheer contrariness. But Dita is like no other female he has ever known, potty-mouthed, brilliant, fearless, screamingly funny—and, her secret, profoundly kind. Not fifty people at this picnic realize Dita works her butt off every day as a social worker in the Abuse and Neglect Division of the Kindle County Superior Court. Cass has watched her with those kids, to whom she gives her entire heart.


      She is, no question, the most complicated person he knows, with vices everybody sees and strengths she keeps hidden. She is certainly the greatest ever in bed. She has sex—‘fucks’ is the only real word for it—as if she invented the activity. She comes more quickly and more often than any other female he has ever heard of, a quaking, gasping, sweating, moaning heap, who says as soon as she finally has her breath again, “More.”


      They do it most often right here, in her bed. It’s a weird turn-on for her to be down the long hall from her parents, bucking and carrying on at volume, albeit with the door locked. She has sneaked him up the stairs on occasion, but most nights, he just climbs to the tiny second-floor balcony outside her window, ascending on the hooks driven into the brick wall to hold the phone wires.


      His mother hates Dita, probably because she is as strong-willed as Lidia. But that makes Dita a perfect ally for Cass. Dita will never succumb to convention. She will never say ‘OK, that’s what Paul would do.’ She will demand that he—and they—be different, and that is an assurance he requires, because the tidal pull his brother exerts will last forever.


      He wants to marry Dita. That is another secret, because her response, especially initially, is bound to be harsh. ‘Me? Marry a cop?’ Or more likely, ‘Me, fuck just one guy for the rest of my life?’ He cannot imagine how horrible it would be to have her actually laugh in his face. Paulie smolders, but Cass has absorbed all of Lidia’s quick temper. That is the one piece of Dita he still does not know how to contend with, the part that dislikes herself and tries to drive everyone away. The risk of loving Dita is that she will hate him for doing it.


      Around six, when it is just about time for the picnic to end, the sky darkens and opens, drowning them all in rain. Dita, predictably, stands out in the downpour until her blouse is soaked through. He finally takes a tablecloth and throws it around her and shepherds her inside. She tries to drag him upstairs, but there are too many people in the house, and he whispers that he will be back later.


      Near seven, Paulie, who has hung on with Cass and the members of the picnic committee to clean up, has had enough.


      “Let’s get a couple cold ones and sit out by the river.”


      “No hokey-pokey while Father Nik is playing pinochle with the men’s club?” Nik would lose his entire salary if the men didn’t take turns throwing hands to him. His parishioners feel obliged to take care of Nik now that Georgia’s mom is gone and the father’s priestly vows require him to remain alone.


      “Not tonight, Josephine,” Paulie answers. He actually looks troubled.


      “Where’s Lidia?” Behind her back, they have called their mother by her first name since they were in grade school.


      “She’s gone. She said Teri was going to drive her home so they could visit.” The boys meander across the lawn.


      “What was up with Sofie Michalis?” Cass asks. “Were you guys going two falls out of three?”


      Paul explains a bit, but concludes, “Can you believe how good she looks?”


      “Uh-oh. Paulie has a crush.” It’s been years in fact since his brother indicated interest in any woman besides Georgia. In college, Paul and she agreed to date other people, but it was halfhearted. He was still on the pay phone in the dorm lobby, pouring in quarters and talking to Georgia at least three times a week. They clung to each other, as to life rafts in the tide of growing up. But that time has been over for a while now. Georgia isn’t dumb. She’ll be good at all the stuff women once were supposed to do, having babies and keeping house, but Jesus, it is 1982, and being with her would be like an endless loop of Father Knows Best. The slim chance that Paul might actually escape her lifts Cass’s heart. In the meantime, his brother crumples up his chin and wheels to look around.
         


      “Jesus, Cass. Cut the crap. Georgia’d be crying for a month.”


      Instead Cass whispers the same thing in a singsong several times until his brother slugs him in the shoulder. In reprisal, Paul asks, “Brewski or not? Or are you just going to hide in the bushes until you can climb up the drainpipe?”


      This effort to get even is so simpleminded but inevitable that Cass breaks into loud laughter. The night is ripe. After the rain, the air has become cool and clear. There is a slice of moon over the river, and the water rushes below. Cass has a full sense of life’s possibilities and the joy of loving certain people. Paul. And Dita. He loves Dita. He realizes he has decided.


      He will ask her to marry him tonight.
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        Aunt Teri—February 1, 2008


      


      In prospect, Evon had regarded retirement from the FBI as something akin to dying. She had her twenty in more than three years ago, but was required to wait until age fifty to claim her retirement benefits—about half her salary for the rest of her life, one of the big selling points of the Bureau to start. Within the agency, the standard advice was to go as soon as possible, when you were young enough to establish yourself in another career, but she’d thought she had time to figure out her future—until a local headhunter called. With the headlines then about ZP employees in Illinois bribing tax assessors, Hal and the board had decided to replace Collins Mullaney as head of security with somebody who had shining armor and a crime-buster reputation. The fact that Evon had also done an MBA in the weekend program at Easton—a way to stay busy after Doreen died—and had management experience as deputy special agent in charge of the Kindle County RA made her a perfect fit, and one to whom Hal made the proverbial offer she couldn’t refuse.
         


      So here she was, the senior vice-president for security at a publicly traded company. But the most unexpected aspect of the job was how much she loved it. Heather, who could be astute about everybody else, had sized Evon up accurately one night when she said, ‘You’re just one of those people who loves to work.’ True, but the challenges were intricate in masterminding security for a company that owned 246 malls and shopping centers in thirty-five states, with over three thousand employees. She basically confronted the same issues as a suburban police chief, with far less authority. There was a big-league felony on one of their properties every day—serious drug deals, truck hijackings, shootings. Terrorism preoccupied her, since the haters could make quite a statement by, for instance, blowing up a mall during Christmas season. Over two thousand security guards roamed their sites, most rented from an outside vendor, but they became her problem when they stole from tenants or, like one creep, raped somebody in a clothing store dressing room. Every day she had to deal with reports of road rage in the parking lots, vandalism somewhere, kids caught smoking pot on the security cameras, slip-and-falls, and six-year-olds getting their sleeves snagged in the escalator. Who would have believed that so many protest groups would desire to make their case in the local mall? And none of that considered internal operations, where she was responsible for computer security and investigating the astonishing range of misbehavior your own employees could think up, everything from sexual harassment to a guy in Denver who was pocketing the proceeds when he rented out the far side of the company parking lot for football games at Mile High Stadium. Not to mention compliance issues, which brought the never-ending grillings from the lawyers. Often, she was still at her desk at ten at night and back at seven, with not much time in between when her brain went into neutral.


      Her days, of course, were frequently prolonged by hours listening to Hal. Apparently, a session was about to begin. His slender assistant, Sharize, appeared in Evon’s doorway to tell her she was needed immediately. In Hal’s vast office, she found him seated on the beige ultra-suede sofa near the windows beside his elderly Aunt Teri. A desperate look emanated from amid the dark rings that often made Hal’s brown eyes look like caves.


      “Aunt Teri is giving me hell about taking our licks at Paul Gianis.”


      Evon had known the old lady since coming to work here. Childless, Teri had always been close to her only nephew, and now that both his parents were gone, Hal spoke to her at least once a day, often in marathon conversations that made him late for meetings and conference calls. Evon admired the old woman in a way, although she frequently had the sense that Teri had become a prisoner of her own outrageousness, the foul-mouthed, razor-tongued spinster who’d toughed her way through the world, and by now was a self-conscious imitation of the gutsy and shameless old broad everybody expected. Hal took great pleasure in recounting their adventures together. Teri, for example, had taken Hal bungee jumping without his parents’ knowledge when he was sixteen—he admitted she virtually cast him off the bridge—and flown him to see the monuments at Mount Rushmore, piloting the plane herself, not long after she’d gotten her license. Hal loved to burnish her legend, speaking of the men she drank under the table—starting with him—or the way that Teri would routinely announce at family dinners that she was taking a trip the following week, usually to Manhattan or Miami, to get laid. There had apparently been only a few serious boyfriends, and none of them able to keep up with her.


      “This serves no purpose,” Teri said to her nephew, largely ignoring Evon. She had a hand on her gnarly cane, which looked to be an old shepherd’s crook, undoubtedly Greek, and half her face was covered in large turquoise-framed sunglasses. Macular degeneration had left the old lady legally blind. “I’ve never liked vengeful people, Herakles. Never. Paul had nothing to do with that murder. And you know it.”


      Evon had met a few folks approaching ninety who retained considerable physical grace, and Teri might have been one of them if she had ever been persuaded to give up alcohol and cigarettes. Sometimes Hal let her smoke in the office, but she hadn’t lit up yet, a sure sign that he wanted to get her on her way. Teri’s appearance was, to be honest, about as trashy as a half-blind octogenarian could get away with, with giant rose balls of rouge inflaming her cheeks, dyed shoulder-length blonde hair resembling a pile of hay, and crimson fingernails grown out like talons. Beneath the rouge and powder—and a full daily baptism in perfume—she seemed to have shrunk inside her own skin, which hung in folds from her forearms. She wore lipstick the color of a fire hydrant, and gold jewelry by the pound, huge pieces clanking on her neck and around her wrists. She was seriously bent and one hip was terrible. But she remained willful and cagey, and except for occasional difficulty remembering names, her intellect was largely undimmed. The reverence she was automatically due as a person of advanced age made her a tough customer, and she knew it.


      Hal continued to resist.


      “The hell I do. Have you been watching TV?”


      “Georgia Cleon is a jealous twat,” said Teri. “She’s bitter. Nobody told her to marry Jimmy. I’m sorry it turned out bad for her, but that wasn’t Paul’s fault. She’s just mad because”—she was briefly stumped for a word—“because Paul dumped her. Or dumped on her. However they say he broke her heart. Isn’t that what they say now?” She finally turned to Evon, but only for brief clarification.


      “Dumped her,” said Evon quietly. That was the term Heather used in her messages on Evon’s cell. She talked until the allotted time ran out, bouncing between extremes, raging and then begging for another chance. ‘I can’t believe you dumped me. I deserved so much better from you,’ last night’s barrage had started. Evon had no explanation for why she listened to every word until the message was cut off. Because you love her. Because you are hoping in every syllable to hear some semblance of the beautiful girl you fell in love with—beautiful and graceful, and sane.


      “Evon talked to Georgia, Aunt Teri. Evon, tell my aunt. Did you think Georgia was just making this up?”


      Evon told Teri that Georgia actually appeared reluctant to share her information, but Teri wasn’t hearing it.


      “Sorry, girlie, but I’ve known that woman her entire life. I’m sure Georgia has convinced herself about some of this. But Paul telling her Cass was innocent? She just wants everybody to know how close she was to Paul.”


      “She was,” Hal protested. He had removed his suit coat and his tie and sat, with an arm on the sofa back, close to his aunt, his large belly looking a little like he’d strapped on a flour sack.


      “Georgia was old news the day Paul saw Sofia at that picnic. Everybody knew it but Georgia. Dora Michalis told me that Paul started showing up at the hospital to have coffee with Sofia the very next week.”


      Evon was impressed with the old lady’s recall of events twenty-five years ago, although Dita’s murder had probably kept many details from that period fresh. Even Hal seemed to realize he’d been trumped.


      “These families were together always and were then torn apart,” Teri said, “and I grant you that had started before Dita’s murder. But that is nothing to revel in. Lidia has been my best friend for eighty years. Your father would have hated this, Hal.” She said something in Greek and Hal, although clearly displeased, translated for Evon.


      “‘He who respects his parents never dies.’”


      “Don’t make faces,” said Teri. “From the day Cass was arrested Zeus said the same thing—”


      Hal interrupted, his lips indeed pouched in distaste. “‘A tragedy for both families.’ I know.”


      “Your mother, I grant you, she wanted Cass strung up at first, but after your father passed she took his point of view. When Paul first ran for office, I heard her hush you a hundred times when you carried on the way you’ve been doing now. You just never liked those twins.”


      “That’s not so. I babysat for them, Aunt Teri.”


      “And complained afterwards. Lord only knows what it was that bothered you.”


      Hal took in the point for a second, but refused to give ground.


      “I respected my parents when they were alive, Aunt Teri. And I treasure their memory.” He pointed to the shelves holding their pictures. “But I’m not letting them run my life from the grave.”


      The old lady was still shaking her head so that her layered gold necklaces rattled.


      “I’m telling you, it’s disrespectful to use your father’s money to punish Paul. Zeus wouldn’t have stood for that.”


      Hal recoiled. Teri had hit the sorest point, and Hal, being Hal, endured an instant when his eyes appeared to water. As far as Evon could tell, the biggest issue in Hal’s life was his father, even though Zeus had been dead since 1987, killed accidentally on a trip to Greece. But as someone put it to Evon when she was considering coming to ZP, ‘Hal is trying to walk in his father’s shoes in feet half his size.’ Zeus had been a force, smart and magnetic and handsome, who would probably have been governor of this state had grief not driven him out of the race. Hal was none of those things and he knew how often others made the unfavorable comparison. As a result, his life, in considerable measure, was dedicated to a losing competition with his father’s ghost. Hal never spoke ill of Zeus. In fact, he quite often described his father as ‘a god,’ for whom he genuinely seemed to hold limitless affection and respect. But he was determined to prove that his own success was not due to what he had inherited. The principal evidence was relentless expansion of his father’s shopping center empire. In the early 1990s he had taken ZP public as a REIT, and since then he’d made a number of strategic acquisitions like the YourHouse deal, which was close to being publicly announced. Hal himself was now worth more than a billion dollars. But his nails were still bitten down to ragged stumps, and so he tended to speak with his hands in fists, to avoid displaying the manifest evidence of everything that nibbled at him from inside.


      With Teri’s last remark, it was apparent he was losing his sense of humor with her.


      “Knock it off, Aunt Teri. It’s not Dad’s money, it’s mine. I’ve made twice what he did.”


      Even Teri knew she’d gone too far. She threw a wrist and her bangles at him but said nothing more. Instead she thumped her cane on the floor and tried to pull herself to her feet. Hal, ever loyal, clambered up to grab her by the elbow. Her hand groped in the air until she caught him by the cheek and kissed him, leaving a vivid imprint.


      “You’re a good boy, Hal. My number one nephew.” An old joke, of course. She had no other nephew. She reached after Evon. “Here. You walk me out. He’s too important.” Evon substituted her arm for Hal’s, despite his mild protests.


      They were no more than thirty feet from Hal’s door when the old lady stopped. She averted her face, trying to find the little fragment of sight she retained so she could see Evon.


      “You have to make him stop this. This will come to grief for everyone.”


      “Ms. Kronon, I’m an employee. No one tells your nephew what to do.”


      “So you say, but he likes you. He values your judgment.”


      “Well, so far, there’s been more to his suspicions than I would have guessed. I have no basis to tell him to stop at this point.”


      Authoritative as always, Teri said, “Paul had nothing to do with killing Dita. Aphrodite wasn’t just Hal’s sister. She was my niece and I loved her. Don’t you think I’d be the first to want Paul punished, if he had any hand in her murder?”


      Evon walked Teri to the ZP reception area, where German, who served as both her caregiver and her butler, was waiting. When the elevator arrived, he stepped inside and held the door for Teri, but she didn’t move, angling her head again to see Evon.


      “You’re the lesbian, aren’t you?”


      Evon still didn’t like being known that way. It said both too much and too little. But Teri was an old lady. Evon managed a polite nod. Teri stared a second and took a step closer, so that Evon noticed how thick the powder was in the channels engraved in Teri’s face.


      “Wish I’d been born in your time,” she said quietly, then felt with the crook to make her way into the elevator.


    


  




  

    

      

        13.


        Du Bois Lands—February 5, 2008


      


      Du Bois Lands had been hired in the PA’s office about three years after Paul, and ended up as the junior prosecutor in the courtroom where Paul held the first trial chair. D.B. was a good lawyer—exact in his thinking, a better writer than most of the deputy prosecutors, and a passionate and charming courtroom advocate. Paul and he enjoyed working together, and spent time outside the office. Sofia was particularly fond of Du Bois’s wife, Margo, a pediatrician, and even after Paul left the PA’s office, the couples saw each other once or twice a year.
         


      Then in 1993, D.B.’s uncle, Sherman Crowthers, had been indicted for extracting bribes as a judge in the Common Pleas section of the Superior Court, where personal-injury lawsuits were heard. Judge Crowthers was an American tragedy. An all–Mid Ten tight end at the U, who had grown up picking walnuts on a plantation in Georgia, he became one of the Tri-Cities’ premier criminal defense lawyers and a leading figure in the civil rights movement. His first triumph was successfully representing Dr. King, who was arrested here after leading open housing marches in 1965.


      No one ever really understood why Sherm had fallen under the venal spell of the chief judge in Common Pleas, Brendan Tuohey. Sherm lived high—the black nouveau riche thing, not much different from the Greek nouveau riche thing Paul saw growing up—but he’d made his fortune before going on the bench. One friend said Sherm’s explanation was twisted but simple: ‘Mama didn’t raise no fool.’ He refused to be a black man who got less while many of the white judges around him turned their seats on the bench into ATMs.


      As a plaintiff’s lawyer who made his living in those courtrooms, Paul had heard the same tales as everyone else. Appearing before certain judges said to be part of Tuohey’s ring, Paul worried that the defense lawyers might slip something into the judge’s drawer, but he figured he would be OK if he got to a jury. And he was—more than OK. He got good cases, usually through his Easton Law School classmates in big firms who wouldn’t soil themselves with contingency matters, worked the files carefully and rang the bell hard, several times.


      In 1991, Paul won his first big verdict, eighteen million dollars in a trial before Sherm Crowthers. Paul represented a concert violinist who lost an arm on the light-rail when the doors closed on his Stradivarius and dragged the musician several hundred yards down the track. Days after the jury had come back, Paul was in the courthouse and bumped into Sherm, who more or less steered Paul, with an arm like a tree branch, into the private corridor outside his chambers. Post-trial motions were still pending, in which the defense was trying to overturn the verdict, but Paul assumed that the judge wanted no more than to offer congratulations on a job well done, until he pushed Paul into the small clerk’s alcove in his chambers and closed the door. Sherm was huge, six foot six and well over three hundred pounds by now, with a storm of overgrown gray eyebrows and intense yellowed eyes.


      ‘Motherfucker,’ he said to Paul, ‘you don’t seem to understand what’s goin on here.’


      Paul, who didn’t think he scared easily any more, was too terrified by what was happening to answer. The judge then told Paul that he had to try the food at Crowthers’s sister’s restaurant in the North End.


      Quietly asking around afterward, Paul learned that Judith Crowthers reputedly bagged for her brother, tending the cash register at her thriving soul food restaurant in her abundant purple eye shadow and dangling earrings, and accepting without comment the envelopes certain lawyers handed over as they paid their lunch checks. Paul had no thought of dealing with something like this without talking it over with Cass. They met two days later in one of the tiny whitewashed attorneys’ rooms at the Hillcrest Correctional Facility. By now, Paul understood the grim operating mode of the whole corrupt system in Common Pleas. His fee on the case was close to four million dollars—the ten or twenty thousand he was expected to hand over was next to nothing. If he refused, he had no doubt Crowthers would set aside the verdict, reversing key evidentiary rulings, and order another trial, which Paul almost surely would lose. If he reported Sherm to the authorities, it would be Paul’s word against the judge’s, who would claim he had done no more than recommend his sister’s restaurant. Worse, Paul would be a marked man whom Chief Tuohey and his cabal would do their best to drive out of the courthouse.


      ‘Fuck him anyway,’ Cass concluded. After years in Hillcrest, they both knew the perils of kowtowing to bullies. It never ended. You stood up. But didn’t snitch.


      Paul filed a motion the next day, asking Judge Crowthers to disqualify himself from presiding further on the case, because of ‘inappropriate ex parte contact,’ which went otherwise unexplained. There were half a dozen people who’d seen the judge with his arm around Paul, drawing him toward his chambers. If it came to a showdown, Paul would get some backing. Rather than go through that, Crowthers withdrew from the case, but for the next two years, whenever Paul’s firm filed a new lawsuit in the Common Pleas section, it ended up before one of Tuohey’s judges who, without exception, granted the defendant’s motion to dismiss the complaint. Eventually, they referred out any new matters in Kindle County and began trying to develop their practice in the outlying counties.


      And then Special Agent Evon Miller of the FBI arrived in Paul’s office. The government’s undercover investigation of Common Pleas judges, Project Petros, was all over the news. Evon had a copy of Paul’s motion in her hand and wanted to know exactly what “inappropriate ex parte contact” meant. Paul stalled until he could get to Hillcrest the next Sunday. Cass and he, as usual, saw this the same way: It was time for this shit to end. Paul told Evon the story on Monday, and agreed to testify. Crowthers, it turned out, was on tape, but the government informant who’d made the recording had died, giving Sherm a shot at trial. But with his placid recitation of the shakedown, Paul appeared to be the emblem of everything good in the law, and a potent contrast to the deeply compromised sleazeballs who were the government’s other witnesses. The trial was over, in effect, as soon as Paul left the stand.


      Du Bois Lands was Sherman Crowthers’s nephew, the child of his wife’s sister. D.B.’s mom was a schoolteacher who ended up with a drug problem and, in time, a prison sentence—for black folks it was still the case that when they stumbled they had further to fall. D.B. had lived off and on with Sherm in his huge Colonial home in Assembly Point and regarded his uncle as his idol. When Paul entered the federal courtroom to testify against Crowthers, Du Bois was in the front spectators’ row. He had striking grayish eyes and they bulleted Paul. Du Bois would never say a word, but Paul knew what D.B. was thinking: ‘You didn’t have to do this. You could have said it was all too vague by now, that you just couldn’t recall.’ The two of them never exchanged another word.


      These days, Du Bois had sat on the bench five years. He’d been promoted to Common Pleas a year ago, and was assigned to the same courtroom his uncle had occupied fifteen years before, where Paul and Ray Horgan now awaited the start of proceedings. The courtroom was Bauhausy and functional, with all the furnishings, including the paneling and a low, squared-off bench and witness stand, formed of yellowing birch. Kronon and Tooley sat across the courtroom at the other counsel’s desk, and there were dozens of reporters and sketch artists in the front rows of the straight-backed pews. The benches behind them were thick with civilian onlookers.


      When Du Bois had been assigned to the suit against Kronon, Paul had taken it for granted they would move to disqualify D.B., but Ray was adamantly opposed. He didn’t want to take the risk of antagonizing black voters, of whom Paul still had a fair share, despite the presence in the race of Willie Dixon, the county councilman from the North End. Beyond that, D.B. had a sterling reputation. And when he’d run for the bench, Ray had been one of his three campaign co-chairs.


      Now the elderly clerk bellowed out the case name, “Gianis versus Kronon, Number C-315.” Tooley in his silly shaggy toupee arrived first at the podium and introduced himself for the record, while Ray rolled forward, his gait halting given his rickety knees. With heat, Tooley began to explain his new motions related to fingerprint and DNA testing, but Du Bois cut him off.


      “I’ve read all the papers, gentlemen. I always do.” By reputation, D.B.’s in-court demeanor was serious, even stern. But his tone never changed. He treated everyone who appeared before him with civility, tinctured by an undercurrent of skepticism. He was also said to be great at the basic job of a judge: deciding. He ruled after appropriate reflection, but without wavering, unlike others who dithered or tried to force the parties to settle even trivial disputes. “Let’s take the motions in the order they were filed,” the judge said. “First, Mr. Horgan seeks guidance about what public comment the parties may make concerning the subject matter of this lawsuit.”


      D.B. treated the motion seriously, but as Paul had expected, refused to gag either party, even though the lawyers litigating the case would have to adhere to the rules about comments outside court. Since Paul wasn’t acting as his own counsel, it would be unfair, the judge said, to restrict him, especially in light of the campaign. Paul wondered if D.B. was going to kill him with kindness.


      Lands turned then to Tooley’s motions related to the crime-scene evidence and to compelling Paul to give fingerprints and a DNA specimen.


      “Mr. Horgan, what do you say?”


      To craft their response today, Paul had called a big meeting two days ago in the fishbowl with Crully, Ray, half a dozen campaign officials, even Sofia, who was getting increasingly concerned about the way this run-in with Hal was playing out.


      At the podium, Ray still radiated charm and the authority of someone who had been an important figure in these courts for fifty years.


      “Your Honor, let me say to start that Senator Gianis will take every reasonable step to prove that Mr. Kronon’s allegations are ill-motivated lies.”


      The judge interrupted the grandstanding.


      “The motion, Mr. Horgan.”


      “Judge Lands, I told Mr. Tooley last week that assuming we get equal access to the evidence, we had no objection to him serving his subpoenas on the authorities in Greenwood County related to public documents in the court file or the fingerprint evidence collected at the scene. They’ve hired Dr. Maurice Dickerman as their fingerprint expert, and I see Dr. Dickerman in court today.” Ray turned from the podium and lifted a hand like a ringmaster. On cue, Mo Dickerman, the so-called Fingerprint God, stood for just a second in the back of the courtroom, in his dark suit. A skinny angular man, Mo used a finger to push his heavy black frames back up on his nose. Dickerman was the longtime chief of the Kindle County Unified Police Force’s fingerprint lab. Like all police employees, he was permitted to work after hours on his own. “Senator Gianis will produce his fingerprints to Dr. Dickerman whenever the court orders, even today.”


      Ray stopped there.


      Du Bois nodded, as if to say, ‘Reasonable enough.’ Now in his late forties, Judge Lands remained handsome, with close-cropped hair, a mid-tone complexion and those startling gray eyes.


      “Your Honor,” said Tooley, “we still haven’t heard any answer to our request for DNA.”


      Du Bois raised his hand toward Ray, who responded.


      “Judge, we’re eager to come forward with all probative evidence, but this request for a DNA test is clearly a bridge too far. In order to be entitled to discovery, a party must show that there is a reasonable likelihood that whatever proof is sought is potentially relevant. Dr. Yavem concedes that there is no better than a one in one hundred chance that an examination of DNA will lead to admissible evidence in a case like this with identical twins. So that part of the motion is little more than an effort to embarrass and harass Senator Gianis.”


      “Your Honor,” answered Tooley, “this is not a matter of percentages. And even if it were, why wouldn’t Senator Gianis want to take a test that has a 99 percent chance of not incriminating him?” This was a non sequitur, an answer aimed only at the reporters. Du Bois, nobody’s fool, understood the posturing and had heard enough. Up on the bench, he dropped the pen with which he was taking notes and pushed aside his papers.


      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” the judge said. “Some of what’s been requested doesn’t appear to be at issue. So, Mr. Tooley, I’m going to grant your motion in part and approve these subpoenas you’ve served out in Greenwood County on the police and the court related to the police reports and the fingerprint evidence, with the proviso that the full return on the subpoenas be shared at once with Mr. Horgan. Second, because the fingerprinting doesn’t seem to be in dispute, I’ll allow you, Mr. Tooley, to issue any other subpoenas directly related to the issue, and the court will accept Senator Gianis’s offer to provide fingerprints, and I will direct that he do so.”


      “We’ll do it right here, right now in open court, Judge,” said Ray. The intention was to play to the press and it worked. The journalists in the front row were tapping away or scribbling as fast as they could.


      “Thank you, Mr. Horgan, but I don’t think we need to turn my courtroom into a crime lab.” There was a riffle of laughter.


      “Then we’ll go right down to the lobby to do it with Dr. Dickerman.”


      Du Bois moved the back of his hand as if to say, ‘Whatever.’


      “I did have a thought about Dr. Dickerman,” the judge said.


      Mo stood up again in the back of the courtroom and walked toward the bench. No one had ever accused Mo of being reluctant about attention. The judge proposed that Mo be appointed the court’s expert, with the parties splitting his fee. Mo was renowned around the world, probably the most widely respected print expert in the US, outside the FBI. No one was likely to contradict him, anyway. Ray agreed immediately, fulsomely praising the judge’s idea. D.B. acted as if he hadn’t heard.


      “So I’ll direct that whatever fingerprint evidence is found be delivered to Dr. Dickerman,” Lands said. “If the fingerprint lifts from the scene remain in a condition where current comparisons are likely to be probative, then he should compare those prints to the ones he gets from Senator Gianis today.”


      “And the DNA?” asked Tooley yet again. Clearly, Hal was hot to do that test.


      “Well, you know, Mr. Tooley, Mr. Horgan may have a point. I’m not sure you get to run a test that your own expert says is overwhelmingly likely to be unproductive. But I’ll withhold my ruling. I’ll give Mr. Horgan a week to file a written response about it; you, Mr. Tooley, will get a week to reply. By then, Dr. Dickerman may have the fingerprint results, and those may inform my ruling on the DNA. So let’s meet again then. Mr. Clerk, please give us a date.”


      “February twentieth at 10 a.m.”


      “That will be the order,” said Du Bois. Watching from the plaintiff’s table, Paul thought he would not have ruled differently. Du Bois had been fair and savvy and measured.


      The judge called a recess and rose on the bench, which brought everyone else in the courtroom to their feet. From that vantage, D.B. looked for the first time directly at Paul. The glance was fleet, but seemed to have been accompanied by an expression somewhere between a grimace and a smile. ‘See?’ he seemed to say.


    


  




  

    

      

        14.


        Dickerman—February 5, 2008


      


      It had been years since Tim had entered the Temple, as the Kindle County Superior Court Law and Equity Department was known. Constructed of buff-colored brick in the 1950s, the building had the proportions of an armory, with a dome above bleeding weak light down in the central rotunda, through which at 9:00 a.m. a determined crush swirled. Tim’s natural terrain had been the Central Branch courthouse a few blocks away, where criminal cases were heard. In here, he still felt like a tourist, and after he passed through the metal detectors, he found a uniformed security guy to direct him to Du Bois Lands’s courtroom on the fourth floor.
         


      Tim had known Du Bois’s uncle well, but only while Crowthers was an attorney. Nonetheless, the impression Sherm had made remained vivid, since there was no defense lawyer whose cross-examinations Tim liked less. Sherm tended to terrorize a witness, yelling in that booming voice, mocking and badgering, looming over the witness box so that his sheer size was yet another instrument of intimidation. In one murder case, Sherm had taken the weapon found at the scene and pointed the pistol at Tim for a good ten minutes as he questioned him, before the deputy PA finally responded to Tim’s pleading looks and objected. Like everybody else in the courtroom, the prosecutor had been mesmerized by Sherm.


      Tim had come to court today at Mel Tooley’s request, so he could go at once to serve any new subpoenas the judge approved. With Ray Horgan’s agreement, Tim had already dropped off other subpoenas last week out in Greenwood County, and yesterday had brought the fingerprint lifts and reports produced in response to Mo Dickerman’s office.


      Tim was sitting in the back of the courtroom when Dickerman came in and caught sight of him. He slid over on the bench to make room. Tim had been through God knew how many cases with Mo, who was just coming up when Tim was already a detective lieutenant. He had probably been the first dick to recognize how exceptional Dickerman was—a great witness and unusually learned in his field. Eventually, Tim recommended Mo for promotion over several guys senior to him. As a result, Mo had always been somewhat in Tim’s debt, and Tim had gotten along with him as well as anybody did. As a guy, Mo would never really pass as warm, and he was so up on himself these days that he had fewer friends than ever in McGrath Hall.


      Mo was past seventy now—around seventy-two, Tim thought, which made him the oldest employee of the police force. Yet he was too famous to be forced into retirement, and the County Board grandfathered him every year. He was one of those thin guys who didn’t age much, but you could see some wear on him, more weariness in his long face and plenty of gray now in his thinning hair. Around the eyes there was a sad gathering of puffy, wattled flesh. Like Tim, Mo was now a widower. His wife Sally had died only a few months back and you could see the evidence of that, too, in a watery vacancy that had replaced Mo’s prior intensity. Tim grabbed Dickerman’s knee as he sat.


      “How is it with you, boyo?” Tim asked. “You OK?” Dickerman had been out when Tim dropped off the subpoenaed evidence yesterday.


      Mo made a face. He knew Tim was talking about Sally’s passing. For Tim, Maria’s death fell into the broad category of things you couldn’t do anything about, and he usually spoke with great reluctance about those years—shuttling her for treatments, shopping with her for wigs, sitting in the waiting room with his insides scoured by worry during the course of three lengthy surgeries, his daughters’ weeping as soon as they caught sight of their mom, whenever they came to town. But Mo clearly was of the other school, talking about Sally constantly so he could believe it himself. Telling Tim the story now, Mo leaned down in the yellowish courtroom pew, ostensibly to keep their conversation private, but it looked as if the memory had doubled him in pain.


      “When they found the lump, I was thinking, ‘Oh, Jesus Christ, she’s going to lose her tits,’ and then after we saw the big-deal specialist at the U, I’d have gotten on my knees for him to tell me that was all there was to it. There was nothing to do. They tried, but they just made her miserable. At the end she begged me not to ask her to do anything else. She didn’t last eight months from diagnosis to the funeral.”


      Tim very briefly covered Mo’s hand with his own. You live with somebody, peaceably, dreaming beside each other, sharing meals, making a family, but there seems no special excitement to it, even though you know, as Tim did, that you’re living with a person of exceptional kindness. And then she’s gone and the depth of the loss almost surpasses understanding, even when you realize you’re also mourning your loneliness, and the inevitability of it.


      Judge Lands came on the bench then and they both stood. The clerk called Kronon’s case first.


      Tooley and Horgan strolled forward from their respective tables, two stout fellows looking a bit like a bride and groom as they met in the center of the courtroom before Tooley preceded Ray to the podium.


      Du Bois was one of those judges who knew his business and didn’t waste time. As a cop, Tim had never been all that keen about judges. Many just seemed to get in the way, with a fair number of them thinking the whole case was about them. Whoever went to a baseball game to see the umpire?


      At the front of the courtroom, the lawyers bickered while Lands kept control. A couple of times, Mo was mentioned and he popped up beside Tim. Eventually, the judge asked Mo to step forward. He moved toward the bench stiffly. He’d been a basketball player years ago, as Tim recalled, and he was clearly having trouble with his knees.


      When court broke, Tim made his way up to the defense table where Tooley, as usual, had his hands full with Hal. Kronon had realized that Paul and his team had gotten exactly what they wanted. TV cameramen were barred from any other part of the courthouse, except the rotunda. By going down there to give his prints, Gianis would be able to mount a show for the evening news.


      “Fucking publicity stunt,” Kronon said.


      “Hal,” Tooley said, “he was going to get to do this in front of the cameras, no matter what. It’s a public proceeding.”


      Horgan’s associate came by and asked if they wanted to witness the fingerprinting, and the three made their way downstairs. Dickerman had set up shop on the stone ledge that decorated the Temple’s central hallway. At Dickerman’s instruction, Paul had gone off to wash his hands, and he returned now, striding through the lobby, several steps in front of Ray Horgan, as the xenon beams of the cameras came on simultaneously, flooding the hallway with their glare. Gianis slid off his suit coat, handing it to one of the young campaign aides, then removed his cuff links and rolled up his sleeves.


      In Tim’s day, Mo would have taken the prints by inking Paul’s fingers and palms and rolling them on a piece of stiff paper called a ten-card. That remained the procedure in most police stations, but Mo preferred a digital impression, called “live scan.” For his private consulting business, Mo owned his own equipment, and he had his assistant, probably a grad student from the U where Mo taught, bring the metal jumpkit from which Dickerman extracted the scanner, which was about the size of an adding machine. Mo connected the scanner to his laptop and took several different versions of Paul’s prints. The first was a four-finger slap, then Dickerman bore down on each of Paul’s fingers, rolling it across a white band beneath the scanner’s platen. The images popped up immediately on his computer screen, as the camera guys fought each other for close-ups. For safety’s sake, Mo also took impressions on paper, using one of the new inkless pads.


      Hal had seen enough and drew both Tim and Tooley aside.


      “He’ll never match anything,” Kronon said about Paul. “His prints won’t be anywhere in that room. That’s why he’s making such a show of it. He looks like a vaudeville magician rolling up his sleeves.”


      “That was always the risk, Hal,” Tooley told him.


      “We should withdraw the motion.”


      “It was just granted. We can’t withdraw it.”


      “He won’t match. And because he doesn’t match, and the DNA is no better than one in a hundred, his asshole buddy, Du Bois, will then deny the motion for the DNA, too. I want the goddamned DNA.”


      Accustomed to Hal’s pique and the irrationality that was often part of it, Tooley remained silent for a second, before venturing the obvious.


      “It means something, Hal, if his fingerprints aren’t there. We can’t pretend it doesn’t.”


      “It doesn’t mean crap.”


      Tooley rolled his eyes at Tim and announced he was going back to his office. Hal’s Bentley had rolled to the curb. Alone, Tim returned to witness the last of the fingerprinting, but Gianis was already slipping his cuff links back in. Fitting the scanner into the foam cushion inside the metal case, Mo caught sight of Tim and gestured for him to wait. It was another ten minutes because several of the reporters wanted to talk to Mo, too. By the time Dickerman came over, Tim and he were alone in the marble hall.


      “I meant to tell you before,” Mo said, “but I got distracted about Sally. You’re gonna have to get your rear end back out to Greenwood County.”


      “And why’s that?”


      “I’m gonna need Cass’s fingerprints, too, and they weren’t in that mess you brought over yesterday.”


      “Cass?” Tim asked. “I thought he has different fingerprints from Paul.”


      “No, that’s true. But telling them apart in a situation like this—it’s not that easy.” As he often did, Mo reverted to a lecture, explaining that most of what showed up in twins’ fingerprints, the basic skin patterns of loops and whorls and ridges, was identical, the product of shared genes. Subtle variations emerged during development, when the fetus touched the uterine wall, or itself, causing differences in what print examiners called ‘the minutiae,’ the areas where skin ridges ended or branched or ran together.


      “Don’t misunderstand,” said Mo. “If I give any decent examiner ten-cards from Paul and Cass Gianis, they’d see enough to distinguish. But you know better than I do that latents at a crime scene don’t come in ten-finger sets. You get partials, a couple of fingers, whatever. You understand all that. And with, say, a partial print, you may not be able to tell which twin it’s from.


      “So you know, the best way to do this kind of comparison is to start out with the ten-card from each man and isolate the differing points. When I didn’t get Cass’s prints from Greenwood, I called Tooley to get him to call the PA’s office. In the meantime, he sent over Cass’s intake prints from Hillcrest, which I guess he got when he subpoenaed Cass’s file for the pardon and parole hearing. It’s a laser copy. High-res, but it’s a copy. Nobody can testify from that. Which is why I need you to go back out to Greenwood and make them find Cass’s ten-card.”


      “Got it, Boss,” said Tim. He thought calling Mo ‘Boss’ might get a smile, but Dickerman stood there, looking nettled instead. Something was weighing on him.


      “There’s one other thing,” said Mo. “Which maybe you can help me figure out.”


      Tim shrugged, feeling somewhat flattered. Generally, Mo didn’t think he needed any help figuring out anything.


      “When I got that copy of Cass’s prints,” said Mo, “I decided I could use them at least to do some prep. I’ve got to go over to Italy for a week to give a lecture—”


      “Poor soul,” said Tim.


      “Yeah, it’s tough. But I wanted to get a head start. I had Logan Boerkle’s report from 1983 where he identified Cass’s prints. I figured I’d see what part of each print Logan had relied on, and then when I got Paul’s card today, I’d have someplace to start the comparison.”


      Tim nodded. It made sense.


      “Logan was barely sober in those days.” Logan had been the head of the fingerprint lab here whom Mo had displaced. He got hired in Greenwood County, but that was like going from the big leagues to A ball.


      “Logan’s the one who died of exposure in his own cabin, right?” Tim asked.


      “Right. He had some place up in Skageon with just an outhouse and he got drunk and went out to take a piss, and passed out in the snow and died there. Back in ’83, when he made Cass’s prints, he was already a shambles. Most of the time when he showed up for work, he didn’t know one end of a microscope from another. And damn me, when I start comparing his report and the lifts from the scene to the prints I got from Hillcrest—they don’t match. Close. Very very close. But in several cases, they display just the kind of minute differences you’d expect with a twin.”


      “Which Logan missed?”


      Mo hitched his shoulders. “Possibly.”


      “So you’re telling me the wrong brother is in the can?”


      “I’m telling you what I’m telling you.”


      Tim considered this at some length, then shook his head.


      “Paul Gianis is too smart to think he’d get away with that twice. He’s a former PA. The way he went strutting around that lobby—he knows his prints weren’t at the scene.”


      “Or he thinks no examiner would bother to look again at the lifts identified as Cass’s in ’83,” said Mo. “Maybe Paul figures I’d confine my new examination to the unknowns. There’s plenty that would do it like that. But either way, I need Cass’s original prints. Maybe when I compare them with Paul’s, this will make more sense. Maybe I’ll see what Logan was talking about. But I’m buffaloed now.” He peered at Tim again.


      “This stays right here,” Mo said. “I don’t want anybody hearing this, and then in two weeks thinking I’m a world-class bonehead.”


      Tim agreed. He couldn’t make any more sense of this than Mo. They parted, joined in a weird compact, two old guys afraid they could be slipping.


    


  




  

    

      

        15.


        The Scene—February 9, 2008


      


      Heather hadn’t moved out when Evon returned to the condo, last Sunday. She had opened a suitcase on their bed, but had gotten no further than that. In her nightgown, Heather was sitting on the covers in a butterfly pose, soles of her feet pressed together, her blonde hair flowing smoothly over her shoulders. She began weeping as soon as Evon appeared at the door to the room. Evon had no doubt that Heather had staged the whole thing, laid the case out and dressed herself in a casually revealing way.
         


      ‘You have to leave,’ Evon told her.


      Heather begged, repeated her pledges of love, but ended up enraged. Evon couldn’t throw her out of her own home, she said. Heather was ignoring many facts—that Evon had paid every penny for the place, that the title was solely in Evon’s name and that Heather hadn’t contributed her share of the assessment for months. Evon had told her she had until next Saturday to go.


      Now, on Saturday morning, Evon arrived at the condo, full of resolve. She knocked but of course Heather didn’t answer. When Evon tried her key, she found Heather had changed the locks. Evon hammered on the door for only a second, then called a locksmith and the head of the condo association. In the meantime, she went to her safe-deposit box to retrieve the deed to the place to establish ownership. Evon had the smith drill out the cylinder while Rhona, the association president, and her husband, Harry, both of whom lived next door, came into the hallway for a second to watch. She could hear Heather on the other side, threatening to call the police. When the drilling didn’t cease, Heather opened the door, just as the tradesman had bored through. Heather was in a negligee again and offered Evon both keys.


      “I would have given them to you. All you had to do was ask.”


      Evon didn’t bother responding. Heather would say anything at this point, no matter how obviously untrue. Evon left the locksmith at work on a new dead bolt, and drove to Morton’s and bought the biggest duffel bag they had in the store. Back at the condo, she started packing Heather’s stuff in front of her. Evon slammed Heather’s dresses, still on the hangers, into the bag, knowing that Heather, who treated every garment as if it were made of Venetian glass, could not bear the sight. When Evon was done, she took the duffel down to Heather’s car and hoisted it onto the hood. Heather followed her, weeping and screaming, which gave Evon the opportunity she needed. She flew up the stairs—she could still outrun most people she knew—and closed the new click-lock. Heather was now on the other side of the door. She phoned Evon inside more than forty times in a row. Evon answered once: “If you don’t go away, I will have no choice but to call the police.” Half an hour later, while Heather was still calling every five minutes, Evon opened the door to toss out Heather’s purse. Once the pounding and the texting and phone calls had ceased, once the woman was finally gone, Evon sat on the living room floor in the space that had been happily theirs and howled.


      When Evon opened the door for the Sunday paper, Heather was asleep in the hall, still in her negligee, using her handbag as a pillow. Evon called mutual friends and watched from the window as the two guided Heather to their car across the street. One had her by the waist, one by the shoulders. Heather was hysterical and they were nodding at every word. Evon was able to do nothing all day but talk to Merrel and watch the Pro Bowl. She was right, she knew, had done what she had to. All she needed now was someone to explain all that to her heart.


      

         


      


      She was not much better when she went to work Monday morning. The loss, the drama, the sleeplessness had hollowed her out, made her feel as if the only part of her left intact was her skin. The vast entry of ZP’s headquarters was five stories high, glass on three sides, with giant seamless sheets of taupe granite cladding the only wall, which contained the building’s central service corridor. There workers in gray jumpsuits were on a lift hanging a huge crimson heart of woven roses as a Valentine decoration. It was too much for Evon. She barely made it into her office before closing the door so she could cry privately at her desk. She was still blubbering when Mitra, her assistant, buzzed to say Tim Brodie was here. Evon had totally forgotten the appointment. Tooley had copied all the old police reports for Ray Horgan, then handed the file back to Tim, asking that Evon and he, the ones with law-enforcement training, review the materials to determine if there were other leads they should follow.


      Now she blew her nose and went to her purse for makeup. She looked horrible in the mirror of her compact. Crying with her contacts in had left her red-eyed, and the inflamed ridges of her nose made her resemble Rudolph. Tim took one glance at her once he came through her door and asked, “What happened?”


      She tried to stiffen herself, but it didn’t work. She dropped her face into her hands.


      “I’ve got girlfriend problems,” Evon said.


      “I kind of took that from what you said when you were at my house. Anything requiring an old man’s advice?” You couldn’t resist Tim. There was a calm understanding that seemed part of his expression. Her father was this kind of man. Not as brainy. But centered. And thoughtful. And loving at the core. She needed to talk to somebody. Most of her friends knew Heather, too, and were caught in the middle. She’d largely been keeping all of it to herself.


      Evon told him the story in short strokes.


      “The worst part,” she said, “is me. What was I thinking? What was I doing with somebody like Heather? A model. A former fashion model. I just wanted to believe that somebody that beautiful could care for me. It kind of made me beautiful by association, I guess.”
         


      “There’s nothing wrong with beautiful,” Tim said. “Not in and of itself.” Maria had been one of the most beautiful girls he’d met, with wide-set features and a perfect mouth. He’d loved her almost at once, because she seemed to take no notice of how pretty she was. “It’s kind of like money. It’s what it does to the people who have it or want it that’s the bad part.”


      “How stupid can I be? I’m fifty years old.”


      “People see what they want to see. You care to skip psychology class, then just remember that. Every time somebody falls in love, they create their own mythology to go with it. Don’t they? About her. And you. It makes it all bigger than life. Has to be, doesn’t it? To be so special. So this gal, used to be she was a goddess and so were you, and now she’s mortal.”


      “Mortal? She’s crazy. Seriously disturbed. People warned me, too. And I didn’t listen.”


      “Think you’re the first?” Tim had been standing in front of her desk, still in his overcoat, with his stocking cap in his hand. Little tufts of hair stood straight up on his head from removing his hat. He pushed the outerwear aside and fished around in the pocket of the brown Harris tweed jacket he always had on and came out with a piece of paper. “Copied this down a few months ago from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” He read it out.
         


      

        Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind;


        And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.


      


      He handed over the torn scrap of paper, where he’d printed the quotation out in block letters. You had to love Tim. Eighty-one and studying Shakespeare and understanding it, too.


      “You just happened to be carrying that around in your pocket?” Evon asked.


      “Naw,” he answered, “I copied out a couple of passages from the plays I read that I’ve been looking at whenever I get to thinking a lot about Maria. Somewhere in fifty years, Cupid loses his blindfold. That’s the part I wonder about. I wonder how badly I disappointed her.”


      “I can’t believe you weren’t good to her, Tim.”


      “Tried to be. I just never was the kind to talk about my feelings. So she was never completely sure I had my whole heart in it. Looking back I think I did. But then again, you wonder if it’s just stuff you’re making up so you feel better.”


      It was easier in some ways to cherish the dead. He knew, with more than a little remorse, that the Maria he mourned was not quite the woman he’d lived with for more than fifty years. He lacked her sharp tongue, for one thing, and thus he couldn’t really summon the angry words that escaped her every once in a great while, words that made his deflated hopeless heart flounder in his chest. But he remembered something that was not as clear in life—who she was to him, the casting that could be made by the needs she filled, the zones of need and pleasure. In memory, he did not deal with her full complexity. But he felt what their love meant to him.


      “Still, it was worth every second,” he told Evon. “At least for me. I can only say what I used to tell my daughters when some boy would break their hearts. Can’t be that something makes you feel so good without it making you feel bad, too, now and then. It’s how life is.”


      She took that in for a second and came around her desk. She thought she was going to pat his shoulder or touch his hand, but he opened his arms to her and held her against him. She realized she’d been desperate for that hug.


      “I think we have work to do,” she finally said.


      “More and more,” he said. He removed his coat, plopped himself down on her sofa, and handed over a thick file. It turned out there was a problem already. He explained why Dickerman was in a heat to get Cass Gianis’s fingerprints, but Greenwood County maintained they no longer had his ten-card. Like Cass’s blood specimen, the card had been obtained from the Kindle County Police Academy, to which Greenwood returned it after Cass’s guilty plea. Those prints in turn had been trashed when the county automated its fingerprint system a decade ago.


      “Didn’t Greenwood print him again when he was arrested after the indictment?” Evon asked. She was back behind her desk, an inch of plate glass marked with a translucent green rim. Ramparts of paper rose there, with photos of Merrel’s kids in nice leather frames in a row on the far corner. Pictures of her other nieces and nephews occupied a shelf in her bookcase, and her awards from the Bureau and a color courtroom sketch of Evon on the stand during one of the Petros trials hung on the walls.


      “You’d have thought,” Tim told her. “The best anybody can figure is they didn’t print him when he came in to surrender on the indictment, because they already had the other ten-card from Kindle County. They’d promised Cass’s lawyer, Sandy Stern, it would be a quickie deal, no more than an afternoon and Cass would be out on his own recognizance. They promised to keep looking, but I doubt anybody out there is gonna stay late to do it.


      “Anyway,” he said, “I’ve been over by Tooley this morning. He gave me a subpoena for Cass to give fingerprints and whatnot. But I’m gonna have to chase around and find him. Ray Horgan already told Mel he won’t accept service on the subpoena. Said Paul just about busted a gut when he heard. Wants his brother left alone, after all Cass has been through. Sandy Stern won’t cooperate either. I get the point, but we gotta do what we gotta do.”


      “Cass is living with Paul, right?”


      “That’s what the newspapers said. Supposedly he wants to work on opening a charter school for ex-cons. But he’s kept a low profile. I talked to Stew Dubinsky and he says he hasn’t heard of any reporter seeing hide nor hair of Cass since he came home.”


      “Maybe he went on vacation,” Evon said. “That’s what I’d do after twenty-five years inside.”


      “I hope not. Dickerman’s ornery already.”


      Greenwood County had also produced the color photographs the techs had taken in Dita’s bedroom the night of her death. Evon got up from her desk to examine them beside Tim. She had never really developed a taste for crime-scene photos. It wasn’t the blood and guts that bothered her. Playing field hockey at a world level, she’d seen more than her share of scalp wounds and teeth flying like popcorn kernels as the result of a misdirected stick. But the pictures always seemed undignified and voyeuristic. Here was someone, like Dita, who’d come to a tragic end, and you were looking at her as an exhibit, a collection of visible trauma, with no sense of the life that had animated her.


      Tim on the other hand seemed to confront the photos with sad determination. There was nothing about it he liked either, she suspected, except its importance to the job. As she watched him and the intensity that still gripped him, she recalled a story Collins Mullaney had told her.


      ‘Timmy taught me a lot,’ Collins had said. ‘I remember, we pulled some floater out of the river near Industrial Pier. Gang thing, and Jesus, what they’d done to this boy. It took a lot to make me sick, but this did. “What’re we doing here, Timmy?” I asked. He didn’t take one second to answer. “Helping the rest of them be good. Proving to them that this here won’t be tolerated. So they know there’s reason to mind their p’s and q’s, and do unto others. Because you and I are out here rounding up the ones who don’t. That’s what we’re doin.” That was quite a speech. It never left my mind,’ Mullaney had told her.


      The shots of Dita’s face and neck were revealing. Blood had coagulated in a thick clump at her crown and rusted the mass of black hair for several inches below. The scalp wound at the back of her head, portrayed in a close-up, was a smile about an inch across, the laceration bloated by the walnut-size hematoma beneath it. It looked like Cass—or Paul—had had one hand over her mouth, gripping damn tight, as he rattled her head back and forth against the headboard. On the right side of her jaw, just at the point where it met her skull—“mandibular condyle” was the term, she believed—there was a faint oblong bruise. And Cass or Paul had given her a solid whack across the left side of her face. Rich with blood, Dita’s rosy cheeks had bruised easily and the strafing of an open hand was clear, with three streaks left by the fingers. The lowest of them disappeared into a whorl of color and in a close-up, you could see a tiny break in the skin from which a trickle of blood had browned.


      “That’s how you knew about the ring, right?” said Evon, pointing at the bruise on Dita’s cheek.


      “Those clowns out there in Greenwood, they looked at me like I was the Wizard of Oz when I told them that. They’d been figuring she’d been punched. Shouldn’t be so catty about it. They were smart guys and all, just took a fat paycheck and a quiet life. But clueless totally.”


      “Tooley and the other lawyers have been telling me we have to prove that Paul owned that ring, by the way. They’d rather not just go by Georgia, especially since we promised her we weren’t going to question her again.”


      Tim nodded, but he was preoccupied by something else. He shuffled through the photos.


      “You know,” he said, “seeing these, I recall I got into a little something with the police pathologist out there in Greenwood. She was the same as the county sheriff’s police, not accustomed to homicides, and a little prickly about it. Wasn’t real happy to be getting pointers from an investigator. Looking at all of this, I wanted to say that slap on Dita’s cheek came several minutes before she got the wounds on the back of her head. Look here. See the difference in the color of the bruises. Bruising doesn’t continue long after death.” He flipped between the mark along the jaw, contrasting it with the reddish-purple circle on her cheek. “Look at this, too.” He pointed to the photo taken of Dita’s left hand. She had long, elegant fingers, admirable even after the purplish pooling of blood at the sides, which occurred postmortem. But that wasn’t what had Tim’s attention. There was a rusty smear on the left knuckle.


      “Tech put a hemastick on that. It was her blood. And there were traces on the left side of her face. So my thought was that Dita wiped off her cheek, when that little cut started in bleeding. But that’s the only blood on her hands. She never reached back to touch her scalp wound. Must have passed out before she knew she was bleeding.”


      “So what was the issue with the pathologist?”


      “Seemed to me like Dita was with Cass or whoever for a while. He smacked her on the cheek, they talked, she wipes that little faint trickle of blood from the cheek, and then he wallops her against the headboard, maybe ten minutes later. Dr. Goren, she agreed that the slap came first. But she wasn’t with me about the color of the bruises—said that could have been related to the closeness of the vessels to the skin. And that tiny little cut would have been stanched when the assailant grabbed her.”


      “The blood on the knuckle?”


      “Goren said maybe Dita did reach back to her scalp before losing consciousness, just grazed the area. I say that would have been her right hand. Truth, of course, is it could have happened either way. So we never had a meeting of the minds about the timing. Pathologist thought she gets slapped and is just stunned by that when he grabs her again and pounds her head back.”


      “Why stunned?”


      “Well, there’s no sign of a struggle. Didn’t even turn her head as he’s bouncing it off the furniture—blows are more or less in one place. And look at her right hand. You’d have thought she might have fought back and he would have grabbed it. No bruising at the wrist. Same with the left hand. And there weren’t any foreign skin cells under her fingernails. DNA these days might show something different. But we all figured he caught hold of her pretty fast. Strong guy, though. Try grabbing my head to push it back.” Evon did. “Not so easy. There’s some natural resistance,” Tim said, “even if she didn’t have time to lift a hand.”


      “And what was the significance of the timing? What did it mean to you if there was a lapse between the blows?”


      “Well, hell, if she’s slapped and sits there with the assailant for ten minutes, instead of screaming for help, it’s got to be somebody she knew.”


      “Maybe an intruder held a knife or a gun on her.”


      “And then beat her to death, instead of using the weapon?”


      “A gun makes noise.”


      “So does breaking a window. More likely someone she knew.”


      “That all fits Cass, right?”


      “Or Paul. Sure. Like I said, Zeus was so hysterical, putting on so much pressure for results, it was hard for anybody to think straight.”


      His remark reminded Evon of something.


      “You said last month that Zeus thought Dita had been killed by his enemies.”


      “The Greek mob.”


      “Right, but I didn’t understand that.”


      Tim laughed and sank back into the sofa cushions. This was going to be another one of his stories.


      “Around Athens, there’s a bunch called the Vasilikoses. Started out running a pretty big protection racket in the twenties. Smart guys. Their motto is ‘Not a lot from a little, but a little from a lot.’ Twenty-five drachmas a week. Who can depend on the police anyway? Nikos, Zeus’s dad, he’s here but kind of a wannabe who’s got some connection to a lot of these big-time Athens gunslingers. During WW Two, Zeus gets sent as a translator to join the Allied forces in Greece when they arrived in October 1944, once the Germans took a powder. Apparently, Nikos has his son check in with his pals. Zeus was there until May 1946, and he comes home with his pretty young wife, Hermione, whose maiden name is Vasilikos, and baby Hal, who’s a year then, and a duffel bag full of cash and booty that the Greek mob wanted out of the country, before the civil war starts and the commies win and take it all away from them.”


      “Zeus told you this?”


      “A little. He didn’t need to say much. This was pretty much common knowledge around St. D’s.”


      “And what’s with the duffel bag?”


      Tim laughed the same way, made merry, like most cops, by the eternal oddities of the way humans behaved.


      “Zeus builds his first shopping center in 1947. You know, he’s a genius. He figures out Americans want to shop. But where’s the do-re-mi come from to get started, he’s just some mustered-out soldier boy from Kewahnee?”


      “The duffel bag?”


      “So they say. So Zeus gets rich, but you know, back in Athens, there’s kind of a dispute. Cause nobody there seems to have thought their money was going to be Zeus’s bankroll. He’s like, ‘This is America, you don’t hide money under the mattress, besides it worked out.’ To Zeus’s way of thinking, he got a loan which he paid back with big-time interest, and in Athens they’re thinking, ‘No, guess we made an investment and we want a piece forever.’ And Zeus is like, ‘Go jump.’ And they’re like, ‘We’ll see.’ Hermione’s dad, Zeus’s protector, he’d kicked the bucket the year before Dita was murdered. So it fits. Even the way Zeus died. You ever hear that story?”


      She knew Zeus had died in an accident in Greece. No more than that.


      “The Greeks,” said Tim, “they’re always running back to the homeland, but Zeus, because of the bad blood, he never wants to go. From the day Dita dies, Zeus had this notion to rebury her on Mount Olympus and finally, on the fifth anniversary of her death, Hermione agrees. Some of her Vasilikos relatives come up for the ceremony. And the next morning, Zeus goes out for a walk, to meditate over the grave, and he never returns. They find him five hundred feet down the mountain.” Tim shifted his big shoulders. “Around St. D’s, there weren’t many who didn’t think he was shoved.”


      Evon had never heard a word about Greek gangsters from Hal, even though he often spoke about both of his parents when he had a drink in his office at the end of the day. What did they say? A vast fortune washes away the sins of prior generations. To Hal, Zeus was an Olympian figure, the embodiment of the pure genius of entrepreneurship. Hal probably knew no better, either. Or didn’t ask. Tim had already explained it to her.


      People believe what they want to believe.
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      The same afternoon, Tim drove out to Easton University. It was not forty minutes this time of day, when the traffic was good. Easton was what people thought of when they talked about college, rolling hills and redbrick buildings with classic white gables and Doric columns, the oldest private university in the Midwest. It wasn’t all rich types any more. All kinds of parents and their kids—Indian and Vietnamese and Polish, black and brown—had figured out that a school like this was the ticket for life. These young people, all of them, when you got their attention away from their damn cell phones, shared the same alert, confident look, so different from that of the poor kids Tim had encountered when he was on the job. These youngsters met your eye and smiled; they had nothing to fear from grown-ups. Demetra, Tim’s middle daughter, was an Easton grad. She’d attended with the benefit of a substantial scholarship, and Tim and Maria had both loved visiting, seeing their child strolling around among all these young people, radiant with their prospects in life.
         


      He found the Alumni House, a small brick building with a white wooden arch over the doorway. He had a cock-and-bull story ready for the woman who greeted him at the reception desk.


      “My nephew was at my house and lost his class ring down the drain in the sink. Thought maybe I’d contact the company that sold it to him and see if they could replace it. Any chance somebody here knows the outfit?”


      “What class?”


      “Seventy-nine.”


      Even after close to twenty-five years as a PI, Tim still had a hard time with the fibbing, a frequent occupational hazard, since he liked to believe that his whole professional life had been an effort to get at the truth. But when he was carrying a badge, he gave a lot of defendants a line about how much better it would go for them if they just puked up all the ugly details of a murder, when he knew for a stone fact that many of those kids might walk away, if they just shut up. Every job required some white lies now and then to do it right. And he knew how far he could go. He never said anything that would have gotten his wrinkled old ass arrested.


      The woman was gone a long time, but came back with the name of a company in Utah. Apparently they’d been doing business with Easton College for half a century.


      He then crossed the campus to have a look at the law school’s yearbooks. Easton University School of Law was a big gray stone Gothic hunk with a large central courtyard. The dorms, the classrooms, the law library were all in here. Kids from all over campus came to lounge on the huge lawn in the spring.


      The yearbooks, he discovered, were stored in the library. What a gorgeous place that turned out to be, three stories tall, with long oak tables that looked like there should be armored knights surrounding them, and oak wainscoting clear to the ceiling. The balcony level was rimmed by a polished brass rail. One of the research librarians retrieved the 1982 volume for Tim without any question, even though he was prepared with another story about how he wanted to get a photocopy of his nephew to use for his fiftieth-birthday card. The yearbook for 1982 contained two photos of Paul Gianis, a head shot, like the ones for the other 160 graduates, and a group pose of Paul among the members of the law review. Seated with the editors in the front row, Paul had a hand on each thigh. And no dang ring visible, not on either hand. The picture had to have been snapped only months before Dita was killed. The photos of Paul in the 1980 and 1981 volumes were no help either.


      There were two computers near the front desk for general use, mostly so kids could check their e-mail, and no password was needed to access a Web browser. Half his work as a PI could be done on the Internet these days, and for a person his age, Tim thought he could handle a computer reasonably well. Nothing fancy. He was way out of his league with cases involving computer security breaches. But he could type a name into a search engine.


      There were hundreds of images online of Paul Gianis, most from the last decade. Tim examined them one by one, but whenever Paul’s hand was visible, the only ring he wore was his wedding band.


      Driving back to town, with the rush hour starting, he called the company that manufactured Easton’s class rings.


      “Oh dear,” said the woman he got on the phone. “We’ll have to get the records from the warehouse. And I don’t know if we can replace it. Styles change, you know.”


      “Love to surprise him if I can.”


      “We’ll check.”


      His last stop was to try to serve Cass with the subpoena Tooley had drafted. Sofia and Paul lived in Grayson, an area at the western edge of the county that had long been home to teachers and cops and firefighters who were forced by residency requirements to remain in the Tri-Cities. It was a neighborhood of tidy three-bedroom houses, one step up from the bungalows of Tim’s neighborhood in Kewahnee. On the corners there tended to be larger houses with sloping lawns, usually owned by the doctors and lawyers, bankers and insurance agents who served the locals. The Gianis house was one of the very nicest, built, according to what Tim had read in the Tribune archives, near the turn of the nineteenth century by the Morton family who owned the department stores. The newspaper referred to the architectural style as ‘Romanesque revival,’ ochre brick decorated with lots of concrete festoonery in the shapes of laurels. It had a green tile roof, and copper gutters that had taken on that seafoam patina. There were lights on upstairs but no cars in the driveway. He focused his binoculars on the house for several minutes, but he saw no sign of movement. Both of Paul and Sofia’s sons were in college at Easton, according to the papers.
         


      By now, he needed to pee again. There were times he felt the urge the minute he walked out of the john. Going tinkle every ten minutes was just part of being an old guy. Sometimes, he’d study his body with amazement at the damage time had done, all the sagging and the pallor of his flesh, white as a fish belly. There was so much that didn’t work any more. Sometimes it seemed to take a minute just to pick up a coin. And his mind often reminded him of a car in which the shifter just couldn’t find the gear. But occasionally there were pleasing surprises. Yesterday morning he woke up with a hard-on and considered it like a visitor from another planet. He’d thought he was pretty much dead in that area and felt good about himself for hours afterward.


      There were so many retired police officers out this way that the Fraternal Order of Police lodge had bought up the VFW hall several years back, when the veterans’ group pretty much went broke. The yeasty odor of spilled beer greeted him as soon as he opened the door. The big hall on the first floor was empty, but he could hear noise above and took the worn stairs.


      Up here, there was a long old-fashioned mahogany bar with mirrors behind it. The rest of the room was occupied by a few eight-sided card tables with green felt. It looked like nobody had taken a mop or broom to the pine floor in several years. A crowd of old-timers were around one of the tables, with several onlookers as the players tossed around quarters and cards. Tim wasn’t three steps into the room when he heard his name called at volume.


      “Jesus Christ, I thought you were dead. I really did.” It was Stash Milacki, who had a seat at the table, laughing so hard his face was bright red. Stash had a brother, Sig, who was crooked as a stick and got Stash made detective, but Stash wasn’t bad on the job, although he never reached Homicide, which was what everybody wanted.


      Tim laughed at the sight of him, but went off to do his business before returning to shake Stash’s hand. Stash must have put on fifty pounds since Tim saw him last, and he was no lightweight back then. Now he was an old guy with a red face who had to spread his legs on the barrel chair to make way for his belly.


      “Talk to him and don’t talk to me,” someone said. Tim only now recognized Giles LaFontaine on the other side of the table. With his trim gray moustache, Giles looked twenty years younger than Stash. Tim had shared a beat with Giles when he first was on the street. “So you just another broke old bastard like the rest of us, can’t afford to go play golf in Florida?” Giles asked.


      “Eh,” said Tim. “I been lucky. Still work now and then as a PI.”


      “Really?” said Stash, like he didn’t believe him.


      “Do some stuff for ZP, for one,” said Tim. It was the only one at the moment, but no point being precise.


      “Now what kind of piece of shit is that?” Giles asked. “Those commercials? I had my grandson with me the other day and one of these ads come on, the one with the old girlfriend, and the grandson he’s sure it’s a joke. ‘No,’ I tell him, ‘this crazy man, Kronon, he really thinks Paul Gianis killed that girl.’ That’s true, right?”


      “That’s true.”


      “I owned the TV station,” said Giles, “I wouldn’t let him put that shit on the air.” Paul lived in this neighborhood for years and people here were proud of his prominence and success. There were a couple of fellas around the table who didn’t appear as vehement as Giles, but he wouldn’t back down. “The brother done his time, that oughta be the end of it. It’s twenty-five years later and now all the sudden this crackpot says Paul was in on it. That doesn’t wash, not with me.”


      “What’s the brother up to now?” Tim asked.


      Giles shrugged as he peered at his cards. A guy next to him, Italian or Mexican from his looks, said, “Didn’t the papers say he wanted to teach ex-cons? Like what he’d been doing inside?”


      Another fellow, sitting behind the players, spoke up.


      “Bruce Carroll lives right next door to the Gianises. You know him?”


      Tim didn’t.


      “Bruce said he and the missus are home most days and they haven’t caught sight of him. Cass. That’s the brother, right? He’s probably hiding out from the reporters, but they haven’t seen him go in or out, except the day he came home from prison.”


      “Did he leave town?” Tim asked.


      The man who’d been speaking just shook his head. “Might be. But if I spent twenty-five years in the can, I’d want to hang out with my family. Paul’s his identical twin, isn’t he? Close, right? For years, I been reading how Paul and him wrote each other every day.”


      “Me?” said another man. “Twenty-five years inside? I’d get four girls and a bottle of whiskey and tell them to see how much I could take.”


      The men around the table all laughed.


      For the most part, Tim didn’t spend much time with ex-cops. There were three former Homicide dicks he’d played golf with every summer Saturday for at least thirty years, but that had stopped for him when Maria took sick. That proved to be the end of the game, too. Dannaher’s back was too bad for him to swing much, and Rosario couldn’t see where the ball went. Carter could see fine, but forgot where the ball had landed by the time he left the tee. Leaving aside the golf buddies, Tim’s closest pals were all former musicians. Some still played and Tim loved to hear them, but his hands were too stiff for him to do much with a trombone, and his embouchure was gone. Mostly he and his friends listened to music, grunting at the best passages, telling stories of old gigs and good players. His best friend, Tyronius Houston, had moved out to Tucson and begged Tim to visit. There were a couple of others who’d be showing up around here again in April, once the weather improved.


      Tim used the john again before he departed, then drove back to the Gianises’ house and sat across the street. Near six, a car finally pulled into the garage. When the door went up, he caught sight of another vehicle parked inside, a gray Acura. These days, Paul was probably being driven around by his campaign staff. Given the darkness at 5:30, when the lights came on in the first floor of the house, Sofia was displayed as clearly as if she were on a stage set. With his binoculars, Tim watched her whisk through the kitchen in her green surgical scrubs. He put his car in gear and pulled into their round driveway.


      Sofia Michalis had been one of those kids who stood out from the time she could talk. Maria was friendly at church with Sofia’s mom, who, with four older kids already, tended to act like her baby was possessed. Sofie could read, literally, not long after she was upright, and started school a year early. But unlike some other kids Tim had seen who were isolated by phenomenal intelligence, Sofia always seemed outwardly normal, with huge intense black eyes, almost like a cartoon character’s. She’d been a classmate of Tim’s middle daughter, Demetra, and Sofia was one of those little girls you couldn’t have in the house too often. She’d play jacks with De and then, if Tim was at home, would stop off in the kitchen to ask him about his latest case. By the age of seven, Sofia was reading the newspaper cover to cover every day. She was preoccupied frequently with questions about the methodology of detection—how did fingerprint powder stick to the ridges? How could you tell for sure what a person reduced to a skeleton had looked like? It was all he could do at times to keep from answering, ‘How in the hell do I know?’ But then, after mulling over his answers, she would turn back into a kid.


      ‘There aren’t any bad people like that around here, right?’ she asked him about one of Tim’s goriest cases, a serial murderer named Delbert Rooker who’d killed several young women.


      ‘Not a one,’ Tim had told her. Even at seven, Sofia, he realized, was too smart to fully believe him.


      One of the games Sofia and Demetra played was doctor and nurse, Sofia the doctor, De the nurse and a bevy of dolls as the patients, and darn it, if that wasn’t exactly how it had turned out. De had done a PhD in nursing eventually and was chief nursing supervisor at Hutchinson out in Seattle. And Sofia had rocketed through med school and residencies and was now chief of plastic and reconstructive surgery at U Hospital.


      Sofia also was one of two or three neighborhood girls who helped them with Kate when she turned sick. Sofia would come over and read to Kate, or babysit for an hour while Maria ran to the grocery at times when Tim’s daughters couldn’t be there. Sofie wouldn’t take any money, not that they didn’t need it in her house. You could just never forget a kid like that.


      Tim always felt a tinge of parental pride in Sofia’s achievements. If you were anywhere in the US but Kindle County, Sofia was probably better known than her husband, after leading teams of reconstructive surgeons to Iraq. Tim had seen her several times on CNN, talking about the horrible toll IEDs were taking both on our soldiers and on many Iraqis. It was a horrible thing about humans that as much as we had achieved in helping people thrive—in medicine, and agriculture and technology—we’d so magnified the malevolent force of a single bad actor. Sofia and her colleagues helped turn that around miraculously, grafting burns, getting shredded limbs ready for prosthetics and crafting the missing pieces of faces out of silicone.


      Tim rang the bell of the Gianis residence and could hear footfalls down the stairs. The door swung open and Sofia stood stock-still. He had no intention of reminding her who he was, but with a brain like that, she likely forgot no one, and given her profession she probably could reimagine any face she saw without the wear of time.


      “Mr. Brodie?” she asked.


      He couldn’t keep from smiling. She surged forward to hug him and held him for several seconds.


      “It’s so wonderful to see you. Come in, please. Come in.”


      He shook his head. “Wish I could, sweetie, but I’m here on business.”


      “Well, come in anyway. How are Demetra and Marina?” Tim’s oldest daughter was a musician who played French horn in the Seattle symphony and taught the horn players at the U. She’d started out in rock ’n’ roll and collected her share of bummy fellas along the way before finding Richard, a bassoonist. They’d never married—Richard was against it in principal—but they had two terrific girls, including Stefanie, who’d ended up moving back here.


      One thing you knew for sure about Sofia, even when she was little, was that she wasn’t going to have the looks to be Miss America. But she kept herself nicely, wearing makeup even for the surgical theater. Her black hair was still shoulder-length, and showed the smoothing hand of a professional. Her fingernails were bright red. And you could still swim in those eyes. Her nose remained too much for her face, but even that was an impressive statement of self-acceptance, given her line of work.


      Tim refused to take off his coat, but he stood under the brass chandelier in the entry and they talked a solid ten minutes about his family and hers. Behind Sofia a baronial central staircase with a beautiful walnut balustrade rose to a window of stained glass on the landing. A dog penned up in the kitchen was barking forlornly and scratching the finish off a door. Sofia knew about Maria—in fact, she tried to remind Tim that she’d been to the wake, but that whole time to Tim had been like getting dragged under a tide, hoping you lasted long enough to get back to the air.


      “And you say you’re working?” she asked. “I thought you retired ages ago.”


      “I did. But I work some as a private investigator. Do some things for ZP, I’m afraid.”


      “Oh dear,” Sofia answered. She laughed. “Now I understand why you didn’t want to come in.”


      “Sorry to say it. I’ve got a subpoena for Cass. Just to get his fingerprints for the present. DNA later, if the judge ever allows it.”


      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Brodie,” she answered, “but that’s for the lawyers.”


      “Well, if you tell me he lives here,” he said, “I can just drop this and we can be done with it.” He’d drawn the papers out of the pocket of his overcoat.


      She smiled with the same warmth but shook her head.


      “I can’t say anything, Mr. Brodie. I hope you understand.”


      “Course I do. Here’s my card. If you happen to see him, maybe he can give me a call.”


      “I’ll keep the card,” she said, “but only so I know where you are.”


      She asked him for Demetra’s current e-mail address before he left.


      The next morning, he was outside the house by 5:30 a.m. The garage door went up no later than six. There was only one car now, and Sofia, in scrubs again, got in it. She backed out and zoomed down the street, then jammed on the brakes just as her older gold Lexus went past him. She backed up so she was abreast of him. Her window went down, and he lowered his.


      “There’s still hot coffee in the house,” she said. “Can I get you a cup?”


      “You were always too nice,” he answered. “I’m fine here. You go put some people back together.”


      She waved, happy as a schoolgirl, and drove off. He knew for sure Cass was gone.


    


  




  

    

      

        17.


        The Ruling—February 20, 2008


      


      Today is the turning point,” Crully told him. It was 9:15 and the morning throng, many transported by earbuds to some electronic wonderland, stomped through the winter streets of Center City.
         


      Mark and he were on the way back from a breakfast with the Fraternal Order of Police Leadership Council. The cops were going to endorse Paul eventually. They had nowhere else to go, but Tonsun Kim, the newly elected union chief, wanted to dance a minuet to the tune of his standard demands. More cops. Bigger raises. Larger pensions. Less oversight. But they liked Paul. As a former PA, he understood what it was like out there, and he reflected a natural affinity for these audiences. He was one of those kids who said from the age of six that he wanted to become a police officer. As a result, they heard him when he preached that street justice only made their jobs harder. If there was less hostility in the black and Latin communities, the police would hear less bullshit and more applause and get more assistance. He loved selling people on win-win approaches.


      “With the cops?” he asked in response to Crully’s remark.


      “No, with the lawsuit.” They were walking toward the Temple now. Afterward, he was going to have a long day on the phone, dialing for dollars. Hal’s ads had definitely slowed the flow of contributions. At some point, he also had to sneak off to call Beata about meeting him at the apartment tonight.


      In the midst of a campaign, when you were like a tin duck in a shooting gallery, vexations were often shelved for a while, as if they were an itch you didn’t even feel until you had time to scratch it. But he remembered what was bothering him now that Mark mentioned court. The Trib headline this morning read, “Fingerprint Report Clears Gianis.” The story detailed Dickerman’s findings, which were not supposed to be public until Mo announced them to Judge Lands today. The hard spin on the facts would signal to anybody who knew about this stuff where the report had come from.
         


      “I didn’t like the Trib headline,” he said.
         


      Crully smirked. He thought Paul was posturing. Almost certainly, Crully had leaked the report, in order to produce two days of favorable headlines rather than one. But he’d done it without asking, because he wanted Paul to be able to say, ‘I had nothing to do with it.’


      “I mean it, Mark. The judge will be pissed.”


      “The judge is a big boy. He knows it’s an election. And you’re dodging Scuds from a billionaire crackpot. He knows you have to make news.” This was typical Mark, thinking he was an expert, even about an environment where he was actually a novice. Crully was caught up in his own slipstream. “Big public announcement that your prints aren’t at the scene,” said Crully. “Lands is going to say no DNA. That’s the end of the line for Kronon. And just in time.”


      He asked what “just in time” meant. Crully tried to hold back for a second, then spilled.


      “Greenway did some polling for Willie Dixon.” Dixon was the strongest black candidate, a city councilman from the North End, smart, but sometimes too strident for his own good. Still, Willie was running a strong campaign on a shoestring, punching way above his weight. There were two other African-Americans on the ballot, including May Waterman, a friend of Paul’s from the senate, who was in the race because Paul had told her several months ago that he wouldn’t mind at all if she ran. The same paid petition handlers had gathered signatures for both of them, and as Crully had predicted, no one had noticed. “You know there’s a guy over there with Willie playing both sides.”


      In a campaign, there were always staffers who were looking over the hill. The mayor’s election would run in two stages, the first trip to the polls April 3, and then another ballot in May between April’s two highest finishers, assuming neither of them had reached a majority in April. If Willie didn’t make the runoff, some of Dixon’s people would want to jump to Paul and they were building their cred with Mark now.


      “Anyway,” said Crully, “my guy says we’re only up six.”


      Six. He nodded, holding back any panic. Crully was actually making sense. They’d absorbed Hal’s onslaught, the fingerprints would clear him, and the lawsuit, without the DNA test looming, would no longer tantalize the press. Today would be a good day.


      

        


      


      Lands strode onto the bench with his face rigid. He knew D.B. well enough to see the judge was put out. Lands asked Mo Dickerman, who was seated in the first row of the courtroom, to step forward, and Mo limped up in front of the bench.


      “Dr. Dickerman, I’ve seen your written report. Would you agree that what I read on the front page of the Tribune this morning is a fair summary?”
         


      The courtroom filled with laughter, but Du Bois’s gray eyes shot toward Ray for just a second. He didn’t allow his gaze to drift to Paul, but there was no doubt where D.B. was placing the blame. It was part of this life that you often took a pasting for stuff you’d never wanted anybody to do.


      “It seemed fairly accurate,” Mo said. “I could not identify any of the latent prints accumulated in 1982 in Ms. Kronon’s bedroom as being from Senator Gianis. There were a few about which I could not reach any conclusion without also seeing Cass Gianis’s prints, which I’ve suggested to both sides they might want to obtain. But the senator was otherwise excluded on any identifiable print from the scene.”


      There was a little riffle from the spectators and the journalists’ row.


      “Well,” said the judge, “I’m going to place your report in the court file, so it’s available to everyone else who may not have seen a copy in advance.” Du Bois was laying it on thick.


      “Judge, I would just like to say—”


      “No need, Mr. Horgan. We all know how this goes. It might be your side, it might be your opponents, it might be someone else whose agenda none of us understands. So I make no assumptions. And even though this was designated as a report to the court, I realize in retrospect that I didn’t explicitly advise the parties against premature disclosure. But let me be clear now. There will be a full investigation of any similar incident in the future. Understood?”


      At the podium, Ray nodded several times, virtually bowing, his whole stout upper body canting from the waist like a knight’s before the throne.


      “Judge,” said Tooley, “we’ll cooperate in any inquiry you want to make right now.”


      “All right,” said Du Bois, ignoring Mel. Like many other people in this courthouse, the judge didn’t seem to hold Tooley in high regard. “So the pending matter is Mr. Kronon’s request to enforce his subpoenas to obtain the blood standards and the other evidence that remains in the hands of the state police, with the express intention that defendant Kronon can attempt to do DNA identification on the blood and any other genetic evidence from the crime scene. In addition, Mr. Kronon asks me to order Senator Gianis to provide a DNA sample by way of an oral swab.”


      The judge looked briefly at a folder he had with him, then webbed his hands to address the courtroom.


      “I’ve given this a great deal of thought. We know from Dr. Yavem that the DNA results are very, very likely to be inconclusive. And the fingerprint report of Dr. Dickerman reinforces that estimate. I agree with Mr. Horgan that at some point a chance of success that ends up getting measured in basis points makes a test burdensome and oppressive. But that’s not really the problem here. The question I have been wrestling with is whether inconclusive results could be relevant in any way to this proceeding.


      “Now, in pondering this, I need to remember that this is Senator Gianis’s case. He sued Mr. Kronon, and in this lawsuit, like any other, it’s the plaintiff’s burden to prove that it’s more likely than not that what Mr. Kronon said on several occasions—namely, that Mr. Gianis was involved in the murder of Dita Kronon—is false, and, further, that in saying that, Mr. Kronon acted with reckless disregard for the truth. If we put the standard of proof in mathematical terms, it’s Mr. Gianis’s burden to prove that as a jury weighs the evidence, 51 percent goes his way.


      “It’s also important to reflect on the meaning of the results Dr. Yavem might report. Yavem says that there is no better than a one in one hundred chance that he will get a positive result for either twin. Yet Dr. Yavem’s inconclusive finding won’t be a determination that the DNA present could come from anyone in the world. A result like that would be truly irrelevant. But when Yavem says his test is inconclusive, he is very likely to mean that the DNA might be Senator Gianis’s or it might be his twin’s. Talking only about that result, he’ll be saying it’s 50 percent either way.”


      Sitting at the plaintiff’s table, studying Du Bois, he suddenly knew where this was going. He felt the alarm, like sudden nerve damage, rocket to his toes.


      “So in trying to prove that 51 percent of the evidence shows Mr. Kronon’s accusations are false, by definition a 50 percent chance that the DNA is the senator’s is relevant. It’s an inconclusive result for the plaintiff, because it doesn’t further his goal of proving that the accusation was false. But for Mr. Kronon it’s quite pertinent to his defense. Because for the defendant to prevail in this lawsuit, a jury need only conclude there is a fifty-fifty chance that what he said was true.
         


      “Now, as a citizen, I will say that I have some strong personal views about the underlying events. But my opinions have no place in this courtroom. I can only follow the law. And following the law carefully, I conclude that the DNA test is relevant to this proceeding. So I will authorize a subpoena to the state police and to the Greenwood County police for any genetic materials they have retained, especially all blood evidence, and I will allow Dr. Yavem to test those materials. And I will order Senator Gianis to produce a DNA specimen by way of oral swab to Dr. Yavem. Mr. Horgan, will you retain your own expert?”


      Standing at the podium, Ray seemed unable to move. His suit jacket, buttoned to address the judge, strained over the full contours of his torso, and shock had straightened him up.


      “I’m sorry, Your Honor. I’ll advise the court shortly, but with no criticism of your ruling intended, I hope you understand that I was not expecting to be crossing this bridge today.”


      Du Bois nodded. He seemed faintly pleased that he’d been a step ahead of everyone.


      The judge said, “I’ll give you three days to retain your own expert, and I’ll stay production until then. That will be the order of the court. Gentlemen, I’d like to see a full discovery schedule in a week. That will be all.”


      Du Bois again declared a recess to give the courtroom time to clear. When the judge rose, Lands once again glanced toward the plaintiff’s table. In listening, he’d gradually realized that Du Bois was right. If he’d thought about this as precisely as D.B. had, if he hadn’t looked at this with the rosy view of a partisan, he would have understood that what he’d realized to start—that the DNA test was a trap that ninety-nine times in a hundred would serve Hal’s ends—also dictated the legal and evidentiary conclusion. He stood up and caught the judge’s eye and nodded slightly, out of respect.


      

        


      


      Crully and Horgan and he went straight across the hall to the attorney room to figure out what Paul was going to say to the media in the rotunda downstairs. There were a few beaten wooden chairs in here and one worn oak desk like the ones his teachers sat behind when he was in grade school.


      “Can we appeal?” Crully asked. “I don’t like the optics, but I just want to know all the options.”


      Ray was shaking his head. “Waste of time. We could file a mandamus, but no appellate court will supervise a discovery motion. They’ll dismiss our petition out of hand and we’ll look worse.”


      “I think we make the best of it, now,” Crully said. “Say there will be no ID of Paul. Say it’s a technical ruling. Emphasize the print report. Does that sound right, Chief?”


      He had always been the more temperamental twin. His brother smoldered, but he occasionally felt anger fill his veins like lava. He struggled now for self-control. You chose this life, you walked a tightrope with only gumption and a parasol, the chasm chanting its siren song below. But there was no point in daring when the only outcome was bad.


      “Nothing is right,” he said to Crully. “This whole lawsuit is a fourteen-car collision. I listened to the two of you, and now I’m getting my keister tattooed on a weekly basis.”


      Horgan muttered, “Paul.”


      “No,” he said. “That sounds like I’m blaming. And I’m not. You both gave me your best advice. And I made the decision. But I’ve been in enough courtrooms to know once you file, you lose all control. I should have laughed it off and called Hal a right-wing goof.”


      Ray lifted one shoulder. In retrospect, Paul might be right.


      “So what comes next?” he asked Ray. “A dep, right? Hal will depose me for three days.”


      “We can set limits,” said Ray. “Maybe even put it off until the election.”


      “No, we can’t. Because it’ll be the same logic as giving fingerprints. Or DNA. I can’t hide. I’ve got to look forthcoming. And they’ll want to depose my brother next. They’ve already got some old dick hunting around for Cass with a subpoena. Maybe they’ll want to question Sofia after that.”


      “They won’t get Sofia,” said Ray softly. But that was no more than a confession about Cass.


      “We’re going to dismiss this lawsuit today,” he said.


      Crully sat back with his nasty little eyes narrowed.


      “Fuck that,” he said. “I already told you what I’ll have to do.”


      “Frankly, Mark, it’s probably time for a change anyway. You’ve set up a great organization. You’re a great field marshal. But you’ve swung and missed on a couple of big things. Leaking that report was not smart. Du Bois, you know, he’d probably have done the same thing. Probably. But it was the wrong time to piss him off.”


      Crully simmered without words, but his face against his white shirt was noticeably redder. From down the hall outside echoed the sound of a woman who’d come out of another courtroom wailing. Mark was a veteran of these moments, when a campaign like a tank went over a grenade and the finger-pointing started. He wouldn’t comment about the leak and hand Paul the truth, especially in the presence of a witness, because Paul would have that to hold over him forever.


      “You’ll lose,” said Crully instead. That was the ultimate revenge for firing him. “You dismiss, you’ll lose.”


      “It won’t be any worse than what’s coming next. I’ve got the print results. I’ve shown I wasn’t there that night. I’m not going to let Hal use the blood to say there’s a 50 percent chance I was. That’s a lie. Or let him keelhaul my brother. I always promised myself, always, that I’d never sacrifice my family for my career. Cass has spent twenty-five years in shitsville and has the right to rebuild his life. And instead, he’s getting filled with buckshot five times a week on every channel, and the whole county is talking about a story that should be dead and forgotten. My kids are reading that I’m a murderer—not the usual political horse-hockey, but somebody who supposedly killed a woman with his bare hands. This isn’t worth it to me, Mark. If I lose, I lose.”
         


      “And let a right-wing nut like Hal Kronon run you off the cliff?” That came from Ray. His sad blue eyes and ruddy face were set to the question, which was a serious one. Ray and he had lived by the same credos, and believed that the people with money didn’t get the right to own the democracy, too.


      “I didn’t say I’d drop out. I said I’m going to dismiss the lawsuit. I’ll fight the good fight. I won’t give up. And I’ll talk about the Big Lie. Because that’s what this is. But the lawsuit is over. No DNA or deps or ring-around-the-rosy.”


      He stood up to show he’d decided.


    


  




  

    

      

        18.


        Objections—February 20, 2008


      


      The morning showed the faintest signs of spring. The temperature was in the mid-twenties, but there were no clouds, a wonderful improvement over the usual low-hanging sky of steel wool. On warmer days when Evon had no meetings outside the office, she walked the twelve blocks to ZP from her condo. In the winter when she didn’t need to drive, she most often risked what she privately called “Demolition Derby,” otherwise known as the Grant Avenue bus. In the Tri-Cities, the bus operators were a law unto themselves, bullies in the traffic, who veered from the curb to the left turn lane with no concern for other vehicles. The transit unions had insulated the drivers from much responsibility, except in the event of homicide.
         


      As soon as Evon stepped off the bus, a block from ZP, she saw Heather across the street. Her former girlfriend was wearing a headscarf and Ray-Bans, and was wrapped in an oatmeal-colored wool Burberry coat Evon had bought for her, but Heather had no desire to conceal herself. Evon looked in her direction for a second and then began walking double time. She could hear the click of Heather’s heels on the pavement as she ran to catch up, arriving breathlessly at Evon’s side.


      “You love me,” Heather said. “And I love you. This makes no sense. I’ll be better. I promise. I’ll make you happy. I’ll make you completely happy. Just one more chance, baby, please. Just one.”


      Evon had actually hoped Heather had given up. There had been no communication in a week. Now Evon never looked up, never slackened her pace as Heather followed along, elbowing aside the pedestrians coming in her direction, elaborating on her soliloquy. She meant all of this, of course, about love and devotion. She knew so little about herself that she actually believed what she was saying.


      Evon hated bringing her shit into the office—Heather knew that, too, which was why she’d been so confident she could corner Evon out here. But there was no choice. Evon headed into the ZP Building. Heather not only followed her through the revolving door but managed to squeeze herself into the same sealed quarter compartment. Heather tried to embrace Evon—she seemed intent on a kiss—and in the close confines of the glass panels they had a brief struggle as Evon, much shorter but far stronger, held Heather off. But still the woman pleaded.


      “How can you be so heartless? How can you treat me this way? I don’t deserve this, Evon. I love you. I was good to you. How can you do this?”


      Finally, Evon pushed out of the revolving door, which Heather was trying to obstruct, and burst into the open air of the lobby. She hurried off, but Heather called after her.


      “I’m pregnant,” Evon heard her say, and wheeled. They had talked about that. At the best moments, lying in each other’s arms, they had shared that fantasy.


      Evon waited a second to gather herself.


      “That’s crap.”


      “I am. I did it for you. Evon, I want to do this. A child needs a family. We can be a family.”


      That was a frightening thought, really, this bag of loose nuts and bolts that was Heather as somebody’s mother, even with Evon to deflect a bit of the damage. But that was not where Evon’s heart ran. Her heart ran to the cruelty of this, of probing every soft spot, each of the many festering regrets. This was how cruelty was done, Evon thought, when someone needed something so much that they became indifferent to the pain they were inflicting.


      The security guard, Gerald, sat at a desk built of the same taupe granite as the rest of the vast lobby. It was his job to record IDs and issue passes so visitors could move through the turnstiles to the elevators. He was in Evon’s department and called her “Boss.”


      Hurrying forward, Evon hooked a thumb over her shoulder and told Gerald, “Keep her out.” She proceeded past him while Gerald, quick off his seat, snagged Heather by the arm.


      “Whoa, lady,” he said.


      Heather called after Evon.


      “If I don’t hear from you, I’m going to have an abortion on Friday.” Her voice was piercing. There couldn’t have been a soul in the lobby who missed it.


      Upstairs in her office, Evon closed the door and sat alone. She didn’t cry, but she was shaking. Fortunately, she had no time for her own agonies, with a conference call beginning in moments. Dykstra had finally agreed to a twenty-five-million-dollar price concession for the Indianapolis brownfield—he blamed underlings for failing to disclose it—and the deal had been announced yesterday in the Journal. The closing was scheduled for next week. Evon’s call this morning with her counterpart at YourHouse was to discuss how to meld operations. Twelve people ended up on the line and she wasn’t done until after 11:30. When she finished, Evon’s assistant informed her that Tim Brodie was waiting to see her on an urgent matter.
         


      “I called you,” Tim said when he came in, “but you were on the phone, so I figured I better walk over and deliver the news. Paul Gianis just announced he’s dismissing the lawsuit.” He described Judge Lands’s ruling, and Paul’s press conference in the Temple rotunda, which ended with a pack of cameras and reporters running after Paul as he exited the courthouse.


      A part of her was still recovering from Heather, but even so Evon was astounded.


      “Does Hal know?” Evon asked.


      Hal had run off with Tooley as soon as court ended to meet with a business reporter to discuss the YourHouse acquisition. About fifteen minutes later, as soon as Hal had returned, she and Tim went down the hall to Hal’s sycamore redoubt. Tooley was still with him and neither of them had yet heard the news.


      Hal was furious. “How can he do that?”


      Tooley explained the law. Until the start of trial, every plaintiff was allowed to dismiss the suit he or she had brought.


      “Just like that?” Hal asked. “Doesn’t he even have to say I’m sorry?”


      “We could ask for costs.”


      “What are costs?”


      “About two, three hundred dollars,” said Mel. “Filing fees. Witness fees on the subpoenas.”


      “I don’t want two hundred dollars,” Hal said. “I want his DNA. He’s hiding something.”


      “You can certainly say that. Scream it out loud. I’m sure Cia over at the agency can design some great ads that make that point.”


      “I’m not letting him get away with it.”


      “With what?” asked Tooley.


      “Hiding whatever he’s hiding.”


      “Hal, what could he be hiding if the test is 99 percent likely to be inconclusive? Don’t smoke your own dope.”


      Hal’s bulging eyes ran back and forth behind his glasses as he considered his friend’s advice.


      “I want the DNA.”


      Mel dropped his glance to his hands, then tried another approach.


      “Hal, you won. Don’t you see this? You won this motion. You made a convincing case that this guy knows more than he’s telling. And Paul said uncle. Accept victory, Hal. Celebrate for a second.”


      “This isn’t a victory,” Hal insisted. “I want to know what Paul Gianis had to do with my sister’s murder. I want the DNA. You should do something. I’m the client. Those are my orders. Do something.”


      “Maybe I can think of something after the YourHouse closing.”


      “No, now,” said Hal. “This is even more important than YourHouse. The corporate lawyers can fill in for you.”


      Tooley and Tim left Hal’s office together. Evon stayed behind to brief Hal on her progress with her to-do list for the YourHouse closing.


      “Jesus Christ,” said Mel, as soon as the door was closed. “Hal’s been my friend since we were six years old, but he’s never known when enough was enough. I swear to God, in high school, he’d ask the same girl out six times and be surprised every single time she said no.”


      “The only part I don’t get,” said Tim, “is that dropping the suit seems sure to do Paul more damage than the test probably will. It’s just strange thinking.”


      “Maybe Paul’s like me,” Tooley said. “And Hal’s made him crazy.”


      Mel shook his head again and advanced to the elevator.


      

        


      


      Du Bois Lands’s gray eyes rose from the paper he was holding on the bench. The rest of his body did not move. The judge read aloud:


      “Defendant Kronon’s Emergency Objection to Plaintiff’s Motion for Voluntary Nonsuit.”


      It was the morning following Lands’s ruling, February 21.


      “Yes,” replied Tooley from the podium. Ray Horgan was beside him, elbow to elbow with Mel. From behind, both men seemed to have the solid, indifferent mass of cattle. In the rows to the rear of Tim, the courtroom was full, although not with the same swarm of spectators that the lawsuit had been drawing. Everybody here today was in a gray or blue suit. They had to be lawyers.


      “Explain,” said the judge to Tooley.


      “Your Honor, Mr. Kronon is objecting to Senator Gianis’s efforts to avoid taking this critical DNA test. We think the Court should hold his motion to dismiss in abeyance, until he has provided DNA and the test has been performed as the Court ordered. He’s trying to thwart your ruling.”


      Horgan started to bluster, but the judge calmed him by raising a hand.


      “Mr. Tooley, Senator Gianis is doing what the law allows, isn’t he?”


      “He’s hiding something,” said Tooley. Tim saw Hal pump his fist beneath the counsel table from which he was watching eagerly.


      “That’s your interpretation. There are other interpretations as well. I don’t care about interpretations. I’m just the umpire. I’m calling balls and strikes. The law is the law, Mr. Tooley. If you have a problem with the senator’s motion to nonsuit this case, take it up with the legislature. Your objection is going to be denied.”


      “Well, Your Honor, before you rule, we’re also seeking alternative relief.”


      “Which is?”


      “We would like enforcement of the subpoenas which were stayed pending your ruling on the DNA motion. Once you ruled, those subpoenas became enforceable and we’d like the evidence produced.”


      This time Horgan succeeded in butting in.


      “Judge, that’s ridiculous. If there’s no lawsuit, there are no subpoenas.”


      The judge took a second.


      “No,” he said in reply to Horgan. “I get what he’s arguing. It’s timing. The subpoenas were enforceable before your motion for dismissal. What evidence are we talking about?”


      Tooley had a list. First, there was the subpoena to Paul to produce a DNA specimen; second, to Cass to produce fingerprints; third, to the state police to produce all physical evidence in their possession, most of which had been collected at the crime scene, including the blood spatters by the French door and the blood standards taken from various people. There was a similar subpoena to Greenwood County, in case anything had been missed in the production they’d already made.


      Ray interjected. “Judge, they’re just trying to do the same test on their own.”


      Du Bois cracked the slightest smile at the caginess of the ploy.


      “Again, Mr. Horgan. It’s just balls and strikes to me. What does the law require? All I want to do is answer that question. That’s why I get the big bucks.” In a world where some of the lawyers who appeared before the bench made multiple millions, judges frequently offered ironic remarks about their salaries, which seemed picayune by comparison.


      Du Bois sat a second longer as he pondered.


      “OK, here’s what’s going to happen. We’re going to finish up this lawsuit. But not today. If you gentlemen look behind you, you will see that there’s a courtroom full of lawyers here for my Thursday motion call. And many of those attorneys have clients who are paying them to sit here. So we’re not wasting any more of other people’s time or money. We’re going to set this over for a week. I want all of the addressees of those subpoenas, or their representatives, in court, with the evidence Mr. Kronon is seeking. And I want simultaneous briefs from plaintiff and defendant on the issue of whether those subpoenas can be enforced as a matter of law. And we’ll thrash all of that out next Thursday. If the subpoenas, any of them, remain valid, the evidence will be handed over right here. And then, Mr. Tooley and Mr. Horgan, much as I have enjoyed visiting with both of you, we are all going to be done with this lawsuit, and I will look forward to seeing you both on other occasions.”


      The judge banged his gavel and told his clerk to call the next case.


    


  




  

    

      

        19.


        Her Ring—February 22, 2008


      


      Shirley Wilhite,” said the voice on Tim’s cell phone, the next morning. “Bet you thought I forgot about you.” It was about 11 a.m., and Tim was settled in the sun-room, reading more of his book on the Greek myths, while Kai Winding tooted along from the phonograph. His first thought was that Shirley had to be another widow—they phoned all the time with every imaginable angle, anything from a casserole too delicious not to share or women who claimed they were returning his call. “They took forever getting those records from storage. Everybody thinks they have too much to do. That’s what’s wrong with this country, if you ask me.”
         


      He talked to her another second, feeling, as he often did, that he was playing from behind. Then it came to him: She was from the ring company in Utah.


      “Lucky we were still using paper back then,” said Shirley Wilhite. “Five years later, we had everything on floppy disks. Remember them? Try finding somebody who can make sense of those things. Easton College, right? What was your nephew’s name?”


      “Gianis.” He spelled it. In Utah, Paul’s name meant nothing. “Not really my nephew, by the way. I just call him that.”


      “Oh sure. I’m Auntie Shirley to half my neighbors’ kids.”


      “Exactly.”


      “OK.” She took a second. “We got two of them.”


      “Twin boys. I’m looking for Paul.”


      “OK. All right, well, he bought two rings.”


      “Two?”


      “Let me look here. Yeah. One a man’s, one a woman’s. Same model. The J46 with emblem. Now I need the catalog.” He heard her clattering around. “No, we don’t make it any more. I think the K106 might look the most like it. I’m going to send you pictures. You use a computer?”


      “Some.”


      “Well, the current catalog is online. But I’ll send you copies of the old catalog, so you know what he had. Got a fax number?”


      “Can you give me pictures of the woman’s ring, also? Maybe he’ll want to replace both. And if it’s not too much trouble, send the order form, too. Maybe he’ll want to make a claim for insurance.”


      “Not a problem. Happy to help.”


      Two rings? He considered that. Late in the afternoon, he was on his way into Center City to pick up the faxes, which he’d directed to ZP. He passed Georgia Lazopoulos’s house and on impulse parked and rang the bell.


      She stared at him through the storm door. Her dark raccoony eyes and the rest of her heavy face instantly took on a glum reproachful weight.


      “You said you wouldn’t bother me again.” Her voice was muffled by the glass, but clear. She was dressed as she had been when they’d been here last time, in pink stretch pants and a dowdy ruffled top.


      “I just need to ask you one question about that class ring Paul wore.”


      “Paul didn’t wear a class ring,” she answered, and closed the door.


      She had been a sweet-natured young woman, at least as much as Tim had seen of her. It was a wonder sometimes what life did to people. He started down the stoop, then reconsidered, and climbed back up and rang again. Nothing to lose.


      “You told us he wore a class ring,” he said, as soon as the door opened.


      “No, I didn’t. And frankly I wish I hadn’t told you anything. You made a fool out of me, you and that woman who was with you. There isn’t a person around here that doesn’t think I was crazy to let you make that tape. I sound like a vengeful old witch.”


      “I don’t think that’s fair,” said Tim, “not to us. Or to you for that matter.”


      “Everybody’s mad at me. They think I went out of my way to do Paul dirty. Even Cass showed up here to give me a piece of his mind.”


      “Cass did?” It was the first Tim had heard of anybody seeing Cass since the day he’d left prison. “When did that happen?”


      “Oh, I don’t know. A few days after the ad went on television. He wanted me to talk to their lawyers, and I said I wasn’t making that mistake twice. He just stood where you’re standing and said, ‘There’s nothing for him to say, Georgia, except that he’s sorry you’re still so hurt.’ He made me feel this small.” Her hand came up for a second.


      “But he didn’t say anything on that commercial was untrue, did he?”


      She didn’t answer, but brooded. Her fingers had never left the knob to her front door and now she started to close it again.


      “Wait,” said Tim. “I don’t understand about the ring.” He was afraid the confrontation with Cass had turned her around. She would disavow everything she’d told them before. “I know he bought one.”


      “That’s what you asked me—did Paul buy a ring like Cass? And I said he did.”


      “Seems he bought two, actually. I thought he must have given you the other one, because the second was for a woman.”


      “No, that was Lidia’s. She’d always sworn her sons were going to be educated, even though there wasn’t anybody in her family or Mickey’s who’d been to college. She never made any secret that she wished she’d gone. So the twins thought it would be sweet to get her a class ring. They knew their mom. I think Lidia showed the damn thing to every person she met for the next ten years.”


      Georgia, of course, hadn’t gone to college either. Tim couldn’t guess if it was Lidia, always a strong personality, or the ring that spurred her bitterness.


      “And Paul wore the other one, right?”


      She looked through the door with a purely hateful expression for one moment and then turned away without a word, leaving Tim on the cold concrete. He more or less thought he was expected to go, but she’d left the front door open, and so he waited in the freezing air, hoping she might return—which she finally did. When she arrived, she snatched the storm door open and reached out to drop something in his palm. It was the ring. There was a large red stone in the center, with the numbers 19 and 79 raised from the embossed design on either side.
         


      “See? You can have that for all I care. Paul gave it to me when he graduated. I wore it around my neck on a chain. Remember when girls used to do that? It wasn’t the ring I wanted, but it was a step in the right direction, I thought. Stupid me.”


      “So he didn’t have the ring when Dita was killed?”


      “Jesus, Tim. Are you listening? I had the ring. I was wearing it. I wore it most places and I sure as hell was going to wear it to the church picnic with all those other girls sniffing around Paul. As far as I know, Paul has never had that ring on his hand in his entire life. He didn’t like rings or jewelry. He thought that kind of stuff wasn’t for guys. I could barely get him to wear a watch.”


      Tim looked down at the ring, then back at Georgia, whose face had darkened again. She heaved a great sigh and opened the storm door once more, but only briefly enough to snatch the ring back. With that, she wheeled and slammed the door behind her.


      

        


      


      “No ring,” said Evon. They sat in her office. She had one shoe on a trash can as a footrest. “Didn’t she tell us Paul wore a ring?”


      He told her Georgia’s version and she nodded. “She’s right. She said Paul bought a ring like Cass. But you’d have thought she would have told us what became of it.”


      Tim looked askance at her. No woman he knew was going to volunteer that a fella had kept her on the string three more years with a class ring instead of a diamond. Evon got his point.


      “Besides,” Tim said, “she probably didn’t understand the significance. As loose as that investigation was, I don’t think there was much in the papers about Dita’s bruise pattern or what it meant.”


      “So Paul didn’t wear a ring, and Cass did,” Evon said by way of recapitulation.


      “Right. So it appears.”


      “And Paul’s fingerprints aren’t there, and Cass’s are.”


      “Right.”


      “I think the boss may want to think twice about opposing Paul’s motion to dismiss the lawsuit.”


      “Maybe. There is one other thing.” He’d been sitting on what Dickerman had told him about Cass’s print card from Hillcrest not matching the lifts from the crime scene. Tim had given Mo his word not to repeat that, but by now Dickerman had had the time to reconcile the discrepancy and Tim had heard no more about it. Nonetheless, at the outset, he warned Evon that Mo sometimes viewed things in his own way.


      “There’s a story about Mo, not sure it’s true, but somebody’s sister swears she saw it happen. You know the light-rail, how you buy a ticket, purple inbound, white outbound? So Mo is headed out to the airport and he gets on with his white ticket and sticks it in the little ticket holder on the back of the seat in front of him. And he sees everybody else has got a purple ticket, and he actually turns to the lady beside him and says, ‘Look at all these idiots on the wrong train.’”


      Evon laughed hard. “That can’t be true,” she said.


      “You get the point.” He explained what Mo had concluded from looking at the photocopy of Cass’s prints at Hillcrest.


      “That can’t be true either,” she said. “How could it? He said in court that Paul doesn’t match any of the lifts from the scene. So what is he saying now? Neither of them were there?”


      Tim shrugged. He had absolutely no answer.


      “We never got Cass’s fingerprints, did we?”


      “Never came close. That’s another weird thing. Supposedly even the neighbors don’t see hide nor hair of Cass, but Georgia told me he came right to her door to read her out for making that commercial.”


      “So he’s not on vacation?”


      “Apparently not.”


      Eventually, Tim asked how she was doing in her personal life, and she answered with a bitter little smile.


      “I spent most of last night researching how to get an order of protection.”


      He groaned.


      “It’ll be a long time before I go down this road again, Tim. I can’t stand the disappointment.” She smiled ruefully and asked him, “What does Shakespeare have to say about that?”


      He didn’t answer but started rummaging in the inner and outer pockets of his sport coat. Finally, he found what he was looking for folded in fourths in his wallet and held it out.


      “Are you kidding?” she asked.


      “Read it. That’s from Comedy of Errors.”
         


      It was another scrap of ruled paper with a quotation written out in block letters, about being a drop of water in the ocean, looking for another drop.


      “Now what does this mean?” she asked, after she’d read it over several times. When she handed the scrap back, Tim studied it again.


      “I’m not so sure,” said Tim. “Except everybody finds all this confusing at times. And disappointing. But there’s an ocean out there. You shouldn’t stop. Not at your age. If Maria had died when I was fifty, I’d have thought, ‘I’m too young to be alone.’”


      “But not now? You know what they say, Tim. A man your age who can still drive can get the former Miss Universe.” He laughed about that, even though it was a tender spot. He couldn’t see much at night any more and tried to avoid driving after dark. Pretty soon, his sight wouldn’t be adequate for daylight, either. That meant he’d have to go to Seattle. One of his daughters or the other begged him at least once a week to make the move. But he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. He wasn’t ready to leave his house, and his things, and the life he’d had with Maria.


      “Not now. No appetite for it. I have my folks to love. Daughters and the grandkids, and the ones I still hold in my heart, Maria and Kate. They’re all precious to me, each of them, they taught me who I am. But at this age, you’re just holding on to that, enjoying it. But fifty? I’d say, ‘I can do this again, learn more, change more, love more.’ I really would.”


      She looked up at him from her desk, still not sold. When he reached the door, he turned back.


      “You can’t tell anybody that stuff about Dickerman. That’s simply on the QT.”


      “They call it the DL these days, Tim,” she said, smiling. “And that’s too goofy to repeat to anybody. Did you ever talk to Dickerman after he analyzed Paul’s prints?”


      “Tried, but I haven’t caught up with him.” Mo had been on the West Coast lecturing at several police academies, and then, believe it or not, in Hollywood, where he was a consultant for a TV show. Now that forensic science was hot stuff on television, you could barely hit the clicker without seeing Mo poking his heavy black-framed glasses back up on his nose on one true-crime show or another.


      “Circle back when you can,” Evon said. “Just so we can cross that one off the list.”


      He wished her a good weekend, which was meant in jest. She’d be here both days doing compliance stuff for the YourHouse deal, which would finally close on Monday.


    


  




  

    

      

        20.


        Win or Lose—February 28, 2008


      


      The final proceedings in Gianis v. Kronon had drawn a herd of spectators and the well of the courtroom was also crowded. Horgan had been accompanied by two associates, and Hal’s big law firm had sent three lawyers to sit by Mel. There was an assistant attorney general, an Indian woman who headed the appellate division, along with two troopers from the state police, one of whom was carrying a steel box, which presumably contained some of the blood. Two deputy PAs had come in from Greenwood County, and Sandy Stern had shown up, too, to represent Cass. The only person not present who might have been expected was Paul Gianis, who, as he had last week, was skipping the session, in accord with his position that the lawsuit was over. His absence also prevented him from being forced to give a DNA specimen on the spot, if the judge ruled he was required to do that.
         


      The spectators’ pews were almost completely full. Evon sat with Tim in the front row, along with reporters and sketch artists. When the case was called, all the lawyers gathered in front of the bench, looking a little like an a capella group ready to perform. Each gave his or her name. Sandy Stern said he was making “a special appearance.”


      “It’s always special when you’re here, Mr. Stern,” said Judge Lands, who seemed positively lighthearted knowing that he was about to escape this bramblebush of a case. “Any problem with Mr. Stern’s appearance, Mr. Tooley? He’s telling us that he’s going to speak for Mr. Cass Gianis, but won’t accept your subpoena if I rule against him.”


      Mel argued halfheartedly that Stern was trying to have it both ways, which was exactly what the law allowed, and the judge overruled him.


      “OK, let’s find out what we’re fighting over,” said the judge. “Ms. Desai, tell us if you would, please, what evidence the state police have in their possession.”


      It was mostly blood—the spatters from the window, the blood specimens that had been taken from the members of the Kronon family at the time, and Cass Gianis’s blood, which had been obtained from the Kindle County Police Force fortuitously, because Cass had done a draw for a drug test in preparation for entering the academy. The state cops had retained plaster castings of the shoe-prints in the flower bed, and the tire prints collected down the hill from the house, and glass shards from the broken French door, which had been maintained in order to compare the refractive index of any traces of glass recovered from the clothes or other effects of an eventual suspect. Finally, the state police also had sealed envelopes containing evidence collected from the person of Dita Kronon: fingernail clippings that the techs had taken from Dita after her death, and six different hairs that had been gathered off her body, as well as several fibers, all of which proved to have been from her clothes. Even in 1982, when crime-scene forensics was in the middle ages compared to now, the lab had been able to say that there wasn’t a concentration of foreign skin cells under Dita’s fingernails, which tended to show she hadn’t fought off her assailant, and thus presumably knew him. As for the hairs, at the time of the guilty plea, two were said to resemble Cass’s, but DNA testing over the last twenty-five years had shown that the supposed science of hair comparison was no more valid than detecting character from the bumps on somebody’s skull, which had passed as courtroom evidence in the nineteenth century.


      The Greenwood County PAs spoke up next. They said they’d produced everything already, except they’d finally found Cass Gianis’s ten-card, which they’d sent to Dr. Dickerman on Friday in compliance with Judge Lands’s prior orders. The need to account to the judge for the missing prints, with reporters present, had clearly inspired a more thorough search than the clerk’s office and the sheriff had bothered with previously.


      “All right,” said Judge Lands, “I’m going to hear from the attorneys. Who would like to address the present motion?” The two prosecutors’ offices both said they had no position. Tooley, the proponent of the motion, was allowed to argue first. He was brief. It was all chronology, Mel said. The subpoenas were validly served. Their enforcement had been stayed pending the ruling on the DNA motion. The motion was allowed and thus production of the evidence was called for at once. Whether the case was over or not, Hal was entitled to get what he’d subpoenaed.


      “That’s preposterous,” said Horgan when it was his turn to talk. “The case is over with the motion for nonsuit, which the court must allow. The force of the subpoenas ends with the dismissal.” Ray mentioned several cases that said that, and then talked about Paul, who he said was being harassed by Hal. Stern added similar thoughts, and said that after twenty-five years in prison Cass was entitled to be left alone. As usual, Judge Lands looked thoughtfully at all of the lawyers as they addressed him, even though he undoubtedly would have known what each was going to say if they’d reduced their presentations to pantomime.


      “All right,” he said, once Tooley had finished a brief rebuttal, “this has been an interesting exercise, although my wife would probably tell you it shows what’s wrong with me, that I enjoyed passing a Sunday afternoon thinking about the essential nature of a subpoena.” Everyone in the courtroom was chuckling. Judge Lands was rarely this expansive.


      “To state what we all know, a subpoena is a command from the court to produce evidence for the purpose of a lawsuit. In that sense, Mr. Tooley, the evidence gathered doesn’t belong to the party who requested it. Legal title to that property belongs to whoever produced it in the first place to the court, or, in a case like this, to law-enforcement authorities. The court—or the police—borrows that material, as it were, for the purpose of the proceeding. When that case is final and fully exhausted, the parties to the suit have no further right to the property in question, unless it happened to have been theirs in the first place.


      “Now, I have made it clear that Senator Gianis is going to get to exercise his right to end this lawsuit today. But there are a couple of preliminary questions in deciding the fate of these subpoenas. The first is whether the evidence ought to be preserved for the sake of any other legal proceeding. Let me direct a question to the representatives of the prosecuting attorney’s office from Greenwood County and the attorney general.” Both women rose. “Are there any pending investigations in your office related to this crime?” The judge was asking delicately if either office had reopened the investigation of Dita’s murder to consider Paul’s role.


      “None,” said the assistant AG. The attorney general of the state, Muriel Wynn, was an old friend of Paul’s and a strong political supporter. She’d been unequivocal when the press had asked about Hal’s suit, referring to it as ‘drivel.’


      “None at this time,” said the PA from Greenwood, being a tad more lawyerly. They were Republicans out there, but they would not be naturally attracted to thinking they’d missed something a quarter of a century ago. Prosecutors, like everybody else, liked to believe they’d done a good job to start.


      On the square bench, which reminded Evon of the boxy sedans of the 1950s, Judge Lands made notes. He had the full attention of the big room, which had been rendered silent because no one seemed to understand exactly what he was thinking.


      “Next question. Is either of Mr. Kronon’s parents still alive?”


      Tooley’s mouth fell ajar before he answered no.


      “And who was the residual heir to their personal property, after satisfaction of specific bequests?” asked Judge Lands.


      Mel, a criminal lawyer and litigator by training, looked as stunned by this detour into probate law as he would have if the judge had propounded questions about the chemical composition of distant stars. He finally turned to Hal, who stood up at counsel table and tried to close his suit coat as he’d watched the lawyers do. It didn’t quite fit that way and so he ended up holding it closed with one hand.


      “Me,” said Hal.


      “No other living children?”


      “No, sir.”


      “And if you know, Mr. Kronon, who was your sister’s heir? Was that you, too, or your parents?”


      “No, my dad had set up trusts, usual estate planning stuff. Everything of Dita’s became mine.”


      Lands again scribbled notes.


      “Fine then, I’m prepared to rule. All of Mr. Kronon’s subpoenas may be enforced, but only to the extent they pertain to evidence originally obtained within the four walls or grounds of Zeus Kronon’s house. That would include evidence taken from the body of the decedent, Dita Kronon. I have reached this conclusion because the law is very clear that even today Mr. Kronon would have the right to appear in the original criminal case against Cass Gianis in Greenwood County and make a motion requiring all this property to be returned to him. As a result, I’ve determined that I will not be abusing my discretion by ordering that property turned over to him now.


      “But that, Mr. Tooley, is as far as you may go. The subpoenas directed to both of the Misters Gianis are quashed. No DNA, no more fingerprints.”


      “What about the fingerprint card Greenwood County just sent to Dr. Dickerman?” asked Mel. “Can we have that?”


      “Nope,” said the judge. “I was about to get to that. The fingerprint lifts from the house are encompassed by my ruling, and Dr. Dickerman should turn those over to Mr. Kronon. The fingerprints Senator Gianis gave for purpose of this lawsuit belong to him and should be returned forthwith. The fingerprint card of Cass Gianis belongs to Greenwood County, since the county is allowed by law to maintain a database of fingerprints for future criminal investigations. Cass Gianis’s blood will be returned to him, after proper notice to Kindle County, which is the only prosecutor’s office for fifty miles with no legal representative here at the moment.”


      Everybody in the courtroom howled at the small joke. Evon had noticed long ago that any effort at humor somehow seemed side-splitting when it came from the bench.


      “And with that, Mr. Horgan, Senator Gianis’s motion for voluntary nonsuit is granted and this case is dismissed. Good day, all of you, and thank you for your presence.”


      The judge left the bench.


      Tooley motioned Tim to come forward to receive the evidence the judge had just ruled belonged to Hal. Tim signed the receipts and marked the envelopes and containers with his initials and the date and time. Sandy Stern had caught sight of Tim doing this and stepped over to pay his respects.


      “This was the finest detective any of us ever saw,” Stern told Evon, who’d come forward with Tim to help him keep everything straight. She still wasn’t convinced Stern knew who she was.


      “So I’ve heard.”


      “That’s why old folks hang on,” Tim told them both. “To hear all those compliments they didn’t deserve in the first place.”


      All three were still laughing when Mel Tooley approached Stern and took him by the elbow.


      “What the hell was that?” Mel asked.


      Stern smiled in his serene, enigmatic fashion.


      “Well,” said Stern, “the judge is supposed to be the smartest person in the room. It’s satisfying when it actually happens, no?”


      Tooley did not appear convinced.


      

        


      


      For once Mel had no trouble convincing Hal not to speak to the press, since he appeared, just like Evon, utterly befuddled. Along with Hal, Tim and Mel and Evon squeezed into Hal’s Bentley to go back to ZP. Tim kept all the evidence in his lap. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to take it to Dr. Yavem or not.


      “Did we just win or did we just lose?” Hal asked as soon as Delman, the driver, closed the door, which shut with the padded sound of a jewelry case.


      “You just watched the baby get divided,” said Mel. He clearly lacked Stern’s appreciation for the judge’s performance.


      “I think we may be OK,” Evon said. She’d been thinking about all of this for some minutes.


      “Really?” Hal was eager for any good news.


      “The idea was to do the DNA testing, right? We have the blood evidence from the house, right, from the French door? That’s clearly the murderer’s.”


      “But we don’t have the DNA from either brother,” Mel said.


      “We got the fingerprint lifts from the house. Lots of them were identified as Cass’s. You can extract DNA from old fingerprints.”


      “You can?” Hal was delighted to hear it.


      “It’s not for sure,” Evon said, “but we can try. I mean, Yavem can. I know it’s been done. It only takes a speck. With that many prints, he’s bound to get something.”


      “What about Paul?” Mel asked. “Dickerman has to give back his fingerprints.”


      “You can get DNA off the bone from a chicken wing somebody ate. Or a cigarette they smoked. If Tim follows Paul around for a couple of days, I’ll bet he can pick up something.”


      “Great,” said Tim, who’d said nothing to this point. “Paul knows who I am. Our paths have been crossing since Cass and him went to grade school with Demetra. And he’s seen me in court. They’ll throw my butt out wherever I turn up.”


      “Maybe not,” Evon said. “You’re the one who’s always telling me old men are invisible. And if they throw you out, you just refer the assignment to a buddy you trust who works as a PI. You must know a hundred old codgers who’d be good.”


      Tim didn’t smile, but Hal said, “Fabulous.” Even Tooley had brightened a little, less chagrined by having been so far outflanked by the judge.


      Tim drove the evidence to Yavem’s lab, then returned to the cubicle he’d been given at ZP to use the computer to study Paul’s daily calendar, posted on his campaign website. Gianis’s schedule seemed superhuman, when you remembered that he had stiff legislative duties and still kept a law office. He was shaking hands at bus stops and train stations during the morning and afternoon rushes. He attended fund-raisers at breakfast, lunch and the cocktail hour, and convened press events several times a week, at which he announced policy initiatives. There was one at a fire station today, where he was going to discuss his proposal for the future of the department, a tender subject, since over the last thirty years better building techniques had made as many as a third of the firefighters here and elsewhere in the country redundant. In the evenings and weekends, Paul tended to do town hall meetings in community centers or local places of worship. Out of curiosity, Tim had compared Paul’s schedule to that of his top three opponents, none of whom appeared to be exhausting themselves the same way. It just made you wonder what could possibly be worth it. And there wouldn’t be any letup if Paul got to city hall. That wasn’t a 9-to-5 job either.


      That night Tim attended Paul’s town hall at the JCC in Center City. Gianis drew a small crowd, no more than seventy-five people, but he looked enthusiastic as he charged up the stairs to the stage in the center’s auditorium. He was wearing a camel hair sport coat but no tie and began by speaking on his own under the lights for about fifteen minutes. Paul was charming and relaxed as he talked about his campaign’s three s’s—schools, safety, stability, meaning stable finances—and growing up here in Kindle County. He’d worked every day  in Mickey’s grocery until he started college. He told funny stories about putting price stickers on canned goods, from the time Cass and he were five years old.


      “In my family,” Paul said, “the invention of the bar code was a bigger deal than landing on the moon.”


      As soon as he turned to the audience for questions, there were several about dismissing his lawsuit against Hal. Occasionally, as he was pondering his answers, he removed his heavy glasses to rub the purple bump on his nose.


      “To be blunt,” he said about the lawsuit, “we made a mistake. I was upset that someone was saying these kinds of things about me, and I wanted to take a stand. But at a certain point, when people become obsessed you have to accept that they’re not rational. They’re going to believe what they want to, no matter what you do.”


      The explanations seemed to go down well with most of the small crowd. An old fellow in a flannel shirt stood up then and gave a long tirade about bullies like Kronon, swinging their billions like truncheons. If rich people could spend without limit trying to decide elections, we were basically back to where we started, when the only voters were white men with property. The audience applauded. Eventually the questions turned to school funding and the quality of lunches.


      Midway through the evening, Paul opened a bottle of water that had been left on the podium and drank deeply. Tim kept his eye on it after that.


      When Paul left the stage, Tim was at the back of the line of five or six people waiting to speak to the candidate personally. Standing on the last stair, Paul took a long draught from the water bottle and emptied it while he was conversing with an elderly woman who had a pointed question about the crumbling county hospital. Up close, Paul looked tired, with ashy marks under his eyes that seemed to have appeared since Tim had last seen him in court.


      During his years as a PI, Tim had collected a set of disguises he used on prolonged follows—silly wigs, secondhand work jumpsuits, even a couple of dresses he wore in desperate moments. It was impressive, really, how unsuspecting people were in general. For this event, he’d stayed simple, shedding his old topcoat in favor of a parka. He put on the glasses he wore to drive at night, and got another stocking cap that he tugged all the way down and kept on all evening. Now, Tim stepped up and reached for the bottle after Paul screwed the top back on.


      “I’ll take care of that for you, Senator.”


      Gianis handed it over, careful to say thank you, before turning to the next person in line. Moving off with the water bottle, Tim thought he could feel Paul do a double take, but Tim feigned dropping the plastic container in a trash bin, and pushed it up the sleeve of his parka while he had his hand in the can. He sealed the bottle in a plastic bag as soon as he got to his car and took it over to Dr. Yavem’s office first thing in the morning. The doctor’s young colleague told Tim that they expected the DNA results to be back in three weeks.


    


  




  

    

      

        21.


        Name Day—February 29, 2008


      


      February 29, Cass’s name day—not the make-do event they normally observed on March 1 when they were young, but his real name day, the birth date of St. Kassianos, which rolled around once every four years. In the last month, there had been far more tension with Cass than Paul had ever anticipated, and hoping to smooth things over, he’d planned a grand celebration. It would be the first name day party for Cass in twenty-five years, an open house for relatives and neighbors so they could get acquainted again. Then Tim Brodie had started sneaking around with that subpoena, like a cat after a bird, and the party had to be scotched. Sofia called the guests and blamed the cancellation on campaign emergencies. Even now, when the lawsuit had been dismissed, it seemed to make more sense for Cass to lie low. There was no telling exactly what Kronon was going to attempt next, but he was virtually guaranteed to try to drag Cass into it.
         


      So their celebration had ended up decidedly more restrained. Earlier in the day, the twins went to St. Basil’s Home to see their mother, then continued separately to a round of evening campaign events. Back here at 9, they carried in from Athenian House, and were joined by a few guests. Sofia and Paul’s sons, Michael and Stephanos—Steve to everyone—had driven in from Easton to congratulate their uncle, but stayed only briefly. Both boys still seemed nonplussed by the sight of the twins together. Beata Wisniewski had come for dinner, but left immediately afterwards, with a 6 a.m. flight to visit her mother in Tucson.


      Beata had first come into their lives in 1981 as Cass’s girlfriend, his passion before Dita. A big gorgeous blonde, nearly six feet tall, Beata was an eighteen-year-old cadet in the police academy who had encouraged Cass to apply, too. But even before Cass was accepted, they had flamed out. Beata fell for one of her training officers, Ollie Ferguson, whom she married almost immediately. Cass, more disappointed than heartbroken, had gotten involved with Dita several months later. As it happened, neither choice of partners had worked out particularly well for either of them. These days, Beata sold real estate, mostly commercial, but she’d found them this apartment overnight when they’d realized that Tim Brodie was on Cass’s trail. She had even placed the lease in her name. She, too, seemed uncomfortable with the new order of things, of being with the family with secrets to keep, and looked relieved to depart.


      Now Cass sat beside Sofia, across from Paul at the round dining table that had come with the furnished apartment. Sofia had stayed up all night, baking baklava, loukoumades and diples, and the vinylized mahogany veneer was dusted with flakes of phyllo and a scatter of crushed walnuts that had fallen off the pastries as they were consumed. A small pyramid of opened store boxes, Cass’s presents, was at the far end.


      The apartment was, in a way, a cheery place. The living space faced the river and had good early light through the broad windows. The floor plan was open, without walls between the kitchen, dining room and living area. There were two small bedrooms behind the west wall. Sofia had brought lots of family photos so the feel was less sterile. But it still was basically a hideout. Cass usually came and went in disguise, and Paul had to be careful to coordinate his arrivals so they were not seen together.


      Following Beata’s departure, Cass removed the blue cashmere sweater she’d bought him, so that the twins were again dressed identically. Looking across the table, Paul felt almost as if they’d retreated to being six-year-olds in the same sailor suit. Each wore a white broadcloth shirt and the pants from one of the blue 140-weight suits Paul’s tailor had made. The same Easton rep tie was in the pocket of each man’s jacket, hanging on the back of his chair. The only real difference was that for the evening, Cass had shed the black glasses. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and, with the celebrating over, reached into his suit pocket and tossed down the new nasal prosthetic Sofia had had crafted at the end of January. The little knot of silicone resembled the bent joint in somebody’s finger, leaving aside the transparent wings meant to make the piece blend into Cass’s skin. The coloration was so precise it looked as if Cass had dumped a living thing on the table. He could pass easily without makeup, but especially with the heavy powder they both wore every day for the cameras, the prosthetic was indetectable.


      “This thing is still killing me,” he said. He’d removed his glasses apparently because of how much the bridge of his nose hurt. Cass sounded put out, which, so far as Paul was concerned, was becoming his regular tone. Sofia picked up the prosthetic and went to the kitchen behind them to hold it under the hot tap.


      “You’re not getting all this new adhesive off,” she said. “You have to make sure it’s removed every day from the piece and your skin. You know that.” She told him to apply an antibacterial ointment to his nose every night for the rest of the week. There were other surgical adhesives without the same history of irritation, but they’d chosen this one, newly on the market, thinking it would make the prosthetic more secure in the prolonged heat of the camera lights.


      An empty bottle of retsina, and another they’d just opened, sat in the center of the table. Paul removed printouts of tomorrow’s campaign schedule from his briefcase and tossed them down next to the bottles. For a few minutes they discussed who would go where, how the calls and e-mails on legal cases and legislative business would be handled. Sofia had the best mind for timing all of this. The twins could not be in public at the same moment; Paul’s arrival at any event had to occur after sufficient travel time from wherever Cass had last appeared. As the last work of the evening, Sofia went online with her laptop and put dozens of reminders on the calendar that Paul and Cass shared. Paul was thinking what he thought every night: they could not keep this up.


      Paul was ready to go, but Cass held up a hand.


      “I’ve thought this over again, and I really think we should appeal Du Bois’s ruling yesterday,” Cass said.


      Paul couldn’t believe they were going through this again. He had waited twenty-five years for the day when Cass and he could dwell together in free space, but like most of what you looked forward to in life, the reality since the end of January had been more challenging than he’d envisioned, and far crazier than anything that had gone on before. Singletons could never understand what it was like to look across at someone who was basically you, experiencing the tide of love and resentment that inevitably came with the sight. After Cass was sentenced, Paul was in actual physical agony for weeks at the prospect of their separation. But they had adjusted to life apart. People adjust to loss. And now he found dealing with Cass every day, and the similar ways their minds worked, with the same lapses and backflips, often unsettling. He had forgotten this part, how it inevitably felt like they were like opponents on an indoor court, basketball or squash players, throwing their back ends at each other as they fought for position.


      “Cass, nothing has changed. We can’t appeal. On top of everything else, Du Bois was right.”


      “I think Du Bois did that to fuck us. He’s just been waiting for the chance. Tooley hadn’t figured out that that stuff was legally Hal’s property.”


      “You know what I think? I think he’s a great judge, better than I ever believed he’d be, and I always thought he’d be pretty good.” The problem in assessing who’d make a good judge was that the job called on a set of skills less important for practicing lawyers. Smarts served you well in both lives. But patience, civility, a sense of boundaries and balance were more dispensable for courtroom advocates.


      Cass laid his plastic fork across the top of one of the black takeout containers. Paul had discovered that his brother got somewhat grouchy with a glass of wine. There were, in fact, all kinds of things he didn’t know about Cass after not living with him for a quarter of a century. His twin was more strong-minded and stubborn than he’d been as a younger man. It had taken Paul a while to realize that he could not simply concede, as he once might have, knowing Cass would defer to him next time. Because Cass no longer easily gave in ever.


      “Subpoenas enforced after a case,” Cass said. “That’s murky enough. We can appeal.”
         


      “Cass, there are already a ton of people who think we dismissed the suit to hide something. If we come back and start fighting Hal on a motion that he’s got every right to win, it’s going to reinforce that impression.”


      “How about saying, It’s twenty-five years, Cass did his time, this thing should be over and done with, and we’re being harassed by a rich lunatic?”


      “Do you really think the average Joe is going to side with us if we try to keep Hal from recovering the relics of his sister’s murder? It’s not my idea of family memorabilia, but people will understand if he wants to have it, rather than let the police throw it away.”


      Sofia, who in the last couple of months had tended to retreat from the brothers’ collisions, especially when there was an edge to them, had sided on this issue with Cass, rather than Paul and the lawyers. Like Cass, she was still not content with the decision not to appeal.


      “We’re making it easier for him to do the DNA,” she said. “That’s the problem.”


      “True, Sofie, but he doesn’t have a good specimen from either of us.”


      Cass said, “We’ve asked about that. They’ll extract my DNA from the fingerprints that were identified as mine.”


      “They’ll try. That’s no slam dunk, Cassian. And they still won’t have my specimen.”


      “They’ll get it. You know that. They’ll pick up some tissue when you blow your nose. Or a pencil you chew on. Or they’ll do a lift from the cheek of some woman you kiss at a fund-raiser.”


      “Well, that could screw them up then, right? At least half the time.”


      “That might not matter, man. Not if they do the test. That’s why the only alternative is to stop them.”


      Paul put his forehead against both of his palms. It was this circle. It had been for months, this tension between preventing the test and winning the election.


      “If we could stop them. But we can’t,” Paul said. “Every court will decide against us, and they’ll do it quickly with a month to the election. It’ll be a parade of bad rulings accompanied by a barrage of bad publicity, and each one will say, in effect, Gianis is hiding something. So we hunker down. If Hal comes up with a result we don’t like that he tries to publicize, we deal with it then, depending on what he’s saying. But at least there’s no nightmare scenario. No prosecutor will touch this case, because Hal’s broken the chain of evidence. He’s too much of a zealot for anybody to believe beyond a reasonable doubt he didn’t tamper with the specimens.”


      “That’s still not the best alternative,” Cass said.


      “You’re right. The better alternative,” Paul said, “is for me to drop out.” He put his head back in his hands, but he could feel both his wife and his brother staring. “There are ten times a day,” Paul said, “when I’m ready just to announce that.”


      For a minute, Cass looked like he was going to come over the table.


      “It’s not simply your decision.”


      His brother’s statement, uttered so baldly, inflamed Paul.


      “The fuck it isn’t, Cass. That’s how it is.”


      Cass struck the table with both of his palms, which jumped the opposite edge into Paul’s ribs. The moment of bright pain brought him to his feet, and Cass followed, both with closed fists at their sides. The last fistfight they’d had was at age seventeen, but Paul could still feel the primacy of those struggles, as he’d tried for a second to obliterate life’s most central, and often troubling, fact, his brother. If it was true, as some psychs said, that their connection was more intense than anything other humans experienced, then the same had to be said about their anger. In twenty-four years, he had never really raised his voice to Sofia in their occasional quarrels.


      Sofia had popped up, too, and had imposed herself in front of Cass, taking him by both of his shoulders.


      “Don’t be juvenile,” she said to them.


      They stared at each other, in animal posture, nostrils flaring and breathing hard, just one more second. Sofia pressed Cass back down to his chair.


      “Paulie,” she said, “we can’t give in to Hal Kronon. You’ve promised Ray, and everyone who works for you, that we won’t.”


      He was exhausted. A campaign was vitalizing when you were winning, but at low times, it felt like you were undergoing a form of ritual sacrifice.


      “We’re going to lose anyway.”


      “The hell,” his brother answered.


      “I told you. The Trib is going to publish a poll on Sunday where we’re running third now.”
         


      “I told you that,” Cass said, “and it’s thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight. We could still be first given the margin of error. Their story is going to say tie.”
         


      “We were twenty points ahead two months ago. And inside the campaign people understand trends. The troops were restless anyway, now that you fired Crully,” Paul said.


      Cass looked stricken. “You agreed Mark was a pain in the ass.”


      “I’m not blaming you. I said that the wrong way. I think it was the right move on balance.” They had resolved long ago that they would never second-guess one another on decisions that had to be made in the moment. And they’d talked a dozen times about what to do if Du Bois gave Hal the DNA. They had agreed that it would be best to dismiss the lawsuit, which made it inevitable Crully would quit. It was better for Mark, anyway. In another week or two, he’d have been looking for a way to jump off the sinking ship, blaming Paul for the hole in the hull. Mark was not the kind to hang around and keep bailing. He’d already been hired by Hillary to take over in Pennsylvania, where he was from. “I’m not blaming you. I’m just saying the direction is obvious. Hal’s going to keep hammering us. He may never have anything more than Georgia, but she’ll be a household name with the media buy he’s made for that ad.”


      Peering at Georgia Lazopoulos every time he turned on a TV filled Paul with clotted emotions, mostly horror and guilt. The brute fact that clobbered him was that she would have been someone else if he’d made a different choice. Sofia had added to his life as much as he’d subtracted from Georgia’s, if not more. But romance wasn’t ordinarily a zero-sum game.


      “Cass, it looks bad. That’s all I’m saying. So why hang in and worry about the test?”


      “Dropping out won’t stop Hal. It’ll motivate him, in fact. Hal would do the DNA even if you announced tomorrow that you were leaving the US and becoming a citizen of Belarus. And besides, now that Camaner has taken over, he’ll get his arms around the campaign, and we’ll win, once the focus is back on the actual issues.”


      “We’re running out of cash, Cass. The crowds are thinner at every event, especially the fund-raisers. You’re seeing the same thing. And we agreed when we started that we’re not running this campaign on debt.”


      “I don’t think we make this decision now. Camaner has to get a chance. A campaign is a rodeo ride. We both know that.”


      Paul nodded. He was ready to sleep. He stood up and hugged his brother. “Hron-yah poh-lah,” he said in Greek as he held him. ‘Many happy years.’ This was still one of the greatest feelings he knew, hugging Cass, lingering with the solid fact of his presence.
         


      Sofia and he went to the garage, where her Lexus was parked.


      “You’re trashed,” she said. She took the car key out of his hand.


      “No,” he answered.


      “You’re trashed,” Sofia repeated. When they came up to the street, there was a sleety rain falling and the asphalt reflected the lights, making it feel as if it were Christmas again.


      “You know the basic problem, don’t you?” Paul asked. “He likes being me more than he likes being himself.”


      “God, Paul. That’s a hell of a thing to say.”


      “I should never have agreed to this. The fact that he can pass himself off as me doesn’t mean he has the right to do it. I should have drawn a line. It was crazy.”


      “Are you forgetting the last twenty-five years?”


      “Hardly. That’s why I said yes. It was a horrible, hard time and we hung in together, no blaming or recriminations, and I couldn’t imagine ending that period with all-out war. But truth? I was shocked that he didn’t want to go back to his own life.”


      “That’s naïve, isn’t it? You’re one of the most important men in this county. This state. Cass Gianis is an ex-con. And a convicted murderer.”


      “But you know, as adults, when the world went to hell, he’d become so determined to be himself. He was proud of all the differences between us. He was funnier and more spontaneous than I was, less disciplined. That was the whole thing with Dita. Even if it was stupid, he insisted on making the kind of decisions I never would have. I’d always taken it for granted that come January 31, 2008, he’d be in a heat to get on with his life, have kids, all of that.”


      “You liked this idea, Paul. When we first discussed it.”


      “Because I thought it meant time off. Instead, Cass has added events to the schedule and we’re both working like we’re in chains.”


      “It’s been incredibly convenient at times. You can’t deny that. He loves the fund-raisers, squeezing dollars out of every handshake. And you can’t stand them any more.”


      “I can’t stand any of it,” he said. “I can’t. If we lose, this is the end.”


      “Wanna bet?” When she sneaked a glance his way, she was smiling.


      “You haven’t heard me say this before. Hal has changed my perspective. Politics won’t be the same. I’m not the first. This is just a grander version of what they did to John Kerry with the Swift Boat thing. So now the rich nuts call you a murderer. But what I believed in, building coalitions and organizations, is out the window. It’ll all be about how fast you peddle your ass to some billionaire, so you can counteract the guy on the other side who’s done the same thing. A pox on all of it. Honestly, when I think of the future, I’m more excited about the idea of working with Cass on that charter school for ex-cons—something simple and within our control, where I can be sure I’m actually leaving the campsite a little cleaner than I found it.”


      “Paulie, we just need to get through the election. That was what we all agreed to start. You’ll be less exhausted and you two can figure it out.”


      “What is there to figure out? Something has to give, baby. You got two guys and one life. I love Cass, but I can’t put up with this a lot longer. My mother always worried about the brothers in the bible, Jacob and Esau, and Cain and Abel. Cain is always the bad guy, but I’m beginning to feel for him, with his brother moving in on him.”


      “What do you mean moving in on you?” Sofia asked. The light from the streets was on her eyes when they shifted briefly in her husband’s direction.


      “You know what I mean,” he answered quietly. There was so much he had failed to anticipate by living one day at a time until Cass’s sentence was over. He never had to weigh his relationship with his brother against his marriage. Now the geometries seemed confusing to them all. In the month before they rented the apartment, Paul had returned home frequently from late-night events to find his brother and his wife together, padding around the house in their socks, still lingering over a meal, or side-by-side watching TV or a movie. Their familiarity with each other, and especially the physical aspect of it, which he had somehow never imagined, had been disquieting. The speed with which Sofia placed her hands on Cass to restrain him tonight, and even the way his brother received it, had troubled him again. Why hadn’t he realized what would confront him?


      He was too tired for all of this. His mind was spinning down to dark places. It was past midnight and he’d be up at 5:30.


      “I’m trashed,” he said.


    


  




  

    

      

        22.


        The Results—March 6, 2008


      


      The young colleague of Dr. Yavem’s with whom Tim had deposited the evidence surrendered by the state police left a message on his cell saying that they had concluded the tests and wanted to talk to him or Evon at 2 this afternoon. Tim met Evon at ZP and they taxied to the hospital. They were at the U in ten minutes and then walked in circles on their way through the med school to Yavem’s lab. The hospital, famous as a cancer treatment center, had itself grown like a tumor, spreading in all directions. Sometimes you had to go half a block to find an elevator. All in all, the hike to Yavem’s lab was longer than the drive out here.
         


      Dr. Yavem emerged to greet them and brought both back to his small white office, with its long window into his laboratory. Tim realized that he might as well be looking through the glass at something occurring fifty or one hundred years from now, because the work taking place there was that far beyond what he would ever comprehend. DNA identification had not even been invented when Dita was killed in 1982. He’d heard the term because of Watson and Crick, and a book he’d read. Tim thought for a second about his father’s father, a sour, silent man who’d been born on a farm near Aberdeen and hadn’t even seen a railroad train until one started him on his journey to America. The old man lived to the time of television but refused to watch the set, convinced it was possessed.


      In the taxi, Evon had described Yavem as a merry little guy, but to Tim he seemed pretty grave behind his spare moustache. There was barely room for two of them on the other side of Yavem’s desk, which ironically made Tim like him more. It meant Yavem had given up the space to his lab and his research and not his ego.


      “I have quite a bit to tell you,” Dr. Yavem said, “but it will probably make the most sense if I explain my results in the order in which I performed the tests.


      “Remember, Ms. Miller, I described a very basic testing protocol. The first step, in order to do things properly, was to confirm that the blood at the Kronon home had come from one of the Gianis twins. Then, assuming that was the case, we needed to confirm that they were identical twins. If so, we’d employ two different tests to prospect throughout each man’s genome for so-called copy-number variations. If we were successful in identifying a CNV, we’d then analyze the blood from the crime scene to see if we could find the same one at the same locus.


      “Step one was the well-accepted part of the testing regime. Given the age of the specimens and the likelihood of contamination, we said we would try Y-STR testing first.” Clearly a practiced teacher, Yavem, as he spoke, turned now and then to Tim, who finally pointed back at Evon.


      “Tell her, Doctor. She’s going to have to explain it all to me later. Very, very slowly.” Yavem laughed just a second before reverting to a somber expression.


      “We had DNA specimens from a number of sources. There was the original blood from Hal and Zeus Kronon. I had a very good specimen from the water bottle that you told me Paul Gianis had drunk from. And I had fingerprints that had been positively identified as Cass Gianis’s.


      “I began by analyzing the Kronons’ blood.”


      “Why Zeus and Hal?” asked Evon. “Weren’t they excluded by blood type?”


      “Yes, but in this case, specimen contamination was a considerable risk. That’s one of many reasons to look first at the Y chromosome. Because females at the scene present no chance of contamination. But we knew that both Hal and his father had spent quite a bit of time in Ms. Kronon’s bedroom before the police closed the scene, so I thought it would be helpful to have their Y chromosome sequenced. When you do a DNA analysis, you don’t know precisely what cells you’re analyzing. It may look like a blood drop to the naked eye, but even a single skin cell from someone else can show up in the results. So if we have a specimen large enough to test in several regions, it’s very helpful to understand what the DNA of a possible contaminating cell looks like, so you can understand a variation in results. With a father and son, you expect the same Y sequence, but we did both, basically as a way to validate ourselves. And that proved fortuitous because Hal and Zeus are not in fact genetically linked.”


      Evon had one of those moments. The veins at her temples throbbed and her vision wavered. She understood why Yavem wasn’t smiling.


      “Hal is not Zeus’s son?”


      “Not genetically.”


      Tim grabbed her arm now that he understood. His gray eyes, clouded and marked by age, swung her way and he made an indefinite sound with his mouth in a tiny o.


      “I’ll flip you,” Evon said.


      “Uh-uh. I ain’t telling him,” said Tim. “There’s not enough money, not in the whole entire world.”


      “God,” Evon said. She took a deep breath and said, “OK,” meaning Yavem could go on.


      “I then moved on to the Gianis twins. We got very good sequencing off the water bottle on Paul. So we then tried to extract DNA from some of the fingerprint lifts that were identified as Cass’s, and we succeeded at that. We didn’t get as complete a result, but there were still identifiable short segments at a number of loci.”


      “What about the copy-number variations?” asked Evon.


      “We weren’t looking for them at this point. That’s a whole different array of tests. We certainly confirmed that Paul and Cass are in fact monozygotic twins—identical twins from the same embryo.”


      “No surprise there,” answered Evon.


      “Yes, well,” said Yavem. A brief smile escaped him and he looked downward, seemingly to suppress it. “Forgive me,” he said. “Because once the Gianis Y was sequenced, there was another unexpected result. I actually hadn’t noticed. Teresa called my attention to it.” He gestured through the window toward a figure in a white coat in the lab, the woman Tim had met with.


      “I hope it’s better than the first surprise,” Evon said.


      “Of the same nature. Zeus Kronon was the father of the Gianis twins.”


      Evon felt her jaw hanging. “Fuck,” she said, a word she spoke aloud in conversation no more than once a year.


      Tim actually laughed. A few drunken wags at St. D’s had asked how Mickey Gianis, who could barely get out of bed, had fathered more children. Tim recalled one Sunday evening when Father Nik tore the head off someone at the men’s club for speaking such a malicious slur.


      Evon was looking at him.


      “Did you know that?” she asked.


      “Of course not.”


      Evon in the meantime had taken a moment to calculate.


      “So that would mean that Zeus and the Gianises all share a Y chromosome?”


      “Correct.”


      “So the blood at the scene might have come from Zeus, too?”


      “Looking solely at the Y chromosome we’d get that result. But we know there are other genetic differences between Zeus and his twins. Because Zeus is a different blood type than those men. They’re B. He’s O. Their mother must be type B. But if the twins’ Y chromosome matched the blood, we’d know it was one of theirs. We quickly concluded, however, that was not the case. Like Zeus, the blood could not have come from the Gianises either.”


      A quick fear withered Evon’s heart.


      “Please tell me it’s not Hal’s.”


      “By all means. It is surely not Hal’s. Or Zeus’s. Or the Gianises’. Nor Hal’s mother, Hermione, for that matter.”


      “The mother?”
         


      “Yes, none of the blood collected at the scene contains a Y chromosome.”


      Evon stopped for a second, before asking how that could possibly be.


      “You can be sure that we examined a dozen of those blood spots to be certain. But we got the same result each time. All the blood on the walls and window came from a woman,” said Yavem.
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        23.


        Lidia—September 5, 1982


      


      Lidia Gianis walks the contours of Zeus’s sloping lawn with care. She has not attended this picnic in more than twenty-five years, having sworn never to return. In Lidia’s life, there are few vows she does not adhere to. She believes in will—ee thelesee in Greek. Spirit. Will cannot turn snow to rain, or roll back the sea, but it can keep you from being simply steamrollered by fate.
         


      Now and then Lidia reaches out to Teri for support because she has chosen a pair of wedged espadrilles. That is more heel than she is accustomed to, since Mickey, two inches shorter to start, does not care to feel as if he were a child being led around by the hand. But she approached this gathering intending to look her best, which has proven a vain effort in the breathy Midwestern heat that has left her flushed, and damp with sweat. Preparing this morning, she examined herself solemnly as she applied her makeup. Not an old lady yet, she decided, but further on the way than she would prefer. The sturdy and abundant body of her girlhood was surrendered in the course of three pregnancies, especially the last one with the twins, and her wide figure is better concealed beneath a floor-length shift. The coils of black hair, pushed back from the brow by a discreet band to create a leonine rush, are now overgrown by wires of gray that she regards like weeds. What she practiced in the mirror was the piercing black-eyed look, clever and determined, by which she knows herself.


      Now, treading carefully, she carries her head high on her long neck, even though her upper body is weakened by a seasick feeling of high anxiety. The nausea reminds her just a little of the mornings during her first two pregnancies with Helen and Cleo. With the boys, she was healthy as a horse—except for the fact that she thought of killing herself every day.


      “My brother does it right,” says Teri, “but I sometimes think, when I watch him gliding around like a swan, that his pride will kill him.” Teri adores Zeus, even while she mocks his excesses. He sports the same white suit he dons every year, preening as he greets his guests. It sometimes seems that Teri and she have been talking about Zeus their entire lives—the adolescent kisses Lidia and he shared, his marriage, his children, his feud with Mickey, his titanic success. If you asked, each woman would claim the other one raises the subject.


      There are some friendships that pass into permanency due solely to an early start. Choosing today, Lidia might not welcome the company of a woman so profane and odd. But Teri is central in her life, like a stout tree you watched grow from a slender stick in the ground, a physical marker of the mystery of time. These days, Teri and she seldom meet face-to-face. The Gianises moved to Nearing a few years ago, when Mickey opened a second grocery there. And Teri refuses to visit Lidia’s home, rather than tolerate Mickey’s inevitable rages about Zeus. Instead, the two women babble to each other on the telephone at the start of every day, often for as long as an hour. A few minutes afterward, neither can recall what they discussed, except on the frequent occasions when one has slammed down the handset due to a comment too unkind to be tolerated. It falls to the offender to call back first, most often the next day, at which point the disagreement goes entirely unmentioned. In a relationship so old, rebukes are pointless. Years ago, Lidia stopped asking Teri to curb her vocabulary, instead bringing up her children to understand that no one else on earth was allowed to talk like Nouna Teri. And decades have passed since Lidia last encouraged Teri to accept one of the many men who courted her. Teri prefers to believe she is too much for any male. ‘I don’t want one,’ she will tell you to this day. ‘Cold feet in bed when you don’t need them and a cold dick when you do.’


      Suddenly, there is a commotion. People surge forward and Paul’s name is on the air, accompanied by laughter. Lidia leaves Teri behind, until she sees her son struggling back to his feet, laughing with a girl who looks somewhat like Sofia Michalis. The young woman is holding Paul’s elbow as she hands him an empty paper plate. Paul’s focus on her is intense—as the song says, eyes only for her. Watching, Lidia feels a surge of hope. Georgia Lazopoulos is an empty vessel, entirely incompatible with the huge hopes she holds for both her sons. Paul probably would have proposed to Georgia long ago if Lidia had been at all encouraging. Even Father Nik, who is as dumb as his daughter, has begun to figure out that Lidia is the problem and has been increasingly cold to her. But she is unconcerned. It has been her longtime belief that these boys, conceived and carried in agony, must in some recompense from God be destined for greatness.


      As she returns to Teri, Lidia feels her stomach suddenly lurch into spin cycle. Zeus is coming their way.


      “Lidia, agapetae mou”—‘my dear’—he says and throws his arms wide in triumph. The vast history between them reveals itself in not so much as a flicker in his broad expression. She tolerates only a quick kiss on her cheek, but he grips her tightly for one second—he is still hale and strong—then turns to wave over Hermione, who not surprisingly has already headed this way to insert herself between Lidia and her husband. “Look who is here,” he says in English. Hermione does not bother with a welcoming word, and merely extends her hand, beset with a diamond-circled Rolex that cost more than the house Lidia lives in. “We enjoy seeing Cassian,” says Hermione, “ena kala paidee”—‘a nice boy,’ almost as if Cass were a child who’d come over to play. Hermione is beautiful but dull. She is slender—why are rich women so often thin as wafers?—with her hair expensively colored the shade of weak tea and swept up in a beehive. She has mastered an elegant smile, but they both know she has never cared for Lidia, who is far smarter than Hermione, and once enjoyed a troubling emotional proximity to her husband.
         


      “You have stayed away too long,” Zeus tells Lidia, “and I cannot imagine why.”


      That is too much. She manages no more than a stiff smile and turns heel, with Teri trailing after her. Zeus’s sister grabs Lidia’s arm again after another ten yards.


      “A lease on a grocery store? Lidia, really. It’s twenty years.”


      “I had stopped coming before that,” Lidia responds, but curbs herself there. Sometimes, when she is alone in the house, and Zeus appears on the living room TV, which she has left on for company, she will slip into the room and marvel. He has grown to be so smooth—the younger man made no secrets about what he wanted. Now his ambitions are concealed like a dagger in a jeweled sheath. Back then, there was no denying her attraction to Zeus. He was her best friend’s older brother, big and good-looking and full of something she found irresistible—Zeus believed that greatness was his fate. Because of that, he was the only man she ever met who felt like a true match for her and her belief that her spirit should fill the world. She has always hoped, most secretly, that her sons have some of the same quality.


      When Lidia was sixteen, her fascination with Zeus—and his with her—brought them to an evening that even now she recalls as one of the most fateful of her life. In those days, boys and girls would slip off from the Social Club at St. D’s to the choir room to kiss. Everybody tried it, pairing off almost at random. Zeus was nineteen by then, a little old for Social Club, and Lidia realized eventually he was there only for her. Each week, they stayed in the choir room longer. People were beginning to joke. And then one night he put her hand in his lap. ‘Do you know what this is?’ he asked. He pulled it from his trousers. She stared, horrified but wildly pleased. ‘Touch it,’ he said, ‘please.’ She did, and he touched her, unleashing a tide of pleasure that felt at first as if it would stop her heart. But she would not allow the last step. ‘I must be married,’ she told him.


      ‘Then I will marry you,’ he answered. It seemed like comedy. She actually laughed, but Zeus was ardent. ‘No, I mean this. Truly. Let us go now to speak to your father.’


      Zeus took her hand and pulled her toward the door, almost before she was dressed again. Her father was in the front room of their apartment in a sleeveless undervest. He had been drinking beer and listening on a large console radio to baseball, a game for which, although an immigrant, he had developed a great fascination. As she stood, hand in hand with Zeus, she could still feel what had gushed from her wetting the inside of her thigh.


      ‘I wish to marry Lidia,’ said Zeus.


      Her father looked at Zeus coldly and then snorted as he turned back to the radio.


      ‘No daughter of mine will marry into a family of hoodlums.’ Lidia, he said, came from honorable people, farmers in Greece who made their way here honestly, selling produce. The Kronons at home were sheep rustlers and blacksmiths, which was another word for thieves. These days, Nikos, Zeus’s father, translated for the mafiosi when they shook down the Greek restaurant owners, reiterating the Italians’ threats, which were often carried out, to break windows or sabotage the plumbing.


      The next night she met Zeus under the streetlight in front of her house.


      ‘Marry me anyway,’ he said. He had made a plan to run off. But she could not go against her father. She had cried most of the day, but she knew which man had to command her loyalties.


      She went back inside, and for years after barely spoke to Zeus. To avoid humiliating him, she told no one about his proposal, including Teri, who would have been enraged that Lidia’s father had said such things about the Kronons to her brother’s face. The moment receded as if it had never occurred. Zeus enlisted in the army the week after Pearl Harbor, nearly dying at one point in a military hospital, but he returned, married to Hermione, with Hal, a babe in arms. Lidia by then had wed Mickey, the son of her mother’s best friend, before he left for the service in 1942. Mickey was nice-looking, and worked hard, and wanted to be a good husband, which she knew even at sixteen was not likely to be true of Zeus. Mickey lived by a narrower compass, but that didn’t matter because she took it for granted, when she kissed Zeus good-bye under that streetlight, that she would never feel the same way about anyone else.


      Mickey was an uncomplicated person, but he was everything he promised to be. Then he took sick. He had rheumatic fever as a child and the mitral valve in his heart did not close properly. In her mind’s eye, Lidia saw the blood spurting past the structure, as if it were a finger in a dike. There was no way for the doctors to operate. Mickey took medicine, but he declined. By 1955, he could no longer go to the produce market and remained at home. Soon he was in his bed, drowning in his own body. Lidia tried her best to believe he wouldn’t die.


      Teri arranged a job for Lidia in Zeus’s office. Zeus knew her, knew how bright she was, and his business was erupting like a volcano, with shopping centers spreading around the Tri-Cities like a lava flow. And Lidia’s family needed money. As for what had once happened between them, it was a lifetime ago. She did not imagine that she would be attractive to Zeus any longer. She was becoming matronly, and he was, in his sister’s own words, “Sir Lance-a-lot,” a nightly visitor to the bars on Street of Dreams, from which he frequently extracted some little trinket half his age whom he bedded in one of the swank hotels nearby.


      Yet Zeus was wooing Lidia from the first moment he saw her there.


      ‘Your father spoiled not only your life,’ he told her the first time he was alone with her. ‘He ruined mine.’


      Sometimes, he came up behind her chair, when no one else was around, and sang a Greek folk song, “S’agapo,” ‘I love you,’ in a whisper. If there was not time for the entire tune, he sang one of the lyrics:
         


      

        Your window which is closed


        Your window which is shut


        Open, open one panel of it.


      


      She answered with a hundred remonstrations. That is the past. Our lives are what they are. I am married, Zeus. She avoided his office if she could, and if not, told her colleagues to call her there in five minutes. He tried each time to take her in his arms as she wriggled free.


      Along with most of her coworkers, she attended this party twenty-six years ago, the first of the Labor Day picnics. Zeus had bought the house only eighteen months before and offered her a tour. Another couple was with them, but when her eyes adjusted to the change from the brilliant sun, the other two had been waylaid, perhaps at Zeus’s instruction. He had been drinking, as had she. Finding they were alone, he drove her into one of the servants’ bedrooms right off the kitchen. It was a small room with narrow windows like a prison cell and a simple chenille spread on the twin bed. She did not cry out, because the consequences of that, for her life and his, for her job, were beyond quick calculation. But she resisted fiercely, holding him off. ‘No. Zeus. This is craziness. Zeus, I am saying no.’ But he continued bearing down on her. ‘Please,’ he kept saying. ‘Please.’ It was as if what had begun in the choir room had taken place only a minute before. Familiarity with his physical presence had never left her, and her body, largely unused in this way for years, rose to him, no matter what she wanted. But she stopped saying no and fighting him off only after he had entered her and she had begun to weep in hopelessness and shame. She dressed and left the room without a word.


      Out on the lawn he found her again. ‘I am so sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I will marry you,’ he said, ‘I will still marry you,’ as if two decades, two marriages, had not intervened. At that moment, she learned everything about Zeus she needed to know. Not that he was a liar, although she did not think for a second that he would leave this mansion, and his son and his wife. But rather, that he believed what he was saying. Like someone in Galaxy magazine, Zeus wanted to live six or seven different lives at the same time. She knew then that Zeus probably would not have married her either when she was sixteen. His greatness, if you could call it that, was that he did not accept human limits.
         


      She turned away, still with no idea what to do. There was no one to tell, not her husband, who quite likely would die on the spot, nor even Terisia, who was loyal and old-fashioned enough to side with her brother: What else was the man to think, after all his overtures, when you snuck with him into the house? It had not happened, Lidia decided. That was the only way to live her life.


      It was more than three months before she accepted that she was pregnant. She hoped at first that she would miscarry. Her faith was of her own construction, but as a mother, she would not even contemplate forcing a child from her womb. Finally, when she realized she would be showing soon, she laid down in Mickey’s bed and wrapped him in her arms. ‘We are going to have a baby,’ she said. ‘Soon I will have to quit work.’ She did not know then or now what Mickey believed. In every marriage there are subjects that are unapproachable. Even then, sick as he was, he could, every few months, get up like a whale breaking the surface for a moment to spurt, declaring afterward each time that it would have been a fine way to go. But Lidia’s impression at that moment was that Mickey was simply too sick to care. He knew he was dying, that his wife, the mother of his daughters, was loyal in her care for him and would be beside him when he passed. Eventually, his great joy at the birth of his sons, who could carry forth his name, was the final antidote to questions.


      In 1958, the year after the boys came, U Hospital had purchased a heart-lung machine, one of the first, and Dr. Silverstein told Mickey they could save his life. It was a miracle, of course. It was like watching a man stand up out of his own grave.


      His grocery was open soon after. Seven years later, the lease came up for renewal. They had always known the terms were favorable, but believed that Old Man Kariatis just wanted someone he would never have to chase around for rent. But Mickey’s lawyer discovered that Kariatis was a straw man; he had sold long before to ZP. Mickey’s rent was barely half what Zeus was charging on the adjoining properties. Zeus’s generosity drove Mickey into a fury. She never dared ask why, although she was certain what inference her husband was drawing.


      Yet to this day, she never believed Zeus suspected the boys’ paternity. The story of Mickey’s episodic potency was well circulated at St. D’s. Zeus merely meant to do Lidia a favor as a shabby recompense for his behavior.


      As for Mickey, his rage at even the mention of Zeus’s name was the only disruption. Whatever had occurred was otherwise a piece of the discarded past, part of Mickey’s illness, which they saw now as a distant sea, remote and unthreatening when considered from the cliff known as good health.


      And then she heard that Cass was romancing Dita. She waited for the relationship to pass, but it was clear that Cass was smitten. The jeweler, Angelikos, has told Lidia that in the last two weeks Cass has been in to look at rings. She has sat up nights in despair. How could it be that the damage of a single moment can spill through time to endanger another generation?


      Lidia would tear out her tongue before confessing anything to either of her sons. Nor can she approach Zeus. There is no telling what the man’s grandiosity would impel him to do, but Zeus’s actions were certain to show no regard for Mickey. Teri is a possibility, but she might doubt Lidia after all this time, especially knowing how deeply Lidia disapproves of Dita. Worse, Teri might feel obliged to involve her brother. The best alternative is to go directly to Dita. If she will not promise to give up Cass, then Lidia will have to try Teri next.


      Close to 6 p.m., just as the picnic is scheduled to conclude, the skies open. The guests run in all directions, but many, hoping to wait out the worst of the pelting downpour, crowd through the rear door of Zeus’s house, which is open so the guests can use the bathrooms nearby. Knowing this, Lidia has already planned to hide inside. She has told Cass that Teri will drive her home and said just the opposite to Teri. But now, as dozens crowd into Zeus’s rear hall, she takes advantage of the confusion to slide past the velvet rope looped between two brass stanchions that closes off the upper stories. Dita’s room is the first door she opens on the second floor, with a collection of paper dolls pasted to the walls, bizarre decorations Lidia thinks for a girl of twenty-four. She finds a magazine and takes a seat in Dita’s bathroom on the commode, then stands for a second to consider herself in the mirror, summoning again her dark-eyed look of imperial strength. She believes in will.
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      Zeus had left his sister a considerable bequest, and Teri had been a shrewd businessperson in her own right, often investing in real estate with her brother. Her condo occupied far too much space for one person, especially somebody who had trouble seeing or getting about. Yet Aunt Teri was basically trapped here by her treasures, which she’d accumulated around the world and with which, Hal said, she would never part. He claimed she was like one of the pharaohs who would prefer to be entombed with all the stuff.
         


      The condo was in one of the lavish old Art Deco buildings constructed in the 1920s on the river’s edge, not far from Center City. It sported fancy limestone arches and decorations on the exterior, and a red tile roof. Teri’s apartment had the feeling of a Fabergé egg, every inch elaborately decorated and ribbed in gilt. Each object was gold—the picture frames, the table legs. Even the many glass display cases for her various collections were etched in gold leaf. Within the boxes were the eclectic range of things that fascinated Teri—African jewelry, buttons of whalebone, antique children’s toys, and of course erotica. An entire case, a yard square, was dedicated to phalluses—a Greek tradition, she pointed out, but one that nonetheless sent her nephew screaming. Hal walked in with a scarf and covered the case the minute he arrived.


      Teri had welcomed Evon’s request for a meeting without any questions. Tim had wanted to come, too, but Evon told him without further explanation that she felt Teri and she had a rapport.


      “So, what’s up?” Teri had a highball that her servant, old German, had poured for her without apparent instruction, and she settled herself on the large chesterfield with a flowery pattern, her cane at hand almost in the manner of a scepter. Even at home, Teri was in her heavy makeup and jewelry. Seated ten feet away, Evon could smell the old lady’s perfume. On the gold-leafed wooden coffee table in front of her, Teri had everything she might need positioned precisely so she could find it—the remotes for the TV and the audio system, a cordless telephone, her drink and a golden bell, presumably used to summon German.


      “We got some surprising results from our DNA tests,” Evon told her.


      Teri screwed up her stoplight-colored mouth and made no effort to contain herself.


      “Fuck,” she said. “I was afraid of this.”


      “Is that why you wanted Hal to stop the investigation?”


      Teri didn’t respond, just shook her head of broom-straw hair from side to side.


      “What a goddamned mess,” she finally said. “All right. Tell me.”


      Evon tried to explain the DNA testing protocol and how it had inadvertently turned into a paternity test, but Teri interrupted.


      “Don’t beat around the bush, dear.”


      Evon sensed already that she wasn’t the one holding back information.


      “Well, Hal isn’t Zeus’s son. Not biologically.”


      “Fuck,” Teri said again. “You’re not going to tell him, are you?”


      “That’s why I’m here. Tim and I—we don’t think it’s a good idea.”


      “That’s for damn sure. It would break him in two. Definitely not.”


      “If worse came to worst, we wanted to be able to say we talked to you and that you agreed it wasn’t in Hal’s best interest to share that information with him.”


      “Scapegoat, right? That’s what you’re looking for?”


      “I wouldn’t put it that way.”


      “Put it however you want. You can’t tell him. Period.” Teri frumped around on the sofa, agitated by the notion, and unconcerned about the crossed obligations Evon felt. “I suppose you’re wondering whose he is?”


      “I’m not sure it’s my place.”


      “Well, I’ll tell you. Just so you understand how it happened. And why Hal can’t find out. Did you ever hear that crap how my brother was a big hero who nearly died in an army hospital during World War II?”


      “Hal talks about that all the time.”


      “Well, it was true, in a way. But Zeus wasn’t overseas. He was in basic training. And he got the mumps.”


      “Like kids?”


      “Pretty serious with a grown-up. Especially a man. It nearly did him in. One of his senior officers was a Greek and he called my father and we all took the train down to Fort Barkley in Texas. Zeus was pretty fuckin’ sick, I want to tell you. Fever of 106. Face was the size of a watermelon and his balls had swollen up, they looked like a couple of damson plums. Took a peek when my folks weren’t looking. Quite a sight. Anyway, he made it. But the doctors told us at the time, there wasn’t much chance he was going to be able to have kids.


      “So when he mustered out and comes back with Hermione and Herakles, I knew something was up. He kind of dripped out the story over the years. Hermione, you know, she was a Vasilikos. Did you hear that?”


      “Greek mobsters, right?”


      “Right. Yeah, my dad—what a dickhead that man was—he was a big Mafia wannabe. And he had the wrong kind of acquaintances in Athens and Zeus went to pay respects. Hal was just a newborn, a month or so old. Family was telling some fairy tale that the father was a dead Resistance fighter, but apparently she’d spread her legs for some German colonel, who’d skipped town when the Americans kicked the Nazis’ brown-shirted behinds. My big brother was the kind to see an opportunity. And Hermione, no way around it, she was a piece of ass in those days. So he came back here with a wife and an heir and a duffel bag full of money. And in some ways, it all worked out.


      “My brother held Hal close always, because Zeus knew he was the only child he’d ever have. Zeus took some tests, but it was as the army docs had predicted, a sperm count close to zero. He always made out like it didn’t bother him, but a Greek guy, one like Zisis? Everything he did in life, I think, came from the fact that his nuts would have been more useful making noise in a couple of maracas.”


      “Something to prove?” Evon asked.


      “Exactly. Building all of these vast shopping malls, remaking the landscape. And naturally he fucked every woman he could find to say yes, and a few who may have only been thinking about it.”


      Evon still marveled at these stories of Zeus as mob crony and philanderer. The Zeus she knew originally was the myth Hal created, undoubtedly with his father’s influence. That Zeus was not merely the kind of man Hal aspired to be, but someone to whom he would always rank second. The irony, Evon was realizing, was that no matter how much of a brat, Hal probably was the better person. If money hadn’t magnified his worst traits, people would even have described Hal as a good guy.


      “Well, what about Dita?”


      “Oh, she was Zeus’s. I don’t know exactly how they did it. I think the doctors sucked him out with a vacuum or something several times and saved it, and then turned Hermione upside down and shot it into her from a fire hose.”


      “Really?”


      “Of course not.” Unseeing, Teri still looked around to enjoy her laugh at Evon’s expense. “It was some fertility treatment. What had happened was our dad was diagnosed with lung cancer in the early fifties. And even then the doctors, the ones who knew anything, blamed cigarettes. We all smoked like we should have had brick chimneys on our heads, Zeus and my dad and mom and me, and Zeus took it in mind that if he stopped cold my dad would, too. Our dad, he was way too big an asshole to do something like that, even for his son, so he croaked himself instead. But apparently, smoking can also fry your nuts. Who knew? But some little cupcake Zeus had been balling comes to him about 1956 for money for an abortion. He was sure she was running a scam, but rather than tell her the truth, he goes off for another test, and lo and behold, there are quite a few little beasties swimming around in his spunk now. So that’s where Dita comes from, eventually.”


      “Well, she’s not Zeus’s only child,” Evon said.


      In her big turquoise glasses, Teri looked through the haze of her own smoke trying to make out what little she could of Evon.


      “I figured that had to come out in the wash, too.”


      “And how did that happen?” Evon asked.


      “Well, dear, I think he put his nasty where it didn’t belong.” Teri got another good chuckle over herself. “You know, you look back, you’re always amazed by what went past you. I always knew Zeus and Lidia took quite a shine to one another when we were all kids. Not that anything could come of it. There was always one of those burning-hot old-country grudges between the families. Lidia’s people, they didn’t have the spit to wet their palms, but they still took some pride in looking down on the Kronons. I was sixteen before I set foot in her house. Lidia and me, we just all the time met up at the library.” ‘Li-berry,’ Teri pronounced it.


      “At church with the youth group, the priest, Father Demos, he was sweet-natured but not up to these city kids. He’d be talking to himself and one couple or another would sneak off to the choir room. We all did it some. It was sort of like playing spin the bottle. I took my turns, too. That was how I started to figure I was barking up the wrong tree. The boys just left me cold.” Teri laughed out loud at the memory, proud of the defiance if nothing else. But Evon knew that for a woman of Teri’s age to say that, even to herself, had taken considerable courage.


      “Anyway, Zeus and Lidia, I knew they were taking more turns than others. But twenty years later, I figured everybody had grown up and moved on, and my Lidia, she needed a job. You got more use out of a spare tire than anybody could of Mickey with his messed-up heart.


      “Lidia, when I finally heard the story from her, many years on, she made it sound like Zeus had his way with her, but I never got an answer when I asked how many times exactly she got herself taken advantage of.” Teri cackled for a second. She loved the way sex made idiots out of everybody. She was on her brother’s side in a determinedly old-fashioned way. But Lidia was the sole support of her family, without any choices. Zeus was, politely put, a complete asshole. “Anyway, she got herself knocked up and never said a word to Zeus, or me for that matter. Probably didn’t want to turn me against my brother.”


      “And what about Mickey, her husband? Did he know?”


      “Well, sick as he was, everybody kind of took it as one hell of a surprise when Lidia got pregnant, but he always acted happy about it. Course after I knew the real story, it made me wonder how big a cluck he could have been. While she was pregnant, she was always whispering to her closest friends how he could still manage about a minute’s worth, but even then I wondered. But she must have convinced him. You can never tell what people will choose to believe.


      “Right after Mickey’s surgery, it was like the twins’ second birthday party, and Mickey was drunk, and started in how they were no children of his, and Lidia, who usually would go crazy angry when she was upset, she just got weepy on him. ‘Don’t say that, Mickey. Why would you say something like that? They’re yours and you know that. You can’t be saying things like that.’ Pretty soon he was bawling, too, and begging her to forgive him. Even when he started breathing fire about Zeus a few years later, he never said anything about my brother touching his wife. That’s another thing you can’t tell Hal—that those boys are Zeus’s. Can you imagine? They are, he isn’t. You’d have to post guards at the windows.”


      Evon’s instinct was the same as Teri’s. Not only would Hal be devastated, he was likely eventually to go into one of his bewildering tailspins, obsessing over the legal complications that might entitle the twins to some share of Zeus’s estate. Evon and Tim had agreed that the best solution when they finally spoke to Hal was to stay on the subject—the tests showed the blood at the scene was from neither of the Gianis twins. That might be shock enough to keep Hal from asking his usual sideways questions. Hal was preoccupied anyway these days, inasmuch as his bankers were raising questions about the YourHouse deal that Hal and his lawyers felt should have been posed before the closing.


      “If we end up having to tell him the blood is a woman’s,” Evon said, “he’s not going to leave it at that. He’ll want to know who killed his sister—and what Lidia had to do with it.”


      Teri shifted back among the silk pillows, trying again to get an eye on Evon.


      “And why say that?”


      “It has to be Lidia’s blood at the scene. The twins have a type-B parent, and it wasn’t your brother. Lidia wore an Easton class ring on her right hand that would have left that circular bruise on Dita’s cheek. And you can see now why she was desperate to stop Cass’s relationship with Dita. Tim and I are beginning to wonder if Cass pled guilty to keep his mother out of prison.”


      Teri pursed her bright mouth and shook her head adamantly.


      “Lidia didn’t kill my niece.”


      “And Cass did?” Evon asked.


      “Hon, I’m just like you. I wasn’t there. But I’ve known Lidia Gianis my entire life, and I’ve heard all of her secrets by now. And she didn’t kill my niece. Worse comes to worst, I’ll tell Hal the same thing. She’d say it to you herself, if she could, poor thing. I still go over there to see her, when I can stand it. The caregivers, they dress her up and move her around as if she was a doll. But her brain is like the stuff you scrape out of a cantaloupe. Breaks my heart. She can still talk some, if you don’t mind hearing the same thing five times in a minute. But she didn’t kill Dita.”


      Evon struggled with this a second. Teri had clearly not reached the end of what she knew, but the old lady wasn’t going to share the rest, and Evon had no place to demand it.


      “You know,” Teri said, “I didn’t think this was why you were calling. Hal said your girlfriend did you wrong and then went all batshit crazy on you. Thought you wanted advice, one old dyke to another.”


      Evon laughed out loud at Teri’s boldness, but she was embarrassed that Heather had made her the talk of the ZP Building. Hal hadn’t heard about Evon’s domestic problems from her.


      “She showed up at my apartment building last night and I swore out a protection order at the police station.”


      “Oh dear,” Teri said. “Doesn’t sound like a good time.”


      “It hasn’t been. I may be off relationships for the rest of my life. You seem to have survived.”


      “I don’t know,” Teri said. “I always had my doubts about that stuff from Aristotle, that love is one soul inhabiting two bodies. But if you think I’m sitting here by myself with a highball and a cigarette because I wouldn’t prefer some old biddy coming in to nag me to get rid of both of them, you’re wrong. Here’s another saying.” She reverted to Greek.


      “Meaning?”


      “That’s Socrates. ‘Find a good wife and you’ll be happy; if not you’ll become a philosopher.’”


      Evon was laughing when German came in. Teri apparently had been ordered by her doctors to take an afternoon nap. She fussed at him but got ready to say good-bye. Evon walked around the coffee table to hug the old woman and Teri brought her face and her powerful scents to Evon’s cheek.


      “Oh, you’re such a nice girl,” she said.


      

        


      


      Hal was screaming at somebody on the blower when Evon and Tim were shown into his office the following afternoon. It sounded from all the talk of collateral that it must have been one of his bankers. Tim went to the window for a minute to enjoy the view from the fortieth floor. He’d lived his whole life pretty close to the ground, no more than two stories for the most part, four if you counted his time in McGrath Hall. He felt excited as a country boy by the chance to stare through the wall of glass at the full stretch of the Tri-Cities. From here, you could see the River Kindle, a satin ribbon in today’s sun, cutting the municipalities apart. Within the embrace of the river’s branches sat block upon block of his city, the perfect squares that looked from this vantage like the pieces in a children’s toy, but which were actually full of all that throbbing life. The feeling welled into Tim again that had come to him as he aged: All in all, people were a whole lot of fun.


      Evon moved over to stand beside him. Eventually she pointed, with a grim chuckle, to a bug that had somehow worked its way in between the two layers of glass in the double-paned window. It was some kind of beetle that had gotten flipped onto its back. With the bug unable to turn itself over, its six little legs were churning wildly.


      “Talk about a design flaw,” Tim said.


      “Right,” said Evon. “And humans have heartbreak.”


      For a second, Tim hugged her to his side.


      Hal slammed down the phone.


      “There have to be plant forms that have more brains than bankers,” he declared, and directed  Evon and Tim to his sofa. They took their places dutifully. She spoke.


      “I know your hair is on fire with the bankers and YourHouse, so we’ll make this fast. The DNA came back early. The blood isn’t Paul’s.”


      Hal gasped, winced, and dropped the pen he’d been holding.


      “Damn,” he said, and repeated the word a few times. “So it is Cass’s?”
         


      “No,” Evon said. She sat forward in a locker room posture, her elbows on her knees. It was game time for her, Tim realized. “It’s not from either of them.”


      Hal’s full face went still, and his eyes flicked around under the weight of a fact neither he, nor anyone else for that matter, had imagined.


      “Neither?”


      Evon nodded.


      “You’re saying that Paul dismissed his lawsuit to keep us from doing a test that shows that his brother and him, they’re both innocent?”


      “We didn’t say they’re both innocent,” Evon answered. “That’s possible. But you still have Cass’s fingerprints, shoe-prints, the tire tracks, the sperm fraction. It’s hard to say he wasn’t there.”


      “But whose blood is it?” Hal asked.


      “We don’t know for sure. We had specimens from your family and Paul and Cass and it doesn’t belong to any of those people.”


      “That’s it? Yavem didn’t say anything else about whose it could be? There’s no other identifying trait?”


      Evon looked at Tim for a second, then faced her boss.


      “He said the blood is a woman’s.”


      “A woman?” Hal slammed back in his chair, his mouth wide open. “A woman? And do we have any idea who?”


      “Best guess is Lidia Gianis.” She took Hal through the reasoning—the blood, the ring.


      “Auntie Lidia killed my sister?”


      “It’s possible,” said Evon.


      “No, it’s not,” he answered. “Let me tell you something. My Aunt Lidia was strong and tough, and she was old-school enough that she’d have whacked my sister a good one if she got fresh. But banging her skull on the headboard a few times? No chance. And even if you made me believe that, there is no way she’d let her son go to prison for her. That’s the standard-issue Greek mother. She’d put a dagger in her breast for her children.”


      “It’s what we have,” Evon said. “Maybe Cass and she did it together, and he pled by himself to make the best of it.”


      “Why would my Aunt Lidia want to kill my sister? OK, she doesn’t want Cass hanging with Dita. How about smacking her son upside the head instead? This is ridiculous. And there’s nothing at all on Paul? Paul’s been taking his mother’s punches?”


      “We don’t know, Hal. The one person against whom there’s no physical evidence of any kind is Paul.”


      “Except the bullshit he told the police, covering for his brother.”


      “If Lidia killed your sister by herself, then even that statement was true.”


      Hal sat back again in his big leather chair and turned from both of them. He reached to his desk and tossed a pen at an empty corner of the room. Finally he revolved back, seized by a new idea.


      “But there’s no physical evidence against Aunt Lidia, right? I mean nothing definitive. We don’t know for sure it’s her blood. She’s not the only person in the world who’s type B. Can we get her fingerprints?”


      Evon looked at Tim. He just shrugged. He couldn’t imagine how, but there was no point saying no until he thought about it.


      “OK,” Hal said. He waved his hand, letting them go.


      Evon checked with Hal in an hour. His door was open. He was canted back in his chair, his hands behind his head as he stared solemnly into space. She grazed a knuckle on the door. His large eyes, surrounded by purplish flesh, briefly revolved toward her, then, after the briefest effort at a smile, he looked again to the place where the wall and ceiling met.


      “I was just thinking back to when we were all kids,” Hal said. “When I used to go over to Lidia’s with Teri. A lot of the time I ended up looking after Paul and Cass. I always envied the two of them, to tell you the truth.”


      This confession, not atypical of Hal when he grew reflective, alarmed Evon for a second, until she reminded herself that Hal had no reason to know how much jealousy he should have felt. Then again, there would never be any telling what part of the truth he had sensed.


      “They were fifteen years younger than me, and used to follow me around like ducklings. But sometimes I’d look at them, the way they were with each other, and I was jealous. ‘They’re never alone,’ I’d think. ‘Never.’ It seemed like a wonderful thing. When I was their age, I was this fat weirdo that nobody wanted to talk to at school.” Hal smiled ruefully at the recollection of the child he was, although Evon doubted that the pain of that past was fully subdued. “And I wished I could be like them. With a twin. Somebody who’d never hate you, or look down on you, because he was just the same, somebody who’d never turn away from you. It still seems like a blessing to me. Crazy?”


      Two nights ago, Evon had returned home on the bus in the midst of an unpredicted rainstorm, the drops, big as grapes, pelting down with assaultive force. Heather was in the doorway of the building, huddled under the cantilever close to the glass entry, but the overhang had not offered her much protection in the high wind. Her hair had been reduced to waterlogged strands and her hat and coat were soaked gray. As a result, it took Evon a moment, as she continued striding toward Heather in rage, to recognize what she had done. Her hair had been dyed to match Evon’s murkier shade, and she’d probably swaddled herself in bulky sweaters to make it appear she’d gained some weight. If Heather could have chopped six inches off her legs, she might have been a better copy of Evon, but the imitation was nonetheless careful. She wore a slouch hat Evon owned and that Burberry coat Evon had bought for both of them. At a distance, Evon was suddenly and irrationally afraid that Heather might even have sacrificed her looks with cosmetic surgery to create some resemblance. As Heather started forward, Evon could see that she had studied Evon’s posture and her jocky, slightly bowlegged stride. Evon was stunned but also infuriated. Did Heather think this was love? Apparently so. Or was it, as Evon suspected, the most abject confession of dependence? Perhaps Heather thought this was what Evon wanted from her, to erase herself completely. Was that love, reducing two to one?


      Evon had told Heather that she was going to the police station to swear out a protection order and went at once before she could change her mind.


      “I don’t know,” Evon said now in answer to Hal’s question. “It must make them crazy with each other at times.”


      “Sure,” Hal said. “But they’re tight for the most part. They always were. Must be nice. Me?” he said. “I don’t even have a sister any more.”


      He shook his head about that, then they both went back to work.


    


  




  

    

      

        25.


        St. Basil’s—March 12, 2008


      


      St. Basil’s Home for the Aged was operated by the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese and had the reputation of a first-class operation, as these kinds of places went. It looked like an old school, a broad three-story structure of red brick, surrounded by precisely landscaped grounds. Whatever the irony, Lidia Gianis’s place of final residence was supported largely through the generosity of the Kronons and a few other wealthy Greek families. Over the years, Tim had had several former neighbors move in here, with no complaints from any of them, except for the obvious one, that their move out was likely to be in a casket.
         


      Evon had talked to Tim for a while to convince him to do this. Whatever the Gianises’ motives, she said, they had hidden the truth, from the Kronons, and from Tim and the other investigators. There was nothing disrespectful or cheap about getting answers to questions that should have received more forthright responses a long time ago. It was a good sales pitch, but the idea of trying to take advantage of an addled old lady still didn’t sit well with him.


      “Came to visit Lidia Gianis,” he announced at the reception desk.


      The young woman, a college volunteer by the look of her, had a spray of turquoise in the front of her short hairdo. With the phone to her ear for another conversation, she asked, “You are?”


      “Tim Brodie. Old friend from church.”


      She gave him the room number and pointed the way. Tim limped down the corridor wondering how soon his moment would come for a place like this, with the sprightly odors of disinfectant and air freshener not quite hiding the more unsettling smells of defecation and death. But it was a fine-looking place, decorated Colonial, with wooden pilaster strips in the corners of the hall and heart-backed chairs and comfy sofas in the reception area, all the furniture done in tasteful small prints, Martha Stewart on a tight budget. He passed by the chapel, fairly good-size, with white pews and a lovely dark walnut altarpiece. Three icons, elongated medieval figures on gold fields, were set on each side of the opening to the altar table, the crucifix and the stained glass window.


      Clomping further down the hall, he heard live music and couldn’t resist following the sound to the door of the dayroom. The old faces, mostly women’s of course, were raised to the strains of a cello as if it were a sweet breeze. The young Asian woman with the instrument between her knees was quite talented, judging from her tone and bowing. Her music, Brahms, was offered as a gift, a reminder of the eternal and evenhanded power of beauty, a thought that stirred him deeply. He actually found himself wiping one eye as he moved on.


      Once he reached Lidia’s door, he asked for help from one of the staff members circulating in their bright smocks. She summoned Lidia’s attendant. A stout black lady with short straightened hair, she approached, smiling broadly. She had a bad hip and rolled her body around it as she moved. He introduced himself and she shook with both hands, a kindly soul.


      “I’m Eloise,” she said. “Take care of Lidia most of the time.”


      “She decent for a visitor?”


      “Oh yeah, we pretty her up every day and she just love it.” Eloise waved him behind her, but stopped with her hand on the silver doorknob. “If she get nasty, don’t mind her. Them dements are like that, you know.” She put her good hip to the door.


      Lidia’s private room had the ambience of a decent chain hotel. The decorating scheme was all pastels, with plush carpeting and sheer curtains under the opened drapes, and a flowered print spread on the twin bed. Lidia sat in a beige recliner. A broad window behind her admitted a comforting rush of daylight, but her face was raised to the gray glow of a TV, from which Tim recognized the voices of Law and Order. A blanket rested on her lap. Lidia looked, for lack of any other term, hollowed out. She was far thinner than the woman he recalled, and beneath the makeup, her cheeks were now bunkers in her face. The black eyes were worst, clouded and shifting. Her entire head seemed compressed by whatever damage was occurring in her brain. It made his heart sore to see it, but it was what happened, what was happening to him. Rise and fall. The circle turns. His granddaughter, Stefanie, had called yesterday to say she was pregnant and Tim was still aloft on that news.
         


      “Hey now, Lidia,” said Eloise, “Mr. Tim here come to see you. And you look so nice today. Don’t she look nice, Mr. Tim?”


      Tim could only nod, still shy of paying compliments to a woman who was not his wife.


      “See,” said Eloise, “you wearing that bracelet your sons brought you on Valentine’s Day. She always looking at the jewelry she got on.”


      Lidia’s vague eyes turned to her wrist, which she studied as if she were surprised to find she had one. When she glanced back, she cast a cold look at Tim.


      “Is he my husband?” Lidia asked Eloise.


      “Oh no, honey. He just a friend.” Eloise propped Lidia up in the leatherette recliner. “You all go head and visit. I’m just outside, case you need me.”


      Tim sat down in a wooden-armed chair a few feet from Lidia.


      “Do I know you?” she asked Tim.


      “Tim Brodie, Lidia. We met a million years ago at St. D’s.”


      “I don’t know you,” she said. “I had a stroke and my memory is not so good.”


      “Yeah, well, my memory isn’t what it once was either.”


      In thirty years on the Force, and twenty-five-plus as a PI, he’d done lots of interviews under daunting circumstances, questioning children and the mentally handicapped, and naturally enough, the desperately bereaved. But this would be a new chapter and he had no idea how to start.


      On Lidia’s bedside table were photographs of her two daughters and the twins and a passel of kids.


      “Now who are all these folks?” he asked her.


      “I don’t know. The girl just put them there. But they’re all nice people.”


      Tim picked up one photograph, a group shot of her grandchildren, Paul’s two boys and her daughters’ daughters.


      “Now these grandkids of yours, they’re a good-looking bunch.” Tim meant it. The Gianises were always a handsome family.


      Lidia was frowning. “Is that who they are?” she asked.


      “Beautiful,” Tim said. “All of them.”


      “My daughter is a movie star.”


      “I know.” She was referring to Helen, who was still maybe the most gorgeous woman Tim had ever met face-to-face. She was said to be a handful, personally, and never got further than a brief role in one of the soaps. According to the local gossip, she was on husband four or five by now, a strumpet by the straitened standards of St. D’s.


      “Yes, I think they’re all nice people. I have a son, did you know that?”


      “Two, I believe.” He tapped the picture of the twins, a recent one, Paul with his lumpy nose and Cass beside him, just a tad bigger.


      “Identical twins,” she said. “No one can tell them apart.”


      He agreed.


      “My sons come here all the time. One of them is a big deal, too. Is he an actor?” she asked Tim. “People just love him. They tell me so all the time. Everyone here knows who he is.”


      Tim said he knew Paul, too, then asked about Cass, hoping for any information. Cass seemed to be some kind of shapeshifter, materializing, then disappearing.


      “Oh yes. They are such good boys, both of them.”


      “I thought the other one, Cass, didn’t he have some trouble?”


      Lidia pondered a second and shook her head. “I had a stroke and my memory’s not so good.” She raised her hand again and stared at the bracelet, which, by whatever logic was left to her, once more brought her attention to Tim. “Who are you? Do I know you?”


      “Tim Brodie, sweetheart. I thought maybe we could play a little game, you and me. See here?”


      He reached into the pocket of his overcoat and removed an inkless fingerprint pad and several pieces of eight and a half–by–eleven copier paper. He showed her how it worked, putting her whole hand on the pad and the way the impressions magically appeared on the page. She was childishly amused by the process, and they continued for several minutes. Lidia offered no objection when he bore down on her fingers to roll the print onto the sheet.


      Being with Lidia couldn’t help putting him in mind of Maria’s last days, when she was mostly gone and couldn’t speak. All in all, his wife was the kindest person he had ever known—love seldom left her and she had filled their house with love like light. But in dying she became ornery and sharp-tongued, and frequently raised her voice to him, telling him that whatever he did was not right. It was a grief impossible to bear at the time, the raw unfairness that she had to die and leave as final memories ones of her being somebody else.


      Nothing was fair, when you got down to it. People tried to be fair and made up rules about what was fair, but those laws didn’t have much to do with what really happened, if you were willing to notice. Here he was, no more than eight years younger than Lidia, playing with her like a child. He was still mostly himself, and she was just a little fraction of the proud, regal soul he’d observed from a distance. You couldn’t help but pay attention to Lidia in those days. The power of life swelled through her—it was like the swirling red lines on an old barber pole, no start or end, but you had to stare.


      “Are you my husband?” Lidia asked as he was putting the papers and the pad back into his coat.


      “No, Lidia. Just a friend.”


      “I don’t see my husband much. I think he may still be mad, you know.” Mickey had been dead twenty years. As Tim recalled the story, Mickey had been terrified of the initial open-heart surgery in 1959, when it was a recent innovation, but he came through like a champ. A little less than thirty years later, the pig valve had to be replaced, an act of routine maintenance, but Mickey stroked out on the operating table.


      “And what would Mickey be angry about?”


      “He never really said, but I knew he was always mad about Zeus.”


      “What about Zeus exactly?”


      The question stopped her cold.


      “Some silliness,” she said. “I don’t really recall. You must forgive me. I had a stroke and my memory’s not so good.”


      Tim nearly laughed out loud. She was all but gone but she remained crafty.


      “But why would Mickey be mad about Zeus?”


      “Mickey?” she asked.


      Tim considered his options.


      “Lidia, did Zeus ever know he was the father of Paul and Cass?”


      “Oh no,” she answered, and clapped a hand straight to her chest. Some thoughts seemed to tumble through her head, then slide away like the rush over a waterfall. She looked again at her wrist. It was her right hand she kept gazing at, Tim realized.


      “That’s a beautiful bracelet,” Tim said. “Mind if I see it?”


      He took her hand. Doing the prints, he had noticed the Easton College class ring her boys had given her. It was quite loose now on her finger. The top of the ring, with the crest and the stone and the raised numerals of the year, hung down toward her palm. But forty pounds ago, it would have fit well and was substantial enough to have left that bruise on Dita’s left cheek.


      Yet what he’d missed before was the scar. Beneath the bracelet, reaching from the back of her wrist upward a good six inches, there was a line of shiny, whitish flesh. The scar looked like a river running through a topical map, wiggling a bit within neat margins. It was the scar, he suddenly realized, not the bracelet, that preoccupied her.


      “Where did you get that mark on you, sweetheart?” he asked.


      Lidia slowly raised her arm to study it.


      “Oh, that,” she said. “I cut myself.”


      “How? You recall?”


      She contemplated, then repeated her mantra about her stroke. But she never lowered her arm.


      “And who sewed it up for you?” From the even look of the scar, and the faint little puckers on either side made by the sutures, it appeared that a surgeon had closed that wound. When Zeus brought Tim on to the investigation of Dita’s killing, the investigators, in the midst of their infighting, still hadn’t checked the ERs for cut cases the night of the murder. Tim spread the canvass to every hospital for thirty miles. Naturally they discovered several bad lacerations treated that Sunday night and the next morning, but none of those patients proved to be of any interest.


      Tim touched the scar gently.


      “Sure looks like you had a doctor for that.”


      “I think it was that girl,” Lidia said, the limb still aloft. Tim took her hand and lowered it, before her arm started to hurt.


      “Which girl is that, sweetie?”


      “You know her.” She smiled at Tim, as if he were playing a game. “So smart. Such a nice girl. She became a doctor.”


      Tim tried to recall when Sofia Michalis got back to town after med school. Then he remembered Georgia’s complaints about the attention Paul had paid Sofia at the picnic.


      “It turned out OK for her,” Tim said. “Was that who did your stitches there? Sofia?”


      Lidia tried to hold the thought, but shook her head.


      “I don’t know anyone by that name,” Lidia said. She apologized again about her stroke.


      “Sofia is the woman Paul married.”


      “Oh yes. Paul is a big deal. Everyone loves him.”


      “Any chance, Lidia, you got that cut at Zeus’s house?”


      She looked again and this time touched the patch of smooth skin.


      “Did I?” she asked. The idea seemed to make sense to her. From the dark contraction of her irises, he could see her struggling. “My memory is not very good.”


      “Did that happen before or after you hit Dita?” he asked her.


      In response to the question, a slim fragment of mental agility again returned to her, just long enough to set something off, some kind of alarm perhaps. She reared back, then began rotating her head and her thin floss of gray hair.


      “Did you hit Dita?” he asked her.


      “Who is that?” she asked.


      “Zeus’s daughter. The girl Cass was seeing. Did you end up hitting her, Lidia?”


      Her head went side to side for quite some time, more in sorrow, it seemed, than disagreement.


      “I really can’t talk about that,” she said.


      “And why not?”


      “Oh, it’s such a long time ago. Do I know that man?” She was pointing at Sam Waterston on the TV.


      “Did you hit Dita, Lidia.”


      “I don’t know about that,” she said. “You should ask my sons. They know better than me.”


      He was going to quarrel with the evident logic of that—how would her sons know better than she whom she’d walloped?—but there was a more focused manner in the way she was shaking her head around, determined, as it were, to let go of the bad thought. He’d promised himself he was going to treat Lidia with dignity and avoid upsetting her. He was nearing the end of what either one of them could tolerate.


      “Lidia, did you kill Dita Kronon?”


      She stared at Tim. “Do I know you?”


      He reintroduced himself and she explained about her stroke.


      “Who killed Dita Kronon, Lidia?”


      “Oh, that was all so sad,” she said. For a moment, worry consumed her time-whittled face. “That girl was no good.”


      “The daughter? Dita?”


      “She had a terrible tongue in her mouth.”


      “And did you kill her?”


      “Oh no,” she answered, as if the idea were as laughable as if Tim had asked if she’d made a recent visit to Jupiter. She stopped for some time, turning her wrist as she sorted through the strange rush of ideas.


      “You sure you didn’t kill her, Lidia?”


      The question this time brought about a mercurial change. Her brow closed and her look became sharp, even fierce, as that lingering remnant of the darkly determined woman of decades ago once more asserted itself.


      “They just never believe me,” she said. “They never believe me.”


      “Who doesn’t, dear?”


      “You can just go away. I’m tired of all of this. I don’t know who you are, and you’re just asking all these questions to embarrass me. You can go away. Who are you anyway?” She cast a look at the door. “What is that girl’s name?”


      “Eloise?”


      She shouted for Eloise. When the attendant didn’t appear promptly, Lidia, with no warning, grabbed the remote for the television and threw it at Tim. He got a hand up partially, but it clipped his scalp. In the meantime, Lidia leaned over her chair and swung at him with a closed fist. She didn’t come close. Shocked, he’d risen to his feet and was backing away. Lidia was screaming that she didn’t like him when Eloise finally came through the door.


      “I don’t like this man and I don’t know who he is.”


      He fled the room and waited in the hall while Eloise summoned another attendant, a little Filipina who couldn’t reach five feet with a hand over her head. She seemed to have a good way with Lidia and Eloise left the two of them while she walked Tim out.


      “She get like that some, but she is really such a sweet lady mostly. Funny thing, though. Must have been she had a little of that in her somewhere along. The doctors all say they just don’t know. Some of them, those bad traits come out, some the Alzheimer just change them completely.”


      “No worries,” said Tim. “She kept looking at her right wrist.”


      “She do like that, hundred times a day. Them boys always giving her jewelry, so she got something to see.”


      Tim nodded. The twins gave her the jewelry so people would think Lidia was fixated by the gems, rather than the scar.


      “She ever say where that scar on her wrist came from?”


      “Broke a window, she said once. You know, they tell you one thing one day and something else tomorrow.”


      “But she is right-handed, isn’t she?”


      “Oh yeah. Some of them dements, they forget so much they don’t even know which hand to use to pick up a spoon. But she ain’t like that. She use that right hand for everything.”


      “How long have you taken care of her?”


      “Lidia? Oh, it’s three, four years at least. She wasn’t so bad when she come in here. Only thing was she could never keep those boys straight. Sometime she tell me Paul was here and sometime she call him Cass. But these days she don’t hardly recognize either one. Lots of times she call them something else entirely once they gone.”


      “And what might that be?”


      Eloise stopped. “What is that name? She’s sayin it all the time.” Eloise touched the wooden support rail that ran along the wall as if it might help her recollection. “Brings me in mind of something whenever she do it.” One hand shot up when her memory finally sparked. “Oh, I know. It’s one of them cartoons my grandkids watch. Fella always got lightning in his hand, this character.”


      Tim got it quickly. “Zeus?”


      “Zeus!” She beamed. There was a good deal of gold in Eloise’s mouth. “That’s who she tell me come visit. More than once. Must be they resemble him some to her mind.”


      Once he was home, Tim paged through his files until he found the bundle of clippings from Dita’s murder. There were photos of Zeus in nearly every story. Then Tim called up Paul’s campaign site. It was ridiculous, frankly, when you looked at it, the resemblance he and so many other folks never saw, let alone remarked on. The shape of the face differed a bit but the three men shared the same nose and hair and mouth and eyes. What had Mickey made of their looks? Probably nothing. People didn’t see what they didn’t want to. Was that the hardest part of life, to look at it fresh and without preconceptions? Or would it just be unbearable chaos that way?


      

        


      


      The next morning Tim went out to McGrath Hall to deliver Lidia’s fingerprints. McGrath had been the police headquarters since 1921. The red stone heap might have passed for a medieval fortress, with stone arches over the massive planked oaken doors and notched battlements on the roof. When Tim was on the Force, he had hated the place, because he only got called down for somebody to bust his chops over something he could do nothing about. Then his last year and a half as a cop, they made him acting chief of Homicide, a job he never asked for, and gave him an office here. The gossip and intrigue that swirled through the halls was like a maelstrom that was just going to suck him down, and he often wished he could come and go in disguise. The milieu of the place became a big part of what had driven him into retirement.


      Dickerman’s office was in the basement of the building. If the brass had their way, Mo would have been situated halfway to China. They hated him, because Mo was always using his eminence to bend them backward with threats to raise a public ruckus if they wouldn’t buy a new piece of equipment or software he wanted. The higher-ups thought, often with good reason, that the money could be better spent on other aspects of policing. But on a force that like most urban departments was frequently mired in controversy, if not scandal, Mo and his worldwide reputation were assets they could not afford to dispense with.


      “How was Hollywood?” Tim asked when he arrived. Mo’s lab down the hall was huge and state-of-the-art, but his small office was barely big enough for his desk and his metal filing cabinets. His garden windows were half-height and emitted only the barest light through the wells.


      “Those people,” Mo answered, but said no more.


      Mo had retained possession of the original lifts from Dita’s room, because Mo’s travel schedule had kept Tim from picking them up. He handed over Lidia’s prints now. Mo had insisted on negotiating a new contract with Tooley, which acknowledged that this examination wouldn’t utilize any of the prints Judge Lands had ordered returned to other parties. Mo was a stickler, knowing that there were plenty of people in the county who’d use any controversy, especially in his outside employment, as a reason to oust him. He promised to begin the print comparison that night. He was one of those widowers who minimized his time at home.


      “You know,” Tim said, “I never got to ask you about that thing with Cass’s prints from Hillcrest. Last time we talked, you were wanting to get a look at Paul’s ten-card, because you thought Cass’s intake prints at Hillcrest didn’t match the crime scene.”


      Mo looked through his heavy frames for some time and then got up to shut the oak door. It had an old-fashioned frosted wired pane in the middle on which Dickerman’s name was printed in block letters.


      “You remember that day last month when Lands whistled me up to the bench to report on my findings about Paul’s prints?” Mo asked.


      “Sure.”


      “I nearly wet my socks. I was just waiting for him to ask me the wrong question and I’d look like Ralph Kramden. You know, ‘Humanah humanah.’”


      Tim laughed. It wasn’t a bad imitation of Jackie Gleason.


      “I thought you said Paul’s prints didn’t match the crime scene.”


      “They don’t. Now that I’ve finally gotten a look at Cass’s ten-card, I can exclude even the inconclusives.”


      “And what about Cass himself?”


      “You remember a few days after Greenwood finally found Cass’s prints and sent them over here, Lands said I had to give them back. Stern had an associate hie out this way to carry the card back to Greenwood County that afternoon. What does that tell you?”


      “Maybe there was something they didn’t want you to figure out. Maybe Cass’s prints don’t match the crime scene either?”


      “They do. With all the craziness in this case, that wouldn’t have been a complete surprise. But the minute I got that card, I looked at everything. Cass’s prints were all over Dita’s room, just the same as Logan said back in 1983, including the outside knob of the French door.”


      “So what was the big deal?”


      Mo looked away and poked his tongue to his cheek.


      “It’s been a while, I’ll tell you, since I was sitting up at night thinking about a case. I was ready to hire a brass band when Lands finally entered the dismissal.”


      At his age, Tim now and then found himself having unpredictable lapses, where he simply couldn’t follow the loops of an ordinary conversation. That seemed to be happening now.


      “I’m not catching the drift, Mo. Cass’s prints are all over Dita’s room and Paul’s aren’t. What’s strange?”


      Dickerman wiped his lips with his whole hand.


      “It’s that print card from Hillcrest.”


      “What about it?”


      “Well, as soon as I got Cass’s original impressions from Greenwood, I compared them to the prints from Hillcrest, and I know that’s a laser copy, and there’s no evidentiary value, but those are not Cass Gianis’s fingerprints—the ones from the institution? They look a lot alike, but in the minutiae, there are distinct differences.”


      “Are you saying they’re Paul’s?”


      Mo took quite some time before saying yes. “From everything I could see, the answer is yes.”


      Tim felt his mind spinning like a tire trapped in the snow.


      “What the hell?” Tim finally said.


      “I know. I was standing right there. I was looking Paul Gianis in the face when I took his fingerprints. You saw me do it. But the prints I took in the courthouse match the prints from Hillcrest.”


      “Jesus,” said Tim.


      Mo pointed. “Same rules: Not a word to anybody. If this ever got out, Horgan and Stern would have to come after me. They’d make a stink that I was looking at stuff I should have returned, and they’d say my opinion is a sign of incompetence. I don’t need any of that.”


      Tim promised. He knew Mo had arrived at the wrong conclusion about Paul’s fingerprints, he just couldn’t figure out why. You could see even Mo was of the same mind.


    


  




  

    

      

        26.


        The Deal—March 20, 2008


      


      Marlinda Glynn, a sharp young woman who’d taken a semester off from the University of Iowa to work on the campaign, was holding out his cell phone when Paul reached the backstage area at the West Town Community Center. They’d tried a morning town hall, but there couldn’t have been more than twenty-five people here, most of them elderly folks who’d arrived largely to alleviate boredom. He was hoping the call was from Peter Neucriss. Peter was an old friend, and the most successful plaintiff’s lawyer in this part of the world. Paul was going to beg him for another hundred thousand. Peter had already produced close to two fifty, bringing in checks in the names of every member of his family and his firm. When Peter said no, as Paul expected, he’d know for sure what was written on the wall.
         


      “This guy says he’s Hal Kronon,” said Marlinda.


      “Joke?” Paul asked.


      “I don’t think so. It really sounds like him.” Marlinda had been there the day of Hal’s tirade at the pardon and parole hearing. “And his secretary was on the line first.”


      Paul took the phone as he walked to the car.


      “It’s Hal,” said Kronon, with an easy tone that made it seem as if the intervening decades of nastiness were simply stagecraft meant to obscure the fact that they were actually the best of friends.


      “So I was told. Mind if I ask how you got my cell?”


      “I have people who can get that kind of information in five minutes. There’s this thing called the Internet.”


      Paul smiled in spite of himself.


      “I’d like to have a sit-down with you,” Hal said. “Just the two of us.”


      “Are we going to discuss the size of the contribution you’re planning?”


      Hal laughed, which Paul might not have expected.


      “Not exactly. Take the meeting, Paul. I won’t be wasting your time.”


      They agreed on 2:30, after lunch. Neither wanted to be seen with the other, so Hal suggested the building office at West Bank Mall, Zeus’s original shopping center, and still one of the most successful in the nation. The place covered a square mile, the white brick buildings connected by networks of open walkways. To compete with the indoor malls, Hal placed heat torches outside in the winter and misters for summer’s dog days, and even hired kids to escort shoppers under umbrellas when it rained. And the center thrived. You were lucky to find a parking space within four blocks of the store you wanted to visit.


      Paul was still bewildered about why mall shopping had emerged as Americans’ most thrilling pastime, as if coming back with several bags full of soft goods were the equivalent of big-game hunting. Whenever he was at a place like this, he wondered what we’d done wrong as a nation to make acquisition seem pleasing to so many. There was a kind of resignation to the activity that bothered Paul the most. He had nothing against leisure. It was a proud achievement that we’d given people time away from labor. But why shop, instead of garden or ride a bike?


      He might have questioned the lines of folks passing by, if he thought they would have answers. He was wearing sunglasses, but was often recognized. People stared for the most part, but two couples stopped him, one to encourage him, the other to have their picture taken, much as they would have if he’d been walking along dressed up as Donald Duck.


      He found the building office, a low freestanding structure. A young woman showed him back to a conference room with a cheap table and a few chairs. Hal was sitting on one of them. He rose and offered his hand for the first time in twenty-five years. Paul took it after some hesitation, then both men sat down.


      Paul put a small digital recorder on the table and turned it on.


      Hal’s eyes ran back and forth to it.


      “I told you this would stay between us,” Hal said.


      “Right. But I’d rather not pat you down for a wire or try to figure out if this room is bugged. I’ll have my own copy, in case you ever go back on your word.”


      Hal’s look darkened. Paul wasn’t sure Hal was a secure-enough guy to deal with the open distrust, but he was the one who’d asked for the meeting.


      “I’ll just get to the point,” Hal said. “I wanted you to know that I’m going to pull all those ads about you. I told the agency to get them off the air, even the ones where we’ve paid for the time already.”


      Paul nodded, trying to show no other reaction. There was a “but” coming.


      “I suspect Georgia will appreciate that,” Paul said. “I saw her a few weeks ago, and she thinks her hair looks like it was done by the serial killer in No Country for Old Men.”
         


      “Nobody tricked her.”


      “I’m sure.”


      “She wasn’t lying, was she?”


      Paul moved a hand to suggest that wasn’t worth a response.


      “What can I do for you, Hal?”


      Kronon had a heavy, unhealthy look. He was heading into his late sixties now. His hair was fleeing and age was overtaking him quickly. Zeus looked like a movie star at Hal’s age. Those recessive genes were a bitch.


      “I’m considering making a public statement,” Hal said.


      “You’ve already made a few.”


      “This one will say I’m convinced you had no role in my sister’s murder.”


      Paul’s heart spurted, much as he wanted to contain his reaction. They would have a chance, if Hal did that. He still wouldn’t bet on himself—too many voters just had a bad taste in their mouths at the mention of his name, and some by now were unsettled by the thought that his identical twin, a person with the same DNA, was a killer, even if he wasn’t. But still. They might crawl back to second by the time of the first election in two weeks.


      “That’s a rather substantial change of heart,” Paul finally said.


      “Well, we’ve learned some stuff.”


      “Like?”


      “That it was your mother’s blood in my sister’s room. Not yours or Cass’s. Lidia’s fingerprints are there, too. I have the report from Dickerman in my pocket, if you want to take a look.”


      Paul inhaled a few times to still the combination of fear and rage that flushed through him.


      “How in the hell did you get my mother’s fingerprints?”


      Hal shrugged. “I already told you. The Internet. Everything’s out there.”


      Paul took a second. The last thing he could tolerate was Hal Kronon in the role of wise guy.


      “What do you want, Hal? I know you want something in exchange.”


      “Nothing complicated. I want to know what happened,” Hal said. “I’ve spent twenty-five years sure you and your brother shorted my family on the truth. So I’d like to hear the whole story. And if you tell me, assuming it’s true, I’ll make that statement.”


      “Who decides if it’s true?”


      “Me.”


      Paul smiled.


      “I don’t know what happened, Hal. I wasn’t there.”


      “But you know what you’ve been told.”


      Paul thought for a second. This was always a tale like the shell of a snail, whorls on whorls, and one that he’d known for a quarter of a century could never be shared. Back in the day, his mother always repeated a Greek proverb. ‘He who reveals his secret, makes himself a slave.’ Hal Kronon was the last person in the world to whom he’d make himself or his family a slave, especially after the sacrifices of the last twenty-five years.


      “I’m not talking about that with you, Hal. And if I did, you wouldn’t believe me anyway. But I’ll tell you this one thing as a favor. Even today, I’m not sure who killed your sister. And I never have been. All I know for certain is that it wasn’t me, and that I didn’t have anything to do with it.”


      “That’s not enough.”


      “That’s all I have to say, Hal.”


      “You’ll lose the election.”


      “Thanks to you.” Paul was in fact increasingly at peace about losing. He’d turned fifty nearly a year ago. This was a good time to pull back and think about his life and what he really wanted, instead of capitulating to momentum, like a kid flying downhill on a sled. He was sick of meetings like this, with people begging or bullying, or trading favors. He’d longed for power for some good reasons, but also because that was what his mother always wanted for them, and because after Cass’s guilty plea, he felt more obliged than ever to redeem their lives. But he’d done it and discovered power was a trap. You controlled less than you thought, and got beaten on like a piñata, and never escaped watching eyes, except at home. He could stand losing. The one who would be inconsolable was Cass. Paul wondered for a second if Cass would have taken Hal’s deal. Probably not. But Cass wasn’t here.


      He webbed his hands tightly before he spoke, hoping to contain his anger.


      “You know, Hal. I need to be honest. You have a lot of nerve. You’re pulling those ridiculous commercials off the air? Great. You think I don’t realize your lawyers have advised you that if you leave them up now, knowing all this, that I can re-file for defamation and clean your clock? Those ads always were a bunch of malicious lies, and you’ve been promoting them for months. Which is the real point. Any decent human being, having learned what you have, would come here to say one thing: ‘I’m sorry. I’m going to the top of the ZP Building to scream to the world that I was wrong and that I’m sorry.’ Instead, you’re trying to hold me up, and to get me to sell out my family as the price of what even a modest respect for the truth should require you to do anyway.”


      Hal leaned over the table, coming perilously close. Paul could feel the heat of his breath when he spoke, and took in the beefy odor of his person beneath his cologne.


      “You talk to me about respect for the truth?” Hal asked. “Your family has been hiding it for decades. My parents lived with Dita’s death every day until they died. And I realized all along that none of us knew what really happened. And you think I owe you something, out of duty or honor? Excuse me, but somebody in your family killed my sister.”


      “Somebody in my family went to prison for twenty-five years. And frankly, as I told you before, even today I don’t know what happened. Maybe nobody in my family killed your sister.”


      “Then why did Cass plead?”


      “We’re done with this conversation.” Paul stood up and grabbed his recorder. “I think your political views, Hal, are goofy. I always have. And I think your tactics are low. But I always thought you had some limits, that in your own cockeyed way you were a decent guy.”


      Ever a baby, Hal looked for a second like he was going to cry. Then he stiffened himself with a comforting truth.


      “You’re done for,” he told Paul. “You’ll never be mayor.”


      Paul answered from the door.


      “So what?” he asked.
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        Dita—September 5, 1982


      


      Dita Kronon sheds her wet clothes and heaps them on the floor, where Tula, the maid, will deal with them in the morning. After grabbing a short pool robe from her closet, Dita crashes on her bed and clicks the TV remote. She told Greta she might slide by for a drink at 10:30, but she’s shredded now that she’s down from the ’lude, and Cass will be here by midnight.
         


      It’s been a long day already. She nearly did a dance when the rain sent all those shrieking greaseballs back to where they came from. Her parents are all the time telling her to embrace her heritage, but she has been explaining to them since she was about twelve that she is an American. Period. She’s called Dita because that was as much of Aphrodite as she could pronounce at the age of two, but she’s clung to it, rather than be known by a name so foreign and weird.


      Hal, naturally, loves all of the Greek stuff, but he was born over there and still speaks the language. He’s into all the rigmarole at church, the pained figures on the walls and the incense and chanting and the priest shoveling out the so-called Holy Gifts to everybody in the room from the same fucking spoon, all of which to her feels like a really bad Halloween party. But Hal is a dork, who sometimes seems to embarrass her parents simply by breathing. Dita loves him anyway. Whenever she gets ready to marry somebody, she might look for a man a little like Hal, at least somebody as devoted and kind.


      But she won’t marry anyone right now, which she’s been explaining to Cass for weeks. She’s gotten herself into a bad thing with Cass. She met him Memorial Day weekend at the club, where he was working as a lifeguard for pocket money, while he waited for the police academy to start.


      ‘Watch this,’ she told Greta, as soon as she found out who he was. The whole concept was to see the look on his face when she told him her name. She’s gone out with plenty of guys, even done a few, purely on a bet or because it will make a good story. She was wearing a two-piece her parents had forbidden her to put on at the club under any circumstances, and she motored over to where Cass could see her, and smiled up to the chair while she squinted in the sun. And of course, as soon as it was his turn to climb down, he came over. He was good-looking, you had to give him that, very hunky, all that great Greek hair. That was one thing she liked about being Greek. The hair. And the food. That, too.


      Cass is a good person, for sure, nicer, smarter, funnier than she expected. And it always thrills her when a guy falls as hard as he has, even though it also seems to paralyze something inside her. Cass truly gets a lot about her. He understands what she’s doing at Jessup, how deeply she connects with her clients, these beat-up kids who everybody wants to act normal after there hasn’t been a single normal fucking thing in their lives. But Cass seems like he’s on this big mission with her, as if he’s such a prize that she’ll like herself better, just because. And with all his good intentions, Cass is becoming a pest.


      She is pondering all of this, when, like a ghost, Mrs. Gianis steps out of Dita’s bathroom. Her heart turns to a fist for a second, while she assures herself that she’s not tripping. Dita grabs her robe around her and pulls herself up on an elbow.


      “What the fuck?”


      “I came in from the rain and the washrooms downstairs were occupied.”


      “That was four hours ago.”


      “Once I was here, I realized that I should take the chance to speak to you, Dita.”


      Dita is the only person in the house who can lock her door. Her mother found one of those tarnished old brass skeleton keys and gave it to Dita when she was thirteen, telling her to turn the key every night. That was a very, very fucked-up period around here, which nobody ever speaks about, and which Dita does her best not to recall. Every now and then, especially when nightmares wake her, memories float back at her, shapes in the darkness and the sensation of weight upon her and the suffocating aroma of her father’s cologne, and the severe look from her dimwit mother when she handed Dita the key, as if it were all Dita’s fault. But her room as a result has always been Dita’s sanctuary. Once she turns the key, neither of her parents will do any more than timidly knock, which is why she loves to ball Cass—and several before him—right here. And also why Lidia’s presence is so wrong.


      “Well, I was fucking standing outside for about six hours.”


      “We need to talk privately. Like two adults. And I was afraid, Dita, if I asked you to do that, you would never agree.”


      She is right about that, for sure. Dita has more need of a third tit than a heart-to-heart with Mrs. Gianis.


      “So you broke into my bedroom instead? I think you better go.”


      “I need to talk to you about Cassian.” In her silly floor-length muumuu, Mrs. Gianis has crept close to Dita’s bed. Her long fingers are webbed in front of her heart, in an aspect of prayer.


      “Sorry, Lidia. That’s none of your business.” The Gianises are old-world and Dita knows calling Mrs. Gianis by her first name will seem impudent.


      “I need to ask you, Dita, to stop seeing him.”


      “Ditto. MYOB.”


      “Dita—”


      “Look, Lidia, right now I’m just fucking your son, so don’t worry about it.”


      Mrs. Gianis slaps her. Hard. Dita’s cheek erupts in pain, almost as if it’s been skinned. The old woman has advanced on Dita so quickly she barely has had time to react, and in the process of drawing back, or maybe in recoil from the blow, she’s whacked the back of her skull against the mahogany headboard. In the meantime, Lidia has retreated at least twenty feet, obviously shocked at herself, and is suddenly crying, an act that seems as unlikely as if a stone statue were standing here shedding tears.


      “Oh my God,” she keeps saying. Lidia had been doing her in-charge thing, her favorite routine, but now the old lady has lost it and grown frantic. She presses a hand to her forehead, like it will hold in her brain.


      “I am pleading with you to act like an adult, Dita. To listen to me.”


      Dita tenderly touches her cheek and tells Mrs. Gianis to fuck herself.


      “You cannot marry Cass. Or, God forbid, have his child.”


      “‘God forbid’? Is that this old crap? The Gianises against the Kronons? You and your feuds. My father always says your family are like hillbillies.”


      “He never said that.”


      “I’ll call him down here.”


      “He would not speak about me or my family that way.”


      “‘Just a bunch of sheep-fucking hillbillies.’ That’s a quote.”


      “Dita, Cassian is your father’s child.”


      “Bullshit.”


      Lidia reacts as intensely and unpredictably as before, throwing her hands wide in rage and striking a pane of the French door. The resonant thump of bone against the glass sets off a cascade of remarkable sounds, a shriek from Lidia, and a pop like a muffled gunshot as the window breaks, followed by the wind-chime tinkling of the shards showering onto the concrete balcony outside. Lidia is looking down in amazement as blood bubbles from the back of her wrist. That sight, which Dita hates, as well as what Lidia has said—that her father, Captain Wanderdick, fucked her, too—is dizzying to Dita. It seems to unravel the loose knot that holds the different parts of her together. She needs to scream and she does.


      “Get out!” Her head is starting to hurt as much as her cheek. “Get the fuck out of here! Or I’m calling the police.”


      Crazed and overwrought, Lidia moves one way, then the other, dashes to the bathroom and reappears with her arm wrapped in a towel. She starts to speak, but Dita grabs the phone beside her to dial the cops.


      Crying fiercely, Mrs. Gianis struggles with the door. A little star of blood has already reached the outer layer of the towel swaddling Lidia’s forearm. Finally Dita tells her to turn the key.


      Once Dita hears the front door slam, she dials the phone in her hand. It keeps ringing until she gets Cass’s answering machine, on which she leaves a message.


      “You better get your ass over here. Your fucking mother just beat the crap out of me, and I’m totally going to call the police.” Dita is astonished to find herself crying, perhaps only over the indignity. One thing is for sure—she is done with Cass and his lunatic family. She touches the back of her head. The fucking bump is starting to swell.
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        Changing Partners—May 14, 2008


      


      

        The Kindle County Tribune


        WEDNESDAY MAY 14, 2008


        Local Roundup


        Just When He Thought It Couldn’t Get Any Worse: Gianises Split
            


        The office of state senate majority leader Paul Gianis (D—Grayson), 50, who last month failed to qualify for yesterday’s runoff election to become Kindle County’s chief executive, announced late Tuesday that the senator and his wife of nearly 25 years, Dr. Sofia Michalis, had agreed to divorce. Dr. Michalis, 49, who heads the Reconstructive Surgery Department at University Hospital, plans to marry the senator’s identical twin brother, Cass. Cass Gianis was released from the penitentiary on January 30, after completing a 25-year sentence for the 1982 murder of his girlfriend, Dita Kronon.


        It has already been a turbulent period for Senator Gianis. He was the initial favorite in the mayoral race and led by as much as 20 points in some early polls. His slide followed an intense negative advertising campaign funded by the real estate mogul Hal Kronon, CEO of ZP Properties, headquartered in Center City. Kronon alleged that Senator Gianis also had a hand in the murder of Dita Kronon, Hal Kronon’s sister, charges Gianis furiously denied. Days before the April election Kronon pulled his advertising off the air without explanation, but the change came too late for Gianis, who missed the runoff by about 3,000 votes. Following his loss, Gianis endorsed yesterday’s winner, North End councilman Willie Dixon.


        Disclosure of the Gianises’ impending divorce seems to have been timed in the hopes it would be lost amid election coverage, but the news became the subject of comment, much of it humorous, across the country, where the effect of Hal Kronon’s ads on Gianis’s campaign has already attracted substantial attention. The Tribune’s Seth Weisman, who frequently writes about Kindle County’s political oddities in his nationally syndicated column, commented immediately on his blog.
            


        “At least Paul has a chance to retire his campaign debt now,” Weisman wrote. “Who wouldn’t buy a ticket to that Thanksgiving dinner?”


      


      On the sofa in his sun-room, Tim read the Tribune item over at least three times. His first thoughts were for Sofia, who, Tim felt, would be devastated to find herself the subject of scandal. He watched as much as he could stomach of the smirking coverage of the divorce on the morning news program, then finally called Evon about 9.
         


      “I was just going to pick up the phone,” she said. “Hal’s already airborne, asking if this could have anything to do with Dita’s murder.”


      “I can’t see how. Can you?” Tim had never told Evon he suspected Sofia had sewed Lidia’s wounds the night of the murder. There was no way to prove it. And his loyalty to Sofia made him reluctant to see her put through Hal’s wringer.


      “Do you have the time to nose around a little? Just to be sure. It’ll keep Hal off my back.”


      “Hell yeah. I admit the whole thing eats at me.”


      With all the unfinished business in life, all the crimes where ancillary questions went unresolved, it surprised him that he remained preoccupied by the killing of Dita Kronon and the many pieces that didn’t quite fit. He had thought for a quarter of a century that Cass Gianis committed the murder, and perhaps he had. But for Tim the case had been safely filed under “Jobs Done Right.” At eighty-one, it was unsettling to see your supposed accomplishments unravel, since it left you to wonder how many more would come apart over time.


      “Hal’s still pissed that Paul wouldn’t tell him the story,” Evon said.


      “Guy spends two years running for mayor,” Tim answered, “and then won’t recite a little piece of ancient history to get himself a better shot at the job? Whatever tale he has to tell has gotta be worse than what people were already thinking. Or at least as bad.”


      After much thought in the booth, Tim had still punched his ballot for Paul. In his concession speech, Paul said Sofia and he were going to take some time to consider the future, but until now Tim had not realized that meant their relationship. It was one of the truest adages he knew that you could never tell from the outside what was happening in a marriage. Sometimes inside, as well. All in all, it sounded like the Gianises had themselves one hell of a mess.


      He told Evon he’d poke around a little more to see if recent developments had shaken loose something new. Evon asked him to check back before taking on any big expenses.


      Tim didn’t expect any of the Gianises to be more inclined to talk to him, but there was no harm in asking. Sooner or later, he might wear one of them down. He phoned Sofia at work, but it went straight to voice mail, where the message said Dr. Michalis was out of the office. Naturally. There were slimers from all over America who wanted an interview. Tim took an old-fashioned approach and wrote a letter, addressed to Sofia at the house in Grayson, saying he was thinking about her and needed a few minutes.


      Around eleven, he went out to the Gianises’ house, joining at least six different TV vans with their potato-masher antennas on the roof. A county cop was in the driveway to keep the reporters from acting like jerks and creeping up to the windows. Tim caught sight of a cameraman he used to know just a little, Mitch Rosin, sitting on the back of his van, enjoying a cigarette in the mild weather. The flowering shrubs were in bloom, and the trees had exploded into green overnight a few weeks ago. At Tim’s age, there was a special pleasure in spring.


      Rosin squinted through his own smoke as Tim gimped up.


      “Brodie, right?”


      “Right.”


      “How the hell have you been?” Rosin worked as an independent and had produced some documentaries for the cable networks. His shoulder was a mess, he said, from carrying the camera for forty years, but otherwise it had been a great life, as a professional voyeur. The rear doors of the van had been thrown open and Tim sat beside Rosin on the dusty bed of the truck. They gabbed a good twenty minutes, laughing about old cases. Like a lot of people, Rosin remembered Tim from Delbert Rooker. Delbert had killed six schoolteachers and tried to abduct at least four more. He actually rented space in a meat locker along with the deer hunters and had the six bodies wrapped and hanging right there. Except for being a homicidal maniac, Delbert could otherwise have been Mr. Peepers, right down to the pocket protector. Worked for the state Department of Transportation approving truck licenses.


      “I take it,” said Rosin, “that he didn’t have a positive experience in grade school.”


      “So it seems. Guy never explained, though. We went in the apartment with a SWAT team. Here he is in a three-flat and he’s grabbing these poor women, sticking them in his trunk, and then dragging them up the stairs to a third-floor apartment in the middle of the night, wrapped in a tarp. No one ever hears or sees anything. And of course, he’s just inside his own sick world—not only took pictures but made audiotapes so he could relive each kill. And never cleaned up. There’s blood and hair all over the living room rug. We had him sitting in the kitchen, handcuffed to the radiator while we searched. I says, ‘Delbert, didn’t you know you shouldn’t be doing this stuff?’ I was just trying to knock out the insanity defense. But he shrugs. ‘Had it coming,’ he says. ‘All of them?’ I ask. ‘Had it coming.’ OK, well then that’s how he saw it.”


      Tim eventually asked what was up with the Gianises. Rosin told him that Paul’s and Sofia’s offices said each was on vacation. No one had a clue about Cass, whose latest whereabouts once again were unknown. There was no word on when any of them would be back, but the gossip shows all wanted the first footage of the new couple whenever they appeared, so Rosin was sitting here.


      While Tim was talking to Rosin, the mail carrier arrived in her little truck and took a trip to the house next door. A tiny dark woman wearing a pith helmet and PO-issued shorts, she clearly didn’t like doing her job on-camera and virtually dashed up to the neighbors’ mail slot.


      Tim tried not to react. He stood up and stretched and said something about moving his old bones. He drove around the block and ended up following the mail van for an hour, until the carrier stopped for lunch in a little Bibimbap hole-in-the-wall. She was jawing in Korean with the owners when Tim sat down beside her at the counter on one of the vinyl-covered round backless stools. She was a small woman, maybe fifty, with a beautiful coppery color and a wide sunny face. Her knotty little calves were displayed beneath the hem of her shorts with their maroon stripe down the seam. A large wooden cross hung from her neck, which Tim didn’t take as an especially good sign.


      He picked up a stray copy of the Tribune for a second, then put a hundred dollars in twenties down at her elbow.
         


      She stared at the money.


      “No way,” she said.


      “Just need a conversation,” he answered. “How long is the Gianises’ mail held?”


      She ate for some time, using her sticks, her face close to the bowl.


      She never looked down when she swept up the money and put it in her left pants pocket.


      “Monday.”


      “And have you delivered mail there for Cass? Cassian?”


      “Couple things.”


      “Any forwarding for Paul?”


      “Start last week.”


      “Where to?”


      She laughed. “I not the phone book.” Still she closed her eyes. “Center City. Tee hun-rat on Mo’gan.”


      “Three hundred on Morgan,” Tim repeated delicately.


      She nodded. He couldn’t think of anything else.


      

        


      


      Thursday morning, Tim decided to see if he could find Cass. There was a guy he used now and then, Dave Ng, who could get social security information. Tim never asked how, but over the years he took it that Dave had somebody—or somebody who had somebody—in Baltimore in Social Security HQ. This was too far over the line for Tim, except when he was desperate. Ng charged five hundred bucks that Tim would have to bury in his gas and mileage expenses for Evon. Ng called back in an hour.


      “Zero,” he said. Tim had never met Ng face-to-face and for all Tim knew, he was really a black guy named Marcellus. In payment, Tim mailed two blank postal money orders to a PO box in Iowa. “Last job was at the Hillcrest Correctional Facility downstate. No employment this year in either quarter.”


      He might have thought Cass was a phantom, but both Georgia and Eloise, the attendant at St. Michael’s, had seen him in the last few months.


      On the way back to the Gianis house, he stopped at the FOP lodge hall. There’d been a jar of pickled eggs on the bar he’d been thinking about for two months at least. It had been an entire era since he’d eaten one. The same bunch he’d encountered last time was playing pinochle, Stash and Giles and the guy who’d told him he was never going to find Cass, and three more. There was a pile of quarters in the center of the table.


      “God oh mighty,” said Stash at the sight of Tim. “Here comes the walking dead.”


      “Greetings from zombie land,” said Tim. He pulled a chair up behind Stash and said, “Jesus, you wasting all that money on a hand like that?”


      Stash turned full around and Tim laughed merrily.


      “I don’t even know the rules of this game,” he confessed. “Far as I know, you win with petunias.”


      “You still chasing around for Kronon?” Giles asked. “I’d have thought he’d have declared mission accomplished. He sure sank Paulie’s ship.”


      “Just some loose ends I’m trying to tie up, more for my own sake than anyone else’s,” Tim answered.


      He went to the bar and laid down two singles and ate two pickled eggs, then returned to the table to ask the guy who knew the Gianises’ neighbor if there was any news about Cass.


      “I actually talked to Bruce, after you were here. Told him you were on Cass’s trail.”


      Tim nodded. He hadn’t expected to fool anyone. Still, you could tell from the deliberate way the man didn’t look up from his cards that he thought he’d gotten the drop on Tim. He was a fair-size guy, basically bald but wearing the fringe of hair he had left long enough to overflow his collar. Man seemed decent enough, but Tim sensed he hadn’t actually been a cop, more a wannabe, probably welcome here because he lost a lot more than he won.


      “He said no sign of Cass,” the man said. “The wife saw Sofia in the driveway a couple months back and asked how it was all going and she just says, ‘We’re all so happy he’s home.’”


      “Yeah,” said one of the guys on the other side of the table, “apparently she was real happy.” A chorus of lurid laughter circled the table.
         


      “They were bound to hit the rocks anyway,” said Stash. “Paulie, he’s been catting around for years.”


      Tim had learned a long time ago not to say never. A dick could make a fool out of a lot of men. But still.


      “Now what kind of bullshit is that?” asked Giles, who’d been quick to defend Paul last time, too.


      “No bullshit to it. You know Beata Wisniewski?”


      “Any relation to Archie?” Tim asked.


      “His daughter.” Archie had been a captain who ran the Eighteenth District in the North End. There’d been stories for decades about drugs and cash disappearing from the dope-slangers out there. Plenty of defense lawyers told the same tale: A client who’d been dealing a pound ended up getting charged with selling six ounces. That was still enough to catch real time, but none of the dealers complained in court that the coppers had pinched their coke and were selling it themselves. If that was what was going on out there, and the PDs were pretty much sure of it, the captain figured to be getting some. Otherwise, he’d have gotten rid of the bums long before. But that was the days of yore by now.


      “She become a cop, too?” Tim asked.


      “Got into the academy straight out of high school, on some kind of waiver,” said Stash, “long time after that was supposed to have stopped. Good-looking girl, too. Big but fit. She rode with me right after she started on the job. About six months in, Cass pled guilty and she was freaked out about it. Apparently, Cass and her, they’d been tight at one point.”


      On the other side of the table, a dark guy circled his thumb and forefinger and poked his other index finger through, as if he knew something. Stash shook his head uncertainly.


      “She left the job after a few years when she got pregnant,” said Stash. “Married to a training officer, Ollie Somebody, who had a big bottle issue. Guy used to try to smack her around and of course she’s sober, and trained, and big, and apparently she put the asshole in the hospital twice. But finally she decides life’s too short. Anyway, Roddy Winkler’s got a son used to live in the same building she moved into. This would be just after Paulie started making real dough. And the kid, Roddy’s son, he was also a lawyer, and he said he saw Paul leaving her place in the early a.m., more than once.”


      “Jesus,” said the Mexican-looking character on the other side of the table, “I’m liking this story less and less. Not only is Paulie steppin out, but he’s poking his brother’s old girlfriend.”


      “Brother had to say go for it,” said the guy who knew the neighbor.


      “Weird shit,” said the man next to Tim. There was a brief discussion then about the number of guys who wanted a chance with the Doublemint Twins.


      “Early a.m.?” said Tim, going back to Stash’s story. “Don’t you think Sofia would notice the other side of the bed was a little cool?”


      “Fuck do I know?” asked Stash. “Wifey must have been traveling.”


      “There’s two kids at home.”


      “I’m just telling you what Winkler’s son said. You know, I bumped into him at Roddy’s and he says, ‘I got something’ll tickle you about your old partner.’ He said Paul was turning up every once in a while until she moved out two or three years ago.”


      “Like for a decade?” Tim asked. This was cop truth, third-rank hearsay which was valid until it was disproved.


      “So Paul’s president of the state senate by now,” Giles said, “and the press never picks this up?”


      “Everybody likes Paulie. They only throw mud on the ones they don’t care for. ’Sides, for all I know, they looked and never got anything they could print.”


      “What line of work was she in, this Beata?” asked Tim. “She go back on the job?”


      “Too smart for that. Sells real estate, I’m thinking. Commercial property.”


      The hand was over and Stash looked at Tim and just heaved his thick shoulders. Don’t blame him, he meant.


      Tim went back to use the facilities, as usual, then stopped at the bar and had one more pickled egg. The heartburn would be hellacious later, but you had to live a little.


      This business about Paul was a surprise, but it made the end of the Gianises’ marriage make a little more sense. On the one hand, it really had nothing to do with what Tim was up to. On the other, you could never tell what got passed along as pillow talk.


      He went to the public library in Grayson. They were closing libraries all over town, but this one was still bustling, patronized by lots of folks in his age range, and moms with kids too young for school. It had the sterile functional look of a lot of stuff built in the sixties, modern without a lot of frills. He found Beata Wisniewski’s business address on the Internet, and a smiling photo of her on the real estate brokerage’s website. As advertised. Good-looking girl, blonde with a little help for Mother Nature, but Tim never met a woman, his own Demetra included, who was blonde at age sixteen and didn’t regard it as her God-given right to maintain the same hair color for the rest of eternity. He called the brokerage. The secretary said Beata was out on a showing until 3, and Tim went over to the office, which was right on the east side of Center City near the U Hospital. This was an area where Tim wouldn’t go without his sidearm when he was a cop, and now it was all hip young folks. The real estate agency had apparently been situated here for a while, a three-story building with a gated lot. Ng could have gotten him the make of the car she owned, but he figured he knew who he was looking for, and as it turned out, it wouldn’t have been hard to spot her anyway. A big black Audi with the vanity plate BEATA pulled into the lot about 3:45. He got out of his car, limping toward her. The spring day had gotten windy.
         


      She was pretty much a Brünnhilde type, just big everything, not overly heavy, still nice-looking with her blonde hair upswept for a professional effect, and more than six feet tall in her high heels. She was wearing a light coat and had her briefcase under her arm, but she troubled herself for a quick smile when he came toward her. He extended his hand.


      “Ms. Wisniewski? Name is Tim Brodie. Knew your old man a little bit.”


      She stopped moving and her bluish eyes approached absolute zero. Her jaw set like a linebacker’s.


      “This is private property,” she said. “Next time you show your face here, I’ll call the cops and you can tell them about the good times you had with my father.”


      Driving away, Tim tried to rewind the interlude frame by frame, hoping to determine when the ice storm had set in. Was it mentioning her dad? But he was pretty sure it was his own name that had chilled her. Which meant she knew who he was. Which meant in turn that the story about Paul and her had to be true.


      Just on a hunch, he decided to sit on her house. Given how unstrung she’d appeared, she might need some smoothing.


      He returned to the library. He put the cell phone listed on the brokerage website into a reverse directory, but the billing went to the office. The Tri-Cities’ white pages online showed a T. Wisniewski on Clyde, which was about three blocks from the realty office. He used the street maps on the assessor’s website to get the property identification number for that address, then confirmed with a different listing that Beata Wisniewski received that real estate tax bill. By 5:30 p.m., he’d driven out to the string of three-story row houses. Daylight saving had started and the young inhabitants were strolling in the mild night, a good half of them walking their dogs.


      He circled for quite some time. About 6:30, he saw the Audi go down the side street, and he reached the alley soon enough to see the vehicle pull into a garage. He drove past slowly and glimpsed a splinter of Beata through the rear fence. It took a while until somebody pulled out of a space within sight of her front door, but Tim parked then and waited. He had no idea where Paul had camped out. But he’d seen lots of guys chucked out by their wives, and most didn’t go far from home, not so much to be contrary as to consolidate whatever they had left. About half an hour after the sun had gone down, a little past 8:30, a light popped on in what he guessed was Beata’s living room. Seconds later a car pulled up a few spaces in front of him. It was a gray Acura like the one he’d seen in Sofia’s garage back in February. Leaving the vehicle, a man actually ran the first couple of steps as he made his way down the block. Tim thought he recognized who it was as the fella passed under the streetlights, but the guy was on the move, and Tim saw poorly in the dark. He took a few photos during the instant the man appeared again beneath Beata’s porch light. He was in her house only a second before emerging, lugging a huge suitcase, with Beata right behind him. They jumped in the Acura and were gone.


      He tried to follow them, but given his vision, he had little chance. He lost the Acura as it mixed into the swirl of traffic close to the Nearing Bridge.


      Tim pulled over to study the photos he’d taken, just to be sure he’d gotten it right. Enlarged, the digital photos turned grainy. Still, they confirmed what he thought.


      He’d finally found Cass Gianis.
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      On Sunday night, Tim drove back to Grayson and parked kitty-corner to the Gianises’ orange-brick house. The newsies and the cop stationed in the circular were all gone, probably because their various employers didn’t care to pay double overtime. But the mail carrier’s information meant that Sofia might return now. And there were indeed lights on. He kept his binocs on the place until he saw Sofia move through the kitchen, then he walked across and rang the bell. In a minute, he could hear somebody behind the heavy varnished oak door, and a face flashed in the little viewing panel on top. The dog he’d heard last time was yapping indignantly.
         


      Sofia opened, dressed in blue jeans, the dog bounding beside her. She didn’t look especially well. Without makeup, her skin was lumpy. Her lip actually trembled as she stared at him with her giant eyes.


      “Mr. Brodie, please. Please. Can’t you respect our privacy? Please.”
         


      The dog, a young lab, just old enough to have grown into her paws, reared up and clawed the screen. Tim put a hand forward to quiet her down.


      “‘Tim,’” he said. “Think you’re old enough to be calling me that.”


      “We’ve been through hell and back for twenty-five years now. We’re just trying to put things back together. Don’t we get peace at some point? Hal Kronon is crazy.”


      “I hear you, hon,” he said. “I do. Truth is, figuring it all out may mean more to me than it does to Hal at this stage. Here it is, twenty-five years later, and I’m finding out I didn’t do much of a job.”


      “I’m sure that’s not true, Mr. Brodie.”


      “You know, Lidia’s fingerprints were there in Dita’s room. And what looks to be her blood.”


      Sofia didn’t answer. She looked down at the tile floor of the entry.


      “Sofia,” Tim said, “I’m thinking you stitched up Lidia’s arm after Dita was killed.”


      Her face jerked up like a marionette’s on a string.


      “Who told you that? Have you tapped our phones? Would you actually do that?”


      “Of course not, Sofia.”


      Behind her, Tim noticed a man on the landing of the house’s broad central staircase. It was Cass. Tim hadn’t been in the same room with him for twenty-five years and by now, without that lumpy nose, Cass had become the better-looking brother, a little more vital than Paul had appeared in the latter stages of the campaign. He descended the stairs quickly and circled his left arm around Sofia to ease her out of the doorway.


      “Good night, Tim,” he said, and used his free hand to close the door.


      

        


      


      On Monday morning, Sofia and Cass were all over the news. Some PR adviser had convinced them to do the equivalent of a perp walk in front of the vipers’ nest of lenses. The Kindle County all-news cable channel covered the event live, which Tim watched from home. The pair emerged from the house shyly, standing together with uncertain smiles, their hands a hairsbreadth apart. The cameras swirled around them, while reporters shouted over each other with questions to which the couple didn’t respond. In the midst of all of that, the dog escaped from the house and Cass had to chase her, whistling and clapping. The pup was a bit wild and raced around for a second, but finally returned, lying at Cass’s feet to avoid further scolding, her tail flapping on the driveway. Cass led her inside by the collar, then exchanged a chaste peck on the cheek with Sofia before raising the garage door with a key. Each departed in a different car.


      And where in the heck would he be going anyway? Tim wondered.


      Paul, too, was back at work. The cameras got him pushing through the revolving door of the LeSueur Building about 9, smiling but shaking off the requests for comment as he made his way through the Art Deco lobby with its artful brass decorations. Building security guards held back the cameras as Paul reached the elevators.


      On Wednesday, Tim went out to Grayson at 5:30 a.m. Whatever deal Cass and Sofia had made with the press seemed to have stuck. The camera vans were all gone. Around six, Sofia in her older Lexus rolled out of the garage, undoubtedly headed for surgery.


      Tim stayed put to see if Cass’s Acura would emerge, as it did around 8. It was clear to Tim after following Cass about five minutes that he was looking for a tail. He’d go two or three blocks, then back into a driveway and come out going the other direction. Tim avoided Cass the first time he used the maneuver, but when Tim turned the corner moments later, the Acura was at the curb, facing the other way beside the heavy old trees in the parkway. Cass actually smiled at Tim and lifted a hand to wave.


      Tim called Evon.


      “I’m gonna have to rent a new car every day,” he told her. “I’m curious as hell to know where Cass is going.”


      “Do we care?” she asked.


      “Maybe it’s just because I don’t have something better to do, but I look at all these stories about Cass and Sofia. You see one that says what kind of job he’s got?”


      “He’s opening a charter school, isn’t he? He’s trying to get an exemption from the state Board of Education, because he has a felony record. Didn’t I read that?”


      “Where’s this school? When’s it open? And what kind of schoolteacher gives a damn about being followed?”


      “I don’t know. Maybe they’re just sick of the reporters. Hal hasn’t asked me anything for a week. He’s in a big melee with his bankers.” Apparently, within days of the YourHouse closing, Hal’s lending consortium had decided to mark down the portfolio of unsold single-family houses ZP had just bought. The lawyers on both sides were fighting like minks, and negotiating around the clock.


      “I’ll pay for the rental cars myself, if you want,” Tim offered.


      “No, he still wants dirt on the Gianises. There are columnists and bloggers all over the country writing about getting ‘Krononed,’ meaning having some big-money maniac destroy you politically with phony charges. He’d be happy to have any information that shows there’s something fishy with Paul. And what about Brünnhilde? Any sign of her?”


      He was driving by Beata’s house on Clyde every day, but the mail was piled up on the concrete lip under the mail slot in her front door, so much of it that the winter storm door was ajar.


      On Thursday morning, in a rented Ford Escape, he lay two blocks off the Gianis house, but still lost Cass in the traffic as he headed into Center City. With no better alternative, Tim went down to the three hundred block on Morgan, where the letter carrier had said she was forwarding Paul’s mail, to see what he could suss out.


      Two new high-rises took up the block, here on the edge of Center City. When Tim was in the orphanage this part of town was all industrial, with huge square warehouses of unfaced brick and factories with looming smokestacks. It was a big trip in those days to come into DuSable. Each class went once a year, riding in on the Rock Island Line. He remembered the excitement, feeling queasy on the rolling carriages, then frightened by the size and might of the city, but the sight that most amazed him was at the other end, where a railroad turntable spun the locomotives around in the days before the engine cars were built to run backward.


      Both new buildings had large banners in the windows, red lettering three feet tall, offering units for sale and rent. He entered each to see if there might be a directory of residents, but door-persons were stationed at security desks in both lobbies, and he decided to wait before calling any notice to himself. Sooner or later, the Gianises were going to accuse him of stalking and seek an order of protection. He spent the day eyeing the doors and driveways to the buildings, listening to a tape he’d gotten at the library of the same book of Greek myths he’d been trudging through.


      Friday morning, he was there again early, hoping to catch sight of Paul leaving one of the buildings on his way to work. Instead, he saw Cass’s Acura arrive at the 345 Building about 8:45 and slide down the ramp into the private parking garage underneath. Tim left the blinkers on in his rented Corolla, and dodged traffic to cross the street, thinking it might be worth it now to check the directory. He had just opened the outer glass door to the lobby when a blue Chrysler convertible came up the same driveway. The vehicle was no more than thirty feet away, and he got a good look at the driver, who stopped at the top to check the cars in the street coming from both directions before turning right onto Morgan. It was Paul.


      Tim limped back across the avenue to the rental car. He was lucky. Paul got caught at a light two blocks down and Tim managed to follow him all the way to a seven-story concrete parking structure across from the LeSueur Building. Paul soon emerged with his briefcase as he headed in to work.


      Tim drove back to 345. When he’d wandered by yesterday, he’d seen visitors poking around at a small screen built into the security desk, using an attached telephone handset. The guard was gone for the moment and Tim lifted the receiver and followed the instructions on the screen, pressing the pound key to bring up a listing of residents. There were no Gianises, but he scrolled through and found T. Wisniewski in unit 442. He called for the hell of it, but there was no answer after eight rings.


      He stood there sorting out the possibilities. Beata had a house, so she’d probably rented this place for Paul, but that had to be before he split with Sofia. There wouldn’t be much point to putting things in her name now. Paul was still a famous face and word that he was living here would get around. Maybe it had been what the rogues would call their ‘stabbin cabin,’ although it seemed to Tim that Paul would have risked a lot less attention going through the back door of Beata’s house. And what all was Cass doing here? The two brothers didn’t figure to be on the best terms right now.


      “Help you?” asked a portly middle-aged lady, who’d emerged from the package room and resumed her post on a high swivel chair behind the rosewood security desk. She wore a sport coat with 345, the building logo, emblazoned above her heart. He could see from her squint that she’d been warned to watch out for somebody like him.
         


      The 345 building, like the competitor down the block, was developed to meet all the needs of a busy urbanite. Here on the first floor, there was a gym and an overpriced organic grocery, and a couple of other small shops behind them.


      “I was just looking for the dry cleaner,” Tim said, expecting her to direct him to the cleaner whose sign he’d seen next door. Instead, it turned out there was a dry cleaning establishment here, too.


      “Right down the hall.” She pointed to the granite corridor. He could feel her watching as he gimped off, and for safety’s sake he entered the store with its steamy smell of starch. An Asian lady asked if she could help. She had quite an accent, and he needed to get her to repeat herself twice, what with the noise of the pressing machine behind her. In the interval, an idea came to him, just a way to confirm that Paul was living here now.


      He turned every pocket in his sport coat inside out as the lady watched.


      “Supposed to pick up my boss’s dry cleaning. But I don’t have the ticket.”


      “What name?”


      He told her Gianis and spelled it. She looked in her receipts and then threw the switch to start the merry-go-round of garments shimmering in their plastic wrappers. So Paul was here. Tim was about to go through the routine of telling her he’d forgotten his wallet, too, but she hung two suits from the hooked stainless arm that extended over the counter.


      “You forgot one suit t’ree week,” she said.


      “Really?” He looked at the second garment. It was exactly the same as the one in front of it, a lightweight blue wool with a faint herringbone. He hoisted the plastic sleeve for one second, as if trying to be sure the suit was his, and looked inside to see the label of a bespoke tailor, Danilo. If it was the guy Tim was thinking of, Danilo made clothes for athletes and mobsters, a clientele for whom he kept his mouth shut.


      He took both suits off the hanging arm and held them out in front of himself, trying to make out the difference. He moved them from hand to hand a few times and finally hung both on the stainless steel arm again, so the shoulders were fully aligned. Now he caught it. The second suit, the one in back now, was probably half a size larger at the shoulder, and the sleeve was a micrometer longer as well.


      “Three weeks, huh?” he asked her.


      “Yeah.” She showed him the receipt. Written on it in marker was “442,” but that show-and-tell exhausted her patience.


      “You pay now,” she said. So he opened his wallet and went through the whole act, cussing himself out and asking her to point him to an ATM.


      

        


      


      Monday was Memorial Day. Tim was going to his granddaughter’s for a picnic with her husband’s family later in the day, and he had looked forward to that all weekend, sharing the young couple’s excitement about Stefanie’s pregnancy, and getting congratulated for having hung around long enough to see some of his DNA arrive in another generation. With nothing better to do until then, he decided to park across from 345 for a few hours that morning. Cass’s Acura appeared close to 10 a.m. Just as on Friday, roughly five minutes after Cass arrived, Paul pulled out in the Chrysler. Tim followed Paul to his senatorial office, and then to a parade in his district.


      On Tuesday, Tim was at 345 at 7:30 a.m., wearing the twill navy-blue uniform from the old heating and ventilation business he’d briefly been in with his brother-in-law twenty-five years ago. Both the waist-length jacket and the matching billed hat sported the shield of Bob’s company, which he’d sold off a decade ago. These days, the pants didn’t quite close over his belly, but he made it look OK with a belt and a safety pin.


      He stood outside the 345 garage on the concrete divider that separated the incoming from the outgoing traffic. As soon as a car pulled out and sped into the street, he ducked under the closing door and continued down the ramp into the garage. A Cadillac heading up honked and Tim raised his hands in protest, pretending that he had every right to be here.


      There were two floors, smelling unpleasantly of oil and engine fumes. The best he could do was lurk near the bottom of the ramp, sucked back against the cinder block wall. When the Acura came in, it circled straight down to the lower level. Tim took the stairs and waited until he saw the Chrysler head back up. He walked around the floor several minutes before finding the Acura, the engine still warm.


      He was stationed on the bottom level of the garage Wednesday. He knew there was a fair chance he was going to get his elderly butt arrested for trespassing but curiosity had a serious grip on him. He had five hundred dollars cash on him for bail and had alerted Evon.


      Cass pulled in at about 8:55, and spent a minute jogging cars. He moved the Acura into the space the convertible had been in, then returned with his briefcase to the Chrysler he’d left running across the row.


      Inside the Chrysler, Cass disappeared from view. Tim walked by at about fifty feet. He didn’t risk more than a quick look, and thought Cass was peering down at a computer, his shoulders shifting slightly. Tim walked up to a meter on the wall, pretended to monkey with it, then limped back in the other direction at the leisurely pace of a man getting paid by the hour. This time, when he passed by he could see clearly that Cass had his face in his hand, gripping the bridge of his nose, as if he was suffering a sinus headache or had come to grief over something. Afraid to stare, Tim went up one floor and stood beside the garage door, thinking he’d get a better look at Cass in the break of light when the door rose. And he did. But the driver was Paul.


      

        


      


      “There’s just one man,” he said as he sat in Evon’s office Thursday afternoon.


      “Give me a break.”


      “Cass leaves the house. And Paul goes to work. I’ve been down in the garage three times now. Cass is living with Sofia, but once he leaves the house, he’s pretending to be Paul. He’s putting a prosthetic over the bridge of his nose every morning.”


      Evon couldn’t keep from laughing.


      “Come on. A fake nose? Does it have a Groucho moustache attached, too?”


      “That’s how he’s getting away with it. Because nobody would ever believe it.”


      “I’ll say.”


      “No, listen.” Tim waved at her with both hands. He was quite excited and pleased with himself for figuring this out. “What does Sofia do for a living? She remakes faces all the time, and uses all kinds of prosthetics as part of it. You can go on the U Hospital website for the Reconstructive Surgery Department and see them—prosthetic noses and ears and chins and jaws and cheeks. Whole features or a piece of them for people who’ve lost, say, their nose to disease or accident or surgery or gotten it shot up or blown off. She’s been doing it twenty-five years. There’s a gal they call an anaplastologist who actually fabricates the prosthesis to Sofia’s specifications. I’ve been reading all about it. The prosthetic is silicone and hand-painted with all kinds of pigments to be an exact match for the skin—freckles, veins, whatever is on the rest of the nose, and the edges are feathered so thin it blends right in, especially under those glasses Paul wears. I mean they use 3-D cameras and computers to make an exact casting. Look on the Internet. Close-ups like you were kissing the person and you can’t tell. It’s amazing.”


      “Come on,” Evon said again.


      “Yesterday when I saw him put it on, he must have been late, and he did it in the car. I figure he was painting on the surgical adhesive they use, cause it’s got to cure in the air a little before it works. Today he had more time and went up to the men’s room on the first floor. I’d put on a wig and a dress so I could follow him close and got in the elevator with him when he headed back down to the garage. He’d recombed his hair so the part was on the other side, and put on black frames like Paul, and fixed up his nose. I was standing right next to him. I’m telling you, you absolutely couldn’t tell.”


      “A dress? How much do I have to pay for a picture?”


      “It’s not in the budget,” he answered.


      Evon looked down at her desk.


      “How could that possibly work, Tim? I thought you said you followed him to court yesterday.”


      “I did.”


      “A man spends twenty-five years in prison and then knows how to practice law?”


      “You think it’s that hard? Most of it’s just common sense.”


      “Never seemed that way to me,” Evon answered. “OK. And where’s Paul?”


      “There is no Paul. I’m telling you Cass is being Paul.”


      “So there never were twins? I was just seeing things when the two of them were standing side-by-side at pardon and parole?”


      “Well obviously there used to be two. I just don’t know about now.”


      “And where did the real Paul go?” Evon asked.


      “I’m trying to figure this out. There were identical twins in California. Sisters. Good seed and bad seed. And the bad seed started living her sister’s life. Hired a hit man to kill the good sister, but the hit man narced her out and the bad seed is in San Quentin for life.”


      “So Cass covets Paul’s wife, kills Paul and takes over his life. Right?”


      “He’s already been convicted on one murder,” Tim said.


      “And he committed this one with Sofia’s agreement? This is the Sofia you’ve known since she was born?”


      “It’s just one idea.”


      “And why bother announcing that Paul and Sofia have split up? Why doesn’t Cass just go around with his fake nose pretending to be Paul?”


      “Cause there’s supposed to be two of them.”


      “So say Cass has gone to Iraq. Or Alaska.”


      “I don’t know. He needs to air his face out with that adhesive. You can’t wear it too long. So maybe that’s why he wants to play both of them. It’s just crazy is all.”


      “And what about Brünnhilde?” Evon asked.


      “Beata? Maybe Paul’s hiding with her.”


      “You said it was Cass who drove her away. Right? You took pictures. And why would a man who’s spent the last decade in the public eye want to hide from anything?”


      Nothing ever added up in this case. Cass was sentenced to prison, but Paul entered the facility and was standing in the courthouse rotunda twenty-five years later. Lidia had been with Dita the night of the murder, bled all over the room, but her son pled to the murder.


      “And not that Hal will care about paying these expenses,” Evon said, “but what does any of this have to do with who murdered Dita?”


      Tim’s mouth soured as he thought.


      “Something,” he finally said. “I can’t tell you how exactly, not yet. But if we figure this out, we’re going to get to the bottom of Dita’s murder, too. I have that feeling.”


      “OK, but how are we going to do that, Tim? You can’t just go up to the guy and yank on his nose. What if you follow him into the men’s room and confront him?”


      “It’s a single pew, for one thing. And he’d probably have me arrested for stalking, call me crazy, and lob a couple of mortar shells at Hal, too.” Tim sat thinking. “Maybe there’s another way to smoke them out. You think you still remember how to follow somebody?”


      She straightened indignantly in her large desk chair. The stuff you learned on the job, in situations when lives were on the line, was etched onto the fibers of your nerves. The skills were always there.


      “Brodie, I could get inside your jock and you wouldn’t know it. Especially if I got a little assistance.”


      He answered, “Let’s see.”


    


  




  

    

      

        30.


        Follow—May 30, 2008


      


      Friday morning, Tim arrived at U Hospital. At the information desk, he asked directions to the office of Dr. Michalis. He knew she’d be here; her voice mail said she booked patient appointments Monday afternoons and all day Friday. The reconstructive surgery group had a little alcove of its own on the surgical floor. Tim took a seat in the sunny reception room. Sooner or later, Sofia would emerge. He was hoping it would be by lunchtime.
         


      About two hours later, she swung out the rear exit in her long white coat, heading a few steps down the corridor to the ladies’ room. He was waiting for her when she reappeared.


      Sofia stopped dead and gasped and covered her heart with her hand. She spoke to him slowly, her face averted.


      “Mr. Brodie. Tim. You know how fond of you I’ve always been, but if this continues, I’m going to follow my husband’s wishes and get a restraining order.”


      “Your husband,” said Tim. “Which one would that be? The one you’re divorcing or the one you’re going to marry? Although, so far as I can tell, the same fella’s playing both parts.”


      Sofia, God love her, would never make any kind of liar. Her head whipped up, pretty much as it had when he suggested she’d stitched Lidia’s arm. But this time, she was angry. He could see a hardness in her he’d never witnessed. Not that it was a surprise. Sawing off wrecked limbs required some flint.


      “Hon, we don’t mean you any harm,” Tim said. “Or the rest of your family. Hal, he wants to know who killed his sister. Me, too. The rest of this costume party—I don’t care why Cass is sticking a phony bump on his nose every morning, I really don’t. Hal doesn’t know about that. Nor does he need to. Just sit down with me and tell me what happened when Dita was killed. I know you wouldn’t lie to me.”


      She seemed to consider the offer for one second, then her small cut-off chin shook minutely.


      “Excuse me,” she said, and shoved past him.


      

        


      


      “He’ll be moving any second.” Evon saw the text pop up on the screen of her handheld. It was a few minutes before eleven in the morning.


      From 345, she had followed Cass, disguised as Paul, as he drove in the blue Chrysler to the parking lot across from LeSueur. She slid into a space a floor above him. After trailing Cass into the office building, she spent two hours in a coffee shop off the lobby, getting some work done. On sight of Tim’s message, she headed back to the garage. While she was still paying for parking at the automatic machines, she saw Cass push out of the LeSueur’s revolving doors, with their brass fleur-de-lis grilles. He had a cell phone pressed to his ear, and a vexed narrow look on his face.


      Tim had taken Cass’s measure well. He was in a blue suit, as Tim had predicted. Brodie had discovered that was the only attire the Gianises wore on business occasions. Far more important, Tim had correctly foreseen that as soon as he confronted Sofia, Cass would run. He had to. He couldn’t wait for the police to show up and ask him for fingerprints. Impersonating a lawyer was still a crime that the bar associations, with their influence, insisted be prosecuted.


      In her Beemer, Evon was waiting for Cass as he ran to the Chrysler. She let one car get between them on the ramp down and called Tim’s cell to tell him they were on the move. He was six blocks away.


      The Chrysler exited onto Marshall Avenue and headed north in the thick Center City traffic, where the buses and double-parked trucks and jaywalkers created an obstacle course. She’d always been great at the follow, in her own humble opinion. At forty miles per hour, she could fit her car between two others with no more than four inches’ leeway, and she’d always relished the occasional need for speed. Stock car racing went on the long list of things she wished she had tried.


      Nonetheless, given what Tim had just told Sofia, Cass would realize he’d been shadowed, despite his morning evasions, and he’d respond accordingly. When he’d driven six blocks, he pulled into the valet area at the Hotel Gresham, and stood outside his car for a good ten minutes. As Evon passed him, Cass was chatting with the valet and checking his cell phone. When she looked back in her side view, she realized that Cass was photographing the traffic with his phone. Given that, she did not double back. Instead, she let Tim settle into position around the corner. He called in a few more minutes to say that Cass was under way again.


      When she took over the tail, Cass was circling blocks. She and Tim alternated until Cass pulled into another parking structure by the Opera House. While Tim continued driving around, Evon stopped in a loading zone, left her flashers on, and hiked back to the parking lot. She took the elevator to the second floor, then walked down. Crouched on the ramp above, she saw the Chrysler pulled over in a handicapped space, right past the gate where entrants drew tickets. Cass had his cell phone out. She figured he was comparing the incoming cars with the photos he’d taken earlier.


      About ten minutes later, a young man came out of the elevator lobby and approached Cass. They spoke for a second, during which she placed him: Paul and Sofia’s older son, Michael, whom she recognized from the happy family scenes in Paul’s campaign ads. The two men hugged quickly, and from the way each of them shuffled his hand in his pocket, she took it there had been some kind of exchange. After another hasty embrace, Cass walked away. When Michael opened the door of the Chrysler, Evon realized Cass had given his nephew the key. Evon panicked because she lost sight of Cass behind a van entering the garage. She was afraid he’d taken off on foot. As she was racing back toward the elevator, she recognized Cass from behind, walking placidly up the ramp. On the third floor, he got into a vehicle.


      She phoned Tim as she watched Cass pull out of the lot.


      “They switched cars. You’re looking for a little red Hyundai two-door. Orange New York State plate.”


      Tim had picked up the coupe by the time she’d run back to her own car. Not long after she’d exchanged places with Tim on the tail, Cass suddenly gunned the Hyundai and streaked straight down Grand Avenue.


      “He thinks he’s clean,” she told Tim on the phone.


      She followed Cass over the Nearing Bridge. When the highway divided on 843, he headed north, away from the airport to which she’d suspected he might be heading. She remained about four hundred feet behind, just beyond the focal distance of his rearview mirror, in the lane to the right of him, maintaining his speed.


      Cass went about six miles, then branched west on 83. He was zipping along now, well over seventy, and Tim called to say he was falling behind. He respected his age and couldn’t drive much over sixty. After an hour, he was at least fifteen miles behind and worried that he wasn’t going to do her much good.


      “Keep me company,” she told him.


      “He’s headed to Skageon, I figure,” Tim answered. You could find nice country in any direction from the Tri-Cities, but Skageon to the north was by far the most popular destination. Unlike the prairie to the west and south, the land in Skageon was rolling, with panoramic vistas over the many lakes. Tim said he seemed to recollect a feature story talking about Paul’s family retreat up there. Evon thought she remembered the same thing, once he mentioned it. Maybe Cass had taken over that, too.


      The Hyundai exited on 141, a two-lane road.


      “He’s going to the Berryton Locks, I bet,” Tim said. These days, most people traveled to Skageon by following the winding course of the Kindle through the Tri-Cities and then heading upstate on the other major highway across town, 831. But from here, you could still reach the eastern shore of the Kindle by a ferry that departed from Berryton, where the Wabash and the Kindle met in a small falls that had been forded by locks erected in the 1930s as a WPA project.


      The ferry, a massive white thing, was already docked when Evon arrived there in half an hour. Even on Friday afternoon in late May there was not much of a crowd. That would start changing in a week or two, once the Tri-Cities schools were out. On summer weekends, the cars in line to board could stretch back a mile and the ferry often filled, meaning at least an hour’s wait until the next departure. But now, with about ten minutes to spare before the 4:35 embarkation, there was still plenty of room. Six cars were between the Hyundai and her when she paid her fee. She followed Cass down the gangway into the iron innards of the ferry, which always reminded her of being in the belly of Jonah’s whale. A flagger kept the cars straight within the bright yellow lines. When the lane beside Cass filled, she saw him get out of the Hyundai. The profile was still Paul’s. He took the stairs up to the cafeteria, where he, like most folks, was going to wait out the thirty-minute ride. Cell phones didn’t work inside the iron hull, and even in the cafeteria everyone tended to lose reception for a few minutes out in the middle of the water.


      Once Cass was out of sight, Evon stretched her legs. She asked the flagger how long before the ferry departed.


      “Three minutes.”


      At the rail, she got enough reception to call Tim. There was no way he was going to make it. He’d been on 141 for only a few minutes.


      “I’ll wait for the next ferry,” Tim said. The plan to start had been to give Cass no choice: Tell us the truth about Dita’s death, or we have to call the police right now and tell them about the identity switch. They’d planned to let Tim deliver that message, and that still seemed the better course.


      “He’s just going to take me as Hal in another body,” she said. “It’s a lot more likely that he’d trust you enough to make a deal.” They knew for certain that Cass wasn’t going anywhere for half an hour. The Hyundai was parked in by now.


      A moment later, she could feel the ferry lurch as it unmoored. It would take another ten minutes, while the locks brought the vessel up about thirty feet to the level of the Kindle, before they started across the river.


      She hung over the rail to feel the sun. It was a great early spring day, upper sixties, with high clouds plump as doves. When the little breeze kicked up periodically, it carried some of the chill of the water. She took a second in the ladies’ room, then returned to her car and thumbed through her e-mail the rest of the ride.


      When the other shore came into sight, heavily wooded between the little shacks that served as marinas and restaurants, drivers began to filter back down to their vehicles, starting their engines once the vessel banged to rest. The iron mouth of the ferry slowly opened, admitting daylight into the dungeon darkness.


      The cars on both sides of her slid forward, but there was no motion in her lane. After another minute, horns were blaring, and the PA blasted an announcement asking for the driver of the red Hyundai with New York plates to move his vehicle before it was towed. Evon knew Cass wasn’t going to appear. Eventually, an orange-vested flagger got into the coupe, in which the keys had apparently been left, and drove the car off the ferry.


      She had no cell reception until she was onshore.


      “He burned us,” she told Tim.


    


  




  

    

      

        31.


        He Speaks


      


      Tim was on 141, about five minutes from the ferry launch at Berryton Locks, when he saw Sofia’s gold Lexus coming toward him. It was the mid-size model, close to ten years old, which was what clicked first, even before he recognized the vanity plate, RECNSTRCT. He saw two figures in the car as it surged past, Sofia in a headscarf and dark glasses, and someone in back. Tim pulled onto the shoulder and waited for a break in the traffic before crossing the road and taking off behind her. Something had to be up. He tried Evon’s cell, but she was out of coverage on the ferry.
         


      On the two-lane road, he could keep pace. The land began to roll here and every time he hit a rise he could see the Lexus several hundred yards ahead of him. Outside Decca, a hay wagon pulled by a pickup swung on in front him, doing no more than twenty-five. At his age, it froze his heart solid when he pulled into the oncoming lane to pass, but he needed to get closer. He fell in with two cars between Sofia and him.


      When Evon called, he didn’t even let her talk.


      “I think I got him,” Tim told her. “Never saw a surveillance the damn Feebies didn’t muck up.” He just wanted to make her laugh, and she did. The Feds, in fact, were usually better at the cloak-and-dagger. Talking it over now, she and Tim decided Evon should get on the highway on the other side and meet him at the Indian Falls Bridge about fifty miles north, the next point to cross the Kindle.


      Near Bailey, the two vehicles that filled the gap between Sofia and Tim exited, and a few miles on, the speed limit lowered to thirty, as the road passed through Harrington Ridge. Tim now recognized the second figure in the back of the car. It was the dog.


      “They could have had a second car up there at the ferry,” Evon said, when he told her he still didn’t see Cass.


      “But Sofia’s headed away from home,” Tim said. “And she ran out on a reception room full of patients. Odds are she’s running somewhere we wanna go.”


      Here, the footprint of the glacier had left undulant farmland, a picture from the Saturday Evening Post, with red barns and white farmhouses rearing up against the broken black soil, some stubbled by soybean sprouts. Occasionally the long vistas were interrupted by stretches of the old-growth forest of hickory and oak. The Indians had burned down much of it centuries ago so they could drive their prey into the open and see enemies across a distance. The white settlers had leveled more woods to farm.
         


      As he expected, when 141 intersected with the highway, Sofia got back on 83. She took off north on the interstate, driving faster than Tim was willing to go, doing at least seventy-five. Before she disappeared, Tim thought he could make out another head beside her in the passenger seat. If it was Cass, he must have been reclined before, sleeping or hiding.


      “If they don’t take the bridge at Indian Falls, we’re probably going to lose them,” Tim told Evon over the phone.


      There was nothing to do about that. Tim put his audiobook back on. The narrator, with a plummy, Anglicized voice, recited several versions of the story of the Gemini, the identical twins Castor and Pollux, born to Leda after she was raped by the swan. Driving along, Tim found his mind drifting from the book to the imponderable details of Dita’s case. When things suddenly clicked, he nearly swerved off the road.


      “I’m an idiot,” he told Evon, when he reached her. “It’s right in front of our faces.” He reminded her about Father Nik telling Georgia that he’d seen Cass on TV, or Dickerman saying Paul’s prints matched those of the man who’d entered Hillcrest. Eloise, the attendant at St. Basil’s, said that when Lidia’s son visited her, sometimes she called him Cass and sometimes Paul. “This little masquerade we’ve been watching. What says it hasn’t been going on for twenty-five years?”


      

        


      


      Tim had driven past the entrance to the roadside rest area, which was slightly elevated from the highway, when he caught sight of the gold Lexus parked there. He braked and pulled to the shoulder. Looking back, he saw Sofia rushing toward the one-story brick square that housed the restrooms. A plume of air shimmered behind each exhaust pipe, meaning her need was too urgent even to bother cutting the engine.


      The ramp exiting the rest area was ahead of him. Tim inched his way along the gravel shoulder. The egress was posted on both sides with the red circle of the DO NOT ENTER signs. Tim waited for two campers to depart, then swung a hard right and drove in. A guy in an SUV with his family had seen the stunt and waited, but he hung his head out the window as Tim passed. “If you’re too old to read, you shouldn’t drive.”
         


      Tim nodded humbly and continued. In the meantime, he finally saw Cass, who alighted from the passenger’s side, circling to the driver’s door. He’d abandoned the disguise—the prosthetic was gone, and he’d recombed his hair and changed glasses. Sofia was on her way back now, and with one foot in the car, Cass called out to her, probably to say he was ready to drive. But the Lab took the opportunity to squeeze past him and flew out in a blur, charging over to the dog walk, where she tried to frisk around with the other hounds, one of whom reared up on its leash and began barking ferociously. Both Cass and Sofia gave chase.


      While they were gone, Tim pulled in beside the Lexus. Its motor remained running. Tim went around to the open door, killed the engine and grabbed the car key. He threw it under the mat in the trunk of his rental car, a blue Chevy Impala, then called Evon for just a second. “I got them,” he told her and hung up, because he could see the two strolling back, with the dog now leashed. Sofia caught sight of Tim first and stopped dead about ten yards away.


      “Tim, please,” she said.


      “How about the three of us sit down at one of those tables over there and have a conversation? Won’t take long.”


      “We don’t owe anyone any explanations,” Cass said. He was a pace ahead of Sofia. “Least of all Hal.”


      “Well, I’m not sure about that. My best guess is that you pled guilty to a crime you didn’t commit.”


      Cass took that in, then motioned to Sofia to proceed.


      “I don’t think you’re going very far,” Tim said. “I have your key.”


      Cass charged past and peered through the Lexus’s driver’s side window. When he turned back, his expression was hateful.


      Tim said, “You don’t really want to beat up an old man with all these people around.”


      “I was thinking more about calling the police.”


      “Cass, that would be the wrong move. I’d have to give them the whole story, at least what I know. They’d take your fingerprints, and then they’d go over to Paul’s law office, and his senatorial office, and you’d end up arrested for fraud, and false personation of a public official, impersonating a lawyer—God knows what else. Why don’t we talk first?”


      Sofia reached for Cass’s hand, and Tim could see him slump in resignation. The three proceeded to a picnic table near the low brick building that housed the bathrooms and vending machines. The tabletop was a smooth speckled plastic meant to inhibit graffiti, but that still hadn’t hindered the gangs from engraving their signs, probably with cordless Dremel tools. There was also a huge white splash of hardened bird poop, beside which several kids had used permanent markers to draw hearts containing their initials. Youth.


      The dog continued to bounce around at the end of her lead, and was soon wound up in the steel legs that bowed under the table. Tim played with her a second. In his house, Maria and he had always owned dogs, mutts, but they’d been some of the best friends of his life. Part of his daughters’ sales pitch for moving to Seattle was that with so many people to help him, Tim would be able to get another pup. Living here, he’d hesitated, unsure how his leg would do with three long walks a day in every kind of weather.


      “She’s a good one,” said Tim. “How old?”


      “Eighteen months,” said Sofia. “She hasn’t read those books that say she’s supposed to have stopped acting like a puppy.”


      “Whatta you call her?”


      “Cerberus. Paul named her.”


      “Cause she’s such a ferocious watchdog,” said Cass, and shook his head at the folly.


      “That was the dog that kept people from escaping from Hades, right? With three heads?”


      “I’m waiting for her to grow the first one,” Cass answered. “But she’s definitely got the part down about keeping us in hell.”


      “She’ll settle down,” Tim said. “Just like kids. They all grow up, just at their own rates.”


      None of them said any more then, so that the great humming roar of the highway surrounded them—the engines’ throaty growl and the tires singing on the pavement and the spumes of rushing air spilling off the vehicles speeding along. The dog had actually taken a seat at Tim’s feet as he scratched her ears.


      “Cass, how about you tell me what happened the night Dita died?”


      “Why are you so sure I didn’t kill her?”


      “Well, she was hit on the left side of the face, for one thing, which means the assailant was probably right-handed. You’re a lefty.”


      “That didn’t bother you twenty-five years ago.”


      “Not sure I knew that twenty-five years ago. Which is pretty odd in itself. Like you or Sandy were trying to avoid pointing a finger at somebody else.” Tim reviewed the mounting evidence against Lidia.


      “What about my fingerprints? And semen?”


      “Dita’s girlfriends all said you were skivvying up there every night to make out with her.”


      Sofia pushed Cass’s arm. “Just tell him.”


      Cass closed his eyes. “I don’t believe this. And if I tell you, who do you tell?”


      Tim offered the deal Evon and he had already agreed upon. Hal was entitled to know the details of his sister’s death. The rest—phony noses and switching places—was an interesting sidelight, but not essential for Kronon. That stuff could stay right here.


      “Assuming one thing,” Tim said.


      “Which is?” Cass asked.


      “That nobody else got murdered.”


      Cass started to say something in protest, then shushed himself and scanned the rest area. He was in his blue suit pants and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled halfway up his arms. His striped Easton rep tie, which he wore every day, was probably in his jacket, which was on the back seat of Sofia’s car.


      “I can only tell you for sure what I know.”


      Tim said that would make a good start. Cass pressed his face into his palms to give himself the heart to begin.


      “The night Dita died,” he said, “Paul and I left Zeus’s picnic together and went to the Overlook and sat on the hood of my car and drank a few beers. We actually talked mostly about our love lives. There was a lot of ribbing until I told him I was going to ask Dita to marry me, which, to put it mildly, was not well received. Around 10, since we weren’t talking to each other any more, we headed back to our parents’. Our dad was in a state. My mom had told us that Teri would take her home, but she hadn’t turned up and Nouna Teri hadn’t seen her since six. I checked our answering machine, thinking maybe she’d called our number for some reason. Instead, I had this hysterical message from Dita, who said my mother had been there belting her around.”


      “That was the call from her phone to yours?”


      “Right.” Cass nodded, a weighty motion involving his whole upper body. Lie number one, Tim thought. Cass told the investigators that Dita’s only message was a request for him to call, which he’d immediately erased. “Paul hopped in my dad’s car to look for my mom and I sped over to Dita’s. I climbed up to her room and let myself in through the French window. I didn’t even notice the broken pane until I was inside, when I saw the blood. It was all over the place, on the wall and the window. Dita was on the bed and there was a ton of blood there, too, soaking the pillow and smeared on the headboard. And she was dead. I checked her pulse. She was already cool to the touch.”


      “And you realized your mother had killed her?”


      In reply, Cass grimaced and seesawed his shoulders. He took a second to give each shirt cuff another roll.


      “I definitely didn’t like the way it looked,” he answered.


      “Which is why you didn’t call 911 or wake up the Kronons.”


      “Right. Which is why I just jumped down off the balcony—”


      “Leaving the footprints—”


      “I guess. And I ran back to the car. She had to be on foot. I figured that without a car, she’d walk down to Greenwood Village and call my dad to pick her up, so I went in that direction. About halfway there, I saw her. A hundred people must have driven past her. She was sitting up but somehow she’d gone down on the other side of a culvert. This bloody towel was still around her arm. She’d gotten blood all over her face somehow, and she was pretty much out of it. I had her home in twenty minutes.”


      “That’s the type-B blood we found in your car?”


      “It was Mom’s, right. My father was insane, of course, but Paul and I knew that taking her to the hospital was as good as turning her in. So we called Sofia.”


      Tim turned to Sofia, who, up until now, had been listening as she held on to Cass’s arm. Now she frowned. Even twenty-five years later, she was probably embarrassed at having had a part in fooling Tim. Nonetheless, she shared her part forthrightly.


      “Lidia had severed the radial vein. No one would answer when I asked how she’d done it, but I knew they were afraid of taking her to the ER. Both boys were claiming Mickey’s illness had made her phobic about hospitals. In any event, closing the wound wasn’t a problem, but the amount of blood she’d lost concerned me. I thought she was on the verge of hypovolemic shock, which could have caused heart failure. Her BP, all things considered, wasn’t horrible, but I told them if she developed a high fever, or any one of ten other symptoms, she had to be transfused. I came back the next day to check on her. She wasn’t good but she was better.”


      “And did she admit she killed Dita?” Tim asked.


      Cass wound his head about vehemently.


      “Never. Absolutely never. She was literally too confused to talk about it for a few days. She admitted that she ‘slapped’ Dita—Mom’s word”—Cass made the quotation marks in the air—“and agreed that Dita might have ‘bumped’ her head, but she said Dita was still shouting at her when she left. Of course, once we knew Dita died of an epidural hematoma, that made sense. But Lidia absolutely denied that she took hold of Dita’s jaw or whammed her skull against the headboard. Nothing like that. No beating.”


      “And what did you think of that?”


      “We believed, Paul and me, that that was what she wanted to think. And you know, the blood loss could have affected her memory.”


      “Did you think she’d killed Dita?” Tim asked again.


      “Our mom had quite a temper. ‘Tha sae deero!’” Cass abruptly sang out. He had a finger raised and his voice lifted into a high-pitched rasp that sounded like the Wicked Witch of the West. He was imitating his mother, threatening a smack on the behind. “Those were terrifying words in our house. She’d hit us with a ping-pong paddle. There was no sitting down for days. She was rough when she was angry. But Dita was fit and strong. I couldn’t see our mom overpowering her that way. So to be honest, no, I don’t think I’ve ever made myself believe it.
         


      “Of course, a prosecutor probably wouldn’t have much doubt. There were a thousand people to testify how odd it was for Lidia to have shown up at that picnic, let alone end up in Dita’s room. Plenty of folks knew my mom was convinced that my father would never talk to me again, if I married Dita. And my mom had given up any hope of convincing me to break it off, so there was a reason for Dita and her to get pretty heated.


      “But even assuming a prosecutor believed my mom’s version, that she hit Dita once and Dita knocked her head accidentally—the best Lidia would have come out with was a plea to aggravated assault. With a death associated, especially the daughter of a guy who was on the verge of becoming governor, Paul and I both expected that she’d catch serious pen time. Lidia said she’d kill herself before she ever set foot in prison. She never backed away from that. I mean, people do that, don’t they?”


      “Threaten it? Often. Carry through? A lot less.” Tim had seen a few suicides on the way to the slammer, young men all with obvious worries, a couple of them addicts, too, who couldn’t face withdrawal.


      “But even that wasn’t what made it complicated,” Cass said.


      “Sounds complicated enough,” Tim answered.


      Cass gave him a small, sick smile, somehow meant to be at Brodie’s expense.


      “Suppose,” said Cass, “Mom came forward and told the truth. Gave you guys the same story she told us, and you took that as gospel. Where did Dita’s other injuries come from? I’m the only other person who was in Dita’s room before Zeus found her dead. My fingerprints are there, my footprints are in the flower bed. Dita’s message said she was calling the police. My brother and my dad would have to admit that I headed over to the Kronons’. The prosecutors would say I got into a struggle with Dita to keep her from turning my mom in. Or because she was supposedly going to drop me.”


      Tim drew back. “You were afraid we’d charge both of you?”


      “Why not? Plead my mom to the assault and give her immunity and force her to testify against me. Or better yet, let two different juries sort it out—immunize both of us and call me to the stand in my mom’s trial and her in mine. Pretty, right? Mother against son, and son against mother. They could do it. Each of our stories implicated the other. Maybe the prosecutors would find a medical expert to say that Lidia’s slap and my supposed wallops were each contributing causes of Dita’s death. Not that they needed to legally. In separate trials, they could pin the whole thing on each of us one at a time.”


      Tim rolled all of this around. He’d like to say that cooler heads would have prevailed, but Cass had a point. With all the hysteria and the press attention, a lot of prosecutors would have ended up charging both Lidia and Cass.


      “My mom, of course, she’d have lied and owned the murder to save me. But Lidia Gianis on page one as a killer? Her plan was to swallow hemlock—you know my mom would have the perfect dramatic touch—but letting her claim the whole crime was like handing her the cup.” Cass smiled wanly. Down in the parking lot of the rest area, a couple’s voices were raised in a quarrel. They were arguing about paying for a motel. “And we weren’t sure she could carry it off anyway.”


      Tim made a mouth as he thought, arguing it through with himself. They’d never thought about gender-testing the blood in 1982. It wasn’t routine, and everything said it was a man’s crime anyway. But even back then, people knew about chromosomes. The blood in the room would have corroborated Lidia, if she said she was the murderer. But with Cass’s fingerprints on the doorknob, and with fresh shoe-prints outside, any good investigator would have been pretty sure she was covering for her son.


      “It was a mess, a horrible mess, no matter what we did,” Cass said.


      “So you pled?”


      “So I pled.”


      Tim stared straight at Cass. “And Lidia Gianis let her son give up the prime of his life, while she walked away?”


      “That’s what happened.”


      “No, it’s not,” said Tim. He reached down again to play with the dog. She was still young enough to nip at his fingers and hold on. “I been following you more than a week now, Cass, watching you stick on a phony nose every morning and go to work and play your brother. And what finally hit me today is that this costume party didn’t just start. You couldn’t pretend to be Paul—practice law, be the state senator—unless you’d been doing that for years now. I think the two of you traded off the time inside. That’s why you made such a big deal about minimum security. Because there’s not one of those facilities you can’t just walk away from, especially if your brother’s waiting nearby to take your place. All you had to do was go for a walk in the woods and swap out your jumpsuit with him. So you were each Paul sometimes, and sometimes Cass.”


      “That’s quite a theory.”


      “The prints for the man who entered as a prisoner at Hillcrest—they don’t match the prints of the man who was in Dita’s room. They’re Paul’s. I say he went into the joint first, just in case this whole charade didn’t work. Can’t keep the wrong guy in prison, can you?


      “And the beauty of it, of course,” Tim said, “is that you could talk your mom into doing this. You and Paul would each be out, at least at times. You’d both have a life, even if it was one you’d be sharing.” Tim glanced at Sofia. She wasn’t ever playing in the World Series of Poker. From the look of pure terror that had enlarged her eyes and stretched across her face, Tim could tell he’d gotten this right. “Must have been a little complicated at home, when Cass was sleeping in his brother’s bed,” he said. “I suspect that’s how you all ended up in your current predicament.”


      Sofia looked away quickly and announced she was going to walk the dog.


      “That’s quite a theory,” Cass said again.


      “I’m pretty sure it’s what happened. Only part I’m wondering about is what you said I’d wonder about—how Dita is dead when you get there. Truth is, though, your mom’s version makes some sense to me. It took a pretty strong person to overpower Dita that way. That’s one more reason we were sure it was a man. Hard to believe a woman of your mom’s age could wham Dita around like that.”


      “As I said,” Cass answered.


      “Which means you may have killed Dita, after all.”


      Cass smiled slyly. “See? Five minutes ago you were telling me I was innocent. But I end up guilty when you weigh everything.”


      Tim leaned over confidentially, with a quick look askance at Sofia, who was clapping at the dog fifty yards off.


      “It’s just us,” he said quietly. “Did you?”


      “It would be really easy for me to say it, wouldn’t it? I’ve already done the time.”


      He was right about that. On the other hand, there were some guys that could just never get the words out of their mouths. But overall, Cass had every reason to own the crime.


      “Think I believe you,” Tim said.


      “Thanks.” He didn’t mean it. “But just so you know. That stuff about phony noses and switching in and out of prison—that’s crap. I did the time because I was going to do it anyway, and this way we kept my mom out, and alive.”


      “Well, saying yes to what I just outlined, that would mean admitting to several felonies, for both you and your brother.”


      “It’s BS.”


      “Whatever. Like I said. I just want to know who killed Dita.”


      “And I said I’d tell you what I knew.”


      Tim nodded ponderously. Cass seemed to have been good to that deal.


      “Only one more thing bothers me just yet,” said Tim. “I can’t figure out what’s become of your brother.”


      “He’s fine.”


      “Is he? Then why are you running around pretending to be both of you for weeks now?”


      Cass looked down at the table.


      “Because you scared the crap out of Beata, and they needed some time together. She’s pregnant, to tell you the truth. At forty-five, she won’t get a lot more chances. So it seemed like a good idea for them just to get away from the freak show.”


      “And you agreed to cover for him everywhere?”


      Cass smiled tightly. “I owe him a favor or two at the moment.”


      Tim couldn’t suppress a bit of a smile himself.


      “Have to say, your personal lives, that’s none of my business, but I’d be happy to listen if you ever want to tell that story.”
         


      Cass was done smiling. He told Tim he had it right to start. That part was none of his business.


      “How about we all just visit Paul?” said Tim. “He’s alive and well, you know that’s the end of it for me. But you can’t expect an old homicide dick to walk away from any chance of a murder. Like I told you to start, I need to be sure about that.”


      Sofia and the dog were back.


      “Tim wants to see Paul,” Cass said. “He thinks I killed him.”


      Sofia stilled for a second, and then the air of gravity fled her entirely and she laughed out loud.


      Cass stood up. “Just follow us.”


      “No, I think I’ve chased you around enough for this lifetime. How about we all get in my car and we go say hello to Paul? Once I see him, I’ll give you your key and you guys can get on with whatever make-believe you’re carrying out.”


      “And waste another hour driving back here?” Tim actually found Cass’s response heartening, since it took for granted that Paul was alive and not all that far away.


      “Cass, just get it done with,” said Sofia.


    


  




  

    

      

        32.


        The New Paul


      


      Tim agreed to let Cass drive his rental car, the new Chevy that had the lingering acrid odor of somebody who’d broken the rules by smoking in it. Sofia and the dog were in the rear seat.
         


      “I need to call to let Paul know we’re coming,” Cass said.


      “So he has time to put on his phony nose?”


      “He doesn’t have a phony nose. You’ll see for yourself. It was convenient during the campaign for me to go out and be Paul. I admit that.”


      “Nope, how I’ve got this figured, whoever was being Paul was wearing that prosthetic. If Paul’s nose really was broken like that, he could never have gotten away with being Cass at Hillcrest.”


      “Which is why that’s all jive.” Cass took out his cell. “I can’t just show up there. There might be a scene. We’re barely speaking as it is. I told you. Beata’s up here to avoid stress.”


      “I think you were headed for Paul all along to talk over how to handle the fact that I was on to the disguise.”


      Cass rolled his eyes, and claimed that Sofia and he had just leased a cottage for the summer ten miles farther on. He dialed his phone without waiting for Tim to say yes. On the call with his brother, Cass’s tone was no better than businesslike, but he’d explained to start that Sofia and he were in the car with Tim. Once Cass finished, Tim phoned Evon, who’d left several messages. He said he’d see her at the bridge in roughly an hour.


      “That’s all you can say right now?” she asked.


      “That’s all.”


      “You’re OK?”


      “Never better.”


      Cass and Sofia and he spent the rest of the drive talking about Sofia’s sons. Michael and Steve were relieved the campaign was over, and especially that Hal’s crazy ads were no longer on TV. Michael, the older boy, would graduate next month. He was headed for Teach for America, with law school likely after that. Steve was at the end of his sophomore year and talking about medical school. Tim wondered what it must have been like for those boys, with their uncle turning up periodically and their father disappearing. It was a burden on children to keep a secret like that, but they frequently handled it better than adults. Tim had seen a couple of instances of that with families living on the lam.


      As Tim had expected, they headed over the Indian Falls Bridge. He saw Evon’s car in a wayside there, but decided not to push his luck by asking if she could join them.


      The land up here was beautiful, pines and poplars amid the rocky outcroppings, and a series of streams that sourced from the Kindle. Every mile or so, as they drove, they passed another placid little lake. People were outside now, restoring their houses for the season. You could feel their joy that it was finally spring, a celebratory emotion that inhabited the entire Midwest at this time of year.


      Cass took a left on a country road, and then in half a mile turned up a hill. Paul had built a rich man’s retreat. Sitting atop a knob, the large stone house had a shake roof and varnished pine timbers rimming the flagstone porch. The three emerged from Tim’s rental car in the circular gravel drive. The dog dashed free, ran a giant circuit in the yard and came back with a tennis ball that she dropped at Cass’s feet. He whipped it for her once underhanded, just as Paul strode from the house. He was in a plaid shirt and jeans and he crossed his arms as soon as he caught sight of Tim.


      Beata emerged next. She wore an old chambray shirt, but Tim could see that Cass had told him the truth about her. She was starting to show. Paul reached back for her hand.


      “Are you satisfied?” Cass asked Tim.


      Paul looked like Paul, with that big broken bulge at the nose. It had always seemed strange with a wife who was a plastic surgeon that he’d never gotten it fixed, but then again Sofia hadn’t had herself cut on either. But of course, Paul’s nose wasn’t broken at all. It was his disguise.


      “You mind if I take a close look at you?” Tim asked him.


      “Why?” asked Paul, clearly irritated.


      “He’s got another theory,” said Cass, “that you and I traded places in prison for the last twenty-five years and pretended to be each other, by using a nasal prosthetic.”


      Paul considered that with a hooded expression, but descended the three steps from the porch. He even removed his heavy black glasses for the sake of the inspection.


      “Make it quick,” he told Tim.


      Tim approached, fumbling in his own pockets for his reading glasses. He got close enough for a smooch, then came around the other side. It looked real, no doubt of that, but so did the prosthetic. He held still then, gripped by an idea, almost as if it was a dare to himself. He acted as if he were turning away, then revolved back and grabbed the bridge of Paul’s nose and pulled like hell. Paul actually wailed in pain and swatted at Tim, and then Tim felt a heavy blow from the side and the harsh impact when he hit the ground. Beata was on top of him.


      Cass arrived to pull her off, but stood by without offering a hand as Tim slowly climbed back to his feet. He could feel a hot pain on the side of his face that had struck the gravel. In the meantime, Sofia had taken both of Paul’s cheeks in her hands, turning his head from side to side to examine him.


      “It’s time for you to go,” Cass said. “Just give me my car key. Paul can drive me back to the rest area.”


      Beata was now at Paul’s side along with Sofia, who was tossing her head back and forth looking at Tim.


      “Mr. Brodie,” she said, “I think you’re getting demented. You could have broken his nose. You may have.”


      “I’m sorry,” said Tim. “I thought I had this all figured out. I’m sorry.” He had felt a hard ridge of bone and cartilage. Paul’s nose was real.


      “The key,” Cass repeated.


      Tim dusted off his coat and his pants leg. His shoulder was hurting, too. And the bad leg didn’t feel any better either, having largely given way under Beata’s weight.


      He opened the trunk of the Chevy and reached under the mat for the key. When he came up with it, he noticed some kind of pinkish residue on the outside of his right thumb. He circled it against his index finger. Pollen was his first thought, but the substance was oily. Then he realized. It was makeup. It hadn’t been on Paul’s nose, rather under his eye where blood collected and bruises showed after an injury at or above the ocular orbit.


      “The key,” Cass demanded.


      Tim tossed it. He threw it on Cass’s left side and as Tim expected he reached across his body to catch it.


      “Nice catch, Paul,” Tim told him.


      “I’m Cass.”


      “No, that’s Cass,” Tim said, pointing at the man who’d returned to the porch. “The guy who’s been hiding out up here, while his nose healed after Sofia operated on it to put that bulge on it permanently. That was so you guys could make the switch once and for all. But you’re Paul. I bet you were great at playing Cass in the joint. But you’re not used to doing it out here. That dog, she’s eighteen months old, and she’s glued to you. Not the man you say trained her. And by the way, I watched the way you threw that ball for her underhanded. I bet you and Cass learned to eat and sign your name with the other hand—same crappy illegible signature from both of you—but throwing a ball overhand from the wrong side, that’s hard to master. Here. Prove me wrong. Throw me those keys back overhand.”


      The man he’d been calling Cass up until now just stared at him. They were Zeus’s eyes, too, dead black.


      “Should I ask you to stand back to back with your brother?” Tim said. “Wanna bet that Paul is the one who’s just a tad taller now? Cass is going to be Paul from now on. And you’re going to be Cass. But living with your wife. Which is nice to know,” said Tim. “And Beata, she’s been Cass’s girlfriend for years, whenever he was out of the joint pretending to be Paul. I understand her wanting to be up here with him, especially given her condition, but I don’t think she’s feeling too fragile,” said Tim and rubbed his shoulder. “She’s just been avoiding me. Which is her right. I hope you all live happily ever after. I truly do. I’m not sure I understand what the hell you’re doing. But it’s not really my business.”


      Sofia stepped down from the porch. She took her car key from her husband, then approached Tim and put a hand up to his cheek.


      “That’s going to bruise, I’m afraid. I’ll get some ice. Anything else hurt?”


      “No worse than usual,” he told her. He wasn’t really sure about his leg.


      Sofia headed into the house and murmured something as she went so that the other three followed her in. The dog crashed out of the woods at that point and stood at the door with the ball in her mouth. Her tail wagged, and now and then she looked back expectantly at Tim.


      “Don’t ask me, Cerberus,” he told her. “I don’t understand anything around here.”


      

        


      


      In a few minutes, Sofia returned alone. She carried a plastic bag of ice cubes, a tub of water and a spray bottle. She washed the wound and had him close his eyes while she spritzed him with an antibacterial. Then she handed over the ice.


      “Ten on, ten off,” she said. Tim got into his rental.


      Sofia knelt down to peer in. “Just between us?”


      “Of course.”


      “You’re right.”


      “I know that. Your husband’s a pretty good guy. Cass and Lidia were both in a jam. But that’s a hell of a thing for a brother to do, volunteer for prison, even if it’s only part-time.”


      Sofia looked down to the gravel drive for an instant, as if the truth might be located there.


      “You learn a lot about love married to identical twins. It’s not for everyone. Especially if you want to feel like you’re number one. They grow up in a world of individuals, and we all tell them to think and behave like us. But they can’t. At least not these two. Their fundamental experience is different. It’s probably the ultimate bond. The whole switch thing was Paul’s idea. He was certain Lidia would do herself in. But more than that, he just couldn’t tolerate the idea of his brother bearing that kind of trouble without him sharing it.”


      “You involved, too?”


      “Little by little. I suppose I was in on it as soon as I sutured Lidia. Certainly when I started falling for Paul. I came up with the idea for the nasal prosthetic. We needed a facial characteristic so prominent that it would obscure the other minute differences between them, especially the ones that would develop as they aged. And you know the saying. ‘Plain as the nose on your face.’ It’s the best way to differentiate two people’s appearance. Hilda, my anaplastologist, she must have figured it out by now, but she’s never said a word. The whole thing was manageable because they wore the prosthetic only when they were on the outside, being Paul.”


      “And they just glided in and out of the facility for twenty-five years?”


      “There’s a back road at Hillcrest. Whoever was out would drive up. The other one would go for a walk through the woods. Exactly as you said.”


      He shrugged. All those minimum-security places were the same, outside some small town where they needed the jobs.


      “Occasionally there’d be a problem,” Sofia said. “Somebody on the road. In twenty-five years, there was only one inmate who got suspicious. They did their visits in the attorney room for a while—Paul was always listed as Cass’s lawyer—and swapped clothes there, until a CO came in and found them both without shoes. He nearly wrote Cass up, but Paul told a story that Cass was hungry to try on his new loafers.


      “They changed places every month usually. But occasionally it would be for a day, if one of our boys had an important game or a teacher’s conference. There were some weird times.” She rolled her large eyes. “Lots of stories.”


      “I bet. And no trouble practicing law?”


      “Paul didn’t know any more than Cass about practicing criminal law when he started in the PA’s office. You don’t really learn how to be a prosecutor in law school. It’s on-the-job training. And both of them picked up a lot from Sandy Stern during Cass’s case. A few years later, when Paul went into private practice, he got into a big case in Illinois and needed to be admitted to the bar there. Cass stayed in the joint for six weeks and studied, and he was the one who took the bar exam and passed it.


      “So practice was never the problem. It was the details of life. They wrote down as much as they could for one another in those letters they sent every night, but I must have apologized a million times over the years for Paul’s poor memory. The hardest part was the kids. The prosthetic had to come off at night, and with it or without it, each boy could tell their father from their uncle by the time they were three. It was a big chance telling each of them the truth, when we finally did. We had this pact among the three adults that there would be no recriminations if one of the kids blew it. But they didn’t. Kids don’t like to be different, it’s the kind of thing they keep to themselves naturally. At this point, they’re grateful. They feel like they have two fathers. A lot of children of identicals will tell you that.”


      “And what’s going on now?” Tim asked. “What’s the point of changing identities?”


      “Paul’s had his fill of politics, Cass hasn’t. Paul is going to be happier opening that charter school. It’ll be for ex-cons and kids out of juvenile confinement, young men fourteen to twenty-six. The curriculum will go from high school through junior college, with a big emphasis on job training and internships. The notion is that the cons will teach the kids to stay straight. It’s a neat idea. And it’s the right job for ‘Cass.’” She made the quotation marks in the air. “A con teaching cons? Paul’s already talked to Willie Dixon about it and the county will fund it. And Cass wants to stay in office. So it makes sense. Doesn’t it?”


      “Not for me to say. But I hope you all live in peace. You’re entitled.” Tim thought about what Sofia had said. It was a lot to take in. “How was it having your kids while they were swapping places?”


      “Paul was always home when they came.” She looked Tim in the eye. “And when they were conceived. I can tell the brothers apart.”


      Tim laughed out loud.


      “You settled for half a husband?”


      “Lots of spouses spend time apart. Think of families in the service. Besides, I was twenty-four and crazy in love. And I thought any man who loved his brother that much would love me the same way.”


      “Were you right?”


      She smiled a little, philosophical, as he’d expect of any grown-up.


      “I think so. I think our marriage really is another reason Paul’s willing to leave public life. So we have a space to build a more normal relationship. Until February, I hadn’t lived with my husband longer than two months straight in twenty-five years.”


      “Working out, I hope.”


      “It’s been great, thank God. I won’t pretend we weren’t both worried. But you know, Mr. Brodie, Tim—as hard as it’s been at times, I always thought about the way you and Mrs. Brodie were while Kate was dying. And afterwards. You two really were my model. God knows, it wasn’t my parents.”


      She’d surprised him. “Did it truly look that good?”


      “Yes. Really good. Really solid.”


      “And do you think Maria was happy?”


      “I’m positive she was, Mr. Brodie. Positive. Don’t let her death take that away from you. I remember one day when I was in high school, I was over at your place, and I passed through the kitchen, and at just that moment Mrs. Brodie, Maria, lit up like somebody had turned on the power, just beamed. And I couldn’t understand and then I realized she was looking out the window at you coming up the walk. I wasn’t more than fourteen or fifteen, but I thought, That’s what I want. That.”
         


      Tim, as often happened these days, found himself near tears.


      “You couldn’t have told me anything, Sofia, that means more to me.”


      She smiled. “I’m glad.” When she straightened up, she looked into the car for another second.


      “I told them that you were a person of your word. That you won’t tell anyone about this part. The last switch?”


      He nodded then and she leaned in to kiss his cheek. As always, she told him to say hi to Demetra.


      

        


      


      Evon was still parked at the foot of the bridge. She jumped out of the car as soon as she saw him coming.


      “Who hit you?”


      “My own damn fault,” he said. He told her about grabbing Paul’s nose and getting attacked by Beata.


      “Paul’s nose is real?”


      He nodded and didn’t say anything else.


      “That kind of screws what you were saying on the phone, right?” Evon asked.


      “Maybe. But whatever they were doing, or are doing, I guess it’s not our business. That’s the deal we said we’d make, right?”


      “Right,” Evon said. “I don’t know why I should care.”


      It was late now. The sun was starting to set into the river in an astonishing display of color. They leaned on the hood of Evon’s Beemer, the sight soon lost on them while Tim told her what he’d heard about the night Dita was killed.


      “So,” he said at the end, “either Lidia lost it more than she admitted or recalled and is the killer. Or Cass is lying and he killed Dita. Or someone else took a turn whomping on young Ms. Kronon.”


      “And what’s your bet?”


      “Cass didn’t do it. I’m convinced of that. And there’s no skin under Dita’s fingernails. She’d have fought off Lidia, especially after Lidia slapped her. But she didn’t raise a hand to whoever killed her. Which means, probably, that it was someone she never ever expected it from.”


      “Like someone in her family?”


      “That’s tonight’s guess,” said Tim. “Hermione, she was a wafer, she never had the strength. So that leaves the two men.”


      Evon stared at him. “Hal?” she asked.
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        33.


        Zeus—September 5, 1982


      


      Between the row of Corinthian columns that surround the dripping porte cochere at the front of his grand house, Zeus raises his palms to signal to his fleeing guests that he accepts the judgment of the gods: The picnic is over. Sheltered by umbrellas and newspapers and, in a few cases, the plastic cloths filched from the tables, his fellow parishioners rush down the hill toward the lower meadow where their cars are now sinking into the mud. His suit, swan-white at the start of the day, has been grayed by rain, but he keeps his place, waving, throwing kisses, shouting to the boys from the caterer to assist the old yiyas, many of whom stop to touch Zeus and bless him as they depart. Diane Trianis, built to the same stately proportions as her mother, comes close again to kiss his cheek. She remains lovely, even with her hair reduced to a fringe of wet scraps. “Call the campaign office Tuesday,” he tells her again. She has just divorced, needs work. He slept with her mother twenty years ago, and the fleet thought of what may be ahead with Diane sends a jolt to the part he has been known to refer to as his thunderbolt. So much happening, so many people—real people he has known for years—in his thrall. The picinic is always a wonderful day. Hermione has him by the elbow and he turns at last to the darkness of the house and the gloom he dwells with whenever he steps out of the circle of light that shines on him in public.
         


      His wife, miraculously if predictably, has remained almost completely dry. Hermione is always in precise control of her appearance, so much so that years ago she had her eyebrows plucked out, preferring to draw them in perfectly in pencil each day. She remains sleek and elegant in the expensive garments she has had tailored, even if she looks like a ruler once her clothing has been shed. But she is reliable. Her smile has been fixed faultlessly for six hours now. Without doubt, she is exhausted, but Hermione is too rigid to complain. Yet no one in a marriage ever fully forgets its worst moments, which in Hermione’s case involve alcohol and a torrent of shrill anger that she finds difficult to dam once it bursts forth. In those times, usually when he himself is drunk and has in Hermione’s presence chatted too amiably, canted too close, hungered too openly for a young woman, she calls him a callous monster, whose ego is a well that can never be filled. He accepts these outbursts, even her judgment, in silence, knowing he has brought it on himself. The truth, of course, is that he is not a good person. He is entranced by his power and impressed by the way it has grown up in him like the trunk of a strong tree. But the immensity of the appetites Hermione deplores often shocks even him. She is right. He will never be happy.


      Hermione inevitably restores order to their marriage. Ordinarily it is the next day when she comes to him and says simply, ‘I am grateful to you, Zeus. I am grateful for my life.’ This is enough, and far more than most men receive within the walls of their homes. He knows that. Thanks to his late father-in-law, Hermione understands their relationship the way a man would, as a deal well made on both sides.


      Zeus has stopped in the living room, amid the brocades and the treasures. Phyllos brings him a glass of whiskey. Pete Geronoimos, who has been upstairs in Zeus’s office using the phone, comes down the stairs whistling.


      “I’ve got a plane to take us to Winfield at 6 a.m. The Farmers thing is in line.” The UF, United Farmers, is going to endorse Zeus. He will talk about his family in Kronos, at the foot of Mount Olympus, who kept sheep and goats and horses, a few of which they had not stolen from someone else. His father had actually come to the US because a posse of local men had spent a full day tracking him like a wolf. But Zeus will limn Nikos as a gentle shepherd.


      Pete is a food importer, but he has loved politics since they were boys together. By all rights, he should be the candidate, but Pete stands five foot three and is built to the same proportions as a kitchen stove, and has been busted three times Zeus knows about, propositioning undercover cops who told him they were sixteen. Last year Zeus finally acceded to Pete’s repeated requests to run. Pete undertakes most tactical decisions, attends to all operational details. Zeus’s job is to make them love him, a task he relishes, talking about his modest start in life, the war, business, the glory of America, selling his whole story, which he knows they yearn to believe. The voters are still angry with the Democrats and that weak cluck Jimmy Carter in his cardigan, telling Americans to turn down their thermostats and perk up from their funk. People want strength. Eighty percent of the people who will cast a ballot in November have no idea what the governor actually does besides live in a mansion and attend parades. Zeus is strong. The idea of standing on the balcony of the governor’s mansion after his inauguration and waving to a throng of thousands is as exciting to Zeus as sex.


      When Hal and Mina come into the living room to say good night, Pete heads home to his dog and a few hours’ sleep. Zeus’s daughter-in-law-to-be embraces him and praises every aspect of today’s event—the food, the music, the warmth of the people from St. D’s. Hal, who is learning to follow her example, repeats every word as if he had thought of it himself. Hal is a good boy, far younger than his age, but dear to Zeus, due especially to his eagerness to please his father. Hermione is in despair because the couple cannot be married at St. D’s. The rules are absolute, Father Nik says, he does not make them. Were Mina a Catholic, a Presbyterian, anyone who accepts Christ and the Trinity, she could receive the sacrament. Zeus could not care less. He is a Greek of ancient sensibility, who believes more in the gods on Olympus than some mystical three-headed ghost. He takes Mina with him when he gives speeches at synagogues.


      As Hal and Mina head off, Dita, his treasure, flashes by. Zeus calls her. She answers him, as always, with impatience.


      “What?”


      He considers her as she stands there, an extraordinary beauty with her sharp features and penetrating eyes. There is no love in his life like the ravening desperate love he feels for his beautiful daughter, his only true child. It precedes everything else. He is dirt and muscle and bone; but first he loves Dita. This love holds power over him, so much so that at a terrible moment it was beyond his control. Which is why she despises him in a way that will never ease. She needs him, too, as children always do, and is twisted on the rack by that antagonism, between her hatred and her need. But neither of them will ever fully escape that darkness in the past, a cataclysm that resides in the same place in Zeus as the chaos of war. It was a sad drunken time in his life, right after his mother died. He rarely lets his memory turn there, and neither Dita nor her mother nor he ever speaks a word. But the lock on her door is always a reminder.


      “Thank you for being so gracious to our guests,” he says.


      “You’re welcome. I hate this fucking day,” she tells him. “Those people bore me to death. Greek this, Greek that. They don’t seem to know they’re living in a cage.”


      He ignores her. That is all that he can do. She will be twenty-four in a few days and remains under her father’s roof with the implicit proviso that she will be free from any criticism, including much she unquestionably deserves.


      “Your boyfriend is Greek, if I’m not mistaken.”


      “Cass? I’m just about done with him. His family hates me. What in the hell did you do to them, Dad?”


      “Nothing. It was a misunderstanding. Lidia unfortunately married below herself. Mickey is really nothing but a Greek hillbilly. He has more pride than ability. He felt humiliated by my kindness to his family and I only meant well.”


      Zeus spoke to Lidia today, the first words in many years. Teri believes Lidia attended the picnic because she is beginning to accept that Cass will marry Dita, as he well may, despite tonight’s hard words from Zeus’s mercurial daughter. Lidia is stout now and gray. Yet the woman he so desperately longed for remains visible to him. For years, especially when he entered the service, he retained the hope that he would return in glory and marry Lidia, whatever her father had to say. When Zeus learned that she had wed herself to a creature as simple as Mickey, it was like a stabbing. Zeus has always recognized that he married Hermione in part because the only woman he ever envisioned as his partner was gone. He wants so many females in other ways. Even now, he can saunter across some broad avenue, stricken by longing for half the women who come into sight. Any manifestation of beauty is enough to stimulate his ardor—good legs, a full bosom, a pleasant face. But he had truly yearned to marry only Lidia, who then chose her father over him. In reprisal, in time, Zeus fucked her. It was the way the gods always served him. He saw that the instant that Terisia asked him to give her best friend a job.


      ‘She is desperate,’ Teri had said.


      So I will fuck her, Zeus thought. Desperation had cost Lidia the power to say no. But even so, she remains one of the few losses in his life. He never sees her, even now, without wondering whether he might have despaired less in himself if she had been his wife, if her strength would have made him less brutal.


      Dita has departed without saying good night. Zeus climbs the stairs, pained by his life. Hermione is asleep. He steps into his pajamas and lies beside her. Hermione lets her arm come forward and rest sweetly on his flank. He touches her hand, grateful for its familiarity, and drifts deeply into the grip of his own troubled dreams until he is roused by a clamor down the hall. The rain has cooled the night and Hermione has opened the French door. From there, he hears what is surely glass breaking and soon after, Dita’s scream. There is often noise from Dita’s room, late at night. It is her revenge. But there is no pleasure in these sounds. As he struggles into his robe, he is certain he hears the front door slam.


      He tries the knob on Dita’s door and is surprised to find it unlocked. He knocks and enters, asking if she is all right, but his heart clenches when he sees the blood. It is slathered on the French door and looks like a splatter painting on the wall.


      “My Lord! What is this?”


      Dita is on her bed, her robe parted to expose one long well-shaped leg. She is rubbing the side of her face, and greets her father with a baleful expression.


      “What?” he asks again.


      “You were right about them being hillbillies.”


      “My God. What are you saying?”


      “Cass’s mother was here.”


      “Lidia?”


      “And beat the hell out of me to get me to stop seeing her son.”


      “Here. In my house? She beat my daughter?”


      “She told me a pretty good story.” Dita at that point seems to recognize the flimsiness of her attire and grabs a quilt at the foot of her bed. “I mean really, Dad. Is there anybody around here you haven’t fucked?”


      In him, something gives way, some sluiceway of raw emotion that is always contained for Dita’s sake. There is a clear implication in her words—‘anybody’—and he has always known that if she speaks, she will destroy him. Not because he wouldn’t lie. Zeus has long accepted that lying well is an inevitable attribute of power. But it would mean she has abandoned him forever. The thought of that fills him with both fury and terrible dread.


      “Your filthy mouth,” he says. The closest thing to changing the past is to leave it unspoken.


      “Oh, that filthy mouth used to suit you fine,” she answers.


      He slaps his hand across her lips and slams her head back to stop her. For a time all he knows of himself is rage and strength. But he feels in that brief instant as he drives her skull back several times that she is offering no resistance because she knows this is what she deserves.


      When he lets go finally, he takes a step back. His heartbeat is all the way into his shoulders and he is breathing like a horse under a heavy plow. She is winding her head, touching her brow, but finally focuses on him with scorching hatred. The worst has happened, he knows. He has lost her for all time.


      “Fuck you,” she says. “Fuck you forever.” And then she does what Dita never will—gives way to tears. She wails, his child, as she did when she was young.


      He steps forward to comfort her, his arms open.


      “Get out,” she screams.


      He has taken one step to the door when he sees the smear of blood on the headboard, and worse, a crimson bubble rising from her crown. She realizes he is staring.


      “What?”


      “You’re cut,” he says. He lifts a hand in warning. “Don’t touch it. Don’t infect it. I’ll get a towel.” He goes to the powder room across the hall. He is trying to explain what has happened in his own mind. But there is only one explanation, which he has always known. He is a bad man.


      When he returns to Dita’s bedside, her look has changed. Her beautiful eyes no longer seem to move together. She is slumped to one side and from the desperate way her arm swipes out at the sight of him, he somehow knows she has lost the ability to speak.


      He runs down to wake Hermione.


      “Something has happened to Dita,” he tells her. Later, he knows, he will think of other things to say, a way to contain this in better words and entomb it in the past. He is Zeus and always finds a path. But not now. By the time they return to Dita, his daughter, his precious child, his treasure, is dead.


    


  




  

    

      

        34.


        Good-Bye—May 31, 2008


      


      About 6:30 Saturday morning, Evon was awakened by a flat-handed thumping on her apartment’s front door. She needed sleep, and nearly ignored the racket, but the sound was authoritative and urgent, and she finally jolted awake at the thought of fire. By the time she had her robe on, she realized who it had to be. Cleverly, Heather had stepped to the side, so she was out of sight of the fish-eye in the door. For the sake of her neighbors, Evon had no choice but to open up, albeit with the chain secured.
         


      “Please,” Heather said, as she stepped forward, “please.” She pressed her face to the breach between the jamb and the door. On her breath, Evon could smell the stale reek of alcohol. As so often, Heather had affected her look of reckless dishabille. A slinky sleeveless top of iridescent fabric, which she’d donned for her night in the bars, hung off one shoulder, raising the inevitable question of whether it had been shed in pleasure a few hours earlier. From one finger a pair of glittery six-inch heels rocked, along with a ring of keys, on which Evon could see the garage fob. The doorman was on notice and would have barred Heather, but she’d sneaked in through the building’s subterranean parking garage. The code for the electric door was still programmed into her car, and she’d used the fob to get upstairs from there.


      “No,” Evon said. “That’s my line. ‘Please.’ Please, let go. Please. For both our sakes. You’re making both of us totally miserable. You know I have a protection order. Please don’t do this to yourself or to me.” She spoke with a kinder tone than she’d managed in several weeks, but she still closed the door. Heather slammed it once with the flat of her hand, then hammered several times with what sounded from the sharp impact to be the heel of one of her shoes. She stopped after a minute.


      Evon went through the useless exercise of lying down in her bed, but she remained wide awake and heard her phone buzz. There was a text. “Look downstairs,” it read.


      She thought of replying, “No,” then decided that no response was better. But after lying still another second, she recognized an omen in the message and went to the living room window and peered down to the distant street. From this height, the avenue always reminded her of a scale model, with inch-high people and cars like crawling scarabs. She didn’t spy anything at first. At this hour, traffic was sporadic and on the sidewalk there were only a couple of pedestrians, both out walking their dogs, joined by early-morning runners who flashed by.


      Then she saw what she’d been intended to notice. Her BMW had been nosed into the street from the garage driveway. Heather still had that key, too, apparently. But even at that, Evon was confused. Was she supposed to beg to save her Beemer?


      In a second the car moved, inching forward at first. Then it shot straight across the breadth of the street in a blur and rammed into the old-fashioned iron lamppost on the other side of Grant Avenue. Heather had floored it. The front end of Evon’s sedan crunched like a soda can underfoot, and the lamppost leered to the side. The orange electric cables below it, which had been abruptly jacked out of the ground, appeared to be all that was keeping the streetlight from toppling. If Heather hadn’t put on her seat belt, which she frequently refused to do, she might be seriously injured.


      Barefoot and still in her robe, Evon descended in the elevator, completely uncertain about what she was hoping to find. There was smoke coming from the front end of the Beemer, but that was because the engine was still running, grating against some part of itself. When Evon pulled open the driver’s door, Heather was pinned in the seat. The airbag had deployed and the seat belt, which she’d fastened after all, had also retracted to hold her in place. Heather had clearly terrified herself and was crying with abandon. But her soft blue eyes were wide open and she turned them on Evon, even though she seemed slightly dazed.


      “Just tell me you never loved me. Just tell me that and I’ll leave you alone. But you can’t,” said Heather. “You can’t say that.”


      “I can’t,” Evon said. Then she crouched down so Heather and she were more or less eye to eye. She actually held her hand, a disconcerting act after not touching for months this woman whose every caress once had so thrilled her. But she folded her fingers tenderly over Heather’s. She had blamed Heather since January for being all kinds of crazy and hiding that from her, but something else was suddenly clear to Evon. “I can’t say that. But I shouldn’t have. I shouldn’t have fallen for you. And that was my fault. Not yours. I couldn’t accept you as you are, so I wanted to pretend you were someone else. And even worse, I wanted to believe I was somebody I’m not. It was so exciting. But I can’t be that person. I can’t. So you have to forgive me, baby. I wish I had known myself better.”


      There were sirens already. One of the dog-walkers, apparently, had called 911. A police cruiser arrived only seconds after the big square ambulance, both vehicles with lights flashing and their sirens sounding discordantly at two different pitches. The combined wailing was sharp and disturbing, like something used to keep prisoners awake during interrogations. Evon’s neighbors were going to be pissed.


      In instants, the paramedics had Heather out of the car and strapped to a stretcher, while the officer remained behind to question Evon. As the EMTs lifted Heather inside the rear of the ambulance, she cried out Evon’s name, then the doors closed and the ambulance screamed off toward County Hospital, the nearest facility.


      Evon responded to the officer tersely, but told him the truth. She shared as much of the story as the cop asked for. Yes, it was her car. No, she hadn’t given Heather permission to drive, but yes, she hadn’t bothered to retrieve the key, or the garage fob, so she wouldn’t file a complaint for auto theft, or break and enter. Her reluctance was not an obstacle for the cop. He had already had a whiff of Heather, and they’d be required to take blood from her at the hospital in order to treat her. Heather would be charged with DWI, reckless driving and malicious damage to county property. Then there was the protection order, which the cop learned about after recovering Heather’s purse from the car and calling in the information from her driver’s license to central command.


      “She’s also walked about a thousand bucks in parking tickets,” the cop told Evon. He was a tall black guy, calm by nature. He was going to bring Heather’s purse over to the ER while he waited for her to be checked out. If she was discharged soon, he’d take her in cuffs straight to County Jail.


      “I’d bet you’ve seen the last of her. Violating a protection order means she can’t just sign a recognizance bond. She’ll have to wait in a cell for a bail hearing. In the tank, she’s going to be meeting some different kind of chicks. The judge will tell her straight out they’ll jerk her back in there if she comes anywhere near you. That’ll be part of her sentence, too.”


      Wearing a used jumpsuit was probably going to be the worst part for Heather. Yet whatever the deterrent, Evon knew the cop’s prediction was almost certainly correct.


      She thanked the officer for his efforts, then went upstairs. She waited until nine to call Mel Tooley at home. Mel groaned sympathetically as she told him the story. He said he’d send an associate over to the jail. It was early enough that, assuming Heather wasn’t held too long in the ER, they’d probably be able to get her a bail hearing by late afternoon. Those hearings, these days, were conducted by TV, with the judge in a courtroom upstairs in the jail, and the prisoners below parading before a camera.


      “And her with no makeup,” said Evon.


      Mel chuckled, but Evon, as it turned out, couldn’t laugh at her own joke.


    


  




  

    

      

        35.


        Truth—June 1, 2008


      


      Nella and Francine had a cabin on Lake Fowler and Evon spent Saturday and Sunday with them. Nella, another former jock, had been trying to convince Evon to take up golf. She’d thought initially that the game was too sedentary, but she was starting to warm to the challenges, and they ended up playing both days.
         


      Driving back into town Sunday night, Evon decided to pay a call on Aunt Teri. It was past 9, but Evon had been waiting to see the old lady. The doorman downstairs put Evon on the phone and Teri invited her up. The old woman in a brocaded caftan was at the door with her cane, her face averted so she could hear the sound of Evon’s approach. Teri’s face was a glistening pond of cold cream, and she’d put up her hair for the night. The tiny pink plastic curlers were wrapped tight, exposing the elderly woman’s pale scalp, except on the back of her head where she’d covered the mess with a sheer net. Without her sunglasses, Teri’s eyes proved to be surrounded by pouches of brown flesh that looked like used tea bags.


      Teri touched her head. “Well, I suppose if you came to get laid, this jinxed it.”


      Despite herself, Evon laughed. “Sorry, Teri. Timing is everything.”


      She didn’t mind the banter with the old lady, but the truth was that Evon had always been slow to get to the point of sex with anyone. The bar scene never held much charm.


      Teri used her cane to orient herself and clumped along to her golden living room. German had apparently roused himself when he heard Teri moving about and was standing there in his paisley silk robe, still looking tidy with his fuzz of cropped gray hair. Teri told him he could go.


      “Watches those ridiculous reality shows,” she told Evon once he left. “People eating goats’ eyeballs and seeing who can stand the most paper cuts. So fucking stupid. What about a drink?”


      Evon seldom indulged, except at parties, more or less out of deference to her father who’d never taken it up, but she thought the old woman might be more relaxed if she had company. Evon said she’d have whatever her hostess was drinking. Teri made her way with her stick to the tea cart holding a troop of brown bottles, and then handed a cut-glass crystal tumbler to Evon, while she settled herself on her overstuffed sofa.


      “OK, shoot,” said Teri. “Ti yenaete?” Hal often used that phrase, which apparently meant ‘What’s up?’
         


      Evon realized she had not planned what to say, but she told Teri that Tim had finally cornered Cass Gianis.


      “He says he didn’t kill Dita. And I have a feeling you have a good idea who did.”


      “Ah.” Teri took a healthy sip.


      “The first thing—I guess the most important thing—is I need to be sure that it wasn’t Hal.”


      “Hal? Oh no no no.” Teri found the idea amusing. “My nephew might be better off if he had a little more killer in him. The best I know is that he was still out necking with Mina when Dita was murdered. He walked in to find that crazy scene. He’s the one who called the police, if I’m remembering. Tim didn’t recall that?”


      Tim probably never knew. By the time he took over the case a week later, the family members had all been cleared because their blood didn’t match what had been spilled in Dita’s room.


      “Well, Tim’s pretty sure it wasn’t Lidia.” She repeated to Teri what Cass had told him.


      “Same as Lidia told me.”


      “Right.” Evon took a second. “That’s one reason I’m here. I figured from what you said last time that you probably talked to Lidia about Dita’s murder.”


      “Not immediately,” Teri said. “But she finally put it all on the table with me maybe three months after Dita was killed. Lidia was just in a state. You know, we spoke every morning in those days. And every day it was the same thing. She couldn’t finish her sentences. She burst into tears over nothing. Finally, I said, ‘Afto einae anoeto!’ ‘This is craziness!’ ‘You have to tell me what’s going on.’ We met at St. D’s and sat in the pews in the sanctuary and talked for hours. Oh, and she cried. Cried and cried. And so did I, of course. Dita was my only niece and I saw more than a little bit of myself in her.”
         


      In the church, Teri said, Lidia had told her about Zeus and the twins, and Lidia’s plan to ask Dita to stop seeing Cass. “I understood why she couldn’t tell her sons. But why not come to me? If anyone could talk sense to Dita, I was the best one to try. But I guess Lidia was embarrassed that she’d kept the secret from me for so long. Maybe she was afraid I wouldn’t believe her after all that time. Anyway, Dita had smart-mouthed her way into getting slapped. Probably would have done my niece some good if that happened more often, but not that hard. Apparently, Lidia caught her with a full swing. She shocked herself.”


      Evon asked if Teri believed that Lidia had hit Dita only once. She did, Teri said, but not for the reasons that convinced anyone else.


      “Lidia wouldn’t have done that to me,” said Teri. “Hal and Dita, they were all I had. She wouldn’t have taken either one from me, no matter how angry she got. But when I asked Lidia who else could have beat up Dita, I thought she was more evasive.”


      “She believed Cass had killed her?”


      “Well, if Dita was OK when Lidia ran out of the house and dead when Cass left, it seemed fairly obvious to me. And it must have worried her, too. When I heard a few months later that Cass was pleading guilty, I wasn’t surprised. He was always the more excitable of the two boys. My heart broke for Lidia, of course.”


      “Tim doesn’t believe Cass did it either. Not any more.” Evon picked up her drink but only so she could look down into it. “I guess that means your brother killed his daughter.”


      Teri didn’t answer, but even without much sight, she was reluctant to face Evon. The old woman was silent some time, which made for an unusual moment.


      “Do you think we have obligations to the dead?” she asked Evon.


      “I visit my parents’ graves when I go home. Is that what you mean?” That was almost a lie, since she prayed a lot longer over her father.


      “Not really. Here,” she said, and raised her tumbler but only to gesture with it. “Truth told, I never knew exactly what to make of my brother. Of course, I loved him like crazy. You had to. He was the biggest thing on earth, so grand, and he carried it off. He was a good brother, loyal, always looked out for me, and a good father to Hal, who looked up to Zeus so much. Zeus had his points. But he was too much like our father, who I may have told you was just a big stinking turd.” Teri wound her head around in lingering contempt and disbelief, then paused again to reflect.


      “I sometimes think,” Teri said, “we’re all sort of like twins—who we want to believe we are, and the person others see. They look alike, but you know, most folks probably make out someone in the mirror a little more appealing than how it might strike somebody else. But my brother, that was an odd thing with him. He knew the worst about himself. Didn’t face it often, and forgot it as fast as he could. But it was always there stuffed down inside him somewhere, like a loaded musket. And he was dead set on never letting anybody else find out. So do I ignore that?”


      Evon told her the truth. That was Teri’s decision.


      “Sure it is,” said Teri. “You bet your ass. But here’s the problem. As you might have noticed, dear, I’m old. And what I know—it could matter if this blame parade starts up again somehow. So I’ll trust you. But this is a truth that would hurt a lot of people.”
         


      “Hal?”


      “Especially. So you need to keep this to yourself, unless there really is no choice.”


      “What if I tell Tim?”


      “I’ll leave that to you. But Tim’s definitely another of the folks who would be hurt.”


      Evon was too startled to respond. Teri looked up to the ceiling, where there was a gilded molding she could probably no longer see, then said abruptly, “All right. Let’s get this done.” She adjusted her position on the sofa and took another solid mouthful from her drink.


      “You probably know, from the time of Dita’s death, my brother wanted to rebury her on Mount Olympus.”


      “So she could be among the other gods and goddesses?”


      “Whatever. He certainly thought that was where he belonged when his time came. Zeus, he really sometimes seemed to believe in the Greek gods. At least when it suited him. What he liked was that so many of them behaved so badly, so often. Nothing like Jesus. Zeus, if he got drunk enough, would tell you Jesus was a wimp. Zeus, the god Zeus? He truly was my brother’s role model. All-powerful and full of vices.


      “At any rate, on the fifth anniversary of Dita’s death, Hermione and he thought they could bear the trip. Hal and Mina had three small children at home, but I went. Most of Olympus is a national park, but my people, they build churches everywhere, and Zeus had found a little chapel there with a graveyard. The old priest came out to say some prayers. It was a beautiful ceremony. A few of Hermione’s Vasilikos relatives had come up to Thessaly from different parts. And Dita’s casket was returned to the earth. In my bedroom, I’ve got some thyme I picked out of the rocks there to remember her.


      “Afterwards, we went back to the villa Zeus had rented. Hermione’s relatives and some locals came to pay their respects, but they weren’t there long. Pretty soon it was Zeus and Hermione and me. My brother was in an absolutely black mood. ‘I am a bad man,’ he said as he sat there on that sofa. That was not the first time I’d heard that from him, by the way, but I doubt he’d ever made those kinds of remarks to that silly little clothes rack he’d married. But now he looks up and says, ‘I killed our daughter.’ Just like that. Like, ‘It snowed.’”


      Teri, now that she’d decided to share this, was engaged by the storytelling. She had scootched herself forward on the sofa and was waving her whiskey around now and then as she spoke. Zeus’s description of the killing was brief. Lidia’s visit had caused Dita to make some awful comment about her father, which Zeus never specified, but which he admitted led him to strike his daughter in rage.


      “Afterwards, of course, he was mortified he’d be discovered. So he weaseled around so that the police put your friend, Tim, in charge, figuring Tim was bound to be more unsuspecting of Zeus. And afterwards, he gave Tim a healthy retainer every year, just to be sure he kept seeing Zeus in a kindly light.”


      “God,” Evon said. She now understood Teri’s warning that the truth could wound Tim. She finally took a nip of her drink. To her it would forever taste like gasoline. She said to Teri, “I know Zeus didn’t realize Cass was his son, but did he care at all that a twenty-five-year-old was doing his time?”


      “Oh, he said something silly at one point, that no expert could say for sure that it wasn’t Lidia’s slap that caused Dita’s death. As if that justified sticking Cass in the pokey. But, no, like I said, Zeus was a lot like our father. He just convinced himself that bad stuff he’d done hadn’t happened. But reburying Dita had waked it all in him and he said he had decided to turn himself in as soon as we got back.


      “It was a minute before either Hermione or me could react, but then she started carrying on. I’d never seen her act like that, throwing things and screaming. She spit on Zeus, smacked him. He just sat there. Not that she wasn’t entitled. He’d killed their daughter. But once she was done calling him a monster for that, she said that what he was going to do would only make things worse—abandoning her in old age, bringing shame on their family, and shattering Hal. And why? In order to spare Lidia, who Hermione always somehow felt he loved more than her.


      “I just left her to the screaming, and tried to sleep. As far as I could tell, they were up all night.


      “The next morning, Zeus seemed to have settled her down enough that she’d agreed to take a walk with him back to the graveyard. So off they went, and no more than an hour later, I hear all this shouting and hear sirens up the mountain. The servants in the villa were in a tizzy and dragged me out with them. And there was Hermione telling the police about these strange men who had followed Zeus and her. She said she was walking alone, fifty paces in front of him, when she heard Zeus scream. Next she sees is these men tearing off and Zeus way down below, broken on the rocks like a child’s toy.”


      “Did you believe that? That strangers had tossed him down the mountain?”


      “Ohee,” Teri said, moving her head from side to side. She actually laughed at the idea. Zeus’s enemies would not kill a father in mourning, according to Teri. But Hermione was a Vasilikos and the Greek police couldn’t wash their hands of the matter fast enough.
         


      “Hermione never cracked. Once we came back, I saw next to nothing of her, except on family occasions. She became another one of these Greek widows, keeping company with almost no one but her son and grandchildren, and dressed in black. Designer stuff, of course. But black.” Teri cackled.


      “And Cass stayed in prison.”


      “Yes. That was sad. Of course, I returned from Greece determined to honor my brother’s wishes and go to the prosecutor in Greenwood County. I hired a lawyer, a fellow named Mason. Ever heard of him?”


      “George?” He was a judge now, but still one of Evon’s closer friends. “You couldn’t have done better.”


      “Well, he listened to all this and said, ‘Is your sister-in-law going to back you?’ ‘Fuck no,’ I said. I knew better than that. Admit she had a motive to push her husband off the mountain? Blacken his name and devastate her son? And reward Lidia, who she despised? I’m no lawyer, but I knew that wasn’t going to happen. Your friend George just shook his head. ‘A prosecutor is going to look at this and laugh. You come forward only after your brother dies, when you can conveniently lay the whole thing at his feet with no consequence to him. His wife, who was in the room, denies he ever said anything like that. And who do you hope to free as a result? Only the son of your best friend. We can do it, Teri, but I’ll tell you right now there isn’t a soul in that courthouse who is going to believe you. Frankly, I think I might deserve a bonus if you don’t end up charged with perjury.’ If it was just about me, I might have carried on anyway. But to tear Hal apart with no point? Cass wasn’t getting out. Your friend Mason convinced me of that.”


      “And you never told Lidia.”


      “How could I? She’d have demanded that I go to the prosecutor. What else would a mother do? A lot of people thought Hermione was dull, but she was a survivor. She knew I was cornered.”


      The old lady emptied her tumbler. She was done.


      “A secret,” she said to Evon again, as punctuation.


      Evon went to set her glass down on the tea cart, but Teri reached for it when she realized where Evon was headed. She made a remark about wasting good whiskey and took a long draught.


      “Forgive me for not showing you out,” she said. “I’ll probably just fall asleep here.”


      Evon offered to help her to bed but the old lady was content with her bad habits.


      “How is your life, dear?” she asked, as Evon picked up her purse. “What happened to Loopy Loo?”


      She described yesterday’s events to Teri. “She probably got out of jail last night. I never checked to find out.”


      “And how do you feel?”


      “Like I got trapped in a washing machine on spin cycle.”


      Teri liked the description and had a long laugh.


      “It’ll probably take you a while to recover, but don’t give up hope.”


      “That’s what Tim tells me. Anyway, I can’t escape my own nature. It’s what I want, deep inside.”


      “Course it is. You ought to try to be happy for your own sake, but if that doesn’t convince you, then try because there were so many of us who never even got the chance.”


      That thought, a new one, pierced Evon straight through the heart.


      “Come give your old Aunt Teri a hug.”


      She did. The old woman still smelled like she was wearing an entire cosmetics counter. Teri looked up, unseeing, and touched Evon’s cheek. She told Evon again she was a good girl.


      

        


      


      Evon stopped at Tim’s house on Monday morning on her way to work. He was up and welcomed her, ushering her back to the sun-room. She was worried about what to tell him, but by now he’d figured it all out on his own.


      “You don’t need to beat around the bush. It was Zeus, wasn’t it? Kept me on his side all these years, didn’t he? I’ve been a fool before. But never for money.”


      “Tim—”


      “It’s OK,” he said. “I should have looked that gift horse in the mouth a long time ago. I knew Zeus’s colors. But he got the drop on me with the grieving-father stuff. A fella like Zeus, they always know the soft spots. Damn him to hell anyway.”


      “I knew you were going to take it hard.”


      “Of course I am. Let an innocent man go off to prison? Now how’s that for a capstone on my career? Oh, jeepers,” he said, and looked bereft as he stared at the floor. “I certainly have worked my last for ZP.”


      “You don’t need to do that.”


      “Yeah, I do. Time anyway. I’ll go out to Seattle and see how much I like it. Lot of hills and young people. I’m still not sure it’s the right place for a gimpy old man. I guess I’ll find one of those graduated dying places, where you get a little help to start and eventually leave in a box.”


      “I think they call them assisted living.”


      “Whatever.”


      She told him she had to get in to the office, but promised to return to have lunch. Once he saw her to the door, Tim sat in the sun-room and put Kai and J.J. on and listened to them play. All the time Tim tooted on the trombone as a kid, he believed he was going to be that good, and there was no more chance of that than of his becoming a 747. And he thought he was a good cop and a decent man, but he was willing to buy all of Zeus’s palaver because it bought him a little more comfort in life. None of the investigators, so far as Tim recalled, had even thought to cast a look in Zeus’s direction, because of the blood. But Tim was the guy experienced enough to have seen through it.


      The truth was often so damn painful. People couldn’t stand to live with it. And him thinking he was in the truth business. No one really was. You took as much as you could and called it quits.


      But there was music and sunshine. And maybe when he got himself around other people every day, he might even find some cute old gal. Evon had said the same thing a lot of folks did. In those places a guy who could still drive was more popular than a billionaire. Maria would forgive him. What Sofia had told him had helped. Sitting here on his plaid couch, he again felt his love for Maria, which would last as long as he did.


      He put his hands over his face to give the rising shame and indignation about Zeus another second to drain. It would come and go for days. But he slapped his thighs.


      Life, thought Tim, almost age eighty-two, goes on.


      

        


      


      When Evon got to the ZP Building, Hal was locked in the giant conference room with a battalion of bankers and lawyers, a few of whom would emerge now and then and scurry to a side office for conferences or phone calls to superiors. The meeting had been expected to last two hours and was now in hour four. On the business side of ZP’s offices, there was a portentous silence. A lot of people seemed to be holding their breath.


      Finally, after lunch, Hal’s assistant, Sharize, told Evon he was free. The bankers and lawyers were filing out, men and women in blue suits who looked like teams of pallbearers in training, one face grimmer than the next.


      She entered the vast conference room, which was normally partitioned into three, but Hal was on the phone with Mina and he held up a hand. Evon sat in a chair in the hall until he was finished, a good fifteen minutes.


      When Sharize brought Evon in, Hal’s suit coat was on the back of his chair. He’d removed his tie, and his white shirt was darkened by large spots of sweat. He sat in front of the vast bank of windows over the spangled river, peering abjectly at the wall. Another portrait of Zeus was over there, in the center of the sycamore wainscoting, so perhaps that’s where Hal had started, but now he seemed to be indulging his habit of looking at nothing at all. When he finally saw Evon, he withdrew his middle finger, on which he’d been nibbling, from his mouth, and gave her a quick smile, but it was in the nature of a wince.


      “It’s over,” he said.


      “What is?”


      “ZP.”


      Evon found she had sat down, still a good thirty feet from her boss.


      “How could that be?”


      “Housing prices are dropping, even collapsing at YourHouse’s end of the market. The bankers have locked arms and want another 150 million dollars in collateral on the YourHouse deal, which has to come out of the equity on the commercial projects. But the other lenders—often the same frigging people—won’t give up their senior positions. In fact, retail is down. And, according to the economists, going down further. Which means the shopping centers’ values are tanking, too, because rents have to drop. I thought we were pretty conservatively leveraged, but unless there’s a giant change, we’ll be in bankruptcy by the end of the year and the ZP shareholders, starting with me, will be wiped out. I may even vote for Obama.” He smiled wanly then. “Joke,” he said.


      She repeated herself. How could that be?


      “Well, I asked the same thing. But it’s just arithmetic. I never imagined all of this stuff would go down at the same time. Nobody did. The bankers will reassess at year-end, but we need to make a public announcement now, which will crater the stock. It’s doom.”


      “How do you feel, Hal?”


      He laughed.


      “Awful. My dad started with a duffel bag of cash he’d borrowed from my grandfather and worked his whole life, built an empire, and I’ve lost the whole thing. In a couple of months. I’m glad he didn’t live to see it. I truly am. I can’t even imagine what he would say.”


      Evon pondered. “If he was honest, I’m sure he’d tell you he’d made a lot worse mistakes.”


      “I doubt that.” His fingernails were back in his mouth. Evon considered telling Hal that it was Zeus’s honesty, not his mistakes, that was subject to doubt, but she couldn’t see what good it would do at the moment.


      “Do you want to talk about the Gianises?”


      He flipped a hand. Who cares?


      “Long-short, Cass says he didn’t do it. He pled because the way the evidence was going to shake out, there was a good chance both Lidia and he would end up in prison.”


      “So Lidia did kill my sister?”


      She ran him through all the reasons to doubt that. He nodded as if he understood, but Evon realized she had only a small fraction of his attention.


      “So who beat her up like that?” Hal asked.


      Evon waited, then went with the answer she’d planned.


      “We don’t know. We just don’t know.”


      “Huh,” he said. If Hal ever sat down to do the math, about who was in the house, who was strong enough, there would only be one person left in the equation. But Hal might not work that out in this lifetime. His father probably had to stay up on the mountain for Hal to be who he was.


      “You know what my wife said when I told her I just lost a billion dollars?” he said to Evon.


      This was going to be a classic. “What?” Evon asked.


      “‘It will be better for us.’ How do you like that? I mean, we’ll have enough. No plane. I’ll have to get rid of the horse farm. Stuff like that. But I won’t have to keep the lamp lit for my father. I can do what I want, instead of trying to maintain his monument. That was her point. She might be right. I feel too crappy now to know.”


      “Good for Mina,” said Evon.


      “She’s a good one,” he said.


      She felt sorry for Hal, terrible, the more so as she thought everything over. At end, Hal for all his many faults had been the most honest guy around. He had acted for the most part as a loyal brother and son pursuing the truth. And now in his mid-sixties he was going to have to see if he had the strength to become somebody else.


      “You better shine up your résumé,” he told her. “Get it out on the street.”


      She hadn’t thought of that yet. She was going to be out of a job herself, assuming Hal was right. Whoever bought up ZP’s properties would probably be a bigger operation. They’d come in and clean house. It didn’t matter. Since she’d started making big money, she’d always kept two years’ living expenses in cash and she’d find another job anyway. Headhunters called all the time. She just needed love. That was really the work she had left.


      “I’ll give you the greatest reference ever,” Hal said. “Which you deserve.”


      “I appreciate it.”


      She walked over and gave Hal a hug, which was a first.


      “I really don’t think your dad would have done any better, Hal. Give yourself a break on that.”


      “I just didn’t see any of this coming,” he said. “I should have. It’s right in front of my face. Of everyone’s really. The same economists who told me that the housing market had bottomed out are now saying there’s going to be a plague of foreclosures soon, because people won’t be able to sell their houses for what they owe. The banks, everybody holding those mortgage bonds, everybody will be doing the hurt dance. How could we all miss it?”


      She puffed up her lips. She could say it again, but it had become a tired phrase. People see what they want to.


      “I’m going to take a couple of hours,” she said. She had lunch with Tim—she preferred he didn’t end up sitting alone for long stretches today. And she wanted to air out her head. Maybe go for a run along the river.


      Hal repeated something to her in Greek.


      “What does that mean?” she asked.


      “My dad used to say it all the time. ‘May the gods guide us gently.’”


    


  




  

    

      

        A Note About Sources


      


      My fascination with twins began before I was three years old, when my sister, Vicki, arrived. The twin whom my mother had carried with Vicki was stillborn. That event loomed over my childhood, and thus what it meant to be and have—and lose—a twin, and the inevitable contrast to other love relationships, has been a preoccupation of mine at some level ever since, and one that I knew would eventually find its way into one of my novels.


      I had been working on Identical a few months when I realized I had salvaged some of the raw details of the central crime from one of Chicago’s most infamous unsolved murders, that of Valerie Percy, which occurred in September 1966, a few miles from my parents’ house. The daughter of the wealthy industrialist Charles Percy, then running—successfully, it would turn out—for the United States Senate, Ms. Percy was killed in her father’s lakeside mansion in Kenilworth, Illinois, while family members, including her identical twin sister, slept nearby. Although I’ve clearly scrambled elements, I should say unequivocally that there is no resemblance intended between any member of the Percy family and any of the wholly imagined characters of my novel, including all of the Kronons and Gianises.
         


      A far more self-conscious inspiration for the novel came from what I had always taken as one of the most touching of the Greek myths, the story of the Gemini, Castor and Pollux. The identical twins were said to have been born after their mother, Leda, Queen of Sparta, was raped by Zeus, who had taken the form of a swan to catch her unaware. The myth has many variations, but one of the most common is that the sole difference between the twins was that Pollux was immortal, like his father, while Castor, like his mother, was not. When Castor was fatally wounded, Pollux could not bear the loss and asked Zeus to let him share his immortality with his twin. The brothers therefore alternated time in Hades and on Mount Olympus. For those familiar with the myth, the parallels between it and my story should be plain, as is the fact that I did not allow the old tale to be any more than a fabric on which I did my own embroidery.


      I had a lot of wonderful help in writing this book. I am especially indebted to two friends, Dr. Julie Segre, senior investigator at the National Human Genome Research Institute of the National Institutes of Health, and Lori Andrews, a professor at Chicago-Kent College of Law and a renowned scholar in the area of law and genetics, as well as a novelist. Both Julie and Lori took considerable time coaching me on the state of DNA learning circa 2008. A few lines of Dr. Yavem’s dialogue have clear roots in a speech Lori gave to the annual meeting of the American Society of Human Genetics in San Francisco, November 7, 2012. I take it for granted that despite both Julie’s and Lori’s patient teaching, I misunderstood something; the resulting errors are solely my fault.


      I also want to thank Camille Rea, MAMS, CCA, a board-certified clinical anaplastologist at the Maxillofacial Prosthetics Clinic at the University of Illinois at Chicago Medical Center. Ms. Rea welcomed me to her lab and was illuminating on details that found their way into the novel. Again, she bears no responsibility for any factual mistakes I’ve made.


      My gratitude also to Emi Battaglia, at Grand Central, my pal Nick Markopoulos and his friend George Chalkias, and Tina Andreatis, who all corrected some of my blunders about Greek language and customs.


      Finally, I had several discerning advance readings of the manuscript from friends and relations. They are, alphabetically, Steve Drewry; Adriane Glazier, who also contributed the title; Jim McManus; Dan Pastern; Julian Solotorovsky; Ben Schiffrin; Eve Turow; and my most faithful advance reader, Rachel Turow. My editor, Deb Futter, was everything a good editor can be: patient, incisive and invaluable. Likewise, my wonderful agent, Gail Hochman. Loving thanks to them all.
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        Prologue


        Nat, September 30, 2008


      


      A man is sitting on a bed. He is my father.


      The body of a woman is beneath the covers. She was my mother.


      This is not really where the story starts. Or how it ends. But it is the moment my mind returns to, the way I always see them.


      According to what my father will soon tell me, he has been there, in that room, for nearly twenty-three hours, except for bathroom breaks. Yesterday, he awoke, as he does most weekdays, at half past six and could see the mortal change as soon as he glanced back at my mother, just as his feet had found his slippers. He rocked her shoulder, touched her lips. He pumped the heel of his palm against her sternum a few times, but her skin was cool as clay. Her limbs were already moving in a piece, like a mannequin’s.


      He will tell me he sat then, in a chair across from her. He never cried. He thought, he will say. He does not know how long, except that the sun had moved all the way across the room, when he finally stood again and began to tidy obsessively.


      He will say he put the three or four books she was always reading back on the shelf. He hung up the clothes she had a habit of piling on the chaise in front of her dressing mirror, then made the bed around her, pulling the sheets tight, folding the spread down evenly, before laying her hands out like a doll’s on the satin binding of the blanket. He threw out two of the flowers that had wilted in the vase on her night table and straightened the papers and magazines on her desk.


      He will tell me he called no one, not even the paramedics because he was certain she was dead, and sent only a one-line e-mail to his assistant to say he would not be at work. He did not answer the phone, although it rang several times. Almost an entire day will have passed before he realizes he must contact me.


      But how can she be dead? I will ask. She was fine two nights ago when we were together. After a freighted second, I will tell my father, She didn’t kill herself.


      No, he will agree at once.


      She wasn’t in that kind of mood.


      It was her heart, he will say then. It had to be her heart. And her blood pressure. Your grandfather died the same way.


      Are you going to call the police?


      The police, he will say after a time. Why would I call the police?


      Well, Christ, Dad. You’re a judge. Isn’t that what you do when someone dies suddenly? I was crying by now. I didn’t know when I had started.


      I was going to phone the funeral home, he will tell me, but I realized you might want to see her before I did that.


      Well, shit, well, yes, I want to see her.


      As it happens, the funeral home will tell us to call our family doctor, and he in turn will summon the coroner, who will send the police. It will become a long morning, and then a longer afternoon, with dozens of people moving in and out of the house. The coroner will not arrive for nearly six hours. He will be alone with my mom’s body for only a minute before asking my dad’s permission to make an index of all the medications she took. An hour later, I will pass my parents’ bathroom and see a cop standing slack-jawed before the open medicine cabinet, a pen and pad in hand.


      Jesus, he will declare.


      Bipolar disorder, I will tell him when he finally notices me. She had to take a lot of pills. In time, he will simply sweep the shelves clean and go off with a garbage bag containing all the bottles.


      In the meanwhile, every so often another police officer will arrive and ask my father about what happened. He tells the story again and again, always the same way.


      What was there to think about all that time? one cop will say.


      My dad can have a hard way with his blue eyes, something he probably learned from his own father, a man he despised.


      Officer, are you married?


      I am, Judge.


      Then you know what there was to think about. Life, he will answer. Marriage. Her.


      The police will make him go through his account three or four more times—how he sat there and why. His response will never vary. He will answer every question in his usual contained manner, the stolid man of law who looks out on life as an endless sea.


      He will tell them how he moved each item.


      He will tell them where he spent each hour.


      But he will not tell anybody about the girl.


    


  




  

    

      

        Chapter 1


        Rusty, March 19, 2007, Eighteen Months Earlier


      


      From the elevated walnut bench a dozen feet above the lawyers’ podium, I bang the gavel and call the last case of the morning for oral argument.


      “People versus John Harnason,” I say, “fifteen minutes each side.”
         


      The stately appellate courtroom, with its oxblood pillars rising two stories to a ceiling decorated with rococo gildings, is largely empty of spectators, save for Molly Singh, the Tribune’s courthouse reporter, and several young deputy PAs, drawn by a difficult case and the fact that their boss, the acting prosecuting attorney, Tommy Molto, will be making a rare appearance up here to argue in behalf of the State. A ravaged-looking warhorse, Molto sits with two of his deputies at one of the lustrous walnut tables in front of the bench. On the other side, the defendant, John Harnason, convicted of the fatal poisoning of his roommate and lover, waits to hear his fate debated, while his lawyer, Mel Tooley, advances toward the podium. Along the far wall, several law clerks are seated, including Anna Vostic, my senior clerk, who will leave the job on Friday. At my nodding direction, Anna will ignite the tiny lights atop counsel’s podium, green, yellow, and red, to indicate the same things they do in traffic.
         


      “May it please the Court,” says Mel, the time-ingrained salutation of lawyers to appellate judges. At least seventy pounds overweight these days, Mel still insists on wearing bold pin-striped suits as snug as sausage casings—enough to instill vertigo—and the same lousy rug, which looks as though he skinned a poodle. He begins with an oily grin, as if he and I, and the two judges who flank me on the three-judge panel that will decide the appeal, Marvina Hamlin and George Mason, are all the best of friends. I have never cared for Mel, a bigger snake than usual in the nest of serpents that is the criminal defense bar.


      “First,” says Mel, “I can’t start without briefly wishing Chief Judge Sabich a happy birthday on this personal milestone.”


      I am sixty years old today, an occasion I have approached with gloom. Mel undoubtedly gleaned this tidibit from the gossip column on page two of today’s Trib, a daily drumbeat of innuendo and leaks. It concludes routinely with birthday greetings to a variety of celebrities and local notables, which this morning included me: “Rusty Sabich, Chief Judge of the State Court of Appeals for the Third Appellate District and candidate for the state Supreme Court, 60.” Seeing it in boldface was like taking a bullet.
         


      “I hoped no one had noticed, Mr. Tooley,” I say. Everyone in the courtroom laughs. As I discovered long ago, being a judge somehow makes your every joke, even the lamest, side splitting. I beckon Tooley to proceed.


      The work of the appellate court in its simplest terms is to make sure that the person appealing got a fair trial. Our docket reflects justice in the American style, divided evenly between the rich, who are usually contesting expensive civil cases, and the poor, who make up most of the criminal appellants and face significant prison terms. Because the state supreme court reviews very few matters, nine times out of ten the court of appeals holds the final word on a case.


      The issue today is well-defined: Did the State offer enough evidence to justify the jury’s murder verdict against Harnason? Appellate courts rarely reverse on this ground; the rule is that the jury’s decision stands unless it is literally irrational. But this was a very close case. Ricardo Millan, Harnason’s roommate and business partner in a travel-packaging enterprise, died at the age of thirty-nine of a mysterious progressive illness that the coroner took for an undiagnosed intestinal infection or parasite. There things might have ended were it not for the doggedness of Ricardo’s mother, who made several trips here from Puerto Rico. She used all her savings to hire a private detective and a toxicologist at the U who persuaded the police to exhume Ricardo’s body. Hair specimens showed lethal levels of arsenic.


      Poisoning is murder for the underhanded. No knife, no gun. No Nietzschean moment when you confront the victim and feel the elemental thrill of exerting your will. It involves fraud far more than violence. And it’s hard not to believe that what sunk Harnason before the jury is simply that he looks the part. He appears vaguely familiar, but that must be from seeing his picture in the paper, because I would recall somebody so self-consciously odd. He is wearing a garish copper-colored suit. On the hand with which he is furiously scribbling notes, his nails are so long that they have begun to curl under like some Chinese emperor’s, and an abundance of unmanageable orangey knots covers his scalp. In fact, there is too much reddish hair all over his head. His overgrown eyebrows make him resemble a beaver, and a gingery mustache droops over his mouth. I have always been baffled by folks like this. Is he demanding attention or does he simply think the rest of us are boring?


      Aside from his looks, the actual evidence that Harnason murdered Ricardo is spotty. Neighbors reported a recent episode in which a drunken Harnason brandished a kitchen knife on the street, screaming at Ricardo about his visits with a younger man. The State also emphasized that Harnason went to court to prevent exhuming Ricardo’s body, where he maintained that Ricky’s mother was a kook who’d stick Harnason with the bill for another burial. Probably the only piece of substantial proof is that the detectives found microscopic traces of arsenic oxide ant poison in the shed behind the house that Harnason inherited from his mother. The product had not been manufactured for at least a decade, leading the defense to maintain that the infinitesimal granules were merely a degraded leftover from the mother’s time, whereas the real perpetrator could have purchased a more reliably lethal form of arsenic oxide from several vendors on the Internet. Despite the familiarity of arsenic as a classic poison, such deaths are a rarity these days, and thus arsenic is not covered in routine toxicological screenings performed in connection with autopsies, which is why the coroner initially missed the cause of death.


      All in all, the evidence is so evenly balanced that as chief judge, I decided to order Harnason freed on bail pending his appeal. That does not happen often after a defendant is convicted, but it seemed unfair for Harnason to start doing time in this razor-thin case before we passed on the matter.


      My order accounts, in turn, for the appearance today by Tommy Molto, the acting PA. Molto is a skillful appellate advocate, but as head of his office, he rarely has the time to argue appeals these days. He is handling this case because the prosecutors clearly read the bail ruling as an indication Harnason’s murder conviction might be reversed. Molto’s presence is meant to emphasize how strongly his office stands by its evidence. I give Tommy his wish, as it were, and question him closely once he takes his turn at the podium.


      “Mr. Molto,” I say, “correct me, but as I read the record, there is no proof at all how Mr. Harnason would know that arsenic would not be detected by a routine toxicological screening, and thus that he could pass off Mr. Millan’s death as one by natural causes. That isn’t public information, is it, about what’s covered on an autopsy tox screen?”


      “It’s not a state secret, Your Honor, but no, it’s not publicized, no.”


      “And secret or not, there was no proof that Harnason would know, was there?”


      “That is correct, Chief Judge,” says Molto.


      One of Tommy’s strengths up here is that he is unfailingly polite and direct, but he cannot keep a familiar shadow of brooding discontent from darkening his face in response to my interrogation. The two of us have a complicated history. Molto was the junior prosecutor in the event twenty-one years ago that still divides my life as neatly as a stripe down the center of a road, when I was tried and then exonerated of the murder of another deputy prosecuting attorney.


      “And in fact, Mr. Molto, there wasn’t even clear evidence how Mr. Harnason could have poisoned Mr. Millan, was there? Didn’t several of their friends testify that Mr. Millan cooked all the meals?”


      “Yes, but Mr. Harnason usually poured the drinks.”


      “But the defense chemist said arsenic oxide is too bitter to be concealed even in something like a martini or a glass of wine, didn’t he? The prosecution didn’t really refute that testimony, did you?”


      “There was no rebuttal on that point, that is true, Your Honor. But these men shared most of their meals. That certainly gave Harnason plenty of opportunity to commit the crime the jury convicted him of.”


      Around the courthouse these days, people speak regularly of how different Tommy seems, married for the first time late in life and ensconced by luck in a job he plainly longed for. Tommy’s recent good fortune has done little to rescue him from his lifetime standing among the physically unblessed. His face looks timeworn, verging on elderly. The little bit of hair left on his head has gone entirely white, and there are pouches of flesh beneath his eyes like used teabags. Yet there is no denying a subtle improvement. Tommy has lost weight and bought suits that no longer look as if he’d slept in them, and he often sports an expression of peace and, even, cheerfulness. But not now. Not with me. When it comes to me, despite the years, Tommy still regards me as an enduring enemy, and judging by his look as he heads back to his seat, he takes my doubts today as further proof.


      As soon as the argument is over, the other two judges and I adjourn without our clerks to a conference room adjoining the courtroom, where we will discuss the morning’s cases and decide their outcome, including which of the three of us will write each opinion for the court. This is an elegant chamber that looks like the dining room in a men’s club, right down to the crystal chandelier. A vast Chippendale table holds enough high-backed leather chairs to seat all eighteen judges of the court on the rare occasion that we sit together—en banc, as it is known—to decide a case.


      “Affirm,” says Marvina Hamlin, as if there is no point for discussion, once we get to Harnason. Marvina is your average tough black lady with plenty of reason to be that way. She was ghetto raised, had a son at sixteen, and still worked her way through school, starting as a legal secretary and ending up as a lawyer—and a good one, too. She tried two cases in front of me when I was a trial judge years ago. On the other hand, after sitting with Marvina for a decade, I know she will not change her mind. She has not heard another human being say anything worth considering since her mother told her at a very early age that she had to watch out for herself. “Who else could have done it?” demands Marvina.
         


      “Does your assistant bring you coffee, Marvina?” I ask.


      “I fetch for myself, thank you,” she answers.


      “You know what I mean. What proof was there that it wasn’t someone at work?”


      “The prosecutors don’t have to chase rabbits down every hole,” she answers. “And neither do we.”


      She’s right about that, but fortified by this exchange, I tell my colleagues I’m going to vote to reverse. Thus we each turn to George Mason, who will functionally decide the case. A mannerly Virginian, George still retains soft traces of his native accent and is blessed with the white coif central casting would order for a judge. George is my best friend on the court and will succeed me as chief judge if, as widely anticipated, I win both the primary and the general election next year and move up to the state supreme court.


      “I think it’s just inside the boundary,” he says.


      “George!” I protest. George Mason and I have been at each other’s throats as lawyers since he showed up thirty years ago as the newly minted state defender assigned to the courtroom where I was the lead prosecutor. Early experience is formative in the law like everything else, and George sides with defendants more often than I do. But not today.


      “I admit it would have been an NG if it was tried as a bench in front of me,” he says, “but we’re on appeal and I don’t get to substitute my judgment for the jury’s.”


      This little tweak is aimed at me. I would never say it aloud, but I sense that Molto’s appearance, and the importance the PA places on the case, has moved the needle just enough with both of my colleagues. Yet the point is I’ve lost. That too is part of the job, accepting the law’s ambiguities. I ask Marvina to draft the opinion for the court. Still a little hot, she exits, leaving George and me to ourselves.


      “Tough case,” he says. It’s an axiom of this life that, like a husband and wife who do not go to bed angry, judges of a court of review leave their disagreements in the impressions conference. I shrug in response, but he can tell I remain unsettled. “Why don’t you draft a dissent?” he suggests, meaning my own opinion, explaining why I think the other two got it wrong. “I promise I’ll look at the matter fresh when it’s on paper.”


      I rarely dissent, since it’s one of my primary responsibilities as chief judge to promote harmony on the court, but I decide to take him up on his offer, and I head down to my chambers to begin the process with my law clerks. As chief, I occupy a suite the size of a small house. Off a large anteroom occupied by my assistant and my courtroom staff are two compact offices for my law clerks and, on the other side, my own vast work space, thirty-by-thirty and a story and a half high, with wainscoting of ancient varnished oak that lends my inside chambers the dark air of a castle.


      When I push open the door to the large room, I find a crowd of forty or so people who immediately shrill out, “Surprise!” I am surprised all right, but principally by how morbid I find the recollection of my birthday. Nonetheless, I pretend to be delighted as I circle the room, greeting persons whose long-standing presence in my life makes them, in my current mood, as bleakly poignant as the messages on tombstones.


      Both my son, Nat, now twenty-eight, too lean but hauntingly handsome amid his torrents of jet hair, and Barbara, my wife of thirty-six years, are here, and so are all but two of the other seventeen judges on the court. George Mason has arrived now and manages a hug, a gesture of the times with which neither of us is fully comfortable, as he hands me a box on behalf of all my colleagues.


      Also present are a few key administrators on the court staff and several friends who remain practicing lawyers. My former attorney, Sandy Stern, round and robust but bothered by a summer cough, is here with his daughter and law partner, Marta, and so is the man who more than twenty-five years ago made me his chief deputy, former prosecuting attorney Raymond Horgan. Ray evolved from friend to enemy and back again in the space of a single year, when he testified against me at my trial and then, after my acquittal, put in motion the process that made me acting PA. Raymond again is playing a large role in my life as the chair of my supreme court campaign. He strategizes and shakes the money tree at the big firms, leaving the operational details to two she-wolves, thirty-one and thirty-three, whose commitment to my election seems about as deep as a hit man’s.


      Most of the guests are or were trial lawyers, an amiable group by nature, and there is great bonhomie and laughter. Nat will graduate from law school in June and, after the bar, begin a clerkship on the state supreme court, where I, too, was once a law clerk. Nat remains himself, uncomfortable in conversation, and Barbara and I, by long habit, drift near from time to time to protect him. My own two law clerks, who do a similar job to the one Nat will be taking, assisting me in researching and writing my opinions for this court, have assumed less distinguished duty today as waiters. Because Barbara is perpetually ill at ease in the world beyond our house, especially in larger social gatherings, Anna Vostic, my senior clerk, serves more or less as hostess, pouring a dribble of champagne into the bottom of the plastic glasses that are soon raised for a lusty singing of “Happy Birthday.” Everyone cheers when it turns out I still am full of enough hot air to extinguish the forest fire of candles on the four-tier carrot cake Anna baked.


      The invitation said no presents, but there are a couple of gags—George found a card that reads, “Congratulations, man, you’re 60 and you know what that means.” Inside: “No more khakis!” Below, George has inscribed by hand, “P.S. Now you know why judges wear robes.” In the box he handed over, there is a new death-black gown with braided golden drum major epaulets fixed at the shoulder. The mock finery for the chief inspires broad guffaws when I display it to the assembled guests.


      After another ten minutes of mingling, the group begins to disperse.


      “News,” Ray Horgan says in a voice delicate enough for a pixie as he edges past on his way out. A grin creases his wide pink face, but partisan talk about my candidacy is forbidden on public property, and as chief judge, I am ever mindful of the burden of being an example. Instead, I agree to come by his office in half an hour.


      After everyone else is gone, Nat and Barbara and I and the members of my staff gather up the paper plates and glasses. I thank them all.


      “Anna was wonderful,” says Barbara, then adds, in one of those bursts of candor my odd duck of a wife will never understand is not required, “This whole party was her idea.” Barbara is especially fond of my senior law clerk and often expresses dismay that Anna is just a little too old for Nat, who has recently parted with his long-term girlfriend. I join the compliments for Anna’s baking, which is locally famous in the court of appeals. Emboldened by the presence of my family, which can only mark her gesture as innocuous, Anna advances to embrace me while I pat her back in comradely fashion.


      “Happy birthday, Judge,” she declares. “You rock!” With that, she’s gone, while I do my best to banish the startling sensation of Anna full against me from my mind, or at least my expression.


      I firm up dinner plans with my wife and son. Barbara predictably prefers to eat at home rather than at a restaurant. They depart while the odors of cake and champagne linger sadly in the newly silent room. Sixty years along, I am, as ever, alone to deal with myself.


      I have never been what anybody would call a cheerful sort. I’m well aware that I’ve had more than my fair share of good fortune. I love my son. I relish my work. I climbed back to the heights of respectability after tumbling into a valley of shame and scandal. I have a middle-aged marriage that survived a crisis beyond easy imagining and is often peaceful, if never fully connected. But I was raised in a troubled home by a timid and distracted mother and a father who felt no shame about being a son of a bitch. I was not happy as a child, and thus it seemed very much the nature of things that I would never come of age contented.


      But even by the standards of somebody whose emotional temperature usually ranges from blah to blue, I’ve been in a bad way awaiting today. The march to mortality occurs every second, but we all suffer certain signposts. Forty hit me like a ton of bricks: the onset of middle age. And with sixty, I know full well that the curtain is rising on the final act. There is no avoiding the signs: Statins to lower my cholesterol. Flomax to downsize my prostate. And four Advil with dinner every night, because a day of sitting, an occupational hazard, does a number on my lower back.


      The prospect of decline adds a special dread of the future and, particularly, my campaign for the supreme court, because when I take the oath twenty months from now, I will have gone as far as ambition can propel me. And I know there will still be a nagging whisper from my heart. It’s not enough, the voice will say. Not yet. All this done, all this accomplished. And yet, at the heart of my heart, I will still not have the unnameable piece of happiness that has eluded me for sixty years.
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        Prologue


        5 March 2015


      


      “There were men,” said the witness. He was lean and dark, the color of an acorn, and seated beside his lawyer at the small table reserved for testimony, he appeared as tense as a sprinter on the starting line.


      “How many men?” I said.


      “Eighteen?” he asked himself. “More. Twenty? Twenty,” he agreed.


      The witness’s name was Ferko Rincic, but in the records of the International Criminal Court, he would be identified solely as Witness 1. To protect him, a shade closed off the spectators’ section in the large courtroom, and electronically distorted versions of Ferko’s voice and image were being transmitted to the few onlookers, as well as over the Internet. Standing several feet away at the prosecutor’s table, I had just commenced my examination with the customary preliminaries: Ferko’s age—thirty-eight, he said, although he looked far older—and where he lived on April 27, 2004, which was the place they called Barupra in Bosnia.


      “And about Barupra,” I said. “Did anyone share your house with you?”


      Ferko was still turning to the right at the sound of the translator’s voice in his headphones.


      “My woman. Three daughters. And my son.”


      “How many children in all did you have?”


      “Six. But two daughters, they already had men and lived with their families.”


      I picked up a tiny photo, creased and forlorn with wear.


      “And did you provide me with an old photograph of your family when you arrived this morning?”


      Rincic agreed. I announced that the photo would be marked as Exhibit P38.


      “Thirty-eight?” asked Judge Gautam, who was presiding. She was one of three judges on the bench, all watching impassively in their black robes, resplendent with cuffs and sashes of royal blue. Following the Continental custom, the same odd white linen cravat I also wore, called a ‘jabot,’ was tied beneath their chins.


      “Now let me call your attention to the computer screen in front of you. Is that photo there, P38, a fair resemblance to how your family looked on April 27, 2004?”


      “Daughter third, she was already much taller. Taller still than her mother.”


      “But is that generally how you all appeared back then, you and your wife and those of your children still at home?”


      He peered at the monitor again, his expression shrinking in stages to some form of resignation before at last saying yes.


      I began another question, but Rincic suddenly stood up behind the witness table and waved at me, remonstrating in Romany, words the translator was too surprised to bother with. It took me an instant, therefore, to realize he was concerned about his photo. Esma Czarni, the English barrister who had initially brought Ferko’s complaint here to the International Criminal Court, rose beside him, drawing her torrents of dark hair close enough to briefly obscure Ferko while she sought to calm him. In the meantime, I asked the deputy registrar to return the old snapshot. When she had, Ferko studied it another second, holding it in both hands, before sliding the picture into his shirt pocket and resuming his place next to Esma.


      “And in P38, is that your house directly behind you?”


      He nodded, and Judge Gautam asked him to answer out loud, so the court reporter could record his response.


      “And what about these other structures in the background?” I asked. “Who lived in those houses?” ‘House’ was generous. The dwellings shown were no better than lean-tos, each jerry-rigged from whatever the residents of Barupra had salvaged. Timbers or old iron posts had been forced into the ground and then draped most commonly with blue canvas tarpaulins or plastic sheeting. There were also chunks of building materials, especially pieces of old roofs, which had been scavenged from the wreckage of nearby houses destroyed in the Bosnian War. That war had been over for nine years in 2004, but there was still no shortage of debris, because no one knew which sites had been booby-trapped or mined.


      “The People,” answered Ferko, about his neighbors.


      “And is the word in Romany for ‘the People’ ‘Roma’?”


      He nodded again.


      “And to be clear for the record, a more vulgar word in English for the Roma is ‘Gypsies’?”


      “‘Gypsy,’” Ferko repeated with a decisive nod. That might well have been the only word of English he knew.


      “Well, we’ll say ‘Roma.’ Was it only Roma who lived in Barupra?”


      “Yes, all Roma.”


      “How many persons approximately?”


      “Four hundred about.”


      “And now let me ask you to look again at the computer screen. This will be Exhibit P46, Your Honors. Is that roughly how the village of Barupra appeared during the time you lived there?”


      Esma had secured a couple of photos of Barupra and the surrounding area, taken in 2000 by one of the international aid agencies. The picture I was displaying showed the camp from a distance, a collection of ragged dwellings clinging together at the edge of a forbidding drop-off.


      “And how long had you and the other Roma lived there?”


      Ferko seesawed his head. “Five years?”


      “And where had you and your family and the other people in Barupra—where had you been before that, if you can say?”


      “Kosovo. We ran from there, 1999.”


      “Because of the Kosovo War?”


      “Because of the Albanians,” he answered with another dismal wobble of his head.


      “So let us return then to the late hours of 27 April, 2004. About twenty men appeared in the Roma refugee camp at Barupra in Bosnia, correct?” We waited again for the laborious process of translation to unfold a floor above the courtroom, where the interpreters were positioned behind a window. My questions were transformed first from English to French—the International Criminal Court’s other official language—and then by a second translator into Romany, the Roma’s own tongue. The answer came back the same way, like a wave rippling off the shore, finally reaching me in the female translator’s plummy British accent. This time, though, the process was short-circuited.


      “Va,” answered Rincic in Romany as soon as he heard the question in his language, adding an emphatic nod. We all understood that.


      “And what nature of men were they?” I asked. “Did they appear to have any profession?”


      “Chetniks.”


      “And please describe to the Court what you mean by that word.”


      I leaned down to Goos, the tall red-faced investigator assigned to the case, who was seated next to me at the foremost prosecutor’s desk.


      “What the hell is a Chetnik?” I whispered. Up until that moment I had thought I was doing fairly well, having been on the job all of three days. There was nothing here I was familiar with—the courtroom, my colleagues, or the rigmarole of the International Criminal Court with its air of grave formality. The black robe I wore and the little doily of a tie beneath my chin made me feel as if I were in a high school play. This was also the first time in my life I had examined my own witness without the opportunity to speak to him in advance. I had first met Ferko Rincic in the corridor, only seconds before Esma escorted him into the courtroom. He had gripped the hand I offered merely by the fingertips in a mood of obvious distrust. I did not need anyone to tell me he would rather not have been here.


      “They are supposed to be soldiers,” said Ferko of the Chetniks. “Mostly they are just killers.”


      By now, Goos had inscribed his own note concerning the Chetniks in his uneven script on the pad between us: “Serb paramilitaries.”


      “And how were these Chetniks dressed?” At the witness table, Rincic himself wore weathered twill trousers, a collarless white shirt, a dark vest, and a yellowish porkpie hat, which none of us had thought to tell him to remove in the courtroom. All of it—his long crooked nose that appeared to have been broken several times, his hat, and his thick black mustache, which might have been a smear of greasepaint—made Ferko resemble a lost child of the Marx brothers.


      “Army uniform. Fatigues. Flak jackets,” Ferko said.


      “Were there any insignia or other identification on their uniforms?”


      “Not so I remember.”


      “Were you able to see their faces?”


      “No, no. They were masked. Chetniks.”


      “What kind of masks? Could you make out any of their features?”


      “Balaclavas. Black. For skiing. You saw only the eyes.”


      “Were they armed?”


      Again Rincic nodded. To reemphasize the need to answer aloud, Judge Gautam created a broadcast thump by tapping on the silver microphone stalk that rose in front of her, as well before Rincic and me, and at forty other seats in the rows of desks ringing the bench. Those spots were normally reserved for defense lawyers and victims’ representatives, but they had no occupants for today’s pre-trial proceeding, in which the prosecutor was the lone party.


      The large courtroom was a pristine exercise in Dutch Modern, perhaps a hundred feet wide, with a bamboo floor, and furnishings and wainscoting in yellowish birch, the color of spicy mustard. The design impulse had favored the basic over the grand. Decorative elements were no more elaborate than wooden screens on the closed fronts of the desks and on the wall behind the judges, where the round white seal of the International Criminal Court also appeared.


      Once Ferko had said yes, I asked, “Did you recognize the weapons they carried?”


      “AKs,” he answered. “Zastavas.”


      “Would that be the Zastava M70?” It was the Yugoslav Army version of the AK-47.


      “And how is it that you can recognize a Zastava, sir?”


      Ferko raised his hands futilely, while his face once more swam through a series of bereft expressions.


      “We lived in those times,” he said.


      Goos called up a photo of the weapon on the computer screens, which rose around the courtroom, beside the microphones. It was a Kalashnikov-style assault rifle with a folding stock and a long wooden handguard above the curved ammunition magazine that projected with phallic menace. I had first seen Zastavas years ago in Kindle County, when I was prosecuting street gangs who were frequently better armed than the police.


      “Now when the Chetniks arrived, where were you situated? Were you in your house?”


      “No. I was in the privy.” I already suspected the translator, with her upper-class accent, was significantly enhancing Ferko’s grammar and word choice. Based on my very brief impression of him, I was fairly certain he had not said anything remotely like ‘privy.’


      “And why were you in the privy?”


      When this question finally reached Ferko, he jolted back in surprise and slowly lifted his palms. Laughter followed throughout the courtroom—from the bench, the registry staff seated below the judges, and my new colleagues from the Office of the Prosecutor, a dozen of whom were at the desks behind me to watch this unprecedented hearing.


      “Let me withdraw that silly question, Your Honors.”


      Goos, with his ruddy round face, was smiling up at me in good fellowship. The moment of comedy seemed to have suited everyone well.


      “If I may lead, Your Honors: Had a need awakened you, Mr. Witness, and brought you to the privy in the middle of the night?”


      “Va,” said Rincic and patted his tummy.


      “Now, if you were in the privy, sir, how were you able to see these Chetniks?”


      “At the top of the door, there is a space. For air. There is a footstool in the privy. When I first heard the commotion as they came into the village, I opened the door a slice. But once I saw it was Chetniks, I locked the door and stood on the stool to watch.”


      “Was there any light in the area?”


      “On the privy, yes, there was a small light with a battery. But there was some moon that night, too.”


      “And were you alone in the privy throughout the time you saw or heard the Chetniks?”


      Several people around the courtroom giggled again, thinking I had once more stubbed my toe on the obvious.


      “At first,” Ferko said. “When the running and screaming started, I saw my son wander by. He was lost and crying, and I opened the door very quick and brought him in there with me.”


      “And how old was your son?”


      “Three years.”


      “And once you had grabbed your son, what did you do?”


      “I covered his mouth to keep him quiet, but once he knew he couldn’t talk, I stood again on the stool.”


      “I want to ask you about that point in time when the screaming started. But before I do, let me turn to other things you might have heard. First of all, these Chetnik soldiers, did they speak at all?”


      “Va.”


      “To the People or to themselves or both?”


      “Both.”


      “All right. Now how did they speak to the People?”


      “One had an electronic horn.” He meant a power bullhorn.


      “And what language did that soldier speak?”


      “Bosnian.”


      “Do you speak Bosnian?”


      He shrugged. “I understand. It is somewhat like they speak in Kosovo. Not the same. But I understand mostly.”


      “And did he sound like other Bosnians you had heard speaking?”


      “Not completely. Right words. Like a schoolteacher. But still, on my ear, it was not right.”


      “Are you saying he had a foreign accent?”


      “Va.”


      “And did the Chetniks speak to one another?”


      “Very little. Mostly it was with the hands.” Ferko raised his own slim fingers and beckoned in the air to demonstrate.


      “They used hand signals?” There was a pause overhead. The term ‘hand signal’ apparently did not have an obvious equivalent in Romany. Eventually, though, Ferko again said yes.


      “Did you hear the soldiers say anything to one another?” I asked.


      “A few whispers when they were near the privy.”


      “And these words—what language was that?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “Was it any dialect of Serbo-Croatian? Croatian, Bosnian, Serbian? Do you understand those dialects?”


      “Enough.”


      “And were the words you heard in any of those tongues?”


      “No, no, I don’t think so. To me, I thought it was foreign. Something foreign. I didn’t recognize. But it was very few words.”


      “And the man with the horn. What did he say first in Bosnian?”


      “He said, ‘Come out of your houses. Dress quick and assemble here. You are returning to Kosovo. Gather the valuables you can carry. Do not worry about other personal possessions. We will collect them all and transport them to Kosovo with you.’ He repeated that many times.”


      “Now, you say screaming started. Tell us about that, please.”


      “The soldier continued yelling into the horn, but the other Chetniks went from house to house with their rifles and electric torches, waking everyone. They were very well organized. Two would enter, while other Chetniks made a circle outside with their rifles pointed.”


      Judge Gautam interrupted. She was about fifty, with a pleasant settled affect and long black hair in a contemporary flip. I had been warned, however, that she was not nearly as mild as she appeared.


      “Excuse me, Mr. Ten Boom,” she said to me.


      “Your Honor?”


      “The witness has just testified that the soldiers were speaking a foreign language and that it was not Croatian, Bosnian, or Serbian. That surely does not sound like Chetniks, does it?”


      “I wouldn’t know, Your Honor. I never heard the word before today.”


      Again the sounds of hilarity cascaded through the courtroom, most heartily behind me from the prosecutors. Both of the other judges laughed. Gautam herself managed a bare smile.


      “May I ask the witness a question or two to clarify?” she said.


      I swept a hand out grandly. There was not a courtroom in the world where a lawyer could tell a judge to keep her thoughts to herself.


      “You testified, Mr. Witness, that the soldiers were in fatigues. Was that camouflage garb?”


      “Va.”


      “The same for each soldier or different?”


      Ferko looked up to reflect. “The same, probably.”


      “And over the years in Kosovo and Bosnia, had you seen many soldiers in camouflage fatigues?”


      “Many.”


      “And had you noticed that different armies and different military branches each had their own fatigues, with distinctive camouflage patterns and coloring?”


      Ferko nodded.


      “And on that night in 2004, when you saw these soldiers in fatigues, could you recognize the army or military branch they belonged to?”


      Ferko again lifted his palms haplessly. “Yugoslav maybe?”


      “But over the years had you noticed the fatigues of different countries sometimes resembled each other? Had you seen, for example, the similarity in the camouflage outfits of the Yugoslav National Army and the United States Air Force?”


      Ferko gazed at the ceiling for a second, then waved his hands around vaguely.


      “But in the dark, could you say whether these soldiers wore the Yugoslav uniforms or the American uniforms?”


      Once the question reached him, Ferko shook his head and made a face.


      “No,” he said simply.


      Judge Gautam nodded sagely. “Now Mr. Ten Boom,” she said to me, “would you care to follow up in any way on my questions?”


      On my notepad, Goos, who’d worked throughout the Balkans a decade ago, had written, ‘NO USAF in Bosnia then.’ Olivier Cayat, the law school friend who’d recruited me for the ICC, had briefed me on Judge Gautam. A former UN official in Palestine who had never actually practiced law, she was known to be part of the clique within the ICC disturbed that an American prosecutor had been assigned this case. But her insinuation that I might have been covering up for my countrymen was insulting—and unwarranted. She had just heard me go to considerable lengths to make sure Ferko mentioned that the gunmen were speaking a language he didn’t know.


      Having resumed my seat during the judge’s questions, I took a second to adjust my robe as I again stood, preparing to ask Ferko if he’d seen even one member of the US Air Force on the ground in Bosnia at that time. From behind, Olivier discreetly pushed a folded note in front of me, which I opened below the level of the desk. ‘IGNORE her,’ it read. ‘A trap.’


      The attention of the courtroom was already focused on me, and I stood in silence before I understood. If I asked that question, Judge Gautam, who was guaranteed to have the last word, would add some public comment branding me as an apologist for the US. I ticked my chin down slightly to let Olivier know I’d gotten the point. The formal air of the ICC felt genteel as velvet, but the currents below were treacherous.


      “No follow-up,” I said.


      “Well,” the judge said, “given the witness’s answers, and without objection from my colleagues, we will ask him to refrain from describing these men as ‘Chetniks’ and to refer to them simply as ‘soldiers.’ And would you do the same, please, Mr. Ten Boom?”


      She attempted to smile pleasantly, but there was a lethal glimmer from her black eyes.


      In the meantime, Esma slid her chair from the end of the desk and leaned close to Ferko again to explain the judge’s direction. I had first met Esma last night, when we’d conferred about what I could expect Ferko to say. At one point, I had asked her to limit her conferences with Rincic in front of the court. His testimony would count for little if it looked like he was merely the mouthpiece for an experienced barrister. She had reassured me with a tart little smirk, amused that I thought I needed to school her about the dynamics of the courtroom. She’d proven her savvy by leaving behind the designer attire she’d worn yesterday, coming to court in a simple blue jumper and only a bit of makeup and jewelry.


      I turned again to Ferko.


      “Now you said, sir, there was screaming?”


      “The women were yelling and carrying on to have strange men see them when they were not dressed. The children began crying. The men were angry. They rushed from the houses, sometimes wearing only shoes and underwear, cursing at the soldiers.”


      “And do you remember anything the people in Barupra said to these soldiers?”


      “Sometimes the women cried out, ‘Dear God, where would we be moving? We have no other home. This is our home now. We cannot move.’ And some of the soldiers yelled, ‘Poslusaj!’”


      With Goos’s help, I had Ferko explain that the term meant ‘Do as we say.’


      “In each house,” Ferko said then, “the soldiers gave the People only a minute to leave. Then two or three soldiers would go in with their assault rifles pointed to check that the place was empty. Often they just tore the house down as they swung the light of their torches this way and that.”


      I asked, “Now, had you ever heard before about any plans to move the residents of Barupra back to Kosovo?”


      “When we came first, yes. But then, no more. Not for years.”


      “Did you yourself—did you want to go back to Kosovo?”


      “No.”


      “Why?”


      “Because the Albanians would kill the People. They had tried already. That was why we had come all the way to Bosnia. To be near the US base. We thought that close to the Americans we would be safe.” He stopped for a second to reflect on that expectation.


      “And by that you mean Eagle Base, established near Tuzla by the US Army, as part of NATO’s peacekeeping efforts?”


      A bridge too far. When the translation reached him, Ferko again stared comically and once more raised his palms, short of words.


      “American soldiers. NATO. I know only that.”


      “Now, as the soldiers cleared the houses and the residents gathered in various collection points, what happened?” I asked.


      “There were trucks that drove up from below.”


      “How many trucks?”


      “Fifteen?”


      “What kind of trucks?”


      “For cargo. With metal sides. And the canvas over.”


      “Did you recognize the make?”


      “Yugoslav, I thought. From the shape of the cab. But I didn’t see for sure. They were military trucks.”


      “Now, as the vehicles arrived, did anything else unusual occur?”


      “You mean the shooting?”


      “Was there a shooting, Mr.—” I stopped. I had been about to use his name. “Please tell these judges of this Pre-Trial Chamber about the shooting.”


      With that, I turned to face the bench, the first time I had nakedly surveyed the court. Judge watching is usually a furtive exercise, since jurists, at least in the US, resent being studied for signs of their impressions. The three judges, all intent, occupied a bench raised only a couple of steps, a longer version of the Bauhausy yellow closed-panel desks in the well of the court. Beside Judge Gautam on her right sat Judge Agata Hallstrom, a lean sixtyish blonde who had been a civil court judge in Sweden, and on the left, Judge Nikolus Goodenough from Trinidad, the former chief justice of their Supreme Court. He never stopped scribbling notes.


      “As they went from house to house,” Ferko said, “the People would argue. They would shout, ‘I’m not moving.’ The women especially. The soldiers grabbed them and forced them out, and if they resisted, the soldiers struck them with their rifles, the butts or the barrels. Twice, the soldiers fired their guns in the air in warning. Once, a soldier shot his rifle and a woman would still not move, and I then heard her scream as she rushed out: ‘He burned me with his gun. He put the muzzle on me while it was still hot. I am marked for life.’ There was much screaming and running about. But the soldiers, especially those in the outer circle, they remained—” Again a pause ensued as the translator searched for a word. “Stoic,” she came up with at last, probably a million miles from what Ferko had actually said. “They stayed in position with their weapons pointed. But near the privy, one man, Boldo, when they got to his house, he stormed out with an AK of his own.”


      “Do you know why Boldo owned an AK?”


      “Because he had the money to buy one,” Ferko said, which produced another ripple of laughter in the courtroom. Bosnia, even in 2004, was not a place where a person could be entirely sanguine about being unarmed.


      “And did Boldo say anything?”


      “Oh yes. He was shouting, ‘We are not going. You cannot make us and we are not going.’ The two soldiers who had been clearing his house fell to the ground. They yelled in Bosnian, ‘Spusti! Spusti!’”


      There was another silence as the translator came to a dead end, not knowing Bosnian. Below me, Goos muttered, “Put it down.” For all his amiability, speaking Serbo-Croatian was, so far as I could tell, the only visible talent Goos brought to the job.


      “Were they yelling ‘Put it down’ in Bosnian?”


      “Va.”


      “And did he put it down?”


      “No, no. He kept waving the AK around. The soldier in charge, who had the horn, he yelled again.”


      “In what language?”


      “Bosnian. Then he counted, one, two, three, and fired. Boom boom boom. Boldo exploded with blood and fell like he had been chopped down. Then his son came running out of the house. The soldiers yelled again, ‘Stani!’”


      “Stay back,” whispered Goos.


      “The soldiers kept telling the son to stay away from the body and the gun, but of course it was his father, and when the son went forward there was gunfire from the other side. Two or three shots. He fell, too.”


      “And how old was Boldo’s son?”


      “Fourteen? A boy.” Again, Ferko worried his head about in mournful wonder. “Finally, Boldo’s brother ran up from his house. He was screaming and cursing. ‘How could you shoot my family? What did they do?’ He was weeping and carrying on. He fell to the ground, near the bodies. And he picked up Boldo’s AK. After the two shootings, the soldier who seemed to be in charge, the one who killed Boldo, he ran up and waved and gave orders. He pushed the soldier who had shot Boldo’s son away. And he ordered other soldiers forward to grab Boldo’s brother. They wrestled with him quite a while. The brother was screaming and he would not let go of the AK. They hit him with their rifle butts a few times, but on the last occasion, the blow hit one of the other soldiers instead of Boldo’s brother and that soldier fell. At that point, the commander ordered the soldiers back and he said to Boldo’s brother, like Boldo, that if he did not drop the AK before the count of three, he would be shot. Instead, Boldo’s brother raised the AK, and the commander shot him, too. Just once. In the side. The brother fell down and held his side and made terrible sounds.”


      “Did they administer medical treatment to him?”


      “No, he was there moaning the whole time.”


      “And what became of Boldo’s brother?”


      “He died. He was still there in a large circle of blood in the dirt when I came out of the privy later.”


      “And about the words the commander yelled to his troops—did you understand them?”


      “No, no. But there was much shouting. The People were screaming to get back. And take cover.”


      “And after the gunfire stopped, what was the mood in the camp, if you can say?”


      “Quiet. Like in church. The People went to the trucks. They didn’t yell. They didn’t want to get killed. The soldiers helped them up. As the houses were cleared, the trucks drove off. The camp was empty in perhaps twenty minutes after the last shots.”


      “Now when the trucks drove off, in what direction were they going?”


      “They went west, down toward the mine.”


      I had a topographical map, which I doubted Ferko would understand. It depicted the valley adjacent to Barupra and the switchback gravel road that descended to where a large pit had been excavated.


      “And what kind of mine was in the valley?”


      “Coal, they said. It closed because of the war.”


      “And what variety of coal mine was it? With shafts or open pit?”


      “They dug for coal. Scraped up the earth. It was the brown coal.”


      “And how far from the village was the mining area?”


      “A kilometer perhaps, down the road.”


      “Now, once the trucks left, did you ever hear the horn again?”


      “Yes, I heard the horn again. It echoed back off the hill.”


      “What was said?”


      “‘Get out of the trucks. You will wait here in the Cave for the buses that will take you to Kosovo. We will go pick up your belongings now and they will follow you in the trucks.’”


      “And by ‘the Cave,’ what did you understand the bullhorn to be referring to?”


      “The Cave,” said Ferko.


      “What cave was that?”


      “The cave he was talking about.”


      Beside me, Goos pinched his mouth to keep from laughing.


      “Part of the mine was an area the People called the Cave?”


      “Va.”


      “Now, calling your attention again to the computer screen at your desk—this will be P76, Your Honors—does that photograph depict the Cave more or less as it was in April 2004?”


      This was another photo that Esma had turned up, in this case from the New York Times. The picture had been snapped from a distance in January 2002. It showed dozens of people scavenging coal in the harsh winter with their bare hands, many of them stout older women in headscarves, crawling along the incline below Barupra. We had enlarged and cropped the photograph to better depict the landscape. Apparently, years before, a vein of coal had been discovered in the hillside, and heavy equipment had gouged out a deep oblong opening. That was the Cave. With its huge overhang, the site did not look especially stable, and in fact there were yellow signs in Bosnian telling people to keep out: ZABRANJEN ULAZ.


      “How large was the Cave? Can you estimate its measurements?”


      “Several hundred meters across.”


      “And how deep into the hill did it go?”


      “Fifty meters. At least.”


      “Was it large enough that everyone from Barupra could stand inside the Cave?”


      “More or less.”


      “Now, did you hear anything further from the horn?”


      “Yes. Eventually, he started repeating, ‘Step back. Crowd in. Everyone into the Cave. Everyone. No exceptions. We need to count you and take your names. We will let you out one by one to do a census. Stay put. Stay put. You will be there only a few minutes.’”


      “Now when these instructions were given, where were you?”


      “Once the trucks and the People were all gone, I came out of the privy. My son and I hid in what remained of one house where I could look down into the valley.”


      “And could you see the Cave?”


      “Not so much. I could see the headlamps of the trucks better. In that light, I saw them pushing the People back.”


      “And what happened with the vehicles?”


      “The trucks? After several minutes, they started to move again. I thought they were going to come back up to collect everyone’s belongings, as the horn had said. I picked up my son and was ready to run back to the privy, but I saw the lights going off in the other direction, further down to the valley floor, and then across it to the other road.”


      “West?” I asked.


      He simply threw his hand out to indicate the direction.


      “And did you hear the horn at all after the trucks moved?”


      “Yes, but it seemed fainter.”


      “What was the horn saying?”


      “The same. ‘Stay put. Stay put.’” This time Ferko repeated the words in Bosnian. “‘Ostanite na svojim mjestima.’”


      “And what did you observe next?”


      “Next?” He waited. For the first time, a tremble of emotion moved through Ferko’s long face. He grabbed the bridge of his nose before starting again. “Next, I saw flashes on the hill above the Cave and heard the explosions. Six or seven. And I could hear the hill tumbling down.” Without being asked, Ferko waved his hands over his head and imitated the sound, like a motorcycle’s rumble. “The earth and the rock rushing down were almost as loud as the explosions. It went in waves. The roar lasted a full minute.”


      “Did you believe that the explosions had started a landslide?”


      “Va.”


      “And what did you do next?”


      “What could I do? I was terrified and I had my son. I hid with him under a tarp in case the soldiers came back. Half an hour perhaps I waited. It was suddenly so still. Every now and then there was the sound of wind. Under the tarp, I could feel the dust still settling out of the sky.”


      “Now after that half an hour, what did you do?”


      “I told my son to remain under the plastic. Then I ran down into the valley.”


      “Did you go to the Cave?”


      “Of course. But it was gone. The hill above it had tumbled down. The Cave was almost completely filled in and rocks now blocked the road.”


      “And what did you do then?”


      “What could I do?” He shook his head miserably. He was weeping now, in spite of himself. He wiped his nose and eyes against his sleeve. “I called my woman’s name and my children’s names. I called for my brother and his children. I called and called and scrambled over the rocks, climbing and calling and pulling at the rocks. God himself only knows how long. But there was no point. I knew there was no point. I could claw at the rock the rest of my life and get no closer. I knew the truth.”


      “And what truth was that, sir?”


      “They were dead. My woman. My children. All the People. They were dead. Buried alive. All four hundred of them.”


      Although virtually everyone in the courtroom—the judges, the rows of prosecutors, the court personnel, the spectators behind the glass, and the few reporters with them—although almost all of us knew what the answer to that question was going to be, there was nonetheless a terrible drama to hearing the facts spoken aloud. Silence enshrouded the room as if a warning finger had been raised, and all of us, every person, seemed to sink into ourselves, into the crater of fear and loneliness where the face of evil inevitably casts us.


      So here you are, I thought suddenly, as the moment lingered. Now you are here.
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        Reset—8 January 2015


      


      At the age of fifty, I had decided to start my life again. That was far from a conscious plan, but in the next four years, I left my home, my marriage, my job, and finally my country.


      These choices were greeted with alarm or ridicule by virtually everyone close to me. My sister thought I was still recovering from the deaths in quick succession of our parents. My law partners believed I had never adjusted to life outside the spotlight. My ex dismissed it all as an extended form of middle-aged madness. And my sons were alternately flabbergasted and enraged that their stolid father had become as flighty as a teenager just when they seemed to have found their own footing as adults. I ignored them all, because my life had crashed against the rock of a large truth. For all of my success, in looking back I couldn’t identify a moment when, at core, I had felt fully at home with myself.


      My exile to Holland and the International Criminal Court was not a guaranteed solution, but it was the proverbial door that opened as another one closed. What had actually appeared in my doorway was my law school friend, Roger Clewey.


      “Boom!” he screamed and, on his way to seize my hand, picked a path among the open cardboard boxes that blocked most of the floor in my corner office. For three days now, I had been sitting with a trash can between my legs, largely stalled in my efforts to move out. Effective January 1, 2015, I had resigned as a partner at DeWitt Royster, where I had worked for the last fourteen years, heading the firm’s white-collar criminal defense practice. Someone with a more ruthless nature could have packed up in a matter of hours, but I found myself lingering over virtually everything I touched—law books, desktop tchotchkes, photos of my sons at various ages, and dozens of plaques and pen sets and hunks of crystal I’d been awarded during my four-year stint, a decade and a half back, as United States Attorney, the chief federal prosecutor here in Kindle County. Walloped by emotion and the force of time, I’d return from my memories to find myself staring down forty floors at the snowy patchwork of the Tri-Cities and the thread of gray that was the River Kindle, frozen over in yet another lousy winter in our new climate of greenhouse extremes.


      “They say you’ve cashed out here,” Roger said.


      “Retired before they threw me out is more the truth of it.”


      “Not their version. Your sons okay?”


      “From what they tell me. Pete’s engaged now.”


      “You expected that,” Roger said, correctly. “What’s with your personal life?” he asked. “Still enjoying the post-divorce fuckfest?”


      “I think I’m past it,” I answered, a more convenient reply than telling him I had never quite gotten started.


      Roger and I had met at Easton Law School more than thirty years ago. From there, Rog had entered the Foreign Service, acting as the legal officer attached to several embassies. For a while I thought I knew what he was doing. Then his assignments in various hotspots, like the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Iraq, left him with duties he could never discuss. Over time, I’d taken it for granted that he was a spook, although I was never sure which agency he worked for. Recently, his story was that he was back at the State Department, although if you’d been using a diplomatic cover, I’m not sure you could ever renounce it. He had the habit of turning up in Kindle County with little warning and an uncanny ability to know when I was in town, which I eventually realized might have been more than good luck.


      “And what happens now?” he asked.


      “God knows. I think I’m going to give myself a year of summer, follow the sun around the world. Swim and hike, work out every day, look up old buds, dine al fresco at sunset, then spend the evening reading everything I’ve always meant to.”


      “Alone?”


      “To start. Maybe I’ll meet someone along the way. I’m sure the boys will take a couple of trips, if the destination is neat enough. And I pay.”


      “Want to know what I think?”


      “You’re going to tell me anyway.”


      “You’ll be bored and lonely in a month, a sour gloomy Dutchman wondering what the fuck he did.”


      I shrugged. I was pretty sure it was going to be better than that.


      “Besides,” said Roger, “there’s a terrific opportunity for you. Any chance you’ve spoken to Olivier in the last couple of hours?”


      Olivier Cayat was another law school classmate. He had been far closer with Roger back then, but about ten years ago he had come down to Kindle County from Montreal to join me in the defense of a Canadian executive who’d shown striking imagination in the ways he’d pilfered his corporation’s treasury. We’d lost the trial but become far better friends. More recently, Olivier had gone off on a midlife frolic of his own to the Netherlands, where he’d consistently reported himself to be quite happy.


      Roger said, “Olivier claims you’ve been ignoring his messages for a week.”


      At year-end, I’d created automated replies on the firm’s voice and e-mail systems explaining that I’d resigned effective January 1 and would no longer be checking in regularly, which, at least for the first week, meant I had not checked at all. I thought it was better to go cold turkey. Nonetheless, with Roger watching, I turned to the computer behind me and poked at the keyboard until I’d located the first of what proved to be four e-mails from Olivier starting New Year’s Day.


      “Mon ami,” it read, “please call. I have something to discuss that might excite you.”


      I revolved again toward Roger.


      “And remind me, Rog. Where the hell is Olivier working in Holland?”


      “The International Criminal Court in The Hague. It’s a permanent war crimes tribunal. He’s one of the top prosecutors there, but Hélène wants him home.” Roger allowed himself a meaningful pause and then added, “Olivier thinks you’re the right guy to replace him.”


      After a pause of my own, I asked, “So your big idea for me is to go back to being a prosecutor?” I had been chosen as United States Attorney in Kindle County by pure fortuity in 1997, largely so our senior senator, who made the recommendation to the White House, didn’t have to pick between two other candidates, both political heavyweights who hated each other’s guts. By then I’d been a prosecutor in the office for close to twelve years, including two as first assistant, the top deputy. Yet at thirty-seven, I was a decade too young for the responsibility and had to quell my terror of messing up every morning for months. With time, I came to feel I had the greatest job possible for a trial lawyer—electric, challenging, and consequential. Nevertheless, I told Roger I had no interest in moving backward. That Greek philosopher had it right when he said you couldn’t step in the same stream twice.


      “No, no,” he said. “This would be different. They prosecute mass atrocities. Genocide. Ethnic cleansing. Mutilation, rape, and torture as instruments of war. That kind of stuff.”


      “Rog, I don’t know a damn thing about cases like that.”


      “Oh, bullshit. It’s all witnesses and documents and forensics, just on a larger scale. The crimes are horrible. But evidence is evidence.”


      He’d moved a box and plunked himself down in an armchair, going at me as comfortably as he had for thirty years. These days his trousers were pushed below his belly, and his hair was a curly white horseshoe with a couple of those embarrassing untrimmed wires sticking straight out of his glossy scalp. He had taken on that middle-aged WASP thing of looking like he’d worn the same suit every day for the last twenty years, as if it were plebeian to care much about his appearance. His shoes, sturdy and expensive when purchased, had not been polished since then. And I doubted he owned more than two or three ties. It was just a uniform he donned each morning. He played for a team whose stars were nondescript.


      “And Rog, why is it you’re in my office carrying Olivier’s water? Do you have a professional interest in this of your own?”


      “Some,” he said. “There’s a case over there that the government of the United States would hate to see end up in the wrong hands.”


      “What kind of case?”


      “Do you know where Bosnia is?” he asked.


      “East of anyplace I’ve been.”


      “In 2004, there was a refugee camp outside of Tuzla. All Romas.”


      “Gypsies?”


      “If we’re not being PC.”


      “Okay. Some Gypsies,” I said.


      “Four hundred. All murdered.”


      “At once?”


      “So they say.”


      “By?”


      Roger drew back. “Well, that’s where things get opaque.”


      “Okay. And 2004—is the Bosnian War over by now?”


      “Oh yeah. For years. The Dayton Accords ended the war in 1995. Nine years later, the Serbs and the Croats and the Bosniaks, meaning the Muslims, have pretty much stopped killing each other. And NATO is there enforcing the agreement, which amounts to rounding up tons of weapons and chasing down the war criminals wanted for trial in The Hague. The NATO force includes about eighteen hundred US troops in a ring of camps near Tuzla.”


      “I.e., close to the Gypsies.”


      “Very close. Couple miles.”


      “And why would a bunch of American kids, who are there to keep the peace, want to kill four hundred Gypsies?”


      “They didn’t. Stake my life on it.”


      “Who did?”


      “You know, to take down four hundred people at once, that’s some serious firepower. So it’s not a long list of other suspects. Serb paramilitaries are most likely. Maybe rogue cops. Maybe organized crime. A lot of that back then. And some leftover jihadis, too, who’d shown up in Bosnia originally to defend the Bosnian Muslims from the Serbs.”


      “Well, it doesn’t sound like the American military has much to worry about.”


      “Not so fast. Now we enter the realm of diplomacy and politics.”


      I groaned reflexively. Politics and prosecution never mixed well.


      “The ICC,” said Roger, “was established by a treaty negotiated by most of the UN member states, including the US. Clinton signed it in 2000, but the Bushies hated the whole idea, especially Dick Cheney, who supposedly was afraid he’d get prosecuted for authorizing waterboarding. So Bush announced in 2002 that he’s unsigning the ICC treaty.”


      “Can you do that? Unsign?”


      “Do you think that mattered? Instead, the Republicans, who controlled Congress, passed something called the American Service-Members’ Protection Act, which basically says if you try to put our troops on trial, we’ll invade your fucking country and take them home.”


      “Literally?”


      “I don’t think they used the word ‘fucking.’ Otherwise, that’s a reasonably accurate legislative summary. In Western Europe, they call it ‘The Hague Invasion Act.’”


      “So you’re saying that if the ICC charges American troops, we’re going to war with the Netherlands?”


      “Let’s just say it risks creating very serious rifts with our closest allies. The mere thought gives angina to whole floors in the Departments of State and Defense.”


      “Is that why the case is still hanging around after eleven years? Because people like you have been trying to obstruct it?”


      “First, for the record,” said Roger, with a coquettish grin, “I object to the word ‘obstruct.’ We have simply expressed our point of view to various authorities. And a lot of the delay had nothing to do with us. Even the Roma organizations didn’t start investigating for several years, because the only survivor was hiding under his bed, trying to shovel the poop out of his trousers. And frankly, if you ask me, I haven’t been able to obstruct the damn thing well enough. Several weeks ago, the prosecutor’s office at the ICC applied to the Court to open a formal investigation, largely because the flipping Roma activists keep screaming, How can four hundred people get massacred and nobody even looks into it?”


      “Sorry, Rog, but that sounds like a pretty good question.”


      Roger tipped a shoulder. He didn’t really disagree. On the other hand, he had a job to do.


      “And what do we mean by ‘Roma activists’?” I asked.


      “How much do you know about the Roma?” he asked.


      I let my eyes rise to the fluorescent panels in my office ceiling and concluded that an honest answer was, “Next to nothing.”


      “Well, it’s not the kind of contest anybody wants to win, but even taking account of the genocides of the Armenians and the Kurds and of course the Jews, there may not have been another group of white people on earth who have had the shit kicked out of them more consistently for the last millennium than the Roma.” Roger hunkered forward and lowered his voice. “Basically, they’ve been the niggers of Europe.” He meant that was how they’d been treated. “They were slaves in Romania for four hundred years. Did you know that?”


      “The Gypsies?”


      “It never stops with them. Hitler tried to wipe them out. Ninety thousand fled Kosovo. And Sarkozy just booted a couple thousand out of France a few years back. Everybody from Athens to Oslo hates their guts.”


      “They’re thieves, right?”


      “You mean every single one of them?”


      “No, just enough to get them hated.”


      “Enough for that. Pickpockets, scam artists, credit card fraudsters, child gangs, car thieves, phony beggars. The Gypsy caravan rolls through town and a lot of crap disappears. That’s the old story. On the other hand, they can barely get jobs or go to school, so I don’t know what else is gonna happen.”


      “Okay,” I said, “so now I feel sorry for the Gypsies, but I still don’t see a starring role in this drama for me.”


      “I’m getting there,” he answered. “The ICC is ambivalent about the USA. They hate us for not joining. But they need us in the long run. An operation like theirs is never going to be on solid ground without the support of the most powerful nation on earth. So they’d rather not piss us off irreparably. Which means there’s been a lot of back-channel stuff.”


      “And ‘back channel’ means Olivier and you?”


      “It means we’ve been the messenger boys between our bosses. But after weeks of discussion, everyone seems to believe that the best option would be if the ICC investigation was led by a senior American prosecutor.”


      “Sort of a special prosecutor?”


      “Sort of. But no formal title like that. It has to be the right person. Not a patsy. Somebody they respect and we respect. For us, that means a quality guy whose reputation is bulletproof when some yahoo in Congress wants to foment a world crisis just because there’s an inquiry occurring at the ICC.”


      “And that’s me?” I said, with genuine incredulity. “The man with built-in body armor?”


      “You still have a lot of fans on both sides of the aisle in DC, Boom.”


      That was an exaggeration for the sake of flattery. I’d gotten along well with the Attorney General during her prior stint as deputy AG and also had a college friend who was now a Republican senator from Kentucky.


      “Rog, have I read about this case?”


      “Not really. The major papers haven’t tumbled to it. Couple items in the blogosphere. The Roma advocates, they’ve tried to gin something up, but the massacre is old news, and so far you can’t name a bad guy, so it doesn’t make good copy. All fine with us.”


      “And how long will this investigation last?”


      He tossed up a hand to show he couldn’t say, but acknowledged that such matters often moved slowly.


      “But because of that,” he said, “cases over there are like buses. People get on and off. Whenever you’re fed up, you can leave.”


      I laid a finger across my lips to think.


      “Wait,” Roger said. “I haven’t even sold the Dutch part. I thought you’d love the whole Roots thing. You’ve never spent any real time in the Netherlands, right?”


      “No,” I said, “my folks never wanted to go back.” I had yet to tell Roger the larger, more complicated story of my heritage. Now, however, was not the moment.


      Instead, I sat back in my big leather desk chair, doing my best to be lawyerly, calculating all the angles and scrutinizing Roger. The competitive side of our relationship meant he’d never fully reveal what he was up to. But as a friend of decades, he knew I’d find the job intriguing. Even after I’d announced my retirement here, I’d sensed I was not done with the law. I didn’t think practice mixed well with capitalism, but I still liked what lawyers did and was immediately attracted to the idea of plying a trade I knew overseas.


      “Look, Rog. We’ll ignore the fact that you’re selling a job you have no right to offer. Olivier and his people will have to speak up for themselves. But it’s obvious you want to replace one friend of yours with another. So I’m not even going to dial The Hague unless you look at me and say that I’ll be doing this straight up, chips fall where they may.”


      Roger sat forward again and let me see his soft eyes deep within the sad little pouches of aging flesh.


      “Wherever Jesus flings ’em,” he said.


    

  




  

    

      

        2.


        The Hague—2 March 2015


      


      By the end of January, after many calls with Olivier, often two or three a day, I had accepted a formal job offer from the International Criminal Court. It required another month to wind things up in Kindle County—rent my condo, store my stuff—and to square things with Willem and Piet, my sons. (Ellen and I had given our boys Dutch names, thinking it would inspire my parents to educate the boys about their heritage. That hope proved misplaced, and my sons had started calling themselves Will and Pete by the time they entered first grade.) Now both seemed disconcerted by the prospect of my departure, which frustrated me privately. For the last several years, while my sons worked out their anger with me for ending my marriage, they had acted like it was a form of forced labor to share my company for a meal every couple of weeks.


      On Sunday, March 1, I boarded an overnight flight to Schiphol, Amsterdam’s international airport. I was several days ahead of my original schedule, because the Pre-Trial Chamber had unexpectedly ordered the Office of the Prosecutor to present Ferko’s testimony later that week. At Schiphol, I found the Intercity, the blue-and-yellow fast train that connects Holland’s major cities. An hour later, I was sitting in The Hague’s central square, the Plein, absorbing the morning pace of Dutch life and trying to quell my jet lag with coffee and what passed for daylight.


      Once I was in the Netherlands, I began to understand why their transcendent painters, say Rembrandt or Vermeer, were obsessed with light and shadow. The winter gloom was even worse than in Kindle County, which I always described as like living under a pot lid. On the day I arrived, the wind blustered through a sky of dun scraps.


      Despite the weather, The Hague struck me as an elegant dowager of a town with a cheerful cosmopolitan air. In its old center, stout brown-brick buildings, with their steep slate roofs and brightly trimmed windows, dated back centuries and created a feeling akin to heavy wool. Across the open stretches of the Plein, beyond the ever-present bicyclers, I saw an old palace, the Ridderzaal, whose pointed turrets like witches’ hats were vaguely reminiscent of Disneyland. I rolled my suitcase a block and stopped on a bridge to watch the ice-skaters whiz along on a canal below, their heavy scarves flying behind them as they braved the ice despite the temperature in the low 40s. I loved the place on sight.


      Eventually, I took a taxi to the chain hotel the ICC uses to stash visitors, where the cramped lobby seemed to aspire to a youthful affect with overhead accent lights of optic lime and mauve. Upstairs, in a room smaller than some high-end refrigerators, I called Olivier to reconfirm our meeting at the Court, then opened my case and started shaking out my suits.


      As I learned in time, one of the defining characteristics of the Dutch was that they adhere proudly to what others might regard as eccentricities. Thus, I found that in a country about the size of Maryland, two cities shared the traditional functions of a capital. Amsterdam played that role by law. But The Hague had long been the seat of government. While Amsterdam was a renowned commercial center, in The Hague the main business was, basically, idealism. About 150 different international entities were situated there, including various organs of the UN and the European Union, and scads of international NGOs: the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, the African Diaspora Policy Centre. High-minded stuff like that. The city was also home to more than a hundred embassies and consulates. As a result, perhaps as many as an eighth of the one million inhabitants in The Hague’s metro area were expats. English was spoken virtually everywhere as a second language.


      Over time, The Hague’s status as a unique international center had led to a new growth industry—global justice. Nine different independent international tribunals operated there. The International Court of Justice, just to name one, was where countries sued each other. The newest additions were criminal courts, established in recent decades by the United Nations to prosecute atrocities in different wars—Cambodia, Lebanon, Sierra Leone, Rwanda. When I arrived, all of these tribunals, even those that were decades old, were still working on prosecutions, offering silent tribute to the unwillingness of any bureaucracy to go out of business.


      By many standards, the most successful of the ad hoc criminal courts was the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, which laid charges against 160 of the Serbian, Croatian, Bosniak, and Kosovar leaders who perpetrated the mass slaughters and other horrors of the Balkan wars. Although the Yugoslav court was still working its way through pending trials, it closed its doors to new cases in 2004. The International Criminal Court, which opened in 2002, became in every practical sense, from inherited personnel—including judges, lawyers, and administrators—to shared procedures, the Yugoslav Tribunal’s far larger offspring.


      By the late 1990s, the UN had recognized that the proliferation of special criminal forums in The Hague bespoke one sad fact: Genocide and wartime atrocities were not about to end. Negotiations commenced on a global treaty to establish a permanent war crimes court, the ICC. Yet as those talks wore on, more and more of the world’s powers recognized the perils of submitting to criminal penalties controlled by foreigners. Not only the US, but also Russia, China, Israel, India, Pakistan, North Korea, and most of the Arab nations refused to join. The Europeans, the Latin nations, and the Africans signed on, all deeply chagrined with the US and other countries for backing out.


      

        


      


      An hour later, I presented myself at the prison-like entry to the ICC. At the foot of two conjoined white high-rises, the security checkpoint was closed off on three sides by ten-foot iron gates, buttressed by chain link and topped by five taut lines of barbed wire.


      Eventually, Olivier appeared in his shirt and tie, but with no jacket. Without Hélène around regularly to keep an eye on him, he had gained at least thirty pounds. His fine features were now puddled in flesh and his midsection looked like a globe was hidden under his shirt. His warm, emphatic manner, however, was unaltered, and he lit up like a boy as soon as he saw me, hugging me strongly once I’d been buzzed through the revolving doors.


      He ushered me upstairs to the spartan office that in a matter of days would become mine. We sat at a small table just inside the door, chatting about our kids and my departure from Kindle County, before turning to the job.


      “It will frustrate you at times,” he said then. “I shouldn’t pretend. Do you know the phrase ‘With great power comes great responsibility’? At the ICC you get great responsibility and no power. You are investigating the worst crimes committed on earth, with little if any functional authority to compel witnesses to speak to you—even the victims—or documents to be surrendered.” He sat back in his Aeron chair and rested his hands behind the shrub of graying hair that ringed his bare scalp. “I must admit to you that if the decision were mine, I probably would not have moved forward on this Roma case.”


      “Now you tell me,” I said, smiling. On the phone, Olivier had actually said more than once that the case would be ‘a challenge.’


      “One problem,” said Olivier, “which you surely understand, is that the event in question took place eleven years ago. These investigations—‘situations’ as they call them here, to be delicate—are like trying to chase an echo in the best of circumstances. You charge a general and at trial he pretends to have been a nun: ‘Show me the order that says “Shoot.” Or “Burn.” Or “Rape.”’ Now, when memories are stale and records are gone, the problems of proof in your case are likely to be insurmountable.


      “But the largest obstacle will be the US military. The Service-Members’ Protection Act prohibits any American assistance in an ICC investigation, even to point the finger at someone else. Since the US Army was in control of this area where the alleged massacre occurred, it is guaranteed that a mass of significant evidence will be beyond you.”


      “So then why did the powers-that-be here decide to proceed?”


      He smiled mystically, while the back of his hand trailed off in space in that worldly French way.


      “The prosecutor and the chief deputy felt no obligation to explain to me,” he said. “But many here would regard declining to investigate as rewarding American intransigence. Also, I’m sure you have noticed where all thirty-six of the defendants this Court has charged happen to reside.”


      I had. Every case the Court had brought in its thirteen-year history arose in Africa—Congo, Kenya, the Ivory Coast, Libya as examples. Failing to pursue an investigation that could culminate in charges against white folks risked deepening the outrage about the ICC on the African continent.


      “But,” said Olivier, raising a finger, “I have one positive note.” He sat forward, folding his pudgy hands, as if this truth required some formality. “I regard this as the best job I’ve ever had as a lawyer, even better than my years as a crown prosecutor. If I could dislodge Hélène from Montreal, I would stay another decade.”


      “And what’s the good part? The mission?”


      “Yes, the overall mission is noble. For most of recorded history, the victors in wars have not even pretended to do justice. They simply executed the vanquished. But beyond that, the stakes here are so high that you will never question the value of your labors, as we all often do in private practice. You are responsible for bringing justice to four hundred souls. When you leave, stand in front of the Court and count the pedestrians going by until you reach that number. It will take a while. The importance of what you are doing, and the limited tools to accomplish it, will require extraordinary imagination from you. You will inspire yourself.” He chortled a little at his own description, then slapped the desk.


      “But now,” he said, “work begins.” He handed over the two-page order, which the Court had issued last week, requiring Ferko to testify before the Pre-Trial Chamber a couple of days from now.


      In the US, a grand jury was supposed to supervise the investigative work of the prosecutor. At the ICC, the judges of the Pre-Trial Chamber played that role. Until the chamber approved, the Office of the Prosecutor—‘the OTP’—could not so much as ask a direct question of a potential witness. Before that, the only information on a case was what third parties, like newspapers or human rights organizations, had gathered.


      In the last few weeks, I had read the ICC treaty, all the Court’s rules, and the vast majority of its decisions. One fact stood out now: The Pre-Trial Chamber had never before called for live testimony in passing on an OTP application to investigate.


      “True,” Olivier said, “but we’ve all agreed it has some validity. That is why we asked you to rush here early. In our cases, ordinarily there are hundreds of victims. In this one, there is a single survivor. The Court wants to be certain that he is truly willing to give testimony—and will make sense when he does. No point inviting controversy if it turns out he’s missing a few tiles.”


      I accepted that, but confessed that I was less comfortable with the European practice that required me to present Witness 1’s testimony without talking to him in advance, relying instead on a few prior statements.


      “You will want to meet with this barrister, Esma Czarni,” Olivier said. “She’s from the European Roma Alliance, and found this gentleman in the first place. She’s planning to be here.” He rooted around on his desk and eventually handed over a Post-it with her number. He lifted a finger in warning. “You will find her disarming. Very bright. Très jolie,” he said, accompanied by a little French wiggle of his eyebrows. “But very single-minded about the Roma cause.”


      By way of summation, he offered another hearty laugh, then turned with great enthusiasm to discussing our options for dinner.


    

  




  

    

      

        3.


        Going to Work—March 3–4


      


      I spent most of Tuesday morning in an administrator’s office at the Court, receiving manuals and signing forms. Despite being a relatively new organization, the ICC had already developed an encrusted bureaucracy, albeit one fairly typical of Western Europe, where clerks often act as if history will stop if certain documents are not properly executed.


      The most pleasant surprise was my salary—€152,800 with various cost-of-living adjustments—which, somewhat embarrassingly, I’d never bothered to ask about. I still thought of myself as a frugal person of modest tastes, but money had ceased being an issue in my life a while ago. For more than a decade, I had earned more than $1 million a year at DeWitt Royster—often much more—even though I never really understood what lawyers did that was worth that kind of money. When I divorced, Ellen got the larger share of our savings, but it was easy for me to be generous because my parents had left behind a fortune. The millions my father had silently accumulated through decades of adept stock picking stunned both my sister Marla and me, but by then we’d both come to recognize our parents’ intensely secretive nature.


      In the afternoon, Olivier took me office to office, introducing me to colleagues, including the prosecutor himself, Badu Danquah, a former judge from Ghana, and Akemi Moriguchi, the porcupine-haired chief deputy, who barely seemed to speak.


      Wednesday was dedicated to what little preparation I could undertake before the hearing the next day. I reread the petition the OTP had presented to the Court summarizing Witness 1’s prospective testimony, as well as the office’s internal file, compiled by the so-called situation analysts, which was not much more than a stack of articles about the political situation in Bosnia in 2004 and the history of the beleaguered Roma community there and in Kosovo.


      Late that afternoon, I was finally able to meet with Esma Czarni. I had called her London mobile number right after receiving it from Olivier. She was in New York as it turned out, trying a case, and could not get to The Hague until very early Wednesday. She had already promised to spend most of the day with Ferko but agreed to see me afterward at 4 p.m. at her hotel.


      The bright yellow Hotel Des Indes was a refuge of secure elegance. Square pillars of Carrera marble, along with dark wood and heavy brocades, dominated the lobby into which Esma bustled, a few minutes late. She came straight toward me.


      “Bill ten Boom? You look just like your photos on the Internet.” There were zillions from my prosecutor days. She shook with a strong grip. “So, so sorry to have kept you. Have you been waiting long? Your witness was unsettled. First time he’s even been close to an aeroplane.”


      She had not stopped moving, and waved me behind her to the elevator. She had a rich Oxbridge accent, like the older newsreaders on the BBC. Upper class.


      “I have everything laid out,” she said. “We can work and I shall order dinner when you care to. My appetite is several time zones behind us, but regrettably, I know it will catch up.”


      In Esma’s corner suite, she threw off her coat and took mine, while I admired the room and, to be honest, Esma. I had heard Olivier say she was very pretty, but when I’d looked her up on the net, she’d proved camera shy. In person, she was striking, not exactly a cover girl but quite good-looking in an unconventional way. Framed within a great mass of fried-up black hair was a broad face of South Asian darkness, with supersize features: fleshy lips, an aquiline nose, feline cheekbones, and huge, imposing black eyes. In her designer suit, her figure was shapely if a trifle ample, and her large jewelry jingled as she moved around the room.


      Esma offered me a drink, which I declined, but she was still dopey from travel and called down for coffee, which arrived almost instantly. Esma poured for each of us, and then we assumed seats in little round dressing-room chairs with upholstered skirts, beside the small round glass-topped table where Esma had piled her files.


      I took a second for bridge-building, asking about her offices in London—‘chambers,’ as the Brits say. It turned out, as I’d hoped, that I knew another lawyer there, George Landruff, whose voice, loud enough to shake the pictures off the walls, provoked laughter from both of us when I referred to him as “soft-spoken.” With that, it felt safe to ask about Witness 1 and what to expect with his testimony.


      “Ferko?” It was the first time I’d heard his true name, which was blacked out in the situation analysts’ file. “He is a simple man.”


      “Still terrified?”


      “I believe I’ve calmed him.” With members of the Court’s Victims and Witnesses Unit, Esma had shown Ferko the courtroom and explained the basics. Judges. Lawyers. “You should find him well prepared to give evidence,” she told me. “I went over his prior statements with him quite carefully. He understands that he should listen to your questions and attempt to answer directly. The Romany people, you know, don’t like imparting information about themselves to the gadje—outsiders—so I expect you’ll get concise replies.”


      “And how was it that you first met him?”


      “With great persistence. I’ve been active with Roma organizations since I got to university. Self-interest, of course.”


      “You are Roma?”


      “Raised in a caravan in the north of England.” That meant she had exercised what the Brits regard as a right of the educated classes and had taken on today’s posh accent in school. “In 2007, I joined the board of the European Roma Alliance. By then, rumors had reached Paris of a massacre of Roma in Bosnia a few years before. I went off to Tuzla to find out what I could. People had heard this tale of hundreds buried alive in a coal mine. But no one seemed to know more. Or even if it was true.


      “Eventually, I went to a Roma village and was informed that a single survivor of Barupra remained in the vicinity. I received Ferko’s mobile number, but he was too terrified to talk. I must have called him once a month for a year. I had all but given up and had decided to go to Kosovo, where the residents of Barupra came from. My thought was to prove the massacre circumstantially, by finding relatives who would confirm that all communications from Barupra ceased abruptly in April 2004. But I was spared the trip when Ferko at last decided to meet.”


      For the next hour, as I tapped furiously on my tablet, Esma read me line by line the notes of her many conversations with Ferko since 2008. Over the years, he had contradicted himself on some minor details—the time the trucks appeared, or how he found his son. That was normal with witnesses. If they tell you a story exactly the same way time after time, they often prove to have been coached or lying.


      Midway through this recitation, Esma kicked off her high strappy heels and plunged down onto a sofa nearby, perching her legs on the scarlet cushions. She said she was one of those people who can’t sleep on airplanes, and by now was going on roughly forty hours awake.


      Esma’s suite, like the rest of Des Indes, featured horsehair furnishings the color of fresh blood, big mirrors with mahogany frames, and windows draped with French embroidery. It was a large room but without partition, so her bed was visible across the way.


      In the meantime, I looked through the other information she had supplied the Court to corroborate Ferko’s story. Using photographs and UN refugee reports, she’d established the presence of a Roma refugee camp of four hundred persons on the outskirts of Tuzla in April 2004. Their sudden disappearance was confirmed by affidavits from local police, provincial officials, and two nearby Orthodox priests, who baptized the children and buried the dead in Barupra. Photographs showed the changes to the landscape of the coal mine below the camp in April 2004, and she’d obtained reports from two different seismographic stations that recorded a ground disturbance late on April 27. Finally, several residents of the nearest town, Vica Donja, had described, under oath, a truck convoy racing away from the mine in the wake of the explosion. Although it had taken eleven years to get to this point, the need to investigate seemed unassailable.


      While I was reading this material, Esma announced she was hungry. She called down to room service, then covered the extension long enough to ask what I’d like. I requested fish.


      “You did an impressive job with all this,” I told Esma when she returned. Just as the greatness of many scientists lay in the design of their experiments, good lawyering required considerable inventiveness in assembling proof.


      “You are kind to say so,” she replied. “Not that it helped gain much interest from anyone with the authority to investigate further.” She described a long journey of frustration. The Yugoslav Tribunal eventually concluded the case was outside the time limits on their jurisdiction. The prosecutors in Bosnia fiddled with the matter until 2013, but clearly feared antagonizing the US and worsening divisions in their fractured nation. Instead, the government of Bosnia and Herzegovina—BiH—referred the case to the ICC, empowering the Court to act with any legal authority BiH would have. Despite that, the file languished at the ICC until Esma threatened to stage demonstrations.


      “But I cannot pretend to be surprised,” she said. “The truth, Bill, is that very few persons on this continent can be bothered with the Roma. The most literate, progressive, tolerant people will comment without self-consciousness about ‘the dirty Gypsies.’ You will see.”


      I asked how she explained such deep-seated prejudice. The question energized her, and she swung upright.


      “I will not tell you, Bill, that the Roma have done nothing to inspire those attitudes. ‘Roma’ means ‘the People.’ Accordingly, you”—she pointed a polished nail at me—“are a nonperson against whom misbehavior—theft, fraud, even violence—requires no apology within the group. I daresay that attitude is inexcusable.


      “But,” she said, “we have been among you for more than a thousand years, since the Roma first migrated from India into Greece. And generation after generation, what has most infuriated Europeans about the ‘Gitanos’ or ‘Celo’ or ‘Tziganes,’ by whichever of a thousand names we are called, is our absolute stubborn insistence on living by our values, not yours. As a child, Bill, I was not taught to tell time. I never saw a Rom man wearing a watch. We go when all are ready. A small matter seemingly, but not if you wish to attend school or keep a job. Millions of us have assimilated to one degree or another, most notably in the US. But less so here in Europe.”


      Her mention of American Gypsies suddenly summoned a childhood memory of the tinker who pushed his cart down the streets of Kewahnee, where I was raised, singing out unintelligible syllables in an alluring melody. He carried a grinding wheel operated with a pedal, and I sometimes stood nearby and watched the sparks fly as he sharpened my mother’s knives. In a rumpled tweed coat and a county cap, he was the color of tarnished brass, like a candlestick my mother once asked him to polish. But he knew his place. He did not even approach the doorways. The women of the neighborhood brought their cutlery or pans to him—and kept one hand on their children.


      “And this commitment to remaining different has drawn from the gadje unrelenting persecution. Slavery. Floggings. Brandings. Organized arrests and executions. Towns we were forbidden to enter and settlements we were forbidden to leave. And a mythology of sins: That we are filthy, when the inside of a Rom house is spotless. That we steal children, when the hard truth is that Roma have often been forced to part with their offspring. That the women are whores, when in fact purity is prized.”


      With a knock, the waiter in a long frog-buttoned coat arrived, pushing a dining cart. I gallantly pulled out my credit card to pay, but Esma waved it aside, at which I felt some relief, since my training at the ICC had not gotten as far as expense reports.


      After extending the sides of the cart to form a table and uncovering the meal, the waiter pulled the cork on a bottle of Entre-Deux-Mers and poured each of us a glass before I had time to object. The sole Esma had ordered for me was delicious and I thanked her.


      “Oh yes. This is a lovely place.” She buttered a roll and ate with relish. There was no delicacy in the way she attacked her food or waved her wine glass at me to refill it. “So tell me, Bill. What is your story?”


      I started on my résumé, but she threw up the back of her hand.


      “No, Bill. How does a successful American lawyer uproot himself and come to The Hague? Is it acceptable if I call you ‘Bill’?”


      “‘Boom’ is better. I haven’t heard much of Bill since I was in junior high school.” The pals who’d started calling me Boom in sixth or seventh grade were practicing irony. I was a quiet kid. But Esma wrinkled her nose at my nickname.


      “I shall stay with ‘Bill,’ if you don’t mind. And how was it that you decided to come here?”


      I told her what I was only beginning to understand about myself, that I more or less started again at the age of fifty.


      “The all-knowing Internet says you are divorced,” she said.


      “Four years plus,” I answered.


      “And was that bloody or mild?”


      “Mild by the end.”


      “She more or less agreed?”


      “Not at first. But once she reconnected with her high school boyfriend, about six months after I moved out, the divorce decree couldn’t be entered soon enough.”


      “So no Other Woman?”


      There had not been. Just terminal ennui.


      “And how long were you married?” Now that we had roamed to the personal, Esma’s black eyes were penetrating.


      “Nearly twenty-five years when I left.”


      “Was the approaching anniversary the reason?”


      “Not consciously. My younger son was about to graduate college. We’d teamed up to create this family and done it pretty well, I thought, in large measure due to Ellen, but now there didn’t seem to be much to look forward to together.”


      “And since, Bill?” she asked. She produced a slightly naughty smile. “Many romances?”


      I shrugged.


      “Do you mind that I’m asking?”


      “It seems a little one-sided.”


      “Yes, but my story is either an entire evening or a few words. No husbands, no children, a legion of lovers and none pending. Is that better?”


      I shrugged about that, too.


      “I’ve met a lot of nice people,” I said. “But no one who’s felt for very long that we could go the distance.”


      “And is that what you want? To go the distance?”


      “I seem to have had that in mind when my marriage ended: doing better with someone else. But it’s complicated. When you get to middle age, it turns out a lot of people are single for a reason. Including me, of course.”


      “And me as well,” she said. “Although I think I’m rather quick to grow bored. And now the ladies are calling you, I wager?”


      I lifted my shoulders one more time. “Being a successful middle-aged man who is suddenly single is a little like being the water boy for the football team who finds that a magic genie has turned him into prom king.”


      Esma clearly knew a lot about American culture, because she enjoyed the joke. But I was being honest about my distrust of my sudden rise on the social scale. Admittedly, in the fifties looks mattered less, because everyone had been damaged by time. I still had my lank blondish hair and remained tall and fairly fit. But I had thick features, and in high school and college knew I was not up to the pretty girls. In my senior year at Easton College, I’d been stunned that Ellen, who was clearly far above me in the mating order—smarter, cute by all measures, and a varsity runner—had been willing to go out with me, let alone stick with it. I still believe she felt a small egotistical thrill that she’d made a discovery other girls had missed; namely, that despite my occasional reserve, I could be an amusing wise guy.


      Esma finally seemed to accede to my discomfort at this turn in the conversation and went off to the bathroom for a minute. When she returned, she got no farther than her bed. She stopped and flopped down on it dramatically, her arms thrown wide.


      “I am entirely knackered,” she said.


      I apologized.


      “My own fault,” she said. “I should have held off on that third glass of wine.”


      As I was gathering my papers, I asked if she’d interviewed Ferko’s son. She had, but the young man remembered nothing of these events, which had occurred when he was only three years old.


      “And what was the local scuttlebutt,” I asked, while I was zipping my briefcase, “when you first went to Tuzla about who was responsible for this massacre?”


      “No more than idle guesses. The Serbs. The Americans.”


      “Any mention of organized crime?”


      “Once or twice. Supposedly a few Roma in Barupra were involved in a car-theft ring and the local mob resented the competition.”


      “What about jihadis?”


      Still prone across the room, she drew her hand to her forehead to think and said that had not come up.


      “And what motives,” I asked, “did the Americans or the Serb paramilitaries supposedly have for killing four hundred people?”


      She hummed tunelessly, trying to recall.


      “There was always a bit of speculation that the Roma were slaughtered in reprisal for a bungled American attempt to capture Laza Kajevic earlier in April 2004. Do you know who he is?”


      “The former leader of the Bosnian Serbs? Of course.”


      A lawyer by training, Kajevic had the same talent as Hitler, making his gargantuan self-importance a proxy for his country’s and his rantings the voice of his people’s long-suppressed rage. Connecting Kajevic to the Roma’s murders, however, sounded a little like blaming the bogeyman. I said that to Esma, who nodded vigorously.


      “Kajevic and his henchmen inflicted the only combat fatalities the US suffered in its entire time in Bosnia. But this is an old tradition in Europe: Something awful happens and the Gypsies are at fault. Certainly, Ferko has never mentioned Kajevic.”


      She had propped herself on an elbow for my final questions, but now plunged to her back again.


      “Bill, you must forgive me, but if you hear me say another word, I shall be speaking in my sleep. And we don’t quite know each other well enough for that yet.”


      Laughing, I thanked her for dinner and promised to reciprocate. We talked momentarily about having another meal after tomorrow’s hearing.


      Outside, I strolled in an oddly buoyant mood to catch the Sprinter, the train that would drop me a block from my hotel. The street, Lange Voorhout, was a broad avenue, with a center esplanade of tall old trees, and lined on either side by stately residences, many now converted to embassies and consulates, according to the big brass plates beside their large front doors. The Hague at 10 p.m. on a weeknight was quiet. A few couples huddled as they strode along in the fierce sea breeze, while isolated bikers whizzed by in their stocking caps, making only grudging allowance for pedestrians.


      Leaving Esma felt a lot like coming in out of an equatorial sun, with my skin still tingling in the shade. She was very bright and disarmingly frank, one of those women whose native attractiveness I inevitably found magnified by her smarts and unapologetic self-confidence. She was sui generis, defiantly herself, which might have been due to her heritage. I hunched up my shoulders in the cold and laughed out loud. It was the first moment that week when I had a solid conviction that I had done the right thing by coming to The Hague.
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        PRE-TRIAL CHAMBER IV


      


      

        Before: Judge Joita Gautam, Presiding Judge, Judge Nikolas Goodenough, Judge Agata Hallstrom


        SITUATION IN THE REPUBLIC OF BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA


        Public Document


        Decision Pursuant to Article 15 of the Rome Statute on the Authorization of an Investigation


        PRE-TRIAL CHAMBER IV (the “Chamber”) of the International Criminal Court (the “Court”), to which the situation in the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina has been assigned, issues the present decision pursuant to article 15(4) of the Rome Statute (the “Statute”) on the “Request for authorisation of an investigation pursuant to Article 15” (the “Prosecutor’s Request”), submitted by the Prosecutor on 14 November 2014.


        On due consideration of the Prosecutor’s Request, and the testimony of Witness 1, the Pre-Trial Chamber finds as follows:


        There is a reasonable basis to proceed with an investigation of the Situation under the material temporal and territorial scope set forth in the Prosecutor’s Request.


        Full opinion to follow.


      


      This brief ruling was a departure from the Court’s usual practice, by which it wouldn’t say even hello or good-bye in fewer than fifty pages, with hundreds of footnotes. That long opinion with the intricate legal discussion would come later, but the quick turnaround acknowledged that too much time had passed in the case already and was tantamount to an instruction to the OTP, and me, to get moving.


      This was hardly an unanticipated victory. No matter how much Judge Gautam disagreed with putting an American in charge, there was no doubt she would allow the investigation to proceed. Nonetheless, a win’s a win. My new colleagues in the OTP drifted by all day to offer congratulations, and I was briefly received in Badu’s office to allow him to pat my back as well.


      Goos, my investigator, took it as an occasion to invite me out for a drink at the end of the day. He was a former Belgian policeman who had first come to The Hague to work for the Yugoslav Tribunal. From there, like so many others, he had recently migrated to the ICC and was assigned to my case the day after I arrived, because he had learned some Serbo-Croatian, which was bound to be of use with Bosnian documents or witnesses.


      As a prosecutor, I learned quickly that I was only as good as my investigators, the cops or federal agents whose ability to uncover reliable evidence determined the success of my cases, much more than any of my courtroom performances. But Goos seemed entirely unpromising. He was about my age, tall and beer-bellied, with bloodshot cheeks and a blond thatch that stood straight up like the coat of a hedgehog. He wore a trim goatee fading to gray, which, being accustomed to FBI agents, I considered just a little unprofessional. In fact, the first time I visited his office to introduce myself, the day before Ferko’s testimony, I found him stuck to his computer, amusing himself with clips on YouTube. My years in the US Attorney’s Office had taught me that the comfortable nature of government employment often dulled ambitions, and on first impression, Goos appeared to be someone in search of an early retirement, bright and affable but thoroughly uninspired.


      Around five that afternoon, we crossed Maanweg, the broad boulevard in front of the Court, and meandered to a stylish little bar in Voorburg. In a matter of two blocks, we traveled from a familiar Western metropolis of big sleek buildings and speeding cars to old Holland, with tortuous cobbled streets and chunky brick buildings with awnings protecting the storefronts.


      Talking over our next steps, we agreed that we needed to go to the scene of the crime in Bosnia. Yet under the Court’s rigid rules, the ICC’s diplomatic arm, the Complementarity Section, was required to give the Bosnians thirty days to change their minds about conducting the investigation themselves. For the moment, we could only plan.


      “First off, mate,” Goos said, “we’ll want a squizz at that grave Ferko dug for Boldo and his family. See if there’s forensics to be done on the remains.”


      Given Goos’s name, and the bit I’d learned in advance about his background, I’d expected a Flemish accent when we met. Instead, Goos spoke Aussie English. He said he’d been raised in ‘Oz,’ where his father managed Australian operations for a Belgian coffee importer. In Sydney, he’d been known as Gus until he moved back to Belgium for university at the age of nineteen.


      “What about exhuming the Cave?” I asked.


      Goos visibly ricocheted off the idea.


      “That’s heavy equipment, mate, and bunches of blokes to sort through the rubble. Registrar would spit the dummy if we proposed spending tens of thousands of Euros straightaway. Have to be absolutely sure of Ferko first.”


      We made notes about several other investigative ideas, and I asked Goos what he knew about the incident with Kajevic in April 2004, since Goos had been visiting Bosnia regularly during that period.


      “Big news at the time,” he said. “Bunch of Americans shot up. Four dead, as I recall. Everyone in NATO was cranky. But never heard a word about Roma.”


      After we’d finished our first beer, Goos asked my impressions of The Hague and the Court.


      “So far, so good,” I said, “except my hotel room, which could double as a coffin.” Goos had stayed in the same place when we arrived and grimaced at the memory, as if it had been a dental extraction. I asked how The Hague had worn on him over a much longer period.


      “Like it most of the time.” He hunkered down and lowered his voice. “Suppose I don’t need to tell you about the Dutch.”


      Americans were often mystified or impressed by ‘Ten Boom.’ These days, most guessed that I was Native American. (I’d never had the guts to ask if the senator was under the same misimpression when he chose me as US Attorney.) But ‘Ten Boom,’ like many European last names, simply designated a place. It meant ‘at tree’ in Dutch, like Atwater or Stonehouse in English.


      “My parents were both born here,” I told Goos, “but they were thoroughly Americanized. They never spoke Dutch, never returned. They didn’t even seem to like windmills.”


      Goos laughed heartily. I was pleased he had a sense of humor.


      “Dutch are nice enough,” he said. “Let everyone be. You can see that with the pot bars and the molls putting themselves on display in the shop windows. But they’re to themselves and keep very tight with their own ways.” He made a fist. “Look up at the windows as you go walking. No curtains. That’s because a person should have nothing to hide. Don’t conceal their thoughts either. If I run across some neighbor I haven’t seen in a while, I want to go the other way on sight, because the bloke’ll say something to me like, ‘Oh my, your beard is getting so gray!’ As if I might not own a mirror. Baise-moi l’ail!” said Goos. French was another of the languages of Belgium. The derelict remnants of my high school education allowed me to puzzle out the phrase: ‘Kiss my garlic bulb.’ I guffawed once I understood.


      “But all told,” said Goos, “it’s come good for me here. Nice salary. Comfy little flat. And less time for the wife and me to growl at each other at home. She stayed back in Brussels.” He glanced up from his beer glass. The alcohol had summoned color to his face, accentuating the contrast with the fair hair standing straight up on his head. His expression was impenetrable, almost as if he himself didn’t know how he felt about the living situation with his wife.


      I was starting to like Goos. His strengths as a drinking companion were clear, although I still hadn’t seen much focus from him as an investigator. As I would have guessed, he wasn’t ready to depart when I slid off my barstool and grabbed my briefcase. I thanked him for the drink and left by myself.


      

        


      


      The next afternoon, I called Esma with the news of the order. She had come to mind somewhat unwillingly over the weekend, and picking up the phone yesterday I had felt an odd lurch of feeling that had actually made me delay. With very little contact, we had already arrived on a strange footing.


      Despite my promise to reciprocate for dinner, we did not get together after the hearing. On the way to court that morning, I had mentioned to Akemi, the deputy prosecutor, that Esma had briefed me the prior evening at her hotel. A tiny middle-aged woman with witchy stiff black hair shot with gray, Akemi was a person of few words, but she passed me a black look, which I took as reproof. Reflecting, I understood her point. Even though my initial meeting with Esma had been planned solely for business, future defendants would feel free to question my objectivity if I made a habit of private dinners with the prime advocate for the victims. Rather than explain my reservations to Esma when she approached me in the robing room after the hearing, I had relied on the lame excuse of having forgotten other plans.


      ‘Another time then,’ she answered cheerfully. She gave me a fleet Continental buss on each cheek before departing.


      Now I offered to send a hard copy of the order to her chambers in London, but she said an e-mail would suffice. She asked about next moves in the investigation.


      “He won’t like it,” Esma answered, when I explained that we’d want Ferko to show us Boldo’s grave in Barupra. “I told him that once he gave evidence, it would be the last he’d hear of this for quite some time. Returning to Barupra will be traumatic for him.”


      “His testimony isn’t worth much, Esma, if we can’t corroborate it.”


      “I shall have to persuade him,” she answered. “Please stay in touch about the schedule.” She was about to hang up, when she added lightly, “And when will the winds blow you to London or New York, Bill? I have not forgotten that you owe me dinner.”


      With that, she rung off, leaving me staring at the handset. Having been single for going on five years, I was no longer completely blind to the signals if a woman was available and interested. But I was still reluctant to believe it of Esma. With her exotic looks and high style, she was well outside my range, more the kind of glamorous companion customarily seen on the arm of a billionaire or a senator, men of standing who had enough self-respect to pass on thirty-year-olds. The truth was that with her imposing self-assurance, Esma somehow seemed like too much for me. Cradling the receiver, I was actually a bit sheepish, because when I recalled the professional issues that were a barrier between us, I realized I felt relief.


    

  




  

    

      

        5.


        Settling In—March 11–April 8


      


      I spent the next couple of days reading about the raid nearly eleven years earlier, on April 10, 2004, in which US forces under NATO command had failed to capture Laza Kajevic. By early 2004, the American troops were in their last days in Bosnia, because President Bush needed more boots in Iraq. In fact, the NATO Supreme Allied Commander, General Layton Merriwell, who had gone on to become a figure of some note, if not for reasons he would have chosen, had already been appointed to lead the coalition forces in Baghdad and was on the verge of departure from Europe.


      As for Kajevic, he was universally regarded these days as the motive force of the Bosnian carnage. In line with his epic self-conception, he presented a somewhat majestic figure, large and imposing, with a virtual monument of black hair, distinguished by a wide skunk stripe that might have been the work of a hairdresser. The coiffure swept across his forehead down to eye level, in the fashion of an old-time rock ’n’ roller, and was the subject of frequent comment since it remained utterly undisturbed no matter how vehemently he delivered his race-baiting speeches.


      In 1992, Kajevic had stood before the Bosnian parliament and basically threatened genocide of Bosnian Muslims if Bosnia voted for independence from Yugoslavia, as it ultimately did. For the next three years, Kajevic did his utmost to make good on his dark promise. The Yugoslav National Army and the Serb paramilitaries, allied with roving gangs of thugs, shelled and shot, raped and burned, and laid mines in all areas not populated by Serbs. Ultimately, in Srebrenica, eight thousand captured Muslim men and boys were summarily executed on Kajevic’s orders. After Dayton, in 1996, he was charged at the Yugoslav Tribunal. He’d been on the run ever since, becoming the most wanted man in Europe.


      In late March 2004, US Army Intelligence received word that Kajevic and his band of two dozen bodyguards had taken refuge in a shattered portion of Doboj, which by virtue of ethnic cleansing had become a Serb enclave near Tuzla. He was more or less hiding under the Americans’ noses.


      According to the accounts I read, Kajevic was supported by a secret network throughout Serbia and Bosnia that operated like the Ku Klux Klan in the US decades ago. He was guarded by ex–Arkan Tigers, the most reviled and feared of the Chetnik paramilitaries. In order to provide for Kajevic, the Tigers had evolved into a crime gang that smuggled gasoline and drugs and sex slaves, and also, reputedly, carried out paid assassinations for Russian mobsters.


      For General Layton Merriwell, the capture of Kajevic would have been the ultimate emblem of the success of NATO’s peacemaking efforts in Bosnia. The operation was planned carefully, and the remaining Special Forces troops in country—who had spearheaded the apprehension of many fugitives—were summoned.


      On April 10, a perimeter force surrounded the abandoned tenement where Kajevic was said to be hiding, while two squads entered the ground floor from different doors. They were inside for no more than a few seconds when at least two rocket-propelled grenades, fired from above, lit up the building. Snipers waiting on adjoining rooftops fired on the Special Forces soldiers as they fled.


      The Serbian ambush left four American troops dead and eight others wounded. Never actually sighted, Kajevic and his Arkan bodyguards were presumed to have escaped in one of two stolen US Army trucks seen speeding from the scene.


      These deaths, the only US combat fatalities in more than eight years in Bosnia, made a sour end to Merriwell’s time there, and front-page news at home. In perhaps the most famous quote about the episode, an American NCO snarled into a network camera, “We didn’t come here to die for these [bleep]ing people.”


      After three days, I’d read every article and blog post I could find online concerning Kajevic’s escape, and I’d also enlisted the aid of the Court’s research librarians. There was no mention of ‘Roma’ or ‘Gypsies’ or ‘Barupra’ in anything written about the firefight.


      

        


      


      On Tuesday the following week, Goos came into my office with a piece of paper. I had taken over Olivier’s space a few days before, although I was still getting accustomed to its barren feel. The furnishing was spare—a round-nose pedestal computer console of blond wood adhered to a bank of white laminate cabinetry. The Dutch, as it turned out, frowned on personal displays in public space, and the off-white walls held nothing but a colored map of Sierra Leone that Olivier had taped up by its corners, and which I left, as a low-rent rebellion against monotony. It was a far cry from the Wall of Respect I had at DeWitt Royster, with the photos of three different presidents shaking my hand, the courtroom sketches of my most famous trials, and various important documents—diplomas, bar admissions, and my US Attorney’s Letters Patent—in expensive leather frames.


      “A sheila I know over at the Yugoslav,” Goos said, meaning a woman, “defense lawyer, says she and her husband might have a room to let for a couple of months.” In idle hours, I’d been looking at apartments online, but most required a multiyear lease. A short-term rental would let me escape the monk’s cell I was confined in while I got a feel for The Hague, before making a longer commitment.


      After work, Goos accompanied me on the Sprinter back to the center of town. Following a short walk, we found the building, its entry jammed with bikes locked to the radiator.


      The two-story flat was tidy and dustless, sparely furnished with older modern pieces that looked as if they might have been inherited. My potential landlady was named Narawanda Logan, Indonesian by heritage but a resident of The Hague most of her life. She was tiny and narrow as a bird, with raven bangs and large eyeglasses, round black frames that seemed to cover half of her face. Based on the dates when she said she’d done a graduate law degree at NYU, I figured her for her late thirties, although she had the kind of dainty looks that could lead her to be mistaken for someone much younger.


      Her husband, Lew, was an American whom she’d met in grad school. Recently, the international aid organization he worked for had posted him to Manhattan for temporary duties promised to last no more than six months. But the dizzy rents in New York were stretching the Logans’ finances and they’d decided to let an empty bedroom. The room was upstairs and small by US standards, albeit spacious compared to my hotel. It had the large windows that are typical of the Dutch in their quest for light, and its own tiny powder room, which had been carved out of a closet years ago as an accommodation for an elderly relative.


      Mrs. Logan said she woke early and returned late, and that use of the kitchen would be largely mine because she never cooked. The relative privacy of the entire arrangement was instantly appealing. Beyond all that, the location was choice, only a couple blocks off Frederikstraat, ‘the Fred,’ with its fancy shops and nice cafés. Knowing myself, I realized that if I couldn’t just stumble out the door to find diversion, I’d never leave the apartment.


      Goos had told me the rent—€550 a month—was a bargain—and I said yes at once and moved in the next evening.


      

        


      


      On Monday, March 23, word came that the Bosnians had reaffirmed the referral of the investigation to the ICC. After eleven years, less one month, a criminal inquiry into the massacre at Barupra could begin.


      I was not surprised that Roger, who knew all, called me late in the day.


      “So I read you won your hearing.”


      “It’s a little hard to claim victory, Rog, where there’s no one on the other side.”


      “Whatever. Now that you’re investigating, how would you like to come to DC to have a conversation with Layton Merriwell?”


      “General Merriwell?”


      “He’s willing to talk to you one-on-one.”


      “About the case?”


      “No, about raising dwarf ponies. Of course about your case. He’s also been reading about it.” The Court’s order had produced the first publicity in the US about Barupra, a small article in the back pages of the New York Times. The paper had mentioned that the massacre had occurred in an area under US Army control. I could understand why that would have caught the attention of the NATO supreme commander at the time. “The general wants you to hear his point of view,” Rog said. “Tell you what he knows. Which is next to nothing.”


      I nearly asked Roger what was in this for General Merriwell, but that was peering straight into the mouth of the gift horse. Instead, after hanging up, I sat at my desk trying to answer the question on my own. I didn’t doubt that Roger was my friend—he had flown fourteen hours to get to the funeral of my mother, who had cooked him countless meals during law school, and he was far more attentive to me than almost anyone else had been after I decided to leave Ellen. Yet he subscribed, like many guys, probably including me, to a view of friendship that barred no holds in competition. On the squash court, Roger had virtually maimed me through the years, running me over, driving the squash ball into my ass at 80 mph, and—usually when he was behind—swinging wide enough to strike me with his racket. All in the game, he’d say.


      So I tried to fathom the game now. Roger was a public servant of the United States. Accordingly, whatever Layton Merriwell had to say was going to serve American interests, which, naturally, were in absolving US military forces.


      I walked down the hall to Goos.


      “Fair suck of the sav,” said Goos, which I took it meant he was as surprised as I about Merriwell. Goos’s English had basically been preserved in amber and was spoken as if he were still nineteen, the age when he left Australia.


      The ICC’s protocols called for the prosecution of leaders rather than grunts who would claim they were just following orders. Therefore, if several hundred Roma had been massacred by American troops, General Merriwell would be our top target. Accordingly, his offer to speak to me contradicted what any good criminal lawyer—including me—would have told him, namely, Keep your mouth shut. The penitentiaries were full of guys who’d boosted their proclaimed innocence with lies that led them to the slammer.


      “We can’t say no,” said Goos. In an investigation in which US law barred any cooperation from the American military, it would be impossible to refuse even one self-serving interview. “But,” he added, “this is going to make the old man very, very nervous.”


      He was referring to Badu. The prosecutor, as well as the president of the Court—a judge who served as the chief executive—were chosen by the member countries, which meant Badu was best off avoiding controversies that might inflame any faction. The Pre-Trial Chamber’s order in my “Situation” had authorized the investigation to proceed only within the “territorial scope” of the OTP application, which naturally made no mention of the US. In fact, given the Service-Members’ Act, conducting an ICC investigation on US soil was probably illegal.


      I called back Roger to make these points, but within twenty-four hours he had proposed that Merriwell and I meet in a conference room in the BiH Embassy in DC, which under international law was sovereign Bosnian territory. The Bosnians, like many others, revered Merriwell and would never deny him so simple a request.


      With that, I scheduled a meeting with Badu and Akemi in hopes of gaining their approval. We sat in Badu’s corner office at a white conference table beside a wall of floor-length windows. Badu was at the head, while Akemi placed herself in the corner, with a legal pad. With her dark face always seemingly engraved by worry, Akemi was at the Court, with her door open, no matter how early I arrived or how late I left, usually scribbling like mad on the stacks of documents in front of her. Although she was my supervisor, my conversations with her were rare, since she was frugal with words and difficult to understand anyway. She spoke that Japanese version of English, cultivated at their universities, which is largely a dialect unto itself. Although Akemi’s office was only two doors down, I had taken to e-mailing her about virtually everything.


      Badu was equally inscrutable for far different reasons. He was a large, amiable man, past seventy, hefty and bald, and a renowned authority on international law. He spoke beautiful, musical English and was composed and charming in his aloof way, clearly fit for the ceremonial aspect of his job, in which he received the diplomatic representatives of various nations. But beyond amiable chatter, virtually everything he said seemed to miss the point. He was the master of the grave nod or understanding chuckle, both of which he applied at deft intervals when his subordinates spoke. But he rarely responded directly to questions or suggestions. When I explained the possibility of seeing Merriwell, Badu kept repeating, “Very unusual, very unusual,” and then added his light laugh, without offering more.


      It was widely assumed around the Court that most critical decisions within the OTP were actually made by Akemi. As an example, I was told that it was she who had finally pushed through the encrusted layers of resistance to investigating Barupra. But she was reluctant about me interviewing Merriwell. She agreed that a conversation with the general in the Bosnian Embassy was technically lawful, but she said the Court, whose expenses were annually audited by the UN, could never pay for an investigatory trip to the US.


      Ordinarily, that would have been definitive. But for weeks, my ex–law partners had been nagging me to return to the Tri-Cities to discuss a criminal price-fixing investigation of Kindle County’s oil refiners, who for decades had charged the highest prices in the country. It took a few days, but my former clients confirmed that they would be only too happy to pay for the best seat on the plane. When I explained I could make the trip with no expense to the Court, Akemi had no way to refuse permission.


      So I prepared to head home. There was also family business waiting for me. Not long after I’d announced my plans to move to The Hague, my younger son, Pete, and his girlfriend, Brandi, had come to tell me they were engaged. Ellen and I had tried to schedule a celebratory dinner with Brandi’s parents, but the Rosenbergs were still wintering in Florida when I left. Now I called my ex to see if we could make arrangements for Saturday night, April 11, which worked out. Roger, in the meantime, said Merriwell could see me at 3 p.m. on April 10, a couple of hours after I landed at Dulles.


      The last step was to ask Esma to notify Ferko that we would need to see him in Barupra, where I would head from the US. She had called me a number of times in the interval, ostensibly to see what we had heard from the Bosnians. Because of the time difference with New York, we ended up connecting at the end of her court day, which was late at night in The Hague. Once we’d dealt with business, Esma inevitably prolonged the conversations with questions about my kids or stories about herself.


      I especially enjoyed her anecdotes about growing up with four sibs in a motor home. She described her father as a con who preyed on the elderly, and a brute who beat his wife and children. Her revenge was to go to school wherever they camped. Because it was forbidden for Roma girls to associate with gadjos after puberty, her father had her expelled from the Gypsy nation when she went to university. She claimed not to have cared.


      Interesting as Esma was, the perils with her remained obvious and I found myself trying to limit our phone calls to five minutes. This time I resorted to e-mail, but my cell rang moments later.


      “Ferko will show you the grave, but he requires me to be there to accompany him,” she said.


      It hadn’t dawned on me that she would make the trip, and my heart squirmed around for a second.


      “There’s really no need,” I said, even though I realized she had every right to be there, if that’s what Ferko preferred.


      “Bill,” she said, “I doubt you will see Ferko without my help. And he struggles with Serbo-Croatian. I can translate from Romany.”


      I accepted her decision and took a second to explain that I’d be arriving from the US. In response to her usual curiosity, I outlined my plans.


      “You and your ex-wife are comfortable at the same table?”


      “Completely. Now that we’re no longer responsible for one another’s happiness, we get along swimmingly. I’m actually going to stay Saturday night with Ellen and her husband.”


      “Dear me,” said Esma, which, truth told, reflected some of my own ambivalence about that detail. “You can tell me more in Tuzla. I shall see you Thursday week. The Blue Lamp?” Goos had already said the hotel was by a considerable margin the best choice in Tuzla.


      After ringing off, I sat in my new office, drilled by a hard truth that broke through often in the wake of my conversations with Esma: I was lonely. Worse, approaching fifty-five, I remained unsettled in fundamental ways. I still approved of my choices in the last few months, but I’d made a large wager with my future—and my sense of who I was. Sitting there, I felt the cold void I’d stumble into if things didn’t turn out well.


    

  




  

    

      

        6.


        Merriwell—April 10


      


      The Embassy of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina occupied a flat-faced futurist building near Twenty-First and E Street NW, not far from the US State Department. The neighborhood, Foggy Bottom, was a quieter part of town where the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century buildings now housed embassies and museums and hotels, as well as upscale residences, along the leafy streets.


      I arrived near 3 p.m., wheeling my luggage with me because I had come straight from Dulles. Inside, grim-faced Bosnian security police treated me—like every other visitor, I’m sure—as a potential terrorist. After I passed through the metal detector, my luggage was impounded and my briefcase was searched. Without apology, my cell phone and tablet were removed for the duration of the visit, along with two pens. Roger had phoned last night to tell me that I couldn’t take notes during the meeting.


      Over the years, my job as a lawyer had led me into confrontations with lots of supposedly important people—the Catholic archbishop in Kindle County, countless CEOs, the Senate Judiciary Committee that grilled me about my appointment as US Attorney. Yet minutes away from my interview, I found myself unusually nervous.


      General Layton Merriwell had achieved that distinctive public profile lately referred to as ‘iconic.’ He was arguably the most decorated soldier of his day, and had been briefly—but seriously—promoted as a candidate for president of the United States. All that said, his notoriety had increased substantially when he joined the long march of American males of great power and achievement who wandered dick-first into disgrace.


      When I was growing up, the popular image of a successful Army officer was Patton, someone who supposedly had balls the size of eggplants, who addressed God by first name, and who could inspire his troops to latitudes of courage they had never foreseen in themselves. Personally, I had virtually no firsthand experience with the US military, since I was of that social class which, in my time, didn’t get involved in defending their country, much like the five-hundred-plus members of Congress who had voted to authorize the invasion of Iraq and then as a group sent a single child to fight there when the war started. But over time, I’d developed the clear impression that the men and women who rose to the top in our armed services were far more nuanced figures than Patton.


      Certainly that appeared to be the case with Layton Merriwell. He represented the fourth generation of his family to attend West Point, and he had graduated number two in his class before training further as an infantry officer and parachutist. Over the years, Merriwell had moved back and forth between the Pentagon, the field, and academic assignments, teaching Tactics at the Army War College and also spending semesters at MIT, where he was completing a doctorate in Game Theory.


      His strategic views were not complex and had been often quoted: “Fight only when absolutely necessary, and then with overwhelming force.” His battlefield record was glorious: Grenada, Panama, Haiti. During Desert Storm, he was chief of staff to General Schwarzkopf, planning the hundred-hour ground operation that followed our unrelenting air assault.


      All of that had led him to the Balkans, where he was the first commander of the US forces in the NATO Stabilization Force in Bosnia. He was reassigned after the peacekeeping mission was well established, but returned as supreme commander of NATO forces during the bombing of the Serbs in Kosovo and the ensuing pacification of that country and Bosnia. Finally, in 2004, on the recommendation of his friend Colin Powell, he was dispatched to lead the Central Command in Iraq. He had some success in neutralizing Al Qaeda, only to confront the Sadrite insurgency. After eighteen months he asked to be relieved, reportedly convinced that there was no near-term prospect of a democratic Iraq. Instead, he supposedly recommended to the president that we double our force to fully subdue and disarm the many malcontents, much as in Bosnia, and then withdraw.


      Once he was back in the US, Merriwell took leave to finish his doctorate, while reports of his misgivings about the war circulated widely. Early in 2007, several prominent Democrats floated his name as a presidential candidate for the 2008 election, until Merriwell announced he would not leave the service. Three years later, in 2010, President Obama nominated Layton Merriwell to become the next chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


      Within forty-eight hours of that announcement, both the Washington Post and the New York Times published front-page accounts, probably based on leaks from Bushites eager to get even, of Merriwell’s long affair with his aide-de-camp at NATO. When the relationship started, Captain Jamie St. John, who was half the general’s age, was unmarried, a gifted West Point graduate, and the daughter of one of Merriwell’s academy classmates. Whatever this young woman had offered Merriwell proved to be something he was unwilling to forsake. He brought her with him to Iraq, but there the relationship foundered. She requested a transfer, which he’d tried unsuccessfully to block, while he continued to e-mail her, his messages growing more and more abject and profane. Finally, after her engagement to a fellow officer much closer to her age, he had sent a series of ridiculous threats—most composed late at night and admittedly under the influence of far too much alcohol—claiming he would end her Army career unless she returned to him.


      Both the affair and the turbulent aftermath had been over for roughly four years by the time it became news; in the interval, Merriwell had apologized to now Major St. John in writing several times. Nevertheless, he resigned from the service the week the story broke, while his wife of forty years tossed him out of their house in McLean and his two daughters publicly spurned him. He was now the CEO of Distance Communications, a hi-tech manufacturer of the electronic components for various weapons systems, part of that immense gray world of military contracting where billions were made and little was publicly known.


      Merriwell’s downfall had come as I was in the waning days of my marriage, and it fascinated me more than those of Bill Clinton or Sol Wachtler or Eliot Spitzer or the hundreds of other men of standing who’d been shamed this way in recent decades. The common understanding of all of them was that they were idiots who proved yet again that a male is just a human being chained to a maniac. But to me there was a deeper enigma: Why had each of these men found desire more powerful than their attachment to everything else in life they had struggled so long to attain? As a group, their behavior said, in substance, something that reverberated with me: With everything gained, huge success was still not enough. Something essential remained missing. Perhaps all humans feel like this and men of power simply have the means to follow the siren’s call. Or perhaps this phenomenon reflected the fact that the drive of big power guys was the result of a permanent lack of contentment.


      Each case probably had its own answers, including that for many of these men the only thing new was that they had gotten caught. But the profiles of Merriwell included countless testimonials from friends who insisted that these events almost certainly had no precedent. And yet in his last desperate messages to Major St. John, Merriwell had promised to abandon his wife and to leave his Army career behind. Merriwell’s story was ultimately most striking to me, not because he felt such intense longing for something missing in his life but rather because he seemed to think he had found it.


      

        


      


      When I approached the conference room, through the glass panel in the door I saw Layton Merriwell waiting. He was impeccable but abstracted, a man very much alone at that moment, as he looked off with his legs crossed, one glossy Oxford jiggling idly beneath the knife-edge crease in his trousers. As I entered, he came to his feet and offered his hand. He was a bit smaller and slighter than he looked on TV, with sharp features and trim gray hair, still long enough to comb over. For a person of his age—sixty-eight, according to the net—his cheeks were unusually rosy, probably a remnant of drinking. His hands, pale and perhaps even manicured, seemed unexpectedly refined for a soldier.


      Still standing, we talked a little bit about Roger. General Merriwell told me they had served in the same places several times, and we exchanged a couple of light remarks about Roger’s intense nature. Merriwell made me laugh out loud by briefly imitating the way Roger screwed up his whole face when he was bearing down on things. Then the general gestured to a chair. We sat on the same side of the long conference table.


      “So what can I tell you, Mr. Ten Boom?” He smiled a bit, understanding the ambiguity of his remark.


      “Many things, I’m sure, General, but first we need to get through some preliminaries.”


      “You’re going to tell me that I have the right to have a lawyer present?”


      “I was and you do.”


      “As you would expect, Mr. Ten Boom, my attorneys have already told me not to talk to you.” Merriwell by now had plenty of experience with lawyers, since the revelation of his affair had led to both a congressional investigation and a brief grand jury probe that went nowhere because the alleged victim insisted she had never taken any of his threats seriously. I already recognized that his preconditions—that he would meet only alone, off the record and without notes—reflected a lawyer’s advice, since those in effect inoculated him from any subsequent use of his words against him.


      “We both know that I don’t face much practical peril here, Mr. Ten Boom. If the ICC ever tried to charge me, our government would do whatever was required to save me.”


      “Ah yes.” I smiled. “The Hague Invasion Act.”


      General Merriwell smiled, too, but without parting his lips. We were facing each other in two adjoining high-back executive chairs upholstered with uncommonly rich blue leather. There were eighteen of them surrounding the beech table, its pinkish undertone revealed in the late April light entering through the large windows. The paneling was also beech, and the room was double height, three baubled chandeliers suspended over the table. At the far end, the blue flag of Bosnia and Herzegovina, with its yellow wedge and white stars, as well as the Stars and Stripes, stood on staffs on either side of the obsidian face of a large-screen TV that presumably served for occasional diplomatic teleconferences, as well as viewing satellite broadcasts of the soccer leagues back home.


      “You know, Mr. Ten Boom, I don’t want to start out on the wrong foot, but what you are doing here is exactly what the armed forces feared about the International Criminal Court. The other countries negotiating the ICC treaty refused to exempt peacekeeping troops, like the ones we had in the Balkans, from prosecution.”


      Given his NATO role at the time, Merriwell obviously was speaking with firsthand knowledge.


      “General, how can you give anyone immunity for committing crimes against humanity? The British and the French and the Germans all had peacekeeping troops in Bosnia, and they joined the ICC.”


      “The British and the French and the Germans are not the same targets our country is, Mr. Ten Boom. And those governments agreed in Dayton that our troops could only be prosecuted by us under American law. Apparently the ICC doesn’t regard itself as bound by that stipulation.”


      “The Court never signed that agreement, General. But you’re raising a very good point.” The compliment caught him off guard and he raised a faint eyebrow. “Do you know,” I asked, “if the Army has done any investigation of this alleged massacre?”


      Merriwell lingered before answering.


      “Not while I was in the service. Since then, I wouldn’t know. But no one would share the results with you anyway, Mr. Ten Boom.”


      “That’s not really why I’m asking. The way the ICC works, the Court is authorized to investigate crimes only when the nations involved can’t or won’t do that. As you just pointed out, the US Army always retains the power to prosecute its soldiers. So a thorough inquiry by the Judge Advocate General’s Corps and a public report of the findings would have prevented the ICC from going anywhere near this case. I don’t understand why that hasn’t happened.”


      “Mr. Ten Boom, the US military is not about to let any international body tell them to investigate our troops when there’s no basis to do so. Or to reveal its findings when there is. It’s hard enough to persuade the American people to allow our military to intervene overseas, without having to tell parents that their sons and daughters will be subject to the moralizing whims of a court thousands of miles from home with procedures nothing like our own.”


      “It’s the same justice everywhere, General. Sealing four hundred men, women, and children in a coal mine without any provocation is a crime in any land, and I doubt you truly view the prosecution of an atrocity like that as ‘moralizing.’”


      Despite the jousting, our tone was pleasant, even amused, with occasional quick smiles that were only a little bit short of winking. We both knew the arguments. It was probably not a surprise that a military man and a trial lawyer each relished this kind of back-and-forth as a way to get acquainted. But my last challenge to Merriwell brought a more somber look.


      “I certainly do not, Mr. Ten Boom. I was newly commissioned during the revelations of the My Lai massacre in Vietnam, and they’ve always stayed with me. War is hell. And hellish things happen. Although there is an industry of those who don’t like to mention it, soldiers in combat are desperately scared and fighting for their lives, and that does not always bring out the best in human beings. But there is no excuse for murdering four hundred unarmed human beings. If that were what happened. But it is not.”


      The general lowered his chin just a bit to deliver a flinty look. The persistent intensity of his gray eyes, which I’d noticed since starting, was redoubled. We were now down to business.


      “And on what basis, General, do you feel such confidence?”


      “In the last week, I’ve spoken to every senior officer I had in Bosnia at the time. To a person, they told me there was not a scintilla of truth to this charge.”


      “I’m sure if you were I, General, you’d say you would rather speak to those officers yourself.”


      “If I were you, Mr. Ten Boom, I’d think I was doing very well having a word with the top commander, especially when US law prohibits it.”


      I was silent, basically conceding the point. Nevertheless, he’d reinforced my long-running curiosity about why he was here.


      “Let me be obnoxious and lawyerly, General. Are you saying that you know nothing about a massacre in Barupra, based either on anything you witnessed or were told?”


      “That’s exactly what I am saying. This is a fabrication.”


      “And what part is made up—that a massacre occurred or that American forces had anything to do with it?”


      “Certainly the latter. But if I understand the allegations, a truck convoy and a couple dozen troops moved through an area under our control, then blew up a coal mine and annihilated four hundred people in the process. Unless I was a complete failure as a commander, that could not have happened without an American soldier noticing something and reporting it up the chain.”


      Whatever it is that people believe about one another within the first instants of meeting can prove unwarranted—just ask anyone who’s been on a second date—but I liked General Merriwell, mostly because he radiated discipline in the face of the truth. His bearing said that he was neither self-deceived nor willing to lie about what he knew.


      “General, it’s beyond dispute that the entire population of that village disappeared overnight in April 2004.”


      “This wouldn’t be the first time that Gypsies have acted like Gypsies, Mr. Ten Boom, and moved on.”


      “I thought you were just saying that four hundred people couldn’t march through the circle of several US camps without our troops knowing and reporting something?”


      “I was talking about a foreign military operation and an explosion, Mr. Ten Boom. Large movements among the civilian population, on the other hand, were common. In Bosnia in 2004, there was little work and dramatic shortages of food. People were out foraging for edibles or coal, collecting scrap iron, hunting. Not to mention thousands of refugees still returning home. A few hundred people going down the road might not have attracted much attention.”


      “But, General, the people in Barupra lacked the physical means to go anywhere, other than on foot. Those Roma were living under plastic sheeting for the most part.”


      “My memory, Mr. Ten Boom, is that a few of those Gypsies were known car thieves.”


      “To move four hundred people, General, you’d have to steal dozens and dozens of vehicles, which would create big issues with the Bosnian police. Not to mention the fact that there is not one report of anyone in the world seeing or hearing from those people since that night eleven years ago.”


      Merriwell sat back to study me. I took his silence, like mine a second ago, as a concession that I had the better arguments on this point.


      “And finally, sir,” I said, “all these alternate theories fly in the face of something neither of us has mentioned yet: I have a witness, General, a man who lived in Barupra, who says that everyone there was sealed in that cave.”


      “I realize that.”


      “Have you read his testimony?”


      “As it happens, I have. Roger sent it to me.” At the Court, I had heard nothing about any requests for a transcript, which meant Roger’s agency had copied the broadcast from the Internet. No surprise. Roger had been clear from the start that they were monitoring the case.


      “Frankly, Mr. Ten Boom, I couldn’t comprehend why you were not on your feet screaming for the life of Jesus about what that witch of a judge was doing. There were only a handful of US airmen ever on the ground in Bosnia and they’d been gone for years.”


      I explained that I thought Judge Gautam’s game had been to discredit me, more than the US. That was not, of course, something I cared to hear repeated, but I wanted to let my pants down a little with the general, in hopes that he might do the same. From his intent look, I took it that my reasoning made sense to him as a game theorist.


      “But leaving the judge aside, General, are you telling me you weren’t impressed with the witness’s testimony?”


      “You’ll forgive my lapse in political correctness, but I’ll share a lesson I’ve learned around the world: Gypsies lie, Mr. Ten Boom. It is not really lying to them. They have no written history. Instead, the past is constantly recreated to fit each moment’s needs. Furthermore, when they are dealing with us, it’s self-protective. Lying keeps the majority world at arm’s length.”


      “I won’t quarrel with you on social anthropology, General. That’s not my field. I’m going to Barupra next week, but thus far this man seems very well corroborated.” I took some time to describe the photos and affidavits and seismic reports Esma had gathered originally. “That evidence, General, supports the claim of a massacre. And as you acknowledged before, it is very hard to believe that an explosion or a paramilitary operation could have occurred without American soldiers knowing. And inasmuch as no US troops reported anything to superiors, one reason might be because they were involved.”


      I had realized as soon as Merriwell conceded that someone under his command would have to have known about Barupra that he had demonstrated why his lawyers told him not to speak to me. Some arguments, as they say in the courtroom, prove too much and end up serving the other side.


      Turning the general’s point against him set him back. He stood to reach a silver carafe in the middle of the table. He poured water for both of us and adjusted each trouser leg before resuming his seat.


      “How much do you know about the war in the Balkans, Mr. Ten Boom?”


      I told him the truth, that my recent reading had left me astonished about how little I’d absorbed at the time.


      “You were hardly the only one who failed to appreciate events,” the general answered. “Our allies in Europe initially viewed the fighting in Bosnia as no more than the continuation of ethnic rivalries that had been going on since the fourteenth century, when the Ottomans first entered this region. But what the Serbs were inflicting on the Muslims in Bosnia was nothing less than genocide, as intentional as the Nazis’ effort to exterminate the Jews, and, although blessedly of a much smaller scope, even more savage. Twenty thousand Bosnian women were sexually assaulted, many of them in rape camps aimed at impregnating them with Serbian children. In the rest of the five hundred concentration camps the Serbs operated—ten times as many as the Croats and Muslims combined—the inmates were systematically starved and worked to death. Not to mention the hundreds of mass executions that were carried out.


      “All of that, Mr. Ten Boom, was happening less than six hundred miles from Dachau, on the same continent and in the same century, despite all our vows of ‘Never again.’ But horrible as that was, as slow as we were to see what was happening—despite the repeated alarms raised by your friend Roger, by the way, among a few others—the United States of America finally saw the truth, responded, and put a halt to the atrocities. Bosnia was the first actual military operation NATO ever engaged in. And it was a stunning success.


      “We separated three warring ethnic groups. And, as important, we removed the means for them to start killing one another again. At the time Yugoslavia shattered, Marshal Tito had built the third largest army in Europe. We seized eight hundred fifty thousand weapons, most from paramilitaries and jihadists and vigilantes who were quite unhappy to surrender them, and we did it without fatalities. We also arrested twenty-nine war criminals, most of them Serbian but also a few Croats and Bosniaks and Kosovars wanted in The Hague.


      “I look back with only two regrets. The biggest occurred on 9/11 when it was suddenly clear that we should have done far, far more to ballyhoo our salvation of the Bosniaks and Albanians throughout the Muslim world.


      “Nevertheless, for those, like me, whose lives are dedicated to the belief that military force is also an instrument of peace, our role in the Balkans is a supreme moment.”


      Merriwell had spoken with slow-fused passion. I’d listened without questions, both to be polite and also because I was certain I would get his point sooner or later.


      “General, you’re not the kind of guy who needs a pat on the back, and least of all from me. So I wish I knew what you were trying to suggest.”


      “I’m trying to give you a sense of the stakes involved in your investigation, Mr. Ten Boom.”


      “Four hundred deaths gave me a sense of the stakes a while ago, General. And I know you’re not suggesting that because thousands of lives were saved, a few hundred murdered Gypsies don’t matter.”


      “I surely am not. But there are consequences to your investigation, especially if these allegations gain more attention, which I hope you’ll bear in mind. Even a false accusation of this nature fortifies those who say we should save our tax money and stay home and let the world take care of itself. And that gratifies the many around the globe—the Russians, the Chinese, the Venezuelans, ISIS, Iran, and all the extremists of many stripes—who are very happy when we don’t project our power abroad.”


      “I can tell you right now, General, I hope that thought never enters my mind.”


      Merriwell recoiled visibly.


      “My job in The Hague, General, is the same as it was fifteen years ago in Kindle County: Investigate crimes and prosecute when the evidence is strong and the violations of the law are serious. I indicted our Catholic archbishop for looting church coffers to support a child he’d fathered.”


      “I recall the case,” said Merriwell.


      “Before we brought the charges, a papal envoy showed up in Kindle County to tell me that my actions would cause thousands of people to lose their faith. And I’ll say to you what I said to him: ‘The last thing you want me doing is your job.’ He was in charge of ministering to the faithful, and folks like Roger and you can worry about American foreign and military policy. I’m just a glorified Joe Friday.”


      The comparison brought a small smile and a brief toss of Merriwell’s head in disagreement. We’d reached another caesura. He allowed himself a moment of distraction with his handheld. I asked if he needed a longer break, but he was ready to go on, except for a second glass of water.


      “General, you said you had two major regrets. I assume the other was failing to capture Laza Kajevic?”


      Just the mention of Kajevic caused Merriwell to wince. It was the most emphatic emotion he’d shown.


      “The man was a monster,” Merriwell said. “Given the opportunity, he would have slaughtered as many as Stalin and Hitler and Pol Pot. He was never a political leader—just a sadistic thug with a dormant conscience and an ego that could dwarf Jupiter.”


      “I’m sure you were horrified by the casualties in Doboj, when you tried to capture him.”


      “The hardest part of being a battlefield commander, Mr. Ten Boom, is always the loss of life, especially your own soldiers. We spent eight years in Bosnia without a combat fatality. To see four soldiers die and eight others wounded, three quite seriously, while a malignancy like Kajevic went free made for one of the saddest moments in my career.”


      “And how was it that he got the drop on your forces? I assume there was an intelligence failure.”


      “‘Failure’ is too strong. Even diligent efforts in that arena don’t always succeed. As was reported at that time, we badly underestimated how well armed they would be. We’d missed Kajevic only a month before, and in order to escape in disguise, they had abandoned almost all their weapons.”


      “But they also seem to have known exactly when you were coming.”


      “So it appears.”


      “And how did they get that information?”


      “If I knew, Mr. Ten Boom, I would not be at liberty to tell you. I can assure you, however, that we didn’t repeat prior mistakes.” In my reading, I’d been astonished by reports that the French had sabotaged a number of earlier efforts to capture Kajevic, believing that would push the Serbs toward the Russians. “The operational details of our plan to arrest Kajevic in Doboj were probably the most closely guarded secret of my time at Mons,” he said, referring to the city in Belgium where Allied Command Operations was located. The French, in other words, had been frozen out.


      “Then what’s your best guess about how Kajevic knew?”


      “Conjecture only? Something happened on the ground that betrayed our plan. We tried to respect the local Bosnian authorities. There were Muslim leaders who didn’t want Kajevic captured, for fear that it would set off the whole fracas again. And of course he had plants in every police force. All I can tell you, Mr. Ten Boom, is that we investigated the hell out of that question. There was not an American serving in Bosnia who wasn’t deeply upset by the casualties at Doboj.”


      “Upset enough to kill four hundred Roma?”


      Merriwell again drew back, the same skinny eyebrow elevated once more. I continued in the face of his silence.


      “There is a well-trod story around Tuzla that the massacre at Barupra was related to the failed capture of Kajevic.”


      Merriwell shook his head before he answered.


      “Again, Mr. Ten Boom, we are getting into intelligence information, which I am not free to disclose.”


      I was trolling here, but I had learned on cross-examination that one key to success was to continue at the same pace and with no change of expression. Merriwell’s last answer suggested there might be something to tell about the Roma’s role.


      “Well, in thinking very hard about this, General, and asking myself what the Roma might have done in connection with the Kajevic raid that would get them all killed, one clear possibility is that they assisted the Americans somehow.”


      Merriwell hesitated a second longer, making me surer I was onto something. In the end, he smiled broadly.


      “Let me see, Mr. Ten Boom. How many traps does that question artfully set? First, I’ve told you that I don’t believe there was a massacre. And I’ve also said that I can’t comment on intelligence.”


      “But if you were wrong about a massacre occurring, General, without asking you to disclose any classified specifics, would your first suspicion be of Kajevic and his followers?”


      He thought that through with his mouth knotted.


      “By character, of course. Killing hundreds in vengeance would be a trifle to him. But we looked intensively for Kajevic in the area around Tuzla throughout the last weeks of April in 2004, and it would seem foolhardy of him to return.”


      “Or spectacularly arrogant.”


      After a beat, Merriwell dipped his chin to acknowledge the point. I knew he could say no more, but his demeanor continued to suggest I was on the right track.


      Throughout the interview, I had not glanced at the single page of notes Roger had said I could bring. I reached into my vest pocket now to be sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.


      In trying to figure out why Roger had wanted to arrange this interview, I’d finally realized it offered one clear plus for the US. When the OTP filed the required public report with the Court at the end of our investigation, we could no longer say that the US military had completely stonewalled us. Yet if that was what they wanted, it made sense to press for more cooperation from the Army, and I did.


      “I’m not hopeful of that, Mr. Ten Boom.”


      “But if it’s as important as you say that there be no false insinuation of US involvement, then the only way Americans are going to be cleared is if we find other perpetrators or, failing that, if we get the evidence the Army possesses that would exonerate your troops.”


      “Isn’t it hard to prove a negative, Mr. Ten Boom?”


      “I’m not a military expert, but things like truck logs and duty rosters could shed a lot of light. If the military documents reflect no troop movements, that could be significant. But the fact that the Army isn’t even willing to say publicly that it’s examined all those records troubles me. It feels like they won’t look because they don’t want to see what’s there. And that means your troops will always be suspects.”


      Merriwell’s gray eyes, which had begun to remind me of two pencil points, fell to his lap as he calculated.


      “I hear you, Mr. Ten Boom, but we’re well past the time when such matters were within my control. Is there more?”


      He stood then and I followed. The general offered to walk out with me.


      It was cherry blossom time in DC and the city was a display of soft-focus beauty. At the Tidal Basin, the Japanese trees were a nimbus of pink. Even in this neighborhood some were in bloom, and their small pale petals decorated every breeze, a showy reminder, after our discussion of mayhem and force, of the delicate things that still enhance life.


      I was rolling my bag behind me, and the general asked whether I was headed for the airport. I explained that because I’d been unsure how long our meeting would take, I’d arranged to stay in DC overnight before heading to Kindle County early tomorrow.


      “And what are your plans this evening, if I may ask?”


      “I’m going to my hotel to write down as much as I can remember of our conversation, and then make a few calls to The Hague before I crash.”


      “I can offer you dinner, if you like. Get you on your way by nine. I have an early plane myself in the morning.”


      “That’s very kind,” I said.


      “Not really. I end up eating alone too often at the end of the day. Many friends meet me for lunch. But I’m not quite as welcome for dinner with the wives.” He gave a terse smile that was a little too pained to be fully humorous. “Besides, I like lawyers, Mr. Ten Boom.”


      “You don’t hear that said very often, General.”


      “My grandfather was the chief judge of the Military Court of Appeals. He was a very honorable man. Perhaps it’s his influence, but I’m engaged by the way lawyers think, in part because it is so different from the way a soldier views problems. You reason your way to core principles. We concern ourselves most with effects.


      “I guarantee,” he added, “that our interview ended when we walked out of the Bosnian Embassy, just as the law requires. And I assure you I don’t dine grandly enough to constitute a bribe.”


      I laughed. “No, General, the Roma advocate already paid for my dinner last month.”


      “Would that be Ms. Czarni? Is that her name? Then clearly you owe me the same opportunity. Although from what I’m told, I won’t be quite as compelling.”


      “She’s very attractive, if that’s what you mean, General. And very, very smart. And quite determined.” I experienced a familiar trill of feeling in speaking of Esma. “She’s a five-tool player, if you know that term.”


      He laughed out loud for the first time.


      “I do indeed. I love baseball. So we won’t be hard-pressed for conversation. We can talk about the prospects for this season. Any dietary restrictions?”


      “I only eat what’s dead. I draw the line at slaughter. Otherwise, I’m a lifelong member of the Clean Plate Club.”


      He smiled again and said, “Seven?” He gave me the address before walking off.


    

  




  

    

      

        7.


        Dining


      


      The general’s place was at the vast white Watergate complex, and he greeted me at the door to his sixth-floor apartment. Merriwell had removed his jacket but was still in his white shirt and his tie, with a half-consumed whiskey in his left hand.


      While Merriwell was hanging my suit jacket, I heard a clatter from the kitchen. My first thought was that he was living with someone, but then I remembered his remark about eating alone. A servant appeared in an instant, a small Asian man in a white coat, to offer a drink. The general introduced him as Paul and explained that the general’s older brother, a Marine officer, had gotten Paul out of Saigon as a young man.


      “He has four children now,” said Merriwell. “The youngest just graduated from Easton Law. That’s where you met Roger, isn’t it?” The general still had a fond hand on Paul’s shoulder. “We have a great country, Mr. Ten Boom,” he said.


      I held a native suspicion of American jingoism, but a month and a half away from the US had enhanced my appreciation for our country, and I experienced an emotional surge with the general’s remark. In this nation, we did a lot of very big things far better than anyone else.


      Paul returned with my drink, and a second for the general, then Merriwell showed me around the apartment. The decoration was sparse. The attractions were out the long windows. He had a fine view of the Potomac and the monuments. But the real treasury turned out to be his study. The room had a precise order I found intimidating, since I couldn’t keep a space as small as my briefcase that well organized. Merriwell had a collection of Army relics—the insignia of the units he’d served with and the ranks he’d passed through—and a wall of signed photos that made what I’d once been proud of in my office silly by comparison. Layton Merriwell had met virtually everyone in power in Washington in his time. He was pictured beside each president going back to Reagan, often with the incumbent secretary of defense and the leaders of the House and Senate Armed Services Committees. Colin Powell was in a number of pictures. All 8-by-10s, the photographs were arranged evenly on one wall from ceiling to floor, except for a blank spot in the lower right corner.


      “And who goes there?” I pointed. He opened his top drawer and removed an autographed picture of himself shaking with Alex Rodriguez, the Yankees star who was coming off a year’s suspension for using various performance-enhancing chemicals.


      “I’ve just reacquired this, Bill. Is ‘Bill’ all right now that we’re off duty?”


      “I answer more quickly to ‘Boom.’”


      “‘Merry,’” he said, tapping his shirt. I suspected his nickname had been awarded in the same spirit of adolescent irony as mine. Then again, he might have been far more cheerful years ago.


      He said, “It only took eighteen months of negotiations between the lawyers to get a few things from my study at home. You’ve been down this road, Roger tells me.”


      I instantly understood the true motive for my dinner invitation. Divorce after a long marriage is not an isolated phenomenon, but you join a minority for whom there are limited sympathizers.


      “At any rate, Paul’s just finished rearranging all the photographs so we can hang up Mr. Rodriguez tomorrow.”


      I laughed because I’d misunderstood. “I thought you’d just taken it down.”


      “Not at all. People who live in glass houses,” said the general. “I can’t imagine how many photos of me came off of walls in this city, Boom.”


      He forced up a game little smile and replaced the picture in the open drawer, but when he turned back his look was unfocused and he remained quiet for a second, staring at the blank spot on the wall. Unexpectedly, I felt full flush the magnitude of the general’s shame, far more poignantly than I had up until now. Layton Merriwell had been figuratively marched naked down Pennsylvania Avenue in front of a jeering throng. The major papers had been too decorous to publish most of his plaintive e-mails to his former mistress, but the lurid Internet sites that reveled in that sort of thing trotted out every word—angry, tormented, beseeching, and all too often, pornographic. He’d endured having all the teeming internal stuff most of us never share displayed to the entire world, knowing it would always come to mind with his name.


      I was saved from attempting a comforting remark, because Paul announced dinner. A bowl of crab soup was curling steam on the old mahogany table.


      The general proved to be a fine raconteur. As he’d promised, we talked about baseball. Merry had plenty of stories, insider stuff garnered from his relationships with a number of team owners and general managers. The anecdotes were funny, or more often inspirational, about the athletes who responded to their great success with unusual humility or generosity. Merriwell also possessed a remarkable memory for statistics. He had high hopes for the Yankees this year. Coming from Kindle County, a lifelong Trappers fan, I had no hope at all.


      When Paul removed the dinner plates, the general waved me back down the hall to his study, where he asked me to hold his scotch—the fourth, by my count—while he used a mahogany library stool to reach the top of a closed cabinet. He climbed down balancing two huge leather display cases with silver latches. He opened them both on his desk to reveal a remarkable collection of autographed baseballs. In every velvet-lined square compartment, the balls were turned precisely to reveal the signatures across their equators by the greats of the game going back to Napoleon Lajoie, who became a star near the end of the nineteenth century. He had signed balls from Honus Wagner, whose career statistics I’d known since I was a boy, as well as record-breaking hitters like Ty Cobb and Rogers Hornsby. Merriwell’s second case was devoted solely to Yankee stars of the last century—Ruth, Gehrig, DiMaggio, Mantle, Dickey, Reggie Jackson, Dave Winfield, Jeter, and A-Rod.


      I wowed for several seconds, while the general extracted a pair of white livery gloves from a drawer. He put on one and used it to remove the Gehrig ball. Merry offered me the other, and then the baseball. Struck with ALS, Lou Gehrig had declared himself “the luckiest man in the world” on the day he retired. He, clearly, was the kind of guy a soldier would admire.


      “I have been all over the world in temporary quarters,” Merriwell said, “where I had nothing besides my uniforms. So I was surprised how much I missed these things. Of course, I still don’t have what I wanted most.”


      “Which is?”


      “The photos of my children, which were in my study at home. Florence claims them, too.” He shook his head in wonder at the tidal wave of bitterness that now engulfed his life.


      I explained that Ellen and I had divorced in relative peace.


      “I went through enough, though,” I said, “to know that five years of divorce litigation is worse than torture.”


      My sympathy was real, although it would not have been very hard to write a brief for Mrs. Merriwell. She’d held house and home together for forty years, while Merry was out being great, and had probably believed that she had the relatively contented marriage with all its sharp compromises and reluctant acceptance that many couples know. Then she picked up the morning paper. There she discovered not only that her husband had achieved some hitherto unknown peak of satisfaction with another woman, but that the female in question was younger than one of their daughters, and even worse, that he had ultimately begged that girl for the chance to throw over Mrs. Merriwell, to whom he referred repeatedly in unrefined terms. Perhaps the most painful revelation of all was that he regarded his time with his wife in the wake of the affair as a barren purgatory to which he was now confined as some kind of poetic punishment for the rapture he’d briefly experienced.


      “No end to that case in sight?” I asked.


      “I’ve wanted to negotiate. None of us—my wife, my daughters, or me—needs to provide the press with another field day by going to court, but I’m losing hope. I’m earning a large income for the first time in my life and Florence gets half of it as long as she holds out.” He glanced up, with that whimsical smile that had first begun to emerge near the end of our meeting at the embassy. “There is a reason people hate lawyers, Boom.


      “And, of course,” he added, “while nothing is resolved, my daughters seem to feel obliged to side with their mother. I had a granddaughter last year, whom I’m yet to meet.” He’d had too much to drink to remain completely stoical with that remark, and his gray eyes shifted south for a second. “But I received that photo at Christmas. So there’s hope.” I admired the picture of a beautiful, tow-headed lump framed at the very epicenter of his desk.


      “And what about your life now?” I asked. “How are you finding dating?”


      “Oh,” said Merriwell. “There’s been none of that. My lawyer believes it would only add fuel to the fire, since it will inevitably be a public event. And I’m not sure I’m ready anyway.”


      “After five years, Merry, you’re probably as ready as you’re going to get.”


      “Ten, really.” I didn’t understand for a second. Then I realized that he was referring to Major St. John. “It’s bound to involve compromises that I don’t want to face.” A crippling bolt of emotion, sped by alcohol, palsied his features for only a second and he refused to look my way as I took in the fact that the man remained heartbroken. Merry gazed into his drink.


      “I lived a life of discipline,” he said. “And then I could summon it no longer. I wish I could say that with hindsight I would never do it again. I am devastated by the pain I caused everyone else. But I have a far better idea now of who I am. I would never want to have lived without learning that.” He peeked up at last. “Is that shocking?”


      “Of course not,” I said, although I wasn’t positive I meant that. “I’m just trying to add it all up, Merry.”


      “And what does it come to?”


      “I doubt my impressions are worth much.”


      “No excuses,” he said. “Something seems to have struck you.”


      I turned it all over for a second more.


      “I’m sure I’m way out of place, and probably wrong,” I said, “but you seem to be giving everybody permission to punish you, starting with yourself, as if that will make up for the value you attach to that experience. I think it’s time to move on and take advantage of what you’ve learned. I have no clue where I’m going, but I feel a lot better moving ahead than I did during the years I seemed to be standing still.”


      In all likelihood, I was the one thousandth person to tell Layton Merriwell something like this. But that didn’t mean the other 999 had been heard. He stared at me as if it were the Annunciation.


      “Thank you,” he said at last. Nine had just passed. I called a car and removed my jacket from his closet. We stood together at the door.


      “I’ve enjoyed meeting you, Boom. I hope it’s not the last occasion.”


      “Same here, Merry.”


      Life, of course, is full of people you discover you like a lot and then never see again. It’s one of the many small tragedies of going around only once. We both seemed to be contemplating that fact.


      “I wish you luck with your investigation, Boom. I truly do. I don’t know what you will find. But I’m certain what you won’t.” He opened the door and extended his hand, which I took. To my surprise, Merriwell held on for a second.


      “I did give some thought to what you said about the Army’s records absolving all of us. And there’s one aspect you may not have considered. The control of the documents you’d like to see, Boom, is more complicated than you may have recognized. Our troops were operating under NATO command. So some are NATO’s papers, others are duplicated in NATO’s files. If I were you, I’d look carefully at NATO’s Status of Forces Agreement and pay attention to the provisions about assistance in investigating crimes.”


      As soon as he said this, I knew it was a revelation unlikely ever to have struck me. Except for the US, all the countries in NATO had signed the ICC treaty, which meant they would be obliged to cooperate with a document request from the Court.


      I looked at him levelly for a minute before saying thank you.
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        Bosnia


      


    

  




  

    

      

        8.


        Attila—April 11–15


      


      My weekend in Kindle County, as I probably could have predicted, proved frequently charged. Being back made me recognize how persistent my sense of foreignness had been in The Hague, where I knew from waking to sleeping that layers of meaning lay in virtually every word and gesture that were simply beyond me. The contrasting realization that I no longer lived in the Tri-Cities left me feeling slightly off-balance at all times.


      On Saturday, my younger son, Pete, who could magically score tickets for any sporting event, bought seats for himself and his brother and me for the Trappers game, the home opener. I pretended to be thrilled, but I’d given up on Opening Day two decades before, because it was almost never baseball weather in Kindle County. As I expected, the temperature did not reach 40, and after braving five innings, we adjourned to a nearby tavern, where we took turns making fun of each other, usually two on one, more often both boys against me.


      In The Hague, I’d had standing phone dates with each of my sons, 6 a.m. on Tuesday and Thursday, respectively, when I was reaching them at the end of their days in the Midwest. They’d sounded good, but the reassurance of seeing them in the flesh now was uplifting.


      The Saturday night dinner with the Rosenbergs was a success, with warm toasts and nearly constant laughter. Pete and Brandi had been together since high school, and after years of misgivings from all four parents, we had all come to recognize what the couple had seen long before: They were a durable, loving match.


      Afterward, I went home with my ex and her husband, Howard, an engineer who’d become unfathomably rich as one of the original patent trolls. Having a former spouse with whom you get along is a little like acquiring another sibling, someone who knows you intimately and with indelible affection. On the other hand, most of us would go screaming in the other direction at the thought of again living under the same roof with a sib, and the prospect of even a single night here filled me with apprehension. I’d accepted because Ellen, in her usual direct style, had made an unassailable argument: “Who else are you going to barge in on at eleven p.m. on Saturday night? The boys don’t have room.”


      I’m sure Ellen had wanted to show off the splendor of her new life in the mansion on Lake Fowler that Howard had built with his first wife, who’d died of cancer more than six years ago. But my stay proved calm and companionable. I enjoyed the comforts of their guest house, then moved down to Center City on Sunday morning to begin my labors with my former partners and clients. After two days of listening to oil executives make unconvincing excuses, I was happy to depart.


      I arrived in Bosnia at dusk Wednesday. From Kindle County, I’d had a nine-hour flight to Istanbul and a layover there in the terminal, which is stylish, but thronged and airless as a casket. In Sarajevo, I emerged into what was no bigger than a regional airport in the US, with robin’s-egg signs declaring  DOBRODOSLI U SARAJEVO.


      Before I had taken my job in The Hague, Bosnia, to me, like most Americans, had always seemed remote, baffling, and largely irrelevant. The Cyrillic alphabet, which was used frequently, was indecipherable to me; the language, Serbo-Croatian, bore no resemblance to the Western languages I knew; and I understood next to nothing about the two largest religions, Islam and Serbian Orthodox. I arrived prepared for something very different, and found that expectation immediately met.


      Goos had flown into Tuzla through Austria that morning in order to complete arrangements for our trip to Barupra tomorrow, but had promised to send a car for me. I didn’t see my name on the placards carried by three or four dark-suited drivers, but I suddenly heard someone calling, “Boom.” The person waving was not only nobody I knew, but also weirdly unrecognizable on a more basic level.


      This is what I saw: someone rangy and lean, about five foot nine, with a springy mass of brown hair, dressed in oversize worn jeans cinched at the waist and a round-necked Members Only windbreaker at least two decades old, smiling exuberantly as if we were meeting again after years apart. I was feeling out-of-body due to the travel and the unfamiliar locale, and my mind spun like an old disc drive as it grasped for a fundamental category, namely, gender. I thought immediately of Pat, a sketch character on Saturday Night Live who appeared for several seasons, eluding the intrepid but fruitless efforts of everyone else to determine if Pat was a boy or a girl.


      “Attila Doby.” A sinewy hand was extended in welcome. Attila was a male name, but the voice was thinner and sounded like a woman’s. The jacket was open but the blue button-down shirt was too loose to reveal if there were skinny breasts beneath. “Merry said you was on your way. So I told my guys who were fetchin you to stay home and I’d zip down from Tuzla myself.”


      Attila’s racial origins were also uncertain. There was the freckly complexion of people who years ago were called ‘High Yeller,’ but Attila’s eyes were muddy green, even if the nose had an African breadth. ‘American’ was the only biographical detail I was certain of after he or she had spoken the first words.


      Attila grabbed my bag and wheeled it along, waving me to follow across the small parking lot. Attila had a jerky, knock-kneed walk, elbows held away from the body, shoulders peaked as a result. Ultimately, he—that was my best guess—opened the door to a cushy Audi A8, into whose trunk he tossed my luggage.


      “So,” Attila said from the driver’s seat, hiking around to back out, “you’re thinking, ‘What in the fuck have I got here?’ Right?” Attila’s eyes hit me briefly before turning forward to put the car in drive. “Don’t bother apologizing. I go through this shit every day. That’s what you’re thinking, true?”


      “Right,” I said, realizing I had no way out.


      “A woman, okay? Married to a woman. And dress however the fuck I please. But last time I had a skirt on, I was thirteen. Played with the boys since I was three. Okay?” Attila smiled throughout all of this, as if it was all a good-natured joke at her expense.


      “And yes,” she said, “the name is Attila. Etelka, actually, but Attila is the closest thing in English. Mom is Hungarian. Dad was a US Army lifer, master sergeant, born in Alabama and passed until his daughter came out a little toasty looking, after which everybody pretended like they didn’t notice. So yeah, I’m one big fuckin freak, and now we got that out of the way, okay?”


      “Okay,” I answered, and started laughing. Giddy from jet lag, I couldn’t figure whether I should have been quite this amused by Attila’s candor. “Did you say that General Merriwell sent you?”


      “No, I talked to Merry, but it was your guy who ordered a car. Swan?”


      “Goos?”


      “Goos, shit. Any kind of vehicle for hire—truck, half-track, limousine—that’s my business. One of them anyway.”


      We were entering Sarajevo proper, where Tito-era apartment buildings, concrete blocks that resembled high-rise prisons, stood beside contemporary glass towers dressed up with garish Shanghai-style lights. The city I was seeing was no longer the shell-ravaged wreck of twenty years ago, but reconstructing the buildings was probably a lot easier than recovering from the trauma.


      “And how is it you know Merry?” I asked.


      “He was my senior commanding officer close to half my time in service. Sergeant Major Attila Doby,” she said, sticking a thumb into her sternum, “US Army retired. Twenty years in and a whole fruit salad on my chest. I served under Merry in Desert Storm and he brought me along when he come to Bosnia. I was the top noncombat NCO here—Quartermaster’s Corps. Shit’s always the same in the Army, but QC’s worse. Senior officers were all in Virginia signing contracts and managing future requirements. But you wanted so much as a sheet of toilet paper to wipe your heinie, then better call me.


      “My twenty come up in 2000. I mustered out, but the US, man, fifteen years ago—black and queer? People didn’t know what to do with me. I ended up back here a couple years later to straighten out CoroDyn. You know what that is?”


      I said no. Attila took a second, nodding to herself as she looked out the auto windshield.


      “So here,” she said. “Merry was a great field commander for a lot of reasons, but one of the most important was that he wasn’t afraid to change things. He sort of invented using private defense contractors to take on noncombat functions. It’s a volunteer army, so you need to stretch the troops. Why have your privates doing KP when they can be out toting a bang-bang? CoroDyn was the contractor here, and when I was in service, I was the Army liaison, making sure they did what-all they were supposed to.


      “But Bosnia, after the war, there just wasn’t any normal here. And a lot of CoroDyn employees were into sex slaves, twelve-, fifteen-year-old girls they were fucking on the job and trading back and forth. The press got wind of that when Merry was at NATO CENTCOM. After he’d just about choked their CEO to death, he called me up personal and said, ‘How much do I gotta make these monkeys pay you to get you to come back here and run it all?’


      “We basically did everything on base that didn’t require shooting. Fed the troops. Ran the buses. Washed the clothes. Provided the trucks and drove them. Stockpiled captured weapons. Handled all the trash. And did most of the bookkeeping. We were like the stage crew and the soldiers were the actors.”


      Attila had taken a detour on our way to the highway to show me City Library, an extraordinary structure built in Austro-Hungarian times. The masonry alternated stripes of salmon and rust, while the roof sported a Moorish dome and a line of decorative crenellations. According to Attila, the whole thing had been resurrected from rubble.


      “And why is it you’re still here?” I asked. “Your wife?”


      “Nope. Met my wife here, but she’s a hell of a lot happier in the US. I gotta go home to see her, isn’t that somethin? Why I’m still here is cause the US Army had hired thousands of Bosnian civilians. Speak English. Clean records. Security clearances. And best, most of them are Muslims, which means they know the rules in Islamic countries. So after the US withdrew, I basically set up an employment agency. I supply Bosnian workers for US military support operations all over the Mideast. Iraq, Afghanistan. Kuwait, Saudi. My people make a good buck and so do I. They work for a year, come back, fuck the wife and buy a house or a car, and then take another assignment. I had four thousand people on my payroll at one point; still more than fifteen hundred. And in the meantime, I bought all the vehicles CoroDyn had no more use for in Bosnia and I rent them out. Like I said, I’m rich, man.”


      “And you stay in touch with General Merriwell?”


      “Try. Merry was never one of those generals who didn’t know the names of his NCOs. He give me a call two weeks ago about this massacre bullshit, when he was deciding whether to talk to you, and I phoned him back today to hear how it went. And he says he thinks we should be helping you out. That’s all I need to know. I’ll tell you this about Layton Merriwell. I’d lay down my life for the motherfucker. How many generals you think there were in the US Army that’d look at a bull dyke cross-dressing half-breed and say, ‘That’s one fuckin smart soldier, I got her back’? I’m here in Bosnia livin like a king, I got a wife at home in a goddamn mansion, and I owe it all to Merry. So he says help you, here I am.”


      I laughed again, enjoying Attila, who seemed to equate speaking with pageantry. I thought she might give me an honest answer to one persistent riddle.


      “And why is Merriwell doing that? Trying to help? Do you understand?”


      “Well, he didn’t say nothin to explain, but I kinda think I get it. You know, one day everybody from the president of the US on down is suckin your dick and sayin you’re the greatest military commander since Eisenhower, and then all the sudden it’s a headline that you’re this dogbreath jerk that wouldn’t be welcome in most alleys. Try telling yourself you don’t care what people think of you then. So Merry—this is how I figure—Merry is all about his reputation as a commander. Okay, he stuck his pecker in a meat grinder, and everybody laughs instead of salutes when he walks by, but what he’s thinking is, History’s on my side. Eventually, it won’t be about who he was fucking, but the way he led our troops. But not if there’s this story going around that NATO’s first-ever combat operation included burying four hundred people alive in a coal mine. Then he’s just a flat-ass fuckin failure.”


      Attila’s theory about Merriwell seemed fairly convincing, although the desire for historical redemption could almost as easily lead the general to lie. But assuming Attila was correct, it made even more remarkable what Merriwell had said to me a few nights back—that when it came to Jamie St. John, he would do it all again.


      I asked if Attila had known the major.


      “Jamie? Sure. You knew Merriwell, you knew her. She was all the time as close behind him as a fart. Smart, nice shape, no beauty queen. Really good soldier. And always treated me with respect. She was a real person. And Merriwell and her, man, they had it going on. You would have needed the Jaws of Life to extract him from that pussy. He was gettin it like he’d never gotten it before. And good for him, too. Why die wondering, you know?”


      Why, indeed. The Jaws of Life had never had to be applied to me, at least not at any time in my memory. I doubted I was better off for that.


      “You hungry anyway?” Attila asked. “There won’t be anything open by the time we get to Tuzla. Nice city, but not exactly Manhattan.”


      We stopped at a roadside place Attila knew for cevapi, which occupied the same space in the Bosnian diet as a hamburger in the US. They were highly seasoned little logs of ground lamb and beef, served like a gyros on pita with onions and sauce. I enjoyed the cevapi a great deal, but not the trip to the squat toilet in the restaurant, which immediately ensued. There is nothing like the plumbing fixtures to remind you that you’re not in Kansas anymore.


      By the time we were back in the car, night was full upon us. In the dark, this part of Bosnia, which I could see only in outline, seemed to resemble Colorado, with mountains of fir trees and A-frame houses, steep-roofed to shed the snow. I was starting to fight sleep, as I still needed to spend some time with Goos once we got to Tuzla. In order to stay awake, I wanted to keep Attila talking, which did not seem like much of a task.


      “You mentioned a while ago the ‘bullshit’ I’m investigating.”


      “That wasn’t personal, you know. It’s just bullshit.”


      “What is?”


      “That Americans had anything to do with killing Gypsies.”


      “And what about the Roma being massacred? Do you believe that happened?”


      “Well, they’re sure as shit gone. You know, with several thousand locals as employees, I heard all kinda stories. As soon as folks noticed that Barupra was a ghost town, the rumor started in that Kajevic got some old Arkans to bury those Gypsies alive. That bunch, the Tigers, they’d seal Granny in a cave if Kajevic said so.”


      “And when was it you began hearing that?”


      “Shit, I don’t know for sure. When did this supposedly happen? Spring 2004? By late summer, then. Maybe the fall.”


      “And why would Kajevic kill four hundred Roma?”


      Attila glanced over from the wheel with a telltale smile.


      “You’re asking what folks were sayin, right? Cause this security clearance I got is very dear to me. I lose it, and I go back to Kentucky to shovel horse poop and do everything else on the honey-do list. Whatever I know from work, which ain’t much, I couldn’t tell you.”


      “Understood. Just what you heard from the locals.”


      “They was sayin it was the Roma who tipped the Army about where Kajevic was.”


      I took just a second with that, so I didn’t lose my inquisitorial pace. But this pretty clearly was the fact Merriwell had been circling around.


      “And how did the Roma know that?”


      “Like I said. If I knew and I told ya, I’d have to poison your next cevapi.” She smiled broadly. “But don’t you have some big fuckin secret witness who supposedly was there? Ask him.”


      The problem was that Ferko—at least according to Esma—knew nothing about any Roma involvement with Kajevic.


      “And Kajevic,” I said. “He would really kill four hundred people for revenge? Women? Children?”


      Attila just snorted.


      “The guy’s been on the loose fifteen years now. You think that’s just because he’s got the right camouflage gear? He’s made it so if he walks into a supermarket in downtown Sarajevo, everybody turns to face the wall and acts like it would be worse than staring at Jehovah. Killing four hundred people, that’s as good as putting up a billboard that says, Talk and die.”


      I said to Attila, “General Merriwell believes there is no way a massacre like that could have happened without American forces knowing.”


      Attila responded by making the raspberries.


      “Generals,” she said. “I mean, even that general. Sometimes they’d drink their own piss and think it was lemonade.”


      I laughed in spite of myself.


      “But in April 2004,” I asked, “you were working around the American base, if I understand?”


      “Every damn day.”


      “And at that point—not in the summer, but in the spring—you never heard any Americans talk about the Roma disappearing from Barupra?”


      “Not as how I recall.” I took a second to mull on that, and Attila looked over again from the wheel. “You don’t believe me?”


      “Well, Attila, it’s strange. There’s no argument there was a big explosion in Barupra in the middle of the night. With four American camps within a few miles, it’s hard to figure that no US troops heard that or asked about it.”


      “I didn’t say nobody heard it. What I will tell you is that explosions around Eagle Base were nothin to talk about. Bosnia was the most heavily land-mined area on earth. The Serbs had done it to keep the Muslims from returning to their villages. Which generally worked. I mean, talk about a pathetic sight: These poor folks in rags come back to their houses after a couple years, and you got a whole family sometimes down on their knees, sticking pencils in the ground every three inches, delicate enough to be fucking Tinker Bell. And you know, as soon as they move back in, somebody steps on a square inch they missed, and the house is gone and half the folks in the family have no legs. Around here to this day, you don’t go walkin without someone can tell you what’s safe. And you better pay attention, too.” She looked from the road to be sure I grasped the warning.


      “And land mines weren’t all,” Attila added. “Do you know what the main industry is around there?”


      I told her I had no idea.


      “Mining. Digging for stone. Coal. Salt. ‘Tuzla’ means ‘salt’ in Turkish. By 2004, they were trying to get back to business, which means people were all the time blowing these mountainsides to hell.”


      “In the middle of the night?”


      “Safest time to do it. Everyone’s inside, sheltered from debris. The only thing I’d a done after an explosion from the direction of a coal mine would be cover my head.”


      “And what did you think in the fall, when you finally learned that the Roma in Barupra were all gone?”


      “Truth? What I thought was, Don’t let the door hit you in the ass. Those people were just always trouble. Capital T. Rhymes with P. And that stands for ‘puke.’”


      “And it was okay if Kajevic killed four hundred of them?”


      “Course not. But with the Roma, you never know what to believe. The only thing for sure is that whatever they’re tellin you isn’t true.”


      I gave Attila a dim look and asked, “But as far as you know, no one from NATO investigated this rumored massacre?”


      “That wasn’t our job no more. The Bosnians were back in charge.”


      It was exactly as Esma said: Four hundred dead Gypsies were just four hundred fewer problems.


      “Besides, you need to understand Bosnia, Boom. This was hell on earth. Even in 2004, there was still horrible shit being discovered every day—mass graves or bones washing up on riverbanks. I know what-all this sounds like when I talk about the Gypsies,” she said. “Having people hate you for no reason? That is my fuckin autobiography. But by 2004, me and just about everyone else was up to here with them in Barupra. I mean, I was around when they first got here in June ’99. You know that story?”


      By now, I’d read reports. Like tens of thousands of other Roma in Kosovo, they had been driven from their homes, usually by the Albanians, who took them as Serb allies because they practiced the Serbian Orthodox faith. This particular group had been placed in a refugee camp in a town called Mitrovica in Kosovo, right after the NATO bombardment had forced the Serbs to retreat. Within days, the Albanians marched across the main bridge there, surrounded the camp, and set fire to it. Only the intervention of the US ambassador saved the Roma, who then begged the UN to move them close to the US bases in Bosnia, assuming—ironically—they would be safest there. Somehow the UN trucks carrying the Roma refugees arrived at a deserted US installation, Camp Bedrock, before their resettlement had been approved by US commanders.


      “One day,” said Attila, “Camp Bedrock is this empty yellow rock, full of weeds and garbage, and the next day all these grimy-looking Gypsies are putting together their shabby-ass tent city. That’s what ‘Barupra’ means in Romany—‘Bedrock.’ Sorta. MPs come out and tell the Blue Hats—you know, the UN guys—Take them back where you got ’em. Like that was gonna work with the UN. Those dickless twerps are probably still driving around trying to find their way back to Kosovo.


      “And you know,” Attila said, “your heart hurt for those folks. Run out of one country and livin like dirt in another? The kids especially, they all have these huge dark eyes.


      “Merry was the commander here back then, and I was still in service, quartermastering, and he’s like, ‘Attila, see what you can do for these poor wretches.’ So I go over to CoroDyn, asking to find a few of them jobs. Mind you, eighty percent of the Bosnians have got no work. But these Gypsy motherfuckers are truly starving to death. And do you think they show up for work? They breeze in at noon for the eight a.m. shift and then tell you they don’t like paving roads or washing trucks.


      “Don’t ask what’s wrong with me. Must be I got a heart bigger than my head, but once I come back from Stateside and was in charge of CoroDyn, and all those folks were still living so bad in Barupra, I decided to try it again. Gypsies all think they know cars like they know horses. So I said to a couple, Tell you what, you don’t want to wash the truck, how about you drive it? They liked that well enough. But they always showed up with a few kids. I could say no all I wanted. Guy’s there every morning with his thirteen-year-old and his ten-year-old, instead of sending them to school, and whenever I turn my back, he’s letting the little one drive a half-track. And if all that wasn’t enough, the bastards started stealing the equipment. You’d send a Gypsy out with a truck in the morning and that was the last you’d see of any of it, them and the truck and whatever was in it. I just had enough finally. I fired them all. God only knows how many millions in shit was missing.”


      We were going up and down through the mountains, whizzing past open fields where the patchy snow weakly reflected the starlight, slowing periodically for the little villages in which there was almost always a tiny roadside restaurant with a Bavarian look, a steep shake roof and whitewashed sides.


      “And by the way,” said Attila, “just so you understand, I got some great Roma folks that work for me to this day. Smart as hell, all of them. Maybe that’s how come the Roma have lasted this long, because they’re so fuckin clever. But the ones I hire, they’ve been to school, they wear watches, they speak the language. But them in Barupra? They didn’t want to leave the reservation, if you know what I mean.”


      That was the last I heard. I fell asleep with my forehead against the frigid car window.


    

  




  

    

      

        9.


        The Blue Lamp


      


      Attila shook me awake in Tuzla. “Hat up,” she said.


      Down the curve of a street that bore the narrow dimensions of a road first built for carts, I could see the hotel sign. BLUE LAMP, it read, BOUTIQUE HOTEL. Attila walked ahead with my luggage. The cool night, in the high 40s if I’d done the conversion from Celsius correctly, refreshed me slightly. There was a small shop on the corner that looked to be a convenience store, and some young men in their close-fitting leather jackets milled in the doorway, waving cigarettes at one another and jiving the way young men always do. There was no other traffic. The tranquil domestic air of Tuzla was a testimonial to how wrong Hobbes had been. The natural state of man is peace.


      Buzzed into the hotel lobby, Attila immediately got into laughing byplay in Bosnian with the young man and woman who were behind the front desk.


      “They say I’m the king around here,” Attila told me. “You should be honored I’m carrying your luggage.” She gave me her card and told me to call if I needed anything.


      As soon as Attila was gone, I detected a gesture from my right. Over my shoulder, there was a small lounge area with coffee tables and black leather armchairs. I was not surprised to see Goos with a beer glass in his hand, which he tipped in my direction. Once I had my room key, I plunged down beside him. The chair had the gleam and soft feel of the furniture in the embassy in DC. Leather, I took it, was a Bosnian thing.


      “Welcome,” said Goos.


      “I’m on another planet,” I told him. The mix of grogginess and jet lag made me feel like half my body was still in Kindle County.


      “Drink?” Goos asked.


      One of the desk clerks came over to pour a scotch for me, which I asked for as silent acknowledgment of Merriwell, who remained in mind after my talk with Attila. The clerk set down another beer for Goos at the same time, already familiar with his routine.


      “Who was your driver?” Goos asked.


      He laughed out loud in response to Attila’s name.


      “Wanted to hire a few blokes to help out tomorrow,” said Goos, “and everybody says ‘Call Attila.’ Been trying to get hold of him all day.”


      “Her, actually.”


      Goos stared at the front door, through which Attila had departed.


      “Really?” he asked.


      “She said you sent her to pick me up, by the way.”


      “Did she now? Not as how I reckon. Finally rang a taxi service to go get you.”


      “I guess she owns it.”


      “Tell you one thing, mate,” said Goos. “We won’t be using her as a translator. Those young folks over there said, ‘You think you’re the king around here, and here you are toting the man’s luggage,’ and he turned it all around so you should be honored. She,” Goos added.


      The Blue Lamp had a contemporary appearance, comfortable but not fancy, with dark mahogany trim and white laminate fixtures in the compact spaces. A little breakfast area with a few white tables was visible behind Goos. Over the angled front desk, a large-screen TV displayed a slide show of Bosnian scenes—mountain glades, the Grand Mosque in Sarajevo, and an old Roman castle somewhere near Tuzla. The same images played on a smaller TV screen on the wall beside us.


      I had e-mailed Goos over the weekend about the notion of going through NATO to get the US Army’s records. Before leaving The Hague, he had dug up the Status of Forces Agreement that Merry had referred to. Goos read it to me now off his phone.


      “‘The receiving and sending States shall assist each other in the carrying out of all necessary investigations into offences,’ blah blah blah, ‘including producing evidence.’ Blah blah blah.”


      “That’s pretty good,” I told him. “We can stand in the shoes of the Bosnians to demand the documents.”


      Goos nodded. “Course, you lawyers will do what you always do, say none of those words mean what they say. Might be ten years before we’re close as cooee to those papers. But still, good thinking, Boom.”


      “It wasn’t my idea,” I said. Given the legal issues, I had been careful about what I put on paper concerning my meeting with Merriwell. Goos straightened when I told him that the guidance about going via NATO had come from the general.


      “The other helpful thing I got from him,” I told Goos, “was that he didn’t deny that the Roma in Barupra had assisted the Army somehow in their attempt to capture Kajevic. Attila said the local gossip was that the Gypsies gave the US Kajevic’s location. But I’m having a hard time making sense of that.”


      “Because?”


      “Well, I reread my file on that whole mess with Kajevic in Doboj on the plane. And I can’t imagine why a bunch of threadbare Gypsies would know more about Laza Kajevic than NATO Intelligence.”


      “I believe that’s why they call us investigators, Boom.” Goos smiled.


      Like me, Goos was also puzzled by Merriwell’s helpfulness. I shared Attila’s theory that after disgracing himself, Layton Merriwell now had a large stake in clearing himself and his soldiers. Remote from the American press and its obsessions, Goos knew nothing of Merriwell’s affair. I summarized the story and also told him about my dinner with Merriwell, which I characterized as an invitation offered so I could commiserate about the hardships of middle-aged divorce. Apparently I hadn’t said much to Goos before this about the demise of my own marriage, and he responded by looking deep into his pilsner glass for a moment.


      “I could never quite reckon on divorce,” he said. “Couldn’t see how it would make anything much better.”


      He finished the second half of his beer in a single gulp and lifted a finger to the desk clerk for a refill. Goos had been sitting down here drinking long enough to have acquired his own conversational momentum.


      “It’s just the facts, mate,” he said. “Seven billion people on the planet and I wake up with the same one every day? Everybody after a long time is bound to feel stuck. Just a matter of how you react to it.”


      I understood that attitude, the fatalistic approach to marriage. Ellen and I had been unable to settle for boredom. Instead it was accompanied on both sides by a relentless, grinding resentment.


      “Cobber of mine,” Goos said, “says beer’s a better companion than a woman anyway. Always there. Know how you’ll feel after one or two or five. And how you feel is always better than when you started.”


      He smiled equivocally as he pondered that observation, while a ruckus rose up at the door. Esma Czarni, followed by a driver laboring with two large suitcases, arrived at the reception desk. She paid the driver, while one of the young desk clerks, who greeted her by name, welcomed her back and stepped around to help with the bags. Esma had not dressed down for travel. The collar on her Burberry mackintosh was turned up against the chill, and a furry purple scarf was stylishly doubled over her bosom. Her skirt was short to show off her legs in her glossy high-heeled boots.


      She summoned an effusive smile as soon as she saw me, and advanced at once.


      “Bill!” She delivered Continental kisses, while I reintroduced her to Goos. He took a second to brief us both on the schedule for the morning.


      “Are we drinking?” Esma asked, motioning at our glasses with a hand heavy with several gold rings I hadn’t noticed before.


      I explained that my scotch had left me close to dizzy and that I was ready to retire.


      “Good thought,” she said. “Truth told, I’m rather weary myself. I’ll walk you upstairs.” Goos, as usual, said he was going to stay on for another beer, although he gave me a fleeting look, too quick to read.


      My room was on what the Europeans call the first floor, the second to us. In one of those Continental efficiencies that make you embarrassed at our profligacy, the overhead fluorescents were controlled by energy-saving motion detectors, and they sprang on as we ascended, giving us light as we arrived at the corridor that led down to my room. Standing there, we did another second’s worth of business as I asked Esma to question Ferko one more time to see if he had any idea how someone in Barupra might have known where Laza Kajevic was hiding. Then, as I was about to turn away, she cast an appraising look at me.


      “I must say, Bill, that I’m rather pleased to see you. You’ve been on my mind.”


      “It’s good to see you, too, Esma.”


      She averted her dark face slightly and delivered a hooded look from her eyes, large within the dusky shadow, adding a trifling smile. The communication was on the order of something one of my high school teachers liked to say: Don’t kid a kidder.


      I waited just a second, then decided, despite my trepidation, that the moment was at hand.


      “Esma, I’m as tired as you were the night we met, and not as good as you without sleep. So I’m probably going way out over my skis, and if so, I apologize. But when I was about twenty, I was struck by what seemed to me to be a very sad truth. When I find a woman enormously attractive, other men do as well. Which means you don’t need to hear me repeat what you’ve undoubtedly heard a thousand times.”


      She smiled hugely, a glamorous display of large, perfect teeth.


      “Some things never become trite, Bill,” she answered.


      I smiled as well.


      “But nothing can happen here, Esma.” I used my right hand to etch the air between us.


      “You’ve become involved?” she asked.


      “It’s not that, Esma. You’re an advocate for a client whose claims I’m supposed to objectively assess as the prosecutor in this case.”


      “Ferko is not my client. I was appointed to assist him for a single hearing, which is now over.”


      “If he’s not your client, Esma, why else are you here? And besides, the technicalities don’t change the appearances. You’re far too good a lawyer not to understand what I’m saying.”


      As before, the compliment pleased her, if only briefly.


      “I’m not sure I see it that way, Bill. I’m as conscious as you of the professional commandments. But I had the thought that we could be good for each other.”


      “But not at the moment, Esma. Who we are in this case can’t help being entangled in who we’d be to one another.”


      That was the self-deception that Layton Merriwell or Bill Clinton or hundreds of other men had practiced, and the reason people mocked them: The power that proved so seductive to certain women was not actually theirs; it was a gift entrusted to them temporarily and for much different purposes.


      But Esma shook her head slightly.


      “I don’t come to the same conclusion, Bill. Yes, the professional informs the personal. But there is nothing false about it. Do I misperceive you? I take you as a man who has given up a comfortable life, who has come thousands of miles from home, so he can know that his energies as a person are devoted to making large wrongs right. That is very attractive to me, you’re correct. That kind of conviction is a rarer quality than you think.”


      As she spoke, the lights blinked out again. In the shadows, I became suddenly conscious of her perfume, a power scent, full of sweetness and allure, which I had heretofore absorbed merely as part and parcel of her strong sensual presence.


      I knew Esma was far too nimble intellectually for me to triumph via argument. I went with trump.


      “I can’t, Esma,” I said. I thought I was speaking from principle, but with the words, I experienced, strangely, a sense of my own weakness. I realized again that I was in some way afraid of Esma.


      For a second the hotel was still around us, then a door slammed resonantly a floor above.


      “Very well, Bill. I shan’t push myself on you.” In the weak light, she stared up at me a second longer, then approached to kiss my cheeks as she had downstairs, a bit more slowly this time. “But I foresee that in the future you will change your mind.”


      “‘Foresee’?” The word amused me. “Do you tell fortunes, Esma, like the Gypsy women in their wagons?”


      “I am somewhat psychic,” she said. “Most Roma women are. Don’t smile either. That is a truth.”


      I nodded rather than disagree.


      “Certainly I know minds,” she said. “I know your mind—what you do not care to say or even know you need.” She was utterly serious, without a hint of irony, and quite commanding. “And I foresee that you will have a change of heart.” She had laid her hand on my arm as she was kissing my cheeks, but now removed it.


      “Perhaps, Esma. But sadly for me that will be far in the future.”


      She turned then, and with her sudden movement, the fluorescents powered on again. In the painful brightness, she offered a gallant little wave and turned away.


      I dragged my bags into my room. The door closed solidly behind me, a fatal definiteness to the sound. Alone, recoiling, I felt regretful and forlorn, but opened my case to find what little I would need for sleep.


      All my life, my unconscious has expressed itself in song. Habitually I’d find myself humming a tune for reasons I was slow to recognize. Now, as I lifted the stacks of clothing into the dresser drawers, I was tootling a soul ballad Pete had introduced me to a few years back. It took its title from the first line of the chorus that rose up amid big horn flourishes. I da-da-da’d until the words came back to me. It was called “Don’t Make Me Do Wrong.”


    

  




  

    

      

        10.


        Barupra—April 16


      


      At nine in the morning, we arrived on the yellow rock of Barupra. Traveling in caravan, we were led by a line of squat Bosnian police cars that had been waiting for us outside the hotel when we departed. The tubby little captain insisted with great animation that the Bosnian government wanted to do everything possible to assist the Court.


      “A pig’s arse ‘assist us,’” said Goos, as soon as we had closed the door to our little Ford.


      “What else would they be doing?”


      “They’re watching us, buddy. This is still a country with factions within its factions. You have three different national governments here, and every cop will be reporting to somebody else.” Goos shifted gears somewhat emphatically and pointed at me. “A fit job for the lawyer will be to get rid of them. Ferko won’t fancy lairing around in front of coppers.” Esma had already made the same point to me. The loyalties of any single Bosnian policeman were always open to doubt.


      The police now led us on what seemed to be the back route out of town. We rose into the hills on residential streets that reminded me of the canyons of West LA. There are rich people everywhere and in Tuzla this seemed to be their hangout. The country roads onto which we eventually emerged doubled back as they ascended, with impressive vistas of the city below occasionally peeking through the trees beginning to leaf. After about twenty minutes, we reached flatlands, still dotted with snow, and buzzed past farms and little whitewashed houses that could have been home to Hansel and Gretel.


      On this highland south of Tuzla, the US, after Dayton, set up a base with a network of six camps. Predictably, the US military installations stood at the border between areas controlled by Muslims and Croats on one hand, and on the other, the territory of the Serbian Bosnians that became their autonomous enclave of Republika Srpska. The Army’s air base at Camp Comanche subsumed a former MiG landing strip of the Yugoslav Army, which years later became Tuzla’s civilian airport, where flights arrived on two commercial airlines several mornings a week.


      Due east of Comanche, on the other side of the hills, Camp Bedrock had been built on the waste of two adjacent open-pit coal mines. The brown-black slag had been bleached by sun and wind to a color like whole-grain mustard and was piled high to create a rocky prominence looking out over the Tuzla valley in the distance and the Rejka coal mine immediately below. It was the kind of highpoint that armies going back to the Romans had prized, trading stark exposure to the elements for virtual invincibility to ground assault.


      The cop cars led us onto the former camp, turning down a rocky dirt road that ran behind the old wire-fenced perimeter, past an old basketball court on which the asphalt was now split by weeds. I got out of the car. This was Barupra.


      In the eleven years since the Roma had disappeared, the site had become a town garbage dump, perhaps as a gesture of good riddance. Between the large gray rocks, most of the area was covered by what appeared to be construction waste, especially scraps of shredded plasterboard, amid the usual hardy detritus of dusty bottles, aerosol cans, and of course the ubiquitous and indestructible bright plastic bags that will blow through empty spaces for centuries to come and for which the millennia to follow will curse us.


      Aside from Goos and me and the police, there was another small car in the cavalcade, containing three laborers Goos had hired from Attila’s company. Accompanied by her driver from last night, Esma arrived last. She was still dressed like a lady, her lone concession to the landscape a pair of flat-heeled boots.


      Once we stopped, all of the police officers left their vehicles to light on their fenders. Goos had it right. They were here to spy.


      I approached the captain. After several minutes, I convinced him that the protocols established between the Court and the Bosnian government required us to work unobserved. Even then, Esma insisted that Ferko would also be unwilling to speak in front of the three laborers, whom we ended up dispatching to Vica Donja, the nearest town, to find a coffee, which you could seemingly obtain on even the remotest mountaintop in Bosnia. Only then did Esma take out her cell to summon Ferko, whom she had called earlier and now had waiting nearby.


      He appeared about ten minutes later in a red wreck of a car, an Opel sedan, perhaps from the 1990s, with a rust hole in the front fender and a line of duct tape applied vertically to hold on a rear door. Unfolding himself from the red car, Ferko seemed taller and thinner than I had recalled against the stark landscape, especially next to Esma, who, without her high heels, proved rather short. Esma gripped his arm at the elbow, almost as if she were escorting a prisoner. Ferko had on a pair of plaid pants, the same vest and hat he had worn to testify, and beneath his open winter coat, a large-collared orange shirt. Goos stepped forward to welcome him, but Ferko was still speaking to Esma with wide gestures and Goos, in a purple windbreaker, stopped and peered back at me with something of a vexed look.


      At last, Ferko was ready and the four of us tromped across the stones and swales of Barupra as Ferko relived his narrative. He showed us where the lean-to he called a house had stood, about a hundred yards into the camp, and then across the village the outhouse in which he’d hidden when the masked raiders arrived. For whatever reason, I had imagined a wooden structure, but what remained had walls of cinder block, meaning it was the lone structure still standing, even though the roof and door were gone after more than a decade. He then pointed out the spot where Boldo and his son and brother had been slain.


      After that, Ferko led us to the back of the camp, overlooking the village, where he’d watched the destruction of his family and everyone he knew. The mine plunged down dramatically below us, a steep drop of several hundred feet. I had never been a fan of heights, and the falloff left me feeling somewhat imperiled, even as I appreciated the majesty of the vista of the surrounding green hills, which wore hats of white at their upper reaches. The wind flapped Ferko’s wide trousers as he gestured to the switchbacks on the gravel road below. Perhaps a quarter of a mile down, a slope of dark coal and lighter-colored rock lazed over what had once been the Cave and was now a secret burial ground. Staring out solemnly, Ferko delivered a single shake of his head.


      We hiked back into the former site of the village. Ferko showed us the approximate location where his son and he had concealed themselves following the murders. Finally, he again led us slowly toward the road until reaching a depression where he said he’d buried the bodies of the three men who had been gunned down. He had built a cairn of white rocks to mark the place. It had been kicked over by passersby or playing children, but several stones were still massed there, making him sure this was the spot.


      Goos stooped to examine one of the rocks and kept it in his hand. He gave Ferko a surprisingly hard look.


      “Long way to drag three bodies,” he said.


      As soon as Esma translated, Ferko stomped one of his running shoes on the ground to bolster his point.


      “He agrees,” Esma said, “but it was not easy to find a place soft enough to dig.”


      Ferko already had taken a few steps back toward the red car that had delivered him.


      “How far down are the bodies?” asked Goos.


      Esma and Ferko had a bit of an exchange.


      “He says he only dug far enough to keep the bodies from being consumed by animals. No more than two feet, probably less. With the wind over ten years, it may not be much more than a foot to the bones.”


      Ferko raised a hand weakly then and turned his back on us. Esma walked along with him.


      I sidled close to Goos.


      “You heard something just as he arrived you didn’t like.”


      “Ah yes.” He bowed to the memory. “They were jabbering in Romany, but he used a word or two of Serbo-Croatian for emphasis. Ste obecali. ‘You promised.’ Kept saying that. ‘I want what you promised.’ Better not be that she’s paying him on the side, Boom. His evidence isn’t worth a thing if it’s bought.”


      I promised to raise the issue with Esma later. As soon as Ferko was gone, Goos called the diggers back. While he was on his cell with them, another problem suddenly struck me.


      “We can’t really just scrape up this ground, can we, Goos? Don’t we need a forensic anthropologist to do this right?”


      He’d been half turned from me, to shield his phone from the wind, but he revolved in my direction at an inching pace, his thin mouth slightly parted.


      “Mate,” he said at last, “I am a forensic anthropologist.” Ordinarily easygoing, Goos had grown increasingly sour this morning for reasons I did not understand, and now he appeared totally disgusted with me.


      I wanted to say the obvious: No one told me. That was true, but we both seemed to recognize a deeper insult, the implication that I’d somehow not taken him seriously enough to find out.


      He turned away to await his crew.


      

        


      


      In the small hollow that Ferko had brought us to, a few spots of snow remained, latticed with grime. Beside them, the inspiring green sprigs of some early grasses had nosed out of the earth. Goos’s crew arrived with shovels and canvas bags apparently bearing other tools. He unzipped a bag and stepped into white coveralls and donned a surgical cap and plastic gloves. Then he crouched over the low point, studying the spot as if it contained something metaphysical, pushing through the loose earth until he scooped up a handful of dirt, which he deposited in a sealable plastic bag.


      I asked what his purpose was.


      “So we can check the mix of subsoil and topsoil.” He was still grouchy and answered in a bare grumble. He looked down into the duffel and extracted a small video camera, handing it to me.


      “Make yourself useful. Record the dig so nobody can say we planted evidence.”


      It took me a while to master the buttons, but Goos got to work at once. He started with a stainless steel T-bar, three feet long and with a pointed end, which he hoisted over his head and then suddenly stabbed into the ground. He called for a measuring tape, which he used to determine the depth of his probe, making a notation in a little spiral notebook he kept in his back pocket. Then he motioned for another tool, as long as the first but with a pair of vertical lips near the bottom. He twisted it into the ground to extract another soil sample, which he levered free with a simple wooden chopstick, like the kind that comes with Chinese carryout. He said nothing to me except for calling out measurements loudly enough for the camera to record them.


      Eventually, he had the laborers spread four large blue tarpaulins on all sides of the depression. He gave each worker a small garden spade and demonstrated how to scoop shallowly, depositing the diggings on the tarp. With his chopstick, Goos picked through what they uncovered.


      I’d been silent a good twenty minutes, when I finally asked what he was searching for. It still took a second for him to answer.


      “Bullet fragments for one thing,” he said. “They slip out of the bodies as they decompose. If we recover any, we’ll want to do ballistics.”


      With the small tools, the dig went at a laborious pace, but finally, after another quarter hour, Goos abruptly raised his gloved hand and snapped a halogen light on an elastic band over his forehead. He loosened the ground with a new set of chopsticks, then used a small brush, sweeping decorously until I could see a brownish lump the color of a toadstool. I realized he was excavating a hip bone.


      These remains, just the first sight of them, affected me more strongly than I had been prepared for. Lawyers—all lawyers—live in a land of concepts and words, with precious little physical reality intruding. In the years I was a prosecutor, hearing a judge pronounce sentence and watching a US deputy marshal clap cuffs on the defendant and lead him to the lockup tended to distress me. It was only then that I seemed to fully appreciate that my efforts were aimed not simply at accomplishing that abstraction I called justice, but more concretely, at caging a human being for a good portion of his remaining life.


      Goos had exposed most of the pelvis and the top of the femur, when Attila’s A8 bumped down the road, raising dust as it came. I was relieved to have a reason to leave the gravesite and handed the camera to one of the day laborers.


      Esma, who’d also kept her distance, approached me.


      “Finding anything?”


      I nodded.


      “I don’t like blood or bones,” she said.


      “I’m with you,” I said.


      She laughed and threw her arm through mine as we moved up toward Attila. I made introductions.


      “The famous Attila,” said Esma. Her driver, seemingly like half the working people in Tuzla, was in Attila’s employ.


      “Not half as big a prick as they say,” she answered. “If you ask me.”


      “On the contrary, you’re very well liked.”


      Attila beamed. Being shunned so often had undoubtedly left her vulnerable to any compliment. After a minute, Attila, with her rolling, slightly pigeon-toed walk and her oddly erect posture, strolled over to the gravesite to confer with Goos, just to be sure he was getting the help he needed. While she was gone, I had an inspiration for something useful I could do that would get me away from the boneyard.


      “Esma, didn’t you tell me that you first heard about Ferko in a Roma village?”


      “Indeed. I’ve been back now and then.”


      “Is it far?”


      “Lijce? I’m not sure.”


      Given the closed circuitry of the Rom community, I thought we were likely to find the best information about Barupra there. When Attila came back, she said the town was no more than twenty minutes and offered to drive me.


      I returned to Goos. He’d already felt his way to a second skeleton, but at the moment he’d fixed a fine tungsten carbide needle to a hand pick to loosen the dirt on the first set of leg bones, examining them for signs of trauma.


      He listened to me long enough to agree with the plan. As I turned away, Goos said behind me, “Wasn’t trying to up myself on you, Boom.” He was apologizing for being pretentious.


      “Hardly,” I replied. “Fault was all mine. I should have known.” He nodded, apparently satisfied by that answer.


      When I returned to Esma and Attila, I found that Esma was preparing to dismiss her driver and come with Atilla and me. All Roma were her people, to whom she had a proprietary connection, and Esma was known in Lijce. Even so, I was reluctant to have her present, since confirming Ferko was one principal reason to go. I drew her aside to explain that.


      “Do you speak Romany?” she replied. “Because many of those people are fluent in no other language.”


      She had me there. I checked back with Goos, who thought overall she could help more than hurt, at least on an exploratory visit. We could always come back with our own translator later.


    

  




  

    

      

        11.


        Lijce


      


      Attila drove us back to Tuzla, since Esma wanted to stop to buy small things for the children in Lijce.


      “They are so desperately poor,” she said, “and it will also make the gadje more welcome.”


      In the meantime, Attila walked me a few blocks to a steel bridge over the highway to point out Lake Pannonica, a local curiosity. Late in the twentieth century, the hundreds of years of extracting the briny water beneath Tuzla in order to produce salt took its toll and the downtown area began to sink. Salt production ceased, but after the war, the former pools, where the subterranean waters had been stored, were turned into a recreational facility, becoming a network of saltwater lakes, an inland sea with graveled shores that were thronged in the summers.


      When we returned to the main square, Esma was waiting with two bulging plastic bags. We drove from town, passing the immense site of Tuzla Elektrik, with smokestacks in the sky like the arms of a cheering crowd, and hourglass-shaped vents, stories high, wafting steam.


      Soon we were ascending again. It was a lovely country of green mountains. Haystacks, with the silage spun around a pole, lay in some of the fields looking like huge tops. Esma, far shorter than I, had volunteered for the backseat. She leaned forward to hear Attila, supporting herself when we sped through the switchbacks by applying her strong hand to my shoulder.


      “Salt mine,” Attila said, pointing right, where large white storage tanks loomed on a hilltop. Two narrow pipelines, yellow and green, ran parallel to the road.


      In another twenty minutes, we turned down a yellow dirt path to enter the Roma town of Lijce. We had barely reached the first house when a little boy recognized Esma, whose prior largesse obviously had made an impression. He let loose a joyful shout, which brought more than a dozen kids running our way, preventing Attila from driving farther. The children were waifish, dusty from playing in the street and dressed in ill-matched faded old clothes, but seemed nourished and happy, leaving aside one boy who had an open sore on his face, rimmed in green. The boys wore shorts and a variety of footwear, mostly open plastic sandals or Velcroed running shoes, none with socks.


      Esma exited, laughing as the kids jumped around her. She questioned each child about her or his family, and then distributed gifts based on her estimate of needs. Attila rolled down the window, chatting with the kids in Bosnian.


      “What are they saying?” I asked.


      “What would you expect? ‘Give us money.’ They’re bargaining. Just one keim,” she said, naming the Bosnian currency. It was officially half a Euro, meaning the kids were asking for about fifty cents. Attila handed out all the change she had. The boy with the sore insisted that he would accept a bill.


      It was Thursday now, a little after noon, and once Esma was back in the car, I said, “Why aren’t these children in school?”


      She smiled. “Ask. See if you get the same answer twice. Some barely speak Bosnian, though. Throughout Europe, people lament that the Roma won’t send their children to school, but in very few places have the local authorities tried to teach in our own language, or with respect for our customs. After puberty, Rom beliefs require students to separate by gender, which the gadje will not indulge. Because of that, even the children who get some education won’t go much beyond the first form.” Age eleven or twelve.


      Once Attila was parked, I stepped out to view the town. The road ran through two rises on which sat no more than thirty houses, almost all with yards that had become dumping grounds. Hillocks of refuse, including most frequently the rusted pieces of old cars, were piled beside silted-up garbage, old shoes without laces, discarded appliances, bedsprings, used pots, pieces of building material—a remarkable goulash of items, seemingly preserved because they might have some future use. As for the houses, a few looked quite substantial, with stucco or cinder-block bases and frame exteriors, although in those cases the siding was unfinished, as if the wood had been slapped up before anyone arrived to take it back. Beside the bigger places, late-model cars were sometimes parked, and on three or four houses I saw satellite dishes mounted at the rooflines. But most of the dwellings in Lijce were tiny, built of stone or concrete blocks and roofed in overlapping pieces of salvaged corrugated steel.


      After a few minutes, several people ventured a few steps from their houses, staring darkly at us. Finally, one voice rang out, singing, “Ays-Ma,” and with no more, the residents began surging forward. In a matter of seconds, there was a circle surrounding us, all women, usually heavyset with long skirts and colorful head scarves that framed scraps of black hair and coppery faces. They were clearly intrigued by Esma and, given their prior acquaintance, touched her garments with no hesitation, especially the wooly, fringed lavender scarf around her throat. Esma took this well, laughing and thanking the women for their compliments, before turning to me.


      “Gypsy women,” she said. “They want to know how many children I have, as if the answer might have changed since I was last here a couple of years ago. Also, they wish to know why you have come.”


      “Please tell them,” I said, “that I am here to learn about the Roma who lived in the town of Barupra.”


      The question, once translated, provoked an outcry of high-pitched laments and wide gestures, which Esma did her best to relay, along with Attila, since the answers were in both Romany and Bosnian. Soon the women of Lijce were quarreling among themselves.


      “That woman says they are gone,” said Esma. “This lady agrees and says the army murdered them and dumped their bodies in the river.”


      “Ask which army, please.”


      “The Bosnian Army. With the Americans exiting, the Bosnians wanted the land from the camp back.”


      An older woman appeared irritated by that theory.


      “She says the Bosniaks wouldn’t kill the Roma because the Rom men fought for this country. But the other says that the people in Barupra were Orthodox and to the Muslims no different than the Serbs. And those two women”—Esma pointed—“are laughing at the rest and saying the Americans murdered the people in Barupra because they thought the Roma had helped Kajevic kill their soldiers.”


      I tried to get specifics on what the Roma had done for Kajevic, but the women were mystified themselves.


      I turned to Attila on the other side of the circle for further translation.


      “Most,” Attila explained, “say it was Arkan Tigers sent by Kajevic, although that lady thinks the Barupra people just went back to Kosovo.”


      I’d never heard that one, and Attila grinned about the notion.


      “Nobody hears word-fucking-one in eleven years? Even with cell phones? All them here, they’re oxygen thieves,” said Attila. “None of them have a clue really. They’re Gypsies. They answer because they enjoy telling stories.”


      I expected Esma to take offense but instead she laughed with Attila. In the meantime, the oldest lady, stout and bent but with an evident strength that might have been sheer durability, made a noise and waved her hand as she wandered away.


      “Where are the men, by the way?” I asked Attila and Esma. “Working?”


      “Some,” said Attila. “I’ve hired a couple, sent them to Saudi, if I recall. Always been a large gray market in Bosnia, smuggled goods bartered and sold, which the Gypsies are good at. Some are in town running scams. Most are out picking iron.”


      “A few also are in prison,” said Esma, didactic as ever. “The Roma are the most imprisoned men in Europe.”


      I focused on Attila. “What do you mean ‘picking iron’?”


      “Gathering scrap metal,” she said. “Steel. Aluminum. They sell it to dealers. Anything will do. Old bedsprings, cans, any junk. That’s what most of the men in Barupra did.”


      A few minutes later, a man, short and wide, burst through the circle of females to introduce himself to me. He spoke some English.


      “Am mayor here. Tobar.” Missing three upper front teeth, Tobar was about five foot four with a broad white belt that circled his enormous belly. His hairdo, with greasy strands spilling down from his bald crown, looked like someone had dropped a bowl of soup on his head. There were three large gold rings on his fingers when he extended his hand to shake. But when he caught sight of Esma, I lost his attention. He gasped and bowed from the waist and actually kissed her hand.


      “The beautiful lady!”


      Esma laughed out loud.


      “Gypsy men are always on the make,” she told me.


      Even Esma lost some of Tobar’s interest when Attila returned, having wandered off to take a call. She and Tobar greeted each other heartily in Bosnian, amid rounds of shoulder slapping.


      “Tobar used to work at Camp Comanche,” Attila told us. “He ran the laundry.”


      I explained to Tobar that we were here to ask about the Roma at Barupra. He took a step back, while he wrinkled up his face as if there were a bad smell.


      “No good baxt.” Esma said that word referred to luck or good fortune.


      “Why?”


      “They are ghosts now,” Esma translated, once Tobar switched to Romany. “It is bad to disturb them.”


      I asked what had happened, but Tobar waved his palms as if it was all too complicated for understanding. Instead, he insisted on giving us a tour of the town. As it was no more than two blocks long, there seemed no reason to decline. The first stop was his house, which he pointed out from the road.


      “Very big,” he said, and it was surely the largest here, with two satellite dishes. Tobar, who’d been impressed into the Bosnian Army during the war, had received a grant from the government afterward to help with the construction. The second floor was demarcated by a white wooden balustrade, knobbed in the classical style, atop which Tobar had affixed a line of plastic swans, the kind you might have seen on lawns in Florida in the 1950s. In addition, perhaps for safekeeping, the front half of the body of a twenty-year-old Impala was perched on the second floor, not far from the birds.


      From there, Tobar took us down to the river, a beautiful fast-running stream. This was the source of fresh water for the town, which had no plumbing. Eventually, we returned to Tobar’s house, where he offered us coffee. Esma nodded to indicate that we should accept, and we sat outside in the chill at a picnic table. Mrs. Tobar emerged with a steaming plastic pitcher of tar-black liquid, while Esma showed me how to drink Roma-fashion, without letting the cup touch my lips.


      Eventually, I directed the conversation back to Barupra.


      “Are the Roma who lived there dead?” I asked Tobar.


      “What else?”


      “Why? With what excuse?”


      “They are Roma.” He was repeating himself in both Bosnian and Romany, and Esma and Attila were taking turns converting what he said to English, with Tobar adding a word or two now and then. “When have the gadje needed an excuse to kill Roma? But it is a bad business. When sad things happen, one must not dwell on them.” Tobar nodded weightily at his own wisdom.


      I said, “One of the women we spoke to when we arrived believed that the Americans thought the Roma in Barupra had helped Kajevic.”


      Tobar shook his strange hairdo around, then hunkered down and lowered his voice.


      “Never,” Tobar said. “The Roma all despise Kajevic. When the Serbs captured several Muslims, they would look next for one or two Roma. The Serbians would force the Gypsies at gunpoint to dig two holes, one large, one small. Then the Serbs shot them all, the Roma included.”


      “Why two holes?” I asked.


      “Because the Roma were not good enough to bury in the first hole,” Tobar said. Esma shot me a look to make sure I had fully registered the prejudice.


      I told Tobar that I had heard speculation that the Roma in Barupra were killed by gangsters because the Roma were in competition with them, stealing cars.


      “Well, yes,” said Tobar, levering his head back and forth. “They were iron pickers, and you know an auto is mostly steel. I have heard that a few in Barupra stole cars. But the mobs would never bother killing these Roma. They would just send the police to arrest them. They own the police.” Tobar smoothed his index finger under his thumb.


      Attila’s cell phone was buzzing every couple of minutes, and while she walked off to handle another call, I took advantage of her absence to ask if Tobar knew Ferko, whom I wouldn’t name in Attila’s presence.


      “Oh yes,” said Tobar, “but we met only once. This man was here, who remembers why? Business of some kind. I am the mayor and said hello. He told us he was from Barupra, the only one to live after the Chetniks. The next year this fine lady comes, asking many questions about Barupra. I told her it is a bad business, but she wanted this fellow’s mobile number. A man cannot decline the request of a woman so beautiful, no?”


      Esma pointed to Tobar, instructing me to take heed. All three of us were laughing.


      Awaiting Attila, we spent another ten minutes or so with Tobar, who told us about recent troubles in his business, selling telephones.


      As we were strolling back to the car, I caught sight of the old woman who had turned away from the circle of women earlier. She was outside, working over an old wooden barrel with a long stick, and I asked Esma to help me speak with her.


      The old lady looked a little like an American Indian. Her gray hair under her babushka was braided and both front teeth were broken. Her long patterned skirt brushed the ground but her feet, so callused they appeared gray, were in flip-flops despite the cold.


      I had a letter from the Bosnian government introducing me and I removed it from the pocket of my jacket, but the old lady smacked it away.


      “She can’t read,” said Esma quietly. “You’ll find that very few of the women can.”


      Esma did her best to explain about the Court, but the woman, who had never been far from Lijce, did not seem interested. She was one of those naturally quarrelsome old ladies, and as soon as Attila rejoined us, the old lady directed a remark to her, while pointing at Esma. Attila chuckled but was initially reluctant to translate.


      “She says she prefers to speak Bosnian with me,” Attila finally explained. “‘That one—it hurts my ears to listen to how she speaks Romany.’”


      Esma took the complaint with good humor.


      “Romany has a million dialects,” she said. “And of course, all Roma believe only theirs is correct.”


      What the old lady had been doing, it turned out, was laundry for herself and her unmarried adult grandson, a swirling stew of clothing amid the mist rising from the barrel. Esma said that the wash would take this woman most of the day, between going to the stream, hauling then heating the water, and washing twice, inasmuch as it was again bad baxt if women’s clothes and men’s ever touched.


      The old lady continued working over the steaming tub as Attila translated her ramblings. The house behind her, where she lived with her grandson, was no more than fifteen feet by fifteen and made of mud and sticks.


      I asked why the old woman had seemed provoked by what her neighbors were saying about Barupra.


      “They talk to hear themselves. No one in this village knows anything. Sinfi there, her sister married a Barupra man. Ask her. She should know, but she knows nothing either.” With her knobby arthritic hand, the old lady pointed next door, where a skinny young woman was also washing with her back to us, a baby on her hip.


      We started in that direction, but the old woman called us back. After disparaging her neighbors for speaking from ignorance, it turned out the old lady had a theory of her own.


      “They will return, those people. It is our way.”


      When I asked who had told her that, she banged her stick against the inside of the barrel, although it seemed clear she would have preferred using it on me.


      Attila said, “She says no one needs to inform her. She is an old woman and knows things.”


      I looked at Esma. “Gypsy women?”


      “Very powerful,” she answered. “I have told you.”


      “Ask, please,” I said to Attila, “where the Barupra people are now while they wait to return.”


      Attila again laughed heartily before relaying her answer.


      “She says she has heard that lawyers are smart, but that must not include you, if you expect an old woman to know more than you do.”


      The three of us moved next door to the house of the young woman, Sinfi. She had disappeared but came to her doorway as we approached, smiling shyly. She still toted her baby as she stood barefoot on the threshold. I had noticed at Tobar’s that shoes were not worn indoors. The room I could see behind Sinfi was spotless, furnished with a beaten cupboard and an old rug on the wall, although the ceiling was bowed and showed spots of water damage that might soon lead to its collapse. Sinfi was dressed in a pair of leopard-print trousers and a sweatshirt lettered with a saying in German I didn’t understand, aside from the word ‘Gesundheit.’ Her black hair strayed around her face, in which her eyes, in something of a rarity, were an arresting bright green. She was bone thin and very pretty, except when she smiled, disclosing a deplorable greenish muddle in her mouth. The baby, a little girl of about nine months, watched all of us avidly, and reached to grasp our fingers when we offered them.


      I once more withdrew the letter from my jacket. Sinfi smiled but did not bother with the pretense of looking. As had happened next door, she preferred that Attila be the translator.


      Sinfi said her sister had married a Roma boy from Barupra. Sinfi had visited there twice with her parents, before her mother and father left Lijce after Sinfi’s paternal grandmother died.


      “Did any other people from Lijce marry those in Barupra?”


      “Only my sister. Others would not.”


      “Because they were Orthodox?”


      My question amused her. “Because they were so poor. They had nothing.”


      Esma interjected to explain that in traditional communities, Roma adopted gadje religions largely as protective coloration, so priests or imams would assist with burials and births. Their true faith, as Esma described it, sounded like some kind of spiritualism, often involving the ghosts of ancestors.


      “My sister’s right arm was bad,” said Sinfi, “shriveled up. My parents were happy she married. Prako had a lip with the cleft, so they were a good match.” She smiled in muted irony. Among the fifty or so souls I’d seen here, the consequences of the inevitable inbreeding had been clear: wall eyes, hare lips, but also, especially among the children, instances of startling beauty, before it was diluted over time by poor diet and other hardships.


      “And where is your sister now?” I said.


      “They are gone from Barupra. All.”


      “And where did they go?”


      “People say they were murdered.”


      “Do you think that?”


      “I want not to,” she said, but shook her head to indicate that her hope was faint. “If God wills,” she added.


      She explained that after her marriage, her sister called her parents or her every few months on a borrowed cell phone. In another of the customs of India, which the Romany people still maintained a millennium after their exodus, a new wife became part of her husband’s family, subordinate to her mother-in-law and somewhat detached from her family of origin.


      “At first,” Sinfi said, “when we did not hear from her, we tried the number of her friend who had a phone, but there was no answer. After the entire winter passed with no word, my father said we should go to see her. We borrowed a car. But they were not there. No one was. The village was gone. My father went to the police in Vica Donja. They acted like he was crazy to think there had ever been people in Barupra.” Sinfi stopped speaking for a second and looked at the ground to retain her composure. “That made my father sure that Kajevic had killed them all.”


      “Why Kajevic?”


      “The last I talked to my sister, that spring, she said a soldier had been there to warn them that Kajevic was going to kill some of the men who lived in Barupra.”


      “One man? Many men?”


      “Many.”


      “And why?”


      “He thought they had talked to the Americans. But my sister said Prako was not worried. It was not his business. He’d had nothing to do with that.”


      “Did your sister say who in town had talked to the Americans? Or what they had said? Anything like that?”


      Sinfi knew no more. Yet this was the first thing I’d heard in Lijce that bore some resemblance to evidence. It was hearsay of several magnitudes, but Sinfi had recounted a concrete event, which, if it actually occurred, would offer a strong suggestion about who’d engineered the massacre.


      I asked Sinfi if I could take out my phone to record her, but she said her husband would be angry if he knew she had spoken about Kajevic.


      “But you and your parents believe Kajevic’s troops killed them all in Barupra?” I asked.


      “Me? I think so. My father, too. My mother, no. She had a dream a few years ago that my sister called her. So she hopes.” Sinfi’s eyes now were pooling.


      Before we left, Esma removed her purple scarf, the object of such lavish admiration here, and wrapped it around the baby. As we said good-bye, Sinfi took a step over her threshold to squint at me in the strong sun that had just emerged from the clouds.


      “You are going to find who murdered them?” she asked.


      “I will try.”


      “They should be punished,” she said to me. “Even Roma should not be treated like that.”


    

  




  

    

      

        12.


        Still a Gypsy


      


      So you guys hungry or what?” Attila asked, as we departed from Lijce. “Kind of a cool place, a couple miles on.”


      It was past four and none of us had eaten since breakfast. Attila stopped at a huge roadside inn erected on a hillside, a series of rustic buildings that could have passed as a dude ranch, enlarged A-frames with shake roofs and cedar sides decorated with old wagon wheels. To enhance the inn’s appeal to tourists, the lowest level featured reconstructions of Bosnian life one hundred years ago. In one stall, a wax dummy in vest and fez sorted through a sack of seeds.


      On the second floor, we entered an open-air pine dining room, noticeably upscale. Waiters in formal vests and bow ties showed us to a windowside table overlooking another lovely mountain stream one hundred feet below, from which a romantic, rushing burble arose.


      Attila, unsurprisingly, was a grand host. She ordered a white wine from Slovenia, although it turned out she didn’t drink. Her focus was on a huge appetizer plate of mild Bosnian cheeses and dried meats, a local delicacy, all accompanied by an unusual brown bread assembled from dozens of layers of thin leaves, a little like the crust of a strudel. While we relaxed, Attila smoked cigarettes without apology and Esma mooched a couple, explaining that she indulged only on the Continent while she drank.


      Attila had just ordered the entrée when Esma excused herself for a moment. As soon as she was gone, Attila hunched forward confidentially. She was such a large personality that I was already accustomed to ignoring her odd look, with that big ball of kinky brownish hair, her uneven freckly complexion, her slight shoulders strangely squared, and her pale skinny arms poking from the same short-sleeved button-down shirt she was wearing when she picked me up at the airport yesterday.


      “So whatta you think, Boom?” Attila asked. “Looks like Kajevic, right?”


      “Maybe. I’m a long way from conclusions, Attila.”


      “You ask me,” said Attila, “a guy sends a messenger boy to say he’s gonna kill a whole bunch of you fuckers and they’re all dead a week or two later, I got a prime suspect. No?”


      “Sure. But it’s not the only possibility. What did you make of the lady who thought the Bosnians killed the Roma because they wanted the base back?”


      “I thought she was as full of shit as the rest of them—everybody but the last gal. The US had withdrawn. That camp went back to government ownership. If the Bosnians wanted the Roma out, all they had to do was move in with bulldozers. No cause for a massacre.”


      I sipped my wine, thinking how I wanted to approach the next subject. I had been meaning all day to get a second alone with Attila.


      “And I’m not ready to declare the US Army above suspicion either.”


      As I expected, Attila made a face. “And how do you get to that?”


      “Well, Tobar confirmed something that I’ve heard for weeks now, that a few guys in Barupra were car thieves. As a matter of fact, you told me yesterday that you fired your Roma drivers when they disappeared with some of your trucks. Do I remember correctly?”


      “Too true.” Attila nodded with her whole upper body.


      Last night, I had awoken around 3 a.m., not unusual for me when I was contending with jet lag. I found my heart constricted by some dreamtime reconstruction of my encounter in the corridor with Esma. I had remembered the red nails as her hand rested on my arm, but the dream culminated in agitation and regret, although, as happens so often, once I was up I couldn’t recall the events I was sorry for. Eventually, when I settled myself and began to doze, my mind went to our case. It was then, halfway back to sleep, that I made a connection that had been nagging at me since I sat with Goos in the bar.


      “Now,” I said to Attila, “you told me that all the trucks that NATO used in Bosnia were yours. CoroDyn’s. Right?”


      “Basically. The operational vehicles were under Transportation Corps command, but they all came out of my pools.”


      “Okay,” I said. “On the plane, I reread my files about that attempt to arrest Kajevic in Doboj. Most press reports said Kajevic fled in trucks stolen from the US Army. The first time I saw that, I thought that meant that Kajevic and his Tigers hot-wired the vehicles Special Forces had shown up in. But the whole ambush was too well planned to involve an improvised escape. So what I realized—actually in the middle of the night—was that Kajevic already had those trucks.”


      I’d seized Attila’s full attention now. Her thin, unshaped brows were drawn down toward her small eyes.


      “Which means,” I said, “that the vehicles Kajevic took off in were stolen from you and CoroDyn. Correct?”


      Attila’s lips squeezed around before she spoke.


      “I told you, Boom. I like you and all, but I’m not fucking up my security clearance.”


      “It can’t be a secret who those trucks belonged to, Attila. They had to be identified so the Bosnian police could look for them.”


      She shrugged.


      “Here’s the thing,” I said. “It was Roma from Barupra who stole those trucks from you and sold them to Kajevic. Right?”


      Attila was looking down at the table. When her eyes rose, she reached for another cigarette.


      “Boom, you ever talk too much?” she asked, with the flame hovering over her Zippo.


      “Occasionally.”


      “Me?” Attila said. “I been doing that my whole life. Shit comes sailin out of my mouth and I’m like, What the fuck did you go and say that for? And, Boom, I really don’t know the answer. I just get caught up in things.”


      I wasn’t going to be distracted by her retrospective regrets.


      I said, “But that’s how the Roma knew where Kajevic and his people were hiding. And that’s why they were able to give his location to Army Intelligence.”


      “I’m not here to lie to you, Boom. But I gotta be a lot more careful what I say.”


      “Well, maybe you want to respond to this, Attila. If the Roma told me where Kajevic was hiding, and I went there and got ambushed, I’d be mad, maybe killing mad, especially when I realized they had sold him the trucks he escaped in. It might have felt to me like one huge double cross.”


      Attila shook her head decisively.


      “That’s not how it went down.”


      “How did it?”


      “I can’t mess on myself, Boom. I know I ran my mouth, and with a smart guy like you, one thing leads to another. But I can’t say no more. Only thing is, you heard that lady was telling you Kajevic swore he was gonna kill those Gypsies.”


      Attila’s phone, which she’d set on the wooden table, started buzzing again, vibrating hard enough that I thought for a second it might fly through the window. She smacked her hand down on the cell as it was skittering away and she answered. I would have bet that Attila rang herself to avoid more questions, but the device had been right in front of me and I could hear a voice speaking Serbo-Croatian on the other end.


      “Fuck,” said Attila when she was done. She stood up. “Gotta bounce. I need to find five guys who speak Pashto and get them on the way to Kabul by twenty hundred hours tomorrow. And the problem, Boom, is that anybody who speaks Pashto has worked in Afghanistan. And anybody who’s worked in Afghanistan would rather get buttfucked than go back. This’ll cost me. Be makin calls all night.”


      She shook my hand and said she’d have a driver here in an hour to bring Esma and me back to Tuzla when we were ready to go. She’d moved off about five paces, when she circled back and leaned over the table, bringing close her small eyes and bad skin. Her voice was low.


      “Tell Esma nice to meet her. But watch yourself, dude. That chick is way too slick. Don’t never forget: She’s still a Gypsy.” She was gone again with a quick wave.


      

        


      


      The food—grilled lamb and vegetables crowded onto a large stainless platter—arrived a few minutes later, only seconds before Esma returned. I explained Attila’s departure and we both marveled about her for a minute. Esma seemed completely charmed. I noted only now that Esma, who’d been seated across from me while Attila was here, had settled now on my side of the table, close enough to brush elbows.


      “So, Boom. Did you learn anything useful today?”


      “I need to process,” I said. I was still loath to share my thoughts with her about the investigation. Instead, I asked about Lijce, knowing that her passion for her people would distract her.


      “The challenge of the Roma, Bill, is to open your society to those Roma, like me, who wish to join it, without imposing your values on the many who don’t.”


      “But how can Roma kids make that choice without an education?”


      “The value of schooling is not self-evident to many of my people,” said Esma. “In Romany, there are no proper words for ‘read’ or ‘write.’ There is wonderful Roma music. But no literature. Whenever my grandmother saw me with a book, she was concerned. ‘So keres?’ she would ask me. ‘What are you doing?’ For my people, knowledge is acquired in social interaction, by talking.”


      “An oral tradition?”


      She smiled a bit, amused by the elusiveness of Rom ways.


      “Yes, but do not think of Native American elders repeating legends to circles of young listeners. The Roma, Bill, are a people without a history, with no shared understanding of the past. My grandmother refused to believe it when I told her we did not emerge from Egypt, which is the common misunderstanding that led to this ‘Gypsy’ name. For us, there is no prevailing myth of creation, no seven days and seven nights. The Gypsy men I grew up with were fierce prizefighters, but there has never been a Gypsy army, because there is no land we have ever been inspired to conquer, or to defend, or even to return to.


      “And unlike almost any other group on earth, our sense of identity is not forged on the countless injuries of the past. We do not tell the tales of our centuries as slaves, unlike African Americans or Jews. Instead the Gypsy way is to excel in forgetting. You saw that with Tobar when you asked about Barupra. We live in the present. To Westerners we are as strange as Martians.”


      Again Esma delivered that huge smile, full of her delight and pride about this legacy of difference.


      “And what’s the impact on you, Esma? Do you feel caught between two worlds?”


      “Not really. I made my choices. To Roma like that old woman we saw in Lijce, I am not Rom at all. That is why she didn’t want to speak Romany to me.”


      “And what about your family? Is your mother more accepting of you than your father?”


      “My mother is gone. Cancer. All those cigarettes. She brawled with my father about my schooling, but I always felt that was more to oppose him than because she saw much value in it for me. When I was approaching fifteen, my mother started to talk to me about marriage. She had already spoken to another family. The boy, name of Boris, seemed to have a great fancy for me, but it wasn’t mutual. So Boris kidnapped and raped me. That is not unusual among the English Roma, for whom a stiff cock is often tantamount to a marriage proposal. Having had his way with me, Boris would declare we had eloped. But he was furious there was no blood on the bedsheet. His family of course disavowed his intentions toward me, and my father was irate.


      “Yet that was my liberation. Since I was now widely regarded as unmarriageable, I was free to continue in school and go on to university.”


      “Oxford?”


      “Cambridge. Caius College.”


      “And never a marriage?”


      “No, no. I am too independent, Bill. I still think about a child in wan moments, but I am not constant enough to be much of a mother.”


      The food, which we’d been eating as we talked, was excellent, prepared without much fanfare but flavorful and beautifully presented, with a grilled onion in the center of the plate from which banana peppers sprouted like antlers. Idling through the meal, we had started on a second bottle of wine.


      When we finished the pastries we ate for dessert, I called for the check, only to find that Attila had beaten me to it. Esma laughed and immediately pointed out that, as a result, I still owed her dinner.


      Outside, the limo Attila had promised was waiting, an old Yugoslav tank of a vehicle. Esma and I slid into the backseat and we headed down toward Tuzla, winding through the hills as it grew dark. I was not surprised when Esma, who’d outpaced me with the wine, became silent and heavy-lidded, and then disappeared fully into sleep, with her head tossed back and a small whinny escaping with each breath. A sharp switchback threw her against me, and she lay with her face on my shoulder, while I was caught in the net of sensation. I could caution myself as much as I cared to, but with her fine looks and power persona, Esma’s sex appeal felt like a live current, and I was not surprised that the heat and substance of her body so close, her breath on my neck, and the thick air of her perfume left me with a hard-on most of the way to town.


      Once we were bumping again over Tuzla’s cobbled streets, Esma roused and shook the sleep out of her head. She found her phone, but spoke only for a second in Romany.


      “I must meet Ferko,” she said when we’d stopped in front of the Blue Lamp. “I told him I would find some time tonight to discuss a few things.”


      I finally remembered to ask her about what Goos had overheard.


      “Goos said Ferko was insisting you give him what you’d promised. Forgive me, please, since I know I don’t need to tell you this, but if you’re compensating him somehow for his testimony, it’s worthless.”


      She took that with a laugh.


      “You do not need to tell me that. The only talk we’ve ever had of money is when I advised him years ago that he might receive reparations from the Court in the distant future if there is ever a conviction. But he hasn’t spoken of it since. What I did promise Ferko when he agreed to testify was that you would do your utmost to keep him safe. And he was well within his rights to insist that promise be kept. No?”


      I nodded. I had to be satisfied with that response.


      She said, “I have not yet had a chance to press him again about Kajevic, as you asked, but I’ll take that up now and shall report back to you.”


      Esma had listened to Sinfi, just as I had. It was hard to doubt the young woman, which meant it would be quite peculiar if Ferko—or anyone else living in Barupra—had not heard about Kajevic’s threats.


      She slid the phone back into her large bag, but took a moment to face me again with one foot in the street.


      “Thank you for letting me sleep a minute, Bill,” she said. “I was comfortable beside you.” She said no more but gave me a long look, frank in its intimacy, before walking off.


      Stepping onto the cobbles in front of the hotel, I was reverberating. And suddenly in mind of Layton Merriwell.


    

  




  

    

      

        13.


        Regret


      


      Entering the lobby, I caught sight of Goos. He was in the lounge with his beer glass, as I might have expected, making friends with two middle-aged British women, both short-haired blondes who seemed to be enjoying his company. I shook hands with each, Cindy and Flo, and noted their clear disappointment when I pointed Goos to one of the small two-tops in the breakfast room. His glass was empty and I took it from him.


      “You’re drinking on me tonight, Goos.”


      I returned with another for him and bubble water for myself. I’d had enough wine with Esma.


      “Sorry to have missed the bulletin on your background, Goos.”


      “Yep. Doctorate. The whole la-di-da. Probably prouder of it than I ought to be.”


      I asked the obvious—how he’d ended up a cop.


      “Well, you know, I was the typical layabout kid,” he said. “But good at school. So I stayed with it. I fancied anthropology, until I was most of the way through with it and realized I was actually rather keen on police work—truth be told, probably because I’d met up with a few too many cops on a professional basis. Not to say I was any kind of hoon—‘hooligan,’ you’d say. Just got myself into a little bingle now and then when I was rotten with my mates and had an overnight stay at government expense. But I reckoned that a good officer can make a lot of difference. Had an adviser at Antwerp who said, ‘Well, with forensic anthropology, you can probably catch on with a police force.’


      “Which I did. You know, my Belgium, that’s a pretty orderly place, not even two hundred murders a year and not many bodies to dig up. But still, it got me into homicide. And I was good with it. Found a pretty girl, became a right civilized bloke. But when the Yugoslav Tribunal was established, I thought, There’s a place to fully use my skills.”


      “And what did your skills tell you about that grave in Barupra?”


      “Got some bones in a bag, if that’s what you mean.”


      “How’d they look?”


      “Seemed right. Three males, two older than the last.”


      “You can tell gender and age?”


      “Hip size and certain bone formations in the pelvis. And bone density. I’ll be more certain with my microscope.”


      “And what about the bullets you were looking for?” I asked.


      “A couple. We’ll get the ballistics done back home.”


      “Is there a good crime lab there?”


      “Netherlands Forensic Institute? Top notch.”


      “Okay. We look at the bones, we look at the bullets, then what’s next?”


      “Well, we should put our heads together on some document requests for our friends at NATO, assuming you can square that with Akemi and Badu. And I’d like to come back here with a geologist. Worked with a professor at Nantes who’s very good. Madame Professor Tchitchikov. Love to know if she can tell us how recent that landslide at the Cave is. And I’d want her to have a Captain Cook at that grave for Boldo and them.” Goos said the Bosnian cops had returned at the end of the day and, eager to be able to say they’d done something, had been happy to surround the area he’d excavated with evidence tape. They promised to keep an eye.


      “I don’t know enough about the formations around here,” Goos said, when I asked what he wanted Professor Tchitchikov to examine at the gravesite. “Seemed pretty soft if the burial was a decade ago. To my eye, looked to be a mix of topsoil and subsoil there. But you know, that’s not my spécialité,” he said, using the French word.


      “But what’s the potential significance of a mix of soils?”


      “Might mean somebody had been digging in that grave a lot more recently than ten years ago.”


      “Grave robbers?”


      “Possible. Curious locals most likely. Probably kids. But could also be someone wanting a squizz at what we’d be finding.”


      “You concerned that was Ferko?”


      “He still seems a little dodgy to me, but that wasn’t my first thought.”


      “The bones were where he said, Goos.”


      He nodded, taking my point, then asked about my trip to Lijce. Like me, he was struck by what Sinfi had to say. But the moment when I seemed to have impressed him, probably for the first time, was when I unspooled my deductions about the trucks Kajevic had escaped in, and the possibility that the Americans might have suspected a double cross once the Roma’s information led them into an ambush.


      “Attila didn’t want to own up about the trucks,” I said, “but I think she’s trying to cover for the American troops. She understands the implications, but she sings from Merriwell’s songbook and insists the Americans would never have done it.”


      “Say this,” said Goos, “those American kids I met when I first started coming round Bosnia in ’97, they were a cut above. The Russians, the Turks, sometimes you wondered what prison they went to for army recruiting. They were bartering starving young girls food for their families in exchange for sex. But the American lot, those men and women were well disciplined, well trained. Played football and rock music with the local kids and handed out candy. Hard to see them taking a hand in a mass slaughter.”


      “Group psychology is a funny thing,” I answered. I had prosecuted dozens of men and women, corporate executives and commodities traders and government officials, most with a lifelong pattern of blameless behavior, who’d then taken bribes or falsified records or cheated their customers, all offering the same timeworn excuse when they got caught: Everybody else was doing it. The most striking example to me, which I shared with Goos, was a friend of mine from the high school football team, Rocky Whittle, who was indicted while I was US Attorney. Rocky had spent years accepting small payoffs so he could maintain the confidence of the sixty other plumbing inspectors he worked with who all took a great deal more money than he had. Rocky’s fundamental decency remained so clear to me decades later that, after recusing myself from the case, I testified as a character witness at his sentencing.


      “But there’s a limit, Boom. Right? A few dollars in the pocket, or holding on to your job, that’s not mass murder. You give me your stories, I’ll give you one of mine. Been in mind of it all day. Enough to make me regret coming back here.”


      He drained his glass in preparation, and I again waved to the desk clerk, who brought another.


      “Was a witness I had for the Yugoslav Tribunal,” Goos said after a considerable silence, “woman name of Abasa Mensur. Muslim. She lived across the river in Sarajevo, on what all the sudden became the Serbian side. So the Chetniks storm into her house. This is just a few days after her husband was killed at the front a few blocks away. And with the Serbs, after a while you’d know this part without my telling you. They raped her—raped her while her children watched. Whole squad. Then when they were done with her, they started in raping her eleven-year-old daughter. Then just for kicks, they grab the three-month-old baby, Boom, and put the child in the oven, and turned on the broiler while they held guns on all of them. And the baby screams and screams, while one soldier or another is rooting the eleven-year-old. Then finally the crying stops, and when they took that poor little thing out, they laugh and hand it over to the mother and tell her, ‘This is what a grilled pig looks like.’ A Muslim woman.


      “And God love her, Boom, Abasa, she came to The Hague and gave evidence and pointed to the captain who had been in charge. And Boom, I’m a hard-hearted policeman, I seen bad, I know what people can be like, but I sat in the courtroom with tears streaming down my face. And the captain, that man, if you could call his like a man, that man, thank God, is rotting in a prison cell. But of course, there’s eleven others who were with him we didn’t even bother trying to catch. Some of those blokes, after Dayton, they must have gone home and had babies of their own. And what did they think, Boom, when they held those children? How is it that every one of them just didn’t go put a bullet through his brain?


      “So group or no group, Boom, I want to say there’s some that wouldn’t have done it. Because I need to be able to say, Not me either. And not your cobber Rocky, I’d hope. And maybe not those American kids who were in service here and who’d been taught better, and didn’t come up listening to all the rellies spilling bilge about the Mohammedan monsters who’d done bad to their ancestors for centuries.”


      I drained my soda. After that story there was not a lot more to say, and I waited in silence for him to finish his beer. He was leaving in the morning for a long weekend in Belgium, and we agreed to reconnoiter on Monday in The Hague. Then I went upstairs to start on the e-mails that had accumulated over two days, hoping that work would help me shake off the horror of what Goos had described. Evil of that magnitude was like a dead star, sucking all the light out of life.


      

        


      


      I was over my tablet about half an hour, when I heard a light rap on my door. I expected that Goos had forgotten to mention something, but when I opened, Esma was on my threshold. She seemed to have refreshed her makeup and run a comb through her huge nest of hair, and I was taken again by how striking she was. But her expression was all business.


      “Might you have one second, Bill?”


      I stepped aside to welcome her. I offered her my desk chair and took a seat on the bed. I asked if she’d like something from the tiny minibar, which held tepid beer and water, but she declined.


      “I won’t be a minute,” she said. “But something has come up with Ferko that I know you’d want to hear.” She’d told him what Sinfi had said about Kajevic’s threats. “He acted as if he was only now remembering it, but he agreed that story had indeed run through the camp. I wasn’t pleased, and he could see as much, but he claimed he’d never connected the concerns about Kajevic to the night of April 27 because the Chetniks weren’t speaking Serbian.”


      “Are you convinced by that?”


      “I count it as possible but not likely. My suspicion is that he was terrified to mention Kajevic’s name.”


      That made sense. Ferko would not have been the first witness to go skinny on the truth out of fear. And while he may have misled Esma, he hadn’t lied in his testimony or his prior statements submitted to the Court. Still, I was concerned. If Ferko was trying to leave out Kajevic, he might have also altered other details, and that could trench on perjury.


      “We’re going to need another go at him, Esma.”


      “I understand. But may I suggest waiting a bit? See where your investigation leads and what other questions you might have. He’s reluctant as is, and he keeps asking me to promise that he’s done with this. We don’t need him doing an about-turn and refusing to cooperate at all.”


      Overall, I thought her advice was good.


      “Thank you for letting us know,” I said.


      She nodded and stood. From her feet, she gave me another of her long looks. She was holding on to something, deliberating, and abruptly sat again, this time beside me on the bed.


      “The other reason you’ll need to wait to speak to Ferko is that I’ve just explained to him that I shall no longer be his representative with the Court. When you want to see him again, the Victims and Witnesses people can ring him and, if need be, arrange for other counsel. I now have no connection whatsoever to this case.”


      She watched me as I gathered the import of what she’d said. The directness of her huge eyes on me was like staring into a leveled rifle—if a rifle could express yearning.


      “Is that for my sake?” I asked.


      “Well, Bill,” she said, with a cute smile, “I rather hope it is for mine.” With two fingers, she took hold of the necktie I’d been wearing all day in a silly effort to look official and whispered, “Bill, do you know the literal translation of the Romany words for desire? ‘I eat you.’ Not ‘I want you.’ ‘I eat you.’ Or more poetically, ‘I’ll devour you.’”


      She leaned in slowly and kissed me, not in a grazing or tentative fashion, but delivering her entire self to me in the process. That and the full soft weight of her breasts against me were electrifying. I realized that at some level I had known what was going to happen, whatever my excuses, the minute she came into this room. I was sure she could feel my heart flopping around with the desperation of a landed fish.


      “Allow yourself, Bill,” she murmured. “You will never know yourself completely unless you have lived the moment when there is nothing of you but pleasure.”


      With my tie still between her fingers, she drew me to her, while I confronted yet again the weight of being well into the second half of my life. The ‘Somedays’ accumulated through youth and middle age had become a collection in their own right, a wish list illuminating the boundaries between fantasy and life’s many limitations, with their unintended cruelty. ‘Someday I will learn to scuba dive.’ ‘Someday I will travel to Bhutan.’ ‘Someday I will quit my job and take up woodworking.’ ‘Someday I will clean up…my office…my closet, the garage, the storeroom, the boxes I never looked at after my mother died.’ ‘Someday I will learn to fly-fish.’ ‘Go back to the piano.’ ‘Someday I will live in Tuscany.’ ‘Someday I will live in Tuscany and read the works of Beckett and Erving Goffman.’


      After fifty-four years, the Someday pile had become mountainous—and with it, the inevitable recognition that almost none of it would occur. Having lived well, I felt little bitterness in knowing that. But in the moment, how can you turn away when Someday can suddenly be real?


      ‘Someday I will be with a woman like that, someone who somehow jolts an entire room by passing through the doorway.’ In how many rooms, gazing at how many doorways, had that utterly impossible promise strobed through my mind, a commitment made largely so I could do the polite thing and look away?


      Perhaps all Merriwell had meant to tell me—Merriwell and his many cohorts who’d been dragged down by the tidal pull of desire—was that at a certain age the bitterest of all emotions is regret.


    

  




  

    

      

        IV.


        For the Record


      


    

  




  

    

      

        14.


        Records—April 16–23


      


      Life had taught me a cold truth, that the long-savored dream, when tested by reality, rarely approached expectations. That was never so in Esma’s bed.


      Despite the porn sites and Internet postings that vividly document the outward doings, none of us will ever really know the internal experience of other humans at these moments. But the extremes of physical pleasure I experienced with Esma were new for me. Whether that was Gypsy magic or because I’d checked all inhibitions when I crossed a professional boundary I still should have observed, at instants I felt I had reached the kernel of life, a place where sensation was so intense that the rest of the world became remote and living was purely a thrill.


      Each encounter was novel, starting from the first time, while she was thrown over the arm of another of those beautiful leather chairs in my room. There were never any bars or borders, only whim and inspiration. Usually, Esma engaged in a constant narration, a virtual play-by-play in the most profane and arousing terms—‘Oh yes, look at that big thing. Oh yes. I’m going to touch it, would you like that, yes, you know how much you like that, does that please you, yes it pleases you so much’—that gave way now and then to whispered instructions about her own satisfaction. ‘There, slowly, please. Please.’ ‘Pinch.’ ‘Hard.’ ‘Harder.’


      But better than the ballet maneuvers and machinery to which Esma introduced me, she offered an example in how to revel in desire and its satisfaction. She was remarkably free with her exclamations, and with the earthquake of pleasure that jolted her body with startling frequency. She turned the bed into a delicious, soupy mess, and yet always wanted more, reminding me of another unique truth about sex: You can see the Grand Canyon, exult in its majesty, and strike it off the bucket list. But everyone wants the next orgasm.


      Naked, Esma was an inspiration, even though her Rubenesque proportions were not favored in our era. As we undressed one another the first time, she suddenly picked up her silk dress from the bed and draped it across herself, just as her bra was about to slip away.


      “Do you like large breasts, Bill?”


      “Love them,” I said.


      “Prepare for paradise,” she answered.


      The sight of Esma languorously approaching me was always arousing and quickly took me beyond what I had thought were the physical limitations of middle age. But her appeal was far more than corporeal. Years before, I had represented a stripper who worked under the stage name of Lotta Lust and who’d neglected to file federal income tax returns for more than twenty years. There was nothing unusual about Stella’s—her real name—appearance, but she’d been in high demand onstage for two decades. It was all about self-confidence, she claimed. ‘A girl who believes that every guy she meets is dying to fuck her is almost always right.’ Esma made me feel every time that she was bestowing a gift as precious as the secret of alchemy.


      Because Goos was returning to Belgium from Tuzla, Esma and I stayed two extra nights at the Blue Lamp, departing Sunday morning. For the first forty-eight hours, I never put on a stitch, relishing that freedom, too. On Friday, Esma got hungry before me and ran out to the cevapi place across the street to bring sandwiches back for both of us. While I was waiting for her, I lay still on the bed, enjoying the momentary solitude and taking stock. My entire body still felt like a force field in which the voltage center was my dick, and I was gripped by an intense desiccated thirst that seemed to be the product of coming so often. But I did not want to move. Instead, I exulted in having so thoroughly escaped restraint, even while the ghosts of the Bosnian dead, the rapes, the broilings, and the unhindered savagery seemed to dance darkly somewhere within my joy.


      

        


      


      I reached The Hague late Sunday afternoon. When I entered the apartment, there was a suitcase in the middle of the living room, and without trying to snoop, I saw Lew Logan’s name on the tag. I recalled that my landlady had said that my trip abroad was conveniently timed, since her husband was set to visit, meaning they’d have their house to themselves. I went to the refrigerator for water and heard a consistent rapping overhead. It took a second to realize that it was their headboard, knocking on the wall. Standing a little longer, I thought I could make out Narawanda Logan’s low wail. I listened another second, smiling at them and myself. I intended to go out for a long dinner to give them their privacy, but Esma had exhausted me. I lay down for a nap and woke up about five on Monday morning.


      My encounters with my landlady had been as isolated as she had promised, due in part to the apartment’s floor plan. The lower level contained a small kitchen and a good-size living and dining area. From there, you went up three steps to the lone full bath. Off that landing, two separate facing staircases ascended, each leading to one of the two bedrooms.


      On Tuesdays and Thursdays, when I got up for my 6 a.m. calls with my sons, I would potter toward the kitchen to make coffee and would find Mrs. Logan in the living room, contorted in some yoga pose. She was dressed all in black, in clingy yoga pants and a loose top, very tiny but notably well formed and also unexpectedly graceful. On the weekends, or when she made an early return from work, Narawanda ran. She’d come in dripping and winded, in another all-black outfit, with the addition of a stocking cap and mittens. I was often reading in the living room, but she breezed by with only a muted “Hello.” I mentioned once that I’d been a runner myself until shin splints had stopped me several months ago, but I received no more than a courteous nod as she continued to the stairs. Overall, her social affect was slightly off-center, which was more or less what Goos had told me to expect.


      When I came down to the kitchen that Monday, after my return from Bosnia, Mrs. Logan was in her yoga clothes, staring down the electric kettle so she could have her tea before getting on to her morning routine. Her husband’s luggage was gone.


      I expected her to be in the same flushed tonic mood in which I’d awakened, but she was abstracted. She greeted me politely—“Welcome back. Good trip?”—but she was in one of those morning funks in which some people start the day, and she moved off in silence to begin her exercise.


      I headed into the office early, prepared for a backlog of paperwork. By the afternoon, Goos and I sat on either side of my pedestal desk planning our document request to NATO. We felt specifics would be the best wedge against the Court’s natural inclination to avoid controversy.


      Goos’s time with the Yugoslav Tribunal had given him a good idea of what might be available, and he’d drafted his own list.


      “Armies don’t really exist to fight,” he told me. “They are there to make records. Everything must be documented.”


      His top item was duty rosters and related records like mess reports. I understood his logic—a large group on leave might be our ‘Chetniks,’ playing dress-up on their free time. But I didn’t think that would get us very far, given the basic obstacle.


      “Under American law, we can’t go interview any of those guys, Goos, assuming they’re home by now.”


      “Yay-ay,” he said, employing that exaggerated Australian version of ‘Yeah,’ “but we can check Facebook and YouTube and Twitter, Boom. Been looking over the posts about Eagle Base for some time. Quite a bit, actually, but not much that’s interesting to us. But with names, mate, we can search up those former soldiers and try some questions from here. No law against that, and you can’t believe what these young people will sometimes disclose over the Internet, stuff you’d never get face-to-face.”


      I comprehended only now why Goos had been glued to his computer the day we met.


      The second request on his draft list was for truck logs and fuel depot records. I understood that we’d want to see if any heavy vehicles had left the base in the middle of the night, but I wasn’t clear why he was also asking for mechanics’ reports and requisitions for spare parts.


      “Driving around in that coal mine in the dark, Boom, a truckie could have broken an axle or damaged a wheel pretty easy.”


      Next, he’d listed day-of records from the camps’ infirmaries and sick bays.


      “Aren’t going to bully four hundred people onto trucks without somebody throwing a punch at a soldier, or an old gal setting her fingernails to somebody’s face, maybe a couple troops getting bashed by a flying rock after the explosion.”


      I agreed. Ferko had said one of the soldiers was hit with a rifle stock while they were trying to subdue Boldo’s brother.


      The fourth item would never have occurred to me, given my limited knowledge of our military: aerial surveillance records.


      “NATO had planes all over the place, Boom, and spy satellites, trying to make sure there were no troop movements by any side. Frightening the detail they get from outer space.”


      Goos had a number of other excellent ideas. In combat gear, US troops apparently wore blue GPS transponders that were designed to ping and thus prevent friendly-fire incidents. We decided to ask for all GPS records that might show US troops in or around Barupra on April 27, 2004. NATO Intelligence had probably also recorded all cell phone use and IP addresses registered in the area.


      On a separate line, Goos had next written, ‘Pictures.’


      “Pictures?” I asked.


      “Daily photographs. Parade shots. Formations. Can see who’s missing, maybe hurt. This was near the end of the US presence. Cameras were probably snapping full-time for auld lang syne.”


      I nodded in slow wonder. Goos was something.


      His last suggestion was the entire NATO file concerning the effort to capture Kajevic in Doboj, everything from US Army Intelligence to operational plans beforehand and the investigative reports in the aftermath: ballistic results, investigators’ summaries, even the autopsies. This was the one item on which he and I at first disagreed. If Army Intelligence was anything like the intelligence units I’d dealt with at the FBI and other law enforcement agencies, they’d be adamant about not releasing any information for fear that even a decade later it would compromise techniques or sources. On the other hand, requesting these items would give us room to relent if we got into negotiations. All we really required was records that would show how the US had come to learn of Kajevic’s whereabouts and whether there were any later suspicions of a setup, plus all information about the trucks the Roma had stolen from Attila.


      As Goos and I were finishing up, my cell pinged. It was a text message from Esma.


      

        In a meeting in London. Just felt the last little goopy bit of you come sliding out of me.


      


      I sat there in a visible blush, a state I hadn’t experienced since my early teens.


      

        


      


      I had known from the time Merriwell had advanced the idea of going to NATO for records that my bosses—Badu and Akemi—might be, in the end, a bigger obstacle than the US Army. Caution was a way of life at the Court. The leaden bureaucracy of the ICC, so foreign from the freewheeling atmosphere of the prosecutor’s office I had worked in before, had only one consolation: It was essential. Without a permanent constituency, the Court’s sole insulation from the inevitable controversies was to maintain rigid procedural regularity, even though I often felt I was being asked to chase bad guys in a fashion as mannered as an equestrian routine. The rest of the week, my time was consumed by meetings with the heads of the Office of the Prosecutor’s three divisions—Investigation, Prosecution, and Complementarity—concerning the document request. No one questioned my legal analysis. The referral document from the Bosnians, with its wax seal and blue-and-yellow ribbons, gave the Court the right to acquire any record that the government of BiH was legally entitled to. But my colleagues remained reluctant, particularly because this maneuver was such a clear end-run around US law. I found the Complementarity people—who were basically the diplomats—particularly vexing. They were rule worshippers who sometimes seemed as if they’d be perfectly happy if the Court never prosecuted anybody again, as long as we avoided any flaps.


      The ultimate meeting with the division heads and coordinators took place in Badu’s office. I kept my eye on the old man throughout. Badu chuckled and nodded and groaned in his graceful way, imparting nothing that indicated that he understood in any depth what had been said. I was beginning to realize that Badu’s clueless manner insulated him from everyone outside the Court—and within—seeking to influence him. Near the end of the meeting, Badu said in his beautiful accent, “I have an old chum, Lord Gowen, who is the British ambassador to NATO. I am thinkin to geef him a coal.” My initial reaction was panic, fearing Badu could irretrievably screw things up, but after a second I realized that this might be an adroit move. If the other leading nations in NATO—the Brits, the French, the Germans, who were all also members of the Court—acknowledged the legality of our document request in advance, the Americans would have a much harder time resisting.


      Within a day, Ambassador Gowen had encouraged Badu to proceed. NATO’s supreme commander at the moment was another Brit who, by the standard of other soldiers, was something of a supporter of the Court, and who signaled he would not stand in the way. Badu was careful to get the backing of the full OTP executive committee before I sent the formal document request to NATO. We all knew it was likely to provoke an explosive American response.


      

        


      


      Back from Bosnia, I began to settle into a routine. On the mornings I didn’t call Will or Pete, I would wake an hour later and linger with my coffee over the New York Times online. After that, I often phoned my sister, Marla, for a few minutes of the harmless chatter we’d shared across a lifetime. I was reaching her at about 2 a.m. in Boston, while she sat up in bed, answering e-mails, clipping articles from the day’s newspapers to send to her kids, and reading the latest novel for her book club. The lights were burning while her husband, Jer, an orthopod, slept soundly beside her.


      I got to the office by 8:30, ahead of many people, and was out by 5:30. I ate dinner in one of the cafés near the apartment and continued making my way through the pile of books I’d shipped to The Hague. Currently, I was rereading John Fowles, The Magus.


      The day our document request was finally sent to NATO HQ in Belgium, I left the office a little early. It was the first fair weather I’d seen in The Hague. The solemn winter sky had broken into blue and a southern wind gentled the air. For a week now, the new vitality I’d acquired at the Blue Lamp had stimulated a yearning for exercise, of which I’d had next to none in the last few months. My landlady had offered me an old bicycle of her husband’s, which was part of the herd locked inside the front door, and I contemplated a ride now, but I still didn’t know the city and with my poor sense of direction was afraid of getting lost in some dead zone without cell reception.


      When I came in, Narawanda was home early, too, probably also inspired by the weather. She was stretching in the living room for a run, her heel perched on the back of the sofa. It was the first time I’d seen her in shorts, and given the modesty with which we lived, I felt as if I’d walked in on her at an inappropriate moment.


      I hustled toward the stairs, then regained myself and circled back.


      “How would it be if I followed you for a little while?” I asked. “I’d just like to see your route. I promise I won’t hold you up. But I’d love to get back into running.”


      She pondered that, almost as if I’d proposed cutting my rent in half, but she finally produced a tiny smile and nodded.


      My plan was to run beside her as long as I could, then walk back. Our initial pace was halting as we dodged through the crowded little streets near the flat. But she soon led me on a quicker route, down the leafy esplanade on Lange Voorhout, past the monolithic US Embassy, which looked like a bomb shelter, and then eventually into The Hague’s vast park, Haagse Bos.


      Based on our experience to date, I didn’t expect her to be talkative, but I asked politely about her husband’s visit.


      “Nice,” she answered, which seemed a bit of an understatement given the vigor of the bed-knocking. “Lewis talked all the time about how much he loves New York, how wonderful it has been to be back there.” Her English was accurate, if occasionally somewhat stilted, and spoken with a Dutch accent—the rolled r’s and long o’s and guttural g’s—spiced with a little of the rising pitches of Java.


      “And you?” I asked. “Do you love New York?”


      “To visit? So exciting. To live? So difficult. It is not for me. I am accustomed to The Hague.” It felt like we had quickly reached a conversational impasse, but after a moment, she asked several questions about my trip. Her pace was much faster now, and I found every word an effort, but I answered expansively, in hopes of finally having some genuine interaction with her. I talked about my sons, and then BIH, providing a brief travelogue without going into details of the investigation.


      Bosnia had been my first visit to a majority-Muslim country, and I had been impressed by how easygoing the version of Islam practiced around Tuzla had felt. The call to prayer had keened out from the minarets five times a day, but most of the women eschewed hijab, for example, and there was alcohol on every restaurant menu. Religion was a private matter, it seemed.


      “That is the Islam I grew up with,” Narawanda said. “Modernist. My mother covered her head in the mosque, and went every week, when I was little, but she always reminded me of the verse in the Qur’an that says Allah Himself planned for many faiths.’”


      I had made my observations about Islam in Bosnia without any thought that Narawanda herself was Muslim. She could see I was a little nonplussed, but waved off my apologies.


      “I am more of a lapsed Muslim these days. I have not gone to mosque or done the fasts since Lewis and I married.”


      “Was that what you two agreed?”


      “No, no. Just as it has happened. Actually, at that point, Lewis and I said that if we were ever to have children, we would teach them that tradition.”


      “And that’s changed?” I asked.


      She reflected on my question for several strides.


      “I really don’t know,” she said. “Right now, Lewis and I are not so close to having children. We do not even live in the same place.”


      Given her odd manner, I wasn’t sure if she was miffed or just being matter-of-fact, but I could feel my lungs giving out. I waved her on without me, promising to do better if we ran again another time.


    

  




  

    

      

        15.


        Leiden—April 24–26


      


      I spoke to Esma every night—remarkably explicit conversations in which I nearly gasped at some of the things she said before I slid into lascivious giggles. She was due to head back to New York from London the following week, and we agreed that she’d first detour to Holland to meet me for the weekend. I remained concerned about being seen together. Although Esma had relieved herself of any formal role in the case, as an ardent advocate for the alleged victims, she remained an interested party. Esma thought I was being ridiculous, but we agreed on Leiden, about fifteen minutes from The Hague, and I booked a lovely-looking boutique hotel along one of the canals.


      I arrived there on the Intercity train about 3:30 Friday afternoon, walking along on a fine day and absorbing the charm of Leiden, a bit of Bruges without the gingerbread. Its network of canals and iron bridges was surrounded by the usual centuries-old brick buildings with steep tile roofs. The center of the city was crowded with young people, students at the university who’d already gotten started on the weekend. After another few minutes, I recognized the green striped awning of the hotel, which I’d seen on the Internet.


      At the tiny reception desk, I handed my passport to the bespectacled middle-aged proprietor. He would keep the document for an hour or two, as they routinely do on the Continent in order to fill out forms required by the EU. He had finished work with Esma’s British passport already and handed it to me, with its eccentric images of a crown, lion, and unicorn embossed in gold on its crimson cover. Holding tangible evidence of Esma’s presence, I felt a lurid thrill below my belt.


      In our room, I found her asleep, with the canvas curtains drawn and her eyes hidden beneath a sleep mask. There was enough light, though, to see her. She had kicked away half the covers, revealing those well-turned legs up to her thigh, the rest of her body draped discreetly, as in an old painting. Her face was at the edge of the bed, while one bare arm hung down. In the grip of a dream, her mouth moved over uncertain words and her body twitched slightly.


      I undressed quietly, then took hold of the duvet and drew it away slowly from her torso, an inch-by-inch striptease of a sort, relishing everything. The sight had a predictable effect on me and I eventually took my hardened dick and nuzzled it against her cheeks and mouth, slowly pushing away the mask. Deep in sleep, she waved her hand vaguely at first and then finally, without ever opening her eyes, took gentle hold of me, guiding me into her mouth.


      

        


      


      I woke Saturday morning, my hand webbed in hers, looking down at that odd collection of rings I’d noticed in Tuzla, which were all on the middle finger of her left hand. I was still staring when she roused herself.


      “Is one of those a wedding ring?” I asked, about a plain gold band.


      “That?” She laughed and sat up. “Don’t worry about that. That is my problem, not yours.”


      “What does that mean, Esma?”


      She tossed around her storm of dark hair and finally went off to the bathroom. When she returned, she said, “Are you concerned you have rivals, Bill?”


      “Every man who sees you, Esma, is my rival.”


      The remark delighted her. She padded to the bed sinuously. Diving down on it, she whispered, “I am with you. Let me show you.”


      Afterward, we sat outside in our robes. Our room was tiny but stuffed with antiques, much to Esma’s liking, with a small terrace outside where the potted plants were already in bloom. I pulled two white iron chairs together and took her hand as we looked out over the rooftops and the adjoining canals. She felt distant for a second.


      “Enjoy this part, Bill. Make it last. Don’t worry about what comes next.”


      “What makes you think I’m worried?”


      She reared back to look at me in mild reproof. I wasn’t sure if I was being scolded for doubting her Gypsy voodoo or just for being dishonest.


      “That is your nature.” She was right about that. “And I am not very good at the next part anyway.”


      “You mean life?”


      “This too is life, and very much the best of it.” She snuck her hand under my robe. “Don’t fall in love with me, Bill.”


      Given my character, which Esma had correctly assayed, I was already reflecting on what I felt. Certainly I was gripped by addictive lust, and great tenderness and gratitude born of its satisfaction. But between us there was a connection, too, I knew that. From our first instants together, I had felt that Esma, with her passionate nature and galloping intellect, fit a yearning space inside me. But love? I wasn’t even sure anymore what I thought about that word. Yet whatever this was, my ardor was more revitalizing than anything I’d felt in decades.


      “And why do you say that?” I asked. “Because you are unavailable?” I was thinking about the wedding ring.


      “No,” she said. “But I fear I shall disappoint you, Bill.”


      “Because?”


      “Because I always manage to do that in the end.” She was back to being the essential Esma, humorless and intense.


      I tried to joke. “Should I leave now?” I asked.


      As I hoped, the remark leavened her mood. She reverted to her sensual gaze and her thin dominating smile. She loosened the belt on her robe and threw it open as we sat there in the daylight in the view of many rooftops.


      “If you like,” she answered.


      

        


      


      On Saturday night, Esma and I had our first cross moments. Ellen wanted my approval on the plans for the rehearsal dinner before Pete’s wedding, which required three brief conversations between 11 p.m. and midnight. We’d had a call on the same subject the weekend before, while Esma and I were ensconced at the Blue Lamp.


      “This is very strange with your ex-wife. You speak to her more than your children.”


      I explained that Ellen didn’t have time for these projects during the week, when she was working. But Esma’s dark face was closed off by a look of open skepticism, expressed primarily through a fleshy pout. I thought of replaying the remarks she’d made to me yesterday about being jealous, but I already knew Esma would never make her emotions slave to logic or consistency.


      “And you stayed with her when you went back home,” said Esma. “That is strange, too. Is there ex-sex now and then?”


      I laughed out loud. “Esma. You’ve heard these conversations. There is nothing but family business. My ex is no one to worry about.”


      “Some men can never leave their marriages behind. I have known too many.”


      “Well, you’re reacting to what happened with them. Ellen and I are merely planning our son’s wedding, and I consider it a blessing that we can enjoy this together.”


      To subdue her, I suggested that we go out for a drink. A mime was performing under a streetlight a block from the hotel and she lightened our moods.


      On Sunday morning, we both wanted air again and wandered around Hooglandse Kerkgracht, where tony shops lined the narrow brick streets beside a parklike median.


      “Look at that,” Esma said, as we came out of an antique store, where she had looked over several Japanese ivories called netsuke, animal figures that she said she collected. “Your name in lights, Bill.”


      She was pointing one hundred feet up to an elegant-looking jewelry store with an oak facade. TEN BOOM appeared in large gilt letters above the shop window. In the lower right corner, the sign read  SINDS 1875.


      The sight turned me to cement.


      “I’ve sometimes thought you made that name up,” said Esma.


      I finally said, “I forgot they were in Leiden.”


      “Who?”


      “My parents. I’m pretty sure my father worked at that store,” I told her. “It was during the Second World War.”


      “What did he do?”


      “He was a watchmaker.”


      But that was hardly the most important detail, and as we meandered for the next hour beside the canals, I shared most of the tale with Esma. The actuality of the store, emblazoned with our name, had removed my parents’ story from the shrouded place I ordinarily kept it to quell my discomfort.


      The day I turned forty, my parents asked me to come see them by myself. Like a lot of married people, I rarely visited my mother and father without Ellen or one of the boys as a shock absorber. As a child, I never understood what it was that had infuriated me about my folks, who were in all ways mild and kindly. But getting older, I had recognized that their bond had an intensity that left Marla and me feeling we were forbidden to enter the inner sanctum where they actually lived. As an adult, I preferred not to be alone with them, rather than reexperience that same sense of exclusion.


      But I went by myself on my birthday nonetheless. I was fairly certain that they had a family heirloom to pass on, one of the few things they had carried from Holland, perhaps even a piece of jewelry that would find its way to Ellen. I knew my sister had received a diamond necklace that had been in the family since the 1870s when she turned forty, two years before. And my father had made a gift of one of his watches when I reached twenty-one.


      Overall, I expected forty to be a good birthday for me. I was on the cusp of middle-aged tranquility, the writhings of youth so far behind me that I couldn’t fully recall how it felt. I was the United States Attorney in my hometown, a higher and more esteemed place in the world than I had ever imagined for myself. My two sons were not yet full-throttle teenagers, and I was wise enough to enjoy them while they remained content with their parents. Even my marriage seemed okay. I knew that I bored Ellen in a fundamental way and that she blamed me for it, but she was an interesting, competent woman who shared my passion for our sons, which, at least then, seemed to be enough common ground.


      My parents’ house was a modest Kindle County bungalow that they bought in the 1950s, and which each of them eventually left for good only on the EMT’s rolling stretcher. My mother hugged me at the door to wish me happy birthday, while my father, a master of old-school restraint, shook my hand. Then they led me into the living room from which my sister and I were largely banished growing up. They took places on the flowered sofa, as if they had been preassigned by stage directions. My father’s long pale face was rigidly composed. My mother sat close beside him, her plump hands in her ample lap as she gazed toward him, apparently awaiting a sign to begin. They had already been through this two years before with Marla, as it turned out, but even so, it must have been a nightmare revisited for them, realizing that they were again about to place their relationship with one of their children in jeopardy.


      “We have decided that we need to tell you something,” my mother said. That clearly was her part. The hard line fell to my father.


      “We are Jews,” he said.


      The most important thing my parents were saying, of course, had nothing to do with religion or heritage. They were telling me that they had lied to my sister and me all our lives. In retrospect I was always proud of the way I responded: With nothing else, I began to cry, a man who had not broken down completely since my dog had been run over in front of me when I was thirteen.


      I called my sister on my drive back home, and merely from the way I said her name, she knew what was up.


      “They told you,” she said. “I’m so glad. I’ve been warning them I couldn’t keep this secret much longer.”


      “What the fuck,” I answered.


      For Marla, whatever the drama within, the practical adjustments were minimal. She had married Jer, a wonderful guy who happened to be Jewish, and she had raised her three kids in the embrace of the Jewish community in Lexington, Mass. Marla had lived the kind of contented suburban life—the kids, the country club friends, the committed acts of charity—that Ellen regarded as a form of early-onset morbidity, an opinion I more or less shared in those years. Only when my marriage ended another decade later did I tumble to the recognition that my sister was happy, far happier than many other people who arrive in their middle years, including me. Now Marla understood my shock and indignation, but the news had clearly not shaken her as deeply.


      When I reached home, Ellen absorbed what I had to say with a river of emotion flowing through her face, culminating in a smile. “Oh my God,” she said. “How fascinating. You know, I love them both, you know that, but there’s always been something not quite right. How many times have I told you, ‘Your parents are strange’?” She thought only a second longer and added, “They have to tell the boys,” who were then twelve and fourteen. I do not remember Ellen asking me for many days how this news had affected me.


      

        


      


      Although it may be what the psychologists call cognitive dissonance, my enduring reaction was that I was fairly pleased about being Jewish. I had grown up with many Jewish friends and had always felt some envy for their fierce ethnic pride, which contrasted with my parents’ reluctance—now far more understandable—about anything Dutch.


      On the other hand, I did not tend to talk about this discovery very often. I made no effort to keep it a secret and I don’t think I was ashamed to have lost my status as a Real White Person. The hard part was accounting for my mother and father.


      By the time they died eight years later in close succession, I had gone through many stages, but I had ultimately given them the benefit of the doubt. It was a considerable sacrifice to part with core elements of your identity.


      As for what had happened during the war, Marla eased more details from my mom in the last months of her life, after my dad was gone, when my loyal sister often came to town to sleep on a cot beside our dying mother.


      My father’s family, then named Bergmann, always distinguished watchmakers, had left Frankfurt for Rotterdam in the 1870s in response to one of the periodic waves of anti-Semitism that swept through Germany. My father’s uncles joined them in the 1890s when several proposals were offered in the Reichstag to limit the rights of Jewish citizens, laws that were ultimately adopted decades later once Hitler took power. When that began to happen, in 1933, almost two dozen more cousins came to Rotterdam, joining the diaspora of more than half of Germany’s Jews who left in the next few years. Unfortunately, the Nazis were not far behind the Bergmann cousins and rolled through the Netherlands in 1940, bringing their racial laws with them. The German-speaking relatives were a special burden on my father’s family, since their poor Dutch made them easily identifiable as Jews. My father knew that as a result, sooner or later, the entire family—now called ‘Bergman,’ having dropped an n to sound more Dutch—would be rounded up and sent to camps.


      In July 1942, Aart and Miep ten Boom of Leiden were killed when a tree collapsed on their car as they were driving through a fierce storm. The Ten Boom family were leaders of the Dutch resistance, which over time hid thousands of Jews from the Nazis through various means. Aart and Miep’s surviving relatives decided it would be a fit tribute to suppress all news of their deaths and to allow a young Jewish couple to assume their identities. The Ten Booms were jewelers, with need of a skilled watchmaker in their store. When the offer came, my father and mother left their lives behind—and dozens of doomed relatives. They hid in plain sight in Leiden, with the knowledge of hundreds of local residents who never betrayed them.


      The end of the war was trying in its own way. My mother, an only child whose parents had died in their forties, wanted to return to Rotterdam to seek the possible remnants of their community. My father apparently regarded it all as better left behind, given the near-certain capture and annihilation of his family. He convinced her that the greatest safety for them and, far more important, their children was in remaining Aart and Miep rather than chancing the vagaries of history’s roulette wheel, in which the Jews’ number, along with several other perennial losers, was always coming up black.


      The Dutch neighbors who had hidden my parents throughout the war were confused by my father’s attitude and even somewhat critical. They had risked their lives because my parents were Jews, not converts, and so for the new Aart and Miep the best choice was to apply to emigrate. In 1950, because of the need for skilled tradesmen in the US, my parents were granted visas.


      

        


      


      By now, Esma and I had taken a seat on a concrete bench in a brick plaza called Beestenmarkt. A large old-fashioned windmill, with its white canvas sails, turned a few hundred feet away, while the masonry was wetted by a strange fountain, dozens of piddling streams that shot straight up from buried piping. Several tow-headed children were frolicking on a day that was finally mild enough to be welcomed as spring. They dared the water with small hands, splashing while their parents remonstrated, and after soaking themselves, sprinted away with exhilarated screams.


      “This is a more familiar story to me than you may know,” said Esma. “There are thousands and thousands of Gypsies, especially lighter-skinned Gypsies in the United States, who have simply melted into the American population without looking back on their Rom ways.”


      I stared at her, wondering why it was I was so attracted to women without much native empathy. If I ever went back to therapy, I had to put that question near the top of the list.


      We began wandering back to the hotel.


      “Wars are horrible,” said Esma. “They do horrible things to everyone.” This seemed a more comforting response and I took the hand she had customarily lapped over my arm. “That was how I died the last time,” Esma said. “During World War I.”


      I stopped. “You’re being euphemistic?”


      The dark eyes scolded. “Far from it. I was an Ottoman soldier, a poor private from Ayvalik, a tiny town, and not quite eighteen years old. I died of the infection from a shoulder wound at Gallipoli.”


      I was far less ruffled by this declaration than I might have expected, perhaps because I’d been struggling with my parents’ two lives, or because I had already accepted Esma’s warning about potential disappointment as meaning that there were important facets of her character I didn’t yet know. Discovering these beliefs was a little more complicated than finding out Esma bit her nails, and probably not a good sign for the long run. But for the near term, I was willing to attempt tolerance, since it was part of the journey to foreign terrain I’d started when I let her into my room in Tuzla. Besides, I recognized an opportunity to gather intelligence on the greatest unknown.


      “And was death terrible?” I asked her.


      “Not so terrible, no. Lonely. Cold. But I was glad to pass beyond pain. I didn’t enjoy the feeling of distance. But I realized almost at once that it was temporary.”


      “I see.”


      I found myself in an even, if somewhat resigned, mood processing all of this—my parents, Esma, the fundamental unreliability of humans, and the fact that for me there was, in all likelihood, more searching yet ahead. We returned to the hotel and the world of sensation one more time before I walked her to the station.


    

  




  

    

      

        16.


        The Lab—April 29


      


      The following Wednesday, Goos called me from the crime lab. Several results were now available, which, he suggested, would be easier to absorb if I came out there.


      “Am I going to have to look at bones?” I asked.


      “’Fraid so.”


      I grumbled, largely for show.


      In the milder weather, I’d started using Lew Logan’s old bike to get to work, and by now I was up to the forty-minute ride to the outlying neighborhood of Ypenburg. I’d grown accustomed to the eye-rolling and pointing of the local kids when they saw my helmet. Nothing seemed more quintessentially Dutch to me than their scoffing at protective headgear while remaining the world’s leaders in training neurosurgeons.


      I had no problem finding the immense Netherlands Forensic Institute, a black square of glass built into a grassy hillside that somehow reminded me of Darth Vader’s headpiece. It was a vast enterprise with nearly six hundred professionals on staff. Once inside, I experienced the place as a world of white, with lab coats and microscope lenses and confounding machines visible through the laboratory windows as Goos strolled me down the corridors.


      I asked where we were headed.


      “Little hard to do this in order,” Goos said. “But we have results in five different labs—DNA, Path, Microinvasive, Ballistics, and Fingerprints.”


      “What’s Microinvasive?”


      “You’ll see. But they have a special microscope here. Developed to look for trace fractures in the engine block of race cars.” Goos shook his head about the priorities. “We’ll start with your favorite.” He gave it an Aussie pronunciation, so that the last syllable came out ‘right.’


      In the chill Forensic Pathology lab, we donned shower cap–like head coverings and surgical gowns. Goos steered me over to a stainless steel table on which the pieces of three largely complete skeletons had been laid out, the remains of Boldo and his son and brother, if Ferko were to be believed. There were special tungsten bulbs in here that gave the lab an optic clarity that seemed to exceed daylight.


      “Okay,” said Goos, “so let us remind ourselves of what we are trying to accomplish.”


      “I’d hope, one, to corroborate Ferko’s testimony and two, to find out as much as I can about who killed these people.”


      From the slow pace at which Goos nodded, I didn’t think I’d get much better than a C on the quiz. I’d missed some of the sub-issues, specifically the age of these bones and the causes of death.


      “Now how much pathology you familiar with, Boom? Don’t want to yabber on, if there’s no need.”


      “Yabber your heart out, Goos. I’ve been a white-collar guy my whole career. Crimes of greed, not violence. I haven’t spent much time in places like this.” My one trip to the path lab, while a prosecutor, had come when the Black Saints Disciples had killed a young man who’d agreed to testify for the government. The agents on the case wanted me to see what had been done to our guy, which wasn’t pretty.


      Goos withdrew a laser pointer from under his gown and showed me various points on the pelvis used to discern both the gender and age of the decedents. In the lab, Goos was expansive and wonky about the scientific refinements in his field since his time as a grad student. DNA had established that these remains were those of three males, while statistical analyses of the changes that occurred over time in the pelvis, legs, and teeth of a broad population (including, per Goos, “the density of blood vessel canalations”) allowed for near certainty in determining the men’s ages. For all the forensic advances, the result was close to Goos’s original estimate by naked eye. Two men were in their forties—forty and forty-five roughly—and the third was an adolescent of about fifteen.


      Goos had snapped on plastic gloves as he handled the skeletons. The bones held a soft sheen now, the product of a layer of protective plastic Goos had applied to prevent further degradation. He tilted the top of one skull at me.


      “Notice anything about this fella?” There was a hole, almost perfectly round, through the center of his forehead, as well as a network of fine fractures beside it. At the rear, a far larger hole had been blown away.


      “Bullet?”


      “Yay, counselor, it would be my expert opinion that this poor devil got shot in the head. And at fairly close range.” He pushed his pointer into the eye socket so I could see the light through the front bullet hole. “We’ve a punched-in surface, small pieces of bone missing, and beveling in the outer table.


      “Now, we have a larger hole here.” He was indicating two ribs on the same skeleton. “So pretty sure he got shot first at longer range. Bullet wobbles more the further it travels, makes a bigger hole.”


      He highlighted the examinations of the other two skeletons. The ‘youngster,’ as Goos put it, had been shot first in the hand and then through the chest, where the small entrance wound suggested the bullet had shattered. The third set of bones—apparently those of the brother who’d bled out—showed no bullet holes, which would be consistent with entry wounds through the softer tissues and organs.


      “Last thing that’s relevant”—Goos tilted open the jawbone on the middle skeleton—“I see some missing teeth on all three, even this young fella. So I’d say these folks had very little dental care.”


      “Meaning they were poor?”


      “Or didn’t like the dentist. But let’s say poor.”


      “Like the people in Barupra?”


      “Or most of the people on earth, but Barupra, too.”


      He plunked the skull back on the table so it made a dull knock.


      “Done here now,” he said and removed his cap.


      We walked down the hall to a stairwell. As he passed, Goos greeted several people in lab coats. I suspected a PhD got a lot more respect in these precincts than the usual humble cop. On the second floor, we entered a door labeled TOOLMARKS AND MICRO-ANALYSIS INVASIVE TRAUMA LAB.


      “This is the place with the special microscope?”


      “Infinite Focus Microscope it’s called.” Inside, the first thing I saw was a vast light table for the display of X-rays and other slides. Overhead vents hung down, inverted bells of clear plastic used to whisk away unwanted vapors. A piece of one of the long bones, whose absence I’d noticed from the first skeleton, was vised below the hot-shit microscope.


      “Now this here is my domaine royal.” Goos turned with his long hands raised somewhat grandly. “Taphonomy, basically the study of bodily degradation. Without embalming, a body is skeletonized in about six weeks. So trying to figure if the bones have been in the earth five years or five hundred requires looking to other factors. Bones decompose more slowly than the flesh, but they do decompose. Tricky thing in this case is, as you know, there’s lots of salt in the earth thereabouts near Tuzla. That’ll degrade the bone surface more quickly, meaning you might think the remains are older than they are. Which is where our friendly microscope comes in. The interior of the bones, once we’ve sawed them open, shows decomposition unrelated to contact with the earth. All told, I’d say these were in the ground ten years give or take, and Dr. Gerber here at NFI, dog’s bollocks in this field, he agrees.”


      I took a second to reflect on what Goos had shown me thus far.


      “Overall, I’d say Ferko’s doing pretty well.” The Monday after we’d returned from Tuzla, I’d told Goos about Ferko’s sudden recall of Kajevic’s threats. Goos had reacted largely as I had. It was not a huge problem in itself, but it meant we had to probe Ferko’s story with even greater caution. It was heartening, therefore, that the lab results seemed to corroborate him.


      “So far,” said Goos. “But it’s about to get a little thick. Let’s talk about the DNA analysis, because that’s where our first troubles appear. I can call up the report from this computer.” He batted at a keyboard.


      I was better versed in DNA than pathology, because that science had proved revealing throughout the entire universe of crimes. You could extract DNA, for example, from a smudged fingerprint on a cashier’s check, as had happened to an unfortunate client of mine who’d bribed a county zoning officer by paying a college tuition bill.


      “Now, DNA with buried bones is tricky. That’s because there’s always little critters in the soil who nibble on these bones and leave their own DNA behind.” He got a little deep for me in describing the extraction methods that had been developed to reduce soil contamination, but I followed well enough. A comparison between samples from the bone’s interior versus its surface helped isolate microbial effects.


      “We performed Y-STR and mitochondrial DNA analysis,” Goos said.


      “Mitochondrial is mother’s side and less subject to contamination?” I asked.


      “Right you are, Boom. Mother’s side shows more than seventy percent of the genome in each man is consistent with Indo-Aryan origins.”


      “That’s what you’d expect if they were Roma, right?”


      “That’s what the experts here say. Now, the Y-STR, that was a lot more complicated. The good news is that all three exhibit a common Y chromosome, which you’d expect if they were truly father, son, and uncle. But even getting that result was quite the bitzer because of our contamination issues.” The classic contamination problem, even in a lab setting, arose from the fact that there was no way to tell the origins of the DNA you were examining. It could be blood or bone or skin from the subject, or a dandruff flake that had scaled off one of the investigators.


      “Here, Boom, even when we isolated the microbial effects, the bone crystal cells from the surface showed much more human contamination than the bone crystals from the inside. And if these bones were in the earth for ten years, there’s no way that should be the case, unless my blokes and I were a lot less careful with the exhumation than I thought.


      “So that result goes hand in hand with what I told you in Barupra, that I was detecting topsoil down in the grave? Madame Professor Tchitchikov, our geologist, has confirmed that. So the boil-over, Boom, is that some other person was digging in that site fairly recently. And probably handling these bones.”


      “Meaning what?”


      “Let me get you to the end of this.”


      He motioned and we traveled a few steps to the ballistics lab. Through a window at the back, I could see two guys in white hazmat suits getting ready to discharge shotguns at a car door. Goos, who’d gone to see a technician when we entered, now held an envelope out of which he spilled two objects, one an intact bullet about two inches long, the other a squashed-up fragment with a shining interior. The pretty glow, like polished jewelry, on an object that had been lethal to another human, reminded me of the odd beauty of a slide my mother’s oncologist showed me of her cancer cells.


      “First thing I’d take note of,” said Goos, “is that there’s nothing about the presumed bullet wounds we were looking at in the path lab inconsistent with these projectiles. They are the remains of what is sometimes called Yugo M67 ammo, which is characteristically used in the Zastava, a full metal-jacketed, sharp-pointed round, 7.62 by 39 millimeters. This was one of Marshal Tito’s lasting contributions to humanity, creating a bullet for the Kalashnikov-style rifle that opens a bigger wound when it’s destabilized by the body.


      “But here’s where our results start to go a little wobbly.” Goos went to a computer and pulled up a series of photographs of each of these pieces, magnified to about four times what the unaided eye could see. The photos showed the lands and grooves on the bullets, which were left by the raised surfaces in the gun barrel intended to impart spin. “First, they can tell from the rifling that these rounds were discharged by two different Zastavas. But it’s the intact bullet”—Goos held up the piece of lead—“that’s problematic. These boys and girls here can’t square any of the bullet wounds we saw on the remains in the path lab with a bullet of this caliber and power being left intact in a body. And it had to be in the body if we’ve recovered it from the grave. If this round struck bone, it would show some compression. And if it passed only through flesh, given where Ferko says the Chetniks were positioned, it had to have exited the bodies and thus wouldn’t be likely to be buried with the remains. Following?”


      I was. But Goos and I both knew that every case had its anomalies, things that the experts found inscrutable and which were accounted for by a universal principle: Shit happened. The most famous example in the world of ballistics was the so-called ‘magic bullet’ theory of the JFK assassination, in which a single round seemed to have struck Governor Connally and then deflected to hit President Kennedy in a couple of places. I told Goos that, but he shook his head.


      “There’s more, mate. Let’s go look at some fingerprints.”


      Among the forensic sciences we’d been discussing, I knew prints the best. I was no expert, but I was conversant with the lingo of ridges and whorls and points of comparison. This lab was less dramatic-looking than some of the places we’d already been—just microscopes, and computers with giant monitors, hooded with black sheet metal to minimize glare. Nonetheless, Goos said, this was one of the most advanced fingerprint labs on the globe. By doing computer analysis of the hundreds of millions of digital prints that had been recorded around the world in the last twenty years, NFI had been able to attach statistical probabilities to ridge patterns, meaning they could say how often a given feature appeared in the human population, just as had long been done with DNA. Because of recent scientific disputes about whether fingerprints were actually unique to each person, the NFI technique seemed destined to become, with time, the new standard. But the old method, in which fumes of superglue were used to bring out print details, was good enough for present purposes.


      “They found two good prints, one on each bullet. Troubling part is that it’s from the same digit.”


      He waited for me to register the significance. Ballistics had already established that the recovered rounds had been fired by two different weapons. It seemed unlikely that the same person would have loaded both rifles. But that appeared to be the only innocent explanation.


      “And here’s the print from the intact round.” After a minute of fiddling, Goos called up the image on the massive computer screen beside him. It was the standard negative image with fuming, but it was rendered in yellow against an indigo background. Goos zoomed the picture so that the place of the print on the bullet was clear. “Notice anything?”


      I didn’t. It was a nice full print.


      Goos used the back end of his laser pointer. “See here?”


      I got it now. The print extended below the casing line. That meant the bullet had been handled after it was fired.


      “Maybe kids playing around?”


      “Don’t think that works, Boom. Fact is, this gravesite was tampered with. From the DNA contamination, we’re already saying somebody was handling those bones, and given the fingerprints on the bullets and the fact that the intact round doesn’t match the wounds we see in those remains, odds are that these bullets were planted—not just touched by some youngster mucking round. Somebody’s funning with us, Boom. Could be whoever done it took stuff out as well as dropped stuff in. But somebody’s been monkeying with our evidence, Boom. That’s the main point.”


      This was not a welcome development.


      “Were they trying to mislead us?” I asked.


      “Can’t think of another reason to plant bullets, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.”


      I took all this in silently.


      “Next step,” said Goos, “involves Madame Professor Tchitchikov. I’m going to send her a piece of each of the skeletons so she can match the minerals that the bones have absorbed to the soil specimens from the graves. She needs to do the chemistry before she can finish up on-site in Bosnia.”


      “What about looking at the Cave?”


      “She’ll do that then, too.” Goos, stoical, with his usual watery eyes, stared at me a second. “Enough strange stuff here that you might want to plan to come along.”


      I groaned. I hadn’t expected to go back to Bosnia so soon, especially not to get bad news.


    

  




  

    

      

        17.


        A Meeting—April 27–May 10


      


      So we entered another period of waiting, not only for NATO to respond to our document request, but also for Complementarity to renew our credentials with the government of BiH so we could return, along with the French geologist. While our investigation hung fire, I was asked to assume a supervisory role on two other ‘situations’ that were in the last stages of investigation, both likely to lead to charges, one in Sudan, one in Congo. With a slow schedule, I took lunch as the occasion to get to know my colleagues, including a couple of the judges who were curious about me.


      At night, several times a week, I spoke to Esma, who seemed to have become submerged in New York, twice putting off her anticipated return to the Continent. Her erotic texts continued to thrill and embarrass me, arriving unpredictably, as I was at my desk comparing witness statements or in meetings with the Complementarity folks about the latest communications with Brussels. At night, before I sleep, I hear the sounds you make, the unwilling little whinny of a groan as you finally succumb to pleasure.


      After our first outing, Narawanda was willing to accept me as a running companion. Like me, she seemed to be going through a fallow time at work and we took off together at 5:30 or 6:00 most evenings. After the third or fourth time, I managed to keep up with her, although with considerable strain. I urged her not to let me hold her back, and she denied I was, but I tended to doubt it. She was a beautiful runner, with the bird-boned physique of the best long-distance athletes and a perfect gait in which her arm motion and neck angle were exquisitely synced with her stride for maximum efficiency. I, by contrast, was laboring with each step, but I enjoyed the challenge and was pleased that the vulnerable parts of a middle-aged body, especially my knees and lower back, had no complaints, whatever screaming my muscles did when I rolled out the next morning.


      It became our routine, when we were done, to stop for something to eat, since the runs inevitably left me famished. Nara was the type who discovered her appetite only when there was food in front of her, at which point she would often consume more than I did. Generally, we stopped at one of the little cafés near the house, where we could sit outside without offending anyone with sweat still rivering off of us. We usually had a beer each and a large bottle of water, most often at a place that quickly became my favorite, a Netherlandish oddity, a fast-food restaurant serving fresh fish. Behind the glass counters, the huge variety of European catch was a pastel display on ice—anchovies, smoked mackerel, shrimp, mussels, calamari, various fish fillets like dorado, skewers of raw fish, and many styles of herring. A sign outside boasting of  NIEUWE HARING had first brought us through the door, since it was a local delicacy Nara insisted I try. The herring, boned and partially gutted, was served with chopped onion, then consumed without silverware, simply by grasping the tail. My father had been a huge fan of herring, although he had never explained it was a Dutch habit, but the taste now brought back my childhood, when the pungent flavors were a challenge. Now, I found I could put down four or five herring at a sitting.


      As for my landlady, I enjoyed her company as I got to know her. Nara turned out to be one of those people who was quiet largely because she never had quite figured out the right thing to say. Her remarks were inevitably slightly odd, frequently far more candid than her timid nature would seem to allow.


      Her parents were both Indonesian. Her father was an engineer who’d worked for Shell and had risen high enough in the company to get dispatched to the Netherlands, where Nara had been raised. She was an art student in the early stages of her education, but her mother’s side had been caught up in the Indonesian unrest of the mid-’60s, when more than half a million suspected communist sympathizers were murdered by Suharto and the military, with another million imprisoned, including all of her mother’s brothers. Her mother’s grieving accounts of that period had ultimately inspired Nara to switch her studies to law, and to do the master’s degree that led to her employment at the Yugoslav Tribunal. She admitted she’d had an ulterior motive, though, for her graduate studies at NYU.


      “I stayed in school so my mother didn’t marry me off,” she said one evening when we were outside at a stainless steel table. Without her heavy black glasses, Nara had a lighter, prettier look. “She was willing to allow me to finish my studies, but I was so glad when I met Lewis, since Mum already had someone in Jakarta picked out for me.”


      “And how did your parents react to Lew?”


      “Oh, as you might expect in a traditional Javanese family. My mother wrung her hands and said this was what had come of trying to make her children safe by leaving Indonesia. And of course, she was right: I am much more attached to Amsterdam and The Hague than Jakarta, which is really just a place where my grandparents live—and where I would never feel right drinking a beer with dinner.” Nara reached for her glass with a sly ironic smile, lips sealed and cheeks round, that I was seeing more and more often.


      

        


      


      On May 3, the Court received a formal response from NATO. They had asked the United States to provide most of the documents we had sought, and the Defense Department, citing the Service-Members’ Protection Act, had refused.


      I met with Akemi and Badu several times to discuss our options.


      Legally, the American response was unpersuasive. Generally, in conflict-of-laws situations, treaties trump statutes, meaning that the US’s obligations under the North Atlantic treaty were paramount to the Service-Members’ Act. But it wasn’t clear what kind of appetite the NATO leadership had for a confrontation with their American partners.


      “Gowen has been talking about a compromise of some kind,” Badu told me, when I reported back after a couple days of legal research.


      I wasn’t satisfied with that. Compromise meant that the Americans would turn over documents that weren’t damaging, and only enough of them to give Brussels a way to save face. The Court had no rights of its own within NATO, nor did the Bosnians, in whose name we were acting, because neither of us were NATO members. Our only way to litigate was to bring an action in the International Court of Justice, where countries sue each other, in behalf of the Bosnians. That was bound to take years, and the Americans could be expected to pressure BiH to back out.


      After several discussions, the OTP leaders decided I should send a long letter to the NATO countries that were also members of the Court, explaining the fallacies of the American position and the importance of defending principles of international law. Badu agreed to present the document in person to each of those nations’ ambassadors to The Hague. The hope was to bring more diplomatic pressure on the US, although no one seemed especially optimistic that the American position would change.


      The second weekend in May, while this was playing out, Nara went off to meet Lew in London, where he’d been dispatched by his NGO for a few days. I thought of traveling there with her, since Esma had hopes of finally returning from New York. She remained uncertain about her plans, then at about 8 p.m. on Friday, Esma called to say that she was on her way to JFK and would come straight to me on a flight that would get her into Schiphol at 6 a.m. Saturday. I promised to meet her.


      Our hotel in Leiden proved to be fully booked, as were a couple others I tried. Since Esma would have to return to London late on Sunday, I decided we could risk a stay at my place, which I knew Esma would prefer. I was feeling no less uneasy about the proprieties, but after two weeks apart, I was not expecting to spend much time outside.


      Esma, and a porter with a mountain of suitcases, burst through the doors of international arrivals not long after six. She approached me languorously and fell into my arms.


      “I have missed you so,” she whispered.


      The Dutch, who were either more secure or more fatalistic, still had luggage storage within Schiphol, and Esma was able to drop her bags there. She retained only a small piece of hand luggage.


      “Thinking I won’t need much,” she said, with a completely wanton look. As always, I tried to assay my feelings about Esma, since the sight and scent and feel of her remained electrifying. Granted, she was eccentric. But there was still something special going on. Sex at its best is a team sport and Esma and I together were all-stars. Between us, there was a level of trust and engagement and union that exceeded easy understanding.


      “What in the world is this litigation in New York?” I asked her when we were on the train to The Hague.


      “It’s a divorce proceeding,” she said, “if you must know. The other side is absolutely bonkers. The husband is busily attempting to establish adultery and inhuman treatment rather than consent to a no-fault divorce. It’s a bitter, dreadful case.”


      “And what about your client?”


      “Very fond of her actually. Iranian family, exiled with the Shah. She married another Persian, thirty years her senior, but they have slowly driven each other quite mad. It’s like watching one of those nature shows on telly, with two animals whose fangs are in each other’s throats, neither willing to let go and be the first to die. I met her in London many years ago, and she insisted I become involved in the case. She will be awarded a huge sum eventually, everyone knows that, but her husband wants her to earn it with pain.”


      When we reached the apartment, Esma went through the entire place, including Narawanda’s bedroom, despite my protests about the intrusion.


      “Very little sign of her husband in there,” Esma said, descending the stairs. “Only photos of the happy couple are down here, more or less for show, I’d say.”


      “That’s the Dutch. Never open about emotions.”


      “I thought you said she’s Indonesian.”


      “Yes, but raised here, and more Dutch than anything else by now. They seemed to be having quite a good time when he was last here.” I told her about the knocking.


      “Well, good for them,” said Esma. “We must follow their example.” She took my hand and led me to my bedroom. From her little bag, Esma produced a U-shaped object, purple and about three inches long. It was latex, and heavier than I expected when I touched it. I raised a questioning eyebrow.


      “Have I disappointed you yet?” Esma asked, with a hooded look.


      I had never had complaints about my sex life with Ellen. It might have been a little lackluster, but for a couple in their fifties we seemed to be doing far better than many friends who made allusions to fornication as an activity of the past like recreational drugs and singles tennis. After we separated, it had not taken much cruising on the Internet to figure out there was a lot I had not experienced. Some of it had no appeal; in other cases, I was curious about what so many people found fulfilling. But my explorations had advanced by several orders of magnitude after meeting Esma.


      We lived Saturday in reverse. After we had amused ourselves at length, Esma fell into a drowse. She mumbled a bit and then disappeared into sleep mid-sentence. I had gotten up at 4:30 a.m. in order to collect her and napped myself, but I was awake again by 11 a.m. and crept down with my laptop to the living room, where I worked for a couple of hours, until Esma peeked cutely around the entrance. I brewed her coffee, then we made love on the sofa, despite my concern about spotting the furniture.


      Afterward, I ran out to my fish place for food and bought a couple bottles of white wine on the way back. As we lay upstairs again later that night, Esma asked about the investigation. I told her that we had gotten some lab reports back from our trip to Bosnia.


      “Any issues?” she asked.


      I waved that off with an ambiguous gesture that did not connote any real worry.


      “And what comes next?”


      I answered that we were still awaiting what might be the big break in the case, the production of records.


      “That could only be from the US Army.”


      “I really shouldn’t say, Esma.”


      “And why is that?”


      “Because it’s confidential. The Court is a very formal place. Everything is secret. There are always rules.”


      “And if you followed them strictly, we would not be lying here.”


      She was right about that, even though I was perturbed to hear her acknowledge this only now, when it was convenient. On the other hand, the legal principles involved in the document request were not secret. I explained the concepts, without saying explicitly we had acted upon them.


      “And the US is rebuffing NATO?”


      “NATO doesn’t report to me. But that’s certainly my impression.”


      “And no one can force the Americans to comply. Is that the point?”


      “We could sue in the International Court of Justice. But the Bosnians probably wouldn’t support that. And even if they did, it would take another four to five years to get the records.”


      “No other options?”


      “None that I can think of.”


      She propped herself up on her elbow and smiled disarmingly.


      “The press can be very effective in this kind of situation, you know.”


      “Badu and Akemi would have a fit. Leaking is not their style. I had to move heaven and earth to get them to do this in the first place.”


      “You don’t need permission to leak, Bill. You need deniability.”


      As US Attorney, I had been rigid with my staff about leaking. The Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure forbade any disclosure of grand jury matters, and I had no use for the idea that prosecutors should enforce the law by breaking it, no matter how effective it might be. I had to assume that the ICC’s Rules of Conduct for prosecutors were the same, although the truth was that I’d never bothered to look. I promised her that I’d undertake the research, but only so we could change the subject.


      

        


      


      Around 3 a.m., I had come for the fourth time that day—as to Esma, there was no way to keep track, because she peaked so often—and she had padded down the stairs afterward to use the john. I was lolling ecstatically, amazed with myself, thinking without conclusions about Merriwell’s declaration that he might well do it all again, when I suddenly froze. I thought I had heard the front door slam. Nara was not due back until late on Sunday, at least sixteen hours from now, and I told myself that the sound must have come from the rear apartment. But I was still listening intently when I heard the distinct clack of high heels on the wooden floor of the living room. I searched my closet desperately for my robe and was still wrestling it on as I rushed down.


      Just below me, a remarkable confrontation was occurring outside the bathroom door. Esma, who wore not a stitch, had used her hands as cover-ups, one sloshed across her breasts, the other over the female triangle. Nara and she were staring at one another, startled but also somehow unflinching. When I was still a few stairs away, Esma let her arms fall, in an act of what seemed both pride and defiance.


      I dashed between them and, stupid as it was, made introductions. Esma smiled a bit at Narawanda, who was in a silk dress and hosiery and heels, but said not a word. I grabbed a bath towel out of the john and offered it to Esma, but she ignored me and turned to head slowly up the stairs, looking very good while she was at it.


      “I didn’t realize you were having a guest,” Nara finally managed.


      “I didn’t either when you left. She arrived unexpectedly this morning. I would have said something had I known.”


      “Of course.”


      “I was sure you said you wouldn’t be back until late tomorrow.” I looked at my watch. “Or today, I guess.”


      “I did. My plans changed unexpectedly.”


      “I should have called you. I’m sorry.”


      “Nonsense. You live here. It is I who should be apologizing to you. I said I would be away.”


      We looked at each other haplessly for a second, and then Nara picked up her small red suitcase, which had been behind her, and started up her side of the stairs.


      Esma, still naked, was propped against the pillows in my bed, smiling subtly, when I arrived. She seemed quite pleased with herself.


      “Are you all right?” I asked.


      “Of course.”


      “What did you say to her?”


      Esma shook her head slowly. “Not a word. Neither of us spoke. We each knew who the other was. There was no need for introductions.”


      Given my qualms about the proprieties, I had certainly not told Nara that I was seeing Esma, but I took it that Esma meant that the circumstances had led each to rather quickly appreciate the other’s position: the lover, the landlady.


      “She had a fight with her husband?” Esma asked.


      “She didn’t say that.”


      “A woman arrives home at 3 a.m.? A woman who you’ve told me likes to be asleep by ten. She left London precipitously. Bill, really. I am constantly flabbergasted by how little you understand about my half of the species.” She smiled. “Come lay down. Let’s nap awhile and then make the bedposts knock before I must go.”


    

  




  

    

      

        18.


        Deal—May 15–28


      


      Five days later, early Friday morning, I was reading the New York Times on my tablet while I stood in the kitchen, drinking coffee. As the lead news bloomed on-screen, I endured one of those instants when your vision throbs and your heart seems to cramp as you realize that the life you know and value has changed against your will.


      An article on the lower left side of the page was headlined:


      

        Army Blocking International Court and NATO in Roma Massacre Investigation


        The United States is refusing to comply with a request by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) for U.S. Army records being sought as part of an International Criminal Court investigation of the alleged massacre of 400 Roma in Bosnia in 2004. U.S. troops who were acting as NATO peacekeepers in the area are potential suspects in the case.


        The U.S. is not a member of the International Criminal Court, and U.S. law bars American cooperation in the court’s investigations, but legal experts say that American treaty obligations seem to require the Army to surrender the records to NATO. The U.S. has refused to do so and has reportedly made vehement protests about NATO turning over records from the organization’s own files.


        The situation is said to have caused serious tensions within NATO’s multinational Central Command in Belgium, and considerable consternation at the International Criminal Court, which has no formal means to enforce U.S. compliance.


        In March, a survivor of the massacre testified before the court, which is situated in The Hague in the Netherlands, that in April 2004, 400 Roma in the Barupra refugee camp at the edge of a U.S. base were rounded up at gunpoint by masked soldiers and buried alive in the pit of a coal mine. The witness could not identify the soldiers’ military affiliation, but said they were not speaking Serbo-Croatian, the language of the local armies and paramilitaries.


        The alleged massacre occurred within weeks of the death of four American soldiers and the wounding of eight others during a failed attempt to capture the refugee Bosnian Serb leader, Laza Kajevic. According to NATO sources, the Romas at Barupra were suspected of providing some of the equipment used by Kajevic’s forces.


      


       The second half of the article quoted a former general in the Judge Advocate General’s Corps and two law professors, all of whom had been asked whether the Army could refuse to provide the records, given the conflicting mandates of the American Service-Members’ Protection Act on one hand, and on the other, the NATO treaty, the Dayton Accords, and the NATO Status of Forces Agreement. The former general called it a “close question, but one where the Army might not prevail,” while the two law professors believed that the treaty obligations clearly prevailed, especially with regard to records not stored in the US.


      I read the piece several times. It claimed to be based on multiple sources, and it was especially notable that someone at NATO, given the chance, had taken the opportunity to piss on the Americans. But there were also details concerning the Court—that there was consternation regarding how to respond to the US refusal—that left me with a nauseating feeling about where the reporter had gotten her start.


      My phone rang as I was pondering. The caller ID was blocked, which was not an encouraging sign.


      “Well, aren’t you a clever motherfucker.” It was Roger. By my calculation, it was a little after midnight in DC, which meant the alarm had gone out at State when the Times was posted about an hour ago. Roger was the one who’d convinced his colleagues that I was a square guy who’d do it all by the book.


      “It wasn’t me, Rog.”


      “Of course it wasn’t,” he said. “You’re too smart for that, Boom. It was that tramp you think is your girlfriend.” A couple of words resounded: ‘tramp,’ of course, and especially ‘girlfriend.’ Why hadn’t I bothered to wonder if the CIA was going to follow me around? Or was it Esma they’d been tailing?


      Roger had done a lot of work in an hour and called in some favors. No one at the Times would give up Esma’s name, but he’d wheedled enough out of somebody—probably three or four people—that he could triangulate his way to an answer. I had a litigator’s response to his harsh tone and was unwilling to concede anything.


      “Read the article again,” I said. “I have no clue what’s going on at NATO in Brussels. So go wake up somebody else.”


      “Fuck you. Don’t play that game with me. You know how this works. One person talks, then somebody else spills so they can spin things their way. But the daisy chain started with Little Miss Gypsy Hotpants. I’ve got that nailed down. And I know how she works. I’m sure the whole activist network is set to squeal—Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, along with various leftie congressmen who hate having to pretend that they respect the military. But let me tell you right now: You won’t succeed. I didn’t think you were this low, Boom.”


      One thing trial lawyers get used to is fierce fights with close friends. When I was US Attorney, I watched countless former colleagues march to the door of my office in fury, indignant about my decisions regarding their clients. It was part of the job.


      “Stop the high-and-mighty routine, Roger. I didn’t do it. And it would be nothing compared to the changes you ran on me. You sent me over here with about one percent of the information you actually had. Did you really think I’d miss all the evidence that points at the US troops?”


      He took a second. “And why do you say that?”


      “Rog, you’re not asking me to break any rules about the confidentiality of investigative information, are you?”


      “Oh, go fuck yourself.”


      “Let me ask you something. Is this the first time you’ve heard that the Roma at Barupra supplied some of the equipment Kajevic used when he killed those four soldiers?”


      He was quiet.


      “Anybody ever say to you, Rog, that the Roma had actually set up the Americans?”


      “You’re full of shit,” said Roger and hung up.


      I phoned Esma next.


      “How dare you,” I said as soon as I heard her voice. “After all the bullshit you gave me that you were choosing me over your involvement in this case.”


      “Bill?” she asked. I’d clearly woken her.


      “You took advantage of my confidence and our bedroom.”


      I could hear her breathing, weighing her options. Assuming she’d been sleeping, she couldn’t have read the article yet, and thus didn’t know how much of her role was betrayed by what had been printed.


      “I did what you wanted but couldn’t do yourself,” she said finally.


      I hung up on her.


      I pedaled to work feeling like I was going to my beheading. The only positive note was discovering that I really didn’t want to lose this job, especially not in disgrace.


      I was in my little white office no more than ten minutes when Goos came in and closed the door. He rolled his lips inward, trying not to smile. He was happy, but looked a little haggard. I took it that Thursday was a drinking night in The Hague.


      “I’d call that a ripper piece of work, Boom,” he said. “Brilliant.”


      “It might have been, Goos. But I didn’t do it.”


      “Of course you didn’t,” he answered at once.


      “No horse hockey. This may be my fault, but it wasn’t anything I intended to set in motion.”


      He let his head weigh back and forth. He was accustomed to the world of the Court, where there was so little formal power that you took advantage of whatever you had. In the case in Sudan I’d been reviewing, the investigator had smoked out witnesses with a false leak, bought by the papers, that an insider was cooperating with us. But that tactic had been approved at the top.


      “Well, I think this will work out rather well, despite that,” Goos said.


      “If I keep my job.”


      “Keep your job? Mate, you still have no idea how this place works.”


      Within the hour, I was summoned to a meeting of the OTP executive committee. We sat around the corner table in Badu’s office beside the large windows. As we gathered, the old man was reading what appeared to be a printout of the net version of the article. He set it down when all of us had taken our seats.


      “Do we half any idea how this o-ccurred?” Badu asked.


      Octavia Bonfurts, a grandmotherly looking former diplomat, who was representing Complementarity today, spoke up before I could even clear my throat.


      “This has Gautam’s DNA all over it,” said Octavia. “I checked the archive. This reporter did a profile of Gautam when she was appointed. Look at the heavy-handed portrait of the evidence against the Americans.”


      Badu nodded gravely. As the discussion continued, I learned that Badu had felt obliged to advise the president of the Court, one of the judges who serves as the Court’s chief executive, about the document request to NATO. She, in turn, was likely to have informed the other two judges on the Court’s administrative committee, Judge Gautam being one. Furthermore, now that I considered Octavia’s remark, the brief précis of Ferko’s testimony did sound just like Gautam. As Roger said, leaking had a bandwagon effect: Once the story was coming out, everyone wanted to tell it his or her way.


      Akemi, with her fright-wig hairdo and heavy glasses, was bent close to the page. As always, she was focused on the details.


      “These Gypsies provided Kajevic equipment? What kind of equipment?”


      I explained what we knew thus far about the trucks, and the motives both the Americans and Kajevic might have had for revenge in the aftermath of the shootout. Around the table, my colleagues made various approving gestures, intrigued and somewhat impressed by what we had discovered. I was so relieved about the way all this was unfolding that I wanted to hug everyone here.


      We took a second to discuss the possible American responses to the article. They did not seem to have good alternatives, except thumbing their nose at the world, which was probably not worth it on what was from a global perspective a minor matter.


      Badu laid his large hands on the papers in front of him, uttering that throaty chuckle.


      “I would say,” he said then, “dis has worked out rudder well.”


      As we adjourned, I suspected that a secret ballot would show that at least half the people in the room believed Badu was the source of the leak.


      

        


      


      I had not seen Narawanda since the incident with Esma late Saturday night, and I realized that her scarceness was no accident. When I arrived from work on Friday, she was in her black Lycra outfit, wearing a knit stocking cap to ward off the fierce sea wind that had blown in this afternoon. I’d caught her again with one of her legs stretched on the back of the sofa. Every time I saw Nara getting ready to exercise, she looked like someone else. Today, with her hair completely covered, isolating her round umber face, she resembled a Buddhist nun. Her eyes hit the floor as soon as she saw me.


      Half turned, she asked, in the especially stilted way she adopted when she was most uncomfortable, “Shall I await you?”


      “Please.” I changed and was back in a minute. She had put on her gloves in the interval.


      “Nara, I need to apologize to you again.”


      “Oh no.” She shook her head with some force but was still too embarrassed to actually face me. “This is your home. You must do as you please here. If my head was not in the clouds, I would have given a call.”


      We could go on with each of us blaming ourselves for quite some time. I raised my hands just to indicate it was a standoff. I started to stretch myself.


      “She is the Roma advocate?” Nara asked. “When you gave me her name, I recognized it from the articles about your case I read online.”


      I straightened up. There was a lot contained in that sentence. For one thing, I was surprised Nara had been curious enough about me to bother with any research. More to the point, however, was my concern that she understood Esma’s role in my case.


      “Do you feel you should report me?”


      Nara’s mouth parted. “For fucking?”


      Narawanda’s word choice was often amusing, but this time I couldn’t stifle an outright laugh.


      “For fucking someone involved in my case.”


      Nara wobbled her head to show she didn’t get the point.


      “I don’t know the rules of your Court completely, but at our Court she would have no official role right now. And besides, you don’t fully understand The Hague. So many people are away from home for long periods. There are always affairs and sneaking around. You would be surprised what gets ignored here.”


      I wasn’t sure other people’s infractions did anything to cure mine, but I took her analysis as kindly. I also noticed how instinctively Nara became a defense lawyer.


      “She is very handsome,” said Nara. “With an impressive physique.” This time that tiny ironic grin crept from the shadows for a second. “She has enchanted you?”


      “She certainly had. Today I’m very put out with her—and with myself for not staying away.”


      “Sex is very potent for men,” she said. “And willingness. A woman who radiates experience and confidence is very sexy, I think. No?”


      “Yes,” I answered.


      Her face darkened somewhat. “I was a virgin when I married. That was one vow to my mother I could not break. Now of course I regret that.” Her eyes again were aimed at the floor. Then she recovered and said we should run.


      Nara’s remark about her virginity was not wholly shocking, since there really was never any anticipating what precisely was going to come out of her mouth. Nevertheless, as we took off, I was struck by her note of retrospective regret about her sexual history.


      As we ran, I was happy I’d followed her example and worn a hat and gloves. The wind off the North Sea today was like an ice pick. Nonetheless, we kept up a good pace through the park for nearly an hour. Afterward, given the weather, we found a corner inside at a café on the Plein.


      “So how was London?” I asked.


      “Well, clearly not very good, if I was home a day early,” she answered. I didn’t know if she was annoyed at me for playing dumb, or simply irritated by the memory, but I explained, somewhat apologetically, that I’d had no idea why she was back early, and thought it might have been due to a change in Lew’s plans. That remark inspired a bitter smile.


      “Well, his plans have changed in a way. Lewis asked me to find a job in New York.”


      “Ah.” I said no more.


      “We talked about that before we married. Now he acts as if all of those discussions do not count.”


      “I’m sure he meant what he said when he said it, but it’s hard to be away from home,” I said. “I enjoy The Hague, but I would need to think hard about making a lifetime commitment.”


      “He did think hard,” she answered. “And besides, how am I to find a position in the US? The job market for lawyers is still not very good. And I love my work here. If they ever capture Kajevic, and they will someday, I’ll join his private lawyer as senior counsel on his defense team. Mr. Bozic has already asked me.”


      “I don’t think I’d count on them rounding up Kajevic, Nara. It’s been what, fifteen years?”


      “Of course. My point is that I have more and more responsibility at the Court and I enjoy that.”


      Having failed at my own marriage, I did not regard myself as an adept counselor, but she was clearly seeking consolation of some kind.


      “People manage marriages in two cities.”


      “Separated by an ocean? We decided together that we did not want a life apart.”


      “Then you can trade off five-year blocks—five in New York, five here. I know couples who do that, too.”


      She moved her head unhappily. Normally stoic, Nara was nearing the point of tears. Despite the frankness of our conversation, there remained some topics that were unapproachable and probably paining her, especially the question of children.


      “It is not merely a matter of what or where,” she said. “It is the idea that he thinks he can make an announcement. Lewis has always been very self-sufficient. But he threatens me with that.”


      Nara unfailingly described her husband as insular. My impression was that at the time they married, she found his remoteness a comfortable match for her own reticence, but that compact, and the size of their separate emotional spaces, was starting to trouble her.


      I was sympathetic with the problem of having a spouse who felt unreachable at times. In some ways, Nara spoke about her marriage much as I might have talked about mine at the same stage, assuming I would ever have discussed it with the same guileless openness she did. In the long haul, the Logans’ relationship was probably not a good bet. But I would have been petrified if anyone had said as much to me, and I would have regarded the prediction as offensive. Perhaps, like Ellen and me, Nara and Lew would have kids and in that satisfaction mend much of the natural breach between them.


      “Marriage is hard, Nara. It’s a little like Churchill’s remark about democracy. It’s a terrible idea, except for the alternatives. At least for most people.”


      She’d had more than her usual one beer as the conversation had worn on, and once we were walking home, she reached up to give me a comradely pat on the back.


      “You are a good friend to me, Boom. I am very grateful.”


      

        


      


      The coverage of the skirmish between the US Defense Department and NATO continued throughout the following week. Because Bosnia was the first actual combat operation NATO had ever engaged in, many questions I would have thought were long resolved had to be decided for the first time. It turned out that most of the records of SFOR—as the Bosnian operation was known at NATO—or digital copies of them, were housed in the NATO archives in Belgium. Although it struck me as one of the idiotic ways the law finds to resolve difficult issues, the physical location of the files was central to the legal analysis, because the Service-Members’ Protection Act applied only within the US.


      The political scrambling was also going full speed. The White House and the State Department were taking a different tone than DoD, since the story was not unspooling favorably for the US. References were appearing online to ‘a new My Lai,’ the massacre of five hundred Vietnamese villagers by US forces more than four decades ago, to which Merriwell had referred as a signal event of his days as a newly minted officer. In the ten-second world of broadcast news, the reports were framed as the US Army stonewalling questions our allies wanted answered. The journalists, who by professional bias despised bureaucratic secrecy, were piling on. Badu and Goos were correct: This was working out rather well. The publicity even seemed to light a fire under the Bosnians, who approved our return trip, which would now depend on the convenience of Madame Professor Tchitchikov.


      Esma was calling me several times a day but I refused to pick up. Finally, she must have borrowed someone else’s phone.


      “May I see you in person to discuss this?” she asked.


      Her strategy was laughably transparent. Get me in a room and let the little head think for the big one.


      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Esma. Once burned, twice wise.”


      “Oh please, Bill. Don’t be so fucking dramatic. It was a miscalculation on my part. I thought you would be overjoyed.”


      “Esma, principle is clearly far less important to you than it is to me.”


      “Bill, don’t condescend. We cannot hash this through on the phone. I can get to The Hague next weekend.”


      “Don’t do that, Esma. You’ll be wasting your time.”


      I hung up, albeit with more than a small pang. A part of me did not want to accept that this was over, particularly the tonic element Esma had added to my life.


      On Friday, a week after our talk on the Plein, Nara announced that she’d taken a few days’ leave and was going to New York.


      “That sounds like a smart idea,” I told her.


      “I am not very sure of that,” she answered. “Lewis is brilliant about using many different words to say the same thing. He rarely changes his mind.”


      “Then try changing yours a little. You’ll never regret giving this your best.”


      She stood on tiptoe to deliver a fleeting half hug as she departed.


      

        


      


      “Okay, asshole, this is how it’s going to be.” I was in my office at the Court about 3 p.m. the following Wednesday when my personal cell rang.


      “Good day to you, too, Rog.”


      “Let me tell you right now that if it was up to me, I’d tell you to fuck off. The whole thing with these records will be forgotten next week.”


      I chose not to respond.


      “The records,” he said, “all the records, will be provided to the NATO Supreme Allied Commander at the time of the alleged incident for his review.”


      It took me a second. “Layton Merriwell?”


      Rog cleared his throat. “I think that was the guy.”


      “Okay, so the supreme commander, whatever his name was, gets the records. Then what?”


      “If he chooses, he may meet with you on US soil. And if he gives you any records, that’s his choice, even though it will be a clear violation of the Service-Members’ Protection Act.”


      I didn’t get it. “Merry and I get to share a prison cell?”


      “There’s no criminal provision in that law, hotshot. And as you already know, Merriwell is in favor of opening the books on all of this. But if any American were to be prosecuted in the future on the basis of any of these documents, he or she could claim that the records were produced in violation of the act and therefore are not competent evidence in any court.”


      It was a clever plan, aimed at reducing the risk that any American soldier could be prosecuted on the basis of these documents. I told Roger I’d need to run it up the flagpole here.


      “You may as well just say yes now. Because it won’t get any better. You have twenty-four hours before this offer vanishes. The generals will get to someone in Congress by then. If you accept, the State Department, NATO, and the Court will each release their own statements that say the matter has been resolved and not one word more.”


      Badu and Akemi agreed with me that this was a pretty good deal for us, assuming Merriwell would make a full breast of the documents. But since he was the one who’d suggested going to NATO in the first place, that seemed largely assured.


      I called Rog back to go over a couple of nuances and then agreed.


      “Deal,” I told him.


      “Let the record reflect that I resent the shit out of this,” Roger said.


      “So noted.”


      Merriwell called the next day.


      “So we meet again,” he said.


      “It will be my pleasure. Are we back at the embassy?”


      “No, no. We have to meet on American soil in order to preserve any future claim that the Service-Members’ Act has been violated. But the press has gotten interested in me again this week. Any chance we could get together at your house?”


      “In Kindle County?” I was about to tell him I didn’t have a home there any longer, but I realized instantly how eager Ellen would be to make the guest house available for a matter that had been mentioned on the front page of the New York Times. And even the most intrepid reporter was unlikely to follow Merry to the Tri-Cities.


      As I expected, Ellen was excited by Merriwell’s name, even though I apologized for being unable to explain much about why we were meeting. After comparing calendars, we all agreed that Merry and I would get together at Ellen and Howard’s the following Monday. To further complicate things, the French geologist announced she would be available next week for the only time in months. So I made plans to again ping-pong between the continents, going to the US first and then to Bosnia to meet the professor and Goos.


    

  




  

    

      

        V.


        Trouble


      


    

  




  

    

      

        19.


        Home Run—May 30–June 1


      


      I arrived in Kindle County about two on Saturday afternoon. As soon as I turned on my phone after the long flight, there was another series of messages from Esma—multiple missed calls, a plaintive e-mail, and two texts. I had refused to answer her again after our last brief conversation, and the silence seemed to be driving her to extremes. The most recent SMS read: Bill—I wanted to say this in person, but you must know that try as I must, I think I’ve fallen in love with you. I simply cannot let go. It is much too late for that. I must see you and try to make this right.


      This sounded like dialogue from a 1930s movie, and the subtext seemed to be all about Esma’s ego. Esma was in ‘love’ with me only because I was not in love with her, never mind her own cautions on the subject. Someday, when I finished bringing international justice to the globe, I was going to figure out the connection between self-image and love.


      From the airport, I went to the home of close friends, where I was going to spend the night. Sonny Klonsky, now a federal judge, had started in the US Attorney’s Office about the same time I had. She had made a happy second marriage to Michael Wiseman, a nationally syndicated columnist, a delightful wise guy with whom I shared a sense of humor. They hosted a barbecue in my honor Saturday evening, to which they invited several old pals of mine, including Sandy Stern, everyone’s favorite defense lawyer, who was living in the alternate universe of cancer remission, in which, he admitted, he was never quite sure he was really here.


      On Sunday, I left the Wisemans at 5 a.m. so I could fish with Will and Pete. The white bass were running in the River Kindle, and down water the boats were anchored so closely you could have walked shore to shore on their prows. But the boys and I had a secret spot where we fished near shore in waders. It was just below an outcropping in a public park that we reached with a minor act of vandalism requiring pruning shears. The late spring morning was bright and warm, and there were plenty of fish, attracted by another family trick, a bit of red yarn above the lure.


      I was proud of my sons, who had both become decent, loving, industrious men, although I always recoiled a bit when I noticed failings of their mother’s or mine one or both boys had incorporated—Ellen’s judginess, or my occasional remoteness. One of the sayings I live by about families is that children occupy the space provided. Will had taken on my solid manner and was advancing quickly at the Tri-Cities office of a New York firm, where he did the legal engineering for complex currency swaps on the Kindle County exchanges. At twenty-nine, he’d found one of those comfortable niches in the law that was virtually guaranteed to provide a livelihood forever.


      Pete, by contrast, had been the brooding child, the one we worried about more. There were drugs in high school and academic struggles in college. He had emerged from that period with a keen interest in computers and had developed three different apps that had been purchased by bigger companies. Will always seemed a bit affronted by the magnitude of Pete’s success, although he often joked he was relieved to find out he would not be obligated to support his little brother.


      With both sons, there had been a rough time when I left their mother. I knew what it was like to be surprised and disappointed by a parent; and I understood that my sons had lost the home they’d always counted on being able to return to. But their absolute conviction that their feelings were the only ones that mattered became infuriating. After a year, I had declared a rule that once in every conversation they had to ask, “How are you, Dad?” whether or not they really cared about my response.


      But all that was now past. My move to The Hague and Pete’s imminent marriage had somehow completed cooling all the lava to solid rock. Standing in the shallows, a few feet from shore, we were three independent adults who accepted our mutual connections as indelible.


      After fishing, we had lunch while watching the Trappers game in a sports bar, then Will drove me out to Lake Fowler, where he’d already agreed to stay for dinner. Ellen and Howard’s house seemed no less stupendous, a decorator’s showcase with huge two-story windows looking down on the lake. Once Will was headed back to town, Ellen and Howard and I had one more glass of wine in their kitchen while we compared notes about our sons. The articles in the Times had also sparked my hosts’ curiosity about my work at the Court. I tried to say little but didn’t deny what was obvious, that my meeting with Merriwell was related to that investigation.


      “Can I meet him?” Ellen asked, hunching down a bit, almost as if she were ducking from her own adolescent impulses. I gallantly assured her that the general would undoubtedly want to acknowledge their hospitality. I had known from the start that Merry was the kind of figure, a flawed genius in many eyes, likely to be fascinating to Ellen.


      The end of our marriage could have been described with the same term pathologists these days apply to someone who dies from old age: multisystem failure. But from my perspective the real trouble had begun more than fifteen years before, when Ellen had become the director of special events at Easton. I saw the job as a strange choice for someone who’d just received her MBA, but the position allowed her to hang with Nobelists and the vanguard of world thought leaders, which I discovered was the company Ellen secretly yearned to keep. With friends, she often gushed about the Life of the Mind, which, apparently, was not the life she’d been living with me.


      I never pretended to be as flat-out brilliant as my ex. When she was elected to Phi Beta Kappa as an undergraduate, I didn’t even know how to pronounce it. But once she took her university position, Ellen began to exhibit a fierce need to look down on me intellectually. I knew intuitively that I was doing something to provoke this (a point proven beyond doubt when she married Howard, who, while a true engineering wizard, has never found any book ever written more interesting than ESPN). Instead of trying to figure out why I was alienating my wife, I went into private practice, even though I should have known that move would make things worse. With court dates, meetings, depositions, and trials, I was suddenly out of town at least a third of the year. I worked ridiculously long hours, as I had with the government, but Ellen didn’t see the point now, since defending wealthy bad guys was a far less noble cause. The lone advantage of my new job—that I was making gobs of money—was actually demeaning in her eyes. The grim fact was that I bored Ellen, bored her to the point of weariness, and bearing the brunt of my wife’s judgments left me grinding my teeth whenever I walked into the house. I thought I was doing both of us a great favor when I admitted that we’d lost interest in a life together. The secret of the friendship that we’d forged in the last couple of years was that Ellen was now willing to admit, with whatever irony, that this was one instance when I’d been a lot smarter than her.


      

        


      


      Ellen was outside, dressed for work, when Merry’s limo turned up their long driveway at 7:00 a.m. She wore a black sheath with pearls, full makeup and high heels, the kind of getup that could double as business attire and something suitable for the cocktail circuit on which she frequently found herself. Ellen remained trim, and she’d always had the tidy blonde looks that get described as ‘perky.’ I’d never thought about it, but my ex was probably more physically attractive than many of the women I’d dated, even those quite a bit younger, although she’d never had—or aspired to—Esma’s sizzle.


      “Boom,” Merry said, as he rose from the limo. We shook and he slapped me on the shoulder, offering a welcoming smile. I couldn’t help wondering how our warmth struck my ex. On the driveway, Ellen hovered in a somewhat starstruck posture, with her hands in the air as if she was afraid to touch anything.


      Merriwell reached back into the car for a weathered caramel-colored briefcase and I walked him over to Ellen, whom he thanked several times. She tried to gossip about a mutual friend, a former MIT classmate of Howard’s who now taught there, but Merry had little to say on that score, and she realized, with visible disappointment, that she had no option but to say good-bye. I hugged her farewell with profuse thanks of my own. Tonight, I’d be on my way back to Bosnia, via JFK, to meet with Madame Professor Tchitchikov and Goos at Barupra.


      Merriwell watched her clack her way down her driveway.


      “Truly your ex-wife?”


      “Truly.”


      He shook his head in amazement.


      “Not in this lifetime,” he said. “And you trust her discretion?”


      “Completely.” As the wife of a prosecutor and criminal defense lawyer, Ellen took pride in her ability to keep secrets, and even after our divorce she had never spilled any of them, even the juiciest about prominent folks around town.


      “And what about you?” I asked Merry. “Are things any better with your ex-to-be?”


      “No improvement,” he answered wearily, “but despite that, I am far better.” He looked it. He sported a vacation tan and appeared far less tired. Gesturing to the guesthouse, he suggested we get started, because he had to head back to the airport in two hours. “As usual the world is falling apart,” he said.


      The guesthouse was compact and tasteful, clearly the work of the same architect who’d designed the main house. Upstairs there were two small bedrooms, each with its own bath. Downstairs it was all open space off the beautiful kitchen, with its gorgeous hand-tooled cabinetry in some reddish South American wood. The windows were large, to catch the astounding light off the lake, and were dressed in billowing scarlet roman shades raised with surgical precision to half height. A small dining table separated the living area from the kitchen, and there Merriwell and I placed ourselves in leather Breuer chairs with chrome arms.


      I served coffee and put out a basket of muffins Ellen, despite my protests, had asked a caterer to deliver this morning. I’d also taken the precaution of borrowing a bottle of scotch, which I’d positioned innocently at the far corner of the kitchen counter, but Merry never even seemed to look that way. He put the briefcase on a chair he pulled beside him. It was one of those wonderful old valise-type bags lawyers used to carry when I started practice, with a hinged brass mouth that opened wider than the compartment below, and a leather strap that fit into the lock on the other side to close it.


      To start, I told him that I had not authorized or engineered the leak to the Times, but he waved that off. Merriwell was a veteran of domestic political wars as well as the ones we got into overseas, and seemed to regard both the leaking and the denial as part of the game.


      As we turned to business, there was a notable change in Merriwell’s air, which instantly struck me as not simply businesslike, but dour and solemn. He secured a sheaf of papers about three inches thick from the case.


      “I’ve brought what I’ve received,” he said. “There is more coming, but you’ll be interested in what’s here. Because time is limited, I’ll give you the Cliff Notes version of what you’re bound to figure out on your own, so you can ask questions now. No bar on more later.”


      “Any overall comment?” I asked him.


      Merry stopped to frown, a lip puffed up, the expression drawing deeper grooves in his narrow face.


      “Overall, I am chagrined and surprised,” he said. “And still disbelieving.”


      The concession was enticing, but I waited politely. From the shiny edges at the top of the stack, I could tell there were a number of 8-by-10 photographs.


      “Your request for official photography was quite brilliant,” he said.


      I told him it wasn’t my idea.


      “Never fail to take credit for the accomplishments of your staff,” he answered, and smiled. “All right,” he said. “At Eagle Base they photographed everything, including the playing of reveille, retreat, and taps. Here’s taps on April 27, 2004.”


      It was a flash photo of a bugler at the base of the empty flagpole. The shot was in color, and the figure against the blue night made a striking image, but on first glance the picture seemed otherwise unremarkable.


      “Back here,” said Merriwell.


      At the top of the photograph, rising up the page, there was a line of lights moving off sinuously in the distance.


      “Convoy?”


      “So it appears.”


      I looked more closely. The red taillights were visible on one or two of the vehicles, and the headlights appeared as a swath of brightness in front of them. The vehicles—trucks I’d say—were departing. I counted, although the last of them were little more than a blur.


      “About twenty?”


      “Give or take.”


      “And what time was this photo taken?”


      “Taps is twenty-two hundred hours.”


      Ferko said the first men arrived at Barupra a little before midnight. Travel time to the village would have been no more than ten or fifteen minutes, even on the bad roads of those days.


      “Any theories about what they might have been doing with an extra hour and a half?” I asked.


      “I’m happy to explain what you see in front of you, Boom, but I’ll have to keep any speculations to myself.”


      “Well, if I said that was enough time to change uniforms and rehearse an impending operation, is there any obvious reason I’d be wrong?”


      He shook his head tersely—either indicating that I was right or that he wouldn’t be drawn into commentary—then reached back to the stack.


      “Here, I’m afraid, is what will most interest you.” He pulled several photos off the piles. They were black and white, clearly enlarged many times. To me, at first it was like looking at an ultrasound, just lines and blurs and dark spots, although one little rectangle looked whiter than the rest.


      “This is a satellite photograph,” Merry said.


      “Wow,” I said. “You can get recognizable forms from a hundred miles?”


      “It’s an impressive technology.”


      “I’ll say.”


      “You asked for records of the GPS transponders. As you know, they are worn by our troops and were standard issue even then on operational equipment, like trucks or tanks or aircraft. Whenever they are off-base, the satellite will follow the transponders and photograph their location. There are several more photos here, but they all focus on one truck.”


      “As opposed to the troops?”


      “Correct.”


      “So the soldiers had removed their transponders?”


      “Or weren’t our soldiers.”


      “But someone neglected one truck?”


      “I don’t know why one transponder was left functioning, but by the time the satellite made its next orbit ninety minutes later, there are no photographs.”


      “Clearly an oversight that got corrected,” I said. Merry refused to respond.


      Beyond the one truck that was automatically highlighted, the others appeared in the photo as grayer boxes with white bumps in front of them, the projections of their headlamps. When I lowered my nose to the page, I could also make out distinct ant-like grains.


      “Are these people?”


      “That’s my interpretation.”


      There were hundreds, once I understood how to recognize the forms. And at the top of the photograph was a stripe of black—the valley that led down to the Cave.


      “So this is the residents of Barupra being rounded up?”


      “Again, I leave the ultimate explanations to you.” But his face was pouty and somber.


      At the first sight of the photograph my pulse had quickened considerably. The skeptical piece of me, the trained professional, had yearned for solid proof to back up Ferko. I would have been jubilant if I did not recognize that this was a visual record of four hundred people being marched to their deaths. Merry and I said nothing for a second, as I took on his grave mood.


      Although the satellite could have been in range only for a few minutes, there were at least a hundred photos. The last showed three trucks, apparently fully loaded, turning toward the winding dirt road that led down to the Cave.


      “What do the truck logs we asked for show?”


      “Those,” said Merriwell, “you will have to retrieve from our friend Attila. But CoroDyn has been asked to provide them, and Attila called Friday to assure me they should come along shortly. Apparently there were two motor pools, one operational, one logistical. She wanted to know if we needed the records of both and I said yes.”


      “And do you know if Yugoslavian-made trucks were ever used in the motor pools?” I was thinking of what Ferko had said in his testimony.


      “Not for certain. But most of the frontline equipment, which was US manufacture, had already been moved to Iraq. NATO had seized thousands of vehicles from the various combatant forces. So if some were repurposed, I wouldn’t be surprised. Again, Attila will know.”


      “She’s been very helpful so far. I have you to thank for that.”


      Merry shook his head resolutely. “Not me,” he said.


      “Well, when she picked me up in Sarajevo she said you’d asked her to assist us.”


      Merry reclined with a small, skeptical smile.


      “With Attila, you always have to bear in mind that there’s an improvisational side to her character. She called me the morning after we met. She knew you were on the way and asked if I had any idea what you were looking for. I spoke well of you—solid guy, that sort of thing—and I might have said there was no reason not to assist you. You’ve met Attila, so you understand. She wants to know everyone’s business.”


      I smiled. “She’s very loyal to you.”


      “I appreciate that. And so far as I was concerned, she was indispensable. Do you know the saying, ‘Civilians think about strategy, but generals think about logistics’?”


      I’d never heard that.


      “Well it’s a deep truth,” said Merriwell. “She is truly a logistical genius. No matter how many moving parts had to be coordinated, she could do it. She was more capable than any officer I had in QC. I actually talked about sending her to OTS, but she wasn’t interested while women were excluded from combat. And the truth is that someone as unusual as Attila got a lot less scrutiny as a noncom. But I was a much better commander having her to rely on.”


      “She doesn’t think many of your peers would have been as welcoming.”


      “Probably not. Her lifestyle was not typical for the Army, especially at that time. But soldiers can be very pragmatic when their lives are at stake. On task, Attila was exceptional.”


      “A great soldier?”


      “I’d say very good.” I wasn’t surprised that Merry talked about Attila more cold-bloodedly than she did about him. For her, Merriwell occupied that idealized role of mentor and savior. For him, she was a valued cog in a large machine. “She was outstanding when she was at a distance from her commanders and could function with some independence. On the other hand, she was a ridiculous busybody who refused to accept need-to-know limitations. And she has less talent at taking orders. Commands she disagreed with received a very idiosyncratic interpretation. Frankly, I was relieved when she became a civilian employee. I got the benefits of all her abilities, but none of the phone calls and telexes asking me what the hell she was doing now. But she’ll have your truck logs, I’m sure, and will be able to answer your questions. Apparently you’re headed back to Bosnia?”


      “Word travels fast.” In preparation, Goos had gotten hold of Attila to secure laborers. Obviously she was Merriwell’s source.


      I had our letter to NATO out on the small walnut table where we were seated and ticked through the remaining items.


      “Duty rosters? Mess reports? Sick bay?”


      “Help yourself.” Merriwell shoved a couple hundred pages between us.


      “This is one day?”


      “Two actually. You asked for April 27 and 28.”


      Goos had correctly assayed the nature of armies and recordkeeping. The first thing I noticed, when I started thumbing through, was that the name of every soldier had been blacked out. I’m sure the look I gave Merry was not kindly.


      “I don’t recall agreeing to expurgated records,” I said.


      “I believe the agreement was that you’d get whatever the supreme commander was willing to provide. And the supreme commander is not serving up the heads of any soldiers on a silver plate. If there was a massacre—”


      “It’s not much of an ‘if,’ Merry, looking at these photographs.”


      “If that is what happened—and I remain hopeful of other explanations—then there was a chain of command. And at the top of that chain is where responsibility lies, not with privates and PFCs who were following orders and probably didn’t realize what was going to occur until it happened. Boom, this is what you’re getting.”


      “We’ll have to talk about it back at the Court.”


      “Our position won’t change,” he answered.


      I had no doubt that removing names had been demanded by the Defense Department. And despite my rigid pose, I knew that after months of his net searches of Facebook and Twitter and LinkedIn and YouTube, Goos had assembled a good list of many of the personnel at Eagle. Complete duty rosters would have been far better, but the key remained finding a former soldier willing to correspond with us.


      The pages in my hands were a maze of black and white, columns of names and units, weapons and language training, assignments and dates on duty. There were pages labeled Combat Support Battle Roster and sign-in sheets from the mess for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. There were also stacks of sheets that showed, beside the obscured names, the officers’ and enlisted men’s units and duties for the day. I focused there.


      When I reached the records of the 205th Military Intelligence Brigade, First Battalion, I had something. Against the captain’s report for Charlie Company, I matched assignments with the leave column. Every soldier identified as being part of the Second Platoon had been relieved of duty on the second day, April 28.


      I could tell that Merriwell was not happy once I’d pieced that together.


      “Is that an ordinary development—an entire platoon on leave?” I asked.


      “There might be reasons,” said Merriwell.


      “General, I said ‘ordinary.’” I meant to sound testy.


      “For a single day, I would not regard it as ordinary.”


      I went back to the captain’s report, counting the platoon members with the metal button on the top of my pen. There were thirty-four lines where the names were blacked out. Ferko said some ‘Chetniks’ entered Barupra on foot, the rest in the trucks. The numbers seemed right.


      “And who was the captain for the company, and the lieutenant for this platoon?”


      Merriwell shook his head with his lips sealed.


      I made a face.


      “Boom, don’t be greedy,” he said with some exasperation. “You have far, far more information than you did an hour ago.”


      I left the table with a heavy sigh, but came back with some of the food the caterer had placed in the fridge. Merriwell and I each had small helpings of chicken salad and a can of soda. In the meantime, he latched the strap over his case.


      I asked if I could hitch a ride with him to the airport. I was more than five hours early for my first plane, but I had to make my way from LaGuardia to JFK in New York and didn’t mind getting started on that now. At JFK, I’d find an Internet connection and get some work done. I grabbed my suitcase and joined Merry on the leather bench in the rear of an old Lincoln sedan. As we traveled, I rebooked for a 10 a.m. flight to LGA, then Merriwell and I talked about baseball and the season’s surprises: A-Rod’s play was steady so far. More incredibly, the Trappers were winning. By long experience, I was trying to contain my optimism.


      “Can I go back to business and ask about one more thing?” I said when we were still a few minutes away from the Tri-Cities airport.


      “You can ask.”


      “Tell me why I shouldn’t believe that the people in Barupra were murdered in reprisal for setting up your troops for ambush by Kajevic.”


      “Because that’s not what happened.”


      “Explain.”


      “We aren’t going to have another conversation about classified material, are we, Boom?” He told me he was still plodding through the files regarding the efforts to capture Kajevic, but that virtually none of them were going to be released, for fear of compromising Special Forces techniques that were still in use. “But I will tell you explicitly that in my review, I have seen no reports even suggesting that the Gypsies conspired to lure our troops into a trap, nor frankly do I have any memory of hearing that at the time.”


      “You won’t deny, General, will you, that it was the Roma who informed Army Intelligence of Kajevic’s whereabouts?”


      “I won’t confirm it either.” He turned on the seat to face me. “I’m sorry, Boom, to sound racist, but Army Intelligence—and our Special Forces—knew better than to take Gypsies at their word or to completely depend on them. Assuming the Roma provided information, it would have been corroborated by days of surveillance. And the Roma had no role of any kind in the action, and no advance information about how or when we were going to go after Kajevic. Even if the Gypsies wanted to betray us—which would make no sense given how well we’d treated them—they didn’t know enough to do that.”


      “Yet as we’ve already discussed, General, there is every appearance that Kajevic was aware you were coming.”


      “I agree. But not because of anything the Gypsies knew. As I’ve explained, our forces couldn’t close off four square blocks in Doboj without informing the local authorities, all of Serb ethnicity. I’ve always assumed that was where the leak came from.”


      When I was US Attorney, we engineered a number of big busts, dozens of federal agents in SWAT gear taking down drug kingpins and gang leaders. But we learned the hard way to be cautious with the Kindle County Unified Police Force. There was never any telling which cops were jumped in to the gangs or on a dealer’s pad. So our first call to the Force for backup wasn’t made until the battering ram was about to hit the door. Special Forces had to be even more circumspect than we were. Whatever they were obliged to tell the Bosnian Army or the local police would have been passed on far too late to allow Kajevic to set up the elaborate trap that had greeted the American soldiers.


      “He had to have known earlier than that, General.”


      “I take the point, Boom,” said Merriwell. “But if that’s true, we never established how that happened.”


      “So what you’re saying, Merry, is that you know of no reason that Army elements were furious with the Roma?”


      “On what basis do you think they were?”


      “On the basis of a dozen photos you just showed me of those people being rounded up and driven to their deaths.”


      Merriwell pouched up his thin mouth and his face went dark with irritation. It was the closest to angry I’d seen him, although I couldn’t tell if he was put out with my persistence, or with himself for not incorporating the implications of the evidence he’d turned over. He also might have been peeved by other thoughts he couldn’t share. After a second, he offered another determined toss of his head.


      “Boom, I’ve done what I can to allow you to investigate this matter without interference. As you’ve told me before, that’s your job. So I haven’t asked anyone who served under me to explain these materials. But I will never stop believing in the men and women I commanded.”


      I could see that we’d need the testimony of one of his soldiers before Merriwell accepted that there was an American role in the massacre. Until then, as he’d just acknowledged, he’d assume there were innocent explanations. We had reached the airport anyway.


      I was flying from a different terminal than Merry, and the car dropped me first. The general rose from the limo to wish me well, fixing the center button on his suit coat while he stood on the pavement. Overall, I was impressed by how much stronger he seemed, more fit, and even, if it was possible, straighter. Despite his clear unhappiness as we were going over the NATO records, he otherwise seemed buoyed by a self-confidence that had been absent when I had first visited with him, although I wasn’t sure I liked him as much without that sad contemplative air.


      I told him again how good he seemed.


      “Oh yes,” he said. “Life is far better, even if a bit more complicated, but I have you to thank for the improvements, I believe. Your advice hit home.”


      “Just timing. I didn’t say anything new.”


      “And you?” he asked. “Roger seems to think you fell under the spell of the compelling Ms. Czarni.”


      There was no point denying it.


      “Well, Merry, I’ve learned how deeply a man can long to do something completely stupid.” I decided there was no polite way to tell him how often he’d crossed my mind in the process. “It’s over now.”


      He studied me, squinting in the spring sun.


      “I suppose, Boom, if it’s something you will still remember in your waning days, then it might not have been stupid at all.” Merriwell looked at his watch. “To be continued,” he said, and slid back into the car.


      

        


      


      Merry’s last remark stayed with me as I entered the terminal. His personal observations had far more power for me than our back-and-forth about business. After clearing security, I called Esma’s New York cell and she picked up on the third ring. I told her that I would be going between airports and could hopscotch through Manhattan and meet for coffee around 1:30.


      “I’m in court but I could beg for an early recess,” she said. “It’s golf season, so this judge is always happy for an afternoon off.” She said she was staying at the Carlyle.


      “Is there a coffee shop near there?”


      “Oh, Boom. Don’t be pedantic. You’re not going to leave me weeping in a Starbucks, are you?”


      She told me to ask for ‘the Jahanbani apartment’ when I arrived.


      No part of America ever seemed as impressively rich to me as the Upper East Side, because the fury of so much of Manhattan is subdued there, almost as if there were border guards posted somewhere in the Sixties, checking tax returns before anyone was admitted. The doorman at the Carlyle directed me to a separate entrance, where the receptionist called up to announce me.


      Esma opened the door and fell on me. I turned my face away, but she still held me for quite some time. She was in her courtroom apparel, deliberately subdued, a loose royal-blue jumper without much of a waist. Her makeup was minimal and her bosk of hair had been tamed in a bun, giving her a schoolmarmish appearance. But the modest look was becoming.


      Predictably, I found Esma residing in glamour in a two-bedroom apartment furnished with Francophile elegance. There were antiques in the style of Boulle with gilded decorations on rich woods, a gray velvet sofa with rolled arms, and windows a story and a half high with orange drapes. The artwork was nineteenth-century etchings and watercolors.


      “Nice digs,” I remarked.


      “Ah yes,” said Esma. “What lawyer doesn’t love rich clients? Madame Jahanbani is allowing me to stay here during the trial.”


      She offered wine, and I settled for a glass of water from the tap as Esma sat a safe distance from me on the other side of the velvet sofa. She asked where I had been and I explained only that I’d been back in Kindle County to visit.


      “Staying again with your ex-wife?” Her eyes were sharp.


      “And her husband.”


      “Ah, Bill. What you don’t see.”


      Esma arranged herself a bit and folded her hands primly in her lap and rolled her lips into her mouth, preparing for launch.


      “Where do I begin?” she said then. “I made a mistake, a terrible mistake. I assumed you would be pleased. That was a ridiculous misjudgment on my part, I admit that freely. I promise you, swear to you with my entire heart, that nothing like it will ever occur again. But to end our relationship over this is an even bigger mistake, Bill. I truly feel that way. We have an exceptional connection.”


      “Esma, I feel ill-used. I couldn’t have been clearer. You were acting for the Roma cause. Not for my sake.”


      “Not at all.” Her entire upper body quivered in disagreement. “Not at all.”


      “Esma, this is exactly what I was afraid of from the start. That the roles would become confused.”


      She sat calculating.


      “So what is your theory, Bill? That I was using you to get information which I would then deploy to further the Roma cause, as you put it?”


      “That’s a little coarser than I would have it.”


      “But still a grain of truth?”


      “A grain.”


      “And what does that make me, Bill, if I was sleeping with you for that reason?”


      “Mati Hari?”


      “‘A whore,’ is what I’d say, Bill. Free-spirited I have no doubt been. But my body has never been available for a price. It’s insulting that you would think that were possible.”


      “Don’t try to turn the tables on me, Esma, and make yourself the injured party. You betrayed my trust.”


      “Yes of course.” She nodded eagerly, virtually bouncing up and down on the sofa. “I understand why you feel that way. And I have explained. But we are in touch, Bill, in a vital way, you and I. A deep way. You don’t have to call it love, although on my side, I believe that may be the word. But please don’t turn from this because I made a foolish error.”


      As she’d expected, in Esma’s presence I felt her full force, not just the deep sensual appeal but that fierce intelligence that was so deeply engaging to me. In her company, I’d always felt like life was being lived at a faster speed.


      “Esma, when I read that newspaper, I realized what I’d known all along—that I was an idiot. Even if I accept your word that there will be no further ‘mistakes,’ as you put it, that the words ‘Barupra’ and ‘Ferko’ will never be uttered between us again, the appearances remain. They compromise me at the Court. I have dodged a bullet somehow, but I’m not going to chance it again. We must end this.”


      She stopped and looked at her hands and again drew her lips into her mouth for a second, then glanced up trying to be brave.


      “You are resolved.”


      “I am.”


      She edged closer and reached for my hand.


      “Then come to bed with me, please, one last time.”


      I took a second. “To what end?”


      “To make one more remarkable memory. Or are you saying you wouldn’t enjoy it?”


      “You know better.”


      “Then come.” Still holding my hand, she stood. “Haven’t you ever heard of a farewell fuck, Bill? Come fuck me farewell. Come on. And do a good job of it, please.”


      With the terms so clearly established, there seemed no reason to say no. It was the price she was asking—and yes I’d heard of such things. The bedrooms were up a spiral staircase. The one she was occupying contained a platform bed, and to my amazement, a mirror on the ceiling. Even when I was on top, it left me feeling that we were being watched, and as ever with Esma, I found a way to enjoy that.


      If she thought I would feel sharper regrets, recognizing what I was losing, she was right about that, too. Even if this was not our greatest moment together, it was close enough, and the memories of the others were so much at hand that at the height of things I even thought briefly, You’re insane, this is realer than anything else, this is. But it became one of many great truths that dissolved within moments of reaching climax.


      Afterward, Esma napped. I rose and dressed. In the living room I drank down the rest of my water. Across the way, in the rosewood breakfront, in the intensity of the halogens over the glass shelves, dozens of netsuke, the little Japanese ivories Esma collected, reposed. I admired the intricacy of the detail on several. Then I found a pad in my briefcase and scribbled a note.


      

        Sorry to run off, but rush hour can be such a mess, and probably better this way anyhow. Will miss you. Truly. Bill.


      


      I couldn’t mark the precise start of my relationship with Esma. The intensity had been unrivaled, but the duration was not. Since my divorce, whenever I’d known a woman about two months, Bermuda Triangle forces seemed to exert themselves.


      In the elevator down, I thought again about what a remarkable person she was. Then my heart stalled as my mind stumbled over certain details. The mirrored ceiling seemed a bit much for a respectable lady still in the midst of a divorce, and I was also suddenly struck by the collection of little ivories. Who, no matter how eccentric, transports thousands of dollars of antiquities to a temporary residence? Let alone for only a month or two?


      This, the place I’d left, was Esma’s home. It had to be. But by the time the doors opened into the hushed lobby, I had turned all of that over again. My suspicions made no sense—why bother claiming I was in somebody else’s house? I realized instead that my brief unwillingness to take her word was symptomatic of how deeply ingrained my distrust for her had become. It was just as likely that the client, Madame Jahanbani, had stimulated Esma’s interest in building a collection of netsuke of her own.


      I stood a second longer studying the patterns in the marble floor and absorbing my overriding response to all of this. Esma would always be a person of enigmas. What was striking to me now was the conviction in my core that I no longer cared about figuring her out.


    

  




  

    

      

        20.


        Buried Again—June 2


      


      I flew to Vienna and made an early morning connection to Tuzla, landing at the site of the former Camp Comanche. I was expecting Attila, but she’d sent one of her drivers instead, who had me back in Barupra around 10:30 a.m. Spring had arrived since our last visit. Up here on the rock it was gusty, but the sun was bright and there were shirtsleeve temperatures, the low 70s, which I was already starting to think of as 20 Celsius. Goos was up top to greet me, but he pointed below to the old mine where the French geologist was already at work.


      From her name, I had expected Madame Professor Sofia Tchitchikov to be shaped like a refrigerator and sporting a tweed jacket over an estimable bosom. But the woman who was scrambling over the former site of the Cave was an athletic fortysomething with brass curls, dressed in baby-blue zippered coveralls. She waved as she saw me hiking down the mine road beside Goos.


      “Halloo,” she yodeled and hopped over the hillside of loose rocks as nimbly as a kid. As soon as I had shaken her hand, she took several pebbles out of a front pocket to show me her initial discovery, the black edging on each of the brown stones.


      “Gunpowder?” I asked.


      Her English was far better than my French, but with Goos there to translate, she stuck to her native tongue.


      “Maybe,” Goos said. “Certainly burn marks. She’s found dozens of such stones with a little excavation, most of them at a radius of three hundred meters.”


      “Suggesting an explosion?”


      She nodded. Goos said that the ballistics folks at NFI would tell us for sure, and could probably also determine whether there was an explosive agent adhering to the stones. If so, they might even be able to identify the device that had detonated. None of us had any idea whether the gunpowder in US hand grenades was distinguishable from Yugoslav.


      “What Sofia can say is that the explosion is not recent,” said Goos. “Most of these fragments were several millimeters below the current surface material. This is a windy place up here. So nothing stays on top for much time.”


      “Any way to tell how long ago the blast occurred?”


      The professor and Goos had a long back-and-forth in French. Rocks lasted a lot longer than humans, and geologic time was therefore measured in eons, not years. She could say only that the burn marks on the debris were less than a century old, although the lack of wear suggested a much shorter period.


      Madame Tchitchikov moved to the side then to show me the fall line of the hill. Goos translated, although he seemed to understand little more than I of the real meaning of what he was repeating.


      “Lignite—the soft coal—is what she calls ‘a tertiary rock,’ which because of its softness normally lies at five to ten degrees to an incline. The Cave was formed for just that reason, because the coal sank below the Cretaceous rock that surrounded it. But the incline here, composed mostly of exploded lignite, is angled at thirty degrees, meaning that what we are seeing is not a natural formation.”


      As Goos spoke, Madame Tchitchikov did an accompanying pantomime, rushing her hands through the air to illustrate the explosion and the various angles of repose, which, in her demonstration, involved laying her head on her hands like a sleeping child. Her enthusiasm was charming.


      The professor had brought two graduate students with her. Before she was ready to visit the gravesite, she wanted them to assist her with photographs and various measurements, employing portable surveyors’ instruments, both a transit and a compass. While they were busying themselves, Goos and I walked back to the top.


      In the rear seat of Goos’s rental car, I showed him the papers Merry had turned over. The photographs, especially those from the air, naturally drew Goos’s attention. On the flight here, I’d gone over the index card–type records from the base infirmary and had found that two soldiers had sought medical attention the next day, one for a human bite, the second for a “poss maxillary fracture due to rifle butt.” Their names and service numbers had been blacked out, but not their unit: Both were assigned to the 205th Intelligence Brigade, Charlie Company, Second Platoon, the unit in which each member had been on leave on April 28, 2004.


      “What did the general say to all this?”


      “He was basically in denial. You’ve seen it before, Goos. He’d call himself an agnostic, so he didn’t look like an idiot, but if the moment came, he’d want last rites. He believes in his troops.”


      Goos considered that, a hand scratching away at his bearded chin.


      “Could be he knows more than he’s told you,” Goos said.


      “I’m sure he does. On many topics. But he seemed flabbergasted by the pictures.”


      “Must say,” said Goos, “I’m very surprised he handed these materials over. I’d have thought once they got a look, they’d’ve just told us to bugger off.”


      “I assume, Goos, they agreed to produce the records before they knew what they showed. Don’t forget a lot of this was in Brussels.”


      After another half hour, the professor and her students were ready to move up to the grave. Since Goos had exhumed the remains last month, the local police had stood guard over the site, and there was a single officer on watch today. Goos had driven steel stakes into the ground to hold down heavy plastic sheeting across the opening, and the police had surrounded that with yellow tape. The first thing the professor asked was to remove all of it.


      Once that was done, she got down on her belly and hung her head over the edge of the trench. After putting on a plastic glove, she scooped up some of the soil and let it run through her fingers. Then she probed the wall of the opening with a pencil point.


      Still lying there, Professor Tchitchikov gave her head a decisive shake and said to Goos, “Ce n’est pas authentique.”


      I spoke enough French to understand that. “What the hell?” I said to Goos, but he held up a hand to listen to her. He nodded for quite some time before again giving me his attention.


      “So here is what our Sofia says. Normally, exhuming a grave more than a decade old, you expect stratifications in the soil. But what I found here and sent to her for analysis was a mixture of subsoil and surface soil that made her think the grave had been dug—or dug up—more recently.”


      “You got that right, Goos.”


      He nodded. “You recall, I then sent Sofia some of our skeletal remains, so she could examine them. As bones decompose, certain trace elements from the surrounding soil more or less merge into them. And what she found ingrained in those bones is of a completely different mineral composition than the fireclay and sandstone of this grave. Magnesium and iron, especially, you’d expect to find in higher concentrations, if the bones had been laying here.”


      “Meaning?”


      “Well, Boom, I reckon this is what’s called in the trade a ‘secondary grave.’ We saw plenty of that with the Yugoslav Tribunal as the armies tried to clear out the mass burial sites before we got to them. Same idea here, only in reverse. Those bones back at NFI, the ones that I dug up here, they were moved from somewhere else. You remember our strange bullets and our DNA contamination? Well, there’s your explanation. This grave has been staged, more or less for our consumption.”


      I struggled to make sense of that and, after a second, argued with him.


      “Those three men, they share a Y chromosome. There are bullet holes in those bones consistent with Zastavas. And we’ve just looked together at visual evidence of those people being loaded onto trucks.”


      “Yay. All true. But those bones we have weren’t buried here, Boom. Simple as that. Remember, I was questioning Ferko about dragging three bodies all this way? There’s plenty of loose lignite down below. He could have mounded over the corpses where they lay to keep the animals away from them, if that was all he was trying to accomplish.”


      “Then why are they here?”


      “Closer to the road, I imagine. Once they brought the remains back, they had no desire to go gallivanting over the rocks. But those skeletons haven’t been laying here very long, because the local soils haven’t leached into the bones.”


      “Ferko was lying?” I asked Goos.


      “Mate, according to the tale he tells, he was the only soul who knew where those bodies were buried. So unless he buried them, dug them up, and moved them somewhere else for a decade and then reburied the bones here again in the last six months, yay, he was lying.”


      “Fuck,” I said. I was already weighing the implications for the case. This was far more serious than shorting Esma about Kajevic’s threat. I couldn’t count the number of trials I had been involved in as a prosecutor in which the major witnesses had told substantial lies, but with enough evidentiary backup on the big points that we won convictions anyway. Jurors were rarely perplexed when a scumbag witness acted like a scumbag. But I’d been warned that at the ICC, the atmosphere of moral purity also prevailed in the courtroom. I asked Goos what he thought the damage might be.


      “’Uge,” he answered, and told me in a state of revived bitterness about one of his cases at the Yugoslav Tribunal. With enormous effort, they’d developed an insider witness who had worked as a guard at a Croatian-run concentration camp. For whatever reason, the man had kept a diary, and the written record was intricately corroborated.


      “Even when the bastard wrote down it was raining, weather records confirmed him. But after the war, he became a drug dealer, and we had to turn over reports that he’d used his thirteen-year-old daughter as a courier to deliver cocaine. Once the judges heard that, they wouldn’t even let him finish giving evidence. And tell me the truth, Boom. You remember the part in scripture where the Virgin Mary helped perpetrate mass murder?” He was about to head back down to the professor and asked the last question over his shoulder. He answered his own question with a grunt. “Cause that’s who these damn judges seem to expect our witnesses to be.”


      

        


      


      I sat in the rental car stewing while Goos was aiding Tchitchikov with the rest of her soil sampling around the grave. When Goos returned half an hour later, I said, “Let’s find Ferko. We need to know what the hell is going on with him.”


      Goos eyed me, rubbing his hand over his chin. He was not inclined. Ferko was a protected witness and under Court rules, investigators could not contact him directly; that fell to the Victims and Witnesses section.


      “I’m not wasting another three months,” I said, “doing the Dance of the Seven Veils with Victims and Witnesses just to see if Ferko picks up the phone when they call. We’re here. Let’s find him.”


      “And where would that be, Boom?”


      “We know he lives within an hour of here, because Esma was able to whistle him in when we left Tuzla. Remember?”


      “Might be he was just staying nearby temporarily.”


      That was possible, but there wasn’t much to lose except the time. The day we went to Lijce, Attila had told me there was another Roma town in the vicinity. I couldn’t imagine Ferko choosing to reside away from the People. One of the laborers said this second town, Vo Selo, was about forty kilometers due east, well into the Bosnian Serb enclave, Republika Srpska, near the Drina River. The drive would take about an hour.


      Goos shrugged and said to me, “You’re the lawyer.”


      We took off in the rental car, another little Ford, navigating by cell phone GPS. It was about 1 p.m. The main roads were surprisingly navigable, given what I’d heard about winter drives that were sometimes impossible because of potholes and landslides. With the spring sunlight luminous on the high clouds, we both relaxed. For me, sidestepping the Court’s iron-headed rules made our trip feel a little like a high school lark.


      Once we reached the river, we turned north. As Goos was negotiating a switchback, an immense structure suddenly loomed over us. It appeared so abruptly it seemed like a magic castle, with proportions to match. Erected atop a mountain of gray rock perhaps a thousand feet high, the building, on first impression, seemed to be a fort built to command the river. Then I noticed that the roof’s highpoints were Byzantine domes topped with Orthodox crosses.


      “What the hell,” I said to Goos.


      “If you’ve got data reception on your mobile,” said Goos, “check the Internet.”


      “It’s a monastery,” I told Goos after a few minutes of poking around, “first built with the permission of the Ottomans in 1566 on the remains of an old church by the Hrabren family.” Within its gargantuan stone walls, the monastery had been a world of its own for centuries, with a winery, guest quarters, a library, and a seminary. Like so many other places, it was also a relic of the region’s dismal history. In 1942, the Croatians had raided, tortured the monks, and thrown them into a pit in which they had all slowly died of infection and starvation while the Ustase—the Croatian version of Chetniks—burned most of the buildings to the ground. The monastery was rebuilt, only to be torched again by the Croatians in 1992, as Yugoslavia fell apart. This time the Croatians plundered the treasury and burned all the books, including irreplaceable sixteenth- and seventeenth-century manuscripts. The monastery had risen yet again after the Bosnian war as a stubborn testimonial to the Serbs’ dedication to their faith.


      “Take a look?” I asked Goos. It was time for lunch anyway.


      The town beneath the monastery, Madovic, was small, with cobbled streets built for horse traffic, but it did not have the dusty, depleted look of other little places we had passed through. The merchants seemed to have prospered, supplying the many goods the monks did not produce on their own. While we waited a few minutes for a table in the busiest restaurant, it became apparent that Madovic was also a regional medical center. A three-story hospital stood at the other end of the long main street, and nurses and doctors in their long white coats comprised at least half the clientele who were eating.


      Across the way, not long after we sat down, three monks passed by in long brown rassas, as the Orthodox cassocks are called. Bird’s-nest beards drooped down their chests, almost reaching the wooden crosses suspended on prayer ropes from their necks. Each monk carried a long shepherd’s crook and wore the same exotic cylindrical headdress, a little like a brimless stovepipe hat. They moved in slow, matched paces as they made silent pilgrimage back from the hospital where presumably they had prayed with the sick. I surreptitiously snapped photos and a quick video, in order to e-mail them to my boys, who had implied last weekend that I existed in a state of moral degradation because I’d ventured to a place as exotic as Bosnia without filling Instagram and Facebook with dozens of images. I tried to explain that a criminal investigator generally did not make a visual record of his doings, no matter how many likes I might have attracted. But for this scene I was willing to make a brief exception. I put the phone down when I thought I saw the nearest monk’s eyes shift toward me.


      Once we were done with lunch—I was yet to get a bad meal in Bosnia—we strolled up and down the main street, just to see what we could and to take a couple of photos of the colossal monastery overhead. It was close to 2:30 when we returned to the car.


      As we did, a police officer appeared from the corner behind us. He might have been waiting. In any event, it was clear to me, as he lectured Goos, that the cop was maintaining that we had parked in the wrong place. I walked a few steps while Goos was engaged, but saw nothing that could have been a sign. Traffic shakedowns of tourists were routine in Bosnia, according to Goos, and with my back turned, I located a twenty KM bill in my wallet, a little over ten bucks, which I suspected would be adequate.


      The cop was very young, still with acne, and it was possible he was just one of those overeager newbies familiar to police forces all over the world. He was in the police summer dress: blue pants, white hat, white blouse with epaulets, and a white belt that included a holster, so his pistol was also clothed in white, making it all the more noticeable. Goos appeared to be humbling himself appropriately, apologizing for our innocent error, but the cop remained grave, subjecting Goos to surly questions. Ultimately, Goos produced our letter of introduction from the Bosnian government, which explained we were emissaries of the Court. The cop read it over several times, seemingly unconvinced, and then instructed Goos to hold it open between his hands while the policeman took out his old toad-size cell phone and snapped a photo. With that, he walked off without my money.


      “What do you think that was about?” I asked Goos, when we were again headed to Vo Selo, the Roma town.


      “No idea. I suspect he’s going to call someone just to be sure the letter’s authentic.”


      “I thought he was looking for money.”


      “I as well. Kept waiting for him to come the raw prawn, as they usually do, how he would pay the fine for us so we could be on our way.”


      Vo Selo turned out to be no more than another fifteen minutes up the road. As we reached the outskirts, Goos rolled down his window and asked a dark fellow, Roma by his looks, if he knew Ferko Rincic.


      The man responded by laughing. He waved over his shoulder toward a hill and, according to Goos, said we couldn’t miss it. He shouted something else as we pulled away.


      “‘Mind the dogs,’” Goos said, when I asked for a translation.


      “Dogs?”


      “He said ‘dogs.’”


      That made sense. If Ferko lived in fear of retaliation by the people who’d massacred everyone in Barupra, he would want security of some kind.


      On the other side of the hill was the town, which appeared even poorer than Lijce. Most of the dwellings were like the shack of the disagreeable old woman I’d talked to, a room or two with grab-bag exteriors—corrugated metal or stucco, but most often mud and twigs. I also saw at least one family huddling in the discarded portion of an old concrete viaduct, and several living only under tarps suspended between a few trees. The lone exception to the prevailing poverty was a house that loomed over Vo Selo almost as dramatically as the monastery we’d just left. It looked a little like a castle, but built not just with palatial grandiosity but also monumental bad taste. There were nine separate turrets, each with a balcony from which, in most instances, the laundry hung. Even from a distance, we could see that scenes had been painted on the stucco walls, and that the top roofs were festooned with animal sculptures, dogs and frogs, atop a gilt railing.


      “The mayor’s house?” Goos asked.


      “Baro Rom,” I answered, repeating the word Esma had applied to Tobar, the so-called Big Man who had established himself in a place of clan leadership.


      On the narrow road through Vo Selo, we stopped again to ask an old lady about Ferko. She responded with emphatic motions up the hill.


      “That there,” said Goos as he again got behind the wheel, “is Ferko’s house.” He was pointing at the little palace.


      I processed. “Can’t be the same guy.”


      “I asked her for Ferko Rincic. You heard me. She said we have to be very special because he treats the whole lot of them like they’re wackers, not even worth hello.”


      We drove up the rest of the hill and parked at the side of the road in front of the huge house. Now that we were here, I could see that construction was still incomplete. Electrical wires sprouted from the turret walls. More revealing, an open trench near the road showed a sewer pipe without a connection. For all its grandness, the house seemed to lack indoor plumbing.


      The perimeter was guarded by a white stucco wall about eight feet high, capped with pieces of jagged glass cemented in place. Two wooden doors of the same height stood at the center, with an iron lift-latch between them. A stick could have easily secured entry, but no one would dare, since there were three dogs who charged us in fury, barking and snarling, jumping at the breach between the doors and revealing their pink gums and huge teeth slimed with foam. They were all the same breed, brindled but with the pointed faces of Dobermans.


      Goos looked around for a while, then suddenly raised a finger and returned to the car. He returned with the little takeaway box in which he had saved the remains of his lunch as a possible snack, and a small branch he’d picked up from the roadside. From the carton, he extracted three logs of cevapi, which he held to the gate. The dogs suddenly quieted, bounding against each other for a chance at the scent.


      “Prepare to bash off,” he said. He shoved me behind him, then lifted the latch with the tree branch. He pulled the gate open, tossing the cevapi a good fifty feet toward the road. As the dogs ran off baying for the meat, he jerked me inside and bolted the gate.


      We were now in a courtyard. A fire pit, with some speckled graniteware pots thrown beside it, was nearby, and several rugs and a mattress lay before the front doorway, making me think that some or all of the residents slept here. A bell on a string extended near the door, and Goos gave it a jerk. In response, we heard voices and motion on the other side.


      The man who threw the door open was in some senses Ferko. It was undoubtedly the same man, with the same broken nose and bad teeth visible when his mouth gaped in surprise. But he was dressed resplendently, as if for date night, had it occurred in the 1990s. He sported a big-collared shirt of chartreuse and turquoise blocks, and it was open almost to his waist, revealing a heavy gold chain that held a watch the size of a sommelier’s salver over his pelted chest. When he raised his hand, every finger bore a thick gold ring.


      Now that the door was ajar, a hefty woman, whom I instantly recognized as the wife I’d seen in the wrinkled picture Ferko had brought to court, peeked behind him. Clinging to her skirts was a little boy of about four. In the rear of the open passageway that had been revealed, I could see a portrait of a caravan drawn on the stucco in the overripe style of paintings on black velvet.


      Ferko looked us up and down one more second, then said something to Goos in Serbo-Croatian and slammed the door.


      “He says we don’t belong here,” Goos told me.


      We rang the bell several more times. Goos yelled out in Serbo-Croatian that Ferko was required to speak to us, and finally, as a last gambit, screamed that unless Ferko spoke to us now he could receive no share of the reparations the Court someday might pay on the case. After all of that, Ferko responded with one sentence from the other side of the door that Goos instantly translated.


      “He says he has called a neighbor to round up the dogs, and he will set them on us if we don’t leave now.”


      We discovered almost at once that the threat had not been vain. A thuggy-looking fellow, unshaved, with dark greasy hair and a distinctly hostile look, arrived with the dogs tugging him along by the leashes he’d fixed to their collars. He was wearing a black leather jacket, odd garb in this weather, and I thought he might be hiding a gun.


      We were in better stead with the dogs, however. The cevapi did not seem far from their minds, and only one of them growled a bit as we backed away.


    

  




  

    

      

        21.


        Back to the Salt Mine


      


      So Ferko is the richest man in town?” I asked Goos when we were under way once more in the small Ford. We were both in a somewhat wounded state and seemed eager to get back to Tuzla to take stock of the day.


      As we traveled, we speculated about Ferko, although I offered most of the commentary. Goos’s responses were limited, one-word answers or grunts, his mood expressed principally in the vehemence with which he shifted gears.


      Given the fact that Ferko could summon a hood to menace us, he was clearly a person of stature in some organization. Drugs seemed the most likely business—there was said to be a lot of meth, often call ice, in Bosnia. Indulging in ethnic stereotypes, it was also possible that Ferko was boss of a gang of child thieves or beggars, or full-grown pickpockets. One thing was sure, though. The fellow who’d come to glower at us didn’t have the look of anyone attached to a legitimate businessman.


      Taking for granted that Ferko was a crook of some kind, I weighed the implications for our investigation. In order to protect his identity, Ferko had never answered the questions routine for virtually every other witness, stuff like ‘Where do you live?’ and ‘What do you do for a living?’ So he hadn’t lied about those matters. But between staging the grave and claiming under oath that his wife was dead—assuming my eyesight was good and she wasn’t—his testimony was worthless, even by the most forgiving standards.


      Deepening my dismay was the realization that I was going to have to call Esma. I took it that today’s revelations about Ferko would be news to her, because any trial lawyer puts her entire career in jeopardy by allowing a client to lie under oath. Yet Esma was the only person who might be able to get Ferko to sit down with us again to see if there were any explanations that might help us salvage the investigation. We were facing the law’s version of real tragedy: the murder of four hundred people goes unpunished because the lone witness manufactured a bunch of eccentric lies.


      Just outside of town, we pulled over in a spot with cell reception in order to get our bearings. We were at the side of a potholed road, just wide enough to qualify as two-laned by Bosnian standards. Beside us, weeds had already grown up thickly, and a stand of firs stood on the other side. I had just set my navigation app for Tuzla when a car pulled in behind us, a white vehicle with the word POLICIJA appearing amid a band of blue. In the sideview, I saw two policemen alight, one heavy-set, one thin.


      I assumed they’d stopped to be sure we didn’t need help, but Goos had another impression.


      “Oh, sweet Jesu,” Goos said. “Not again.”


      He rolled down the window and tried to chat up the fat cop who’d come to the driver’s side. In the meantime, the wirier one ambled up to my window, leaning on the door to keep an eye on me and make sure I didn’t escape. Goos again pulled out our court credentials, but the cop flicked a hand at us, as if the documents irritated him further.


      “He says we both need to get out,” said Goos.


      We did, and the two leaned us on the fender, frisked us, and took our cell phones, passports, and wallets.


      I thought they might look the documents over, but the fat cop simply slipped them in his back pocket. He returned to their car, while his partner watched us, his hand on his pistol, still holstered but with the white covering flap unsnapped.


      “What did he say?” I asked.


      “He wanted to know what we were doing around here. I told him we were here to talk to a witness, but he said that we could not operate in the Republika Srpska without permission of the local police. He was quite emphatic.”


      When the cop ambled back, he pointed to their vehicle and told us we were going to have to come with him.


      Goos objected several times and even offered to follow them in the rental car, but the cop kept shaking his head. He was heavy enough that the mere stroll back and forth to his car had brought a line of sweat dribbling down from beneath his hat.


      “Don’t move,” Goos said. My suitcase, in the hatchback, made me particularly reluctant to abandon the Ford. Goos kept remonstrating in a patient way, while the fat officer continued pointing to their car and motioning, as if he were directing traffic. Finally the thinner cop took out his gun and pointed across the auto’s roof at Goos.


      Once we were both in the backseat of the police car, Goos said, “Mate, this doesn’t feel right at all.”


      “Is this Ferko’s posse?”


      “Damned if I know. Can’t say I’ve made a lot of friends in this part of Bosnia. Might be someone knows my name and wants to pay his respects.” He was being sardonic. “But it appears they’re getting orders. I saw the big fella on the radio before they decided to haul us in.”


      “Are we under arrest?”


      Goos found this laughable.


      “Boom, you are one of the least lawyerly lawyers I’ve met. Which I appreciate. But, you know, what does it matter what they call it? We’re in a police car headed nowhere we know with coppers who don’t seem to care about our credentials. To me, that sounds like big mobs of trouble, no matter what the label.”


      The longer we drove, the more concerned we became. After about twenty minutes, Goos asked again where we were going and the wiry cop told him to shut up. A few minutes later, Goos pointed to a road sign that said we were twenty kilometers from Tuzla, which clearly relieved him. He’d been worried, I think, that they were going to take us into Serbia, where, in many quarters, the international tribunals in The Hague were reviled.


      It was now after five, but in this season, the sun was still about two-thirds of the way above the horizon. The recognition that we had several hours of daylight left was mildly comforting, since the thought of traveling with these two in the dark seemed petrifying. As we continued winding through the mountains, Goos tried again to find out where we were headed. This time, the thin guy wheeled back, once more displaying the pistol, the barrel not quite leveled at us. We both subsided to silence. I could see from his pale blank look that Goos had gone from concerned to scared, a place I’d been since the thin cop first pulled out his sidearm.


      We drove around more than another hour, until we suddenly parked at a roadside turnout. It was a vista point, looking down on thick hills of green trees, amid which tiny beaches of snow remained in the deepest gloom. I thought one of the policemen might need to piss, as I did, but instead they directed us to leave the car.


      “Stay put,” Goos told me. He rattled on in Serbo-Croatian. It seemed as if he was now demanding to be taken to a police station at once. The fat cop walked away from him, while the wiry one returned with his pistol drawn and opened the rear door on Goos’s side. He was about thirty, with lifeless blue eyes and the pebbled remnants on his face of some skin condition that had gone untreated during the war years. By long experience, I marked him as one of those cops who liked the job because it came with a license to be mean. Goos, probably of the same mind, was aggravated and continued telling him off. The cop seemed to be listening attentively when, with no warning, he smashed Goos in the temple with the gun barrel and pulled him out of the car. Immediately, the fat one opened my door and wrestled me out and pushed me along to the driver’s side of the car, where Goos was on all fours in the dust of the roadside. Blood flowed from a small gash at his temple, the steady drip coloring his hand and the ground.


      I started screaming when I saw that.


      “For God’s sake, what is wrong with you people? We are lawful investigators here, operating with the full authority of your government. And you beat this man? You have created a diplomatic incident. You will all be fired. Don’t you understand that?”


      The wiry guy responded by motioning with the pistol, instructing me to kneel beside Goos. The cop seemed to understand a little English and was smiling just a bit, revealing craggy yellow teeth. He might as well have said, “Motherfucker, you don’t have a clue.” He then grabbed me by the shoulder and pushed me down, until I was on all fours. He pointed his gun again, instructing me to look at the dirt, as Goos was doing.


      “How are you?” I whispered to Goos.


      “A bit whirly,” he answered. “Bout thirty seconds now, I’m going to collapse and make out like he might have hurt me quite badly. Maybe we’ll get to a hospital.”


      Just as he said, Goos shortly reared up, held the side of his head, groaned deeply, and went facedown on the gravel. The thin cop sauntered up and felt the pulse in his neck. When I looked up at him, he slapped me open-palm in the back of the head and pointed down, then walked off at a casual pace. Compared to the way he’d hit Goos, his blow to me was minor, but my front teeth had smashed together and I could feel some lingering pain there.


      I was like that as much as half an hour, when I heard footsteps. In front of me, I caught sight of a pair of heavy work boots. I peeked up timidly and as I went south to north, I saw blue jeans and then a rifle barrel with a sight. Lifting my head fully, I found myself facing a man in a flak jacket and a black balaclava. He was holding a Zastava and smiled tauntingly through the stitched mouth of the ski mask.


      He beckoned with one finger, indicating I should stand, then ambled over to Goos, who was still lying there, feigning unconsciousness. The Chetnik who’d appeared in front of me suddenly kicked Goos in the ribs, with the velocity of a soccer player striking a ball far downfield. The boots were probably steel toed, and Goos cried out and flew up off the dirt, landing on his side. He went fetal, until two others, also masked and armed with Zastavas, hoisted him up by the elbows with their free hands.


      The first one looked beyond me and spoke, and I revolved to see a fourth man in a mask, with his AK pointed toward us. The cops and their car were gone. They must have coasted down the road, because I had not heard their engine.


      The man whose gestures had brought me to my feet now spoke in Serbo-Croatian, and I shook my head to show I didn’t understand. He repeated himself to Goos, who, while standing, was bowed limply toward the ground, clearly as a means to contend with his pain.


      “He says put your hands behind your back,” Goos said. His voice was husky and I could tell it hurt him to talk.


      “Should I?”


      “Suit yourself, Boom. They’ll beat you until you do. You fancy our chances two on four, and them with assault rifles?”


      Goos tucked his hands behind his waist and I watched as the fourth man slid a white plastic zip tie over Goos’s wrists and wrenched it tight. I gave a second to the thought of fighting, largely as a matter of deduction. It was going to be my final chance, but I had learned in the last hour about the sheer terror that flows from the barrel of a gun. I’d never had a firearm aimed at me, and the fear driving stakes through my heart seemed entirely out of keeping with the reluctant cooperation and smart remarks people in the movies mustered in the same situation.


      Having tied us, the four masked men walked us over the crest in the road, about one hundred yards, to two small square cars with Serbian license plates. They shoved us roughly into the backseat of one car, while the apparent leader walked ahead to the other vehicle.


      I tried to talk myself down from panic, which would be paralytic. Killing two credentialed investigators from the International Criminal Court had to be bad juju. Cell tower records would provide a rough fix on our whereabouts when we were taken, and dealing with a dependent state like Bosnia, the Western powers behind the Court would demand accountability. Unless those countries had signed off on this. Perhaps that was why Merry had turned over the documents? As a cover? No, that was ludicrous. But I couldn’t understand why exposing a small-timer like Ferko seemed to merit a death sentence. We didn’t even know what we’d found.


      “I don’t think they’re going to kill us,” I said to Goos.


      The blood flow from his temple had still not fully subsided, accumulating on the front of his shirt and soaking the collar. The side where he’d been kicked didn’t seem to hurt any less now that we were sitting down. In response to me, he merely shook his head, not agreeing so much as acknowledging what I’d said.


      After a few more minutes on the road, I whispered to Goos, “Where are we?”


      “Near Tuzla,” he mouthed.


      I couldn’t understand the reason to take us back to where we’d been, except to return us to our hotel, even though logic told me that was unlikely. Did they want it to look like we’d disappeared on our way home? I kept on with thoughts like this, adding things up to mean we’d be safe, and then again, concluding we were in deep trouble.


      After another half hour, I saw out the window the same landmarks we’d passed when Goos said we were near Tuzla. I wondered why we were circling, which, on reflection, seemed to be what the cops had been doing as well. The answer, when it came to me, drove another icy shard of terror into me. They were waiting for dark.


      By now the sun was declining toward the mountains, the first faint hints of pink starting to color the sky. I tried not to be sentimental or morbid, but wondered whether this was going to be my last sunset. It was probably an illusion, but it felt worse to be dying for reasons I couldn’t understand.


      As the horizon faded toward purple, we started off in a new direction. The terrain seemed familiar, and for a second my hopes sparked that we were going back to the Blue Lamp after all. Then we made a sharp turn and headed up into the hills, where I knew no good outcome awaited us.


      About ten minutes later, we left the paved road to ascend on a dirt path, where the dust clouded up like fog, reflecting in the headlights. We passed through a gate, but the property, whatever it was, seemed heavily forested, leaving aside yellow and green pipelines that ran close to the road, rising and falling with the contour of the earth.


      “Ah, Jesus,” said Goos.


      “What?”


      “It’s a salt mine.”


      The words—or Goos’s agonized tone—intensified my terror. The old saying, ‘Back to the salt mine,’ seemed to equate places like this with harsh conditions.


      “Are we headed for the bottom of a mine shaft?”


      “Not likely,” said Goos. “They mine these days with water.” He outlined the process briefly. Rigs drilled as if for oil. The dense salt deposits created a sealed chamber under the earth, and freshwater was pumped in through the green pipeline, driving salt-laden water out in the yellow one. The salinated water was stored in the huge white tanks I’d seen before, when we drove by with Attila. The salt water was then shipped to production facilities, in which evaporation produced the celebrated salts of Tuzla.


      I was surprised that the two Chetniks in front didn’t bother to tell Goos to shut up while he was grunting his way through this explanation. I took it at first as a sign that our situation was completely hopeless—they didn’t care what we talked about because there was no way out. Then it dawned on me that they probably had another reason to let us speak.


      “English,” I mouthed to Goos and nodded toward the front seat. One of them was probably fluent and gaining intelligence just by listening. Goos smiled somewhat bitterly in response. I knew Goos had a better idea than I about what was coming, and that I should ask, but I was beginning to try to find a place of peace.


      In another moment, the cars ground to a halt. The four masked gunmen jumped out and tore open our car doors. We were parked beside three enormous white water tanks, each at least a hundred feet high. With AKs pointed, the men instructed us to walk toward the nearest tower. I still had no idea why, until we came around the side, where a narrow ladder ran to the top. Goos took one look and fell to the ground, and I followed suit.


      The one who had kicked Goos before did it again. With his hands tied behind him, Goos had no way to protect himself. The guy kicked him twice, the second time with another huge windup. Goos screamed and was left groaning afterward. In the meantime, the leader motioned to one of the men we’d ridden with. As I suspected, he spoke good English and sounded American. It crossed my mind that he might even have spent time in Kindle County, where we had a large Serbian community. I amused myself for a second with the thought of asking him if he knew Rusty Sabich, a judge who was also Serbian and could pass as my friend.


      “If you like,” the masked man said, “we can beat you so that you’ll be glad to be dead, or you can go up the ladder and die like men.”


      In the wake of the second kick, Goos was lying on his back, coping with his pain. He spoke in a low voice, once he was able to.


      “I’ve had enough, Boom. But suit yourself. No hard feelings either way.”


      He rolled over at that point and struggled to his feet with the help of one of the Chetniks. I thought about it and followed his lead, but told off the English-speaking guy as they were grabbing my elbows.


      “Ferko has no reason to treat us like this,” I said. “And he’ll never get away with it. They know at the Court that we were in Vo Selo and what we found. If we disappear, Interpol will make Ferko’s life a living hell. This is pointless.” I added another two-word message to Ferko, which, as they said when I was an adolescent, was not ‘Let’s dance.’


      At the bottom of the ladder, one of the Chetniks held a length of yellow plastic utility rope, which he formed into a noose. He put it around Goos’s neck and then, after letting out about six feet, doubled the rope around my throat so that Goos and I could basically be garroted at the same time. Then he sliced through the zip ties on our wrists with a steel box cutter. The two who had driven us here, including the one who spoke English, climbed up first, with their rifles slung across their bodies. The other pair circled their AKs as a sign for Goos and me to follow.


      “Ready?” Goos asked me.


      I nodded. I still wasn’t sure if we were about to be shot, or hanged by tossing us from the top. For the present, the nooses ensured that we couldn’t make any attempt at escape by jumping off the ladder as we ascended. Even if we miraculously timed it perfectly and leapt off together, the impact when we fell to the ground might effectively hang at least one of us, maybe both.


      Instead, we climbed slowly. The rope went tight enough to choke me each time Goos took another step, and I tried to follow him precisely as he talked me through it, right foot, then left. We paused on each rung. Given my aversion to heights, I made it a point not to look down. My heart was banging so hard I could feel it throbbing in my temples. Our pleasant lunch in the shadow of the monastery seemed a swallow away from forcing itself back up on me, which could prove lethal if Goos or I moved the wrong way in response.


      When Goos reached the top, the English-speaking guy had his automatic rifle pointed. Stepping over the top rung, Goos stumbled. The rope burned into my neck suddenly and for a second I saw black, while my forehead crashed against the ladder. The other Chetnik at the top grabbed the rope to keep me from falling off, then pulled me up as if he were reeling in a fish. Once I had my feet on the top of the tank, I saw that Goos’s noose had been removed, but his hands were again zip-tied behind him. They did the same to me. In the meantime, the leader and his lackey arrived.


      There was a three-quarter moon, providing considerable light. The dome of the tank was steep, probably to keep rainwater from accumulating, and it was edged with a steel band about six inches high. The surface was studded with little metal footholds that rose in ranks all the way to the top. The leader used them to climb up to a door in the dome, which he propped open.


      Goos had sunk to one knee while all this was going on. The temple that had been pistol-whipped was toward me, still glistening at the small laceration. That side of Goos’s face was streaked with three lines of clotted blood, black in this light, but it was clearly his side giving him the greater pain.


      “Broken ribs?”


      He nodded rather than speak. I’d been there once, after a car accident. For an injury that was rarely life-threatening, it was astonishingly painful and left you reluctant to breathe.


      “This here is the salt vat,” he said. “It’s full of water, supersaturated with salt. Hydrochloric acid basically. Won’t be much trace of us in a few weeks.” He said it almost casually.


      So that was the plan. Throw us in with our hands tied. Let us drown as our flesh was burned away. Maybe the beating would be better. What I really wanted to do was make them shoot me now.


      The leader returned and pointed the AK. I sat down beside Goos, causing the fellow with the Zastava to grunt in Serbo-Croatian. He was telling me to stand up and I shook my head no. I saw the rifle barrel coming and ducked under it as it swept over my head, but having gotten down, there was no way to avoid the muzzle as it returned on the backhand swing, catching me solidly on the ear and the temple. It probably wasn’t an availing angle for him, because the pain didn’t feel overwhelming.


      There was some growling around and the English speaker was back.


      “If you walk up there, we will shoot you in the head before you go into the tank. Otherwise, we will drag you and throw you in there alive.”


      “And why should we believe that?” I asked from the ground. These guys weren’t humanitarians. If we walked up, I was pretty sure they’d throw us in anyway, while we were still breathing. Maybe they’d stand around for a few minutes to laugh as we screamed.


      I took a second trying to figure why they seemed intent on getting us to walk up to the top of the tank, and recognized we finally had some advantage. Dragging a man struggling for his life up an incline was dangerous for them. Even beating us with the fierceness of the blows Goos had received on the ground risked catapulting the assailant right off the dome if he lost his balance. They couldn’t shoot us either as we lay there, for fear of blowing holes in the tank, with God knows what consequences. In a while, they’d find solutions for these problems, but right now we were a little safer than we’d been down below. The guy who spoke English walked away to confer with the leader.


      “Don’t move,” I told Goos.


      “And I was just about to run for the next tram, mate.”


      I laughed a little, which had a weird sweetness to it.


      The stalemate with our captors continued for a couple of minutes. Then, as I lay there against the steel rim of the tank, I could see lights sweep up the road. I heard gravel spurning, and in a second, the thud of a car door. In the dark, a voice echoed. They had phoned for assistance, apparently.


      “Nikolai,” a man called below. He repeated the name several times and the leader walked over to the ladder and looked down. The man on the ground said something else and Nikolai protested, but stepped onto the ladder. I could hear the two arguing as Nikolai descended. Their voices quieted once he was on the ground.


      When Nikolai climbed back up in a few minutes, he whispered to the others. There was a new plan. All four came over to me first. One of them administered a solid shot with the metal stock of the AK that caught me in the mouth, and they pulled me up to my knees. I was bleeding inside my lip, which within seconds felt like it had grown to the size of a grape. One of them held me upright while another suddenly placed a ski mask over my head. I felt the muzzle of the AK braced hard against my temple as I realized that they’d placed the mask on backward so I couldn’t see. It stunk of sweat and cigarette smoke, and my breathing was stifled. I’d been hooded, just like the familiar pictures of men in their final instants before execution. Even now, there was something to learn: Blindfolding the doomed man was not for his sake. The sudden blackness geared up my fear to an absolute level, where fright itself was physically agonizing. The mask was meant to spare the executioner the beseeching look of the condemned, to keep any last-minute fellow feelings from standing in the way.


      From the sound of his breathing, I recognized that Goos had been positioned beside me, both of us kneeling with our feet against the rim of the tank as we faced the crown of the dome. I took it they had realized they were going to have to shoot us here and drag us up to the tank door themselves. I thought of plunging down on my face again, but I was satisfied that dying right here was the best we could do.


      In the meantime, I could hear footfalls on the ladder again and, occasionally, the clanging of a rifle barrel on the iron. Two or three of our captors were heading down. They were going to leave one man up here to finish the job. I felt the Zastava pressed harder against my temple as the executioner, probably the English speaker, prepared to shoot.


      “God no, please,” I said, but I didn’t get out more, because I was shocked by the wet heat of my own pee soaking my lap. I would never say I was concerned about self-respect at that moment, but I did care about self. I had come too far in the last few years to die without wrapping both arms around who I was, and I sunk inward. I had solemn fervent thoughts about my boys, which rose in my heart like a silver beacon, and then, as I knelt there waiting for the bullet, I unexpectedly thought about my father. And what do you say now, Dad? I suddenly asked him. He’d abandoned who he was to be safe from the return of history’s monsters, and yet here I was, about to die at the hands of the same kind of ghouls. In this life, there was no place beyond the reach of evil.


      Time wore on. I was amazed by every second. Another, I thought, another. I heard something from the side of the tank that sounded like one of the AKs banging again on the ladder rungs. Then the gravel popped below as one of the cars drove off, quickly followed by a second, even a third, perhaps, judging from the engines’ whines.


      The night wind whipped across us and I was abruptly aware that my hands were numb from the ties. The urine on my lap and left pants leg was cold now.


      “Are you here, Goos?”


      “Yay, mate.”


      “Are they gone?”


      Goos spoke up boldly, something in Serbo-Croatian, shouted into the night. The silence afterward lingered.


      “Gone,” he said. “I just said ‘Your mother’s cunt is wide as a river from all the men that have been in it.’ Would have earned us a proper spanking if they were still here.”


      “Did you understand anything of what the guy who drove up was saying to Nikolai?”


      “Not much. He told him to come down. When Nikolai objected, the other one said it was an order. But I couldn’t understand anything they said on the ground, except that they were cross with one another.”


      “They’re not going to kill us?”


      “No idea, Boom. Apparently not right now. But I reckon I wouldn’t be donning my party hat. We’re forty meters off the ground with our hands tied behind us and blindfolded to boot. Best be careful or we’ll do the job for them.”


      Talking it over, we wondered if they might have left some kind of booby trap behind. We decided to lie down again, with our feet braced against the tank rim, so we didn’t tumble off blindly. The steel footholds stood high enough to make for painful bedding. Goos had to lie on his other side, which meant he’d landed another couple of feet away from me. I knew he was hurting and I told him to remain still, while I began inching toward him, keeping my feet against the rim as I scooted his way. The footholds cut into my gut as I moved over them, but in time I felt his shoe against mine.


      I took a couple of tries at getting my mask off along the edge of a foothold, but that only seemed to be another way to knock out a couple more teeth.


      “Can you bend toward me?” I asked Goos.


      “Slowly,” he answered.


      “All the time in the world,” I said.


      I eased back and Goos doubled over, then I carefully rolled to my other side, a frightening business since I had to remove one foot from the tank rim and really had no idea of exactly where I was heading. But when I’d finished the turn, my hands were facing Goos. I eased back toward him, until I felt him there, then I lifted one leg to the next foothold above and pushed myself up until my fingers behind me grazed Goos’s face. I grabbed the mask and climbed up to the next foothold, then one more.


      “Can see,” he grunted. We worked the mask up a little farther to be sure it didn’t slip over his eyes again. Then he slowly straightened up and guided me inch by inch as I made my way back to the safe footing of the tank rim. Once I was there, I bent slowly toward Goos until he had the back of my mask in his teeth. I tried skootching away to help him pull. He got it up as far as the back of my skull, but it seemed stuck there. Finally, he managed to get all the gathered material in his mouth. I had found one of the steel footholds with my hands, which meant I had more support, and after a three count, I jerked my head down. My chin rammed against another foothold, but the mask was up to my crown and then off. I filled my lungs. The air was sweet, but my front teeth hurt a lot.


      We both lay there. It was a beautiful night, with a clear country sky, a bright moon, and away from that light, a spill of stars. Life, I thought, life. Out of nowhere, I was reminded of being in Esma’s bed, thrilled by my own vitality.


    

  




  

    

      

        22.


        Why—June 3–4


      


      Talking things through on the top of the tank, Goos and I agreed that the best idea would be to get down the ladder and run like hell. But there was a reason that jailers around the world used zip ties. After sawing them against the rough edges of the footholds for at least thirty minutes, we’d accomplished nothing besides cutting our wrists. The rope that had been around our necks had been left behind and I crawled over to it—Goos was much too sore to move much. We figured if we could somehow secure one end up here, and then fasten it around us, we could make the climb down, but the line proved far too short to reach the ground. Without that, descending the ladder with our hands bound behind our backs was pretty much suicidal. However, after more than an hour of working back to back, we had gotten surprisingly adept and managed to loop the yellow strand over a rung of the ladder. We then threaded the ends through the belt loops on our trousers, making the rope a kind of safety harness. This allowed me to explore the top of the dome a bit, although I failed to discover anything that could razor through the ties. We pondered using the hinge of the door on top, the place where we were supposed to die, like a wire cutter, but we decided we were more likely either to cut off part of a hand or fall in. Ultimately, we settled down on either side of the ladder to wait for daylight, in the hope that the workers who were sure to arrive would not shoot us as intruders.


      With rest, the adrenal rush was subsiding, making each of us more aware of our discomfort. Goos was much worse off than I was. My mouth hadn’t seemed to stop bleeding, and my shoulders were aching from using my hands so much with my arms tied behind my back. Other places hurt, too, but not enough to warrant a lot of attention. Overall, we were both exhausted. Goos lay down to try to sleep and actually dozed for a while.


      As our kidnapping was progressing, I had thought only in spurts about why this was happening, and even now I couldn’t fully piece things together. I still had no clue what kind of enterprise Ferko held status in. There had always been a mob in Bosnia—they’d been fierce fighters during the war and were the first to commit atrocities against the Serbians—but I couldn’t imagine what stake organized crime would have in promoting the story of a massacre at Barupra. Perhaps the mobsters had been the killers, and Ferko was covering for them by blaming ‘Chetniks’?


      Not long after sunup, two fellows in white jumpsuits drove into the graveled area below in a truck with the logo of the salt mine on the side panel. They parked about a block up, near what I could now see was a small wooden office. I started screaming at them, and Goos woke up and joined me in Serbo-Croatian. They heard us relatively quickly, but couldn’t place where the voices were coming from, even as Goos repeatedly shouted “Ovamo,” meaning, ‘Up here.’


      When one finally caught sight of us, he immediately demanded we come down. It took a few minutes to persuade him that we were tied up. Instead of rescuing us, the two went off to call somebody else, but the man they summoned, named Walter, sussed things out quickly and was up the ladder with a wire cutter in a matter of minutes. He ordered the two men on the ground to bring up security belts, and once they were fixed on us, we headed down the ladder, latching and unlatching the carabiner clips on each rung. I was a lot weaker than I would have guessed and was glad to be attached.


      Walter was a sincere, decent guy, and as soon as he heard our story, he wanted to call the police. Goos and I responded politely that that was not a good idea, which Walter was quick to accept. Instead, he allowed us to use the office phone, from which I dialed Attila.


      “Fuck, I must have called both of you six times,” she said, as soon as I said hello. She’d wanted to be sure we didn’t need more workers. I told her in outline what had happened last night.


      “Joke, right?” she said first. She promised to come immediately.


      Walter made us coffee while we waited in the small office, which had the dimensions of a trailer. More people were arriving for work now, and each did a turn at the door looking us over. We were a sight. Most of Goos’s shirt was black with clotted blood, and the agony in his side left him slumped awkwardly in his chair. My lip was blown up to the size of a squash ball, and a streak of bloody brown ran from the corner of my mouth to my chin. The company had a nurse on call nearby. She took Goos to the small washroom and washed off the wound at his temple, applying gauze and a wrap that went all the way around his head. She also taped his ribs. She pronounced me much better off. My chin was bruised and there was a lump on the side of my head from the rifle barrel, but the only lasting damage was that the bottom third of one of my upper front teeth was gone, with the tooth beside it divoted by a chip. Our wrists were still bleeding, and she treated them with iodine and a sterile wrap. My trousers had dried, but not my underwear, a problem I kept to myself.


      Through Goos, Walter explained that he was the deputy chief engineer and lived on the property, but more than a mile away at the motor works, where the enormous pumps operated. Because the water pressure had to remain constant, the machinery was always whining, meaning Walter could hear nothing happening outside. As a result, the mine had been dealing with persistent vandalism since reopening about a decade ago. A security guard was supposed to make rounds every night, but he had not showed up last evening. In front of us, Walter called the guard, who claimed that his wife had taken ill suddenly. Walter fired him on the spot, saying, “You work for crooks, let them pay you.”


      “He is Orthodox,” Walter said, after he put down the phone, “and people here told me not to hire him, but that is not how we were in Tuzla, and how we must never become.”


      Attila arrived half an hour later.


      “Jesus motherfucking Christ,” she said, stopping in her tracks when she saw us. “You’ve gotta start drinkin in better places.”


      

        


      


      Our first stop on the way back to the Blue Lamp was a small one-story clinic nearby, equivalent to a rural emergency center, so Goos could be x-rayed. As always, everyone seemed to know Attila, and the doctor, a young man who wore his white coat over his blue jeans, saw Goos ahead of four or five waiting patients.


      It was all good news. Goos did not have a skull fracture, and he exhibited no signs of a brain bleed from his pistol-whipping. Three of his ribs were cracked, but none with a through-and-through break that would have required total bed rest for fear of puncturing his lung. A nurse at the clinic put a butterfly on Goos’s temple and retaped his ribs and sent us off.


      As we were driving, Attila asked us for a full version of the story, beginning from when we left Barupra. Her initial suspicion was that the men who had kidnapped us were the remnants of one of the Serbian milicija, the civilian militias, which had it in for Goos and probably had trailed us all day. To me, that didn’t add. Our kidnappers never seemed to make any distinctions between the two of us. And they’d had plenty of opportunities to grab us before we reached Vo Selo. Things had gone to hell only after we rang Ferko’s bell.


      To explain, I told Attila about our encounter with the man I referred to as ‘our major witness.’ I had gotten as far as describing the house and the dogs, when Attila smashed on the brakes. Goos cried out in the backseat as the seat belt constricted against him, and Attila pulled over at the roadside to be sure Goos was okay. She then surged toward me in the passenger’s seat.


      “Fer-ko? Ferko the Jerko is your big witness?”


      I looked back to Goos. He was supposed to be resting with one leg across the rear bench, but his eyes were closed and he was grimacing. I had the feeling that was about more than his ribs.


      “How do you know Ferko?” I asked.


      “That soup-sandwich motherfucker used to work for me. Just for one thing.”


      “Doing what?”


      “I told you,” said Attila. “Remember I told you how I hired Gypsies? Ferko was a driver. Until he started in stealin the trucks. The ungrateful fuckface. He’s basically gone Elvis, but I caught sight of him sneakin around Tuzla a few years ago, and he ran like he was in the Olympics. That jagbag knows better than to ever let me catch him.”


      “But why does he own a big house?”


      “Ferko? Ferko’s a fuckin car thief. I guess you could say I gave him his start in show business, stealing my flippin trucks. Now he steals cars all over Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, mostly on order. He can break into a car and drive it away in ten seconds.”


      “Does he work for the crime gangs?” I remained focused on why he’d been able to deploy the goons who’d captured us.


      Attila laughed out loud.


      “Ferko sells cars mostly to the Russian mob. Everyone in Russia wants a car. Have you seen the traffic in Moscow? They still have seven families sharing an apartment, but every one of them needs a Buick. That’s how they know Putin is better than Stalin. But Ferko’s a fuckin butler to those guys. He’s small-time. He might pay off the local cops, but nobody’s takin orders from Ferko. Or kidnapping anybody for his weak ass.”


      From the backseat, Goos asked, “He lived in Barupra, did he?”


      “When I hired him first, he did.”


      “Any reason for a man with money to make up a story about a massacre?”


      “Hell if I can say,” said Attila. “Some Gypsies, scamming is a way of life. All I know is if the Jerko told me it was daytime, I’d run to the window to check.”


      Goos went silent. I thought he was figuring things through, but the pain meds had caught up with him and when I looked back he was sound asleep, his mouth wide open so I could see the dark evidence of several fillings.


      “Ferko,” said Attila, still trying to believe it. “You’re not really telling me this whole shitstorm is because of Ferko, are you?”


      I’d basically missed two nights’ sleep, given the fitful slumber of a transatlantic flight, and I felt limp now. In memory, certain sensations, like the wind and the view from atop the water tank, had a high-def quality, but there were already vague spots in my recollection and some disorder about which events happened first. Goos, in the meantime, began snoring.


      “By the way,” I said to Attila. “You owe me some records.”


      “I’ll give you the records,” said Attila, “but hell if I know what for. If Ferko’s your big witness, dude, then your case is so over.”


      Right now, I was too tired to care. After apologies, I reclined the deep seat in the A8 and followed Goos into a black sleep.


      

        


      


      When we arrived at the Blue Lamp, Attila shook me awake to help with Goos. Now that he had time to stiffen up, Goos’s pain was worsening and he was also woozy from the meds. We walked him up the street, supporting him from each side with his arms slung over our shoulders, like an injured player leaving the field. Once we had him on his bed, I headed down to check into the hotel. With my luggage AWOL, I thought of going out to buy some cosmetics, but I had no energy for that. Attila promised to touch base tomorrow. When the clerk handed me the key card, I smiled. It was the same room where I’d frolicked with Esma. That already seemed far in the past.


      Once I was upstairs, I found that my brief sleep in the car had revived me a bit. I sat on my bed, both comforted and terrified now that I was alone. I looked at my hands for some reason, lifted them and studied my fingers and palms. Being alive seemed such a profound mystery.


      I was also a bit lost, not only about what had happened, but also about what was ahead. A good part of me wanted to book a flight back to the US and stay there, a feeling I resisted, in part because I realized again I didn’t even have a house to return to. The homiest activities I’d undertaken recently were fishing with my sons and eating herring in a café in The Hague with Narawanda.


      I decided to check my e-mail. That seemed ludicrously mundane, but that was where much of the comfort of life actually lay for us, in the routine. I considered writing my boys, but knew I’d alarm them if I made even a sideways reference to being safe. Instead, I went down to the bar, drank most of a double scotch at two in the afternoon, and barely made it back upstairs. I finally changed my underwear, then slept until 12 o’clock the next day.


      

        


      


      After I woke, I was surprised to find Goos downstairs already. He’d made himself a coffee from the machine in the lobby and was sitting at one of the small tables in the breakfast area, stirring his cup with his left hand. His second dose of hydrocodone had worn off a couple hours ago, he said, so he’d come down for ‘brekkie.’


      We shared a long look across the white laminate.


      “That was something,” I said.


      “That was something,” he agreed. “Thought we were cactus, mate, for sure.” He told me about his closest brush before that, which had come while he was a police trainee in Brussels. He’d been called on a domestic—the male was Russian, which was unsurprising since they had a track record of raising hands against their women—but when the wife let Goos in, the guy grabbed Goos from behind and put a butcher’s knife to his throat. The stink of alcohol was all over the room. Fortunately, the woman started to go off on her man again, and he released Goos so he could charge her. Goos brought him down with his truncheon.


      “I pissed myself when they had us kneeling there,” I told Goos. I knew he had to have noticed, so I wasn’t confessing much. “But it ended up being a good thing, because it brought me into myself.”


      “What did you think of?” Goos asked.


      I explained about my father. The most shocking part to me was how angry I was at him.


      I asked Goos what had been in his mind.


      “Ah,” he answered. “Wife, kids a little. Mostly, buddy, I couldn’t believe I’d been so daft as to come back to Bosnia.”


      “Are you going to quit?” I asked. From someone else, the question might have suggested cowardice, but we both knew this was only a matter of logic.


      “Don’t know,” Goos answered. “Need to get back and have a long think. One thing for sure, though, mate. We can’t go barracking around here without real protection. We’ll need the army if we come back. Badu will have to get on the blower and make that happen.”


      “Are we coming back?”


      “Well, we’re going to have to exhume the Cave, aren’t we? Ferko’s word is no good. And it’s been blasted all over the front page of the New York Times that we suspicion a massacre. So the only way to know if that’s so is to look for the bodies.”


      He was right.


      We were still at the table at about 1:30, when Attila breezed in, wheeling my suitcase. She’d sent two of her people to Vo Selo, where they’d picked up the rental car, which was now parked outside. Neither of us had even thought about the vehicle, and we thanked her at length. From under her arm, Attila withdrew an envelope and threw it on the table before making herself a coffee, too. She was wearing her usual rumpled jeans and the old pinstriped short-sleeved shirt. Attila could have vastly improved her fashion presence with a trip to Goodwill.


      “What’s the report from the medical corps?” she asked.


      Except for needing a dentist, and not being able to drink coffee on my right side because of my teeth, I was pretty good. Goos would require a few days.


      Attila had told us yesterday she had a close friend on the police force, a lieutenant she’d trust with anything, and with our permission, Attila had gone to the station to have a word with Dalija. The lieutenant had made a few calls in Attila’s presence. In a town down the road from Vo Selo, two officers had reported that their car and uniforms had been taken from them at gunpoint the day before yesterday.


      “That bag of asses,” said Goos. “Steal a police car in a small town where everybody knows everyone’s business? A fine way to get beaten with a pipe. No chance that happened.”


      “You guessed last night that Ferko had financial arrangements with the local cops, didn’t you?” I asked.


      Attila smiled at that idea.


      “I’m sure they shake him down. But nobody’s gonna take orders from Ferko. You’d have to have had the numbnuts work for you to understand.”


      “Well, he was clever enough to steal your trucks, wasn’t he?” Goos asked.


      “He was playin follow-the-leader. Another Gypsy from Barupra, kind of the Big Man there, Boldo Mirga—he was the only one with the stones to do that.”


      I looked to Goos, who was playing coy and avoided my eye.


      “Okay,” I said. “And tell us how this truckjacking went down. I’m not sure we’ve ever heard the whole story.”


      Attila hesitated. “Man, I got to be careful here.”


      “Attila, those were NATO vehicles. If you want, I can send another letter to Brussels tomorrow asking for your records and their interview notes with you. That was all before the Kajevic thing. It can’t be classified.”


      Attila pondered.


      “You know, it ain’t all that much to tell,” she said. “The US was leaving, and Merry wanted to send a bunch more of the military equipment NATO had collected to Iraq. So I sent trucks and drivers down near Mostar to pick some of it up.”


      “When was this exactly?”


      Attila lifted her chin to think. “Late March 2004?” That would have been two weeks before the Kajevic thing in Doboj, and a month before the people in Barupra disappeared. “In those days, the roads were still crap. I mean you’d be drivin and come to a shell crater and need to build your own bridge with railroad ties you carried with. So it was a long trip, most of a day, and what with the roads, I wasn’t surprised that they didn’t drive back in the dark. But there was no sign of all of them by noon the next day. About Taps, Boldo and Ferko and the rest of them come strollin in, sayin while they were bivouacked some gang hot-wired six of the trucks and made off with them. The drivers were all Gypsies and they didn’t even have their stories straight. I fired them just about on the spot.”


      “And what happened when it turned out that Kajevic got away in a couple of those trucks, the ones Boldo and Ferko stole?”


      “Well, no one knew that for sure at first. It was most of a week after Doboj before the getaway trucks were recovered out in the country.”


      “But what did those guys have to say for themselves then?”


      “Boldo? Testicles of titanium. He just stayed with his story. Must have been the carjackers who sold the trucks to Kajevic.”


      “And who were they telling that fairy tale to? Bosnian police? NATO?”


      “NATO MPs and the Bosnians.”


      “And did the law enforcement guys believe that?”


      “Boom, I keep tellin you: Ain’t no one who takes a Gypsy’s word. Thing is, the only way to completely disprove what they were puttin out there would be with Kajevic and them. Nobody’d ever tell you Boldo was stupid.”


      “And is there any chance Boldo’s story might have been true—that someone else stole the trucks and sold them to Kajevic and his Tigers?”


      “Chance? Sure. The part that didn’t never make sense was Boldo dealing with Kajevic. You heard Tobar in Lijce. That’s mongoose and cobra. Gypsies hated Kajevic and Kajevic, he’d rather sit down to a meal with a snake and a rat than deal with the Roma.”


      “And when was the next time you saw Boldo and Ferko?” I asked. Goos’s eyes quickly passed my way. He approved of me truth-testing Attila.


      “Never. I’d sooner crap bricks than talk to any of them and they knew it. Steal my fuckin trucks? I’ve told you before. It wasn’t until August or September I heard this shit about all the Roma bein gone.”


      There was a lot of news here, and almost all of it was confusing. One thing was clear, though. If we could ever crowbar the truth out of Ferko, we’d be on a much better footing, even though I’d require an armored vehicle and a box of Depends before heading off to that interview.


      “Do you think you could get a phone number for Ferko?” I asked Attila.


      “Not if he had any idea it was for me,” Attila said. “But I can gumshoe around.”


      I finally picked up the envelope Attila had thrown on the table and asked about the contents.


      “Truck logs from April 26 to 28, 2004.”


      “Showing?”


      “Nothing. No convoys out of either pool.”


      I was about to tell her she was wrong, that her trucks were on film, when Goos’s blue eyes flicked up in warning. Clearly Merriwell hadn’t shared anything about the NATO material with Attila. As he maintained, Merry was keeping his distance and letting us do our jobs.


      “Who made the records of vehicle deployments?” asked Goos.


      “My people.”


      Goos nodded and calculated, yet said nothing, but Attila read something in his response.


      “Nobody took my trucks without my say-so,” she said.


      “I thought Boldo stole them,” I said.


      “That’s why I’m so sure. Because after that, I had three guys patrolling each depot. We just about tucked every vehicle into bed at night. That was even before we realized Kajevic had ended up with the trucks.”


      Something in her last remark struck Attila. She angled her round face. In her eyes, I could see a thought taking her somewhere.


      “Did you say you made some photos in Madovic?” Attila asked. “Any chance I could see them?”


      I reminded Attila that the Bosnian Friendship Club had stolen our cell phones.


      “What about the cloud?” Attila asked.


      I went upstairs for my tablet. Until this moment, neither Goos nor I had given any thought to using the ‘find my phone’ app. We tried now, but no signal registered, implying either that the phones were off or, more likely, destroyed. But the photos and the short video I’d taken in Madovic had uploaded before then.


      Attila looked all of it over for quite a while and replayed the video three times, finally spreading her fingers—and her ragged bitten nails—to enlarge the shot of the three monks approaching. I hadn’t even caught it in real time, but the one in the center had flicked his dark intense eyes toward us minutely, as we watched them from where we sat. He’d actually stared a bit longer than the nearer monk, whom I’d seen glance in our direction later.


      “That’s why they were going to take you out,” Attila said.


      I was astonished. “I had no idea it was forbidden to take pictures of monks.”


      Attila laughed then and faced us looking a lot like a jack-o’-lantern on Halloween night, the same fiendish gap-toothed grin, appearing as if she were lit from within.


      “See that one?” She put her finger on the screen, indicating the monk in the middle. “I’m almost positive you guys just found Laza Kajevic.”
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        Who’s There?—June 4–9


      


      Goos immediately wanted to inform his former colleagues at the Yugoslav Tribunal that we might have located the most wanted war criminal since Nuremberg, but Attila persuaded us that the better course was to contact NATO headquarters in Sarajevo. They were authorized to arrest Kajevic—in fact, hunting for him was probably their most significant remaining duty in Bosnia—and also had the most secure structure to preserve the secret. Attila, who evinced a junior-high giddiness about nabbing such a big-time bad guy, made the introductory call, followed by several coded communications, mostly by text, between Goos and me and various NATO officers. Goos was in a grim mood, which I attributed to pain. I, by contrast, was simply confused. My ability to adjust to dramatic news seemed to be like a broken transmission in which the gear spun without catching.


      In the intervals, the three of us sat in the breakfast room, whispering as we reinterpreted what had gone down the night before last. Some conclusions seemed fairly obvious. Once the parking cop in Madovic had established that the yokelly guys snapping photographs of the monks and the monastery were from the International Criminal Court in The Hague, word had filtered back to Kajevic’s protectors, who sounded the alarm. Their plan probably was to take us out ASAP, before we could report our findings. Following us from Madovic, Kajevic’s cadre almost certainly witnessed our visit to Ferko before they were able to grab us outside Vo Selo. During the hours they were awaiting darkness before throwing us into the salt tank, somebody must have realized that the ICC and the Yugoslav Tribunal, where Kajevic was wanted, were not the same institution. Local inquiries would have validated that Goos and I were present to investigate Barupra, not capture the former president. Coincidentally, my rant that Ferko would never get away with killing us demonstrated to them that we didn’t realize what we’d discovered. At the last minute, some old Arkan commander had rushed to the salt mine to stop Nikolai rather than risk the intense manhunt that would have followed our murders.


      Given these insights, though, it seemed likely that the Arkans would want to keep an eye on us, to be certain that we remained unsuspecting about the true reason we’d been kidnapped. Attila called her police friend, who swept by the hotel a few times in her private vehicle and confirmed that there were a couple of guys just sitting around in two different cars, both trained on the hotel. The news was instantly terrifying to me, and Goos didn’t appear any happier, but we agreed with Attila to await NATO’s input before doing anything to show we were aware of being under watch.


      In our communications earlier with the NATO fugitive hunters, we’d set a meeting at Attila’s headquarters on the outskirts of Tuzla, where we all would pretend to be attending a business gathering related to our ICC work. We left the Blue Lamp at 6 p.m. Dalija, Attila’s cop pal, called to let us know there was a tail—and a fairly clumsy one, just two vehicles following at a short distance, almost as if they were the laggards in a funeral procession. Dalija said she’d keep everybody in sight, just in case.


      Attila’s headquarters occupied an entire single-story building about the size of a small strip mall, decorated with a seemingly studied effort in the nondescript. Her office had indoor-outdoor carpeting, the color of brown dirt, and louvered vertical blinds. On the desk were several photos of the wife Attila had said she met here, a blue-eyed, black-haired beauty. The shots showed the two of them together, posed beside horses and dogs on their farm in northern Kentucky. Attila’s domestic life, which she almost never mentioned, seemed somehow incongruous, but she was pleased by compliments about how gorgeous it all was, house and garden and wife.


      “Yeah,” Attila answered, “it’s amazing how fast a poor girl can get used to spending money.”


      Not long after dark, the NATO delegation arrived in two pickup trucks bearing the logo of an international construction company. Attila had already made a dozen local calls, designed to put out the word that we were beginning preparations to dig up the Cave. The NATO soldiers were in jeans and windbreakers and hard hats, and all four of them carried clipboards. The commander was a Norwegian general, Ragnhild Moen, accompanied by three senior staffers, a Dutchman, a German, and an American. The general was lean and almost six feet tall, with impossibly long, thin hands. She proved disarmingly personable while remaining quietly authoritative. She had relatives in Minnesota where she had spent a year in high school, and she retained fond memories of Kindle County, which she had visited several times. Her student-exchange group had met the chief federal judge there, Moria Winchell, whom I knew well.


      The NATO officers huddled around my tablet and examined the photos several times. No one doubted Attila’s identification, especially not after comparing my photographs to pictures of Kajevic obtained in the last several years. The four spoke English among themselves, so for once I could follow the deliberations.


      The abiding question was whether our presence in Madovic—or the initial misplaced response of Kajevic’s thugs—had been enough to spook him and lead him to move. The monastery offered advantages as a hiding place hard to equal, especially in the Balkans of today where safe harbors for Kajevic were probably dwindling. Commanding that kind of highpoint made it impossible for any large law enforcement or military detail to enter Madovic undetected. Only a single approach led to the mountain compound; even if troops blocked it off and surrounded the place, it was a near certainty, given the history of persecution of the monks, that the rebuilding had included subterranean escape routes, probably through the wine cellars. Finally, entering the monastery to arrest Kajevic was, even if not quite legally forbidden, likely to agitate many people, especially in Serbia, where the Orthodox Church would portray it as a grave violation of a sacred place.


      All in all, the general thought it was best to attempt discreet intelligence-gathering in Madovic for several days.


      “May I ask you to remain in the area, please?” she said. “We are likely to have further questions for you, if it turns out Mr. Kajevic has not departed.”


      I could see that Goos was displeased by the request. He’d had enough of Kajevic and his Tigers, but the general promised to assign us an escort while we were in Bosnia, NATO troops in civilian garb, since the sight of military uniforms would be enough to send Kajevic packing. On the other hand, no one would wonder why we’d hired private bodyguards after the other night. In return for staying around, I requested the general’s help in replacing our passports and cell phones.


      At the end of the meeting, Attila stood at the door to say good-bye to everyone. Despite her initial excitement about identifying Kajevic, after second thoughts she wanted no public role in this operation.


      “Still need to do business in this country,” she said. “Anything you need on the DL, let me know.”


      By the time we were back at the Blue Lamp, two soldiers had shown up in jeans and bulletproof vests, with sidearms visible on their hips. I thought the hotel people might object, but to them it was no more than an indication that the establishment was housing dignitaries. As far as handguns went, Bosnia remained the same kind of Wild West as the US, where anybody could carry one with a little paperwork.


      Goos still wasn’t happy.


      “Mate,” he said, when we returned to the lounge, “this isn’t our show. I don’t want to be the wuss,” he said, “but our Attila has the right idea. We’d best think carefully before spending the rest of our lives being known as the people who brought that fellow in. Some diehard will pin our faces on his bulletin board.”


      I understood, but there were certain limiting realities. Merely the jostling on the short drive out to Attila’s office had been agonizing for Goos. An eight-hour trip back to The Hague, involving two flights, let alone dragging a bag of rocks from Barupra, wouldn’t be possible for him before next week, leaving aside a trip by medevac, an idea Goos immediately dismissed as too grandiose and humiliating.


      We spent the following day, Friday, trying to get back to work and to make sense of the information we’d come across this week. Many pieces didn’t fit. But the priorities were pretty much as we’d figured: (A) Make arrangements to exhume the Cave; (B) Speak to Ferko; (C) See if Internet searches could help ID the soldiers assigned to the military intelligence unit in April 2004 and establish whether they’d posted anything that might shed light on what had occurred in Barupra.


      Goos went back to poking through Facebook and YouTube. My job, which I didn’t relish, was to create some kind of report to our bosses in The Hague. The idea was to bring our Court supervisors up to date without being especially forthcoming, either about our kidnapping or whom we’d found, news which in both cases was guaranteed to spiral events out of control.


      Late in the day, not long after our replacement phones were delivered, I received a call from Attila. She’d tasked one of her Roma employees, who, she said, lived like “a normal person,” to get information on Ferko. The employee had taken the trouble to visit Vo Selo.


      “Ferko is totally un-assed,” Attila said. The story from the locals was that within a couple of hours of our visit to Ferko, four police officers had shown up at his house. They made an immediate impression by shooting all of the dogs. According to the one neighbor who had spoken to Ferko, the cops had punched him around until Ferko had coughed up the fact that he was a witness in a case in which we were the lawyers. Ferko swore he’d told us he wanted nothing more to do with us, which further corroborated that Goos and I weren’t looking for Kajevic. Presumably, that was what propelled Nikolai’s commander to run to the water tank to prevent our assassination. Back in Vo Selo, as soon as the cops left, Ferko and his family loaded their four cars with everything they could carry. The neighbor believed they were gone for good.


      “Any idea where?” I asked.


      “None,” Attila said. “Apparently he took a hammer to his cell phone right there, so no one could track him. I have the number, in case you want to try anyway.”


      I went to report all of this to Goos, who was working in the breakfast area. Across from him at the little white table, I dialed the number Attila gave me for Ferko, which produced a long message in the Bosnian dialect of Serbo-Croatian. I handed the device to Goos.


      “Not in service?” I asked once he’d clicked off.


      “Disconnected.”


      “Crap.” The fact that Ferko had run for his life, probably after dealing with Nikolai’s boss and other members of the ex-Arkan gang, did not require explanation, especially for us. But Goos remained baffled about Ferko.


      “Here’s where I give it away,” Goos said. “Why’s he tell this story in the first place, not even to mention moving bones around and planting bullets so we think it’s all fair dinkum?”


      I wasn’t sure if Goos was being rhetorical.


      “You think Esma put him up to the whole act?”


      “Why’s he bother, mate, for Esma or anyone else? That’s what I’m saying.”


      “Maybe because it actually happened? Maybe he lost some people he cared about and wanted justice done?”


      “Does that man with the dogs and the rings strike you as a figure of good citizenship? He’s telling this story, true or not, because there’s something in it for him, but I’ll be stuffed if I know what it is.”


      Our conversation, and the riddles about Ferko brought me back to a place I did not want to go: calling Esma. She was the only person we knew who had any connection to Ferko, and we were also obliged to confront her, as an investigative matter, about who her erstwhile client had proven to be. I wanted to hear her say this was all a surprise to her, just to get a sense of whether it was actually true.


      The complications for me in approaching Esma showed yet again why we should have kept our private parts private in the first place. My lack of success in sustaining dating relationships had made me fairly practiced about ending them, and I had learned that cold turkey was the only reliable approach. ‘Let’s be friends’ just prolonged the pain for the party more wounded, who took it as a beachhead for hope.


      So it was unfair to call Esma. And understandable that she might not pick up. I felt obliged to explain this to Goos, and to apologize. He passed the back of his hand through the air.


      “You won’t get a gobful from me, mate, about this. Wouldn’t be many single blokes who wouldn’t crack on to her.”


      I didn’t need a translation. I’d acted predictably for any male with an unregistered penis.


      Adhering to the ethical proprieties, Goos should have been the one to call Esma. But we both knew I was far more likely to get to the truth, if she was inclined to talk.


      I started with the most antiseptic approach, a text: Must speak to you briefly. Business issue. Very sorry to have to be in touch.


      She didn’t reply. On Saturday, I tried e-mail. And on Sunday, I finally called, twice in fact, leaving the same message both times. After that, Goos took over, but I wasn’t surprised that she didn’t answer either of us. It was the mess I’d made.


      

        


      


      Goos and I slept in both days over the weekend. I dug through more e-mails, read more Fowles—I was now on The French Lieutenant’s Woman—and poked around Tuzla. Also, to be polite, I e-mailed Narawanda to advise her about my schedule, which I thought would bring us back early next week. After some thought, I added, “I hope your trip to New York went well and has made you feel better.” I got a one-word reply: “Not.”


      On Sunday, I decided to venture out for a run. Overall I looked worse than I felt. Except for temperature sensation from my tooth, which shot unexpected streaks of pain through my nose and forehead, I was not in much discomfort. There was still a lump in my lip with the black line of a scab in the middle of it, and a colorful bruise had emerged along my jawline where it had met the rifle stock, and there was a welt on my forehead, which had collided with the top iron rung of the ladder. The broken front tooth made me look to myself like an unruly teenager. But as happens once you get accustomed to running, I felt a physical craving for the endorphin rush. One of the NATO MPs agreed to drive along beside me.


      Tuzla was pretty, the old center mostly low bright stucco buildings decorated with white architectural details, like plaster medallions. The population was no greater than Peoria, but the city had a far more urban feel, with skyscrapers and minarets visible when I looked south.


      The main square, through which I jogged, was marked by a geometric arrangement of multicolored tiles and an Ottoman well, centuries old, from which fresh water still burbled out of a copper nipple. I headed toward Lake Pannonica, the man-made seashore in the center of town, circling it several times.


      Like the local police lieutenant, NATO recon were also convinced that we were under surveillance. Some guy had spent twelve hours at the cevapi place across the street, at a table on the front porch, pretending to read the paper, only to be replaced on Saturday and Sunday by a younger fellow doing the same thing at the little café on the corner, where he nursed countless cups of coffee while maintaining a direct line of sight to the hotel door. My bodyguards had been advised to look for a red Yugo, and it was occasionally visible now when I looked back while I was running. So long as we continued to give the impression that we believed it was Ferko, not Kajevic, who was watching us, the Arkan Tiger surveillance team had no reason to be discreet. A menacing presence, in fact, might hasten our departure.


      I managed to enjoy myself anyway. The sun was bright and it looked like every person in Tuzla was on the sand in their skimpy European bathing suits, the little kids in sun hats dashing back and forth to the water with their buckets. I picked up a brochure about the lake and was astonished to learn that the ersatz seawater in the network of ponds was pumped in from the same tanks where Goos and I were supposed to die, although diluted many times. I struggled with the thought that if things had gone differently, these people might be splashing around amid indistinguishable little molecules of our remains, but it was almost like thinking about getting hit by oncoming traffic as you’re driving: It just didn’t happen.


      For me, the terror was starting to recede, leaving aside a couple of throttling nightmares. As I trotted along, it was nice to feel under my own power again, less dominated by the shadow of trauma and fear. It dawned on me, however, that I had now visited the true Bosnia, sharing a little bit of the abiding national experience.


      Monday morning, Goos said, “If you don’t mind being a tad impromptu, might be we could start back to The Hague tomorrow. Won’t quite be tickety-boo, but I think I can stand it. Know for sure in the a.m. Perhaps you can give the good general a tingle and let her know duty calls.”


      When I got back to the hotel in the late afternoon following another run, there was a message on my cell from General Moen. I reached her aide-de-camp, who asked if we could come to Sarajevo to meet with the general at 2:00 p.m. tomorrow. The MP bodyguards would drive.


      As soon as I relayed the message, I could see Goos was on the verge of saying no. He wanted to go home.


      “Any idea what this will be about?” he asked.


      “He—the aide—just said the general felt it was important to speak to us again.”


      “‘Important?’ Christ the Savior, I don’t want to be important.” He seemed to give his remark some thought. “All right, let’s give it a burl.”


      “We’ll go?”


      He nodded.


      

        


      


      Sarajevo, which had gone from Olympic city to the site of a harrowing siege, was by appearance, like much of Bosnia, seemingly returned to its former self. The military escort who was driving, a young Norwegian named Andersen, seemed to have developed deep affection for the city in his time here and stopped on an overlook, where, in a postcard shot, Sarajevo reposed beside the spangled Miljacka River, with the southern Alps majestic in the distance. From here, my eye went to the minarets and skyscrapers, the tile roofs, and, most striking, the ranks of stark white tombstones that occupied far more mid-city real estate than in any other urban center I’d visited. Andersen pointed to a large building in the heart of town, an old palace that was a bombed roofless wreck but which, he said, would appear lovely from ground level. He was not the kind of kid who would have said the the state of the building was a metaphor, but I think that was why it was so significant to him.


      He drove us down into the old section, Bascarsija, where worn paths and walls of stone surrounded the sites rebuilt in the familiar white stucco with brown terra-cotta roofs. The hotel where we were headed was a couple hundred feet from the national war memorial, dedicated to the dead of World War II. Walking through the pedestrian way, Goos and I stopped to observe the evergreen wreaths with ribbons piled beside an eternal flame. In this country there was no end of carnage to recall. Here, where the population had been besieged because of their faith, there were more women in hijab than I’d noticed in Tuzla.


      While the soldiers positioned themselves at the door, Goos and I went to the reception counter. Our cover was that we’d arrived for a business meeting with the same construction company whose logo the NATO folks had sported on their pickup trucks the other night. The clerk, a diffident young man who spoke excellent English, gave us keys and ran down the hotel rules, which included serving no alcohol. At that news, I felt Goos tense instinctively, even though we had no plans to spend the night.


      On the third floor, the room keys opened a conference room in which the general and six other soldiers sat, all in civvies. A map had been fastened to a portable bulletin board. Everyone stood as we entered, a show of respect I immediately registered as a forbidding sign.


      “You seem better,” said the general to Goos.


      He answered that he was fine, which was obviously untrue. He was still limping to protect his right side, and the drive had been painful.


      “Let us brief you on what we have found,” said General Moen. “The good news is the subject does not seem to have departed.”


      She turned things over to an intelligence officer, an intense Hungarian, long and crew cut, a captain named Ferenc. He referred repeatedly to ‘assets,’ which made me think much of the allied intelligence apparatus had been called into play, although some of the information he was relaying had been obtained by sending two officers into Madovic to pose as German tourists.


      For roughly a year and a half, Ferenc said, the three monks had been appearing in town at noon on weekdays, moving in slow procession to the hospital, where they prayed over the bedridden. Through the centuries, it had been a rarity for monks to leave the monastery, and the change had been the subject of much initial local conversation. The abbot, in his casual dealings with some townspeople, had explained that the three had been displaced by the war and had arrived in Madovic seeking shelter and the opportunity to help heal the sick. Although the three monks were called to a different vocation than the regime of reclusive prayer and contemplation at the monastery, the abbot had granted them refuge indefinitely.


      “I know Kajevic isn’t going to town for prayer meetings,” Goos said.


      Ferenc nodded. The actual purpose of the visits, they believed, was to see a Serbian doctor, a radiologist. He relayed messages to and from Kajevic, who still regarded himself as the leader of a nation and remained in control of a large network of supporters. To NATO, the importance of the hospital visits was that they provided an ideal opportunity to bring down Kajevic outside the monastery walls.


      “Zere are tactical problems,” Captain Ferenc added. His grammar was perfect but his accent was strong. He explained that the two men who were accompanying Kajevic each day were not monks either, but rather bodyguards with automatic weapons concealed under their cassocks. I was intrigued by the technology that had allowed NATO to identify the concealed firearms from a distance, but even going back to my days as US Attorney metal-finding infrared scanners existed, although employing them on US soil for random searches of the civilian population was barred by the Fourth Amendment.


      “In hospital, vee know,” said Ferenc, “zere is one man, perhaps more, who vould fight for our subject’s freedom.”


      An expectant silence fell over the room, which seemed to signal that it was the general’s turn to speak again.


      “In order to avoid a repetition of what happened in Doboj eleven years ago,” she said, “we need a substantial force at the hospital. We continue to believe that one reason the subject has remained at the monastery is due to the vantage it affords, allowing them to detect any large-scale movement into town. We can infiltrate some soldiers appearing to be tourists with backpacks or guidebooks, but Madovic doesn’t ordinarily see more than a few such visitors each week, so a large presence—say a tour bus, which we thought of originally—might prove alarming. Also, troops posing as tourists can hide only pistols. So in order to get a force of combat-ready soldiers into that town, we need to ask for your assistance.”


      “Merde,” said Goos.


      With the bad news delivered, the captain spoke again.


      “Vee have been able to monitor communications. Zey are vatching you. Very helpful.”


      “For us or you?” Goos asked. No smile. He was prickly.


      The general, however, grinned politely.


      “Both actually. As we expected, the people we have overheard are not surprised that you now have protection, which they regard as an unfortunate consequence of their overrreaction on Tuesday. But they remain nervous that sooner or later you will correctly guess their true motivations. We take it from the chatter that they successfully encouraged the gentleman you had gone to Vo Selo to visit to leave the area.”


      “So we understand,” I said.


      “They hope you will be departing once you learn he is gone.”


      “Wish is my command,” said Goos.


      The general again smiled at Goos’s venting.


      “Here are our thoughts,” she said. “We would like to use the situation they created on Tuesday night to ensnare them. Given what followed your last visit to Vo Selo and your witness’s response to you, it would be understandable—especially to those who know little about your Court—if you returned to Vo Selo, accompanied, say, by a full squad in combat gear as a way to express your repugnance at this fellow’s intimidation.”


      “And why won’t Kajevic bash off as soon as they see NATO troops?” Goos asked.


      General Moen nodded. “We have access to Bosnian Army uniforms. I would describe the arrangement as Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. At any rate, these ‘Bosnian’ troops will be there to help you enter the premises and to ensure that your reluctant witness does not use the same measures as last time.”


      “But he’s gone,” I said.


      “Exactly,” said the general. “You will find the house empty. Just as you are about to leave, however, one of you will suffer a serious injury.”


      “What kind of injury?” asked Goos.


      “Feigned of course. Although we must make it convincing. However, because of this mishap, you and your military escort will rush to the nearest hospital—in Madovic.”


      I got it, naturally.


      “This injury in Vo Selo,” continued the general, “will take place just as the three monks have departed from the hospital, around 13:30. Traveling at top speed, you should be in Madovic in roughly ten minutes. The monks’ procession back to the monastery usually takes half an hour, although it would be better to apprehend them in the first fifteen minutes, when they are farther away and less likely to receive any efforts at aid from the mountaintop. Four ‘tourists’ will cut them off from the rear. If all goes well, the subject can be extracted in a matter of seconds.


      “He will be taken back to The Hague, but I assume you would rather travel independently, which you can do on your own or with an escort, as you prefer.”


      Goos’s face was still.


      “Why can’t one of the soldiers be the injured party?”


      The intelligence officer answered. “He vould go to military hospital.”


      Goos still had a snarling look. “They’ll know, you realize. Kajevic’s people? They’ll know it wasn’t a coincidence we were there when he was bailed up.”


      “If you like,” said General Moen, “you can proceed to the hospital for medical treatment. We’ll have someone in place. Or we can have a medic on the scene bandage you up as a smoke screen.”


      Goos was shaking his head, and I interrupted.


      “General,” I said, “we need to talk about this. I’m sure you understand. And even if we choose to go along, we probably need to inform our superiors.”


      “Please let me know. I’m sure we can help with that.”


      “And when would this take place?” I asked.


      She stopped to consider how to deliver the next piece.


      “Given the realities, the sooner the better. We are preparing for an operation tomorrow.”


      Again, no one spoke for some seconds.


      “You must understand,” she said, “how reluctant we are to ask the assistance of civilians in a matter of this nature, especially given your recent experiences. Unfortunately, you are essential.”


      Goos left the room without a word. Andersen and a soldier named Greer were at the front doors of the hotel to escort us to the car.


      “Look, Goos,” I said quietly, when we were in the backseat again, “I’m going to be asking myself only one thing: Do they really need us?”


      He replied in a low growl, “You don’t have to talk me into this, mate.”


      “I wasn’t going to try.” I bowed my head toward the two soldiers in the front seat, but Goos was unconcerned about speaking in front of them. “I just want to think it through.”


      “They already have,” Goos answered. “It’s as she said: They don’t want to be using civilians for a military operation any more than we care to be used. But they need numbers to do this quickly and to keep anyone from getting killed.”


      He was surprising me, as usual.


      “I still need to think,” I answered.


      “That you should, buddy,” he said. “Because there’s a lot that can come a gutser.”


      After another minute without words, Goos said, “You can skip this one, Boom. They only need one of us and I signed up for this sort of thing a long time ago.”


      To be precise, neither of us had really signed up. But he meant that when he took his oath in law enforcement he knew he was accepting a measure of physical risk. For lawyers, that was not in the job description. Early in my career as an Assistant US Attorney, I had, for kicks, gone along with the DEA to watch when they arrested Gaucho Hinjosa, a local drug kingpin. My boss, Stan Sennett, reamed me out afterward. ‘You want a badge and a gun, then go apply to be a policeman. Would you let an agent give a closing argument? We each have our jobs and an obligation not to get in each other’s way.’


      Perhaps if Goos were better off physically, I might have been willing to send him on his own. But he didn’t seem to be in condition to be falling down in a heap to play a part, or to do whatever else might be required to pass himself off as seriously injured.


      I said again that I needed time to think.


      “And no matter what,” Goos said, “I wouldn’t be telling the home office. You know what they say: Better to ask forgiveness than permission. If you need cover, then send Badu an e-mail saying you have an urgent matter.”


      I laughed out loud. Badu was infamous for never answering his e-mails. He generally responded only to Akemi.


      Back at the Blue Lamp, I went immediately to my room and sat alone on the bed to commune with myself, but I soon realized that my decision had been made in January. Both of my sons were well on their way now. I had no life partner to worry about. Far more important, as I had discerned with a Zastava resting on my temple atop that water tank, I had come to The Hague out of a family obligation to subdue the toxic predators who became a cancer on civilization. I was scared utterly shitless. But my life would not mean what I wanted it to if I didn’t help bring justice to the millions in several nations murdered, tortured, raped, starved, and savagely misled by Laza Kajevic.
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        Now in Person—June 10


      


      I woke on Wednesday after sleeping better than I had anticipated. My feeling-state was a bit like the first morning of trial, when I employed a meditative effort to freeze away my exploding anxieties over all the things I couldn’t control. As I dressed, the momentousness of what was at hand seemed to enhance my vision, as if I was seeing a more sharp-edged version of myself when I looked in the mirror. If you were very lucky, you experienced times like this, when what you did mattered to thousands more people than just you, and which, for that reason, you’d remember right to the end.


      Goos had gotten himself buttoned together. He sported his usual subtle smile when I greeted him at the breakfast table. We ate quickly and for lack of anything else talked about the news that Obama was going to send five hundred Special Forces troops back to Iraq to fight ISIS.


      At 10:00, Andersen and a new MP drove us to Barupra. The empty basketball court outside the former base was a staging area for a training session intended to be largely fictitious, in clear sight of the road and whatever surveillance vehicles the Arkans would send by. Fourteen soldiers, all members of the NATO Response Force, a special ops unit, had been outfitted in the camo combat fatigues of the Armed Forces of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Seven were German, seven were Danish, twelve men and two women.


      The commander was a German colonel, Lothar Ruehl. He was thickset and positive, with a ginger bottle-brush mustache, and greeted us with a quiet word of appreciation passed on from General Moen. The shoulder of his make-believe uniform bore a tan patch with a single star and a line, the insignia of a second lieutenant.


      Goos and I, both dressed in jeans and running shoes, were outfitted with ballistic helmets and full body armor, which included a groin panel, half sleeves, and a collar. It was heavy but the Velcro strapping allowed more mobility than I expected.


      With Ruehl in charge, we acted out the fake operation. I pretended to knock on Ferko’s door, while the squad fanned out to surround the perimeter and then batter its way in. As anticipated, the two local cops guarding the gravesite today wandered up to see what we were doing, but maintained a polite distance. For their sake, a sergeant—who was actually a Danish first lieutenant—went through the charade of shouting out Colonel Ruehl’s orders in Bosnian.


      After that, we broke for lunch. The NATO field ration pack was French and, astonishingly, included a tin of chicken pâté and a small wheel of Brie, but I was in no state to eat. Ruehl sat with Goos and me and quietly explained the real plan, which, naturally, we couldn’t practice around prying eyes. The colonel repeated the details several times, until we understood the deviations from the maneuvers we’d acted out.


      At noon precisely, we started for Vo Selo. The military vehicles were all NATO issue, which apparently was not unusual in BiH. The convoy included a boxy blue armored Mercedes SUV, in which Goos and I rode behind Colonel Ruehl; a canopied 4x4 personnel truck; and an armored personnel carrier, which Goos proudly told me was a Belgian design called a BDX. It looked a little like a miniaturized tank, with four tires, camouflage paint on the plating, and a gun turret.


      The hope, as General Moen suggested, was that Kajevic’s thugs would take the size of this force as a measure of how thoroughly they’d scared the crap out of Goos and me last Tuesday night, which they’d probably view with mean-spirited glee. With any luck, they’d still be laughing when we ended up in the middle of Madovic.


      Goos and I rode with our helmets in our laps, largely unspeaking due to the loud radio traffic as Colonel Ruehl exchanged encrypted communications with the troops here and the undercover elements who had spent the night in Madovic. The driver, who spoke Serbo-Croatian, also frequently issued phony orders in perfect Bosnian over the Army’s normal channel.


      During one of the few quiet moments, I turned to Goos.


      “Okay?”


      He nodded solidly. “First-class operation,” he said.


      “I’m wearing adult undergarments,” I told him. “Just in case.”


      He smiled a little less than I’d hoped.


      After the fifty-minute ride, we rolled through Vo Selo, where many of the Roma emerged from their tiny sad homes to watch. Up the hill, Ferko’s little castle gave all signs of being abandoned. The place was utterly still. The laundry was no longer flapping on the lines on the balconies, and the shutters on the windows, as well as the front gate, were wide open. The dogs’ blood remained in brown-black circles on the gravel of the courtyard.


      Nonetheless, we went through the whole act. The Danish lieutenant handed an electric megaphone to Goos, who asked Ferko in Serbo-Croatian to come out. After a minute without response, it was my turn to yell. I had memorized two words in Romany, Gavva na, which I had been told meant ‘Don’t hide,’ and I screamed them repeatedly while Goos stalked around, calling out more or less what he had last week when Ferko was actually here.


      With our signal, the troop truck steamed between the gates and, without stopping, drove right through Ferko’s double front doors, which popped off like a Lego toy. From behind, the soldiers in the 4x4 immediately deployed.


      While Goos and I flattened ourselves against the stucco walls by the front doors, four soldiers in full combat array, including helmets and the same body armor we wore, ran to cover the rear. Four more fanned out behind us with their weapons pointed, while another foursome ran through the house, shouting in Bosnian as they cleared each room.


      After about ten minutes, Colonel Ruehl, at the SUV, circled his hand, which was the sign that the monks had just appeared at the door of the hospital in Madovic, prepared to depart.


      Now came my close-up. Behind the house, the Response Force members had covertly planted something like a cherry bomb, meant to sound like a blowout on the armored vehicle. At that bang, one of the soldiers protecting the courtyard was going to pretend to panic and fire his assault rifle toward the front door. One round would supposedly ricochet and strike me in the lower forearm. The uncomfortable part was that combat troops didn’t use blanks. Colonel Ruehl assured me that the shooter was a first-class marksman, but there was still going to be live fire within a yard of me, and in the moment, as three bullets suddenly chewed into the stucco, pulverizing it into a fine white dust, I didn’t need any acting lessons to scream as loud as I could and spin to the ground.


      The lieutenant rushed to me and emptied a vial of blood from inside his sleeve all over my hand, which he then wrapped in his bandanna. The troops on the perimeter ran to the rear and pretended to discover that the explosion was a blowout, not armaments, with the mounting of a spare undertaken with the speedy precision of a pit crew. The soldier who’d supposedly shot me dashed up to the lieutenant and me, pleading for understanding. Playing the sergeant, the lieutenant screamed out orders, still in Bosnian, while Ruehl and Goos and my accidental assailant all grabbed me by the elbows and dragged me to the SUV.


      The convoy was in motion immediately, but we were underway only a minute or two when a police car came tearing up. The cop clearly had been watching from someplace below us. The Bosnian-speaking sergeant leaned out his window to explain I had been shot accidentally and had suffered an arterial bleed and would be dead shortly unless they got me to a surgeon. Lying across the backseat of the SUV, with my back against the rear passenger’s-side door and my hand in the air, I did my part by moaning and crying out, “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.”


      I don’t know what the cop’s orders were—he probably was unwitting and simply reporting to a superior officer—but he bought what he was told completely. He sprinted back to his vehicle and set off his Mars lights and the hee-haw siren to lead us at maximum speed as we tore through Vo Selo and reached the mountain road. The 4x4 was next, with us in the SUV right behind it. The armored vehicle, trailing because of the tire change, arrived at the rear of the speeding convoy. It was impressively nimble and stayed on our tail, even though we were going over 100 kilometers per hour on the straightaways.


      In the SUV, Goos and I said very little. The radio screamed at intervals with at least six different voices. Two or three soldiers somewhere were continuing the Bosnian narration of events, but Ruehl now and then switched to a NATO frequency for brief traffic in English. I took it that Kajevic, code-named Vulture, and his bodyguards were so far unsuspecting and still walking in slow procession from the hospital toward the monastery.


      We were no more than a minute outside of Madovic when an emergency call barked from the radio.


      “Up high, they see us coming and don’t like it,” Ruehl explained. NATO was all over the radio traffic from the monastery. Whoever watched out for Kajevic had ordered the local police to do what they could to detain us.


      As we spun through the last turn on the hillside, we could see that the cop who’d been leading us had suddenly pulled over with his beacons still spinning. He was out of his car, one hand in a white glove raised to bring us to a halt. With the radio mike to his mouth, Ruehl ordered the convoy to proceed at top speed. The troop truck bore down on the cop and he sprang out of the way at the last second, literally diving off the road, while the vehicle hit his hat, which had gone flying. As we tore by, I could see the officer lying in a bush about six feet below the roadside, with a hand over his head to shelter him from the dust and flying gravel.


      We were coming straight downhill and must have reached the turn to Madovic at about 60 miles per hour, skidding around it. One of the strengths of the plan to seize Kajevic on the way back to the monastery was, as General Moen explained, that Vulture could not get any visual directions from the top of the mountain. The infrared surveillance of the bodyguards, which had detected the AKs under the rassas, had shown no radios. But that missed the obvious.


      As we flew into Madovic, just above the main square, the three monks were in sight. They had come to a halt a hundred yards in front of us on the narrow road that crossed through the town. One of the three had his cell phone to his ear. Looking back, I saw a black sedan throwing a fog of dust as it raced down from the monastery, while police sirens were suddenly echoing from at least two directions.


      Halfway to the monks, our SUV stopped. The 4x4 braked another twenty yards ahead, while the armored vehicle surged to the front, bearing down on Kajevic. Goos and I were supposed to take shelter on the floor, but instead we knelt in the foot wells, our eyes just high enough to see through the windows on Goos’s side. The SUV was parked laterally to block the road, and Ruehl and the driver jumped out to take up spots behind the vehicle, the young driver leveling his assault rifle across the hood. Crouched beside him, Ruehl raised the electric megaphone. In front of us the troops flowed out of the rear of the 4x4 in precision, each one rolling as he or she landed and quickly assuming a combat position on their bellies with their rifle sights trained on Kajevic and his bodyguards, only a few yards away. The four supposed tourists, with their hidden pistols now drawn, had crept near the monks to close off the rear.


      Through the megaphone, Colonel Ruehl spoke in Serbo-Croatian, reading from a paper in his hand. Goos whispered the translation:


      “Laza Kajevic, surrender at once. You are under arrest pursuant to the warrant of the United Nations and the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia in The Hague.” The words echoed off the small buildings of the square. A few residents, initially drawn by the commotion, scattered at the sight of the automatic rifles, retreating indoors. I could hear some of them screaming.


      The monk with the cell phone lost his high round hat. He groped under the rassa and suddenly swung up his AK. It was no more than a quarter of the way to horizontal when two separate bursts of automatic fire struck him. The monk flew backward, almost as if hit by a grenade, spattering blood over Kajevic beside him. The other bodyguard raised both his hands and fell to his knees.


      In the process of covering up from the gunfire, Kajevic had also dropped his clerical hat. Now he feigned incomprehension, as if he didn’t understand the language or perhaps had been mistaken for someone else. But there was no doubt it was he. The infamous hairdo had been shorn to a moderate length and had gone white, or been dyed that color. The untamed beard was real and covered his whole face, including furry patches on his cheeks. He wore heavy black glasses and he was a great deal fatter than in his sleek days of vitriol and menace. But it was Kajevic, with the same wild eyes, and he was clever enough to know he was wanted alive. He ran.


      He scampered wide around the armored BDX and dodged between the soldiers on their bellies, who, as he’d expected, hesitated to shoot. Nor could anybody get a hand on him, despite two of the troops’ diving efforts. As Kajevic sprinted, he reached into the left pocket of his rassa and produced a Glock pistol, which he held beside his ear, dashing straight toward us in the SUV. Ruehl stood up and yelled to him to stop and Kajevic answered by shooting once at Colonel Ruehl, who screamed out. The driver sank instinctively beside the colonel to attend to him. I had the crazy thought that Kajevic was going to stop to shoot Goos and me, too, but he knew this was his one chance to escape and he was at top speed, clearly headed for the black car that was barreling down from the monastery.


      As Kajevic galloped toward us, I ducked in the floor well behind the front seat. I felt Goos lean back against me. Scared stiff, I assumed he was seeking cover, but what he wanted was leverage. As Kajevic drew abreast, running for his life, Goos suddenly kicked open the back door on his side. It caught Kajevic full force. His face smashed against the window and he reeled backward and lost his footing.


      The door recoiled but Goos caught it and sprang from the SUV.


      I screamed “Goos!” but followed him out. He had thrown himself on top of Kajevic. With his right hand, Goos had Kajevic by the hair, beating his head against the road, while his left hand was on Kajevic’s wrist, holding down the Glock. Kajevic gripped it by the stock, apparently intending to use it as a bludgeon. Frightened by the weapon, I had no choice but to stomp Kajevic’s gun hand, and then grabbed the pistol by the barrel, forcing his wrist back until he released the sidearm. Just as it came free, half a dozen soldiers fell upon us, easing both Goos and me away. They wrestled Kajevic’s hands behind him, zip-tied him, and then picked up the former president by his arms and legs as if he were trussed livestock. Holding him aloft, they ran Kajevic in a bundle up to the truck. The soldiers counted to three in German and tossed Laza Kajevic into the rear like a duffel bag. Several more troops clambered up beside him.


      Almost simultaneously, the cop who’d led us from Vo Selo arrived with his siren blaring. He skidded to a stop near the SUV. He was a brave man, clearly angry now, and he sprinted from his car. In the middle of the street, he braced to shooting position with both hands on his pistol, screaming instructions as he confronted a squad of soldiers in battle gear. The armored vehicle had already spun around to pursue Kajevic. It rolled about thirty yards, until it was between the officer and the SUV, at which point the artillery piece on top of the BDX suddenly spat fire, riddling the police car with high-caliber ammunition. The auto jumped around like a bug. Its tires flattened while its windshield disappeared in a downpour of glass. The cop face-planted in the ground again.


      A couple of hundred yards behind him, the black sedan, which I’d lost track of, was suddenly facing the BDX’s gun. The car had screeched to a stop at the foot of the road up to the monastery, but once the police car was destroyed by gunfire, the sedan slammed into reverse and backed up the hill at top speed without ever turning around.


      There was a second of quiet in which I rolled toward Goos, but from across the town square, another police car raced in, with its light bar and siren at work. The vehicle skidded up dust, coming to a halt between the 4x4 and the SUV. The fat cop and the wiry cop we’d first met eight days ago got out shouting, both with shotguns in hand. The fat one was red-faced, spitting as he screamed.


      Once Kajevic had been taken, Goos and I had viewed the whirl of activity while sitting in the road beside the SUV, almost as if we were in stadium seats. Now I sprang up so the soldiers could see me, yelling out as I pointed, “Those are the ones who kidnapped us!” Goos immediately grabbed me by the belt and dragged me to the ground before either of the cops could make out my location, even though the wiry one had looked like he might have recognized my voice.


      He wheeled toward the SUV with his shotgun raised, only to find the armored vehicle now rolling toward him, as the gun turret revolved in his direction. The fat one yelled something and the two cops scampered back into the police car, squealing the tires as the vehicle tore off through the square, its siren still bleating. One of the supposed backpackers ran behind it, snapping pictures of the license plate with his phone.


      When I finally looked down, I was astonished that I still had Kajevic’s Glock in my left hand. I laid it on the pavement beside Goos, who was now flat on his back. He was red with pain and grunting with each breath. He clearly had rebroken his ribs.


      “Aren’t you the fucking hero,” I said.


      “Pure instinct,” he answered. “Good on you with the gun, Boom.”


      “It was my extensive training watching crime shows on TV,” I said. “You already had him.” That was true. When I bent the weapon back, Kajevic seemed to have already let go of it. It came away like the stem from a grape.


      In the meantime, a medic had appeared, one of the ersatz backpackers. He treated the colonel, who had sustained a wound a bit like the one I had faked, a through-and-through gunshot to the forearm. He did not appear to be bleeding heavily, although from the way he held his arm with his good hand, I took it that the bullet had fractured something.


      I sat in the street beside Goos until the medic made his way over. He checked Goos’s vitals, then gave him an injection of some painkiller. After that, he had the presence of mind to remember the initial plan and pretended to examine, then bandage, my hand. I nearly objected, having completely forgotten why he was doing that. There was no point to that exercise anyway. Kajevic’s people would always remember Goos as the guy who’d flattened the president and ended his last chance to escape.


      The medic then returned to Ruehl and hopped into the backseat of the SUV, where the driver placed the colonel while Lothar gave us a gallant smile.


      Just then, I noticed a low-flying combat helicopter appearing to hop over the mountains as it passed the monastery. The aircraft had a sharp snout that made it resemble a dragonfly, and at the sides were a patch of tiger stripes and two white missile launchers. It hovered over the square, taking its time to put down so that the residents, who’d begun to creep out again from the buildings, could once more retreat.


      After the helicopter landed, the armored vehicle advanced to cover the far side of the square, while several soldiers who’d been guarding the 4x4 and Kajevic fanned out, pointing their weapons to establish a perimeter. The truck rolled forward until it was just outside the overhead circle of the chopper blades. I heard the lieutenant shout out “Clear!” and eight soldiers jumped from the rear, moving double time as they carried Laza Kajevic in the air between them. He was bound hand and foot, gagged and still squirming, with a bloody bandage in the middle of his face—Goos, it turned out, had broken his nose. His coarse brown rassa was gathered at his waist, revealing his blue jeans beneath. The soldiers tossed Kajevic through the open door of the chopper as unceremoniously as he’d gone into the truck. Four of them leapt in beside the prisoner.


      Colonel Ruehl had remained in the SUV to command the final step of the operation, but the lieutenant took over then and settled in the front passenger’s seat of the chopper. With that, the helicopter was aloft again, soon disappearing behind the mountains.


      One old woman came out in its wake and threw both of her shoes in that direction, but I didn’t know if her contempt was for Kajevic or us.
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      Despite Goos’s remonstrance, he was placed on a stretcher and driven in the 4x4 down to the hospital. The real Bosnian Army was now on the scene, securing the small emergency area so that Ruehl and Goos could be treated. The two patients lay side by side on adjoining stainless steel tables, with blood on a standard being drained into Ruehl’s arm. As the Bosnians hustled in and out, including a growing number of civilian officials, there was an increasing hubbub of loud voices and a lot of tense rushing around. I was delighted when General Moen arrived and immediately took the situation in hand. She banished everyone but a few NATO troops and the medical staff from the ER. She explained that the lone radiologist had been detained for questioning, and thus there was a delay as they struggled to find a doctor to look at Ruehl’s and Goos’s X-rays. After more tape and Demerol, Goos was insisting on going home now.


      A private ambulance was summoned, so Goos could lie flat on the trip to Tuzla airport. Andersen, now in uniform, drove me back to the Blue Lamp, where I packed up Goos’s room and my own. When I returned to the airfield, a NATO plane had landed. Goos was already aboard on a paramedic’s rolling stretcher, and in very good spirits, particularly when he didn’t try to move.


      We were flown a couple of hours to the NATO air base at Geilenkirchen in Germany near the Dutch border. From there, General Moen had arranged for another ambulance to take us the remaining two hours to The Hague.


      When we arrived outside the little condo Goos had bought years ago, he insisted, with considerable effort, on getting to his feet. I understood this was for the benefit of his wife and his older daughter, who’d rushed down from Brussels. The wife, a thickish figure with wavy blonde hair, and the daughter, a mess of tattoos, took over to help him make a halting entry to the building. He took a single step at a time, resting a second before the next effort. His wife never stopped talking a mile a minute in Flemish.


      It was midnight when I slipped into my flat. I was stunned to find Nara, in her black running tights, still awake. She was curled in an easy chair in the living room as she read under a shell lamp that provided the only light in the apartment. On sight, she instinctively moved toward me and brought her small hand to my face, where the bruise along my chin and jawline had turned green and yellow.


      “Oh my,” she said.


      “Looks worse than it feels.”


      I dropped my bag and fell onto the sofa. Now that I was back, I was suddenly so exhausted that it felt as if even my bones could give way.


      “A business thing ended up getting physical,” I explained. “Goos was with me. He’s worse off. But he’s mending.”


      For many reasons, starting with our continuing safety, Goos and I had agreed to keep our role in Kajevic’s capture a vaulted secret. I changed the subject to Nara.


      “New York wasn’t good?”


      “I was in town three days and saw Lewis for all of an hour. We had a furious argument in the hotel lobby and never spoke again while I was there.” Her tone in relaying this was characteristically odd—she was surprisingly light, as if the entire trip had been a passing annoyance. On the whole, she seemed upbeat, and in a second I understood why. “Laza Kajevic was arrested today,” she announced. “It must be huge news in Bosnia.”


      “All I heard about,” I said.


      “He has a private defense lawyer from Belgrade, Bojan Bozic, but I worked with Bozic on General Lojpur’s case, and he always promised me I would be senior trial counsel with him if Laza was captured. He will file the papers tomorrow asking for a joint appointment.” Her face was ripe with the cute childish light of unsuppressed pride. We both knew as lawyers that it was one of those cases you’d be going to dinner on for the rest of your life.


      “Congratulations.” I lifted my palm for a genial high five. But I found myself peering at her afterward. There was a lot about this woman I did not understand, because we tended not to talk much about work, given our roles laboring on opposite sides. Yet with Nara, because of her frequently unfiltered responses, I knew I could speak my mind.


      “And it won’t bother you to defend a monster like this? The camps and executions, the systematic rapes?” In a way, this was a completely galling question coming from me, given the big-league cruds who often had been my clients. Over the years, I had seemed to specialize in ego-drunk CEOs, men in all cases, who’d looted their companies with no more hesitation than they would have exhibited in picking up the loose change from their sock drawers, and who frequently exhibited a variety of loutish behavior toward women. I believed in the mantra that everyone deserved a defense, but I had resolved long ago that the defense didn’t necessarily have to be provided by me. Mob clients, for example, were always on my personal Do Not Call list. The unprovoked and conscienceless violence on which their business was erected was too much for me.


      “I don’t mean to sound like some boor at a cocktail party,” I said, “asking how you can stand up for such awful people. But Laza Kajevic is probably a finalist for the title of single worst human being alive.”


      She actually smiled for a second, before her black eyes drew down more seriously.


      “Because I do not know,” she said.


      “Know what?”


      “What I would do in wartime—when the world is all topsy and nothing is right. It is easy to be the prosecutor, Boom, and say after the fact, This is what you should have done. That is important to restore order. But to my mind, it also involves a good deal of pretending. I am not sure the rules would be very clear to me if it were kill or be killed.”


      I could have followed the lawyerly instinct and argued, especially about Kajevic, who’d created the very atmosphere she thought mitigated his crimes. But hers was a serious answer from a thoughtful person. And her reasons were higher-minded than mine had been for taking on many cases, which, generally speaking, were because crimes intrigued me a lot more than lease foreclosures, the money was great, and these engagements often allowed me to hang out with friends from the US Attorney’s Office, who frequently were representing the codefendants.


      “So you’ve signed on?”


      She lifted the immense three-ring binders she’d been studying.


      “I was out running when I got the call from Bozic,” she said. “I went back to the office for the charging document and some background materials and haven’t been out of this chair in five hours.”


      “And how will Lew take it,” I asked, “when you tell him you aren’t moving back to New York?”


      Her face fell. “I do not look forward to that conversation. It has been a week since we last spoke. Every argument is expected to end with my apology, and I will not do that this time.”


      

        


      


      I began Thursday at Nara’s dentist, who put a temporary cap on my tooth, before I migrated to the Court. Goos and I had agreed to write a single joint report to all of our bosses about the last week and a half. I started the first draft.


      In the middle of the afternoon my phone rang.


      “Congratulations, Boom.” It took me a second to place Merriwell’s voice. “I wanted to thank you personally. I only wish I’d been there to see it. The world is a far better place today.”


      I told him I deserved no thanks, but assured him that the NATO troops he’d once commanded had performed impressively.


      “The scuttlebutt says you and your colleague were both very brave,” Merry told me.


      As we’d asked, Goos and I had been omitted from the official account of the arrest provided to media outlets. But there was obviously another confidential version circulating for those in the know.


      “Goos brought him down,” I said. “Even though Kajevic had a pistol with which he’d shot Colonel Lothar. My act of heroism consisted in lying on the floor of an iron-plated vehicle—in full body armor.”


      “I was told you took his pistol.”


      “He was half-unconscious and his finger was nowhere near the trigger. And I was scared to death the whole time.” The fact was that the more I thought about the moment I’d grabbed the Glock, the less clear it was in my memory. I remained largely astonished that I’d ever been in that position.


      “That proves you’re a reasonable man,” Merry said. “He’s a terrifying human being. Courage isn’t the absence of fear, Boom. It’s carrying on despite it. Hats off. The version I hear is that Kajevic was on his way to escaping when you guys cut him off.”


      Afterward, the soldiers had poured compliments on us. They had been frightened that Kajevic would reach the black sedan waiting to speed him back to the monastery. It was true that if Kajevic had actually gotten in that car with the monk who was driving, the aftermath might have been messier. But much as I admired Goos’s quick thinking and his daring in taking on a man who’d already used his weapon, neither of us believed on reflection that there was much danger of Kajevic outrunning several men and women forty years younger than he was. As Goos said in the hours we’d spent on the plane, tirelessly recycling events that probably lasted less than a minute, the only person whose life Goos probably saved was Kajevic’s, since he would have had to have been shot if he turned to fire at the troops pursuing him.


      After more demurrers, I decided to take advantage of the situation and pointed out that now that Kajevic was in irons, there was less reason to withhold the intelligence reports from the effort to grab him in 2004.


      Merry laughed and told me I still didn’t understand the Department of Defense, but he didn’t stay on the phone much longer.


      

        


      


      When I came in Thursday night, Narawanda was dressed for our run, but she greeted me with her hands on her hips.


      “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      “Tell you what?”


      “That you guys were part of capturing Laza.”


      I explained that Goos and I deserved little credit and were eager to escape the blame from Kajevic’s malevolent followers.


      “As I hear it,” she said, “you were the center of the whole operation.”


      I was troubled that word of our roles had already leached into civilian circles. At the ICC, the secret had held for the day, since Badu and Akemi felt it was critical to maintain a separation between our Court and the Yugoslav Tribunal. Nonetheless, there were too many people in the reporting chain for me not to have received some meaningful sideward glances and nods of recognition, even though nothing was offered out loud. I was on the verge of asking Nara, with a little irritation, how it was she’d learned about this, when I realized her source.


      “You heard this from your client? He’s arrived in The Hague?”


      She shrugged to show she couldn’t breach the wall of confidence.


      “How’s his nose?” I asked. I didn’t even try not to smirk.


      “Quite swollen. He seems more upset about that than being in jail. He is quite vain.”


      “I would never have guessed.”


      “But your role in this made for a very odd initial interview. I had to confess I knew you well, both of you. I wish I had had a chance to brief Bozic before your names came up.”


      I hadn’t thought of that. From her perspective, I was subjecting her to some kind of conflict by keeping all this to myself. I apologized and asked how Kajevic had reacted to her disclosure. I was afraid it might cost her her role in the case, but she said Kajevic was unconcerned.


      “He assumes everyone knows everyone else in The Hague. Bozic actually suggested a formal conflict waiver and Kajevic made light of that and actually scribbled something out himself. But he said to send you his respects and to tell you he would like to meet Goos and you face-to-face someday.”


      Nara, predictably, didn’t seem to recognize the chilling import of the message. On the other hand, Kajevic’s inflation of our role conformed to my impression of his grandiosity. He’d assumed he could outwit NATO forever, and would much rather think that he’d been rolled up accidentally by a couple of hapless nincompoops.


      In the meantime, my conversation with Merriwell, and the unlikelihood that we’d ever get the intelligence file on the prior effort to arrest Kajevic, sparked a new idea.


      “If Mr. Kajevic really wants to see Goos and me, we can interview him for our case. There are a lot of questions he could put to rest for us.”


      Nara responded by laughing in my face, albeit in an inoffensive way, with no scorn intended. It was the same thing I would have done if the roles were reversed.


      “Bozic will never hear of it. Laza has trouble enough without talking his way into more. But I will pass the request on to both of them, so you can receive a formal no.”


      We went off for our run, but the skies opened unexpectedly, as they often do in The Hague, and we ended up at the Mauritshuis, The Hague’s little treasure box of an art museum. The grand seventeenth-century house, built in the classical Dutch manner with a steep tiled roof and an ornamented yellow facade over the brick, is now home to some of the most famous paintings in the world, including Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring and Carel Fabritius’s The Goldfinch, which are coincidentally displayed in the same tiny room. We’d run past the site often, with Nara chiding me virtually every time about not having visited. With the downpour we’d decided this was the moment, inasmuch as the museum was open late Thursday nights.


      I had forgotten Nara’s design background and was impressed by her incisive responses to many of the pieces on display. There were paintings—a Rembrandt portrait of an old man or a Vermeer of a town scene by a waterfront—that moved me intensely with what they held of the sheer force of life. The tiny rooms of the original house had been preserved as show spaces, which lent a secret, intimate feeling to the entire experience, as Nara and I whispered to one another, pressed close in the crowd.


      Once we’d circled through twice, returning to several mutual favorites, we retired to the café to wait out the rain, talking at length about the pictures. She had a lot to say about the genius of Rembrandt, who was centuries ahead in his understanding of what we actually see.


      We departed at closing, walking along slowly through what had now settled to a delicate mist.


      Nara sighed and said, “That was lovely.” She looked up at me, tiny and ever-sincere, the rain shining on her cheeks. “Wasn’t it?”


      “It was,” I answered.


      We walked home with little more said.


      

        


      


      On Friday morning, I found Nara standing over the coffee pot crying. I was astonished, since she ordinarily dealt with her troubles in a contained way and had been quite upbeat since I returned. She wasn’t sobbing, but there was no mistaking her tears.


      “Lew?” I asked.


      “Everything,” she answered. “My mother is on the way. She’ll land at Schiphol tomorrow morning.” It turned out that Nara’s mother had a blood disorder, well under control, but one that nonetheless required periodic visits with a specialist in Amsterdam. She would see the doctor on Monday. “I realize I have to tell her about Lewis, but I have no idea what to say. I left messages for him today and yesterday, but there has been no response. Is that how a marriage ends? Without even answering the phone?”


      I tried to comfort her. Lew was probably giving himself a break, I said. Many marriages resumed after a time-out.


      She shook her head decisively. “There is little chance. The Kajevic case will keep me here for years, and I am quite happy to stay. Lewis will never accept that.”


      I could have pointed out that it was she, as much as Lew, who had made the critical decision, but she would probably not see it that way. There is surely no human relationship more complicated than marriage, and I knew better than to try to get inside Nara’s.


      Instead I asked where her mother would stay. I could see that in her anguish about having to confess the state of things with Lew to her mom, Narawanda hadn’t considered that issue. Being Nara, she just told me the truth, without apology.


      “Well, normally she stays here. But I suppose that will not work.” She turned impish, a sideways thought suddenly lightening her mood, while, like a child, she used the back of her hand to smear away her tears. “It would be very cozy with Mum and you and your friend in your bed.”


      I did the chivalrous thing and said I’d go to a hotel for the weekend.


      “You cannot. This is your home. Mum will be fine at Des Indes.”


      “No chance,” I answered. I promised to tidy up tonight and be gone in the morning when they returned from the airport. After a little more Alphonse and Gaston, she accepted.


      “This is so kind of you, Boom. I feel terrible tossing you out. Can I pay the hotel bill?”


      “Never.”


      “Will you at least come for dinner tomorrow night? That would be a huge favor. Mum is a lot for me to handle alone.”


      I knew she meant it—Narawanda never employed devices—and I accepted. I paused on my way out of the kitchen with my coffee.


      “And I’m no longer seeing my friend, as you call her. That’s been kaput since the day I told you I was put out with her.”


      Nara reflected a second.


      “I am sorry, truly. You seemed very smitten. I hope that odd scene here had nothing to do with it.”


      “Of course not.”


      Relieved, Nara smiled in her sly way. “I will never forget the sight of her, just as God made her, except that look-at-me hairdo.”


      The hairdo! I was always surprised by the way women saw each other.


      “There was never any future,” I said about Esma. “And the present, as I should have known, was much too complicated.”


      Nara seemed on the verge of saying more, but she stayed silent and I headed upstairs.


      

        


      


      At work on Friday, I endured a round of meetings about how to proceed with our case. The pivotal question was whether we should even continue, since we now had to ascribe virtually no value to Ferko’s potential testimony, even in the unlikely event he could be found. The conversations in the office were earnest and marked by a lot of worthwhile questions, but I was somewhat aggravated the discussions had to take place in layers—first with the division supervisor, then with Akemi added, and finally Badu, too. Each time we all agreed that notwithstanding Ferko, the NATO records, especially the aerial surveillance, left us with no alternative but to exhume the Cave. The bodies were now the only likely source of additional evidence. And as Goos had recognized, having embarrassed the United States on the front page of the Times, we were obliged to confirm the crime. Over this last point, Badu wound his head around sorrowfully and said somewhat churlishly that the leak had been very ill-considered.


      The deliberations about the future of our investigation brought back a thought I’d been avoiding: I needed to try again to contact Esma, in case she had an alternative way to reach Ferko. He was likely to have worthwhile information, even though virtually nothing he said could be taken at face value. For example, given his true vocation he was likely to know how the stolen trucks had ended up with Kajevic.


      Having failed via all electronic means of communicating with Esma, I reverted to the old-fashioned method and composed a lawyerly letter to her on Court stationery, saying that we had visited Ferko at his house with surprising results, which I felt obliged to discuss with her. The letter went out for overnight delivery, addressed to her chambers in London as well as her temporary dwelling in New York.


      

        


      


      When I was in college and law school at Easton and brought home friends, as I’d done with Roger, I was often torn by their reactions to my parents, whom my buddies inevitably judged cultivated and intelligent. I didn’t mind that my friends admired my parents—I did, too—but I was frustrated that they were unable to recognize the emotional tightfistedness that made them so challenging for Marla and me.


      Naturally, I saw the same process play out from the other side when Will and Pete brought their pals to our house, where, I could tell, Ellen and I appeared far less eccentric and annoying than the friends had been told to expect. It was another truism I’d adopted in middle age that parents and children always stood in a unique relationship to each other whose full effects were inevitably shuttered to everyone else.


      Nonetheless, given Nara’s agitation, I walked toward the apartment from Des Indes on Saturday expecting an awkward evening. It was a wet night, sometimes raining hard. I was in a slicker and hat, while the Dutch, as usual, were carrying on in defiance of the weather. As I strolled through the Plein, hundreds of the locals sat at the lines of outdoor picnic tables, drinking beer and huddled under the cafés’ umbrellas. I realized how much I had come to admire the Dutch, with their happy communal air and their polite determination to ignore small obstacles to doing what they liked.


      A block away from the apartment, I stopped in the local wine shop and bought a bottle of burgundy I knew Nara favored. Only when I offered it to her, as I was crossing the threshold, did I remember that alcohol was no way to make an impression on a Muslim woman.


      “Oh, Jesus,” I said, when I recognized my folly, and asked if I should hide the wine.


      “Just leave it in the closet with your coat. I won’t drink in front of her, but I promise, I’ll have several glasses once she’s asleep.” Nara rolled her large eyes, then took me by the elbow to introduce me.


      Annisa Darmadi proved to be bright and charming, and quick to laugh. Notwithstanding the dizzy spells that had brought her here to see her doctor, she appeared vital and healthy and, even at seventy, was a virtual look-alike of her daughter, with the same tidy form and dark round-faced handsomeness. Her hijab, which Nara said she wore more often these days, had been forsaken tonight, perhaps for her daughter’s sake.


      Mrs. Darmadi had insisted on cooking, as Nara had told me to expect, and she was occupied at the stove preparing several traditional Indonesian dishes. The ingredients were readily available in the Netherlands, with its large Indonesian population, and the mom couldn’t understand why her daughter hadn’t learned to take advantage of that. Having said as much, Mrs. Darmadi shooed Nara away whenever she even looked into the pots.


      We sat down not long after I arrived. Mrs. Darmadi was a fabulous chef. There was a soup with coconut milk called soto, a salad with peanut sauce—gado-gado—and a ball of sweet rice surrounded by a pinwheel of grilled beef, whose name I never got. Over dinner, we talked mostly of Jakarta, about which I knew next to nothing, as Mrs. Darmadi brought her daughter up to date on local events. The most interesting thing to emerge in conversation was that Mrs. Darmadi, although considerably younger, was a distant cousin of Lolo Soetoro, the man who became Barack Obama’s stepfather. She spoke of Lolo more approvingly than she did of Obama’s mother, whom Mrs. Darmadi referred to, without elaboration, as “a hippie.”


      Throughout the evening, Nara kept following up her mother’s remarks with explanations. This was ostensibly to augment the mom’s middling English. Nara’s amplifications about Indonesian culture were helpful, but very often she tried to temper her mother, who was clearly a woman of strong opinions.


      “By ‘hippie’ she merely means unconventional,” said Nara.


      I smiled at her and then Mrs. Darmadi and said, “Nara, your mother and I understand each other perfectly,” to which the mom responded with the same brief downstroke of her chin I had seen from her daughter a hundred times. Nara always described herself as ‘sheltered.’ But her mother was far more worldly than the homebound Muslim woman Nara portrayed, and I realized it was the mom’s sharp judgments that had left her daughter feeling hemmed in.


      I departed a few minutes before ten. When I opened the front door downstairs, I faced more rain and remembered that I’d left my slicker in the closet. I went back up, knocked several times, and finally used my key to let myself in, calling out “I’m back.” They did not seem to hear me with the tap running and dishes clattering in the kitchen.


      As I opened the closet, I overheard fragments of their conversation. During the evening, Mrs. Darmadi had occasionally addressed Nara in Javanese, which her daughter had answered either in English, for my benefit, or Dutch, when she didn’t approve of what her mother was saying. But now the mom had succumbed and they were having a mild quarrel in Dutch. In six months, I had gotten to the point where I could understand more than half of what I heard, although it would be a long time before I dared to speak, since I was befuddled by the grammar. Nonetheless, the mom, as a non-native speaker, talked much more slowly than Nara and thus was easier to track.


      The water was turned off for a moment, allowing me to clearly hear Nara’s mother saying, “Nice.” ‘Aardig’ was the word she used, a mild compliment. “That is not what troubles me. It is highly inappropriate for you to be living with a man who is not your husband, let alone one with whom you are so obviously fascinated. You turn to him like a flower to the sun. No wonder you are having difficulties in your marriage.”


      “Mother!” Narawanda answered. “Mr. Ten Boom has nothing to do with the problems between Lewis and me. We have been isolated from one another for years.”


      The mother answered as mothers do, “Ja, ja,” agreeing but not agreeing at all.


      I padded out like a burglar, willing myself to pretend I had heard none of that. It was only when I got back to the front door of the building that I realized I’d forgotten the slicker again. I turned up my collar and headed into the rain.


    

  




  

    

      

        26.


        New Witness—June 15–16


      


      On Monday, we began the preliminaries required before exhuming the Cave, a process in which I again found the diplomats and bureaucrats crazy-making. Consent, they claimed, was required not only of several departments in the fractured Bosnian government, but also from the mine owners, the Rejka company, who had abandoned the site more than two decades ago and who had gone entirely unmentioned in the months we’d been crawling all over the place. As a result, I had to undertake the equivalent of a title search in Bosnia. Beyond all that, the president’s office was understandably concerned about the expense of the operation, which was what had held us back from the beginning. I phoned Attila to see if she could help us find a local real estate lawyer and a deal on earth-moving equipment.


      “I’ve been meaning to call,” she said. “You must be feeling pretty fucking special.”


      In the rush of everything else, I had not given much thought to the fact that we hadn’t heard from one of the world’s leading busybodies, who, in this case, could actually claim some role in these news-making events. Now she wanted every detail.


      Like everybody else, Attila was impressed about Goos’s courage in hindering Kajevic’s escape.


      “Goos keeps saying he was stupid,” I told her, “because a sixty-year-old man in a dress was never going to outrun a bunch of twentysomethings. But he was really brave, Attila. I was so panicked I’d have let him dash right by.”


      “For twenty years in the service,” said Attila, “it made my ass ache worse than hemorrhoids that I couldn’t get into combat. If the jokers in the five-sided puzzle palace”—she meant the Pentagon—“ever stopped acting like having a puss was like missing an arm, I’da let Merry send me to OCS, cause I always figured I’d make a great fuckin battlefield commander. But you know, I wonder. Fact is, once the shootin starts, it’s all fubar. Your brain just gets scrambled. Big props to Goos.”


      The longer the period since we’d returned from Bosnia, and the more mired I again became in what I thought of as ordinary life, the odder the kidnapping and the capture of Kajevic seemed, and the less connected to my natural reality. There were still instants, especially sitting alone at my desk in the office, when my heart felt like it was veering into impromptu A-fib, and I realized I was remembering the barrel of the AK at my temple. But overall, as the events receded, it was like having been on a passenger flight when there’s a terrible landing—a tire blows and the plane skids off the runway and the film of your life goes by in triple speed. For a while afterward, it’s hard even to look at an airliner in the sky. You recognize how much trust you’re putting in everyone, the mechanics, the pilots, even Bernoulli, who discovered the principle that keeps aircraft aloft. You keep thinking about how close you came. And then, slowly, you accept the obvious: It didn’t happen. You’re here. You’ve gone on. And you head back to the airport for your next flight.


      Eventually, I asked Attila about the lawyer, and then bulldozers and steam shovels.


      “What for?” Attila asked.


      I explained we were going to exhume the Cave.


      “What kind of bullshit is that?” said Attila. “I thought you were just pretending about that so the NATO guys had a cover. Where you going with this case without Ferko?”


      I didn’t respond directly. Attila still had no clue what the NATO records showed, but she seemed to sense there was something important she didn’t know. She asked several pointed questions about other evidence we’d gathered and I demurred, telling her that the Court’s rules of investigative confidentiality constrained me, just as she’d been silenced by the need to respect the military classification of information. She sounded unsatisfied by that reply.


      As for earth-moving equipment, when the troops left Bosnia, Attila had bought up everything CoroDyn had brought there to build camps and repair roads. Like many of her other business moves, it had worked out brilliantly. She’d paid only a bit more than it would have cost CoroDyn to transport the machinery elsewhere, and by her own words, she’d “made a big fat fucking fortune” leasing the equipment for the constant civilian reconstruction projects. She promised us a “friends and family price” in the quote she’d e-mail by nightfall.


      Since we’d returned from Bosnia, I’d finally had the chance to carefully examine the records Attila had brought us of the truck deployments eleven years ago on the night the Chetniks appeared at Barupra. It was just as she’d claimed—there were no large contingents of vehicles checked out of either the operational or logistical pool, beyond those listed for garbage runs and other routine hauling around the base. But the documents were incomplete.


      “There’s nothing from the fuel depot, Attila. Nothing from the mechanics, nothing from parts supply.”


      “Really?” she asked. “Fuck, I didn’t even look that close. I’ll call Virginia and kick those cementheads in the ass. Every day, Boom, America gets to be more like Italy.” She promised to have the records when we arrived in Bosnia to exhume the Cave.


      I thought about Attila after I put down the phone. She was the life of the party, so to speak, wherever she went, and the logistical genius who figured out how to meet everyone’s needs. But she must have been a teeming mess of justifiable resentments when she was by herself. Like a lot of well-to-do people, she’d undoubtedly learned that money, nice as it was, didn’t heal the fundamental injuries of life, of which she’d endured many. Despite people like Merriwell and Attila’s father, who’d tried to convince her to join the officer corps, she’d refused because, she said, there really was no place there for someone who was, in her powerfully apt and prejudiced term, ‘queer.’ She reveled in queerness and hated it all the same, since it had denied her, in instances like this, her proper destiny. Attila never asked anybody to feel sorry for her. But I did in the moment, experiencing some of the unrooted feelings that must have swamped her so often, especially when she was alone.


      

        


      


      When I returned to the apartment after work, Nara was dressed for our run. Her mother, she said, had gotten a fine report from the doctor in Amsterdam.


      “But I need to talk to you about something quite important,” she said. She looked grave.


      I prepared myself, realizing her mother had persuaded her I should move. I had already started looking at ads and stopping at real estate agents’ windows to see what was posted, but I’d hoped to stay put until after we had exhumed the Cave, when I’d have a clearer idea of my future in The Hague. Nonetheless, I resolved to accept her decision with grace.


      Instead, she said, “Laza wants to talk to you.”


      I was a second. “Kajevic?”


      “I must tell you the truth. Bozic has warned him several times not to do it. And I have repeated that and challenged Laza to explain why this serves his interests at all. And I will keep trying to change his mind. But so far he insists. He is rather strong-willed.”


      “I imagine.”


      “Even so, Bojan wants full immunity from the ICC and an ironclad confidentiality agreement, so that nothing Laza says can be used against him in any court. Bozic will be here tomorrow for a hearing and wants to discuss this with you.”


      Those terms—exactly what I would have demanded as defense lawyer—did not figure to be challenging, especially since Bozic had all the negotiating power. I would need permission from Badu and Akemi, but they were likely to agree.


      I wanted to tell Goos about this development before anyone else. He was spending the week at home, still convalescing, but I headed to his condo on Tuesday morning. His wife remained here. Fien was naturally warm and lively and kissed me on both cheeks when I arrived, which I took as a sign that Goos had spoken well of me. But we could not say much to one another since her English was every bit as poor as my Flemish. The apartment was darker than I expected and crowded, full of family photos and figurines and too much heavy walnut furniture. It was often a shock to see the dwelling space of the people you worked with, since it was frequently a venue for attitudes they would never display on the job. My guess was that Goos was comfortable here because it resembled the way Fien had decorated their house just outside Brussels and that she’d initially set her hand to this place, too. But all that implied a level of dependence between them that he seldom acknowledged with a beer in his hand.


      Goos was still flat on his back, but his color was excellent. He insisted on taking a chair for our conversation, although he accepted my help getting there.


      “You might be better off lying down for this,” I said. “We have a chance to interview Laza Kajevic.” I outlined the few details I had.


      “I’ll be stuffed,” he said. “Stuffed. What’s in this for Kajevic, Boom?”


      I’d only started trying to figure that out.


      “The truth, Goos, is that he’ll be in prison until he dies. He can do whatever the hell he likes.” That, of course, included lying his ass off when we spoke to him, for whatever malicious fun he’d get from it. We’d have to be wary.


      Nonetheless, Goos smiled at me with a breadth I’d seldom seen outside the barroom.


      “We are having some times with this case, mate, aren’t we?”


      

        


      


      Late Tuesday, I journeyed across town to meet personally with Bojan Bozic, who was in The Hague from Belgrade for a short hearing in Kajevic’s case. We’d all agreed that Nara would make introductions and thereafter step out of the negotiations over the ground rules for the interview.


      The Yugoslav Tribunal had a far plainer home than the ICC, at a site near the World Forum, where the UN flag waved outside the court. The interior resembled an old high school, and the quarters for the defense lawyers, about which Nara occasionally grumbled, were uninviting—a couple of large linoleum-floored rooms with a few desks and bulletin boards and three or four aged computers, the kind of space where you might expect to find the teachers’ aides eating lunch.


      It turned out, when I arrived, that Nara and Bozic had been held late in court, completing the examination of a witness who would be finishing his prison term shortly and might thereafter be unavailable. The man’s testimony related to a point of jurisdiction on Kajevic’s case, although only a few counts among the hundreds lodged against him. Another of the staff defense counsel showed my ICC credentials to the security person at the courtroom door, and I was permitted to take a seat in the spectators’ section, behind a glass wall, while I waited for the hearing to conclude.


      Although the Yugoslav Tribunal was very much the mother of the ICC, the ICTY had been established as a temporary court, and even twenty years later the courtrooms were far smaller and less grand than ours. The floor plan with the lawyers’ desks and the judicial and registrars’ benches was identical, with the same outcropping of black computer monitors at every seat, but the space, in what appeared to be a converted classroom, was far more confined. Here the judges’ sleeves were trimmed in crimson, but Nara, who was cross-examining the witness, was in the same black robe and white lace bib we wore across town. Bozic and Kajevic, in a suit, sat at the defense table with their backs to me, while three prosecutors were making notes at another arced desk a few feet away.


      I hadn’t thought much about the fact that Narawanda had risen to the role of co-counsel in a huge case and must have been reasonably good in court. The woman I knew, odd and a little bit timid, did not seem to have the makings of a stereotypical trial lawyer, but in some ways neither did I, often accused of bringing a somewhat taciturn outward manner to court. The truth is that every effective trial attorney develops a style of her own, just like good painters and singers and pitchers, one that often involves capitalizing on idiosyncrasies. Nara’s manner was to confront the witness in her own blankly earnest way, a sort of law-time Columbo routine in which her pose was to keep putting questions, not because the witness was lying, but due rather to her being foreign and dense. It was revealing to me to see her like this, because the laser light of a cleverness she otherwise kept to herself peeked out so clearly here in the courtroom.


      The issue, so far as I could discern, was that Kajevic had not been in the former Yugoslavia on the dates he was alleged to have committed the crimes charged in these four counts. In the US this was called an alibi and became an issue of fact at trial, but at the ICTY it was the subject of a preliminary motion contesting the court’s power to try Kajevic on these specific charges. Apparently Nara and Bozic had come forward with hotel receipts and other records showing Kajevic was actually in Paris at the time of the alleged offense, but the prosecution had chosen to present the witness rather than drop the counts. It was instantly apparent that the prosecutors were so incensed about Kajevic’s evildoing and his years on the run that they were unwilling to concede anything to him or his lawyers. I knew that frame of mind and had learned the hard way that it was toxic. Good defense counsel would only add to the prosecutors’ frustrations at trial, goading them into angry blunders.


      The man at the witness desk was a former colonel in the Bosnian Serb Army who had apparently lessened his punishment by blaming Kajevic for everything. He had the rumpled look that many of the former soldiers seemed to try to affect, sitting at the witness table in an ill-fitting suit of a strange shade of powder blue, unshaved, his tie askew. His demeanor—uncomfortably reminiscent of Ferko’s—was of a simple man too feckless to do other than follow orders.


      “You say you went to Banja Luka to see my client?” Nara took a moment in which she blinked at the colonel several times with no other expression.


      “That is true.”


      “Did you ever leave the former Yugoslavia in 1992 or 1993?”


      “I was an officer and we were in combat.”


      “You are saying no?”


      “No.”


      “You were never in Paris in those years?”


      “It was war. We were not taking Parisian vacations.”


      “And do you recall, Colonel, where you started when you traveled to see my client?”


      “Not really, no.”


      “Were you driven there?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      “And how many hours did it take?”


      “I don’t really know.”


      “Two? Ten?”


      “Two perhaps, three.”


      “And on that date, Colonel, do you remember where the regiment you commanded was stationed?”


      “Not offhand.”


      “You say you were in combat. Do you recall the last encounter your troops had been in?”


      “We fought the Bosniaks. It must have been near Sarajevo.”


      “And so you went from Sarajevo to Banja Luka in wartime in two to three hours? That would be impossible now, would it not?”


      “I didn’t say it took only two to three hours.”


      “I’m sorry, I thought you said that.”


      “You said that.”


      “I apologize. But from Sarajevo to Banja Luka, during the time of fighting, that would be a journey that could take most of a day, wouldn’t it?”


      “Yes, it could.”


      “So in order to speak to President Kajevic, you would have been gone from your troops for two days at least?”


      “But perhaps I was not in Sarajevo.”


      “I see. And I forget. Do you recall where you had been when you started out?”


      “Not really. It was more than twenty years ago. How am I supposed to recall anything?”


      All of this took place, as in our court, with the elaborate process of translation making it feel as if everybody was trying to run with their shoes glued in place. But despite that, with just a few questions, Nara had pulverized the colonel. The only thing he really knew was that by blaming Kajevic he could get out of prison.


      They were done shortly. Nara introduced me to Bozic outside their robing room and I congratulated both of them. The Court had taken the matter under advisement, but it was clear they were going to prevail on their motion. Nara giggled like a girl when I gave her the praise she deserved for her questioning.


      “Yes, yes,” said Bozic, “a brilliant cross-examination.” He was tubby and no more than five foot three. Despite that and being over seventy, he was quite handsome, with high color and a full head of white hair and an appealing energetic manner. He had become the go-to lawyer for all the high-ranking Serbs who’d been arrested, and he’d won acquittals for three of them. Born in Milwaukee, his American English was entirely without accent. “Four counts gone,” he said. “Only 332 remaining.”


      Because the hearing had taken longer than expected, Bozic was now late for his plane and asked me to walk with him to the door. Nara, as promised, left us to our discussions.


      “Listen,” said Bozic, “my client believes he is a superhero. He has no appreciation of risk. At the end of all of this, he expects to put on his cape and fly out of prison. An insanity defense is called for, but it goes without saying, he would fire me on the spot.”


      I nodded. I’d been there. We talked about the terms for Kajevic’s testimony.


      As a matter of character, Laza Kajevic seemed to me extremely unlikely to admit authorizing the massacre of four hundred Roma at Barupra. Nonetheless, even that remote possibility had provoked some searching conversations at the ICC in the last several hours: Was it worth it, in a case where we had no reliable witness, to make promises of immunity to the arch criminal so that we could get evidence that would lead us to others who were also responsible? It was a question every prosecutor faced from time to time, and it was usually a very tough call. Yet since Kajevic’s conviction in this building, and his lifelong imprisonment, were a certainty, I was in favor.


      In the event, it proved to have been a purely theoretical debate. Bozic was the kind of lawyer other lawyers loved, too busy and confident to bother with bullshit. While he was under no obligation to answer, he laughed out loud and wound his head in disbelief when I asked if Kajevic would take responsibility for Barupra. Given that, the rest of our negotiation took only minutes. The ICC by statute promised all witnesses, not just Kajevic, immunity from use anywhere of their statements against them. Bozic’s remaining concerns could be addressed by agreeing that the interview would be deemed an investigative matter covered by the Court’s rules of absolute confidentiality, meaning our meeting with Kajevic would remain forever secret. Having gotten everything he could want, Bozic was happy with the arrangement.


      “Write it down, send it to me,” he said. He was returning to The Hague next week to confer with General Lojpur, whose case was now pending decision. If we could complete the paperwork, the Kajevic interview would take place then.


    

  




  

    

      

        27.


        Emira—June 17–19


      


      On Wednesday, when I reached my office, the overnight envelope I’d sent to Esma at her chambers in London was lying on my desk with a notice that the addressee was unknown. I picked it up, checked the spelling and the street name, then wondered if there was any chance that Esma hadn’t answered my other messages because those communications also hadn’t reached her.


      I went online to the sleek website for Esma’s chambers at Bank Street and found no listing for her. I was stumped for a second, then concluded she must have changed her business arrangements, like successful American lawyers, who these days sometimes declare themselves free agents, akin to athletes who offer their services to the highest bidder. If she’d moved chambers, her cell phone and e-mail might have gotten screwed up in the process, accounting for her silence.


      I called the receptionist at Bank Street next, but she told me politely that she had “no information” on Esma Czarni, which is pretty much the tactic US firms utilize as an obstacle to clients who want to follow their attorney to the new workplace. So I called George Landruff, the silk—that is, senior barrister—whom Esma and I both knew at Bank Street and had spoken about for a second when we first met.


      George had never mastered what parents with young children refer to as an ‘inside voice.’ He spoke at all times at the stentorian volume fitting for the centuries-old acoustics in the courtrooms of London. From the first blast of “Hallooooo,” I kept the phone two inches from my ear.


      “George!” When talking to him, my inevitable reaction was to shout, too. I reintroduced myself, but he recalled me at once. We had enjoyed a couple of dinners, one in London, one in New York, during meetings of an international trial lawyers society we’d both been honored to join. George had the kind of understated wit that escaped, like a pleasing scent, through the ventilation of his very proper British upper-class manner, offering the assurance that he was neither a stuffed shirt nor a buffoon.


      “George, I am trying to find a colleague of yours—perhaps a former colleague—who kept chambers at Bank Street.”


      “Who might that be?”


      When I told him, the phone gathered static and he finally asked me to repeat myself.


      “Male or female?” asked George.


      He took one more second to think and said, “Very sorry, Boom, but can’t say I recall her.”


      “George, she knows you. We’ve talked about you.”


      “Did you now?”


      He repeated Esma’s name again, then asked, “Do you mean Emira Zandi?”


      I spelled her first name. “Roma heritage.”


      “Describe her.”


      “Mid-forties. Very handsome. With what other women apparently would describe as a look-at-me hairdo.”


      “Good man, I believe you’re speaking about Emira Zandi. Read law at Caius College?”


      “Yes.”


      “That’s Emira! And what did you say about her background?”


      “She’s Roma.”


      “Gypsy? No, no. This lady is Persian.”


      “Persian?”


      “Iranian exile family. But she hasn’t been around here in more than a decade. Married an Iranian billionaire thirty years her senior and moved with him to Manhattan. Fine barrister she was, but I can’t pretend, Boom, there wasn’t some relief when she departed. There always seemed to be several gents after her and a lot of hissing and scratching as a result. Actually had the first fistfight I can recall in the corridors here between two fellows who each believed they were her one and only.”


      “And what was the name of the man she married?”


      “Ah, all the tough questions. Not sure I recall. It’s that metal plate they seem to have put in my head as I’ve grown older, Boom. I can ask around, though. Wait!” he screamed then. “His first name sounded a little like, Who’s that. Hoosmeth? A bit like that. Hoosit Jalanbani. Owns a few skyscrapers in Manhattan.”


      I asked George to take a guess at the spelling. Something was scratching at me as I looked at what I wrote on the pad. After a few more words with George, and a promise to get together next time I passed through London, I hung up and continued staring at the paper. Then I recalled. I’d visited Esma in the residential apartment at the Carlyle of a woman she called ‘Madame Jahanbani.’


      When I first met Esma, I’d found no photos of her on the net, although she had a significant entry in Wikipedia, focusing on her role with the European Roma Alliance. I took it that she was like many people who are camera shy, because no photo ever captures what they see in the mirror. Attila had wanted to have a picture taken of the three of us while we were eating at that streamside restaurant after our visit to Lijce, and Esma had refused, saying it would take too much time to get her hair right.


      But Emira Zandi Jahanbani was far less reticent. There were dozens of images of her, posing most often in low-cut evening gowns at fund-raisers and looking—to be a wise guy—like a billion dollars. There might have been a stylist involved: dusky eye makeup, torrential hair, face tilted to the most availing angle. Yet it was Esma, smiling toward the camera, quite often with that sealed smile full of mystical allure.


      

        


      


      I had run without Nara on Monday and Tuesday—it was starting to be beautiful many days—but on Wednesday she wandered in as I was about to go out the door. She was completely abstracted, although when I asked if she wanted to go “for a trot,” she agreed that fresh air might do her good. She dressed quickly but had virtually nothing to say as we jogged together for almost an hour. I was still far from a complete match for her as a running partner, and I often encouraged her to double-time the last mile without me, which was convenient inasmuch as it allowed her to grab a table at the fish place.


      Today, she shook off the suggestion when I told her, at the usual place, that she was at liberty to canter ahead. I had thought at first it was simply our current role as opposing attorneys that had silenced her, but now I was baffled. When we started out at the apartment, she’d mumbled about going back to work this evening, saying she’d gotten nothing done during the day. Now she had no will for that. We stopped for a quick dinner at the usual place, and she had two beers before the food arrived.


      I asked if her mother was okay, which she was, safely back in Jakarta.


      “Lewis called me,” she said finally. “While I was at work. I expect he thought I wouldn’t be able to pick up.”


      “And?”


      She played with her utensils on the steel table for a second.


      “I asked him if he was seeing someone else. I was surprised I had the courage. But I have been wondering for a while.”


      I’d been thinking the same thing, but had kept that idea to myself.


      “He gave me no answer,” she said. “He said he wanted to talk about our future. And I said, ‘You do not regard it as relevant to our future, if you are involved with someone there?’ He said he was not ‘involved,’ but I knew that was semantics. When I asked him again to just say yes or no, he accused me of avoiding the subject. I couldn’t stand it. He always has to find a way to be superior. I finally told him about Kajevic, that I could not give up a case of this importance, and said I hoped he would come home. And he answered, ‘Well, that pretty much does it, doesn’t it?’ And hung up on me.” She laughed, trying to find amusement as she continued to play with her fork. “Should I be crying?”


      “Even if it’s for the best,” I said, “the end of a marriage is nothing to exult over.”


      “I’ve been thinking about hiring a detective in New York.”


      I made a face. I didn’t know a thing about Dutch divorce law, but I was fairly sure that would be unnecessary.


      “No,” she answered. “It’s not because I doubt that he is involved with someone. I am curious about her.”


      “To what end?” I asked.


      Nara’s eyes, which always seemed larger and deeper without her glasses, darted up to meet mine briefly.


      “I want to know if she’s like me at all,” she said. That line was enough to make her well up. I watched in silence and then briefly touched her hand.


      “I knew,” she said.


      I nodded.


      “But it’s still humiliating,” she said.


      “The exit ramps from marriages are pretty much lined with other bodies. It makes the abstract real, I guess.”


      “And it is so infuriating, too. He’s running around and I have been doing everything to behave properly.” She’d had her third beer. Her black eyes again lit on me, suddenly large with alarm, then flitted about in evident confusion. She rose abruptly and walked a good twenty feet from the table, standing with her back to me. I motioned to the busboy so he wouldn’t clear our plates, then approached her. I touched Nara’s shoulder, still damp from the run, but she shirked my hand in exasperation.


      “I’m being an idiot,” she said. She was crying again and trying to contain herself. She looked at me, attempted a smile, then crushed a hand to the center of her face. “Do you mind if I walk home alone?”


      

        


      


      I should have spent Thursday organizing for our interview of Kajevic and speaking to the lawyer Attila had recommended in Tuzla, but there was just one thing on my mind: Esma. Twenty-four hours had only deepened my incredulity.


      I searched ‘Jahanbani New York City,’ which brought up several hits, the most recent a small news item about the divorce of Hooshman Jahanbani from his wife, Emira. With that hint, I used the online records of the New York Supreme Court—which, confusingly, is what the trial-level court is called in New York State—to read through the ream of pleadings and and briefs in the case, now eight years old.


      Mr. Jahanbani, who had fled Tehran when the Shah fell, owned commercial real estate all over Manhattan. He had been married for close to fifteen years to his second wife, who was thirty-two years his junior, and whom he had originally met because Hooshman was close friends with her father, another Persian expatriate, who was in the oil business.


      According to the complaint in the divorce case, Mr. Jahanbani was alleging abandonment, in that Emira had purportedly been absent from the marital home for a decade. She had—probably unwisely—countered with charges of infidelity, alleging her husband sought a divorce only in order to marry a woman from his office who was not yet thirty years old. In response, he had produced evidence of his wife’s frequent affairs, involving several prominent New Yorkers—both male and female—the romances in a couple of cases apparently overlapping. The many trial sessions had apparently had their moments of drama. Emira had been found in contempt a couple of years ago for responding to one of her husband’s insults—in Farsi—by smashing him over his bald head with a folding umbrella, drawing blood. From my research it appeared the case was still nowhere near conclusion.


      All of this was stunning, but also somewhat comical, even if part of the joke was at my expense. Nevertheless, I was willing to entertain the thought that Emira might have regarded an alias as a logical step, given the fractiousness of everything surrounding her marriage. Yet my sense of alarm became far sharper when I moved on to searches about the European Roma Alliance. There were organizations with similar names—but that entity simply didn’t seem to exist. The few entries that appeared online were all in conjunction with Esma, who was always referred to as the group’s founder. At last, I phoned what online sources described as the leading Roma advocacy organization, which was based in Paris. I was passed around to several desks, but absolutely no one had heard of Esma’s outfit. The European Roma Alliance pretty clearly was another piece of her fictionalized identity.


      I paced around my office. I had cut my emotional connection to Esma fairly quickly. Even recognizing that our physical relationship would always give her a special place in my memory, I had processed in depth that she was no one to rely on. But this. My entire professional life as a lawyer had amounted to extended on-the-job training in making out lies. But Esma’s sexual power had short-circuited my detection systems.


      I had learned a dozen years ago that living two lives was neither as unusual as people might think nor as difficult to bring off. I had represented a prominent corporate lawyer, Bill Ross, who for years had left client meetings in order to trade stock in the companies whose mergers he was arranging. His brokerage account was in the name he’d been born with, Boleslaw Rozwadowski, and utilized the Social Security number Boleslaw had been issued before becoming Bill. Knowledgeable and wily, my client had been smart enough to deal in small lots so as not to attract the attention of the SEC. Infuriating as the crime was, I was more intrigued by Bill’s use of the proceeds, which the prosecutors had traced. Bill’s trading profits didn’t go for hookers or drugs or gambling, the standard motives for many white-collar crimes. Instead, Bill sent the money to support a family he had in Poland, and whom he visited once a year. His Polish wife, a girl he’d first impregnated while they were students in gymnasium, still thought he was a house painter in the US. Despite that, and Bill’s spouse and two kids in Kindle County, the Polish wife had no trouble welcoming him back when he finished the three-year prison sentence I negotiated for him.


      Observing Bill, I’d realized that the principal requirement in maintaining two identities is chutzpah, and the ancillary ability to keep your lies straight. It was shocking to all of us who knew Bill, but not because the mechanics were particularly intricate. The surprise was much more because maintaining two lives is at odds with the struggle most of us endure to find one true self.


      Yet it didn’t take more than about ninety minutes’ research to figure out how Esma had actually pulled this off. Her background—the caravan, the abusive father, Boris with his stiff dick—appeared to have been lifted whole from an autobiography called Gypsy Girl by Aishe Shopati, which had been published about a decade ago to nice reviews on both sides of the Atlantic. There was an online language course, Romaninet, from which she might have mastered the basics of Romany—and a person of her wealth could easily have hired a tutor anyway. Changing the name on her existing British passport took no more preparation than filing a form called a ‘deed poll’ for the cost of £36 at the Royal Courts of Justice, which then would have allowed her to get credit cards, bank accounts, and a national ID in Esma’s name. By exercising some care about being photographed, there was little risk that the world of a Manhattan billionairess would ever collide with that of a Roma activist on the Continent.


      The mechanics of Esma’s lie were nowhere near as confounding as trying to suss out how far it went. Pondering all her brazen falsehoods on top of Ferko’s, I had to confront a sickening suspicion: The Barupra massacre was simply another invention to glamorize the life of ‘Esma Czarni.’


      

        


      


      Friday evening, Goos and his wife invited me for dinner. When he called with the offer, he claimed it was all Fien’s idea, even though he had tried to convince her I wasn’t entitled to yet another free meal.


      His condition was much improved. He said he felt fully on track to return to work Monday.


      We had a lot to discuss. Complementarity had informed me that the various Bosnian parties had consented to exhuming the Cave, but the president and the registrar were still asking if there was any way to reduce the cost.


      “No one even cracked a smile, Goos, when I told them it was a bare-bones budget.”


      I knew I’d scored from the speed with which he grabbed his ribs.


      We spent some time figuring out if there were costs we could reduce. There was virtually no DNA database on any of the people who had lived in Barupra, so we agreed to dispense with the team of techs to do DNA sampling on-site. Instead, we could preserve the remains until we figured out how to identify the bones. That, however, was no small point, since the skeletons wouldn’t be worth much in court unless we could prove they were those of the Roma residents of Barupra.


      I had passed many idle moments reviewing in my head every conversation I’d had with Esma, and I remembered now that she’d told me when we first met at Des Indes that Ferko had agreed to his first interview with her just as she’d been about to go to Kosovo to look for the families of the people who’d fled to Barupra.


      “What about relatives?” I asked Goos. “If we can drum up blood relations of the people who went to Barupra, can’t we do DNA profiles of them? And match that against the bones we bring back? If we get common alleles across a broad enough sample, that would be fairly compelling, right?”


      Goos liked the idea. Accordingly, it would be his job when he got back to work next week to see if he could use social media and other means to find people—most likely in Kosovo—who claimed shared blood with the Roma in Barupra.


      Fien poked her curly head in to announce dinner, but before we sat down to socialize, I needed to tell Goos about Esma.


      “Lord, mate! You must have been ready to cark it.”


      I admitted I’d been upset.


      “Do you think Ferko and Esma made all this up together?” I asked him. “Or were they lying to each other?”


      “Mate, who knows? With this investigation, I won’t be saying ‘I’ll be stuffed’ about anything else. We have four hundred people gone walkabout overnight, and photos of them being loaded onto trucks while the Cave was still a hole in the ground. We’re not going to know what to believe until we dig it all up. And if it turns out the Cave is full of gold bars or old parade confetti,” he said, “I’ll just nod my head.”


    

  




  

    

      

        28.


        Kajevic—June 23


      


      At 10 a.m. the following Tuesday, Goos and I presented ourselves at the ICC Detention Centre. It was situated in an old stone castle, converted to a prison by the Dutch long ago, in Scheveningen, the town adjoining The Hague that is, whatever the ironies, on the beach.


      I had been reading a lot about Kajevic in the last few days and watching video, but I remained uncertain what to expect. During my years as a line assistant, I had questioned a few killers, including a contract murderer who gave off something—an aura, a pheromone—that froze my heart. But Kajevic was in a category of his own, a political leader whose charisma and rage had been enough to lead an entire nation into a realm beyond conscience. As someone whose professional life for the last thirty years had involved a sort of professional study of evildoers, I realized that today would represent a personal high-water mark. With any luck, Laza Kajevic would retire the trophy for the biggest criminal I ever met.


      The detention center looked like the iso wing of many American jails, where inmates were housed who could not live in the general population, either for their protection or that of other prisoners. Along the solid white corridor where we walked, there was a line of avocado steel doors with heavy locks and tiny observation windows, too small to fertilize any fantasy of escape. Formidable-looking pay phones, twice the size of what I last saw in the US, and solely for credit card use, hung outside the doors.


      But inside, Kajevic’s standard-issue cell surprised me, since it was far nicer than the quarters of minimum-security prisoners in the US, who are usually housed in barracks. Even as a prosecutor, I was never in the school of those who compared federal prisons to ‘country clubs.’ The worst thing about prison was that it was prison: You couldn’t leave, you were isolated from loved ones, and you submitted 24/7 to a regime of rules you’d never choose on your own. The additional incidents of American prison life in some institutions—the cramped double cells, the fetid air, the well-founded anxieties about beatings and sexual assaults—were punishments far beyond those provided by law. I always wanted anybody who complained about ‘coddled criminals’ to spend a day behind bars.


      But with all that said, the prisoners of the ICC and the Yugoslav Tribunal who were housed in the detention center lived in more favorable conditions than a large portion of the people on the planet. The cell to which we were admitted was perhaps ten feet wide but nicely appointed with laminate cabinetry, an actual bed—rather than the steel shelf on which American prisoners typically sleep—a desk and chair, and a small TV. Truth told, when I’d been on the road, I had paid for motel rooms less inviting. The detention center also offered a tidy little library; a spiritual space, replete with Orthodox icons and even flowers; an educational room, where classes were taught and prisoners enjoyed access to computers; and a gym big enough for full-court basketball or tennis.


      Kajevic and Bozic had elected to conduct the interview in Kajevic’s cell rather than the visitor center, where prisoners received their families and others. They wanted to minimize any chance that other inmates would spread the rumor that Kajevic had turned informant. Coming to Kajevic’s quarters also meant we could be evicted whenever they chose, and therefore gave Kajevic the small psychological edge of seeing us on his own turf.


      Even taller than I recalled, Kajevic rose formally to shake our hands when Goos and I were admitted. The grand way he swept his hand toward the chairs set aside for us left me with a clear impression of the kind of expansive host he would have been in his presidential residence.


      Kajevic took a seat at his desk, beside Bozic and a young male assistant making notes. Goos and I were given metal armchairs just inside the door, a few feet from the sink and the toilet. The uniformed guard who’d escorted us positioned himself discreetly in a corner and managed an unrelenting expression of abject indifference to whatever we said.


      Bozic made a brief prefatory statement, repeating our agreement and emphasizing that he could end the questioning or decline answers whenever he or his client preferred. He also added, “As a matter of courtesy, I ask that you address my client as President Kajevic.”


      I replied with a preamble of my own, stating that our promises were made only on behalf of our Court, to ensure that the interview had no impact on the charges at the Yugoslav Tribunal. Then I looked to the yellow pad in my lap, where I’d sketched out the areas we needed to explore. I knew what good manners suggested, but I couldn’t stomach any thank-yous, even though Kajevic was here voluntarily.


      “We wish to ask you questions, Mr. Kajevic—President Kajevic—about events in the first half of 2004, especially what you know about the disappearance of four hundred persons from a refugee camp at a place in Bosnia commonly known as Barupra. We also want to explore the relationship those events might have had to a firefight between your forces and NATO troops in April of that year. Do you understand, sir?”


      “I do.” His English was excellent. I expected as much, since it had been on display during his appearances at the UN and then in Dayton. He was reputedly fluent in seven different languages, but with Kajevic you could never be certain what was truth or puffery. “I have agreed to answer your questions, because I was curious to meet the two of you, Mr. Ten Boom, and because I am innocent of any role in this supposed massacre. I will tell you that now. And by saying that, I do not wish to imply that I am guilty of any other crimes, especially the supposed war crimes with which I am charged.”


      “I understand your position,” I said.


      “I doubt you do,” said Kajevic, with a quick smile that wavered between ingratiating and smug. “You might as well say that war itself is a crime.” He looked well, calm, even content, although that might have been because he was the star of the show, a role he inevitably enjoyed. He was already somewhat less paunchy than he’d appeared running in his cassock through the streets of Madovic. Nara had told me he hadn’t been eating, not as a protest of his confinement, but because he found Dutch cooking repugnant compared to the excellent cuisine of Bosnia. In the short-sleeved navy-blue jumpsuit of the jail, he seemed quite fit for a man in his early sixties, squared at the shoulder and strong through the chest. The beard under which he had hidden had been shaved, giving his face a fish-belly paleness, but he was on the way to reestablishing the monumental hairdo he’d sacrificed to remain on the loose. Darker roots had grown out below the white dye, so that at first glance he looked like he was wearing a headband. His nose might still have been a bit swollen and displayed a red lump, the size of a knuckle, near the bridge.


      “In many instances, President Kajevic, wars are indeed crimes.”


      “On the contrary. Violent struggle is part of human nature—and evolution, frankly, Mr. Ten Boom. One tribe is smiting another tribe on virtually every page of the Old Testament. It is natural for people to want to protect their kind and see them survive. Name an epoch when there has not been war. It is part of the human condition because it breeds strength in men and is nature’s way.”


      Kajevic’s arrogance felt far advanced beyond the routine self-satisfaction of many middle-aged males. He believed he was Nietzsche’s Übermensch, to whom no ordinary rules applied. He practiced law, and scrivened books of poetry I’d read a bit of, ridiculous soppy stuff that would have embarrassed any self-respecting teenager. He extolled his wife and fucked every girl he could talk into lying down. He burbled in public when he spoke about his beloved children, but was famous for publicly flogging his sons. Within his ravenous black eyes there was a Rasputin gleam, but even after a few minutes in his presence, you had to grant him his own premise about himself: He was an extraordinary fellow. Listening to him rattle on about war, I wondered instantly how Layton Merriwell would respond.


      “The notion of war crimes is absurd, Mr. Ten Boom. Four hundred Gypsies are massacred and that is a war crime? How often were four hundred Serbs killed? My wife and children have existed under constant surveillance for twenty years, followed, watched through binoculars and lasers at all hours, their phones tapped. Even the sewage was inspected at one point for DNA. Believing I was inside, the Nazis of NATO blew the door off a small house and killed two children and maimed a third. But none of that is a war crime.”


      I had resolved beforehand not to get drawn into debates with him. But his self-justifying crap was impossible to tolerate in silence.


      “And Srebrenica?” I asked. “Over a few days, more than eight thousand unarmed Muslim men and boys were gunned down one by one, President Kajevic.”


      Bozic now raised a hand to forbid an answer, and Kajevic responded despite him.


      “I was not there, Mr. Ten Boom. And your version of what happened is nothing like what I have heard. But even pretending what you say is true, how were these Bosniaks unarmed? Most were captured as part of a military column. And if released, the next day they would have taken up guns and resumed slaughtering Christians. You know the saying, Mr. Ten Boom, that history is made by the victors? Do you?”


      “Yes,” I finally answered.


      “So is justice. How many of the war criminals your Court prosecutes were the winners in the wars they were fighting? The Protestant West, the Americans, call me a criminal so I am a criminal. That is a matter of power, not justice. The only true war crime is losing.”


      “We will prosecute Americans, if that is your point, Mr. Kajevic.”


      “No you will not,” he answered. “And if you truly believe that, you are quite dim.”


      He was smart. I had been prepared for that. And not without his point.


      “Let us talk about Barupra, President Kajevic.” Beside his client, Bozic nodded sagely.


      Kajevic again denied that he, or those he commanded, had any role in annihilating the people of Barupra, adding, with his inescapable air of superiority, “I would not be here, were there any basis to believe that.”


      That answer begged a question that had gotten quite a bit of airtime in the prosecutorial councils at the Court in the last week. Why in the world was Kajevic sitting for questions? Leaving aside his curiosity about the men who’d inadvertently spearheaded his arrest, it seemed inevitable that he wanted to blame the Americans, whom he despised for intervening in a war he was sure he was about to win.


      “And do you have any information, either direct observation or what you have been told, about what might have become of those people at Barupra?”


      “I heard rumors,” he said.


      “And when did you hear those rumors?”


      “Several weeks after. May, even June of 2004.”


      “And what were the rumors?”


      “That the Americans had come in the dead of night, set off explosives, and the Roma were gone.”


      “Did you ever talk to anyone who claimed to have been present or in the vicinity when that happened?”


      He turned his head several times, meaning no. “I don’t believe so. I was far away by the end of April.”


      “Where were you?”


      Bozic immediately waved a hand. Kajevic again answered despite his lawyer.


      “I was nowhere near Tuzla, Mr. Ten Boom, where the Americans were searching for me in every attic and cellar, every culvert and sewer.”


      “And what did you make of those rumors about the Roma? Did they seem credible?”


      “Of course. The Americans believe they are invincible. And so they were full of rage that a so-called war criminal had succeeded in killing and wounding so many of them.”


      “But why blame the Roma of Barupra?”


      “Because they had provided the weapons we used in our defense.” Kajevic angled his face to look at us, calm and supreme. “Surely after all your investigating, you knew that?”


      When I did not respond, Kajevic beamed. He had remarkably good teeth, straight and white, for a man who had come of age with Tito-era dentistry. Beside me, Goos had stopped tapping away on his laptop. We’d had the Eureka we came hoping for: The Roma had provided the arms Kajevic used to shoot the Americans.


      “No, of course, you don’t know that,” said Kajevic. “Because the Americans want to hide the fact that they were killed and wounded with weapons stolen from under their noses. It makes them look pathetic and inept.” Kajevic uttered a hearty stage laugh, then tapped Bozic with the back of his hand. He remarked to Bozic in Serbo-Croatian. I looked discreetly at Goos’s pad, where he had written the translation, much as I would have guessed: ‘I told you so.’


      “You understand,” Kajevic said, “that the Americans and NATO stripped us of weapons whenever they could during their occupation. Old men were beaten and deprived of their shotguns or the sidearms they had used in World War II. The NATO force left us toothless, while the Bosniaks built immense armories for the next war. Altogether, in the years after Dayton, NATO collected eight hundred fifty thousand small arms. Did you know that?”


      I nodded.


      “Then perhaps you know what happened to those weapons?”


      “I’m sure you can tell me.”


      “No, I cannot,” he answered. “Only a small portion. Here is what I know. Late in the winter of 2004, the American general, Layton Merriwell, the NATO supreme commander, decided he could accomplish two goals at once by transporting most of these weapons out of Bosnia. About 500,000 light arms and munitions. Do you know where he sent them?”


      “No,” I said.


      “Iraq?” Goos asked.


      “Of course, Iraq,” said Kajevic. “To equip the police and defense forces, all the Sunnis the Americans had disarmed the year before. Everyone who had served in the Iraqi Army was familiar only with Soviet-type small arms, like these. So General Merriwell went about collecting weapons from all over Bosnia to ship to Iraq. Brilliant, yes?”


      He was being sardonic. But it was actually a wise plan—get the guns out of Bosnia, where sooner or later they would have gone astray and been employed to disrupt the peace, while saving taxpayers the expense of arming and training the Iraqi forces with American equipment. It sounded like the combination of tactical and political genius that was part of Merriwell’s legend.


      “And what became of that plan?”


      “You should ask your countrymen. I am told they grow very silent when that question is raised. Surely I don’t know the answer. Except of course about six trucks full of light arms. That was stolen by the Gypsies.”


      Attila and I by now had spoken several times about the Gypsies stealing her convoy. What she’d failed to mention every time was that the trucks were full of weapons. That, apparently, was the big classified secret, although the goal, at least as Kajevic told the story, seemed to be avoiding embarrassment rather than promoting national security.


      At first blush, I was inclined to blame Attila for leading me to believe that trucks were the only equipment the Roma had sold to Kajevic. Merriwell, too, had left me with that impression. I would have to review things carefully later, but after a second, I suspected that if I’d had a tape recording I’d find that both Merry and Attila simply had not corrected my errant deductions.


      “And by ‘Gypsies,’ you mean the Roma from Barupra?”


      “Who else? It is characteristic of the Americans’ moral arrogance that they disregarded all warnings about employing Gypsies. And suffered the loss of their vehicles and weapons as a result.”


      “And you bought both? Trucks and guns?”


      “Two trucks. Ammunition. One hundred assault rifles and other light arms.”


      “Grenade launchers?”


      “Yes, yes. Those. Mortars. The armaments that proved so lethal to the Americans as we fired down from the adjoining buildings.” He was trying to be stone-faced and factual, but a mean-spirited smile was tempting his lips.


      “You didn’t have weapons already?”


      “Unfortunately, we had departed in haste from our prior refuge, making it impossible to travel armed. Once we were settled in Doboj, we needed to resupply.”


      “And how did you find the Roma to buy this materiel?”


      “My nephew was in charge of this resupply effort. Do you have nephews, Mr. Ten Boom?”


      “I do.”


      “And what kind of men are they?”


      “Very fine. Very different. One is a medical student, the other works as a juggler and teacher. But they are both outstanding young men. My sister’s sons.”


      “My nephew is not an outstanding young man. Also my sister’s son. But he is an idiot. Yet he is my nephew.” Kajevic shrugged, with the same hapless gesture most adults on earth had employed now and then in talking about certain family members. “And very loyal. He is a drug addict who claims he is cured, despite weekly relapses. But he mixes well in low elements. He bought these guns. And was very proud of himself.”


      “He dealt with the Roma?”


      “Ah yes. Face-to-face apparently. I knew nothing about this in advance. I had no choice but to beat him once he told me the story.” Kajevic added that fact with utter serenity. Violence, as he’d said, was part of nature.


      “And why were you displeased?”


      “Because he had dealt with Gypsies. Gypsies care only about Gypsies. It is untrue that they have no sense of honor. But it is limited to Gypsies.”


      “Had he told the Gypsies whom the weapons were for?”


      “He claimed not. But his uncle is all my nephew has with which to impress. Girls in bars. Whoever. He has been cautioned a dozen times but is incorrigible. And even what he admitted saying was too much—how his important uncle would enjoy the fact that the weapons had been stolen from the Americans. Who else around Tuzla or Doboj would that apply to? The Gypsies are very clever. And my nephew all but gave them our precise whereabouts to deliver the goods. They would have been fools not to follow him back the few blocks. And because they are Gypsies, they would think nothing of selling weapons to us on one hand and then, on the other hand, selling information about our location to the Americans.”


      “So that’s how you knew the Americans would be coming for you? Surmise?”


      “More than surmise. Expectation. Based on certainty about the Gypsies, Mr. Ten Boom. We knew they’d betray us and that NATO would arrive. When was not clear. If we moved, we might have fallen into the Americans’ snares. So we prepared. And remained hidden. I had people to watch for me all over Bosnia. You have learned that.” Face averted, he again delivered a superior look of considerable satisfaction. “I had them on alert, and so learned that NATO was on the way an hour or so in advance.”


      I’d asked dozens of times how Kajevic had been so ready for the Americans, but no guess, not mine or anyone else’s, had been entirely accurate. As a prosecutor and defense lawyer, I’d always loved the moment when the defendant finally opened up. Even the most exacting reconstruction of events before that turned out to have missed something.


      “And how did the Americans know that their troops were shot with guns stolen from them?”


      “Unfortunately, Americans were not the only persons to die in that incident. We left our dead and their weapons behind as we were escaping, and could remember our comrades only in our prayers. The Americans always recorded the serial numbers of the weapons they confiscated and usually put laser engravings on the components.” Kajevic smiled again in his disturbing way. “This is very amusing to me, your questions,” he said, “the degree to which the Americans have kept you in the dark.”


      As I would have expected, Kajevic was a genius at spotting vulnerabilities. Despite supposedly ruing his dead, he had probably been supremely satisfied to leave a few assault rifles behind to complete the Americans’ disgrace. It was not hard to imagine the combination of indignation, sorrow, and rage the US forces had felt, assessing the magnitude of Kajevic’s triumph.


      His smugness and his powerful ability to shape reality to his liking made me eager to put him in his place.


      “And yet it was you, President Kajevic, according to what we have heard repeatedly, who sent an emissary to threaten the people of Barupra.”


      Bozic’s fine blue eyes rose from his pad. He’d been taken by surprise by the question and was alarmed. He laid his thick hand on Kajevic’s forearm.


      “A word with the president, please,” said Bozic. But he had the client from hell, who pulled free.


      “As I have told you, Mr. Ten Boom, I was hundreds of kilometers away. I did not menace anyone.”


      “Are you aware of any threats being made on your behalf against the people in Barupra?”


      Bozic lifted his palm to call a halt. Kajevic, whose eyes never left me, again answered anyway.


      “Whatever was said was idle talk. No actions were taken at my order.”


      “But do you know if the Roma of Barupra were informed that you would be exacting revenge against them?”


      “War is not a parlor game, Mr. Ten Boom.”


      “Does that mean that to the best of your knowledge such threats were made?”


      “I would say yes to that. Certainly I would not want to encourage others to do as the Gypsies had done.” This was what Attila had explained the night I got to Bosnia. Integral to Kajevic’s success in remaining at large was terrorizing anyone who might turn against him. Threatening the Gypsies for betraying him was essential.


      “And what precisely was communicated, President Kajevic?”


      “I would not know. I probably had no idea then, and certainly no memory now. Enough to instill fear: vengeance on any person involved—and those they cared for.” He added the second piece casually, as if there was nothing special about threatening innocents.


      I pondered. “But given your purpose, President Kajevic, which was to deter anyone else from helping NATO, it doesn’t seem to me that what you yourself call ‘idle talk’ would have been sufficient.”


      “Perhaps,” he said. “We will never know. The Americans killed the Roma.”


      “Before you could?”


      He offered only a tiny, canny smile. He was after all a lawyer, and knew just where the lines were. To Bozic’s considerable relief, Kajevic signaled with a hand that he was now done answering on that subject.


      “Have you ever considered that it was not the Roma who informed against you, but someone else?”


      “It was not someone else, Mr. Ten Boom. We both know that. We dealt with outsiders infrequently for just this reason. Only the Roma knew where we were and by their natures would get maximum value for that secret.”


      I turned to Goos, to see if he had questions. He had been typing like mad on his laptop, and pressed a button to go back.


      “Did your nephew tell you the name of the Gypsy he bought the guns from?” Goos asked.


      “Probably. But who could remember after more than a decade?”


      “Ferko Rincic?” Goos asked.


      Kajevic threw up his long, elegant hands at the uselessness of attempting to recall.


      “What about Boldo Mirga?” Goos clearly was beginning to hatch a different theory about why Boldo and his relatives had died. Kajevic appeared more impressed by that name. He pulled on his chin.


      “That seems more familiar. But who knows with memory?”


      I glanced again to Goos for any more questions. He shook his head.


      “You are surprised, of course,” said Kajevic, “by what I have told you.”


      “Somewhat.”


      “The Americans, I assume, have blamed me for the deaths of these Roma.”


      I tossed my head in a way meant to show I couldn’t say.


      “No, that is how the Americans are. They love to look as innocent as schoolboys, but they are devious to the core. After our escape, we were required to make the threats we have just been discussing. Once the Americans learned that, they knew they could annihilate these Roma with impunity. And they did so. And then denied it, of course.” He shook his head, sincerely amazed by the depravity of the Americans. Like every other hypocrite alive, he was very good at applying unyielding standards to others.


      Bozic again straightened up to apply a note of caution.


      “Once more,” he said, “I remind you that President Kajevic described these threats as ‘idle talk,’” said Bozic. “No action of any kind was ever taken by him or anyone he had the power to guide.”


      “That is quite correct,” said Kajevic.


      “Do you know who among the Roma received those idle threats?” I asked.


      Kajevic looked upward a second to think.


      “I believe it was the fellow who sold the guns. Baldo? If that’s the right man. I did hear that he denied on the lives of his children that he had informed the Americans. As if we would believe that. We do not understand the Gypsies, Mr. Ten Boom. But, alas, they do not understand us.”


      We were all silent a second. Kajevic’s serene willingness to be both judge and executioner left a weird disturbance in the quiet room.


      Goos and I both took a second to search our notes, then I came to my feet. Goos, Kajevic, and Bozic followed.


      “May I ask a question of you gentlemen?” said Kajevic, as we faced each other.


      “You may ask, of course,” I said. “If we can, we’ll answer.”


      “When you came first to Madovic, you were there for what reason?”


      “Lunch,” I said.


      Kajevic continued to study me with formidable intensity. He wanted to know if he’d been betrayed, if our supposed search for Ferko was a ruse. These days he could probably not fully trust anyone’s loyalty. That question, I realized—and his desire to exact further revenge—was probably his ultimate motive in sitting down with us.


      “We had no idea you were there,” I said. “And no mandate to look for you.”


      “I see.”


      “And if your goons hadn’t kidnapped us, we would have had no reason to reexamine every minute of the day to figure out why that had happened.”


      A philosophical look overtook Kajevic. “It was an understandable response by those men. They have served me well. They did not recognize the difference between the courts in The Hague. I, naturally, did. I had read about your investigation.” Still staring at me without relent, Kajevic now added a more generous smile. “You have me to thank that you are still alive. But as happens so often, mercy was a mistake. I would not be here if those men had done what they meant to.”


      There was plenty of room for debate about that. At the time, Kajevic took the better bet that we’d continue to think the kidnappers were working for Ferko. Killing us, on the other hand, would have brought in Europol and the Bosnian Army in numbers and would have forced Kajevic to flee the monastery. Like General Moen, I suspected that he had nowhere to go. And I also wondered if assassinating investigators who weren’t really looking for him would have been costly to his alliances, especially among local police. Mercy, therefore, had had no role in his calculations. Self-aggrandizement, however, was second nature to him.


      “I am sure,” said Kajevic, “you are each quite pleased with yourselves.”


      “It was all accidental, President Kajevic. We both know that.”


      “I don’t credit your modesty,” said Kajevic. “It was your great moment. You will boast about capturing me for the rest of your lives. I was very curious to have some time with each of you. And I am grateful to have done so.” He looked back and forth toward Goos and me, taller than both of us. Again, he smiled bleakly. “Because I have seen there is nothing great about either of you.” He extended his hand to Goos. “You are a drunk,” he said, before turning to me. “And you are a very ordinary man who wets his pants at the prospect of dying.”


      Predictable. He could not let us depart without inflicting some harm. Whatever causes Laza Kajevic claimed, the flag he actually sailed under would always be sadism.


      I peered at him with his hand outstretched in mockery.


      “And you are the very face of evil, President Kajevic,” I said. “Who will be punished every remaining day of your life.”


      He laughed. “Five hundred years from now, an entire people will still sing my name. They will read poems of love and gratitude to me every day. You, on the other hand, Mr. Ten Boom, will be so long forgotten that it will be as if your name had never been uttered at all.” Kajevic waved his chin at the guard. “See them out,” he said.


      

        


      


      As soon as we were back in the sun, Goos announced that he needed a drink. He made up for it at nighttime, but Goos didn’t touch a drop during work hours, and I understood his request as a sign of distress. I was willing to join him.


      We picked up our bikes and walked with them a couple of blocks to a place where there were outdoor tables and umbrellas. Goos was in a dark mood, sunk in himself, until he had downed half the beer the waitress brought.


      “So what about it?” he asked. “We believe him?”


      It was essential to Kajevic’s compelling persona that in his presence you tended to accept every word he uttered. In reality, Kajevic could have been practicing his own reprisals by blaming the Americans for actions that, in the end, he’d not merely threatened but actually carried out. But his revelation about the guns made his account feel convincing, and I told Goos that. His opinion was the same.


      “But this still has a rough feel to me, mate. The Americans have spent the last eleven years hiding the facts about those guns. Damned embarrassing to lose your troops with weapons taken out of your very hands, but it’s required a lot of energy to keep that secret so long.”


      “You think there’s more to it?” I asked.


      “Something else,” he said, “yay.”


      “A massacre by troops gone rogue?”


      “Could be.”


      We speculated a second longer. At this stage, there was one certainty: Almost no one we’d talked to had been completely transparent.


      “Let’s go dig up that fucking cave,” said Goos. He wrestled down his tie as a sign of resolve. “The bones won’t lie.”


      I was with him. Goos motioned for another beer.


      “And what about him?” asked Goos after a moment. “What do you make of him?” It conceded something not worth denying about the largeness of Kajevic’s character that it was unnecessary even to use his name. I had noticed earlier in my life, especially after meeting people who were regarded as ‘legends,’ that what is called charisma, this outsize attractive power, was often rooted in madness. We experienced these people as extraordinary because deep psychic disturbances prevented them from observing the same boundaries the rest of us had learned to adhere to.


      I was not surprised therefore that even half an hour later and far from the prison, Goos and I were both still oscillating from the interview. In our professional lives, as cop and prosecutor and defense lawyer, we’d each been through hundreds of encounters with criminals. Yet today we’d heard none of the standard guff—‘It didn’t happen that way,’ ‘The other guy did it,’ even ‘I was just following orders.’ Instead, Kajevic essentially rejected our entire moral order in favor of his religion of power.


      “There will always be ones like him, won’t there?” Goos asked.


      “Sure.” I nodded. “The brilliant charismatic crackpot who gets his hands on the levers of power and exults in mayhem? There will always be people like him.”


      “So what’s the point then?” said Goos. He leaned toward me, bringing his whole body over his glass. By Goos’s laid-back standards, he was quite intent. “Since I came up to The Hague, people in the courts always talk about deterrence: We’ll put the likes of Kajevic in prison and that will be a deterrent to the next madman. Does that make any sense to you, Boom? Does it really?”


      I understood his mood now. It had been a rough few weeks and it led to a bleak conclusion. We had no answers in our own case, and it didn’t matter anyway, because there was some flaw in the human DNA that would always spawn miscreants like this who’d crawl out of the muck.


      “Deterrence?” I asked. “Maybe I believe in it at the margins. But I don’t think some guy in South Sudan with a machete, who’s whacking off limbs in order to force dozens of people to jump off a ten-story building, is going to stop all the sudden, thinking, Wait, I could end up in the dock at the ICC. You know, after the years I’ve spent prosecuting and defending people, I’ve pretty much concluded that crimes, whether it’s genocide or petty theft, get committed for the same reason.”


      “Which is?”


      “The asshole thinks he’ll get away with it. They all convince themselves they’ll never get caught, no matter how ridiculous that is.”


      Goos uttered a croaky laugh, which a second ago had seemed entirely beyond him, while a hand crept down unconsciously to rub at his ribs. I’d spoken the fundamental truth of the trenches.


      “So why are you here, Boom? Why come do this?”


      Despite all our time together, we’d been guys and never quite gotten to this conversation.


      “It was the right moment,” I said. “Everything up for grabs in my life. Needed a change.”


      All that was true, but listening to my own words, I was instantly chagrined, because I was trying too hard to sound unsentimental.


      “How’s this, Goos? I know this much: Justice is good. I accept the value of testimony, of letting the victims be heard. But consequences are essential. People can’t believe in civilization without being certain that a society will organize itself to do what it can to make wrongs right. Allowing the slaughter of four hundred innocents to go unpunished demeans the lives each of us leads. It’s that simple.”


      Goos’s blue eyes, watery with drink, lingered on mine and he gave another weighty nod, then lifted his beer glass and clinked it against mine.


    

  




  

    

      

        VII.


        In the Cave


      


    

  




  

    

      

        29.


        War and Truth—June 26–27


      


      On Friday, the president and registrar informed us that our budget to exhume the Cave had been approved. Goos felt well enough to plan for a return to Bosnia the following Monday, and we agreed that once the initial excavation was underway, I would follow. That figured to be Wednesday of next week. In the meantime, we divided responsibilities to complete preparation.


      One item, indispensable from the perspective of Fien, Goos’s wife, was to ask NATO to provide round-the-clock protection. I spoke with General Moen’s aide-de-camp, who promised to make arrangements. I knew the NATO troops were stretched, but I asked that the detachment to guard us come from the organization, not the Bosnian Army, and the aide ultimately agreed.


      I also called Attila a few times but did not reach her directly. Instead, the registrar’s office returned a signed copy of Attila’s proposal for the earth-moving equipment, while I e-mailed to ask her to please set aside time for Goos and me next week. Over the months, I’d come to recognize that there was often more calculation to Attila than the blizzard of words made it seem, but I was inclined to believe what she was always implying—that it was higher-ups who were still rigidly adhering to secrecy about the details surrounding the Kajevic arrest, including the full nature of the convoy that the Roma had hijacked. Nevertheless, we had leverage now, because sooner or later we would have to file a public report with the Court, even if it was merely to close our investigation. If the Americans wanted us to avoid mentioning the weapons, they would have to explain the sensitivities, including telling us a lot more of the story than they’d been willing to so far.


      At home, Narawanda continued to avoid me. She was gone before I woke and returned just before bed, when I could hear her scurrying up to her room. I left a note on Tuesday to say that our interview with Kajevic had taken place and to thank her for her role in making it happen. Beside the coffee pot, I found a very brief response. “Very welcome. Working feverishly on motions.”


      I understood that she had embarrassed herself painfully at our last dinner with her declaration about struggling to behave properly. Yet I’d accepted that it was best for us to keep our distance. When I returned from Bosnia, I would begin searching hard for a new place to live. Whatever fantasies about the two of us she might have been harboring—at least that evening, after three beers—were better ignored for both our sakes. I had done something incredibly stupid with Esma and had escaped with less emotional—and professional—damage than I had any right to expect. Getting involved again so soon, and with a woman who didn’t have even one foot out of her marriage, was dumber yet. None of that was to deny the many appetites Nara privately stimulated. Her innate modesty was a curtain behind which she liked to hide. She had a wonderfully active mind and a sly sense of humor that frequently overcame her pose as the blank-faced foreign girl. And her physical appeal had grown on me steadily over the months. But what I was drawn to most intensely was her earnestness. She had a rare gift among humans of being able to say how she actually felt, even if that was ‘I’m confused.’


      Despite that, whenever I tried to consider things carefully, I regarded myself as the party more at risk. For her, I might make a convenient spot for an emergency landing on the way out of her relationship with Lewis, but I was likely to be the first stop on that journey rather than the last. By my guesswork, I was seventeen years older than she was, which would look unappealing once she got around to the long view. Whereas I, especially after feeling the cold circle of the rifle barrel, was more and more ready to nest. I could fall for Nara hard and a few months along end up with a shattered heart—and nowhere to live.


      All of this was the kind of thing I could explain over a drink a few years from now, after she was well situated with a new beau—or husband. For now, it rested in the chasm of things unspoken that existed in most inchoate relationships between boys and girls.


      These thoughts about Nara, intermittent and gentle, contrasted with the hot anger I felt whenever Esma crossed my mind. For reasons I couldn’t quite comprehend, there seemed to have been a fundamental insult in the way I’d been duped. All of that sat side by side with the reality, made sharper by our imminent return to Bosnia, of how important it was to figure out what the hell had been transpiring with Ferko, and whether any fragment of what he’d said was true.


      One striking thing about Esma—Emira—was how deeply invested she was in the lie about her Roma roots, which had required concocting those false Internet entries about herself and her make-believe organization, and the substantial effort involved in learning Romany. By Wednesday morning, it had struck me that might be a way to force her out of hiding.


      I texted: Tried to reach you at Bank Street with puzzling results. No Esma Czarni???? Returning to Bosnia and still desperate to speak to Ferko one more time.


      Even so, I was surprised late Friday afternoon when my cell lit up with her brief reply. Withdrew Bank Street while this case goes on and on in New York. Efforts to reach Ferko futile. Very sorry. All best E


      The art—and deceit—of this bare answer after weeks of silence drove me into another spiral of rage. I went out to run by myself and carried in dinner, drinking more wine than I should have as I struggled to make sense of Esma. I understood that the Roma cause was far more righteous and appealing than the legacy of a Persian expatriate whose family history was inevitably entangled in dirty work of the Shah. But how could you start every morning with an inner recap of the long list of lies you needed to tell again today?


      I was still sloshing in anger while I was rinsing my dish, when the dam broke and I thought of my father. I sank to a beaten backless kitchen stool, suddenly too flattened even to bother shutting the tap, which continued splattering in the sink. Of course. It was just like a dream when a figure turns around and now has the face of someone else. My father. The difficult seething fury that had been boiling around my heart now cooled into a glop of sadness. Since the moment atop the water tank, I’d wondered occasionally why I was more angry with him than my mother. But knowing the old-fashioned nature of my parents’ relationship, I was sure who had driven all critical decisions. In fact, my mother had acknowledged to Marla that my father overruled Mom’s desire to return to Rotterdam.


      Comparing them to Esma, there were, naturally, differences, distinctions. Lawyers loved distinctions. My parents lied to survive. At first. But in the end, like Esma, they chose what seemed to them a more agreeable life.


      Eventually, I migrated upstairs. Every day since I’d left Leiden, I’d thought briefly about a question that, in the same cagey game of unconscious avoidance, I’d never gotten around to trying to answer. The Ten Booms were still in business in Leiden. What about my father’s real family, the Bergmans?


      Searching the net on my tablet, I found no store by that name, but there were a number of listings in Rotterdam for Bergmans. Eventually, Googling around, I found an article, basically an advertising flyer for local jewelers that referred to a ‘Meester Horlogemaker’—master watchmaker—at the shop in Rotterdam of a fancy international jewelry chain. The store was open Saturdays, and no more than three-quarters of an hour by train. I felt a fateful weight when I decided that would be my destination tomorrow.


      

        


      


      I woke late and was ready to depart for Rotterdam, when Narawanda came through the door, evenly balanced with a small bag of groceries in each hand. We stared across the living room.


      “I thought you were at work,” I said. It was the kind of stupid obvious remark you make when you can’t think of anything else.


      “I was. I had to finish a motion. But once I sent the draft to Bozic, he called to tell me to go home. He says I will burn out if I keep working at this pace.”


      “He has a point.”


      “Yes,” she said.


      Neither of us had taken a further step.


      “Are you on your way out?” she finally asked.


      “There’s an exhibit at a museum in Rotterdam whose name I can’t pronounce.” I tried anyway. This was not quite a lie, since I’d figured I’d stop in there for whatever refuge I needed after seeking out my father’s relatives.


      “Boijmans Van Beuningen. The Bosch show? I’d love to see that.” She was suddenly alight, but that reflected her vulnerability to impulse, which in this case sprang from her joy in art. I also imagined that after several days, her embarrassment was starting to slacken. “Would it be all right if I come?”


      “Please.” There didn’t seem to be anything else to say.


      We walked to the train station. The day I arrived, I’d briefly thought I was hallucinating when I caught sight of the massive bike-parking structure outside Den Haag Centraal, a double-tiered network of steel that stretched most of a block and housed thousands of bicycles. It was now a familiar sight.


      The weather was fabulous, bright, warm, with lighter wind than normal, part of the brief season when The Hague actually became a beach city. Nara said we should walk down to the sea if there was time once we got back. Goos and I had meant to go to the shore when we left Kajevic, but had taken a wrong turn. I agreed with Nara, trying not to wonder about her assumptions.


      Aboard the Intercity, I faced her.


      “I need to tell you something,” I said.


      “Of course.” Her eyes fluttered with anticipation.


      “It’s about why I want to go to Rotterdam.”


      “Oh.” But she put her chin on her hand as she listened to me, her big eyes warm with feeling.


      “That is very complicated,” she said, when she had heard the whole story. “It has been extremely hard on you,” she added, a deep truth I’d never been willing to say to myself.


      “It’s been difficult to process,” I said, “much worse than I anticipated at first. It turns out that it messes you up to find out at age forty, when you finally think you’ve settled into yourself, that everything beneath you, your foundation as a person, isn’t really there and never was. I’ve been shocked to discover how angry I am with my parents. Not for the choice—which I don’t judge. But for not trusting their children with the truth when we had a chance to grow up with it.”


      She reached over and took my hand for a second.


      By the time we arrived in Rotterdam, I was anxious and aswim, with the worst kind of anxiety, which is always about more than you can name. We exited the train station, a triumph of sleek angles, into the swarming center of the city, which was an architectural showplace. A few older buildings remained, but skyscrapers dominated, many seemingly erected in an experimental spirit. I admired the intrepidness of a business community willing to support those kinds of innovations, but several of the results invited laughter. One place had a facade of sheet metal joined by enormous rivets, as if the architect was inspired by a heating duct.


      The address of the jewelry store where Bergman worked was in my hand. Feeling like somebody off the boat, I followed the navigation app and led Nara down a classy old street with trees in full leaf and century-old buildings with limestone faces. The store was easy to spot because a round clock with a gold rim, a Rolex, hung over the doorway.


      A young man in a rayon short-sleeved shirt and a tie was behind the display cases. I asked for “Meneer Johannes Bergman.”


      The fellow looked up, thought about that, and extended his palm. It took me more than a second to realize he was asking for my watch, and rather than explain myself, I removed it from my wrist. It was a Patek Philippe that my father had given me for my twenty-first birthday, a vintage model called a Calatrava. I had always enjoyed wearing it because of its unaffected appearance, with its round face and black leather band. Over the years, when I’d had the watch cleaned, I’d learned it was quite valuable, a model that dated to 1932. For me, however, the meaning in the gift lay entirely in the fact that I’d seen my father wear the watch almost daily during my childhood. He had told me a thousand times that Patek Philippe was the world’s first maker of watches. Thus when he opened the band and fastened the timepiece to my wrist, it felt like he was passing along something essential.


      A few seconds after the young fellow went to the back room with the watch, a man of at least eighty swept through the curtains that screened off the rear area. On first impression, he seemed too tall to be a member of my family. He was probably close to six foot three even now, his bald scalp framed by a springy moss of long white hair. He had emerged without removing his jeweler’s headpiece. The monocular lens, with multiple rings, was embedded in a leather eyepatch that was secured around his head in a scuffed band that bespoke generations of use. My father had worn a similar device, which, when I was a very young child, had made him seem as terrifying to me as the Cyclops. My watch was in the man’s hand and there seemed to be incredulity both in his expression and the hasty way he’d emerged from the back.


      “This is yours, sir?” His English was spoken with a heavy Dutch accent.


      Even with half his face concealed, I could suddenly see the resemblance—my father’s long nose and long chin and the same faint blue to his one visible eye, even though this man was handsomer than my father had ever been.


      “This reference number is quite rare,” he said, meaning the watch model. “But it appears to be working quite well. Is there an issue?”


      “The watch was my father’s. I believe he may have been your older brother. Daan Bergmann?” When I had awoken this morning, I couldn’t even remember my father’s birth name and had texted my sister.


      “Daan Bergmann?”


      “Yes.”


      He repeated the words, then looked behind himself to a bar-height chair and sank upon it. He removed his headgear. His mouth was parted and he looked outward for a second without appearing to be focused on anything here. He still held my watch delicately in one hand. He woke to that first and looked down, as if to assure himself it was still there. Then he spoke to me again, beginning in Dutch before repeating himself in English.


      “Your father?” he had asked.


      “Ja,” I answered. After that, he spoke only Dutch, with Nara once or twice whispering translations beside me.


      “And what name do you take?”


      I told him.


      “Yes, ‘Ten Boom,’” he agreed. Years swam behind his eyes. “They asked my father first,” he said. “To go to Leiden? But he would not abandon his family. So your father went instead. Disappeared without a word to anyone. And the Nazis took us all. All the Bergmans.” He gave himself a second to consider what else to say, and then transferred my watch to the fingers of his left hand. With the right, he removed the link from his left cuff and turned up his sleeve. I knew what he was going to show me, but my heart still felt as if it had been halved by a cleaver when I saw the hand-printed numerals the Nazis had tattooed on the forearms of the inmates at Auschwitz.


      I nodded once to indicate I understood.


      “My mother lived and I lived,” he said. “No one else. No one. I remember them every day. Twenty-two people, five children. But I try not to think of your father.” He had now gathered the strength of conviction. He stood and pulled himself straight before reaching over the counter to return the watch.


      “It is good to know you,” he said. “But please do not come back.”


      

        


      


      We retreated to the museum, as I had planned, but I was in no state to look at anything. Nara and I sat on an upholstered bench inside the entry, just beyond the ticket kiosk at the foot of a contemporary open stairwell that led up to the exhibits. I rested my head against the wall and Narawanda held my hand.


      As I had told Nara only a few hours ago, I had always exercised a strict discipline against judging what my parents had done. Yet as is inevitably true of children, I had seen all of this solely from my own perspective, out of an eagerness to understand theirs. I had been pained imagining what it was like for my father or mother when something—a musical note, a Proustian taste, a painting, a fragment of spoken Dutch—provoked a poignant memory of Rotterdam. It had to happen now and then, no matter how much will they exerted. Did they feel sorrow that they couldn’t share with Marla or me what they’d once valued? Or shame about hiding their true selves? I was certain they ultimately set aside their momentary anguish with the same mantra: This was for the best.


      But my sympathies hadn’t run to anyone else. I had never even wondered what their choice had meant to their relatives. And so I had learned something excruciating today. My mother and father had clung so assiduously to their identity as the Ten Booms not just for the reasons I’d long understood—so that US immigration wouldn’t discover that they’d entered the country under a false name, or to ensure that they were always taken as gentiles when the next Inquisition began. It was also the final unapologetic renunciation of their families, a way to tell themselves that they had learned the lesson of Lot’s wife and would never look back. They were no longer Bergmans and would not accept blame. At last, I fully understood why they had spurned all things Dutch.


      I was grateful to have had my time on earth, although that, like death, is so elemental that it is difficult to ponder the alternate state. But it had never dawned on me that there was an entire shattered community in Holland that regarded my father and mother with scorn.


      “That was why they didn’t want us to know,” I told Nara.


      “I’m sorry?”


      “My parents. It wasn’t that they were Jews—that wasn’t what they wanted to keep from us.”


      “What was?”


      “They didn’t want us to realize they had betrayed their families.” I faced Narawanda as I said that. “I never thought of them as cowards.”


      “Nor should you,” she said without hesitation.


      “He does. Johannes.”


      “He is bitter—that he suffered, that those he loved suffered, and that your parents did not. But if he spoke to you longer, I suspect you would also find that some of his anger, whether he could stand to say it or not, is with his father, for making a choice that inflicted such pain on him and the rest of his family. And that is what your parents understood. What would it have accomplished, Boom, if your parents refused that chance? Do you think it would have helped anything if the Nazis counted two more victims?”


      She was making sense. But there was reason behind Johannes’s indignation as well. There are no rules, no order, no civilization if everyone is simply out for himself. I told her that.


      “This is the same conversation we had a couple of weeks ago,” she answered.


      I’m sure my expression in response was completely blank.


      “When I told you that I have never known what I would do in wartime?” she asked. “People do horrible things, but often because they face horrible choices. We can admire heroes who put principle over peril to themselves. But their behavior is not normal. He—Johannes—might wish to believe that if your parents had stayed, they could have helped avoid what happened, but we both know that is magical thinking. The will of millions was not enough to stop the Nazis. To me, saving two lives was the best your parents could accomplish. And many people, starting with your sons and including me, are grateful they did that and that you are alive.”


      She looked at me fearlessly as she added the last thought, her chin raised, eyes clear. There was no flirtation intended, just facts.


      We walked back to the station, without saying much. Once we were on the Intercity, I reached over for Nara’s hand and held it for the half an hour plus it took to again reach The Hague. Aboard the train, we agreed we would take the tram out to Scheveningen and the beach, a ride of no more than ten minutes, which felt to me like a good place for continued reflection.


      During the winter, life in The Hague goes on as if this neighborhood was far inland, but with the arrival of summer, the huge sandy beach was bustling, with restaurant tables set up outside the seaside cafés, and families playing at the edge of the cool water. The North Sea, usually a leaden green, had turned blue in the sun and rolled in calmly in the soft wind.


      We sat on the sand. Nara had worn a long dress and rolled it up and extended her pretty brown legs in the sun. Eventually, we removed our shoes and walked at the water’s edge, hand in hand again.


      What is happening? What are you doing? I wondered. But I was caught in the unfolding of time. Given what I’d experienced in Rotterdam, and Nara’s unhesitating comfort, I was impelled by a momentum I felt no will to control.


      Still barefoot, we walked up to the yellow tables of one of the cafés for a simple meal. We both drank wine, which sharpened my appreciation of the sea light and the sheer pleasure of breathing.


      Around four, as it started to turn cooler, we took the tram back to the Fred and walked home, communicating in isolated words. I entered the dimmer light of the apartment feeling the weight of all that had transpired since we departed a few hours before. I plunged down on the sofa and Nara sat on one of the little square coffee tables, so she was directly in front of me with her knees against mine. She reached forward and took my hands between hers and fastened on me with her immense dark eyes.


      “May we please get this done with?” she asked.


      I laughed for the first time in hours. I had not been completely sure whether Nara had been holding my hand only to offer consolation as a good friend. I was grateful and I felt far closer to her than when we’d walked out the door seven hours ago. Yet in my imagination, we were going to return home and find some separation. Our coming together, if that was to happen, would require more thought and more time. But Nara was herself, sweetly subject to impulse, and impossibly direct in her communications, and I was glad she wanted to make this easy on both of us.


      So our moment came, and again, as in Tuzla, I experienced the drama and definitiveness of a first kiss. Whatever it is that will occur between a man and a woman is more than half done the first time their lips meet in earnest. The wall that separates us from everyone else dissolves, and from then on, the two stand on different ground. And so we did.


      

        


      


      About ten that night I woke with Nara layered against my side in my bed. Well spent, we had dozed for an hour. The shade was up and I could see flecks of stars in the black sky, a rare sight in The Hague, where nightfall so often brings clouds. From the pace of her breath on my neck, I could tell she was awake, too.


      “Are we just lonely?” she asked suddenly in a small voice.


      I took a second.


      “No,” I said then. “It doesn’t feel like that to me. Does it feel like that to you?”


      “This is such an immense step that I am still in shock, especially with myself. I am not sure of anything, except that my life after tonight will never be the same. But for many weeks now, when I have dared to be honest, I have thought I was falling in love with you.”


      “But now you don’t know? That’s high praise for me as a lover.”


      She poked my side hard in reprisal for the teasing. Against my expectations, we’d both had a grand time. For all her occasional timidness, this was one arena where Nara had proved to have no trouble letting go.


      “You are changing the subject,” she said. “Do you love me, Boom? A little?”


      “At this moment, yes. Far more than a little.”


      I was afraid she would regard my answer as hedged, but instead she giggled.


      “A friend of mine, an older woman, once told me that every man is in love for an hour before and after each orgasm.”


      I laughed, too.


      “This is more than orgasms, Nara. For both of us. Of that I’m sure.”


      She pushed herself up to an elbow to peer down at me with her essential earnestness.


      “And what will happen?” she asked. “With us?” She was trusting me as a sage older person to be able to tell her. “Do you know?”


      “No. Not yet. But I’m not prepared to worry about it. We’ll breathe. We’ll live.”


      “But I’m not even sure what happens next.” She meant on Monday or Tuesday when better sense invaded us both.


      I pulled myself up in the same posture as her so I could face her. Then I smiled.


      “That much I know,” I answered.


      “Really?”


      “Let me show you what happens next,” I said and gently eased her down on the bed again.


    

  




  

    

      

        30.


        The Cave—June 29–July 2


      


      Goos called from Bosnia about noon on Monday in what was, for him, a fairly agitated mood.


      “Any word from your cobber Attila?”


      “You mean today?”


      “Today, yesterday. I’ve got my whole professional staff out here, ready to go fossicking about in the Cave, and there’s none of the heavy equipment he promised.”


      “She.”


      “She, he. Nothing. And not one of the hired blokes we were looking for either.”


      “Did you call her?”


      “Constantly, mate. Just finally spoke with her office. Back in the States, they say.”


      “Maybe there was some emergency.”


      “Not so, buddy. They say she’s been planning a vac since last week.”


      As had grown common recently, I was having a difficult time discerning motives. Perhaps Attila had been instructed to stop being so helpful by the people she relied on for business at the Department of Defense. Or perhaps that direction had come from Merriwell.


      “Doesn’t sound like she’s on our side anymore, does it?” I asked.


      “That might not be a change, mate.”


      I understood why Goos was saying that, but the person who picked us up from the salt mine seemed, within the limits of recent acquaintance, a genuine friend. Attila’s fundamental delight in life seemed to come from thinking she’d been helpful. It was hard to square that with the notion that she’d been playing us false all along.


      Goos and I signed off and spoke again around 5 p.m. He had reached the construction company that had helped him and the Yugoslav Tribunal exhume some of the hundreds of mass graves near Srebrenica eighteen years ago. The firm was still in business and said they could have equipment on-site tomorrow afternoon. Their price was actually lower than Attila’s. As for laborers, with 25 percent unemployment in Bosnia, Goos wasn’t worried. He’d called one of the desk clerks at the Blue Lamp, who said she could organize a team of workers by nightfall. Digging would begin late Tuesday. Unless I heard otherwise, Goos and I agreed I would come Wednesday as we’d projected originally.


      

        


      


      I had told Nara I would be going back to Bosnia, but she was unhappy receiving the news as we were dressing to run Tuesday evening. I emphasized that armed troops would guard us at all times.


      Our new life together, now in its fourth day, did not seem all that different from our old life. We went to work. We came home. We ran. We ate seafood and drank wine and talked, except that now it was between bouts in bed. Whatever caution I had meant to exert evaporated in the heat of our bedroom and the clutch of intimacy. I trusted Nara Logan. I knew she would never harm me intentionally. As important, she had seen too much of me, over the months in which we’d dwelled in the same space, for me to engage in the attempts to conceal weak points in my personality that were typical at the start of a relationship, when people were waiting to find out how much love could change them. Nara’s guileless honesty sometimes exceeded sensible boundaries—as when she compared Lewis and me as lovers, naturally giving the prize to me, even though as a male I was apparently no match for Lewis’s generous proportions—but overall I relished being with a person so free of calculation. With Nara, I was as much myself as I was ever going to be in the company of someone else.


      Over time, we would see whether that would endure and how far it could take us, but by Tuesday I’d faced the fact that I was utterly mad for Nara. Somewhat perversely, I was glad to be leaving town, just to see how much of my consuming hunger for her would remain when we were apart.


      

        


      


      At the Sarajevo airport, where I arrived around 1 p.m. after a stop in Munich, I had no trouble spotting my two NATO escorts. Just beyond the secure area, they awaited me in the full combat gear of the Danish Army, including flak vests, helmets, and M10 carbines. The sight of assault weapons in the airport attracted a fair amount of attention, but General Moen was clearly making an emphatic statement to anyone who might want to revenge Kajevic’s capture.


      An SUV was at the curb with the blue NATO flag, sporting its four-pointed star, mounted over each headlight. We sped into the Bosnian hills that I had first seen deep in snow, and which were now dressed in the heart-lifting green of summer. Mid-journey, I felt a brief spurt of terror when something in the mountains, a shape or even the angle of the light, ignited a memory of my last trip to this country. For the most part, though, I was calm and strangely pleased to be back.


      I asked the driver to take me straight to Barupra, as I wanted to get there before work closed down for the night. We arrived a little before four.


      Looking down from the edge of the former refugee camp, I saw that the site of the Rejka mine was a hive. Heavy equipment had been inched perilously down the narrow dirt road. Two bright yellow backhoes had climbed up the face of the Cave on their treads and were clawing into it. Goos had told me the night before that he had checked with Madame Professor Tchitchikov, who was confident that the original hollow in the rock formation, the result of stripping out the vein of coal, would not collapse while the new rubble was cleared. After easing off the rock pile, the backhoes emptied their buckets into the beds of two red articulated dump trucks, which then wove down to the valley floor, depositing the contents through their liftgate onto huge green tarpaulins. There, a cadre of workers in orange hazmat suits was sorting every rock individually. Much farther from me, I could see a collection of blackish objects—bones, I guessed—that had been segregated onto smaller blue tarps. Other workers in orange were photographing what lay there.


      As usual, I avoided focusing on the remains. It was not easy to see that far anyway. The dust being raised by the digging rode on the air, a brownish fog with an acrid odor and bitter taste. Everyone was wearing white face masks, including the NATO troops who were positioned at the corners of the site, with rifles across their bodies.


      My NATO driver went through an elaborate back–and-forth on his radio. Apparently, the mining road was barricaded by a huge construction crane whose operator couldn’t be located. I assured everybody that there was no reason I couldn’t walk. I had worn jeans and hiking shoes and I tromped down to the site of the dig, while my two bodyguards watched from above. More than half of the Cave appeared to have been excavated now, leaving the outer edge of original overhang visible, a darker brown than the surrounding rock.


      A dump truck driver was leaning out of her cab when I got that far.


      “Beel?” she called. She motioned to her passenger seat and ferried me down to the valley floor, where Goos in his white mask was waiting. He pulled it up to his forehead and took a swig of water from a bottle in his hand. The flesh the mask had covered was several shades lighter than the rest of his face.


      I asked how he felt, but he backhanded the question like a fly.


      “And what about the digging?” I asked.


      “I’d say we’re about two-thirds of the way. Come have a look.”


      I followed him toward the blue tarps, a walk of several hundred feet. I wrestled my phobia, but when I finally dared look up, I could see that what had been laid out was not bones.


      I stopped dead, grabbing Goos’s arm. “Guns?” I asked.


      “Yay, weapons,” he said. “And bits of trucks.”


      On each tarp, there were a couple of hundred small arms laid side by side, a virtual armory that, all told, covered an area nearly the size of a football field. There were the green tubes of antitank weapons, shoulder-fired missiles and their launchers, grenades, carbines, sniper rifles, submachine guns and pistols, drab mortars with their attached tripods, and, most frequently, Zastavas. Here and there the workers had also laid out lines of helmets and body armor. The most distant tarps held cases of ammunition and bands of machine gun bullets.


      “Gonna be around five thousand guns, I’d say,” Goos told me. “Today, getting into the rear of the Cave, we’ve been digging up some truck parts, whole gamut from fenders through engine blocks. Like maybe they had some kind of small warehouse back in there.”


      “And how many bodies?”


      “So far as I reckon, nil,” said Goos. His blue eyes were narrowed in the dust but fixed to me to await my reaction. “Late yesterday, we found a couple of bones and were barracking about for a few minutes, quiet like, not that it would be anything to celebrate. Turned out to belong to a fox. So far, those are the only biologic remains.”


      “You’re sure?”


      “We’ve got two blokes putting an eye on every speck of dust. It’s the same protocol we used near Srebrenica, Boom. We’ve found the usual kids’ junk—wrappers, bottles, a busted beach ball. But no clothing, no bones. We’re spraying with Luminol at random, but no blood either. Only decent discovery is here.” He led me over to another blue sheet, where pieces of electronics had been isolated. They were dust-covered and usually no more than tidbits of wire and semiconductors and metal, but on a corner, about a dozen square old cell phones, each the size of a dinner biscuit, were segregated, largely intact.


      “It’s the devil’s own dance getting into these things anymore, but at NFI they may be able to do it. Might be some photos, messages, something to help identify the people who were here. Hardest part will be finding chargers.”


      “And that’s the best we’ve got?”


      “How I reckon, Boom, this here, the Cave, was some kind of arms depot. The weapons are mostly Yugoslav made, with a few old Soviet items here and there. They’ve got marks engraved on the components. We’ll need to check with some military types, but I think that signifies that the stuff was in NATO custody at some point.”


      “Are you thinking NATO buried these weapons here?”


      “Truth told, Boom, I haven’t even begun to think about why these arms are here. Still stuffed that there aren’t any human remains.”


      “Could the bodies turn up?”


      Goos tilted his face up at the mine.


      “Well, like I say, Boom, we still have a third of the way to go, but how I figure, fitting four hundred people in a space of that size, we should have found something already. My guess, we’ve got Buckley’s chance any bones will turn up.”


      Like Goos, I looked to the Cave, where the powerful engine of the crane had just fired to life, farting black smoke. The bitter dust in the air was already gathering at the back of my throat and there was some irritation in my lungs. But my principal reaction was emotional, somewhat dizzied that this was what the last months had amounted to.


      “So Ferko was a stone liar?” I asked. “It was all bullshit?” Even now, I’d expected to discover some truthful elements in his testimony, but Goos solemnly turned his head one way, then the other.


      “Sheer rort,” he answered.


      

        


      


      General Moen and Colonel Ruehl journeyed to Tuzla for dinner that night. Ruehl’s arm remained in the cast he’d be wearing for several more weeks, so an aide intervened whenever he needed to cut something on his plate.


      The dinner was meant to be a celebration. Goos and I weren’t really in the mood, and as it turned out, the NATO people weren’t either. It was a good thing for the world that Laza Kajevic had been captured, and an achievement for the soldiers who’d been hunting for him, but even the thought of Kajevic and his crimes was enough to dampen emotions.


      Goos brought several of the weapons we’d recovered to dinner in a canvas bag, and both Ruehl and General Moen examined the contents, discreetly enough that only a few of the diners took notice. Neither of them was familiar with the markings, but Moen’s aide had been here in 2004 and confirmed that the laser engraving was typical of what NATO, especially the American forces, had done when they seized weapons stocks in Bosnia.


      While we were eating dessert, General Moen asked if we’d heard any reports in The Hague about how Kajevic was adapting to confinement. I said only that I’d been told he did not care for Dutch food.


      On Thursday morning, I sat down for breakfast with Goos before I flew back to The Hague. Goos was staying on until the excavation was complete and all the arms and truck parts had been photographed. He preferred to bring everything he’d uncovered back to The Hague, but transporting weapons would require permits. Goos planned to go to Brussels on Sunday, to help Fien pack. With their youngest grandchild now school-age, Fien had decided to move to The Hague, at least for the rest of the summer, perhaps permanently.


      “Told her I’d give the program another burl,” Goos said. He didn’t quite allow his eyes to meet mine.


      I had noticed that he wasn’t drinking last night at dinner and was afraid he wasn’t feeling well, maybe from all the dust the exhumation had raised. I nodded now, just to show I had heard him. There was a lot of information in his last sentence.


      “If it takes,” Goos said, “then I’ll have to give Kajevic his due.” I wasn’t sure whether Goos was referring to Kajevic’s insult, telling Goos he looked like a drunk, or the moment of reflection the Tigers had provided for us on the top of the water tank. It didn’t make much difference either way.


      We shook hands, which wasn’t customary for us with our comings and goings, then I stood up to get ready to leave the Blue Lamp. We’d had some eventful times here.


    

  




  

    

      

        31.


        Fallacies—July 3–6


      


      I returned to The Hague Thursday. Friday morning, as I approached the entrance to the Court, I was astounded to see Roger, in his twenty-year-old suit, a narrow-brimmed felt hat protecting him from the sun. I bounded up the last step to hug him.


      “What the hell?” I asked. “What brings you here?”


      “You, actually. I’ve been flying all night. Can we have a cup of coffee?”


      It was easier to go back under the concrete underpass of the Sprinter to Voorburg than to try to get Roger approved as a guest at the Court, where the security team required at least a day’s notice of any visitor. As we walked over, we exchanged briefings on our families. Rog was going to have them all together at the Eastern Shore for the Fourth. I smiled imagining Roger pottering around out there in his über-WASP attire, displaying his skinny legs in lime shorts, wearing a long-sleeved white shirt and penny loafers without socks.


      Once we were on some old wood-slatted folding chairs outside a café, Roger got down to business.


      “You sort of interrupted my holiday plans,” Rog said. Today was a federal holiday in the US.


      “Me?”


      The wind ruffled the red feather in his hatband, and he had to keep his fingers on the brim to keep the chapeau from blowing away.


      “There’s a story circulating that you didn’t find any bodies in Bosnia.”


      I looked at him for a second.


      “Rog, aren’t you guys embarrassed about keeping an eye on me? Go protect the embassy in Benghazi or something. I’m not worth this kind of trouble.”


      “There are people in the Pentagon who think you’ve been a lot of trouble. That massacre story in the Times left them spitting whenever they hear your name.”


      “I told you—”


      “Right, it wasn’t you. Spare me. Anyway, there are plenty of them who think turnabout is fair play. They want to tip the Times that you didn’t find any bodies.”


      I shrugged. “They’re entitled to the follow-up. The exhumation was a public event.”


      “But they want to wipe out the original story. I mean, punish it. The narrative they’re pushing is that a prosecutor, eager to return to the limelight, starts sleeping with the Chief Allegator and checks his judgment at the door, doing her bidding instead of smelling out pure bullshit. I wanted you to hear this.”


      My fingertips were ice cold. There was no point asking where the Pentagon people were coming up with these details. I’d just chided Roger for the way the spooks had kept an eye on me. He’d started referring to Esma as my girlfriend a couple of months back.


      “Once fucking is part of a news story, Boom, there’s not much room for nuance. You know that. They’ll throw you under the bus at the Court, I imagine. Fire you. I know I got you into this. And you meant to do the right thing. Instead, you’re going to go home in disgrace. I’m really sorry, Boom. I mean it.”


      Esma had played serpent and I’d bitten the apple. It would get worse when the reporters caught wind of the fact that she was actually playing make-believe. They’d give me the trophy as World’s Biggest Idiot.


      You always think you don’t care what people say about you, until it’s something like this. Attila had told me that about Merriwell. I finally uttered a deep sigh.


      “It doesn’t sound like there’s much I can do,” I said, “except warn the press people at the Court and then hand Badu my resignation.”


      Roger let his fingers come off the hat.


      “Well, wait. Wait. What are the chances that I could go back to these guys and say, ‘You don’t need to do anything. The Court’s going to announce this week that it’s closed its investigation, acknowledging that there was no massacre.’ Is there any chance of that?”


      I considered a second.


      “We can’t say there was no massacre,” I told Roger.


      He made a face. “You know there was no massacre. I’ve told you from the git-go there was no massacre.”


      “I still don’t know for certain there wasn’t a massacre. All I know is that the allegation about four hundred people being buried in that coal mine is completely unfounded.”


      “And there is no evidence of a massacre.”


      I weighed that one. Four hundred people gone overnight, but last seen being loaded into trucks by the US Army, didn’t quite qualify in my mind as ‘no evidence.’


      “We’d have to massage that a little,” I said.


      “Well, let’s get the client on the table and do the massage right now and give him a happy ending. I’ve got to get back to these guys with something definitive. Or they’re going to strip you naked in public, Boom, and laugh at your pecker.”


      I grimaced a bit but managed a laugh. Roger was always colorful. I tried to get out the lawyer’s toolkit to think about how we could lay our scalpel on the words. Roger was waiting with his lips rumpled. Looking at him, not changed all that much by the years, I recalled our last conversation, when he was furious at me and I had recognized that our friendship, durable as it had been, was marooned for a while on neutral ground while we both had jobs to do.


      But with that memory there was abruptly a dawning of some kind, accompanied by a small bloodrush as thought labored toward solid form. And then I saw it, the way you suddenly make out a form in the dark: Roger wasn’t here to protect me, no matter how clever the posturing or how blunt the appeal to my self-interest. He was here to kill the case.


      But what did that mean? Were the Roma in a trench somewhere else with American rounds in their heads? Or was there another secret my government wanted to keep? I went with instinct.


      “So our press release would say nothing about the arms we found?”


      We hadn’t spoken a word yet about the weapons. I wanted to see if Roger would bother feigning surprise.


      “I don’t know exactly what the fuck you found, but it’s beside the point, isn’t it? There aren’t any bodies. No?”


      “No bodies,” I said. “But whoever was watching us, Rog”—and I realized that his source was almost certainly within NATO—“had to have told you we found a large arms cache there.”


      “What’s the diff, Boom?”


      “Well, Rog, those guns we found, they all had NATO markings. Was that a surprise to you? That we found weapons in the Cave?”


      “It was a big surprise.”


      “And no idea how they got there?”


      “Nothing definitive. And I couldn’t care less at this point. I just need DoD off my back.”


      I had it now. It was what Kajevic had said. Of all the people in the world, we’d gotten the truth from Laza fucking Kajevic.


      “Well, Rog, here’s the thing. I have the feeling those weapons are of great concern to you. And if it’s not how they got there that bothers you, then it has to be where they came from. So I’m wondering—actually I’m suddenly pretty sure: They were part of five hundred thousand arms that were supposed to be shipped in April 2004 from Bosnia to Iraq.”


      Roger, my friend, always had a very short fuse. His nostrils flared and his color changed.


      “Where did you hear about that? From Attila, that blabbermouth? I’ll tell you right now, she’s not going to have a security clearance by the end of the day.” He used a nasty word about her.


      “It wasn’t Attila,” I said. “I’ve gotten nothing from her but the company line.”


      “Then who?”


      “Then what? What’s such a big deal about five hundred thousand guns, Rog, that it has to remain classified eleven years later? That you’re ready to fly all night to keep me from finding out?”


      He stared, with that screwed-up intense face Merry had imitated the first time I met him.


      “You’re playing mumbly-peg with a two-foot sword,” Roger said.


      “Any press release about what we didn’t find in the Cave that also includes what we did find—those small arms—that’s a disaster for you, isn’t it? Because some intrepid reporter will ask how those weapons fell into Roma hands and then—this is the big one—what happened to the five hundred thousand or so other guns headed for Iraq. The investigation you don’t want us to do gets done by the New York Times instead. And I’ll be curious about the answers.” I looked across the table. “You’re bluffing, Rog.”


      “The hell I am.”


      “You’re bluffing. And you’re pretty close to lying. Let me think.” I did that, right in front of him, as another gust blew a small aluminum spoon off the table. I reached down to retrieve it. “So it’s been the guns all along, right? You always knew that Kajevic killed those American soldiers with stolen guns the Roma had sold him. But it’s the arms that didn’t get stolen you really don’t want to talk about. Right? Because you guys—you and Merry and Attila and the Army—you’ve been playing rope-a-dope: Accuse us of a crime we didn’t commit, massacring four hundred Roma at the Cave in Barupra. Maybe we’ll even provide some evidence that tends to support that. Because it helps to conceal our actual crime.”


      “A crime?” Roger sat back. He was trying to look outraged, but he was clearly alarmed. “What crime?”


      “I can’t tell you that, Rog. Not yet. But generally speaking, people don’t tolerate getting accused of atrocities in front of the world unless they’re hiding something else. And the secret they’re keeping usually isn’t that they have bad table manners. It’s something that would get you guys in real trouble.”


      “Nobody committed a crime,” Roger said. “And unless you just got reappointed as the United States Attorney, it’s none of your fucking business anyway.”


      “Okay,” I said. “Just tell that to the Times. But it’s bad juju, isn’t it, Rog? Did the weapons actually get to Iraq? You were part of it, right? You were the intelligence liaison on that deal, whatever it was. You’re hanging out somehow. You and Merry, too. I think you and Merry, you’re the guys who are going to be naked in public, you and your peckers, once people start asking about those guns.”


      He didn’t answer, just stared. He needed a haircut. The wind was pushing around the scruff of gray hair that had grown over his ears.


      “You took the wrong approach, Rog,” I said. “You should have told me you needed a huge favor.”


      Calculation quickened his light eyes now that he’d been exposed.


      “I need a huge favor,” he said.


      “Too late,” I answered. “Chips fall where they may. Burn me up, if you have to. But I’m going to point the reporters straight at the rest of the story if you do. Your best chance is that we finish our investigation about what happened to those people, say whatever we should say in public, and leave the rest of the details in the file. If I have any discretion, Rog, I’ll exercise it the way you were sure I would when you recruited me for this gig. You knew if I had any choice I’d protect you. And, believe it or not, I still will. Because you used to be a really good friend.”


      I walked away and turned back with a parting thought over my shoulder.


      “Enjoy your holiday.”


      

        


      


      While I was in Bosnia, Nara had gone to Belgrade to meet with Bozic. She didn’t return until Friday night. I lit up like a rocket when I saw her, and we were in bed as soon as she dropped her suitcase. It rained Saturday, but we were content inside.


      Often, as Nara dozed beside me throughout the weekend, I thought about my case. I’d been surprised often in the last several months, but if we ended up closing the investigation, I had to figure out what would come next for me professionally. My appointment at the Court was nominally permanent, but the gallant thing would be to offer to resign, since I wasn’t sure anyone envisioned me staying on if the Barupra situation didn’t culminate in charges. I thought I’d made a good impression at the Court and could probably sign on to one of the trial teams, if that was what I really wanted to do. Alternatively, I could return to the US, which didn’t feel right at the moment, or I could take off for my endless summer. But after a gut check, none of these ideas about leaving held any appeal for one principal reason: Narawanda could not come with me, given her commitment to the Kajevic case. So that meant I was staying in The Hague, at the Court or with another organization.


      If I’d had a chalkboard four or five years ago on which I listed the qualities of the person I thought I’d end up with, Nara would never have matched. I pictured myself, for example, with someone more socially graceful than I am and with greater natural warmth, someone who’d be able to supplement shortcomings I rued in myself. But I had accepted the glory of the future, which is that it is unknown, and had never bothered with a list. The truth was that for reasons that surpassed understanding, I was at home with Nara, not only in love, but also at peace. God only knew if it would last. But I couldn’t leave until I found out.


      On Sunday, it turned beautiful once more and we took the day by the sea. Returning to the apartment in the late afternoon, we were full of summer ardor, that sensation when the sun seems to bring all your nerves to the surface of your skin and desire becomes more urgent after the long touch of the light winds. We ended up in her bed for the first time, a location that seemed somewhat symbolic.


      Afterward, as the light leaked from the room, I put a question to her that had long lingered unspoken.


      “Do you want to have children?” My tone was neutral and curious, as if it was just one more thing I needed to ask to know her better.


      “Lewis is against it now. He says it is too dark a world to bring children into.”


      “And where will the light come from?”


      “It is an excuse, I know. He is reluctant to distract himself from his career and what is important to him.”


      I noticed that Lew still occupied the present tense.


      “And are you willing to accept that?” I asked.


      “Unclear. I have not come to the moment of not accepting it. Yet I have never agreed. It has been something—like too many other things—that we put off. My mother keeps hinting, naturally.”


      I finally asked how old Nara was and she became cutely evasive.


      “Guess,” she answered.


      “Be careful now, chérie,” I said, a phrase that had been spoken several times a week on the Trappers’ radio broadcasts when I was a boy, at moments when the opposing team was threatening to score.


      She giggled.


      “On looks?” I asked. “On looks you could pass for twenty-three.”


      “Brilliant,” she said, although I meant it.


      “But doing the arithmetic on your education and career, I thought you were about thirty-eight.”


      “Thirty-seven. I was ahead in school.”


      I repeated the number. “It might be time to think about whether you want to do this.”


      “Have children?”


      “Yes.”


      “I always thought I did, while I was growing up. Most of me probably still feels like that. What do you advise?”


      “About whether you should have children? I think I should have no views on a question like that. But if you ask me about my own life, it’s unimaginable without my sons. For me, becoming a parent completely changed my idea about what it means to walk on this planet. Most people would say the same thing. It’s as if the world has gone from flat to 3-D.”


      “So you would say I must.”


      “The one ‘must’ is for you to decide what is best for you. But as someone who cares for you deeply, I would wish for you the same profound connection my children brought to my life. I didn’t even completely know how badly my marriage was working until the boys were out of the house, because I had been so happy they were there.”


      “And would you have more children?” She asked that as lightly as I had about her desire to have kids.


      I had never thought about that issue in much depth. Instead I’d more or less answered by action. In my dating life, I’d been unattracted to women with young children, or those whose biological clock could be heard ticking.


      So now, in her bed, with Nara pasted to my side in the sweat we had generated, I shone the light on myself: Could I be a father again at fifty-five? That didn’t seem to be too late for movie stars and CEOs. I knew at least one man back home in Kindle County, the Prosecuting Attorney, Tommy Molto, who’d married at fifty-two and then had a family, and he seemed like a tulip blooming midwinter in a greenhouse, even though he’d once told me that with his worn looks, he was often mistaken for his sons’ grandfather.


      But Tommy did not have grown children who would be completely disoriented by this decision, especially Pete, who was not all that far from starting a family of his own. Nor had Tommy, in the crudest terms, been there and done that. At first blush, having kids at my age seemed to be one of those acts like Icarus’s as he flew too close to the sun. It felt as if I’d be trying to live twice.


      “I need to think,” I said. “We both do.”


      “We do,” she answered and pulled herself even closer.


      

        


      


      On Monday morning, Goos and I worked together on a joint report about the exhumation of the Cave. In Bosnia, we had felt merely befuddled, because we still had no idea where the people who’d lived in Barupra had gone. But here we had to confront our institutional responsibilities. The plain fact was that we had consumed a lot of the Court’s resources on allegations that were unfounded. At this stage, it was a blessing that Ferko’s testimony had been presented in public and that three judges had voted to authorize the investigation. But now what? Our conclusion, after noodling together for a while, was that because we still did not know if a war crime had been perpetrated, we were obliged to do some limited follow-up, even if continuing meant conducting what amounted to a four-hundred-head missing persons investigation.


      A few hours later, in the waning hours of the afternoon, Goos entered my office and closed the door, a standard sign that something was up. The jolly air that he generally brought with him, and which had been much in evidence this morning after bringing Fien back to The Hague, had evaporated. He appeared, if anything, upset.


      My first thought was that Roger had carried through on his threat.


      “Is my name in print?” I hadn’t told Goos yet about my meeting with Roger, which had seemed embarrassing to me for many reasons, particularly because Goos knew I counted Rog as a friend.


      “How’s that?” he said.


      “I didn’t tell you I nearly resigned on Friday.”


      As I related what happened, Goos tilted his head like the RCA dog looking into the bell of the Victrola. He didn’t get it.


      “You know, Goos, I probably need to think about quitting anyway. Sooner or later that story about Esma and me is going to come out around here. And people will say that’s why we believed Ferko and got into this whole investigation. I’ll be the scapegoat.”


      “No, you won’t. The Pre-Trial Chamber approved the investigation. And that story about Esma and you? No one will even follow up.” He took the other chair in front of my desk and looked up at my blank walls as if there was actually something there. His lips were bunched and his mouth moved a couple of times on the verge of words.


      “Just say it, Goos.”


      “Well, if you believe the wags, you weren’t the first person at the Court to root her.”


      By now, with Esma, nothing surprised me.


      “And who was before me?”


      “Akemi. Last fall. Suspect that’s why the investigation got approved, even with the Americans braying and carrying on.”


      “Akemi?”


      “So they say. I don’t have color photos. Quite the furphy hereabouts, but one never knows. Didn’t bother me ever. Investigation should have been approved a long time ago.”


      Despite Esma’s denials, I would never have bet much that I wasn’t part of a parade—and the fact that women were also marching along had been reported in my readings about her divorce. The part that bothered me most was seeing ever more clearly that I—and poor Akemi—had been a means to an end.


      “And what became of the happy couple?” I asked.


      “Story is Esma called it quits and broke Akemi’s heart. Suspect that’s her way.”


      That would explain why Esma was upset when I pulled the plug. She regarded it as her imperial right to exit the stage first.


      Goos was still hunched, watching me with evident unease. My instinct was to to ask why he hadn’t said something before, but I recognized that was stupid. Half the people on earth had probably told someone they cared about, ‘She isn’t going to be good for you,’ and the number of times those warnings hadn’t backfired was a lot smaller.


      “And no drum from your mate about what happened to those five hundred thousand weapons?” Goos asked about Roger.


      “No info,” I said. “I’d love to find out.”


      “Not our business to investigate that, though, is it?”


      “No,” I said. “Our business was to investigate the massacre of four hundred people who were supposedly buried in the Cave and who’re now AWOL.”


      “Yay,” he said, “but I’ve got some good oil on that. Was that I’d come over to tell you.”


      He put several screenshots from Facebook on my desk.


      “Am I supposed to read this?” I asked.


      “Not that you’ll enjoy it much.”


      “Goos, this is in Serbo-Croatian.”


      “Right, right, right,” he said and spanned his forehead with his hand. “Should I translate?” he asked.


      “I’ll take the gist.”


      “Remember our makeshift DNA database?”


      “You mean to identify the relatives of all those people we thought we’d find in the Cave?”


      “Right. So I put out a request on Facebook: Love to hear from blood relations of the folks who lived in Barupra from 1999 to 2004. Here’s two girls, both of them new to Facebook, saying they were born in Barupra.”


      “Born there? And where are they living now?”


      “Mitrovica, Kosovo. It’s where the Barupra lot came from, mate. One, the fifteen-year-old, she’s answered my messages today a couple of times. Says she and her friends, how they grew up, parents were such that you couldn’t even say the word ‘Barupra’ out loud. Not in the whole camp where they are. Plenty of her friends don’t even know they were born there. And I mean, Boom, I’ve tried ‘Barupra’ before on the net. YouTube. Facebook. Crime Stoppers. Whatnot. And nary a word from anyone saying they ever lived there.”


      “So what changed?”


      “Figure I better go there and ask, don’t you think?”


      “But these girls, they’re saying their parents lived in Barupra, too? And other people in this camp she’s in now. Right? That’s the implication, isn’t it?”


      “That’s the implication, Boom. Sounds like after all this, our Roma just went home.”


      The Investigative Fallacy is assuming facts you want to believe. Goos and I had been trained to take nothing for granted. But the unquestioned disappearance of four hundred people, as well as Ferko’s testimony, had somehow never allowed either of us to consider the alternative that they had all simply moved away. There were reasons for what we believed. The Roma had departed with no word to their few friends or relations in the area, not then and not in the last eleven years. And beyond that, they had no means of transportation for four hundred people. Unless, I realized suddenly, the US Army had arrived in the middle of the night with dozens of trucks to carry them home.


    

  




  

    

      

        32.


        Home?—July 6–7


      


      I came in from work on Monday, after my meeting with Goos, in a sour mood. I was prepared to tell Nara that I didn’t feel like running, but I could see at once that she had troubles of her own.


      “You should never try a career playing poker,” I told her.


      “What does that mean?”


      “It means you’re not very good at hiding it when you’re worried.”


      “Truly? People always tell me that I am so difficult to read.”


      I would have said the same thing months ago. It was a plus, I supposed, that to me she was now transparent.


      She motioned me to the sofa, so we were sitting side by side, and she touched my hand in her prim way.


      “Lewis,” she said.


      “What about him?”


      “He called and said he would like to come home to discuss things.”


      I hesitated. “Discuss what? Divorce? Reconciliation? Where to send his clothes?”


      “I do not know, Boom. I asked all of those questions and he said he thinks it is a good idea for us to sit down face-to-face and talk it all through.”


      “And what did you say?”


      Her large eyes were suddenly darker with some faint disappointment.


      “Boom, he’s my husband. I cannot refuse to speak to him.”


      “Of course not,” I said. But I felt everything inside me stalling out, as if I’d swallowed poison. “When’s he coming?”


      “This weekend.”


      “Ah,” I said. I held my breath emotionally for a second and then plunged again into the deep water. “And where will he stay?”


      She looked down at her hands. “We didn’t talk about that.”


      I nodded. “I’ll go back to Des Indes.”


      “You don’t have to do that.”


      “It’s in my interest to leave another bedroom available.”


      “Boom, please. I’m sure he’s thinking he’ll sleep on the sofa.”


      “You guys deserve your privacy.” Gary Cooper, or some other highly honorable movie hero of the past, couldn’t have uttered that line with greater resolve, but I hated saying it. You knew better, I thought. You warned yourself: Nowhere to live. And a shattered heart.


      There was not much more to say right now, and so we ended up going for a run. That night we ended up again in my bed.


      

        


      


      On Tuesday, I found myself more wallopingly depressed than I’d been since my mother died. The last five years of my life, my grand adventure, as Ellen called it sarcastically from time to time, were not going to amount to much. Lesson taken: You gamble, sometimes you lose.


      After lunch, I went down the hall to Goos’s office, which to almost every appearance could have been mine. He was leaving for Kosovo tomorrow. By now, he’d identified at least a dozen people in Mitrovica who said they had lived in Barupra. None had explained where they had been for more than a decade, or why they had seemingly rematerialized only now. Goos thought it was better to ask those questions in person, a judgment I shared.


      “What if I told you,” I asked him, “that while you’re gone, I’m going to head to the United States?” The idea had been growing on me all day. The worst part of how I felt was my sense of utter futility concerning everything we’d done for the last several months. And of course, it would be best to leave The Hague while Nara and Lewis were hashing things out. It would drive me insane to be a few blocks away. A dark night of the imagination.


      “For what reason, Boom?”


      “To try to corner several people who owe us some answers. Starting with Esma.”


      Goos pulled a mouth.


      “Think you might be breaking the law,” said Goos.


      “Not if I’m there as a private citizen. If I’m asking questions for my own sake, with no intention of using the information here at the Court, that can’t be illegal. We have this thing in the US called the first amendment.”


      “You’re the lawyer, Boom.”


      “You keep telling me that.”


      I thought about it a little more and got on the Internet. Jahanbani v. Jahanbani was listed for a hearing Thursday at 2:00 p.m. A Delta flight at 9:30 a.m. that day would get me to JFK before noon. I e-mailed Akemi and asked to take personal time for the balance of the week. Then I called DC.


      “How would you like to take a huge step to restoring a friendship that’s lasted nearly three decades?” I asked Roger as soon as he picked up.


      He took his time before he said, “I’d like that a lot.”


      “I need a favor,” I told him.


      He said “Okay,” in a chastened tone.


      “I lost my passport in rather difficult circumstances a month ago that you probably know all about.” They’d been tracking me much too carefully to have missed the kidnapping, especially once it was reported to NATO.


      “Without commenting on your assumptions, I may have heard about a nasty encounter you had. On top of a gas tank?”


      “Saltwater tank.”


      “Right right right,” said Roger.


      Coming and going from an EU country, with a pocketful of documents issued by the government of BiH, I’d had no trouble at the Bosnian or Dutch borders, but, ironically, I’d have a much harder time entering my own country without my passport. I’d applied for a replacement, but given the distance, the wheels were turning slowly.


      Roger asked for the relevant numbers, then put me on hold.


      “Do you know where the embassy is?” he asked, when he returned after several minutes. I did, although because of my role at the Court, I’d avoided the place. “If you present yourself there late tomorrow afternoon and ask for Reeda James, she will have your passport.”


      “Thank you.”


      “May I ask if this has anything to do with your investigation?”


      “I won’t be acting on behalf of the Court, Rog, if that’s what you’re worried about. I may ask some questions for my own sake. Starting with my former girlfriend, as you like to call her.”


      “Ah,” said Roger.


      “I suspect you know this, but her name isn’t Esma Czarni, and she isn’t a Gypsy. She’s Iranian.”


      I didn’t hear Roger’s breath for a second.


      “Iranian?” he asked then. “Ir-ranian? You mean all this bullshit traces back to Tehran?”


      “Rog, I have no idea where it traces. She’s probably just a sui generis crackpot.”


      “Jesus Christ. Why didn’t I know this? Have you got any idea about those people, the delight they take in embarrassing the United States? She’s Ir-ranian?”


      We shared a moment of continuing mutual shock, albeit arising from much different sources.


      “Roger, you’re not actually telling me that the intelligence services of the United States get their information about people they’re concerned with from Google and Wikipedia, are you?”


      He didn’t answer that. “We need to have a word with her,” he said. “What’s her real name?”


      “I expect to see her on Thursday. Once I do, you can have at her.” I didn’t want Roger ruining my surprise. Esma/Emira would have a lawyer after a visit from the FBI. He groused about the delay, but knew he had no choice.


      “As long as I have you,” he said, “may I ask about the future of your investigation?”


      “I’d say it appears to be wrapping up. I’ll know for sure by the end of the week. There are still lots of questions, but being frank, none of them appear to be appropriate concerns for the ICC. I take it that you aren’t the Answer Man?”


      “I can’t, Boom. We probably know less than you think about the matters that concern you. Perhaps someone who’s not in the reporting chain any longer could speak a little more freely. As long as it’s completely off the record.”


      He meant Merriwell. I paused to think and Roger filled in the silence.


      “I handled things badly last week, Boom. I’m sorry.”


      “Apology accepted,” I said.


      I thanked him again for his help with my passport and promised to get back to him about Esma by the end of the week.


      “Iranian,” said Roger one more time before we got off the phone.


      

        


      


      When Nara arrived home, I was in my room. I’d gotten out a suitcase and was throwing a few things in, as I tried to figure out what I needed to wash for the trip. She looked stricken at the sight of the bag.


      “Are you leaving me?”


      “Just back to the US for a few days. Tie up some loose ends on my investigation. It’s a good time, in any event, to get out of your way.”


      “I don’t need you out of my way. I was actually thinking it might be a good idea if you were here when Lewis comes.”


      “That is definitely not the right approach. Nara, you need to do what is best for you. For your life.”


      She sat down on the bed shaking her head.


      “Please don’t talk like we’re in a play.”


      “I mean it. If you can salvage your marriage, you should think seriously about doing that.”


      She tilted her small face to look at me, manifestly displeased.


      “Do you truly believe that Lewis is the best thing for me?”


      I faced her with a couple of T-shirts in my hand.


      “Truly? No. He seems like a dick. No offense.”


      “And do you not honestly think that you are better for me? Honestly?”


      “Honestly, yes. I vote for me. But there are roughly three and a half billion other men on the planet and there’s a fair chance that one of them is even better for you than both of us.”


      She gave me that tiny impish grin.


      “I think my life is complicated enough with two men in it,” she answered. “I must skip the other three billion for the moment.”


      We went out to run, but rain started halfway along. Ordinarily, we might have kept going, but we caught each other’s eye and went straight home, where we climbed into the shower together.


      “Don’t give me away so easily, Boom,” she said as she clung to me afterward in my bed.


      “I’m not giving you away, Nara. But one of the worst moments a person can have is to look up years later and wonder what you did with your life.”


      “You say these things as if you have no stake in them. How would you feel if I say, ‘Okay, you are right, I am going to look for someone else, someone who’s certain he wants kids,’ or something like that?”


      “I’d feel shattered, frankly. But I’d try to understand. I think I would. And I’d move on. I’d have no choice. Only—”


      “Only what?” she said.


      “Nothing,” I said. I had no wish to guilt her, which would have been the result. And I was a little surprised at myself anyway. I’d been about to say, ‘Only I’d worry whether I’ll ever feel this way again.’


    

  




  

    

      

        VIII.


        Breaking the Law


      


    

  




  

    

      

        33.


        Foley Square—July 9


      


      I dropped my suitcase at a boutique hotel in Nolita that I’d chosen off the Internet, then walked through Chinatown to Foley Square and 60 Centre Street, the original home in New York City of the State Supreme Court. I had never set foot in this building, although I’d spent more time than I’d liked at the federal courthouse across the street. There, the zesty fuck-you air of New York had left relations between the prosecutors and defense lawyers so permanently embittered that I might as well have introduced myself to the Assistant US Attorneys I had to deal with as the Snake from the Garden.


      Like many other courthouses erected in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, 60 Centre was intended to be a temple of Justice, fronted by an imposing Corinthian colonnade. Within, I found what I regarded as standard New York building stock, which is to say a structure with gorgeous bones—marble footboards, graceful arches, grand beaux arts chandeliers on huge brass chains, delicate stenciling on the plaster, and a brightly restored mural over the rotunda featuring such all-stars of justice as Lincoln and Hammurabi. All those glorious details were overcome by weak light, years of grime, scaling paint, and decades of uncompleted repairs, accounting for the frequent use of duct tape on doorways, vents, and some furnishings.


      Part 51, the Matrimonial Division courtroom where the Jahanbani case was being heard, was in the same mood as the rest of the building, two and one half stories tall, with pressed panels of oak wainscoting and a lovely turned railing separating the well of the court from the straight-backed oak pews for spectators, where I took my seat. The beauty of the design appeared to be entirely lost in the rush of the day-to-day. A blue plastic recycling bin sat beside the jury box, while decades of justice had taken their toll on the handsome oak furniture on which the finish was splintered along the edges. This was especially true of the long table in front of the judicial bench at which I recognized Esma, seated beside a young woman whom I took to be one of her junior attorneys. At the other end of the same table, the opposing associate and client were also seated, a practice I hadn’t seen before and which seemed fairly injudicious, given the hot-tempered nature of divorce litigation. Looking at this arrangement, I suddenly understood how Mr. Jahanbani had gotten batted across the head. He looked none the worse for it, dignified and straight backed, a slender handsome elderly man, bald headed, with a vein beating visibly at his temple.


      According to my reading, Jahanbani v. Jahanbani now had a procedural history as complex and irregular as the growth pattern of some cancers. In the last few years, the Jahanbanis had been referred out three different times for trial of different issues before hearing officers, called ‘referees’ in this system, but were back before the beleaguered judge for an evidentiary hearing about whether certain assets of Mr. Jahanbani—of which his wife wanted a piece—were within the jurisdiction of an American court.


      Listening now, I could hear the principal lawyers for Mr. and Mrs. bickering before the judge about the order of witnesses for the day. At this stage of my life, I had come to accept that I was basically a law nerd who could sit in virtually any courtroom and be drawn in. I was inevitably engaged by the nuances of the lawyers’ performances, and even more by the way the judges, who had heard it all before and, far worse, were going to hear it all again tomorrow, absorbed the speeches and complaints. Probably because the judge’s role was the only one here I hadn’t played, I was always fascinated by the demeanor each brought to the silent duty of listening. Some displayed visible boredom or churlish impatience, some sat expressionless as a zombie, others evinced a trace of whimsy or—the most admirable, because they were doing what I could never manage—avid interest in every word.


      Among trial lawyers, there was always a group who dismissed divorce cases as not litigation at all. I never saw it that way, although it was almost always true that the anguish of the parties dominated the proceedings. No matter what the lawyers’ art, you always heard the same agonized lament playing in the space between words like the muffled screech of a violin—‘S/he doesn’t love me anymore.’ That was an injustice for which the law had no soothing response.


      The judge, named Kelly, a middle-aged African American woman, had followed the idiosyncratic local practice, sometimes adopted as a bow to democracy, and wore no robe. Seated on the bench in her mauve business suit, Judge Kelly was in charge nonetheless, pleasant but efficient. She ruled without much elaboration in behalf of Esma on the latest dustup. With that, the justice, as judges were called here, announced a recess and exited. All stood, and Esma, chatting with her main lawyer, who’d returned to counsel table, faced my way as they proceeded toward the corridor. I waited just beyond the dark rail.


      Catching sight of me, Esma came to a complete halt. Although her eyes never left me, she eventually reached for her lawyer’s elbow to send the woman ahead. After another second, Esma exited through the gap in the rail to approach me.


      “Bill,” she said. She seemed somewhat breathless from surprise. She was again dressed down for court: a simple gray dress, less jewelry, her overgrowth of dark hair tamed by a ribbon tied at the back of her head. She looked well and, as always, beautiful. “This is quite a surprise.”


      “I need to speak to you,” I answered.


      “Bill, I’m sorry I never returned your calls. But I don’t need to explain, do I?”


      “Not that,” I said. “Perhaps a few other things.”


      She pointed and we went into the dim corridor with its marble-clad walls. All in all, she seemed far more poised than I could have been after being discovered in a lie of this magnitude.


      “And how is it that you find me here?” she asked.


      “A little scouting around. You’d described this case to me.”


      “Ah yes. You can see it’s as I said, bitter and interminable.” She was walking me down the hall, out of earshot of anyone else. “By the way, your last message mentioned Bank Street?”


      “They claimed to have no information about you, Esma.”


      “That’s just Kayla, the receptionist,” she said lightly. “She’s protective of everyone’s privacy.” I was startled for a second, then suddenly comprehended her strategy. Assuming I remained none the wiser, she was continuing to pretend she was the lawyer in the Jahanbani case rather than the client. “And what is it that you need to know, Bill?”


      I was wrathful, but personal rebukes would predictably end our conversation. My priority had to be learning what I could about Ferko and her arrangements with him.


      “Do you know anything concerning Ferko’s current whereabouts?” I asked.


      “I don’t, Bill. And I don’t believe I would tell you if I did. We both know that’s information he doesn’t want shared. And he’s quite put out with you at the moment, as well as me, I might add.”


      “You’ve spoken to him?”


      “Once. A few weeks ago. After one of your round of messages asking to see him, I rang him. Or tried. When I found his line out of service, I used a number I had for his son. Ferko was quite angry. He thinks you led Laza Kajevic’s Tigers to him. Said they cuffed him about and asked questions concerning Goos and you. Is that possible?”


      “It was quite inadvertent,” I said, although Ferko’s answers had probably ended up saving our lives.


      “But you accosted Ferko at home?”


      “We did.”


      “Well, that’s very much against the rules of your Court, Bill. I’m not surprised he wants nothing to do with you. He was promised that would never occur.”


      I made no response. I was not going to take instruction from Esma about ethics.


      “So you’re saying you never even saw his house?” I asked.


      She tossed around her head and laughed.


      “Never. I had not so much as an address for him. I promised him from the start that I would keep no records that would allow anyone to locate him and punish him for giving evidence. When we met, I reached him by mobile and arranged to see him most often at my hotel.” That was how Ferko could perpetrate this hoax. As I’d realized, the very nature of being a protected witness meant no one ever investigated the basic claims he’d made about himself.


      “Do you care to know what we found, Esma?”


      Accepting that Esma was a studied composition at all times, her surprise, as I described what Goos and I had discovered in Vo Selo, appeared genuine. As she listened, she drew her chin back and pulled her face aside, finally looking behind to find a seat on a stone bench along the wall.


      “This is all very strange,” she said. “Are you suggesting he was playing a part?”


      “More or less.”


      “How awful,” she answered. Then she gave her face a quick little shake to show she didn’t quite accept what I was saying. “But you corroborated his testimony. I was there to see the bones in Boldo’s grave.”


      From a seat at the other end of the bench, I offered an outline of what Madame Professor Tchitchikov had concluded concerning the soil in the grave and what the forensics had shown about the bullets Goos recovered.


      “But to what end?” Esma asked. “What gain is there to Ferko in planting bullets or claiming his wife is dead when she is alive?” Those were the right questions—even though the logical answers seemed to involve Esma. “I can’t make sense of any of this,” she said. “We know there was an explosion. We know four hundred people from Barupra disappeared without a trace.”


      “We exhumed the Cave last week, Esma.”


      “Finding what?”


      “No bodies.”


      Esma’s features were reduced by incomprehension.


      “They are buried somewhere else?” she asked.


      “No, Esma. What proof was there ever that four hundred people are dead, aside from Ferko’s word? Nothing he said is true. In fact, we now believe that a number of the Roma who were living in Barupra at that time are in Kosovo.”


      “Kos-ovo?” She laid one finger on her chin. As I had known her, Esma did not often appear entirely puzzled. She usually had her own goals in mind at every moment, and a strategy for achieving them. “What on earth would impel Ferko to make up such a thing?”


      That remained the pivotal question. I gave her my best guess.


      “The only alternative that really makes sense to me is that you put him up to it. Paid him perhaps. All for the good of the Roma cause.”


      “Me?” She recoiled so far that she nearly rolled off the stone bench. Sharp anger was also not something I’d witnessed often from Esma. What she’d pulled off required mad skills as an actress, but even so, she was doing a superior job of appearing startled, uncomprehending and now indignant. “Me? What good is it to the Roma cause, as you put it, to trot out such an elaborate lie when it is bound to be ultimately exposed? Really, Bill. I know I disappointed you at one moment, but I am not completely daft. Or entirely disingenuous.”


      I dragged a hand down my face. I was ready.


      “Well, it doesn’t surprise you, does it, Esma, that someone would tell elaborate lies and live them out for years, for whatever gratification it offers?”


      “I should say I’m very much surprised. Even more so than you, Bill. I’ve believed all of this about Ferko for nearly a decade.”


      I held a beat.


      “Have you ever heard of a woman from a Persian exile family whose maiden name is Emira Zandi?”


      She jolted visibly again. Her eyes were wide and still and she’d drawn her shoulders around herself protectively. Despite her makeup, I thought there had been a change in her color. Most telling, all her wondrous brio was gone, replaced by the flickering arrival of an expression that was the rarest of all the new looks that had come over her in the last few minutes. She was scared.


      “Not really,” she said. “And what would that have to do with Ferko?”


      “Well, Emira Zandi bears a startling resemblance to you, Mrs. Jahanbani.”


      She waited for a thought. Her mouth twitched over words.


      “Mrs. Who?”


      “You’re a liar,” I said. “And a gigantic crackpot. You could spare me some trouble, not that you would care about that, if you told me why Ferko and you cooked this up?”


      I had suddenly given her a handhold, something relatively genuine to hang on to again: angry denial.


      “I cooked up nothing with Ferko. I persuaded him to give evidence to your Court, Bill, which required some cajoling. But that is because I so wholeheartedly believed him.”


      “And weeping over that photograph of his family, Esma.” I could still call her nothing else. “Whose idea was that?”


      She nodded several times, as if building up inertia to make a concession.


      “Yes, I suggested he bring a photo to court, Bill. And I surely told him that it was not worth the anxiety and effort of taking the stand if he did not do his utmost to be sincere. But I did not instruct him to cry crocodile tears. I prepared him, Bill, as you have prepared hundreds of your clients over the years when they were about to go under oath.”


      It was an essential part of advocacy to rehearse your witnesses to be effective on the stand. Yet there were limits, admittedly subtle ones at times. Yet I never told anybody who was dry-eyed that it would be a good idea to cry.


      “Again, Bill, I had nothing to gain by any of the lies you say Ferko was telling.”


      “Except to call attention to the plight of the Roma.”


      “The plight of the Roma is painfully obvious on its own. Their suffering, which has gone on for centuries, is not a pretense. And I am not pretending either.”


      “I have no doubts about the miseries of the Roma. But I will never believe anything you say.”


      She stared, calculating and doing her best to appear not calculating at all.


      “It would take too long to explain this, Bill. But it is Emira Zandi who is a creation. I am who I have told you.”


      “I only wish. Because I actually liked Esma a good deal. She wasn’t the right gal for me for the long run, but she’s someone I enjoyed and admired. In some ways she was a dream come true.” A wet one, my inner wise guy would have added, but that was not to diminish the depth or the importance of the longing. “But there is no barrister at Bank Street, or in all of the UK for that matter, named Esma Czarni.”


      “I was called to the bar in my maiden name.”


      “You told me you were never married. Now I find you and Jahanbani have been involved in a protracted divorce here in New York.”


      “I knew you were far too respectable to become involved with a married woman, Bill, even though my marriage has been functionally dead for a decade.”


      She had reconnected with her skills as a liar, leveling her chin and steadying her eyes for the last declarations about Esma. We could leapfrog our way through her fabrications forever, with me exposing one and her answering by making up another, switching identities as need be. She was exorbitantly unhinged. And equally gifted. There was no point.


      “You lured me to your bed, Emira, so I would believe all this bullshit. Which I did. It was very exciting.”


      She responded sternly.


      “You wanted to be ‘lured,’ Bill, as you put it.”


      “True that. I did.”


      “But I was never going to be any more to you, Bill, than a playmate with big tits. You were never going to love me.”


      The boiling nature of that accusation struck me at first as another of the gambits a savvy fraud employed to put the other party on the defensive. She’d tried this before, casting me as the wrongdoer and herself as the victim. I was ready to remind her that it was she who’d warned me against falling in love.


      But again, none of this was about what was rational. It went without saying that someone who lived a made-up reality did so to experience what she wouldn’t otherwise. Given that, she had warned me against what in some ways she must have most wanted. Who, after all, ever feels she or he has had enough love?


      “I have always suspected you were in love with someone else,” Esma said. “I can see that I am right—the signs are all over you, the way you stand apart from me, so defiantly. That’s why you’re here in the US, isn’t it? It’s been coming for months. You have gone back to your ex-wife, haven’t you, Bill?”


      I gripped my forehead instinctively.


      “I would have hoped, Esma, Emira, whoever you are—” I stopped. “I would have hoped that whatever else, you would have actually learned something about me. Apparently not.”


      “You are covering up. I know what I know, Bill. You are now sure you are in love, and not with me. Go ahead, Bill. Go back to your wife and your silly little life in Kindle County.”


      I stood up. “Are you going to tell me why you did this? Why you engaged in this lengthy charade?”


      “The Roma people are entitled to justice, Bill. Whatever you think of me, or wish to believe, the Roma have never had justice. I wanted to bring them some. And in my zeal, I was taken in by Ferko, just like you and Goos.”


      That, I supposed, was the best I was going to get from her, as much as I would hear from beneath the mask.


      “Good-bye, Esma,” I said.


      I started down the corridor past her, and she laid her hand on my arm as I brushed past. She spoke in a low voice, her eyes again radiating some of their familiar power.


      “I never lied to you in bed, Bill,” she said.


      

        


      


      Outside, it had become an overcast day of jungle humidity. I looked for a place to gather myself. After making a wrong turn, I ended up on an avenue behind the jail, strung with the neon signs for bail bondsmen, where I found a hole-in-the-wall bodega. There were a couple of chipped linoleum tables beneath a clanging window air conditioner, and I sat at one, downing half of a soda from a waxed cup. The floor here hadn’t been mopped since the turn of the millennium, and the place had the faint stink of grime and bad plumbing. Several of the hustlers going to or coming from court dates filtered in, speaking too loudly to the Pakistani guy behind the cash register as they purchased lottery tickets or cigarettes. That man, presumably the owner, made no effort to be friendly. One of his hands never came above the scratched Plexiglas counter beside him, a display case of candy and gum bearing a makeshift padlock. I was relatively sure he was holding a weapon of some kind, probably a bat or a crowbar, out of sight.


      Pondering now, a few blocks and a few minutes away from Esma, I found myself less enraged than I expected. My parents, especially my father, were never far off whenever I started condemning her for her make-believe life. In truth, many of us did lesser versions of what she had done, settling into new selves at times. Only six months ago, I’d thrown over the life I’d spent a quarter of a century making in Kindle County, because I felt something more authentic calling to me from The Hague.


      The one thing that had continued to baffle me was why she wanted to be Roma. But going through my haphazard research about her again before departing for this trip, I’d noticed that probably the most famous person of Rom heritage in the academic world, Professor Bavel Wilson, an outspoken advocate for Roma civil rights, had been for decades a fellow at Caius College at Cambridge, where Esma passed her university years. He was a magnetic and inspirational figure in his YouTube videos, and it was not hard to imagine his effect on the younger Emira. But without the psychological excursions of a biographer, I would never fully comprehend her inner motivations. Did she feel deeply injured or abused for some reason? Probably. Why else would she want to present herself as a member of what Roger had appropriately called the most screwed-over group of white people on earth?


      But that remained speculation. The one thing I felt surer of, as I instinctively kept an eye on the lurking types who slid in and out of the bodega, was that Esma’s seductive power was rooted in her dual personas. Whoever she was being, some fragment of her consciousness had to be reserved for the other personality, so she could escape to it when need be. Except in the bed. The line of hers that would always excite me most in memory was when she urged me to experience that moment ‘when there is nothing of you but pleasure.’ For her, the bedroom was a place of purification, where, at peak moments, she was one soul, without reservations or ambiguity. Thus it was probably true that from her perspective she had never lied to me there.


      And for that reason she’d been able to recognize a kindred yearning in me. Digging through the layers of her lies and what they meant about the case, about her, and about me, I hit that locked chest that explorers in stories inevitably found when they hunted buried treasure. Within it was my own dirty little secret. No matter how baffling her motives, I would always have to acknowledge this: I had gotten exactly what I wanted from her anyway.


    

  




  

    

      

        34.


        OTR—July 9–10


      


      From the bodega, I tried several calls, connecting with no one. For Nara, it was too late; she’d already silenced her phone. Goos seemed to be out of range in Kosovo. And after getting Roger’s voice mail, I texted him all the contact info I had for Emira Jahanbani. In a few months, Rog and I would have dinner and a lot of wine in Kindle County or DC and decide yet again that we’d been friends for too long to turn away from each other now. Finally, I left a message on Merriwell’s personal cell, where an out-of-office recording said he’d return tomorrow.


      The one person I did reach was Teresa Held, one of my former litigation partners here, whom I met at my hotel for a drink. Teresa had been recently nominated for the federal bench in Brooklyn. She wanted my advice and help about making it through the Senate Judiciary Committee. The bipartisan fan club Roger thought I enjoyed on the Hill had its sole shadow of reality in Judiciary. My home state’s senior senator, who’d made me US Attorney, was now the committee’s ranking member, and I also had a friend on the other side of the aisle, my freshman dorm counselor, an R who was the junior senator from Kentucky. Todd remained a wonderfully decent guy, even though my jaw sometimes fell open listening to what he said on TV. I promised to call both senators for Teresa.


      Then I went upstairs to order room service and deal with my e-mail. I found a very sweet note Nara had sent before going to sleep, and a couple of messages Goos had forwarded while he was in Kosovo or on his way. Before looking at them, I sent him an e-mail offering a brief précis of my confrontation with Esma. “She claims ardently that Ferko duped her, too. God only knows why but I tend to believe her. She seemed sincerely surprised about his wife and his house and the grave. That said, I wouldn’t wager even a keim that there’s not a lot more to the story than she acknowledged.”


      The e-mails Goos had forwarded proved to be from NFI. The first was a report analyzing the explosive residues on the stones Professor Tchitchikov had first collected at the Cave five weeks ago. Given Goos’s physical condition, it had taken him a while, once we returned after Kajevic’s capture, to deliver the samples to the lab. The Dutch scientists then found it necessary to confer with the FBI. The report they’d finally prepared included a lot of terminology that was beyond me—‘fragment range and dispersal,’ ‘shock wave reflection’—but the conclusion was intelligible: The black stuff was characteristic of a small explosive device, such as a hand grenade, utilized by the United States military. Interestingly, NFI reached this determination based not on the chemical composition of the explosive material, but rather of the metal from the hand grenade wall that was melted into the residue.


      Given the NATO aerial surveillance photos, the result was unsurprising, although I still had no idea why US troops wanted to bury five thousand weapons in the Cave. I was mulling that over, when my phone buzzed. It was Merriwell, calling from the limo on his way back home from Dulles.


      We talked for a second about baseball. I had paid exorbitantly for seven field box seats for Sunday’s Trappers game, to which I would take two sons, one fiancée, one girlfriend, and, as an appreciation of their generosity, Ellen and Howard.


      “So you’re in the US then?” Merry asked.


      “I am. And I was hoping to make a stop in DC to get some more of your time.”


      “Official business?”


      “Not really. Related perhaps, but definitely personal.”


      “Sounds intriguing.”


      “I’ll explain when I see you.”


      He weighed that for a second, but said he would have time tomorrow afternoon.


      Once I hung up, I booked a seat on the noon Acela and returned to the second e-mail Goos had forwarded, which attached NFI’s findings from several of the cell phones that had been recovered from the Cave. The lab had identified four of the cells’ owners, although the names meant nothing to me. One of the phones was equipped with a camera. That was still an innovation in 2004, and given the dismal living standard in Barupra, the device might have been acquired by means other than purchase. But whoever was using it had taken pictures of everything—kids, dogs, clouds, cars, and many of the neighbors. The photos were often touching, showing people, even in the midst of agonizing poverty, enjoying what they could.


      The most interesting pictures for our purposes had been snapped on the night of April 27, 2004. There were probably a dozen of them. They’d clearly been taken on the sneak, and many were unfocused and often quite dark, but they were still revealing. The first showed a line of Chetniks entering Barupra, weapons in hand. Next were a couple of stills of what I assumed was the Chetnik commander, standing with a flashlight shining on him and with the electric megaphone raised to his mouth. The most dramatic photograph in the bunch was of the same officer, a moment later. The megaphone still hung from his neck but he’d dropped to one knee, his assault rifle raised and flame, like a lizard tongue, jumping from the barrel. Following in the sequence was a photo of the soldiers tearing the old plasterboard sheeting off one of the dwellings, and then several images of the residents marching off toward the trucks at gunpoint, their arms crowded with things precious to them, while young children carried dolls or, even more pathetically, walked with their hands in the air. The last shot was fairly blurry, and it required a minute to make out the forms: the bodies of Boldo and his son. The boy had fallen faceup on his father’s chest, as they lay together on the ground brown with blood.


      I had visualized and revisualized what had happened in Barupra so often, based on Ferko’s account, that I was instantly comparing what was here to what I’d imagined. Having dismissed Ferko as largely a con, I was startled that so much of what had been captured in these images bore out his testimony. Yet I also felt exhausted by the constant chase for the truth with Ferko and cautioned myself against trying to reach conclusions. Some of the hardest words for an investigator, especially after lots of work, are ‘We’ll never know.’


      Once I set that aside, I found myself nagged at by something else, a sense I might have known the commander. His form—his posture and narrow physique—in the three photos in which he appeared seemed familiar. I couldn’t place him, although I had a visceral memory that he was someone I liked. My best guess was that he was one of the soldiers I’d met under General Moen’s command.


      

        


      


      Merriwell was CEO of Distance Communications, a job he’d held quite successfully since leaving the service in scandal. The corporate campus was in northern Virginia, not far from the Pentagon, on a piece of land with hills and big deciduous trees, surrounded by a fence of steel spears at least fifteen feet high. At the guardhouse, I gave my name and waited for the back-and-forth until I was admitted.


      For a company I’d literally never heard of before I met Merriwell, Distance had headquarters whose size astounded me. At least fifty acres served as a security perimeter for a network of low functional-looking buildings, designed with little regard to the lush hills behind them. The reception area was all marble but there was a hush to the place that seemed unnerving, especially in combination with the cameras that hung from most corners of the ceiling. After I signed in with the stoic receptionist, one of the cameras rotated to follow me back to my chair. I was sure I was being processed in facial recognition software against a database of terrorists. After a while, I received a clip-on badge, and one of Merriwell’s assistants emerged to escort me back.


      The office to which she led me was vast. When I was US Attorney, I used to make jokes about the size of my office, saying that because the government didn’t pay much in salary, you were rewarded instead with square footage. But the space Merriwell inhabited had to be at least three times as large. You’d literally have trouble hearing someone on the other side of the room unless they shouted. Because the space was so huge, it had a somewhat barren quality. The furniture, for example, appeared to have been left over since 1960, teak Danish Modern, although I knew that stuff was coming back. Even so, Merry could have done more to warm the place up. Aside from the lone photo of his grandchild, there was not a picture in the place. The only decorations were awards the company had received over the years from DoD. I’d represented another defense contractor during my days in private practice and had been impressed by the deliberately nondescript character of the employees’ workspaces, especially the battleship-gray walls. I took it now that was an industry practice.


      Merriwell, in his white shirt and sedate tie, greeted me warmly, then showed me to a twelve-seat conference table that absorbed a corner of the room. He looked even better than a few weeks back and now had that vital windswept color that comes from lots of sailing. He said he’d been spending quite a bit of time at his place on the Eastern Shore. That was where Rog’s weekend home was, too, and I suspected they passed time together.


      I asked if they’d spoken this week.


      “We’ve been missing each other. He told me he wanted to have a cup of coffee, but I was in West Africa until yesterday. I assume I’m about to find out what he has on his mind?”


      I shrugged.


      “The one thing he told me on the phone,” Merriwell said, “was that your investigation is nearing its end.”


      “It is. We exhumed the Cave.”


      “With what result?”


      “Well, I guess from your perspective, Merry, I’d probably say it was good news and bad.”


      “Okay,” said Merriwell. He thought. “I’m feeling more optimistic lately, so I’ll take the good news first.”


      “No bodies.”


      He nodded many times with his mouth pursed.


      “Forgive me, Boom, but I have told you more than once to expect that.”


      “Based on what?”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “What made you so confident that the Roma of Barupra weren’t all massacred?”


      “I was promised that emphatically. I told you I spoke to my senior officers before you and I first met.”


      “Which of your senior officers assured you the Roma weren’t murdered?”


      I received Merry’s scowl, his faint brows drawn into his eyes.


      “You know I can’t answer that, Boom.”


      “I say it was Attila. She had control of the trucks that ended up taking the Roma from Barupra.”


      “Well, now you seem to know more than I do.”


      “I doubt that, Merry.”


      “If you have questions about Attila, she’s probably the best person to answer them.”


      “If she will.”


      “Why wouldn’t she?”


      “I was hoping you’d be able to explain that to me.”


      He gave a slow, ponderous shake of the head to show he had no idea.


      “And I suppose,” he said, “I should ask for the bad news.”


      “We found about five thousand light arms—assault rifles, grenades, ammunition, RPGs, mortars—a true armory. The bulk of them were of Yugoslav manufacture, but bore laser markings indicating they’d been in NATO’s custody. Am I telling you anything you don’t know?”


      “That there were five thousand weapons in what you call the Cave? Frankly, I’m astounded.”


      I considered whether I believed him.


      “Well,” I said, “I think we’re verging on things you do know about. If my deductions are correct, those weapons were stolen by some of the Roma from a convoy that Attila was running to the airfield at Camp Comanche. About a hundred of those stolen arms were then sold by the Gypsies to Kajevic, who ended up using them to wound or kill twelve of your troops. That fact, I sense, was not only tragic for you, but problematic. Because all of those arms—the ones Kajevic used, the ones in the Cave, the ones in the convoy—were part of about 500,000 weapons you were collecting to ship to Iraq whose ultimate disposition seems to be quite mysterious.”


      Merry had watched me with his lead-gray eyes absolutely still.


      “Perhaps I’m helping you understand, Merry, why Rog wants a coffee date?”


      “Boom, I thought you told me this wasn’t official business.”


      “It isn’t. The ICC prosecutes crimes against humanity, not weapons trafficking. Besides, you and I both know that it’s against the law for me to be investigating on US soil, or for you to be helping me. This is just one of those conversations between two guys that isn’t even happening.”


      Merry looked at me askance as he continued reflecting.


      I said, “You had to have known within hours of the casualties in Doboj that those soldiers were shot with weapons that had been stolen from NATO. Originally, when I learned that, I thought you had kept that information to yourself because it was so embarrassing—our only combat fatalities in Bosnia coming with ammo and small arms that had been taken out of our hands. Then, over time, I reconsidered and wondered if you were suppressing that information because the Roma’s theft and sale of those arms gave American soldiers such a strong motive to play vigilante and to go kill the Gypsies.”


      Merriwell shook his head and said simply, “No.”


      “We’ll come back to that,” I said. “But more recently, I’ve become aware of something else, which is why I referred to the guns in the Cave as bad news for you. The problem with acknowledging that our soldiers had been killed with light arms stolen from one of our convoys was that somebody—the press, the parents of one of those slain soldiers, a representative in Congress—one of those somebodies would inevitably ask why in the hell a convoy of NATO-seized weapons was headed to Camp Comanche in the first place. Where were those weapons being flown? Because those arms—the guns that killed our soldiers, the guns buried in the Cave, the guns in the convoy, all 500,000 small arms headed to Iraq—were what you guys really don’t want to talk about.”


      “I understand what you’re suggesting,” said Merriwell.


      “But?”


      “But the disposition of the Bosnian weapons sent to Iraq remains a highly classified matter.”


      “It’s eleven years later, Merry.”


      “Revising security classifications was never my job, Boom, and it certainly isn’t now. I’m sorry. It goes without saying that this business”—a finger circled the room—“depends on not overstepping those boundaries.”


      I’d heard a lot of that bullshit by now. I folded my hands on the table. I was never under the illusion that Merriwell and I had become friends, despite sharing some personal moments. I think we respected each other, but we’d always recognized that our roles were in some way antagonistic.


      “I really didn’t come here to threaten you, Merry.”


      I got an unwilling smile. “But you’re going to threaten me anyway. I’ll tell you right now that if you truly think I was engaged in arms trafficking, then you have no leverage at all.”


      “Well, I’ll tell you one thing I do know, Merry, one of those pieces of criminal law trivia you learn as a federal prosecutor, which I suspect you know, too: There’s a wartime exception to the federal criminal statute of limitations. Anything that might be regarded as a fraud against the US government will be prosecutable for at least five years after the last troops left Iraq, which means Roger and you remain in the crosshairs until the end of 2016 at least. I don’t know exactly what you guys did, but I’m pretty sure that your mutual anxiety attack isn’t just about face-saving. The efforts you’ve made to hide this have been too sustained and energetic. And nobody grits his teeth through an accusation of war crimes on the front page of the New York Times—especially an accusation that’s untrue—unless silence is required to hide something real.”


      I got a very tough look from Merriwell. He was a soldier.


      “So, Merry, consider me like many other successful fifty-five-year-old lawyers. I have lots of friends on Capitol Hill, people who’d be happy to see me on short notice, including the senator who named me US Attorney. People in office always enjoy getting their names in the paper as champions of the truth—and American taxpayers. My goal isn’t to embarrass Roger or you. But I’m not going to be stonewalled either. I’ve just wasted six months of my life investigating a crime that didn’t happen, so you guys could avoid an investigation of what did. I’d like some answers. Call them hypothetical if you like. But if I was imagining that 500,000 small arms were going to be shipped to Iraq, should I be thinking they got there?”


      Erect in his chair, in a posture he’d probably first assumed by the time he was five, Merriwell drummed his fingers on the tabletop.


      “All OTR?” he asked. Off the record.


      “Deep dark OTR,” I said.


      Nonetheless, he took another instant.


      “They were sent in two shipments,” he said then. “My belief is that they all arrived at the airport in Baghdad. What happened after that is somewhat opaque.”


      I smiled. That was the same word Roger had used in January when he visited me in my law office.


      “And why opaque?”


      “There were documents that showed that officials of the Iraqi Ministry of Defense signed for the weapons. But the Iraqis claimed subsequently those signatures were forgeries.”


      “So the weapons never got to Iraq?”


      “No, they were definitely in Iraq.”


      “If the guns were in Iraq, why did the Defense Ministry deny they’d received them?”


      Merriwell, cautious by nature, watched me, clearly weighing what to say next.


      “Many of the weapons were recovered on the battlefield,” he said at last.


      I didn’t get it for a second.


      “From the enemy?”


      “Yes.”


      “He sold them to Al Qaeda in Iraq? The defense minister?”


      “Or they were stolen from him. Or they were diverted before reaching Baghdad, which is what the Iraqis claimed.”


      “So you shipped hundreds of thousands of weapons to Iraq that were then used to kill US soldiers and Marines?”


      Merriwell declined to react. His face was granite.


      “It would have been very embarrassing, Boom. No question about that. But there were no witnesses, at least none who would talk to us about seeing the weapons shipments in Baghdad. Ultimately, the White House and DoD decided this had to remain a top-secret matter, because of the lasting damage it would have done to our relationship with the new government of Iraq.


      “You must remember the context, Boom. After the invasion in 2003, we disarmed the civilian police and the armed forces because they were Saddam’s proxies—almost all were Sunnis, like Hussein. But they were also the only forces trained to maintain order. By the time we realized we had made a catastrophic mistake and wanted to give those folks their weapons back, a Shia-dominated government was in power, whose members recoiled at that prospect. So if the Iraqi Shia government misdirected a weapon or two for every assault rifle given back to the Sunnis, we had no choice but to accept it. Weapons in this world are like currency. They are in demand everywhere.” Merry hitched a shoulder. “Al Qaeda would have bought arms from someone else.”


      It was bribery, of course, of a sophisticated form: Help the defense minister and God knows who else loosen their objections to rearming the Sunnis by allowing him and his cronies to pad their Swiss bank accounts.


      “Merry, I doubt the American taxpayers would have been philosophical about the Iraqi defense minister selling the weapons killing our troops. No wonder DoD and the White House didn’t want that story to get out. It would have devastated support for the war.”


      Merriwell pulled his lips into his mouth.


      “You know that I never favored that war, Boom. But the task that confronted me once I arrived was to salvage the remnants of an entire society. We’d destroyed their government and every public institution. We were stuck, unless we wanted to leave and hand the Iranians title to the whole country.”


      As Nara insisted, there were often no good choices once a war begins.


      “And why are Roger and you so squeamish if the White House and Defense were onboard originally?”


      He displayed a sardonic little smile.


      “You probably know how the blame game goes in this town, Boom. Memories fade. Fingers point. You can’t find ten people who were in Congress who’d say they would invade Iraq again today. A lot of this would come down to what was documented, in a situation in which no one ever wanted to put anything in writing. Roger was the top intelligence officer. I was the senior commander. As they say, Shit rolls downhill. And over the years, Boom, there were several congressional briefings and inquiries where someone might say Roger and I chose our words a little too carefully.”


      I closed my eyes to think it through. If I was Merry’s lawyer, I’d see the perils very clearly. The people above Merriwell in the chain of command would bob and weave. They’d say they didn’t know in advance that the Iraqi defense minister was going to divert the weapons, and certainly not to Al Qaeda. And in a fluid situation, where the truth moved like quicksilver and calamity was always at hand, it was possible, even likely, that Roger and Merry hadn’t waited for all the right approvals. Even eleven years later, there would be fury, starting with the families of every soldier who died in Iraq in that period. It would get really ugly, really fast.


      And Layton Merriwell—who even tried to help me in order to avoid further damage to his name—was clearly not up to another scandal. Or to shredding one more career. Or years of grand juries and lawsuits, or even prosecution. With his government pension, Roger had a special vulnerability. I didn’t need to reread Title 18, the US criminal code, to figure out if arming the enemy was an offense. The second shipment, after Merriwell and Roger knew the guns were likely to go awry, would be very very hard to defend—which was why the officials above them were bound to maintain they never had the complete picture.


      “Three years later, in 2007,” Merry said, “the Administration and I were no longer on the same page about the war, as you know. I was just starting to read my name in the papers—”


      “As a presidential candidate?”


      He nodded. “There was suddenly a flurry of congressional inquiries about the weapons we’d gathered in Bosnia. I understood it was a shot across the bow. Eventually, senior Administration figures intervened to convince a couple of committee chairs that this was Pandora’s box for many people besides me.”


      “Is that why you decided not to run? To end that investigation?”


      He laughed a little.


      “I had many reasons for not running. Florence was completely against it. My chances were slight. For the most part, I couldn’t imagine spending every day begging for money like a monk with a tin cup. But yes, my announcement that I was staying in the military certainly encouraged everyone to let the sleeping dogs lie.


      “One odd development, though, was that the compelling Ms. Czarni showed up in Bosnia asking about Barupra at almost exactly the same time. I’ve always assumed that was a coincidence, but I could never convince Attila.”


      “Speaking of Attila—she was the one who told you that the people of Barupra were alive?”


      “Hypothetically.”


      “When?”


      “A few days before I first met with you.”


      “Did you ask where they were? Or why someone couldn’t just tell the Court that?”


      “Attila said they had been promised complete confidentiality concerning their whereabouts. It was like the Witness Protection Program on a large scale.”


      “Because?”


      “Because Laza Kajevic wanted to kill them. He’d sworn revenge on them after the firefight in Doboj. They would always be in mortal danger as long as Kajevic remained at large.”


      A surprised sound escaped me, although now that Merry said it, I realized I should have put that together on my own. That was why people who’d been AWOL for the last eleven years were suddenly out in the open.


      “Attila’s explanation made some sense, Boom. But certainly, under the circumstances, it wasn’t my secret to tell you. Nor was it my right to put those people at risk. I did my best to lead you to the NATO records, thinking they’d provide you some clues. Once I saw those aerial surveillance photos, I admit I got a sinking feeling. I hoped Attila had some role in moving those people. It was possible, of course, that she had lied to me, and the Gypsies in the pictures were instants away from their deaths. But I could never make myself believe that.”


      “You didn’t ask Attila?”


      “I learned a long time ago, Boom, that when it came to the intelligence services and the civilian contractors, I was very much ‘need to know.’ I stayed between the lines. And, by contrast, I never discussed the materials I turned over to you with Attila. It was your job to get to the bottom of all that, not mine.”


      I understood the eyes-forward mentality, but I didn’t really approve when the question Merriwell avoided asking Attila was, Did you commit a crime against humanity? But his logic was that there was nothing to gain. If Attila said no, Merry would still be unsure whether she was speaking the truth. And even worse, what would Merriwell do if his former top NCO answered yes?


      “And what about my witness, Ferko? Any idea what he was up to? Was he protecting the people of Barupra by testifying they were dead?”


      “Same answer: I never asked. My assumption was that his testimony was a contrivance of Ms. Czarni’s, but your guess is as good as mine. Maybe he was being heroic.”


      Lawyers and judges, who placed a sacred weight on testimony, seldom saw perjury in that light. And as Goos and I had acknowledged, it was hard to conceive of the man we met in Vo Selo, with his little castle and a ring on each finger, as a bold protector of his people. But perhaps. What had Merriwell said? With their need to live in an ever-changing present, the Gypsies don’t really see it as lying anyway.


      I closed my eyes again to concentrate and conjure up my remaining questions. I’d made notes on the plane, but it didn’t seem sporting to take them out.


      “And in 2004, what did you understand about the Roma’s role regarding Kajevic?”


      “Less than you seem to think. I knew that the Roma had provided the intelligence on Kajevic’s whereabouts. My information was that they sold his people black-market goods—car parts, something like that—and recognized only later whom they’d been dealing with. But even after our soldiers were killed and wounded, I didn’t know that the Roma had stolen the weapons or sold them to Kajevic. I admit, Boom, that those arms were a sensitive issue that we didn’t want the press or Congress to explore for fear of where it would lead. But, as you point out, the identity of the thieves was not central to that concern.”


      “So who did you think stole the weapons?”


      “I’d been told at the time that those trucks had been hot-wired in the middle of the night by thieves who escaped unseen. Because of other information, Army Intelligence formed a theory that the thieves were jihadis who wanted to get the guns to the Middle East. That’s why we were so unprepared for the firepower Kajevic had acquired. I left for Iraq two days after the raid, when no one yet had an explanation for how Kajevic got his hands on the weapons—or the trucks, for that matter.”


      “When did you learn about the Roma’s role in that?”


      “I think it was 2007 when Ms. Czarni showed up in Bosnia. Attila told Roger, and Roger told me, that the disappearance of the Roma had some relationship to the weapons Kajevic used. Again, I didn’t ask for details.”


      I took a second again to piece things through. In the interval, Merriwell hiked across the room to speak to his assistant on the phone. I could tell that his next meeting was ready to start. I promised him not to be much longer, but he took the time to refresh our coffees from a black plastic Thermos before he resumed his seat in his leather chair.


      I asked the question I’d been saving for last.


      “Any chance Attila sold the weapons to Kajevic?”


      Merriwell did me the favor of briefly reflecting on the possibility before shaking his head emphatically.


      “Her behavior has been a bit odd. I imagine you could see that I was surprised when you thanked me at your ex-wife’s house for encouraging Attila to assist you. The day before that, she’d been on the phone, raising her voice with me and insisting I was crazy to turn the NATO records over to you. And she was very put out when I told her that I couldn’t describe the documents. Attila hates no answer more than, I can’t tell you. But selling weapons to Kajevic? There isn’t money enough to make Attila Doby betray her country or our soldiers.”


      “She’s back in the US apparently,” I said. “Do you have her address?”


      “I’m sure.” Merriwell crossed the office again—he really needed a backpack and a walking stick in here to go end to end—and eventually phoned one of his assistants, who, he said, would provide me with all of Attila’s domestic contact information on my way out.


      At the door, Merry again offered his hand. I remained impressed by how hale and confident he looked with his summer tan. He was a complicated guy, like most of us. But I felt he’d told me the truth today. For the most part, he always had, at least about what concerned me: There was no massacre.


      “I hope you will stay in touch, Boom. I still look back on that dinner we had as a transformative moment in my life.”


      “I take no credit.”


      “You gave me hope,” he said. “Which was borne out. You’ll have to come to dinner again to take a look at my place next time you’re in town. Jamie’s redecorating. I’m sure you saw that it needed it.”


      I could feel my face fall.


      “Oh.” Merriwell smiled hugely when he saw my expression. It was probably the most amused I’d ever seen him, grinning broadly enough to reveal a lot of gum recession. “I guess the American gossip rags don’t reach The Hague.”


      “I don’t keep track of them, that’s for sure.”


      “Jamie’s come back to me.” He was referring to Major St. John. “She left Rick. I would never have had the courage to reach out again were it not for you.”


      I shook his hand once more, and on my way out accepted a piece of paper from Merriwell’s assistant, but I remained dazed. I could not imagine what Merriwell heard in my advice to move on that he reinterpreted to fit his own needs. But he had what he wanted, at least for a while. I had told him, ‘Stay happy,’ as I departed, but I left feeling the man was probably doomed.
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      I stayed overnight in DC at the Huntington and managed to reach college friends, Melvin and Milly Hunter, for dinner. The Hunters—he was black and she was white—were both physicians, Milly an ENT and Melvin an oncologist. We talked mostly about our kids, but the subject turned to race, everything from Obama through Michael Brown. When I first met Melvin, he did not like to mention in public that he was black, but he seemed increasingly desperate about how inescapable color was in America, particularly for their kids, whom they’d idealistically brought up to check ‘Other’ on forms asking about race.


      I was asleep early, but left my phone on, hoping to hear from Nara. We’d been exchanging voice mails, but still hadn’t connected. As I was leaving The Hague, she appeared just a little uneasy that I was going to see Esma, although her discomfort was minor compared to my apprehensions about her visit with Lew. Near 4 a.m., my phone pinged and I roused myself and turned on the light, sitting at the edge of the bed with my hands on my thighs while I tried to remind myself where I was.


      The text was from Goos. He’d positioned himself at an Internet café and wondered if we could speak by Skype. He’d attached several photos of the people he’d interviewed in the last couple of days.


      His image swam a bit on the screen and shattered into uneven lines before it cohered. We ended up starting with a rundown on my conversation with Merriwell.


      “Think we’re lucky he’s taken a liking to you, Boom.”


      “Maybe. He knows I’m reluctant to burn Roger. But I think he was afraid not to tell me the truth.”


      Like me, Goos could see how Merry and Roger would be left holding the bag if the Iraqi weapons shipments became a subject of public discussion. Even if they ended up pointing fingers at the White House to save themselves, it would make a grim end to their public careers, with no guaranteed outcome.


      Eventually, we turned to the results of Goos’s efforts in Kosovo.


      “Talked to about forty people in the last two days,” Goos said. “Some by themselves, some in groups. Have a couple folks standing by, if you’ve a mind to ask questions yourself.”


      “What’s the executive summary before we do that?”


      “Making it very skinny, the 386 souls who used to live in Barupra arrived here on April 28, 2004.”


      “And here is Mitrovica? The refugee camp where the locals tried to burn them out in 1999?”


      “Right you are, Boom. Not much more popular now hereabouts, I’d say. A hundred thousand or so Roma in Kosovo back then and ninety thousand ended up as refugees. Usual story. Everybody hates them.”


      I was experiencing some difficulty sorting out my reactions. I was supposed to be happy these people were still alive.


      “And what happened to them once they got to Mitrovica?”


      “Well, I sent you photos, but here, this café is just across the street.”


      He swung his laptop around. What I saw was not much better than Barupra, shacks with corrugated tin roofs, sided in canvas or bare planks. As in Barupra, there were dwellings under blue tarps and, in one case, the old drab tenting of the UN relief agency. Clothing hung on wash lines, and as always there were piles of metal refuse everywhere. The place was deep in mud.


      “The reason there was still room in the old camp here,” Goos said, “was there’d been a lot of whinging that folks were getting sick. Turns out it’s right down the hill from a lead mine. Place was finally closed a few years back. But there’s still thirty, forty of the Roma from Barupra squatting here.”


      “What about lead poisoning?”


      “What about it? There’s dead kids, blind kids, kids with all manner of problems. Some of the grown-ups have got nerve conditions. But there’s nowhere else to go. Most from Barupra are over in a better camp, former UN barracks, little white buildings. And a lot have fallen back in with the Roma community in town, the Mahalla. But aren’t a lot of them here, Boom, wherever they’re living, that’ve got a piece of piss for a life—it’s all damn hard.”


      “No happy endings for the Roma?”


      “Not in this movie.”


      On my tablet, I navigated to the photos Goos had sent: kids in cheap dirty clothes, most of them in short pants, as seemed to be the custom without regard to the season. The adults had the insular weathered look I’d seen before. They wore Crocs and no socks and polyester jackets and surplus T-shirts with ridiculous slogans that had caused the garments to go unsold until the Roma bought them for pennies. The sight was starting to have a disheartening familiarity.


      “Was it easy getting them to talk?”


      “Not easy. The younger ones were better. A couple months back, before Kajevic was captured, I’d have had Buckley’s chance with any of them.” That was more or less what I’d pieced together with Merriwell.


      “How it turned out, Boom, I was a bit tin-arsed.” He meant he’d been lucky. “Recollect Sinfi from Lijce, the other Roma town? You told me all about her.”


      I wouldn’t forget Sinfi soon. She was the thin beautiful young woman who first informed us about Kajevic’s threats, while holding her nine-month-old on her hip.


      “I was having a squizz around the camp here,” Goos said, “when I saw this sheila and thought to myself, Must be she’s Sinfi’s sister.” He had to be referring to the withered arm. “So I asked her, you know. Turned out I was right. I lent her my mobile to call Lijce. No one here’s got international service. Happy times, Boom. Tears of joy. I was everybody’s mate after that. Only thing was the lot of them wanted to be double sure Kajevic was in irons. Had a couple NATO photos to show them.”


      “So you’re the big man on campus?”


      “Could say. You know, Boom, I suspect some of them are looking to have a lend of us. Just their way. They’ll stick their hands out soon enough. Reparations? Whatever they can get. You understand, Boom. They’re poor.”


      I didn’t need to tell Goos how to steer around that: Make no promises but, on the other hand, don’t tell them now that their hopes were unrealistic. It was almost impossible to deal with the Roma without screwing them over in some way.


      “So here’s our man Ion.” Lacking directorial skills, Goos forgot to re-aim the camera, which I assumed was in his laptop, perched in turn on a café table. But eventually Ion was at Goos’s side. Ion was chunky, with a full face and wiry black hair and brown as an old penny. He was a good-natured sort, smiling often, despite his dentition, in which his two front teeth appeared to be alone in his upper gum. The sight of him took me all the way back to childhood and a puppet called Ollie, a dragon with a single tooth that overlapped his lower lip.


      Ion spoke quickly in Serbo-Croatian and also knew a few words of English, since he was another former CoroDyn employee. But Goos frequently held him up so he could translate for me.


      Ion had worked on Boldo’s crew and drove regularly for Attila and CoroDyn. In mid-March 2004, he was deployed on several convoys, picking up stores of weapons at various facilities around Bosnia and delivering them to Camp Comanche for what I now knew was air transport to Iraq. The final convoy did not follow the pattern.


      “They went down toward Mostar and picked up the load of weapons, twelve trucks, but when they got back toward Tuzla, Boldo suddenly tells half of them, Ion included, to take the arms and the trucks to Barupra. Boldo had them steer these rigs down that road to the Cave in the middle of the night, which didn’t make any of these blokes especially content, but Boldo is mean as cat’s piss. In the morning, Ion and a dozen of them from the village unloaded the weapons from the trucks. Boldo is strutting around, grinning like a shot fox, saying how he had a customer for some of this.”


      “Was this new?” I said. “Did Boldo deal in stolen guns regularly?”


      “Boldo,” Goos told me, after he’d asked, “was pretty good at boosting cars and chopping them. But weapons, so far as Ion knew, that was a new lurk for Boldo.”


      Goos and Ion again chatted for a minute. In the afternoon, after all the arms were unloaded, Boldo and Ion and the other drivers were taken back to where the rest of the convoy had waited. Then they proceeded to Commanche, where Boldo reported the hijacking. The next day, the men working for Boldo warehoused the weapons in the Cave.


      “Ion was up top of the ridge for a rest when he sees a car raising dust across the valley. Looked like a jet with a vapor trail, doing 150 kilometers at least.”


      Ion was a vivid storyteller like so many other Roma. He was in the midst of rolling himself a cigarette but was able to do a pantomime illustrating the speed of the car, even while Ion held the unsealed paper, lined with tobacco, in his other hand.


      “Sedan parks in front of the Cave, and even on top, Ion can hear Attila screaming, cross as a frog in a sack. ‘Where’s Boldo? Where’s Boldo?’


      “Boldo comes sauntering down and Attila gets up in his grill. Quite the blue.”


      Ion made a shooting gesture.


      “What’s that?” I asked.


      “Says if either had a sidearm there’d have been bullets fired, that’s how mad they were.”


      “Did Ion hear any of the argument?”


      “He and quite a few others started down the road to watch. But mostly it was in English, with some Bosnian at times. He remembers Boldo saying to Attila, ‘When generals steal they are heroes, and when Gypsies steal they are thieves.’”


      Ion added something then at which Goos drew back. He was clearly asking Ion to repeat it.


      “Ion also recalls Boldo saying to Attila, ‘You said we should steal these weapons.’”


      I took a second.


      “And how did Attila respond?”


      Ion took the time to light his cigarette, then made the shooting gesture again with his thumb and his forefinger.


      “And what’s the conclusion to this argument?” I asked.


      “Attila gives a bunch of orders. Boldo is all sulky. Attila is standing there, like a mom over a kid, while Boldo gets out his acetylene torch and starts parting out one of the trucks.”


      “Chopping it?”


      “Yay, they get done with a couple and put the pieces back in the Cave and call it a day.”


      I asked Goos, “Do you understand what was up with Attila?”


      “Nary a clue.”


      “Okay.”


      “As soon as Attila is gone, Boldo starts mocking her, how no dyke is gonna be telling him what to do. Eventually, Boldo slinks off to town. Usually does some dirty business in the clubs outside Tuzla, them that will let a Gypsy in.”


      Goos turned back to Ion to listen.


      “Right,” Goos said. “Next morning this pimply bogan, kid maybe twenty, druggie-looking, gray teeth from meth, shows up, so much cash it doesn’t fit in one pocket. Ion gets called back down to the Cave, and he and several other blokes load up two of the covered cargo trucks that haven’t been chopped, with a hundred assault weapons, body armor, ammo, RPGs, mortars. Very big score for Boldo. About 40,000 keim.” Roughly $20,000 American. “Boldo is going to deliver all that after dark.”


      “Did Ion make the delivery?” I asked.


      In reply, Ion was emphatic with Goos.


      “No. For that, Boldo sent three of his regulars who helped him boost cars, including our friend Ferko. Ion and Ferko were mates in those days, so Ion heard about this from Ferko afterwards. Apparently the trucks and weapons went to the wrecked part of Doboj that took a lot of hits while the Serbs were driving out everyone else.


      “Now Ion here doesn’t know exactly what Ferko heard or saw, but Ferko, when he comes back he’s all ropeable and gets into it with Boldo. Boldo puts a pistol on Ferko in the end to shut him up. Afterwards, Ferko is still spewin, tells Ion that Boldo is dealing with Satan and this all is never gonna come good: Between NATO and the Bosnians, every person in town who so much as looked at those weapons is gonna be at the bottom of a dungeon somewhere. Made enough of an impression on Ion that he didn’t go back down there to the Cave again.”


      “And when is this exactly, Goos?”


      “Could only guess, Boom, but maybe April 1.”


      “Two weeks before the firefight with Kajevic?”


      “I’m guessing, yeah.” Goos shook with Ion, while Goos waved in a woman he introduced as Florica. Her arm was held close to her body. A tiny cramped hand, dark and skeletal, protruded from her sleeve. This had to be Sinfi’s sister. She was much shorter than Sinfi and quite round, wearing a long skirt and head scarf. She was a smiler, though, and instantly appealing. Ion continued lurking in the background.


      Goos asked her to repeat what he’d heard from her before.


      “About three weeks later—” Goos said.


      “April 20?”


      “Thereabouts. A couple soldiers show up in Barupra from Republika Srpska. Boldo, you know, he’s on commercial terms with many of the local gendarmes, and she thinks these two are here for the same reason, but no, these two tell Boldo in front of Florica and half the camp that they have solid info that Laza Kajevic intends to kill every greasy Gypsy in the place for dobbing him in to NATO.”


      “And how did Boldo react?”


      Unbidden, Ion moved back into the frame to act out the scene between Boldo and the soldiers, falling to his knees with his hands joined in prayer.


      “Boldo is swearing that’s a lie. He gets two of his children and, on their lives, says he did no such thing. No one in Barupra is such a dill as to speak against Kajevic.”


      “But someone in Barupra did exactly that, right? Informed?”


      “Bloody oath, Boom. You and I missed a lot of this story, but we got that right a while ago. One of the Roma told NATO where Kajevic was.”


      “Like maybe Ferko?”


      “How I’m thinking.”


      “And what’s the reaction in Barupra?”


      “Panic, Boom. Kajevic, you might have noticed, cunning as a dunny rat. He doesn’t threaten anybody who can run and hide. This way he gets a giggle out of putting a knife to their throats. Truth is they’re refugees already. These folks have nowhere to go and no way to get there. They can’t ask NATO for protection, because NATO and the Americans would lock up half the village for stealing the weapons in the first place. All the trucks are either sold or chopped by now.”


      “And what does Boldo say to this threat?”


      Goos put the question to Florica.


      “Boldo is all like, No worries. The soldiers believed him, he says, that he never told NATO. Besides, if they ever see Kajevic’s Tigers coming, they’ve got five thousand weapons down in the Cave and can defend themselves. In the meantime, a different family will stand sentry every night, just in case.”


      “Boldo hasn’t sold the rest of those guns yet?”


      “No no. Seems like Attila warned him off that. Florica here says some people in Barupra wanted Boldo to hand out weapons to every family, but he wasn’t hearing that.”


      Ion offered a sardonic interjection with a bitter smile.


      “Ion here thinks Boldo was afraid if he handed out rifles, someone in town would shoot him and bring the body to the Bosnian Army as proof that Kajevic didn’t need to kill anyone else. Boldo, for all of that, he started in sleeping with his AK.”


      The scene around Goos, especially Ion’s theatrics, had begun to attract a small crowd, mostly kids. Naturally, some of the children began to stick their faces in front of Goos’s camera, and both Ion and he had to shoo them away. Florica actually swatted one of the boys in the back of the head, not a serious blow but enough to make a point.


      “And where are we in time now, Goos?”


      “Well, we’ve got to be in the last week in April 2004, because a few nights later, Ion and Florica say they woke up to find armed Chetniks going house to house in the village.”


      “What happened to the sentries?”


      Goos asked Ion. I could make out the word ‘Ferko’ in his response.


      “Ferko was the sentry?” I asked.


      “Ferko and his sons and his sons-in-law.”


      Ion rattled on again for a minute. “He says,” said Goos, “that was the last they heard tell of Ferko until about a month ago when he showed up here again. There’s to be a kris in a week or two—you know, the Gypsy court—to decide whether to expel him. Ferko is saying he saved all of their lives. And they’re thinking he sold all of them out.”


      “Any opinions on that, Goos?”


      “Well, we know Ferko more or less assumed Boldo’s business.”


      I took a second to ponder Ferko, who was still not coming into focus. I’d never sensed in him the kind of guile these manipulations with the Americans required.


      I asked Goos to direct the witnesses back to the entry of the Chetniks into the village close to midnight on April 27. In the interval, another person, Dilfo, had intruded onto the screen. He was an old man, rotund, with a face like a potato. He was Florica’s father-in-law and the father of Ion and Prako, Florica’s husband. All three began talking and Goos held them up at times to translate.


      “These Chetniks are very well organized. First thing Ion and Dilfo see is they encircle Boldo’s house. And there’s a commander outside who speaks good Serbo-Croatian using an electronic megaphone to tell Boldo to come out with his hands up. And Boldo instead comes flying out with a Zastava and they gunned him down when he was not more than four steps from his door. Commanding officer fired first, and then there were shots from each side.”


      Goos and Ion conversed for a while in Serbo-Croatian.


      “Ion says anyone who knew Boldo would know he wasn’t gonna be raising his hands. It all happened very fast. Boldo goes down. Then the son runs out and grabs his father’s AK and another soldier shoots him. Then the brother arrives, screaming that Boldo never talked to the Americans and how can you kill him? They try to disarm the brother, pretty much like Ferko testified, but the brother, Refke, he gets shot, too. I mean, I heard about forty different versions of this part of the story in the last couple days, Boom. None of them tell it quite the same.”


      “The usual,” I said. Few humans cultivated skills of cool observation while they were watching people get killed.


      “In the meantime, the Chetniks go house to house, rousting everyone. The Roma are all begging for their lives to start, assuming this is Kajevic come to kill them, but the Chetnik on the megaphone is saying, ‘You’re safe, you’re going back to Kosovo.’ The soldiers search everybody and take the cell phones from the few of them who owned such back then. And load the Roma on the trucks at gunpoint. No one is fighting now that Boldo and his kin have been shot.”


      Dilfo, in the center of the picture, suddenly propelled his hands in the air.


      “The explosion?” I asked.


      “Exactly,” says Goos. “Last truck is maybe eight hundred meters out of town when they hear the explosion down below.” Goos translated Dilfo directly for a moment.


      “‘We are in the trucks about eight hours until we arrive in Mitrovica. Seeing what we’ve come back to, the People are crying and carrying on. And the Chetnik commander, who’s still wearing the balaclava, gets on top of the truck and says in Serbo-Croatian, “We brought you here for your own good. Because sooner or later Kajevic and his Tigers would have killed every last one of you. He’s sworn a curse on the whole village of Barupra.”’ Roma, you know, Boom, they put a lot of stock in curses. And they heard the Bosnian soldiers deliver Kajevic’s threat anyway.


      “The commander goes on: ‘No one can know you are here. That’s why we took your cell phones. As far as Kajevic is concerned, you’re all dead back in that Cave, and it’s up to you to leave him thinking that way. Some of you will want to let your kin know you’re alive. But you can’t. If Kajevic finds out that the people of Barupra live, he will hunt you down. Every last one of you.’


      “Most of them, of course, Boom, they’re with their families anyway, they don’t have a lot of people back in Bosnia to tell. The Big Man, new one after Boldo, goes around and has a heart-to-heart with every family. Everyone signs on: ‘Barupra’ is a word none of them will ever speak. They don’t like telling the non-Roma—”


      “The gadje?”


      “Right. They don’t like telling the gadje their secrets anyway.”


      “And do they know who these men in balaclavas are?”


      Goos asked, which caused the three of them to talk over each other and quarrel among themselves.


      “They argue to this day,” said Goos.


      “I can see.”


      “Some people think they were Kajevic’s Tigers who were pretending not to be. Or some other paramilitary, like the Scorpions, doing the Tigers’ dirty work. Boldo’s family is sure of that, that they came to kill Boldo.” Florica interjected something and Goos nodded. “Florica, she says the Chetniks had NATO papers to get across the border to Kosovo. She was peeking out of the truck. So perhaps they were Germans or French.”


      “But the people on the trucks recognized nobody?”


      “One,” Ion answered in English.


      “The Chetnik commander,” said Goos. “Some people say this Chetnik was a man. But people like Ion say otherwise.”


      Ion looked into the camera.


      “Atee-la,” Ion said.


      “Attila? In person?” I asked.


      “Yay, Attila. Look close at the photos I sent. Dinky-di, I say. That’s Attila.”


      “Shooting Boldo, right?”


      “That’s my guess.”


      Goos thanked the three witnesses and let them go on their ways. Then he took a seat so his face filled up the whole screen.


      Largely as an act of intellectual discipline, I tried to figure out if we had any kind of case left. The Roma clearly had been forced to return to Kosovo at gunpoint, although it was hard to calculate whether they or I would be more reluctant to see any of them near a witness stand.


      “You know, Goos, forced migration is designated as a war crime in our governing statute.”


      “Well, you tell me, Boom. Is it a forced relocation if you bring people back home? Especially to save their lives?”


      I was at that hinge point where a lot of good prosecutors become bad prosecutors, trying to justify months or years of hard work and bad assumptions by hammering the facts into the shape of an established crime.


      “We’re done,” I said. “Agree?”


      “Carked for sure, mate.”


      “I still have a plane reservation to Cincinnati in the morning.”


      “For?”


      “I’m going to try to find Attila. She’s got a horse farm in northern Kentucky. Remember the pictures?”


      “To what point, Boom?”


      “Well, there’s a lot we don’t know. Like who put up Ferko to lying through his teeth? Why did Boldo say Attila told him to steal those guns? Mostly, I want to look Attila in the eye and tell her I don’t care for the way she blew smoke up our ass.”


      We talked a little more. Nara had texted while I was on with Goos, and I was anxious to speak to her.


      “Make sure you send me a selfie,” Goos said, “when you get to Attila’s. Not being a larrikin. Just so there’s proof of your last whereabouts. There’s more to Attila than we reckoned.”


      That sounded extreme, but I agreed.


      At that moment, Dilfo wandered back into the picture to deliver some parting thought to Goos.


      “What was that?” I asked.


      “Wants us to get them out of Kosovo. All the People. Says Kajevic made them prisoners here for a dozen years. Now they deserve to go someplace better.” Goos looked into the camera and added, “Some place they’re welcome.”


      

        


      


      “I just wanted to hear your voice,” Nara said when she picked up.


      “Should I read you the phone book?”


      “I was thinking of something like, I love you.”


      I obliged.


      “I talked to Lewis. He will be here in an hour.”


      “Any clues about his state of mind?”


      “He said that he was reconsidering everything.” She took a second. “I told him about you.”


      “Was he upset?”


      “Very. But I didn’t want him to walk in not knowing.”


      Overall I saw her point.


      “And what about your state of mind?” I asked, even though I was certain she’d know nothing for real until her husband was standing in front of her, in the home they had shared.


      “I am trying to follow your advice and consider everything. But I do not believe that is how people make choices in these situations. As if it was a decision tree. Falling in love is not easy, Boom. Certainly not for me. If you say to almost every person on earth, Would you like to live with love or without love, what do you think they would say? People don’t choose against love, Boom.”


      She was a smart girl. But that misstated her choice. Seeing Lewis, if he said the right things, she might feel something else, a rekindling of whatever brought them together to start.


      Nara said, “But I have thought a lot about what I said the other night. About you giving me away?”


      “And?”


      “I think I am correct. You want me to walk away—”


      “I don’t want you to walk away.”


      “A part of you does, so you do not have to deal with the difficulties. How can you deny someone you love the experience of children? But how can you parent a child if you lack the will? So you tell me I should think, so you are not forced to choose.”


      I didn’t know how to calculate the duration of our relationship, given the months we’d dwelled together platonically beforehand. But by my quick arithmetic, Nara and I had been lovers for all of three weeks. Couples often said, when things worked out, that they’d known it from the first instant, but I suspected there was a lot of retrospective reshaping in those declarations, no matter how clear it all seemed looking back. The wiser part of me knew that even if Nara sent Lewis packing, it would be a long time before the two of us would have a sure view of our future. But on the other hand, as a man who’d flunked out of every relationship before this one, I’d learned that it was never too early to calmly say, This will never work—if you were certain that was the case. Narawanda was right to require me to answer her question, even though a truthful response seemed far more elusive than my feelings about her.


      “Do I actually have the right to make that choice?” I asked her. That might have sounded to her like a way to buy time, but to me it felt like the proper order for decision, what my contractor clients liked to call ‘the critical path.’ I would never be able to reach conclusions in the abstract.


      “I think you do,” she said. “But I will tell you for sure after the weekend.”


    

  




  

    

      

        36.


        Bad Person—July 11


      


      In Attila’s office, I had seen the pictures of her place in northern Kentucky, but in the height of summer, the farm and the surrounding landscape had a lushness and serenity that photography could never reflect. She lived about an hour from the Cincinnati airport, halfway to Louisville, outside of Carrollton. The site overlooked a tranquil stretch of the Ohio River, closely resembling the River Kindle beside which I’d passed much of my life, a bluish satin ribbon between the low green hills. Following GPS to the address I’d received from Merriwell’s assistant, I found myself at a call box beside yet another set of gold-tipped iron gates.


      A woman answered, her accent distinct even as she said hello, and I gave my name, adding I was a friend of Attila’s. I was prepared to be refused—She’s not home, She’s busy, She’s sick, She doesn’t know you, Go way—but the motorized gates swung open, and I proceeded up a drive of fancy French pavers a good quarter of a mile. The house, all white stone but with Georgian looks in the grand McMansion style, was at the top of a knob behind several acres of velvety lawn, amid areas of deep woods.


      Attila’s beautiful wife, a stately-looking woman even in her jeans, made her leisurely way from the house to greet me. She had straight black hair, shining like ravens’ wings, halfway down her back, and blue eyes that stood out from fifty feet.


      I left the car and introduced myself. She was Valeria.


      “Attila at store,” she said. “Back soon.” She sounded Russian or Polish, and not long from the boat. “You funny name. Remember from Attila.”


      She offered coffee while I waited, and showed me in, past the stout oak doors at the entry, which were tooled with a coat of arms that I’m sure had nothing to do with Attila or her. The sleek kitchen, with its marble counters and appliances hidden in the sycamore cabinetry, was straight from a design magazine, and rivaled the luxe features I’d seen at Ellen and Howard’s.


      Valeria produced a cup of coffee from a chrome device across the room, then seated herself on a black leather stool on one side of the counter and pointed me to another. The air grew a little thicker as I tried to figure out how to start a conversation.


      “How did you meet Attila?” I asked.


      She smiled thinly. “Bought me,” she said.


      It had to be the accent, I figured.


      “I’m sorry, but I thought you said she bought you.”


      Valeria managed a grimly ironic smile. The story, even as she struggled with language, was riveting. Valeria was from Tiraspol in Moldova, where the post-Communist transition to a market economy had created a desperate time of cascading inflation, no work, and little food.


      “Woman, Taja, say ‘Come Italy, be waitress.’” Taja took Valeria’s passport, supposedly in order to obtain Italian work permits. But once Taja had possession of the document, Valeria, along with four other girls, was forced at knifepoint into a horse van, in which they were driven for hours. Eventually, they found themselves on a small boat, making a nighttime passage into Bosnia. There she and approximately twenty other young women were taken to a barn and at gunpoint instructed to remove all their clothing. After inspection, they were sold. The woman who bought Valeria owned a club near Tuzla.


      “Very mean, this woman. All the time she say her sons, ‘Bitter, bitter.’” Beat her, I realized. “Still hear when sleep.”


      The first time Valeria was told to have sex with a patron, she refused. As it turned out, the bar owner had a customer who paid well for the right to be the first to beat and rape each of the women.


      “We live four girls in room behind bar. This also place for meet with customers. Smells? Dirty rubbers on floor. Never wash sheets. Sleep six hours maybe. One time each day food, but four, five man. And she, boss lady, she say, ‘Escape? You got no work paper. I call police, they take you jail.’”


      Valeria was told that after six months the debt she supposedly owed the club owner for the cost of bringing her here would be considered repaid and her passport returned. Instead, as the date approached, the owner informed Valeria that she had a new boss, who’d paid 3,000 deutsche marks for her.


      “Was Attila. Seen before around bar. Was man, I’m thinking.” She again briefly deployed her taut smile. “Attila take me her house. Give me clothes, food. Say, ‘You want leave, leave. But you so beautiful, I cry.’ I say, ‘Okay, few days.’ Attila good. Very good. Very kind. Love very much. Here now, have everything.” She raised her long hands toward the kitchen and heaven above.


      I pondered the obvious question, but after you screwed to stay alive, I would imagine tenderness made a big impression.


      “Do you have friends here?”


      “Some. Church. But Skype now all day with Moldova. Attila say, ‘How you learn English, talk all day Romanian?’ Understand English good. But can’t speak.”


      I told her about my struggles with Dutch in the last several months. The front door slammed then.


      “Hey, baby, who’s here?” Attila sang. She sounded lighthearted, but hung on the threshold when she saw me.


      “Boom,” she said. She approached very slowly and shook my hand without the usual vigor. Her odd complexion was sunburned and her fashion sense had not improved. She wore plastic flip-flops, jeans cinched with a rope, and a T-shirt that did a good job of obscuring any sign of gender. “What the fuck you doin here, man?”


      “I wanted to ask you some questions.”


      “I thought you guys couldn’t investigate in the US.”


      I had already guessed why Attila had headed for home so suddenly.


      “We can’t,” I said. “This is for my own sake.”


      “Just you and me?”


      “I’ll tell Goos.”


      “That’s all? Like it never happened? I just don’t want to get my dumb half-black, half-Hungarian ass in any deep roughage.”


      “Did you do something wrong, Attila?”


      “Well, fuck yeah, I did. You probably know that by now, don’t you, Boom?”


      I wasn’t ready to give her any clues.


      “I know you gave me a pretty good line,” I said.


      “Not really,” she answered. “Mostly it was about what I didn’t say. I like you, Boom. I told you all along those Gypsies weren’t dead.”


      “But you didn’t tell me you hid them.”


      I had her with that. She didn’t stir for a second as she watched me.


      “It was that fuckin GPS, wasn’t it?” She meant the one transponder that had briefly showed up on the aerial photographs. “Tell me true, Boom. Do I need to get myself a damn lawyer?”


      “Look, Attila. If I report what you tell me, either at the Court or to anybody in the US, I’m the one who’ll end up in trouble, because I have no permission to be here asking questions.”


      She considered whether that was good enough. I threw down my ace.


      “I spoke with Merry yesterday.”


      “Huh,” she said, then went to what proved to be a refrigerated drawer in the huge central island and poured an ice tea in a mason jar. After making another for me, she led me outside to the screened porch. The air was thick here, far more humid than I’d felt in a while, but a breeze rose off the river, and there was a lovely view of the serene water idling below. We were high enough that the birds and dragonflies zagged over the trees at eye level.


      I told her some of what I’d discovered: the light arms, Iraq.


      “I have lots of questions,” I said. “But maybe we should start with a simple one. How the hell did a bunch of Gypsies end up with guns to sell to Kajevic?”


      “Who told you that?”


      “Is it untrue?”


      “Fuck no, it ain’t untrue. I’m just tryin to figure how you found out is all. You’re good, Boom. You and Goos. You’re good at your job.”


      “I’m too old for you to tell me how pretty I am, Attila. How about just letting me hear the whole story.”


      She looked at her mug, while using her nail-bitten index finger to draw a figure in the moisture gathered on the glass. Her gaze was still there as she said, “You know, I ain’t a bad person, Boom. I’m really not. I was tryin to do right by everybody. You’ll see that’s so. Sometimes you just get deeper and deeper in shit.”


      I nodded, but hesitated to provide any spoken comfort. I’d heard a lot of similar excuses in my law office.


      “You know,” she said, “Merry takes the blame for this whole arms-to-Iraq thing, but I’m still believin it was your buddy Roger’s idea. Whoever, it was purely fugazi, man. All this top-secret crap. The whole operation was run on the intelligence side with private contractors. Our armed forces never touched those weapons, probably so they’d have deniability.


      “And don’t you know, two days after the first transport takes off for Iraq I’m getting all these freaked-out calls from the Green Zone in Baghdad about where in the hell did the weapons go? And it’s not two weeks before a telex arrives from Army Intelligence. They’re recovering assault rifles from Al Qaeda in Iraq, which have either the serial numbers we’d recorded or our laser engraving, usually both. You know, the Iraqis tried to torch off the identifiers before they sold the firearms, but they were as good at that as they were anything else.


      “Okay. So bad enough we sent 200,000 small arms to Iraq to kill Americans, but no more than two weeks later, right after I start hearing about where these weapons are endin up, Roger calls me to say we’ve got to send a second shipment, 300,000 more. And I’m like, Fuck you, I’m not in business to kill US soldiers, or Canadian soldiers or British soldiers or anybody else on my side. And he’s like, You don’t understand shit about what’s goin down here. It’s bedlam. We need to reestablish the police and the military, and if 50,000 guns walk away, then that’s what happens. And besides, did you ever hear about following fucking orders? I can replace your worthless ass with one phone call.” Attila paused to wag her chin. “Hate that prick,” she said.


      “I thought you were explaining how the Roma got the guns they sold Kajevic.”


      “I am.”


      “How’s that?”


      “Cause there was a bunch of Gypsy drivers standing around in my office when I got that last call from Roger.”


      “Why were they in your office?”


      “Payday. Those Roma don’t know from bank accounts, so I had to give them their wages in cash. And Boom, I’m a big boy—how I run my company, I’m the only one who handles large amounts of currency. Just fact.”


      “And who exactly was there with you when you had that argument with Roger?”


      Attila lifted her face and squinted at me.


      “Have you got that jackass Ferko in your pocket?”


      “Attila, just answer me.”


      She pouted briefly.


      “Well, I argued like that with Roger more than once, and I can’t say who-all was there for sure, but it must have been six, seven of them. Boldo. Ferko, I imagine, and Boldo’s dumb brother, Refke, cause they was almost always with Boldo. Three or four others who’d driven that week.”


      “Remind me about Boldo. How did you know him?”


      “Boldo? You go on the Internet and you Google ‘anus,’ there’s gonna be a great big picture of Boldo right there. He’d been in Dubrava prison in Kosovo up until maybe a month before the Roma got torched out in Mitrovica in ’99.”


      “What was he in prison for?”


      Attila shrugged. “How I heard, he sliced up some guy in a bar. Maybe it was thievin. He was a real thief. Anyway, NATO bombed the prison and the Serbians overran it and let the non-Muslims go. So Boldo was with the whole Gypsy mob when they came to Bosnia. And pretty much the Big Man there. Over time, Boldo got into chop-shoppin, and stealin cars, too.”


      “And you employed him anyway?”


      “That’s why I hired that whole lot, Boom. Do I want them rippin my trucks? I had them on payroll so they’d leave my shit alone. Plus that kept anybody else from boostin my equipment, seein as how Boldo was the main place you’d go to move it. I mean,” said Attila, peeking at me, “it’s business.”


      “And how many of them were in this group?”


      “There was maybe ten in all I’d see from time to time.”


      “Names?”


      Attila scratched her chin and looked upward to recall. She came up with about six names, Ion among them.


      “All right,” I said. “So we’re in your office. You get a call and you and Roger have this intense argument while these Gypsy drivers are standing around waiting to be paid.”


      “Right. And when I get off the phone, I just lose my shit. I mean it’s a real and total hissy fit. I’m rattling on in English, throwing shit at the wall, while these guys are just starin with no clue. ‘Fuck me if I’m gonna send guns to Iraq to arm Al Qaeda, even for Layton fuckin Merriwell. Fuck me if I’m gonna let the fuckin Iraqis steal this shit that thousands of NATO soldiers have risked their lives to collect. Fuck me, fuck me. If I had any real stones, I’d steal those fuckin guns myself and send them someplace where they wouldn’t be shootin Americans.’ I went on and on how Merriwell had lost his mind. Only I forgot one thing, Boom.”


      “Which was?”


      “Boldo spoke English. He was the only one. The rest of them didn’t even speak Bosnian well. But Boldo, he understood every word.”


      “Ouch,” I said.


      “Yeah, ouch,” said Attila. “Like there goes my clearance if anyone hears I was so loose with all that classified shit. I mean, Boom, I told you a long time ago: I talk too much. I’ve been stepping on my dick like that my whole life. I just always think I’m so fuckin entertaining.” She stopped with her narrow shoulders drawn and seemed to reflect for a second about herself.


      “Any rate, I finally done like I was told and pooled another 300,000 or so light arms. And the last transport is about to fly off for Iraq from Comanche. We actually held it for a couple hours waitin for the final convoy, and these Gypsy so-and-so’s drag in tellin this tale bout how six of the trucks got hot-wired overnight and are gone. I didn’t think all that much of it at first. I wanted to get the planes off the ground. I telexed Roger and everybody else in Iraq, and we reported this to the Bosnian police and the NATO criminal investigators.


      “But a day later, it ain’t sittin right with me. I looked at the reports that were taken from Boldo and Ferko and the rest of the crew, and they hadn’t even bothered to match out their stories. No two of them said the same about where they were overnight, or what the bad guys looked like, or even how the six that had their trucks stole got back to Barupra.


      “So I go tearin off for the refugee camp to find Boldo. I come the back way into the valley and I hike up to the Cave, and you know what I see? Merry’s weapons. Thousands of them. Zastavas. And ammo. Mortars and RPGs.


      “Boldo comes down like he’s a king and we really got into it. And the jagoff, you know what he says? ‘You told me to steal these guns. All these guys heard you.’


      “And I’m like, ‘If I tell you to go fuck yourself right now, are you gonna do that, too?’


      “And he’s like, ‘I’ll give you half what I get. I think I already have a customer for some of this.’


      “And I’m like, ‘You numbnuts moron, you may know all about stealing cars, but you don’t know shit about this stuff. These weapons are marked. You try sellin them and the first guy who gets caught with one, he’ll be giving law enforcement your name faster than he says his own. NATO will be up your rectum with a router and a flashlight. You’re going straight back to prison.’ All of which was true.


      “But Boldo hears all this, and smiles and says, ‘Yeah, but you said to steal ’em.’


      “He was screwin with me, naturally. But he wasn’t stupid. If I turned in Boldo to the Bosnians or NATO, he would repeat everything he overheard on the phone, about Al Qaeda and the Iraqis and Merriwell, and say I was the one who decided to steal a few weapons to do what little I could to stop that. So the upshot would be I’d end up fuckin Merriwell, I’d lose my job and my clearance, and I’d have to deal with Boldo and his gang lyin on me.”


      I lifted a finger to interrupt.


      “But you didn’t tell him to steal the guns, right, Attila?”


      She bolted back from the table.


      “Fuck, Boom.” She scowled at me.


      “Is the answer no?”


      “No. The answer is Fuck No. Never. You don’t believe that, do you?” In her vulnerable moments, Attila was easy to read and she clearly was wounded, but I still took a second to be certain about what I thought.


      “I don’t,” I said then. I reminded her where she was in the story, which was her confrontation with Boldo outside the Cave. Attila’s narrow shoulders trembled with a sigh before she plunged back in.


      “So okay, gotta make lemonade out of lemons, right? I tell Boldo, ‘Fuckjob, you bury these guns right here. Right in the Cave. That’s the last you or me or anyone else ever sees of them.’ As for the trucks, that’s more trouble than it’s worth, if they turn up again. So I say to Boldo, ‘This is all you’re gettin out of this. You can chop these trucks and sell the parts. But you assholes are done driving for me. That’s over.’


      “I actually stand there for a while to watch Boldo start piecing out the first vehicle.


      “Anyway, no more than three days later, I get a message on my cell from Ferko, who’s just about wettin himself he’s so scared. He literally wants to meet in a cellar and makes me swear on the lives of the children I don’t have, that I’ll never let any of this bounce back on him. Apparently, Boldo encountered some scumbag kid in one of the sex clubs outside Tuzla and agreed to sell him two trucks and a hundred AKs, and Boldo sent Ferko and a couple others to deliver the shit in Doboj.


      “But the guys who received the equipment, every single one of them had the Arkan tattoo—it’s a roaring tiger—right on their hands. And more than one is laughin about how ‘the president’ loves that he got these weapons off the Americans. And the kid is some kind of relative to Kajevic and keeps talking about ‘Laza.’ And I mean, Ferko, he ain’t no intellect, but he’s a survivor.


      “Ferko goes runnin back to Boldo and says, ‘I think we just sold shit to Kajevic,’ and Boldo laughs in his face. ‘Who cares? NATO and the Americans won’t know anything about this. They haven’t caught Kajevic for ten years and there’s barely any of them left to catch him now.’


      “Now Ferko, there’s a lot here he don’t like. First off, he don’t like Boldo. Nobody does. He especially don’t like Kajevic, who killed lots of Gypsies. And he don’t like losin his job with me either, since I pay better than Boldo. But worst of all, what he really don’t care for is gettin caught. Because he knows that if the Bosnians ever get wind that he had to do with sellin weapons to Kajevic, they will peel the flesh off him one square inch at a time and fill each wound with that famous Tuzla salt. No exaggeration. None at all. And thanks to Boldo, he, Ferko, is the guy everybody in Doboj saw deliverin that shit.”


      “So you got Ferko to tell Army Intelligence about Kajevic?”


      “No, Boom, I went to Intelligence. Was me. I said, ‘I have this Gypsy driver who swears some of them sold some black-market shit to these guys hiding out in Doboj and he’s sure it’s Kajevic.’


      “Of course, Intelligence, they’re like, ‘Well, we gotta talk to him,’ and I’m like, ‘Negative on that. Gypsies don’t rat out Gypsies. The Roma won’t just drown this bird in Lake Pannonica. They’ll excommunicate his whole family.’ Which is true by the way. ‘Here’s the coordinates,’ I tell them. ‘Do a surveillance and see for yourselves.’”


      “But you didn’t mention the weapons Ferko delivered?”


      “Never. I said the guy I heard this from was a car thief, and that’s all I know. I was tryin to cover Ferko. And Merry. Even that prick Roger. And me. If they balled up Boldo, he’d blame it all on me. After all, I’m a fuckin white man.”


      “So to speak.”


      She smiled. “So to speak.” She took a second to raise her thumb to her teeth. The determination with which she bit and tore at herself was not pleasant to watch. “But, Boom, honest to God, it never dawned on me that Intelligence wouldn’t realize Kajevic and his Tigers were armed to the teeth. How fuckin stupid do you have to be to know an arms convoy has gone missin thirty kilometers away and not wonder if Kajevic got some of that shit? But it’s the military, Boom. One hand don’t know about the other. The NATO guys who are looking for my trucks have decided it was jihadis who stole them. And to this day, I don’t know why. Some hot tip they had.


      “So Kajevic was waitin for Special Forces with firepower they flat-ass never figured on. We got four dead Americans and eight more in various states of blown-to-shit, and I’m in deeper now than I could ever imagine.


      “And within a week, it gets worse. First, Kajevic has sent word that he’s shootin every Roma in Barupra, and Ferko is givin me that I gotta protect him and them.


      “And Intelligence, they are just beside themselves. They don’t need nobody to tell them they screwed the pooch, and they’re tryin to figure how. And they come back on me sayin, ‘No bullshit now, we gotta talk to your source.’


      “So instead, after about a day I tell them the truth. Sort of. I say, ‘I looked a little harder, and them damn Gypsies spun me. They stole weapons from that convoy and sold them to Kajevic and they still have thousands more. And now, because my guy did the right thing and told me about Kajevic, him and his Tigers want to come back and wipe out the whole camp.’


      “And of course, the Intelligence guys at first, they’re saying, ‘Sounds like a good idea, fuck those fuckers anyway. We sure as shit ain’t gonna protect a bunch of people who sold out our troops.’


      “I’m like, ‘Understood, only we got some very big problems here. Which are gonna undermine our whole mission in this country. First, if those guns the Roma stole get sold to the Tigers or the Scorpions or some other paramilitary, who knows what hell they’ll raise? Or who gets killed or wounded tryin to disarm them? Maybe those Gypsy fuckers do what NATO thought and deliver those weapons to a bunch of jihadis who send them to Hezbollah. Or imagine Kajevic actually does go into Barupra and kills them all. How does all this peacekeeping shit look after that? There ain’t no happy ending here. We gotta do something and we gotta do it quick.’


      “And the guys I’m talkin to, they say, ‘Well, we’ll take this to HQ,’ and I’m like, ‘You kick this upstairs and they’ll all pull their puds for a week, and somethin bad will happen in the meanwhile.’ Merry had just left and the new NATO commanders, they were still scoutin around for the latrines.


      “Naturally, the intel guys ask, ‘Well, you got a better idea?’ And I do. ‘Let’s get rid of the weapons and get rid of the Gypsies, too,’ I say. ‘Take the fuckers back to where they came from. We’ll let my guy—’”


      “Your guy is Ferko?”


      “Exactly. Let my guy stay here and say these masked men came in there and killed the rest of them.


      “And you know, Boom, it wasn’t such a bad plan. It had to be a vigilante kind of thing, cause no one in command would ever sign off on it. But it was no lack of volunteers from Intelligence.


      “So here I am finally directing an armed operation. Everybody had creds as CoroDyn civilian employees, and typed orders from NATO to cross the border. We timed it so Ferko and his sons and sons-in-laws were the sentries that night. We drove in from the back, on the mine side, and glided down into the valley, then secured the Cave and double-timed up into the village on foot. I knew Boldo would be sleepin with an AK, literally, so we surrounded his dumpy little hut to start. But Boldo, man, Boldo wasn’t hearin this Hands-up shit.”


      “Who shot him?” I asked.


      “Me. First, at least. I didn’t wait long neither when I saw that assault rifle in his hands. Twenty years in the Army, Boom, and I never shot at anything but a target before that. I probably could have waited another second, probably. I mean, I hated the fucker. But still. I don’t know. But once the bullets start flyin, people get nervous.” She peeked up at me. “This combat shit is way overrated,” she said. She reflected a second on that.


      “And you know, once one guy pulls the trigger, everybody wants to. And that’s how that poor boy got shot. By some lame-ass kid not much older than him. And Boom, I just stood there thinkin, Okay, now, you’re the one who figures everything out, figure out how you’re gonna make this good. It just didn’t seem possible there wasn’t some way to turn around something that took just a skinny little part of a second.” Attila shook her head for a long time.


      “What about the brother?”


      “He was the same kind of jerk as Boldo. He wouldn’t let his damn life get saved. So there he goes, too.


      “Joke is, the rest of it after that went down totally excellent—movin the Roma out, blowin the Cave. We had them in Kosovo and were back before Taps. And the Roma all took that stuff about Kajevic looking for them as gospel.”


      “And Ferko’s reward for snitching was that he stayed and took over Boldo’s business?” I asked.


      “Right. Somebody had to stick around to say, This is what happened. We needed the word to go out that the Roma were dead and gone.”


      “And Ferko wasn’t worried about Kajevic?”


      “You kiddin? He’d start to whimper whenever he heard Kajevic’s name. I wanted him to say Kajevic’s Tigers killed all the Roma, but Ferko was afraid to draw that kind of fire. Kajevic got what he wanted anyway. The Roma were gone. He probably thought the US had buried all them in the Cave.”


      “I believe he did.”


      “So it was what it was, sad and all: The Roma were gone and so were the arms Boldo stole. Until 2007 when your Gypsy honey showed up and said she’d heard these terrible rumors about a massacre and wanted an international investigation. I told Ferko just to blow her off, which he did several times, but then she says she’s got this idea about building up a circumstantial case, going to Mitrovica to find the relatives of the people in Barupra so they, the relatives, can say the Barupra people haven’t been heard from by any of their kin for years now. Well, that just sucks. If she starts in walkin round Mitrovica, jabberin in Romany, sooner or later she’ll know the whole damn story. And she’s no ordinary Gypsy.”


      “Hardly,” I said.


      “She’s going to start in demanding records and raisin hell in the newspapers. I called Roger.”


      “You were back on speaking terms?”


      “Not really. But he wasn’t about to ignore my call.”


      “And what did you want from Roger?”


      “I thought maybe he could get the Kosovars to keep her outta the country. Which he couldn’t. At least, that’s what he said.”


      “And did you tell Roger then that the Roma from Barupra were alive?”


      Attila stared down, pinching her thighs as she was thinking.


      “I started, but he didn’t want to hear any of that. He told me the Gypsies were my problem. But he didn’t mince no words that what happened with the shit we sent to Iraq still had a top-secret classification. People were talkin about Merry bein president, so all the ins and outs with those weapons, who stole what when, would get a lot of attention that would probably sink us all if reporters or the GAO got hold of it.


      “So we couldn’t let Esma get to Kosovo. I told Ferko, ‘You gotta talk to her and convince her everybody in Barupra is dead.’”


      “What was in it for Ferko?”


      “Well, I paid him for one thing. But there wasn’t anything he’d done he wanted to go braggin about neither—waylaying a convoy of weapons, or sellin to Kajevic, or tippin me off? There was plenty he needed to hide. So best for everybody if she bought that story.”


      Attila had been pretty shy about looking at me, but she faced me now, as she continued fingering the mason jar.


      “So, okay. Do I sound like just the biggest dick so far?”


      “Keep talking, Attila. I’ll tell you what I think when I’ve heard the whole story.”


      Attila caught sight of one of her dogs outside doing something naughty and she got up to yell at the pooch. Through the screens, the black dog came into view, slinking off in shame.


      “Can I jump ahead a little?” I said, when Attila again sat in her wrought-iron chair. “I understand that you didn’t want Esma going to Kosovo. But why in the hell did Ferko have to testify in my case?”


      “I told him not to. There was nothin to gain from that. Nothin. But, you know, over time, man, he got to be sort of fascinated with the Gypsy lady. Real interested in makin her happy. He never quite said so, but I was pretty convinced she was lickin his lollipop now and then, when there was something she wanted.”


      Goos had overheard Ferko saying to Esma in Barupra, ‘I want what you promised.’ I thought I had her figured out the other day in Manhattan, but with Esma you never got to the bottom. In bed, she lied to no one. She could make Ferko—or Akemi—or me believe what she needed to, because she could abandon herself to it. That was one of the great advantages of having a personality without real boundaries. She was compelling, as Merry said. The sociopaths always were.


      Attila said, “I told the dumbfuck, ‘If you’re really gonna testify, you better do it well. You get up there and lose your shit, we’re all in deep—including your people back in Kosovo. Kajevic will have a team of Tigers on the first train if he knows they’re all alive. You better do just like she tells you.’ Seems like he enjoyed all the rehearsing.” Attila rolled her lips into her mouth to suppress a lurid little smile. “Still and all, I can’t believe folks were dumb enough to believe a Gypsy.”


      “Like me, you mean.”


      “Your dick believed him,” Attila said. I was inclined to quarrel, but there was no point.


      “Did Ferko actually bury Boldo and his relatives in Barupra?”


      “Nope. We carried those bodies with us to Kosovo. Boldo’s people, you know, they were the only ones we were afraid wouldn’t stick with the program. But they were terrified. They knew Kajevic would be lookin to kill them first. And I gave Ferko money to send them every month, sayin it was their cut of the business. When your investigation started, Ferko found a couple grave robbers to bring the bodies back to Barupra.”


      “And who reburied them?”


      “Ferko. He wanted me to help, but I’m like, ‘This is on you, dude. This is all because you wanna testify.’”


      “And he tossed a couple of rounds in there to make it look good?” I asked.


      Attila’s murky eyes rose to the ceiling.


      “I think I told him to do that.” She nodded, and bit again on her fingernails. She was bleeding from one of the cuticles. “So whatta you say, Boom? Am I just this big douche who got away with all kinds of stuff? I really was tryin to do good every step of the way. I was. But there were seven people dead in Bosnia inside of a month on account of me and those bang-bangs, and eight more wounded. And I know it. I really do. I ain’t proud or anything. I fucked up. I think about it all the time. But I ain’t a bad person, Boom. I’m really not.”


      Attila liked to present herself as a hard case, but her tiny eyes were welling as they searched me for my appraisal.


      I had heard this declaration—I’m not bad—in some form from many clients over the years, and I often used the preacher’s piety about not judging any person by his worst acts. But Attila was speaking from a deeper place of need. She had been told much of her early life that there was something wrong with her, and she wanted my comfort.


      But justice is supposed to be unsparing. She’d empowered me to pronounce judgment and I was going to do it.


      “First, Attila, you can wrap yourself in the flag and talk about the troops in Iraq and protecting Merry and Roger, but this was about you, first and foremost. Your security classification. Your company. Your money. I know all that means a lot to you, and I understand why. But that’s no excuse.”


      She chucked her head around, seemingly agreeing. I wasn’t sure she really thought I was right, but she wasn’t going to argue.


      “Second, I don’t buy that you were surprised you ended up having to kill Boldo. I think you went to Barupra expecting that. You knew Boldo would believe the Tigers were there for him, and that he’d be better off making them shoot him, rather than getting captured and tortured.”


      Attila rubber-mouthed a second. This time she shook her head.


      “If he’d have come out with his hands up, Boom, he’d be fat and happy in Kosovo, stealin whatever he could. But I wasn’t gonna count to three and see how many of us he could kill. The AK was loaded, Boom. You sayin you wouldn’t have shot him?”


      “No, I’d have shot him, too. But I’d have realized when I hatched this plan that it probably was going to involve killing a man, and I hope I would have thought twice about the whole escapade for that reason. I know Boldo was an asshole, Attila. But generally speaking, that’s not a crime punishable by death. Let alone for two more people who were basically blameless.”


      She looked down at the table like a second grader. I had the feeling my evaluation had taken her by surprise.


      “And third, and most important to me, Attila, very few of the people in Barupra had done anything to deserve getting deported at gunpoint. NATO could have guarded that camp from Kajevic. But you wanted to get the Gypsies and what they knew the hell out of Bosnia to keep them silent. So the Roma are getting lead poisoning in Kosovo for two reasons: First to cover your ass. And second to give a bunch of Intelligence guys, who were sore and ashamed that they hadn’t figured on Kajevic being heavily armed, a chance to take out their sorrows on somebody else. And the Gypsies have always been useful for that purpose.”


      “I fucked up, Boom. Like I said. I’m not really askin you to forgive me.”


      “I don’t forgive you, Attila. You’re walking away from this with no punishment. That’s as much comfort as you’re going to get from me. I won’t pat you on the back and say you can just forget about it now.”


      We locked eyes at that point, a long look, until she suddenly rose in her herky-jerky way and fled the table.


      I stood to look at the river and the bluff. The dogs, both black labs, were chasing around in the yard. I could see a far-off pasture with a fence where several horses, Appaloosas, were standing around, flicking their tails at the flies. I enjoyed the full air and the richness of summer for a minute or so, then I followed Attila into the huge kitchen, where I found her with her back to me and her arms around her wife, who was a good head taller.


      I stood a moment, then said, “You have a good woman, Attila.”


      She started nodding, while she picked up a paper napkin from the counter, using it to wipe her nose and eyes. When she turned my way, her face was bright red.


      “We can agree about that, Boom. Good woman’s hard to find. Hope you have some better luck. I warned you about the Gypsy lady, didn’t I?”


      “That you did.”


      Attila invited me to stay for dinner but I meant what I had said. I wasn’t going to sit at her table and pretend nothing was wrong. I sent more than one person to the penitentiary whom I ended up liking for their honesty or their humor, or even because they were at core far better people than they’d been in a weak moment when they’d given in to impulse or the influence of someone else. And I liked Attila. And felt for her. And accepted that things had gotten away from her. But she’d wreaked havoc in many lives.


      I kissed Valeria good-bye. Attila saw me out and we shook hands beside my rental car in her driveway.


      “Where you go from here?” Attila asked.


      The question startled me, because I realized only now how hard I’d been avoiding it. I still had no long-term answer. I could feel a pit starting to open in my chest, a bit of it nerves, but most of it absence.


      “I’m taking my sons to a ball game tomorrow. After that, I’d prefer to return to The Hague,” I said. “I like the Court. I believe in what they do. But I’m not sure the stars are in the right place for me to go back.”


      I could see Attila’s inner busybody calculating, but she seemed to recognize that we were no longer on a footing where she was free to ask.


      “Hope it all works out,” she said. She gave me another brooding look, still yearning for the forgiveness she wasn’t going to get from me, then slapped my shoulder and headed back inside.


      When that beautiful front door of hers slammed, I more or less slid into the emotional sinkhole that had begun to trickle open inside me a second before. I had arrived at that moment I’d feared a few months ago in The Hague, confronting the reality that my extended efforts at renewal had gotten me nowhere. I was approaching fifty-five years old and had done my level best to give myself a chance to be happy. I’d tried to do the right things and figure out what mattered. But here I was. The bad guys, whoever they were, weren’t getting punished. The people of Barupra were suffering in Kosovo. And I was still without a home. What the hell, anyway?


      I touched the auto’s start button beside the wheel, but my phone, in my shirt pocket, began to vibrate. My heart spurted and I was suddenly high with hope.


      It was Nara.


    

  




  

    

      

        Author’s Note


      


      So how much of this is true? Every novelist wants to answer that question the same way: All of it—and none.


      I’ll be a little more straightforward. I was often inspired by real-world events. Yet this is a work of imagination. No character is a representation of anyone who has lived. That is because even when I started from actual occurrences, I altered them for dramatic effect or to serve the larger purposes of my story.


      For example, despite the deplorable history of abuse of the Rom people, including during the Balkan Wars, there never was a Roma refugee camp on the outskirts of the real Eagle Base. I am not aware of a massacre of hundreds of Roma, actual or alleged, in Bosnia after the war, let alone one in which American NATO troops were suspects. In fact, the reputation of the US troops who served at Eagle Base, as I heard it, was outstanding, although I cannot say the same about our private military contractors. (See, for example, Human Rights Watch Report, Vol. 14 No. 9 (D), “Hopes Betrayed: Trafficking of Women and Girls to Post-Conflict Bosnia and Herzegovina for Forced Prostitution” [New York: Human Rights Watch, 2002].)


      On the other hand, the shipment of hundreds of thousands of weapons from Bosnia to Iraq in August 2004, including the fact that the disposition of those arms has never been accounted for, is well documented by, among others, the Government Accountability Office and Amnesty International. (See Glenn Kessler, “Weapons Given to Iraq Are Missing,” Washington Post, August 6, 2007; Amnesty International and TransArms, Dead on Time: Arms Transportation, Brokering and the Threat to Human Rights (London: Amnesty International, May 2006); see also “Bosnian Arms Donated to Afghanistan Probably in Taliban’s Hands—Researcher,” BBC Monitoring International Reports, August 14, 2007; and Stephen Braun, “Bad Guys Make Even Worse Allies,” Los Angeles Times, August 13, 2007, http://www.latimes.com/la-oe-braun13aug13-story.html.


      In the same vein, I acknowledge that I’ve sometimes played loose with the geography of Bosnia. The description of major cities was intended to be accurate. However, the small towns I mention are generally fictitious, as is the monastery at Madovic, even though it bears some resemblance to other monasteries elsewhere in BiH.


      Rather than turn this Note into a law review article, with endless citations cataloging the pieces of reality that were my starting places, I have posted on my website (www.scottturow.com) a series of page-by-page endnotes describing some of what inspired me. I have also included there a bibliography of the many written works central to my research. I am deeply indebted to those writers.


      Readers will not be surprised to learn that writing this book took me to Europe a number of times, including trips to the Netherlands and Bosnia. I will never be able to adequately thank the many persons who shared their time and impressions with me. Everyone spoke to me without precondition on what I was going to write, and I suspect that in many cases they will disagree with the opinions I—or my characters—have expressed. None of the people mentioned below are responsible either for my views or for the errors I undoubtedly made despite their efforts. (And to the many who preferred to stay unacknowledged, I remain mindful of your help and deeply grateful.)


      First, the International Criminal Court. Like any institution, the ICC has its strengths and its weaknesses. But I share with Boom the belief that, given the enduring reality of wartime atrocities, the ICC is indispensable in making the world more just. I hope that in time the United States lends its moral authority to the Court by ratifying the treaty we signed. Given the legal foundations for the Court’s exercise of its authority, I regard US fears of the Court, while far from fanciful, as misplaced and at odds with the US’s long-term interest in supporting the rule of law around the world.


      I was received at the Court by a number of officials: Presiding Judge Cuno Tarfusser; the Prosecutor, Mrs. Fatou Bensouda; and registrar Herman von Hebel. I also talked with many current or former members of the OTP. Professor Alex Whiting of Harvard Law School was extraordinarily generous with his time and made many introductions; I spoke also with Sam Lowery, Julian Nicholls, and Claus Molitor, among others.


      Marie O’Leary, Dan Ivetic, and Vera Douwes Dekker helped me understand the lives of defense lawyers in The Hague, at both the ICC and the ICTY.


      The wonderful novelist Jean Kwok and her husband, Erwin Kluwer, introduced me to Indonesian cuisine in The Hague and answered countless questions over the next two years about life in their home city. Both read an earlier draft of this book and corrected errors large and small, including a couple that would have proved downright comical.


      My understanding of The Hague and the surrounding diplomatic environment was greatly enhanced through my conversations with my friends, our former ambassador to the Netherlands Fay Hartog-Levin and her husband, Dan Levin. Ambassador Tim Broas was also kind enough to see me at the embassy. Many of the connections I made in the diplomatic community occurred with the help of my dear friends Julie and David Jacobson, David being both my former law partner and our recent ambassador to Canada. I am also indebted to Andrew Wright and Thea Geerts-Kuijper for their hospitality while I was in The Hague. Thanks, too, to Retired Judge Thomas Buergenthal of the International Court of Justice, who talked to me informally about global legal issues. Last regarding Holland, a shout-out of deep thanks to Hague resident William Rosato, who offered intrepid suggestions for the plot of this book.


      My comprehension of Bosnia was enlarged by many people. My high school classmates, our former ambassador there (and in Greece) Tom Miller and his wife, Bonnie Stern Miller, provided invaluable insights. Scott Simon was kind enough to share some of his recollections of Bosnia from his time there as a reporter (and as the author of a superb novel, Pretty Birds, which also informed me in many ways). I spoke several times to Christopher Bragdon, who runs BILD, an NGO committed to Bosnian rebuilding and reconciliation. My fellow Chicagoan, the renowned author Aleksandar Hemon, offered periodic advice about his homeland while I was writing and kindly corrected errors in an earlier draft of the book. I must offer not only words of gratitude but also of apology to Husagić Mesnur and the officials of Rudnik soli Tuzla (“Tuzla Salt Mine”), who welcomed me warmly, with no idea of the evil that can take place in a novelist’s imagination. All events that Boom describes at a different—and entirely imaginary—salt mine are completely fictitious. Great thanks to Edin Selvic for the day he spent with me, including showing me the site of Camp Bedrock. My gratitude to Professor Eric Stover of the UC Berkeley School of Law for our e-mail exchanges about human rights issues and forensic anthropology, including one sad story that I wove into this novel.


      In the town of Poljice, Nazif Mujić, known to the world through his role in the prizewinning film An Episode in the Life of An Iron Picker, welcomed me to his home, and with his family and friends spoke to me at length about Roma life in Bosnia. Thanks, too, to my friend Michael Bandler, who helped expand my understanding of international issues concerning the Roma.


      No one was more helpful in deepening my understanding of Bosnia than my incomparable guide there, Dajana Zildzic. Dajana drove me around her country for days, spoke to me candidly about Bosnia, and translated for me in several interviews. She also reviewed and corrected a prior version of the book. Finally, she helped with a small humanitarian project we undertook together, with the assistance of Chris Bragdon.


      Changing hemispheres, the esteemed Australian author, authors’ advocate, and editor Angelo Loukakis helped Goos speak better Australian. Angelo also offered discerning comments on the manuscript.


      Closer to home, I received valuable feedback on early drafts of the book from Julian Solotorovsky and Dan Pastern; my agent at CAA, Bruce Vinokour; and from my daughters, Rachel Turow and Eve Turow Paul, as well as my son-in-law Ben Schiffrin.


      Eternal thanks to the world’s greatest literary agent, Gail Hochman. And big applause and gratitude to my editor Deb Futter, who deserves extra-special mention for being willing to bet on a book with a largely foreign setting in an unfamiliar legal system, as well as for her tireless editing that put me through my paces on several drafts.


      Last, love and special thanks to my wife Adriane, who read and commented on several drafts. More to the point, she put up for years with my sudden vacant looks and half-finished sentences when, in the midst of our conversations, my mind flew back to Boom.
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      1. STEWART: ALL PARENTS KEEP SECRETS


    


    

      All parents keep secrets from their children. My father, it seemed, kept more than most.


      The first clue came when Dad passed away in February 2003 at the age of eighty-eight, after sailing into a Bermuda Triangle of illness—heart disease, lung cancer, and emphysema—all more or less attributable to sixty years of cigarettes. Characteristically, my mother refused to leave the burial details to my sister and me and met the funeral director with us. She chose a casket big enough to require a hood ornament, then pondered each word as the mortician read out the proposed death announcement.


      “Was David a veteran?” he asked. The undertaker was the cleanest-looking man I’d ever seen, with lacquered nails, shaped eyebrows, and a face so smooth I suspected electrolysis.


      “World War II,” barked Sarah, who at the age of fifty-two still raced to answer before me.


      The funeral director showed us the tiny black rendering of the Stars and Stripes that would appear in the paper beside Dad’s name, but my mother was already agitating her thinning gray curls.


      “No,” she said. “No war. Not for this David Dubin.” When she was upset, Mom’s English tended to fail her. And my sister and I both knew enough to keep quiet when she was in those moods. The war, except for the bare details of how my father, an American officer, and my mother, an inmate in a German concentration camp, had fallen in love, virtually at first sight, had been an unpleasantness too great for discussion throughout our lives. But I had always assumed the silence was for her sake, not his.


      By the end of the mourning visitation, Mom was ready to face sorting through Dad’s belongings. Sarah announced she was too pressed to lend a hand and headed back to her accounting practice in Oakland, no doubt relishing the contrast with my unemployment. Mom assigned me to my father’s closet on Monday morning, insisting that I consider taking much of his clothing. It was nearly all disastrously out of fashion, and only my mother could envision me, a longtime fatso, ever shrinking enough to squeeze into any of it. I selected a few ties to make her happy and began boxing the rest of his old shirts and suits for donation to the Haven, the Jewish relief agency my mother had helped found decades ago and which she almost single-handedly propelled for nearly twenty years as its Executive Director.


      But I was unprepared for the emotion that overtook me. I knew my father as a remote, circumspect man, very orderly in almost everything, brilliant, studious, always civil. He preferred work to social engagements, although he had his own polite charm. Still, his great success came within the mighty fortress of the law. Elsewhere, he was less at ease. He let my mother hold sway at home, making the same weary joke for more than fifty years—he would never, he said, have enough skill as a lawyer to win an argument with Mom.


      The Talmud says that a father should draw a son close with one hand and push him away with the other. Dad basically failed on both accounts. I felt a steady interest from him which I took for affection. Compared to many other dads, he was a champ, especially in a generation whose principal ideal of fathering was being a ‘good provider.’ But he was elusive at the core, almost as if he were wary of letting me know him too well. To the typical challenges I threw out as a kid, he generally responded by retreating, or turning me over to my mother. I have a perpetual memory of the times I was alone with him in the house as a child, infuriated by the silence. Did he know I was there? Or even goddamn care?


      Now that Dad was gone, I was intensely aware of everything I’d never settled with him—in many cases, not even started on. Was he sorry I was not a lawyer like he was? What did he make of my daughters? Did he think the world was a good place or bad, and how could he explain the fact that the Trappers, for whom he maintained a resilient passion, had never won the World Series in his lifetime? Children and parents can’t get it all sorted out. But it was painful to find that even in death he remained so enigmatic.


      And so this business of touching the things my father touched, of smelling his Mennen talcum powder and Canoe aftershave, left me periodically swamped by feelings of absence and longing. Handling his personal effects was an intimacy I would never have dared if he were alive. I was in pain but deeply moved every minute and wept freely, burbling in the rear corner of the closet in hopes my mother wouldn’t hear me. She herself was yet to shed a tear and undoubtedly thought that kind of iron stoicism was more appropriate to a man of fifty-six.


      With the clothing packed, I began looking through the pillar of cardboard boxes I’d discovered in a dim corner. There was a remarkable collection of things there, many marked by a sentimentality I always thought Dad lacked. He’d kept the schmaltzy valentines Sarah and I had made for him as grade-school art projects, and the Kindle County championship medal he’d won in high school in the backstroke. Dozens of packets of darkening Kodachromes reflected the life of his young family. In the bottom box, I found memorabilia of World War II, a sheaf of brittle papers, several red Nazi armbands taken, I imagined, as war trophies, and a curled stack of two-by-two snaps, good little black-and-white photos that must have been shot by someone else since my father was often the subject, looking thin and taciturn. Finally, I came upon a bundle of letters packed in an old candy tin to which a note was tied with a piece of green yarn dulled by time. It was written in a precise hand and dated May 14, 1945.


      

        Dear David,


        I am returning to your family the letters you have sent while you have been overseas. I suppose they may have some significance to you in the future. Inasmuch as you are determined to no longer be a part of my life, I have to accept that once time passes and my hurt diminishes, they will not mean anything to me. I’m sure your father has let you know that I brought your ring back to him last month.


        For all of this, David, I can’t make myself be angry at you for ending our engagement. When I saw your father, he said that you were now being court-martialed and actually face prison. I can hardly believe that about someone like you, but I would never have believed that you would desert me either. My father says men are known to go crazy during wartime. But I can’t wait any longer for you to come back to your senses.


        When I cry at night, David—and I won’t pretend for your sake that I don’t—one thing bothers me the most. I spent so many hours praying to God for Him to deliver you safely; I begged Him to allow you to live, and if He was especially kind, to let you come back whole. Now that the fighting there is over, I cannot believe that my prayers were answered and that I was too foolish to ask that when you returned, you would be coming home to me.


        I wish you the best of luck in your present troubles.


        Grace


      


      This letter knocked me flat. Court-martialed! The last thing I could imagine of my tirelessly proper father was being charged with a serious crime. And a heartbreaker as well. I had never heard a word about any of these events. But more even than surprise, across the arc of time, like light emitted by distant stars decades ago, I felt pierced by this woman’s pain. Somehow her incomprehension alloyed itself with my own confusion and disappointment and frustrated love, and instantly inspired a ferocious curiosity to find out what had happened.


       


      Dad’s death had come while I was already gasping in one of life’s waterfalls. Late the year before, after reaching fifty-five, I had retired early from the Kindle County Tribune, my sole employer as an adult. It was time. I think I was regarded as an excellent reporter—I had the prizes on the wall to prove it—but nobody pretended, me least of all, that I had the focus or the way with people to become an editor. By then, I’d been on the courthouse beat for close to two decades. Given the eternal nature of human failings, I felt like a TV critic assigned to watch nothing but reruns. After thirty-three years at the Trib, my pension, combined with a generous buyout, was close to my salary, and my collegiate cynicism about capitalism had somehow fed an uncanny knack in the stock market. With our modest tastes, Nona and I wouldn’t have to worry about money. While I still had the energy, I wanted to indulge every journalist’s fantasy: I was going to write a book.


      It did not work out. For one thing, I lacked a subject. Who the hell really cared about the decades-old murder trial of the Chief Deputy Prosecuting Attorney that I’d once thought was such a nifty topic? Instead, three times a day, I found myself staring across the table at Nona, my high-school sweetheart, where it swiftly became apparent that neither of us especially liked what we were seeing. I wish I could cite some melodrama like an affair or death threats to explain what had gone wrong. But the truth is that the handwriting had been on the wall so long, we’d just regarded it as part of the decorating. After thirty years, we had drifted into one of those marriages that never recovered its motive once our daughters were grown. Nine weeks before Dad’s passing, Nona and I had separated. We had dinner once each week, where we discussed our business amiably, frustrated one another in the ways we always had, and exhibited no signs of longing or second thoughts. Our daughters were devastated, but I figured we both deserved some credit for having the guts to hope for better at this late date.


      Nevertheless, I was already feeling battered before Dad died. By the time we buried him, I was half inclined to jump into the hole beside him. Sooner or later, I knew I’d pick myself up and go on. I’d been offered freelance gigs at two magazines, one local, one national. At five foot nine and 215 pounds, I am not exactly a catch, but the expectations of middle age are much kinder to men than women, and there were already signs that I’d find companionship, if and when I was ready.


      For the moment, though, out of work and out of love, I was far more interested in taking stock. My life was like everybody else’s. Some things had gone well, some hadn’t. But right now I was focused on the failures, and they seemed to have started with my father.


      And so that Monday, while my mother thought I was struggling into Dad’s trousers, I remained in his closet and read through dozens of his wartime letters, most of them typed Army V-mails, which had been microfilmed overseas and printed out by the post office at home. I stopped only when Mom called from the kitchen, suggesting I take a break. I found her at the oval drop-leaf table, which still bore the marks of the thousands of family meals eaten there during the 1950s.


      “Did you know Dad was engaged before he met you?” I asked from the doorway.


      She revolved slowly. She had been drinking tea, sipping it through a sugar cube she clenched between her gapped front teeth, a custom still retained from the shtetl. The brown morsel that remained was set on the corner of her saucer.


      “Who told you that?”


      I described Grace’s letter. Proprietary of everything, Mom demanded to see it at once. At the age of eighty, my mother remained a pretty woman, paled by age, but still with even features and skin that was notably unwithered. She was a shrimp—I always held her to blame that I had not ended up as tall as my father—but people seldom saw her that way because of the aggressive force of her intelligence, like someone greeting you in sword and armor. Now, Mom studied Grace Morton’s letter with an intensity that seemed as if it could, at any instant, set the page aflame. Her expression, when she put it down, might have shown the faintest influence of a smile.


      “Poor girl,” she said.


      “Did you know about her?”


      “‘Know’? I suppose. It was long over by the time I met your father, Stewart. This was wartime. Couples were separated for years. Girls met other fellows. Or vice versa. You’ve heard, no, of Dear John letters?”


      “But what about the rest of this? A court-martial? Did you know Dod was court-martialed?”


      “Stewart, I was in a concentration camp. I barely spoke English. There had been some legal problem at one point, I think. It was a misunderstanding.”


      “‘Misunderstanding’? This says they wanted to send him to prison.”


      “Stewart, I met your father, I married your father, I came here with him in 1946. From this you can see that he did not go to prison.”


      “But why didn’t he mention this to me? I covered every major criminal case in Kindle County for twenty years, Mom. I talked to him about half of those trials. Wouldn’t you think at some point he’d have let on that he was once a criminal defendant himself?”


      “I imagine he was embarrassed, Stewart. A father wants his son’s admiration.”


      For some reason this response was more frustrating than anything yet. If my father was ever concerned about my opinion of him, it had eluded me. Pushed again toward tears, I sputtered out my enduring lament. He was such a goddamn crypt of a human being! How could Dad have lived and died without letting me really know him?


      There was never a second in my life when I have doubted my mother’s sympathies. I know she wished I’d grown up a bit more like my father, with a better damper on my emotions, but I could see her absorb my feelings in a mom’s way, as if soaked up from the root. She emitted a freighted Old World sigh.


      “Your father,” she said, stopping to pick a speck of sugar off her tongue and to reconsider her words. Then, she granted the only acknowledgment she ever has of what I faced with him. “Stewart,” she said, “your father sometimes had a difficult relationship with himself.”


       


      I spirited Dad’s letters out of the house that day. Even at my age, I found it easier to deceive my mother than to confront her. And I needed time to ponder what was there. Dad had written colorfully about the war. Yet there was an air of unexpressed calamity in his correspondence, like the spooky music that builds in a movie soundtrack before something goes wrong. He maintained a brave front with Grace Morton, but by the time he suddenly broke off their relationship in February 1945, his life as a soldier seemed to have shaken him in a fundamental way, which I instantly connected to his court-martial.


      More important, that impression reinforced a lifetime suspicion that had gone unvoiced until now: something had happened to my father. In the legal world, if a son is to judge, Dad was widely admired. He was the General Counsel of Moreland Insurance for fifteen years, and was renowned for his steadiness, his quiet polish, and his keen ability in lasering his way through the infinite complications of insurance law. But he had a private life like everybody else, and at home a dour aura of trauma always clung to him. There were the smokes he couldn’t give up, and the three fingers of scotch he bolted down each night like medicine, so he could get four or five hours of sleep before he was rocked awake by unwanted dreams. Family members sometimes commented that as a younger man he had been more outspoken. My grandmother’s theory, which she rarely kept to herself, was that Gilda, my mother, had largely taken David’s tongue by always speaking first and with such authority. But he went through life as if a demon had a hand on his shoulder, holding him back.


      Once when I was a boy, he saw me nearly run over as a car screamed around the corner, barely missing me where I was larking with friends on my bike. Dad snatched me up by one arm from the pavement and carried me that way until he could throw me down on our lawn. Even so young, I understood he was angrier about the panic I’d caused him than the danger I’d posed to myself.


      Now the chance to learn what had troubled my father became a quest. As a reporter, I was fabled for my relentlessness, the Panting Dog School of Journalism, as I described it, in which I pursued my subjects until they dropped. I obtained a copy of Dad’s 201, his Army personnel file, from the National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis, and with that fired off several letters to the Defense Department and the National Archives. By July, the chief clerk for the Army Judiciary in Alexandria, Virginia, confirmed that she had located the record of my father’s court-martial. Only after I had paid to have it copied did she write back stating that the documents had now been embargoed as classified, not by the Army, but by, of all agencies, the CIA.


      The claim that my father did anything sixty years ago that deserved to be regarded as a national security matter today was clearly preposterous. I unleashed a barrage of red-hot faxes, phone calls, letters, and e-mails to various Washington offices that attracted all the interest of spam. Eventually, my Congressman, Stan Sennett, an old friend, worked out an arrangement in which the government agreed to let me see a few documents from the court-martial, while the CIA reconsidered the file’s secret status.


      So in August 2003, I traveled to the Washington National Records Center, in Suitland, Maryland. The structure looks a little like an aircraft carrier in dry dock, a low redbrick block the size of forty football fields. The public areas within are confined to a single corridor whose decor is pure government, the equivalent of sensible shoes: brick walls, ceilings of acoustic tile, and an abundance of fluorescent light. There I was allowed to read—but not to copy—about ten pages that had been withdrawn from the Record of Proceedings compiled in 1945 by the trial judge advocate, the court-martial prosecutor. The sheets had faded to manila and had the texture of wallpaper, but they still glimmered before me like treasure. Finally, I was going to know.


      I had told myself I was ready for anything, and what was actually written could hardly have been more matter-of-fact, set out in the deliberately neutral language of the law, further straitjacketed by military terminology. But reading, I felt like I’d been dropped on my head. Four counts had been brought against Dad, the specifications for each charge pointing to the same incident. In October 1944, my father, acting Assistant Staff Judge Advocate of the Third Army, had been directed to investigate allegations by General Roland Teedle of the 18th Armored Division concerning the possible court-martial of Major Robert Martin. Martin was attached to the Special Operations Branch of the Office of Strategic Services, the OSS, the forerunner of the CIA, which had been founded during World War II (accounting, I figured, for why the Agency had stuck its nose in now). Dad was ordered to arrest Major Martin in November 1944. Instead, in April 1945, near Hechingen, Germany, my father had taken custody of Martin, where, according to the specifications, Dad “deliberately allowed Martin to flee, at great prejudice to the security and well-being of the United States.” Nor was that just rhetoric. The most serious charge, willful disobedience of a superior officer, was punishable by execution.


      A weeklong trial ensued in June 1945. At the start, the count that could have led to a firing squad had been dismissed, but the three charges remaining carried a potential sentence of thirty years. As to them, I found another discolored form labeled JUDGMENT.


      

        The court was opened and the president announced that the accused was guilty of all specifications and charges of Charges II, III, and IV; further that upon secret written ballot, two-thirds of the members present concurring, accused is sentenced to five years’ confinement in the United States Penitentiary at Fort Leavenworth at hard labor, and to be dishonorably discharged from the U.S. Army forthwith, notice of his discharge to be posted at the place of his abode.


      


      I read this sheet several times, hoping to make it mean something else. My heart and hands were ice. My father was a felon.


      Dad’s conviction was quickly affirmed by the Board of Review for the European Theater—the Army equivalent of an appellate court—leaving General Teedle free to carry out the sentence. Instead, in late July 1945, the General revoked the charges he himself had brought. He simply checked off a box on a form without a word of explanation. But it was not a clerical error. The court-martial panel was reconvened by the General’s order the next week and issued a one-line finding taking back everything they had done only a month and a half earlier. My father, who had been under house arrest since April, was freed.


      The blanks in this tale left me wild with curiosity, feeling like Samson chained blind inside the temple. The Army, the CIA, no one was going to keep me from answering a basic question of heritage: Was I the son of a convict who’d betrayed his country and slipped away on some technicality, or, perhaps, the child of a man who’d endured a primitive injustice which he’d left entombed in the past?


      I filled out innumerable government forms and crossed the continent several times as I pieced things together, visiting dozens of document storage sites and military libraries. The most productive trips of all were to Connecticut, where I ultimately acquired the records of Barrington Leach, the lawyer who’d defended my father unsuccessfully at Dad’s trial before General Teedle revoked the charges.


      Almost as soon as my travels started, I became determined to set down my father’s tale. Dad was the only member of the Judge Advocate General’s Department court-martialed during World War II, and that was but a small part of what made his experiences distinctive. I toiled happily in the dark corridors of libraries and archives and wrote through half the night. This was going to make not only a book, but my book, and a great book, a book which, like the corniest deus ex machina, would elevate my life from the current valley to a peak higher than any I’d achieved before. And then, like the cross-examiners in the criminal courtrooms I had covered for so many years, I made the cardinal mistake, asked one question too many and discovered the single fact, the only conceivable detail, that could scoop me of my father’s story.


      He had written it himself.


    


  




  

    

      2. DAVID: REGARDING THE CHARGES AGAINST ME


    


    

      CONFIDENTIAL
 ATTORNEY-CLIENT COMMUNICATION


      TO: Lieutenant Colonel Barrington Leach, Deputy Associate Judge Advocate, Headquarters, European Theater of Operations, U.S. Army (ETOUSA)


      FROM: Captain David Dubin


      RE: The Charges Against Me


      DATE: May 5, 1945


      I have decided to follow your suggestion to set down the major details I recall regarding my investigation of Major Robert Martin of OSS and the ensuing events which will shortly bring me before this court-martial. Since I have no desire to discuss this with another soul, including you as my lawyer, I find writing a more palatable alternative, even while I admit that my present inclination is not to show you a word of this. I know my silence frustrates you, making you think I lack a full appreciation for my circumstances, but rest assured that the prospect of a firing squad has caught my attention. Yet as a member of the JAG Department who has both prosecuted and defended hundreds of general courts-martial in the year or so I have been overseas, I am fully convinced that I have nothing to say for myself. General Teedle charges that last month in Hechingen I willfully suffered Major Martin to escape from my lawful custody. And that is true. I did. I let Martin go. I intend to plead guilty because I am guilty. The reasons I freed Martin are irrelevant in the eyes of the law and, candidly, my own business. Let me assure you, however, that telling the whole story would not improve my situation one whit.


      I may as well start by expanding on some of the information I routinely request of my own clients. I am a Midwesterner, born in 1915 in the city of DuSable in Kindle County. Both my parents were immigrants, each hailing from small towns in western Russia. Neither was educated beyond grade school. My father has worked since age fourteen as a cobbler, and owns a small shop a block from the three-flat where they raised my older sister, my younger brother, and me.


      I was a good student in high school, and also won the Kindle County championship in the hundred-yard backstroke. This combination led me to receive a full scholarship to Easton College. Easton is only about twenty miles from my parents’ apartment, but a world apart, the longtime training ground of the genteel elite of the Tri-Cities. As a man whose parents’ greatest dream was for their children to become ‘real Americans,’ I embraced Easton in every aspect, right down to the raccoon coat, ukulele, and briar pipe. I graduated Phi Beta Kappa, and then entered Easton’s esteemed law school. Afterward, I was lucky enough to find work in the legal department of Moreland Insurance. My parents pointed out that I appeared to be the first Jew Moreland had hired outside the mail room, but I’d always endeavored not to look at things that way.


      For two years, I tried small personal-injury lawsuits in the Municipal Court, but in September 1942, I enlisted. No one who cared about me approved. Both my parents and my sweetheart, Grace Morton, wanted me to wait out the draft, hoping against hope that I’d be missed, or at least limit my time in the path of danger. But I was no longer willing to put off doing my part.


      I had met Grace three years earlier, when I fit her for a pair of pumps in the shoe section of Morton’s Department Store, where I’d earned pocket money throughout college and law school. In her round-collared sweaters and tiny pearls and pleated skirts, Grace was the image of the all-American girl. But what most attracted me was not her blonde bob or her demure manner so much as her high-mindedness. She is the best-intentioned soul I have ever met. Grace worked as a schoolteacher in the tough North End and waited several months before letting on that her family owned the department store where I’d first encountered her. When I decided to enter the service, I proposed, so that we could remain together, at least while I was posted Stateside. She instantly agreed, but our marriage plans set off a storm in both families that could be calmed only by postponing the wedding.


      After basic training at Fort Riley, I entered Officers Candidate School in the infantry at Fort Benning in Georgia. I was commissioned a Second Lieutenant on April 6, 1943. Two days later, I was transferred forthwith to the Judge Advocate General’s Department. I had just turned twenty-eight, making me eligible for JAGD, and some thoughtful superior had put me in for reassignment. In essential Army style, no one asked what I preferred, and I probably don’t know the answer to this day. Still ambivalent, I was sent to the stately quadrangle of the University of Michigan Law School to learn about the Articles of War. My graduation in the upper half of my class made my promotion to First Lieutenant automatic.


      When I entered the JAG Department, I had requested service in the Pacific, thinking I was more likely to get within the vicinity of active combat, but in August 1943, I was sent to Fort Barkley, Texas, for a period of apprenticeship, so-called applicatory training as the Assistant Judge Advocate at the camp. I spent most of my time explaining legal options to soldiers who’d received Dear Johns from their wives and, as an odd counterpoint, sorting out the many conflicting Dependency Benefit Claims the Army had received from the five women a soldier named Joe Hark had married at his five prior postings, each without benefit of any intervening divorce.


      In March 1944, I was at last reassigned overseas, but to the Central Base Station in London, rather than the Pacific. I was fortunate, however, to come under the command of Colonel Halley Maples. He was in his late fifties, and the picture of a lawyer, more than six feet tall, lean, with graying hair and a broad mustache. He seemed to hold a high opinion of me, probably because I, like him, was a graduate of Easton University Law School. Sometime in July, only a few weeks after D-Day, the Colonel was designated as the Staff Judge Advocate for the newly forming Third Army, and I was delighted when he asked me to serve as his acting assistant. I crossed the Channel on August 16, 1944, aboard the USS Holland, finally coming within the proximity of war.


      The staff judge advocates were part of Patton’s rear-echelon headquarters, and we traveled in the General’s wake as the Third Army flashed across Europe. It was an advantageous assignment. We did none of the fighting, but time and again entered the French villages and towns jubilantly celebrating their liberation after years of Nazi occupation. From atop the beds of half-ton trucks and armored troop carriers, the infantrymen tossed cigarettes and chocolates to the crowds while the French uncorked bottles of wine hidden from the Germans for years and lavished kisses on us, more, alas, from whiskery old men than willing girls.


      In the liberated towns, there was seldom any clear authority, while dozens of French political parties squabbled for power. Locals clustered about the police station and our military headquarters, seeking travel passes or trying to find the sons and fathers who’d been carried off by the Germans. The windows of stores purveying Nazi goods and propaganda were smashed with paving stones, while the cross of Lorraine, symbol of the French resistance, was painted over every swastika that could not be removed. Collaborators were routed out by mobs. In Brou, I saw a barmaid set upon by six or seven youths in resistance armbands who cut off all her hair as punishment for sleeping with Nazis. She endured her shearing with a pliancy that might not have been much different from the way she’d accepted her German suitors. She said nothing, merely wept and sat absolutely still, except for one arm that moved entirely on its own, bucking against her side like the wing of some domesticated fowl engaged in a futile attempt at flight.


      Patton was concerned that the chaotic atmosphere would affect our troops and looked to Colonel Maples and his staff to reinforce discipline. I and my counterpart, Anthony Eisley, a squat young captain from Dayton who had practiced law in his father’s firm for several years, were assigned to try the large number of general courts-martial which were arising for fairly serious offenses—murder, rape, assault, major thefts, and insubordination—many of these crimes committed against French civilians. In other commands, these cases, especially the defense of the accused, were handled by line officers as an auxiliary duty, but Colonel Maples wanted lawyers trained in the Articles of War dealing with matters that could end in stiff prison sentences or, even, hanging.


      The principal impediment in carrying out our assignment was that we had barely set up court when we were on the move again, as Patton’s Army rampaged at an unprecedented pace across France. Columns raced through territory even before navigators could post the maps at headquarters. We tried men for their lives in squad tents, with the testimony often inaudible as bombers buzzed overhead and howitzers thundered


      I felt grateful to be at the forefront of history, or at least close to it, and appreciated Colonel Maples as a commander. In the Army officers corps, being built on the double, it was not uncommon, even in the upper ranks, to find commanders who had never so much as fired a rifle in combat, but Maples was not merely a distinguished lawyer who’d risen to the pinnacle of a famous St. Louis firm, but also a veteran of the Great War, which had taken him through many of these towns.


      In early September, headquarters moved again to Marson, from I a Chaume, bringing us across the Marne. The Colonel asked me to drive with him in search of the field where he had survived the most intense battle he’d fought in. It was a pasture now, but Maples recognized a long stone fence that separated this ground from the neighbor’s. He had been a twenty-five-year-old second lieutenant dug into one of the slit trenches that ran across this green land, no more than one hundred yards from the Germans.


      There had been more fighting here again lately. In the adjoining woods, artillery rounds had brought down many of the trees, and tank tracks had ripped into the earth. The dead personnel and spent materiel had been cleared away, but there were still several animals, cows and military horses, bloated and reeking and swarming with flies. Yet it was the battles of a quarter century ago which appeared to hold the Colonel. As we walked along the devastated field, he recalled a friend who had popped out to relieve himself and been shot through the head.


      “Died like that, with his drawers around his knees, and fell back into the latrine. It was terrible. It was all terrible,” he said and looked at me.


      Beyond the fence on the neighbor’s side, in a narrow culvert, we found a dead German soldier facedown in the water. One hand was on the bank, now withered with a bare leathery husk over what would soon be a skeleton. He was the first dead man I’d seen on a battlefield, and the Colonel studied the corpse for quite some time while I contended with my thumping heart.


      “Thank God,” he said then.


      “Sir?”


      “I thank the Lord, David, I shall be too old to come to this place again in war.”


      Back in the jeep, I asked, “Do you think we might have to fight another World War soon, sir?” Eisley, my courtroom colleague, believed that war with the Soviets was all but inevitable and might begin even before we’d mustered out. The Colonel greeted the idea with exceptional gravity.


      “It must not happen, Dubin,” he said, as if imparting the most consequential order. “It must not.”


       


      By the end of September, Patton’s sprint across Europe had come to a virtual stop. Our armored divisions had outraced their supply lines, and the dusty tanks and half-tracks sat immobile awaiting fuel, while the weather turned from bright to gloomy, soon giving way to the wettest fall on record. The front stretched on a static line about ten miles south of the Vosges Mountains. In the interval, infantry replaced the armor and dug themselves into foxholes which, in an echo of the Great War, were only a couple hundred yards from those of the enemy. The Krauts reportedly hurled nighttime taunts. “Babe Ruth is Schwarz-black. Black niggers is at home fucking with your wife.” We had plenty of German speakers in our ranks, kids from New York and Cincinnati and Milwaukee, who shouted out their own observations about the puniness of Hitler’s balls, hidden under his dress.


      The stall allowed the administrative staff, including the judge advocates, to make our first durable headquarters in Nancy early in October. As a student of French in high school, I seemed to have acquired the impression that there was only one city to speak of in that country. But Nancy’s center had been erected in the eighteenth century by a king without a country, Stanislas Leszczynski, later to become Duke of Lorraine, with a grandeur and panache equal to my images of Paris. Patton’s forward headquarters was in the Palais du Gouverneur, a royal residence at the end of a tree-lined arcade that resembled pictures I’d seen of the Tuileries. Our offices, along with other rear elements, were about a fifteen-minute walk across town, in the Lycée Henri Poincaré, the oldest school in Nancy.


      To process the backlog of cases that had collected as we were trying to keep up with Patton, Colonel Maples asked the personnel nabobs in G-1 to appoint two standing courts-martial. They ultimately assigned nine officers to each, allowing the members to attend to other duties on alternate days. Eisley and I, however, were in court seven days a week, ten hours a day. To break the routine we agreed to rotate roles as the prosecuting trial judge advocate, and as counsel for the accused.


      The military tribunal was set up in the former party room of the school, where three dormitory dining tables had been pushed together. At the center was the most senior officer serving as president of the court-martial, flanked by four junior officers on either side. At the far left, Eisley or I would sit with our client, and on the opposite end whoever that day was the TJA. In the center of the room, a table of stenographers worked, taking down the testimony, while a single straight-backed chair was reserved for the witness. The president of one panel was Lieutenant Colonel Harry Klike, a bluff little prewar noncom who’d risen through the Quartermaster Corps and was determined to exhibit the cultivation he believed appropriate for an officer and gentleman. Each day’s session ended with Klike officiously announcing, “The court-martial stands adjourned until zero eight hundred tomorrow, when we will reconvene to dispense with justice.” No one, as I recall, had the heart to correct him.


      We proceeded with dispatch and often finished two or even three cases in a day. In need of a break when court adjourned, Eisley and I often strolled down the rue Gambetta to the magnificent Place Stanislas, with its ornate state buildings and elaborate gates tipped in gold. At a café on the square we sipped cognac and eyed the good women of the town, with their wedgies and upswept hairdos. Tony, married but at full liberty three thousand miles away, praised the imagination of French women and their rugged lovemaking style. I listened without comment, while the patron tried to shoo the French kids who appeared beside our table with cupped hands, all of them the master of at least one line of English: “Some gum, chum?”


      Out on the avenue, long military columns passed, coming from or going to the front. The hardest-hit units on the way back passed with little expression, grimy, embittered hangdog men, on whom the wages of war were posted like a sign. Cordons of ambulances sometimes raced through, carrying the wounded to the local field hospital. But the replacement troops headed for battle made the most unsettling sight. A hush often came over the streets while the soldiers stared down at us from the trucks. In their faces you could see their desperation and anger about the cruel lottery that left us secure and them facing mortal danger. At those moments, I often found myself thinking uneasily about the way the Third Army’s successes were described around headquarters using the word ‘we.’


      Eventually, Tony and I would begin preparing for the coming day. When the crimes involved attacks on local residents we would go out to jointly interview the witnesses. With the benefit of my high-school French, I read well and could understand, but spoke with more difficulty. Nonetheless, I had improved considerably in my two months on the Continent, and allowing for the grace of hand gestures, we could usually make our way through these meetings without a translator.


      The MP who drove us most days, Staff Sergeant Gideon Bidwell, was called Biddy, a shortened version of the nickname Iddy Biddy he’d been awarded by the usual boot-camp smart alecks. He was as wide at the shoulder as a bus seat and at least six foot two, with curly black hair and a pink face holding a broad nose and green eyes. Bidwell was highly competent, but in a cheerless way. He was one of those enlisted men who realize that they are the true Army, whose jobs consist of winning the war at the same time that they keep the officers from making fools of themselves. He hauled the gear, and drove the jeep, and turned the map so I had it going in the right direction, but with a sullen air that made him somewhat unapproachable. When he had picked me up in Cherbourg where I landed, I recognized the sounds of Georgia in his speech, after my time at Fort Benning, but in response to my questions, he said only that his folks had left Georgia several years ago. He remained generally closemouthed about himself, not outwardly insubordinate, but with a sour look tending to indicate he didn’t care much for anyone. I sensed that sooner or later we were going to clash.


      One evening, we stopped at the stockade so I could interview my client for the next day’s proceedings. Biddy was with me as we entered the doubled-wire perimeter, where three long lines of pup tents were erected in abnormally tight formation. When my client shuffled out of the guardhouse in his ankle irons and manacles, Biddy buried a heavy groan in his chest.


      “Why they always colored?” he asked himself, but loud enough for me to hear. Enough of Georgia seemed to have come North with Bidwell that I preferred not to hear his answer. I gave him a bit of a look, at which he stiffened, but he had the good sense to turn away.


      Oddly, Biddy’s remark provoked me to ponder his question, albeit from another angle. Given my sympathies for the French families who appeared so often as the victims in our courtrooms, it had not even struck me much at first that many of the soldiers being sentenced to long terms in disciplinary barracks were colored. Yet Biddy was right, at least about the pattern, and the next time I found myself alone with Colonel Maples, I asked why he thought Negroes appeared so frequently among the troops we prosecuted.


      “Negroes?” Maples looked at me sharply. “What in the world are you suggesting, Dubin? There are plenty in the stockade who are white.” There surely were. Lots of soldiers had ended up in the Army only because a sentencing judge had given them that option rather than prison. Men who were strong-arm robbers and drug fiends at home did not always change their stripes, even on the battlefield. “Do you doubt these boys are guilty?”


      In most of the cases I handled, the soldiers were sober by the time I saw them and entered abashed guilty pleas. And the crimes with which they were charged were seldom minor. A few days ago, I had been the prosecutor of a colored soldier who literally knocked the door down at a girl’s house, when she refused him; he’d had his way with her only after beating both her parents brutally. It puzzled me that the colored troops had generally maintained such good order in England, but were losing discipline on the Continent.


      “They’re guilty, sir, no question. But thinking about it, I’ve found myself wondering, sir, if we’re as understanding of the colored troops.”


      I did not need to mention any particular incidents, because that week we had evaluated the case of a decorated officer who’d been on the front since D-Day. As he’d watched a line of German prisoners marching past, he’d suddenly raised his carbine and begun shooting, killing three and wounding four others. His sole explanation was, “I didn’t like the way they were looking at me.” Colonel Maples had decided that we would seek a sentence of only three years.


      “These Negro boys aren’t in combat, Dubin, not for the most part. We can’t treat them as we do the men who’ve been through that.” I could have pointed out that the colored battalions weren’t generally given the option, but I felt I had gone far enough. “It’s liquor and women, Dubin,” the Colonel added. “You’re a smart man to stay clear of liquor and women.”


      I could tell my questions had troubled the Colonel, and I wasn’t surprised two days later when he called me into his office. It was the former quarters of the school prefect, a room of tall antique cabinets in mellow oak.


      “Listen, Dubin, I don’t know how to say this, so I’ll just come out with it. About your remarks to me the other day? You’d best be careful with that sort of thing, man. You don’t want people to think you’re the wrong kind of Jew. Is that too plain?”


      “Of course not.” In truth, I received the Colonel’s remark with the usual clotted feelings references to my heritage inevitably provoked. My parents were Socialists who disparaged religious practice. Thus for me, the principal meaning of being a Jew was as something people reliably held against me, a barrier to overcome. I had labored my whole life to believe in a land of equals where everyone deserved to be greeted by only one label—American.


      The Army did not always appear to see it that way. I was a week into basic training before I found out that the ‘H’ on my dog tags meant ‘Hebrew,’ which irritated me no end since the Italians and Irish were not branded with an ‘I.’ But the armed forces were awash in bias. The enlisted men could not talk to one another without epithets. Spic, Polack, dago, Mick, cracker, hick, Okie, mackerel-snapper. Everybody got it. Not to mention the coloreds and the Orientals, whom the Army preferred not even to let in. The JAG Department’s officers, however, were primarily well-bred Episcopalians and Presbyterians with excellent manners who did not engage in crude insults. Colonel Maples had gone out of his way to make clear he harbored no prejudice, once saying to me that when we got to Berlin, he planned to march up to the Reichstag with the word ‘Jude’ written on his helmet. But his remark now was a reminder that my colleagues’ silence about my ancestry did not mean any of them had forgotten it.


      A few days later, the Colonel again asked to see me.


      “Perhaps you need a break from these courts-martial day in and day out,” he said. “Quite a grind, isn’t it?”


      Given what the soldiers at the front put up with, I would never have taken the liberty to complain, but the Colonel was right. There was not much about my daily activities that would lift the spirits, sending boys who’d come here to risk their lives for their country to a military prison instead. But the Colonel had a plan to give all of us a breather. Eisley would switch places for a couple of weeks with Major Haggerty, the Deputy Staff Judge Advocate, who had been reviewing convictions and providing legal advice as the law member on one of the panels. As for me, I was to conduct a Rule 35 investigation, looking into the potential court-martial of an officer.


      “There’s a bit of a problem on the General staff. The Brits have a word: ‘kerfuffle.’ Lord, I miss the Brits. The way they speak the language! Fellows made me howl several times a day. But that’s what there is, a kerfuffle. I assume you’ve heard of Roland Teedle.” General Teedle was a virtual legend, often said to be Patton’s favorite among the brigadier generals. His 18th Armored Division had been at the forefront of the charge across France. “Teedle’s gotten himself into a state of high dudgeon about some OSS major who’s been operating on his flank. How much do you know about the OSS, Dubin?”


      Not much more than I’d read in the paper. “Spies and commandos,” I said.


      “That’s about right,” said the Colonel. “And certainly true of this particular fellow. Major Robert Martin. Sort of an expatriate. Fought in Spain for the Republicans. Was living in Paris when the Nazis overran it. OSS recruited him, apparently, and he’s done quite well. He’s been on the Continent since sometime in 1942. Ran an Operational Group behind German lines—a collection of Allied spies and French resistance forces who sabotaged Nazi operations. After D-Day, he and his people were placed under Teedle’s command. They derailed supply trains, ambushed German scouts, gave the Nazis fits while the 18th was bearing down on them.”


      I said that Martin sounded brave.


      “Damn brave,” said Maples. “No doubt of that. A hero, frankly. He’s won the Distinguished Service Cross. And the Silver Star twice. And that doesn’t count the ribbons de Gaulle has pinned on his chest.”


      “Jesus,” I said before I could think.


      The Colonel nodded solemnly during the brief silence, one that often fell among soldiers when they faced the evidence of another man’s courage. We all had the same thought then: Could I do that?


      “But you see,” the Colonel said, “it’s one of those devilish ironies. Probably what’s led to Martin’s troubles. He’s been a lone wolf too long, really. He has no fear. Not just of the enemy. But of his own command. The Army is not a place for individualists.” I could tell that the Colonel had spent time thinking about this case. He smoothed the edges of his broad mustache before he continued. “I don’t have the details. That’s your job. But Teedle claims that Martin’s defied his orders. Several times now. Says Martin is just sitting out in some château leading the life of Riley and thumbing his nose. Apparently there’s a girl involved.”


      The Colonel paused then, presumably reconsidering his frequent reminders that women and warriors were a bad mix.


      “At any rate,” he said, “there’s to be a Rule thirty-five investigation. Follow the manual. Interview Martin. Interview the General. Talk to the witnesses. Do formal examinations. Prepare a report. And be diplomatic. Formally, a junior officer shouldn’t be interviewing his superiors. I’m trusting you, David, not to ruffle feathers. Remember, you act in my name.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “G-1 is hoping that this Major Martin will see the light when he recognizes that matters are turning serious. An actual court-martial would be tragic, frankly. Teedle and this fellow Martin—both are very fine soldiers, Dubin. General Patton hates that kind of catfight. Bring Martin to his senses, if you can. But watch yourself. Don’t forget that at the end of the day, Roland’s the one who’s going to have Patton’s ear.”


      The Colonel came around his desk to put a hand on my shoulder, and with it I felt the weight of his avuncular affection for me.


      “I thought you’d enjoy this break, David. Get you a little closer to the front. Something’s bound to start happening there again any day. I know you’d like that. And there may not be much more chance. Word is that Monty’s bet Ike a fiver that the war here will be over before the New Year. Now that would make a fine Christmas present for all of us, wouldn’t it?”


      He was beaming until something froze his features, the realization, I suspect, that Christmas meant far more to him than to me. But I answered, “Yes, sir,” in my most enthusiastic manner and issued a brisk salute before going off to find out whatever I needed to about Major Robert Martin.


    


  




  

    

      3. DAVID: THE GENERAL


    


    

      The 18th Armored Division had made camp about twenty-five miles north and cast of Nancy, not far from Arracourt, where they were enjoying a period of rest and recovery. When Biddy and I showed up at the motor pool for a jeep to proceed to our interview with General Teedle, we were told that because of severe supply discipline with gasoline, we would have to squeeze in four boys from the 134th Infantry who’d missed their convoy. The 134th was relieving troops on the XII Corps front and these soldiers, who’d already seen their share of combat, made glum traveling companions. A private sitting behind me, a boy named Duck from Kentucky, struck up a few verses of “Mairzy Doats,” until his buddies finally became spirited about one thing—that Duck should shut the hell up.


      The air remained sodden, and approaching the front the bleakness went beyond the weather, clinging to the soldiers trudging down the roads. The signs of the recent battles were all about. The earth was scorched and rutted, and the picturesque French farmhouses, with their thatched roofs that made them look like something out of “Hansel and Gretel,” were mostly in ruins. Even the ones that had fared relatively well were usually open to the top, looking like a man without his hat. Timbers lay strewn on the ground and often all that remained of a structure that had been home to a family for decades, even centuries, was the whitewashed chimney or a lone wall. The debris had been bulldozed to the side of the road, but every now and then there were disturbing token of the civilian casualties, a decapitated doll, wounded like its human counterparts, or a coat without a sleeve.


      Given the conditions of the roads, it took us several hours to reach the 18th. They had spread out across the drier ground on the downslopes of several vast bean and hay fields. Having dealt with the claims for the land our troops trampled in England, I could only imagine the joy of the French farmer who would now get compensation for the use of land on which his crops were already drowned.


      The 18th Armored Division had been the heroes of every newsreel we’d seen for months, the troops who’d dashed across France and were going to chase Hitler into some hole in Berlin and shoot a mortar down it for good riddance. There was a bold air here and loud voices after having survived the front. While Patton waited for fuel, ordnance, and rations, he had ordered many of the infantry divisions into intensive training, but for the 18th, with its tanks and mobile artillery, the strict conservation of gasoline left them with little to do each day but clean their weapons and write long letters home.


      Crossing the camp with our packs, looking for Teedle’s HQ, Biddy and I drew resentful stares. Our uniforms were still fresh, not grease-stained or torn, and our helmets lacked the mottled camouflage nets handed out for combat. Once or twice we passed soldiers who made a chicken squawk behind us, but Biddy’s sheer size was enough to stifle most of the insults I was used to hearing tossed down from the troop convoys that passed through Nancy.


      Rather than commandeer a house in town for himself, as other generals might have done, Teedle had remained with his men in a large tent that served combat-style as both his billet and headquarters. The heavy blackout flaps had been raised in daytime. Inside, a board floor had been installed in sections, and there were several desks, two of them face-to-face, where a couple of corporals were pounding away at Remingtons. Another, larger desk was unoccupied beside a frame cot which was certainly the General’s. Two footlockers were stacked there with a kerosene lamp atop them for nighttime reading.


      I approached the first of the two corporals, who was working with a pencil clenched between his teeth, and gave my name and unit. He was a very thin fellow with a wry look and he began to rise. I said, “At ease,” but he tossed off a quick salute from his seat.


      “Corporal Billy Bonner, Paragraph Trooper in the Armchair Division.”


      “Oh, isn’t that cute?” said the second corporal, without looking up from his work. “Bonner’s going back to burlesque when the war is over.” Bonner addressed the other corporal as ‘Frank,’ and told him to shut up. They bickered for a moment.


      “Well, then just don’t talk to me at all,” Frank concluded. His voice was high and he gave his head a dramatic toss. I exchanged a look with Biddy, who had remained at the tent opening. No need to ask why that one wasn’t in combat.


      In frustration, Bonner arose and limped toward Biddy, waving me along. Bonner proved chummy enough that I felt free to ask about his leg. He’d been shot at Anzio, he said, and had opted to become a clerk rather than go home. The reward for his dedication, he said, was working beside Frank. “Welcome to the Army,” he added. Listening to him, I remembered a sergeant in basic training who’d warned me not to tell anybody I could type, good advice as Bonner could now attest.


      The Corporal had just finished explaining that Teedle was due back momentarily from an inspection of forward installations, when he caught sight of the General and scurried to his desk like a schoolchild.


      I snapped to attention as Teedle stormed past us. A private from the Signal Corps was trailing him, hauling the body of a huge radio telephone while Teedle screamed into the handset, alternately venting at the poor fellow at the other end and at the signal man, whenever the sound faded.


      “Tell him that I have two battalions down to one ration a day. No, damn it. Two battalions, one ration. One ration. An army moves on its stomach. Ask him if he’s heard that one. If the Nazis kill these boys it’s one thing, but I’ll be damned before I see their country starve them to death.” I’d heard that the frontline troops were often hungry. In the officers’ mess in Nancy, food was plentiful—canned goods, pastries with honey, tea, Nescafé. Midday meals were often huge. The meat and poultry, requisitioned from the locals, swam in heavy gravies.


      Teedle handed the phone roughly to the signal man and dismissed him, then plunged to his seat, looking unhappily at the papers stacked on his desk. He had yet to remove his helmet. The General barked suddenly at Bonner.


      “Are you telling me that Halley Maples sent that pup to deal with Martin?” As far as I had noticed, Teedle hadn’t even looked at me.


      Bonner turned my way and said with his subversive smile, “The General will see you now.”


      When I’d first heard Teedle’s name, I had expected some round little fellow who’d look at home in a Technicolor musical movie like The Wizard of Oz. But the General gave every impression of being a soldier, the kind who would have been happy to be referred to as a rough-and-ready son of a bitch. Teedle was a big red-faced man, with a chest as round as a cock robin’s, and tiny pale eyes set off starkly within lids that appeared to have been rubbed raw, probably from exhaustion or perhaps an allergic condition, or even, I suppose, tears.


      In front of the General’s desk I came to attention again, gave name rank, and unit, and explained that with his permission, I would like to take a statement from him, in connection with the Rule 35 regarding Martin, Teedle studied me throughout.


      “Where’d you go to college, Dubin?”


      “Easton.”


      “Uh-huh. I’m from Kansas. None of those fancy-ass schools in Kansas. How about law school?”


      “Easton. If I may, General, I went on scholarship, sir.”


      “Oh, I see. A smart guy. Is that what you’re telling me?”


      “Not to suggest that, sir.”


      “Well, if you gad about telling everybody you meet first thing how bright you are, you’re not very smart at all, are you, Lieutenant?”


      I didn’t answer. He had me pinned and that was the point anyway Teedle was plainly another of those commanders who wanted his troops to know he was the match of any of them. He took a second to set his helmet on his desk. His hair, what little was left of it, was somewhere between red and blond, and stood up on his head like stray wires. He’d found his canteen and screwed off the cap. Even at a distance of six feet, I could smell the whiskey. He took a good solid slug.


      “All right, so what do I need to tell you about Martin?”


      “As much as you can, sir.”


      “Oh. I won’t do that. You’ll start thinking Martins a wonderful fellow. You’re likely to think he’s a wonderful fellow anyway. I’ll tell you something right now, Dubin. You’re going to like Robert Martin a good deal better than you like me. He’s charming, a sweet talker. And brave. Martin may be the bravest son of a bitch in the European theater. You seen combat, Dubin?”


      “No, sir. I’d like to.”


      “Is that so?” He smirked and pointedly lowered his line of sight to the JAG Department insignia on the collar of my tunic. “Well, if you ever find yourself in the middle of a battlefield, Lieutenant, what you’ll see around you is a bunch of fellows seared shitless, as they should be and one or two sons of bitches jumping up and down and acting as if the bullets can’t touch them. They get hit sooner or later, believe me, but it takes a hell of a lot longer than you’d think. Martin’s one of those. Thinks he’s invincible. I don’t like that either. A soldier who’s not afraid to die is a danger to everybody.”


      “Is that the problem, sir? The root of it?”


      “Hardly. The problem, if you want to call it that, is that the fucking son of a bitch won’t follow orders. He’s gone off on several operations without my say-so even though he’s supposed to be under me command. Successful operations, too, I don’t dispute that, sabotaging train lines, mostly, so those Nazi pricks can’t get troops and supplies where we’re heading. He’s a whiz at that. Every railway worker in France seems to bow at Martin’s feet.


      “But twice I’ve sent troops to the wrong position because I didn’t know he’d already blown the lines I’ve had to hold off artillery because I got late word that Martin and his men turned up in the target area, without any prior communication to me. And I’ve slowed deployments several times because Martin was off screwing with the Germans, instead of finishing the recons he’d been assigned. And it’s not just discipline that concerns me, Lieutenant, although I believe in discipline as much as any other general you’ve ever met. What makes my hemorrhoids ache is that men were in danger each time, men who didn’t need to be killed. Not that day. Not in that place. And I take that personally.”


      My face must have reflected some doubt about his choice of words.


      “You heard me, Lieutenant,” he said, and stood behind his desk. “It’s personal. I get up every goddamn morning knowing that young men under my command are going to die—even now with nothing special happening, I’m losing thirty men a day, and I’ll carry their souls with me as long as I live, Dubin. I mean that. While I last on this globe, there will always be some shadow of grief. I wanted this star so bad I probably would have killed someone to get it, but I didn’t realize that the dead stick with generals this way. I grieved for plenty who died under my command at lower ranks, but that burden departed, Dubin, and it doesn’t now, and when I’ve asked others, all they can say is that this is just how it is.”


      He paused to see how I was taking this. His face, especially his large, lumpy nose, had gained even more color, and he helped himself to another snort from his canteen.


      “That, in a few words, is what I don’t like about Robert Martin. I’ve been a soldier my whole life, Dubin, I know how the game is played, and I realize I’d get nowhere with the General staff complaining about Martin’s heroics. But I passed the word to OSS that he’s outlived his usefulness here. And eventually they agreed. Told me I should order him back to London. And now we get the melodrama. Because Martin won’t go.


      “The prick won’t go. I’ve given him his orders in writing three times, and he’s sitting there like he’s on vacation. I’ve tolerated the bastard when I had to, Dubin, but I’ve got him dead to rights now, and I’m not taking any more of his crap. All understood? So type that up, just the last part there, and I’ll sign it.”


      “I thought there was something to do with a woman, sir. That’s what Colonel Maples indicated.”


      Teedle laughed suddenly. He was so relentlessly intense that I nearly jumped at the sound. I would have bet the man in front of me laughed at nothing.


      “Oh, that,” he said. “I’ll tell you the truth, Dubin. I don’t give a dry turd about the woman. Patton’s G-1 cares—they want the same rules for all personnel, naturally. Before D-Day, Martin commanded an Operational Group here on the Continent—Sidewinder, or some such name. They were spying and making the Nazis’ lives difficult with little hit-and-run operations. He must have had thirty men under him, a few Allied spies who’d come ashore like him, but most of his command were members of the French and Belgian underground. The Frenchmen have all run home, the spoils of war and whatnot. I suppose the bastards are going to fight each other about who runs the show here.


      “There are still a few odd ducks remaining with Martin, probably because they’re not welcome anywhere else. And one of them’s a woman, a beautiful little bit from what I hear. He recruited her in Marseilles a few years ago, and she’s been beside him, helping with a lot of the ruses OSS is always employing. These OSS women have been damned effective, Dubin. Don’t sell them short. You know the fucking Krauts, they think they’re gentlemen, so they’re never as suspicious of females as they should be. This girl claims to be a nurse sometimes. You can go just about anywhere in a nurse’s uniform in the middle of a war.


      “Now it’s true, she’s probably twenty years younger than Martin, and by all accounts he’s been giving her the old one-two and maybe he’s even in love with her or thinks he is. That’s the theory in London, I suspect, about why he won’t go back. My theory is that it just jollies him up to grind his finger in my eye.


      “But as for the fact that he’s stuck on the girl, or fighting beside his bed partner, they may not like that in the General staff, think it’s bad for discipline when our troops catch on, but I couldn’t care less. Soldiers always want sex. Do you know why?”


      Because they were away from women, I answered. Their wives, their girlfriends.


      “You think they’d hop their wives the way these boys go diving after these French girls? I don’t. They think they’re going to die, Dubin. The reasonable ones anyway. That’s what I think. And if you get the time in combat you say you’d like, you’ll be thinking that way, too. And when you feel death imminent, Dubin, you don’t want to be alone. Isolation is the next stage, in the casket. You desire nothing more than contact with life, and life in its purest form. You want sex. And God. These boys want God, too. They want to fuck. And they want to pray. That’s what a soldier wishes for when he doesn’t wish he was back home. Forgive me for lecturing, but you’re new to all of this and you’re better off getting used to the truth.


      “So I don’t care if Martin’s fucking this girl, or some calf he encounters on the road. We have a few troops doing that, too, I get the farmers in here complaining. Fuck who you want to as far as I’m concerned. But follow orders. So write up what I need to sign and then tell that son of a bitch to get the hell out of my area or he’ll have an escort to the disciplinary barracks. That’s all.”


      Yet again, Teedle lifted the canteen. It was his fifth or sixth drink. He should have been loaded, but his fury burned at such intensity that the liquor was probably vaporized on the way down his throat. I had no idea exactly what to think of General Teedle, especially the eagerness with which he’d invited me to dislike him. He seemed to have been one of those boys picked on all his childhood who grew up determined to be tougher than the bullies, yet who never overcame the hurt of being the odd man out. But his brusque honesty impressed me, especially since it even seemed to go so far as acknowledging his own unhappiness.


       


      After seeing General Teedle, it made more sense not to return to Nancy, but rather to set out for Major Martin, who was nearby. The General directed his G-1 to assist us, and the personnel officer, Lieutenant Colonel Brunson, briefed us further and ordered maps. When we were done, we returned to the motor pool, where the sergeant in charge informed us that they’d dispatched our jeep and couldn’t spare another until morning.


      Biddy caught on immediately. “Burnin our gas, not theirs,” he murmured to me. He was right, of course, but we still weren’t going to get a vehicle. Instead we went off separately to seek billeting. The captain of the headquarters company found me a cot in a four-man tent and showed me where dinner would be in the officers’ mess, formed from two squad tents. The meal, when it was served, was hot B ration reduced to a greenish mash, but no one around here was complaining, since even headquarters company, which usually wangled the best, was down to only two meals a day. One of my most embarrassing little secrets was that I had found during training that I did not mind field rations, even what came in tins in the B and C: meat and vegetables, meat and beans, meat and spaghetti. The typical lament was that it looked like dog food and tasted like it, too. But much of it struck me as exotic. My parents, for all their lack of formal religious practice, had never brought pork into our home. Pork and beans was not my particular favorite, but I regarded ham as a delicacy, so much so that even Spam was a pleasure.


      Afterward, I wandered toward the staging area where the enlisted men were encamped to make sure Bidwell had found a place. There was a virtual tent city there encompassing several battalions. It had its own eye appeal. The ranks of pup tents were in perfect lines stretching out hundreds of yards, with the latrine slit trenches dug at regular intervals, all of it illuminated by the brightness of the fires the cooks were still tending. I walked along, exchanging salutes with the enlisted men who took notice of me, trying to find Division Headquarters Company, with whom Biddy was said to be quartered.


      Now and then, when I asked directions, I’d also see if I could swap novels with some of the men. I had stuffed books in every pocket of my fatigues before we left Nancy, eager for new reading material. I sometimes felt I had read every novel in the city. I had been holding on to two of the most popular titles, Lost Horizon and Sanctuary, by William Faulkner, the latter much in demand because of Popeye’s foul activities with a corncob. My hope was for more Faulkner, which I was lucky enough to find in the hands of a redheaded private from Texas. I also got a novel by James Gould Cozzens in exchange for The Last Citadel.


      It would be hard to say how important the few minutes I spent reading each night were to me. Thoughts of my parents, of my brother and sister, or of Grace were fraught with emotion. I could not surrender to the comfort of imagining myself among them again, to the security of the life I had left, because I knew I could go mad with yearning and with regret that I’d been so determined to do my duty. But the chance to feel myself in another locale, neither here nor home, if only for a few minutes, was a special reprieve, an essential sign that life would again have the richness and nuance it holds in times of peace.


      I never found Bidwell. But after I made my last literary trade, I bumped into Billy Bonner. He’d been tippling and was holding a cognac bottle, most of the contents gone now.


      “Trying to become acquainted with native customs, First Lieutenant,” Bonner said. “French might be onto something with this stuff.” He hefted the bottle and missed his mouth at first. Half the off-duty soldiers I encountered in France were pie-eyed, fueled by stores of wine and newer treats like Pernod and Benedictine they’d never seen in the States. Not that the officers were any better. Those of us at headquarters were still receiving the garrison ration of liquor every month, and even officers in foxholes were supposed to get a quart of scotch, a pint of gin, two bottles of champagne, and a bottle of brandy, although it was rarely delivered, given the strains on the supply chain. I traded away most of what arrived. Even at Easton College, where Prohibition had made drinking an adventure, I tended to abstain, never caring much for liquor’s loose feeling.


      “You seem fairly deep into your exploration of local culture, Bonner.”


      “Yes, sir. Just so long as I can roll out in the morning.”


      Bonner saw the pocket book in my hand and we exchanged thoughts about novels for a moment. I promised to trade him Light in August on our next visit. I had turned away when Bonner said clearly behind me. “They’ve got you investigating the wrong one, Lieutenant.”


      I revolved to stare at him.


      “Teedle and Martin?” he said. “You’re investigating the wrong one. At least, as I see it. You oughta ask around.”


      “Then I’ll start by asking you, Corporal. Tell me what that remark means.”


      Bonner peered at length into the mouth of the bottle, as if the answer were in there.


      “It probably means I’ve had too much of this,” he said after quite some time. He gave me that thin, conspiratorial smile and without waiting for a response slipped off into the dark camp.
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      4. STEWART: MY FATHER’S LAWYER


    


    

      According to the Record of Proceedings of my father’s court-martial, a high-ranking JAG Department lawyer from Eisenhower’s headquarters, Barrington Leach, had been Dad’s attorney. His name rang a bell, and a search online reminded me why. In 1950, Leach took a leave from the prominent Hartford law firm in which he was a partner to become Chief Counsel to Senator Estes Kefauver in his investigation of organized crime. The televised Kefauver Hearings introduced many Americans to the Mafia and, not coincidentally, to the privilege against self-incrimination. From then on “taking the Fifth” inevitably brought to mind the line of dark gentlemen in expensive suits who answered every question by reciting their rights from index cards adhering to their palms. It was Leach, most often, who was up there making them sweat.


      After returning to Connecticut, Leach in time became a judge, eventually rising to the Connecticut Supreme Court. His name actually turns up in a few news accounts in the Johnson era as a potential candidate for the U.S. Supreme Court.


      I had started researching Leach during the months I was stalemated by the government in my efforts to pry loose the court-martial file. (I finally got it in June 2004, but only because I could demonstrate by then that I knew virtually all the information contained there.) I had assumed that Leach, an experienced trial lawyer in 1945 and thus quite a bit older than Dad, had to be dead, and I only hoped that his family had kept his papers. In late October 2003, I called the Connecticut Supreme Court to locate Leach’s next of kin.


      “Did he die?” the clerk asked me. He turned from the phone, inquiring of a colleague with alarm, “Did Justice Leach die?” I could hear the question ping-ponging across the room, until the clerk came back on the line. “No, sir. Happy to say Justice Leach is still with us.” He declined to provide an address or phone, but promised to forward any mail. Within a week, I had received a response, with a return address at the Northumberland Manor Assisted-Care Facility in West Hartford, written in a craggy hand that brought to mind that enduring children’s toy, the Etch A Sketch.


      

        I surely recall representing your father. David Dubin’s court-martial remains one of the most perplexing matters of my life as a lawyer, and I am willing to discuss it with you. In answer to your inquiry, I have retained some materials relating to the case that you would probably wish to have. As you can see, writing letters is a particular burden at this stage of my life. We could converse by telephone, if need be, but, if I may be so bold, I suggest that, if possible, you pay me a visit.


        While I am happy to provide you with my recollections and these papers, doing so is a bit sticky legally, inasmuch as your father was my client. You would set an old man’s mind at ease if, when you came, you brought a letter from all your father’s legal heirs—your mother, if she remains alive, and any siblings you have—stating that each of you relinquishes any objections related to what I share. I’d suggest you contact the lawyer who is handling the estate to help you. I will be happy to speak with him, if he likes.


        Without being alarmist, I call your attention to the fact that I am ninety-six years old and that I no longer purchase green bananas. I look forward to meeting you soon.


        With all good wishes,
 Barrington V.S. Leach


      


      Watching me dash around the country, passing hours in dank library basements and talking about opposition from the CIA, the members of my family were convinced that my elevator had stopped between floors. Nona regarded it as conclusive proof that she’d gotten out at the right time, while my daughters offered a succinct explanation to anyone who asked: “Dad’s on crack.”


      My mother said the least, but might have been the most unhappy. Mom remained as fiercely possessive of Dad in death as she had always been. She had picked his suit and tie each day and had remained his principal counselor on the wary maneuverings of the commercial world, where he was often led astray by his native inclination to see almost every issue as a question of principle. But in my house, each of us depended on Mom’s vitality and shrewdness, regarding it as a fact-established that my mother, as a camp survivor, had an extra measure of whatever living required. She took it as my single greatest fault that I had not been smart enough to marry someone like her.


      In light of all of that, it was predictable that she wouldn’t like me claiming a piece of my father on my own. There were no tirades, just occasional remarks indicating that she found it distasteful that I was making Dad’s Army secrets a professional project. To her it was as if I were beating drums with bones I’d uncovered in the graveyard. And it was worse than cruel irony that I was digging into a period whose anguish they’d spent a lifetime trying to inter.


      Which made Leach’s letter a problem. My sister would do what Mom said. But it would take some talking to get my mother to sign off. I strategized for at least a week. Then one morning when I stopped in, as I did most days, I sat her down at the kitchen table, where important family discussions always have occurred, and made my pitch. She listened avidly, her small black eyes intent, and asked for a day or two to think. I left with hope.


      But walking in a week later, I knew from my first breath that I was doomed. She’d baked. Rugelach, an all-time favorite, sat on the kitchen table. She might as well have used the pastries as blocks to spell out COMFORT FOOD. Being who I am, late, and being who she is, she waited until I was in the initial stage of near delirium before she started.


      “Stewart,” she said, “about this lawyer and his papers. Stewart, I have thought very hard. I tell you, with all my heart, I believe your father alav hashalom, would be moved to tears to know that you have made this effort to understand his life. And the one question I have asked myself for the last few days is whether that might have made him reconsider. Because I agree with what you said when Daddy died, Stewart, that he must have made a choice not to discuss this with his family. But in the end, you are asking me to set aside my loyalty to him. It is not for me to imagine new decisions for your father now, Stewart. He is entitled to my support in his judgments about what he wanted to say about his own life.”


      I whined, of course. I was his kid, I said. I was entitled to know. That remark provoked her.


      “Stewart, where is it written that a parent is required to become your journalistic subject? Is giving life to a child, Stewart, like running for public office, where every piece of dirty linen is open to inspection? Is it not a parent’s right to be understood on his own terms? Do you pretend that your daughters know every seamy detail of your youth?”


      That was a low blow, but effective. I took a second.


      “Mom, don’t you want to know the story?”


      “Stewart, I know the only story that matters, and I knew it from the moment I fell in love with your father in the concentration camp. David Dubin was kind. He was intelligent, educated. Jewish. I could tell at once he was a loyal person, a person of values. What more could matter to me, or to you? Then. Or now?”


      Naturally, I phoned my sister. Mom could dress this up however she liked, I said, claiming she was bound by Dad’s wishes, but it was really about her. And being in control.


      “God, Stewie, why do you always make her the bad guy? So what if it’s about her? She lived with the man for fifty-eight years. Now you come along to tell her that her husband was a convict? Of course she doesn’t care to hear the details. Leave her alone. If you have to do this, do it when she’s gone.”


      I reminded Sarah that Leach was ninety-six. “Look,” I offered, “I swear I won’t tell her anything I find out.”


      “Oh, Stew,” my sister said, tart as always, “when was the last time you kept a secret? Haven’t you figured out yet what you liked about being a reporter? I’ll sign whatever you like after she’s gone. But I don’t want to hear another word about this now. Maybe you should spend some time asking yourself why you’re hyperventilating to learn all this.”


      I already had. Every day and every night. But the simplest answer to Sarah was probably the best: he was my father. We can all dream up the hero we want to be when we’re adolescents and spend our adult years trying to live out the ideal, but sooner or later we each realize that our options are limited by the raw materials, that dose of DNA we get and the imprinting of early childhood. As a young man, I did not see myself in Dad. Now when I go through the many photos I have assembled from his youth, there are moments when I cannot tell whether the fellow standing there is he or I. That body, which years ago stopped belonging to either of us, was fundamentally one: the same corrupted posture, sagging somehow from a point between the shoulder blades, the same dark-complected look like a warm tan, the same uncertain approach to the camera, unsure how much to surrender. I have his nose, they say, and at moments, his haunted eyes. From Dad I got my taste for salty things, and my acceptance of the Trappers’ losses as a piece of fate.


      In my research, I discovered many unacknowledged debts I owed my father. Scouring his letters, and later, what he had written for Leach, I was struck that my old man could turn a phrase. My father spent two hours every night reading any novel he could get his hands on, a habit so unvarying that he actually wore two rawhide stripes into the leather ottoman where he perched his feet. Yet it had never clicked that Dad was probably the source of my own interest in writing, even though I’d always been heartened by his quiet pride in my bylines. Now, looking back, I realized that he must have intervened to get my mother to quit her pestering about law school.


      Yet it was not the things I liked about myself that fed my hunger to find out what he’d done wrong. In the end, I fear it was probably more of the affliction that had made me a happy observer in criminal courtrooms for decades: I wanted to know Dad’s failings, so I’d feel better about my own.


      And given what happened next, you might say that self-acceptance is not all that it’s cracked up to be. But I have always been a slave to impulse, and slow to face the fact. When I look in the mirror, I see a trim guy, inconveniently burdened with a few dozen pounds that belong to someone else. That’s because the thinner fellow, with his good intentions, generally holds the rudder on my soul. On a perpetual diet, I’m the guy at the restaurant who orders the little salad that comes topped with a tiny pellet of poached salmon—before I eat the French fries off everybody else’s plates. My eternal undoing arrives in these instants when my appetites are more than I can handle. My saddest turn as a courthouse reporter came in the early ’90s as I was walking past the jury room and, with no planning whatsoever, pressed my ear to the door, hoping for a scoop on an important verdict. When a bailiff caught me, I was suspended from the paper for thirty days and, far worse, showered doubt on every honest success before and after. It’s a lifetime pattern. I resist. I struggle. But I also succumb.


      Which in this case means that when I wrote back to Barrington Leach, I not only set a date to visit, but formally released him from any legal responsibility for what he might reveal. How? I simply stated that my mother had died a few years ago and that I was an only child. Just like the crooks I covered for twenty years, I told myself that nobody would ever know.


    


  




  

    

      5. DAVID: MAJOR ROBERT MARTIN


    


    

      

        October 22,1944


        With the Third Army in France


        Dearest Grace,


        I have been sent to the front (where all remains quiet, so please don’t worry) to do a little investigation, involving Army politics among the brass. Since I have been able to borrow a typewriter, I wanted to say hello and tell you I think of you always.


        Yesterday was really a banner day, as I received four airmails and a V-mail from you. I’ve brought all of them with me to read a second (and third!) time. In your V-mail, dearest, you tell me of your cold—please take care of yourself. If you don’t feel well, stay home from school. I don’t want anything happening to you—you mean too much to me, and we have too much living together in the near future for you to take any chances.


        Tonight, my bed will be a cot in a tent, a reminder of how embarrassingly good life is in Nancy. Eisley and I have found new quarters with Madame Vaillot, whose husband has been carted off by the Germans to God knows where. She greets us each morning at 6:30 a.m. with strong coffee and our laundry, for which she refuses to take any money. She says in cultivated French, “We are repaid enough by your keeping the Germans out and protecting us.” So what can we say? Our room is nice, but cold with the constant rains, and fuel is in short enough supply that we start a fire only if we are going to be awake in the room for a while, which we seldom are.


        I’ve been thinking about the nest egg I’ll have when the day comes that I get back. With allowances, I should be making around $350 per month when my promotion comes through (November 1, they swear). I’m going to send $300 a month to Mom, by way of a Class E allotment, to put into my savings account. (Please tell my dad to make sure Mom uses a few bucks to buy a new frock or something as a birthday gift from me. They won’t do it unless you insist on my behalf.) There will be $300 mustering-out pay plus the insurance policy of $250 I have, and fifteen or twenty war bonds. All in all, I’m thinking you’re right and that I should open my own law office. There may even be enough left over to buy a jalopy. I wouldn’t mind getting a little joy out of this money. Other boys have done more to earn it, but it’s not a picnic being away from all of you. I still keep my house key in my wallet. Call it loony if you like, but several times a day, I’ll reach to my back pocket and feel its impression against the leather, and know that I have a place to return to.


        Well, I’m getting maudlin, so I’ll stop.


        Love forever,


        David


      


      Lieutenant Colonel Brunson, General Teedle’s personnel officer, had said that Martin and the remainder of his Operational Group were quartered at the country estate of the Comtesse de Lemolland, west and south of Bezange-la-Petite, near the skirmishing edge of the front. Brunson couldn’t explain how Martin had arranged such a scenic billet, but it was clear that many of Teedle’s officers, camped in tents on wet ground, had taken notice.


      It was nearly noon the next day before the 18th Division’s motor pool surrendered a jeep to us, and I thought for a second that Bidwell was going to get into a fistfight with the private filling the tank, who might as well have been using an eyedropper.


      “That ain’t but a third of the gas we come with,” Biddy told him.


      “Sarge,” the boy said, “this here’s my orders. And you’d do better to look close at that map than keep your eye on me. Krauts are two miles from where you’re headed. One wrong turn, Sarge, and your war might end early.”


      As we drove north into the hills, the sun arrived like a blast of horns, lighting up the isolated groves of trees in full fall color. This was rolling country, principally open fields, resembling southern Wisconsin, where my parents sometimes took us for long Sunday drives in my Uncle Manny’s borrowed Model A when I was a boy. After a day together, Bidwell had become more approachable and we laughed about the private who’d parceled out gasoline as if he expected us not to come back. Half an hour later, when we heard the echo of mortars and the pecking of rifle fire from the east, we grew a trifle more serious.


      I asked Biddy it this was the closest he’d been to the front. A sardonic snort escaped him.


      “D-Day,” he said. “That count, Lieutenant? D plus one, actually. Landed my whole MP company on Omaha. Needed us to take custody of the POWs, but we had to scrap our way up that beach like everybody else.”


      “D-Day! My God, I bet this duty seems boring after that.”


      He found the idea amusing.


      “Hell no, Lieutenant. That was the like of somethin I don’t never wanna see again. Truth to tell, I didn’t care much for it when they made me an MP. Basic, I put in for an engineering company, truck mechanic. I been fixing cars at home a couple years since I left high school, figured it’d only make sense. But this here is the Army. My orders come through sayin ‘Provost Marshal Section,’ I had to ask what all that was, and cussed when they told me. I don’t hold nothin ’gainst po-licemen, Lieutenant, but it ain’t what I ever had a mind to do. Turns out, though, it got its good side. Generally speaking, MPs don’t get there till the shooting’s over and Mama’s little boy here, he promised her he’s gonna do his best not to get hisself killed. You can keep combat, Lieutenant. All I care for is take a few pictures and go home.”


      Like half the soldiers I knew, who remained part tourist, Bidwell always had a camera in his hand. Given his size, he looked almost dainty when he put it to his eye. Most troops took photos of the wreckage of war and of their buddies, but Biddy seemed more studious about it and, typical of his solitary ways, would go off at moments and fix on particular objects and scenes that didn’t appear to hold much interest. Driving yesterday, we fell in with the convoy from the 134th and came to a halt when they did, so we could empty our bladders in a roadside ditch. The drivers were Negro troops, as was often the case, and six or seven of them had gathered for a little society, since the white boys as a rule would have nothing to do with them. From behind one of the trucks, Biddy snapped several photos of the colored men carrying on with one another over their cigarettes. It had disturbed me that he hadn’t bothered to get their permission.


      Recollected, the incident brought Biddy’s Georgia roots to mind and I asked when his people had left there and where they’d ended up. He seemed to have no interest in answering. That was this man’s army. From boot camp on there were guys who showed you photos of their ma and pa and sweethearts and told you every imaginable detail about them, right down to dress size, and others who wanted to keep home as far from this mess as possible. I was in the latter group anyway, but I prodded a bit now, because I wanted to be sure before criticizing Bidwell’s manner with the coloreds that he’d actually had the chance to learn the difference between North and South.


      “Daddy, he was a tenant farmer down there. His people been workin that patch, only God Hisself knows how long, hundred years, two hundred years, but it just didn’t make no sense to him, when times got so bad. In 1935 he picked us all up and moved us North. He was thinkin to find somethin in a factory, I guess.”


      “Yes, but where did you settle, Bidwell?”


      He smiled for a second while he looked over the road.


      “Ever hear of Kindle County?”


      I actually cried out. “Dear God, Biddy! You must have heard me talk to Eisley a dozen times about home. Why didn’t you say anything? I’m half a world away and it turns out I’m touring around with a neighbor.”


      “ ’Cause of just that, Lieutenant. Wasn’t much way you and me was neighbors.”


      “Don’t be so sure, Biddy. I don’t come from the high and mighty. My father’s a shoemaker.” I rarely shared this detail, fearing it might undermine me, both among fellow officers and the troops, and as I’d anticipated, I could see I’d caught Bidwell by surprise. “Pop’s been at that trade since he was a boy, right after he landed in the U.S. An uncle took him in and taught him. I grew up in a three-flat on Deering Road. The folks are still there. What about you?”


      Biddy shook his head as if he didn’t know.


      “We was all over,” he said. “You know how that goes when a man’s scratchin for work. Come the end of the month, sometimes Dad and the landlord wudn’t seein eye to eye. I must have been near to eighteen ’fore I stopped in askin why we didn’t move in daytime like other folks.” He smiled at the memory, but his green eyes drifted over to see what I made of that. As the son of a cobbler, though, I knew a lot about hard times. In the Depression, Pa had plenty of work because people wanted to make their shoes last. But many of them couldn’t come up with the six bits once their footwear was mended. Some pairs left on credit, if Pa knew who he was talking to, even when it was all but certain he’d never get paid. But he’d let a man walk out barefoot rather than get cheated.


      After hearing the gunfire, we stopped several times to check directions with the locals. In the end, a farmer on a horse trotted ahead of us and pointed out the Comtesse’s narrow drive, which we might well have missed amid the heavy brush. The Lemolland property was bounded by an old stone fence, topped in the French way in red roofing tiles, but the gate was open and we headed up an incline beside the vineyards, where several workers were tilling among the stubby twists of the grapevines. The plants, hanging on long wire supports, looked to have been recently harvested.


      At the top, we found a square formation of joined sand-colored buildings. I thought of a fort, but I suppose the arrangement was a small replica of a feudal manor. Each wing was several stories high, sporting long red jalousies folded back beside the deep windows and topped with a steep mansard roof. Huge wooden doors were thrown open on an arch that passed through the building facing us, and we drove into a vast cobblestone courtyard. At the far end stood the house. It incorporated a round tower that had to date from the Middle Ages, giving the residence the look of a little castle.


      An unshaved worker with a hoe watched us warily as we stopped. Visible behind a corner of the Comtesse’s château were a ramshackle chicken coop and a pasture, where two cows swished their tails.


      At the house, I pulled several times on a bell rope until the door was parted by a large dark man, with the stub of a cigarette in the corner of his mouth and one eye closed to the smoke. He was a Gypsy, with a potato face and women’s-length hair tied behind him. In French, I asked for Major Martin. The Gypsy took a second surveying our uniforms, then motioned us in and bellowed up a staircase at his right.


      “Ro-bert,” he called, giving the name the French pronunciation, without a ‘t.’ “Un moment,” he told us, then disappeared out the door we’d entered.


      Biddy and I remained in the entry for several minutes. The old house had stone walls of monumental thickness. It was dark and still, except for the bright kitchen which lay ahead of us at the end of a hall. From there, I could hear voices and a pump handle squealing, and smell pleasant aromas—burning wood and something cooking. Standing here, I was reminded of waiting in the foyer of Grace’s great stone house, when I would pick her up for the evening. They were excruciating moments for me, especially when her father was around, since he was convinced I was a fortune hunter. For my part, the distaste was mutual. Privately, I realized that Horace Morton would never accept my good intentions regarding his daughter, because he himself wouldn’t have pursued any girl without first knowing all about her bank account.


      With great pounding, a middle-sized man in a khaki Army officer’s shirt bounded down the heavy stairs. He wore no tie or insignia but there was a trench knife on his belt, in addition to a bayonet in its scabbard. This, without question, was Major Martin.


      Biddy and I saluted. Smiling, he tapped his forehead, but only to be polite.


      “We don’t do that around here,” he said. The Operational Groups, as I was to learn, proceeded with a minimum of military formalities. There was a “leader” from whom all took direction, but the OGs included not only members of the armed forces of several nations, but civilians in the underground who had no duty to adhere to Army rules.


      “Where from?” Martin asked, when I gave him my name. I repeated that I was with Staff Judge Advocate, Third Army, which brought a laugh. “No, I can see that wreath on your lapel, son. Where in the States? Where’s the home this war has taken you away from?”


      When I told him Kindle County, he brightened. “Oh, that’s a swell place. I’ve had some swell times there.” He shared a few memories of a Negro speakeasy in the North End, then asked about my education and my family. These were not the kind of questions a superior officer usually bothered with on first meeting, and I enjoyed his attention. He made similar inquiries of Biddy, who predictably retreated rather than offer much of a response.


      Martin was no more than five foot ten, but remarkable to behold, dark haired, strong jawed, and vibrating with physical energy. Much like Grace, he had the all-American looks, with tidy, balanced features, that I, with my long nose and eyes shadowed in their sallow orbits, always envied. A single black curl fell across the center of Robert Martin’s forehead, and even racing down the stairs he made an impression of unusual agility. Despite addressing me as “son,” he did not look to be much more than forty.


      He interrupted when I tried to explain my mission here.


      “Oh, I’ve heard about that,” he said with a brief smile, waving us behind him down the hall. When we entered the kitchen, a young woman was over the sink washing her hair beneath the cast-iron pump. She was small and striking, dressed in surplus camouflage fatigues far too large for her, and she glanced my way immediately to size me up. She had a tiny, almost childlike face, but it held an older, ruthlessly cool aspect. I could see at once that this was the woman who was the problem.


      Finding herself unimpressed, she went back to wringing out her short wavy tresses over the copper basin. At the same time, she spoke to Martin.


      “Qui sont-ils?” Who are they?


      Martin answered her in French. “The Lieutenant is sent by Teedle.”


      “Merde,” she replied. “Tell them to go away.” She reached beside her and lit a cigarette.


      “By and by,” he answered. He waited until she was done frisking a towel through her hair, then made introductions in English. She was Gita Lodz, a member of OG Stemwinder and the FTP, Francs-Tireurs et Partisans, one of the largest resistance organizations, union-oriented and supposedly red. When Martin gave Mademoiselle Lodz our names, she offered a smile as purely formal as a curtsy.


      “Enchanté,” I answered, thinking that this might clue them that I had understood their conversation, but I saw no sign that either took it as more than a tourist courtesy.


      “Excuse, pliss,” Gita Lodz said in English, “I go.” She had a heavy Slavic accent, undetectable to my ear when she had spoken French. Hastily she recovered her cigarette from the sink edge as she left.


      A meal of some kind was under way and a servant in an apron was stirring a huge iron pot on the black stove. The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was rustic but the room was large and light. Copper pans with burned bottoms were suspended from the exposed timbers of the ceiling, and blue delft plates decorated the walls, a sure sign that this place had so far escaped the war.


      “You’ve arranged charming quarters, Major,” I said.


      “Quite,” he said. “Stemwinder is on R and R with the war at a stand-still. Here it seems far away.” He swept his arm grandly. “The Comtesse de Lemolland is a magnificent patriot and a great friend to our OG.”


      The house, he said, had been the country home of the Comtesse’s family, bankers from Nancy, since the time of Napoleon. She had maintained it even after marrying the Comte de Lemolland after the First War, when her principal residence became a château in the Cotes-du-Nord. This property had not suffered as badly under the Germans as many others. Periodically, SS would take over the house as a resort for officers, and a German garrison would come each fall to confiscate crops and wine. Nonetheless, with the Comtesse’s return, the vineyard and farm were already returning to life. The Comtesse herself, Martin confided, was not doing as well. Her son, Gilles, a member of another resistance group, Forces Françaises de I’Intérieur, FFI, had been confirmed captured and burned alive by the Nazis earlier this month. The old woman had largely kept to herself since then.


      “Nonetheless,” said Martin, “she would never forgive me if an American officer visited her home and I did not allow her to say a word of welcome. You will enjoy meeting her. She is a remarkable and gallant woman.” Preparing to summon the Comtesse, Martin caught sight of Mademoiselle Lodz peeking into the kitchen, probably to see if we had yet been dispatched. She was now in country attire, a blouse with ruffled sleeves and a flowered dress with a bib and flouncy skirt.


      “Va leur parler”—Talk to them—he told her, gesturing her in. To us he said, “If you chaps will excuse me just one minute, Gita will keep you company.” He admonished her in a low voice as he breezed out, “Sois plaisante.”


      Biddy had retreated to a corner, leaving me to face Gita Lodz in silence. She was narrow as a deer, and in that fashion, pleasingly formed, but with a second chance to observe her, I had decided it would be a stretch to call her beautiful. Dry, her hair proved to be a brass-colored blonde. Her nose was broad and her teeth were small and crooked. Given the darkness of her eyes, her complexion was oddly pale. But she had what the Hollywood tattlers liked to call “it,” an undefined magnetism which began with a defiant confidence about herself, palpable even from across the room.


      I attempted small talk.


      “May I be so bold as to ask about your name, Mademoiselle Lodz? Do you hail from that Polish city? From Lodz?” I said this in very correct French, which drew a pulled-down mouth from her, a seeming acknowledgment that she had not given me that much credit. But she replied in the same language, clearly delighted not to struggle with English.


      “I am Polish, yes, but not from Lodz. It is no one’s name really. I am a bastard.” She made that declaration with utter equanimity, but her small black eyes never left me. I always thought I’d learned a good poker face watching Westerns, but I feared at once that I’d reacted to her frankness, and I was grateful she went on. “My mother was Lodzka,” she said—‘Wodjka,’ as she pronounced it—“from her first husband. She had not seen him in years, but it was convenient, naturally, for me to share her name. The French, of course, can only speak French. So it is easier here to be simply Lodz. And your name?” she asked. “How would it be spelled?”


      “Doo-ban?” she said once I had recited the letters. I said it again, and she tried a second time. “Doo-bean?”


      I shrugged, accepting that as close enough.


      “But what kind of name is that? Not French, no?”


      I answered simply, “American.”


      “Yes, but Americans, all of them come from Europe. Where in Europe was Doo-bean?”


      I told her Russia, but she took my answer with mild suspicion.


      “In what part?” she asked.


      I named the village where both my parents had been born.


      “Near Pinsk?” she said. “But your name does not sound Russian.”


      “It was Dubinsky, back then,” I said after a second, still not acknowledging everything I might have. However, I had won a brief smile.


      “Like ‘Lodzka,’” she said. A second passed then, as we both seemed to ponder how to go forward, having found an inch of common ground. I finally asked where she was from in Poland, if not Lodz.


      “Eh,” she said. “Pilzkoba. A town. You put a thumbtack in a map and it is gone. Que des crétins,” she added bitterly. All idiots. “I ran from there in 1940. After the Germans killed my mother.”


      I offered my condolences, but she shrugged them off.


      “In Europe now we all have these stories. But I could not stay. I hated the Germans, naturally. And also the Poles, because they hated me. Bastards are not favorites in small Polish towns, Doo-bean. So I left. You see?”


      “Yes,” I said. In English, I quoted Exodus. “‘I have been a stranger in a strange land.’”


      She lit up. The phrase delighted her. “Parfait!” she declared and haltingly repeated as much as she could.


      Martin reappeared just then and swept behind her.


      “Ah, but no stranger to me,” he said, and with his arms around her waist swung her off the floor. Once she was down she pried his hands apart to escape.


      “I am enjoying this conversation,” she told him in French.


      “So you like this American?” Martin asked her.


      “I like Americans,” she answered. “That must be what interested me in you. Pas mal,” she added—Not bad—a reference to my looks, then winked at me with Martin behind her. She clearly had no wish to let him know I understood.


      “You think he has silk stockings and chocolate bars?” asked Martin.


      “Merde. You are always jealous.”


      “Not without reason,” he answered.


      “Yes, but without right.”


      “Eh,” he responded. It was banter. Both were grinning. He faced me and said that the Comtesse would be down momentarily.


      With Martin’s reappearance, I had taken a notebook from my fatigues and asked the Major if we might use the interval before the Comtesse’s arrival to discuss my mission here. I presented him with an order from Patton’s adjutant authorizing the Rule 35 investigation, but Martin did not read more than the first lines.


      “Teedle,” he said then, as if it were the most tiresome word in any language. “What does he say? No, don’t bother. Mark it as true, whatever he says. All true. ‘Insubordinate.’ ‘Mutinous.’ Whatever the hell he wants to call it. Write down in your little book: Guilty as hell. The Army still doesn’t know what to do with me.” He laughed, just as he had when he recollected the Negro speakeasy.


      I followed him across the kitchen. “I wouldn’t make light of this, Major. Teedle has laid serious charges, sir.” I explained his rights to Martin—he could give a statement himself or direct me to other witnesses. If he preferred to speak to a superior officer, he was entitled to do so. And certainly he could hear a specification of what had been said against him.


      “If you must,” he answered. He picked at a plate of grapes.


      “General Teedle alleges that you’ve been ordered to disband your Operational Group and return to London. He says you’ve refused.”


      “‘Refused’? What rubbish. I’m here under the command of OSS London, and London has directed me to continue as before. Gita and I and the others are going to finish our business in France, then continue on to Germany. I have built networks there, too, Dubin. We will see this to an end. Teedle can be damned with his nonsense about refusing orders.”


      “This is a misunderstanding, then?”


      “If you wish to call it that.”


      I was somewhat relieved to find the matter could be settled quickly. I asked Martin to see his orders from OSS, which brought an indulgent smile.


      “You don’t know much about OSS, do you, Dubin?” In fact, I had tried to learn as much as I could, but except for an old propaganda piece in Stars and Stripes and what I gleaned at the 18th Division from Martin’s sanitized 201 file, I was largely in the dark. “An OSS officer carries no written orders,” he told me. “The Nazis have said forthrightly that they’ll shoot any OSS member they capture. Teedle knows this. But mine are orders nonetheless.”


      “Well, if I may, sir, who gave those orders?”


      “My operational officer in London. I was ordered back to see him the last week in September, as a matter of fact.”


      “And his name, if you please?”


      Again, Martin smiled as he would with a boy.


      “Dubin, OSS has strict rules of secrecy. It is not a normal military organization. Only London can reveal the information you’re asking for. But feel free to check with them. They will confirm everything.”


      I frowned.


      “Oh, pshaw, Dubin. You doubt me? Look around here. We live in the open in the French countryside, fed and housed by a noted French resister. If London didn’t want this, don’t you think they could inform the local networks, the Free French, with whom they’ve worked hand in glove for years now? Do you think the Comtesse would defy them? I am here only with the leave of OSS.”


      He was making some sense, but I knew I could not conclude this investigation merely by inference. However, I had lost Martin’s attention. On the threshold was an older woman, very erect, very slim, very drawn. Her graying hair was swept back smoothly and she wore a simple dress, sashed at the waist, and no jewelry besides a cameo that hung between her collarbones. Biddy and I were introduced to the Comtesse de Lemolland. I bowed briefly, accepting her hand.


      She addressed us in English.


      “I owe to all Americans my deepest gratitude for your courage in behalf of my country.”


      “I am only a lawyer, Comtesse. Your thanks go to the likes of Major Martin, not to me.”


      Martin interjected, “The Comtesse herself is a great heroine.”


      “Not at all true,” she answered.


      “May I tell the story then, Comtesse, and allow Lieutenant Dubin to judge for himself?”


      Leaning against a large cutting block in the center of the kitchen, Martin played raconteur, a role that clearly pleased him. He explained that when the Nazis arrived in 1940, they had commandeered the Comte de Lemolland’s ancestral house in the Côtes-du-Nord, where the Comtesse, a widow of three years, had been residing. The Germans turned the château into a communications node. The Comtesse was forced to live as a guest in her own home, confined to an apartment of several rooms. Because the Germans adored rank, they accorded her some dignity, but they partied with prostitutes and nailed maps to the wainscoting in the parlor and abused her servants. Twice maids were raped.


      One of the Comtesse’s house staff was a member of the underground, and it was she who secretly introduced Agnès de Lemolland to Martin. The Comtesse agreed to the installation in her salon of a listening device, an induction microphone no larger than a button, which was attached by a filament to a tiny earphone that ran to her sitting room. There the Comtesse listened to the daily flow of information through the communications center downstairs, reporting what she’d overheard. When the plans were laid for D-Day, the Comtesse understood that it was from this very center that German reinforcements would be routed to Normandy. With no request from Martin, she designated her own house for bombing once the invasion began, fleeing with her servants only minutes before the first strike.


      “Major Martin is quite correct in his assessment,” I told the Comtesse. I bowed again, but felt pained to realize that this frail old woman had done far more to win the war than I ever would.


      “I am no one,” she said simply, “but if you insist that I am as important as all that, Lieutenant, I must take advantage and insist that you and your companion honor me by joining us at supper.” Without awaiting a reply, she instructed Sophie, the servant who was at the stove, to set two more plates.


      I went looking for Bidwell, whom I found outside, leaning on the jeep and shooting pictures. In the bright daylight, looking back at the Comtesse’s little castle, I felt as if I’d just left an amusement park.


      “Quite a bunch, aren’t they?” I asked. They were all captivating, the gallant Comtesse, and fierce little Mademoiselle Lodz, and of course Martin. “I think the Major is the first actual war hero I’ve met,” I said.


      From Biddy I received one of his sour looks, a step from insubordination.


      “No disrespect, Lieutenant, but ain’t no way rightly to tell where all the malarkey ends in there, sir. Only it’s plenty of it, this country boy knows that.” He closed the snaps on the leather camera case. “Food smells just fine, though,” he said and headed inside.


    


  




  

    

      6. PRINCIPLES


    


    

      Supper at the Comtesse de Lemolland’s was an idyll. In an alcove beside the kitchen, we ate at a long table of heavily varnished wood, enjoying a savory stew. It might have been veal, although there was not much meat among the root vegetables that were the main ingredients. Nevertheless, the usual French hand with food prevailed and the victuals were far tastier, if less plentiful, than even the very good rations we had at HQ. Some of my appreciation for the meal might have been due to the Comtesse’s wine, newly pressed, which was poured freely. But in time I realized that the principal charm was that at the Comtesse de Lemolland’s I had left the military. A civil—and civilian—atmosphere prevailed. I sat next to the old woman while she shared reflections in English on the history of the region. When we started, Biddy lingered, uncertain if he was invading the officers’ mess, but Martin waved him to a chair. Sophie, who had cooked, joined us, too. The Gypsy I had seen, called Antonio, was at the far end of the table speaking in French with Peter Bettjer, a ruddy blond Belgian, who was the Operational Group’s communications expert.


      Last to sit was Mademoiselle Lodz, who took the empty chair on my right. Midway through the meal, I felt the weight of her gaze. She was studying me unapologetically.


      “I am reflecting about you, Doo-bean,” she told me in French. It was clear already that she was never going to pronounce my name any other way.


      “I am delighted to know I concern you at all. What exactly is it you are thinking, Mademoiselle?”


      “If you are indeed Dubinsky from Pinsk”—she puckered her lips, then stared straight at me—“vous êtes juif.”


      So that was it. In the little fantasia of the Comtesse’s home, I felt especially scalded, which my face apparently betrayed.


      “This is nothing to be ashamed of,” she said in French. “In my town there were many Jews. I knew them well.”


      “I am hardly ashamed,” I said quickly.


      “There are many Jewish soldiers in the American Army?”


      “Some.”


      “And they stay among the other troops?”


      “Of course. We are one nation.”


      “But the dark ones I see—they drive and move the equipment. The Jews do not have separate battalions like the Negroes?”


      “No. It is entirely different. The blacks were slaves to some of the Americans’ grandfathers, who, regrettably, have not allowed the past to die.”


      “And these Jew soldiers. They look like you? You have no sidelocks. Are there tsitsis beneath your garments?”


      “I am not a Jew in that way.”


      “In my town they had only one way, Dubin. Red Yiddish?” she asked. That made the third language in which she had addressed me, and her smile revealed a dark space between her front teeth.


      “Ayn bisel. Yich red besser am franzosich.” My grandparents who had followed my father to the United States spoke Yiddish, but my mother and father used only English in the presence of their children, unwilling to risk hindering our development as Americans. My Yiddish was not even close to my French, as I had just told her.


      “Ach mir,” she answered, “ayn bisel.” With me, too, a little bit.


      Martin, across the table, asked her in French, “What language is that?”


      “We are speaking Jewish, Robert.”


      “Jewish? I thought you disliked the Jews.”


      She looked at him sharply. “Wrong. Stupidly wrong. This is because you will never listen to anything I say about my home. My only friends as a child were Jewish. They alone would allow me in their houses. Why would I dislike them?”


      “But they spurned you.”


      “For a bride, Robert. It is their way.”


      He turned away to ask Sophie for the bread, while Mademoiselle Lodz was left to explain.


      “C’est une histoire compliquée,” she told me. It’s a long story. “My mother, Dubin, wanted me to find a Jew to be my husband. She said, ‘They are seldom drunks and rarely beat their wives.’” Mademoiselle Lodz’s mother had clearly never met Julius Klein, who lived on the third floor above us when I was a child and whose wife and children often ran for their lives while his drunken rages shook the entire building. “But no Jew, of course, would marry me.”


      “You are a Catholic?”


      “Only to a Jew. I have never set foot inside a church.”


      “So you felt, as the Major put it, spurned?”


      She wagged her head from side to side, as if weighing the idea for the first time only now.


      “The Poles were far worse. Those who regarded themselves as respectable would not even speak to my mother—including her own family. So we lived happily among the Jews. And if I’d had a Jewish husband, I would have been on the trucks beside him. For me, in the end, it was a piece of good fortune.”


      “The trucks?”


      “Vous m’étonnez! You do not know of this? In my town, every Jew is gone. The Nazis took them away. They are in the ghetto in Lublin, held like livestock inside fences. This has happened everywhere. France, too. In Vichy, Pétain rounded up the Jews even before the Germans asked. As a Jewish soldier, you, especially, should be here fighting Hitler.”


      When I enlisted, my first choice was to battle Tojo and the sinister Japanese who had launched their sneak attack on Pearl Harbor. As for Hitler, I knew about his ruthless war against the Jews in Germany, smashing Jewish businesses and confiscating Jewish homes, and felt a stake in bringing him down, but it was not the same as the sense of direct attack I’d experienced from the Japanese bombs on American soil.


      I was disinclined to try to explain any of this to Mademoiselle Lodz. Instead, I gave my attention to Martin, who was across the table regaling Bidwell with tales of the Operational Group during the years before the invasion. To introduce Antonio and Bettjer, Martin was detailing their most entertaining success against the Nazis, which had come in a small town to the west. There vintners sold vin ordinaire by hauling it through the streets in a hogshead mounted on two wheels, from which the villagers would fill their carafes through a bunghole in the bottom. Together Antonio and Bettjer had inserted a wooden partition in one of these casks, leaving wine in the lower portion. In the upper half, Bettjer had crawled between the staves. Looking out a tiny spy hole, he radioed information to Martin on the whereabouts of a German Panzer division moving through the town, while Antonio rolled the barrel down the street so their wireless was immune to the German direction-finding trucks that crawled around the area in search of resistance transmitters.


      “It was all brilliant,” said Martin, “except that poor Peter literally got drunk on the fumes. When we opened the cask, he had passed out cold.”


      Around the table, there was a hail of laughter and several jokes about Bettjer and alcohol, to which he’d clearly become more accustomed. Right now he was bright red with drink. I had been more careful with the wine, but the same could not be said of most of the others and the level of hilarity had increased as Martin went on recounting their adventures.


      “You appear, Major, to have been destined for this life,” I said to him eventually.


      “Oh, hardly,” he answered. “I was organizing for the International Transport Workers around Paris, when the Nazis decided to go marching. I had no desire to return to war, Dubin. I’d had more than enough of it in Spain. I’d led other Americans in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, then became a commando when the foreign troops were sent home. It was all quite dismal, to be frank. I had no desire to see more friends and comrades tortured and killed by Fascists. After Paris fell, I moved back to Madrid, where I was a transportation official with an oil company. Spain was a neutral country, and with a Spanish passport I could go anywhere, even Germany, which is why the OSS approached me. Originally, I thought I was to be a mere conduit for information. But one thing led to another. I had no interest in joining the Army, yet I could not refuse when they asked me to lead the OG.”


      Yesterday, at the 18th, I had reviewed a clip from Stars and Stripes in Martin’s file, detailing how the Operational Groups had been formed. Colonel Donovan, the founder of the Office of Strategic Services, had corralled swashbucklers from everywhere, Russian émigrés, Spanish Civil War veterans like Martin, and a number of Italian speakers from New York, Boston, and Chicago. All of them had been trained at the Congressional Country Club outside D.C., where they had done conditioning runs on the famous golf course and received instruction in the black arts of silent assassination, demolition, secret radio broadcast, judo, cryptography, lock picking, safecracking, and installing listening devices. Martin’s efficiency reports from that period were often marked out, but made clear he had been a star, except with Morse code, where he never succeeded in getting above twelve words a minute.


      Following his training, according to Lieutenant Colonel Brunson, Teedle’s G-1 who’d briefed me, Martin and two comrades, as well as eight supply chutes carrying radios, weapons, and necessities like currency, were dropped over France by a low-flying bomber in October 1942. Each man had a fake ID, a work card, and a cyanide capsule. Somehow, the Nazis had seen the drop. The Englishman with them was shot, while Martin and a French sergeant, who I believed was the Gypsy Antonio now at the end of the table, spent two days in the woods barely avoiding the Germans.


      Over time, however, the OG was established. Because of his union activities before the war, Martin was able to build an active network among the rail workers, many of whom he had known for years. Together they sabotaged 370 trains in the succeeding months, destroying railheads and tracks, setting locomotives afire, igniting fuel dumps, and attacking German convoys on the run. After D-Day, as the Third Army advanced north, Stemwinder monitored German troop movements and brought down bridges along the Loire. In the file, there were several laudatory communications from grateful commanders. Leaving aside Teedle.


      “And before Spain?” I said to him. “May I ask what you asked me, Major? Where is the home war has taken you from?”


      He laughed, but the wine gave him a wistful look.


      “Good for you, Dubin. That’s the sixty-four-dollar question. But I left all that behind long ago.” His smile had faded, when he added, “The answer is as lost to history as the ruins of ancient Greece.”


       


      After coffee—Nescafé, about which the Comtesse permitted herself one rueful remark over the lost pleasures of former days—I asked Martin to help me find evidence that would show that OSS had directed him to remain here. Very drunk now, he took a second to marshal himself, and in his confused expression I could see he was peeved by my determination. But in the end he laughed and patted my back.


      “What a serious fellow you are, Dubin. Yes, of course.”


      The first thought was to show me the shortwave radio through which they received London’s orders, but I needed something better than that. Martin frowned again at my doggedness but put the question in French to his Stemwinder colleagues who remained at the table.


      “Londres?” asked Bettjer. “Les documents des cons, non?”


      Martin laughed. “How wonderful. Yes.” ‘The papers of the idiots’ referred to the Finance Officers in OSS, who were the same relentless penny-pinchers in that outfit they were everywhere else, demanding that Martin keep exact accounts of the funds advanced for the Operational Group. If I had not been in the Army, I might not have believed that Martin’s orders to mount commando attacks were never reduced to writing, but that nickels and dimes required precise records. Mademoiselle Lodz said she kept the papers with the radio, and I followed her outside to find them. At 3:00 p.m. the daylight was still bright, and leaving the dim house, especially after the wine, I needed to shield my eyes.


      “Cela vous dérange si je fume?” she asked. Does it bother you if I smoke? It was a meaningless courtesy since she already had the flame of her lighter, an American Zippo, to the tip. She had not lit up at the table in deference to the Comtesse, who did not approve of women with cigarettes. Otherwise, Mademoiselle Lodz had barely been without a Lucky Strike between her fingers. I took smoking as the source of her appealing cough-drop voice, like June Allyson’s. I declined when she offered me one, telling her I’d never picked up the habit.


      “The C rations are terrible,” she said. “But the cigarettes? This is the best thing the American Army brought with them.” She actually hugged her green pack of Luckys to her breast. “In Vichy, the women were banned from buying cigarettes altogether. Martin says that is why I had no choice but to join the resistance.” She laughed at herself.


      At supper, Martin had recounted several of Gita’s adventures. On D-Day, for example, she had calmly turned the road signs at an intersection ninety degrees and stood there long enough to direct an entire Nazi tank battalion south rather than west. Later that afternoon, according to Martin, they had destroyed a large part of the same unit, when Gita and he herded dozens of sheep onto a bridgehead the Nazis were hoping to cross. While the German soldiers were shooing the livestock, Antonio slipped beneath the bridge and set detonators and dynamite, which they blew when the tanks moved forward.


      “Martin’s stories of your exploits are remarkable.”


      She smiled. “And even better if they were true.”


      I lost a step, which evoked another spirited laugh from her.


      “Those of us with Martin,” she told me, “have watched our lives grow larger when he describes our activities. But he is so good at it, we all believe him. That is Martin’s way. At times, there’s not a person here who knows whether he’s speaking the truth. I am not even certain that his name is Martin. With the OSS, they all take noms de guerre. But it does not matter. Who are we, Dubin, but the stories we tell about ourselves, particularly if we accept them? My mother said that always.”


      I had never heard anyone declare such a notion aloud, that we somehow had the power to make ourselves up on the go. Yet it was an idea that attracted me, and I reflected a moment, trying to determine whether life allowed that kind of latitude and how far it might extend.


      “Without disrespect to your mother, Mademoiselle, it is better, is it not, if those stories are also true?”


      “But who is to tell the truth, Doo-bean? In my town, they said my mother was a tramp. She was a seamstress, but she had lovers among the well-to-do, and took their money. In her view, she was a nonconformist, an artiste at heart. She chose to believe that, and I did as well.”


      “I am sure that is so,” I said, deferring to the reflective softness that had come over Mademoiselle Lodz as she spoke about her mother. “Her loss must have been terrible for you,” I said quietly.


      “Quite terrible. She remains with me every moment. If not for those assassins, she would have lived to be one hundred. In my family, all the women do. My mother said that was our problem, she and I. There is too much life in us. It makes us wild in youth. And for her that made enduring burdens.” She smiled sadly as she touched her own blouse.


      “And when she died and you ran from Poland, where did you go first?”


      “I landed in Marseilles. I was seventeen. I envisioned myself as the new Bernhardt. Bold, eh? I could barely speak a word of French. I did what needed doing. My mother had taught me to sew, and I found a job mending sheets in a hospital laundry. Soon I was promoted and allowed to empty bedpans.” Again, she permitted a husky laugh about herself. “I found my way. Come,” she said, “I will show you the items you wish to see.”


      Walking briskly, she reached the cowshed at the far end of the courtyard, which, like all the connected buildings, had been built of thick stones clad in a coating of cement and sand. On the second floor were quarters for a staff. Judging from the line of curtained windows that surrounded us, the Comtesse once must have employed dozens more workers than now.


      Inside the old barn, the air was dense with the ripe smells of animals and moldy hay. Entering a cow stall, Mademoiselle Lodz took hold of a weathered milking stool. With a screwdriver, she removed a metal plate from the bottom of the seat, revealing the radio and its battery.


      “Peter says only a few years ago the radios were enormous. Ten, twelve kilos. But now.” She withdrew the sleek transmitter and placed it in my hand. It was about six inches long and did not weigh even a pound. Before D-Day, she said, their orders came over the BBC in code with the 9:00 p.m. news. These days, messages were relayed back and forth once a week, when an OSS plane carrying a radio relay to London passed overhead. I nodded, but it was the papers that interested me and I mentioned them again.


      “Voilà.” Mademoiselle Lodz drew a wad from inside the stool. Included was the yellow duplicate of Standard Form 1012a, Martin’s travel voucher, signed and stamped by the paymaster at Central Base Station in London, and containing the details of Martin’s trip there and back between September 26 and 30. There were also receipts for two meals Martin had consumed on the way, and French war scrip. Martin’s itinerary was exactly as he claimed: OSS had redispatched him here a little more than three weeks ago. When I asked to take the papers, Mademoiselle Lodz was reluctant, but I promised to have them back within a week. In return, she wanted to know what this was all about. I gave her the bare details of Teedle’s complaint.


      “London just sent Martin back,” she said. “You can see yourself.” The records didn’t seem to leave much doubt of that. All in all, it had the look of a typical Army SNAFU. “Teedle would be eager to believe the worst,” she said. “Bon sang. Teedle, Martin—that is a bad match. They have been unpleasant with each other from the start.”


      “Teedle is the superior.”


      “Il a une dent contre lui.” He has a grudge against him. “It is true Martin does not like to receive orders in the field,” she said. “He prefers to reach concord with his commanders. Teedle wants only to be obeyed.”


      “There must be order in war. A chain of command.”


      “In war, order is no more than a good intention. Order is for generals. Not soldiers. Tu te mets le doigt dans l’oeil.” You are putting your finger in your eye, meaning I was fooling myself.


      “I am a lawyer, nonetheless. I must defend the rules.”


      “Lawyers are functionaries. Little men. Are you a little man, Dubin? It does not seem so.”


      “I don’t regard the law as little rules. I regard it as an attempt to impart reason and dignity to life.”


      “Justice imparts reason and dignity, Dubin. Not rules. Little rules and large wrongs are a bad mix. I don’t know your rules. But I know what is wrong. As does Martin. The Nazis are wrong. Fight them. That is the only rule that should matter. Not whether Martin does Teedle’s bidding.”


      “You argue well,” I said to her. “If Martin has need of a lawyer, he should consider you.”


      At the idea, she laughed loudly, until giving way to a hacking smoker’s cough. I was impressed by Mademoiselle Lodz’s raucousness, which seemed bold compared to Grace, who literally raised her hand to her mouth when she was amused. We had reached the sun again. Mademoiselle Lodz flattened her small hand above her eyes as she regarded me.


      “You interest me, Doo-bean.”


      “I am flattered, Mademoiselle. Is that because I am a lawyer, or an American, or a Jew?”


      “Ça ne rime à rien.” That doesn’t rhyme with anything, meaning there was no point. “Who you are, you are, no?”


      “I suppose. And who, Mademoiselle Lodz, may I ask, are you?”


      “Who do you take me for, Dubin?”


      “You seem to be a soldier and a philosopher.”


      She laughed robustly again. “No,” she said, “I am too young to be a philosopher. I spout, but you should pay no attention. Besides, I don’t trust intellectuals. They place too much faith in ideas.”


      “I am probably guilty of that.”


      “It seems so.”


      “But principles matter, do they not?”


      “Mais oui. But do they come before anything else?”


      “I hope so. Certainly that is desirable, is it not, to care first about principles?”


      “C’est impossible,” she said.


      I expressed my doubts, and she told me I was being naïve.


      “Perhaps,” I said, “but if I was being a lawyer—or a philosopher—I would tell you that a convincing argument requires proof.”


      “‘Proof’?” She smirked. “Proving is too easy.”


      “How so?”


      “Eh, Doo-bean. You are an innocent at heart. I will show you, if I must. Un moment.” She disappeared into the barn again, but promptly called out, “Come.”


      I stepped back into the humid scents and darkness. At first, I saw no one.


      “Here,” she said behind me. When I turned, Gita Lodz had lifted her skirt to her waist, revealing her slim legs and her undergarment, a kind of cotton bloomer. It fit snugly, revealing her narrow shape and, with another instant’s attention, the indentation of her female cleft and the shadow of the dark triangle around it.


      “Is it principle you feel first, Dubin?”


      I had long recognized that the hardest part of life in a war zone was that there was so often no routine, no order, nothing to count on. Every moment was a novelty. But this display exceeded even the limited boundaries that remained. I was literally struck dumb.


      “Touché,” I finally said, the only word I could think of, which brought another outburst of laughter while she smothered down her skirt. By pure chance, I had come off as a wit.


      “We are primitive, Dubin. If we are not to be, then we require one another’s assistance. But first know who we are.”


      I gave a simple nod. Satisfied she had made a potent demonstration, Mademoiselle Lodz strolled from the cowshed, looking back from the sunlight with a clever smile. I waited in the shadows. She would treat this as a prank, but free to watch from the darkness, I had a sudden vision of Gita Lodz and the riot of feeling that underlay her boldness. Her upbringing in scorn had left her with no choice but to defy convention, yet despite her confident airs and the stories she wished to believe, I sensed, almost palpably, that her personality was erected on a foundation of anger, and beneath that, pain. When I stepped back into the sun, some sadness must have clung to the way I looked at her, which I could tell was entirely unexpected. As we considered each other something fell away, and she turned heel immediately, headed toward the house.


      I caught up, but we trudged back in silence. It was she who spoke finally, as we approached the little castle.


      “Have I offended you, Dubin?”


      “Of course not. I challenged you. You responded. Convincingly.”


      “But you are shocked.”


      “Pay no attention. I am easily shocked, Mademoiselle Lodz.”


      “Good for you,” she said. “In France, no one will admit to being bourgeois.”


      I laughed. “In America, it is the universal aspiration. But I still must respect proprieties. I am sent to inquire of a man. The law might question my impartiality if I was interested instead in looking at his woman in her dainties.”


      “Not his woman. I am not with Martin in that way, Dubin. That is done between us. Long ago.”


      I thought of Martin embracing her in the kitchen.


      “I have heard many refer to you as his woman.”


      “That is convenient for both of us. There are soldiers everywhere, Dubin. It is better to be known as spoken for. Do not be repelled for Martin’s sake. Only your own.” She gave me that sly smile. “À la prochaine,” she said—Until next time—and breezed through the door, restored to her former self.


      Biddy was waiting there. We needed to be back at the 18th before dark, but I was still reverberating like a struck bell. It had been months since I’d had anything to do with a woman, except with the clinical neutrality of a lawyer interviewing witnesses, and I had forgotten the pull that seemed to emanate from every cell. I had been resolutely faithful to Grace, even in the brothel atmosphere of London, where the joke went that every girl’s knickers had the same flaw: one Yank and they were off. There I had known what to expect. Sex was everywhere—you could hear the moans when you passed a supposedly unoccupied air raid shelter, or walked in the dark through Hyde Park. The U.S. soldiers, with their Arrid and Odo-Ro-No, seemed rich and well-groomed compared to the poor beaten-down Brits, who had a single uniform and their noisy hobnailed boots. Now both Biddy and I were looking at the doorway through which Gita had gone.


      “You have a girl at home, Biddy?” I asked.


      “Nope. Had one, but let her get away. Joyce Washington. Courted with her all through high school. Was het up to marry, too. She got herself a job typing at the First National Bank. And there was some fella there, Lieutenant, I guess he just swept her off her feet. And her with my ring on her finger. She come to tell me and I said to her, ‘How can you do this, go off with another man when you promised yourself to me?’ And you know what she says? She says, ‘Gideon, he’s got a Hudson.’ Can you imagine? I honestly got to say, Lieutenant, I really don’t think it was the letdown that bothered me so much as wondering how in all get-out I could have been fool enough to love a woman like that.” He fixed on the distance while the pain swamped him again, then shook it off.


      “I done all right with those English girls,” he said, “but I can’t make head or tail of these Frenchies. All that ooh-la-la junk may go in Paris, but out this way, these are just country gals, Lieutenant, and it ain’t no different than in Georgia, mamas tell them all their lives to keep their legs crossed till the day they say ‘I do,’ war or no war. What about you, Lieutenant? You been makin any time?” Unconsciously perhaps, his eyes diverted toward the doorway.


      “I have a fiancée back home, Biddy.” We both knew this was not a direct response. Eisley, with a wife in Ohio, could explain in utter seriousness how all formalities, especially marriage vows, were suspended during times of war. But I left it at that.


      Martin had stepped out of the house, still flushed from the wine and smiling hugely. I took it that he’d had a word with Gita and had come outside to say goodbye to us.


      “So I hear we actually found your precious papers. I could tell you came here with the wrong impression. Mark my words, Dubin, Teedle is trying to stir things up. He’s giving orders where he has no call to.”


      “Mademoiselle Lodz says he has a grudge against you.”


      “That would be one way to put it.” His blue eyes went for a moment to the horizon, the first occasion when I had seen him measure his words. “Look, Dubin, sooner or later you’re going to figure out what this is all about. You don’t need my j’accuse.”


      “If you’d rather I not share your response with General Teedle—”


      “Oh, I don’t care a fig about Teedle. Look, Dubin, it’s this simple. He thinks I’m a Communist. Because I fought in Spain. After the Axis, the Soviets are next. I’m the new enemy. Or so he believes.”


      “Are you?”


      “An enemy of the United States? I should say not.”


      “A Communist, sir.”


      “I’ve been fighting too long, Dubin, to call myself anything. I believe in power for the powerless, food for the hungry, shelter for the homeless. Does that make me a revolutionary? Here, Dubin, it all comes down to this. The man is wasting your time and he knows it. I intend to fulfill my mission. And I won’t allow Teedle to get in my way, or bog me down with Army folderol. I can melt into this landscape, or that of any other place from here to Berlin, if I choose.”


      He gave me a pointed look. I was startled by the openness with which he discussed insubordination, but there was no chance for rejoinder, because both of us were drawn to the buzz of planes overhead. Martin was immediately on alert, like a pointer in the field, squinting to search the sky. But the aircraft were ours.


      “B-26s, I reckon,” he said then. “They’re going to take advantage of the break in the weather to bomb.”


      Just as he predicted, the heavy sounds echoed a few minutes later. At first, the distant bombardment was like oil popping in a skillet, but as the squadrons kept passing overhead, the noise came closer. A barrier of smoke and dust arose and drifted back to us, damming the light and ghosting over the Comtesse’s fields, carrying along the odor of gunpowder. We could hear German antiaircraft fire. No more than a mile ahead, we saw a plane burst into flame and parachutes bloom in the sky.


      A number of the farmworkers as well as Antonio had joined us on the cobbles as spectators. Martin asked the Gypsy about the position of the 26th Infantry to be certain they would be able to reach the downed fliers. While this discussion was under way, another squadron passed, flying lower. We had been trading around a pair of field glasses that someone had brought from the house and when I took my turn, I could see the bomb bays open beneath the planes. I had just remarked on this to Martin, when an explosion shook the air around us, and a column of fire rose on the next hill.


      “Lord,” said Martin. “We’ll be lucky if they don’t drop on us as well.” He looked up one more time, then dashed into the little castle, yelling first to Gita, then everyone else. He emerged in seconds behind the Comtesse and her servants. In both English and French, he commanded everyone into the old stone cellar beneath the house. He stood at the door, shooing all of us down, ordering us to be quick. The workers came running out of the fields, some still in waders they had been wearing in the flooded lower grounds. I was already in the earthen-floored cellar when another detonation reverberated, closer than the first. I looked to the entrance to see about Martin, but he appeared in a moment, slamming the door behind him and thumping down the stairs. The cellar was no more than six feet high and there was now no light. I’d seen Biddy hunched in the corner, next to the shelves of jarred fruits and an adjoining wall racked with dusty bottles of wine. There must have been twenty people huddled in the dark. The air quickly grew close. There were the usual jokes. One of the women said, “Keep your hands to yourself,” and a man responded, “You, as well.” In a far corner, a cat was meowing.


      “D’ici peu, on va se sentir tous comme des cons,” someone remarked across the room. In a moment we will feel like fools. He had barely spoken, when the atmosphere was rent by the fabulous concussion of an explosion directly overhead.


      The Germans still had 280mm railway artillery pieces in the Vosges elevated over Nancy, and once or twice a day the cry of incoming fire would ring out and everyone in the court-martial session would scramble into the cellar of the Lycée, waiting for the big boom of the shells. But that was no preparation for being bombed. The air seemed to slam shut on me, then opened briefly only to pound me again, while the earth literally jostled beneath our feet. I felt the shock across my entire body-even my cheeks and eyeballs were compressed. And the sound was worse. I had never understood until that moment that noise alone, even when you knew its source, could be loud enough to inspire panic. My ears went numb, then revived, throbbing.


      In the instant afterward, I assumed the house had been struck and would collapse on us, but there was no sign of that. Instead there was light now. Eventually I realized that the wooden door of the cellar had been blown off. Martin went out first and in time called down that it was safe to emerge. Coming up into the daylight, I noticed that my boots were soaked with wine.


      The crater of the bomb, the depth and the size of a small pond, had disturbed earth all the way to the house, but the actual point of impact seemed to have been about 150 yards away in the pasture. Everyone who had been in the cellar radiated off to inspect the damage. It was quickly determined there were no human casualties, although a number of those who had been near the cellar walls had been struck by falling bottles and several had been cut, including Biddy, who had pulled a shard the size of an arrowhead out of his arm.


      Around the farm, the Comtesse’s chicks and her one cow were nowhere to be found, and a horse was dead, keeled over like a life-size toy with his lips raveled back fearfully over his huge teeth. The family dog had literally been blown to bits. His leather collar was about a hundred yards from the house. I suspected that the blast that blew off the cellar door had been the end of the hound, who had probably been cowering there.


      As for the little castle, the damage was moderate. All the rear windows had been blown out, and their shutters were gone. A piece of the roof had been ripped off like the corner of a sheet of paper. Inside, I saw that much of the crockery had shattered. For the Comtesse de Lemolland, this proved too much. She had withstood the death of a spouse and a son with dignity, and the destruction of her husband’s château, but the loss of an old delft plate that her mother had hung on the wall sixty years ago somehow exceeded her meager abilities to carry on. She was on the wooden floor of the kitchen, her skirt billowed about her, while she gathered the chalky pieces in her hands and wailed in complete abandon. Gita held one shoulder to comfort her.


      I fled outside, where Martin still searched the sky with the field glasses to be sure we were safe.


      “Did they lose their coordinates?” I asked.


      “Perhaps,” said Martin, then erupted in a sharp laugh. “Perhaps not.” He lowered the binoculars to look at me. “I rather suspect, Dubin, we’ve all had a greeting card from General Teedle.”
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      7. STEWART: BEAR LEACH


    


    

      Northumberland Manor occupied a large campus in West Hartford, a collection of white clapboard buildings containing various facilities for the elderly, everything from independent housing to hospice, and the several other stages in between as decline rolls downhill to death. Arriving early, I awaited Justice Barrington Leach, my father’s long-ago lawyer, in the front room of the Manor’s nursing home. With its wall-to-wall robin’s-egg carpeting and nice Ethan Allen furnishings, the place presented itself as far superior to the usual holding tank for the barely living.


      Given everything it had taken to get to Leach, including passing myself off as a lately orphaned only child, I sat there with high expectations. Leach, after all, was a longtime legal hotshot, whose skills had somehow allowed him to erase his trial loss and persuade General Teedle to revoke my father’s conviction and prison sentence. Thus, I couldn’t help being disappointed when a nurse’s aide pushed the old man into the room. Overall, Justice Leach gave the physical impression of a fallen leaf crisped down to its veins. His spotty bald head listed, barely rising above the back of his wheelchair, and the hose from an oxygen tank was holstered in his nose. He had been so whittled by age that his sturdy Donegal tweed suit, perhaps older than I am, was puddled around him, and his skin had begun to acquire a whitish translucence which signaled that even the wrapper was giving out.


      Yet none of that mattered once he started talking. Leach’s voice wobbled, just like his long hands on which the fingers were knobbed from arthritis, but his mind moved along quickly. He remained fully connected to this world. To say Barrington Leach still took great joy in life would be not only hackneyed, but probably inaccurate. The Justice’s wife and his only child, a daughter, were both dead of breast cancer. His three adult grandkids lived in California, where they had been raised, and he had resisted their heartsore efforts to move him from Hartford. As a result he was largely alone here, and he suffered from Parkinson’s, among several other ailments. I doubt he found life either comfortable or amusing most of the time.


      But none of this inhibited his intense curiosity about human beings. He was a gentle wit, and full of a generous acceptance for people’s foibles as well as reverent wonder at our triumphs. I come easily to envy, but with Barrington Leach, when I mused, as I always did, about why I couldn’t be more like him, it was with pure admiration. He was inspiring.


      My first order of business with Leach was to set the record straight, not about my mother and sister, naturally, but rather about what to call me. He had written to me as “Mr. Dubin,” but in 1970, I had reverted to the name my grandfather had brought from Russia and have been known as Stewart Dubinsky throughout my adult life. The story of that change, too involved to repeat here now, made a fairly poignant introduction to my relations with my father. Leach asked several searching questions before going on to inquiries about my work, my parents, and the course of my father’s life. He was so precise, and cautious in a way, that I feared at first that he knew I’d lied about Mom, but it turned out he had something else in mind.


      “You know, Stewart, I think you mean to honor your father’s memory, but I would be remiss if I didn’t issue a caveat. If you go forward, you could very well discover things that a loyal son might not enjoy finding out. I’ve always believed there is great wisdom in the saying that one must be careful what to wish for.”


      I assured him I had reflected about this. After hanging around courtrooms for a couple of decades, I knew that the odds were that my father had been convicted of a serious crime for a reason.


      “Well, that’s a good start,” Leach said. “But the particulars are always worse than the general idea. And that assumes you even have a general idea. You may find, Stewart, you’ve been running headlong with blinders.”


      I told him I was resolute. Whatever happened, I wanted to know.


      “Well, that’s one problem,” said Leach.


      “What are the others, Justice?”


      “‘Bear’ is fine.” I was never sure if the nickname had to do with his physique as a young man—he was anything but bearlike now—or, more likely, was merely a convenient shortening of his given name, adopted in an era when being ‘Bare’ would have been too risqué. “I confess that I’ve spent quite a bit of time, Stewart, since you contacted me, wondering what call I have to tell you any of this. I feel a good deal of fondness for David, even today. He was a fine young man, articulate, thoughtful. And it was his wish not to speak about this with anyone, a wish he apparently maintained throughout his life. Furthermore, wholly aside from personal loyalties, I was his attorney, bound by law to keep his secrets.


      “On the other hand, I have things of your father’s, Stewart, a document of his, as I’ve mentioned, that belongs to you as his heir. I have no right to withhold it from you, and therefore, as to the matters disclosed there, I believe I am free to speak. That, at any rate, will be my defense when the disbarment proceedings begin.” He had a prominent cataract in one eye, large enough to be clearly visible, but it could not obscure the light that always arose there with a joke. “But you and I must reach an understanding to start. I can’t go beyond the compass of what’s written. You’ll find me able to answer most of your questions, but not all. Understood?”


      I readily agreed. We both took a breath then before I asked what seemed like the logical first question, how Leach had been assigned my father’s case.


      “It was roundabout,” he answered. “Throughout the war, I had been in the sanctuary of Eisenhower’s headquarters, first in Bushy Park outside London, and then later in 1944 at Versailles. These days, I’d be referred to as a ‘policy maker.’ I had been the District Attorney here in Hartford and certainly knew my way around a courtroom, but my exposure to court-martials was limited to reviewing a few trial records that came up to Eisenhower for final decision, hanging cases most of them. However, your father’s commanding officer, Halley Maples, knew my older brother at Princeton, and Maples made a personal appeal to my superiors to appoint me as defense counsel. I had very little choice, not that I ever regretted it, although your father as a client came with his share of challenges.” That remark was punctuated with a craggy laugh.


      At ninety-six, Bear Leach had been what we call an old man for a long time, at least twenty years, and he had grown practiced with some of the privileges and demands of age. He had been asked about his memories of one thing or another so often that, as I sometimes joked with him, his memoirs were essentially composed in his head. He spoke in flowing paragraphs. As we grew friendlier over the next several months, I brought him a tape recorder in the hope he would use it to preserve prominent stories of his life. But he was too humble to think he’d been much more than a minor figure, and the project didn’t interest him. He was, as he always said, a trial lawyer. He preferred a live audience, which I was only too happy to provide.


      “It was late April 1945 when I first came to Regensburg, Germany, to meet your father. Officers facing court-martial were traditionally held under house arrest pending trial, and your father was in the Regensburg Castle, where the Third Army was now permanently headquartered. This was a massive Schloss occupied for centuries by the Thurn und Taxis family, a palace as Americans think of palaces, occupying several city blocks. Its interior was somewhat baroque, with pillars of colored marble, Roman arches with lovely inlaid mosaics, and classical statuary. I walked nearly twenty minutes through the castle before getting to your father, who was restricted to a suite the size of this sitting room, perhaps larger, and full of marvelous antiques. In this splendor your father was going to remain jailed until the Army got around to shooting him. If you have a taste for irony, you can’t do better than the United States military, let me tell you that.” Leach smiled then in his way, a gesture restricted by age and disease, so that his jaw slid to the side.


      “Your father was an impeccable man, nearly six feet as I recall, and the very image of an officer and a gentleman. He had a perfectly trimmed line mustache above his lip, like the film star William Powell, whom he resembled. From my initial sight of him, the notion that David Dubin had actually engaged in any willful disobedience of his orders, as was charged, seemed preposterous. But establishing that proved one of the most difficult propositions of my career.”


      “Because?”


      “Because the man insisted on pleading guilty. Nothing unusual in that, of course. There are persons charged with crimes who understand they’ve done wrong. But your father would not explain anything beyond that. Any questions about the events leading up to his apparent decision to release Major Martin were met only with his declaration that it served no point to elaborate. He was very courteous about it, but absolutely adamant. It was a bit like representing Bartleby the Scrivener, except your father said solely ‘I am guilty,’ rather than ‘I would prefer not to,’ in response to any request for more information. I was forced to investigate the matter entirely without his cooperation. I learned quite a bit about your father’s wartime experiences, but next to nothing about what had gone on between Martin and him.


      “Eventually, I had an inspiration and suggested to your father that if what had transpired was so difficult to speak about, he at least ought to make an effort to write it all down, while matters were fresh. If he chose not to show the resulting document to me, so be it, but in the event he changed his mind, I would have a convenient means of briefing myself. He did not warm to the proposal when I made it, but, of course, he had little to do with his days. He enjoyed reading—he soon had me bringing him novels by the armful—but I took it that he, like many other soldiers, had been an inveterate writer of letters and that that outlet was no longer very rewarding for him. As I recollect, he had disappointed his fiancée, and had then horrified his family with the news of his current predicament. Apparently, producing a written account of what had led to these charges provided an agreeable substitute, and after his initial reluctance, he took up the task with ardor. Whenever I visited him in quarters he was chopping away on a little Remington typewriting machine which sat on a Louis XIV desk, yet another priceless antique, that wobbled with his pounding. About a month along, during a visit, I pointed to the sheaf of pages stacked at his elbow. It was over an inch by now.


      “‘That’s getting to be quite a magnum opus,’ I said. ‘Are you considering showing any of it to me?’ I had been waiting for him to reveal the material in his own time, but with the hearing coming closer, I was concerned that I wouldn’t be able to assimilate what clearly was turning into an imposing volume, especially if it opened up new avenues for investigation.


      “‘Some days I think yes, Colonel,’ he said to me, ‘and some days I think no.’


      “‘And why “no”?’


      “‘I don’t believe it’s going to help me.’


      “‘Because I’d think poorly of you? Or accept your judgment of your guilt? You know well enough, Dubin, that nothing would prevent me from making a defense for you.’


      “‘I do. Reading this, Colonel, might satisfy your curiosity. And it will prove I’m right to plead guilty. But it won’t change the result. Or make things any easier for you. More the opposite.’


      “In weaker moments, I sometimes considered sneaking in and stealing the pages, but he was right that it was his ship to sink. But I kept after him about letting me see it. Each time he seemed to give full consideration to my points, and then, after due reflection, rejected them. And so we went to trial. David tendered a plea of guilty at the start. The trial judge advocate, the prosecutor, had agreed to drop the most serious charge in exchange, but he still went on to prove his case, which was commonplace in serious court-martials. This, of course, was a decided contrast to the usual criminal matter, where a guilty plea avoids a trial, and I couldn’t quite accommodate myself to the difference. I cross-examined with a fury, because none of the accounts were consistent in any way with a soldier who would willfully abandon his duties. Very often, I retired for the night, thinking how well I had done, only to recall that my client had already conceded the validity of the charges.


      “The Manual for Courts-Martial at that time—and now, for all I know—gave the accused the right to make an uncross-examined statement to the panel, immediately preceding closing arguments. The night before the hearing came to an end, I made my last effort to get your father to share his written account, urging him to consider submitting his memoir, or portions of it, to the court. My heart leaped when he came to the proceedings the next morning with what I judged to be the manuscript under his arm in two portfolios, but he kept them to himself. He made a brief statement to the court, saying simply that in releasing Martin he had meant no harm to the United States, whose service remained the greatest honor of his life. Only when the evidence was closed did he turn the folders over to me. It was meant as a generosity on his part, I think, to repay me for my efforts on his behalf, so that I could accept the result with peace of mind. He told me to read it all, if that was what I liked, and when I was done to return it to him. He said forthrightly that he was then going to set fire to the whole thing.


      “Even at that stage, I remained hopeful that I’d find something recorded there that I might use to reopen the case. The court was recessed on Sunday. I spent the whole day reading, morning to night, and finished only instants before I arrived for court at eight a.m. on Monday.”


      “And what did it say?” I was like a child listening to campfire tales, who wanted only to know what children always do: the end of the story.


      Bear gave a dry laugh in response.


      “Well, Stewart, there aren’t many tales worth telling that can be boiled down to a sentence or two, are there?”


      “But did you use it?”


      “Most assuredly not.”


      “Because?”


      “Because your father was right. He was a good lawyer. A very good lawyer. And his judgment was correct. If the court-martial members knew the whole tale, it would only have made matters worse. Possibly far worse.”


      “How so?”


      “There were many complications,” he said, “many concerns. As I say, I was fond of your father. That’s not just prattle. But a trial lawyer learns to be cold-blooded about the facts. And I looked at this as trial lawyers do, the best case that could be made and the worst, and I realized that nothing good was going to come from revealing this to the court. Your father’s cause, in fact, could have been gravely prejudiced.”


      “You’re not being very specific, Justice. What was so bad?”


      Bear Leach, not often short of words, took a second to fiddle with his vintage necktie, swinging like a pendant from the collar of his old shirt, which, these days, gapped a good two inches from his wattled neck.


      “When I read your father’s account, I realized he had been the beneficiary of an assumption that the trial judge advocate might well regard as ill founded, once the underlying facts were better known.”


      I tumbled my hand forward. “You’re being delicate, Justice.”


      “Well, it requires delicacy, Stewart, no doubt of that. I’m speaking to a son about his father.”


      “So you warned me. I want to know.”


      Leach went through the extended effort it required to reposition the oxygen in his nose.


      “Stewart, your father was charged with willfully suffering a prisoner to escape. The evidence, in sum, was that Robert Martin had last been seen by several troops of the 406th Armored Cavalry in your father’s custody. Your father admitted he had allowed Martin to go, freed him from his manacles and leg irons and saw him out of the bivouac. The escape charge took it for granted that Martin had fled from there. But what your father had written suggested a far more disturbing possibility, one whose likelihood was enhanced, at least in my mind, by your father’s rigorous silence.”


      “What possibility?”


      “Now, Stewart, let me caution that this was merely a thought.”


      “Please, Bear. What possibility?”


      Leach finally brought himself to a small nod.


      “That your father,” he said, “had murdered Robert Martin.”


    


  




  

    

      8. DAVID: TEEDLE’S SECRETS


    


    

      By the time Biddy and I had returned to the 18th from the Comtesse de Lemolland’s, we found no one in General Teedle’s tent. The MP outside said that both orderlies were off duty, and Teedle was surveying battalions. With time, I wandered down to the enlisted men’s area again. The bombing at the Comtesse’s had revived my curiosity about Billy Bonner’s remark that I was investigating the wrong man.


      The skies had closed in once more, leaving no chance for further air traffic. Freed from blackout restrictions, the men had built fires and were enjoying themselves amid the usual barroom atmosphere. Somebody had run Armed Forces Radio through a loudspeaker. Harry James was on Command Performance, and I stopped to listen as he blew his way majestically through “Cherry.” It suddenly hit me how much I missed music, for which I’d once felt a yearning as keen as hunger. These days, that longing was dampened under piles of law books and by the frantic concentration required for seven-day weeks in court. Closing my eyes, for just one second, I caught the sure feel of Grace’s waist beneath my hand while we were dancing.


      I ran across Biddy unexpectedly. He was standing back with his camera, taking snaps of four men playing cards by lantern in a mess tent. They’d come inside to keep the invasion currency they were gambling with, French francs that had been printed in the U.S., from blowing off in the wind. Each man was straddling an empty cartridge case, while they used a crate emptied of bazooka rounds for a table.


      “Jesus God almighty,” one said. “Play a fucking card, won’t you, Mickey. You’re gonna be dead this time next month, and still wondering what you should have led for trump.”


      “Mortenson, don’t talk like that.”


      “You think the Krauts are listenin?”


      “No, but it’s kind of like you’re putting the evil eye on me.”


      “Oh, shut your damn swill hole, Krautbait, will you, and play a card.”


      “Don’t be a sorehead, Witkins.”


      “Yeah, take a bite of this.”


      “Several soldiers in line in front of me for that pleasure.”


      “Fuckin Mickey still ain’t recovered from striking out with that Frenchy. Only because half the platoon had some ass with her and she still wouldn’t come across for him.”


      “Half the platoon are doggone liars. That girl was a nice girl. I just wanted to buy her a Coke.”


      “Coke ain’t what you wanted her to swallow.”


      “Geez, Mort, what kind of pervert are you?”


      “Listen, kiddo, these French girls use their mouths.”


      “Not on me. That’s strictly perverted.”


      “Would youse guys shut the fuck up. It’s gonna be fuckin reveille by the time this slowpoke plays a card.”


      I enjoyed Tony Eisley, but there was none of this raw camaraderie among JAG Department officers. Not that I shared in it here. Twenty-nine was old to most of these boys, and the presence of an officer was unsettling, even resented. My visits to the enlisted men’s quarters reminded me of coming home to DuSable from Easton, when neighbors asked about the “college man” in a tone that was not altogether admiring. I was going to make money, they thought. I was going to move away from there, and them. In the enlisted ranks these days, there were a fair number of college boys because early this year Congress had put an end to the Army Specialized Training Program that had sent recruits to college classes full-time. On the other end, a few enlisted men from the premobilization Army had been commissioned. For the most part, though, you might as well have put up signs over the enlisted men’s and the officers’ sides of camp that said POOR and RICH. I had not figured out yet why the Army thought discipline or any other military purpose was advanced by these disparities. Yet I knew, much as I had in basic, that here I was among the real soldiers. The generals’ names might be remembered by historians, but it was these men who would fight the true war.


      Emerging from the tent, I wandered for some time before I caught sight of Billy Bonner around a fire with several other soldiers, each of them holding a dark bottle of wine. Bonner clearly regarded me as the law and stopped with his arm in midair, causing two or three of his buddies to turn away, until I said, “At ease.”


      We strolled off a few paces and I explained to Bonner that Teedle appeared to be gone.


      “Oh, he’ll be back. General likes his nights in his own tent.” One of Bonner’s smart-aleck looks accompanied the remark.


      “Bonner, you don’t seem to hold the General in high esteem.”


      “No, sir,” he said. “He’s as good a brass hat as this Army’s got.”


      “But?”


      Bonner shook his head and rolled his lips into his mouth, but I was persistent tonight. After quite a bit of cajoling, he finally motioned me farther from his companions.


      “You didn’t hear this here,” said Bonner. He lifted the wine bottle again to stick his courage. “The bastard’s a nelly.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “Teedle’s a fruit, damn it.”


      “In what way?”


      “In that way. Jesus, Lieutenant, don’t you know what a queer is?”


      “Good Lord, Bonner.” I told him that if he wasn’t potted, I’d have had the MPs take him off.


      “Just remember you said that, Lieutenant. That’s the reason no one does anything about him.”


      “About what?”


      “I already told you. The man’s a homo. You know, the General, he’s got his billet right there in his tent. Makes like it’s so he can work around the clock. But that’s not why. Damn bugger gets himself rip-roaring—worse than normal—and then sends Frank for this enlisted man or that. Always some boy who looks like he rolled out from under a hay bale, too, strapping kids from the country, blond-haired. I’m dismissed when they get there. Now and then, I come back in the morning, those poor boys are still around. Some, God save them, they’re sleeping like lambs. But there must have been a few to put up a fight, ’cause the General, he’s had some damage on him, a shiner once that wouldn’t go away for a week. I’ll tell you, Lieutenant, I’ve been there, and two or three of those boys come out—there isn’t a thing those Krauts could do to them that would be worse. His own damn CO. You can just see how bewildered these kids are. They don’t know nothin anymore.”


      I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard a more revolting story.


      “Why, the bloody bastard,” I said. “And haven’t you brought this to the attention of an officer?”


      “Well, I’m talking to you, Lieutenant. General Patton hasn’t come by to chew the cud lately. But who’s to say I didn’t make this up? None of these boys care to discuss it, not the ones who like it, and especially not the ones who don’t. I thought that the fellow who socked the General in the eye, soldier named Lang, I figured he might have a word to say, but his sergeant wouldn’t even hear about it. Wasn’t getting his private in a swearing match with that star, not about something like this, not in this man’s Army. But maybe you fellas can loosen tongues. I don’t know boo about Captain Martin,” Bonner said. “But I’d say if Teedle wants a court-martial so bad, get started with him.”


       


      At 0730, when I came by, General Teedle was in his tent, speaking with his G-3 Major Michaels. As the operations officer, Michaels would not have had much to do lately, but today he had laid out several large battle maps on the General’s desk. This was work, planning combat movements moment by moment, sequence by sequence, in which I’d excelled in infantry officer training at Fort Benning. At this stage, before the bullets flew, it was an exercise of pure intellect, a cross between chess and playing with tin soldiers, but the deadly reality of these decisions was manifest in the intensity of both men. Seeing them, it was obvious that new stores of fuel and ammo were finally on the way. The 18th’s R & R was going to end shortly.


      As I waited between the tent flaps, I found myself turning over Bonner’s accusation while I scrutinized Teedle, with his cock-robin posture and his rosy drunkard’s hue. The very notion of the General’s conduct had wrenched me awake several times during the night. Eventually, I’d settled back to the practical problem of what to do. Because I liked Billy Bonner, I’d taken him at his word. But God only knew all the reasons he might be lying. Finally, near 4:00 in the morning, I resolved that I would simply wait for a private moment with Colonel Maples and pass the word to him. Sometimes the Army’s long chain of command was not all bad. If a problem was big enough, you could hand it to somebody else.


      Even so, I had no confidence that I wouldn’t break into a visible sweat when Teedle was finally ready to see me. I was only grateful that Bonner was not yet on duty so I wasn’t obliged to meet his eye.


      “So how was Charming Bob?” Teedle asked me, when I saluted before his desk. “Charming, eh? Did he entertain you like visiting royalty?”


      “More or less.”


      “Have his girlfriend flirt with you, too? She’s as clever as Martin, you know. She’s batted her eyes at several folks I’ve sent down there. Anything that works, with those two.” Bonner’s remarks had been enough that my mind hadn’t worked its way back very often to Gita Lodz. Nonetheless, Teedle had his intended effect of deflating me a bit, by revealing that I was not the first of his emissaries on whom Mademoiselle Lodz had settled her candid look and told them, one way or the other, how interesting they were. On the other hand, I was hardly surprised that a woman who’d raise her skirt for a debater’s point wasn’t shy around other men. For whatever reason, though, I felt some need to stick up for her.


      “I wouldn’t say she batted her eyes, General.”


      “That surprises me, Dubin, handsome young fellow like you.” He gave me a wry look, chin lowered. Under the circumstances, Teedle’s assessment nearly made me jump.


      “I’m engaged, sir,” I finally blurted.


      “Good for you,” he said, then asked what Martin had to say for himself. I had wondered how I was going to question General Teedle about Martin’s claims—I had no right to demand answers from a general. But Teedle was far too voluble for that to prove a problem.


      “That’s horse hockey,” he responded, when I explained that Martin said OSS had returned him from London late last month with directions to proceed into Germany. Showing Teedle Martin’s papers stopped the General cold.


      “I’ll be a son of a bitch,” he said, as he looked them over. “First I heard of this, I admit. All I know is that two weeks ago OSS told me I was finally free to send him packing. I’d asked several times before. I can’t tell you why they changed their minds.”


      “General, the only way to resolve this is to get written confirmation from OSS about whether they have or haven’t given Martin other orders.”


      “Written?” Teedle frumped around in his chair. “Christ, so that’s the game! What an operator this prick is. The Army has never been any match for a good operator, Dubin, and Martin’s one of the best. OSS isn’t going to put anything on paper about Special Operations and send it near the front. Soldiers are taken prisoner, Dubin, but spies are shot. Martin knows all that. Messages from OSS are coded radio transmissions and ‘DAR.’” Destroy after reading. The General thought for a moment. “All right. I’ll take care of this.”


      He made a note. It would have been better practice for Colonel Maples or me to communicate with OSS, rather than Teedle, the complainant, but the General didn’t seem in any mood to hear about further legal technicalities.


      “What else?” said Teedle. “Let’s hear all Martin’s folderol now, so I can deal with it at once. I’m sure he had a few choice words for me.”


      I described the bombing. Teedle, to his credit, asked first about casualties.


      “I’d heard something about that,” Teedle said then. “General Roy from 19th TAC sent a signal yesterday evening. Says he had a squadron that lost its bearings and might have dropped on our troops. He was damn apologetic. If I’d known it was Martin, I’d have sent back a thankyou note.”


      “Yes, sir, well, I was there, too.”


      Teedle shot me a look riddled with irony. I could not have understood much about being a general, this look said, if I expected him to be concerned about that. He called out to Frank to have his staff JAG expedite the Comtesse’s damage claims.


      “So now what mud was Martin slinging? That I have control of the Army Air Corps and arranged to bomb him?”


      “He allowed how it was possible.”


      Teedle answered with a crude laugh. “There are plenty at my rank, Dubin, who wouldn’t bother with a Rule Thirty-five investigation when they had an insubordinate officer. They’d send Martin out personally to scout a hilltop guarded by a full German company and never lose a wink. But if that was my idea, I wouldn’t have bothered going to HQ, would I?”


      “Quite right, sir.”


      “Oh, don’t give me that ‘quite right’ horseshit. If you don’t believe me, say so.”


      “I think you’re making sense, General.” I did, too, but Teedle seemed far too complex to expect all his actions to line up with reason. Having a minute to think, I didn’t understand why General Roy had apologized to Teedle. The 26th Infantry, not Teedle’s unit, was under Roy’s bombs. Unless Roy forgot they had changed positions. Which was possible, too.


      “Any other calumnies Martin spread to which you’d like a response?”


      “May I speak freely, sir?”


      “You just accused me of trying to bomb one of my officers. I think you’re doing a pretty fair job of it already, Dubin, but help yourself.”


      I knew better than to debate Teedle by pointing out what had been said previously and by whom. He was amusing himself with the verbal fencing, knowing he had rank on his side. For all his bluster, though, I didn’t have the sense that Teedle was baiting me to be cruel, so much as test me. He was an unusual man. Forthright. Opinionated. Harsh. It did not stretch credulity, watching his mobile face, the way he veered between imperiousness and collegiality, and the frankness with which he dared you to dislike him, to think that Teedle’s peculiarities extended to far darker realms, as Bonner maintained. But not necessarily to cruelty. Cruelty was a part of human nature, I suspect he would say. We were all mean. But he was no meaner than most.


      “Sir, he says your desire to get rid of him is all about the fact that you think he’s a Communist.”


      When he heard that, Teedle put his feet up on his footlocker beside him, while he smiled and stroked his chin. It was the first time I’d seen him pause to reflect, much as Martin had shied away from the same subject. All the while, he tossed his head and the little bit of red steel wool on top of it, with what appeared to be admiration. He could never anticipate Martin. That seemed to be the meaning.


      “Well, first of all, Dubin, I don’t think Martin’s a Communist. I know he’s a Communist. He was a party member in Paris when he went off to fight in Spain. That’s one of the reasons OSS wanted him in the first place. Because of his influence with the Communist unions.


      “But put that aside. I’m not charging the man with disagreeable politics. I’m charging him with insubordination and endangering other troops. Even in Russia, despite calling me Comrade General, if I told him to get on his knees and kiss my ass, it’s same as here, he’d have to do it.”


      Until that remark, I’d almost put Bonner out of my mind.


      “Now whether his political background is the reason OSS agreed with me that it’s time to send Martin elsewhere, nobody’s said that, but frankly it’s a pretty fair guess, and it makes sense. Stars and Stripes and the newsreels don’t tell you everything our precious Russian allies are up to, Dubin. Do you know anything about what happened in Poland in August?”


      I hadn’t heard much and Teedle enjoyed filling me in. With the Soviet Army on their border, thousands of Polish patriots in Warsaw had risen up against the Nazis. Many on our side, Teedle said, believed that Stalin had encouraged the Home Army to think that the Soviets would storm into Poland and join them in expelling the Nazis. But the Russians held their ground. In fact, Stalin wouldn’t even allow the Allies to assist the Poles by dropping arms and supplies. Instead the Home Army was crushed. Thousands were executed, shot on the spot or locked in buildings which were then set ablaze, while the Nazis leveled Warsaw’s city center.


      “And why, you might ask,” said Teedle, “why would the Soviets do that? Why would the Russians not help the Polish resistance, since it could very well diminish their own losses in retaking Poland? Any ideas?”


      Nothing came to me.


      “Because, Dubin, a patriot who resists Nazi occupation is just as likely to resist the Soviets. Stalin got the Nazis to do his dirty work in Poland. At that point the Supreme Command, Roosevelt, Churchill, they all knew with absolute certainty what we are in for. Stalin might as well have let his air force put it in skywriting. They aim to conquer and occupy eastern Europe. They want to substitute Soviet rule for Nazi rule. And you’re damn right, we don’t need anybody operating in advance of our troops who might take the Soviets’ side. Martin has many friends in the ranks of the Soviet Army. He fought for at least three different Soviet generals in Spain. And I’ll wager a good sum that he’ll give their orders a lot more heed than he’s given mine. So yes, the fact that he’s a Communist, that concerns me. It concerns me a good deal. Especially since he won’t follow fucking orders. But if he weren’t insubordinate, I wouldn’t care if he went to sleep each night in red pajamas.”


      The General leaned forward with his fists on his desk. “Now, man to man, Dubin, tell me the truth, does that bother you? Because listening, I thought this asshole’s complaint that I’m after him because of what he thinks about political matters—I had the impression that cut some ice with you.”


      I took my time, but I knew I wasn’t going to back down from General Teedle. It wasn’t required.


      “General, there are a lot of Socialists who are loyal to the United States. And hate Stalin.” Two of them happened to live in an apartment in Kindle County and had raised me. I didn’t say that, as usual. Who I was and where I came from was my own secret. But Teedle was perspicacious enough to sense I spoke from experience.


      “And are you one of them, Dubin? Is that what you’re saying? Are you a loyal American Socialist?”


      “I’m a loyal American, sir. I don’t agree with the Socialists all the way. My problem with Socialists, sir, is that I’ve met quite a few who don’t strike me as idealists. They hate the rich, because they envy them.” Of course, socialism and how to react to it were topics of unending contemplation for me throughout high school and college. Easton had brought me into contact with many of the people my parents reviled, and Grace herself might belong in that category, even though she largely shunned her family’s privileges. Between the two of us, one of our enduring discussions was about whether we were Socialists. There was so much that went wrong in the world that came down to being poor. But I never felt comfortable with the socialist morality of my parents, by which they were entitled to want more, while the rich were obliged to want less.


      “Interesting, Dubin, very interesting.” I had no doubt Teedle meant that. He flipped a pencil in the air and caught it. “You and I are polar opposites here. What I have against the Commies is what you seem to want more of. I dislike them, Dubin, because they’re fools. Fools. Hapless idealists who want to believe that humans are inclined to share and think first about others, when that’s never going to be the case. Never.


      “And because they don’t see us as we are, Dubin, don’t see how brutal and selfish we are, because of that, Dubin, they think we can do without God. That’s why I truly dislike them. Because they believe mankind can be good without His assistance. And once we go down that road, Dubin, we’re lost. Utterly lost. Because we need God, Dubin. Every man out here needs God. And not to save his soul or keep him safe, Dubin, none of that guff. Do you know why we need God, why we must have Him, Dubin? Do you?”


      “No, sir,” I said. I was no surer of God than of socialism, but it was one of those moments when Teedle was on the boil again, full of a locomotive fury that forbade me to get in his way.


      “Well, I’ll tell you, Dubin. Why we need God. Why I need God. To forgive us,” he said then, and with the words his anger almost instantly subsided to sadness. His tiny eyes were liquid and morose, and any doubts I’d had about Bonner vanished. “Because when this is over, this war, that’s what we’ll need, all of us who have done what war requires and, worse, what war permits, that’s what we’ll need, in order to be able to live the rest of our lives.”


      Teedle went for his canteen for the first time since I’d been there. When he lowered it, he dragged the back of his hand along his lips like a tough in a beer hall, but his little birdie eyes rimmed in pink remained on me, full of his sorry knowledge of the excesses of war and the bleak mystery of a God who, before forgiving, allowed those things to occur in the first place.


    


  




  

    

      9. FURTHER ORDERS


    


    

      In the two weeks following our return to Nancy, it became clear that the pace of the war was again quickening. Stores of gasoline had finally been received. Other field supplies—tents, blankets, jackets, two-burner stoves—remained short, but the General staff had swapped ten thousand gallons of no. 10 motor oil with the Seventh Army for an equal amount of diesel fuel, and it was a good bet that Patton’s push into Germany would start whenever it arrived.


      Yet even with the changed atmosphere, life in Nancy still seemed as relaxed as a summer resort, compared to my three days near the front. As Colonel Maples had anticipated, I had relished the excitement, and even felt some awkward satisfaction about surviving a bombing, never mind that it had been inflicted by our own forces. On the whole, my encounters with Teedle and Martin and Gita Lodz were probably the first moments since I had enlisted that fulfilled some of my hopes.


      On November 3 an orderly appeared in court to tell me that Colonel Maples wanted me when we finished for the day. As soon as Klike promised to dispense with justice, I went upstairs, where the Colonel showed me documents that had been pouched from the 18th Armored Division. Teedle had ordered me to deliver them to Robert Martin.


      HEADQUARTERS, 18TH ARMORED DIVISION
 APO 403, U.S. ARMY


      EXTRACT


      

        1. Major Robert P. Martin, 04264192, is relieved of duty with this Division at once and assigned to Central Base Station, London, England. WP w/o delay reporting upon arrival to CO thereat for duty. Govt. T is authorized. EDCMR: 1 November 1944 BY ORDER OF BRIGADIER GENERAL TEEDLE


        Official:


        James Camello
 Major AC
 Ass’t Adjutant


        cc:


        Colonel Bryant Winters


        U.S. Army


        68 Brook Street


        London


      


      Except for the designation of a carbon copy to Colonel Winters, who I inferred was Martin’s OSS commander, the order didn’t differ noticeably from prior ones I’d seen. Attached, however, were travel documents identical to those Gita had produced on my visit to the Comtesse’s. They, too, were issued by Central Base in London and directed Martin to return to England forthwith, even enclosing $20 in Army scrip for a per diem. Teedle had answered Martin in kind. Since OSS would not issue direct written orders to an operative, the travel authorization was the best proof that its commanders backed Teedle.


      “Well, that explains it,” Colonel Maples said, once I’d reminded him that I’d needed something from OSS to deal with Martin’s claims that he had other orders. “When he rang, General Teedle passed a comment about you. I think he finds you a bit precise for his taste.”


      “I thought that’s what lawyers are, Colonel. Precise.”


      “Teedle regards it as an impediment.” Seated behind a large oak desk as substantial as a half-track, Maples was smiling, touching his mustache as he often did for comfort. “Not all that different, by the way, from my clients in private practice, who gritted their teeth before talking to their lawyer. For some it was akin to the discomfort of going off to Sunday prayers.”


      “I’m not trying to be difficult, Colonel, but when I think this over I still can’t make top or bottom of it. Why would a decorated officer suddenly defy his commanders? The girl is rather emphatic that her romance with Martin is over.”


      “Perhaps Martin has had enough of war. He wouldn’t be the first. But ours is not to reason why, David. I told you, Rollie Teedle is not an enemy you need. Get out there and finish this off. Teedle wants Martin packing and on to London before you leave.”


      “Yes, sir.” Maples’ renewed warning about Teedle banished any lingering thought of reporting Billy Bonner’s accusations. I’d hesitated when I’d briefed the Colonel on my return, realizing once I was in his office that Maples would regard the charge as patent lunacy and be displeased with me for pulling the pin on this kind of hand grenade, then lobbing it on his desk. The truth was that in the presence of the Colonel, a person of gentle but unrelenting propriety, I had no idea even how to relate what Bonner had said.


      With Teedle’s order in hand, Biddy and I had no trouble securing a jeep and left not long after sunrise on November 4, headed again toward Bezange-la-Petite. There was now heavy traffic on the small roads with lines of trucks and armor moving out. We made slow progress and finally came to a complete halt behind a tank battalion stalled on its way north. The 761st was all colored, except for some of the officers. They were the first Negroes I had seen in combat, and they looked as apprehensive as everybody else did making the journey to the front.


      After half an hour, I took the jeep and went to see about the holdup, which proved to be three convoys crossing paths. Two MPs had arrived on motorcycles and stood at the crossroads directing traffic, just like cops at the busy hours on the streets of Center City back home.


      When I returned, Biddy and a colored soldier were having words. Biddy was shaking a finger and telling the soldier, another sergeant, not to talk to him. The fellow threw a hand in Biddy’s direction and walked away as I came up.


      “What was that about?”


      “Just some boy from Georgia causing a ruckus. Said he was from that town where I growed up.” Biddy was still following the man with his eyes.


      “Was he?”


      “Mighta been. But I didn’t need no strolls down memory lane, Lieutenant.” The brooding air that overtook Biddy when he was dealing with the colored was evident. Whatever my reluctance about pulling rank, or disturbing our increasing amity, I felt I had no choice about speaking up.


      “A colored man’s as good as anybody else, Gideon.” This was my parents’ perpetual lesson. Once the goyim got done with the Negroes, we all knew who’d be next. “I had several colored friends in high school, men I played music with and studied with, as fine and smart as anyone I know. I realize you come from Georgia, Biddy. I can’t change the way you think, but I don’t want to see it or hear it. Clear?”


      Gideon’s green eyes remained on me for some time, but he seemed more startled than defiant.


      “Yes, sir,” he said eventually.


      Ahead, the tanks were finally moving.


       


      When we pulled into the courtyard in front of the little castle, Gita Lodz was there, just stepping out of the Comtesse’s charcoal-burning Citroën, where Antonio was at the wheel. She was dressed like a city lady, in a plaid skirt, with her wavy bronze hair pulled straight in a bun.


      “Doo-bean!” she cried, and greeted me in French. “So you return.” She approached beaming and kissed me on each cheek. We were already old friends. I remarked that she did not appear to be dressed for combat. “For spying,” she answered. “We have been to look in on some people in Strasbourg. Martin will need them soon. Antonio has fetched us from the train.”


      Strasbourg was nearly seventy miles away, far behind the German lines.


      “My Lord! You just went?”


      “Pourquoi pas? Our documents say we are from Arracourt, going to see Robert’s grandmère who is near death. The Nazis are oxen. A snake with proper papers could board the train. This has been our life for years, Dubin.”


      Behind her, the Comtesse’s house was under repair in the wake of the bombing. Heavy tarpaulins hung over many of the broken windows, although in the few instances where the shutters remained they had simply been closed. Either way, it would make for a cold winter. There had been talk after the blast that by December the Comtesse would have to abandon the house for the servants’ quarters across the courtyard, which were undamaged.


      On the other side of the vehicle, Martin had arisen. Until now, I had been too intent on Gita to notice. He was dressed in a suit and a fedora, looking proper and bourgeois. I saluted, which drew a faint smile, as he wandered up with far less enthusiasm than Gita had shown.


      “Back so soon, Dubin?”


      I reminded him of my promise to return his documents. “And I’ve brought you a few new ones.”


      He read for a while, nodding. “Very good,” he said. He handed the orders back, with a bright grin. “I guess I’ve won this round.”


      “Sir?”


      “Proves the point, doesn’t it? Teedle has given up his claim to be my commanding officer. I’m under OSS direction. And London has ordered me to proceed here. That’s my duty. All cleared up, I’d say.”


      “Major, these documents require you to travel to London at once.”


      “Yes, and I’ve done so and London sent me back. You’re holding the proof of that in your other hand. Am I to be court-martialed because I have already carried out my orders?”


      Martin gave another glowing smile, as if this weren’t flimflam. On the other hand, there wasn’t much here to prove him wrong. Nothing showed OSS’s involvement or that some obliging paymaster hadn’t simply sent the travel papers at Teedle’s request, a prospect I hadn’t considered until now.


      “Major, I mean no disrespect, but even if there’s a mistake, had you asked OSS to contact Third Army G-1 or Colonel Maples, this could have been resolved instantly.”


      “Well, it is a mistake, Dubin, quite clearly, because I received the go-ahead by radio yesterday on an operation that’s been planned for months. And inasmuch as the one thing Teedle and I now agree upon is that I take my commands from OSS, I will carry out those orders. I’ll deal with your papers straightaway when we return.”


      I asked the nature of this new operation, but Martin gave a strict shake of his head.


      “I’m hardly at liberty to discuss that, Dubin. The other members of Stemwinder don’t even have the details yet. We work strictly on a need-to-know basis. Capture is always a risk in this line of work, Dubin. And what difference would that make?”


      “I’m just looking for a way to confirm your position, Major.”


      Standing by and listening, Gita suddenly interjected, “Laisse-le venir.”


      Martin drew back. What Gita had said was, Let him come.


      “Très dangereux, non?” he responded.


      “Demande-lui.” Ask him. Martin reflected, then took on a look of revelation.


      “My God, she’s right. What a marvel you are, Gita, you never cease to amaze.” He swung an arm around her waist and planted a paternal kiss atop her head. “You want evidence of my orders from OSS? Come watch me follow them. You say I get to present any proof I wish to your investigation, don’t I?”


      “Yes, sir.” Those were surely the rules.


      “Then this is it. Patton’s going to be on the move again momentarily, and this operation is an essential prelude. You’re more than welcome to observe, Lieutenant, to see once and for all that I’m under OSS direction and not sitting out here on Roman holiday, or whatever else it is that Teedle imagines. It will put an end to all questions. If you choose not to come, there’s no more I can do.”


      I had no idea, of course, what I was being asked to say yes to. Except that I’d heard the word ‘dangerous.’ It was a dare, actually, the man of action’s challenge to the deskbound bureaucrat, and Martin was probably betting I would never accept. But his logic was impeccable. If I refused, I’d have denied him the opportunity to offer the only evidence he had. In fact, reading the rules, I might even have been derelict. I told him I would have to consult Maples.


      “As you wish. But we start this afternoon, Dubin. You’ll have to be there and back before three.”


      That was impossible, especially with the movements on the roadways that could sidetrack us for hours. Martin, still with his hand on Gita’s back, turned away, and she gave me a quick private frown before heading off beside him. I was being just the man of small points she’d ridiculed last week. Worse, I felt like a coward.


      “I’ll go,” I told Martin.


      Martin didn’t flinch when he revolved my way, even though I’d probably called his bluff.


      “Bravo, Dubin. I’ll brief you shortly. Glad to have you,” he said, and continued toward the house with his arm still around Gita’s waist.


       


      I found Bidwell with the Gypsy, Antonio, and several of the farmworkers, showing off the photos he had taken during our last visit. They were little two-by-twos and he was complaining about the supplies he’d had to work with.


      “Can’t get no bigger film. Damn lucky for what I have. Wanted my folks to send some six-twenty but they-all is hoarding silver on the home front.”


      Small or not, the images were striking. After the bombing, Biddy had shot through a broken window into the darkness of the house. Within, you could detect the form of a tall chifforobe, while the glass reflected uprooted trees outside leaned together like a tepee and, farther in the background, Antonio, with his long hair and dark intense eyes aimed right at the camera. Biddy had taken another photo inside the bomb crater looking up at two of the dead animals. There were also several pictures he’d snapped on our way here last time of haystacks being gathered in the open fields.


      “Put me in mind of those paintings in the Museum of Art,” he said. “You seen them?” I had. Famous Impressionist works in vivid hues, but the artist’s name eluded me. “Same idea,” Biddy said, “but in black and white. You think that’s okay?”


      They were beautiful photos. I asked what could be wrong.


      “I don’t know,” he said. “Seems like if you make a picture you oughta rightly be thinkin about life, not other pictures. But I got those paintings in my head.”


      “Did you study art, Biddy?”


      “Aw, hell, Lieutenant, my daddy, he’d probably just keeled over dead if I’d’a tole him I was going to art school. I just liked them paintings, seein what happened to our world when it went flat. I was over there whenever I could. A lot of that, the stuff folks are doin these days especially, they really talk to me, you know?”


      My mother was always hauling me down to the museum, hoping something would rub off, but the truth was I couldn’t make heads or tails of the works that excited Biddy.


      “I think I’m too practical-minded for modern art, Gideon. Art and opera. My mother loves that, too. But I like your photographs.”


      He shook his head. “You see things through that lens, Lieutenant, you can’t catch with your eye. And I like how I feel when I’m lookin, with that contraption between me and everything else. Here in this mess and able to stand back like that, I’m a million miles away sometimes.” He looked at me. “I don’t know what the hell I’m talkin about, you know.”


      “You’re making plenty of sense, Biddy. Don’t sell yourself short. Maybe you should think about art school.”


      “Maybe I should. We-all gotta live through this first.”


      That was the reminder I needed. I told him about my conversation with Martin. As his expression darkened, I could see he was resisting the impulse to stab me.


      “No disrespect, Lieutenant, but what the heck is it you call yourself doin?”


      I tried to explain the logic of the rules that required me to follow where Martin led.


      “This here,” said Biddy, “is how the law sure enough don’t make sense. Figures Martin’d use it against you. Ain’t no tellin what kinda trouble a huckster like that is gonna get us into, Lieutenant.”


      “This is my frolic and detour, Biddy. You’re not required.”


      “Hell, I’m not. You think they send an MP sergeant out here with you, Lieutenant, just to drive? Ain’t no way I can let you go do this whatever on your lonesome. Only I’d think a growed man would have the sense to ask what he was doin ’fore he said yes.” Biddy had never been this direct with me, but after the scolding I’d given him on the way here, he apparently felt inclined to speak his mind. And there was no question of his loyalty. Still shaking his head, he walked beside me toward the little castle to see what was in store for us.


      By 3:30, we had moved out. In a time of short provisions, Martin was remarkably well supplied. He may have been the scourge of General Teedle, but in these parts he was widely respected, and the Quartermaster with the Yankee Division had given the Major whatever he needed for this venture more than a month ago. Biddy and I had our choice of combat and cargo packs, cartridge belts and M1A1 carbines. I hadn’t fired a weapon since training camp, and I spent some time handling the rifle to bring back the feel of it. We had come with our own raincoats, which we folded behind us over our belts, following the example of the rest of our party, which consisted of Gita, Martin, Antonio, and two locals, Christian and Henri. They were frumpy-looking farmers, a father and son, both shaped like figs. They trudged along in silence at Martin’s side, acting as guides, with American rifles over their shoulders. Beside me, Gita was in farm overalls, but wore a surplus Army helmet with the liner tightened to the maximum so it fit her.


      “Do you like battle, Mademoiselle Lodz?”


      “No one should like battle, Dubin. It is much too frightening. But Martin’s style is most successful when not a gun is fired. You will see.”


      “But it remains strange to me to think of a woman in combat.”


      She laughed, but not in good humor. “Ça, c’est le comble!” That’s the last straw. “Men think only they can fight. With guns? With planes? With artillery. Who is not strong enough to pull a trigger, Dubin, or throw a grenade?”


      “Yes, but a man who does not fight is called a coward. No one expects this of you. Quite the contrary. Do you think fighting is as much in a woman’s nature as a man’s?”


      “Knowing what is right is in the nature of everyone. I allow, Dubin, that I do not enjoy killing. But many men feel as I do, and fight nonetheless.”


      Martin had turned back to us with a finger to his lips, inasmuch as we were leaving the Comtesse’s lands. I still had little idea where we were headed. Martin would brief us only when we’d made camp for the night. For the time being, he wanted to use the weakening daylight to move ahead. We proceeded due north, across adjoining farms. Knowing the fence lines and the old paths, Henri led us along at a good pace. The rains held off while we hiked, but the ground everywhere was soft and in the lowlands we splashed through standing water, soaking my wool trousers and the socks inside my shoepacs.


      As darkness encroached, I was certain we were behind Nazi lines. Martin, Biddy, and I were in uniform and stood at least a chance, if captured, of being taken prisoner, rather than executed. The Frenchmen with us were all but certain to be shot on the spot. But there was no sign of Germans. In these parts, the locals were firmly committed to the Free French, and Martin regarded his intelligence on enemy positions as virtually faultless. Nonetheless, whenever possible, we remained on the other side of the shallow hills, so we were not visible from the road, and ducked into the trees if we were near a wooded draw. When there was no choice but to cross an open field, we ambled along in pairs, as if we were hikers.


      At one point, as we stopped briefly to refill our canteens in a spring, Martin came back to check on me. Gita and Antonio were on lookout at the perimeter, apparently enough security for a quiet conversation.


      “Holding up?”


      I was hardly laboring with a full pack. I had a bedroll, a canteen, a bayonet, and ammunition, but I hadn’t been out on maneuvers since basic and Martin was right to suspect I was tired. I told him I was fine.


      “Nothing like this in the past, I assume?” he asked.


      “I was trained as an infantry officer, but aside from exercises, no.”


      “You’ll have an exciting time. You’ll be thanking Gita for suggesting this.” He waited. “She seems to have taken a shine to you.”


      “Has she? I’m honored. She is very charming.” Then as the only avenue to approach the lingering question, I added, “You have a charming woman.”


      “Oh, yes,” he said, “very charming. Only I doubt that Gita would agree.”


      “That she’s charming?”


      “That she is my woman. Candidly, I wonder if Gita would ever choose but one man. Besides,” he said, “she is much too young for me.” He had raised his eyes to her up on the hill, where the wind tossed around the kinks of dark gold hair that escaped her helmet. “I have only one thing I want for her, really. Most of all, Dubin, I would like to see her safe. That would be my last wish. Were I permitted one. I owe her that.” Catching Martin’s eye as we were looking her way, Gita knotted her small face in an open frown.


      “There, you see. She is always displeased with me.” His glance fell to the ground. “Does she speak ill of me?”


      I didn’t understand the crosscurrents here, only that they were treacherous.


      “On the contrary,” I answered. “She is your admirer.”


      “Surely not always. She calls me a liar to my face.”


      “Does she?” I felt certain that Martin knew exactly what Gita had said to me the last time I was here. “It is the nature of this life, Dubin. Somewhere, buried in the recesses of memory, is the person I was before I was Robert Martin.” He pronounced his full name as if it were French: Ro-bear Mar-tan. “But I was trained to tell every tale but his. And it suits me well, Dubin. No soul in war is the same as she or he was before. You’ll learn that soon enough.”


      He took a tiny humpbacked metal cricket from his pocket and gave its twanging steel tongue two clicks, calling an end to our respite. Scampering down from the prominence, Gita fell in at the head of our column but shortly worked her way back to me, as we were weaving through a small woods. She had heard her name and wanted to know what Martin had said. I tried to satisfy her with the most neutral remark I remembered.


      “He told me he hopes you are safe. When the war ends.”


      “He lies. As always. That is not what he hopes. He would much prefer we die side by side in battle. Tellement romantique.”


      Long ago I’d learned not to be the messenger in couples’ disagreements, a lesson originally taken from childhood. The more I heard from both Gita and Martin, the less sure I was of the dimensions of their relationship. Nor did it seem that it was very clear to either of them. I was better off with another subject and asked her about Bettjer, the radioman, whose absence I had noticed.


      “Peter? Peter is no good anymore. For some, bravery is like blood. There is only so much in your body. He was very courageous, very bold, but with a month to sit and think about all he has survived, every fear he did not feel before has rolled down on him like a boulder off a mountain. He will drink three bottles of cognac in the day we are gone. Ainsi va la guerre,” she added in a tragic tone. So goes war.


      This discussion of Bettjer and his anxieties somehow became a gateway to my own worries. I had felt my nervousness growing as we tromped along. Now, with the description of Bettjer as unmanned by fear, I was attacked full-on by shrieking doubts. Apparently, I did a poor job of concealing them.


      “This is bad talk,” said Gita. “I should have told you something else. Martin will watch out for you. He watches for all of us. And there is no need for you to be in the midst of things when the operation starts.”


      “If I can be helpful, I would like to take part. I’d feel as if I were a child, merely watching from safety.”


      “That is for Martin to say. But if so, you will do well, Dubin. You are a man of principles, no? Principles are the main ingredient of courage. A man with principles can get the better of fear.”


      “I thought you doubted the existence of principles.”


      “Touché,” she answered, and gave me a fleet impish smile. “I do not doubt the power of principles, Dubin. I say only that it is an illusion that they are the first thing in life. It is an illusion we all crave—better principles than the abyss—but an illusion nevertheless. Therefore, one must be careful about what he deems issues of principle. I despise petty principles, obstinate principles that declare right and wrong on matters of little actual consequence. But there are large principles, grand principles most men share, Dubin, and you have them, as well.” She showed a tidy smile, and actually patted my hand in reassurance.


      Ahead, Martin had halted at the edge of another open field. He clicked the cricket again as a signal for silence, and Gita dispensed a quick wave before moving toward her assigned place at the head of the line. Antonio fell in behind me. We both watched her dash away, her legs tossed outward with unexpected girlishness, as she drew abreast of Martin. She was extraordinary. No doubt about that.


      “What is she to him?” I asked Antonio suddenly.


      He gave a rattling laugh and shook his long hair, as if I had asked an eternal question.


      “I think she is his glory,” he answered. “I think when he looks at her he remembers what he once believed.”


    


  




  

    

      10. LA SALINE ROYALE


    


    

      

        November 5, 1944


        Dearest Grace—


        Tomorrow I will see my first action. It is too complicated to explain why (and the censors would black it out anyway). But please focus on the word “see.” I am going only as an observer, for one day, and by the time you receive this, I will be back and safe and will have written you to say so. I’ll mail both letters together, so you never have occasion for concern. I feel as I have always imagined I would in this circumstance, as if my skin might not contain me, and thus I doubt I’ll sleep. But for better or worse, I remain eager.


        We start very early in the morning, so I will close now. Just to let you know how much I love you and am always thinking of you.


        David


      


      

        [image: image]

      


      

        November 7, 1944


        Dear Grace—


        Back at HQ and safe. I am much too disappointed in myself to say more. Will write further later in the week.


        David


      


      La Saline Royale, the royal saltworks, had been opened in 1779 to put an end to fractious competition between bishops and lords for control of what was then a precious commodity. The King declared himself the owner of all the salt in France and auctioned it to European merchants from open-air barns here in Marsal, where the prized granules were mined.


      After invading France, the Nazis had commandeered the saltworks, whose long radiating shafts made it ideal as a munitions dump, eventually becoming the largest in the Lorraine. The works had been built like a fortress, surrounded by both twenty-foot walls of limestone and brick, meant to repel thieves, and the river Seille, which formed a virtual moat at the northern border. With the armaments, mostly large-caliber artillery shells, stored more than six hundred feet under the earth, they were invulnerable to air attack, and a German garrison was stationed in the former mine offices as further protection.


      Martin and his OG had been dispatched to this vicinity in early September to destroy the dump, but the operation had been put on hold when the pace of combat slackened. Now, Martin said, London wanted the mission completed. The Germans had fortified their stores in the interval, making La Saline Royale an even more inviting target.


      We were gathered probably a mile from the saltworks, inside a small shepherd’s hut in the field of a farmer who was a member of a local resisters’ unit, or réseau. Sitting on the dirt floor, the six of us listened as Martin illustrated the operation’s plan beside a Coleman lantern. From his field jacket, Martin had removed a pack of playing cards, peeling a backing off of each one and laying them out in rows, until they formed a map of the saltworks and the surrounding area. Biddy and I grinned at each other. The OSS’s ingenuity was equal to its legend.


      There were two breaches, Martin said, in the saltworks’ fortifications. The only formal approach was from the north to the massive iron front gates, behind which the German troops waited. On the west, the walls parted a few meters where a railroad siding ran down into the mine. Laid for the shipment of salt, the tracks continued to be used to deliver and remove armaments, and emerged on an angled trestle over the Seille, meeting the railhead on the western bank.


      A ground assault against the railroad gate also appeared unpromising. Fording the Seille without bridge work was nigh impossible. ‘Seille’ means ‘pail,’ the name drawn from the depth of the narrow gray river below its steep banks. Even in a season of record floods, the waters remained a good ten feet under the stone retaining walls, which were overgrown with moss and creepers. Worse, where the tracks passed through the mine wall, crews manned two MG42 high-caliber machine guns. Nonetheless, Martin laid his pencil tip there on the map and said this opening would be the point of attack for our party of seven.


      “Merde,” said Henri.


      “Tu perds la tête,” said Christian to Martin jovially. You’ve lost your mind.


      “There is a way,” said Martin, and in the sallow lantern light, looked about the circle like a schoolmarm to see if anyone who did not know the plan could guess.


      “By train,” I answered.


      “Bravo, Dubin.”


      My clue was Martin’s background. Members of his former union, the International Transport Workers, were so thoroughly committed to resistance that before D-Day the Germans had been required to take over the French railroads, importing nearly 50,000 rail men from Germany. As the Allies advanced, however, most of these civilian crews had been shipped home, or had simply deserted. While the rail yards remained heavily patrolled, the Nazis had had no choice but again to let Frenchmen run the trains in the corner of France the Germans controlled.


      This evening, mechanics at the yard in Dieuze, a few miles farther east, would conclude that the arriving locomotive on a Nazi supply train needed repairs. It would be steered toward the mechanical facility at the distant side of the yard, and would slowly roll right through. A mile farther on, Antonio would board, replacing the engineer and the rest of the crew, and steam off toward the dump. In the morning, after the operation, the local réseau would tie up the crew members, leaving them in the bushes along the right-of-way, where, upon discovery, they would claim to have been set upon by dozens of saboteurs many hours before


      Martin expected no trouble with any of that. If there were to be problems, they were more likely to come at La Saline Royale. If the Germans here realized what was happening, they would blow or blockade the trestle leading to the mine, so stealth was essential. There were two guards at a switching point, set up roughly a mile and a half from where we were now, to keep unauthorized traffic off the spur. They had to be quietly subdued. After that, a distraction on the other side of the works would obscure the sounds of the approaching locomotive. That was Henri and Christian’s task.


      “Ever seen one of these?” Around the circle Martin handed an object about the size of an apple, Army green, with yellow stenciling that said T13. From the ring on top, I could tell it was a hand grenade, but twice as big as any other I’d seen.


      “It’s called a Beano. I have damn few left, too. Like a grenade but with one great advantage. Blows on impact. No one kicks this out of the way or throws it in the river. And if you have to hold on to it after you pull the ring, you can. I wouldn’t walk around with it in my pocket, mind you, but I’ve carried one along for several minutes.”


      The Beano—actually two of them—were for Christian and Henri. We would all initially approach from the south, ascending the hills behind the saltworks, with Christian and Henri then fanning off toward the front gates. They had grenade-launcher attachments for their M1s, which, even firing something the size of the Beano, would have a range of one hundred yards. Their target was the gasoline tanks that serviced the garrison. If the fuel ignited, all troops would rush out there to extinguish the flames burning perilously close to the wooden entrance to the shafts and the tons of munitions below. But even if the father and son missed, the Germans could be expected to rouse off-duty troops to begin combing the overlooking hills. In the meantime, the locomotive would speed across the trestle, crash the railroad crossing gate, and hurtle down into the mine. There was a chance that the impact of the locomotive with the train cars loaded with shells might detonate them, but rather than count on that, Martin was packing a satchel charge whose fuse he would light before jumping from the train.


      The explosion inside the mine would act more or less like a pipe bomb, with the shafts channeling the huge force of the blast from either end. If we made it back over and down the hill from which we’d come, we would escape unharmed. Martin didn’t address his own safety, but I couldn’t see how he’d get away, since he had to remain on the locomotive to steer it over the trestle. As for Biddy and me, Martin planned for us to wait on the hillside. We would have a clear view of his activities, but would need only a few seconds to get back over the top and down.


      “But be alert for Krauts,” Martin told us. “They may be out by then, looking for the saboteurs who fired the grenades.”


      We would start again at 5:00 a.m. That left about six hours to sleep, but I was much too excited to try.


      Ready to turn in, Gita came to check on me. She remained concerned that she had told me too much with her stories about Bettjer.


      “I am fine,” I told her. “I am sure that before I sleep, I will think of those I have left at home and feel bad about that, as soldiers do. But I am pleased finally to know a little of what soldiers feel.”


      “I have that luck,” she said. “No home.” She dug a stick into the ground and pondered it. “Robert does not like talk of home,” she said quietly. “He says it is not good for soldiers. But it would be unnatural to forget, no?”


      “Of course,” I said.


      She did not look up, but smiled wistfully as she turned over clods.


      “Did I tell you, Dubin, that my mother was killed for harboring Jews?”


      “Certainly not. You have not mentioned she was a hero.”


      “No,” Gita answered decisively. “She was no heroine. She did it for money. She hated the Nazis, naturally. She worried constantly that they would send me to Germany to be made German as had been done with dozens of the Polish children in my town. But a man, Szymon Goldstein, came to her when the Nazis began rounding up the Jews and deporting them to Lublin. Goldstein ran a tannery and had been rich before the war. And was once my mother’s lover, as well. Their affair had ended badly, as my mother’s affairs tended to do. They were gruff with each other, but she was the only Pole he knew who might be daring enough to take his money. It was a huge sum. And even so, Dubin, I was very much against this. But my mother always refused to do what other people considered wise.


      “So in the middle of the night, Goldstein and his wife and his four children stole into our tiny house and lived in our little root cellar. For the month it lasted, it made for a strange household—my mother under the same roof with Madame Goldstein, who despised her, these six people whose noises we always heard from below like mice in the walls. Then they were betrayed. The Nazis found another Jew who had been hiding in the woods. To save himself, he told them about Goldstein. The SS came into the house and found my mother and all the Goldsteins and shot them. I was out trying to find coal that day. When I came back the bodies were piled in front of the door, as a warning to anyone who might do the same.


      “I have always thought, if only I had come back in time I could have saved them. But I have no idea how. Naturally enough, people say I am lucky not to have died with them, yet how can one remember such a thing with any feeling of good fortune?” She had been driving the stick into the ground all the time she told this story. “So what do you think, Dubin?”


      “I think it is a terrible story. It makes me very sad for you.”


      “Yes.” She said nothing for a moment, then finally cast her stick aside. “So tonight we both think of home before we are soldiers.” She grasped my hand for a second, before moving off to her bedroll.


      I was grateful to hear Gita’s story, a powerful reminder of why we were fighting, but it had not brought me any closer to sleep. Instead, I watched Martin pack the satchel charges. He had a bottle of brandy, which he offered to me, and I took a long pull in the hope that it would make me weary. Martin was clearly going to finish off the rest himself. That did not strike me as wise, but his hands were still nimble assembling the charge. It was essentially dynamite, sixteen square blocks of TNT fixed in sawdust, each weighing more than a pound. Martin would strap them around a blasting cap, but first he had to prepare the fuse. He stood outside, lighting and relighting varying lengths, recording how fast they were consumed. He planned to hang the satchel charges in the windows of the locomotive cab, so that the explosions had the maximum effect, but timing was essential. If the charges went too quickly, they’d drop the locomotive into the Scille; too late and the Germans might have time to extinguish the flame. I held the ends of the lines for him, watching the flame sparkle toward me. Nine feet, six inches, is what he ultimately figured. It would give him about four minutes to escape. When he was done, at last, he carefully slid the charges into a green canvas sack.


      “Time to turn in,” he told me. He clapped me on the shoulder. “Exciting, eh?”


      “Major,” I said, “I’d like to do more than watch.”


      “You’re here as an observer, Dubin.”


      “Frankly, sir, if something goes wrong, I don’t think the Germans will care why we’re here. We might as well take part.”


      “We’ll see. Sleep now.” He smiled. “You can carry the satchel in the morning. Damn heavy, too.”


      Biddy had brought a pup tent for the two of us. There was a strange domestic order in that. I thought of myself as tidy, but Bidwell was downright precise: boots, weapon, pack, in perfect rank. As a boy who’d grown up sleeping with my brother in the kitchen in my parents’ small apartment, I sometimes thought I’d feel more at home in the closeness of enlisted quarters. Crossing the ocean, while the officers lived in style in our staterooms, the enlisted men below slept in shifts on rows of canvas bunks suspended between the posts every two feet like shelving. Their deck was tight as a hive, which made the perpetual good cheer of the troops there more remarkable—and enviable.


      I crept in now and found paper and a pencil in my field jacket and stood outside to write quick letters to Grace and my parents by firelight. There was almost no chance the mail would be delivered if something went wrong, but it was a ritual I felt obliged to carry out. With that done, I crawled into the tent. Quiet as I’d been, I’d apparently roused Bidwell.


      “Permission to speak, sir?” Biddy rarely invoked these formalities. “Lieutenant,” he said, “you got me wrong today. And it’s been weighin on my mind. About that Negro soldier I didn’t talk to? I don’t feel no better than him, Lieutenant. Not one bit. He knew my momma and daddy and there was some ruction at home I didn’t want to hear tell about. But it wasn’t ’cause I looked down at him for being colored. I swear.”


      There’d been too many incidents, but this was hardly the time for a debating society.


      “I’m glad to hear that, Biddy.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      We said no more then.


    


  




  

    

      11. ACTION


    


    

      I awoke from a dream of music. Biddy was up already, organizing his pack, and we took down the tent together.


      “I dreamed I was playing the clarinet, Biddy.”


      “Was that your thing, that old licorice stick?”


      “It was. Not much of an embouchure left now. I thought I was Benny Goodman, Gideon. I just couldn’t find anybody to agree.”


      He laughed and we talked about music. I asked which musicians he liked.


      “Duke,” he said. “Pretty niftic.”


      “I’ll say.”


      “Did you have a group, Lieutenant?”


      Here in the hills of Lorraine, about to take my first intentional risks since going to war, I felt the embrace of the summer nights when we played on Mo Freeman’s front stoop. The neighbors had been less than enthusiastic when we were freshmen, but by the time we reached our senior year we used to draw a little crowd.


      “Killer-diller,” I said, repeating the compliment we once gave one another on our improvisations. “Haven’t played like that in years.”


      “What happened to you-all?”


      “Oh, the world began to get in the way. I went off to Easton College. Mo deserved the scholarship more than me, but he was colored. He ended up okay, though. I saw him before I left. You know, that little tour we all made of the folks we wanted to remember us if anything happened? He went to medical school at the U. Two coloreds in his class, but he was past the rough part. He’s done by now. He was laughing because the draft board didn’t know what to do with him. They weren’t going to take a colored doctor. If he’s over here, it’s as a damn private in the Negro troops. And that’s not right, Biddy.”


      “No, sir, it ain’t, it surely ain’t.” I had a hard time believing I’d made a convert overnight, but he sounded sincere.


      Antonio had been gone for more than two hours now. The remaining six of us moved out a little after 5:30 a.m., careful as we climbed into the first hills. At one point when we stopped, Henri pointed to a stork’s nest, the size of a harvest basket, on the roof of a farmhouse beside a small lake.


      Halfway up the hill behind the saltworks, we parted with Henri and Christian. Each of us took turns wishing them well.


      “Merde,” answered Henri. I don’t believe I’d heard another word from him in twelve hours. In the dark, they would assume positions on an adjoining hill to the north. The Germans walked the walled perimeter of the works in daylight, but at night, they relied on sentries posted in towers. If Henri and Christian were quiet, they could pitch down their grenades and be gone almost instantly. The wall would end up protecting them from the German forces, who would be a long time getting outside.


      To signal Henri and Christian to fire, Martin would blow the locomotive whistle once, indicating that the guards at the switch had been dispatched. The Germans were unlikely to make much of the sound coming from the main line, but one minute later, the grenades would explode among the salt barns.


      Without his guides, Martin touched a button on the tunic he wore beneath his field jacket and a compass popped open on his chest, mounted upside down so he could read the phosphorescent dial. Until now I’d been so absorbed with my own apprehensions that I had largely forgotten why I’d come. But witnessing the elaborateness of the plans, the ingenious OSS gizmos with which Martin had been supplied, and the extensive cooperation from local elements, it was beyond doubt that Martin was acting under OSS command. Whether it was political prejudice or egotism or simply miscommunication amid the smoke of war, Teedle was plainly wrong.


      The separation from Henri and Christian had brought a new gravity to both Martin and Gita, who led us in heavy silence as we ascended. Every now and then Martin took a strip of cloth from his sack and tied it to the bough of a buckthorn or other small tree, marking the way back. I wasn’t certain if the sky was brightening a trace, with perhaps an hour to dawn, or if my eyes had adjusted to the dark, but smoky puffs of fog were visible beneath the cloud cover. When we made the crest, Martin reached out to take the satchel charge from Bidwell. I’d labored with it, and Biddy had grabbed it from me, toting it along as if it were no heavier than a lunch bucket.


      “Gentlemen,” said Martin, “here we part. I suggest you continue down perhaps a hundred yards. You’ll be able to see our activities clearly. Again, eye out for Krauts.”


      “And if we wish to help?” I asked.


      Martin shrugged, as if it were no matter to him. “I’m sure Gita could use a hand in Bettjer’s place.”


      I looked at Biddy. He had a straightforward analysis. “Seems to me we’re a helluva lot better off, Lieutenant, stayin with folks who know what-all they’re doin.”


      I could see Martin had anticipated these responses, not because there was anything special about Biddy, or me, but because there wasn’t. It was a tribute to our soldiers, most of whom would have made the same choice.


      Before saying goodbye, Martin loosened the chinstrap on my helmet.


      “You don’t want that around your neck when the dump goes, Dubin. It could garotte you. Follow Gita,” he said. “She’ll give you directions.”


      Our role was to cover Martin. We edged our way down the hill behind him. At the foot, we were on the plain beside the Seille, still a quarter mile south and east of the switching point. The train tracks lay before us, and we dashed across one at a time, plunging into the heavy growth on the riverbank. Gita followed Martin, and I followed her; Biddy was at my back. It was slow going. Martin pulled aside the branches as if parting a heavy curtain, but there were still thorns that grabbed my clothes and clawed my face, and I stumbled several times on the soft ground. We crept along this way for half an hour until Martin suddenly stopped, one hand aloft.


      He had caught sight ahead of the two Germans guarding the switch. They were kids, of course. They sat on two ammunition crates, using a third as a table while they played cards, betting cigarettes and cursing fate with each hand. They were in full uniform, wearing their Dutch-boy helmets. Their rifles were slung across their backs and would be inaccessible just long enough to make it easy to overtake them, four soldiers on two. With hand signals, Martin drew a plan in the air. He was going to continue until he was behind the two sentries. When he erupted from the bushes, ordering them to surrender, the three of us would rush forward to surround them.


      Martin had gone about ten paces, mincing through the underbrush, when he again stilled. The soldiers remained occupied with their game, but after another second, I heard what Martin had: the rising clatter of the locomotive.


      The two Germans noticed the racket down the track at the same time, both standing and swinging their rifles into their hands. I would have thought they’d have an established drill with passing trains, but they had been taken by surprise and they shouted at each other while they tried to decide what to do. One galloped down the track, coming within a few feet of our hiding place in the brush as he raced toward the sound of the engine, which remained around the bend of the hill. The other watched over his shoulder as he wandered toward his radio. He was headed directly to the spot where Martin was hidden in the greenery along the bank.


      Martin killed him quickly. He was as expert as his stories suggested. As soon as the soldier turned again to check on his comrade, Martin slipped from the bushes, loping in a peculiar side-to-side crouch, meant either to cushion his footfalls or to make him less visible if his sound was detected. When he neared the boy, he tossed a pebble to draw the soldier’s attention forward. The German had raised his rifle in that direction when Martin caught him from behind, circling a length of wire around his windpipe. He snatched it taut, dumped the soldier on his seat, and braced his knee in the boy’s back as he finished him. The only sound throughout was of the boy’s heavy boots thumping on the ground, hardened by the native salt deposits.


      I had watched the mangled, eviscerated, and limbless men who came off the Red Cross vehicles in Nancy, and I’d encountered corpses now and then, as on the day with Colonel Maples, but I’d seen a man die only once before, when I’d been sent as the departmental representative to a hanging. I had looked away immediately when I heard the trap sprung. But now the moment of death struck me as far more ordinary than I might have thought. Life was headed toward this instant and we all knew it, no matter how much we willed ourselves to forget. Wiping the wire on his gloves before returning it to the side pocket of his combat jacket, Robert Martin was the master of that knowledge. He appeared entirely unaltered by what he’d done.


      Instead, he waved us forward, while he went flying down the track toward the locomotive. By the time we arrived, the other German soldier was on the ground with his face covered in blood. Antonio had stopped the engine on the young soldier’s orders, then smashed the boy across the cheek with a wrench as soon as he tried to mount the ladder to the cab. He was moaning now, a low guttural sound from deep within his body. From the looks of it, I wasn’t sure he was going to live, but Martin stuffed a handful of leaves into the long gash that was once the boy’s mouth, and bound him with the laces of the low rawhide boots he’d worn under gaiters.


      Then we stood in silence beside the enormous steam-driven machine that Antonio and the réseau had stolen. It was the height of at least four men and probably one hundred feet long, with six sets of steel wheels polished by the tracks, and a black boiler right behind its front light. Unlike American trains, the turbine was exposed. But there was little time to admire it. Martin’s gesture set Gita running, and Biddy and I sprinted behind her. When I looked back, Antonio and Martin were leaning together to free the switch.


      We retraced our path, running back along the riverbank as fast as the undergrowth would allow. A hundred yards on, behind a bend in the wall, we crossed the track again and headed up the hill, climbing on all fours to a path that rose steeply along the ridgeline.


      Three or four minutes after leaving Martin, we heard the long lowing of the locomotive whistle. The train was on its way. I counted to sixty as we ran, and the detonations of Henri and Christian’s grenades followed precisely. We were close enough to the saltworks to hear the cries of alarm go up in the German garrison—shouting and a siren pealing—and to see color against the low clouds. We continued upward until we could look down on the works and the trestle, two hundred yards from the railroad gate Martin was preparing to attack. Only one of the machine guns looked to be manned. Inside the high walls, the red flames were partially visible, and in that light, we could see the anthill swirl of soldiers pouring in that direction.


      The locomotive lumbered around the bend then, moving at no more than ten miles an hour as it rocked on the old rail bed. The three machine-gun crewmen had turned to watch the fire, but the train sounds caught the attention of one of them. He stepped toward the trestle with his hands on his waist, an idle spectator for a lingering second, and then, with no transition, an image of urgent action waving wildly to his comrades, having suddenly recognized that the grenades and the locomotive bearing down on them were part of the same attack.


      Watching from above, I briefly panicked when I realized what would happen if the gunners were smart enough to begin firing at the trestle. Delivering nine hundred rounds a minute, the MG42s probably could have damaged the ties enough to derail the train, maybe even to send it into the Seille. But they’d clearly given that alternative no forethought and prepared to take out their attackers more directly. One soldier steadied the MG42 on its tripod, while the gunner put on his helmet and the third crewman strung out the ammunition belt. Beside us, Gita raised her M1 and whipped her chin to indicate Biddy and I should move apart. Before the Germans could fire, we began shooting down at them. We did not have the range at first, and the gunners suddenly swung the MG42 in our direction. As the long muzzle crossed my plane of vision my entire body squeezed in fear and I started firing frantically, until one of our bullets, maybe even mine, took down the gunner. With that, the other two retreated inside the walls, dragging the fallen man behind them.


      When I lowered the carbine, I found my heart banging furiously and my lungs out of breath. I was at war. In war. The momentousness of it rang through me, but already, with just this instant to reflect, I felt the first whisper of disappointment. Below, the locomotive went down the trestle like a waddling hen, the burning fuse of the satchel charge now visible in the cab window.


      I caught sight of Martin then, rolling along the right-of-way between the river and the high wall of the saltworks. As the engine rumbled past him, he sprang back to his feet and sprinted down the track, taking advantage of the cover provided by the huge iron machine. Once he was beyond the curve of the wall, he swung his rucksack around him and removed two lengths of rope, both secured to grappling hooks, which he dug into the crotches of two small trees. Bracing himself that way, he backed to the edge of the river, and then, without hesitation, skidded down the concrete retaining wall on the bank, disappearing into the water.


      Suddenly, a gun barked on my left. I flinched before I heard Biddy crying out. He was shooting, and Gita immediately joined him. A gunner had returned to the other MG42. I fired, too, the jolting rifle once escaping my shoulder and recoiling painfully against my cheek, but in a moment the man was back inside the walls. One of the Germans had closed the low iron gate, but it was thin and presented no obstruction to the locomotive that crashed through it, headed for its descent into the mine. With a little shout, Gita signaled us to run.


      Once we were beyond the crest, Gita dropped to her knees and threw herself down the hill in a ball. I fell where she had started but ended up spinning sideways into a tree stump. Biddy came somersaulting by, bumping along like a boulder. I dashed several feet, then tripped and accomplished what I had meant to, rolling on my side down the hill, landing painfully and bouncing forward.


      In the midst of that, I heard an enormous echo of screaming metal piped out of the tunnel and knew the locomotive had barreled into the loaded flatcars. In the reality of physicists, there were actually two detonations, the satchel charges and then the ordnance, but my experience was of a single sensational roar that brought full daylight and fireside heat and bore me aloft. I was flying through the air for a full second, then landed hard. Looking up, I saw giant pillars of flame beyond the hilltop, and nearby a corkscrew of smoking black iron, a piece of the locomotive, that had knifed straight into the earth, as if it were an arrow. My knee, inexplicably, was throbbing.


      “Cover up,” Biddy yelled. My helmet had been blown off. I saw it back up the incline, but a fountain of dirt and stone and hot metal began showering around me. Debris fell for more than a minute, tree boughs and shell pieces that plummeted through the air with a sound like a wolf whistle, and a pelting downpour of river water and the heavy mud of the bank. At the end came a twinkling of sawdust and the tatters of leaves. I had crawled halfway to my helmet when there was a second explosion that blew me back down to where I had been at first. The concussion was less violent, but the flames reached higher into the sky and the hot remains of what had been destroyed rained down even longer.


      I still had my hands over my head when Gita slapped my bottom. I jumped instantly and found her laughing. “Allons-y!” She took off down the hillside. Biddy was already in motion and I sprinted behind them. He moved well for a man his size, but lacked endurance. I had retained some of the lung strength of a swimmer and eventually pulled past him, but I was no match for Gita, who flew along like a fox past the strips of cloth Martin had tied, stopping only when we reached the edge of the last open farm field we’d crossed this morning. At the margin of a small woods, Gita scouted for signs of the Germans, but we all knew that the blast that had roared out of the tunnel, as from a dragon’s mouth, had to have devastated the garrison. Biddy arrived and laid his hands on his thighs, panting.


      “What about Martin?” I asked her, when she signaled we were secure.


      “We never worry about Martin,” she said.


      “Because he is safe?”


      “Because it could drive one to lunacy. Regarde.” Across the field, Henri and Christian were ambling toward us, both so thoroughly relieved of their prior grimness that I failed to recognize them at first. They had ditched their rifles to appear more innocuous, and approached in their muddy boots and soaked overalls, smiling broadly. Henri, it turned out, lacked most of his upper teeth. They hugged Gita first, then both embraced Biddy and me. Henri virtually wrested me from my feet, and isolated within his powerful grasp and his warm husky scent, I felt the first stirrings of pride at the magnitude of our achievement and my own small role in it.


      “We showed them,” Henri said in French. The way back to the shepherd’s hut was safe, he said. There they had built a fire and filled a cistern with water from a nearby spring, and we all sat on the ground, drinking and warming ourselves, while we waited for Antonio and Martin. As we recounted the operation in a jumble of conversation, every spark of shared memory seemed to make each of us hilarious, but there was truly only one joke: we were alive.


      When I was warmer, I hiked up my woolen pants leg to see what I had done to my knee. There was a gash, only an inch wide but deep, a smile amid a large purple welt. I had no clue how it had happened. Prodding the edges of the wound, I could feel nothing inside.


      “For this a Purple Heart?” Gita asked Biddy in English, when she saw me toying with the injury. I had found my first-aid kit in my field-jacket pocket and Gita helped me wash the cut with a little of the gauze in there. Across the cut, she dumped a dusting of sulfa powder out of a packet, then skillfully fashioned a bandage from the remaining gauze. Wrapping my knee, she told me that it would be a week or so before I danced in the Follies again.


      “Your nursing skills are impressive, Mademoiselle Lodz. How were you trained?”


      “In Marseilles, in the hospital, I watched and learned.”


      “Is that what drew you to the hospital, a vocation for nursing?”


      “Far from it. I wanted to steal opium.” She smiled regally. More than anything, Gita Lodz enjoyed being shocking, and in me, she had easy prey.


      “You were a drug fiend?”


      “A bit. To dull the pain. Principally, I sold to opium dens. War is very hard on those people, Dubin. I survived on their desperation—until I met Robert. But I am a good nurse. I have what is required, a strong stomach and a soft heart. Even someone whom I would despise were he in good health moves me as an invalid.”


      “A bit of a paradox, is it not? To be a soldier and a nurse?”


      Her small shoulders turned indifferently.


      “I told you, Dubin, I do not fight to kill. Or conquer.”


      “So why, then?”


      She pulled my pants leg down to my boot and smoothed it there. Then she sat back on her haunches.


      “I will tell you how it has been with me, Dubin. I have fought because the Nazis are wrong and we are right and the Nazis must lose. But I also fight death. I see it in the barrel of every gun, in the figure of every Boche, and when they are defeated, I think each time: Today I may live. Tu comprends?” She finished off by giving her full brows a comic wiggle, but her coffee eyes had been lethally intent. I knew she thought she had told me something remarkable, but I did not really grasp it. Right now I felt the thrill of surviving in all my limbs, as if I’d acquired the strength of ten.


      “I fear I am too dense to fully understand, Mademoiselle.”


      “No, Dubin, it does not mean you are slow-witted.” She stood with a scaled smile. “It means you are lucky.”


       


      The plan called for us to remain in the shepherd’s hut until we had all reassembled and the local réseau could assure safe passage. Christian wandered down to the farmhouse to see if there had been any warnings.


      “All quiet,” he said. Word was that Patton’s Army was advancing. The Germans had more pressing business than to hunt a few stray commandos on friendly ground.


      Antonio arrived about half an hour later and the same circle of embraces was repeated, despite the fact that his face and uniform were pasted with mud.


      “Nom de nom,” he said. “What an explosion! I was more than a kilometer away and it drove me into the riverbank so deep I thought I would suffocate. When I looked up there was not a tree standing for five hundred meters from the tunnel.”


      His account of the blast made me more concerned about Martin, but Gita refused to worry. Just as she said, an hour and a half along, Martin appeared. His pack and helmet were gone and the knee was torn out of his trousers. He was entirely soaked, but cheerful. Whistling, he came sauntering across the field.


      When OSS had originally planned the operation in the fall, their engineers had calculated that Martin would survive the explosion by jumping from the trestle into the Seille and swimming away in a sprint. Knowing the timing, he would dive for the bottom just in advance of the blast, where the waters’ depths would protect him from the plummeting debris.


      But that scheme had been drawn up before the record rains of the autumn. The Seille, normally a slow-moving canal, was ten feet over its usual level and now a rushing river. That was why Martin had secured the ropes, so that he could use them to keep the current from carrying him back toward the tunnel. The theory was no match for reality when the shafts blew.


      “Damn stupid,” he said. “Lucky I didn’t rip my arms off.” With the explosion, the ropes tore through his hands, burning both palms despite his gloves, and lifting Martin from the water. He plunged back down farther on, but he was too dazed to get a footing or a handhold and was driven by the current at least a hundred yards until he was stopped by a dam of mud and rock that the explosion had dropped into the Seille almost directly opposite the point of attack. Swimming to the west bank, he crawled in a rush up the hill, expecting to be fired on any second, but from the top, he saw no soldiers moving amid the lingering smoke. The garrison appeared to have been wiped out to a man.


      “What a beautiful locomotive,” said Martin as we went over the events yet again. “Hochdruck by Henschel.” In the midst of his recollection, his gaiety and wonder swiftly passed. “It was bad business about those boys,” he said abruptly. No one added more about those deaths.


      After walking through another field, we arrived at the road, where an old farmer rolled up on a horse-drawn flatbed loaded with newly harvested grapes. With their dusty skins, they looked like high clouds in a darkening sky. Martin instructed us to wade in and work our way down to the wagon bed to hide. Biddy and I went first. I could feel the grapes burst under my weight and their juice soaking my uniform. I positioned myself on my side to protect my knee, then heard Gita’s rasp as she swam down through the bunches. Suddenly she was on top of me, her leg over mine, her face and torso some short distance away, the crushed fruit leaking out between us, but she made no effort to move, nor did I, and we remained that way all the time it took the wagon to clop back to the Comtesse de Lemolland’s.


    


  




  

    

      12. CELEBRATION


    


    

      At the Comtesse de Lemolland’s there was a celebration. The explosion had resounded even here and the giant flames, phosphorescent orange, shot a mile into the sky. In the house, the sole question was whether we had survived. The Comtesse would not consider the possibility that we had not, and once the lighting fixtures had stopped rocking, she ordered preparations for une grande fête. By the time we arrived, several dozen local residents, all with resistance affiliations, had gathered in the courtyard. It was the liberation scenes all over again—embraces, shouting, bottles of wine and cognac for each hand. A whole lamb was being roasted over an outdoor pit beside the stables. The seven of us—Biddy, Henri, Christian, Antonio, Gita, Martin, and I—stood shoulder to shoulder amid the grapes, waving our fists, praising France and America, to unending laughter and applause. It was 3:00 p.m. and Biddy and I might have reached HQ by nightfall, but I gave no thought to that. With my arm around Gita’s slim waist, the other hand mounted on Biddy’s wide shoulder, I felt an exhilaration and freedom that were new in my life.


      The smell of the cooking meat woke an enormous hunger, but I desired even more to shed my uniform, mud-slimed, grape-stained, bloodied in spots, not to mention sopped and chafing. Gita sent the drunken Bettjer to fetch dry fatigues for both Biddy and me, and we changed in a room in the farmhands’ bunkhouse over the barn. My knee was growing stiff, but in my present mood even the discomfort seemed a pleasant souvenir.


      “Oh, now look at this,” said Bidwell. His pants stopped midway down his shin. I offered to swap, but mine were the same length and Biddy was just as happy to be silly. The Frenchmen were delighted when he appeared in his ‘culottes.’


      I had never been one to enjoy parties, but it seemed that I hadn’t ever before had so much to celebrate. When the rain began again the crowd moved inside, where I drank and repeated the story of the attack for little knots of Frenchmen who gathered around. Almost all of them had assisted somehow over the months the operation had been planned, surveillance agents who fished the Seille to reconnoiter the dump, or silent sentries who’d kept watch once we’d slipped behind the German lines. The size of the explosion was remarked on again and again, tangible proof of the risk and of the triumph.


      Eventually, the talk turned to other developments in the war. Patton’s principal force was said to be moving against Metz. Many of the French were convinced that the fight would end soon, that in a matter of months la vie normale would resume and the Americans would be returning to the States. In response to questions about my home, I pulled my Kodaks from my wallet and set them on the long planked dining table where I had taken a seat, a bit woozy from the cognac I’d been sipping. The little snaps were all somewhat disfigured from the impression of my house key that I kept beside them, but that did not seem to deter my audience, who made laudatory remarks as they examined the photos of my parents, sister, and baby brother, and of Grace.


      I became aware of Gita leaning over my shoulder. She was dressed again as a civilian, in a simple blouse and skirt. She lifted Grace’s photo from the table with her customary boldness. Everyone else had treated the pictures as if they were sacred relics that could not even be touched.


      “Ta soeur?” Your sister?


      “Ma fiancée.”


      She gave me a direct look, finally a pursed grin. “Mes félicitations,” she said and turned away.


      A few minutes later, as I was about to replace the snapshots, Biddy plopped beside me, and asked to see them. Slowed by drink, he took a long time with each.


      “Not your quality,” I told him, “but it helps me remember their faces. You have Kodaks of your family, Biddy?”


      He gave his head a solemn shake.


      “Now, how could that be,” I asked, “a picture-taker like you?”


      “Just reckon it’s better that way, Lieutenant. I got ’em here and here.” He touched his heart, his head. Our exchange in English had isolated us from the Frenchmen. Gideon gathered the pictures up tenderly and handed them to me.


      “You come from a big family, Biddy?”


      “Not compared to some. Me, Momma, Daddy, two brothers.”


      “Brothers in the service?”


      “No, sir. The older one, he’s too old, and my middle brother, he just never got called.”


      “Volunteered for the Navy?” I knew several fellows who put in for the Navy and still hadn’t gone in when I did.


      “Nope. Just somethin ’bout him the draft board didn’t never take to.”


      “Four-F?”


      “Nothing wrong with his body, not so they ever said.” He shrugged, as baffled as the rest of us over the Army’s eternal unreason.


      I asked if he heard from them.


      “My momma. You know how moms are. I must get four letters from her every week. My middle brother, he ain’t much for writing, same as my dad. But Daddy, he sends me stuff, you know, magazine clippings and whatnot. It’s hard on all of ’em my bein here. My folks got into a big tussle before I went into the service, and they ain’t quite set that right yet. You know how families go.”


      “That I do. My folks still haven’t forgiven me about this girl I’m going to marry.”


      “Now how’s that, Lieutenant? She looks like a million bucks.”


      “And smarter and nicer than she looks. But Grace’s family is Episcopalian and I’m Jewish, Biddy.” I paused to wonder if I’d said that as frankly since I’d entered the service. “That difference didn’t sit well in either house.”


      At the news of my proposal, Horace Morton had exploded. Grace related only that he had denounced me as ‘conniving,’ but I’m sure ‘Jew’ had been the next word. Grace’s mother, however, took my side, and in time the two women wore down Mr. Morton. Soon I was allowed to enter the great stone house to ask for his daughter’s hand. Along the way, to help subdue the histrionics there, I had volunteered to become an Episcopalian so Grace could marry at her church.


      Because of my parents’ hostility to religious practice, I had convinced myself that this last detail would not greatly concern them. I knew that my mother did not favor my romance with someone so different, but I had dismissed that view as Old World. As I later learned, my father had persuaded Ma not to say more by pointing out that people as highly placed as the Mortons would never let their only daughter marry so far below her class. Now, when I told them about my proposal and my prospective conversion, my mother probably felt she’d been double-crossed. In any event, she stood straight up from the kitchen table, making no effort to contain herself.


      “This is madness, Duvid,” she said, pointedly using the Yiddish version of my name, as my parents sometimes did. “You think some priest can wave a magic wand and go poo, poo, poo so that instead of a chicken you are now a duck? To people like this, you will always be a shabby Jew and nothing else.”


      In answer, I described the church service Grace and her mother had envisioned, believing it evidenced their acceptance of me. My mother responded by sobbing.


      “I don’t go to a synagogue,” she cried. “I should go kneel in a church so my son can forget where he comes from? Feh,” she said. “Sooner dead. Not for all the gold in Fort Knox. If this is how you marry, you marry without me.”


      “She means it, Duvid,” my father said, then added, “Me, too.”


      I hesitated even to tell Grace for days, because she would have no way to break this to her mother. Mrs. Morton had taken the side of love, but its culmination in her mind required an organ and afternoon light through the rose window in the nave. With little time to negotiate, we debated eloping, but I simply could not go off to war so deeply at odds with my family. Not quite knowing how it had happened, I shipped out for basic training with Grace still my fiancée, rather than my wife.


      I told Biddy the story in shorter strokes, but drunk as he was, it seemed to move him.


      “Ain’t that terrible, Lieutenant, when folks get goin on like that? Someday people’s just gonna be people.” He looked pitiably confused and morose, his face contorted as he kept going “Mmm, mmm, mmm” in disapproval. I ended up putting my hand on his shoulder in consolation, and struck by that, Biddy smiled, eyeing me for some time.


      “You are all right, Lieutenant. You gotta get outta your head and into the world, but you are definitely all right.”


      “Thank you, Biddy. You’re okay yourself. And we were definitely in the world today.”


      “Yes, sir. We sure enough were. I ain’t never gone see nothin like that again. This bird Martin, Lieutenant. Could be I had him wrong. I think he may be all right, too.”


      I knew the image of Martin dropping so gracefully into the quick waters of the Seille despite the many perils would retain a hallmarked spot in my memory.


      Some of the Frenchmen were circulating now with dinner, which had been set out on a buffet in the kitchen, and I could not wait to eat. Even after the relative grandeur of my meals in Nancy, the lamb was a spectacular treat, even more so to the locals after years of wartime privations. The animal, I was told, had been hidden from the Germans. It had been slaughtered out of season, old enough to be closer to mutton, one farmer said, but still remarkably tasty as far as I was concerned.


      Martin eventually arrived at the center of the kitchen by the huge iron stove and called for silence. He praised our success and the courage of everyone present and thanked the gallant Comtesse yet again for her bravery and magnificent hospitality throughout the weeks they had waited.


      “I raise my glass last to those of you who were with me. To do what we do and live, one must be lucky. You were all my luck today.”


      There was applause, shouted congratulations, to which Gita’s voice was eventually added from the back of the room.


      “I am always your luck,” she called. “It’s boring. Every time, the same thing. Martin fights, I save him. Martin fights, I save him.”


      This was comedy, and her parody of the shrewish country wife evoked drunken laughter. Inspired by her audience’s enthusiasm, Gita mounted a chair to continue, very much the girl who had seen herself as the new Bernhardt. Now she engaged in a dramatic retelling of the story of Martin’s capture by the Gestapo early in 1943. The Nazis had not recognized him as an American. Suspecting instead that Martin was a Frenchman connected with the underground, they imprisoned him in the local village hall, while they investigated. Knowing there was little time, Gita stuffed her skirt with straw and arrived in the receiving area of the hôtel de ville, demanding to see the German commandant. At the sight of him, she dissolved in tears, decrying the son of a bitch who had left her with child and now was going to prison without marrying her. After twenty minutes of her ranting, the commandant was ready to teach Martin a lesson, and sent four storm troopers to bring him in chains to the local cathedral where the marriage could be performed. It never was, of course. The four soldiers escorting Martin and Gita were set upon by two dozen maquisards, resistance guerrillas, who quickly freed them both.


      “I curse the fate that intervened,” cried Martin in French, raising his glass to her. “I will marry you now.”


      “Too late,” she cried, and on her chair, turned away, her nose in the air, an arm extended to hold him at bay. “Your horse has eaten le bébé.”


      Their tableau was received with more resounding laughter and clapping. A moment later, as the first of the crowd began departing, Martin took the chair beside me. I had barely left my seat. The cognac had me whirling.


      “You did well today, Dubin.”


      I told him sincerely that I hadn’t done much more than fire my M1 a few times, but he reminded me that we had all been in harm’s way when the machine gun had swung toward us. He stopped then to ponder the circle of brandy in his glass.


      “That was unfortunate with those young soldiers. I don’t mind killing a man with a gun pointed at me, but I took no pleasure in that.” I, on the other hand, had still given no thought to those deaths. I was aloft on the triumph and my reception as a hero. I was surely different, I thought, surely a different man.


      “When I was their age,” he said of the two Germans, “I’d have thought they had met a good end. Foolish, eh? But as a young man, I woke up many days feeling it would be my last. Gita and I have this in common, by the way. I recognized the same fatalism when I met her. The bargain that I struck with myself to forestall these thoughts was that I would die for glory. So that at the moment that the bullet entered my brain, I could tell myself I had made this a better world. I was looking for a valiant fight for years until I found it in Spain. But it turns out I’m a coward, Dubin. I am still alive, and now an old warhorse.”


      “You are the furthest thing from a coward I have ever met, Major.”


      He made a face. “I tell myself each time I will not fear death, but of course I do. And I wonder what all of this has been for.”


      “Surely, Major, you believe in this war.”


      “In its ends? Without question. But I have been making war now for a decade, Dubin, give or take a few years off. I have fought for good causes. Important causes. But I mourn every man I’ve killed, Dubin. And not merely for the best reason, because killing is so terrible, but because there really is no point to so many of these deaths. This boy today? I killed him to save all of us at the moment. But I don’t fool myself that it was indispensable, let alone the dozens, probably hundreds, we left dead or maimed in that garrison. We make war on Hitler. As we must. But millions get in the way and die for the Führer. What do you think? How many men do we truly need to kill to win this war? Ten? Surely no more than one hundred. And millions upon millions will die instead.”


      The tragedy of war, I said.


      “Yes, but it’s a tragedy for each of us, Dubin. Every moment of terror is a month of nightmares later in life. And every killing like today’s is a mile farther from ever feeling joy again. You think when you start, ‘I know who I am. At the core, I am inviolate. Permanent.’ You are not. I did not know that war could be so terrible, that it would crowd out everything else in a life. But it does, I fear, Dubin.”


      I was startled by this speech, given my own buoyancy. But Martin was not the first man I’d met to find gloom in alcohol. To comfort him, I repeated the prediction I’d heard tonight that we were going to make short work of the Germans, and Martin answered with a philosophical shrug. I asked what he would do then.


      “Wait for the next war, I suppose,” he answered. “I don’t think I’m good for much else, that’s what I’m saying, unless I spare the world the trouble and put an end to myself. I really can’t envision life in peacetime anymore. I talk about a good hotel room and a good woman, but what is that? And I am not so different, Dubin. Soon everyone will be driven into this lockstep. War and making more war.”


      “So you think we will fight the Russians, Major?”


      “I think we will fight. Don’t you see what’s happening, Dubin? No one has choices any longer. Not here and not at home. I always thought that the march of history was forward, less suffering and greater freedom for mankind, the chains of need and tyranny breaking apart. But it’s not what meets my eye when I look to the future. It’s just one group of the damned making war on the other. And liberty suffering.”


      “You’re in the Army, Major. This has never been freedom’s Valhalla.”


      “Yes, that’s the argument. But look at what’s happened on the home front. I get letters, I read the papers. War has consumed every liberty. There’s propaganda in the magazines and on the movie screens. Ration books and save your tin cans. Sing the songs and spout the line. There’s no freedom left anywhere. With one more war, Dubin, civil society will never recover. The war profiteers, the militarists, the fearmongers—they’ll be running things permanently. Mark my words. Mankind is falling into a long dark tunnel. It’s the new Middle Ages, Dubin. That’s the bit that breaks my heart. I thought fascism was the plague. But war is. War is.” He looked into his glass again.


      As he spoke, Teedle came to mind. I wondered if Martin and he had had this argument face-to-face. Or simply suspected as much of one another. They both saw the world headed to hell in a handbasket. I gave them credit for worrying, each of them. For most of the men out here, me included, the only real concern was going home.


      “May I assume I am quit of your charges?” Martin asked then.


      I told him I’d certainly recommend that, but that the safest course, given the orders he’d received, would be for him to return to Nancy with me in the morning to sort it out. He thought it through, but finally nodded.


      “I’ll spend a few hours,” he said, “but I have to get on now to the next assignment.” That would be the operation in Germany he’d mentioned when I first arrived here, the one for which he’d been called back to London. “I think it will be the most important work I’ve done, Dubin. There’s no counting the lives we may save.” He lifted his eyes toward the bright light of that prospect, then asked when I wanted to start in the morning. Dawn, I said, would be best, given how long we’d been away.


      That reminded me that I needed to retrieve my uniform. I stood hesitantly, my knee quite stiff, to seek Gita. She had been outside saying adieu to the locals. I met her in the parlor, where Bidwell had crawled up on one of the Comtesse’s elegant red velvet divans and was fast asleep beneath a lace shawl from the back of the couch.


      “Leave him,” she said.


      “I shall, but I can’t take him back to headquarters in culottes.”


      Gita consulted Sophie, the maid who had washed our uniforms and left them to dry over the same fire, now banked, where the lamb was roasted. As we headed out, Gita threw her arm through mine companionably as I limped along between the puddles etched in the candlelight from the house. The rain had been heavy for a while but had ceased, although the eaves and trees still dripped. The Comtesse’s other guests had gone down the road in a pack and their drunken uproar carried back to us in the dank night.


      I told her about my conversation with Martin. “Is he normally so dour?”


      “Afterward? Afterward, always. Have you known gamblers, Dubin? I have often thought that if there were not war, Martin would probably be standing at a gaming table. Many gamblers have moods like this. They exult in the game, in betting everything, but their spirit flags once they win. Voilà la raison. Martin speaks the truth when he says he is miserable without war. That was the case when I met him.”


      “In Marseilles?”


      “Yes. I sold him opium, when he visited from Spain.” I managed not to miss a step. I seemed to have prepared myself for anything from her. “He smoked too much of it, but he recovered a few months later once he agreed to go to the States to train as a commando.”


      “His new wager?” I thought of the way Martin had raised his eyes at the thought of his next assignment in Germany.


      “Precisely,” Gita answered.


      The uniforms were by the barn entrance, now imbued with an intense smoky aroma, but dry. She helped me fold them and I placed them under the arm she had been holding.


      “Martin says his remorse is over no longer being who he was,” I told her.


      “Does he?” She was struck by that. She squinted into the darkness. “Well, who is? Am I who I was when I ran to Marseilles at the age of seventeen? Still,” she said, “it is true he suffers.”


      From what she’d told me, I said, it seemed as if Martin had suffered always.


      “D’accord. But there are degrees, no? Now at night, he sleeps in torment. He sees the dead. But that is probably not the worst of it. There is no principle in war, Dubin. And Martin has been at war so long, there is no principle in him. I was not sure he recognized this.”


      “Ah, that word again,” I said. We were standing in the open doorway of the barn, where the dust and animal smells breathed onto us in the wind. Her heavy brows narrowed as she sought my meaning.


      “Principles,” I said.


      She grinned, delighted to have been caught again. “And here we debated,” she added.


      “You most effectively,” I answered.


      “Yes, I showed you my principles.” She laughed, we both did, but a silence fell between us, and with it came a lingering turning moment, while Gita’s quick eyes, small and dark and sometimes greedy, searched me out. She spoke far more quietly. “Shall I show you my principles again, Doo-bean?”


      The hunger I felt for this woman had been no secret from me. Amid the peak emotions of the day, the increasing physical contact between us had seemed natural, even needed, and the direction we were headed seemed plain. But I had been equally certain that reason would intervene and find a stopping point. Now, I realized there would be none. I felt a blink of terror, but I had learned today how to overcome that, and I also had the tide of alcohol to carry me. Yet drink was not the key. Gita was simply part of this, this place, these adventures. I answered her question with a single word.


      “Please,” I said. And with that she took her thin skirt in her fingertips and eased it upward bit by bit, until she stood as she had stood two weeks ago, delicately revealed. Then she was in my arms. With her presence came three fleeting impressions: of how small and light she was, of the stale odor of tobacco that penetrated her fingertips and hair, and of the almost infinite nature of my longing.


      For a second, I thought it would happen there in the barn, among the animals, a literal roll in the hay, but she drew me to the narrow stairs and we crept up together to the tiny room where Biddy and I had changed. Her blouse was open, one shallow breast exposed. She stepped quickly out of her bloomers, and with no hesitation placed one hand on my belt and lowered my fly, taking hold of me with a nurse’s proficiency. We staggered toward the bunk and then we were together, a sudden, jolting, desperate coupling, but that seemed to be the need for both of us, to arrive at once at that instant of possession and declaration. My knee throbbed throughout, which seemed appropriate somehow.


      Afterward, she rested on my chest. I lay on the striped ticking of the unmade bunk, my pants still around my ankles, breathing in the odor of the mildewed mattress and the barnyard smells of manure and poultry feathers rising up from below while I assessed who I really was.


      So, I thought. So. There had been something brutal in this act, not between Gita and me, but in the fact it had happened. The thought of Grace had arrived by now to grip me with despair. It was not merely that I had given no consideration to her. It was as if she had never existed. Was Gita right? No principle in war and thus no principle in those who fight it? It was the day, I thought, the day. I conveniently imagined that Grace would understand if she knew the entire tale, although I harbored no illusion I would ever tell her.


      Gita brought her small face to mine and whispered. We could hear the snores of the farmhands sleeping on the other side of the thin wooden partitions that passed for walls.


      “À quoi penses-tu, Doo-bean?” What are you thinking?


      “Many things. Mostly of myself.”


      “Tell me some.”


      “You can imagine. There is a woman at home.”


      “You are here, Dubin.”


      For the moment that would have to be answer enough.


      “And I wonder, too, about you,” I said.


      “Vas-y. What do you wonder?”


      “I wonder if I have met another woman like you.”


      “Does that mean you have met such men?”


      I laughed aloud and she clapped her small hand over my mouth.


      “That is your only question?” she asked.


      “Hardly.”


      “Continue.”


      “The truth?”


      “Bien sûr.”


      “I wonder if you sleep with all the men you fight with.”


      “Does this matter to you, Dubin?”


      “I suppose it must, since I ask.”


      “I am not in love with you. Do not worry, Dubin. You have no responsibilities. Nor do I.”


      “And Martin? What truly goes on between Martin and you? You are like an old married couple.”


      “I have told you, Dubin. I owe much to Robert. But we are not a couple.”


      “Would he say the same thing?”


      “Say? Who can ever tell what Martin might say? But he knows the truth. We each do as we please.”


      I did not quite understand, but made a face at what I took to be the meaning.


      “You do not approve?” she asked.


      “I have told you before. I am bourgeois.”


      “Forgive me, but that cannot be my concern.”


      “But Martin is mine. And you intend to stay with Martin.”


      “I am not with him now, Dubin. I am with you.”


      “But I will go and you will stay with Martin. Yes?”


      “For now. For now, I stay with Martin. He says he dreads the day I go. But I stay with Martin to fight, Dubin. Will the Americans allow me to join their Army?”


      “I doubt it.”


      She sat up and looked down at me. Even in the dark, I could see she was narrow and lovely. I ran my hand from her shoulder to her waist, which did nothing to diminish the intensity with which she watched me.


      “How many women, Dubin. For you? Many?”


      I was shy of this subject, not the doing, but the talking. At twenty-nine, my sexual history remained abbreviated. Some love for sale, some drunken grappling. It was best summarized by the phrase a college friend had applied to himself that fit me equally: I had never gotten laid with my shoes off. Tonight was another example.


      “Not so many,” I said.


      “No? You forgive me, but I think not. Not from the act, Dubin, but from how you are now. And how is it with this woman of yours at home?”


      I recoiled at that, then realized the question was not all that different from the ones I’d been asking her.


      “It has not occurred, as yet.”


      “Truly?”


      “She is my fiancée, not my wife.”


      “This was her choice?”


      It was mutual, I supposed. Not that there had ever been much discussion. Grace and I had the same assumptions, that there was special meaning in the union of man and woman.


      “I worship Grace,” I said to Gita. That was the perfect word. ‘Worship.’ It had not dawned on me until this moment that I could not say in the same way that I craved her.


      “She should have insisted, Dubin. She had no idea what she was sending you to.”


      I could see that much myself.


      Gita went down to the barn to attend to herself. A pump handle squealed. Most single men I knew talked a tough game about the women they slept with. But my experience had always been the opposite. In the wake of sex, I inevitably felt a bounty of tenderness, even when I paid a local lunatic called Mary Quick Legs $4 for my first encounter. Now that Gita had left my side, I longed to have her back there. I lay there wondering if I had ever known people like Martin and Gita who had so quickly altered my understanding of myself.


      Her small tread squeaked up the stairs and she crept in, standing near the bunk. Seeing her dressed, I reached down and drew up my trousers.


      “I must go, Dubin,” she whispered. “They will be looking for me shortly. Au revoir.” She peered at me, albeit with some softness. “Doo-bean, I believe we shall have other moments together.”


      “Do you?” I had no idea if I wanted that, but I told her that I would probably return one more time to give Martin the final papers on my investigation.


      “Well, then,” she answered. She hesitated but bent and pressed her lips to mine lightly. It was more of a concession than an embrace. She said au revoir again.


      I had been so raddled by emotion all day that I would have thought my nerves would be too unsettled for sleep, but as with every other expectation of late, I was wrong. I had purposely not drawn the wooden shutters outside and woke at 7:30, as I intended, with the livid sunrise firing through the clouds. Coming to, I recognized my knee as the discomfort, which, like a leash, had seemed to drag me up from sleep periodically throughout the night. The leg was swollen and stiff and I eased myself up slowly, then put on my uniform, refastening the insignia. As I went back toward the house to rouse Bidwell and to see about Martin, I could hear mortars pounding. The 26th Infantry Division, as it turned out, was about to seize Bezange-la-Petite. I was standing there, trying to make out the direction of the booming guns, when Bettjer, still with a cognac bottle in his hand, stumbled into the courtyard.


      I asked if he knew where Bidwell was. Peter answered in perfect English.


      “Inside. Just now awake. The rest are gone for several hours.”


      “Who?”


      “Martin. Antonio. The girl. Packed and gone for good. They have left me behind. After all of that, they have left me behind.”


      “Gone?”


      “They went in darkness. Hours ago. They tried to creep away, but the Comtesse wept terribly. You must have slept soundly not to hear her.”


      “Gone?” I said again.


      Bettjer, the very image of a sot, whiskered and disheveled in his brown Belgian uniform with half a shirttail out, lifted his bottle to me. He had fallen during the night and bloodied his nose and now when he smiled, I could see he had lost half a tooth as well, from that stumble or from one before. Still, he was having a fine time at my expense.


      “I see,” he said. “I see.”


      “What do you see, Peter?”


      “Why, they have left you behind, too.”
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      13. SWIMMING


    


    

      My father had learned to swim as a child in Lake Ellyn, a man-made lake that was actually a large retaining pond in the South End, dug to keep the Kindle River from overflowing its banks in wet seasons. His parents apparently liked the water, too, because there are many photos of the whole family in the ridiculously full bathing costumes of that era, cavorting at the lake, or in the Garfield Baths, a giant teeming indoor swimming pool which was a favorite diversion for Kindle County’s working families until the baths’ role as a polio breeding ground led them to be closed in the 1950s.


      Watching my father swim was always mesmerizing to me. His grace in the water, and the carefree way he splashed around, was inconsistent with the guy who existed on dry land. And so was the physique revealed in his bathing suit. He was a fair-sized person, five foot eleven, and while not exactly Charles Atlas, pretty muscular. Whenever I saw the solid body concealed beneath the shirt and tie he wore until he went to bed each night, I was amazed. So this was who was here. I felt simultaneously reassured and baffled.


      Eventually, when I was around fourteen, my father, never much for boasting, admitted in response to my questions that he had been the Tri-Cities high-school champion in the hundred-yard backstroke. Even then, I was hungry for any morsel about who he was, and so one day when my duties on The Argonaut, the high-school paper, required me to visit the U High Athletic Association, I decided to look in the archives to see if I could find my father’s name.


      I did. Sort of. The backstroke champion of 1933 had been called not ‘David Dubin,’ but ‘David Dubinsky.’ I knew, of course, that immigrants of all kinds had Americanized their names. Cohens had become Coles. Wawzenskis had become Walters. But it did not sit well with me that he had made this alteration just before starting on his scholarship at Easton College, that gentile bastion. It was a bitter hypocrisy to disown your past and, worse, a capitulation to the happy American melting pot that had marginalized many citizens, especially those with darker skin, whom it could not fit into the blender. When I discovered that Dad had talked his parents into following this example, so he wouldn’t be undermined in his new identity, I couldn’t keep myself from confronting him.


      He defended himself in his usual fashion, with few words. “It seemed simpler then,” he said.


      “I am not hiding my heritage,” I told my father. “However you felt, I’m not ashamed.” This was a fairly cheap shot. In our home, my mother had insisted on Jewish ritual and Jewish education. There was a Sabbath meal on Friday night, Hebrew school, and even a quaint form of kosher in her kitchen, in which traife of all kinds, including the ham sandwiches she loved, could be consumed, but only if they were served on paper plates and stored on a single, designated shelf in the Frigidaire. Dad had never seemed adept with any of that, probably because he had absolutely no religious training in his own home, but on the other hand, I never doubted that my mother had his full support. Nonetheless, in my final year of college, in 1970, I did my father one better and legally changed my name back. I have been known as Stewart Dubinsky ever since.


      Nature, of course, has this way of getting even. Daughter Number 1, since the age of six, has told me she hates Dubinsky (which first-grade meanies turned into ‘Poop-insky’) and has vowed to take the last name of whomever she marries, even if it’s Bozo A. Clown. And I didn’t do my father much worse than he’d done his own dad. My grandfather, the cobbler, was in his last years when I made the change, and actually seemed pleased. But as I labored throughout 2003 to recover what my father had never seen fit to share, there was always a little sore spot in my heart whenever I recalled how I had shunned the one thing of my father’s I’d had.


      This, then, was the story I told Bear Leach immediately after first meeting him in the front sitting room of Northumberland Manor. Bear extracted the complete tale with adroit questioning and accepted my rueful second thoughts about the change with a sage smile.


      “Well, Stewart,” he said, “I sometimes think that’s everything that goes wrong between parents and children. What’s rejected. And what’s withheld.”


      In the latter column I could count my father’s manuscript, which I eventually thought to ask Leach about. At that point, I assumed Dad had carried through on his threat to burn it. When I said as much, Leach struggled to his left and right, muttering until he located a Redweld he’d rested against the chrome spokes of his wheelchair. Inside the expandable folder he handed over was at least an inch and a half of jumbled papers, but thumbing through them I instantly recognized my father’s lovely cursive hand on several interlineations. Big goof that I am, I sat there on the little love seat where I was perched and cried.


      I’d read every line by the time I returned home, finishing by spending three hours in the Tri-Cities Airport after stepping off my plane, unable to endure even the thirty-minute drive to my town house before reaching the culmination. I was a sight, I’m sure, an economy-size fiftysomething guy bawling his eyes out in an empty passenger lounge, while travelers on the concourse cast worried glances, even while they went on hustling toward their gates.


      The day Bear had given the typescript to me, I eventually asked how he had ended up with it.


      “I have to say, Stewart, that I’ve always regarded my possession of this document as the product of ambiguous intentions. As I told you, your father said he was intent on burning it after my reading, and once I finished, I felt strongly that would be a terrible loss. I held on to the manuscript for that reason, claiming that I needed it in order to clarify little matters connected to his appeals. Then in late July 1945 your father was released quite unexpectedly and left Regensburg in haste, with other things on his mind. I expected to hear from him about the document eventually, but I never did, not in Europe, and not when we returned to the U.S. I thought of looking him up from time to time over the years, especially as I moved the manuscript from office to office, but I concluded that your father had made a choice he deemed best for all of us, and certainly for himself, that he go on with his life without the complications and memories our renewed contact would raise. The typescript has been in storage at the Connecticut Supreme Court among my papers for several years now, with a note informing my executors to locate David Dubin or his heirs for instructions on what to do with it. I was quite pleased to hear from you, naturally, since it saved my grandchildren from making that hunt.”


      “But why burn it?” I asked. “Because of this stuff about murdering Martin?”


      “Well, of course that was my suspicion, at least at first.” Bear stopped then, something clearly nagging him, perhaps a thought about how close he was to the boundaries of what he could properly disclose. “I suppose all I can say for certain, Stewart, is what David told me.”


      “Which was?”


      “Oddly, we never had a direct conversation, your father and I, about what he had written. Even once I’d read it, he was clearly disinclined to discuss the events he’d described, and I understood. The closest we came was a day or two after the sentencing. Your father was going to remain under house arrest during the pendency of his appeal, but he was beginning to accommodate himself to the idea of five years at hard labor. I told him what criminal lawyers always tell their clients in this predicament, that there was going to be another day, a life afterward, and that he might look back on all of this, years from now, with different eyes. And in that connection I brought up the manuscript, which at the moment I’d conveniently left in the safety of my new office in Frankfurt.


      “‘I think you should save it, Dubin,’ I said to him. ‘If nothing else, it will be of great interest to your children. Surely, you can’t pretend, Dubin, you wrote something like this just for me. And certainly not to reduce it all to ashes.’ He pondered that, long enough that I thought I’d struck a chord, but in the end he stiffened his chin and gave his head a resolute shake. And at that point, Stewart, he gave me the only explanation I ever heard about his determination to destroy what he’d put on paper.


      “‘My most desperate hope,’ he said, ‘is that my children never hear this story.’”


    


  




  

    

      14. STOP


    


    

      

        November 16, 1944, still in Nancy


        Dearest Grace—


        Sorry for the silence. As you can tell from the news reports, the troops are on the move again, and the pace of our work has picked up, too. There are battlefront incidents that by their nature are often urgent, and we know that the move to a new HQ may not be far off. Our hope is that it will be in Germany—better yet, Berlin.


        I’m feeling more myself now than when I last wrote. You must be wondering about those letters I dashed off a couple of weeks ago, bracketing my little detour into “action.” With the distance of time, I have decided to put the entire experience behind me. That is what the old soldiers tell you to do: take the past as gone, and realize the chasm between war and normal life is wider than the Grand Canyon and not to be crossed. Darling, believe me, one day when this thing is over, I want you sitting beside me, so I can stroke your hair while I think over some of this. But please don’t mind if it turns out that there’s not much I care to say.


        On a happier note, your most recent package, no. 15, arrived today. Only two of the sugar cookies were in pieces and I enjoyed them that way, too, believe me. Even better was the bottle of Arrid you sent, which I know is in short supply and thus made me the envy of many. Because of the lack of fuel, hot water is a rarity, meaning few showers and baths. Let your brother know how much I appreciated the deodorant. Say what you like, but sometimes it is an advantage having your own department store. On that score, I’d like to request a favor. If George sees any film pack, size of 620, I’ll take whatever he can find. My sergeant, Biddy, is quite the photographer and is having trouble getting film. He’s probably the best fellow I’ve met in the service and I’d love to help him out.


        Winter has come. The weather has gone from dank to bone-chilling. It is still raining, at least in name, but what falls now are icy pellets that sting the skin and freeze solid within hours. I wear my woolen gloves when I am sitting at my desk, although the courtroom has a little heat. The cycles of rain and ice are far worse for the boys in the foxholes. Trench foot has become a plague. Estimates are that a third of the troops are suffering from it, many with cases so severe they have to be hospitalized. Patton has ordered 85,000 extra pairs of socks and is rumored to have lectured troops that in war, foot hygiene is more important than brushing your teeth. Overshoes are coveted. The boys out there continue to amaze me with their courage and determination.


        Their hardships are at great remove from me, as I continue with the safe but dreary life of a lawyer in court. I do have one piece of news. My promotion came through yesterday (only four months overdue). I am now Captain Dubin, with the word “acting” removed from my title as Assistant Staff Judge Advocate. I put on my silver bars immediately and walked around all day feeling great satisfaction every time a lieutenant saluted as I passed.


        Have a wonderful Thanksgiving, my love. I expect to be with you, by the fire, this time next year.


        I love you and think of you always,


        David


      


      One afternoon in the second week in December a clerk dropped my mail call on my desk, three letters and a card. I was stuffing them inside my tunic, to be savored in privacy later, when the postcard grabbed my attention. On one side was a black-and-white photo of a gabled structure, with narrow variegated spires and two concentric arches over the door. The tiny legend on the reverse identified the building as the synagogue at Arlon, the oldest in Belgium. But I was more astonished by the handwritten note there.


      

        Dubin—


        Am sorry we fool you. Robert says was no choice. You is good fellow. Please not to think bad of me. Perhaps we meet again when is not war. For Jew is ok to say Joyeux Noël?


        G.


      


      Gita Lodz’s handwriting was pointed and not particularly tidy, just as I might have guessed. She had used English, knowing that a message in French might be months getting past the Army censors.


      I read the postcard perhaps twenty times in the next day, trying to determine if it had any larger meanings. Why did she bother? Did I actually care? Eventually I began to wonder whether she was truly in Belgium or if this was another ruse, designed by Martin. I asked a postal clerk if he could tell the mailing location of the card, which bore the purple circled stamp of the Army post office. A three-number code at the center was from the First Army Headquarters near Spa, Belgium.


      After pondering, I sent a teletype to Teedle’s headquarters at the 18th Armored Division, stating that I’d had a communication indicating where Martin might be. By now, the 18th had returned to combat, moving past Metz into Luxembourg where they were skirmishing with the Germans as they fell back toward the heavy concrete fortifications of the Siegfried line, ringing Germany. With the approval of General staff, only days after Martin had disappeared, Teedle had issued an order for Martin’s arrest, bringing a formal end to my investigation. Thus relieved, I had been doing my best not to think about either Robert Martin or Gita Lodz, both of whom had misled me to my serious detriment. On my hangdog visit to Teedle the day Martin had decamped, I’d gotten the hiding I expected, but not simply for losing track of the Major. Patton was incensed about the explosions at La Saline Royale, and in Teedle’s words, wanted “Martin’s balls for Thanksgiving dinner.” The raid on the dump had been planned by OSS in the fall, but, as it turned out, no one had given Martin permission to proceed now. Apparently, it was an adventure he just couldn’t stand to miss before absconding. Without coordination, it proved a tactical disaster. The Germans’ 21st Panzer Division had been spooked by the massive fireball and curtailed its advance on the region near Marsal, unwittingly avoiding three American antitank battalions Patton had had lying in wait.


      My message to Teedle brought a quick response. Late the same day, I was hauled out of court for an urgent phone call. Dashing upstairs, I found Billy Bonner on the other end. Teedle was apparently in range of an Antrac phone relay and wanted to talk to me personally. The sound quality on the field telephone was static-scratched and thin, and when Bonner went to get the General, the thunder of artillery resounded down the line.


      “I have your goddamn teletype, Dubin,” said Teedle without preliminaries, “and it’s too fucking lawyerly, as usual. I need some details in order to contact VIII Corps. What kind of communication was it you received?”


      “A card, sir.”


      “A postcard? The son of a bitch sent you a postcard? Who does he think he is, Zorro?”


      “It was from the girl, sir.”


      “His girl?”


      “Yes, although I don’t think she’s really his girl, sir.”


      “Is that so? Dubin, you’re turning out to be more interesting than I imagined. Well, whatever you call her, she’s stuck to him like glue, right?”


      “Oh, I expect she’s with him, sir. I just doubt she’d do anything to jeopardize him. That’s why I wasn’t sure if I should bother you with this. I realize you’ve got your hands full, General, but the arrest is under your command.”


      “You did right, Dubin. And don’t worry about us. We’re kicking the shit out of these pricks. Not that it wouldn’t be going even better if our President stopped mousing around with the Russians. We should be in Saarbrücken, but FDR’s afraid if we move into Germany too fast Stalin will go batty.” Teedle held up there, clearly reconsidering the wisdom of his remarks over an open telephone line. The heavy guns went off again in a second and the connection was lost.


      A few days later, on December 15, I was in the officers’ mess at about 7:00 a.m., eating a breakfast of powdered eggs with Tony, when a pimply young orderly, a new recruit who took virtually every development as an occasion for hysteria, flew in to tell me that I was wanted in the signal office. It was Teedle, this time at the other end of a coded teletype writer. Once the signalman indicated I was present, the machine began spitting tape, which the code reader transferred with intense chattering onto the yellow bale in the machine.


      “Bastard located,” Teedle wrote. “Up near town of Houffalize in the VIII Corps sector. Robin Hood now. Whole merry band with him. Told VIII Corps command was sent by OSS to reconnoiter German positions. Wish you proceed to Houffalize to arrest.”


      “Me?” I said this to the signalman, who asked if I wanted to transmit that response. I chose something more diplomatic, suggesting the duty might be better suited to the Provost Marshal.


      “Negative. You will recognize subject,” he wrote back. “Also know entire background. MPs here have combat responsibilities with POWs. We are fighting a war FYI.”


      I considered my alternatives, but ultimately responded that I understood my orders.


      Teedle wrote, “Subject due back in 72 hours. Presently scouting behind enemy lines.”


      “How likely to return?”


      “Very. Left girl behind. Proceed at once. Will notify London of imminent arrest.”


      I went immediately to Colonel Maples. With Teedle, I had been reluctant to raise technicalities, knowing he would not tolerate them, but there was a fundamental problem. I opened a copy of the Manual for Courts-Martial on the Colonel’s desk to Rule 20.


      

        20. COURTS-MARTIAL, PROCEDURE BEFORE TRIAL—ARREST AND CONFINEMENT—WHO MAY ORDER: METHOD—THE FOLLOWING CLASSES OF PERSON SUBJECT TO MILITARY LAW WILL BE PLACED IN ARREST OR CONFINEMENT UNDER ARTICLE OF WAR 69, AS FOLLOWS:


      


      

        OFFICERS—BY COMMANDING OFFICERS ONLY, IN PERSON, THROUGH OTHER OFFICERS, OR BY ORAL OR WRITTEN ORDERS OR COMMUNICATIONS. THE AUTHORITY TO PLACE SUCH PERSONS IN ARREST OR CONFINEMENT WILL NOT BE DELEGATED.


      


      In other words, Martin could only be arrested by someone directly under Teedle’s command, a member of the 18th Armored Division. After some debate at the time the arrest order was issued, our staff had concluded that Teedle, rather than Winters at OSS, remained Martin’s commander, because Martin had disobeyed the very order transferring him back. But surely I wasn’t under the General. If so, I couldn’t arrest Martin without jeopardizing the ensuing court-martial.


      Maples pinched his thumb and forefinger through his long mustache, which had gone completely white in the last few months and now resembled a smear of shaving lather. As usual, he remained reluctant to buck Teedle and came up with a lawyerly solution. He would get Third Army G-1 to designate me to the 18th solely for the purpose of carrying out Martin’s arrest.


      “We’ll have to button up the paperwork. But you best get up there, David. Patton won’t be amused if Martin slips away again. What a peculiar situation.” The Colonel wobbled his hoary head. “Human misconduct, David. There’s more imagination and mystery there than in the world of art.”


      “May I take Bidwell, Colonel?”


      “Yes, of course.” He sent me off to find a replacement in court for the day.


      By noon, Biddy and I had our papers and were once more on the road. It was dank, with fog again gathered like smoke over the hills, and we had full side panels mounted to the canvas top on the jeep. Houffalize barely showed up on the maps, but it was somewhere in the vicinity of Saint-Vith, about 150 miles away. We’d be approaching areas of serious fighting and figured we’d do well to make it there by sunset the next day. Not knowing exactly what we’d encounter, we traveled with full packs and winter overcoats.


      As we neared Metz and the territory the Americans had taken in recent weeks, we encountered signs reading ACHTUNG MINEN, left behind by the retreating German Army. I was not sure if these were warnings for their own troops, or a form of psychological warfare. When we made a stop, I checked with units from the Sixth Armored Division, who reported that minesweepers had been over the roads, but otherwise to proceed with care. “You wouldn’t be the first guy, Captain, who walked behind a bush to take a leak and got a leg blown off instead,” a sergeant told me.


      Proceeding north, we passed occasional lines of ambulances heading to the local field hospitals. For lack of Red Cross trucks, jeeps had been commandeered, with the wounded strapped on stretchers over the hoods and backseats. Near 4:30, after we began thinking about putting down someplace for the night, we encountered an MP roadblock. A squint-eyed policeman pushed his head all the way inside our vehicle. I removed our orders from the inside pocket of my overcoat, but the MP didn’t bother with them.


      “Where does Li’l Abner live?” he asked me.


      “Are you sober, soldier?”


      “Answer the question, Captain.”


      “Dogpatch.”


      “And what’s the name of Brooklyn’s baseball team?” He was pointing to Biddy at the wheel.


      “The Dodgers,” he answered grumpily. “And they ain’t no kind of a team neither.” Amazingly, that response drew a laugh from the MP and immediately solved the problem. All day, the policeman told us, they’d had reports of German impostors in American uniforms who’d crossed our lines to engage in sabotage, cutting phone connections, removing signs, and occasionally pointing our units toward German forces, the same stuff Gita had done to them on D-Day.


      “This happens again,” the MP said to me, “show them your ID card. Theirs all say ‘For Identification Only.’” Our officers’ IDs bore a typo, ‘Indentification,’ quickly noted among the newly commissioned as a token of the value of their promotion. Some stone-headed Kraut had been unable to resist correcting the Americans on their English.


       


      We crossed into the First Army zone and spent the night in Luxembourg City, in a hotel being used as rear-echelon headquarters by elements of the Ninth Armored Division. We had gotten farther than we expected, and it looked as if we would reach Houffalize by the next afternoon. I was awakened at about 5:30 a.m. by heavy shelling to the north. We would be headed straight that way, and I asked the major who’d arranged our billet what was happening.


      “No worries. The Germans like to fire their guns while they still have them. They’re not going anywhere. Bradley’s pulled VIII Corps back for the time being. We’re thin up on the front lines, but the Krauts know they’d just be running right into a huge force if they pushed forward. All this banging won’t last more than an hour.”


      On our way out of town a young bazooka man with a strange accent asked if he could hitch a ride to his unit about ten miles north and climbed in back next to our packs. From a small town in Pennsylvania where they still spoke a German dialect, he was an amazingly cheerful kid, utterly indifferent to the war. He sang us several songs he’d learned at home in a strong, if not always perfectly pitched, tenor, and was in the midst of a ballad about a young lass pining for her lover gone to battle, when the jeep suddenly vaulted through the air aboard a tidal wave of sound and dirt. Next thing I knew, I was in a wet ditch at the roadside. When I looked up, there was a smoking pit in the farm field beside me, probably from a heavy mortar. The jeep was several yards ahead, canted at a thirty-degree angle with the front and rear right wheels also in the ditch. The canvas coverings I’d been thrown through flapped uselessly in the wind, while the young Pennsylvania Dutch boy was nearby in the field, still smiling as he got to his feet. I yelled to him to watch for mines, but promptly discovered that the rocket had fallen out of his bazooka and landed in the mud alongside me. I looked at the shell in a little pool of still water, afraid even to touch it for fear it would arm itself. I was edging away when another shell hit about a quarter mile ahead, leaving a crater that had taken out the road from side to side. The Germans had to be closer than anyone figured.


      I yelled twice for Bidwell. He turned out to have been thrown only to the vehicle floor, and he poked his head up, none the worse for wear. The jeep was still running, but Biddy looked it over and announced that because of the angle at which the vehicle was pitched, the differential wouldn’t let the rear wheels turn. We swore at the thing as if it was a spavined horse, and tried to shoulder it back up to the road, well aware that another shell could land any instant.


      A small convoy arrived behind us. The gold-bar lieutenant in charge jumped down from the truck to help, while he sent his sergeant ahead to try to figure how they were going to get past the crater in the road.


      “Some hellacious fighting up ahead, Captain,” he told me, when I explained where we were headed. “You picked the wrong day for legal work. Looks like Hitler’s decided to make his last stand.” He suggested we proceed west.


      With the help of several of his troops, we got the jeep out of the ditch and fixed a flat on the right rear tire. The bazooka man put his weapon together and climbed onto one of the convoy’s trucks, while Biddy and I headed in the direction of Neufchâteau. Two of the canvas panels had torn and flapped as we drove, admitting a frigid breeze.


      The sky was too low and bleak for aircraft and thus for bombs, but the pounding of heavy artillery was constant. About an hour later, we reached a crossroads, where the roads wagon-wheeled in all directions, beside signs for Aachen, Luxembourg, Düsseldorf, Neufchâteau, and Reims. Two MPs stood at the center of the intersection, holding up every vehicle. When one reached us, he asked for our papers, which he examined for quite some time.


      “If you’re headed north, how come you’re going west?”


      I told him about the shelling.


      “Uh-huh,” he said. “And how long you been stationed in Nancy?” When I’d answered that, he said, “What’s the name of the main square there?”


      I answered again, but pulled my ID card from my wallet. “See here.” Biddy pointed out the word ‘Indentification’ but the MP stared as if we’d chosen another language.


      “Sergeant, aren’t you trying to make sure we’re not German impostors?” I asked.


      “Captain, all due respect, but I’m trying to make sure you’re not a deserter.”


      “Deserter!” I was offended by the mere notion.


      “Believe you me. Yes, sir. If you don’t mind my saying so, Captain, those RTC boys,” he said, referring to the replacement troops, “they don’t know what the fuck to do when the shells start flying. Over in the 28th it seems like half the division has taken off for the rear. I found several hauling along dead bodies, making like they were looking for the medics. Another one told me he was a messenger, only he couldn’t recall what he was going to tell anybody. And plenty waving their hankies and giving themselves up to the Krauts with barely a bullet fired. I hear close to ten thousand boys from the 106th surrendered to the Germans already. And not just enlisted men, not by any means. We got plenty of officers running from the bullets today, saying they were going to check with battalion.”


      “Are we talking about Americans?” I asked. “What in the hell is going on?”


      “Heavy woods up north. Apparently the whole fucking SS Sixth Panzer was hidden in the trees. Von Rundstedt busted out of there with tanks and artillery, going through our lines like grease through a goose. The VIII Corps is getting a pretty good pasting right now. I’m hearing a lot of crazy stuff. Some guys are claiming there are German tanks fifty miles west of here already. We had an antiaircraft battalion in retreat come through twenty minutes ago, and some of the enlisted guys were saying rumor is their orders are to fall all the way back and defend Paris. I’ll tell you one thing, Captain, this fucking war ain’t over yet.”


      We turned north from there, but within half an hour, as the MP had warned, the road was choked with trucks and armored vehicles streaming south in full retreat. Many of these units were in complete disarray, separated from command and driving on only to find safety. We came upon an armored battalion stopped on the side of the road, completely out of gas. A young boy, a buck private, was sitting on a wheel well, crying with abandon, wailing and looking around as if he expected someone else to tell him how to stop. Every minute or so, another soldier gave him a few pats on the shoulder. A sergeant explained that the boy’s best buddy had been blown to bits not three feet from him this morning.


      Back in the jeep, Biddy said, “Sir, this here ain’t no time to be arresting somebody, not in the middle of a battlefield.”


      “We have orders, Biddy.” I really didn’t know what else to do.


      “I’m just saying, sir, gotta have a way to carry out your orders. Better to hold back here for a day or two till the smoke clears. Wherever the hell Martin was, Captain, he’s gotta be on the move now, probably comin right this way.”


      He was making sense. We headed west again, where we were stopped twice more by MP patrols pushing back deserters. Near dark, we finally arrived in Neufchâteau. It was a postcard of a town, with a crush of pretty, narrow buildings and steep streets of cobblestone, but there was an air of chaos. We reported to the rear-echelon headquarters for VIII Corps, in the columned Palais de Justice, where they were receiving grim reports from forward command in Bastogne. Men seemed to be rushing in and out of every office, shouting information that someone else immediately screamed was wrong. Several regiments had given up under white flags, while many other units were unaccounted for. Whenever I could get someone’s brief attention, his eyes seemed to wander to the windows, expecting to see the German Panzers out there any second. Clerks were in the halls boxing papers, separating what needed to be carried along so the remainder could be burned at the inception of the retreat.


      After a long wait in the signal office, I finally got a young corpsman to send a wired message to General Teedle, giving our current position and asking for further direction. Then I conducted a reconnaissance for a billet. I was directed to officers’ quarters that had been set up two blocks away in the city hall. As I passed down the corridors, looking for an empty bunk, I encountered little knots of off-duty officers, huddled and often passing around whiskey as they talked in suppressed murmurs. No one seemed able to accept what was happening. There hadn’t been a day since I’d landed in Europe that the Germans had made progress across a broad front. A fellow who claimed to have seen the latest maps said we’d been suckered too far east, that the Nazis were about to split the Twelfth Army group, dividing the First Army from the Third, and the Ninth from the other two, with pincer actions to follow on the northern and southern flanks. No one knew the limits of today’s German advance, but it was clear they had the upper hand, and several of these officers remarked about earlier reports of Nazi movements that General Bradley had ignored. Every face reflected the same thoughts: We were not going home soon. We were not going to win the war by Christmas, or New Year’s, or even Valentine’s Day. When I bedded down, I finally asked myself the question that nobody would utter: Were we going to win the war at all?


      We were, I thought then. We had to. We had to win this war. I would give my life in order to stop Hitler. And I knew, despite whatever panic gripped the replacement troops who’d deserted on the front, that most of the seasoned officers sleeping in this building felt the same way. I turned off the light and realized only then that I’d forgotten to eat. There was a K ration in my pack, but I was too tired and disappointed to bother.


      Light across my eyes woke me a few hours later. My first thought was another explosion, and as I gathered myself I couldn’t understand how I had missed the sound. Instead, I found the young corporal from the Signal Corps who’d taken my message to Teedle holding the flashlight against his face so I could recognize him. My watch said 2:10 a.m. He whispered to avoid waking the other five officers snoring around me in the old office, and led me into the hall, still in my briefs.


      “Captain, this signal just came through, sir, labeled ‘Immediate Attention.’” I could see from the boy’s face he had read the telegram in the envelope and thought immediate attention was warranted. It was from Teedle, and had arrived in code, the boy said, requiring deciphering by the cryptographers.


      

        Classified Information/Top Secret/Destroy After Reading


        OSS states man you seek Soviet spy STOP Arrest top priority STOP Further instruction by radio 0600 STOP


      


    


  




  

    

      15. JUMP


    


    

      Teedle never got through on December 17. Many of the Allied communications centers around Saint-Vith had been cut off by the Germans. Although we were south of there, the remaining lines and relays were dedicated to signal traffic more important than the fate of one man, even a spy, and I spent approximately forty hours on a bench in the VIII Corps signal office, waiting to hear from the General.


      In Neufchâteau, like many other places, the Signal Corps had established its headquarters in the dusty offices of the PTT—Postes, Télégraphes et Téléphones—which was housed in a narrow pinkish building on a corner. Topped by a strange iron cupola, it looked as if it were wearing a helmet. From my seat inside, I could watch the young women, with their bright lipstick and the sleek hairdos required to fit under their headsets, plugging and unplugging the lines in the tall switchboards. American enlisted men strolled back and forth to keep an eye on them, just as the Germans had been doing a few months ago. Every now and then, civilians would enter to mail a letter or package, which the dour clerks accepted with no assurance that the item would ever get through.


      The one compensation in my wait was that this was probably the most informative location in Neufchâteau. I asked no questions, but overhearing the messengers and aides who rushed up the stairs made it possible to piece things together. The news was almost completely dismal. Sepp Dietrich’s 6th Panzers were rolling steadily in our direction, overrunning the thinly manned VIII Corps positions. Nor was it clear yet if any force could come to their aid, since the 5th Panzer Division was advancing south to hold off Patton.


      Listening from my outpost on the bench, it was difficult not to admire the Nazi strategy, however reluctantly. Given the salient Dietrich was cutting, Runstedt’s plan seemed aimed at severing the American forces, then crossing the Meuse and driving on toward Antwerp. If the Nazis succeeded, the Allied troops in Holland and northern Belgium would be cut off entirely, without avenue for retreat. Dunkirk would look like a minor setback by comparison. With a third of the Allied forces held hostage, Hitler might be in position to negotiate an armistice. Or, if his madness prevailed, he could destroy them and then turn south, with other forces roaring out of Germany in one last effort to reconquer western Europe. The betting in the signal office was that, insane or not, Hitler would make peace, if only to give himself time to rebuild his military. On the bench, I thought repeatedly about Martin’s predictions of war and more war. It was hard to believe a victory that had seemed inevitable could be imperiled in only days. Every few minutes the same simple resolve lit up in me like a flashing sign, as it had since I arrived here. We had to win this war. I had to help.


      Now and then, in mild desperation, I would cross the street to the rear headquarters in the Palais de Justice, a vast columned building of orange stone, to see if my orders had been misdirected there. Biddy also visited on occasion, and we walked in circles up and down Neufchâteau’s tiny sloping streets, although the cobbles proved icy and treacherous on the steeper grades. It snowed both days, heavy flakes descending from a sky so low it seemed only a few feet over our heads. Hitler had either planned well or been lucky, since the cloud cover made it impossible for us to put planes in the air, unless they wanted to fly right over the barrels of the German antiaircraft guns.


      I hesitated at first to share Teedle’s highly classified message with Biddy, but decided I had to tell him, so he would understand whatever happened next.


      “A spy!” I was ready for Biddy to say he’d always had suspicions about Martin, but he seemed to have the same difficulties I had in accommodating himself to the idea. “Cap, how in the world’s that make any sense after what we seen?” I’d pondered that and one of the most disconcerting thoughts to invade me in the last two days was that the operation at La Saline Royale, which we’d so proudly joined, had been undertaken in reality to hinder the U.S. Army for the benefit of the Soviets. Despite Patton’s outrage about the timing of the explosions, I couldn’t quite make the notion add up, but then again, I realized, that was how spies succeeded, by making themselves appear to be patriots. OSS was bound to have had reasons for its conclusion.


      At 4:00 a.m. on December 19, the same corporal, Lightenall, shook me awake on the bench where I’d been sleeping. Teedle had gotten through, once more using the encrypted teletype. I sat down in front of the keyboard myself. I’d had time to learn how to use the machine while I waited.


      “Confirm receipt of my signal of 12/16/44.”


      I did.


      “Not even I thought that,” Teedle continued. “London insists there is evidence.” Without fears of interception, the General proved expansive. I imagined him after a day of battle, his canteen in hand while he shouted at the teletype operator and, in the midst of another sleepless night, diverted himself with one more duel with me. The dialogue was stranger than ever because of the eerie interval before his response emerged with a sudden violent clatter.


      In a gauged way, I asked what had been on my mind, whether the operation we’d taken part in at La Saline Royale was somehow in service of Martin’s new allegiance.


      “No idea. London still talking riddles. Seems our man not working against good guys in current game. Instead, getting ready for next one, moving ahead so he can inform red team re our team’s movements, also try to slow them. If our team, red team don’t come to blows, red team gets bigger piece of what’s been taken when this game ends. Following?”


      “Roger.”


      “London desperate for arrest, but per usual won’t put in writing. Prefer not to explain to 535 fans in D.C. how star began playing for other team. Continue proceeding on my order. Our man still believed in VIII Corps sector. Contact General Middleton to make arrest.”


      I explained the problems with that directive. By now, Middleton had decided to abandon Bastogne as a forward HQ. His artillery, six or seven battalions of 155mm guns and eight-inch howitzers, had already begun a staged withdrawal, but none of them had been able to occupy their prepared rearward positions because the Panzer elements were upon them so quickly. They were basically on the run back here. A faster-moving Airborne Division, the 101st, was going to take over and was trucking up from Reims. I told the General it was chancy for any communication to get through. More important, there were legal issues. As I had discussed with Colonel Maples, only someone under Teedle’s direct command could arrest Martin. Teedle reacted as I expected.


      “Goddamn Army’s been fucked up since they put Washington on a horse.”


      “Rules, General. We would have to free him.”


      There was a long wait for an answer. I was sure Teedle was contemplating how he would explain it to both the OSS and Patton, when Martin waltzed off through a legal loophole.


      Finally Teedle wrote, “You volunteering to go?”


      My fingers faltered on the keys. But I understood the logic. Bidwell and I were the nearest soldiers for 150 miles who were even arguably under Teedle’s command. I couldn’t imagine how two men in a jeep were supposed to move on terrain under assault by Panzer forces, but what I’d been thinking for three days remained close to my heart. I would do what I had to to win this war.


      I wrote, “Yes, sir.”


      “Good,” he fired back in a moment.


      “Sir, will need better information on our man’s whereabouts. Unlikely still at Houffalize.” Biddy had told me an astounding story, which he swore he’d heard from the MPs who’d been at Houffalize on December 17. American and German military police had stood back to back at an intersection in the town directing traffic, both sides too busy and too lightly armed to bother battling one another. The Americans pointed their forces toward retreat, while the Germans waved on the reconnaissance and mine-clearing crews that were making way for the Panzers only a few miles behind them. By now, Houffalize had fallen.


      “London already contacted Supreme Headquarters, which understands utmost priority. Will seek their assistance. Stand by for further orders.”


      I thought we were done, but a second later the keys flew again.


      “How bad up there?”


      “Fine here,” I typed. “Hell on wheels a few miles forward.”


      “Tell them, hold on. Cavalry’s coming. Will see you at the Siegfried line. Expect that SOB in chains. Out.”


      It took two more days before further orders came by cable.


      

        Confirmed officer you seek commanding battalion NW of Bastogne STOP Proceed RAF airstrip Virton for transport to make arrest STOP


      


      Late in the day on December 21, Biddy and I drove due south. Snow so solid that it looked like someone emptying a box of baking powder had been coming down all night, letting up only with the arrival of a cold front that felt just like the Canadian Express that bore down on Kindle County in the worst of winter.


      The so-called airstrip at Virton proved to be no more than a wide dirt path recently bulldozed through a snowy field, but we found the small ground crew, mostly flight mechanics, expecting us. There were no hangars, because it would have been mad to house airplanes this far east in the face of the offensive, but the Brits had been landing in the dark here for a few days, hauling supplies cadged from Montgomery’s forces, which were then trucked to our troops. Our soldiers, once expected to slice through the Germans in no time, were now short of everything, except, ironically, fuel, which had been stockpiled for their lightning advance.


      “You the one going to Bastogne, then?” a flight sergeant asked me. “Place is damn near surrounded, you know, sir. Germans battering the hell out of everything. All the big roads go right through there, so Jerry can’t go rolling on without taking the town.” The Ardennes had provided an excellent hiding place for the Panzers, but one reason Bradley and Middleton had discounted the reports that the German tanks were massing there was because a forest was such an unpromising locale for a tank assault. It was easier to run over men than thousands of trees. Once the Panzers had crawled from the woods, they still were not able to maneuver freely, because the fall we’d been through had left half the fields swamps. I’d heard often about our tanks sinking. The Panzers were regarded as better machines—our Shermans were so likely to ignite that the troops called them Ronsons—but German treads got stuck in the muck same as American, and the weight of the biggest of Panzers, the King Tigers, would literally bury them in the wet ground. Because the Panzer forces were confined to the existing roads, holding on to the paths and byways for as long as possible was the key to slowing the Germans and allowing the Americans to reassemble for a counteroffensive. Patton reportedly had outflanked the 5th Panzer and was still speeding north to help out.


      “Sounds like it’s going to be a difficult landing there,” I said to the sergeant.


      “Landing?” He had a wrench in his hand and was toying with an engine part, but now he turned full around, a craggy English face. “Crikey, mate. Don’t you know you’re getting dropped?”


      “Dropped?”


      “Parachute. You know, big bedsheet in the sky?” His smile faltered. “You’re a paratrooper, then, sir, ain’t you?”


      “I’m a lawyer.”


      “Oh, Lord Jesus.”


      His reaction said it all. It was so absurd, I laughed out loud. As I left to tell Biddy, I heard the sergeant explaining my situation to his crew. “Poor sod,” he said, “thought he was going to Bastogne in the royal carriage.”


      Biddy couldn’t even manage a pained smile.


      “Parachute? Shit, Captain, my knees are lard when I get up on the roof of our tenement. I don’t know about no parachute. You got any parachute training?”


      I’d had none. Yet I had told myself for three days that I would do whatever I had to to win this war. It was a vow I’d taken and now would keep. If Martin was really intent on impeding our troops in Germany, I had to do this.


      “Biddy, there’s no need for both of us to go.”


      “Aw, hell, Captain. You know I’m just blabbing. Ain’t no way I’m gonna let loose of you now, so let’s not bother with that talk.”


      The plan, as it was explained to us, was essentially an experiment. For the moment, there was no way to resupply the troops in Bastogne. The main road from Neufchâteau had been cut off and in Hitler’s weather, flyers could not navigate by sight to make airdrops at heights safe from antiaircraft fire. The RAF pilots had agreed to try one low-altitude night flight, thinking that if it worked, more planes would do the same tomorrow evening. Three pallets of medical supplies were going to be parachuted in with us. If Biddy and I made it, doctors might follow.


      There were a couple of hours before the plane was due and in that time we got what would pass for jump instruction: toes down, knees and feet together, eyes straight ahead. We made dozens of efforts to practice rolling as our boots struck the ground. The knee I’d cut when the dump exploded had healed well and had given me no pain for weeks, but now there were little phantom throbs each time we reenacted landing. After the first half hour, it was clear to me that our instructors, with all but one exception, had never jumped themselves. Nonetheless, they made a good case that if the chute released, we didn’t have much to do but hang on and try not to break our legs. Real training, which addressed maneuvers in the event the chute ripped or inverted, or the suspension lines or risers snarled, would do us no good anyway from five hundred feet. None of those problems could be fixed before we hit the ground.


      “Telling you the truth, Captain, t’ain’t the jump what ought to concern you. Hanging like an apple on a tree, if Jerry works out you’re there—that’s a worry, sir.”


      The crew packed our chutes for us, then bundled our overcoats and cinched them beneath our val-packs, which would come down behind us with the medical supplies. We donned jumpsuits over our wool outdoor uniforms, and traded our headgear for paratroopers’ helmets with their leather chin cups, the better to absorb the shock of the chute opening. Then we waited. Every ten minutes, I wandered outside to pee. My body temperature was about the same as marble. I simply could not imagine the circumstances under which I might be alive in another two hours.


      Nearing 8:30, the truck convoys that would carry off the supplies on the arriving aircraft began to form in the field, but there was still no sign of the planes. By 9:00, I began to suspect they would not get here and wondered if I could pretend to be disappointed, when the mere thought flushed me with relief.


      And then they came. The initial drone might have been insects if it were another season. The ground crew ignited dozens of Coleman lanterns and ran them out to illuminate the borders of the strip, and the planes came down with barely thirty seconds between them. The convoy crews rushed forward to unload.


      The flight sergeant who’d been assisting me helped me into the rest of my parachute gear. First was a Mae West, the life vest required because there was no guarantee we wouldn’t settle in a lake or pond, then I stepped into the harness, a web of straps and buckles that were tightened on each side of my crotch.


      “Not exactly comfy knickers, but your nuts might still be rattling round once you land, Captain.” What I had on already was cumbersome, but it turned out I’d just made a start. Since we could put down on enemy ground, the sergeant inserted a Thompson submachine gun under the waist web, and clipped on two five-pound boxes of machine-gun ammo, then strapped a fight knife on my leg and, for good measure, a small Hawkins mine, looking like a can of paint thinner, against my boot. He turned my woven waist piece into a combat tool belt, hanging off it a trenching shovel and a canteen, my pistol in its holster, a skein of rope, a pair of wire cutters, and a folding knife. An angle-headed flashlight went under a band on my chest. Then, when I thought he was done, he put a reserve chute across my belly. I expected to topple any second. Even Biddy, huge as he was, looked weighed down.


      “You’re traveling light, mate, ’cause you’re first-timers. Paratroops usually carry a Griswold bag under one arm.”


      Biddy and I were jeeped to our plane, a light bomber called a Hampden. It had two engines, a silvery fuselage, and a low glass nose that made it appear like a flying turtle. We stood with difficulty on the car’s hood and with two men steadying us from below climbed a ladder through the bomb bay into the bare sheet-metal belly of the plane.


      There was a four-man crew there—pilot, bombardier, gunner, and radioman—but their attitude toward us seemed slightly standoffish, even for Brits. I wondered if the RAF would have been trying this run without Teedle’s—or the OSS’s—insistence at Supreme Headquarters on the paramount importance of Biddy and me reaching Bastogne. Perhaps, I decided, these four were just exhibiting a natural reluctance to develop attachments to the doomed.


      With all the gear on, we could get only the rear edge of our butts onto two fold-down seats bolted to the fuselage, but the radioman harnessed us in with the strapping that had secured the unloaded cargo. The pilot, a Flying Officer, came rear to brief us. We would reach Bastogne in twenty minutes, he said. As soon as the joe hole, the bomb bay in the silver floor in front of us, opened, we should hook our rip cords to the line above and get out on the double. Our drop area was in open fields just west of Bastogne, near a town called Savy. If the Germans figured out we were in the air, the gunner and radioman would put down covering fire with the Vickers machine guns on turrets in the gun wells in front of us. However, the pilot thought the Nazis would never see the chutes in the dark, because the sound of the plane would draw all the fire. He was businesslike but made it plain that if there was a fools’ contest here, they were probably the winners. I understood then why we’d received such an unenthusiastic greeting.


      Sitting there in the instants before the plane took off, I felt completely detached from myself. I thought I had given up on life, but as soon as the engines triggered, a sharp whinny of protest rose straight out of my heart. This is crazy, I thought. Crazy. Men down there are going to try to kill me, men who have never met me, men I’ve never tried to harm. Suddenly, I could not remember why that made any sense.


      We built speed, enduring that second of weightlessness when we left the ground. I looked to Biddy, but he was staring at the floor, clearly trying to contain himself. As we climbed, I remembered that I’d passed all that time waiting without writing to my family or Grace, but I couldn’t think of what I would have said besides ‘I love you, and I am going to leave you for the sake of madness.’


      As we flew, the interior grew unbearably hot, but I was principally preoccupied with trying to ignore the urgency of my bladder and my bowels. The bombardier came over and crouched beside me. He was a Leading Aircraftsman, the British equivalent of a corporal, a handsome dark-haired kid.


      “First jump, then?” He had to repeat himself several times because the throbbing buzz of the engines filled the entire belly of the plane.


      I nodded and asked for last-minute pointers.


      He smiled. “Keep a tight arsehole.”


      Almost on cue then, Biddy vomited in front of himself and sat there shaking his head, manifestly ashamed. “It’s the heat,” I yelled. The interior of the Hampden was like a blast furnace, and fouled with the sickening fumes of the plane’s exhaust. I felt woozy myself. The bombardier acted as if he’d seen it all before.


      “You’ll feel better now,” he told Biddy.


      When the phone beside the hatch flashed, the bombardier grabbed it, then motioned to fix our chinstraps.


      “All right, then,” he yelled, “who’s first?”


      We hadn’t discussed this, but Biddy raised a hand weakly, saying he had to get out. He hooked on, then crawled to the edge of the joe hole. The doors fell open slowly, emitting a frozen gale. Some part of my brain was still working, because I realized the plane had been overheated in anticipation of the cold. The bomb bay was not even fully extended when Gideon lowered his head and suddenly disappeared without a backward glance.


      After hooking overhead, I tried to stand, but my legs were like water, and it would have been difficult anyway given all the equipment I was wearing and the shimmying of the plane. Like Biddy, I went on all fours, remembering too late to avoid the puddle he had left behind. The instant he was gone, I was at the edge, leaning into the great rush of icy air. My face went numb at once, as I looked down to the vague form of the land moving below in the darkness. In the white leather jump gloves, my hands were clamped to the edge of the bomb bay. The bombardier placed his face right next to mine.


      “Captain, I’m afraid you must be going. Otherwise, sir, I’m going to have to put my boot in your bum.”


      Ma, what am I doing? I thought. What am I doing? And then I thought, I must do this, I must do this, because it is my duty, and if I do not do my duty, my life will be worth nothing.


      But still, my body would not surrender to my will. I shouted to the bombardier, “I’ll take that kick in the ass.”


      It was like diving into a pool, the shock of cold, the sudden distance from sound. I did a complete somersault in the air and came upright with my heart pumping nothing but terror, while one thought leaped at me with startling clarity. As my chute snapped open and I was slammed against the sky, a white pain ignited in my arms. I had forgotten to grip the harness, falling with my hands spread before me like a child taking a spill, and I feared for one second that I had dislocated my shoulders. But even that was not enough to distract me. Because in the instant of free fall, I had realized I hadn’t really come to find Martin. The form I’d seen as I tore through space was Gita Lodz.


       


      For half the descent there was no sound or sensation except the racing cold. I saw only the earth, black on black, a swimming form without perspective. And then it was as if the night, like the shell of a hatching egg, was suddenly pecked by light. Volleys of antiaircraft fire came from at least three sides and the rockets tore by like massive lethal bugs. Then, without warning, a squeal of red flares brought day to the sky. I caught sight of Biddy’s chute, mushroomed below me, and took heart for just a second, knowing I was not alone here, but that was replaced at once by another spasm of terror when I realized that the Germans were firing at us. The AA was still blasting, but smaller rounds also ripped by like shooting stars. In the instantaneous glow, I actually saw one make a hole in the canopy of Biddy’s chute, whose descent accelerated. It would be a good thing for him, though, assuming he survived, to get out of the barrage.


      Paying my nickel on a Saturday afternoon, I’d heard the shots whanging past Tom Mix in the movie-theater speakers. But the real sound of a round that misses is just a sinister little sizzle and a wake of roiled air, a bee farting as it passes, followed instantaneously by the sharp report of the rifle the bullet came from. The German infantry, thank God, hadn’t practiced shooting falling objects. A dozen shots missed by only a few feet. But as the ground came near, my ear was bored by an intense pain.


      My next memory is of lying in the snow. Under my nose, Biddy was waving an ammonia ampoule he’d extracted from the first-aid kit on the front of his helmet. I flinched from the driving odor.


      “C’mon, Captain. Those 88s will be on us any minute.” I continued to lie there while I put things together. Somewhere along, I realized he’d already cut me free of my chute. “You passed out, Cap. Maybe a concussion.” He wrestled me to my feet. I reached to grab my pack, which he’d also collected, then stopped dead, astonished by what I felt against the back of a thigh. I retrieved the sensation at once from the remote memories of childhood. I had shit in my pants.


      Behind Bidwell I ran in a half crouch through a farm field where the snow was up to our knees until we reached a wooded border. All that worry about parachute training and it turned out we were landing on a pillow. After the flares, we knew American forces would be looking for us, assuming we’d come down in an area they controlled. While Biddy struggled in the dark to read the compass strapped to his arm, I shed my parachute harness and pushed farther into the brush, where I dropped both pairs of trousers. It could not have been more than ten degrees but I still preferred to stand there naked, rather than go on with crap trailing down my legs. I cut my briefs off with the jackknife from my belt, cleaned up as best I could, and hurled away my underwear, which ended up snagged on one of the bushes. Biddy was watching by now, but asked for no explanation.


      A recon group arrived five minutes later. We raced with them to gather up the medical bundles before the German artillery turned on us, then clambered into the backs of a pair of two-ton trucks from an ordnance unit that had pulled up. As the vehicles rolled out, Biddy, beside me, reached up to touch my helmet. Removing it, I saw a dent in the steel above my right ear, and a fracture running down two inches to the edge. That was from the round that had knocked me out. I shook my head, as if I could take some meaning from the nearness of the miss, but nothing came to me. There was alive and there was dead. I wasn’t dead. Why or how close really meant nothing compared with the elemental fact.


      We had ridden half a mile before I picked up on the radio traffic blaring from the cab. Someone had not been found.


      “The Brits,” Biddy said. “The Hampden went down right after you landed.” The Kraut AA had caught it in a direct hit, a giant ball of fire and smoke, he said, but they were east of us by then, over the Germans. I thought about the four men we’d flown with, but I could make no more of their demise than I had of my own survival. Instead I turned to Biddy to complain for a second about the cold.


      The soldiers who had collected us were elements of the 110th Infantry Regiment of the 28th Infantry Division who had been cut off in their retreat and ended up here, formed up with the 101st Airborne, which was the principal force defending Bastogne. They drove us back to their command post set up in the hamlet of Savy. The town consisted of a few low buildings constructed of the native gray stone. In the largest of them, a cattle barn, the acting combat team commander, Lieutenant Colonel Hamza Algar, had established his headquarters.


      Algar was working at a small desk set in the center of the dirt floor, when we came in to report. The orderlies had done their best to sweep the place clean, but it was still a barn, with stalls on both sides and open beams above, and the residual reek of its former inhabitants. Four staff officers were standing around Algar, as he went over lists and maps beside a lantern. They were in field jackets and gloves, shoulders hunched against the cold. It was better in here, because there was no wind, but there was still no heat.


      Algar stood up to return my salute, then offered his hand.


      “How much training did you have for that jump, Doc?” he asked me. “That was damn brave. But, Doc, you came to the right place. Unfortunately.” This made the third or fourth time since we’d landed that I’d been addressed as ‘Doc.’ Perhaps it was the concussion, or the numbness of surviving, but I realized only now that this greeting wasn’t being offered in the fashion of Bugs Bunny.


      “Begging your pardon, Colonel, but I’m afraid you have a misimpression. I’m a lawyer.”


      Algar was small, five foot six or seven, and perhaps in compensation was plainly attentive to his good looks. He had a narrow split mustache over his upper lip, carefully trimmed even on the battlefield, and his hair was pomaded. But he was clearly bewildered.


      “I was told you were dropped with medical supplies. Sulfa. Bandages. Plasma.” Algar sat down and turned to his aides. “We get lawyers by parachute,” he said. “What about ammunition? Or reinforcements? Jesus Christ.” In a second, he got around to asking why I was there. He stared at me even longer than he had when I’d said I wasn’t an M.D., once he heard my explanation.


      “Martin?” he asked. “Bob Martin? They’ve sent you to arrest Bob Martin? Don’t they know what the hell is going on here? We’ve got everybody firing a weapon, including the cooks. I have three companies under the command of NCOs. I’ve got two second lieutenants who between them have a total of one week’s experience in Europe. And they want you to arrest one of my best combat officers?”


      “Those were my orders, sir.”


      “Well, I’ll give you different orders, Captain. You arrest Major Martin or anybody else who’s able-bodied and firing back at the Germans and I won’t bother arresting you. I’ll shoot you, Captain Dubin, and don’t take that for jest.”


      I looked to the circle of officers for help.


      “Three days from now,” Algar told me, “four, whatever it takes to deal with the Krauts, we can sort this out. McAuliffe can talk to Teedle. They can take it up with Patton if they like. Or even Eisenhower. They’ll hash it out at the top. Right now we’re all trying to save this bloody town. And ourselves. Understood?”


      I didn’t answer. There was a silent moment of standoff, before Algar spoke again.


      “Just out of curiosity, Dubin, what is it exactly that Martin’s supposed to have done?”


      I took a second evaluating what I could say, then asked to speak to him alone. It was too cold for Algar to ask his officers to step outside, but he shooed them to a corner.


      “Colonel,” I said in a whisper, “there’s a question of loyalty.”


      Algar leaned forward so quickly I thought he meant to hit me.


      “Listen, Dubin, Bob Martin has been fighting with the 110th for almost a week now, leading a combat unit, and doing one heck of a job. As a volunteer. He’s been through hell, like the rest of us, and he’s just taken on another mission that requires more guts than common sense. I’ll stake my life on his loyalty.”


      “Not to the Allies, sir. It’s a question of which one.”


      Algar watched me, once more trying to figure me out. He betrayed his first sign of nervousness, nibbling at the mustache over his lip, but that, it turned out, was only as a means to control his anger.


      “Oh, I see,” he said, “I see. More red-baiting? Is that it? I’ve been watching the brass give the cold shoulder to a lot of the French resisters whose politics they don’t care for, men and women who risked everything for their country, while half of France was kneeling down in Vichy. Well, I’ve got no use for that, Dubin. None.


      “I’ll tell you the truth, Captain. I feel sorry for you. I do. Because that jump took some guts. And it was for a bunch of silly crap. And now you’re not just out of the frying pan into the fire, but straight into a volcano. The Germans have us surrounded. We have damn little food, less ammunition, and the only medical supplies I’ve seen are the ones that fell with you. So I don’t know what the hell you’re going to do with yourself, but I promise you this—you’re not arresting Bob Martin. Ralph,” he said, “find Captain Dubin and his sergeant a place to sleep. Gentlemen, that’s all I can do for you. Dismissed.”


    


  




  

    

      16. NIGHT VISIT


    


    

      Biddy and I were transported about a mile to the town of Hemroulle and a small stone church that stood amid a clutch of dark farm buildings, where we put up for the night with an infantry unit under Algar’s command. I slept on an oak pew, better than the cold floor, but too narrow to be comfortable. Between that and the reverberations of jumping and deflecting bullets, I could not really manage much sleep and I woke easily at the sound of two men, Americans, shouting at each other in the back of the sanctuary. Somebody else hollered to take the row outside. The radiant dial on my watch showed nearly 3:00 a.m. I lay there a second longer determined to sleep, then suddenly recognized both of the quarreling voices.


      When I bolted up, Biddy was visible in the light of a candle beside the door, dragging Robert Martin along by the collar of his field jacket, looking like a parent with an unruly boy. I took just an instant longer to convince myself I was awake, then grabbed my tommy gun and rushed back there. Biddy’s woven belt was tied around Martin’s hands. The Major was furious.


      “Why is it when you tell even a good man that he’s a policeman, he turns into a thug?” Martin asked as soon as he saw me.


      According to Bidwell, Martin had driven up only a moment ago, while Bidwell was on his way back from the outhouse.


      “Smiles like he was my auntie come to visit and asks for you,” said Biddy. “My orders say arrest him and that’s what I done.”


      I knew Biddy had laid hands on Martin just for the pure pleasure of it, given what we’d been through. Nor did I blame him. But Algar would treat this as mutiny.


      “Let him go, Gideon.”


      He looked at me in his way. “Hell, Captain,” he said.


      “I know, Biddy. But untie him. We need to get things straightened out first.”


      One of the men from the platoon sleeping behind us sat up on his pew and called us jerk-offs and told us again to take it outside.


      We passed into the church’s narrow entry, just beyond the sanctuary. Two candles had been placed in the corners for the benefit of those using the outhouse. As soon as Biddy untied Martin, he banged out the old wooden doors. I assumed he was leaving, but the Major returned in an instant with his steel flask. Apparently he’d lost it after offering it to Bidwell. Martin’s knowledge of judo might have given him a fair chance, even against Gideon, but Biddy had fallen on him without warning, while Martin was offering him a drink.


      I remained astonished to see Martin. If he knew we were here, he had to know why.


      “Come to taunt us, Major?”


      “More to pay my respects and clear things up. That is, until I ran into Primo Canera here. I understand it was you two we saw being shot at in the sky last night. What kind of training did you have for that, Dubin?”


      I was not sure I wanted to answer, but shook my head a bit.


      “Quite heroic,” said Martin. “I hope you weren’t patterning yourself after me.” He found the comment amusing. Martin was dressed as he was at La Saline Royale, in a field jacket and combat fatigues, with a vest full of equipment. He was dirty and unshaved and rubbing at one of his wrists, which must have been a little sore after his tussle with Gideon. Every now and then he reached down to swipe off more of the snow that had collected on his trousers when Bidwell had pinned him out on the church steps.


      “I don’t fancy myself a hero, Major. It’s not a label I deserve. Or that I’d exult in.”


      “Is that a personal remark, Dubin?”


      It was, but I wouldn’t admit it. “I admire what you’ve done, Major.”


      “Is that why you’ve come to arrest me?” He said he’d heard about my orders from Ralph Gallagher, Algar’s Exec. I still had a copy of Teedle’s written directive in the inside pocket of my tunic, now wrinkled and still moist with my sweat. Unfolding it, Martin walked closer to one of the candles to read, his shadow looming enormously behind him. Biddy was crouched down along the paneled wall opposite. His hand was on his tommy gun and his eyes never left Martin.


      “Seems like everybody’s quite vexed with me, Dubin,” said Martin as he handed the paper back. “Including you.”


      “You lied to me, Major. And stole away in the dead of night.”


      “I told you I was about to depart on a mission, Dubin, when you arrived that day at the Comtesse’s.”


      “You were referring to blowing the dump at La Saline Royale.”


      “Was I? Your misunderstanding. I’m sorry. Have you spoken yet to OSS? What is it they’ve told you about my current orders?” I realized then that was why Martin had come around. He wanted to know what OSS surmised about his disappearance—whether they thought he’d gone mad, or had deserted, or if, more critically, they’d figured out that he was working for the Soviets. I was determined to give him no answers to that.


      “London has approved your arrest, Major.”


      “Rubbish. I’d wager a large sum, Dubin, you have not heard that personally from anyone at OSS. They’re the ones who sent me this way. Don’t you recall? I told you several times I was being dispatched to Germany.” To link up with his old network and save lives, he had said. There was no doubt OSS would want German supporters at this stage.


      Across the entryway Bidwell’s eyes had jumped from Martin to me to be certain I wasn’t going to be taken in again, but he had no need for concern. The motto of the law remained with me. Falsus in uno, falsus in omnibus. False in one thing, false in all. One lie was enough to deprive any witness of credibility and Martin’s fabrications were beyond tolling. Whatever the irony, I reposed considerable faith in Teedle’s veracity by now. He was too direct to lie. I simply shook my head at Martin.


      “You make it your business to get to London, Dubin, and to speak with Colonel Winters. You’ll see I’m telling the truth.”


      “For your sake, I hope you are, Major. But there is no ambiguity in the orders I have. You are to be arrested. Whenever we can make safe passage to the west, Bidwell and I will escort you back to Third Army Headquarters. As an officer you’ll be held under house arrest until your trial.”


      “‘House arrest?’” He chuffed some air after the words. “That sounds like my childhood. And won’t Teedle be satisfied?” That thought wilted him. He slumped against the wall across the entryway from Bidwell, and opened up his flask. He offered me a slug, which I declined. I wanted no more of Robert Martin’s generosity.


      “Do you read Nietzsche, Dubin?” Martin asked after a moment.


      “I have.”


      “Yes, I have, too. General Teedle has read Nietzsche, of that you can be certain. ‘Life’s school of war: what does not kill me makes me stronger.’ It’s all rot,” he said. “And Teedle is not Superman. Do you know why the General wants the world to think he’s a great man of action, with his arms across his chest? Have you seen him strike that pose in the newsreels? The General is a fruit,” Martin said. “Have you learned that yet?”


      I said nothing.


      “I don’t mind faggots,” said Martin. “There’ve been several who’ve done some damn good stuff for me over the years. One of them was a waiter in Paris. Can’t imagine what a waiter overhears, Dubin. But he was one of those wispy queers who made no bones about it. The General thinks he’s just a man who sleeps with men.”


      “Are you saying that feeds his grudge against you, Major?”


      “Who knows? Probably not. For Teedle it’s probably all about me supposedly being a Communist. Have you asked him about that?”


      I took a second to consider what I should say. I couldn’t entirely surrender my curiosity now that he’d raised the subject.


      “Teedle says you were a party member, Major. In Paris.”


      Rarely given to laughter, Martin managed a short high-pitched cackle. “Well, I’ve always liked a good party,” he said. “And for that I’m to be arrested?”


      “You’re to be arrested for insubordination, Major. But General Teedle would probably tell you to your face that he suspects that when our armies meet, you’d follow the orders of Russian generals rather than his.” Given my experiences with Martin, I wouldn’t have placed much faith in his denials. But I was still taken aback when he made none. Instead, he chuckled again.


      “You can lay good money on that, Dubin. I’d sooner take directions from a squawking parrot than Teedle. But fortunately I’m here under a fine commander. I have no problems with Algar, you’ll notice.”


      “The Lieutenant Colonel said you were about to undertake some new operation, Major?”


      “Indeed. We start about an hour from now.” I expected him to invoke the privileges of required secrecy, but apparently the mission was common knowledge. The military situation around Bastogne was even worse than the flight mechanics at Virton had suggested. The Germans had cut the last roads yesterday and fully encircled the area. Now they would tighten their grip until they could blast the American troops into submission. Our position was tenuous, but the men I’d encountered, including those with Algar, and Martin now, remained calm. Patton was on the way, supposedly, but the troops all felt that what they needed was bullets and equipment so they could break out themselves. That was what Martin’s operation was about.


      On December 19, as the Germans had flanked Bastogne to the south and west, they had cut off an American supply train near Vaux-les-Rosières, blocking the tracks with tanks and leaving the train there, probably waiting to determine if they could make any use of its contents themselves. Along with some of the men from the 110th Regiment whom he’d been commanding for a week now, Martin aimed to reach those railcars full of ammunition. The bet was that when his troops and his three Hellcat tank destroyers cut into the thin German lines, the Nazis would fall back to consolidate their position, thinking this was the spearhead of a concerted American effort to pierce the encirclement. Martin and his men would probably have an unimpeded path to the train. If Martin could get the locomotive moving, they would steam into Bastogne. If not, they would off-load as much as they could of the 75mm ammunition and the bullets for smaller arms and then dash back before the Germans closed in again.


      The only difficult part, Martin thought, might be getting through in the first place.


      “The infantry’s thin,” he said. “We’ll go right past them. The Panzer Lehr are roaming out there somewhere, but even McAuliffe thinks it’s a solid plan,” he said, referring to the commander of the 101st who was directing the defense of Bastogne. “Even if the Lehr show up, we can fall back. And if we make it through, our chances of success are very high.”


      “Trains and ammunition,” I said. “You seem to have a motif, Major.”


      “Old dog, old tricks,” he answered. “It’s damn boring to be a specialist. I never wanted to specialize in anything when I was a boy. But then I fell in love with the railroad.”


      I asked if he was the kind who ran model locomotives around a track decorated with miniature trees and stations.


      “Never had patience for that. I was somewhat frenetic as a child. I suppose you can still see that. No, trains for me came at a later point. I left home for a spell when I was seventeen. Hopped a freight car. First taste of freedom I’d had in my life was when that car went hurtling out of Poughkeepsie. I decided at that moment that the railroad was the greatest of mankind’s inventions. I loved being around trains. When I went to my mother’s people in Paris after I dropped out of college, that was the work I sought. Started as a porter. Ended up as an engineer. The idea that I was a common workingman appalled my father, but it delighted me.”


      “I don’t think I’ve heard you mention your parents before, Major.”


      “No accident in that, Dubin.” He nipped at his flask again and looked at the candles. “My father’s a professor of Romance languages at Vassar College. Met my mother when he was at the Sorbonne. Very distinguished fellow, my father. And the meanest man walking God’s green earth. I agree with him about everything. Politics. Music. I don’t like his attire, I suppose, I don’t like his hats. But it goes to show you beliefs aren’t everything. He’s a complete son of a bitch.”


      “Hard on you?”


      “Very. And harder on my mother. She couldn’t get away by hopping a train. So she blew her head off with his shotgun when I was sixteen.”


      As the wind came up outside, the wooden doors knocked and the candles guttered, but he didn’t take his gaze from the corner. I expressed my sympathies.


      “Well,” he said. “It was hard, of course. Horrible. But it wasn’t a picnic before then. My mother was always in bed, an impossibly beautiful woman, but utterly morose. I can barely remember her features because I rarely saw her anywhere but a dark room.” He drank and looked at the wall. “These aren’t stories I often tell, Dubin.”


      I could understand that. But I recognized Martin’s instinct always was to master the moment however he could. His charm had been undermined by his lies. So now he would prey on my sympathies. Or parade out Teedle’s perversions.


      “I think I should come along on this operation with you tonight, Major.” I had been considering that for a while. Across the entryway, Biddy could not contain himself.


      “Jesus Christ crucified,” he moaned. I found a pebble on the floor and tossed it at him, then repeated my request of Martin.


      “Afraid I’ll run away, Dubin?”


      “That would not be without precedent, Major.”


      “Well, right now you have the Germans to ease your mind. Every road has been cut. And the snow is high. And I’ve got a team to bring back.”


      I said I still wanted to come.


      “Don’t be an ass, Dubin. You won’t be there for the mission. You’ll be there to keep an eye on me. Which means you’ll be a danger to both of us. And damn certain to get in the way.”


      “We didn’t get in the way at the salt mine.”


      “At the salt mine, Dubin, you stayed in one place. This is a mobile operation. In armored vehicles on which you’ve never been trained.”


      “I’ll speak to Algar.”


      “It’s not Algar’s choice. It’s mine. And I don’t want you there.”


      The chance that Algar would overrule Martin was minimal, but given the situation I needed to try. I asked if Martin was willing to drive me back to Algar’s headquarters so I could make my case to the Lieutenant Colonel. He wound his head disbelievingly, but smiled brightly at my doggedness, as usual.


      “I have to get ready, Dubin, but I’ll drop you there. Come along.”


      I told Biddy to stay and sleep. He seemed unconvinced.


      “He’s got a tommy gun with him, Sergeant,” said Martin. “I think he’ll have a fair chance against me.” Martin called Gideon “Bruiser” when he gestured goodbye.


      As soon as we were under way in his jeep, Martin said, “Aren’t you going to ask me about Gita?”


      I took a second. “I hope she’s well.”


      “As do I.”


      “I understand she’s near Houffalize.”


      “You won’t find her if you look there, Dubin.” Martin turned from the road with a tart, narrow look and we stared at each other. It was the first instant of actual hardness between us, undeflected by irony. He wanted me to ask where she was, and I wouldn’t give him the pleasure. Even so, this friction reminded me yet again what a terrible mistake I’d made with her.


      “If you have a complaint with me, as far as Mademoiselle Lodz is concerned, Major, feel free to lodge it.”


      “No complaints,” he said quickly. “She wouldn’t stand for it. Her life is her own. Always has been and always will be.” This was a disciplined answer, like a soldier taking orders. “She’s in Luxembourg. At least I hope she is. Roder. Overlooking the German border. We both sent reports to Middleton that the Germans were massing tanks, but nobody wanted to hear that. God bless the United States Army.” He tossed his head bitterly, as he pulled the vehicle in front of the barn where Biddy and I had been with Algar a few hours earlier. When Martin’s hand came forward, I lifted my own to shake, but instead he pointed at my side.


      “I wouldn’t mind having use of that tommy gun, Dubin. We don’t have anything like that around. It might come in handy and you have my word it will be returned. I’ll swap you my M1 for a few hours.”


      I looked at the submachine gun. I was glad Bidwell wasn’t here, so I didn’t have to hear the sounds he would make at the idea of giving Martin anything.


      “Will you promise to surrender yourself to me, Major, when we’re capable of moving out?”


      Martin laughed. “Oh, Dubin,” he said. In the darkness, he looked out to the snow. “Yes, I’ll surrender myself. On the condition that you reach OSS personally before turning me over to Teedle.”


      We shook on that and I handed him the gun and the one ammo box I had with me.


      “You’ll have it back in a few hours,” Martin promised before he drove off.


      He was barely out of sight when the sentry outside the barn told me that Algar had gone up to the staging area to go over the maps one last time with Martin and his team. He said that Martin and Algar had set that meeting only half an hour ago when Martin first stopped here. I stood there in the wind. I would never be sharp enough to deal with Martin. I was not even angry at myself. It was simply the nature of things.


       


      I considered walking back to Hemroulle, but I had a faint hope Algar might return before Martin’s team set off. There was a hay locker attached to the barn, a platformed area raised so that the fodder could be tossed in from the back of a cart or truck through an opening outside. The sentry told me troops had slept in there the last two nights. He promised to rouse me as soon as Algar came back.


      Only a little hay remained in the height of winter, but its sweet smell lingered. My predecessors had swept up the remnants and mounded them into a couple of beds and I lay down on one and fell soundly asleep. My dreams seemed rough and desperate, the kind that make you cry out in the night, but I stayed for many hours in that world, rather than this besieged circle in Belgium.


      My name roused me. Hamza Algar, looking weary and nibbling at his mustache, was a few feet below me in the barn. He shoved my tommy gun across the board floor of the hay locker.


      “Martin told his men to make sure this got back to you,” he said and turned away. As I crawled out, Algar walked to his desk at the center of the barn. There was daylight visible in the seam between the stone walls and the tin roof of the building. Sitting, Algar rested his face in his hands.


      “How did they do?” I asked Algar.


      He sighed. “Poorly. The Krauts pinned them down and then blasted the shit out of them at first light. The men who made it back came on foot.”


      “And Martin?”


      “Gone,” Algar said.


      That was the same word Bettjer had used when I’d awoken at the Comtesse’s after we blew the dump. I’d known it would happen. I reviewed in my mind what I’d been through—the terror of the jump, the shot, and the enduring indignity of fouling my trousers—only for Martin to have run from me again. Sisyphus came to mind.


      “Any idea where he headed?” I asked.


      I received another fixed uncomprehending look from Algar. So far all our conversations had somehow devolved into a competition in provoking speechlessness. The Lieutenant Colonel sighed deeply again.


      “Well, if there’s anything to your arrest order, Captain, he’s probably headed to hell. Captain Dubin, you didn’t understand me. Bob Martin is dead.”


    


  




  

    

      17. CHAMPS


    


    

      Since December 16, Robert Martin had been in command of units that had been isolated from the 110th Infantry Regiment during its retreat from Skyline Drive in Luxembourg in the early hours of that day. Regrouping here with the remains of the regiment, Martin’s two rifle companies and two towed guns from a tank destroyer battalion had been teamed with a platoon of M18 Hellcats. It was these troops Martin had led toward Vaux-les-Rosières, where the ammunition train was marooned. North and west of the town of Monty, they had crossed our lines and encountered thinly manned German positions, which they quickly pushed through.


      Half a mile on, however, they were engaged by the Panzer Lehr, the tank division formed from Nazi training units. Less brazen forces might have fallen back to form a stronger line, as McAuliffe and Algar had anticipated, but the Panzer Lehr prided themselves on backing off from no one and had spread out to take on Martin’s team. During the protracted firefight that resulted, Martin and his men moved to the top of a knob, which allowed them to destroy a number of the German tanks. Near daybreak, the Panzer Lehr withdrew. Martin and his unit leaders had gone up to the second floor of a small lodge on the hill to assess whether they still had a chance to reach the ammunition train. From there, they saw what had provoked the Germans’ retreat, a battalion of American tanks emerging like specters through the falling snow. Patton had arrived.


      Even when the first rocket came screaming toward Martin from a turret of the approaching armor, no one in his command had caught on that the tanks they saw had been captured by the Nazis from the 9th Armored Division. Never mustering a defense, Martin’s unit had been left with only isolated survivors. The Major himself had gone down when the initial tank shell flew in the window at which he stood. At least four other shells hit the building, reducing it to a bonfire.


      All of this was related to me the morning after we jumped into Savy by a boy named Barnes. He was perhaps five foot two, and slight as a butterfly. His nose was dripping the entire time I spoke to him, and he flinched whenever a shell exploded in the distance. For the moment, the fighting seemed to be a couple of miles off, to the north and east.


      “Captain, we was blown to shit, there just ain’t no other way to put it. I mean, those was American tanks. How was we supposed to know any different?”


      Algar had corralled this boy, and one of the few other survivors of Martin’s team, Corporal Dale Edgeworthy, and the two of them sat with Biddy and me, on wooden chairs in a corner of the empty barn.


      “Martin got it right at the start of the attack,” said Edgeworthy. “That’s what came over the radio. We all saw the building go, Captain. It was the only thing standing out there. Sort of looked like when you toss a melon out of a truck and it hits the road. Pieces everywhere. The tech sergeant had command after that. But that couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes. Soon on, Captain, it was just run like hell and scatter, run for your life. There wasn’t any choice, sir, but to leave the dead and wounded behind.”


      Edgeworthy, a tall man close to thirty, began to cry then. He kept saying there wasn’t any choice about running.


      I was ready to dismiss them, when one more question occurred to me. I told myself not to ask, then did anyway. These men had been with Martin nearly a week.


      “What about the woman? I heard there was a woman with Martin originally.”


      Barnes and Edgeworthy looked at each other.


      “I don’t know, Captain,” said Barnes. “When the offensive started on the sixteenth, we was up near Marnach in Luxembourg. The first night, when Major Martin took over after Colonel Gordon got it, the Major led us around to this farmhouse after dark. There was three people there, this farmer and this round old doll and their daughter. Seemed like they knew Martin, at least I thought so, ’cause the Krauts was a pretty good bet to take that ground, but they was still letting us in, a few soldiers at a time, so we could warm up while we ate our rations. But that was just a couple of hours. The Krauts never stopped fighting that night. They had their tanks painted white to match the snow and bounced them klieg lights off the clouds and they come right up that hill. They’ve got all that territory now.”


      “How old was the daughter?”


      “Young, I guess.” Barnes dragged his sleeve across his nose. “You know, Captain, I’m like any other fella, but I was pretty grateful to be out of the cold, I wasn’t gonna give that girl the hairy eyeball. She was small,” said Barnes, and smiled for the first time in the half hour we’d been with him. “You know, I’m kind of always watching out for short women. That’s about all to tell you. I remember she was the right size.”


      Once they were gone, Biddy and I waited for Algar to return, shooting the breeze with the troops and officers who passed through the headquarters. The shelling continued in the mid-distance. It had begun at daybreak and started and stopped intermittently. Reports on Patton’s progress were mixed. For each man who’d heard the Third Army was gaining, there were two bearing rumors that its divisions were stalled. In the meantime, the shortages of food and ammunition were past critical, not to mention the complete lack of medical items. This was not the moment to get wounded. The 101st’s Division Clearing Station, and the eighteen doctors who manned it, had been captured on December 19. Yesterday, American artillery units south of the German troops had tried to cannon in bandages and plasma in howitzer shells, but the firing charge had blown all of it to smithereens. Everybody we encountered thanked us for the medical supplies that had fallen with us.


      However, what the men here really craved was a few more degrees on the thermometer. They had stopped referring to the town as Savy. Everyone, officers included, usually called the village ‘Save Me,’ with salvation from the cold being their chief desire. Tank turrets and gas lines had frozen, and the soldiers routinely found their M1s inoperable until the bolts were freed by beating them with hand grenades. Some of the men who’d started suffering frostbite a couple of days ago claimed that they’d been cold so long that the intense burning sensations had ceased. The troops called themselves ‘doggies’ and everybody made the same joke: “This doggy can’t feel his paws.”


      Algar came in, stamping the snow off his boots. He asked if I was satisfied after the interviews.


      “Not to be grisly or cynical, Colonel, but I’m going to have to view the remains when they’re recovered. Martin’s been fairly slippery and there are people in London who’ll want proof positive. I’d like to be certain myself.”


      I had irritated Algar again. He told me I’d know better than to say that if I’d ever seen a wooden building hit by four tank rockets. But he promised that as soon as the skies cleared and supplies came, we’d all be back on that hill, not so much for my sake but so that the men who’d died there, including Martin, could receive a proper burial. At his desk, Algar spent a minute shooting fire into the bowl of his pipe.


      “And have you had a chance to consider what kind of duty Teedle’s orders foresee for you now, Captain?” Algar asked this neutrally, as if it were not a loaded question. Biddy and I had discussed the answer at length this morning once Gideon had walked up here.


      “Well, sir, Bidwell and I called a Yellow Cab so we could get back to Nancy, but they say there will be a delay picking us up, so we thought we might be able to serve with you, sir, in the meantime.” Biddy had grumped around when I told him we had to volunteer for combat, but by now I understood that for him that was simply a prelude to bravery. He knew the score. If we didn’t volunteer, Algar would have to order us into action. And there was no choice, anyway. The town was surrounded. It was a matter of fighting for our own survival.


      “I don’t suppose you two have any combat experience, Captain.”


      I said that Bidwell had gone up Omaha Beach. Algar had been there, too.


      “That was a bitch,” he said to Biddy.


      “Hell on earth, sir.”


      “That’s about the size of it. And what about you, Dubin?”


      I told him I had only been shot at twice, including last night. “But I was trained as an infantry officer before I went to JAG school, sir.”


      Algar actually jumped out of his seat.


      “A trained infantry officer? Ho my God,” he said. He turned to his Exec, Ralph, who’d just arrived. “A trained infantry officer fell out of the sky, Ralph. Christmas has come early.”


       


      The 110th Infantry Regiment, what little was left of it, had been aggregated in a combat unit which Algar and his officers had named Team SNAFU. They were now under the 101st Airborne, plugging gaps as General McAnliffe designated, working in coordination with the 502nd Infantry Regiment. I was placed in command of a re-formed rifle company in a re-formed battalion. Given my lack of experience, I would have been challenged as a platoon leader, but on the other hand, G Company, which at full complement would have numbered around 193 troops, was all of 98. I had no lieutenants, just three sergeants, including Biddy, in charge of three platoons, and sparse support personnel.


      On the afternoon of December 22, the newly re-formed G Company was assembled at the center of Save. By daylight, Save Me was no more than it had seemed at night, a cluster of farm buildings composed of small slate-toned stones with thick joints of yellowish mortar. The tin-roofed structures had been added on to over centuries, and the windows and doors were all different sizes and varying heights, making them look as if they’d been thrown onto the buildings.


      My first sergeant, named Bill Meadows, functioned for all purposes as my first lieutenant. Meadows greeted me when we met as if we were going out together for a night of drinking.


      “Whatta you know, Captain?” He smiled widely and seemed on the verge of delivering a comradely poke in the shoulder. Bill Meadows was a stocky man in his early forties, wearing metal-framed specs. Like every other soldier I had, he was unshaved and his face after nearly a week of fighting was grayed by perspiration, gunpowder, and the airborne debris of shell bursts. “All right, boys,” he called out to the troops. “Bend an ear. Captain Dubin’s going to give us our orders.”


      Outmanned and outgunned by virtually everyone, Team SNAFU had been positioned here on the west of Bastogne because it was the least likely point of attack. Most of the German tanks and artillery remained north and east. Given the difficulties of moving over the snowy hills, particularly with the remaining softness in the bottomlands, the odds were against the Germans mounting a major offensive from this direction. The fact was they didn’t have to. Due to the thinness of the western defenses, Team SNAFU had been unable to prevent the Germans from working their way around us, flanking south toward the town, where they were now positioned.


      For all of that, no place around Bastogne was secure. There had been a skirmish outside Champs earlier yesterday, when a German grenadier team and one half-track had briefly appeared there. But just as McAuliffe situated Algar to be less in harm’s way, so Algar was locating G where we were not as likely to suffer attack. We were assigned to seal off a narrow farm road that came down from the west through Champs and Hemroulle and joined the main byway at Savy. Algar wanted G to go out after dark and dig in, in a wooded draw just north of Champs, on high ground that looked down on the road and the railroad track and a cow path directly to the west. The Germans, in theory, could come from any of those approaches. We were relieving E Company, who had been closer to Hemroulle and were taking a shellacking from German artillery which had gotten a fix on their position. E, which was down to seventy-two men, would serve as Headquarters Company, waiting as reinforcements if there was an assault.


      Algar was certain that yesterday’s encounter near Champs was a diversionary feint. If the Germans launched a significant western attack, they were far more likely to come at Save, which was on one of the main roads to Bastogne. It ran north to Longchamps, and was big enough to make it vulnerable to the King Panzers. For that reason, Algar kept what little armor he had with him. Naturally, if the Krauts sent an armored column toward Champs, he would use his tanks and half-tracks and tank destroyers to reinforce us. Our job would be only to hold the road for a short time until the cavalry arrived, but that was a formidable assignment given our lack of ammunition. Algar ordered us not to shoot, even when fired on, unless we could see a human target. I was with Algar when Colonel Hunt, the 502nd’s commander, called, and Algar described his intended defense of the Champs road as consisting of “a couple of empty muskets.” It was something less than a vote of confidence.


      I sent the men to pack up, ordering them to be in formation at 1615. Meadows drew what few rations we were allowed and gathered the maps. At 4:15 p.m., as dark was falling, I walked down the line for inspection, greeted every man by name and checked his equipment. Not one had an overcoat. They were dressed only in field jackets, sometimes more than one. All of them looked dirty, grim, and sleep deprived, but I was already proud to be their CO. They were prepared to fight, and that, I recognized, was what I’d really wanted to know in all my fretting about combat—what was worth fighting for.


      The feelings of admiration were far from mutual. Most of the men hated me on sight and were sullen at best when I addressed them. For one thing, I had warmer clothes and a Thompson submachine gun, neither of which I was about to surrender, even after I learned that the undersupplied 101st had been instructed to shoot anyone in an overcoat, on the theory they were German impostors. Envy, however, was not the primary motive for my troops’ discontent. They knew they were under the command of a man with no combat experience, and might as well have been led by a crawling infant.


      I had little appreciation at that point for what these boys had been through, since nobody ever talked about the beating the 110th had absorbed in the last week. After my time in the VIII Corps signal office, I knew that the LVII Panzer Corps had literally swept the entire 28th Infantry Division, of which the 110th was part, from the map. But positioned with only two of its three battalions along Skyline, the paved highway that paralleled the border between Luxembourg and Germany, the 110th had absorbed the worst of the initial assaults, when the Panzer infantries had crossed the Our River in rubber boats in darkness and overwhelmed them at dawn.


      In the desperation of the first hours, with no Americans behind them, the 110th had been ordered not to surrender and had forced the Germans into house-to-house fighting in towns like Clervaux, Consthum, and Holzthum. Most of the men I commanded were alive only because they had run when their lines finally broke, and, given their orders, probably didn’t know how to regard their survival. The majority of my troops had been replacements themselves, with less time on the Continent than I’d had, but they all seemed to feel they had unfinished business with the Germans, whatever the perils.


      At 1630, Meadows called out, “Drop your cocks and grab your socks, gentlemen, we’re heading out.” We marched south a few blocks to the crossroads, then turned north and west out of town, proceeding a little more than a mile. Despite the cold, nobody complained, knowing they were warmer than they’d have been traveling in the back of an open truck. Halfway to our position, we passed E Company marching in. A sergeant was in command, because the other officers were dead, and he and I exchanged salutes. The enlisted men were less formal. Some wished us good luck. Several suggested my troops should write their wives and sweethearts now and tell them to forget about having a family. “The only good your nuts will be is for ice cubes.” Meadows put an end to the banter. We were on foot because it was imperative to arrive unnoticed. Yesterday’s skirmishing had made it clear the Krauts were nearby. The intelligence officers in McAuliffe’s G-2 believed the grenadiers were hidden north and west of us in the trees.


      When we reached the place the maps called for us to set up, we found a zigzagging network of foxholes already there, each of them set about five yards apart. They had almost certainly been dug in the late summer by the Germans, rearguard units protecting the retreat from Allied forces coming up from the south. After consulting with Meadows, I ordered most of the men to shovel out these holes, rather than digging our own. Each of the three platoons had a Browning water-cooled machine gun, a cumbersome high-caliber piece manned by a three-soldier crew, and I directed the Brownings to be set up on three strongpoints running around the curved edge of the woods. Then I ordered two squads to scout defensive positions at our perimeters, forward and rear. The squad moving back discovered an old pump house, good news since the closed structure would provide a few men at a time some relief from the biting wind.


      Shoveling the snow out of the holes revealed the Germans’ debris—empty rations and rucksacks, spent ammunition, rusted rifles and canteens. Despite the severe cold, there was a distinct odor. This area had been liberated in mid-September by the V Corps, First Army, and I had no memory of hearing about any major action at Hemroulle. The Nazi company that had preceded us here—probably SS given the difficulty of their assignment—had to engage the Allies and slow them, knowing that there were no reinforcements behind them. Two of the foxholes in the group had been hit by Allied artillery, reducing them to half circles twice the depth of the others. I suspected that what we smelled was the German soldiers who had been in there, literally blown to bits that had moldered through the wet fall and now were sprinkled under several inches of snow.


      When we were done digging, we cut boughs from the surrounding fir trees and laid them in each hole to form a base. A few pine branches were left at the edge, to be used, when the men were allowed to sleep, as a roof to catch the snow. There was no question that German forces were out in the woods, because when the winds bore down from the north, we could smell their fires, a luxury I couldn’t allow if we hoped to maintain the element of surprise.


      Each platoon had responsibility for a flank in our three main perimeters, and we set up a watch schedule and ordered the men to turn in, which many were eager to do, because they were still warm from digging. As I was to learn, it was possible to be too cold to sleep.


      Biddy and I took the same hole, which appeared to have been the former command dugout, its architecture a tribute to German precision. It had been cut in a perfect trapezoid that allowed two men to fire side by side, but left more room for living behind them. The face was reinforced by a log retaining wall into which a ledge had been cut for personal possessions. I put books, some hand grenades, and my razor there, not that there was much chance of running water. It seemed odd to be unpacking as if this was a hotel room, but that thought was cut short by Biddy’s cursing.


      “Left my toothbrush in town,” he said. “No shave, no bath. Least you can brush your teeth. Damn.” I understood at once that the toothbrush was an emblem of the security we’d relinquished on this quest for a man who’d turned up dead, and I offered him mine.


      “We can share it,” I said. “It won’t be the worst of what we share in this hole.” With orders to remain out of sight, we weren’t going to be making any trips to the latrine during the day. And Biddy and I were past the point of pride or privacy. The last of that had passed when he scraped me off that snowy field with a load in my pants.


      Biddy, though, seemed struck by the gesture. He stared at the brush as if it was burning, before he took it.


       


      Near 9:00 p.m., when most of the men had settled in, I heard the rumble of motors behind us, and one of the machine gunners on the point demanding the password. I had motioned Biddy and one of his squads forward, but he came back explaining that it was Signal Corps. They had driven up the road without lights, a fairly daring maneuver in the heavy darkness left by the thick clouds. The signal team was here to extend lines for field telephone connections for me running to Algar, and to each platoon. I was relieved not to be out here alone, but the signalmen reminded me to use the phones sparingly and only in code. Communications by ground wire were subject to interception sometimes a mile away, a radius that almost certainly included the Germans in the woods. We also had a backpack radio, the SCR-300, in the event we were forced to move.


      Before turning in, Biddy and I both inspected positions. He went to look after his platoon, while I checked the forward strongpoints manned by the Browning crews.


      “Flash,” a gunner called.


      “Thunder,” I answered, the password G had been using all week, according to Meadows. The Browning crews’ holes were dug deeper and rounder than the rest of ours. In the most visible location, the men needed to be entirely below ground level but able to swing the gun in a full circle in the event of an assault. I found each of the three crews pretty much exhausted. The men lay in the holes with their feet sole to sole with the boots of their mates, a device to keep them from falling asleep.


      Returning to our hole before Biddy, I could feel at once that my pack was not where I’d left it. By flashlight, I found it had been ransacked. An extra pair of field pants was gone and my second gloves, too. I had already decided to give up what I wasn’t wearing, but I regretted that a thief was the beneficiary. He’d taken personal effects, too, including three of the letters from Grace I had been carrying. And the card from Gita.


      The adjoining holes, where I’d heard voices when I was coming up, now had fir boughs and ponchos drawn over them. I debated my options, then ran down to Sergeant Meadows to tell him someone had ‘acquired’ some of my gear. He said it had been going on in G Company from the beginning.


      “Don’t ask me to make it sensible, Captain. Stand and die beside a man then steal his stuff, I know it’s crazy. I’m just trying to tell you that you’re not the first.”


      “But this didn’t happen unnoticed, Sergeant.”


      “Probably not, sir.” He looked away and back. “They don’t like anybody new, Captain, and new officers most of all.”


      “Because?”


      “Because you don’t understand, Captain. Listen, these men will fight for you. I’ve seen them. They’re good men, every one of them, and they’ll fight because they know they’ll die otherwise. They hate you because they hate being here. Only way out of a rifle company is dead or wounded. It’s like those turnstiles that only go in one direction. They let you in, but you can never get out. There ain’t a man here, sir, who doesn’t start praying at some point, God, please let me get wounded so I can go home. Plenty of them would give up an arm or a foot. I’m telling you what every soldier thinks. And what you’re going to be thinking, too. And I can see just looking at you that you don’t believe it. And that’s why they hate you, Captain. Because you hold a better opinion of yourself than they have of themselves, and they know they’re right. But don’t worry about it, Captain. None of this will matter much, if we don’t have battle. And if we do, they’ll be fine with you afterward.”


      I spent two hours too riled to sleep, and then got up for night guard. As an officer, I wasn’t required to take this duty, but we were too shorthanded to stand on formalities, and I thought it would be good for morale. On the way, I stopped in the pump house, a brick box dug into the hill that flanked our rear, fully embedded in the earth to keep the hydroelectric pump from freezing. There were no windows on the single exposed wall, just a half-size wooden door, which my men had broken open. Inside, I found most of the soldiers in the second squad from Meadows’ platoon, who’d chosen to play cards by the light of a Coleman lantern rather than sleep. They jumped up and I put them at ease. The pump, an old black hunk of iron, reached down into a well hole, and the men had fanned out around it. I took a moment to ask each of the eight soldiers where he was from, but I got the same surly responses, and headed out.


      “You a Yid, Captain?” When I turned back, nobody in the pump house was looking at his cards. The speaker, staring hardest at me, was a Mississippi boy, a private named Stocker Collison.


      Every candidate in OTS learns the same thing. Rule one, make sure they respect you. If they like you, that’s okay. But if they don’t, fear will do.


      “Is that a Southern term?” I asked Collison.


      “Just askin.”


      “Does the answer matter to you, Collison?”


      Of course it did. It probably mattered to half the men in the company, maybe more.


      “No, sir.”


      “Good. What time you stand guard, Collison?”


      “At oh three hundred, sir.”


      “Why don’t you walk the perimeter now to be sure everything’s okay.”


      He spent a long time looking at me before departing. The other men remained silent. I had been better at this than I’d imagined, but I knew whose manner I’d instinctively assumed. Teedle’s. I would have to think about that.


      I had drawn guard with the platoon of Sal Masi, a shrewd little guy from Boston who was my third sergeant. He’d been promoted from corporal on the battlefield and still had the doglegs on his uniform. Along with two of Masi’s soldiers, I had watch on the rear hill, a position I’d assigned myself because it was at the highest point we occupied, and thus the most exposed to the wind.


      My spot was about fifteen yards from the pump house, and the tin chimney that poked through the roof was designed to vent the pump’s heat in the summer, but now it funneled the sound from within as if it were being broadcast. On their first night here, the men inside clearly didn’t realize that. As a result, I spent much of my two hours on watch listening as the north wind carried along the squad’s conversations, including their commentary about me, which began when Collison got back from his snowy trip around the perimeter.


      “Jesus fucking Christ, Collison. Why didn’t you just ask him to stick out his pecker so you could check?”


      “Man oughta say what he is. He ain’t got no call to hide it.”


      “Hell, man, you’re white trash and I don’t see you wearing a sign.”


      “Aw, go soak your head, O’Brien. The thing with the damn Jews is you don’t never know when you got one.”


      “That’s bull, Collison,” said somebody else. “You can tell by lookin. You just haven’t seen any ’cause you’re an ignorant Mississippi peckerwood.”


      “You got no call to talk to me like that, Marshall.”


      “Whatsa matter, Collison, did he hurt your feelings? I’m gonna cry, I’m not kidding. I’m crying already. I ain’t cried like this since I read My Friend Flicka.”


      The line, from O’Brien, a thin sharp-faced kid from Baltimore, provoked a storm of laughter inside the pump house. Encouraged, O’Brien took off on Collison.


      “Know the difference between a zoo in the North and a zoo in the South?”


      Collison didn’t answer.


      “In the South, they don’t just write the name of the animal on the cage. There’s also a recipe.” The uproar rocked out again. “Know what they call a Mississippi farmer with a sheep under each arm? Huh? A pimp.”


      Apparently O’Brien decided Collison had had enough. The men went back to playing poker, largely silent except for the grousing when somebody won. Without that distraction, and with nothing to see in the farm field that lay ahead of me, I worried. I worried mostly about whether fear would paralyze me in the midst of combat as it had when I jumped, and what would happen then to the men I was supposed to lead. The moment in the plane had drifted with me all day, like the lingering weakness from a fever. It had taken something away from me, from everything I saw and every breath I drew. I was a coward. I didn’t expect myself to be unafraid. But I had been dashed to discover that I could not overcome it. The man who had volunteered to jump, the American who believed in the right things, had no control over the other part of me. It was as Gita had been trying to tell me when she lifted her skirt. Everything except instinct was a pretense.


      Hoping for other thoughts, I began searching the sky. The clouds to the south did not look quite as thick. If I was right, that would mean air support, supplies, maybe even reinforcements. I hung, yet again, in that uncertain zone, not knowing if I wanted to be replaced before the German attack. At least a demotion to platoon leader would let me pull duty I’d prepared for. If Meadows went down, I’d literally have to call Algar every hour for instructions.


      As 5:00 a.m. approached, somebody else who’d gotten up for night guard entered the pump house, clearly another squad member, who received a full account of the evening, including the ungodly amount Bronko Lukovic had won, and Collison’s encounter with me.


      “Oh, Collison, you sure know your oats. Way to impress the new CO.”


      “I just like orders better comin from a Christian, is all,” said Collison. “We’re already fightin this fuckin war to save the Jews.”


      “Jesus, button your flap, Collison. You sound like Father Coughlin.”


      “Says you. Wasn’t them Nazis that attacked us at Pearl Harbor. What the hell we care what ole Hitler’s doin? I’m tellin you, it was all them Jews around Roosevelt. That’s why we’re here fightin.”


      “Collison, we’re all fighting for the same damn reason. Because we have to. Because nobody gave us a choice.”


      “This platoon,” answered Collison, “we got to be the worse-off bunch of doggies on the front. We been gettin nothin but screwed. I’m not kiddin. Two-thirds of our men dead and now they send us this Jew officer when we’re surrounded.”


      “Shit, Collison. Don’t snap your cap about Dubin. We’ve lost every officer we’ve had. And they knew what the heck they were doing. How long you think it’s gonna take before this one stops a bullet? He’s still looking around the woods for the men’s room.”


      They all laughed. A minute later, I heard a familiar voice. Biddy had gotten up to spell me on night guard.


      “Pipe down in here, y’all. Sound come outta that hole up top like cheers at a football game. Hear y’all fifty yards away.” There was silence then. I’d wager some were wondering for the first time how far off I was. “And let me tell you something else. The Captain’s a good man, y’all gone see that.”


      I could hear O’Brien ask, “Is he hep? I just can’t take these officers who don’t know nothing but what they read in the rule book.”


      “He’s hep,” Biddy said. He arrived at my position a minute later. He said nothing, but offered a cut-down salute when I left him to go back to sleep.


    


  




  

    

      18. COLD TRUTH


    


    

      Bill Meadows shook me awake a little after 7:00 a.m., as the faintest light was leaking into the sky. He wanted to go over orders for the day. To conceal our position, we couldn’t risk contact with the men on point or relieve them once the sun was up. Meadows wanted to replace the crews who’d been out there freezing all night and I told him to proceed.


      Before he left, we took a moment to inspect the terrain. The open, rolling hills—hayfields or grasslands grazed by beef cattle—were now deep in snow with no animals in sight. Most, I imagined, had been killed or eaten long ago. North of us, beyond the railroad tracks and the drifts mounded here and there on the road, several fields undulated, separated only by stone markers. With my field glasses, I saw that the land had already seen combat. The Germans who had once occupied our holes had been hit hard before retreating. The blackened form of a Panzer was out there, with snow heaped on the tracks and the turret, and I also could make out the axle and fenders of a truck. My guess was that there had been more wreckage, which our engineers had towed off to assemble the crude roadblock that stood a couple hundred yards from us. It was comprised of commandeered tractors and two burned-out tanks, one ours, one German.


      To the west, in the distance, lay dense green woods of tall pines, where the German grenadiers were probably hiding. Even in daylight the forest appeared black and impenetrable. I thought of the Brothers Grimm, and their goblins and spooks stealing from the trees to snatch souls and visit curses.


      The last thing Meadows pointed out was the stand we occupied, a mixture of the same skinny, thick-branched pines that were across the way and deciduous trees, most of them beeches still wearing some of their coppery leaves. The Germans were delivering daily artillery barrages across a broad sector, wherever they figured Americans might be positioned to protect the roads, often utilizing their 20mm antiaircraft guns, which had proven effective as offensive weapons, or the dual-purpose 88s. Fixed on quad mounts and half-tracks, the guns were tilted forward and fired into the treetops. The result was a little like a bomb exploding in midair, raining shrapnel down on everyone below. Algar had sent us north of E’s holes in hopes that the Germans might not have been aiming here, but up high the trees were ragged, as if they had been eaten away by moths. Several of the beeches had most of their boughs blown away, the remaining trunks standing like solitary amputees, blackened by the shell bursts. In other words, we were going to get it. The Germans had been firing in the hour after dawn and just before sunset, periods when they could be certain that our planes, which could navigate only by daylight in this weather, would never be in the air.


      “I want to tell the boys to stay low when that starts,” said Meadows. “Or else get out and go hug the trees.”


      “Right.”


      “But the sergeants need to keep watch. It’d be a good time for that Panzer infantry to come out of the woods, with us hunkered down.”


      “Right,” I said again. Commanding with Bill Meadows as your top NCO was a little like driving with a chauffeur. He and I exchanged salutes, but Meadows hung back.


      “Captain, I hear you had a hard time with Collison last night.”


      “It was a short conversation, Bill. Nothing to be concerned about.”


      “Don’t let Collison bother you, Captain. He’s not a bad Joe, especially once he gets used to you. We got a lot of country boys in this man’s Army just like him, and it don’t matter if they’re from Mississippi or the North Woods. First time he lived with indoor plumbing was in basic training. They’ve been through a lot, Captain, these boys. Sometimes they just talk a little bunk.”


      When Meadows left, Gideon crawled into his boots and coat to inform his platoon about today’s orders. He’d been back in the hole only a few minutes, using my toothbrush for the first time, when the shelling began. If nothing else, the Krauts were punctual.


      In the midst of combat, I was to discover that certain phrases would become lodged in my head, as if my brain was a Victrola stuck on a scratch. That day, the saying was “Forewarned is forearmed,” mostly because it proved completely untrue. The Germans were employing a technique I’d learned in infantry school called TOT, or time on target. The idea was that their shells would fly at several areas at once, before anyone could scramble back to his hole. Not knowing precisely where we were, the Germans calibrated each gun at intervals of roughly thirty yards.


      The first rounds were screaming meemies, rocket-propelled shells that bore down with a constant heart-stalling screech like a car’s tires when its clutch is popped, and that proved to be nothing compared to my dread when the ordnance started landing. I had thought it couldn’t be worse than the bombing at the Comtesse’s, but there was no way to anticipate the emotional effect of being under sustained bombardment. I will never hear anything louder—ears simply can’t absorb more sound—and combined with the way the earth rocked, I was soon rattled with a primitive panic whenever I detected the sound of the 88s. It was distinctive as somebody’s cough, to which it bore a thunderous resemblance. The shells exploded with a magnificent bouquet of flame and snow and dirt, raining down hot shrapnel, pieces often a foot or two long that ricocheted off the trunks, while huge limbs crashed around us. The closest blast to me, about fifty yards away, made my eyes throb in their sockets and squeezed my chest so hard I thought something was broken. After each detonation, just as a way to hold on, I promised myself it was the last, trying to believe that until I heard the throaty rumble of the artillery firing and the keen of the next shell heading in to knock us flat.


      And then after almost an hour on the dot, it stopped, leaving the air hazy and reeking of cordite. In the sudden silence, you could hear only the wind and the thud of branches that continued to fall from the trees. After the first few minutes of the shelling, between explosions, a scream had gone out for medics and that shouting resumed now. I phoned Second Platoon. Masi told me that two men in the same hole had been struck by a tree burst. I didn’t know what the CO should do, but I couldn’t believe hiding was the answer, and I scrambled up there, weaving between the trees. The Krauts couldn’t see much anyway, with all the smoke and dust in the air.


      Arriving, I found a red-haired kid named Hunt dead from a piece of shrapnel that had descended like an arrow from an evil god and penetrated the soft spot beside his clavicle, plunging straight into his heart. He was lying in the hole, his eyes open and still. I was most struck by his arms, thrown back at an angle no one could have maintained in life.


      The other man was being attended by a medic. His leg below the knee was a red mash. The bone was shattered and he was crying from the pain, but the medic thought he would live. They would move him out, once night fell, for what little good it would do. At this stage, this man, Kelly, was facing roughly the same chances for survival as soldiers wounded during the Civil War. The medics were using some sulfa powder, which they had been pilfering from the aid kits of the dead for days, in hopes of disinfecting the wound. Kelly would be transferred to an aid station Algar had set up yesterday at the church where we’d slept in Hemroulle. Back in my own hole, I took reports from the other platoons by phone. Only two casualties. Doing the arithmetic, I knew we had come through rather well.


      During the barrage, it had started to snow. I had thought it was too cold to snow—we used to say that at home—but apparently the weather in Belgium didn’t adhere to Midwestern rules. It was not a storm of great intensity. Instead the large flakes drifted down almost casually. Like most little boys, I had grown up regarding snow as a thrill. It was pretty. It was fun. But I had never endured it in a foxhole. The snow danced down for more than two hours. As soon as Biddy and I shook it off, it collected again. Eventually, we were soaked and frozen. And it kept snowing. With overcoats, Biddy and I were better off than many of our troops, who were sitting in their holes wrapped in their ponchos and blankets, with their cold Mis held next to their bodies to keep the trigger mechanisms from freezing. But I had no feeling in my hands and feet, and I was increasingly amazed that the blood didn’t just go to ice in my veins.


      Dealing with the cold proved a matter of will. I was desperate for distraction, and on pure whim decided to light one of the cigarettes that had come in my rations. Cigarettes were probably the one thing not in short supply, although the men complained relentlessly about the fact that the cheaper brands—Chelsea, Raleigh, Wings—had been sent to the front.


      The skies had remained so dim that it seemed as if the light was oil being poured in by the drop. Now I found myself keeping track of the birds. It was hard to believe any were left. The artillery barrages must have killed most of them, and during the German occupation food had been scarce enough that I’d heard of the locals routinely eating sparrows. A few crows scavenged in the forest, and some swift long-tailed magpies darted by. I pointed out a hawk to Biddy, but he shook his head.


      “Ain’t no hawk, Cap,” he said. “That there is a buzzard.”


      By midday, we knew there was little chance an attack would come. The offensives were taking place around us—the air spasmed from artillery rounds, and the sputtering of machine guns and the sharp crack of rifle fire a mile this way or that carried distinctly through the cold. In considering things, I’d decided that our most likely role would be as reinforcements if the Germans attacked Savy. But if that happened at all, it would be tomorrow or the day after. While the sun was up, there was little to do but stay out of sight in the hole and battle the cold.


      “You think it ever gets this cold in Kindle County?” I asked Bidwell.


      “As I recollect, sir, yes. Colder. I still have in mind, Cap, walking up to high school eight blocks, and the mercury stuck clear at the bottom of the thermometer. Colder than twenty below.”


      I’d made those trips myself and laughed at the memory. Insane with adolescent vanity, I’d refused to wear a hat. I could recall my mother screaming at me from the back porch and the feeling once I’d reached the high school’s hallways that if my ears grazed something hard, they’d break straight off my head.


      In the middle of the day, there were suddenly shouts from within our midst. I jumped out with my tommy gun, certain the Germans had somehow snuck up on us, only to find that two men in Biddy’s platoon had uncovered a discarded Luger in their hole—the breach mechanism had seized up—and a fistfight had broken out between them about who would get the souvenir. I put both men on discipline—meaningless now—and said the Browning crews, who’d been on the strongpoints without communication for hours, could draw straws for the pistol when they were relieved. We had to reassign the two soldiers to other holes, and even though I demanded silence, I could hear both calling one another “motherfucker” as I left. That wasn’t a word used much among the officer class, who usually adhered to a certain gentility.


      “You ever know of anybody who actually fucked his mother?” I asked Biddy.


      “Had a friend in high school who fucked one of my buddy’s mothers. I heard of that.”


      “Well, that’s not the same thing.”


      “No sir, not at all.” We fell silent for a while.


      “Biddy, where in the world did you go to high school, anyway?” He’d told me before that he hadn’t quite made it to graduation. His family needed money.


      “No place you’d know, sir.”


      “Don’t bet on that. I think I swam against every school in Kindle County.”


      “You didn’t never hear of Thomas More, sir. Wasn’t no swimmers there.”


      “Thomas More? In the North End? Wasn’t that all colored? I didn’t know there were any white men in that school.”


      “Wasn’t,” he said. “Two white girls. No white men.”


      I had been looking at the sky, just realizing that blue was starting to edge past the dirty gray masses. That meant the planes would be flying. When I finally processed Gideon’s words, I was sure I’d misunderstood. He had removed his helmet and, big as he was, I found him staring down at me, unconsciously drumming one finger on the MP stenciled in white on the front.


      “You heard me, Captain.”


      “What the heck are you telling me, soldier?”


      “I’m trusting you is what I’m doing. Against my better judgment.”


      A hundred things fell into place. After the artillery barrage, I was too drained to feel shock, but I was lost in some fundamental way.


      “Now what’re you thinking?” he asked me.


      “Truthfully? I don’t think I believe you.”


      “You better. Because this here’s no off-time jive.” He was sullen and probably more astonished with himself than I was. His choice of words, however, went to make his point.


      Now that he’d said it, of course, now that I was actually looking, appraising his nose, his hair, I suppose I could see how he might have been colored. But there were men in the next hole, Rapazzalli and Gomez—not to mention me—who were probably darker complected, and none of us with eyes as light as Biddy’s green peepers.


      “I got my draft notice,” he said. “I went down there. I didn’t never say one way or the other. They just looked at me and put me in. You know, I’d always had that, folks saying as how I could pass. When I was a kid in Georgia, and we was away from home, I always knew I could go strolling free as a bird into places my brothers couldn’t. It didn’t seem to matter all that much once we got North. But there I was now. I come home and told my folks.


      “‘Did you lie?’ my daddy asked me.


      “‘Not a solitary word.’


      “My mom and he really got going. She wanted me to head straight down there and tell the truth. If the Army didn’t want me doin no fighting, she was in no mind to quarrel. But Daddy wudn’t hear none of that. ‘What truth is that? That even though he looks every bit as good as any other man, even though he is every bit as good as any other man, he ought not get treated like it ’cause he’s actually colored. Is that the truth? The day ain’t dawned yet where I’ll let a child of mine say that. Not yet.’ I’m not sure the two of them have patched it up completely even now.


      “But how it was really, Captain, I went along with it mainly because I was just like you. I wanted to fight. I wanted to be like Jesse Owens and rub old Adolf Hitler’s face in the dirt so hard that that damn mustache come off his face. And I knew they wouldn’t see hide of many colored troops near the front.


      “Once I got in the middle of Omaha Beach, I gave that another think, all right. I’d a been just as happy to set ’em straight and go back to England. It’s full crazy, what I got myself into. Ain’t a day that passes I don’t think once or twice I should have listened harder to my mom. Times I feel like I’m not being true to my own, even though I never said a false word to nobody. And I’m always tellin myself I gotta get home alive, just so ain’t nobody there sayin how it’s a mistake for a colored man to think he can do the same things as white folks. It’s just all one hell of a mess.”


      He peeked over at me again and reached onto the ledge for my toothbrush, which he’d pulled from his mouth and thrown in there as the shelling began.


      “You want this back?”


      The word ‘yes’ was halfway to my lips, but I retrieved it without a flicker.


      “Yeah, damn it, I want it back,” I said then and snatched it from him, jamming it into my mouth. The toothpowder had frozen hard on the bristles. “I didn’t get a chance to use it this morning. And tomorrow I’m first. You can be first the day after that.”


      He looked at me for a while.


      “Yes, sir,” he said.


    


  




  

    

      19. THE SKIES


    


    

      Late in the day, American C-47s passed overhead. Looking back toward Savy, we could actually see the chutes and supplies drifting down out of the big Gooney Birds, and the glowing trails of the German antiaircraft fire darting at them like malign june bugs. The parachutes, red, yellow, and blue, resembled blossoms, a lovely sight in the clean sky, but not one we enjoyed for long. Nazi bombers and fighters appeared from the other direction, and the fierceness of the AA soon cleared the skies. Once our planes were gone, the Germans repositioned their guns and another artillery barrage began. They clearly feared that with their AA occupied, the Americans might have moved out ground forces, and the new volleys seemed to go on twice as long as they had in the morning. As we huddled in the hole, I felt my teeth smash against each other so hard I thought I might have broken one of my molars.


      Once it was over, the field telephone pealed. It was Algar, who’d chosen the code name Lebanon.


      “What’s the condition out there, Lawyer?”


      We’d sustained two more wounded from the last barrage, both relatively minor injuries. One man would need to be moved back to town, along with the young fellow with the leg wound. Algar promised that the ambulances would be there after dark.


      “I’m hearing that your Army commander has broken through to the south,” Algar said. “Punched a hole, they’re saying. We should start seeing reinforcements. Make sure your men know. We had a hundred sixty supply drops here, now. Not enough. But there’s some ammo. Medicine.”


      “Yes, sir.” The news about Patton was welcome, but my men would believe only what they saw. Everything was rumor until then.


      “How’s the mood?”


      The mood, I said, was good, considering. The men realized there was nothing to do about the cold, but they were complaining often about not being allowed out of the holes in daylight, especially to relieve themselves. Orders were to shit in your hat if you had to, but since nobody was going to abandon his helmet with two tree bursts every day, the directive put the troops to a ridiculous choice.


      Sunset came shortly after that, a moment of great solemnity, as it signaled a lessening of the dangers. The Panzers wouldn’t come at night in these conditions when they could get stuck so easily if they veered off the roads. And the Germans, after the huge push that drove us back from the Ardennes, were too short supplied to engage in the harassing artillery fire they normally would have ordered up in darkness. We had to be alert for Kraut scout teams, who could sneak across the field in an effort to assay our position, but we all knew we had survived and would soon be able to move around. The sun, which had edged in and out for hours, knifed through in the distance, breaching the clouds with an intense coppery shaft blazing on the forest across the field. Biddy grabbed his camera, somehow seeing a black-and-white picture in all that color.


      Meadows called and we made night assignments. Bill also had a request. The men wanted to make a fire in the pump house. There would be no light. The issue was the smoke, which might betray our position. But the wind was still coming from the north, which would carry the odor back toward town. It was a calculated risk, but we decided it was worth it. I doubted that even if the wind shifted the Germans would be able to tell our smoke from their own. Each squad would be allowed in the pump house for half an hour to eat their rations, as well as fifteen minutes before and after night guard. The gunners who’d been out on the strongpoints all day without communication would get stretches twice as long and go first.


      The ambulance arrived near 6:00 p.m., accompanied by a supply truck. The quartermasters were supposed to be bringing tomorrow’s rations, but they had only two C ration containers. It meant I was going to be able to feed the men just once tomorrow.


      “Colonel hopes for better Christmas Day,” said the quartermaster sergeant. I knew he was husbanding whatever he had for a Yule treat, but starving the troops in advance seemed like a poor way to enhance their appreciation. “He did send these, though. Requisitioned them from a local café in Bastogne. Owner beefed something terrible, but hell, he ain’t doing much business these days anyway.”


      I stuck my field knife into one of the soft pine boxes and found table linens. It took me a moment to catch on, then I summoned my three noncoms, Meadows and Biddy and Masi, to distribute them to their platoons.


      “What the hell?” Meadows asked.


      I explained that the men could use the white tablecloths as camouflage, if they needed to leave their holes during daylight. We were lucky the linens had been starched. Otherwise they would have been shredded for bandages.


      Once he’d handed out the cloths and napkins, Meadows returned. He wanted me to know this had elevated me in the eyes of the men, an effect that would undoubtedly be lost when they got hungry tomorrow. Nevertheless, I appreciated the fact that Meadows was looking out for my morale, too.


      “If Algar had any sense, Bill, he’d have made you the company commander.”


      “Tell you a secret, Captain, he offered. But I don’t see myself as officer material. Second lieutenant, frankly, that’s the worst job in the Army. At least in the infantry.”


      Biddy, across the hole, grumbled in agreement. I’d heard the statistics, but I answered, “The food is better at headquarters.”


      “Suppose that’s so,” said Meadows. “I’m just not the one to give orders, sir. Not in combat.”


      “Because?”


      “Because if you live through it and your men don’t, that’s something I don’t want to deal with. All respect, sir.”


      It was another problem I’d never considered, because I was too green, and I dwelt on it in silence while Meadows went on his way.


      As captain, I’d assigned myself the last stretch in the pump house, and I decided to try to sleep before then. I took off my overcoat. The snow had frozen it solid and it actually stood up by itself, leaned against one wall in the foxhole. I was too cold to fall off. Instead, near the end, awaiting my turn in the pump house, I actually started counting to myself. When I finally walked in, the heat was one of the sweetest sensations of my life, even though my hands and feet burned intensely as they thawed. The men of Meadows’ Second Squad were in there again, taking as long as they could to consume their rations. I knew they’d overstayed by the speed with which they all jumped up when I entered.


      “As you were, gentlemen.”


      O’Brien told me to go slow approaching the fire. These men were familiar with the hazards of frostbite.


      “Captain,” said O’Brien. “Can I ask you a question? You ever heard of a fella getting frostbite of the dick? Collison’s worried that his dick will fall off.”


      I’d never heard of that. I thought back to high-school biology and explained that what imperiled the extremities was their distance from the heart.


      “I told you, Collison,” said O’Brien. “You’re so dumb, you know what they call the space between your ears? A tunnel. You know what you got in common with a beer bottle, Collison? You’re both empty from the neck up.”


      Collison, on his haunches, looked toward the fire as O’Brien laid into him. I suspected that O’Brien was giving him the treatment for my benefit, after last night.


      “Take it easy, O’Brien. Save a few cracks for the rest of the war.”


      Saved by an unexpected source, Collison looked my way briefly.


      “How’s he even remember all these? I can’t never remember no jokes.”


      “That’s because you’re a marching punch line, Collison,” said O’Brien.


      Meadows came in then to send the squad back to their holes. First Squad was on the way up. I crept closer to the fire and Meadows stayed with me a minute to warm his wire-framed glasses, which were frosting over. The little red dents stood out beside his nose.


      “So, Bill, what was your racket before this started?”


      “Me? I was on hard times, Captain, if you want to know the truth of it. I grew up in California, close to Petaluma. My folks were farmers but I got myself down to Frisco, worked as a longshoreman and made a good buck, too. But there was no work come ’34 or ’35. It didn’t go right between me and my wife, then. I was drinking. Finally, she took herself and my two boys back to Denver where her people was from, put up with her folks. I just started hopping freight cars, looking for work. But there were lots of chappies like me sittin ’round fires in every freight yard in every city. Those were bad times, Captain. I was first in line at the Army recruiter when the mobilization started in ’40. This damn war was a piece of luck for me. If I live through it. Wife remarried but it didn’t work out and she’s all lovey-dovey now when she writes me. I really want to see those boys. Oldest is sixteen. I sure as hell hope this war ends before he can join up. I don’t know how I’d keep my senses if I had to worry about him being in this mess, too. You think it’s gonna be over soon?”


      I’d thought so, just a week ago. At the moment it looked as if there was more fight in the Nazis than any of us had expected. Still, it seemed important to tell the men I believed victory was not far off. Meadows looked at me hard to see if I really believed it.


      I ate a cracker out of today’s K ration and decided to save the rest for morning. I caught two hours’ sleep, then warmed up again in the pump house before my watch. The men of Masi’s platoon, too small to be divided into squads, began filing in. Meadows and I were on the same schedule and headed out together.


      “Gee whiz,” said Meadows, putting his gloves on again, “how do you figure they took a fella from California and sent him to the European theater?”


      “Man, you ain’t countin on the Army to make any sense, are you, First Sergeant?” asked one of the men coming in.


      We all laughed. I stood outside listening to my men for a minute as their talk rose into the night through the chimney.


      “You figurin it’s some bad luck we’re here rather than the Pacific?”


      “Lot warmer in the Pacific, I know that.”


      “Every letter I get from my brother,” said someone else, “is about how damn hot it is. But it’s not how that’s a blessing or nothing. They get every kind of rash. He says he got stuff growin on him, he didn’t even know a man’s skin could turn that color. And a boy’s got to have some absolute luck to get himself a drink. Ain’t like here in Europe with all this wine and cognac, nothing like that. Best that happens is somebody with an in with the quartermaster gets hold of some canned peaches and sets himself up a still, makes something tastes like varnish. Guys is drinkin so much Aqua Velva, quartermaster’s never got any in stock. And they-all’s fighting among themselves to get it.”


      “But it ain’t cold there.”


      “Yeah, but I’d rather get killed by a white man, I really would.”


      “Now what kind of fucking sense does that make?” another asked.


      “That’s how I see it. I ain’t askin you to feel that way, Rudzicke.”


      “Don’t be a sorehead.”


      “Just how I feel is all. Think it would be a little easier to go out like that. Just don’t want the last face I see to be brown.”


      “I can understand that,” said another man.


      “I tell you another thing,” said the first man, called Garns, “them Japs is savages. They’re like the wild Indians, eat a man’s heart. They think we’re some inferior species like monkeys. They really do.”


      “They’re the ones look like monkeys. Don’t they? The Krauts at least, they’ll treat you okay if they take you prisoner. Buddy of mine wrote me how he was fighting on this island, Japs caught one of their men. They sliced this guy’s backbone open while he was still alive, then they poured gunpowder in there, and lit the poor son of a bitch. Can you imagine? And the rest of his platoon, they’re hidin out and listening to this shit.”


      There were plenty of hideous stories from the Pacific. I’d heard several times that the Japs cut the ears off living prisoners.


      “Yeah, but it’s warm,” said someone. That drew a laugh.


      “I don’t figure war’s much good wherever you are,” somebody else said.


      “You hear about these Polynesian dames. Buddy wrote me they landed in a couple of places, girls didn’t even have no shirts on when they got there. And they fuck sort of like saying hello.”


      “Ain’t no women fuck like saying hello. Ain’t no woman do that lest she’s gettin something out of it. My daddy tole me that and I ain’t never seed how he was wrong.”


      “Yeah, but I still hear these dames in the Pacific, they’re something else. This buddy said one of these dolls, she could pick up a silver dollar with her you know what. Finally, somebody got the idea of taking out his business and laying the dollar on there and this girl she took up both. That musta been a sight.”


      “You think it’s true what they say?”


      “How’s that?”


      “That the Nazis travel with whores. They bring them along.”


      “Sounds like Nazis.”


      “Yeah, we’re goddamn Americans. We believe in freedom. The freedom not to get laid.”


      Meadows came crunching back through the snow. He gave me a wink, then opened the door to tell the men to keep it down.


      “Krauts are still there,” he said.


      When I left, a soldier named Coop Bieschke was carving his name in a copper beech about halfway to my guard position. He’d been at it both nights, using up his sleeping time for this enterprise. I thought to ask him what was so important, but I wasn’t sure Coop could explain it. Maybe he was planning to come back here after the war ended, or perhaps he wanted his people to know the spot where he’d died. Maybe he simply hoped to leave a mark on the earth that was definitively his. I watched him at work with his jackknife, oblivious to me and everything else, then continued up the hill.


       


      After guard, I returned to the pump house, then rushed back to our foxhole before my boots could freeze again, placing them under my legs, in the hopes that my body warmth would keep them from hardening overnight. It was a wasted effort. When I woke up, my pants legs had actually frozen together and it was a struggle even to get back on my feet.


      The morning of December 24 was cloudless and our Air Corps was in the sky not long after first light. As the formations of bombers, and the P-47s to protect them, roared overhead, my men waved from inside their foxholes. The German antiaircraft was intense, especially as our planes penetrated German territory. We could see the red trails of the AA rising, and several times aircraft suddenly becoming a star of flame. But the ranks of bombers and supply planes kept appearing for nearly five hours, vapor trails behind each motor, making the sky look a little like a plowed field. The escorts weaved up and down, on the lookout for German fighters, while the chutes on the supply drops continued to unfurl in the skies near Savy. Occasionally, when the wind died down, we could hear the rumble of the trucks fetching the medicine and food and ammunition back into Bastogne.


      The men remained in their holes, but now with the camouflage, I was able to move out every hour or so to check our positions. I dashed through the woods, wrapped in a tablecloth, with a linen napkin knotted beneath my chin like my grandmother’s babushka. When I ran up to their holes, several soldiers looked at me and said, “Trick or treat.”


      For the most part, I was in the hole with Biddy, trying to tell myself that I had borne the cold yesterday, so I could make it today. Today would be easier, I told myself, because now I knew there would be a fire in the pump house later. But perhaps that made it worse, since I could recall now what it felt like to be warm.


      Every hour, I lit a cigarette. In the interval, I took to sniffing the odor of the tobacco on my gloves. I couldn’t understand the odd comfort it seemed to bring me, until I thought of Gita Lodz and the strong scent of her hair and clothing. I wondered if I’d ever see her again. Or if I cared to. Then I asked myself the same thing about Grace. And my parents. If I had to choose only one of them to be with last, who would it be?


      “Lord, Biddy,” I said suddenly, “doing nothing but standing in this hole and thinking is enough to make a man stark raving mad.”


      He grunted as a form of agreement.


      “I wonder if we’d be better off if the Germans just came and we got it over with.”


      “Captain, you don’t want to say that. Take it from me.”


      I asked him to tell me about Omaha Beach.


      “I don’t know, Captain. It ain’t nothing like whatever we-all gonna get ourselves into here. The thing of D-Day was the size of it. I was there D plus one. And it was war everywhere, sir. Them battleships was behind us firing at the Germans on the cliffs, and the Germans was shooting down. Our bombers was up above and the Kraut AA batteries were roaring. And you had thousands of soldiers running up that beach, shooting whatever there was to shoot at. It was fighting everywhere, men giving battle cries, and all that moaning and screaming of the wounded. When the troop carrier dropped us and we sloshed up through the water there, it was red as a stop sign from the blood, and I couldn’t see how we’d ever get to the rendezvous point. There were bodies all over. You couldn’t pick a straight line up that beach without tromping on the dead. And each step, I looked at them and thought: This here is my last step, the next one, it’s going to be me. When I got my squad assembled, I turned back and I realized it was just like I’d imagined it. I’d imagined this my whole life.”


      “War, Biddy?”


      “No, sir. Hell. It was the devil’s hell, all right. Sitting in church, having the preacher tell me where the sinners was gonna find their ugly selves, and thinking so hard about it, that was what I’d seen. The banging, the screaming, the pain. Even the smells of the bombs and the artillery rounds. That’s a saying, sir, you know, war is hell, but it’s a truth. The souls screaming and sinking down. And the skies falling. When I get to thinking about it, sometimes I wonder if I’m not dead after all.” He shook his head hard as if to empty it of thought. “I don’t like going on about this, Captain.”


      I told him I understood. He was silent for a second.


      “You know, Captain, about Martin?”


      “What about him?”


      “Men like that who’ve been at war for years now. I understand why they keep doin it. Because it’s the truth, sir. It’s hell. And it’s the truth, too. Ain’t nothin else so real. Can you figure what I’m saying?”


      I couldn’t really. But the idea frightened me as much as the thought of the Germans waiting to attack.


       


      We were an hour from sunset when there was a little aimless putt-putting overhead. My first thought was that it was German buzz bombs, the V-1s that I’d heard about, but when I got my binoculars, I followed the sound to a little single-engine plane. The field telephone growled at once. It was Meadows, telling me the aircraft was a Nazi scout and that we should yell to all the men to get their tablecloths on and hunker deep in their holes. But about five minutes later, the plane circled overhead again. When I heard the engine nearing for a third pass, I knew we’d been observed. I raised Meadows.


      “Any question he’s seen us?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Well then, let’s try to shoot him down.”


      “We don’t have bullets to waste, Captain.”


      We agreed that the Browning crews had the only real chance of hitting a target at five hundred feel and we both dashed forward to the strongpoints to issue that instruction. It seemed to take the three-man crews forever to get the unwieldy machine guns elevated, but even at that, one round took a piece out of the plane’s left wing, before the craft climbed out of range.


      I called Algar.


      “Shit,” he said. “Any chance the plane didn’t make it back?”


      There was a chance, but it was still in the sky when we’d last seen it. If it made it, we’d be sitting ducks for the Kraut artillery. We had to move out, but not until we had another defensive position as good as the one we were giving up. Algar also wanted to see if our recon had provided any clues about where the Germans were in the woods. Putting down the phone, I thought the same thing all my men would. Another position meant giving up the pump house.


      Algar was back to me in a few minutes. Both intelligence and operations thought that the Germans were repositioning much of their artillery in light of the morning overflights. If so, they were probably not ready yet to fire on us, and both G-2 and G-3 doubted that the Germans would risk a barrage at night, which would pinpoint their guns’ new positions to air surveillance, inviting bombing at dawn.


      “It’s your choice,” Algar said about staying put for the moment. “We’ll reposition you by morning, either way.”


      This was my first real decision as a commander. For the sake of the pump house and the fire, I decided to remain here, but in the next thirty minutes, every creak of the trees in the wind seemed to be the first sound of incoming shells. I stood up in the hole, examining the skies, hoping to smell out the artillery like a pointer. The field telephone rang as soon as darkness began to settle over us. It was Meadows.


      “Captain, a lot of these men, they’d like to get that fire going. It’s Christmas Eve, sir. They want to have a little service. I guess they figure that if God’s gonna protect them, it has to be tonight.” I gave permission.


      Having gone last to the pump house the night before, I was entitled to an early trip and I took it, before the prayer service began. As Meadows had predicted, coming up with the table linens had broken the ice for me with some of the men, and I found one of Biddy’s squads in there anyway, troops better disposed to me for his sake. A lanky Texan, Hovler, had taken a place on a stone near the fire, and looked up at me as I warmed my hands beside him.


      “Captain, you married?”


      “Engaged,” I said, although life in a foxhole made that seem more chimerical every minute. Home was so far away.


      “Pretty,” Hovler allowed, when I found my wallet. “This here is my Grace,” he said.


      “Grace. Why, that’s my girl’s name, too.” We marveled at the coincidence. His Grace was sunny and buxom. In the snapshot, her hair was flowing behind her in a wind that also formed her dress against her.


      “Fine-looking.”


      “She shore is,” he said. “Shore is. Only thing is, that works on my mind. You think your Grace is gonna wait for you?”


      Eisley and I had bunked at the Madame’s with two different fellows in Nancy whose women had Dear Johned them. I wondered how it would feel, if Grace got some intimation of my fling with Gita and abandoned me. I’d excused myself because of the excesses of war, but what if she didn’t? Grace had two suitors left at home, boys she had been going with before me, one a 4-F because of a glass eye, and the other running a factory critical to the war effort. Now and then, when I listened to men like Hovler worry that their gals could two-time them, the idea that Grace might take up with one of these boys would pierce me like an arrow, and then, like an arrow pass through. I did not believe she would do it. It was that simple. Boredom, longing, loneliness—even jealousy and anger—were not forces capable of conquering Grace’s virtue. Until I met Gita, I might have called it principle. But even by Gita’s view, even if she were correct that every man and woman was a story they had made up about themselves and tried to believe, that was Grace’s—that she was a person of virtue so lightly borne that it did not really touch the earth. She could never do that to me. Because, in the process, she would destroy herself.


      “I hope so,” I answered.


      “Sitting out here, it kinda gets in my mind that she can’t possibly wait for me. She got any sense, she’d know I’m three-quarters of the way to dead anyhow, being out here surrounded. And likely to come back with some piece of me missin, if I make it. Why should she wait? There all those 4-Fs and smart guys and USO commandos at home, makin good money ’cause there ain’t many men left. Why shouldn’t a dame get herself a beau?”


      I still had the picture in my hand.


      “She doesn’t look like the kind of girl to do that, Hovler.”


      “I hope not. I’d hate to live through all this just to come home to a broken heart. I don’t know what I’d do. I’d mess her up, I think.” The thought made him so unhappy that he left the fire and went back to his hole.


      At 9:00 p.m., a jeep came creeping up the road. I’d been summoned into town to see Algar. He was at the same desk where I had met him, now trimmed out with pine boughs. His pipe was in hand, but I could tell from the aroma that he’d been reduced to filling it with tobacco from cigarettes.


      “Merry Christmas, David.” He offered his hand. He and his staff had been contemplating my company’s situation and the way it fit into the overall picture. Creeping ever closer, the Krauts had issued an edict today to McAuliffe to surrender and he’d reportedly said “Nuts” in reply. There was reason to think he’d made a good decision. Patton’s forces were said to be advancing down the Assenois road on Bastogne now, and more than 1,200 loads of supplies had fallen by parachute today. As a result, General staff was convinced that the Germans had no choice but to mount an all-out attack tomorrow. They could not position their tanks to take on Patton without control of Bastogne. And they knew that with every hour, supplies were being distributed to peripheral forces, meaning the longer they waited, the stiffer the resistance.


      Given the scout plane, Algar figured there was now some chance that one of the Kraut attacks might come from the west, perhaps through Savy. Perhaps even through Champs. There was no telling. And in any event, whatever force was in the woods would move on us, at least for a while, to keep the company in place. So Algar and his staff still wanted us in position to hold that road. They were just going to move us a little, into the woods on the eastern side, in order to lessen the chances of the German guns fixing on us. If the first attack came at us, we were to move north and contact the enemy. With luck, we’d catch them by surprise and be able to flank the Panzer grenadiers. Either way, we were better off attacking than waiting for the Germans to mass and pin us down. If we did get the first attack, Algar would send tanks and reinforcements, even call in air support if the weather held. It was more likely that we’d get called to reinforce Savy. Those were the orders.


      Ralph, the Exec, came in to report on a conversation with McAuliffe’s staff in Bastogne, who were suddenly disheartened about Patton’s progress.


      “Ham, I don’t know what to make of this, but this guy Murphy, he was sort of implying that maybe Bastogne is bait.”


      “Bait?”


      “That Ike wants to draw as many of the German assets as possible tight around the town, and then bomb it to all hell. Make sure there’s never another offensive like this. Better in the long run.”


      Algar thought about that, then gave his head a solid shake.


      “Patton might bomb his own troops. Never Eisenhower. We want to keep that one to ourselves, Ralph.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      When Ralph left, Algar looked at me. “Here’s another thing to keep to ourselves, David. A couple of things. I don’t like to say either of them, but we’re all better off being plain. Don’t let your men surrender to the Panzer forces. Name, rank, and serial number won’t get them very far. After the job we’ve done on the Luftwaffe, most of their intelligence comes from what they can beat out of our troops. Once they’ve got what they want, the buggers have no means to keep prisoners. And they don’t. Word is they flat-out shot dozens of our troops at Malmédy. But understand what I mean. I was with Fuller at Clervaux, when Cota wouldn’t let us retreat. I’m never going to issue that command. I don’t want to lose that road. But I don’t want a bunch of soldiers with rifles trying to stop tanks. Fight like hell, as long as you can, but protect your men. Those are your orders.”


      I saluted.


       


      I passed through our strongpoints, giving the password. Walking up, I encountered another member of Masi’s platoon, Massimo Fortunato, a huge handsome lump, on guard duty. An immigrant, Massimo claimed to have lived in Boston “long time,” but he spoke barely a word of English. Even Masi, who said he knew Italian, generally communicated with Massimo by hand signals like everybody else. Fortunato had come in as a replacement, but one with combat experience, which meant that he was not subject to the usual ridicule. He had fought through North Africa and Italy, until a sympathetic commander transferred him to Europe, following an incident in which Fortunato believed he was firing at a boy he’d grown up with.


      I asked Fortunato if all was quiet.


      “Quite,” he answered. “Good quite.”


      I went back to the pump house to find Meadows. O’Brien was helping Collison with a letter home, writing down what Stocker told him, sometimes framing the words for him. Bill and I agreed that he’d send a scout team across the road to assess our new position. After that, we’d give the men orders to pack up. Bill went out to make the assignment, as Biddy’s platoon was filtering in.


      “Think we’ll ever have a worse Christmas, Captain?” Biddy’s second-in-command, a PFC named Forrester, asked me.


      “Hope not.”


      “Nah. Next Christmas, we’ll be dead or the war’ll be over. Right?”


      “It’ll be over. You’ll be home. That’ll be your best Christmas, then.”


      He nodded. “That’d be nice. I’m not sure I ever had a best Christmas.” I didn’t say anything, but I’m sure my face reflected my curiosity. “I was adopted, Captain. Old man got it at Verdun. My mother, she ran out of gas somehow. Some friends of my aunt’s took me in. They had six other kids in that house. I don’t know what made them do it. Good sods, I guess. Irish, you know. Only Christmas, somehow, that was always strange. They were Catholic, went to midnight Mass. My family was Scotch-German, Presbyterians. Not such a big deal, but Christmas would get me thinking. These here ain’t my real brothers. Ma and Pa ain’t my real ma and pa. Adopted like that, Captain, at that age, it didn’t seem there was anything real in my life. Not like for other people.” He looked at me again. I couldn’t think of anything to do but clap him on the arm, yet the gesture drew a smile.


      When I returned to our forward position, I wrote letters to my parents and to Grace, as I had in the hours before we’d attacked La Saline Royale, just on the chance the messages might somehow reach them if worse came to worst. Writing to Grace was getting harder. I knew what to say, but I seemed to mean less of it each day. It was not my stupidity with Gita Lodz, either. Instead, there was something about my feelings for Grace that seemed to suit me less and less. After standing there with Hovler, thinking about whether Grace could do me wrong, I now experienced a pinch of regret that stepping out was beyond her, since it might even have been for the best.


      While I was writing, I gradually became aware of music. The German troops were in the woods singing Christmas carols, the voices traveling clown to us on the wind. Many of the tunes were familiar, despite the foreign tongue, whose words I could make out here and there because of my limited Yiddish. “Stille Nacht,” they sang, “Heilige Nacht.” Rudzicke scrambled up to my hole.


      “Captain, I was going to sing, too,” he said. “A lot of us wanted to. Seeing as how we’re moving out anyway.”


      I debated, undertaking the unfamiliar arithmetic of pluses and minuses that an experienced combat officer probably had reduced to instinct. Would I mislead the Germans about our position in the morning, or give something away? With an assault in the offing, could I deny the men one meager pleasure of Christmas? And how to cope with the ugly worm of hope that this demonstration of fellowship might make the Krauts less savage at daybreak?


      “Sing,” I told him. And so as we packed up, G Company sang, even me. Christmas was nothing in my house, a nonevent, and I felt as a result that I was not a participant in the festival of fellowship and good feeling that Christmas was everywhere else. But now I sang. We sang with our enemies. It went on nearly an hour, and then there was silence again, awaiting the attack which all the soldiers on both sides knew was coming.


    


  




  

    

      V.


    


    








  




  

    

      20. DON’T TELL THE CHILDREN


    


    

      Long after I first read what my father had written for Barrington Leach, one question preoccupied me: Why had Dad said he desperately hoped his kids would never hear this story? Granted the tale ended with what I viewed as an episode of heartbreaking gullibility, not to mention dead-bang criminality. But there were oceans of valor before that. What did Dad want to protect us from? I would have thought he’d learned too much to believe that anybody could be harbored from the everlasting universe of human hurt at human hands. Instead, Dad’s decision to suppress everything could be taken only as the product of his shuttered character, and one more occasion for regret. God knows, it would have meant the world to me at a hundred points as I grew up to know even a little of what he had written.


      Like every boy my age, soaked during the 1950s in World War II epics on TV and in the movie houses, I had longed to know that my daddy had done his part—best if he were another Audie Murphy, but at least someone who’d brought his rightful share of glory to our household. Instead my questions about the war were perpetually rebuffed by both parents.


      The silence was so complete that I didn’t even know whether Dad had seen action. I believed he had, because of the profound stillness that gripped him when battle scenes from WWII appeared on The Way It Was, my father’s favorite show. It was TV’s first video history, hosted by the sage and solemn Eric Sevareid. I would watch the black-and-white images leap across my father’s unmoving eyes. There were always artillery pieces firing with great flashes, their barrels rifling back and mud splattering as the massive armaments recoiled into the ground, while aircraft circled in the distance overhead. The grimy soldiers, caught in the camera’s light, managed fleeting smiles. It became an article of faith to me that Dad had been one of them, a claim I often repeated when my male friends matched tales of their fathers’ wartime exploits.


      Yet all I knew for sure was that both my parents regarded war as a calamity which they often prayed would never be visited on Sarah and me. No one was more determined than my father and mother that I not go to Vietnam when my number came up in 1970. They were ready to hire lawyers, even leave the country, rather than allow me to be drafted. The sight of Richard Nixon on TV inspired Dad to a rare sputtering fury. He seemed to feel a basic deal America had made with him was being broken. Simply put, he had gone to war so that his children would not have to, not so they could take their turn.


      But that period might have been less unsettling for me if I’d known a little more about my father’s wartime experiences. At the U., among the antiwar types, there were occasional debates about the ethics of avoiding the draft. Logic said that some kid, working class or poor, was going to take my place. Four decades later, I still accept my rationale for wiggling out with a medical exemption due to a deviated septum, a breach between my nasal passages, which, in theory, might have led to breathing problems on the battlefront. My first responsibility was for my own actions. Understanding how misguided Vietnam was, I faced a clear moral imperative against killing—or even dying—there.


      But for those of us who didn’t go, there was always a lurking question. Granted, we were privileged, moralistic, and often ridiculously rude. But were we also cowards? Certainly we had planted our flag in new ground. Before ’Nam, the idea had been handed down since the Revolution, like some Chippendale heirloom, that braving death in defense of the nation was the ultimate measure of a true-blue American guy. Knowing a few details of how my father had passed this fierce test of patriotism and personal strength might have given me some comfort that I could do it, too, if need be, and made me more certain I was standing up, rather than hiding.


      Instead, the only story about my father’s war I ever heard came from his father, my grandfather the cobbler. Grandpa was a wonderful raconteur in the Yiddish tradition and, when Dad was not around, he told me more than once the colorful tale of how my father had entered the service. In 1942, after Dad had decided he could no longer wait to do his part, he had gone for his induction physical and been promptly rejected because of the deviated septum I ended up inheriting from him (and which, when I faced the draft, he wisely suggested I ask an ENT to check for).


      My father was so upset at being turned down that he finally persuaded my grandfather to go with him to visit Punchy Berg, the local Democratic committeeman, who was able to influence the course of most governmental affairs in Kindle County. Punchy received entreaties in the basement of a local county office, where boxes of records were stacked on steel shelving. There beneath a single lightbulb, Punchy sat among his henchmen at a teacher’s desk while he pondered requests. He either said no, or nothing at all. In the face of silence, one of Punchy’s sidekicks would step forward and whisper a price—$5 to allow a child to transfer to a better school, $15 to get a driver’s license after failing the exam. Favorable verdicts in the Kindle County courts were also available, but at costs beyond the means of workingmen.


      My father stood before Punchy and poured his heart out about not being allowed to serve his country. Punchy had expected something else, a request, of which there were a number, that a draft notice be delayed or, better yet, forgotten. My grandfather said that Punchy, a former boxer whose nose was flattened on his face like the blade of a shovel, spent a minute shaking his head.


      “I’ll tell you, kid. Maybe you want to think about this. I know your old man a long time. Schmuel, how long it’s been you fixed my shoes?”


      My grandfather could not remember that far back.


      “A long time,” Punchy said. “You’re the firstborn son. That makes you an important guy to your folks.”


      This remark provided the only encouragement my grandfather needed to let fly with his own opinions about what my father wanted. It was pure craziness to Grandpa’s way of thinking. He had come here to America, like his brothers, so that they did not get dragooned for the Tsar’s army, as Jews so often were. And now his son wanted to go back across the same ocean and fight, beside the Russians no less?


      “Your old man’s got a point,” Punchy allowed.


      My father was adamant.


      “Well,” said Punchy, “this is hard to figure. How I hear tell, it’s costing families twelve hundred to keep their sons out. But gettin in?” Punchy rubbed his chin. “All right, kid,” he said. “I gotta tell you. I’m pretty red, white, and blue myself. Half the time I’m cryin that I’m too old to go over there and take a bite out of Hitler’s dick. In you want, in you get.” And then Punchy proved what a true patriot he was. “Kid,” he said, “it’s on the house.”


    


  




  

    

      21. COMBAT


    


    

      

        12/24/44—At the front


        Dear Grace—


        I am writing to wish you and your family a wonderful Christmas holiday. I imagine all of you together, cozy around a fire, but perhaps that’s just to comfort myself, because right now I’m colder than I have ever been in my life. At the moment, I’m convinced we should honeymoon in Florida and I am trying to warm myself up by imagining that.


        I assume news of the German offensive has reached you, but the commanders here are encouraging. This is magnificent, scenic country, tremendous hills of trees, deep with snow, and beautiful little towns nestled between, but combat has blown many of them to smithereens. I arrived as part of the investigation I have mentioned now and then, and given the circumstances have actually been pressed into combat as the leader of a rifle company. Finally, a chance to put that training to good use! At last I’ll have a little story or two to tell you and our children.


        Please give my warm regards to your family. I assume you will be praying tonight. I’m not much of a prayer-sayer myself, so please put in a few extra for me, fortissimo. I want all the help we can get.


        Well, that’s enough blabbing for tonight. Remember I love you, darling.


        David


      


      At 2:00 a.m., we moved out on the route the scout team had traced along the edge of the forest, following their tracks in the snow. Orders went down the line in a whisper. “Scouts out first in each squad. Patrol discipline. Silence. Move fast and low. Don’t lose sight of the man in front of you.”


      In all, we advanced about four hundred yards to another incline on the eastern side of the road, settling in a small notch in the forest. It was not as good a position as the one we had deserted. We were about thirty yards from the roadside here, and even when we fanned out, we could not really see well to the north. A small creek was east of us, however, a good defensive perimeter. It must have been fed by an underground spring, because it was still running, even in the intense cold.


      There had been no prior encampment here, which meant the men had to dig in through the snow and the frozen ground. It was hard work and we agreed we’d assign four soldiers to each hole, and let them sleep in shifts. Bidwell and I were still shoveling with our entrenching tools when Masi came up. He turned his angle-necked flashlight on to show me a German ration can. There was no rust on it, and the streaks of the meat that had clung to the side hadn’t frozen yet.


      “There was a pile of shit no more than ten yards away from it, Cap. Hot enough to have melted a little hole in the snow, and still soft when I put a stick to it.”


      I took the can to Meadows.


      “Where are they?” I asked Bill.


      “Back there somewhere,” he said, pointing to the woods half a mile off. “Probably just following up on the scout plane, Captain. Good thing we changed position.”


      I wasn’t as confident. The Krauts were paying a lot of attention to us, if they didn’t intend to come down this road. We agreed we’d send out scouts at first light to follow the tracks and get a fix on the German forces. We also doubled tonight’s guard. That was better anyway, given our shortage of deluxe accommodations.


      Despite my concerns, I was calm. I seemed to have simply worn out my nervous system, subsiding to the resignation true soldiers acquire. If it happens, it happens. I slept for an hour or so, until heavy booms woke me, and I saw the light dancing up from Bastogne. The Germans were bombing there, giving General McAuliffe a Christmas present after the warm greetings he had sent them. The air assault went on about twenty minutes.


      I fell off again before Biddy shook me awake for guard duty an hour later. I had been dreaming of home. There, it was the usual chaos. I was knocking at the front door and could not get in. But through the window I had a clear view of my parents and my sister and brother around the kitchen table. My mother, stout, voluble, enveloping, was ladling soup, and through the glass I could somehow enjoy the warmth and fragrance from the bowls she placed on the table. When the image returned to me now, I emitted the minutest moan.


      “What?” asked Biddy. He was climbing into his bedroll. There was already some light in the sky, but we’d all been up most of the night. In the distance, the German artillery was pounding already. The Krauts were at work early.


      I told him I had been dreaming of home.


      “Don’t do that,” he said. “Best I can, sir, I try to never let my mind go runnin off in that direction. Just makes a body feel badly.” That had been Martin’s reasoning with Gita.


      “You figure you’ll go back home, Biddy? I mean afterward. You know. To stay?” I’d been deciding whether to ask this question for the last couple of days.


      “You mean, am I gonna go back home and be myself? Who I was? Or go any other place and be who I am to you?”


      That was what I meant. His big body swelled up and deflated with a long sigh.


      “Captain, I been thinking on that so long, I’m just plain sick of it. Truth, Cap, I don’t mind this here at all, not being every white man’s nigger. It’s okay—most of the time. Over there in England, lot of those English girls preferred the colored soldiers, said they was more polite, and I was trying to make time with one and she slapped my cheek when I said I was a Negro. Aside from that, it’s been all right.


      “But I can’t go home and not claim my own. I can’t go walking clown the street pretending like I don’t know the fellas I do, men I played ball with and chased around with, I can’t do that. That boy I was having words with last week—that’s what it was about, and I wanted to crawl into a hole after you lit into me. I can’t hardly do that. And I can’t turn tail on the folks who love me neither. I’ll go back. That’s what I reckon. But no matter what, Captain, it ain’t gonna feel right.”


      “It won’t make any difference, Biddy. You go back, get some more schooling for your photography. It won’t make any difference.”


      “Captain, you don’t really believe that.”


      “I do indeed, Biddy. I know what it’s been like. But we can’t take up the same stupidity now. Here we’ve had Southerners and Northerners, rich and poor, immigrants from every nation, fighting and dying for this country. People can’t go back home and tell themselves we’re all different when we’re not. You he your own man, Biddy, nobody’s ever going to judge you, white or colored.”


      “Captain,” he said. He stopped to think, then started again. “Captain, I want you to know something. You’re a good man, all right, you truly are. You’re as straight and honest an officer as I’ve met. And you ain’t hincty—you don’t get up on yourself too much. But Captain, you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about now. That’s the last we-all gonna say on this.”


      I had no chance to argue further because the first artillery shell came wailing in then. It landed about two hundred feet away, rocking the earth and igniting a plume of flame that irradiated the near darkness. I rose, still without my boots, and hollered for everyone to get down, just in time to witness another detonation that hurled a private at the perimeter into a thick tree, shoulder first. It was Hovler, the Texan who’d worried about his girl stepping out on him. The sheer force threw his arms and legs behind his hack so hard that they wrapped around the trunk, before he slithered down in dead collapse.


      What followed was twice the intensity of the TOT barrages. This was not random shelling at thirty-yard intervals from converted light AA or mortars. This was fire from bigger German guns, the 88s and even the heavy loads of Nebelwerfers, all precisely targeted and seeming to cover every inch of the forest incline we occupied. On impact, the ordnance spit up flames and snow and soil in the dark like giant Roman candles. Slumping back, tying my boots, listening to the outcry all around me, I realized that the Germans knew exactly where we were, despite our move. The earth rocked and things went flying the way they did in the newsreels of tornadoes—rifles, soldiers, and tree trunks zooming through the air in the orange light of the explosions and the resulting fires. Chunks of steel sizzled as they sank into the trees, from which smoke, like blood, leaked forth. But the noise, as ever, was the worst of it, the whistling metal raining down, the titanic boom of the shells, and the seconds in between when the panicked voices of my men reached me, shrieking in anguish, yelling for medics, begging for help. Peeking out, I saw direct hits on two holes at the far perimeter and the soldiers, already dead, flying toward me. In the uneven light, one of them, Bronko Lukovic, the poker champion, seemed to break apart in descent. He landed twenty yards from me on his back. His arms and legs were spread as if he was floating in a pool in the sun, but his head was gone, a bloody in mess sprouting from his neck like the teased ribbon on a gift box.


      “Move ’em out,” I started screaming. I clambered from the hole, waving my arms, giving orders to Biddy and Masi, and Forrester. Bill Meadows, unaccountably, was nowhere to be found. I located him, blundering around in his hole on his hands and knees.


      “Lost my specs, Captain, I’m blind without those specs.” I jumped in, groping with him for an instant, then climbed back out, running from hole to hole to get the men in his platoon moving. By now I knew that if we didn’t go, most of us would be blown to bits, and the remainder killed in the ground assault that was sure to follow. Even so, a couple of soldiers had lost control of themselves in the relentless bombardment. In one hole, a private named Parnek was on his knees, sobbing hysterically, as he tried to claw a hole in the frozen ground with his fingers. Another man in his squad, Frank Schultz, wouldn’t leave because he couldn’t find his helmet.


      “Where’s my hat,” he yelled, “where’s my hat?” I grabbed him by the shoulders to tell him it was on his head. He touched it and fled.


      With the creek behind us, we could only go toward the road, and as we tumbled off the incline, I could hear the roar of tanks approaching. My men dashed forward, including the wounded who were mobile. O’Brien, the wiseacre from Baltimore, was hobbling behind me. His whole lower leg was gone, even the trousers, and he was using his M1 as a crutch. As we broke into the clearing, I was following Biddy and his platoon, and his troops were suddenly falling to their bellies in front of me. My instinct was to order them back to their feet until I found myself facing the black mouth of a 75mm tank gun aimed at us from no more than one hundred yards. As I crushed myself against the snow, a rocket went right over our heads, exploding in the midst of the holes we’d just left. Most of Meadows’ platoon was still back there and I could hear the shrieking. On our left, a machine gun began barking, joined almost immediately by rifle fire from the foxholes we’d abandoned last night across the way. There were two tanks in the road now, both Mark IVs that had been painted white, their big guns flashing and recoiling as they spit shells into the woods. About fifteen infantrymen were riding on each tank and firing their rifles at us.


      It was havoc. Fortunate was on his feet, looking on like a spectator, with the SCR-300 on his back. Who had given the radio to the man who couldn’t speak English? Several of our soldiers were on the ground, doing nothing. “Shoot,” I yelled, and raised my Thompson. I was sure no one could hear me, but on one of the tanks, a grenadier was struck and pitched forward into the snow. Ten feet to my left, Rudzicke, who’d wanted to sing Christmas carols, was hit in the back. The bullet left a clean hole that looked like it had been sunk by a drill bit. From the way he jerked forward, I was afraid he’d been shot by one of my troops, but the Germans had fallen upon us from all directions and the men had no idea even where to aim. Behind us, in the woods, grenades exploded, and in the fires burning back there, I recognized Volksgrenadiers, regular infantry who’d been able to sneak close in white snow-combat suits. They were cleaning out those of Meadows’ men who’d remained in their foxholes. Amid the machine-gun and small-arms fire, there was a great jumble of voices, buddies crying out directions, but also men screaming in pain and terror. Stacker Collison teetered by, blood-soaked hands over his abdomen. I had the impression that he was holding a cauliflower against his uniform until I realized that the blue-white mass was his intestines.


      Biddy had his bazooka team taking aim at the tanks, but they got off no more than one round before a grenade landed in their midst. I wanted Masi to return with his platoon to attack the grenadiers in the trees to our rear, but he went down as soon as I reached him. It was a leg wound, but a bad one. Blue-black blood surged forth with every heartbeat. He cast me a desperate look, but by the time I thought of applying a tourniquet he had fallen backward. There were two final feeble squirts and then it stopped completely.


      When the crossfire had started, probably two-thirds of the company had emerged from the woods, strung out over forty yards. At least half had gone down in no more than a minute. Amid the great tumult, I turned full circle. The sun was coming up and in the first hard light the world was etched with a novel clarity, as if everything visible was outlined in black. It was like that moment of impact I’d felt once or twice in a museum, but more intense, for I was beholding the gorgeousness of living.


      Somehow, in that instant, I understood our sole option. Algar had told me not to surrender, a point proven by the slaughter behind me in the woods. Instead I dashed and rolled among the men, yelling one command again and again, “Play dead, play dead, play dead.” Each of them fell almost at once, and I too tumbled down with my face in the snow. After a few minutes the firing stopped. I could hear the explosive engine roar of Panzers thundering by and orders being shouted in German. Not surprisingly, Algar seemed to have been good to his word. The rocking blast of mortars was nearby. I gathered that Algar had brought his armor up fast and had apparently engaged the Panzers a mile farther down, where machine-gun fire and the boom of the tank rockets was audible. Near us, I could make out different engines, probably armored troop carriers, into which the unit that had killed most of my men seemed to climb to join the battle up the road. Even as the shouts sailed off, two grenades exploded in the broad clearing where we lay, rattling the earth and leaving more men screaming.


      That was the principal sound now, men moaning and crying. Stacker Collison was calling out, “Mama, Mama,” a lament that had been going on for some time. The wounded were going to die fast in this weather. Soaked in their own blood, they would freeze soon, a process that would accelerate due to their blood loss. When the last German voice disappeared, I hoped to find the radio.


      I was about to get up, when a single shot rang out, a parched sound like a breaking stick. The pricks had left a sniper behind, at least one, who’d probably fired when somebody else moved. I thought of calling out a warning, even though it would have given me away, but that would reveal that many of the others lying here were alive. I could only hope the men would understand on their own.


      Instead, to betray no sign of life, I worked on slowing my breathing. The smell, now that I was aware of it, was repulsive. No one ever told me there is a stench of battle, of cordite and blood, of human waste, and as time goes on, of death. I had chosen a terrible position—I was lying on the submachine gun and after only a few minutes the stock had begun to sink into my thigh, so that I was being bruised under my own weight. But I would have to bear it. In some ways I welcomed the pain as my just deserts as a failed commander. I wondered how the Germans had found us. Their scouts must have been out in the darkness and followed our tracks through the snow. They may even have seen us cross the road. I reviewed my decisions repeatedly. Should I have recognized there was such a large force out here? Would we have been better off, in the end, staying in the first foxholes and fighting from there? Could we have held the Krauts off longer, inflicted more losses? After clays of suffering in the cold, we had not detained the Germans more than a few minutes as they came down the road.


      I was freezing, of course. I had been freezing for days, but lying in the snow without moving was worse. My limbs burned as if my skin had been ignited from inside. Near me, someone moaned now and then for water and Collison was still asking for his mother. He went on for at least another hour and then a single sniper’s bullet rang out and the calling stopped. I wondered if they’d shot him out of mercy or contempt. But within a second, there were several more bullets and a haunting punctured sound emerging from each man they struck. The snipers—I now thought there were two—seemed to be systematically picking off our wounded. I awaited my turn. I had gone through the entire battle, the few minutes it all had lasted, with no conscious fear, but now that I realized they were killing any man showing signs of life, I felt the full flush of terror. A thought struck through to the center of me like an ax: I was going to find out about God.


      But I did not die. After five or six shots, the firing ceased. The wounded, at least those moaning or begging for water or help, had gone still, and there was now a harrowing silence in the clearing. I could hear the noises of the morning, the wind in the trees and crows calling. The submachine gun was still beneath me. From the last shots, I believed the snipers were across the road in the same woods we’d left. I had no idea how many men who lay here were still alive. Ten perhaps. But if we all stood and fired, we’d have a chance to kill the snipers before they killed us. Those would be my orders if the sharp-shooting started again.


      With no voices here, the fighting down the road was more audible. The rumbling explosions echoed and reechoed between the hills. Late in the morning, the drone of aircraft joined it and bombs shook the air. I hoped we were dropping on the Panzers, but couldn’t be certain.


      Several hours along, I opened my eyes briefly. Near me Forrester, who’d been abandoned by his widowed mother, was jackknifed. A ragged bullet hole was ripped in the back of his neck. His carotids had emptied through it, staining his jacket, and he’d messed his trousers as he was dying, an odor I’d smelled for quite some time. But I hadn’t looked out to count the dead around me, or even the living. With the planes aloft, I knew the sky was clearing, and I longed for one last sight of that fresh blue, so full of promise. I looked while I dared, then closed my eyes. I missed the world already.


      By now, my bladder was aching. Urine, however, would eat through the snow and potentially give me away to the snipers. More important, I was likely to soak myself and freeze to death. For a while, I decided to count, only to know time was passing. Finally, I thought about the people at home. Lying there, I was full of regret about Gita. For weeks, I had been too confused to feel the full measure of shame that visited me now. It was the images of my morning dream that haunted me, a tender rebuke. I wanted home. I wanted a warm place that was mine, a woman within it, and children, too. I saw that spot, a neat bungalow, from outside, as clearly as if I were at the picture show. The light, so bright through the broad front window, beckoned. I could feel the warmth of the house, of the fire that burned there, of the life that was lived there.


      Someone broke through the trees. Had the Germans come to finish us? But the tread was lighter, and too quick. Eventually I concluded an animal was lingering among us, some carrion eater, I feared, meaning I would have to lie here while it gnawed the dead. At last the footfalls reached me. I recognized the heat and smell of the breath on my face instantly, and had to work to hold off a smile as the dog applied his cold snout to my cheek. But my amusement quickly sluiced away in fear. I wondered if the Krauts were using the animal for recon. Could the dog tell the quick from the dead or was he sent to test our reactions? I refused to move although I could feel the mutt circling me. He lowered his muzzle yet again for a breath or two, then suddenly whimpered in that heartbreaking way dogs do. I could hear him padding around, nosing among the men. He cried out one more time, then went off.


      Late in the afternoon, the battle appeared to shift toward us. I reasoned it through. We were winning. We had to be winning. There was gunfire only a few hundred yards away, on the western side of the road where we’d been yesterday. That meant Americans were nearby. An hour later, I heard English on the wind and debated whether to cry out. As soon as it was dark, I decided, we’d move.


      When I opened my eyes again, it was dusk. Forty minutes later, the light was gone and I began to drag myself on my elbows through the clearing. I wanted to crawl toward the Americans, but the snipers’ shots had come from there, and so I crept back to the woods where so many members of G Company had been slaughtered this morning. I was slithering on my belly into a black maze, through the snow and blood and shit and God knows what else, thinking in my brain-stuck way about the serpent in Eden.


      I touched each body I passed. It was easy to tell the living, even with a gloved hand that was like lead. In the dark, I could see eyes spring open, and I pointed to the woods. I reached a form I recognized as Biddy’s and hesitated. Please, I thought. He was alive.


      I dragged myself around for nearly an hour, gathering the men who were able to move, and sending them scraping toward the woods, like a nighttime migration of turtles. Covered in sweat now, I’d worn the skin off my elbows and knees. I could make out the trees ahead of me, but stopped when I suddenly heard voices. Germans? After all of this we were crawling back into the arms of the Krauts? But I was too miserable to devise alternatives. Nearing the border of the woods, I realized someone was creeping toward me. I grabbed my gun while the other form continued forward on his belly. Then I saw the Red Cross on his helmet.


      “Can you make it?” he whispered.


      When I reached the trees, two more medics swept forward to grab me. As I stood up, the urge from my bladder overwhelmed me and I barely made it to a beech where I relieved myself, savoring the warm fog rising in the cold. I had a terrible cramp in one leg, and feared I would fall over and look like a fountain.


      The medics explained the situation. The Germans who had passed by here had been routed. McAuliffe had brought up reinforcements and the firefight went on long enough for American bombers to get here and blow all of the Panzers off the road. More than one hundred grenadiers had surrendered, but one band had fallen back into the trees on the other side of the road. Algar was going to call in artillery, but he’d demanded that the medics first try to collect the survivors of G Company. The corpsmen had driven jeeps down the cow path from the west, then walked in nearly a quarter of a mile before they made out the dozen or so of us bellying our way through the snow.


      Here, in what remained of the foxholes we’d been in this morning, the medics moved among the dead with gruesome efficiency, checking wrists and throats for the sign of a pulse, and when that was lacking, as it almost always was, pulling the dog tags through the shirtfronts to make work easier for those in the Quartermaster Corps Graves Registration Detail. With the medics, I talked about how to bring in the wounded still out in the open. We had to figure there were Germans in the woods across the road, but the medics understood I couldn’t leave without the eight men I’d found in the clearing, still breathing but unable to move. Biddy and I crawled back out with two corpsmen. We formed litters by retying each man’s belt tinder his arms, then peeling his field jacket back over his head and folding his rifle within the fabric. One of the medics gave a signal and I stood up first and began dragging the man I had, O’Brien, toward the trees. I waited to die, yet again, but after even a few yards, it was clear there was no one on the other side now, at least no one willing to give himself away by shooting. As I dragged O’Brien along, the clog followed.


      From the woods, the corpsmen radioed for a convoy and ambulances, which met us on the other side of the creek where the cow path joined the woods. In the lights of the vehicles, I caught sight of a C ration cracker in cellophane lying unharmed in the snow. I broke it in pieces and passed it out to the three other men who were waiting with me. We ate this morsel in total silence.


      “Damn,” one of them, Hank Garns, finally said.


      We were back at Algar’s headquarters in minutes and ushered into the cold barn. There were thirteen of us. Counting the wounded, twenty-two men in G Company had made it, out of the ninety-two we’d had at the start of the day. Meadows and Masi were dead.


      “Jesus, that was rough,” said a dark man named Jesse Tornillo. “We came in on our chinstraps.”


      “Yeah,” said Garns. “Guess you’re right. Hadn’t noticed till you mentioned it.” Garns was smiling and seemed to take no notice that his entire body was rattling as if he had a mortal chill.


      “Captain,” said Tornillo, “it might be that mutt of yours saved our lives.” I had not registered that the animal had followed me inside but he was looking around the circle as if he could follow the conversation, a black mongrel with a brown star on his chest and one brown paw. “When he started in with that whimpering, maybe he made those snipers think we were all of us dead.” Tornillo bent to scratch the dog’s ears. “Saved our lives,” he said. “How you like that? I was laying there, listenin to him scratch around. Soon as I figured out it was a dog, hombre, I was praying for just one thing. ‘Oh, Lord,’ I kept sayin, ‘if these Krauts gotta shoot me, please don’t let this damn pooch piss on my head before that.’ ”


      We laughed, all of us, huge gusts of laughter, full of the sweet breath of life. As for the dead, there was no mention of them now. They were, in a word, gone. I didn’t doubt that these men, some of whom had been together for months, mourned. But there was no place in our conversation for that. They were dead. We were alive. It wasn’t luck or the order of the universe. It was simply what had happened.


      Algar came in then and I gave him my report.


      “Good thinking, good thinking,” Algar kept saying when I admitted how we’d survived by playing dead.


      “It was an ambush, Colonel.”


      By now we both knew that G Company had been given a suicidal assignment. We did not have enough men or firepower to hold that road, no matter what our position. I didn’t say that, but I didn’t have to.


      “Dubin,” Algar said, “I’m sorry. I am the sorriest son of a bitch in the Army.”


      I went to the battalion aid station to check on the wounded from G, but they were already on the way back to the field hospital by ambulance. There were doctors in Bastogne now, four surgeons who’d landed this morning by glider.


      When I returned, Algar bad found the cooks and ordered them to reopen the mess to serve us Christmas dinner. We had fried Spam and dehydrated potatoes, with dehydrated apples for dessert. As a treat, there were a few fresh beets. We’d eaten one meal in the last two days, and I felt the full measure of my hunger as the heat and aroma of the food rose up to my face. I count that Christmas meal in that cold mess eaten off a tin plate as one of my life’s culinary highlights.


      Biddy sat down beside me. We didn’t say much while we ate, but he turned to me once he was done.


      “No disrespect to the dog, Captain, but it was you that saved our lives.”


      A couple of the other men murmured agreement. But I wanted no part of being treated as a hero. There were isolated instants when I had actually led my men, scrambling from hole to hole amid the initial artillery barrage, even when I waved them so disastrously into the clearing. In those moments, a tiny voice trapped somewhere in my heart had spoken up in utter amazement. Look at me, it said, I’m commanding. Or more often: Look at me, I didn’t get hit. But I held no illusion that was fundamentally me. We can all play a part for a few minutes. But I was not like Martin—and it was he I thought of—able to do it again and again.


      The real David Dubin had fallen to the earth and played dead, where he had eventually surrendered to terror. I had given my men saying advice mostly because it was what I had wanted to do, to lie down like a child and hope that the assault—the war—would be over soon. True, it was the wiser course. But I had taken it because at the center of my soul, I was a coward. And for this I was now being saluted. I was grateful only that I did not feel shocked at myself or overwhelmed with shame. I knew who I was.


      The men began to talk a little about what had happened, especially the eight or nine hours we had lain in the snow.


      “Praise God, man, these are the shortest days of the year.”


      “Lord, poor fucking Collison, huh? I ain’t gonna sleep for three nights hearing that.”


      But as I sat there, finishing off my dinner, my will, indeed all that remained of my being, was summoned in a single desire: I was going to make sure I never set foot on a battlefield again.


    


  




  

    

      22. THE REMAINS


    


    

      My wish to avoid combat, like so many other wishes I made, did not come true. There were more battles, but never another day like Christmas. Patton’s forces continued pushing on Bastogne from the south, and more and more supplies made it through. Like an eager audience, we cheered the sight of every truck carrying cases of C rations bound in baling wire, the brown-green ammo boxes, or the gray cardboard tubes containing mortar and bazooka rounds.


      On December 27, the 110th was re-formed with elements of the 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment. Algar became battalion commander. G Company was now E Company, but I remained in charge. With six days in combat, I was one of the more experienced field officers Algar had. A second lieutenant named Luke Chester, literally a month out of OCS, became my second-in-command. He was a fine young soldier, a serious man, who spent most of his free time reading the Bible. But he was not Bill Meadows.


      We pushed farther down the road through Champs, where so many of my men had died, then swung north and east into Longchamps. Although it did not seem possible, the weather was worse, less snow, but the kind of brittle, devastating cold that had seemed liable to snap the ears off my head in high school. However, our assignments allowed us to be quartered indoors for a portion of most nights. Algar protected my company. We were not the forward element on many operations. Instead, we generally followed armored infantry, covering the flanks. We fought brief battles, two or three times a day, knocking back smaller German units, repelling commandos, securing positions other forces had already-overrun, and often taking prisoners, whom we’d hold until the MPs arrived.


      But it was war. We still entered scenes that, as Biddy had characterized them, seemed to have come from the Inferno: the dead with their faces knotted in anguish, weeping soldiers immobilized by fear, vehicles ablaze with the occupants sometimes still screaming inside, soldiers without limbs lying within vast mud-streaked halos of their own blood, and others careening about, blinded by wounds or pain.


      Every morning, I awoke to the same sick instant when I realized I was here fighting. I thought the same things so often that they were no longer thoughts at all. The questions simply circulated through my brain with the blood.


      Why was I born?


      Why do men fight?


      Why must I die now, before living my life?


      These questions had no answers and that fact often brought pain. It was like running full tilt again and again at a wall. The only comfort—and it was a small one—was that I saw these thoughts passing behind the eyes of every man I knew. They danced, like skinny ballerinas, across the thin membrane that separated everything from a molten surface, which was my constant fear.


      I nearly did not make it to 1945. We were throwing the Germans back, inch by inch, but the control of terrain remained extremely confused. The Nazi lines, once drawn so tight around Bastogne, had been shredded, but not always with sufficient force to fully subdue the Krauts. On the maps, the intermingled American and German positions looked like the webbed fingers of joined hands.


      On December 31, Algar sent us out to secure a hill on the other side of Longchamps. Our artillery had rained down already, and the enemy figured to have retreated, but as the first platoon started up, shots snapped in from above. Two men died and two were wounded. I was in the rear, but I scrambled forward to order everyone to dig in. A shot rang off a stone near my feet. I saw the German who had been shooting. He was up the hill, perhaps two hundred yards from me, peeking out from behind an outhouse in his large green coat with its high collar and the helmet that I still thought made every Kraut look half comic, as if he was wearing a coal scuttle. As he watched me through his rifle sight, I could see that killing me was a crisis for him. I had the nerve somehow to nod in his direction, and then scurried off on all fours, leaving the German infantryman little time to think. When I looked back, he was gone. I promised myself that I would spare one of them when the shoe was on the other foot. I tried to work out how fast the phenomenon of troops giving grace to one another would have to spread before the men in combat had made an armistice of their own.


      I killed, of course. I remember a machine-gun nest we had surrounded, pouring in fire. A German soldier literally bounced along on the ground every time my bullets struck him, almost as if I was shooting a can. Each of these deaths seemed to enhance the power of the Thompson .45 submachine gun with which I’d parachuted, and which Robert Martin had borrowed, so that I sometimes felt as if I’d lifted a magic wand when I raised the weapon.


      By now, I also thought I was developing animal senses. I knew the Germans were nearby even when they could not yet be seen or heard. In that instant before combat began, I passed down a bizarre passageway. Life, which had seemed so settled, so fully within my grasp, had to be renounced. I would now shoot my way across a bridge between existence and nonexistence. That, I realized mournfully, was what war was. Not life-essential, as I’d somehow believed, but a zone of chaos between living and dying. And then the bullets would fly and I would fire back.


      On New Year’s Day, after we’d turned east toward Recogne, we came upon a few advance scouts, Waffen troops. There were only four of them. They’d been hiding behind a crisscross of felled pines in the forest, and should have let us pass whatever their intentions, whether to ambush us or simply to report our whereabouts. Instead one of them spooked and fired at first sight of our uniforms. The four were no match for a company. Three were dead after less than a minute of fighting, while several of my men saw the fourth scout stumbling off into the brush. Reaching the three corpses, we could see the blood trail the fleeing German had left, and I dispatched Biddy’s platoon to find him before the man got back to his unit.


      When Bidwell returned half an hour later, he was morose.


      “Bled to death, Cap. He was just laid out in the snow, with his blue eyes wide open, lookin at this here in his hand.” Biddy showed me a tiny snap the size of the ones he was always taking, but this was of the German soldier’s family, his thin wife and his two little boys, whom he’d been staring at as he died.


       


      On January 2, 1945, E Company received reinforcements, nearly thirty men, all newly arrived replacements. I hated them, with the same intensity my men had hated me only a few days ago. I could barely stand to command these troops. I hated being responsible for them and knowing how much danger they were destined to expose us to. One of them, Teddy Wallace from Chicago, told anybody who’d listen that he had a family at home. Fathers had been the last drafted and he worried aloud about what would become of his sons if something happened to him, as if the rest of us didn’t have people who loved us and needed us, too. His first action required his platoon to clean out a German mortar team. Two squads had surrounded the position and then tossed in a grenade. When I arrived, I found Wallace on the ground. After falling on a rock, he had pulled his pants leg up to study the bruise, rubbing it repeatedly, while two men with bullet wounds groaned within feet of him.


      He died the next day. We were trapped in the woods, while inching our way north and east toward Noville. The artillery again had devastated the German position, but two snipers had climbed into the trees, trying to shoot down on us as if they were hunting deer. In the process, they made themselves insanely vulnerable, but rather than trying to lob bazooka rounds at them, I radioed for tank support, and ordered my men to dig in on the other side of one of those thick-walled Belgian farmhouses. Suddenly, Wallace stood up, as if it was a new day and he was getting out of bed. I don’t know what he figured, that the snipers were disposed of, or perhaps the battlefield had simply gotten to him. In the instant I saw him, he looked as if he had a question in mind, but a shot ripped all the features off his face. A buddy pulled him down. I thought Wallace was now going back to his family, albeit without a nose or mouth, but when I crawled up later, he was gone. I wrote to his wife and sons that night, describing his bravery.


      In the wake of battle, one of the principal preoccupations of my company, like every fighting band, was collecting souvenirs. German firearms, Lugers and Mausers, were most prized, and everyone, including me, eventually acquired one. One of the men found a good Zeiss photographic lens and gave it to Biddy. My troops also removed wristwatches, flags, pennants, armbands—and cut off ears, until I put a stop to that. I understood this trophy hunting, the desire to have some tangible gain for what they had been through.


      The day that Wallace went down, after two Sherman tanks had arrived and blown up the trees where the German snipers had perched, I watched another replacement soldier, Alvin Liebowitz, approach Wallace’s body. I hated Liebowitz most among my new men. He was a lean boy, red-haired, with that New York air of knowing every angle. During several of the brief firefights we’d had, he’d seemed to disappear. Wallace and he had come over together, and I thought Liebowitz was reaching down to pass some kind of blessing. I was shocked when the sun gleamed before his hand disappeared into his pocket.


      I came charging up.


      “What?” Liebowitz said, with ridiculous feigned innocence.


      “I want to see your right pocket, Liebowitz.”


      “What?” he said again, but pulled out Wallace’s watch. He could have told me he was going to send it to Wallace’s family, but then he might have had to hand it over. Alvin Liebowitz wasn’t the kind to give up that easily.


      “What the hell are you doing, Liebowitz?”


      “Captain, I don’t think Wallace here’s going to be telling much time.”


      “Put it back, Liebowitz.”


      “Shit, Captain, there’re guys over in the woods picking over the Krauts’ bodies right now. Germans, Americans, what’s the difference?”


      “They’re your dead, Liebowitz. That’s all the difference in the world. That watch may be the only thing Wallace’s sons ever have of their father’s.”


      “Hell, this is a good watch, Captain. It’ll disappear a long time before that body finds its way home.”


      That was Liebowitz. Smart-ass answers for everything. The Army was full of Liebowitzes, but he got under my skin to a degree unrivaled by any other man I’d commanded, and I felt a sudden fury that did not visit me even in battle. I lunged at him with my bayonet knife, and he barely jumped out of the way as he yelped.


      “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” he asked, but put the watch down. He went off, looking over his shoulder as if he was the aggrieved party.


      Biddy had witnessed the incident. When we were settling in the empty train car where we billeted that night, he said, “That was dang good, Cap. Lot of the men liked seeing you put Liebowitz in his place, but it looked for all the world like you was actually gonna cut him.”


      “I meant to, Biddy. I just missed.”


      He gave me a long look. “I guess we all harder on our own, Captain.”


       


      By January 8, the battle had turned. Every day we were securing large chunks of the ground the Germans had taken back with their offensive. I woke that morning with a dream I’d had once or twice before, that I was dead. The wound, the weapon, the moment—I felt the bullet invade my chest and then my spirit hovering over my body. I watched the Graves Detail approach and take me. Fully awake, I could only say as everybody else did: Then that is what will happen.


      It was Bidwell who had roused me inadvertently. He had my toothbrush sticking out of the corner of his mouth. We were quartered in a church school and Biddy, without apology, had taken a little water from a sacramental font.


      “I dreamed I was dead, Biddy. Have you done that?”


      “Captain, it ain’t any other way to be out there but that.” Then he pointed to the doorway, where a young private stood. He’d come to tell me that Lieutenant Colonel Algar wanted to see me on the other side of Noville.


      Algar, as ever, was at his desk, looking at maps. He’d acquired a supply of narrow black cheroots and had one in his mouth whenever I saw him these days. He answered my salute, then pointed me to a canvas-back chair.


      “David, I got a teletype this morning from a Major Camello. He’s General Teedle’s adjutant, or assistant adjutant. They were trying to determine your whereabouts. When I answered you were here, he wrote back wanting to know when you could resume your assignment. They’re concerned for your welfare.”


      They were concerned about Martin, at least Teedle was. I asked if he’d told them Martin was dead.


      “I thought I’d leave that to you. Besides, you said you needed to see a body. I asked General Teedle for your services for one more week. We’re going to be a long way toward kicking Dietrich out of the Ardennes by then. If things go well, I hope to be able to relieve your entire unit.”


      I found the thought of Teedle, still up in the middle of the night, still incensed as he thought about Martin, richly comic. I would have laughed, except that I knew I was going to get killed in the next seven days. That was a certainty. If I didn’t, then it would be Biddy. But I said, “Yes, sir.”


      “You’ve done your part. There’s a first lieutenant in A who’s ready to take over a company. So I’m relieving you, effective January 15. You and Bidwell. You’re to follow your prior orders and, when complete, report to General Teedle.” The 18th Armored had met the 6th Panzers and contained them, and was now pushing them back. They were south of us in Luxembourg.


      Algar said he’d have written orders in the morning. With them, we’d find he had put Bidwell and me in for medals. The Silver Star, he said. For our jump and for volunteering for combat.


      “A Section Eight would be more appropriate,” I said.


      He said he felt a Distinguished Service Gross was actually in order, but that required an investigation which might reveal the condition of my trousers when I’d hit the ground in Savy.


      We laughed and shook hands. I told him what a privilege it had been to serve under him.


      “I’m going to look you up, if I get to Kindle County, David.”


      I promised to do the same when I was in New Jersey, another wish that went unfulfilled. Hamza Algar was killed in July 1945 in Germany, after the surrender, when his jeep ran over a mine. By then, 4,500 soldiers out of the 5,000 men in the 110th Regiment which had faced the first German assault of the Ardennes campaign along Skyline Drive were dead or wounded. So far as I know, Hamza Algar was the last casualty. On the morning of January 15, Luke Chester assembled E Company and First Lieutenant Mike Como formally took command. It had been a hard week. The Germans seemed to be resisting Patton and the 11th Armored Division, behind whom we’d been fighting, with much greater ferocity than the armies of Montgomery and Hodges coining down from the north. I think Dietrich was unwilling to abandon his dream of capturing Bastogne, or perhaps he simply wanted to waste his last fury on the forces that had stopped him. My company lost six more men that week, and suffered thirteen wounded, all but four seriously. But there would be no casualties now for a few days. Most of the infantry elements in the 502nd, including E Company, were being relieved by the 75th Infantry Division. My men would head for Theux for a week’s R & R, battlefront style, which meant nothing more than warm quarters and running water. Nonetheless, I told them they would have my enduring envy, because each man was guaranteed a bath. It had been a month since any of us had washed, other than what was possible by warming snow in a helmet over a camp stove, which generally meant a fast shave once a week when we were housed indoors. The smoke and grease from our guns had more or less stuck to our skin, turning all of us an oily black. We looked like a minstrel troupe, which made for a few private jokes between Bidwell and me. Now standing next to Como, I told the men that it had been the greatest honor of my life to command them and that I would remember them as long as I lived. I have never spoken words I meant more.


      The dog, whom the men had named Hercules, presented a problem. Hercules was deal, probably as the result of getting caught too close to an explosion. He fled yelping at the first flash of light on the battlefield, and we speculated that that was why whoever owned him had turned him out. Despite his handicap, he had made himself increasingly popular in the last two weeks by proving to be an able hunter. He’d snatch rabbits in the woods which he would deposit at my feet several times a day. We packed them in snow until he had caught enough for the cooks to give a ribbon of meat to each man as a treat with his rations. Hercules would sit at the fire and make a meal of the viscera, and, once he’d finished, the soldiers came by to ruffle his ears and praise him. I regarded him as a company mascot, but because Biddy and I fed him, he jumped into our jeep after I’d transferred command. We pushed him out at least three times, only to have him leap back in, and finally gave up. Half the company came to bid Hercules farewell, exhibiting far more affection than they’d shown Gideon and me.


      Then we drove south and west, beyond Monty, to find out what had happened to Robert Martin and his team. The hill where they’d fallen had been retaken only in the last thirty-six hours and the bodies of the men who had died there were yet to be removed. Graves Registration Detail had arrived, but most of the GR troops were at work on a hillock to the west. In their gloves, they rooted for dog tags in the shirrfronts of the dead, bagging any possessions they found on a body and tying it to the man’s ankle. Then they sorted the corpses by size, so that the cordon they were going to assemble would be stable. Quartermaster Salvage was with them, picking over the inanimate remains. During the stillborn portion of the war in September, Salvage went over some battlefields so closely you couldn’t find a piece of barbed wire or a shell casing afterward. But right now they were interested in weapons, ammunition, and unused medical supplies. Even before GR got to most of the corpses, I noticed they had been stripped of their jackets and boots. It was probably the Germans who’d done that, but it could have been our troops, or even locals. I didn’t begrudge any of them whatever it had taken to survive the cold.


      Biddy and I walked up the hill. Most of the men in the team Martin had led here had been mowed down as they fled by the machine guns mounted on the Panzers. The corpses were frozen solid like statues. One man, on his knees in an attitude of prayer, had probably died begging for his life. I walked among the dead, using my helmet to clear off enough of the snow that had drifted over them to make out their features, giving each man a moment of respect. By now, their flesh had taken on a yellowish color, although I uncovered one soldier whose head had been blown off. The frozen gray brain matter, looking like what curdles from overcooked meat, was all around him. Somehow the back of his cranium was still intact, resembling a porcelain bowl, through which the stump of his spinal cord protruded.


      Biddy and I passed several minutes looking for Martin. Four weeks ago I had seen nothing like this. Now it remained awful, but routine. And still, as I often did, I found myself in conversation with God. Why am I alive? When will it be my turn? And then as ever: And why would you want any of your creatures treated this way?


      The lodge which had been Martin’s observation post was about fifty yards west. According to Barnes and Edgeworthy, it had gone down like a house of cards. Everything had fallen in, except the lower half of the rear wall. The crater from the tank shells reached nearly to the brick footings and was filled with the burned remains of the building—cinders and glass and larger chunks of the timbers, and the blackened stones of the outer walls. We could see the view Martin had as he looked west where the American tanks had emerged like ghosts from the morning blizzard. He had died in a beautiful spot, with a magnificent rolling vista of the hills, plump with snow.


      I summoned the GR officer and he brought over a steam shovel to dig through the stony rubble, but after an hour they were unable to find a whole corpse. In the movies, the dead die so conveniently—they stiffen and fall aside. Here men had been blown apart. The flesh and bone, the shit and blood of buddies had showered over one another. Men in my company had died like that on Christmas Day, and among the burdens I carried, along with the troubled memory of the gratitude I’d experienced that it had been them and not me, was the lesser shame of feeling revolted as the final bits of good men splattered on me. Here, of course, if anything remained of Robert Martin, it probably had been incinerated in the burning debris. Biddy motioned toward a tree about twenty yards off. A ribbon of human entrails hung there, ice-rimed, but literally turning on the wind like a kite tail.


      Edgeworthy and Barnes had placed Martin at the second-floor window, surveying the retreating Germans, when the first tank shell had rocketed in. Working from the foundation, it was not hard to figure the spot, but his remains could have blown anywhere within two hundred yards. The sergeant had his men dig in the area of the west wall for close to an hour. A pair of dog tags turned up, neither Martin’s.


      “They don’t usually burn up,” the sergeant said, meaning the tags. He expected eventually to identify Martin somehow. Dental records, fingerprints, laundry marks, school rings. But it would take weeks. As we were getting ready to leave, a hand and arm were discovered, but there was a wedding ring on the third finger. It wasn’t Martin.


      “Panzers didn’t take many prisoners,” said the sergeant, “hut the Krauts are the Krauts. They’d have treated an officer better, if they found him alive. Only thing is, anybody who made it through this didn’t live by much. Have to be in a POW hospital, wouldn’t you think? And the Krauts don’t have medicine for their own. I wouldn’t think your man would be doing too well.”


      I sent a signal to Camello reporting on our findings and asking for the Third Army to contact the Red Cross, which reported on POWs. At this stage, it could take a month at least to be sure the Germans didn’t have Martin, and even that wouldn’t be definitive. General Teedle had another suggestion on how to fully investigate Martin’s fate. The idea had occurred to me, but I had been unwilling. Lying in that snowy field on Christmas Day seemed to have put an end to my curiosity. Now I had a direct order, a three-word telegraphic response.


       


      Find the girl


    


  




  

    

      23. REUNION


    


    

      I gave no credence to what Martin had told me in Savy about Gita’s whereabouts, even though it had been vaguely corroborated by the little private, Bames, and his memory of the girl with the farm family Martin contacted near Skyline Drive. Instead, we decided to retrace the initial intelligence which had placed Gita near Houffalize. After several signals, we were advised to see the leader there of the Belgian resistance, the Geheim Leger, the Secret Army, a woman named Marthe Trausch.


      Traveling took two days, because Honffalize was not fully liberated until January 16, when the First Army’s 84th Infantry and Patton’s nth Armored met at the town and began driving cast. Like so much of the Ardennes, Houffalize sat handsomely in a snowy forest valley carved by the Ourthe River, a narrow tributary of the Meuse, but the town itself was now all but obliterated. The American bombers had leveled every structure large enough to be used by the Germans as a command center, killing hundreds of Nazis, but dozens of Houffalize residents as well. We rode in to indifferent greetings. For these people, when it came to war and warriors, the sides were less and less consequential.


      Madame Trausch proved to be a seventy-year-old tavern keeper, a fleshy widow with a bright skirt scraping the floor. She had taken over her husband’s role in the resistance when he died, her saloon providing an excellent site both for eavesdropping on the Nazis and for passing information. About half of the old stone inn had survived and I found her calmly clearing debris with two of her grandchildren. Her native tongue was Luxembourgian, a kind of Low German, and her accent made her French hard for me to follow, but she responded promptly when I mentioned Martin and Gita.


      For once, Robert Martin appeared to have told the truth. Madame Trausch said Martin had been intent on getting into southern Germany, and asked for help setting up Gita in Luxembourg near the German border. The Luxembourgers had not put up the same fight against the Nazis as the Belgians, but a loose network existed there of residents who assisted the Geheim Leger when they could. More than a month ago, Gita had been placed with one of these families on a small farm in sight of the Ourthe River, on the steep hills beneath Marnach. Gita posed as a milkmaid, taking the family cows to pasture and back each day. These rambles allowed her to watch the movement of the German troops from the heights over the river, leading to her unheeded warnings about tank activity near the German town of Dasburg.


      “In war, it is all noise, no one listens,” said Madame Trausch. She had no idea whether Gita or the farmer or their house had survived the battles. No one had yet been heard from, but it was unclear whether the Germans had even been pushed back there. We started east, were road-blocked by combat, and did not get to the hamlet of Roder until the afternoon of January 19. By then the fighting was about two miles east.


      Here, as in Belgium, the ochre farmhouses and barns, rather than being scattered over the landscape, were arranged in the feudal manner around a common courtyard with each family’s land stretching behind their abode. The medieval notion was common protection, but now this clustering had made all the structures equally vulnerable to modern explosives. Every house was damaged, and one had fallen in entirely, with only two walls of jointed stone partially standing in broken shapes like dragon’s teeth. The round crosshatched rafters of the roof lay camelbacked between them, beside a heap of timber and stone over which a family and several of their neighbors were climbing. Apparently searching for any useful remains, they proceeded in a determined and utterly stoic manner. At the top of the hill of rubble a man picked up scraps of paper, sorting them in a fashion, some in his trouser pockets, others in his coat. Another fellow was already at work with a hammer, knocking loose pieces of mortar from the stones, probably quarried a century ago, and stacking them so that they could be used to rebuild.


      But I sensed this was the place I was looking for, due not so much to Madame Trausch’s information as to what I’d heard from Private Barnes. He’d described the lady of the house as “a round old doll,” and there would never be better words for the woman wobbling along near the top of the pile.


      I had started toward her, when I heard my name. On the far side of the heap, Gita held a hand to her eye. She was dressed in a makeshift outfit—a headscarf, a cloth overcoat with fur trim on the sleeves, and torn work pants.


      “Doo-bean?” She seemed only mildly surprised to see me, as if she presumed I’d been searching for her for weeks. She climbed up grinning and struck me on the shoulder, speaking English. It was only my physical appearance that seemed to inspire her wonder.


      “You soldier!” she cried.


      Despite all the vows I had made on the battlefield, I found myself enjoying her admiration. I offered her a cigarette. She shrieked when she saw the pack and dragged on the smoke so hungrily that I thought she would consume the butt in one breath. I told her to keep the package, which she literally crushed to her heart in gratitude.


      We reverted to French. I said I was looking for Martin.


      “Pourquoi? Still all this with Teedle?”


      “There are questions. Have you seen him?”


      “Moi?” She laughed in surprise. The round old doll teetered over to see about me. Soon, the whole family was describing the last month. In Marnach, like everywhere else, collaborators with the Germans had been severely punished when the Allies took control, and thus, once the Germans returned, those known to have aided the Americans were endangered, less by the SS than by their vengeful neighbors. Gita and the Hurles had endured many close calls. For several days, they had scurried like wood mice through the forest, eventually stealing back here and remaining in the woodshed of family friends. No one had food, and there was little way to know which side would bomb or shoot them first. The Hurles still had no idea who had destroyed their house, nor did it matter. All was lost, except two of their twelve cows. But the father, the mother, and their two married daughters were safe, and they all continued to hold out hope for their sons, who like most of the young men in Luxembourg had been forced into the German Army and sent to the eastern front. Madame Hurle remained on the Americans’ side, but wished they would hurry up and win the war.


      “Qu’est-ce qu’ils nous out mis!” The Germans, she said, had beaten the hell out of them.


      “But no sign of Martin?” I asked Gita. She had not really answered the question.


      “Quelle mouche t’a piqué?” she answered. What’s eating you? “You are angry with Martin, no? Because he played a trick. And me, too, I suppose.”


      “I received your postcard,” I answered.


      “Robert was very put out when I told him I wrote. But I owed you a word. I was afraid you would be hurt when you woke.”


      “And so I was.”


      “It was a moment, Dubin. An impulse. War is not a time when impulse is contained.”


      “I have had the very same thoughts in the days since.”


      “Ah,” she said. “So between us, peace is declared.”


      “Of course,” I said. We were both smiling, if still somewhat shyly. “But I must know about Martin, Tell me when you last saw him.”


      “A month, I would say. More. Since I am with the Hurles. When the battle is done, he will find me here. He always does.” She was blithe, even childish in her conviction. Assaying her reactions, the question I had been sent here to pose seemed answered. Martin had made no miraculous escape, had sent no secret emissaries.


      “Then I am afraid Martin is dead,” I said.


      “Qu’est-ce que tu dis?”


      I repeated it. A tremor passed through her small face, briefly erasing the indomitable look that was always there. Then she gave a resolute shake to her short curls and addressed me in English to make her meaning clear.


      “Is said before. Many times. Is not dead.”


      “The men in his company saw him fall, Gita. Tank shells struck the building where he was. He died bravely.”


      “Non!” she said, in the French way, through the nose.


      I had watched myself, as it were, throughout this exchange. Even now, I could not completely fight off the fragment in me that was dashed that she took Martin so much to heart. But I felt for her as well. When I wondered where she would go next, I recognized much of the motive for her attachment to him. She was again a Polish orphan in a broken country. Even her time as warrior was over without Martin.


      “I had very faint hopes, Gita. Hope against hope, we say. That is why I came. If he survived, I knew he would have contacted you.”


      She agreed with that in a murmur. I had toyed with the truth in my role of interrogator, and she might well have shaded her answers to me. After all, she wanted to be Bernhardt. But her grief looked genuine. She wandered clown the mound by herself. She was not crying, though, Then again, I wondered if Gita ever wept. She stood alone, looking out at a field where a dead cow was frozen in the snow.


      I asked Biddy how she appeared to him.


      “Bad off,” he answered. “I don’t take her for foolin.”


      In a few minutes, I skirted the rubble heap to find her.


      “You should come with us,” I told her. She had nowhere else to go. “Even the cows you herded are gone. And my superiors may have questions for you. Best to deal with them now.” I suspected OSS would want to glean what they could from her about Martin.


      She nodded. “I am another mouth to them,” she said looking back to the Hurle family.


       


      We headed for Bastogne. Biddy drove and Gita and I sat in the back of the jeep, smoking cigarettes and chatting while she stroked Hercules, who took to her quickly. We all agreed his prior master must have been a woman.


      For the most part, we talked about what we had been through in the last few weeks. I described our airborne arrival in Savy, including the condition of my trousers. Every story with a happy ending is a comedy, one of my professors had said in college, and our tale of parachuting without training into a pitched battle had all three of us rolling by the time we’d finished.


      “But why so desperate to reach Bastogne?” she asked. I had given away more than I wanted to, but had no way out except the truth. “ ‘Arrest Martin’!” she responded then. “These are foolish orders, Dubin. Martin played a trick. That is not a terrible crime. He has done nothing to harm the American Army.”


      I told her Teedle thought otherwise.


      “Merde. Teedle est fou. Martin est un patriote.” Teedle is nuts. Martin is a patriot.


      “It does not matter now,” I said somberly.


      With that her eyes were glued closed a moment. I offered her another cigarette. I’d acquired a Zippo along the way and lit hers before mine. She pointed to me smoking.


      “This is how I know for sure you are a soldier now.”


      I showed her the callus I’d worn on the side of my thumb in the last month with the flint wheel of the lighter.


      “You see, in the end, Martin was good for you, Dubin. You should be grateful to him. No? To fight is what you craved.”


      I was startled I had been so transparent. But that illusion was all in the past. I had not yet found a way to write to Grace or my parents about Christmas Day, but I told Gita the story now, quietly. Biddy stopped and got out of the jeep. He said he needed directions to Bastogne, but I suspected he wanted no part of the memories. I told her about lying in the snow in that clearing waiting to die, while the men nearby preceded me, and about feeling so shamed by my desperation to live.


      “I thought all my last thoughts,” I told her. “Including, I must say, about you.”


      Her full eyebrows shot up and I hurried to clarify.


      “Not with longing,” I said.


      “Oh? What, then? Regret?” She was teasing, but remained attentive.


      “I would say, with clarity,” I said finally. “Our moment together had given me clarity. I longed for home and hearth. A normal life. To gather my family around a fire. To have children.”


      She had taken the Zippo and held its flame to the tip of a new cigarette for a long time. Through the blue scrim, she settled a drilling look on me, so intense my heart felt like it skipped.


      “And I am what, Dubin? A vagabond? You think I care nothing for those things? The fire, the warm meal, the children underfoot?”


      “Do you?” I answered stupidly.


      “You think I do not wish to have a place in the world, as other persons have a place? To want what you or any other person wants? To have a life and not merely to survive? You think I have no right to be as weary of this as everyone else?”


      “I hardly meant that.”


      “No,” she said. “I heard. I am not fit for a decent life.”


      She suddenly could not stand to look at me. She released the car door and jumped outside, where I felt I had no choice but to pursue her. Her dark eyes were liquid when I caught up, but her look was savage. She swore at me in French, and then, as an astonishing exclamation point, hurled the pack of cigarettes at me.


      I was flabbergasted. Men always are when they sacrifice a woman’s feelings, I suppose. But I had known better. I had glimpsed the fundamental truth of Gita in the instant she had raised her skirt in that barn. She would always be the spurned offspring of the town pariah. Everything about her character was built over an abyss of hurt.


      I followed her farther out into the snow. She was already attracting attention from some of the soldiers on their guard post nearby. Her face was crushed on her glove and I touched her shoulder.


      “I mourn Martin,” she said. “Do not think your chatter about yourself has upset me.”


      “I had no such thought.” I knew better than to tell her she wept for herself. “But I am sorry. I should not have said that. About what I thought. That I felt no longing. I am sorry.”


      “‘No longing?’” She pivoted. If possible, she was even more furious. “You think I care about that? You think that damaged my pride?” She smashed the last of her cigarette underfoot and stepped toward me, lowering her voice. “It is your poor opinion of me I revile, not your desires. You know nothing, Dubin. You are a fool. No longing,” she huffed. “I do not even believe it, Dubin.” Then she lifted her face to me, so that there was only a hairbreadth between us. “Nor do you,” she whispered.


       


      She was an iceberg, of course, on the remainder of the ride, tomb-silent except to the dog, to whom she spoke in whispers he could not hear. I sat in front with Biddy, but he could tell there had been a personal eruption and said little. As we approached Bastogne, Gita announced that she wanted to be taken to the military hospital, where she would find work as a nurse. Trained assistance was never spurned in a war zone. In so many words, she was saying she needed no help from me.


      Arriving in Bastogne, I was startled by its size. It was hard to believe thousands of men had died for the sake of such a small place. The town had only one main street, rue Sablon, although the avenue sported several good-size buildings, whose fancy stone façades were now frequently broken or scarred by shrapnel and gunfire. Iron grates framed tiny balconies under windows which, for the most part, had been left as empty black holes. Here and there one of the steep peaked roofs characteristic of the region lay in complete collapse as a result of an artillery strike, but in general the poor weather had kept Bastogne from more severe destruction by air. The cathedral had been bombed as part of the Germans’ Christmas Eve present, a crude gesture meant to deprive Bastogne’s citizens of even the meager comfort of a holiday prayer, but the debris from the buildings that had been hit had already been shoveled into piles in the streets, and was being removed by locals in horse-drawn carts. Last night there had been yet another heavy snowfall, and soldiers on foot slogged along while the jeeps and convoys thick on rue Sablon slid slowly down the steep avenue.


      I had no way to temporize with Gita. Instead we simply asked directions to the American field hospital, which occupied one of the largest structures of the town, a four-story convent, L’Etablissement des Soenrs de Notre Dame de Bastogne. Despite the fact that the roof was gone, the first two floors remained habitable, and the Sisters had given up their large redbrick school and the rear building of their compound to the care of the sick and wounded. The snow from the street had been pushed onto the walks and sat in frozen drifts, some the height of a man. Between them, several ambulances were parked, the same Ford trucks that served as paddy wagons at home, here emblazoned with huge red crosses. Gita snatched up the small parcel she had gathered from the remains of the Hurles’ home and marched inside. I followed in case she needed someone to vouch for her.


      At the front desk sat a nun whose face, amid a huge starched angel-wing habit, looked like a ripe peach in a white bowl. She made an oddly serene figure in the entryway, which had been strafed. There were bullet holes in the walls and in the somewhat grand wooden rococo balustrades leading to the upper stories, while some kind of ordnance had blown a small crater in the inlaid floor, leaving a hole all the way to the cellar. After only a few moments of conversation, Gita and the mm appeared to he reaching an agreement.


      Watching from a distance, I was surprised to hear my name from behind.


      “David?” A doctor in a green surgical gown and cap had both arms raised toward me, a short dark man who looked a little like Algar. Once he removed the headgear I recognized Cal Echols, who had been my sister’s boyfriend during his first two years in med school. Everyone in my family had loved Cal, who was smart and sociable, but he’d lost his mother as a four-year-old, and Dorothy said his clinging ultimately drove her insane. We’d never seen that side of him, of course. Now Cal and I fell on each other like brothers.


      “Jeepers creepers,” he said, when he pushed me back to look me over, “talk about the tempest tossed. I thought you lawyers knew how to worm your way out of things.”


      “Bad timing,” I said.


      He figured I had come to the hospital to visit a soldier, and I was immediately embarrassed that my preoccupation with Gita had kept me from realizing that several of the wounded men from my company were probably here. Cal had finished his surgical shift and offered to help me find them. When I turned to the front desk to attempt some awkward goodbye with Gita, she was gone.


      Once Biddy had found a place for the jeep, he and I went over the hospital roster with Cal. Four of our men were still on hand. A corporal named Jim Harzer had been wounded by a mortar round during a hill fight near Noville. He was another of the replacement troops, the father of two little girls, and when I’d last seen him he was on the ground, with the corpsmen attending him. They had a tourniquet above his knee; down where his boot had been it was primarily a bloody pulp. In spite of that, Harzer had beamed. ‘I’m done. Cap,’ he said. ‘I’m going home. I’m gonna be kissing my girls.’ I found him in a similarly buoyant mood today. He’d lost his right foot, but he said he’d met several fellas missing their lefts and they planned to stay in touch so they could save money on shoes.


      In the convent, all the class space had been converted to hospital wards. The long wooden desks at which students once sat facing the blackboards were being used as beds, with more cots placed in between. The valuable classroom equipment, bird exhibits for science, chem lab beakers, and microscopes, had been preserved in the closets.


      Almost every patient had had surgery of some kind, the best-off only to remove shrapnel from nonmortal wounds. But on the wards were also the limbless, the faceless, the gut-shot, who too often were only days from death. The cellar that ran the length of the building now served as a morgue.


      At the far end of the second floor, an MP stood outside a full ward of German POWs here as patients.


      “We give them better than our boys get, that’s for sure,” said Cal. Indeed, several of the Germans waved when they recognized Cal in the doorway. “Nice kid, from Munich,” said Cal about one of them. “Speaks good English, but both parents are Nazi Party members.”


      “Does he know you’re Jewish?”


      “That was the first thing I told him. Of course, all of his best friends at home were Jewish. All. He gave me a whole list.” He smiled a little.


      Cal had been here since the day after Christmas, and I began asking about the other men from my company who’d left the front in ambulances. He remembered a number. Too many had died, but there was some good news. Cal himself had operated on Mike O’Brien—the joker who’d enjoyed giving it to Stacker Collison—whom I’d dragged from the clearing on Christmas Day. He had lived. So had Massimo Fortunato, from whose thigh Cal had removed a shrapnel piece the size of a soft-ball. He had been transferred to a general hospital in Luxembourg City, but Massimo had done so well that Cal thought he would be sent back to my former unit in a month or two.


      Cal offered us billets in the convent, which we eagerly accepted, since it saved me from a problematic reconnaissance in the overcrowded town. The enlisted men, medical corpsmen for the most part, were housed in a large schoolroom converted to a dormitory. Their quarters were close, but the men weren’t complaining, Cal said. The building had electricity from a field generator and central heat, coal-fired, although there was not yet running water in the tiled baths and shower rooms. Better still, the enlisted men were right next to the mess hall and on the same floor as the nuns and nurses, a few of whom were rumored to have dispensed healing treatments of a nonmedical variety. True or not, the mere idea had revived the men.


      The docs were boarded on the second floor in the nuns’ former rooms, which the Sisters had insisted on surrendering. These were barren cubicles, six feet by ten, each containing a feather mattress, a small table, and a crucifix on the wall, but it would be the first privacy I’d had for a month. Cal’s room was two doors down. He had received a package from home only a day ago and he offered me a chocolate, laughing out loud at my expression after the first bite.


      “Careful,” he said. “You look close to cardiac arrest.”


      Afterward, in officers’ mess where we had dinner, I again recounted Christmas Day. Despite all the fighting I’d seen following that, my stories never seemed to get any farther.


      “This war,” said Cal. “I mean, being a doc—it’s a paradox, I’ll tell you, David. You try like hell to save them, and doing a really great job just means they get another chance to die. We had a young medic who came in here yesterday. It was the third time in a month. Minor wounds the first couple of times, but yesterday just about his whole right side was blown away. What a kid. Even in delirium, he would reply to all of my questions with a ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘No, sir.’ I stayed up all day with him, just trying to coax him to live, and he died not ten minutes after I finally went off.” Cal peered at nothing, reabsorbing the loss. “A lot of these boys end up hating us when they realize they’re going back. You know the saying. The only thing a doctor can give you is a pill and a pat on the back and an Army doc skips the pat on the back.”


      It was nearly 8:00 p.m. now, and Cal’s surgical shift was about to begin. He would operate until 4:00 a.m. The surgical theater was never empty. Before he went back to work, he brought a bottle of Pernod to my room. After two drinks, I passed out with my boots still on.


      I woke in the middle of the night when my door cracked open. At first, I thought it was the wind, but then a silhouette appeared, backlit by the brightness from the hall.


      “Ton chien te cherche,” Gita said. She slid through the door and closed it and flicked on the light. She had hold of Hercules by the woven belt that one of the men in my company had given him as a collar. Her hair had been pinned up under a white nurse’s bonnet and she was dressed in a baggy gray uniform. The dog, which Biddy had left outside in the convent’s one-car garage, bad been found trotting through the wards. Harzer and a couple of others recognized him and swore that Hercules had come to pay his respects before moving on in his apparent search for Biddy or me. When she let him go, the dog bounded to my side. I scratched his ears, before I faced her.


      Cal’s stories about nurses scurrying through the halls at night had briefly sparked the thought that Gita might arrive here. It seemed unlikely given her mood when we parted, but before falling off I’d had a vision so clear I had actually deliberated for an instant about whether I would tell her to stay or to go. Yet in the moment there was no choice. As always, she presented herself as a challenge. But I doubted her boldness was only to prove her point about my longing. Her need was as plain as my craving for her, which just like my paralyzing fears in the air over Savy was not subject to the control of preparation or reason. I beckoned with my hand, the lights went off, and she was beside me.


      As I embraced her, I apologized for my grime and the odor, but we met with all the gentleness our first time together had lacked, softened by what each of us had endured in the interval. Even as I savored the remarkable smoothness of her stomach and hack, the thrill of touching a human so graceful and compact, something within me continued to wonder if this romance was a fraud, merely the overheated grappling of the battlefront. Perhaps it was just as Teedle had told me. When a human is reduced to the brute minimum, desire turns out to be at the core. But that did not matter now as we lay together in the tiny convent room. In the tumult of emotion Gita consistently provoked in me, there was a new element tonight. I had been fascinated from the start by her intelligence and her daring; and my physical yearning for her was greater than I’d felt for any woman. But tonight, my heart swelled also with abounding gratitude. I pressed her so close that I seemed to hope to squeeze her inside my skin. I kissed her again and again, wishing my appreciation could pour out of me, as I, David Dubin, recovered, if only for a fragment of time, the fundamental joy of being David Dubin.
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      We remained in Bastogne two more days. I had signaled Teedle that Gita was here if OSS wished to interview her, and awaited his order to formally abandon the effort to arrest Martin. Pending a response, I worked on a long report about the past month for Colonel Maples, who had moved to the new Third Army Headquarters in Luxembourg City. I also spent a couple of hours both clays with the men from my former command who were hospitalized here. But every minute was only a long aching interval, waiting for dark and the end of Gita’s shift, when she would slip into my room.


      “You are an unusual woman,” I had told her again that first night after she had come to me, as we lay whispering in the narrow bed.


      “You notice only now?” She was laughing. “But I do not think you mean to praise me, Dubin. What do you find so uncommon?”


      “That you mourn Martin and are with me.”


      She thought a moment. “No soldier in Europe more eagerly sought death, Dubin. I knew that, no matter how often I tried to say otherwise. Besides, if my father died or my brother, would it be unusual, as you say, to find comfort in life?”


      “Martin was not your father or your brother.”


      “No,” she said and fell silent again. “He was both. And my salvation. He rescued me, Dubin. When I met him I was on the boil, furious at all moments except those when I simply wanted to die. He said, ‘If you are angry, fight. And if you wish to die, then wait until tomorrow. Today you may do some good for someone else.’ He knew the right things to say. Because he had said them to himself.”


      “But you do not mourn him as your lover?”


      “Qu’est-ce qui te prend?” She raised her head from my chest. “Why does that matter so much to you—me with Martin? Do you fear that I liked Martin better this way than I like you?”


      “You think that is the issue?”


      “It is the issue with every man at times. And it is stupid. With each person it is different, Dubin. Not better or worse. It is like a voice, yes? No voice is the same. But there is always conversation. Does one prefer a person for the voice, or the words? It is what is being said that matters far more. No?”


      I agreed, but pondered in the dark.


      “Doo-bean,” she finally said, more emphatically than usual, “I have told you. With Martin and me that aspect was long over. It became impossible.”


      “Because?”


      “Because this is no longer an activity for him.”


      I finally understood. “Was he wounded?”


      “In the mind. He has not been good that way for some time. He punishes himself perhaps, because he likes the killing too much. He has clung to me, but only because he believes there will not be another woman after me. Comprends-tu?”


      Surprisingly, something remained unsettled. I looked into the dark seeking the words, as if attempting to lay hold of a nerve running through my chest.


      “When I think of Martin,” I said then, “I wonder what interest I could have to you. I am so dull. My life is small and yours with him has been so large.”


      “Tu ne me comprends pas bien.” You do not understand me well.


      “ ‘Well’? You are the most mysterious person I have ever met.”


      “I am a simple girl, with little education. You are learned, Dubin. Occasionally humorous. Brave enough. You are a solid type, Dubin. Would you drink and beat your wife?”


      “Not at the same time.”


      “Tu mas fait craquer.” I cracked, meaning, I couldn’t resist. “Besides, you are a rich American.”


      “My father is a cobbler.”


      “Evidemment! Les cordonniers sont toujours les plus mal chaussés.” The shoemaker’s son always goes barefoot. “I have miscalculated.” Once we had laughed for some time, she added, “You have a conscience, Dubin. It is an attractive quality in a fellow in a time of war.”


      “A conscience? Lying here with you when I have promised myself to someone else?”


      “Eh,” she answered again. “If you and she were destined for each other, you would have married before you departed. What woman loves a man and allows him to leave for war without having him to her bed?”


      “It was not solely her choice.”


      “More the point, then. You are not so scrupulous here, when there are no expectations.” She laid her fingertip directly on the end of my penis to make her point. “You chose to be free, Dubin. No? Qui se marie à la hâte se repent à loisir.” Marry in haste, repent at leisure.


      Gita’s observation, made in her customary declarative fashion, seemed too stark to be true, but there was no avoiding it. I yearned for the aura that surrounded Grace like a cloud—her gentility, her blonde hair and soft sweaters, the way she glided through life, her pristine American beauty. But not enough to separate myself from my parents in the irrevocable way our marriage had called for. My sudden decision to enlist, rather than wait out my fortunes with the draft, seemed highly suspect from the distance of a convent bed in Belgium. But so did the balm these conclusions gave to my conscience.


      “At any rate, Dubin, you are here with me now. Even though you felt no longing.” She stroked now where she had left her finger, and I responded quickly. “Aha,” she said. “Again, Dubin, you are betrayed.”


      “No, no, that is merely to save your feelings.”


      “Then, perhaps I shall stop,” she said.


      “No, no, I am much too concerned for you to allow that.”


      Afterward, we slept, but in time I was awakened by growling. I had heard it in my dreams for a while, but it grew insistent and I stirred, ready to scold Hercules. Instead, I found Gita snoring. Her constant smoking had apparently done its work on her sinuses. From an elbow, I studied her in the light borrowed from the hall. Lying there, she seemed, as we all do in slumber, childlike, her small sharp face mobile in sleep. She suckled briefly; an arm stirred protectively, and her eyes jumped beneath her lids. I was impressed by how small she appeared when the current, as it were, was turned off on her imposing personality. I watched several minutes. As she had been trying to tell me, she was, at heart, a far simpler person than I supposed.


       


      After Gita had snuck back downstairs the first night we’d arrived in Bastogne, I met cal for breakfast at the officers’ mess, as planned. He had been in surgery until 4:00 a.m., then had made rounds to see his patients. He was still in a bloody gown, gobbling up something before he grabbed a few hours’ sleep. Apparently, it was he who had directed Gita and the dog to my room, and he let me know promptly that he’d guessed the score.


      “So how did your quarters work out? Bed a little tight?”


      I could feel myself flush, and then, like a switchboard operator plugging in the lines, I made a series of connections which, when complete, brought me up short. Cal would write home that he had seen me. He would say I had a woman here. Grace, in time, would hear.


      “Oh, don’t worry,” he said, when he saw my expression. He made that zipper motion across his lips.


      But somehow I was caught up in a vision of Grace reacting to this news. Would she rely on some bromide about how men will be men? Or take comfort from the extremities of war? My mind continued tumbling down the staircase, descending into various images of what might occur when word reached Grace, until I finally crashed and came to rest at the bottom. In a figurative heap, I checked myself and was shocked to find myself frightened but unhurt—no bruises, no broken bones—and thus I knew at that moment, absolutely and irrevocably, that I was not going to marry Grace Morton. I cared intensely about Grace. I still could not imagine being the brutal assassin of her feelings. But she was not a vital part of me. Gita’s role in this seemed incidental. It was not a matter of choosing one woman over the other, because even now I continued to doubt that Gita’s interest would last. But, in the light of day, what I’d recognized lying beside Gita remained. Grace was an idol. A dream. But not my destiny.


      With some bemusement, Cal had watched all this work its way through my features.


      “Who is this girl, anyway, David? I asked the nuns about her. They say she knows her bananas, bright, works hard. Bit of a looker,” said Cal, “if you’ll forgive me. Every man in this hospital will be pea green with envy, even the ones cold down in the morgue.”


      I smiled and told him a little about Gita. Runaway. Exile. Commando.


      “Is it serious?” he asked.


      I shook my head as if I didn’t know, but within a distinct voice told me that the correct answer was yes. It was gravely serious. Not as Cal meant. Instead it was serious in the way combat was serious, because it was impossible to tell if I would survive.


       


      Gita’s nursing duties included washing bedridden patients. Imagining her at it made me nearly delirious with envy, although I admitted to her that I was uncertain if I was jealous of her touch or of the chance to bathe. When she arrived on the second night, she swung through the door with a heavy metal pail full of hot water. It had been boiled on the kitchen stove, the only means available in the absence of working plumbing.


      “You are an angel.”


      “A wet one.” The sleeves of her shapeless uniform were black.


      “So you can no longer tolerate the smell of me?”


      “You smell like someone who has lived, Dubin. It is the complaining about it I cannot stand. Get up, please. I will not bathe you in your bed like an invalid.”


      She had brought a cloth, a towel, and another bowl. I removed my clothes and stood before her, as she scrubbed and dried me bit by bit. My calf, my thigh. There was a magnificent intermezzo before she went higher to my stomach.


      “Tell me about America,” she said, once she continued.


      “You want to know if the streets are lined with gold? Or if King Kong is hanging from the Empire State Building?”


      “No, but tell me the truth. Do you love America?”


      “Yes, very much. The land. The people. And most of all the idea of it. Of each man equal. And free.”


      “That is the idea in France, too. But is it true in America?”


      “True? In America there was never royalty. Never Napoleon. Yet it is still far better to be rich than poor. But it is true, I think, that most Americans cherish the ideals. My father and mother came from a town very much like Pilzkoba. Now they live free from the fears they grew up with. They may speak their minds. They may vote. They may own property. They sent their children to public schools. And now they may hope, with good reason, that my sister and brother and I will find an even better life than theirs.”


      “But do Americans not hate the Jews?”


      “Yes. But not as much as the colored.” It was a dour joke and she was less amused than I by the bitter humor. “It is not like Hitler,” I said. “Every American is from somewhere else. Each is hated for what he brings that is different from the rest. We live in uneasy peace. But it is peace, for the most part.”


      “And is America beautiful?”


      “Magnifique.” I told her about the West as I had glimpsed it from the train on my way to Fort Barkley.


      “And your city?”


      “We have built our own landscape. There are giant buildings.”


      “Like King Kong?”


      “Almost as tall.”


      “Yes,” she said. “I want to go to America. Europe is old. America is still new. The Americans are smart to fight on others’ soil. Europe will require a century to recover from all of this. And there may be another war soon. Aprés la guerre I will go to America, Dubin. You must help me.”


      “Of course,” I said. Of course.


       


      By the next morning, it seemed as if every person in Bastogne knew what was occurring in my quarters at night. Gita had made a clanging commotion dragging her pails up the stairs. I worried that the nuns would evict both of us, but they maintained a dignified silence. It was the soldiers who could not contain themselves, greeting me in whispers as “lover boy” whenever I passed.


      Third Army had established a command center in Bastogne, and Biddy and I walked over there every few hours to see if Teedle’s orders had come through. For two days now, no shells had fallen on the city, and the civilians were in the streets, briskly going about their business. They were polite but busy, unwilling to repeat their prior mistake of believing this lull was actually peace.


      As we hiked up the hilly streets, I said, “I find I’m the talk of the town, Gideon.”


      He didn’t answer at first. “Well, sir,” he finally said, “it’s just a whole lot of things seem to be moving around in the middle of the night.”


      We shared a long laugh.


      “She’s a remarkable person, Biddy.”


      “Yes, sir. This thing got a future, Captain?”


      I stopped dead on the pavement. My awareness of myself had been growing since my conversation with Cal at breakfast yesterday, but trusting Biddy more than anyone else, things were a good deal clearer in his company. I took hold of his arm.


      “Biddy, how crazy would it sound if I said I love this woman?”


      “Well, good for you, Captain.”


      “No,” I said, instantly, because I had a clear view of the complications, “it’s not good. It’s not good for a thousand reasons. It probably conflicts with my duty. And it will not end well.” I had maintained an absolute conviction about this. I knew my heart would be crushed.


      “Cap,” he said, “ain’t no point going on like that. They-all can do better telling you the weather tomorrow than what’s gonna happen with love. Ain’t nothing else to do but hang on for the ride.”


      But my thoughts were very much the same when Gita came to my bed that night.


      “Your phrase has haunted me all day,” I told her.


      “Laquelle?”


      “ ‘Après la guerre.’ I have thought all day about what will happen after the war.”


      “If war is over, then there must be peace, no? At least for a while.”


      “No, I refer to you. And to me. I have spent the day wondering what will become of us. Docs that surprise you or take you aback?”


      “I know who you are, Dubin. It would surprise me if your thoughts were different. I would care for you much less.”


      I took a moment. “So you do care for me?”


      “Je suifi là.” I am here.


      “And in the future?”


      “When the war began,” she said, “no one thought of the future. It would be too awful to imagine the Nazis here for long. Everyone in the underground lived solely for the present. To fight now. The only future was the next action and the hope you and your comrades would survive. But since Normandy, it is different. Among the maquisards, there is but one phrase on their lips: Après la guerre, I hear those words in my mind, too. You are not alone.”


      “And what do You foresee?”


      “It is still war, Dubin. One creeps to the top of a wall and peeks over, I understand, but we remain here. If one looks only ahead, he may miss the perils that are near. But I have seen many good souls die. I have promised myself to live for them. And now, truly, I think I wish to live for myself as well.”


      “This is good.”


      “But you told me what you sec, no? The hearth, the home. Yes?”


      “Yes.” That remained definitive. “Et toi?”


      “Je sais pas. But if I live through this war, I will be luckier than most. I have learned what perhaps I most needed to.”


      “Which is?”


      “To value the ordinary, Doo-bean. In war, one feels its loss acutely. The humdrum. The routine. Even I, who could never abide it, find myself longing for a settled life.”


      “And will that content you? Is it to be the same for You as me? The house, the home, being a respectable wife with children swarming at your knees beneath your skirt? Or will you be like Martin, who told me he would soon look for another war?”


      “There will never be another war. Not for me. You said once that a woman has that choice, and that is the choice I will make. ‘A respectable wife’? I cannot say. Tell me, Dubin”—she smiled cutely—“are you asking?”


      Lightly as this was said, I knew enough about her to recognize the stakes. She would chuckle at a proposal, but would be furious if I was as quick to reject her. And at the same time, being who she was, she would chop me to bits for anything insincere. But having left one fiancée behind for little more than a day, I was not ready yet for new promises, even in banter.


      “Well, let me say only that I intend to pay very careful attention to your answer.”


      “You sound like a lawyer.”


      We laughed.


      “Martin once said you will never be content with just one man.”


      “Eh, he was consoling himself. Believe me, Dubin, I know what I need to know about men. And myself with them. But one person forever? For many years that sounded to me like a prison sentence.”


      “May I ask? Was that perhaps your mother’s influence?”


      “I think not. My mother, if she had any influence, would have told me to find a fellow like you, decent and stable, and to stand by him. ‘One craves peace,’ she said always.” She sat up into the borrowed light. Gita was more physically shy than I might have expected and I enjoyed the sight of her, her small breasts rising perfectly to their dark peaks.


      “But she did not succeed herself.”


      “She had tried, Dubin. When she was seventeen, her looks attracted the son of a merchant, a wool seller from the city. She thought he was rich and handsome and a sophisticate and married him on impulse.”


      “This was Lodzka?” I tried to pronounce it correctly.


      “Lodzki, yes. He was a cad, of course. He drank, he had other women, he was stingy with her. They fought like minks, even battled with their fists, and naturally she took the worst of it. One day she left him. She returned to Pilzkoba and announced that her husband was dead of influenza. Soon she had suitors. She had been married again for a month, when it was discovered that Lodzki was still alive. It was a terrible scandal. She was lucky they did not hang her. She always said she would have left, but it would have given everyone in Pilzkoba too much satisfaction.” Gita stopped with a wistful smile. “So,” she said.


      “So,” I answered, and drew her close again. One craves peace.


       


      The next day, late in the afternoon while I was on the wards visiting, a private from the signal office found me with a telegram, Teedle had finally replied.


      

        Seventh Armored Division captured Of lag XII-D outside Saint-Vith yesterday a.m. STOP Confirms Major Martin alive in prison hospital STOP Proceed at once STOP Arrest


      


      I had been with Corporal Harzer, the soldier who had lost his foot, when the messenger put the yellow envelope in my hand.


      “Captain, you don’t look good,” he said.


      “No, Harzer. I’ve seen the proverbial ghost.”


      I located Bidwell. We’d head out first thing tomorrow. Then I walked around Bastogne, up and down the snowy streets and passageways. I knew I would tell Gita. How could I not? But I wanted to contend with myself beforehand. I had no doubt about her loyalties. She would desert me. If she did, she did, I told myself again and again, but I was already reeling at the prospect. I concentrated for some time on how to put this to her, but in the event, I found I had worked myself into one of those anxious states in which my only goal was to get it over with. I waited for her to emerge from the ward on which she was working and simply showed her the telegram.


      I watched her study it. She had left the ward smoking, and as the hand that held the cigarette threshed again and again through her curls, I wondered briefly if she would set fire to the nurse’s bonnet on her head. Her lips moved as she struggled with the English. But she understood enough. Those coffee-dark eyes of hers, when they found me, held a hint of alarm.


      “Il est vivant?”


      I nodded.


      “These are your orders?”


      I nodded again.


      “We talk tonight,” she whispered.


      And I nodded once more.


      It was well past midnight before I realized she was not coming, and then I lay there with the light on overhead, trying to cope. My hurt was immeasurable. With Martin alive, she could not bring herself to be with me. That was transparent. Their bond, whatever the truth of their relationship, was more powerful than ours.


      In the morning, as Bidwell packed the jeep, I sought her out to say goodbye. I had no idea whether I could contain my bitterness, or if I would break down and beg her to take me instead.


      “Gita?” asked Soeur Marie, the nun in charge, when I inquired of her whereabouts. “Elle est partie.”


      How long had she been gone, I asked. Since dark yesterday, the Sister told me.


      It took nine hours to reach Saint-Vith and I realized well in advance what we would find. The MP at Oflag XII-D said that a Red Cross nurse, accompanied by two French attendants, had come hours ago to transport Major Martin to a local hospital. We followed his directions there, where, as I had anticipated, no one knew a thing about the nurse, the attendants, or Robert Martin.
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      25. WRONG DISH


    


    

      When I was a senior in high school, I was desperately in love with Nona Katz, the woman I finally married six years later. The mere thought of parting from her for college left me desolate. I had been admitted to the Honors Program at the U., here in Kindle County. Nona, on the other hand, was never much of a student. She had been lucky to get into State, originally called State Agricultural College, which was not an institution in the same circle of heaven as the more famous university to the north. Not to be overlooked either was the fact that my admission to the U. Honors Program included a tuition waiver and a $1,500 stipend for room and board. My parents used endless ploys to get me to go there. From Kindle County, it was no more than a five-hour drive to State, they said, even in winter weather. They promised to help me buy a used car and pay my phone bills.


      “You don’t understand,” I told them. “You don’t understand what this feels like.”


      “Of course not,” said my mother. “How could we understand? Ours must have been an arranged marriage.”


      “Ma, don’t be sarcastic.”


      “It is you, Stewart, who does not understand. I met your father at perhaps the darkest time humanity has ever known. We fully comprehend the wonder of these feelings. That is not, however, all there is to consider.”


      “Ma, what else matters? What’s more important than love?”


      My father cleared his throat and took a rare part in our debates.


      “Love in the form you are talking about, Stewart, does not remain unchanged forever. You cannot lead your life as if you will never have other concerns.”


      I was thunderstruck by this remark. First, because my mother looked on approvingly. And second, by the sheer notion that Dad was asserting so coolly. Nona—the discovery that there was some complementary principle in the world—had lifted the stinking fog from my morbid adolescence. My father’s blasé assertion that love would somehow evaporate was like telling me I was going to be thrown back into a dungeon.


      “You’re wrong,” I said to him.


      “Well, consider that I may be right. Please, Stewart. Love in time takes a form more solid but less consuming. And thank the Lord! No one would ever leave the bedroom. There is work to do, families to raise. It changes, Stewart, and you have to be prepared for what happens next in life.”


      I did not hear much after that. It was the “thank the Lord” that always stuck with me, evidencing my father’s frank relief that he had been able to escape from something as messy and demanding as passion.


      And yet it was that selfsame guy I had to contemplate in the arms of Gita Lodz, so nuts with lust that he was rutting in a barn with the farm animals, and then, even more sensationally, getting it on in the bed of a nun. Yet I didn’t feel as much discomfort with these scenes as I might have expected. For one thing, when you’re big enough to think, on bad days, of replacing your bathroom scale with the ones they use at highway weigh stations, you accept one of life’s most cheerful truths. Everybody fucks. Or at least they want to. Notwithstanding American advertisers, it’s a universal franchise. The bald truth was that after several months of separation, Gita Lodz struck me as a pretty hot dish. Like my father, I’ve always been attracted to small women—Nona is barely five feet.


      More to the point, I knew the end of the story. Mademoiselle Lodz was just a pit stop on Dad’s voyage from Grace Morton to my mother. Irony being the theme song of life, middle-aged Stewart sat in the passenger lounge of the Tri-Counties Airport reading the end of Dad’s account and warning young David to think twice. It was only going to turn out badly, I told him. Anticipating a train wreck, I was not surprised to see one at the end.


      When I made my second visit to Bear Leach in November 2003, five weeks after our first meeting at Northumberland Manor, I wanted to know the aftermath of all the characters in my father’s story. This led into the region where Bear had told me he might not be free to go, and at moments he chose his words carefully. As it turned out, there was plenty he could say about the fate of Robert Martin, and even a little about General Teedle. But asking what had happened to Gita Lodz stopped him cold. I’d brought Dad’s manuscript along to illustrate my questions and Bear actually thumbed through the pages in his lap briefly, as if trying to refresh his memory when I mentioned her name.


      “Well,” he said finally, “perhaps it’s most helpful if I give you the sequence, Stewart. I initially made an effort to locate Miss Lodz, believing she could be an important witness to mitigate your father’s punishment. That was to be the principal issue at trial, of course, in light of David’s intended guilty plea. Your father’s service near Bastogne remained my ace in the hole; it was amply documented in his service record, especially in the papers recommending him for the Silver Star, which was approved, by the way, in the War Department, but never awarded as a result of the court-martial. However, I also wanted to show, if I could, that David had fought beside Martin. It would not excuse letting Martin go, but any soldier worth his salt who sat on the court-martial panel would understand an act of mercy toward a comrade-in-arms.


      “Accordingly, I hoped to offer a first-person account of the incident in which your father had helped destroy the ammunition dump at the Royal Saltworks, which I learned of when I interviewed Agnès de Lemolland. I pressed the Army for the whereabouts of all the persons who had worked on that operation.


      “When I informed your father about that, he became extremely agitated. ‘Not the girl,’ he said. Since he still refused to tell me anything about what had actually transpired, this frustrated me to no end and I said so.


      “‘It’s beyond discussion,’ he said. ‘It would be a complete disaster.’


      “‘For your case?’ I asked.


      “‘Certainly for my case. And personally as well.’


      “‘And what is the personal stake?’ I asked.


      “He yielded slightly in his usual adamantine silence and said simply, ‘My fiancée.’”


      I interrupted Bear. “Grace Morton?”


      “Surely not. That was long over by then.”


      “My mother?”


      Leach took his time before finding his way to a dry smile.


      “Well, Stewart, I wasn’t present when you were born, but you say your mother was an inmate at the Balingen camp and that was certainly the residence of the woman whom your father by then intended to marry.”


      He studied me with his perpetual generous look to see how I assembled this information.


      “So he said, my dad said, it would be a disaster if Mom met Gita Lodz? Or found out about her?”


      In a typically aged gesture, Bear’s mouth moved around loosely for quite some time as if he was attempting to get the taste of the right words.


      “David said no more than what I have stated. I drew my own conclusions at the time. Naturally, I had a far fuller picture when I eventually read what your father had written, which you now have done, too. The personal aspects, I ultimately decided, were best left without further inquiry. But, as a lawyer, I was relieved that your father had prevailed on this point. As I have said, his judgment as a trial attorney was first-rate. Calling Miss Lodz to testify and subjecting her to cross-examination would have been very damaging for his cause.”


      Having read the whole story by then, I understood. Had Mademoiselle Lodz told her story, Dad’s decision to let Martin go could not have been made to look like an act of charity toward a buddy from combat, not even by a trial lawyer as skilled as Leach. In fact, as Bear had said last month, it could have raised the specter of murder in the mind of an imaginative prosecutor.


      But that, I figured, was the least of it. Dad might have wanted to shield my mother from the details of his recent love affair. But I was sure the person he most wanted to protect was himself. Having gone on with his life, the last thing Dad needed was to see Gita Lodz. It would have made for a moment of unequaled bitterness, sitting there, knowing he was on the express for Leavenworth, while he looked across the courtroom at the woman who’d used every trick to abet Martin’s countless escapes, including, as it turned out, dancing on my father’s heart.


      I was aware that Bear was watching me closely, but I was in the full grip of the illusion that I finally had some insight into my father, and had suddenly harked back to Dad’s advice when I was eighteen. In telling me to base my college choice on something besides the bulge that arose in my trousers at the first thought of Nona, Dad, I saw, was speaking from experience, rather than his native caution. He wanted to keep me from taking my own helping of a dish that had been served cold to him decades ago by Gita Lodz.


    


  




  

    

      26. CAPTURED


    


    

      Outside the former French Army garrison building which had been used as a civilian hospital in Saint-Vith, Biddy and I awaited the organization of a posse of MPs, while I smoked in the cold. The fighting had taken an enormous toll on this town, too. Almost nothing remained standing. The hospital had survived only because of the huge red crosses painted on its roof.


      The Provost Marshal Lieutenant who had surrendered Martin to the nice-looking little nurse was abject when he learned that the Major was a wanted man, but he insisted they could not have gotten far. The explosion in December that had leveled the lodge had also blown off Martin’s left hand and a piece of his thigh, as well as layers of hair and flesh on the side of his head. A month later, he still had open burn wounds and had departed from the hospital in a wheelchair.


      “If we don’t find them,” I told Biddy, “Teedle will court-martial me. Mark my words. Showing my orders to the known consort of a spy—what was I thinking?”


      Biddy cocked a brow at the word ‘consort.’


      “Cap,” he said finally, “let’s just get ’em.”


      My grief over my professional failures seemed trivial, however, compared to the personal devastation. I had assumed Gita would disappoint me, but I’d never imagined she would play me entirely false. One question seemed to peck at my mind like an angry crow. Was she really the new Bernhardt? Had everything she’d exhibited toward me been part of a role? Even while my heart struggled for some other solution, I could not reason my way to any answer but yes. Martin and she were the worst kind of people, I concluded, manipulators willing to prey on the softest emotions. If I saw either, I might reach for my pistol.


      According to the U.S. personnel who’d taken over at Oflag XII-D, Martin had been driven off in a horse-drawn cart with a long-haired Gypsy holding the reins. A team of six MPs was gathered to search the town. Biddy and I went to the rail yard, but there were no trains moving yet, not even military ones, and it seemed impossible that Martin could have escaped via his favorite route. I took a point from that. Here in Belgium, Martin had feeble alliances. His chances were better in France—or Germany, where he could rely on what remained of his old network. Heading that way would also allow Martin to continue doing his work for the Soviets. Whichever direction he went, he would need medical attention—or at least medical supplies. And the only reliable source for them was the U.S. Army. Overall, he figured to follow Patton’s forces, some of whom would remain friendly to him, especially since, at OSS’s insistence, the fact that Martin was wanted was not widely known.


      I cabled Camello, stating that Martin had escaped and that we wanted authority to pursue and arrest him. We received a one-word response from Teedle: “Proceed.” I was still not sure which of the two I was actually searching for.


       


      Although it was a little like playing pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, Biddy and I chose to follow the 87th Infantry as it moved out of Saint-Vith toward Prüm. We had encountered battalion commanders of the 347th Infantry Regiment in town and they had agreed to let us accompany them.


      Virtually all the territory lost in the Ardennes offensive had been regained and some of Patton’s elements were now mounting assaults against the massive concrete fortifications of the Siegfried line at the German border. The battle was progressing inch by inch, an advantage to Biddy and me, since it would make it hard for Martin to get far. Bidwell and I drove along just behind the fighting, going from one medical collecting company to another. By the third day, we had twice received reports of a little Red Cross nurse who’d presented herself at battalion aid stations. She’d helped minister to the wounded briefly and then disappeared with an armload of supplies.


      On the front, the battle lines were constantly shifting, with each side making swift incursions and then drawing back. Several times Biddy and I found ourselves driving into firefights. However slowly, though, the Americans were gaining position and our troops were in a far different mood here than they’d been in during the Bulge. They were not simply more confident, but also hardened by being on enemy soil. Late on our third day, Biddy and I encountered an infantry platoon that had just taken a high point dominated by the house of a prosperous burgher.


      A sergeant came out to greet us. “You figure this here is Germany?” he asked. I didn’t know from hour to hour if we were in Belgium, Germany, or Luxembourg, but we compared maps and I agreed with his estimate. He then issued a hand signal to his troops and they rushed into the house, emerging with everything of value they could find. China. Candlesticks. Paintings. Linens. Two soldiers struggled through the door with an old tapestry. I had no clue how they even imagined they could get it back to the U.S. The homeowners had made themselves scarce but an old maid had remained and she followed the troops out, shrieking about every item, trying once or twice to grab them from the men’s arms. When she would not desist, a thin private pushed her to the ground, where she lay weeping. A corporal delivered a set of silver wine goblets to the sergeant, who offered a couple to Biddy and me.


      “I don’t drink wine,” Biddy said, which was untrue.


      “Learn,” the sergeant told him, and insisted on heaving them into our jeep.


      We stayed the night in the house, where every man in the platoon seemed determined to consume the entire store of liquor they had discovered in the cellar. One literally drank himself into a coma. When a buddy tried to revive him by throwing schnapps in his face, the liquid splattered into the wood-burning stove in the center of the room and the flame leaped up into the bottle, which exploded. Several men were pierced by flying glass, and the couch and the carpet caught fire. The troops were so drunk they howled in merriment while they stomped out the flames, but the lieutenant in charge was irate, inasmuch as four soldiers had to be removed to the aid station.


      In the morning, Biddy and I headed south. We were in American-held territory, no more than half a mile from the house, when half a dozen Germans, dressed in black leather coats and armed with Schmeisser machine pistols, leaped up from the ditches on either side of the road and surrounded the jeep. I could see they were SS, rather than Wehrmacht, because of the silver death’s-heads over the bills of their caps and the Nazi runes on their coats.


      My instinct was to shout out a stupidly casual remark like “Our mistake,” and head the other way, but as the six came forward to disarm us, the full gravity of the situation settled on me. I had been off the battlefield ten clays now, but I found it had never left me, as I suppose it never will. Within, my spirit shrunk to something as small and hard as a walnut and piped out its familiar resigned message: So if you die, you die.


      They ordered us out of the jeep and drove it into a wayside of heavy bushes, marching Biddy and me behind it. As we walked through the snow, Hercules sat in the back of the vehicle, Cleopatra on her barge, surveying the scene with a struggling curiosity like the RCA hound staring into the trumpet of the Victrola. “Look at that dog,” Biddy muttered, and we managed a laugh.


      Once the jeep was out of sight, the Germans searched us, taking anything useful we had. Compass. Trench knives. Grenades. Watches. And, of course, Bidwell’s camera. One of the soldiers looked at the lens and recognized it as German.


      “Woher hast du die?” he asked Biddy.


      Biddy acted as if he did not understand and the SS man raised his Schmeisser and asked the question again. Fortunately, he was distracted when the others found our store of K rations. They each tore through several boxes, tossing aside the cardboard covers with their wavy designs as they ate with feral abandon.


      “Cut off from their unit?” I asked Biddy.


      He nodded. They clearly hadn’t seen food for days.


      “Run for it?” he asked. I was still debating, when the German lieutenant came back our way and began to question me in terrible English. “Vhere Americans? Vhere Deutsch?” They obviously wanted to get back to their side.


      I answered with my name, rank, and serial number. The Germans were far too desperate to be bothered with the Geneva Convention. The lieutenant motioned to two of his men, who took me by the shoulders while the lieutenant kicked me three times in the stomach. I was brought back instantly to the schoolyard, the last time I’d survived this panicked breathless moment when the diaphragm stops functioning after a blow to the gut. To make matters worse, when the air finally heaved back into my lungs, I vomited my breakfast on the lieutenant’s boot. In reprisal, he struck me in the face with his gloved fist.


      My vomiting seemed to catch Hercules’ attention. Up until now, the deaf dog had been more interested in the discarded ration tins, but when I was hit this time, he bounded forward and started an enormous racket. He did not attack the German lieutenant, but came within a few feet, rocking back on his paws with his hot breath rising up in puffs, almost like punctuation, as he barked. The Germans immediately began glancing down the road while they futilely attempted to quiet the animal, raising their fingers to their lips, shouting at him, and finally reaching out to subdue him. When the men came after him, Hercules snapped at one and caught his hand, biting right through the leather glove as the German yelped somewhat pathetically.


      There was then a single gunshot. The same SS man who’d been questioning Biddy had his pistol out. A little whiff of smoke curled up over the barrel and the dog lay in the snowy road motionless, with a bloody oval like a peach pit where his eye had been. Several of his comrades began shouting at the soldier who’d fired, afraid of the attention the shot would attract. In the confusion, Bidwell joined in.


      “What the hell you’d go and do that for?” he demanded. The German soldier with the drawn Schmeisser appeared to have no idea how to respond to the berating he was receiving from all sides. When Biddy strode forward, intent on looking after the dog, the German recoiled slightly and his pistol ignited again in a short automatic burst. Gideon toppled, rolling to his back with three clean bullet holes in his stomach. It had happened so simply, with no preparation at all, and was so pointless, that my first reaction was that it could not be true. How could the world, which has always been here, undergo such a fundamental transformation in two or three seconds?


      “Oh my God!” I yelled. I screamed again, one long lament, and for an instant broke away from the two men who were holding me, but they, along with the lieutenant, dragged me down into the ditch. I twisted, cursing them until the lieutenant put the pistol barrel straight to my forehead.


      “Schrei nicht. Schweigen Sie. Wir helfen deinem Freund. We helf.” I quieted to see if they’d aid Biddy as promised, and one of them scrambled up to the road. He was back in a second.


      “Er ist tot,” he said.


      The lieutenant could see I understood and immediately placed the icy pistol muzzle to my forehead again. The idea of some vain act of resistance passed through my mind like a weak current. But I’d already learned on the battlefield the desperate, humiliating secret of how badly I wanted to live, and I said nothing, allowing the Germans to drag me along in despair.


       


      With any kind of luck, we’d have encountered American troops, but it was, simply put, not a lucky day. The Germans nearby were mounting an offensive action and my captors moved toward the sounds of the battle. Near nightfall, they hooked up with a German antitank unit, which turned out to have taken a number of Allied prisoners. The unit was being redeployed and we marched at the end of their column, with our hands behind our heads. As the only officer, I was separated from the dozen or so enlisted men by the buffer of a single guard.


      We were clearly inside Germany, because at one point we passed through a tiny village where several locals came out to observe us. An old woman rushed from her little house and spat on the first American in line. She was followed by another, younger woman who began to scream, while several more people stepped from their houses. Perhaps to pacify them, one of the German officers ordered us to surrender our coats to the residents. I couldn’t see exactly what had happened in this town. Probably nothing different than in any other town. There were still bodies of American and German soldiers pushed to both sides of the road.


      We slept that night in an open field. Another prisoner thought we were somewhere near Prüm. We were each issued a worn army blanket but no food. One man, a Brit, had been a prisoner for two days now. He said this was the second time he’d been captured. The first was during Market Garden, the invasion of the Low Countries, and he’d been shipped back to a German stalag in Belgium, not all that far from here, from which he and everyone else had escaped when it was bombed. As the only veteran of captivity, he did his best to remain sunny. If I’d been in a mood to like any human being, I probably would have liked him.


      “POW ain’t the end of the world, mate, not by my lights. Cuisine ain’t the Savoy, but there been days when I ain’t et in my own army. It’s those blokes out there gettin shot at are ’avin the rough time, if you ask me. This ’ere, it’s just boring.”


      One of the enlisted men asked what the former prison camp had been like.


      “Jerries are completely crackers. All day long, they was counting us, mate. Stand up. Sit down. Eins, zwei, drei. Not like they were going to give us anything. Food was bread once a day, and couple times this awful potato stew. One day the commandant comes in. ‘I have goot news and bat news. Goot news. Today each man will get a change of underwear. Bat news. You must switch with the man next to you.’ Only a joke,” he added.


      Our laughter attracted the German guards, who stomped among us, demanding silence. Nonetheless, the talk resumed shortly. Sooner or later, we were going to be handed off to the Kraut equivalent of the MPs. The Brit didn’t think we were going to a stalag. Before his capture, he’d heard that they were housing prisoners in the German cities which the Allies had begun to bomb.


      This time, when the two guards heard us talking, they didn’t bother with more warnings. They charged around, knocking heads with their rifle butts. I barely ducked when the soldier came at me and I took the blow with little reaction. The pain resounded. But I did not care much. Sooner or later, I realized, they’d take a proper inventory of us and notice the ‘H’ on my dog tag. At that point, things for me were likely to get considerably worse. But I could not hold on to any concern about that. I did not feel part of this world any longer. It was as if I had sunk one foot inside myself. I often wonder if I will ever fully return.


       


      The Germans woke us a little before daybreak. We were issued our ration for the day, a roll to be split between two men.


      “Eat it now,” the Brit said. “Someone will steal it, if you try to save it.”


      As the guards got us to our feet, the SS lieutenant who’d put the gun to my head passed by. He looked at me and then came over.


      “Wie geht’s?” he asked, manifestly more at ease now that he was back among his own. He thought I spoke more German than I did. I’d been muddling along with my grandparents’ Yiddish, and I answered only with a shrug. Even at that, I felt I was a coward. He had perfect blue eyes and he looked at me a moment longer. “Bald schiessen wir nicht mehr,” he whispered and gave me a weary smile. He was saying that the shooting was going to be over soon, and didn’t seem to hold any illusion he would be on the winning side.


      We marched most of the morning. I don’t know where the Germans thought they were headed, probably to bolster more of the troops we could hear fighting, but they never got there. As we passed a wood, an American armored cavalry unit appeared out of nowhere. Six Shermans rolled in literally from every direction with their big guns leveled. The German commander surrendered without a shot. Apparently, he had the same view of the war’s progress as the lieutenant.


      The American troops rushed forward. The Germans who’d been our captors were forced to their knees with their hands behind their heads, while we were greeted like heroes. Two of the men who’d been prisoners had minor wounds, and they were whisked off for medical attention. The rest of us were loaded on a truck and transported to the regimental headquarters, while the Germans marched at gunpoint in the rear. This was the 66th Tank Regiment of the 4th Armored Division. While most of the division had been allowed a respite in Luxembourg after Bastogne, these tankers had been brought in to flank the 87th Infantry. They were doing one hell of a job as far as I was concerned.


      Their mobile headquarters, about two miles behind the lines where we’d been captured, consisted of an array of squad tents in a snowy field. Each of the freed Americans was interviewed by regimental G-2. Since I had been the lone officer in captivity, the staff G-2, Major Golsby, interviewed me personally in his tent. He was confused about my orders, which I still had in my pocket, the only thing the Germans hadn’t taken.


      “I have to go back to Third Army JAG,” I told him. If the MPs hadn’t found Martin and Gita by now, there was no point in pursuing them now that they had another two days’ lead time. More important, I had lost all interest in the mission. I knew as a matter of historical fact that it was my fault Bidwell was dead. My adolescent fascination with both Martin and Gita had led, as tragic errors always must, to tragedy—to combat, capture, and now Biddy’s grave.


      When I told Golsby what had happened to him, I realized I sounded remote. “I bawled my eyes out yesterday,” I added. It was an absolute lie. I was yet to shed a tear. Instead, all my grief about Biddy had energized another of those circling thoughts, this one about why I’d never gotten around to telling him to call me David.


      “They shot a POW?” he asked me, repeating the question a few times. “Unarmed? Stay here.” He returned with Lieutenant Colonel Coleman, the deputy regimental commander. He looked like a former football player, big and stocky and quick to anger, and he was angry now, as he should have been, at my account of how Biddy died.


      “Who did this to your sergeant? Are the men here who did this? Did we capture them?”


      Coleman ordered a second lieutenant and a sergeant to accompany me through the camp to look for the SS men. The sergeant was carrying a Thompson submachine gun. The weapon was uncommon enough that I wondered if it was mine, reacquired from the Germans who’d taken it. The captured Krauts had just arrived on foot and were seated in rows with their hands clasped behind their heads. The MPs had made them remove their boots to safeguard against any effort to run. I walked up and down the rows. I had no illusions about what was going to happen.


      The SS man who’d killed Bidwell saw me coming. Our eyes had found each other’s almost mechanically several times in the last two days. I would steal hateful glances at him, but when his gaze caught mine, I hurriedly looked away, knowing he was easily provoked. Now it was he who turned in the other direction. He wasn’t very old, I realized, perhaps twenty-one.


      “This one,” I told the second lieutenant.


      “Get up.” The second lieutenant kicked the German’s foot. “Get up.”


      The German was not going to die well. “Ich habe nichts getan.” I have done nothing. He shouted it again and again.


      The second lieutenant told him to shut up.


      “Were there others with him?” I looked down the rows. I found three more, including the German lieutenant who had told me the shooting would end soon. He raised his perfect blue eyes to me, a single look of dignified entreaty, then cast his glance down. He had been at war too long to believe in much.


      The four were marched, shoeless in the snow, back to the Lieutenant Colonel. Two of the Germans were virtually barefoot, their socks worn through at the toes.


      “Which one did it?” Coleman demanded.


      I pointed.


      Coleman looked at the man, then withdrew his pistol and put it to the German’s temple. The young SS soldier wept and shouted out in his own language yet again that he had clone nothing. But he was too frightened to withdraw his head even an inch from the gun barrel.


      Coleman watched him blubber with some satisfaction, then holstered his sidearm. The German went on heaving, his protests continuing, albeit in a reduced voice.


      “Take them in back,” Coleman said to the second lieutenant. I followed along, entirely a spectator, suddenly uncertain about what was to occur. I had been afraid that the Lieutenant Colonel was going to offer me the gun, but I had been disappointed when he decided not to pull the trigger. Now it seemed for the best.


      The second lieutenant led the men behind Coleman’s tent at the boundary of the camp and ordered the four to turn around with their hands behind their heads. He looked toward me, not long enough to allow much in the way of a reaction, then pointed to the sergeant with the tommy gun, which seemed to have begun firing almost before the weapon was aimed. Afterward, I figured that the sergeant had just wanted to get it over with. A thought arose to say a word for the German lieutenant, but I didn’t. The machine gun’s spastic bark resounded in the quiet camp and the four Germans went down like puppets cut from their wires.


      At the sound, the Lieutenant Colonel came around the tent. Coleman walked along inspecting the four bodies. “Rot in hell,” he told them.


      I had watched all of this, there and not there. I had been unable to move since the Germans fell. I had been so pleased by the SS man’s terror. Now it was as if I was groping around within myself, trying to find my heart.


    


  




  

    

      27. LONDON


    


    

      

        February 5, 1945


        Dear Folks—


        R & R in London. I have a chance at last to describe what we have been through, but at the moment I am in no mood to relive any of it. The war goes well, and I have done my part. But in thinking over everything I have seen, I cannot imagine how I will return home anything but a pacifist. Military calculations are so tough-minded—they must be, clear-eyed determinations of how to win and who must die. But employing the same kind of unsentimental reasoning, it is hard to understand how war—at least this war—has been worthwhile. The toll of daily oppression Hitler would wreak on several nations, even for years, cannot equal the pain and destruction that is being caused in stopping him. Yes, Europe would be in prison. But it is in rubble instead. And is a matter of government worth the millions upon millions of lives lost to this carnage? I came thinking that freedom has no price. But I know now that it is only life about which this may truly be said.


        I send my love to all of you. I cannot wait to he with you again.


        David


      


      I returned to Third Army Headquarters in Luxembourg City on February 1, 1945. Because the Luxembourgers were regarded as inappropriately accommodating to the Germans, Patton had treated them with little sympathy and had literally turned out the elderly residents of the national old people’s home, the Fondation Pescatore, taking it for his headquarters. It was a castle-size structure of orange limestone squares and, with its two projecting wings, vast enough to accommodate both the forward- and rear-echelon staffs. Colonel Maples had been favored with a third-floor salon, where invalids formerly sunned in the banks of high windows, and he was extremely pleased with his surroundings. He walked me to the glass to ensure that I saw his view of the dramatic gorge that plunged several hundred feet, bisecting Luxembourg City. The furnishings in his office, like those of others in the senior staff, had been provided by a cousin of the Grand Duc’s, whose generosity only enhanced the suspicion that he had collaborated with the Germans. The Colonel took a moment to point out the gold-mottled tortoise-shell inlay on his desk and credenzas, priceless heirlooms created in the time of Louis Quatorze by the cabinetmaker Boulle. Logs blazed in the marble fireplace, beside which the Colonel and I drew up two damask-covered chairs. The contrast to the frozen holes in which I had been dwelling only weeks ago was unavoidable, but my mind seemed incapable of making anything from it. There were no conclusions, except that life and, surely, war were absurd, something I already felt as palpably as the bones within my body.


      The Colonel leaned forward to clasp my shoulder.


      “You look a little worse for wear, David. Thinner and perhaps not the same bright look in your eye.”


      “No, sir.”


      “I’ve seen some papers for medals. You’ve done quite remarkably.”


      I recounted my failures for the Colonel. I’d lost the best man I’d met in the service and let Martin get away as the result of my own cupidity. This candor was characteristic of my exchanges with virtually everyone. I steadfastly rejected the fawning of colleagues like Tony Eisley, even while I became quietly furious with one or two people who treated me as if I’d been AWOL or, worse, on vacation. The truth was that no one’s reactions pleased me. But because Colonel Maples had fought across the trenches a quarter century ago, a bit of my perpetual bitterness eased in his presence. If anything, my respect for him, never insubstantial, had increased, knowing he had volunteered to return to war. I would never do that. Nor could I imagine acquiring his avuncular grace. Today I could only picture myself as an irascible old man.


      The Colonel, with his soft gray eyes, listened for a while.


      “You are grieving, David. No one ever mentions that as an enduring part of war. You need some time.”


      I was given two weeks R & R. Most officers on leave retreated to Paris, where the joy of liberation was enshrined in an atmosphere of guiltless debauchery, but that hardly fit my mood. I chose London, where I found a tiny hotel room off Grosvenor Square. I had made no plans other than to sit in a hot tub for hours, and to review the foot of mail that had awaited me in Luxembourg City. I wanted to sleep, read a few novels, and when I was able, write several letters.


      In retrospect, I suppose I had crossed the Channel with the unspoken thought of again being whoever I was before I’d set foot on the Continent. But the war followed me. I’d barely slept longer than two or three hours in a row since Biddy and I had first been dispatched to arrest Martin. Now I was startled to find that I could not sleep at all. I had not spent a night entirely alone within solid walls for months, and I had the feeling they were encroaching. Often I couldn’t even stand to close my eyes. The second night I bought a bottle of scotch. But several belts did not make things any better. The ghouls of war took control. Each time I drifted off some panicked sensory recollection raced at me—the keening of incoming artillery, the sight of Collison with his intestines in his bloody hands, the three holes in Biddy’s stomach, the earthquake and thunder of the 88s, or the unbearable cold of Champs. And always there were the dead and, worse, the dying, screaming to be saved.


      In the aftermath of all that, I guess I expected to feel some gratitude for being alive. But life had been a far sweeter affair without being confronted by the dread of extinction. I had become so accustomed to being afraid that fear was now a second skin, even in the relative safety of London. I awaited artillery blasts in the parks, snipers in even tree. I was ashamed of my fear, and frequently angry. I wanted to be alone, because I was not sure I could treat anyone else decently.


      The letters I expected to write came hard. So much seemed beyond words. I wrote to Biddy’s family for more than two days, draft after draft, and ended up with something barely longer than a note. I found it impossible to describe the bathos of his death, hoping to comfort a dog, after summoning such valor on so many prior occasions. The only solace I could offer was to enclose hundreds of his photographs which I’d gathered from his belongings. I promised to visit the Bidwells, if I was lucky enough to return alive. In the days that I had composed and recomposed this letter, I had envisioned putting the pen down at the end and, in utter privacy, finally sobbing. But I had never been a weeper, even in the later years of childhood, and tears still would not come, leaving me in a state of constipated agitation.


      Then there was Grace. In my two days of German captivity, when the combination of Biddy’s death and Gita’s desertion had left me feeling certain that I was going to die of heartbreak, I’d had second thoughts about Grace. She was beautiful and brilliant and steady. The one thing I could say with utmost sincerity was that I wished that I could see her, because I had learned that presence meant everything. But without a photo in my hand I could barely bring her to mind. If we were together, if Grace were in my arms, then I might have had some chance of retrieving our life. “Here, here, here,” I kept repeating to myself whenever I thought of her, feeling largely enraged that something so dignifying and eternal as love could be defeated by distance. Yet the memory of Gita, of her bare skin and the moments when we’d seemed to fuse souls, easily withstood whatever had been left behind for thousands of miles and many months. By now, I was willing to say only to my most private self that I did not fully regret Gita. I had told Biddy that I was in love with her. That seemed ludicrous. I had been the kind of fool men often were for sex. But even so, I found certain images of her recurrent and fabulously arousing. Again and again I saw her looming over me naked, stimulating me with unashamed intensity. Fantasies of how I might come to find her again in the burning ruins of Europe revolved through me, even as I sometimes begged myself not to abandon the decent life I knew I could make with Grace. But it was not a time for logic. I desired Gita against all reason, and my inability to control my passions seemed part and parcel of the harsh season I was experiencing within the narrow cold confines of my room.


      I made it a point to walk as much as I could, but even on the London streets I found my thinking little more than a procession of spotlighted theater scenes, in which various figures, the dear and the dead and the dreaded, made unpredictable leaps onto center stage. Often I saw Robert Martin and Roland Teedle there. In most moods, I hated both of them for letting loose the torrent of events in which I was now drowning. In better moments, I realized that one of the barriers to righting myself was the fact that I still did not know which of them to believe. I despised Martin for his deceptions, but I remained unconvinced at the deepest level that the man I had seen swing down into the Seille like a real-life Jack Armstrong would stoop to spying. Even at this late date, some part of what I’d been told seemed untrue, and that in turn seemed to emanate somehow from the core of uncontrolled excess I’d always sensed in Teedle. Amid all the disgraces I’d suffered, my doubts about the bona fides of the commands that had led me to peril and ruin seemed intolerable.


      My tours around the West End took me several times down Brook Street. I recalled the address from Teedle’s order to Martin to return to London. What I found at number 68, a block from the U.S. Embassy and across the street from Claridge’s, was an ordinary West End row house, with a dormered fourth floor, a limestone exterior on the ground level, and a roofed entryway. This presumably was the OSS, or at least one arm of it. There was no plate identifying the building’s occupants, but after passing by a few times I noticed enough foot traffic in and out to convince me that an organization of one kind or another was housed there, and on my fifth or sixth morning in London, I unlatched the iron gate and walked up to the door. Inside, I asked the tidy middle-aged receptionist if I could speak to Colonel Bryant Winters. I gave her my name.


      “Regarding?”


      “Major Robert Martin.” The faintest lick of reaction trickled into her bland face. I was directed to a straight-backed chair across the way. She had other business to occupy her, but eventually spoke into her phone.


      I’d had very little notion of the OSS before I’d been assigned to Martin’s case, but its mythology had grown in my mind and those of most other soldiers in the European theater. The stories of derring-do in France, Italy, and Africa were, even if untrue, greatly entertaining, and had become staples in the constant gossip and apocrypha that provided important diversions in a soldier’s day-to-day life: OSS had wiped out a battalion of German artillery to the man by poisoning their rations. Special Services agents had dropped from the sky, surrounded Rommel’s tent, and spirited him back to Rome, where he was being questioned.


      Within the inner sanctum, however, the atmosphere was anything but swashbuckling. It was, rather, very much like the Yale Club, which I’d once visited in Manhattan, where everyone seemed to speak with his jaw tightened and where I sensed that Jews or Catholics would always be treated with a courtesy that would never embrace complete welcome. NOK, as some of the more genteel fraternity boys at Eastern were apt to put it—not our kind. The men here had good American names and many had eschewed military attire in favor of tweed jackets. Something about the milieu appalled me, especially the degree to which I knew I had once hungered after this like a hound perched beside a table. Whatever had happened to me, I was well beyond that now.


      I was absorbed with these reflections when a tall man in a uniform presented himself. I jumped up to salute. This was Colonel Winters. He smiled like a graceful host.


      “Captain, we had no word you were coining. My aide is back there thumbing through the cables, but I recognized your name. Judge Advocate, right? I take it it’s the usual signal foul-up?”


      I shrugged, the familiar gesture of eternal helplessness that was part of life in the Army.


      “Well, come along.” He had a small office with full bookshelves among the freshly painted white pilasters and just enough room for two small ebony chairs, on which we sat facing each other. His large desk was columned with bound reports. As he closed the door, he permitted himself a well-behaved laugh. “That was a bit of a stir you created. We don’t have soldiers wandering in off the street to talk about our operatives.”


      “No, of course not. But it’s official business.” I tried to avoid outright lying, yet I said nothing to dispel the idea that Maples had signaled ahead of me. I simply indicated that as long as I was in London, I had decided it was best to formalin certain matters in my investigation, which had to be completed if Martin’s court-martial were ever to proceed someday.


      “Of course, of course,” answered Winters. He was impeccable, with a long handsome face and brilliantined hair sharply parted. But he had an easy air. Despite Winters’ uniform, I didn’t feel as if I were in a military environment. No colonel, not even Maples, would have come to greet me, and we chatted amiably about London and then the war. He asked what I could tell him about the front. We were going to win, I said. That conviction had returned to me. I told him about the German lieutenant who had expected an end to shooting soon, but made no mention of his death.


      “Good, good,” said Winters. “And tell me, then, Captain, what information is it you wish from us?”


      I named several points on which direct confirmation from OSS was still required, reciting all of it in a drone meant to suggest my regrets about the punctiliousness of the law to which I was a slave. First, we needed to confirm that Martin had been ordered back to London by OSS. Second, that he had not been directed by OSS to blow the Saline Royale ammo dump when he had. Third, that Major Martin was a Soviet spy.


      At the last request, Winters frowned noticeably.


      “That’s Teedle’s word, then. That he is a Soviet spy?”


      When I said yes, Winters reached down to fuss with his trouser cuff.


      “I can confirm for you,” he said, “that Martin has been insubordinate. That he has disobeyed direct orders, and conducted important military operations without final authorization. And that OSS supports his apprehension.”


      “And his court-martial?”


      “In all likelihood. After we’ve spoken with him.”


      “But not charges as a spy?”


      Winters raised his eyes to a window and the trees on Brook Street.


      “Correct me, Captain. Are you the one who parachuted into Bastogne?”


      “There were actually two of us,” I said. “My sergeant and me. And no one had to kick Bidwell in the behind to get him out of the plane.”


      Winters smiled. Throughout the war, OSS operatives had done things like we had. Those acts were, in fact, the calling card of the agency, and I found it a bitter irony that so many of these mild, bookish types defined themselves by those exploits. If I hadn’t made that jump, Winters probably would have left me in his reception area, never bothering to receive me. But I didn’t feel like a member of their club. The soldiers at the front had few illusions about what they had endured. These men, with their self-congratulations and sense of noblesse oblige, lived on their own myths and probably refused to share with one another the essential information that those who carried out their operations did so in terror. In that, Winters appeared slightly different, and was seemingly pleased I was not seeking to impress him.


      “And you jumped because Teedle told you Martin was a Soviet spy?”


      I no longer remembered why I had done that. Probably because I did not yet understand how terrible it was to die. But I knew a leading question when I heard one, and nodded. Colonel Winters drew his hand to his mouth.


      “I have great regard for Rollie Teedle. He’s a magnificent commander. There’s no other brigadier general in the Army bearing that kind of responsibility. He should have had his second star long ago, but for all the rumor-mongering.”


      I didn’t bother asking what the rumors were.


      “I have no doubt that someone here offered Teedle that surmise about Martin,” said Winters. “That’s surely the prevailing opinion. But it’s only an opinion. Candidly, Captain, no one knows precisely what Martin is up to. Certainly it’s not anything we’ve told him to do. Which lends itself to the idea that he’s serving someone else’s commands. And the Russians, given his background—that’s the logical conclusion. Clearly, we can’t have him out there on the loose. It’s a very dangerous situation.”


      Even I could see that. “Were there prior signs he was disloyal?”


      “No, but the truth is that he’d never been put to the test. This fall Martin was given a top secret briefing back here in London concerning a project we wanted him to undertake in Germany. And the information he learned then would be of special consequence to the Soviets. He made some remarks at the time which unsettled folks here. That’s why, after some second thoughts, he was ordered to return. Wrong man for the job, we decided. It wasn’t until he ran off that it occurred to anyone that he’d head into the Russians’ arms. But if you knew the details, you’d agree it’s the most reasonable conclusion. I’m sorry, Dubin, to be so cryptic. I can’t say more.”


      I told him I understood.


      “Personally,” said Winters, “I hold to a sentimental belief that these conclusions are wrong. But it’s a view I keep to myself, because, frankly, I have no other explanation for his behavior.”


      “Anyone having any better luck finding him than I did?” I’d relinquished the search for Martin when I got back to Luxembourg City and had had no news since. Robert Martin had made nothing but misery for me. Revenge being what it is, I might have relished the sight of him in handcuffs. But I felt that the best homage I could make to Biddy was to give up the quest, without which he’d be alive.


      “We’ll catch up with him in time. We don’t want the Provost Marshal posting an all-points bulletin that might tip the Russians. We’d like to pull Martin in quietly. But he recruited many of the contacts we have in Germany, and a lot of them are leftists, union people, whose leanings these days, as between the Soviets and the other Allies, are a matter of doubt. And beyond that, it’s a difficult proposition to tell them to turn their back on the man whom they’ve always seen as the face of this organization. It’s all rather delicate. We’ve had several reports after the fact. Martin’s been in touch with some of his old contacts, but only asks assistance in making his way. He presents himself as on a very sensitive mission. Once or twice, he’s asked to be hidden. Him and the girl.”


      “The girl is with him?”


      “I take it you’ve met her. Beguiling as they say?”


      “In her way,” I answered.


      “I’ve never had the pleasure. She has her own legend around here. Martin recruited her out of a Marseilles hospital where she was working as an aide. A genius at playing her parts, whatever they are, and willing to do anything. Made the ultimate sacrifice, if you know what I mean, to get information out of a German officer a few years back, fellow who’d been a patient and continued to pursue her. Critical information about the bombing of London. She deserves a medal, if you ask me, but people in this building get squeamish about acknowledging those kinds of activities. Oldest trick in spying, really, sleeping with the enemy, but that’s one of our dirty little secrets.” He smiled, enjoying his double entendre.


      He continued by telling the story I’d heard before about Gita rescuing Martin from the Gestapo by feigning pregnancy. It was fortunate Winters had gone on speaking, because I was not able to. Sleeping with the enemy. I stared at the intricate weave of the Colonel’s carpet, which probably had been trod on for a century, trying to calculate what all of this meant for me. Every time I thought I’d absorbed the last from this woman there was more.


      “And is she, the girl—is she with the Soviets, too?” I asked.


      Winters shrugged. “Unclear. If Martin is really in this game, he might have shared his goals with no one. And then again—” He lifted a hand with elegant understatement. “Anyway, we’re a bit astray.”


      I stood. He offered to buy me dinner one night while I was here, but I doubted, after hearing this information, that I’d have the heart to see him. I remained vague, and said I’d ring if I found a break in my schedule.


      Bad as the period before had been, Winters’ news about Gita drove me into a turmoil that was even more intense, making my efforts to focus on the outer world increasingly tenuous. I walked toward Green Park and found, half an hour later, that I was still standing at the edge of one of the paths, with my hand on the cold iron railing, beleaguered by what tumbled inside me. When I looked in the mirror I saw a man of normal appearance, but it was as if that outer self was the backside of a moving-picture screen. On the reverse a movie marathon played, a never-ending splash of imagery and sound, all of it tortured. Often, as I plunged along the streets, I thought, I am having a nervous breakdown, and was propelled back to the present only by the panic that accompanied the thought.


      With three days to go on my leave I packed up. Before I left, I wrote briefly to Grace. Dashed by Gita, I still could not rebound toward Grace. I would never explain why deluding myself about one woman had meant a death to my love for the other, but that was clearly the case. Grace was estimable in every way. But she was a piece of a life I would never return to. That much was concluded. And so was my time away from the service. Any further idleness would rot me. I needed work. I would head back to Luxembourg City. There would be cases to try. Men to hang.


      But I sensed that even the drama of the law might fail to preoccupy me. If I remained in this abyss, there could be only one choice. I knew instantly and found not the remotest irony in my decision. I would apply for transfer to the infantry and return to combat. The desperation to remain alive, to kill rather than die, was the only reliable distraction from what was rocketing around my mind.


      Only as I closed the door on the hotel room, with my duffel slung across my back, did the full import of my plans strike home, and somehow it was Gita who addressed me. I listened to her voice in the same state of fury and surrender that had tormented me for days, wanting not to hear it and hearing it nonetheless.


      “You are Martin,” she said.


      

        February 11, 1945


        Dear Grace,


        I have spent the last week in London, attempting to recover from what has transpired. After months of sharing so many impressions with you, I know how sparse I’ve been with details of the fighting. But there is no point to saying more. Imagine the worst. It is more awful than that. I came across the ocean, regretting that I was to be but a pretend soldier. I have been a soldier in earnest in the last months, and I regret that far more.


        I now know, Grace, that I will not be able to come home to you. I feel myself damaged in some essential way I will never fully repair. I thought when I arrived here that love would survive anything. But that was one of many fabrications I carried along. For me, our sweet world has ended.


        I know what a shock this letter must be. And I am crippled with guilt and shame when I imagine you reading it. But I am in a mood that seems to require me to cast off all illusions, and that includes the notion that I could return to be a loving husband to you.


        I will carry you with me eternally. My regard and admiration are forever.


        Please forgive me,


        David
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      28. VISITING


    


    

      For several years when Sarah and I were little, my mother would dress us up once each summer and put us in our Chevy with my father. There was a touch of foreboding about these trips, probably because Dad didn’t take us many places without Mom, except for baseball games, which she regarded as permanently incomprehensible. It was summer, and Sarah and I were not in school, and this little automobile trip was the last thing either my sister or I wanted to do. Before getting very far, Sarah or I would claim to be carsick. But Dad continued, driving about twenty minutes into the heart of the black belt, proceeding through the most blighted streets until reaching a tidy block of three-flats. There he extracted my sister and me from the auto, notwithstanding our complaints.


      Inside, we visited briefly with a soft-spoken light-toned black lady named Mrs. Bidwell. These meetings were palpably painful to everyone. After we’d come all that way, neither my dad nor Mrs. Bidwell seemed to have a clue what to say. In fact, even as a child, I realized that my sister and I had been hauled along principally as conversation pieces, so that the old woman could exclaim over how we had grown and Dad could agree. Race was not the issue. My parents lived in University Park, one of the earliest and most successfully integrated neighborhoods in the U.S., and they were comfortable socializing with black neighbors.


      In Mrs. Bidwell’s living room, we drank one glass of excellent lemonade, then went on our way. When I asked each time why we had to stop, my father said that Mrs. Bidwell was the mother of a boy he used to know. Period. I didn’t even think of her when I started reading Dad’s account because she was black, unlike Gideon Bidwell—yet another boat I missed.


      Years ago, I broke a story about one of the supervising lawyers in the Kindle County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, whose gambling habit left him indebted to local loan sharks. My source was an FBI agent who was understandably concerned about the perils of having an Assistant P.A. in the pocket of hoodlums, and the Bureau guy even showed me the federal grand jury transcripts so I could reassure my editors before we went to press.


      It was a great coup for me. The only problem was that the prosecutor involved, Rudy Patel, was a pretty good friend of mine. Both serious baseball fans, Rudy and I were part of a group that shared season tickets to the Trappers’ games. We’d often sit side by side, cursing the Trappers’ perpetual misfortunes, high-fiving homers as if we’d hit the balls, and berating the players for strikeouts and errors. Bleeding for the Trappers is a Kindle County ritual and it became a bond between Rudy and me. I gave him good coverage on his trials. And then cost him his job.


      Fortunately for Rudy, he got into an impaired lawyers program, enrolled in Gamblers Anonymous, and avoided getting disbarred or prosecuted. Naturally, though, he had to be fired, and was required to live with the ignominy of being outed by me. He ended up as a professor at a pretty good local law school and has gone on with his life, albeit with none of the promise that radiated around him earlier. I took care of that.


      Rudy and I still live on the same bus line to Nearing and every now and then in the station we’ll see each other. Every time I do, I can feel myself light up instinctively with the affection of our old friendship, and even see him begin to brighten, until his memory returns and he retreats into loathing. Over the years, his look of pure hatred has abated a little. He must know I was doing my job. But the fact is that there’s nowhere to go. Even if he forgave me wholeheartedly, our friendship would be part of a past that he’s both set aside and overcome.


      I mention this because it reminds me a little of my father’s visits with Mrs. Bidwell. These brief meetings clearly upset Dad. Driving home, he had a look of quick-eyed distraction, gripping and regripping the steering wheel. I don’t know what illusion had brought him to the North End. That he was obliged to keep faith and memory? That by showing us off he could restore just a shred of the stake in the future Mrs. Bidwell had lost with the death of her son? But after the last of these trips, when I was about ten, Dad looked at my mother as soon as we returned home and said, “I can’t do that again.” My mother’s expression was soft and commiserating.


      I’m sure Dad kept his vow and didn’t go back. As I have said, there was never a living place for the war in my father’s life. It was not life. It was war. Loyalty could not overcome that.


      Nor, frankly, do I imagine that Mrs. Bidwell ever tried to contact him again. Looking back, I’m struck that neither Mr. Bidwell nor Biddy’s brothers were ever there. For them, there was probably never any accommodating themselves to the intolerable irony of losing a son and a brother whose only equal opportunity involved dying.


      In the end, Mrs. Bidwell and Dad were a lot like Rudy and me. There was a shared history, but it was a history they were impotent to change. Fate, inexplicably, had favored one and not the other. There was no erasing that inequity, or any other. And because they were powerless in these ways, they could only regard what the past had dished up with great sadness and then move on to the very separate lives that remained.


    


  




  

    

      29. WINNING


    


    

      From Don’t Be a Sucker in Germany!, a pamphlet published by the 12th Army Group, found among my father’s things:


      

        The facts in this booklet were compiled by the Provost Marshal of the Ninth U.S. Army as a guide for troops in Germany. Nothing here was “dreamed up” by someone behind a desk. This booklet is a summary of the experiences of the French, Dutch, and Belgian underground workers now serving with the American armies. They know the tricks and the answers. That’s why they are alive to pass this information on to you.


      


      

        DON’T BELIEVE IT


        Don’t believe there are any “good” Germans in Germany. Of course you know good Germans back home. They had guts enough and sense enough to break from Germany long ago.


        Don’t believe it was only the Nazi government that brought on this war. Any people have the kind of government they want and deserve. Only a few people bucked the Nazis. You won’t meet them; the Nazis purged them long ago.


        One Belgian major, wounded twice in two wars with Germany, was stationed in Germany from 1918 to 1929. He says:


        “A German is by nature a liar. Individually he is peaceful enough, but collectively, Germans become cruel.”


        If a German underground movement breaks out, it will be merciless. It will be conducted by SS and Gestapo agents who don’t flinch at murder. They will have operatives everywhere. Every German, man, woman, and child, must be suspected. Punishment must be quick and severe. This is not the same thing as brutality. Allied forces must show their strength but must use it only when necessary.


      


      We won the war. In February and March, the Allies ground forward. The Germans finally seemed to realize they were overwhelmed—depleted by the Battle of the Bulge (as people were now calling what had happened in the Ardennes), outmanned in the skies, and facing massive Russian forces attacking on their eastern front. “Bald schiessen wir nicht mehr.”


      For the Third Army, the principal problems were weather and terrain. The worst winter in fifty years abated with an early thaw, swelling the rivers and streams in the mountainous landscape on which the Siegfried line had been erected. Waterways that our forces once could have forded on foot now required bridging by the engineers while the troops waited. But Patton, as always, advanced. Nineteenth Tactical Air Command provided comprehensive support for the forward columns. On March 22, Patton defied Supreme Headquarters and secretly mounted a massive assault across the Rhine, thereby depriving Montgomery of the intended honor of being the first general into the German heartland. The fur was flying around HQ for weeks afterward, and I have no doubt that Patron’s little mutiny provided much of the impetus that led to him being relieved of command as general of the Third Army by May.


      Even with the end in sight, our progress brought none of the jubilation that had accompanied the liberation of France. Our men had been at war too long to celebrate combat, and, far more important, there was the daily evidence of what our victory meant to the local populations. A relentless parade of Germans driven from their homes by the fighting flowed back into our path, marching along with their most valued possessions on their backs. They lived in the open in unhappy packs that were soon breeding grounds for typhus. Some waved the Stars and Stripes as we passed, but we had killed their sons and fathers, and exploded or plundered their houses. For the most part, there was a miserable sulking suspicion between them and us, especially since we knew that many German soldiers had ditched their uniforms to hide among the throngs of the displaced.


      Despite mass German desertions, the Third Army alone took 300,000 German POWs in those weeks. They were trucked to the rear, dirty, hungry, defeated men, herded into barbed-wire cages, many of whom, when addressed, prayed for the end of the fighting, which, under the Geneva Conventions, would allow them to go home.


      As for me, I remained desolate and occasionally temperamental. I never carried through on my threat to myself to volunteer for combat. Instead, I went through the routines of a military lawyer with proficiency and disinterest. Reports describing thefts, rapes, and murders of Germans arrived on our desks in a tide and were generally ignored. We proceeded only with investigations of serious crimes against our own troops. It was not simply that the Germans were our enemies. Many military commanders, including General Maples—he was promoted April 1—expressed the view that a nasty occupation in Germany was justified, not so much in the name of revenge, but so that the Germans saw firsthand what they had unleashed on the rest of the world. I never contested that point of view.


      But I contested little. For me, the war was over. Like the cities and towns of western Europe, my steeples lay in ruins. I wanted only to go home and find time to pick through the rubble. It was the downcast civilians, as much as our own troops, with whom I often felt a bond.


      From home, I continued to receive heartsore entreaties from Grace Morton, who refused to accept my judgment that our marriage would never occur. My darling, she wrote, I know how awful this time has been for you and the tragedies you have witnessed. Soon, we will again be together, this madness will be forgotten, and we will be one.


      I wrote back with as much kindness as I could muster, telling her she would save us both continued anguish by abiding by my decision. In response, her letters grew more openly pleading. When they went unanswered, her magnificent dignity wore away. One day I would receive a diatribe about my disloyalty, the next a rueful and lascivious contemplation of how wrong we had been not to sleep together before my departure. I forced myself to read each note, always with pain. I was stunned by the extraordinary contagion bred by war, which had somehow conveyed my madness across the ocean to infect her.


      The Third Army moved its forward HQ twice within a week, ending up in early April in Frankfurt am Main, which had been bombed unceasingly before our arrival. Blocks of the city were nothing but hillocks of stone and brick above which a little aura of dust lingered whenever the wind stirred. In the area close to the main train station, a number of the older buildings remained standing and the Staff Judge Advocate set up in a former commercial building on Poststrasse. I was given a spacious office that had belonged to an important executive, and was still unpacking there on April 6 when a chubby young officer came in, twirling his cap in his hands. He was Herbert Diller, an aide to the Assistant Chief of Staff of the Third Army, who wished to see me. I was rushing down the block with him toward the General staff headquarters before he mentioned the name Teedle.


      I had not seen the General in person since the day I had slunk back from the Comtesse de Lemolland’s to report Martin’s initial disappearance. As far as I knew, Teedle had received my written reports, although I’d gotten no response. Now, from Diller, I learned that on April 1, General Teedle had been relieved of command of the 18th Armored, which was being cycled into a reserve position for the balance of the war. With that, Roland Teedle had become Patton’s Assistant Chief of Staff. As Diller and I hurried down the broad halls of this former government ministry, I could hear Teedle yelling. His target turned out to be his corporal Frank, who’d been transferred with him.


      General Teedle looked smaller and older in the office where I found him, a somber room with high ceilings and long windows. He was on his feet, facing, with evident bewilderment, a desk on which the papers looked as if they’d simply been dumped. I was surprised to feel some warmth for the General at the first sight of him, but I suppose after my visit to OSS in London, I’d come to recognize that he had been right about most things. Whatever else, Robert Martin was both disingenuous and a subversive force in the military. Not that I’d completely forgotten Bonner’s accusation. It occurred to me for a second that Teedle might have been moved to HQ so someone could keep an eye on him. But I’d never know for sure, not whether Bonner spoke the truth, or had misperceived other conduct, or, even if correct, where Teedle’s misbehavior should rank among the war’s many other travesties.


      I congratulated the General on his new posting. Another star had come with it. As usual, he had no interest in flattery.


      “They’re already replacing the warhorses, Dubin. They think diplomats should be in charge. The next phase of the war will be political. I’d rather be feeding cattle than sitting behind a desk, but at least there’s some work left to do. Patton wants to be in Berlin before the end of the month, and I believe we will be. So how did you like war, Dubin? A bitch, isn’t it?”


      I must have betrayed something in response to his scoffing, because Teedle focused on me with concern.


      “I know you had a bad time, Dubin. I don’t mean to make light of it.”


      “I don’t think I’m the only one with sad stories to tell.”


      “There are three million men here with nightmares to take home with them, and a million or so more half a world away. Makes you wonder what kind of country we can ever be. So much of civilization, Dubin, is merely the recovery periods between wars. We build things up and then tear them down again. Look at poor Europe. Some moments I find myself thinking about all the fighting that’s gone on here and expect blood to come welling out of the ground.”


      “You sound like Martin, General.” As ever, I was surprised by my forwardness with Teedle. But he seemed to expect it.


      “Oh, hardly, Dubin. I’m sure Martin wants to put an end to war. I take it as part of the human condition.”


      My expression, in response, was undoubtedly pained, but in retrospect I am unsure whether that was because I resisted Teedle’s view, or regarded it as a harrowing truth. Observing me, Teedle leaned back and drummed a pencil on the thigh of his wool trousers.


      “Do you know what this war is about, Dubin?”


      Teedle had made Diller wait outside and I could hear voices gathering, meaning another meeting was about to take place, most likely involving officers superior to me. But I wasn’t surprised that the General wanted to take time for this discussion. There had never been any question that Teedle found something essential in his contest with Martin. He opposed everything Marti stood for—the solitary adventurer who thought he could outwit the machines of war; a spy who favored deception over hand-to-hand assault; and, of course, a Communist who would give to each man according to his need, as opposed to the fathomless will of God.


      I asked if he was referring to the Treaty of Versailles.


      “Fuck treaties,” he said. “I mean what’s at stake. In the largest terms.”


      I knew Teedle valued my seriousness, and I tried not to be flippant, but the fact was that I had no idea anymore and I said so. Teedle, naturally, had a view.


      “I think we’re fighting about what will unite people. I think that all of these machines we’ve fallen in love with in this epoch—the railroad, the telegraph and telephone, the automobile, the radio, the moving-picture camera, the airplane, God knows what else—they’ve changed the compass of life. A shepherd who tended his flock or a smith at his forge, folks who knew only their fellow townsmen, now contend with people a thousand miles away as an immediate presence in their lives. And they don’t know exactly what they have in common with all those distant companions.


      “Now, along come the Communists, who tell the shepherd the common interest is the good of man, and maybe he should give up a few sheep to the poor fellow a few towns over. And then we have Mr. Hitler, who tells his citizens that they should be united by the desire to kill or conquer anyone who doesn’t resemble them. And then there’s us—the Allies. What’s our vision to compete with Mr. Stalin and Mr. Hitler? What are we offering?”


      “Well, Roosevelt and Churchill would say ‘freedom.’”


      “Which means?”


      “Personal liberty. The Bill of Rights. The vote. Freedom and equality.”


      “For what end?”


      “General, I have to say I feel as if I’m back in law school.”


      “All right, Dubin. I hear you. I think we’re fighting for God, Dubin. Not Christ or Yahweh or wood elves, no God in particular. But the right to believe. To say that there is a limit to this big collective society, there’s something more important for every human, and he will find it on his own. But we’re trying to have it two ways, Dubin, to be collective and individual at the same time, and it’s going to get us in trouble. We can’t tolerate Fascists or Communists, who want the same answer for every person. Or the capitalists either, if you want to know the truth. They want everyone to stand up for materialism. And that’s a collectivism of its own and we have to recognize it as such.”


      “There’s quite a bit of collectivism in religion, General, people who want you or me to do exactly as they believe.”


      “That’s the nature of man, Dubin. And very much, I think, as God expects. But it’s the human mission to welcome all reasonable contenders.”


      I wasn’t following and said so. Teedle circled around his desk, coming closer in a way that felt strangely unguarded for him.


      “I believe in democracy,” he said, “for exactly the same reason Jefferson did. Because God made each of us, different though we may be. Human variety expresses His infiniteness. But His world still belongs to those who will struggle to do the mission He has chosen for them, whether it’s the Trappist contemplating His will in silence, or the titan astride the globe. If God made a world with a billion different human plans, He must have expected struggle. But He couldn’t have intended a world where one vision prevails, because that would mean only a single vision of Him, Dubin.”


      “Is war what God wants then, General?”


      “We all think about that one, Dubin. I can’t tell you the answer. All I know is He wants us to persevere.” He picked up a paper off his desk. “I’ve been getting reports for a day now from a place called Ohrdruf. Heard anything about that?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Three thousand political prisoners of one kind or another lying in shallow graves, starved to death by the Nazis. The few who remain alive survive in unimaginable squalor. The communiqués keep repeating that words can’t describe it. God must want us to fight against that, Dubin.”


      I shrugged, unwilling to venture onto that ground, while the General continued to scrutinize me. I understood only then what my attraction had been to Teedle from the start. He cared about my soul.


      “All right, Dubin. So much for the bright chatter. I have an assignment for you, but I thought we should have a few words first. I heard about your visit to London, checking up on me.”


      “I did what I always told you I had to, General. Confirm the details.” “You were checking up on me. I don’t mind, Dubin. I suspect at this stage you hate Robert Martin more than I do.”


      “I’ve come to feel rather neutral, to tell you the truth, sir. I can’t really make out what his game is. He might just be mad in his own way.”


      “He’s a spy, Dubin. Nothing more complicated than that. He’s on the other side.”


      There was no question that Martin and the General were on different sides. But so were Teedle and I. Not that I could name any of these camps.


      “As you wish, General, but I wasn’t trying to be insubordinate. I simply wanted to see matters to a logical end.”


      “Well, you haven’t done that, have you, Dubin? The son of a bitch is still cavorting around.”


      “He could be dead for all I know, sir.”


      “That, unfortunately, he is not.” Teedle thumbed through the papers on his desk, finally giving up in exasperation and yelling for Frank, who was apparently away. “To hell with it,” Teedle announced. “About forty-eight hours ago, a reserve battalion of the 100th Infantry Division encountered a man with one hand who claimed to be an OSS officer. This was down near the town of Pforzheim. He said he was on a special operation and in need of supplies. An officer there with good sense contacted OSS, but by the time they’d alerted the MPs, Martin was with the four winds.


      “So he’s gone yet again. Amazing. Any idea how the hell the girl found out he was in that hospital last time? I’ve been wondering for months.”


      “I told her. It was rather stupid.”


      He made a face. “I thought that was possible. That’s more than stupid, Dubin. Get into your pants, did she?”


      I didn’t answer.


      “You should have known better than that, too, Dubin.” But his pinched eyes contained a trace of amusement at my folly. Whatever his complex morality, Teedle was good to his word. Sex, like war, was something God expected humans to succumb to.


      “I didn’t do very well, General. I’m aware of that. It cost a very good man his life. I’ll rue that to the end of my days.”


      He gave me a kinder look than I expected and said, “If you had the pleasure of being a general, Dubin, you’d be able to say that ten thousand times. It’s not much of a job that requires other men to die for your mistakes, is it?”


      “No, sir.”


      “But that’s what it entails.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      He took a moment. “Here’s where we stand. I’ve been doing the Dance of the Seven Veils with OSS for a couple of months now. Donovan hasn’t wanted any Army-wide acknowledgment that one of their own has gone astray. They say that’s so they can save a chance to use Martin against the Russians, but it’s all politics, if you ask me, and I’ve put my foot down now. A bulletin is going to all MPs, Third Army, Seventh Army, the Brits, everybody in Europe. And I’d like you in charge, Dubin. You have experience that can’t be spared. You know what Martin looks like. More important, you’ve seen his tricks. I could never tell somebody else to be wary enough. Besides, it will give you a chance to clean up whatever mess you made. That’s a fair deal, isn’t it?”


      I didn’t answer. Fair wasn’t the point and we both knew it.


      “I know you’ve had enough of this assignment, Dubin. And given what you’ve said—or haven’t said—I can understand why. You did the right thing stepping out. But it’s a war and we need you. I’ve discussed it with Maples. And we agree. Those are your orders, Dubin. Get Martin.” The General delivered his edict with his head lowered, enhancing the warning glare from his light eyes. There was no doubt the General meant to teach me a lesson. Running Martin to ground was going to convert me entirely to his point of view. And in that, I suspected he might even have been right. “I assume I don’t have to add any cautions here about keeping your other gun in its holster, do I. Once burned, twice wise, correct?”


      I nodded.


      “Dismissed,” he said.


    


  




  

    

      30. BALINGEN


    


    

      I drove south to interview the infantry officer who’d detained Martin at Pforzheim. The little towns I passed through brought to mind cuckoo clocks, with small narrow buildings set tight as teeth on the hillsides, all with painted wooden decorations along the steep rooflines. The officer who’d detained Martin, Major Farell Beasley, described him as robust in spite of his visible injuries and insisting that in Special Operations he could still be useful with only one hand. Beasley, like so many others before him, had been quite taken with Martin’s sparkle and seemed puzzled to think such a fine soldier could have done anything wrong. In fact, Martin had provided excellent intelligence about the German units a mile ahead who were attempting to keep the 100th from crossing the Neckar River. As for his own objectives, Martin had declined to discuss them, except to say that he would be launching a small operation in the vicinity. I did not ask if there was any sign Martin was traveling with a woman.


      I remained near Pforzheim for twenty-four hours to coordinate the MPs’ search. The local Germans were only marginally cooperative and Martin was presumed to have melted into the surrounding hills, moving on behind the fighting.


      On my return to Frankfurt, I found for the next several days that the teletype Teedle had initiated to MPs throughout the European theater brought numerous reported sightings of one-handed men. None of them, however, had the extensive burns on his left side Major Beasley had seen on Martin. Then late on April 11, I received a telegram from Colonel Winters at OSS in London, with whom I’d visited.


      

        Our man captured STOP Will communicate 0600 tomorrow by secure channels.


      


      He phoned on the dot. For the last three or four days, he said, Seventh Army forces outside Balingen in southwest Germany had been negotiating with the commandant of a German camp holding political prisoners. The Nazis had hoped to exchange them for their own POWs, but the Americans had simply waited out the Krauts and they had finally surrendered control yesterday. Entering the camp, the Americans found an infernal scene of sickness and starvation.


      “They say it’s quite awful. Most of the SS escaped, of course. But when the intelligence officers went nosing around, inmates pointed out a fellow with one hand who’d appeared in their midst only a few days ago. They all assumed he was a German guard who couldn’t get away because of his injury. He claimed to be another internee, a Spanish Jew, who’d been working in Germany when he was deported to another slave camp, but that was plainly a lie. He was too well nourished, for one thing, and spoke terrible German. And when they made him lower his drawers, it was clear he wasn’t Jewish. He told several more stories, the last of which was that he was an American OSS officer named Robert Martin. That one was wrung from him only when his interrogators threatened to turn him over to the inmates, who’ve torn several guards apart with their bare hands. Literally, Dubin. Literally. I can’t even imagine what the hell is going on down there. But I guarantee you one thing: Martin won’t be getting away. They have him chained to the wall. He will be surrendered only to you.”


      I asked if Winters had any clue what had brought Martin there.


      “I would say, Dubin, that the people around here who took Martin for a traitor are the ones smiling a little more broadly. Once you have him back in Frankfurt, we’d like to send our people to interrogate him at length.” He ended the conversation with the familiar apologies for not being able to say more.


      I ordered up an armed convoy to transport the prisoner, and immediately headed south in advance to take custody of Robert Martin.


       


      And so, driven by a new MP sergeant to whom I barely had the heart to speak, I traveled to Balingen. It was April 12,1945, a sweet morning with a spotless sky and a swelling, vital aroma in the air. There had been many reports about the German concentration camps, including one or two published accounts by escapees. But the authors had gotten away months ago, before matters turned dire for Hitler’s regime. And even the claims made by the few survivors of the slave camp at Natzweiler in France, which several of us had heard of, tended to be dismissed as propaganda or yet another of the improbable, ultimately baseless rumors of disaster that circulated routinely among U.S. troops: The Russians had given up and Stalin had killed himself. Two hundred kamikaze pilots had flattened large stretches of L.A. Montgomery and Bradley had engaged in a fistfight in front of the troops. The Nazis were exterminating political prisoners by the thousands. The last of these stories had cropped up after the Soviets in Poland captured a supposed Nazi death camp called Auschwitz at the end of January, but these days nobody put much stock in what the Russians were saying.


      From outside, the camp at Balingen was unremarkable, a sizable former military post at the margin of town, set on a high knoll amid the larches and pines of the Black Forest. The entire site was encompassed by a tall barbed-wire fence topped by brown electrification nodes, with the yellow-brick administration buildings standing in sight of the entrance. There the swinging gate was open and a lone apple tree was in bloom beside a young soldier, probably an SS guard, who lay dead, facedown, beneath a wooden sign reading ARBEIT MACHT FREI. Work makes freedom. Our troops had simply driven around the corpse—we could see the tanks and half-tracks within—and we followed.


      We had not traveled far when my driver tromped on the brake, suddenly overpowered by the stench—excrement, quicklime, decaying flesh. It was crippling, and only grew worse when we finally drove on. That smell still revisits me without warning, usually propelled by a shock of some kind. At those instants, I imagine that the odor was so potent it somehow burned itself permanently into my olfactory nerves.


      The first soldiers to enter the camp yesterday had come from the 100th Infantry Division, the same outfit whose reserve regiments had briefly seized Martin at Pforzheim. There were a few officers from divisional G-3 present now, but most of the troops I saw were with associated armored cavalry units and, a day later, still seemed at a loss over the scene. They stood beside their vehicles while perhaps a dozen of the former inmates in their threadbare striped uniforms teetered around near them, frightful otherworldly creatures. Many were more emaciated than I’d believed human beings could become, veritable skeletons with skin, whose wrists and knuckles bulged hugely within their hands, and whose eyes were sunk so far into their skulls they looked sightless. Several were barefoot, and a number had large spots of feces and urine on their clothing. All of them moved with almost inanimate slowness, staggering inches at a time, with no apparent destination. One of them, a man with arms like mop handles, turned to me as soon as I alighted from the jeep and lifted both hands in a shameless plea.


      I still do not know what he wanted, food or just understanding, but I froze there, shocked again to my battered core, and gripped by revulsion. This man, and those around like him, frightened me more fundamentally than the dead on the battlefield, because I recognized them instantly as unmistakable tokens of the limitless degradation a human would endure in order to live.


      It was some time before I noticed a lieutenant who’d ventured forward to greet me. A tall, sandy-haired young man from divisional G-3, he gave his name as Grove and told me he had received a signal I was on the way. He motioned where I was looking.


      “These are the lucky ones,” he said. “Still on their feet.”


      “Who are they?” I asked.


      “Jews,” he answered. “Most of them. There are some Polish and French slave workers in one sub-camp. And a few of the Germans Hitler hated in another, mostly Gypsies and queers. But the greatest number of the folks here seem to be Jews. We’ve hardly sorted them all out. There’s so much typhus here, we’re afraid to do much.”


      I gasped then, choked almost, because I’d suddenly recognized the nature of a pearly mound a hundred yards behind the Lieutenant. It was made up of corpses, a nest of naked starved bodies, wracked and twisted in death. Instinctively, I moved a few steps that way. Grove caught my sleeve.


      “You’ll see a lot of that, if you care to.”


      Did I?


      “I’d take a look,” Grove said. “You’ll want to tell people about this.”


      We began walking. Grove said there were probably 20,000 people held here now, many of them having arrived in the last few days. Some had been marched on foot from other concentration camps, with thousands dying along the way. Others, especially the sick, had been dumped here by the trainload. All had been crowded into makeshift wooden barracks, each about 150 feet long, in which there were only empty holes where the doors and windows were intended to be. I could not imagine what the savage winter had been like for the people already here, most of whom had had no more than their thin uniforms to protect them from the cold.


      Outside the huts, there were open latrines, all overflowing with human waste because they were plugged intermittently by corpses. American bombing of a pumping station a few weeks ago had put an end to running water, and the prisoners had not been fed with any regularity since early March, when the German commandant had cut off most meals as a cruel means of controlling the plagues of dysentery and typhus that had broken out. For the last week, while the camp was surrounded, those interned here had received nothing at all. Some of those we passed, with their scraps of clothing and impossibly vacant looks, begged for crumbs. Grove warned me not to oblige them. The troops who arrived yesterday had given candy and tinned rations to the first inmates they saw. Rioting had broken out and then several of the prisoners who’d won the grim struggle that ensued had died when their intestinal systems revolted as a result of their gorging.


      The huts that had housed these people were miserable, dark and reeking. Piles of feces stood here and there on the straw-covered floors, and in the wood bunks, stacked like shelving, the sick and starving lay side by side with the dead. You could tell the living only by their occasional moans and because the lice were so numerous on the deceased that the bugs appeared to be a moving wave. Hundreds of inmates had died since yesterday, Grove said. The division’s does had arrived this morning but were at a loss for a treatment plan that had any chance of success for those already so sick or that would afford a sanitary means to avoid spreading the typhus, especially to American troops.


      As a result, Grove said, we really had only marginal control of the situation. As a case in point, we came upon the remains of a female guard Grove had seen killed earlier this morning. A group of female internees had found her hiding under one of the buildings and had pulled her out by the hair. The guard had screamed and called the prisoners filthy names, while they stomped and spat upon her. Ultimately, several men arrived with discarded pieces of wood to beat her to death. The killings of the kapos—most of them thugs sent here from German penitentiaries—and the Wehrmacht guards the SS had deserted had been going on for a day now, Grove said. A water tower had been converted to a makeshift gallows yesterday, and several of our troops had volunteered and helped with the hangings.


      Back near the yellow-brick administrative cluster, out of sight of the huts, was a square building that contained an enormous brick furnace at its center. Using two hands, Grove pried open the giant cast-iron doors, revealing two half-burned bodies. The eyeholes in one skull faced straight my way, and I flinched at the sight. In front of the oven was a huge butcher block, which some of the interrogated guards had admitted was used to crush the gold fillings from the teeth of the dead.


      But death had come too swiftly of late for far too many in Balingen to dispose of them in one furnace. Everywhere—between the huts, along the camp’s roads, around every corner we turned—were the bodies, ghastly grayish-white mounds of dead human beings in various states of decomposition, every body stripped naked and pitted by the appetites of vermin. The piles here were nothing, Grove said. At the edge of the camp, there was a giant pit full of human remains that the inmates still standing had been forced to drag there in the last few days. Someone from G-3, trying to find a way to communicate the scene to superiors, had begun counting the corpses heaped about the camp and had quit after reaching 8,000. For me, again and again, as I stared at these hills of human beings, so pathetic in their nudity, with their stick-figure limbs and exposed genitalia, I experienced the same panic, because I could not tell where one person began and ended in the pile.


      Several times I noticed that the uppermost bodies in these mounds were marked with bloody gashes in their abdomens.


      “Why?” I asked Grove. “What was in their stomachs that anyone wanted?”


      The Lieutenant looked at me. “Food,” he said.


       


      My war without tears ended at Balingen. A moment after entering the only hut I visited, I rushed behind the building and vomited. Afterward, I found I was weeping. I tried for several minutes to gain control and eventually gave up and continued walking beside the Lieutenant, crying silently, which made my eyes ache in the strong sun. “Cried like a babe myself,” he said at one point. “And I don’t know if it’s worse that I’ve stopped.”


      But it was not simply the suffering that had brought me to tears, or the staggering magnitude of the cruelty. It was a single thought that came to me after my first few minutes in the camp, another of those phrases that cycled maddeningly in my brain. The words were “There was no choice.”


      I had been on the Continent now for six months, half a year, not much longer than a semester in school, but it was impossible to recall the person I had been before. I had fought in terror, and I had learned to despise war. There was no glory in the savagery I saw. No reason. And surely no law. It was only brutality, scientifically perfected on both sides, in which great ingenuity had been deployed in the creation of giant killing machines. There was nothing to be loyal to in any of this and surely no cause for pride. But there in Balingen I cried for mankind. Because there had been no choice. Because knowing everything now, I saw this terrible war had to happen, with all its gore and witless destruction, and might well happen again. If human beings could do this, it seemed unfathomable how we could ever save ourselves. In Balingen, it was incontestable that cruelty was the law of the universe.


      Amid all of this, I had lost any recollection of why I was there. When Grove walked into one of the yellow buildings near the gate, I expected him to expose another horror. Instead he led me down a cool stone stairway, into a rock cellar where an MP guarded an iron door. I could not imagine what the Germans had needed with a jail in a place like this, until I remembered that the camp had originally been a military post. This, apparently, was the stockade. There were eight cells here, each with stone walls and a barred front. Josef Kandel, the former camp commandant, today known as the Beast of Balingen, sat in one, erect in a spotless uniform but wearing no shoes, his legs chained. There were two SS officers in adjoining cells who’d been through rough questioning. One was in a heap on the floor; the other was largely toothless, with fresh blood still running down his chin. And in the farthermost cell, on a small stool sat United States Army Major Robert Martin of the Office of Strategic Services. The lousy clothes which he’d stripped from one of the corpses as a disguise had been burned following his capture and replaced with a fresh officer’s uniform, a russet shirt, under a sleeveless wool sweater, his oak leaves still on the right point of his collar.


      Confronting him, I knew my features were swollen by weeping, but he was surely more changed than I. On the left side of his face, the skin shone, pink as sunrise, and his ear was a gnarly remnant melted to the side of his head, above which no hair grew for several inches. The end of his left sleeve was empty.


      “Major,” I said, “by the order of General Roland Teedle, you are arrested and will appear before a general court-martial as soon as it may be convened.”


      He smiled in response and waved the one good hand he had.


      “Oh, come off it, Dubin. Get in here and talk to me.”


      His power of attraction was durable enough that I nearly did it before thinking. Even with one hand, Martin probably could subdue me and engineer yet another escape.


      “I think not.”


      He laughed, shaking his head at length. “Then pull up a chair out there, if you must. But we should have a word.”


      I looked at Lieutenant Grove, who asked to brief me. As we walked down the dim hall, he whispered about what had transpired with the detail that had locked up Martin yesterday. While they were escorting him to the cell, he had informed his jailers about a mountain two hundred miles from here, where he claimed the Germans had stored all the stolen treasures of Europe. Thousands of gold bars and jewels were hoarded in the caverns, including American ten- and twenty-dollar gold pieces. A U.S. Army detachment, he said, could fake its way in and out just by saying they had come to take custody of the American tender and head home with every man a millionaire. Martin had offered to lead the way. Informed of this story, Grove had regarded it as preposterous. Instead, when he’d contacted OSS, Winters had confirmed that only a few days ago the 358th Infantry Regiment had taken a salt mine at Kaiseroda in the Harz Mountains, where they discovered a vast booty stored in the underground channels. Paintings, gems, rooms full of currency and coins. Billions’ worth. Grove’s theory was that Kaiseroda had been Martin’s objective all along.


      “What does OSS think?”


      “Those fellows never say what they think.”


      I weighed the possibility. It remained appealing to believe that Martin hadn’t ever been intent on spying. Rather, he would resign from war and make himself rich forever. Perhaps. But I’d become reconciled to the fact that I’d never really understand Martin’s motives. Only he could explain them, and no one could accept a word he said.


      A few minutes later, at Grove’s order, an MP lugged a heavy oak chair down the stone hall for me. I sat outside Martin’s cell, and he brought his small stool close to the bars. He still appeared chipper, even though his steps were mincing in his leg irons.


      “So,” said Martin. “As you’ve long wanted. You have me in chains. I knew that was poppycock about house arrest.”


      “You are far better off than any other prisoner here, Major.”


      He accepted my rebuke with a buttoned-up smile. “Even down here, there’s the smell.” He was right, although it was remote enough that I could also detect the familiar rot bred by cellar moisture. “I had no idea what I was headed to. But your dogs were on my heels, Dubin. And with the camp about to be surrendered, I thought I’d mingle and depart. Once I was here, of course, it was plain that I’d have trouble passing as an inmate, even with my injuries. But I couldn’t stand to leave. In three nights, Dubin, I killed four SS. They were easy pickings, trying to skulk out the back gate in the middle of the night. I just laid a trip wire.” He gave a kind of disbelieving snort. “There won’t he any killings that lie easier on my conscience.”


      As ever, I had no idea whether to believe him.


      “And what about your plan to make yourself the new Croesus?” I asked. “Were you going to abandon that?”


      “You don’t believe that, do you, Dubin? It was a ploy, I admit. I was happy to make those boys think I could make them each into a Rockefeller. But we’re two hundred miles away. If I was heading for Kaiseroda, I’d have been there by now.”


      “So where were you heading, Martin?”


      “You want to know my plan? Is that why you’re sitting here? Well, I shall tell you, Dubin. Gita knows, she’ll tell you anyway when you find her. You do want to find her, don’t you?” His hostility about Gita got the better of him, and he showed a quick vulpine grin. I was surprised and somewhat relieved by Martin’s pettiness—it was a crack in his perfect edifice—but I felt little other reaction when he mentioned her name Not today. “You can tell my friends in OSS what I was up to and save them some time. I’d rather talk to you anyway.”


      I gave him nothing by way of response.


      “You know, Dubin, you needn’t be so peeved with me. I’d have kept my word to you in Savy. About surrendering? I had every intention. You don’t think I prefer this, do you?” He lifted his handless arm, so that the bright red stump, a distorted knobby shape, crept out of the sleeve I could have debated with him about dropping me off when he knew I wouldn’t find Algar at his headquarters, or the last two and a half months that Martin had spent on the run since Gita helped him flee from Oflag XII-D. But I discovered that I had one enduring gripe with Robert Martin over and above all the others.


      “You took advantage of my regard for you, Major. You made me think you were a bright shining hero and used my admiration as the means to escape.”


      “All for the right reasons, Dubin.”


      “Which are?”


      “I was doing a good thing, Dubin. You’ll understand that. The Nazis, Dubin, have been working on a secret weapon that can destroy the world—”


      I erupted in laughter. It was a starkly inappropriate sound given where we were and the noise ripped along the rock corridor.


      “Laugh if you like, Dubin. But it’s the truth. It’s the one way the Germans could have won the war, even now may still hope to. The Allies have long known this. The Germans have had their best physicists laboring feverishly. Gerlach. Diebner. Heisenberg. In the last several months, their principal workplace has been at a town called Hechingen, only a few miles down the road. Their efforts are rooted in the theorems of Einstein and others. They want to build a weapon, Dubin, that will break apart an atom. There’s enough power there to blow an entire city off the map.”


      As usual, Martin seemed in complete thrall of his own entertaining nonsense. I was not much of a scientist, but I knew what an atom was and understood its infinitesimal size. Nothing of such minute dimension could conceivably be the killer force Martin was pretending.


      “There is a race taking place now, Dubin. Between American intelligence and the Soviets. They each want to find the German scientists, their papers, and their materiel. Because whoever holds this weapon, Dubin, will rule the world. Ask your chums at OSS. Ask if this isn’t true. Ask if there is not a group of physicists in Germany right now, working hand in glove with OSS. The code name is Alsos. Ask. They’ll tell you they’re going after these physicists even while we speak.”


      “This is where you were headed? Hechingen?”


      “Yes. Yes.”


      I leaned back against the hard chair. Martin’s dark hair was tousled over his brow and he had an eager boyish look, despite the relative immobility of the features on the florid side of his face. I was amazed at the magnitude of what he was confessing, probably unwittingly.


      “If what you’re saying is so, if all this Buck Rogers talk about a secret weapon bears any speck of truth, they’ll hang you, Major. And well they should.”


      “Hang me?”


      “Surely, you aren’t working for OSS. Of that I’m certain. So it’s quite obvious you were going to Hechingen to capture these scientists for the Soviets and spirit them off to the Russians.”


      “That’s false, Dubin. Entirely false! I want neither side to prevail. I want neither Communists nor capitalists to stand astride the globe.”


      “And how then is it that you know all this, Major? The plans of the Americans? And the Soviets? If you are not at work for the Russians, how do you know their intentions?”


      “Please, Dubin. I was informed of all of these matters by OSS last September. When I returned to London. But certainly not by the Soviets. I’ve told you, Dubin. I belong now to neither side.”


      “Would the Soviets say that?”


      “I have no idea what they’d say. But listen to me. Listen. I was going to Hechingen, Dubin. But not for any country. My goal was destruction. Of the whole lot. The matériel. The papers. And the men. Let their dreadful secret die with them. Don’t you see? This is a second chance to contain all the grief in Pandora’s box. If this weapon survives, no matter who has it, there will be constant struggle, the victor will lord it over the vanquished, the vanquished will plot to obtain it, and in the end it is no matter which side has it, because if it exists, it will be used. There has never been a weapon yet invented that hasn’t been deployed. Men can call that whatever they care to, even curiosity, but this device will be released on the globe. Let the world be safe, Dubin.”


      He was clever. But I’d long known that. No one—not Teedle, not me—would ever be able to prove he was working for the Soviets rather than for the sake of world peace. He and Wendell Willkie. It was, as I would have predicted, a perfect cover story.


      “Dubin, find Gita. Find Gita. She will tell you that what I am saying is true. These are my plans. And there is still time to carry them out. No more than a few days. American forces will reach Hechingen shortly, depending on how the fighting goes. It’s only a few miles up the road. Find Gita, Dubin.”


      How artful it was. How inevitable. Find Gita. She will persuade you to join my cause. And open the door to yet one more escape.


      “She is here, Dubin. In the Polish sub-camp. There are Jews there from her town. She is nursing them. Go to the Polish camp. You’ll find her. She will tell you this is true.”


      “No.” I stood. “No more lies. No more fantasies. No more running away. We’re going to Frankfurt. As soon as the armored vehicle arrives, Tell your story there, Martin. You must think I’m a child.”


      “I speak the truth to you, Dubin. Every word. Every word. Ask Gita. Please.”


      I turned my back on him while he was still assailing me with her name.


    


  




  

    

      31. GITA LODZ, OF COURSE


    


    

      This woman, Gita Lodz, is, of course, my mother.


      I have no slick excuse for the months it took me to catch on, or for the elaborate tales I told myself during that period to hold the truth at bay. I guess people will inevitably cling to the world they know. Bear Leach’s eventual explanation was more generous: “We are always our parents’ children.”


      But sitting in the Tri-Cities Airport, reading the last of what my father had written, I had understood the conclusion of his account this way: Deceived yet again by Gita Lodz, Dad had proceeded to his final ruin and let Martin go. And then somehow, even while my father was absorbing the desolation of his most catastrophic mistake, he must have met this other woman at Balingen, Gella Rosner, and been transformed. It was love on the rebound, a lifeline to the man drowning.


      In retrospect, all of that seems laughable. But for months I accepted it, and was frustrated and confused by only one omission: Dad never mentioned the courageous young Polish Jewess I’d been brought up to believe he instantly fell in love with in the camp.


      As for Barrington Leach, from the time I asked him what had become of Gita Lodz, he had realized how misled I was. Yet he made no effort to correct me, although I often visited with him, trying to glean every detail he recalled about my father’s story. Bear was a person of gentleness and wisdom, and, given all his caveats at the start, clearly had promised himself that he would tell me only as much as I seemed willing to know He presented me with the recorded facts. It was up to me to reach the obvious conclusions. Bear kept his mouth shut, not so much for my parents’ sake as for mine.


      One day in April 2004, my sister phoned me at home to discuss our mother’s health, which was declining. Sarah wanted my views on whether she should accelerate her plans to visit in June around the time of my parents’ anniversary, which had been an especially hard period for Mom in 2003 in the wake of Dad’s death. I knew my parents’ marriage had lasted almost fifty-eight years. They’d made no secret of their wedding date, June 16, 1945. Yet until that moment, I’d never connected the dots. I stood with the telephone in my hand, jaw agape, while Sarah shouted my name and asked if I was still there.


      By then, it had become my habit to see Barrington Leach once a month. I went mostly for the pleasure of his company, but my excuse to write off the expenses was that Bear was helping me edit Dad’s typescript for publication. (Because of the scam I’d run on my mother and sister, my plan, at that point, was to tell them Dad’s account was actually my work, based on my lengthy research.) When I saw Bear, I’d hand over the most recent pages and receive his comments about what I’d done the previous month. Not long after he was wheeled into the front room for our visit in late April, I told him what had occurred to me while I was on the phone with my sister the week before.


      “I just realized a few days ago that my parents got married right before Dad’s court-martial. Did you know that?”


      “I should say so,” answered Bear. “I’m the one who arranged it.”


      “Arranged the wedding?”


      “Not their meeting,” said Bear. “But getting the military authorities to allow them to wed, yes, that was my doing. Your father was concerned, quite rightly, that when he was convicted, as was inevitable, he would be transferred immediately to a military prison in the U.S. He was therefore desperate to marry before the proceedings, so that your mother, as a war bride, would have the right to immigrate to the States. She had remained an inmate in a displaced persons camp that had been erected after burning down the Balingen huts. The conditions were far better, of course, but she was anything but free. It required countless petitions to the Army and the Occupation Authorities, but eventually your mother and a rabbi, also held at Balingen, were allowed to visit your father for half an hour at Regensburg Castle for their wedding. I was the best man. In spite of the circumstances, it was quite touching. They appeared very much in love.”


      Bear said only that and glanced down to the pages I’d handed him, allowing me to work my way through this information in relative privacy. Despite the horrors of the camp, or Mom’s unfamiliarity with the military, or even her limited English at the time, someone as innately canny as she was couldn’t possibly have failed to grasp the essentials of Dad’s situation. She knew he was under arrest, and as such, had to be gravely concerned for her new husband. Clearly, then, Mom recalled a great deal more about Dad’s court-martial than she’d been willing to acknowledge to me. Yet even at that moment, my first impulse was to accept her reluctance as a way of honoring Dad’s desire for silence.


      But somehow my mind wandered back to the question that had perplexed me for half a year now. Why did Dad say he desperately hoped his children would never hear his story? Out the paned windows of Northumberland Manor’s sitting room, there was perfect light on the red maple buds just showing the first sign of ripening, and beholding them with the intense museum attention Dad wrote of, a moment of concentrated sight, I found the truth hanging out there, too. It was simple. My father’s remark about keeping this from his children was not philosophical. It was practical. Dad had not wanted the truth to emerge at his trial, or to survive it, because it would have imperiled his wife and the lie she was to be obliged to live. That is why it would have been a disaster to call Gita Lodz as a witness. That is why he hoped we never heard the story—because that silence would have meant they had made a life as husband and wife.


      Bear’s head was wilted in his wheelchair while he read, and I reached out to softly clutch his spotted hand and the fingers crooked with disease.


      “She’s my mother. Right? Gita Lodz?”


      Bear started, as if I’d woken him. His cloudy eyes that still reflected the depth of the ages settled on me, and his lower jaw slid sideways in his odd lopsided smile. Then he deliberated, an instant of lawyerly cool.


      “As I have said, Stewart, I was not there when you were born.”


      “But the woman you saw my father marry—that was Gita Lodz?”


      “Your father never said that to me,” he answered. “Anything but. It would have compromised me severely to know that, inasmuch as I had spent months begging the military authorities for permission to allow David to marry a concentration camp survivor of another name. I would have been obliged to correct the fraud being perpetrated. I believe that was why he never contacted me once we were back in the U.S.A.—so that I didn’t have to deal with any second thoughts about that.”


      Despite failing on the uptake for months, I now bounced rapidly along the path of obvious conclusions. I instantly comprehended why Gita Lodz, hero of the French underground, came here pretending to be the former Gella Rosner (whose name was Americanized as Gilda), David Dubin’s war bride, allegedly saved from the Nazi hell called Balingen. In the spring of 1945, my parents had every reason to believe that OSS would never have permitted the sidekick of Robert Martin, suspected Soviet spy, to enter the United States. Indeed, as someone who had repeatedly abetted Martin’s escapes, Gita stood a good chance of being prosecuted if OSS and Teedle had gotten their hands on her. A new identity was the only safe course. One that could never be disproved amid that ocean of corpses. One more role to add to the many the would-be Bernhardt had already played flawlessly. And one that guaranteed that Gilda would be welcome in David’s family. A Jewish bride. As his parents wished. And as Gita herself, when she was younger, had once wanted to be.


      And, probably not insignificantly, it was also a weighty declaration for my father. When I had changed my last name in 1970, Dad had never really responded to my implication that I was reversing an act of renunciation from decades before. There was only one thing he cared to be clear about.


      “Do not doubt, Stewart,” he said to me once, “that Balingen made me a Jew.” Since I knew he would never describe what he’d witnessed there, I did not pursue the remark. On reflection, I took it as one more way of telling me how devoted he was to my mother. And even now I’m not completely certain of the precise nature of the transformation he was alluding to. I don’t know if he meant that he had realized, as had been true for so many in Germany, that there was no escape from that identity, or, rather, as I tend to suspect, that he owed the thousands annihilated there the reverence of not shirking the heritage that had condemned them. Certainly, there was a touching homage in Gita’s new persona, which allowed one of the millions who perished to be not only remembered, but revived. But I see that Dad was also making an emphatic statement about himself, about what an individual could stand for, or hope for, against the forces of history.


      I, on the other hand, who had proudly reclaimed Dubinsky, who sent my daughters to Hebrew school and insisted we have shabbas dinner every Friday night, I now reposed in the nouveau-Federal sitting room of a Connecticut nursing home realizing that by the strict traditions of a religion that has always determined a child’s faith by that of his mother, I am not really Jewish.


       


      These are the last pages of my father’s account:


       


      I emerged again from the dungeon darkness into the brilliant day and terrible reek of Balingen. I suppose that humans recoil on instinct from the rankness of decaying flesh and I had to spend a moment fighting down my sickness again.


      Grove was waiting for me. I thought he wanted to know how it had gone with Martin, but he had other news.


      “Roosevelt is dead,” he said. “Truman is President.”


      “Don’t be a card.”


      “It’s just on Armed Services Radio. They say FDR had a stroke. I kid you not.” I had been raised to worship Roosevelt. My mother, who regarded the President as if he were a close relation, would be devastated. And then I looked to the nearest mound of broken corpses. At every one of these instants of paradox, I reflexively expected my understanding of life to become deeper, only to find myself more confused.


      I asked the MP who’d accompanied me if we had an estimated arrival time on the half-track that would carry Martin back, but the news about Roosevelt’s death seemed to have brought everything to a halt for a while. Nonetheless, I wouldn’t countenance the idea of spending the night within Balingen. Whatever hour the convoy arrived, I said, I wanted Martin transferred. We could bivouac with the 406th Armored Cavalry a mile or two away, nearer Hechingen.


      An hour or so later, vehicles reached the camp, but not the ones I awaited. They carried the first Red Cross workers. I watched with a certain veteran distance as these men and women, accustomed to working tirelessly to save lives, began to absorb the enormity of what they were confronting. A young French doctor passed out when he saw the first hill of bodies. Inexplicably, one of the wraiths moving vacantly through the camp, an elderly man who had somehow lived to liberation, fell dead only a few feet from the unconscious doctor. As with everything else, we all seemed bereft of the power to react. If the sky fell, as Henny Penny feared, we might have had more to say.


      Many of the American infantrymen were standing in little groups, speculating about what the President’s death might mean with regard to the Nazis’ final surrender and the war in the Pacific. I could see that the shock of the news was welcome in its way, a chance to put where they were out of their minds for a while.


      The half-track I awaited, a captured German 251 that had been repainted, finally appeared at 2:30 in the afternoon. Only a minute or so after that, Grove came to find me. We were preparing to load Martin. He would be in leg irons with at least two guns trained on him at all times.


      “There’s an inmate looking for you,” Grove said. “She asked for you by name.”


      I knew who it was. A shamed and exhausted fantasy that Gita might appear had circulated through my mind, in just the way it had for months, even as I’d tried to banish it.


      “Polish?” I asked.


      “Yes, from the Polish camp. She looks quite well,” he added, “but there are several young women here who look all right.” He made no further comment on how these girls might have managed.


      She was in the regimental office that had been established in the largest of the yellow buildings the SS had abandoned earlier in the week. The room was empty, paneled to half height in shellacked tongue-and-groove, with a broken schoolhouse fixture hanging overhead from a frayed wire. Beneath it, Gita Lodz sat on a single wooden chair, the only furnishing in the room. She sprang to her feet as soon as she saw me. She was still in the gray uniform the nuns had given her in Bastogne, although it was frayed at both sleeves and soiled, and bore a yellow star pinned above the breast.


      “Doo-bean,” she said, and with the name, more than the sight of her, my poor heart felt as if it might explode. I had no need to ask how she knew I was here. She would have maintained her own surveillance on the building where Martin was jailed.


      I dragged another wooden chair in from the hall, taking a seat at least a dozen feet from her. We faced each other like that, with no barrier between us but distance, both of us with our feet flat on the worn floor. I was too proud to lose my composure, and waited with my face trembling, until I could drag out a few words.


      “So we meet again in hell,” I said to her in French. I felt my heart and mind pirouetting again with the unaccountable extremes in life. Here I was with this gallant, deceitful woman, full of wrath and anguish, while I was still reeling from the reek of atrocity, sitting where some of history’s greatest monsters had been in charge only a week ago. Roosevelt was dead. I was alive.


      Although I did not ask, she told me about the last several days. Martin and she had snuck in through the same breach in the rear fence the SS guards were using to slip away. After only a matter of hours, she recognized four people she had known in Pilzkoba and last seen on the trucks the Nazis had loaded for deportation to Lublin. One of them was a girl a year younger than Gita, a playmate, who was the last of a family of six. Two younger siblings, a brother and a sister, had been snatched from her parents’ arms and promptly gassed when they arrived at a camp called Buchenwald. There the next year her father had been beaten to death by a kapo right in front of her, only a few weeks after her mother had succumbed to pneumonia. But still this girl from Pilzkoba had survived. She had marched here hundreds of miles with no food, her feet wrapped in rags, a journey on which another of her brothers had perished. Yet she had arrived at Balingen in relative health. And then yesterday she had died of one of the plagues raging through the camp.


      “In Normandy, Dubin, when we helped to direct the Allied troops through the hedgerows, I saw battlefields so thick with corpses that one could not cross without walking on the bodies. I told myself I would never see anything worse, and now I see this. And there are souls here, Dubin, who say the Germans have created places worse yet. Is that possible? N’y a-t-il jamais un fond, même dans les océans les plus profonds?” Is there no bottom even to the darkest ocean?


      With that, she cried, and her tears, of course, unleashed my own. Seated a dozen feet apart, we both wept, I with my face in my hands.


      “There is so much I do not understand,” I finally said, “and will never understand. Here looking at you, I ask myself how it can seem possible, amid this suffering, that the worst pain of all is heartbreak?”


      “Do you criticize me, Dubin?”


      “Need I?” I answered with one of those French sayings she loved to quote. “Conscience coupable n’a pas besoin d’accusateur.” A guilty conscience needs no accuser. “But I am sure you feel no shame.”


      She tossed her bronze curls. She was thin and sallow. Yet unimaginably, she remained beautiful. How was that possible either?


      “You are bitter with me,” she said.


      “You decimated me with your lies.”


      “I never lied to you, Dubin.”


      “Call it what you like. I told you secrets and you used them against me, against my country. All for Martin.”


      “Entre I’arhre et l’écorce il faut ne pas mettre le doigt.” One shouldn’t put a finger between the bark and the tree. In our parlance, she was caught between a rock and a hard place. “This is not justice. What you were about to do—what you will do now. Martin placed in chains by his nation? He has risked his life for America, for the Allies, for freedom, a thousand times. He is the bravest man in Europe.”


      “The Americans believe he is a spy for the Soviets.”


      She wrenched her eyes shut in anguish.


      “The things they have asked you to accept,” she murmured. “C’est impossible. Martin despises Stalin. He was never a Stalinist, and after Stalin’s pact with Hitler, Martin regarded him as the worse of the two. He calls Stalin and Hitler the spawn of the same devil.”


      “And what then is it he has been doing all these months, defying his orders, running from OSS, from Teedle, and from me? Has he told you his goal?”


      “Now? Lately, he has, yes. Up to the time of the Ardennes, I believed what he told you—that he was on assignment for OSS, as he has always been. He would not say where he was to go, but that was not unusual.”


      “And do you believe him now?”


      “I think what he says is what he believes.”


      When I asked her to say what that was, she looked down to her small hands folded in her lap, clearly reluctant even now to disclose Martin’s secrets. And still, I cautioned myself that the reaction I saw might be another pose.


      “Since I took him from the hospital at Saint-Vith,” she finally said, “he has maintained the same thing. Martin says that the Nazis are making a machine that can destroy the world. He wants to kill all who understand its workings and bury their secret with them forever. It is madness, but it is madness in Martin’s style. It is glorious. He claims this is his destiny. For the most part, I have felt like, what is his name, the little one who walks beside Don Quixote?”


      “Sancho Panza.”


      “Yes, I am Sancho Panza. There is no telling Martin this is lunacy. And I have stopped trying, Dubin. The scientists are at Hechingen. Martin has established that much. But a single device that could reduce London to cinders? It is fantasy, like so much that Martin tells himself. But it will surely be the last.”


      “Because?”


      “Because he will die trying to do this. A man with one hand? His left leg is still barely of any use. The pain is so severe at night from the nerves that were burned that he sheds tears in his sleep. And he has no one to help him.”


      “Except you.”


      “Not I. I will have no part of this, Dubin. He does not ask it. And I would not go. I have been a member of the resistance, not a vigilante. He has no allies in this, no organization. But it is paramount to him nonetheless.”


      “But not because of the Soviets?”


      “Dubin, it is how he wishes to die. Whether or not he admits as much to himself, death is clearly his goal. He is maimed and in unending pain. But now when he dies, as he surely will, he will believe he was doing no less than assuring the safety of the world. It is a glory as great as the one he has always wished for. That is what you would deny him. He says that the Americans will hang him instead, if he is caught. True?”


      I had told Martin as much a few hours earlier, and with time to calculate, I had decided it was no exaggeration. The story Martin had told me would be enough to send him to the gallows. Whether he was working for the Soviets, as most of his superiors would believe, or as the new Flash Gordon, he had admitted that he was an American soldier trying to undermine American forces and deny them a weapon regarded as essential to the security of the United States. That would, at a minimum, make him a traitor and a mutineer. The law would need to sift no finer.


      “And is that just, Dubin?” she asked, once I’d nodded.


      “Just? Compared to anything that has happened in this place, it is just. Martin disobeyed orders. He brought this on himself.”


      “But is that what you wish to see, Dubin? Martin trembling at the end of a rope?”


      “That is not my choice, Gita. I must do my duty.”


      “So the guards are claiming here. They did as ordered.”


      “Please.”


      “I ask again if that is what you would choose for him.”


      “I dare not choose a destiny for Martin, Gita. The law does not allow it. It would say I am hopelessly biased by jealousy. And in that, the law is surely wise.”


      “Jealousy?” She looked at me blankly until my meaning reached her. “Dubin, I have told you many times, you have no need to be jealous of Martin.”


      “And that proved to be another lie. You slept with me to learn what I would find out about Martin and then deserted me to rescue him. Jealousy is the least of it.”


      She had drawn herself straight. The black eyes were a doll’s now, hard as glass.


      “You think that is why I slept with you?”


      “I do.”


      She looked askance and made as if to spit on the floor. “I misjudged you, Dubin.”


      “Because you thought I was more gullible?”


      She actually lifted a hand toward her heart, not far from where the star was pinned.


      “What do you believe, Dubin? That I am a statue and cannot be hurt? I value your esteem, Dubin. More, apparently, than you can understand. I cannot tolerate your scorn.”


      “I admire your strength, Gita. I still admire that.”


      She closed her eyes for a time.


      “Be angry, Dubin. Be hurt. Think I was too casual with your feelings. But please do not believe I would make love to you with such ugly intentions. Do you see me as a harlot? Because I am a harlot’s daughter?”


      “I see you as you are, Gita. As someone who knows how to do what she has to.” I repeated Winters’ story about the German officer in Marseilles to whom she’d succumbed in order to win details of the London bombing. And even as I recounted the OSS’s sniggering about her sleeping with the enemy, I realized I had awaited this moment for months so that she would tell me it was untrue. She did not.


      “Qui n’entend qu’une cloche n’entend qu’un son.” He who hears one bell hears only one sound. There were, she meant, two sides of the story. “Something like that, Dubin, is so easy to judge from a distance.”


      I mocked her with another proverb. “Qui vent la fin veut les moyens?” He who wants the ends wants the means.


      “Is that not true? In this place, Dubin, there are thousands who have done far worse to save just their own lives, let alone hundreds of others. Thousands probably were spared because of what I did. There are many mistakes I have made, Dubin, for which I forgive myself less freely. I was young. It was a poor idea only because I did not understand that even when the soul wears armor, it remains fragile. I thought, a cock is just another thing, Dubin. And Martin, by the way, knew nothing of this in advance and begged me never to consider such an act again, for my own sake as much as for his. But let me tell you, Dubin, what was the most confounding part. This man, this Nazi, this officer, he was kind to me. He was a man with some goodness in him. And to learn that about him on false pretenses—that was the most difficult part.”


      “As I am sure you have said the same of me.”


      “It is not the same, Dubin! I will not leave this place with you believing that.” She continued to sit tall, her face folded in fury. “I care for you, Dubin. Greatly. You know that. Look at me here. You cannot tell me that even four meters away from me, you cannot feel that? I know you can.”


      “And that is why you crushed my heart. Because you cared for me?”


      “My only excuse is one you must acknowledge as true. I left you before you left me.”


      “As you say. That is an excuse. I believed I loved you.”


      “You never spoke to me of love.”


      “You were gone before I could. But please do not pretend that would have made any difference. What I felt and what I showed could not have been clearer with a name applied. You rewarded my love with lies. Until I came here, I thought that was the crudest thing in life.”


      “Yes,” she said. “Such a thing is unkind. But understand, Dubin, please understand. Could I have stayed and loved you and watched as you took Martin off in chains to be hanged? He gave me back my life, Dubin. Should I have quietly condemned him for the sake of my own happiness?”


      “I do not believe that is how you thought of it.”


      “How I thought of it, Dubin, is that a man like you, a proper bourgeois gentleman, would never make your life with a Polish peasant with no schooling. That is how I thought of it. You would return to your America, to your law books, to your intended. That is how I thought of it. I dream of children, as you dream. I dream of being as far from war as a happy home is. For me that is a dream that will probably never come true.”


      “These are excuses.”


      “This is the truth, Dubin!” She shook her small hands at me in rage, again in tears. “You say I would not forsake Martin for you. But you surely have your own idols. If I had stayed and begged you not to do your duty with Martin, would you have refused?”


      “I would like to believe that my answer is ‘Yes.’ But I doubt it. I am afraid, Gita, I would have done anything for you.”


      “And who would you be after that, Dubin, without your precious principles?”


      “I do not know. But it would be who I had chosen to become. I could tell myself that. I could tell myself I had chosen love and that in a life as harsh as ours, it must come first.”


      She was motionless, staring at me in that way she bad, a look so intense I thought it might turn me to flame. Then she asked if I had a cloth, meaning a handkerchief. She took it from me and returned to her chair to clear her nose. Finally, she sat forward and clasped her hands.


      “Do you mean this? What you have just said? Do you speak from the heart, Dubin, or is this merely a lawyer’s argument?”


      “It is the truth, Gita. Or was. It is in the past.”


      “Must it he? We have our moment, Dubin. Here. Now. It can all be as you would like. As I would like. We will have love. We will have each other. But let him go, Dubin. Let Martin go and I will stay with you. I will tend your hearth and cook your meals and bear your brats, Dubin. I will. I want to. But let him go.”


      “ ‘Let him go’?”


      “Let him go.”


      “I cannot even imagine how I could do that.”


      “Oh, Dubin, you are far too clever to say that. You would not need an hour’s reflection to concoct a scheme that would work. Dubin, please. Please.” She walked to my chair and then put one knee on the floor. “Please, Dubin. Dubin, choose this. Choose love. Choose me. If you send Robert to the hangman, it will stand between us forever. Here in hell, Dubin, you can choose this one good thing. Let Quixote fight his windmill. Do not make him die in disgrace. He has lived to be a hero. It would be worse than torture for him to die known as a traitor.”


      “You would do anything for him, wouldn’t you?”


      “He saved my life, Dubin. He has shown me the way to every good thing I believe in. Even my love for you, Dubin.”


      “Would you pledge your love to me, give up your life, just to see him die one way rather than another?”


      “Dubin, please. Please. This is my life, too. You are precious to me. Dubin. Please, Dubin.” Slowly she reached for my hand. My entire body surged at her touch and even so, I thought: Once more, she will engineer his escape. But I loved her. As Biddy had said, it was pointless to try to reason about that.


      With my hand in hers, she wept. “Please, Dubin,” she said. “Please.”


      “You have the personality of a tyrant, Gita. You wish to turn me into a supplicant so you will think better of yourself.”


      Despite the tears, she managed a smile. “So now you know my secret, Dubin.”


      “You will mock me for being bourgeois.”


      “I shall,” she said. “I promise to. But I will be thrilled, in spite of myself.” She lifted her face to me. “Take me to America, Dubin. Make me your wife. Let Martin go. Let Martin be the past. Let me be the future. Please.” She kissed my hand now, a hundred times, clutching it between hers and embracing every knuckle. What she proposed was mad, of course. But no madder than what I had watched men do routinely for months now. No madder than parachuting into a town under siege. No madder than combat, where soldiers gave up their lives for inches of ground and the grudges of generals and dictators. In this place, love, even the remotest chance of it, was the only sane choice. I pulled her hands to my mouth and kissed them once. Then I stood, looking down on her.


      “When you betray me, Gita, as I know you will, I will have nothing. I will have turned my back on my country, and you will be gone. I will have no honor. I will believe in nothing. I will be nothing.”


      “You will have me, Dubin. I swear. You will have love. I swear, Dubin. You will not be betrayed. I swear. I swear.”


       


      Gita Lodz is my mother.


    


  




  

    

      32. BEAR: END


    


    

      When I first read Dad’s account, the end had seemed disappointingly abrupt. Not only did I think there was no mention of my mother, there was also no recounting of what had happened with Martin. Supposedly writing to explain things to his lawyer, Dad was silent about whether Martin fled, as Dad claimed, or had been murdered, as Bear feared.


      According to the testimony at the court-martial, late on April 12, 1945, Martin had been loaded at gunpoint into the armored vehicle Dad had awaited. In convoy with the MPs, they traveled only a mile or two beyond the perimeter of Balingen toward Hechingen, to the bivouac of the 406th Armored Cavalry. There Martin was chained to a fence post before a tent was erected around him. At roughly 3:00 a.m., my father appeared and told the two MPs guarding the Major that Dad could not sleep and would spell them for two hours. When they returned Dad was there and Martin was gone. My father told the guards, without further explanation, he had let Martin go. A day later he was back in Frankfurt to admit the same thing to Teedle.


      The first time I came back to visit Leach in Hartford, in November 2003, I got right to the point.


      “What Dad wrote doesn’t answer your question.”


      “My ‘question’?”


      “Whether my father murdered Martin once he freed him.”


      “Oh, that.” Bear gave his dry, gasping laugh. “Well, what do you think, Stewart?”


      Before I’d read the pages Bear gave me, his suspicions were astonishing, but once I understood that Dad had abandoned everything for Gita Lodz, I comprehended Leach’s logic. As my father had told her, if she betrayed him again, he would have had nothing. With Martin dead, on the other hand, she could never rejoin him. Certainly, Dad had no need to fear discovery if he murdered Martin. There was virtually no chance one more body would ever be identified among the thousands decomposing in the massive pit at the edge of Balingen. Dad was armed, of course. And after combat, he was sadly experienced in killing.


      In other words, Dad had motive and opportunity, which I’d listened to prosecutors for years label as the calling cards of a strong circumstantial murder case. But my faith in my father’s decency, which even now seemed as tangible to me as his body, remained unchanged. Realizing everything I hadn’t known about his life, murder still seemed beyond him, and I told Leach that. Bear was very pleased to hear it, favoring me with his funny sideways smile.


      “Good for you, Stewart.”


      “But am I right?”


      “Of course. It became critical for me to determine the answer to my own question, especially after the verdict and sentence. Quite frankly, Stewart, if there was a worse crime to be discovered, I might have thought twice about pressing ahead with appeals. Five years for the murder of another officer, even a wanted one, was not a disappointing result, if that’s what had actually occurred.”


      “But it turned out Martin was alive?”


      “When your father last saw him? Without doubt. Where are my papers?” The Redweld folder, Bear’s treasure chest, as I thought of it, rested against the chrome spokes of his wheelchair, and I handed it up. Leach’s bent fingers stumbled through the pages. He would touch a paper several times before he could grab it and then bring it almost to his nose to read. “No,” he’d say, and the process would begin again, with his apologies to me for the agonizing pace. “Here!” he said at last.


      LABORATORY
 60TH EVACUATION HOSPITAL
 APO #758, U.S. ARMY
 APO


      

        May 16, 1945


      


      REPORT OF AUTOPSY
 C-1145


      

        NAME: (Name, Rank, Unit & Organization Unknown)


        AGE: Approx. 42 RACE: White SEX: Male NATIVITY: Unknown


        ADMITTED: Not admitted to this hospital


        DIED: Approx. May 9, 1945


        AUTOPSY: 1230, May 13, 1945


      


      CLINICAL DIAGNOSIS


      

        1. Malnutrition, dehydration, severe


      


      PATHOLOGICAL DIAGNOSES


      

        MISCELLANEOUS: Malnutrition, dehydration, severe burns, third degree, partially healed


        PRESENT ILLNESS: This patient was found dead sitting on a divan in the Hochshaus Hotel in Berlin, Germany (Grid Q-333690), upon the arrival of U.S. troops in that sector on or about May 11,1945. He was dressed in the uniform of a United States Army Officer, with oak leaf cluster on his right shirt collar, but otherwise without insignia or identity tags. He evidently had been held as a prisoner for a period of time and had starved to death.


        PHYSICAL EXAMINATION: Examination at the cemetery revealed no fresh external wounds. Patient appeared to be recovering from third-degree burns several months old; his left hand is missing.


      


      AUTOPSY FINDINGS


      

        The body is that of a well-developed but markedly emaciated male, about 40 years of age, measuring 70 inches long and weighing approximately 105 pounds. Rigor and liver are absent. The head is covered with long black hair, except for an area of scarring above the left ear, upon which most of the helix has been lost, apparently due to burning. The anterior portion of his deeply sunken eyes is below the lateral portion of the orbital margin. A beard, several weeks’ growth, covers his face and contains some gray hairs in front of each ear. All of his teeth are present. The rib markings are very prominent and the thin anterior abdominal wall rests only slightly above his spine.


        Evidence of recent third-degree burns also appears on the distal portion of the leg and thorax; scar tissue remains livid and taut, and appears abraded in several places. The left hand is absent below the wrist. The uneven stump reveals similar burn scarring, suggesting the hand may have been lost in an explosion or amputated thereafter. Suture scars indicate recent surgical reparation.


        PRIMARY INCISION: The usual incision reveals one millimeter of subcutaneous adipose tissues, thinning muscles, normally placed organs in the smooth abdominal cavity, and normal pericardial and pleural cavities.


        GASTROINTESTINAL TRACT: The stomach contains only a slight amount of light mucus, the bowel is empty, and a minimal amount of fecal material is in the colon. All the mesenteric vessels are prominent on the colon.


        NOTE: Nearly all of the adipose tissue throughout the body has disappeared, and is diminished even around the kidneys and heart. The tissues display lack of turgor indicative of severe dehydration. The absence of recent external trauma and only mucus in the gastrointestinal tract would seem to indicate that this man died of malnutrition and dehydration.


        s/ Nelson C. Kell
 Captain,
 Medical Corps
 Laboratory Officer


      


      “I received that in June 1945,” Bear said, “from your father’s doctor friend, Cal Echols, only a few days after the court-martial concluded. Cal had been transferred to headquarters hospital in Regensburg and visited your father often before and after the trial. Since I had been on the lookout for Martin from the start, I had asked Cal to inform me discreetly if he ever heard reports of a one-handed burn victim. My thought was that Martin might seek medical treatment. Instead, this autopsy had come across Cal’s desk as the object of considerable curiosity.


      “When U.S. troops entered Berlin on May 11, the Soviets had directed the Americans to this body, citing it as another German atrocity. But you’ll note the pathologist’s conclusion that death had occurred within the last seventy-two hours. The Germans had surrendered Berlin to the Russians on May 2. This man didn’t die until a week later. The American doctors suspected that the Russians, not the Germans, had had custody of him.”


      “The Russians killed Martin?”


      “Well, that certainly was how it appeared. After several weeks Graves Registration still had had no success in identifying the remains. But the circumstances of the death, particularly the involvement of the Soviets, spurred continuing interest and finally had led the autopsy to be passed up the line in the Medical Corps. After a good deal of thought, I decided to report this development to General Teedle.”


      “Teedle?”


      “I’d had contact with him now and then. We did not get off on a particularly good foot. I thought he was going to get out of his chair and throttle me during his cross-examination. But Teedle had remained preoccupied with your father’s case, regarding it as totally enigmatic. He had let me know that he would always hear me out if I came up with any extenuating evidence. And I’ll give Teedle credit. He recognized the prime significance of the autopsy at once.”


      “Which was?”


      “Well, it was hard to believe that the Soviets would have killed a loyal agent, especially by starving him to death. There were many alternatives—perhaps Martin had fallen out with his Soviet masters—but with your father now under a prison sentence, Teedle recognized that the autopsy raised plausible doubts that Martin was a spy. After he turned it over to the OSS, they dispatched a team to identify the body. As usual, OSS wanted to keep the results of its subsequent investigation to themselves, but Teedle would not stand for that.


      “As it developed, everything Martin had said to your father about the Alsos Mission was essentially true. OSS had recruited teams of physicists who were racing across Germany, hoping to reach the German atomic scientists before the Soviets. And Hechingen, where the top German physicists had been sent from Berlin, was indeed Alsos’ foremost target. There’s been a good deal of writing about it.”


      Out of his folder, Bear handed me photocopied sections from several histories explaining the Alsos Mission, which I scanned. Hechingen was in the sector of Germany where the Free French were leading the combat effort, but because of the atomic secrets that rested with the German scientists, a large American force cut in front of the French without permission and entered Hechingen on April 24, 1945. They seized Werner Heisenberg’s laboratory, secreted in a former wool mill on Haigerlocherstrasse above the town center, where they found several of Germany’s foremost physicists, including Otto Hahn, Carl von Weizsäcker, and Max von Laue, along with two tons of uranium, two tons of heavy water, and ten tons of carbon. Hunting around, the Americans also located the records of the scientists’ research secreted in a cesspool behind Weizsäcker’s home.


      “Heisenberg,” Bear said, “the foremost physicist in the group, and Gerlach, were missing. Under OSS interrogation, their colleagues soon explained that Heisenberg and Gerlach had fled about ten days earlier, in the wake of a strange incident. A lone one-handed man had been apprehended about to detonate an enormous explosive charge, which would have brought down the brick mill building, killing everyone inside it. The would-be bomber had discarded his dog tags and claimed at first to be French, but when the SS arrived, they identified his uniform, which bore no insignia, except for an oak leaf cluster, as that of an American officer. Given his mission, and the fact that he had slipped into town well in advance of American forces, the SS concluded he could only be OSS.


      “The German scientists at Hechingen had foreseen that the Allies, including the Soviets, would want to capture them to learn about their research. This was disheartening on one level, because they knew they were doomed to a lengthy captivity, but they had assumed that whoever caught them—and they much preferred the Americans or the British—was bound to keep them alive in order to absorb their knowledge. The implication of this attempted bombing was far more distressing, since it suggested that the Americans instead were intent on killing them all. Hahn and Weizsäcker and Laue decided to remain with their families and accept their fate. But Heisenberg and Gerlach and one or two others literally ran for their lives, only to be tracked down by the Americans within ten days.”


      Bear’s photocopies described Heisenberg’s apprehension. Naturally none of the scientists were killed. Instead, as they’d originally anticipated, all were removed to the British intelligence facility at Farm Hall in England, where a lengthy debriefing established that Heisenberg’s team was far behind the Manhattan Project.


      “And did OSS realize this one-handed soldier was Martin?” I asked.


      “Immediately.”


      “So that was late April, right? Before the court-martial hearing. And did they tell you about this attempted explosion?”


      “Not one word. Bear in mind, Stewart, the A-bomb remained America’s deepest secret. OSS wouldn’t say anything concerning that or Alsos—not to Teedle, the trial judge advocate, or least of all me. But their mania to suppress all knowledge about anything to do with the bomb worked to our advantage. The prosecuting TJA on David’s case was a lawyer named Meyer Brillstein, who seemed far angrier at your father than Teedle. One may suppose why. But early on—I’m sure at the insistence of OSS—Brillstein offered to dismiss the capital charge against your father in exchange for David’s guilty plea and a mutual agreement not to seek discovery or offer proof of any of Martin’s OSS-related activities, aside from those David had witnessed firsthand. Both your father and I saw this offer as the proverbial gift horse, since it meant that the court-martial panel would never know that David deliberately released a suspected Soviet spy. If they had, there’s no telling how much longer your father’s prison sentence would have been.


      “Of course, we can see now that Martin knew much less than he thought he did. He had been briefed for Alsos in London in September 1944, with the idea that he would lead the team of American physicists into Germany. Although Martin necessarily was informed about the German atomic program, in that need-to-know world, no one told him about the Manhattan Project. He had no inkling that the U.S.A. was close to perfecting the bomb on its own, and thus no foresight that in less than four months, Pandora’s box, as he called it, would be opened over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Of course, Martin’s superiors at OSS became even more determined to keep him in the dark once he began openly expressing doubts about whether a weapon like the Bomb should be in the hands of any nation. By October 1944 he’d passed one comment too many. London decided to pull him in. And Martin decided to defy them.


      “At OSS, when they learned in April 1945 about Martin’s attempt at Hechingen, the meaning was regarded as patent: the Soviets had recognized that they would not get to Hechingen first and had dispatched Martin to destroy the facility to prevent the scientists and their research from falling into American hands. Game, set, and match on the issue of whether Martin was a spy. Within the agency, a small faction led by Colonel Winters maintained that it was dubious to believe the Soviets would have supported such an improbable effort. According to the physicists at Hechingen, Martin had assembled a jerry-rigged device made of unexploded artillery shells, was traveling in an American jeep with a short-circuited ignition, had no visible collaborators, and was done in because he’d not yet mastered the striking of a match with one hand.


      “When the autopsy turned up in June, showing that Martin had suffered a cruel death in Soviet custody, it renewed the controversy within OSS concerning Martin’s loyalty. Winters began to theorize that Martin might have been on a solitary crusade to enforce his expressed belief that this new weapon ought to belong to no nation. As a result, the agency redoubled its search for the SS officers who’d taken custody of Martin at Hechingen. Early in July, two of them were located in their hometowns on opposite sides of Germany, both with their uniforms burned and lengthy cock-and-bull stories about how they’d never served in the German Army. The Americans quickly loosened their tongues, and the two officers told roughly parallel tales.


      “The SS installation which had been guarding Hechingen had been delighted to lay hands on Martin, but not for his intelligence value. By mid-April, they knew the war was over. However, an American OSS officer figured to make a valuable bargaining chip in securing the SS men’s freedom, once the Americans got there.


      “For that reason, they claimed they did not interrogate Martin. Rations were short and at first when he refused food or water, they thought nothing of it. He claimed to have a severe intestinal infection and they took that at face value, because it made no sense to think the man would prefer starvation to being returned to his army.”


      “But Martin knew we’d hang him, right?” I asked.


      “Certainly that’s what your father had told him. At any rate, the SS abandoned Hechingen a day before the Americans entered, and carried Martin off with them. German forces were falling back from the Oder in hopes of breaking the Soviet siege of Berlin which had begun. The SS men followed, and once they were surrounded by the Soviets, decided to see if they could buy their freedom with the same prize they were going to offer the Americans: a U.S. OSS officer.


      “Many historians have puzzled about why Stalin was willing to lose the thousands and thousands of troops he did in besieging and conquering Berlin without the assistance of the Allies, especially since he eventually honored his promise to share the city after it fell. Some speculate that the Soviets wanted the unfettered right to wreak vengeance on the Germans, which they surely took. One hundred thousand German women were raped during the Russians’ first week in Berlin, Stewart.” Bear took a second to wobble his old head over one more of the war’s disgraceful facts.


      “But the foremost theory today, bolstered by documents found in KGB archives, is that Stalin wanted to reach Berlin alone because the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute there held the only pieces of the German nuclear program that the Americans had not already laid hands on. Indeed, the Soviets discovered stores of uranium oxide at the Institute with which they ultimately revived their flagging atomic program.


      “Once the SS officers made contact with the Soviets, and revealed the circumstances under which they had captured Martin, they found Soviet Army intelligence quite willing to let the SS men go in exchange for telling all they knew about Hechingen and turning over the American. Upon learning he was being handed off to the Soviets, Martin, who was now very weak, asked the Germans, as gentlemen, to shoot him. When they refused, he attempted to escape, despite his condition. He never got through the door. That was the last the SS officers saw of Martin. In the custody of the Soviets, sixty miles outside Berlin.”


      “And why would Martin prefer to die in German rather than Soviet hands?”


      “One can only assume. Given what he’d said to your father, it’s clear that Martin realized the Soviets would be desperate to learn whatever they could about American knowledge and suspicions concerning the A-bomb. For Martin, it would not be an appealing prospect to die while having every American secret he knew extracted by torture.” Bear and I both were silenced for a second, contemplating that.


      The other thing that puzzled me at that moment was how Bear had learned all this. Some, he answered, had come through Teedle. More of what he knew was the product of his lingering curiosity about my father’s case. He had read the histories as they emerged over the years. But he had also stayed in touch with Colonel Winters, Martin’s OSS commander, who eventually became a senior intelligence officer at the CIA.


      “After Bryant retired from the Agency in the early 1970s, I saw him for a drink at the Mayflower. Winters told me he’d had an intriguing exchange a few years earlier with a Soviet counterpart who said he’d been involved in Martin’s interrogation in Berlin, an event which the Russians officially deny to this day.


      “Martin had refused to talk, of course. This Soviet officer acknowledged that they would have tortured him, but Martin was so weak from his hunger strike that they suspected his heart would stop. The only way they found to pry more than Martin’s name, rank, and serial number from him was purely accidental, when they called in a doctor, who proposed putting Martin on intravenous. At that point, the Major agreed to answer questions, if they would allow him to die. They interrogated Martin for an entire afternoon. Two days later he was gone. And, of course, it turned out that every word Martin had spoken, while compelling, proved an absolute lie.”


      Bear stopped to wipe his lips. I thought this might have been too much talking for him, but he insisted on continuing. He’d worked too long to learn all of this not to pass it on.


      “Over the years,” he said, “I’ve thought often of Martin at the end. He was disfigured and in great pain from his burns, while the nation in whose service he had suffered these wounds was intent on hanging him. Yet he would not betray us. Instead, he accepted death as his only honorable option. Dying in the hands of the Soviets, ironically, ended up reestablishing his bona fides at OSS, especially once they’d heard from the SS officers. They now saw Martin as lost on a frolic and detour, but not a Soviet spy, one of many men who’d broken under the strain of war rather than a true turncoat determined to aid America’s enemies.”


      I sat awhile digesting what Bear had told me. It was interesting as far as it went, but I had a hard time connecting any of this to my principal remaining curiosity, namely how my father had escaped his prison sentence. I said as much to Bear, who responded with his abbreviated off-kilter nod.


      “I understand that it’s far from obvious, but these events in fact paved the way for your father’s release. OSS had learned of all of this—the autopsy and the SS account of Martin being handed over to the Soviets—by July 1945, only a few days before Truman, Stalin, Churchill, and Attlee met to discuss postwar arrangements at Potsdam. Robert Martin ended up figuring in those discussions, because our diplomats had realized they could use his fate to our advantage. It was an incendiary notion that our Soviet allies would hold an American OSS officer and, rather than repatriate him, interrogate him about our secrets and starve him to death. It showed that Stalin was not an ally at all, but was in fact preparing for war with us. The Russians continued to officially deny that Martin had died in their hands, but the medical evidence was clear and the circumstances of the Major’s death kept the Soviets on the defensive. Furthermore, the proof of their desire to acquire the A-bomb pointed the way for the ultimate revelation of Potsdam, Truman’s announcement to Stalin that America had in fact perfected the weapon. I don’t want to exaggerate the importance of Martin’s death, but it was a clear note in an Allied chorus aimed at forcing Stalin to observe the agreements of Yalta about national boundaries and troop demarcations—and thus, ironically, in avoiding another war.


      “However, in order to engage in a diplomatic dance in which the tune was our indignation over Martin’s fate, it was essential that Robert Martin be portrayed as a great American hero, and certainly not a rogue agent. The inconvenient details about Martin’s insubordination, the order for his arrest, and his many escapes from American hands had to be quickly blotted from community memory, which necessarily meant that the court-martial of David Dubin was required to swiftly become a historical nonevent.


      “On July 26, 1945, I was called to Third Army Headquarters by Teedle, who informed me that the case was being dropped. He was forthcoming with the little he knew, but the General himself had been given only spare details. He was, however, all for anything that provided an advantage versus the Soviets. And from his perspective, the case against your father was far less meaningful now that OSS was saying that Martin had not been working for the Russians. Teedle was, frankly, quite chagrined by the about-face, and seemed to feel he’d been seriously misled.


      “In court, I had learned never to question a favorable ruling. I thanked Teedle heartily and prepared to leave with the papers recalling the charges in my hand, but Teedle would not dismiss me. Instead, he came around his desk and bore down on me.


      “ ‘Why the hell did he do this, Leach?’ he asked, referring to your father. There was a tremendous animal ferocity in Teedle. He was not an enormous man, but when the General became intent, it was frightening because you felt he was on the verge of assault. It made for an uncomfortable moment when I had to outline the bounds of lawyer-client confidentiality. But it turned out the General had a theory.


      “ ‘I think Dubin was convinced Martin was not a Soviet spy, and was afraid that between OSS and me, the man would hang for it anyway. Is that close?’


      “I knew I wasn’t leaving without telling the General something, and what he had posited was true, as far as it went. I thought I’d satisfy him by saying his guess was accurate, but instead he grew solemn.


      “ ‘I’ve long suspected this whole damn thing with Dubin was my fault,’ he said. He was a very sad man, Roland Teedle, fierce and thoughtful, but morose at the core and full of a sense of his own shortcomings, which he felt had led him to eagerly accept a false view of Martin. I don’t know if you realize this, Stewart, but after the war Teedle went on to get a degree in theology and achieved quite a bit of renown in those circles. He published several books. His main theory, as much as I understand these things, was that faith was the point of existence, even while sin was life’s overwhelming reality. Society’s goal was to lower the barriers to faith, since faith was all that could redeem us. Very complex. As a warrior theologian, Teedle even attracted two biographers after his death. One book was completely unsparing—alcoholism, wife-beating, bar fights into his seventies, but not a whiff of the kind of scandal your father had heard about from Billy Banner. I wouldn’t be surprised if you checked your father’s bookshelves and found one or two of Teedle’s works there.” In fact, when I looked, every book written by or about Teedle was in Dad’s library, each, from the feel of the pages, well-read.


      “There was not much I could say to Teedle,” Bear said, “when he claimed the whole episode was his fault. It was consummately Teedle. The willingness to accept responsibility was admirable, while the egotism that made him think he was the motive force for everything that had occurred was ironic, at best. But on the other hand, the fundamental quarrel between your father and Teedle had always been about Martin’s core intentions, whether Martin, in a few words, was a good man or a bad one. In the end, the General seemed willing to grant the point to your father, and with that finally let me go to bring this news to my client.”


      “Who was delighted, I assume?” I asked.


      “Very much so. There’d been so much intense scurrying about once the autopsy had turned up that we’d known some change was in the wind, but neither your father nor I ever dared to hope the entire case would be revoked. David responded appropriately. He jumped to his feet and pumped my hand, he read the discharge paper for himself several times, and once he realized that his house arrest was over, he insisted on buying me a drink. I expected him to ask about his manuscript, which I had yet to return, but he never did. Perhaps, at some level, he was willing to see me do what I’d urged, namely preserve it for his children. That, at least, is the excuse I have given myself, Stewart, in sharing all of this with you.


      “Your father enjoyed the summer air on the way over to the café, but by the time two glasses of champagne were placed before us he had grown quite somber. I was sure it was remorse for the many losses he’d suffered in chasing Martin, but that was not what preoccupied him at the moment.


      “ ‘I drink to you, Bear,’ he said, ‘and you should drink to me. Wish me luck.’


      “Naturally, I did, but he let me know I had missed his point.


      “ ‘I must go to Balingen,’ he said, ‘to see how my wife reacts when I tell her I am free to be her husband.’ ”


    


  




  

    

      33. ORDINARY HEROES


    


    

      If you asked my mother, as I did now and then during my childhood, she would describe my father as the love of her life, the hero who, like Orpheus, had retrieved her from Hades and whose passion brought her back to the realm of the living. That was her story, as they say, and she was sticking to it. And I think, at heart, it was true. Despite the doubts my father expressed to Leach when he was freed, my mother remained loyal to him always, and he to her. There were the usual daily frictions, but my parents treated each other with appreciation and kindness. Whatever the other improvisations in their histories, the intensity of their bond remains an enduring reality for me. It was like the mystical forces that unite atoms and was the very center of the household in which I was raised. They always had each other.


      My inch-by-inch discovery of the wartime travails of young David Dubin, so resolute, high-minded, and frequently unwise, eventually made some of my father’s shortcomings as a parent easier to bear. Tenderness came hard to Dad, like so many other men in his generation, but I understand now that, very simply, he’d exhausted his capacity for daring in Europe. He’d bet everything on my mother and, having won, never put all his chips down anywhere else. The terror of the battlefield, the cruelty he’d witnessed, and the damage to his proudest beliefs were a weight always holding him a step back from life. Yet I grant him the one grace we can ask as humans: he had done his very best.


      But the revelation of my mother’s identity shook me to the core. How could she have done this? How could she have deceived my sister and me about our heritage? How could she have denied her own past? I barely slept for weeks. The world, as I knew it, seemed as dramatically changed as if I’d found out I was the offspring of an amphibian.


      I had always accepted that there was an element of mild deceit in my mother’s character. She was essentially a straightforward person, but she could lie like a champ when required. I was quite a bit older when I realized my parakeet, whose cage I had constantly failed to clean, did not simply fly away when I was seven. And she was very good at sticking up for utter implausibilities that she thought were good for us—like the alleged bout of childhood pneumonia she’d contracted because she had gone outside without a jacket.


      But the autobiography she’d passed off was no little white lie, especially laying claim to the hallowed status of a survivor. How could she have done this? The words were buzzing through my mind at unexpected moments for months.


      But time slowly began to leach away my anger. All parents keep secrets from their children. I eventually realized that neither she nor my father could have anticipated the abiding reverence the Jewish community ended up paying to those who had suffered in their names. True, that purported legacy allowed my mother at times to exert considerable emotional leverage over my sister and me, as well as my father’s family, but she explicitly rejected any effort to celebrate her for what she had supposedly endured, always insisting without elaboration that she had been far, far luckier than most.


      More important, I accept now that my parents really had no choice. They had started down this road before the revelations of Martin’s death in Soviet hands and were stuck with it when Dad was released. Admitting they’d falsified Gita’s identity would have been foolhardy; he’d risk renewed prosecution, and she, in all likelihood, would never have been admitted to the U.S. Once here, the legal perils remained real, both for him, as a licensed attorney, and for her. Ironically, every time our government pounced on a former Nazi and tossed him out of the country for lying his way in, I’m sure their fears were reinforced. Certainly no one would choose to reveal a secret so dangerous to loose-tongued creatures like small children. The years passed. And their joint refusal to speak about the war stiffened their resolve not to tell Sarah or me. The anguish and disorientation I felt when I discovered the truth was, oddly, testimony to the fact that they had been sparing us pain.


      Nor do I think they made anything easier for themselves. Everyone who has so much as nodded toward therapy knows that the turmoil of the past is never wholly forgotten. Unresolved, it seeps through even the strongest foundation. My mother was warm, strong, and courageous. She was a venerated champion of the needy, who could count hundreds of persons rescued through the Haven, the relief agency she ran. But I never had the illusion she was happy. As the past receded, she grew more brittle and dwelled closer to her anger. Some of that fury, I think now, might have been easier to set aside if she’d been free to acknowledge the shame of being the town bastard, instead of pretending to come from a tragic but loving Jewish family. Yet my parents had taken to heart the lesson of Orpheus and could return to the world of light only by never looking back.


      I do not judge. I still cannot fathom enduring or witnessing what they and millions of others had. My mother referred so frequently to the “darkest time humanity has ever known” that the phrase lost any power for me—she might as well have been saying, “Things go better with Coke.” But my excavations finally brought me nose to nose with the staggering truth she had been trying to impart. More human beings were killed in Europe from 1937 to 1945 than in any epoch before or since. Yes, six million Jews. And also twenty million Russians. Another three million Poles. A million and a quarter in Yugoslavia. Three hundred and fifty thousand Brits. Two hundred thousand Americans. And, may a merciful God remember them, too, more than six million Germans. Forty million people in all. Mom had called it right. Not merely dark. Black.


       


      In June 2004, my sister made her intended trip home to look in on Mom, who was declining. Caged by my own lies, I had debated for months what I would tell Sarah. By rights, our parents’ story was as much hers as mine. I just didn’t think I’d get much credit for sharing it. Still, the day she was leaving, I buttoned up my courage and gave her a copy of Dad’s typescript, and a handwritten summary of what Leach had added. She read that letter in my presence and, despite the labored apology it contained, responded in the spirit of our era.


      “I’m going to sue you,” my sister said.


      “And what good will that do?”


      “Hire a lawyer, Stewart.”


      I did, my high-school pal Hobie Tuttle, but no papers were served. Sarah called two weeks later. She was still boiling—I could literally hear her panting in the phone—yet she admitted that she’d been moved reading Dad’s account.


      “But the rest of it, Stewart? About Mom being this other woman? You’re making it up. The way you’ve always made things up. Reality has never been good enough for you. Dad didn’t write one word saying that.”


      I reasoned with her for just a moment. Leave Leach aside, whom she dismissed as an addlepated ninety-six-year-old. Why else would Dad have let Martin go? What other woman could Dad have married, given the fact that Teedle had him in custody a day or two after freeing Robert Martin? By then, I’d sorted through dozens of Gideon Bidwell’s two-by-twos, copies of photos which Dad had kept after sending everything else to Biddy’s family. I found one showing my father in uniform, conversing with a woman who is indubitably my mother. They stand in a courtyard in front of a small château constructed around a medieval turret, a “little castle” if ever there was one. Sarah had a duplicate of the picture, but she claimed it might have been taken at another time and place.


      “Believe what you want,” I said.


      “I will,” she answered. “I will. But here’s my bottom line. Leave Mom in peace. If you show her one page of this, I’ll never speak to you again. And if you so much as talk to anyone else about this while she’s alive, I swear to God, I really will sue you.”


      Mom, by then, was suffering. Within a year of my father’s death, in an eerie reprise, she began to develop symptoms of most of the diseases that had killed him. There was a spot on her lung and serious vessel damage around her heart. The body contains its own brutal mysteries. How could an organic illness be aggravated, as it clearly was, by Dad’s absence? The surgeons took a lobe from her left lung. Cancer showed up on the scans again within two months. We’d been down this path with my father. She was brave and philosophical—as he had been. But her time was dwindling. She had good days and bad. But having watched Dad slide over the cliff, I knew that if I was ever going to say anything to her, it had better be soon.


      I checked on her every day, bringing groceries and other necessities. She resisted a caretaker, but we had someone coming in for a few hours each afternoon. One morning, when Mom and I were alone in the kitchen, having our usual daily discussion, which wandered between family gossip and global affairs, I brought up my book about my father.


      “I’ve decided to put it aside for a while,” I told her.


      She was next to the white stove, where she’d been making tea, and faced me slowly.


      “Oh, yes?”


      “I think I’ve gotten what I wanted to. Maybe I’ll go back to it someday. But I’m doing a lot of freelance stuff now and I don’t really have time to get to the end.”


      “This, I think, is wise, Stewart.”


      “Probably so. There’s just one thing I’m curious about. You may not remember.”


      She was already shaking her gray curls, the same stark refusal to be quizzed I’d dealt with for nearly two years now.


      “Well, just listen, Mom. This might be something you want to know.”


      Sighing, she seated herself at the old oak kitchen table, where the history of our family was written in the stains and scratches. She was shrinking away inside her skin, a small person now reduced to the minuscule. I recited the one paragraph my sister, after months of my begging, had given me clearance to utter, my prepared statement as it were.


      “There was a woman Dad knew,” I said, “named Gita Lodz. She was amazing, Mom. Brilliant, beautiful, a commando who worked underground with the OSS. She’d been orphaned in Poland and made her way to Marseilles. She was like Wonder Woman. She was ten times braver than most of the soldiers who won medals. I think she was probably the most remarkable person I learned about.”


      Mom peered across the table, the same obsidian eyes my father often described.


      “Yes?” she asked. “What is your question?”


      “I just wondered if Dad ever talked about her?”


      “She must have been someone he knew before he came to Balingen. I never heard her name from him once we were together there.”


      Disowning herself, she remained utterly serene, the same would-be Bernhardt who had saved Martin a hundred times. But the truth, as I’d recognized, was that the life she’d claimed was the life she’d lived. Who are we, she’d once asked, but the stories we tell about ourselves and believe? She had been Gilda Dubin now since 1945, nearly sixty years, far longer than she had been Gita Lodz, the firebrand and ingénue who’d cast her spell over my father. Gita, like millions of others, had been incinerated in Europe. As Mrs. David Dubin, she had raised me and loved me. She’d been to hundreds of Holocaust remembrances and synagogue services, had worked tirelessly at the Haven to aid Jews in need, most of them survivors or Russian immigrants. Her identity was assumed as a matter of necessity, but she was loyal to it, just as she had been to my father.


      True to what Sarah and I had resolved in advance, following that brief excursion I let the subject go. I’d said what I meant to. I checked her pill counter to be certain she’d taken her medications, and prepared to leave. As usual, she asked me about Nona, whose past-tense status Mom refused to accept, even though I’d begun seeing someone else.


      When I moved toward the door, she spoke up behind me again.


      “Stewart,” my mother said. “You know Emma Lazar?”


      “Naturally, Ma.” Emma was my mother’s closest friend, a survivor of Dachau.


      “Emma remembers every day. Every day she recounts something. She walks down the street, she is remembering—someone who was raped by a guard, a man who died from eating a scrap of rotten meat he’d found, the moment she last touched her father’s hand as they were pulled apart. This is what she lives. She must, of course. I do not blame her. But that is a crippled life. To go no farther. That is the brutal scar the Nazis laid upon her.


      “When I came here, I promised myself a new life. A life that would not look back. This is life.” She touched the wood of the table and then reached for a perfect orange atop the mounded fruit bowl that was always there. “Right now. This is life. You know the philosophers? The present never stops. There is only the present. You cheat life to live in the past. Isn’t that so?”


      “Of course.”


      “The past is beyond change. Good or bad. I am your mother, Stewart. That is the present and the truth. And your father was your father. That, too, is the truth. Whom he knew, or didn’t know, I never dwelled upon. He saved me. He chose to love me when that was the bravest possible choice. From there, we both vowed to go forward. For me he was a hero.”


      “To me, too, Mom. More today than ever. I see him as a hero. But you were a hero, too, Ma. An amazing hero. You are both my heroes. I just want you to know that.”


      When the word ‘hero’ was applied to my mother as a camp survivor, she rigidly refused to hear it, citing the greater bravery of millions. And she rejected the title again today.


      “I knew people, Stewart, who aspired to be heroes, to live beyond human limits because they found routine life a misery, and who were therefore doomed to disappointment. But I am an ordinary person, Stewart, who was fortunate enough to realize she wanted an ordinary life. Your father, too. In unusual circumstances, we did what we had to in order to preserve our chances to return and live normally. We all have much more courage than is commonly imagined. Every day, Stewart, as I get older, I marvel at how much bravery it takes to go on, to bear the blows existence so often delivers. I bore mine and was lucky enough to survive to have the ordinary life I desired with your father and Sarah and you, a life that means far more to me than anything that went before. Does that,” she asked, in a way that made me think she actually expected an answer, “does that make me a hero?”


       


      They are both gone now. To quote a favorite author, “Death deepens the wonder.”


      As I have acknowledged, over many months I edited, reshaped, and occasionally rewrote many of the passages in Dad’s account for the sake of publication. At this stage, with the manuscript having been put aside while I waited for my mother to make her rocky passage from this world, I frequently cannot remember whose lines are whose when I turn the pages.


      I could go back to my father’s original manuscript to sort that out, but, frankly, I don’t care to. I’ve done my best. This is as real as I can make my parents, as fully as I can imagine them, as honest as I can stand to be with others, or myself. There are inevitably limits. When our parents talk about their lives, they relay what they think is best, for their sake or ours. And as their children, we hear what we want, believe what we can, and, as time lengthens, pry and judge and question as our needs demand. We understand them in that light. And when we tell our parents’ tales to the world, or even to ourselves, the story is always our own.


    


  




  

    

      A NOTE ON SOURCES


    


    

      This book is a work of imagination, inspired by the historical record, but seldom fully faithful to it. Although I began from reported events, the action throughout the novel is my embroidery, undertaken by characters who, except for the largest historical figures, are entirely fictitious.


      My principal imaginative starting point was stories about World War II, which I heard from my father when I was a boy, before he put away those experiences and retreated into silence. My dad, Dr. David D. Turow, trod much of David Dubin’s path through Europe as commanding officer of the 413th Medical Collecting Company, which was attached to the Third Army after October 1944. From my father, who was a field surgeon at the Army hospital established in the Sisters of Notre Dame convent at Bastogne, I heard many tales that stayed with me: about that loose-sphinctered parachute jump into Bastogne; being taken captive by German troops who needlessly executed his driver; the horror experienced by the initial medical teams to enter Dachau and Bergen-Belsen.


      My father’s stories are grossly transmogrified in Ordinary Heroes; they provided only a point of departure. David Dubin is in no way a portrait of my dad. For those who might wonder, my mother, Rita Pastron Turow, was a schoolteacher in Chicago during World War II. I owe profound thanks to her for lending me my father’s files and photographs and letters (from which I borrowed several lines appearing in the letters in the novel), since they inevitably revealed many things a child would never otherwise know, including the depth of Dad’s devotion to my mother as a young husband. To Peggy Davis, who added the photos and memories of her father, Technical Sergeant Donald Nutt, my dad’s clerk, I owe special thanks.


      After a television appearance in which I said that my next novel would concern World War II, Mr. Robert Freeman of Tequesta, Florida, contacted me at the urging of his wife, Julie Freeman, to offer me free use of a variety of materials he had retained relating to his cousin Carl Cohen, an infantryman who was found starved to death in a Paris hotel room at the war’s end. I am grateful to Mr. and Mrs. Freeman, and to Carl Cohen’s sister, Dottie Bernstein of Bennington, Vermont, for sharing these materials with me, even though I have contributed nothing to solving the mystery of how Cohen fell into Nazi hands, or why his death was misreported by comrades who said they saw him die on the battlefield.


      On slender historical footings like these, the novel was then imagined. All of Robert Martin’s activities, for example, are invented, although they occasionally hark back to reported operations of the OSS. There was no ammunition dump at La Saline Royale, which is actually situated a few miles from the site I describe. A team of U.S. soldiers made unsuccessful efforts around December 22, 1944, to rescue a stranded ammunition train outside Bastogne, but not in the precise manner set forth in the novel. Heisenberg did run from Hechingen, but not because anyone had attempted to blow up the secret location of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute on Haigerlocherstrasse. FDR’s death was announced near midnight overseas, not in the afternoon of April 12, 1945. Und so weiter. A concentration camp was situated at Balingen, but it was much smaller and not as heartless as what I have portrayed, which is drawn instead from accounts of Bergen-Belsen.


      With all of that said, I have tried to be mindful of the larger historical record, especially the chronology of the war, and the movement of forces, and to accurately reflect the individual experiences of American soldiers. A bibliography of the sources I consulted is posted at www.ScottTurow.com.


      My research was enormously aided by several persons whom I must thank. Colonel Robert Gonzales, U.S. Army, Ret., a former Army JAG officer now employed at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, shared with me the manuscript of his excellent history of the JAG Department during World War II, which incorporates interviews of numerous JAG Department members of that period. I reached Colonel Gonzales at the end of a lengthy bucket brigade of helpful hands that began with Carolyn Alison, Public Affairs Officer for the Office of the Judge Advocate General of the Department of the Navy. With the grace of her boss, Rear Admiral Michael F. Lohr, the Navy’s Judge Advocate General, Ms. Alison put me in contact with a number of able Army historians, starting with Colonel William R. Hagan, U.S. Army, Ret., another former Army JAG Corps member, who is now a civilian employee at Camp Shelby in Mississippi and who was of continuing aid. Bill Hagan went far out of his way to acquaint me with a number of his colleagues, to whom I am indebted, including Mitch Yockelson of the National Archives and Records Administration. Dan Lavering, the Librarian at the Army’s JAG School Library in Charlottesville, Virginia, was particularly generous in providing me with materials, including copies of The Judge Advocate Journal, the JAG Department’s newsletter during World War II, and the 1943 revision of A Manual for Courts-Martial, U.S. Army. Mary B. Dennis, Deputy Clerk of Court for the Army Judiciary, responded to my requests to obtain a court-martial record as an exemplar. Alan Kramer, Director at the Washington National Records Center at Suitland, Maryland, was a kind host and guide when I visited. I also must acknowledge research assistance from my friends at the Glencoe (Illinois) Public Library and the Western New England College of Law. Great thanks to Henri Register and Roger Marquet of the Center of Research and Information on the Battle of the Bulge (CRIBA) for responding to my questions. And to Michel Baert, formerly of the Belgian Tourist Office, who guided me on a trip in 2004 along David Dubin’s route, I am especially grateful. He was both remarkably well informed and a congenial traveling companion.


      Several veterans of the European campaign offered comments on the initial drafts of this novel that kept me from making even more mistakes: my law partner Martin Rosen of New York; Sam L. Resnick of Bayside, New York, President of the 100th Infantry Division Association; and Harold Tauss of Wilmette, Illinois. Thanks, too, to Bill Rooney and the other members of the World War II Round Table, as well as the librarians at the Wilmette Public Library.


      I had incisive literary comments from several early readers: Rachel Turow, Jim McManus, Howard Rigsby, Leigh Bienen, Jack Fuller. Dr. Carl Boyar answered medical questions, as he has often before. My assistants, Kathy Conway, Margaret Figueroa, and Ellie Lucas, kept me on my feet, with Kathy making a number of special contributions, ranging from proofreading to compiling the posted bibliography. My agent at CAA, Bob Bookman; my law partner Julius Lewis; Violaine Huisman; and my French publisher, Isabelle Laffont, each contributed many corrections to my ersatz French, for which I’m sure I still owe apologies to French speakers around the world. Thanks to Sabine Ibach for correcting the tattered remains of my high school German. Robert Marcus was chief consultant on Things Jewish. Eve Turow was a valued sounding board about many questions connected to the book’s presentation. And of course the edifice stands only with my three pillars—my editor, Jonathan Galassi; my agent, Gail Hochman; and, at the center, my wife, Annette.


      I will not even begin the mea culpas for the errors I must have made, notwithstanding my substantial efforts to avoid them. I hope none of these mistakes are taken to diminish my admiration for the men and women who fought that horrible and necessary war. I can only paraphrase the remark of my old mentor, Tillie Olsen, which is quoted at the novel’s end: Time deepens the wonder.


      S.T.
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      11/17/75


      It is Monday morning, and when I walk into the central building I can feel my stomach clench. For the next five days I will assume that I am somewhat less intelligent than anyone around me. At most moments I’ll suspect that the privilege I enjoy was conferred as some kind of peculiar hoax. I will be certain that no matter what I do, I will not do it well enough; and when I fail, I know that I will burn with shame. By Friday my nerves will be so brittle from sleeplessness and pressure and intellectual fatigue that I will not be certain I can make it through the day. After years off, I have begun to smoke cigarettes again; lately, I seem to be drinking a little every night. I do not have the time to read a novel or a magazine, and I am so far removed from the news of world events that I often feel as if I’ve fallen off the dark side of the planet. I am distracted at most times and have difficulty keeping up a conversation, even with my wife. At random instants, I am likely to be stricken with acute feelings of panic, depression, indefinite need, and the pep talks and irony I practice on myself only seem to make it worse.


      I am a law student in my first year at the law, and there are many moments when I am simply a mess.


    


  




  


  

    

      Preface


    


    

      In baseball it’s the rookie year. In the navy it is boot camp. In many walks of life there is a similar time of trial and initiation, a period when newcomers are forced to be the victims of their own ineptness and when they must somehow master the basic skills of the profession in order to survive.


      For someone who wants to be a lawyer, that proving time is the first year of law school. There are many obstacles to becoming a successful attorney. Getting into law school these days is far from easy. And following graduation three years later, you must pass the bar exam in your state, find a job, or set out on your own, build and maintain a practice. Yet none of those steps is thought to possess the kind of wholesale drama of the first year of law school. Not only is it a demanding year—the work hugely difficult and seemingly endless, the classroom competition often fierce—but it is also a time when law students typically feel a stunning array of changes taking place within themselves. It is during the first year that you learn to read a case, to frame a legal argument, to distinguish between seemingly indistinguishable ideas; then that you begin to absorb the mysterious language of the law, full of words like estoppel and replevin. It is during the first year, according to a saying, that you learn to think like a lawyer, to develop the habits of mind and world perspective that will stay with you throughout your career. And thus it is during the first year that many law students come to feel, sometimes with deep regret, that they are becoming persons strangely different from the ones who arrived at law school in the fall.


      This book is about my first year as a student at the Harvard Law School in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The fact that the year’s events took place at Harvard—the oldest, largest, and perhaps most esteemed of America’s law schools—does not in the end differentiate my experience much from that of the nearly 40,000 Americans who begin their legal education every fall. The first year at American law schools tends to be remarkably uniform. The course of study has changed little in the past century. Almost every first-year student is required (as I was) to take what are generally thought of as the basic subjects—the law of Contracts, Torts, and Property, the Criminal Law, Civil Procedure. Nor does the manner of instruction vary much from place to place. Study focuses on selected court cases from which students are expected to deduce legal principles, and the classes are usually conducted by the so-called “Socratic method,” in which individual students are interrogated at length about their impressions of the material. These days, students at all law schools are usually bright and accomplished, and the struggle for jobs in the future and for first-year honors leads at most schools to the same emphasis on grades and the same atmosphere of tension, competition and uncertainty in which I found myself during the past year at Harvard. For all of us who have made it through the first year, I am sure that it was a similar undertaking, overwhelming, sometimes frightening, always dizzyingly intense.


      In writing this book, I have sought to show that intensity, and the process of change, as they made themselves felt day by day upon my classmates and me. I kept a journal throughout the year and often I’ve taken passages directly from it when my thoughts and feelings seemed especially clear and important. For the most part, however, I’ve attempted to shape those reflections in light of the experience of the complete year and the knowledge that first impressions did not always prove an especially reliable indicator of either the way things would turn out, or even the general course of my feelings.


      This book is one person’s perspective on an experience that is viewed in widely varying ways. I make no claims that any of my reactions are universal. And it is also a book, written as soon as the year had concluded, which has little of the mellowing of time. No doubt, I would write a different book ten years from now, emphasizing different events, expressing more or less concern about certain elements of my education. For better or for worse, I have tried in the immediate aftermath of that demanding, rewarding, turbulent year to produce a coherent account of what it feels like to go through it. I have written in the belief that the law, like any other field, is little more than the people who live it, and that lawyers—as well as the law they make and practice—are significantly affected by the way they were first received into the profession. If I am right about that, then the first-year experience should be of interest to everyone, for it bears on the law that bounds and guides our whole society.


      I should add two special notes.


      First, this book is not a novel. Everything I describe in the following pages happened to me. But the people about whom I speak are not the same as the friends and professors with whom I spent the year. I have combined and altered personalities in order to represent more adequately the general character of my experience. And because the people around me did not know that I would undertake this project, I have changed names, backgrounds, and sometime other details, to avoid any potential sacrifice of their privacy.


      Finally, I should say once, forthrightly, that I am proud to be a student at Harvard Law School (“HLS” is the abbreviation I’ll often use). I’m sure that much of this book bespeaks that pride, but I make this declaration in order to insure that my occasional criticism of HLS will not be misunderstood. Since its founding in 1817, through its graduates and as a scholarly resource, the Harvard Law School has had an extraordinary impact on the growth and enrichment of the American law and the American legal profession. I am glad to be among the inheritors of its traditions. That both the law and HLS can be made richer, more humane, more just institutions is more than a personal assumption—it is an institutional one as well, an idea taught and reinforced at HLS. It is ultimately out of the belief in reasoned change, for which the law school in many ways stands, that any criticism grows.


      S.T.


    


  




  

    

      Registration


      Meeting My Enemy
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      9/3/75 (Wednesday)


      

        …a warm place, a good place…I think.


      


      They called us “One Ls,” and there were 550 of us who came on the third of September to begin our careers in the law. For the first three days we would have Harvard Law School to ourselves while we underwent a brief orientation and some preliminary instruction. Then, over the weekend, the upper-year students would arrive, and on Monday all classes would officially commence.


      A pamphlet sent in August to all first-year students—the One Ls (1Ls) as they are known at HLS—instructed me to be at the Roscoe Pound Classroom and Administration Building at 10:00 A.M. to register and to start orientation. I took the bus into Cambridge from Arlington, the nearby town where my wife and I had found an apartment.


      I had been to the law school once earlier in the summer when David, a close friend who’d recently graduated, had given me a tour. HLS occupies fifteen buildings on the northern edge of the Harvard campus, and is bounded on one side by Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge’s clogged main thoroughfare. The architecture is eclectic. The student commons and dormitories are square and buff-colored and functional. Old Austin Hall, a classroom building, looks like a sooty fortress with arches. Langdell, the school’s largest building, is a long gray expanse of concrete. When I toured the law school in the summer, it had all looked so solid, so enduring, that I’d felt a majestic thrill to think I’d soon be allied with this and the time-ennobled traditions of the law. Now, getting off the bus, I felt mostly my nerves, which were lit all the way down to my knees.


      In the Pound Building, a modern affair with exposed brick walls and a lot of glass, I was handed a thick packet of registration materials as soon as I came through the door. Then I was directed down the hall to a classroom where my section—Section 2—was being loosely assembled for the first time to fill out the variety of cards and forms in the packets.


      Every year at Harvard the 1Ls are divided into four sections of 140 students each. With that same group, I would have all my classes throughout the year, except a single elective course in the spring. The members of my section, I’d been told, would become my friends, my colleagues, the 140 people on earth who would know best the rigors I was going through daily. They would also be the individuals with whom I would be constantly compared, by the faculty and probably by myself. Relations within the section would be close. Most 1Ls, even those who live in the on-campus dorms—about half the first-year class—have only passing contact with the members of the other three first-year sections or with upper-class students. For the most part, friends had said, it would seem as if I were in a separate school, a tiny universe centered on the professors, with the 140 of us in a dense and hectic orbit about them.


      My first view of my section mates was inauspicious. In the classroom most of the people were seated, dutifully emptying their packets and filling out cards. A few students who seemed to have known each other, probably as undergraduates, stood about in clusters or called to one another across the room. I had few distinct impressions. For the most part, they were a little bit younger than I’d expected. There were a number of women, a number of blacks. Most of the men wore their hair quite short.


      On the blackboard a notice had been written, naming the cards and forms in the pack and giving the order in which they were to be received by the representatives of the registrar’s office who awaited them on the far side of the room. When I finished, I looked at the man seated beside me. I watched him count his cards three times. Then I did the same thing myself. When I looked up he was watching me.


      “They’re all here,” I told him. He nodded. I introduced myself and we shook hands. His name was Hal Lasky and he was from Ashtabula by way of Ohio State. He asked if I knew anything about our professors. Their names had been announced in the August pamphlet. I told him I didn’t.


      “What do you hear?” I asked.


      “Not much,” he said, “except about Perini in Contracts. He’s supposed to be pretty tough. And Morris in Civil Procedure—people like him.”


      After handing in our cards, all of us, in a peculiar ceremony, were required to “sign in” to the law school, registering our name, age, and previous degrees in a large ledger. As I wrote, I scanned the page to see about my classmates. Two listed their undergraduate college as Oxford. Another person had a Ph.D. The woman who’d signed above me was an M.D.


      That’s only one page, I told myself.


      When I finished signing, a woman handed me a plastic ID card. I was enrolled.


      I walked outside for a moment. It was a fine day, sunny and mild. I sat down on a brick retaining wall near the Pound Building.


      So here you are, I told myself, the famous Harvard Law School, alma mater to many of the great men of American law—Supreme Court justices, senators, a president—and more persons influential in contemporary life than I could remember or keep count of.


      “El numero uno,” a friend of mine had called HLS the spring before, in trying to persuade me to come here. Every detail about the place suggested its prominence. HLS is the oldest law school in the nation. It has the largest full-time enrollment—1,800, including graduate students. The more than sixty-five professors constitute the biggest full-time law faculty in the country, and, perhaps the most illustrious. As a place actually to undertake a legal education, Harvard is sometimes criticized, especially when compared to schools, like Yale, that have more flexible curricula and lower ratios of students to faculty. But for whatever it was worth, I knew that a poll the previous winter of the deans of all the law schools in the country had revealed that among them, Harvard was still most often thought of as the best.


      But despite having become part of that lustrous setting, as I sat there on that wall I did not feel entirely self-satisfied. Doubt—about themselves, about what they are doing—is a malady familiar to first-year law students and I arrived already afflicted. I was not sure that I was up to that tradition of excellence. And I was still not absolutely positive that law school was the place where I should be. For me, the route to law school had been somewhat roundabout. I was twenty-six, three or four years older than most of the other 1Ls, for it had taken me somewhat longer than it had taken them to realize that I wanted to study law.


      For the past three years I had been a lecturer in the English department at Stanford where, before that, I was a graduate student. I had spent my time as lecturer teaching courses in creative writing and doing my best to write on my own. It was not a bad life. But I found myself with a deepening interest in law. Some of the writing I was doing had involved a good deal of legal research, and contrary to my expectations I found much of the work intriguing. In college, at Amherst, in the era of Vietnam and the civil rights struggle, the law had seemed to me the instrument by which the people in power kept themselves on top. When many of my friends had decided to go to law school, I had been openly critical of their choices. Now, five years later, I saw the law less as a matter of remote privilege, and more a part of daily affairs. Getting married, renting an apartment, buying a car—legal matters were all around me. I was fascinated by the extent to which the law defined our everyday lives. And the friends whose decisions I’d criticized were now in practice, doing things which pleased them and also seemed absorbing to me.


      In the spring of 1974—purely speculatively, I told myself—I took the Law School Admissions Test (LSAT), the nationally administered exam required of all law school applicants. I did well on the test—749 out of 800, a score near the ninety-ninth percentile—but I was still reluctant to give up my career in writing and teaching. It was only later that spring, when I was offered a better job as an assistant professor at another university, that I forced myself to think about the lifelong commitments I wanted to make. I came to realize how much I would regret allowing my interest in law to go unfulfilled.


      The following fall, I filed applications at law schools across the country. When it became apparent that I would have a choice among schools, there was another period of hard decision. I had many college friends who had gone to law school at Harvard and most had found the place large, harsh, and stifling. But I admired Harvard’s reputation and its resources. I often told myself that my friends had been younger and less mature law students than I would be, that at the end of the 1960s they had brought different expectations to law school than I would now. Nevertheless, my doubts remained. Ultimately, I shunned any ideal choice among schools and let the decision rest on the prestige of a Harvard degree and the fact that the job market for my wife Annette, a schoolteacher, was far the best in Boston.


      Now and then as the year ran down at Stanford, I worried that I had made the wrong choices—in giving up teaching, in going to Harvard. I talked about it one day to a friend, a graduate student in the department whom I knew had thought seriously of going to law school himself.


      “Look,” he told me, “if I was going to law school, I would be going because I wanted to meet my enemy. I think that’s a good thing to do. And if I wanted to meet my enemy, I would go to Harvard, because I’d be surest of meeting him there.”


      I smiled weakly at my friend. I was not sure what he meant by “meeting my enemy.” It seemed like one of those cleverly ambiguous things people were always saying around the English department. But in the following weeks the phrase recurred to me often. I realized that somehow it summed up the feelings I had about law school: the fear, the uncertainties, the hope of challenge, triumph, discovery. And somehow with that name on what was ahead I became surer that my decisions were correct.


      Thinking it over once more as I sat on the wall, I felt that sureness again. Meeting my enemy. It was what I wanted to do. I could only hope I would come out all right.


       


      The schedule I’d found in my registration pack directed me next to the third floor of Pound, where coffee and doughnuts were being served and the representatives of various student organizations sat behind banks of tables, introducing themselves to the 1Ls milling by. I joined the married students’ group, as Annette had requested. We had already received mail from them which promised that they would run a number of activities for the husbands and wives of first-year students. The 1Ls’ spouses, the letters had said, often found themselves spending long periods alone.


      With that done, I moved next door to Harkness Commons, where there is a student lounge and a sundries store and, on the second floor, a dining hall where I was heading for lunch. As I started up, I saw a tall, blond-haired man whom I thought was a friend from college. I called out. I was right—it was Mike Wald.


      “I had no idea you were here,” I told him, and pumped his hand enthusiastically. The last I’d heard, he was a graduate student at Yale. It was good to see a friend, especially on the first day.


      With our meals, we sat down together. Mike told me he’d come to law school last year, after concluding that the condition of the academic job market meant that he would never get the kind of work he wanted, as a historian. On the whole, he said, he still felt law school was the right choice.


      He explained that he was in school now, before other upper-year students, because he was a member of the Board of Student Advisors, the group of second-year and third-year students—2Ls and 3Ls—who traditionally helped steward 1Ls through the year. BSA people would assist in the teaching of our Legal Methods classes, the small informal course on legal writing and other lawyering skills, which would meet for the first time this afternoon. BSA would also be in charge of the Moot Court competition, in which all first-year students were required to take part, in the spring.


      When we finished lunch, Mike asked me what section I was in. When I told him Section 2, he looked at me.


      “You’ve got Perini?” he asked.


      I nodded. “I hear he’s tough.”


      “You said it. I had him last year,” Mike said. “He’s something else.”


      “What does he do—beat his students?”


      “You’ll see.” Mike smiled, but he shook his head as if someone had given him a blow. “You’ll live through it. Besides, a lot of people think he’s a great teacher.”


      I asked Mike about my other professors. He did not know much, except about Nicky Morris, the Civil Procedure professor. He was young, Mike said, progressive, well liked by students.


      At two, I left Mike and went to the first meeting of Legal Methods. Rather than a full-blown law school course, Methods was regarded as an introductory supplement to the first-year curriculum. It would run for only ten weeks, a little longer than half of the first term, and the instructor would be a teaching fellow, instead of a member of the faculty. For the next three days, though, Methods would be at the center, concentrated instruction aimed at bringing us to the point where we could start the work of our regular courses, which would begin meeting on Monday.


      Normally, Legal Methods would gather in classes of twenty-five, but today for the introductory session three groups had been joined and the small classroom was crowded. There was a lot of commotion as people went about introducing themselves to each other. I sat down next to a man who was glad-handing everybody around him. It was only a moment before he got to me.


      “Terry Nazzario,” he said, grasping my hand. He was a tall, slim man in his mid-twenties, coarse-skinned but quite handsome. His black hair was combed back behind his ears and he reminded me a lot of the kids we’d called “greasers” when I was growing up in Chicago. He looked a little out of place amid the Ivy League ease of Harvard Law School. Apparently, he thought so himself. When I asked where he was from, he told me Elizabeth, New Jersey, and Montclair State College, then added, “Hey, man, the only reason I got in here was cause they thought I was Puerto Rican.”


      I looked at him.


      “No jive,” he told me. “My mailbox is full of stuff from the Latin Students Organization.”


      He might have been serious, I decided, but he did not appear disturbed. A character, I figured. Your basic hustler. I smiled cautiously. Nazzario watched me a moment, then laughed out loud and gave me a wink. I had passed.


      At the front of the room the instructor was calling us to order.


      “I’m Chris Henley,” he said. He was short and had a full beard. He looked to be in his early thirties. “I’d like to welcome you to Harvard Law School. This’ll be a brief session. I just want to give you a few ideas about what we’ll be doing for the next few days and then in the rest of the course.”


      Before he went on, Henley told us a little about himself. He had been a lawyer with OEO in Washington for seven years. Now he was here, working on a graduate law degree; next year he would probably move on to another school to become a law professor. Then he introduced the three members of the Board of Student Advisors who would be working with each of the Methods groups. A lean, dark man named Peter Geocaris, a 3L, had been assigned to mine. After that, Henley described the course.


      “In the Legal Methods program,” he said, “you’ll be learning skills by practicing them. Each of you will act as attorney on the same case. You’ll assume the role of a law firm associate who’s been asked to deal with the firing of an employee by a corporation.”


      It would all be highly fictionalized, but we’d follow the matter through each of its stages, gaining some taste of many aspects of a lawyer’s work. Among other things, Henley said we would be involved with a client interview, the filing of suit, preparing and arguing a brief for summary judgment. At the very end we would see how two experienced attorneys would handle the suit in a mock trial. I had only the vaguest idea of what many of the words Henley used meant—depositions and interrogatories and summary judgment—and perhaps for that reason alone, the program sounded exciting.


      Henley said our first assignment would be handed out at the end of class. It consisted of a memo from our mythical law-firm boss and a “case” the boss had asked the associate to consult. “Case” here means the published report of a judge’s resolution of a dispute which has come before him. Typically, a case report contains a summary of the facts leading up to the lawsuit, the legal issues raised, and what the judge has to say in resolving the matter. That portion of the case report in which the judge sets forth his views is called an “opinion.” Cases and opinions form the very center of a law student’s world. Virtually every American law school adheres to the “case study method,” which requires students to learn the law by reading and discussing in class a steady diet of case reports. Most of those are the decisions of appellate courts, designated higher courts to which lawyers carry their objections to some point of law ruled on by a trial judge. Because they deal with closely defined legal questions, appellate opinions are considered especially apt tools for teaching students the kind of precise reasoning considered instrumental to a lawyer’s work.


      The case Henley assigned us was from the Supreme Court of New Hampshire. He asked us to read it and to be ready to discuss it the next time the Methods group met. That did not sound like much.


      Before letting us go, Henley reminded us of our schedule for today and the rest of the week: this afternoon an address by the dean and a beer party with our section, tomorrow, for my group, more meetings, classes, a lecture by the librarian. Then Henley added a word of his own.


      “I hope you will all take some time off during the year,” he said. “I know you’ll have your hands full. But it’s so important, so important to get away from the law now and then. Just so that you can maintain some perspective. Don’t get so caught up in all of this that you forget to leave it once in a while. Your work will always be there when you get back.”


      This seemed advice I hardly needed. After five years in California, one thing I’d thought I’d learned was how to relax.


      When Henley finished, people swelled to the front to collect the memo and the case report. I picked up copies, then followed most of my classmates as they headed toward the basement, where Henley had said our first regular class assignments would be posted.


      In law school there would be no “introductory day” like the ones I’d experienced in college and graduate school, none of that business of the professor’s displaying himself to prove he does not have a mumble and hoping that students won’t drop. “Lectures begin on the opening day of the year,” the catalog sternly announced. Assignments were posted in advance so that we would be fully prepared when we entered class Monday.


      In Criminal Law, Professor Mann had simply assigned the first chapter of the casebook. But Professor Perini’s announcement was longer:


      

        For Monday’s class, please read pages 1–43 in the casebook, Baldridge and Perini, Selected Cases in the Law of Contracts. Also read, at page 46, the case of Hurley v. Eddingfield and the case of Poughkeepsie Buying Service, Inc. v. Poughkeepsie Newspaper Co. at p. 50.


        Do not forget to bring your casebook and supplement to class.


        Be certain to read all material CAREFULLY.


      


      It was not a good sign. As I copied the announcement, one man beside me said he had looked at the casebook and that the assignment would take hours. And as I finished writing I also noticed that Professor Perini had underlined the last word, CAREFULLY, twice.


       


      Back upstairs, the dean was already in the midst of his welcoming address. It was a typical first-day speech, full of anecdotes and general advice and muted efforts at inspiration, but the dean delivered it with verve. He reminded us that almost all attorneys regard the first year of law school as the most challenging year of their legal lives and he urged us to use the year well. Then he released us to the green behind Harkness where beer was being served to the sections, each of which was gathering on a different corner of the lawn.


      It was our first chance to mingle, aside from the quick handshakes and introductions that had been taking place in the hallways, and the members of my section sought each other out eagerly, inquiring into backgrounds, exchanging accounts of what had brought each of us to law school. I met a former Senate aide, another man who’d been U.S. karate champion while in the army. I introduced myself to a number of people: a group standing together who had been undergraduates at Harvard; a man who’d been a paralegal in New York City; the M.D. whose name I’d noticed in the entry ledger. She had interrupted her residency at the University of California, she told me, because she thought law school “might be fun.”


      As I met my classmates that day and in the next few weeks I was often amazed by the range of achievements. About two fifths of them had been out of college for at least a year and few had wasted the time. Around twenty of the people in the section had other advanced degrees, and many more had been successful in previous careers. There was an inventor, an architect, a research scientist, a farmer, mothers, a number of businessmen, three women who’d been social workers, many former college instructors, three reporters, ex-servicemen, people who’d had significant jobs in government. Nor were the men and women who’d come direct from college less impressive. If anything, their undergraduate records were more outstanding than those of us who’d been out, many of the younger people, if not most, summa cum laudes from the best-known universities in the country.


      But more than the array of résumé glories that each person could present, I was taken in those first few weeks with the personal force of those around me. After ten years in universities I was accustomed to being surrounded by bright people. Yet I had never been in a group where everybody was as affable, outgoing, articulate, as magically able to make his energy felt by others. I had been told that my classmates would be academic privateers and cutthroats, but as I wandered around the Harkness green, sun-dazed and excited and a little bit drunk, I felt a little like one of the astronauts, headed for adventure with the most prime and perfect companions anyone could choose.


      Indeed, that impression was not far from the truth. The process of selection which brought each of us to that green was rigorous. In the past decade, the race for admission to all the law schools in the country has grown remarkably thick and heated. The number of persons enough interested in law school each year to take the LSAT has quadrupled since 1964, and since 1971, when the crunch became especially pronounced, there have been more than twice as many law school applicants each year as there have been places.


      The reasons for the incredible law school boom are varied. Certainly the birthrates after World War II, the end of the draft, and the drought in university-level teaching jobs, which has discouraged enrollment in other graduate schools, are all significant factors. So too are national episodes like Vietnam and Watergate, which have inspired many to look to law as a means by which change can be accomplished. Probably most important in accounting for the sudden rise in applications is the fact that minorities, and especially women—groups virtually excluded in the past—are now seeking legal education in large numbers.


      One of the results of this boom in interest has been a boom in the number of lawyers. Law school enrollments have grown rapidly, and in 1974 there were nearly 30,000 young lawyers graduated, three times more than were graduated ten years earlier and far too many for the legal job market to absorb. The Department of Labor estimated that there were only 16,500 positions available that year for new attorneys.


      In consequence, the battle has grown ever more intense for admission to “name” law schools; Harvard, Yale, Michigan, Columbia, Chicago, Stanford, University of California (Boalt Hall), Penn, NYU, and Virginia are most often listed as the top flight. It is only the graduates of those schools, and law review editors at some others, who continue to have job opportunities as extensive as those commonly available to all law school graduates a few years ago. Harvard each year receives between 6,000 and 7,000 applications for a class of 550. At Yale and Stanford the disparities are even more dramatic: 3,000 applicants for only 165 spaces.


      In making their selections, admissions officers generally place the greatest weight on two factors—the student’s college grades and his score on the LSAT. The emphasis on those criteria is often criticized. Because of variations from college to college in academic standards, law schools tend to favor applicants from undergraduate schools whose marks have proved reliable in the past. At law schools like Harvard, that means a continued influx from the Ivy League colleges, with candidates from smaller and lesser-known schools at a disadvantage. The sole leveler is the LSAT—the only measure common to all applicants—but its accuracy is often doubted. The test is administered in a session which lasts only four hours, and many persons question the fairness of allowing the results of so short an exam to be so crucial. A grade below the median of 500 makes it difficult to get in at most American law schools, and each year many college students who have long planned on a legal career must change objectives when the LSAT results come back.


      Admissions officers, however, discount the failings of grades and test scores and point instead to their utility in speeding the selection process and also in foretelling law school success. By now the average grades and test scores of those admitted to the most selective schools have hit astronomical levels. In recent years, at Harvard, Yale, Stanford, and Chicago, the entering class has boasted medians near a solid A average and LSAT scores of around 720, close to the ninety-eighth percentile among all those taking the test nationally.


      No matter what criteria were used, though, my guess would be that most of my HLS classmates would have arrived there or someplace similar anyway. They had been jumping hurdles all their lives, impressing teachers and counsellors and admissions officers, leading, succeeding, achieving. There were moments when I wished for greater diversity in the group. Nearly a third were from Ivy League colleges—and it was hard not to notice how many of my classmates were plainly the children of privilege and wealth, now acquiring more of the advantages they had started with. But those observations applied just as well to me—eastern-educated, a son of the well-to-do—and if advantages became a basis for exclusion then I might well have been the first to go. As it was, there were many moments during those initial days when, awed by the geniality and talents of my classmates, I felt proud, and sometimes startled, that I had been included at all.
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      9/3/75 (near midnight)


      Tried tonight to read a case for the first time. It is harder than hell.


      When I started, I thought the Legal Methods assignment would be easy. The memo from the boss was straightforward. A man named Jack Katz is “our firm’s” client. Katz, who had worked for years as the comptroller of a company that makes raincoats, was fired a few months ago by the president of the corporation. His name is Elliot Grueman and he is the son of the man, now dead, who hired Katz ages ago. Grueman and Katz differed about expansion plans for the company; when Katz carried his objections to a member of the board of directors, Grueman showed Katz the door.


      The memo from the boss indicates that Katz probably doesn’t have a leg to stand on. It looks like Grueman had every right to fire him since Katz did not have an employment contract. But still, the boss says, read this New Hampshire case, Monge v. Beege Rubber Company, which may indicate some limitations in an employer’s right to discharge a worker.


      OK. It was nine o’clock when I started reading. The case is four pages long and at 10:35 I finally finished. It was something like stirring concrete with my eyelashes. I had no idea what half the words meant. I must have opened Black’s Law Dictionary twenty-five times and I still can’t understand many of the definitions. There are notations and numbers throughout the case whose purpose baffles me. And even now I’m not crystal-clear on what the court finally decided to do.


      Even worse, Henley asked us to try our hand at briefing the case—that is, preparing a short digest of the facts, issues and reasoning essential to the court in making its decision. Briefing, I’m told, is important. All first-year students do it so they can organize the information in a case, and the various student guide books make it sound easy. But I have no idea of what a good brief looks like or even where to start. What in the hell are “the facts,” for instance? The case goes on for a solid page giving all the details about how this woman, Olga Monge, was fired primarily because she would not go out on a date with her foreman. Obviously, I’m not supposed to include all of that, but I’m not sure what to pick, how abstract I’m supposed to be, and whether I should include items like her hourly wage. Is a brief supposed to sound casual or formal? Does it make any difference how a brief sounds? Should I include the reasoning of the judge who dissented, as well? Is this why students hate the case-study method?


      Twenty minutes ago, I threw up my hands and quit.


      I feel overheated and a little bit nervous. I wouldn’t be quite so upset if I weren’t going to be reading cases every day and if understanding them weren’t so important. Cases are the law, in large part. That fact came as news to me when David explained it this summer. I had always thought that the legislature makes all the rules and that judges merely interpret what has been said. I’m not sure where I got that idea, either in high school civics or, more likely, from TV.


      Anyway, that is not right. When the legislature speaks, the judge obeys. But most of the time, nobody has spoken to the point, and the judge decides the law on his own, looking to what other judges have done in similar circumstances. Following precedent, that’s called. Much of what lawyers do in court, apparently, is to try to convince judges that the present situation is more like one precedent than another.


      This system of judges making law case by case is called the “common law.” I am a little embarrassed that I did not understand what that meant when I applied to law school, particularly since the first page of the HLS catalog says that the law school prepares lawyers to practice “wherever the common law prevails.”


      Well, tonight the common law has prevailed over me, beaten me back. I suppose it will not be the last time, but I feel frustrated and disturbed.


      I am going to sleep.


       


      The Methods class the next morning made me feel more at ease. We met in a small group of twenty-five and Henley’s teaching manner was casual. He first handed out a sample brief of the Monge case. It resembled the brief I had done only in that both were written on paper, but I felt some comfort in knowing that I now had a model to work from. Then he slowly led us through the case itself, unpacking the mystery of many of the details which had so confused me the night before.


      Henley explained that there are fifty-one independent court systems in the country, those of each of the states and that of the federal government. Most of the systems, however, are constructed the same way, with three levels of ascending authority. On the first level are the trial courts, where a judge or a jury initially decides each dispute. Above there are the appeals courts, composed only of judges, where all losers by right can seek review of the trial record and reversal of the trial decision. Finally, on the highest level in both the state and the federal systems, are supreme courts in which selective review is made of appellate decisions. Typically, a supreme court will hear only cases of broad significance or ones in which the law on point is especially murky.


      Henley told us that almost every appellate and supreme court decision made in the United States, whether in state or federal courts, is published, and he showed us the various shorthand citations used to indicate where each case can be found in the endless series of report volumes issued by the states and by private publishers. By the time Henley had finished those explanations, and had gone briefly over the Monge opinion itself, he had made things clear enough for me to feel some real pleasure in recognizing how much order had followed on what had previously seemed befuddling and complex.


      And yet the experience of having been so confounded the night before had a definite effect on me. The first year of law school was no longer something I’d heard tales about and was trying to imagine. I knew for myself now how frustrated, how sheerly incapable of doing what I was supposed to, I was liable to feel. I tried to take it with good humor but that realization also touched me with the first genuine wisps of fear.


      At one o’clock, the Methods group met with our BSA advisor, Peter Geocaris, to hear his suggestions on what we should expect in the next few days. Peter attempted to lay things out fairly, advantages and drawbacks, and in light of my experience the night before, I tried to pay some attention to his occasional warnings. Regarding classmates, for instance, he reminded us of our mutual talents and the amount we could learn from each other. But he also described the peer pressures which would soon develop, to perform well in class, and the race which he said would begin in each section to make the Law Review.


      Among our teachers, too, Peter indicated that we would find both dark spots and bright. The overall quality of teaching was high, Peter said, but certain individuals were more agreeable than others. On the more positive side seemed to be Nicky Morris.


      “He’s thirty-one and he’s easygoing,” Peter said, “and he is very, very smart.” Morris, Geocaris told us, had graduated from the Harvard Law School when he was twenty-three years old. He had been first in his class, president of the Law Review, and had attained the highest academic average since Felix Frankfurter was a law student. After that, he had been a clerk to one of the justices of the U.S. Supreme Court for a year, then counsel to United Farm Workers, before he’d begun teaching. “Nobody has ever called him a slow learner,” Peter added.


      About our Torts professor, William Zechman, Peter knew almost nothing, except that he was returning to teaching after a long absence. But Peter had had a class the year before with our Criminal Law teacher, Bertram Mann, and he was not enthusiastic. Mann was the former United States Attorney for the Southern District of New York. He was well-informed, Peter said, yet often confusing in class.


      But the direst warning of all was reserved for Perini.


      “He’s a great teacher,” Peter told us, “but not an easy one. When I was a 1L, the first person he called on was a national champion debater and Perini had him on his back in forty seconds.”


      Always be prepared for that class, Geocaris advised. Know what every word in a case means; and if your study has been shoddy, don’t bother to show up: it would be a long time before you forgot the humiliation of being caught unready.


      The lecture on the library which we heard next was full of the same mixture of good news and bad omens. The librarian nimbly described where the important books were located and when and why we would want to use them—the sets of state laws, the volumes of case reports, the treatises and encyclopedias and journals, the gargantuan indices which could help you sort your way through all of that. If you knew what you were doing in the library, you could solve the most complex legal problems in the world. But it was plain in listening that that kind of skill would not be developed merely by taking the walking tours of the stacks which the librarian suggested or doing the reading on legal research. You would have to go up there and work with the stuff, fail, get frustrated, try again.


      I was willing to do it. I was determined to do it. By the end of the day, that had become my reaction to all of the signs of hard things ahead—a new purposefulness, hardy resolve. Everything I’d encountered so far—the law, my classmates, the great pace of discovery—had left me in deep thrall and I was bent on making sure that continued. I would have the best of it, I decided, whatever the obstacles.


      Over the weekend, I studied hard. I did not want to feel again the helpless ignorance of the other night. I outlined carefully the chapters of text assigned in both Criminal Law and Contracts, then I went over the two cases Perini had given us, a number of times. I did scrupulous briefs for both cases, each word weighed, every angle considered. I rehearsed what I would say if called on. I paged through the law dictionary until I had virtually memorized the definition of every term important in the opinions. I was going to be ready for Perini, totally prepared.


      I was too absorbed to notice that I had already been lured onto enemy ground.
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      9/8/75 (Monday)


      Just a note before I leave for school.


      Today is the start of regular classes. We will now commence “normal” law school life. The 2Ls and 3Ls will be present and the section will begin the schedule we’ll be on for much of the year. This semester we’ll have Contracts, Civil Procedure, Criminal Law, and Torts. The latter two courses last only one term and they’ll be the subjects on which we’ll take our first exams in January. Second semester, Contracts and Civil Pro continue, Property will be added and we’ll each be allowed to choose an elective.


      We’ve been warned that today’s classes—Criminal and Contracts—will not seem much like Legal Methods. The courses we begin now are considered the traditional stuff of law school, analytical matter, rather than mere how-to. Unlike Methods, these courses will be graded, and they’ll be taught by professors, not teaching fellows. The classes will be made up of the whole 140-person section instead of a small group. And, most ominous to me, the instruction will be by the noted “Socratic method.”


      In a way I’m looking forward to Socratic instruction. I’ve heard so much about it since I applied to law school—it will at least be interesting to see what it’s like.


      The general run of student reaction is most succinctly expressed in a comment I heard from David this summer, the day he showed me around the law school. He was kind of mimicking a tour guide, whining out facts and names as he took me from building to building. When we reached Langdell, he stood on the steps and lifted his hand toward the columns and the famous names of the law cut into the granite border beneath the roof.


      “This is Langdell Hall,” he said, “The biggest building on the law school campus. It contains four large classrooms and, on the upper floors, the Harvard Law School library, the largest law school library in the world.


      “The building is named for the late Christopher Columbus Langdell, who was dean of Harvard Law School in the late nineteenth century. Dean Langdell is best known as the inventor of the Socratic method.”


      David lowered his hand and looked sincerely at the building.


      “May he rot in hell,” David said.


       


      The Socratic method is without question one of the things which makes legal education—particularly the first year, when Socraticism is most extensively used—distinct from what students are accustomed to elsewhere. While I was teaching it was always assumed that there was no hope of holding a class discussion with a group larger than thirty. When numbers got that high, the only means of communication was lecture. But Socratism is, in a way, an attempt to lead a discussion with the entire class of 140.


      Generally, Socratic discussion begins when a student—I’ll call him Jones—is selected without warning by the professor and questioned. Traditionally, Jones will be asked to “state the case,” that is, to provide an oral rendition of the information normally contained in a case brief. Once Jones has responded, the professor—as Socrates did with his students—will question Jones about what he has said, pressing him to make his answers clearer. If Jones says that the judge found that the contract had been breached, the professor will ask what specific provision of the contract had been violated and in what manner. The discussion will proceed that way, with the issues narrowing. At some point, Jones may be unable to answer. The professor can either select another student at random, or—more commonly—call on those who’ve raised their hands. The substitutes may continue the discussion of the case with the professor, or simply answer what Jones could not, the professor then resuming his interrogation of Jones.


      Professors’ classroom procedures differ so widely that this description cannot be called typical. Some professors never ask for a statement of the case, commencing discussion with a narrower question instead. Some interrogate students for thirty seconds—others leave them on the hot seat for the entire class. A few professors never do any more than ask questions, disdaining any direct statements. Most, however, use a student’s response as the starting point for a brief lecture on a given topic before returning to more questioning.


      However employed, the Socratic method is often criticized. Ralph Nader has called it “the game only one can play,” and there have been generations of students who, like David, have wished curses on Dean Langdell. The peer pressures which Peter Geocaris described to my Methods group during orientation often make getting called on an uncomfortable experience. You are in front of 140 people whom you respect, and you would like them to think well of you.


      Despite student pain and protest, most law professors, including those who are liberal—even radical—on other issues in legal education, defend the Socratic method. They feel that Socratic instruction offers the best means of training students to speak in the law’s unfamiliar language, and also of acquainting them with the layered, inquiring style of analysis which is a prominent part of thinking like a lawyer.


      For me, the primary feeling at the start was one of incredible exposure. Whatever its faults or virtues, the Socratic method depends on a tacit license to violate a subtle rule of public behavior. When groups are too large for any semblance of intimacy, we usually think of them as being divided by role. The speaker speaks and, in the name of order, the audience listens—passive, anonymous, remote. In using the Socratic method, professors are informing students that what would normally be a safe personal space is likely at any moment to be invaded.


      That feeling might well have made me more attentive in class, but it also left me quite agitated when I went for the first time to take my place in Criminal Law, that day last September. It was a little after 9:00 A.M. and I hunted down the rows to find my seat. At most law schools, Harvard among them, class seats are assigned in advance. The allotment is random and there is a different seat for each course. Every student’s seat number is recorded on a diagram of the classroom which professors normally have before them at all times. Many professors cut students’ pictures out of the first-year students’ handbook and place them on the chart as well. Students are more easily recognized when called on, and they are also prevented from sitting in the back of the class, out of their assigned seats, a practice called “backbenching.”


      Seat assignment is a requirement of the Socratic method. The seating chart allows professors to select students freely throughout the classroom for questioning, rather than awaiting volunteers. I understood the rationale, but still I chafed. I was twenty-six years old, a grown-up, and here I was being told exactly where to place my fanny come 9:10 A.M. And beyond that remained the disquieting thought of getting called on, and, even worse, the paralyzing little possibility, no matter how remote, that I might be the initial victim. Ineptness could make me a legend. “Remember Turow? Mann called on him and he passed out cold.” I was giddy and ill at ease when I finally took my seat.


      As it happened, there was no need for great concern. Professor Mann spent the period making introductory remarks. He called on no one and I’m certain we were all grateful.


      About 9:12 he mumbled to himself, “I think we should start.” Then he looked at the ceiling and began to speak. He was a man near sixty, quite meticulous, with a large pomp of white hair and a still, humorless face. He wore a pin-striped suit. As he talked, he moved back and forth, somewhat stiffly, behind the podium.


      I had not listened to Professor Mann long before I recognized that he was not a great teacher. Given what Peter had said, that was no surprise. It was not any secret that every section was planned so that the distribution of teaching talent between them was relatively equal, which usually meant that each would have its good teachers and bad. Like other academic institutions, Harvard Law School does not place sole premium on teaching ability in developing a faculty.


      The men and women who are professors of HLS have proved their brilliance many times. In just a few days, I had seen that they were treated as lofty, superior beings, the students plainly in awe of their intelligence and, especially, of their achievements. Most of the HLS professors are themselves graduates of the law school. Wherever they were educated, virtually all were members of the Law Review, and most also ranked at the very tops of their classes. Many were law clerks to members of the U.S. Supreme Court, a very high honor. After graduation, nearly all practiced law for some time, often with great success, and a number have interrupted their teaching careers at points to take on prominent positions in government—assistant cabinet secretaries, presidential advisors, high-ranking bureaucrats. But the capacity for legal scholarship—the ability to speculate about and research the law—remains a primary criterion for hiring faculty, and publication is indispensable. Bertram Mann, I’d been told, had written a wealth of well-regarded studies on victimless crimes—prostitution, narcotics use, gambling—and after the first hour I became certain that his best efforts with the law were there.


      I had been told that he taught as if he were talking to himself; that proved to be a telling description. Now and then he would twist himself around and look at us, as if to make sure that he still had an audience; then he would stare back at the ceiling and continue. His comments were only vaguely tied to each other and every remark seemed offhand.


      “Of course, I want you to be prepared each day,” he said at one point, “very well prepared. As if this were a tutorial, me and you, me and each one of you. But of course”—he shot out a hand, glancing down momentarily from the acoustical tiles—“of course if you’re not prepared occasionally, now and then, why you should come to class anyway; no need to stay away. If it’s one of those days, well, then, just say it—just say, ‘I’m unprepared’—and I’ll give you another chance, in a day or two—soon after that. No need to worry.”


      He paced, nodding now and then to himself. Eventually he began talking about the course. He said that Criminal Law would be unique in many ways. It was the only course that would concentrate expressly on the relationship between government and private citizens. And he also said that it would be the single class in which we would do close reading of statutes as well as cases. Much of our time would be spent on the Model Penal Code, a criminal statute drafted in the ’60s by the American Law Institute, a group of legal scholars, and since adopted by a number of states.


      I found Terry Nazarrio after class. He asked me what I thought about Mann and I told him you couldn’t win them all.


      “Seemed like a nice dude, at least,” Terry said. “The thing about not being prepared?”


      I agreed.


      We had half an hour before our first meeting with Rudolph Perini in Contracts. Terry said he wanted to buy a book in the meantime and I volunteered to go with him. I had bought all mine the week before, but I wanted to get a look at the Lawbook Thrift Shop, where he was heading—a store in the law school where used books are bought and sold.


      I’d had lunch with Terry on Thursday and had gotten to know him better. The route he’d taken to law school was a lot different than most everybody else’s. He was near my age—twenty-five—but he’d finished college only the preceding June. After high school, by his own account, he’d been a “bum,” hanging around the tracks, but at twenty he’d gotten married, borrowed the money to open a store selling stereos, and started college at night. He prospered. His wife gave birth to twin boys; he opened a second store and hired people to run both while he transferred to the college’s day division, where he did phenomenally well. Last December, a large chain had offered him too much money for his stores for him to turn down.


      “We had enough,” he told me, “to live good for three, four years. I figured we could do anything—go to Europe, move to California and lay on the beach. But hell, man, I like school; I get off on that stuff. I didn’t see the odds in grad school. I mean, there’re no jobs there and I wanted to be able to do something besides run a store when I finished. So I decided to go to law school. After I aced the LSAT, I said, Hey, try Harvard, you’re as good as anybody else. And bingo! Donna’s parents, mine—man, they think there’s something almost wrong, that they let me in.”


      He laughed as he told the story. He was tough, proud, ferociously independent, bright with that incredible city quickness. I admired him.


      The Lawbook Thrift Shop was crowded when we arrived. It is run by the wife of one of the law students out of a small office in Austin Hall and it was full of 2Ls and 3Ls hunting course books on their first day back. I told Terry I’d wait outside.


      I should say a word or two about law books, since they are plainly the focus of so much of a law student’s attention. There are three general categories. The first are the casebooks, the thousand-page volumes out of which class assignments are regularly made. The cases in the book are usually edited and have been selected for their importance in the development in given areas of the law. In the second category, a kind of academic purgatory, are the “hornbooks,” brief treatises produced by well-known legal scholars which summarize leading cases and which provide general descriptions of the doctrines in the field. Professors discourage hornbook reading by beginning students. They fear that hornbook consultation will limit a 1L’s ability to deduce the law himself from the cases and also that it will decrease a student’s interest in class, since the hornbooks often analyze the daily material in much the same way that the professors do themselves. In the final category, the nether world well beneath academic respectability, are the myriad study aids, commercially prepared casebook and course and subject-matter outlines, and other kinds of digests. The best-known series is the Gilbert Law Summaries. Although law students have gotten by for generations with the aid of these and other prepared outlines, there are members of the faculty who claim to have never heard the word “Gilbert’s” from a student’s lips. Before I started, I myself was somewhat incredulous that students would buy a course guide rather than prepare it themselves. It seemed to border on plagiarism.


      Whatever category, two generalizations about law books usually hold true. They are quite large—I’d already had to invest in a big orange knapsack to haul all of them around. And they are expensive. The casebooks are especially dear, $16 to $25 when bought new, the prices probably inflated because the publishers recognize that casebooks are required reading and have to be purchased. Faculty agitation for lower prices would probably do little good and in any event is unlikely, since the professors are most often the editors or authors of the books they assign. In all but one of my first-year classes, the required casebook had been produced by either that professor or another member of the HLS faculty. Used-book exchanges like the Lawbook Thrift Shop are the only means students have to lessen costs.


      Terry emerged with a heavy green book which he showed me at once. “Got that yet?”


      I examined the title page. It was a Contracts hornbook, written, as was our casebook, by Gregory Baldridge and Rudolph Perini.


      “Two buddies of mine say that the dude’s whole course is in there,” Terry told me.


      “He wrote a hornbook, huh?” I asked, still fingering the cover.


      “ ‘Wrote a hornbook?’ Hey man, this guy is Contracts—he is the authority. That is the hornbook.”


      “I thought profs say don’t read hornbooks for a while.”


      “That’s what they say, man—that’s not what people do. At least, that’s what I hear.”


      I shrugged and handed him the book back. But I worried. How did I know what was right? I felt my faith should be in the professors, but I didn’t want to fall behind my classmates, either.


      “I’ll wait,” I said.


      “Your choice,” Terry answered.


      “I want to see how bad Perini really is, first.”


      He nodded and we went off together toward the classroom in Austin where we would both find out.


       


      Most law school classrooms are arranged in roughly the same way. Broken usually by two aisles, concentric semicircles of seats and desks issue back from the podium, resulting in a kind of amphitheater. In Pound, where we had met Mann, the newly constructed classrooms had been built with remarkable compactness. But in Austin the rooms were ancient and enormous. The seats and desks were in rows of yellowed oak, tiered steeply toward the rear. At its highest, the classroom was nearly forty feet, with long, heavy curtains on the windows and dark portraits of English judges, dressed in their wigs and robes, hanging in gilt frames high on the wall. It was an awesome setting, especially when its effect was combined with the stories we had all heard about Perini. There was a tone of tense humor in the conversations around me, most voices somewhat hushed. As I headed for my seat, I overheard a number of people say, “I don’t want it to be me,” referring to whom Perini would call on.


      I introduced myself to the men sitting on either side of me. One was a former marine from Ohio, the other a kid named Don, just out of the University of Texas. The three of us gossiped about Perini, exchanging what little information we knew. Don said that Perini was a Texan. He had graduated from the University of Texas Law School, but he had been a professor at HLS for twenty years. Only in the late ’60s had he interrupted his teaching, when he had briefly been some kind of counsellor to Nixon.


      It was already a few minutes after ten, the hour when we were supposed to start. The class was assembled and almost everyone was in his seat. Don asked me what Perini looked like.


      “I don’t know,” I answered. “No idea.”


      Greg, the ex-marine on the other side, said, “Just take a look.”


      Perini moved slowly down the tiers toward the lectern. He held his head up and he was without expression. My first thought was that he looked softer than I’d expected. He was around six feet, but pudgy and a little awkward. Although the day was warm, he wore a black three-piece suit. He held the book and the seating chart under his arm.


      The room was totally silent by the time he reached the lectern. He slapped the book down on the desk beneath. He still had not smiled.


      “This is Contracts,” he said. “Section Two, in case any of you are a little uncertain about where you are.” He smiled then, stiffly. “I have a few introductory comments and then we’ll be going on to the cases I asked you to look at for today. First, however, I want to lay out the ground rules on which this class will run, so that there will be no confusion in the future.”


      He spoke with elaborate slowness, emphasis on each word. His accent was distinctly southern.


      Perini picked up the casebook in one hand.


      “The text for this class is Selected Cases in the Law of Contracts. The editors are Baldridge and”—Perini lifted a hand to weight the silence—“et cetera.” He smiled again, without parting his lips. Around the room a few people snickered. Then he said, “Needless to mention, I hope you bought it new,” and got his first outright laugh.


      “We will proceed through the book case by case,” Perini told us. “Now and then we may skip a case or two. In that event, I’ll inform you in advance, or you will find a notice on the bulletin boards. You should stay three cases ahead, each day.”


      Between the desk on which the lectern sat and the students in the front row, there was a narrow area, a kind of small proscenium. Perini began to pace there slowly, his hands behind his back. I watched him as he came toward our side of the room, staring up harshly at the faces around him. He looked past fifty, coarse-skinned and dark. He was half-bald, but his black hair was styled carefully. There was a grim set to his mouth and eyes.


      “This class will deal with the law of obligations, of bargains, commercial dealings, the law of promises,” Perini said. “It is the hardest course you will take all year. Contracts has traditionally been the field of law of the most renowned intellectual complexity. Most of the greatest legal commentators of the past century have been Contracts scholars: Williston, Corbin, Fuller, Llewellyn, Baldridge—” He lifted his hand as he had done before. “Et cetera,” he said again and smiled broadly for the first time. Most people laughed. One or two applauded. Perini waited before he began pacing again.


      “Some of your classmates may find the Property course in the spring the hardest course they take. But you will not feel that way, because you will be taking Contracts with me. I am not”—he looked up—“an easy person.


      “I expect you to be here every day. And I expect you to sit where the registrar has assigned you. On the so-called back benches, I should see only those persons who are visiting us seeking a momentary glimpse of something morbid.” Laughter again from a few places.


      “I expect you to be very well prepared, every day. I want to be absolutely clear on that. I have never heard the word ‘pass.’ I do not know what ‘unprepared’ means. Now and then, of course, there are personal problems—we all have them at times—which make full preparation impossible. If that is the case, then I want a written note to be handed to my secretary at least two hours before class. You can find her on the second floor of the Faculty Office Building in room two eighty-one.”


      I wrote it all down in my notebook: “No absence. No pass. No unprepared. Note to sec’ty 2 hrs. b-4 class, FOB 281.”


      Holy Christ, I thought.


      As expected, Perini told us to read nothing aside from class assignments for the first few months—not even “a certain hornbook” we might have heard of. For the present, he assured us, we would have our hands full. Then he described the course in some detail. In that discussion too, Perini maintained that tone of barely veiled menace. We may have been Phi Beta Kappas and valedictorians, but this was Harvard Law School now—things would not be easy.


      There were moments when I was certain that Perini was only half serious. There was such obvious showmanship in all of this, the deliberateness of the gestures, the archness of his smile. It was almost a parody of the legendary tough professor, of the Perini of rumor. But if it was an act, it was one which he was determined would be compelling. He revealed no more than a trace of irony and there were often moments, as when he had looked up at us, that he seemed full of steel.


      As he went on describing the subjects with which we would soon be dealing—offer, acceptance, interpretation; the list was extensive—I began to think that, like Mann, he would let the hour slip away. No one would be called and we’d all be safe for one more day. But at six or seven minutes to twelve he returned to the lectern and looked down at the seating chart.


      “Let’s see if we can cover a little ground today.” Perini took a pencil from his pocket and pointed it at the chart. It might as well have been a pistol. Please, no, I thought.


      “Mr. Karlin!” Perini cried sharply.


      Nearby, I heard a tremendous thud. Five or six seats from me a man was scrambling to grab hold of the books that had been piled before him, two or three of which had now hit the floor. That, I was sure, was Karlin who had jolted when he heard his name called. He was a heavyset man, pale, with black eyeglasses. He was wearing a yarmulke. His eyes, as he struggled with his books, were quick with fright, and at once I felt terribly sorry for him and guilty at my own relief.


      “Mr. Karlin,” Perini said, ambling toward my side of the room, “why don’t you tell us about the case of Hurley v. Eddingfield?”


      Karlin already had his notebook open. His voice was quavering.


      “Plaintiff’s intestate,” he began. He got no further.


      “What does that mean?” Perini cried from across the room. He began marching fiercely up the aisle toward Karlin. “In-tes-tate,” he said, “in-tes-tate. What is that? Something to do with the stomach? Is this an anatomy class, Mr. Karlin?” Perini’s voice had become shrill with a note of open mockery and at the last word people burst out laughing, louder than at anything Perini had said before.


      He was only five or six feet from Karlin now. Karlin stared up at him and blinked and finally said, “No.”


      “No, I didn’t think so,” Perini said. “What if the word was ‘testate’? What would that be? Would we have moved from the stomach”—Perini waved a hand and there was more loud laughter when he leeringly asked his question—“elsewhere?”


      “I think,” Karlin said weakly, “that if the word was ‘testate’ it would mean he had a will.”


      “And ‘intestate’ that he didn’t have a will. I see.” Perini wagged his head. “And who is this ‘he,’ Mr. Karlin?”


      Karlin was silent. He shifted in his seat as Perini stared at him. Hands had shot up across the room. Perini called rapidly on two or three people who gave various names—Hurley, Eddingfield the plaintiff. Finally someone said that the case didn’t say.


      “The case doesn’t say!” Perini cried, marching down the aisle. “The case does not say. Read the case. Read the case! Carefully!” He bent with each word, pointing a finger at the class. He stared fiercely into the crowd of students in the center of the room, then looked back at Karlin. “Do we really care who ‘he’ is, Mr. Karlin?”


      “Care?”


      “Does it make any difference to the outcome of the case?”


      “I don’t think so.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because he’s dead.”


      “He’s dead!” Perini shouted. “Well, that’s a load off of our minds. But there’s one problem then, Mr. Karlin. If he’s dead, how did he file a lawsuit?”


      Karlin’s face was still tight with fear, but he seemed to be gathering himself.


      “I thought it was the administrator who brought the suit.”


      “Ah!” said Perini, “the administrator. And what’s an administrator? One of those types over in the Faculty Building?”


      It went on that way for a few more minutes, Perini striding through the room, shouting and pointing as he battered Karlin with questions, Karlin doing his best to provide answers. A little after noon Perini suddenly announced that we would continue tomorrow. Then he strode from the classroom with the seating chart beneath his arm. In his wake the class exploded into chatter.


      I sat stunned. Men and women crowded around Karlin to congratulate him. He had done well, better, it seemed, than even Perini had expected. At one point the professor had asked where Karlin was getting all the definitions he was methodically reciting. I knew Karlin had done far better than I could have, a realization which upset me, given all the work I had done preparing for the class. I hadn’t asked myself who was suing. I knew what ‘intestate’ meant, but not ‘testate,’ and was hardly confident I could have made the jump while under that kind of pressure. I didn’t even want to think about the time it would be my turn to face Perini.


      And as much as all of that, I was bothered by the mood which had taken hold of the room. The exorbitance of Perini’s manner had seemed to release a sort of twisted energy. Why had people laughed like that? I wondered. It wasn’t all good-natured. It wasn’t really laughter with Karlin. I had felt it too, a sort of giddiness, when Perini made his mocking inquiries. And why had people raised their hands so eagerly, stretching out of their seats as they sought to be called on? When Socratic instruction had been described for me, I had been somewhat incredulous that students would dash in so boldly to correct each other’s errors. But if I hadn’t been quite as scared I might have raised my hand myself. What the hell went on here? I was thoroughly confused, the more so because despite my reservations the truth was that I had been gripped, even thrilled, by the class. Perini, for all the melodrama and intimidation, had been magnificent, electric, in full possession of himself and the students. The points he’d made had had a wonderful clarity and directness. He was, as claimed, an exceptional teacher.


      As I headed out, Karlin, still surrounded by well-wishers, was also on his way from the classroom. I reached him to pat him on the back, but I had no chance to speak with him as he went off in the swirl of admiring classmates. A man, and a woman I’d met, a tall blonde who had gone to Radcliffe, Karen Sondergard, had stayed behind. I asked them about Karlin.


      “He’s a rabbi,” Karen said, “or else he trained for it. He was at Yeshiva in New York.”


      “He did quite a job,” I said.


      “He should have,” the man told me. “He said he read Perini’s hornbook over the summer.”


      I stared for an instant, then told the guy that he was kidding.


      “That’s what he said,” the man insisted. “I heard him say so.” Karen confirmed that.


      Nazzario came up then and I had the man tell Terry what he had said about Karlin.


      “Over the summer,” I repeated.


      Terry glanced at me, probably suppressing ‘I told you so,’ then shook his head.


      “Folks around here sure don’t fool around,” he said.


      We all laughed and the four of us went off together for lunch. Afterward, I went back to the Lawbook Thrift Shop. I wasn’t sure if it made me feel better or worse when I bought Perini’s hornbook.
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      Why did I bother? Why did I care? Why didn’t I write Perini off as a bully or a showman? Why was I afraid?


      Imagine, is all that I can answer.


      You are twenty-six or twenty-two, it makes little difference. Either way you have a stake. You have given up a job, a career, to do this. Or you have wanted to be a lawyer all your life.


      All your life you’ve been good in school. All your life it’s been something you could count on. You know that it’s a privilege to be here. You’ve studied hours on a case that is a half page long. You couldn’t understand most of what you read at first, but you have turned the passage inside out, drawn diagrams, written briefs. You could not be more prepared.


      And when you get to class that demigod who knows all the answers finds another student to say things you never could have. Clearer statements, more precise. And worse—far worse—notions, concepts, whole constellations of ideas that never turned inside your head.


      Yes, there are achievements in the past. They’re nice to bandage up your wounded self-esteem. But “I graduated college magna cum laude” is not the proper answer when the professor has just posed a question and awaits your response with the 140 other persons in the class.


      The feeling aroused by all of that was something near to panic, a ferocious, grasping sense of uncertainty, and it held me, and I believe most of my classmates, often during that first week and for a long while after. On many occasions I discovered that I didn’t even understand what I didn’t know until I was halfway through a class. Nor could I ever see how anyone else seemed to arrive at the right answer. Maybe they were all geniuses. Maybe I was the dumbest guy around.


      But I knew I needed help—somebody, something to show me the way through. And if my shepherd was someone like Perini who was also a little bit a wolf, well, then, I couldn’t practice much discrimination. For the lambs of this world there have always been tough breaks.


      I grabbed at anything which could make the law surer, more clear. I became a kind of instant sucker. The hornbook I bought that first day was soon joined by outlines and prepared briefs on my desk at home. They all sat there, barely opened, for they proved not much easier to understand than the cases. But somehow their mere sight made me feel more at ease. I was suddenly not much concerned about plagiarism or intellectual integrity. I wanted to understand.


      Early in that first week I hit on my most bizarre scheme for making things clearer. In one of the student handbooks I had read that there were those who took class notes in different colored inks. The idea had stayed with me because I found it so extreme. Yet by the second day of classes I recognized that my notes looked as if they had been sprayed on the page. So I marched to Harvard Square and bought a number of expensive pens, each in a different shade. I did my briefs in black, took class notes in blue. Specific legal rules were inscribed in red and what I couldn’t understand was written down in green. I kept the pens, two in each color in the pockets of my knapsack where they showed like the arrows in a quiver. Nazzario at once began to call me the “Rainbow Kid.” Classmates looked at me strangely. I was not concerned. My notes were gradually beginning to take on some kind of order. When someone would suggest that that was only natural with the passage of time, I would of course agree. But I didn’t stop carrying the pens in the knapsack or quit taking notes in black, red, blue, and green.


      It’s obvious, in looking back, that one of the things which made me feel most at sea initially was the fact that I barely understood much of what I was reading or hearing. Before we’d left for the East, one California lawyer-friend advised me to remember that in many ways a legal education was just the learning of a second language. In those first days, I saw exactly what he meant. What we were going through seemed like a kind of Berlitz assault in “Legal,” a language I didn’t speak and in which I was being forced to read and think sixteen hours a day. Of course Legal bore some relation to English—it was more a dialect than a second tongue—but it was very peculiar. It was full of impossible French and Latin terms—assize, assumpsit, demurrer, quare clausum fregit, thousands more. Moreover, throughout Legal I noted an effort to avoid the normal ambiguities of language and to restrict the meaning of a word. “Judgment,” for instance, has a variety of senses in ordinary speech. “What’s your judgment of him?” “I think he has good judgment.” “He’ll come out right on the Judgment Day.” In Legal, “judgment” means only the final and determinative utterance by a court on a lawsuit.


      And beyond new words employed in novel ways, there was a style of written argument with which we had to become familiar. In reading cases, I soon discovered that most judges and lawyers did not like to sound like ordinary people. Few said “I.” Most did not write in simple declarative sentences. They wanted their opinions to seem the work of the law, rather than of any individual. To make their writing less personal and more impressive, they resorted to all kinds of devices, “whences” and “heretofores,” roundabout phrasings, sentences of interminable length.


      This is from Batsakis v. Demotsis, the first case we read in Civil Procedure:


      “…under the circumstances alleged in Paragraph II of this answer, the consideration upon which said written instrument sued upon by plaintiff herein is founded is wanting and has failed to the extent of $1975.00, and defendant pleads specially under the verification hereinafter made the want and failure of consideration stated, and now tenders, as defendant has heretofore tendered to plaintiff, $25.00…”


      To wade through stuff like that took time—astonishing amounts of time. Before I’d started school, I could not believe that reading a few cases every day in each course could possibly absorb more than a couple of hours. In the first week, none of the cases was longer than two or three pages, but between the drawing of case briefs and my frequent detours to the dictionary, I did not have a moment to spare. Every instant I was not in class, I was studying—early in the morning, late in the afternoon, far into the night—and always in the fierce, determined manner in which I had begun over the weekend.


      And still I was not sure I could get through it all. By Tuesday night, the work had mounted to an alarming level. Wednesday and Thursday were our heaviest days—three classes on each; and Zechman and Morris, both of whom we’d be meeting the following morning, had posted substantial assignments. In addition, there was continuing work in Contracts and Criminal Law; and in Legal Methods that day, Henley had handed out a sheaf of cases on which we’d have to prepare an eight-page memo due a week from Thursday. It looked endless. Annette went to sleep and I stayed up for hours trying to finish Torts.


      But, for all of that, I loved it.


      That has to be said. “Learning to love the law” is a phrase which, with its undertone of coercion, is used ironically by first-year students to describe their education. But for me it fit. Harried, fearful, weary, I, nonetheless, never resisted that sensation of being taken, overwhelmed. The sense which brought me to law school, that a knowledge of the law would somehow amplify my understanding of the routines of daily life, was instantly fulfilled. In Contracts, for example, Perini used the first two cases, Hurley v. Eddingfield and Poughkeepsie Buying, to begin an examination of the conflict between personal freedoms and public duties. What kind of obligation, he asked us, should a society force on individuals like Eddingfield, a physician who refused to treat a patient? Were his responsibilities different from those of the Poughkeepsie Newspaper Company, which turned down advertisements without apparent cause? Could a society coerce any commercial relationship and preserve the right of other citizens to do business in whatever manner they chose?


      I didn’t think those were worthier questions than others which people could puzzle over—when man first wandered through the Olduvai Gorge, or how to build a better carburetor, or whether goods can be moved to Omaha in a shorter time. But they were the kinds of questions I seemed to have been wondering about always and I was exhilarated now by their systematic contemplation. Sitting in class, struggling with cases, talking to classmates, I had the perpetual and elated sense that I was moving toward the solution of riddles which had tempted me for years.
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      At the end of the week, we met Zechman and Morris. Zechman’s Torts class immediately followed Contracts on Wednesdays and that day Perini had held us over the hour. When we filed into the classroom Zechman was already standing behind the podium, a small man in a black suit, a series of moles along one temple and his hair grown long so that it would comb over the bald spot in the middle of his head. I thought he looked a lot like the younger Adlai Stevenson.


      As the week had gone on, I had gathered more information about him. He was returning to the Harvard faculty after an absence of about a dozen years. He had taught at HLS while in his early thirties, then had moved to one of the English universities. For a few years now, he had been back in the States, practicing law privately, but his manner remained decidedly English. He was quiet-spoken, impassive, and somewhat formal. He did not move from behind the podium except to jot an occasional notation on the board.


      Zechman made only brief introductory remarks. He did not mention the casebook or class preparation. He paused merely to say that the course would concern legal theory (the broad conceptions of purpose underlying an area of law) as well as legal doctrine (the structure of rules); then he called on a man far in the back of the class to state the first case.


      “Torts” more or less means “wrongs” and the subject is the study of the kinds of injuries done by private citizens to one another for which the law offers relief. In a tort suit, a private party—the plaintiff—seeks a monetary payment to compensate for harms supposedly done by the defendant. The cases concern virtually the entire range of misfortune and hurts which human beings can blame on one another—auto wrecks, beatings, medical malpractice, injuries from defective products—and the narratives of fact in the cases often offer accounts of bizarre calamities. One of my friends said during the year that Torts is the course which proves that your mother was right.


      Much of the thinking in Torts revolves around a theoretical struggle to define the minimal duties which the law should force citizens to assume toward one another. Just how careful of each other’s rights must we be? When we started the first case, Zechman made it plain that the task of definition can be quite perplexing. The suit had been brought by an old woman who had broken her hip when a chair was pulled out from under her by a five-year old boy who was the defendant. The case turned on the question of whether the little boy had intended to hurt the old woman. The trial judge eventually decided he had.


      “And what does the court mean by ‘intent to harm’?” Zechman asked the tall, blond man who had stated the case. “Is it the kind of moral wickedness of a man who has a grudge against another and deliberately runs his enemy down in the street with his auto?”


      The man in the back said he thought the court meant something different from that.


      “Perhaps so,” Zechman said, “perhaps so, but what exactly does the court mean then? What state of mind is sufficient to make this little boy liable for battery? What kind of judgment is it that we make? If he’s not wicked, why do we blame him? Was he merely not paying attention? Is that intent to harm?”


      The questioning was gentle, soft-spoken. But by the end of the period there had been no answers. Nor were there any firm resolutions to the series of questions Zechman put to us in the next few days, inquiries about what courts meant by “negligence” or why the injuries caused by certain kinds of activities had to be compensated, whether there had been negligence or not. How could it be, Zechman asked us, that in some situations you could run a pedestrian down and not pay a penny, and yet be forced to bear all the losses when a toaster which you’d merely sold exploded in a freak accident?


      The responses from the class were puzzled, tentative. Zechman would digest each, then frame another question. Usually they centered on elaborate hypothetical situations Zechman had devised (“hypo” for short, a term which for weeks reminded me, a doctor’s son, of syringes); and the hypos themselves sometimes seemed wildly peculiar, only adding to our confusion. Was it assault if a midget took a harmless swing at Muhammad Ali? Was it negligent to refuse to spend $200,000 for safeguards on a dam which could wash away $100,000 worth of property?


      When bewilderment on a subject seemed to have peaked, often with the class baffled into silence, Zechman would move on to another topic. But he never made a positive statement, never gave anything which resembled an answer, not even a hint. He just stood up there in his black suit with an expression of muted concern and kept asking questions; and as confusion grew, so did dissatisfaction. No one was quite sure what Zechman wanted from us. Were we stupid? Were the questions bad? What were we supposed to be learning? It was almost as if Zechman had set out to intensify that plague of uncertainty which afflicted us all.


      By Friday, the level of anxiety in the class had mounted to a kind of fury. Most people were willing to agree that Zechman was earnest and extremely patient. He was kindly in his interrogations. He’d never once told a student he or she was wrong, and he seemed almost reluctant to call on us off the chart, preferring to question the class as a whole. But a number of people claimed that they had not taken a single intelligible note in the three days of class. Karen Sondergard, the tall blonde with whom I’d spoken after Perini’s first class, told me that she had been so anxious and confused after Thursday’s class that she had gone home and wept. Everyone seemed to have arrived at an assessment like the one that Terry gave me after Friday’s meeting.


      “The guy can’t teach,” Terry said. “No wonder they laid him off for twelve years.”


      Nicky Morris, on the other hand, was a hit at once. From the start it was obvious that we would be on a different footing with him than with the other professors.


      “I’m Nicky Morris,” he said when he started the first class, “and I’m very glad to be here. I like teaching Civil Procedure.” He was the only teacher who took the trouble to introduce himself, although perhaps he did it because there were students in the room who still did not believe he was the professor. When I’d pointed Morris out before class to the man who sat next to me, he’d been incredulous. Morris had been an all-Ivy halfback at Dartmouth and he still looked the part, tanned and trim and strongly built. He came to the first class in a pair of blue jeans and a red polo shirt; his dark hair, although smoothly styled, was long. He leaned against the podium, talking with a group of students, looking like a jock chatting with the cheerleaders as he rested confidently on the coach’s Chevy.


      In front of the class, he remained casual, hands in his pockets, idly strolling as he talked. It was plain that in this class there would not be the same atmosphere of adversity, nor the same distance. Nicky was young—in fact, at thirty-one, he was younger than two or three students in the section. He dressed as we did. He even spoke colloquially—he said “thing” and “dealie” and “y’know.” And besides the affinity of shared manners, there was a subtler alliance struck between Morris and the class. From the start it was apparent that Nicky was an outsider at HLS, just as we were as newcomers. He was freely critical of the law school and of legal education in general.


      “You are going to have an enormous power to do bad things when you finish your education here,” he said. “When you get into practice, you’ll be shocked at the incredible opportunities you have to mess up other people’s lives. That’s not funny,” he told us, “although for some reason most law school professors don’t like to talk about the destructive capacity you’ll all hold as lawyers. I hope we can talk about that in here, and I also hope we can talk about some of the good things you can do, which, unfortunately, are often a little harder to accomplish.”


      As for the running of his own class, it was unorthodox. Morris said that he preferred to select students off the seating chart because that equalized the opportunity to speak in class. But if we didn’t want to talk for whatever reason, we merely had to say “pass” when called on.


      “I won’t hassle you,” Morris promised. “Don’t feel you have to make any excuses. I don’t believe in coercing you into having something to say.” The only thing he did ask was that we try not to raise our hands when other students were talking.


      Morris had a reputation as a theorist, often high-flown and abstract in his teaching. Civil Procedure deals with the uniform set of rules courts use to conduct their business in all noncriminal actions, and Morris, according to what Peter Geocaris had said during registration week, tended to teach the course as a kind of philosophical inquiry into the nature of rules themselves. But in the first few days he was graciously down to earth. He understood how lost we felt, the struggle we were having with language. Through much of the first session, Morris simply threw the floor open to questions. Most dealt with cases we had read for Procedure, but queries on any topic were in order and it was not surprising that many people asked questions about Contracts, where we had all felt far too intimidated by Perini to risk exposing our ignorance.


      And the section was grateful. “I love him,” Karen Sondergard told me after our last class of the week on Friday. “He’s just wonderful.” There was general assent that Morris’s class had been a relief. For many of the members of Section 2, their first week as full-fledged law students had not been a period of exhilaration anything like the one I had gone through. A number—even most—seemed to have found it sheer oppression. The work, the pressure, the gnawing uncertainty had been too much. During the week, I had heard complaints of insomnia, fatigue, stomach trouble, crying bouts, inflated consumption of food, liquor, cigarettes. Nor did I feel remote from everybody else’s troubles. It was easy to see how my high could have been translated into something as extreme but not as pleasant. We listened to each other sympathetically. That was the one consolation. We were all in this together.


      In general, that kind of good feeling had continued to prevail among us, but in the first week there had been some changes in our dealings with each other. For one thing, we were suddenly talking of nothing but law. People stopped asking me about my background or how I liked New England. The classes seemed too stimulating and difficult to allow talk of much else. We were all explaining, comparing, seeking each other’s help. Out of class, school became an environment of legal talk, almost all of it well-spoken. I reported to Annette each night my general wonder at how enormously articulate everybody seemed. And people were beginning to inject that new vocabulary into their conversation, speaking Legal to each other. It was strange at first to hear classmates saying in the hallways, “Quaere if that position can be supported?” or employing Legal in other contexts—“Let me add a caveat” to mean “Let me give you a warning.” People were self-conscious about how oratorical and windy they sounded. They uttered a little hiccup or a laugh when they tried out their Legal, but most of us persisted, practicing on each other.


      It was Nicky Morris who most neatly summed up what we were all trying to do in using legalisms. In the last meeting of Civil Procedure that week, a woman answered a question Morris had posed. “The court does not have subject matter jurisdiction over the person,” she said.


      “I’m not sure I know what that means,” Morris told the woman, “but I’m still glad to hear you talking that way. After all,” he said, “you can’t be a duck until you learn to quack.”
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      9/14/75 (Sunday)


      Work, work, work.


      I’ve been at it all weekend, struggling to finish the Legal Methods memo so I can struggle the rest of the week to finish the daily assignments.


      I keep waiting for things to relent somehow. I’m blown out. I’ve never experienced mental exhaustion like what I felt by the end of each day this week. The ceaseless concentration on books and professors, and even on classmates who never went low-key, left me absolutely blithering when I got home each evening. The weekend has not been that much better. I’m still too excited to sleep much and the stuff is always in my head. I feel as if I’ve been locked in a room where all the walls say “Law.”


      I enjoy it—I enjoy it. But it’s still an emotional merry-go-round. Studying, I often feel as if I’m being borne aloft, high just on the power of enlarging knowledge, making connections, grabbing hold. Then, suddenly, I’m close to dread. Tomorrow we face Perini again; when I picked up my Contracts book, I felt a quiver in my gut. I’ve just spent the last forty-five minutes marching around the study, rehearsing what I’d say if I were called on for tomorrow’s case.


      I’m running so hard that I keep putting off even a few minutes for genuine reflection about what I’m up to. I feel as if I am doing some enormous scrimshaw—fine and minute and detailed—from six inches away, without any chance to step back to see the actual design. It’s all darkness and eyestrain and a constant chipping away, and I know that the bone I’m working in is my own.


      Maybe it’ll get easier soon. Last night we went to the orientation dinner of the Harvard Law School Community Association—the married students’ group—and the topic of conversation all evening was how hard people work as 1Ls, especially in the beginning. The dean talked about it in the speech he gave, and so did the association secretary. It was the subject of dinner conversation as we ate our meal.


      “That first week or so,” one man, a 2L, said, “those were the longest days of my life.”


      A woman sitting at the table said, “Amen.”


      Amen.
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      On Monday, Aubrey Drake stopped me in the hallway and asked me if I wanted to join a study group. I had met Aubrey during registration week. He was older, near thirty, and he had introduced himself to me because he had been at Amherst. He’d graduated four years before I had, but we had friends in common and we seemed to take to each other quickly. He was an urbane man, tall, dark-haired, good looking, with a kind of cultivated charm which had been lost on my generation of students in the political chaos of the ’60s.


      “It’s nothing formal yet,” Aubrey told me about the study group. “Just some people getting together at lunch to talk it over.”


      Study groups are another of the basics of the first-year life. A small number of students, usually between four and eight, meet regularly to discuss common difficulties which have arisen with course work. There is no set regime for study group operation. Some groups merely hash over random questions; others use their time together to work out formal exercises; some spend the year developing long course outlines which are exchanged among group members before exams. Most of the faculty encourage the formation of study groups. They afford each student an opportunity for extensive talk about legal problems, something rarely possible in class. And aside from their educational value, study groups have a kind of therapeutic function, offering a much valued element of stability amid the uncertainties of first-year life. The other members of your study group are the people to whom you can always go with questions, the only students in the school whom you know have committed themselves to your support.


      As with the prepared study aids which I had been sure I would be too proud to use, I had also figured before starting school that I would not join a study group. I was too mature, I thought, to need that sort of T-group; and besides, I preferred to do things on my own. By the start of the second week, with groups forming throughout the section and upper-year students like Mike Wald and Peter Geocaris advising me to join, I greeted Aubrey’s offer eagerly. My only reservations were that I wanted to be sure there would be room for Terry—we’d discussed a group already—and I was unwilling to saddle myself with the responsibility of a course outline, a project which I knew a couple of the groups in the section had already begun, each member taking on a subject for the term.


      Aubrey agreed to both propositions and at lunch, Terry and I met with him and the other people he’d contacted: six or seven men and women, none of whom I yet knew well. The conversation was tentative. In the second week of school, everyone was naturally leery of a long-run commitment. Whatever the group would do, however, everyone present seemed anxious that it include a regular meeting in the hour before Perini’s class to talk over the cases for the day. Perini was still following that routine of heavygoing inquisitions, and we all remained powerfully intimidated.


      When we met upstairs in the Pound Building the next day for the first pre-Perini go-round, the group had mushroomed. It seemed as if each of us had asked along a friend or two and there were fifteen or sixteen people sitting around a large oval table. Aubrey found the numbers unwieldy and I preferred to be in a group that would consider more than Contracts and erecting defenses against Perini.


      By the end of the week, a smaller group had broken away. On Thursday afternoon, the six of us met in the slate-walled lounge in Harkness to work through a statutory problem Mann had assigned in Criminal Law. Aside from Aubrey, Terry, and me, there were three other men. Kyle Schick had just graduated from Harvard the spring before. He was tall and narrow, with a huge corolla of springy blond hair. I didn’t know him well—he was someone Aubrey had met. He struck me as a little self-serious and overly ingratiating, but he was also good-humored, quick, and admirably well versed in Civil Procedure, a knowledge gathered in the summers spent working in his father’s law offices in Iowa. Sandy Stern had recently finished an engineering degree at MIT. He wore a big walrus moustache and personally had something of the manner of a slow-turning drill. Sandy went straight ahead without self-consciousness or faltering. In class, he had already become quite outspoken. No point was too small for Sandy to give it scrutiny or comment, and always in the same dry, almost toneless, voice. I had no idea how he had arrived in the study group, but once we’d had the aid of his precise analytic skills in working over problems, he became a valuable and accepted member.


      Finally, only that afternoon, I had invited Stephen Litowitz into the group. A small, stocky man, Stephen sat behind me in Contracts and I had wanted to get to know him better. We seemed to have an extraordinary amount in common. He’d been raised in the same neighborhood in Chicago as Annette and I had been. He was a Ph.D. in sociology. Like me, he had taught in a university for a couple of years before law school.


      The problem Mann had posed for us concerned a complicated hypo in which an accused rapist claimed drunkenness as an excuse for the crime. We were to figure out if such a defense were feasible under the Model Penal Code. The provisions of the code interlocked and cross-referenced so intricately that the job took hours of excruciatingly careful reading, paging back and forth between various sections to reconcile apparent contradictions. It was a wonderful session, though. If I was excited by the process of probing at a legal problem on my own, then I was positively intoxicated by the kind of speed and depth of insight that could be achieved by a group of bright, willing people working together. It was a sort of good-spirited intellectual melee. Except for Aubrey, who was too polite to shout or interrupt, we spent the time half out of our chairs, storming at one another, arguing points—each trying to explain before someone else cut him off.


      When the session was over, we were all pleased. We agreed that we were a group, and set up a schedule of further meetings. Sandy and Kyle, who lived in the dorms, went upstairs, and Stephen, Terry, Aubrey, and I sat around for another few minutes. All older, the four of us seemed to feel particularly comfortable together. We talked about what had brought us to law school, each in the midst of another career.


      “Man,” Terry said, “sometimes I just tell myself, Hey, you didn’t wanna be a grown-up. You’re not ready yet. You wanna stay loose.”


      I admitted that I’d had the same thoughts myself.


      Aubrey and Stephen, though, disagreed. Each had more tangible reasons for being here. For Stephen, the law degree was a way to find a secure job teaching. Even though he had his doctorate, the academic job market in his field was so clogged that only that kind of acute specialization would guarantee that he could find a teaching position which would lead to tenure.


      Aubrey’s story was the most interesting, since he had already been through business school and one professional education. In ’68 he’d finished at Harvard B School and gone into importing for a while, then opened an art gallery in Los Angeles which specialized in East Asian works. The gallery had folded four years later, but not before consuming every dime he had. So now he was in law school. Aubrey told the story cheerfully. Things, he said, were lower-keyed than the mid-’60s, when many of his law school friends regularly wore coats and ties to class. At any rate, he felt he could take whatever law school required. He was tired of the boom/bust risks of business. He wanted to work for somebody else with the guarantee of a good living.


      When I went home that evening I felt specially satisfied. Not living in the dorms, I had felt, in the first couple of weeks, a little isolated from my classmates. Now, with the group, I knew I’d be having regular contact with some of the people around me. The group met nearly every day. Three mornings a week we gathered to drill each other on the Contracts cases before facing Perini, then on Thursday or Friday afternoon we’d get together for a longer session on Civ Pro or Torts or Criminal.


      More important, I became close almost at once with Aubrey and Terry and Stephen. Most often I’d eat lunch with one of them each day. We’d talk on the phone, play squash, often spend time on the weekends. We were frank with each other, personal. The three of them were good friends to me and in many ways they became my year.
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      Finally during that second week, I began to volunteer in class.


      My motives for speaking were complicated. One was a promise I’d made myself. While I was deciding whether to apply to law school, I had made it a point to sit in on a few law classes. When I did, I was bothered by the reticence of the students. One class had disturbed me especially. It was an upper-year Evidence course, and the day I saw it the professor was talking about lawyer-client privilege. The questions he was asking were ones to which even I, as a layman, could have tried an answer. Yet no more than two or three of the students in that room had responded, and by the end of the period I saw that class, stoical, frozen, as emblematic of the state—halfway between being alienated and being cowed—which seemed to have gripped so many of my friends while they were law students. I couldn’t understand it and I’d sworn that I wouldn’t let that happen to me.


      For the most part, though, raising my hand was not the result of any well-thought-out scheme. I am something of a babbler, especially when I’m tense. Outside of class, I was on a kind of oral jet stream, cruising along on my own talk, assailing anyone who would listen, like a drunk on a bus. In class, it was getting increasingly hard to keep my mouth shut. I was so engrossed in each session that I stifled myself only out of fear that I would not perform well.


      On the Tuesday of the second week, I finally gave in. It was in Perini’s class. We were studying Hadley v. Baxendale, a famous case which established a limit on the kinds of damages a winning plaintiff in a contract suit could collect. Perini asked us what the rule of Hadley was not designed to do. He said there was a one-word answer. People raised their hands offering responses ranging from “work” to “make sense,” and Perini toured the room, quickly shooting them down: “No,” “Never,” “Silly,” “You think that makes sense?”


      When he saw my hand, he whirled and pointed.


      “To punish,” I said. I was shocked I was speaking. My heart was slamming in my chest.


      Perini came closer, tilting his head. “How so?”


      “The way the rule works, it doesn’t act to punish somebody who breaches a contract.”


      “What difference does that make?”


      “It means that damages aren’t awarded to deter breach.”


      “What are they intended to do, then?” Perini asked.


      “Just compensate the loss.”


      “Right!” said Perini. “Contract damages are merely intended to compensate plaintiff for his loss. You leave all that soul-splitting over punishment behind in Torts and Criminal Law—it’s not for Contracts!”


      That was the end. Perini was already on his way back to the podium. A trivial incident. Yet I ached with pride. People congratulated me all day. Kyle, a little fulsomely, told me I had seen right inside Perini’s head.


      In spite of the success of the first venture, I felt ambivalent about volunteering again. For one thing, it seemed a crazy feistiness, if I was scared of Perini and uncomfortable at the idea of being called on, to willingly expose myself to the same kind of interrogation. More important, I’d begun to realize how complicated the personal politics of speaking in class had become.


      By the second week, a mood of disapproval had grown up in the section toward any sign of aggressiveness or competitive spirit displayed by a fellow student. Some of that is generational. To want to do better than others is out of keeping with the egalitarian ethic on which most of us who came of age after the 1960s cut our teeth. But part of it too, I thought, had to do with a widespread effort by classmates to suppress their own ambitions. We had all been extremely successful students in the past, but a desire to repeat that success here was not only an unrealistic hope amid so talented a group, but even a dangerous one when you considered the extent to which it could be frustrated. At the end of the term, the professors would examine and then grade us. Given our present incompetence with the law, that was a frightening idea. During the first weeks most people had been struck with the seeming equality of everyone’s abilities, and that became an impression many of us were eager to cling to. If everyone was the same, you couldn’t come out ahead, as you always had before, but you wouldn’t end up behind, either, which would be crushing and which, at the moment, seemed the more real possibility. Parity, then, became a kind of appealing psychic bargain everybody swore with himself, renouncing competitiveness in the process.


      I remember a conversation I had with a classmate, Helen Kirchner, late in the second week. She told me she already hated law school.


      When I asked her why, she said, “Because the people are so aggressive.”


      I knew she had been through Exeter and Princeton at the top of each class and I asked if she wasn’t aggressive herself.


      “I am,” she answered, “but I try not to show it.”


      Trying not to show it became a dominant style of behavior in class. Some people seemed to withdraw almost from the initial sessions. I was surprised a number of times during those first weeks when I’d meet members of the section who proved outside the classroom to be sociable and outgoing. I’d never have guessed that from the look of stony remoteness they had while sitting in class.


      The other means of containing competitive feelings was simply to deny them. Many people said they didn’t care how they did, what their grades might be, how they were perceived. That was what I often said. Like Helen, those people tended to blame others for the feeling of a competitive atmosphere.


      But with the great majority of us, that competitiveness was simply part of our nature. It was what had gotten us through the door of the joint in the first place. There was something, some faith in distinction, which had led us to Harvard Law rather than to a less revered school. And we were all gladly training now for an intensely competitive profession in which there are winners and losers every time the jury returns, or the judge speaks. Nor was it unreasonable that we were competitive. Competitiveness had led to recognition and pleasure for many of us in the past; it was an old and rewarding habit.


      But we carried those feelings with us at all times. In many ostensibly informal conversations with classmates—in the hallways, the gym, at lunch—I had the feeling that I was being sized up, that people were looking for an angle, an edge on me; I caught myself doing that to others now and then. And especially within the classroom, where the professors’ questions acted to pit the 140 of us against each other, our aggressions were bound to be excited, whether they were acknowledged or not.


      The only other option in dealing with those feelings was to give in to them—to seek openly to do well and win recognition and favor. Solely the professors had the authority to award those prizes, and right from the start of the year there was a crowd of students, usually the same ones, who rushed to the front of the room to consult with the teacher at the end of every class. But the most obvious way to score with the professor and your classmates was to be able to answer those befuddling questions that were always being asked. By the beginning of the second week there was a noticeable group who seemed to talk in every meeting, people who raised their hands, faced the professor, and proved themselves less fearful and perhaps more competent than the other members of the section. Clarissa Morgenstern had come to law school after the dissolution of a brief marriage. She was still only twenty-three or twenty-four but she was a commanding figure—tall, attractive and dressed each morning in the best from Vogue. She spoke in a high-flown, elocutionary style and when called on she would hold the floor for a lengthy statement, not just a one-line answer. Wally Karlin, inspired perhaps, by his first-day success with Perini, spoke repeatedly; so did Sandy Stern, the MIT engineer, from my study group. Other regulars emerged in the next couple of weeks. And there were also a couple of students from large state universities, so accustomed to succeeding by driving through the masses, that when not recognized by the professor, they would, on occasion, shout out their answers anyway.


      In general, those people heard from regularly were regarded with a kind of veiled animosity. Many people admired and envied their outspokenness, but for the most part, the regular talkers were treated with an amused disdain.


      “I can’t stand Clarissa” someone told me one day during the second week. “I can’t imagine how I’ll live through all year listening to her. The way she carries on, you’d think it was opera.”


      Stephen repeated to me someone else’s remark that Clarissa was “a nice guy off the field, but a terror once she gets between those white lines.”


      Feelings seemed widespread that the people who spoke daily were hotdogging, showing off. They were being egotistical. They were displaying the ultimate bad taste of appearing competitive.


      With that background, the idea of continuing to volunteer after my initial face-off with Perini left me feeling a strong conflict. There were advantages. I’d been told by 2Ls and 3Ls that you were less likely to be called on off the chart if you raised your hand. And I’d feel more involved in those large classes if I spoke now and then. But it still seemed childish greed to demand the attention of the professors and my classmates, and given the subtle hostility to everyone who talked regularly, the stakes on performing well were raised considerably. If you spoke too often, or frequently proved uninspired or wrong in what you said, you risked being thought a boor. I felt that way now and then about some of the daily speakers.


      And I imagine some people felt that way about me, because in spite of reservations, I did begin to raise my hand often. I fell into a kind of second phalanx behind Clarissa and Wally and Sandy and a few others. I was heard from frequently, but not every day. Yet I never reconciled my ambivalence. Whether I spoke or sat silent, whether I was right or wrong, from the time an idea entered my head until I or someone else had said it, I would sit in class in a state of discomfort.


      It seemed a trivial preoccupation, but finally I tried talking to Aubrey about it, since he tended to volunteer as often as I did.


      “Two classes out of every five,” Aubrey told me at once. He’d worked out a formula, an emotional calculus, to tell him how often it was appropriate to speak.


      I had trouble believing he was serious, but he nodded his head. I kidded him a little bit about it, but in the next few days I found myself keeping count.
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      9/22/75 (Wednesday)


      The bad teachers, Mann and Zechman, seem to be getting worse.


      Through last week, I tolerated Mann. In fact, I remained somewhat interested in the course. But today I realized that my middling reaction thus far to Criminal Law is the result of what Mann subtracts from a subject that actually fascinates me.


      Mann is still wandering around the front of the classroom talking to himself. Half the time his remarks are too disconnected for me to make sense of them, and when I do understand what he’s saying I’m disappointed by the sort of cramped, sociological style of his thinking. There are moments when you can see how large and subtle his mind is, but usually he tries to stuff big questions into little boxlike categories. We’ve spent all this time talking about the use of criminal sanctions in terms of how junkies, madmen, drunks, juvenile delinquents—persons clearly incapacitated—should be treated. Answer? They should not be confined without a fair hearing. Terrific. But what do we do with the unmad, undrunk, unyoung who know what they’re doing and who menace us all? How can we protect ourselves from them without losing our sense of principle and decency?—those questions Mann prefers to brush off. Perhaps we’ll reach them later in the course, but my impression is that our time for being philosophical is now.


      As for Zechman, I’m still lost in there, along with ninety-nine percent of the section. People remain befuddled and angry. Class was called off today and I did not even have to go into the classroom to know. I heard the cheer go up from a hundred yards away.


      Last week, we seemed to take a definite turn for the worse in there. Still confused about what “intent” is, we began our study of intentional torts. The first discussed was assault. Zechman took a straightforward case and turned it into a maze. A man pointed a rifle at another’s back. The gun hadn’t been fired and the victim was unaware that he was in any danger. The court held that there was no assault, which made sense since there had been no personal injury.


      But then Zechman started with his questions.


      What if the victim had been facing the gunman? What if the rifle was loaded? What if it wasn’t? What if, instead of a gun, a recording of a landslide had been played behind the victim’s back? What if the gunman had pointed the rifle at the sky, but fired it? What if the gun had discharged accidentally? What if the gunman had meant to pull the trigger?


      No one could even begin to sort through it all. The students again left disgruntled, even outraged, and this time Zechman chose to take notice.


      The next morning he came into class and wrote on the board: “Assault: intent to cause harmful or offensive contact or apprehension of that.” Facing the class, Zechman strained to seem pleasant, but he was obviously a little bitter.


      “I am giving you this definition because the level of anxiety in the class seems to have reached such extreme proportions. I hope you realize how little such a definition tells you.”


      No matter how little it told, everyone I saw carefully wrote the sentence down. But if Zechman had provided any relief, it didn’t last long.


      “Now let us commence our discussion of battery,” he said, “returning to the gunman of yesterday whom we left shooting at the sky. Let us assume that the gunman intended to frighten the victim and that those actions indeed constituted assault. Imagine now that a duck was flying overhead. The duck was hit by the gunman’s bullet, wholly inadvertently, and fell from the sky, striking the victim. Battery?”


      For the next two days we talked about that goddamn duck.


      No answers, of course. No answers!


      Amazingly, there are a few people who seem to like what Zechman’s doing. I talked on Friday with Leonard Hacker, one of the kids who went to school in England. Len was a philosophy jock at Cambridge and he thinks Zechman is wonderful.


      Far more people seem to have given up. There are a number now skipping the cases and reading the hornbook instead, Professor William Prosser’s Handbook on the Law of Torts, another famous first-year aid, usually known simply as “Prosser.” I have a copy I haven’t cracked yet, but that may not be true by the end of the week.
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      9/23/75 (Thursday)


      Henley very much liked my memo for Legal Methods. Nice to get the stroking, but after three years as a writing instructor I’d probably have been dismembered if he’d told me I couldn’t put a sentence together.


      We now have the next chapter in the story of Jack Katz, the fired raincoat company employee. Henley passed out another memo from our mythical senior partner. Katz has come up with an old letter which may pass for an employment contract with Grueman. It’s close enough so that we’ll soon be bringing suit in Katz’s behalf.
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      9/25/75 (Saturday)


      The student life is still a treadmill, class and books all day, closed up in my study briefing cases every evening. And never enough sleep. The only time I get to see Annette, during the week, is over dinner. On the weekends, thus far, I’ve managed to take off Friday and Saturday nights for movies, music, restaurants; but even then I’m sure I’m not the best of company. Right now, law’s my greatest enthusiasm, yet after losing me to the legal world all week, it’s the last thing Annette wants to hear about. Even when she’s willing to listen, the strange language and the intricacy of all of it makes it difficult for me to convey just what’s so exciting. To A., I’m sure it all seems a jumble and a bore. I continually make resolutions to talk about other subjects, which I somehow never keep.


       


      In those first few weeks, I gradually became aware that second-year and third-year students were moving through a world much different than that of a 1L. Upperclassmen have no required courses and their work load is lighter. Many participate in the numerous law-related extracurricular activities from which 1Ls are usually excluded. Much of the energy of 2Ls and 3Ls does not go into school at all. They are busy looking for work for the forthcoming summer or after graduation, a process with which most 1Ls are not involved.


      Yet what made the 2Ls and 3Ls seem most distinct was simply that they had survived their first years. They were initiates, part-way attorneys, people no longer fazed by the things which confused us. All of my classmates seemed to have some second-year or third-year student on whom they relied for advice, and I was no exception.


      I often solicited wisdom from Mike Wald. Even more frequently, I would go with questions to our BSA advisor Peter Geocaris. Peter was a generous guide in acquainting me and my cohorts in our Methods group with the customs of the law school. I was intrigued from the start by the earnestness with which Peter regarded HLS’s institutions. Other upperclassmen came on jaded about the school and about studying law. But Peter took Harvard Law School quite seriously.


      One day in mid-September I was talking to him about the amazing pace at which the first-year students seemed to be driving themselves, the amount of work we were doing, and the relentless stress we all seemed to place on doing that work well.


      “That’s what I love most about the law school,” he told me. “People want to come here because they think it’s the best and they demand the best from themselves. There’s a real standard of excellence here, a standard of achievement.”


      The phrase “standard of excellence” reminded me of a Cadillac commercial and I tended at first to dismiss what Peter had said. But thinking it over, I understood. I had already noted in my classmates, and sometimes in myself, a demand for achievement which went beyond a mere orientation toward success or competition. As Peter suggested, there was something about Harvard Law School which inspired people to use their capacities fully, to do things in a way that would make them proud of what they’d done and of themselves. I regarded that as something affirmative, and in time it was Peter himself whom I began to see as the embodiment of all of that. In Methods class he always spoke of law and lawyer’s work as something sober and exalted. He regularly talked of “achievement” and “excellence,” and when he did, mention of the Harvard Law Review was seldom far behind.


      To Peter, the Review seemed the symbol of those things around HLS he most admired, and at times he appeared almost fixated with the subject. In his first meeting with the Methods group during registration week, Peter had explained that he was not a member of the Law Review. I had been struck by his tone of apology, and also that that was nearly the first thing he’d told us about himself. Peter’s talk about the Review always sounded that way, half awe, half sadness.


      To me as a 1L, the Harvard Law Review was an object of deepening mystery. I knew a little bit about it, but I could not understand why the words “the Review,” were such a constant, if suppressed, murmur around us. Professors on occasion mentioned “the Review” in class, and there seemed to be an article about the Law Review in the law school newspaper each week. Before I’d started law school, lawyer friends had teased me by saying they were sure I’d “make the Review.” Now and then, even other 1Ls would mention the Law Review. By the end of September, the Law Review had begun to seem the centerpiece of that world of upper-year privilege in which 1Ls were not included.


      Finally, one day about that time, Terry and I bumped into Peter in Harkness. I asked him if he’d have time to answer a question: “What’s the Law Review?”


      Peter looked at me queerly. “It’s a magazine,” he said, “a legal periodical.”


      That much I’d come to understand. Law reviews, produced at almost every law school in the country, are the scholarly journals of the legal profession. In the reviews, articles appear which suggest some answer to a particularly troublesome legal problem or which survey a tangled field of law, attempting to set it in some new order. The authors are usually law professors, often members of the faculty of the school publishing the review. Nor are review articles treated as any kind of idle scholarship. I’d already read a number of opinions in which law review articles were cited as authorities. Because judges and lawyers are apt to rely on them so substantially, Review articles are held to an unyielding standard of accuracy. One of the chief tasks in publishing a law review is to make sure each written piece has been scrupulously checked over for errors, right down to the case citations and footnotes—a process generally known as “cite checking” or “subciting.” That is a tiresome job, and the reluctance of faculty authors to do that kind of work may account, in part, for the fact that the membership of law review staffs is made up entirely of students—the only professional journals published by students, as Peter noted during our conversation.


      Even knowing much of that, I remained quite fuzzy on many of the simpler details of the Law Review’s operation.


      “Like how do you get on it?” I asked Peter, after he and Terry and I had sat down together in the lower lounge in Harkness. “It’s only 2Ls and 3Ls, right?”


      “Right,” Peter said, “but you get it for first year grades.” He explained that the top five or six people in each 1L section would be elected the next summer. Then in the fall of our second year, there would be a writing competition for others who wanted to make the Review. “That’s going on right now for the 2Ls,” he said, “and it’s a backbreaker. About ninety people trying—maybe ten, twelve’ll make it. At some schools like Yale, law review’s all by writing competition, but here it’s mostly grades.”


      “And once you get on,” I asked, “what do you do beside cite-checks?”


      “Write Notes.”


      Terry asked what a Note was.


      “Sort of a junior version of a faculty article,” Peter said. “That’s basically it: you’re like a junior professor when you’re on the Review. You help the faculty with their articles. You do work of your own. You go over each other’s work.”


      “And it takes a lot of time?” I asked. I had heard that.


      Peter laughed. “Say, forty, fifty hours a week?”


      “Plus classes?”


      “If they get time to go.”


      I said it sounded worse than being a 1L and Peter agreed—much worse. Review members considered a Sunday away from law a cause for celebration.


      “So, hey, what’s the angle?” Terry asked. “I mean, what do they get out of it?”


      Peter shrugged. “Faculty contacts? There are just a lot of things that come your way when you’re on the Review.”


      “Like?”


      “Teaching,” Peter said. “At all the big-name law schools, you can’t get a faculty position unless you were on law review where you went to school. And a lot of them end up with Supreme Court clerkships, too.”


      A judicial clerkship is a job working for a year or two as a research assistant to a judge. The clerk seeks out the law on various points and helps the judge in writing opinions. Clerkships are prestigious and enviable positions for new law school graduates and I recognized that working for a justice of the U.S. Supreme Court would be in a category of its own. Yet to me the rewards of Review membership still sounded meager compared to the obligations, the dry work, and the hours.


      “I still don’t understand why people treat it as if it’s something holy,” I said.


      “It’s an honor,” Peter answered. “It’s the honor society around here. The cream of the cream. The Harvard Law Review is the oldest law school journal in the country. It’s respected. It’s like being on the Supreme Court of law reviews. If you’re a Review member, it just stays with you all your life.”


      “And did you want to be on it?” Terry asked.


      Peter wound his head around, nodding emphatically a number of times.


      “Damn right,” he said. “I wanted it first year and I didn’t get the grades; then I tried the writing competition and I didn’t make that. There are even a few 3Ls who get elected on second-year grades, and believe me, I didn’t join the Board until grades were out. Damn right. I wanted it,” he said. “You will too. It goes through everybody’s mind now and then.”


      Peter’s voice had that sorry edge again and his face was clouded and wistful. Watching him, I realized that there was something about Harvard Law School I didn’t yet understand. Maybe something to do with all that striving for achievement. Maybe some part of that enemy that my friend at Stanford had told me I would meet here. I felt baffled, proudly remote, and also a little imperiled.


      I shook my head. “I can’t see it,” I said. I looked at Terry and he said he couldn’t understand it either.


      Peter said to both of us, “Wait.”
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      10/1/75 (Wednesday)


      The heavy trucking, conceptually, seems to be beginning in all our courses now. The first three weeks, the professors sort of showed us the blueprint in each subject, the basic principles and terms we had to master before we could understand anything else. Now we seem to be down to actual lessons in how you put the house together. We’ve moved into the more detailed study of rules in defined legal subjects in each course. In Procedure, we’re reading cases on jurisdiction, the very complicated matter of when and how and over whom a court can exert its power. In Torts, we continue with intentional wrongs—assault, battery, false imprisonment—and excuses like consent and self-defense.


      As we proceed with that close work, we seem to have started on the traditional classroom routine described by the catalogs and guidebooks. HLS, like many others, is what’s called a “national law school.” That means that the laws of no one state are emphasized. Instead, by comparing cases from all over the country we are supposed to get a sense for the general thrust of American common law and the typical methods and strategies of legal thinking. It all sounded like a pretty mysterious process to me when I read about it, but day by day the workings of the basic law school program and the case method are starting to seem familiar.


      In Contracts, for example, we are now studying Interpretation, the ways a judge decides what the words in a contract mean. Does he listen to A, who said those words? Or B, who heard them? Does he try to figure out what a reasonable person standing in one of their shoes might think? Or does the judge just take the words for their plain meaning?


      The pattern of each class all week was more or less the same. First Perini would call on a student who would state the facts of the case; then Perini would ask the person under fire to identify the kernel issue in the decision. In one case, the plaintiff was suing for ground rent, so the narrower “issue” was whether the word “house” in the contract of sale meant the house alone, or also the land that sat beneath it. With that established, Perini would have the student consider the case’s result, asking from whose point of view the judge seemed to have looked at things and what kind of interpretative standard that suggested. Then Perini would ask whomever he was questioning to compare that standard with what we’d seen in other cases. He’d ask the student to reconcile the decisions, to explain the ways they seemed to establish consistent principles of interpretation, and to account for differences through the varying circumstances and facts of each case. For instance, we saw much different interpretative standards employed in cases where the contract was written down, as compared to those in which the agreement had only been by word of mouth. Finally, Perini would touch on what he sometimes refers to as “the deep-thought issues,” and what students usually call “policy questions.” How much discretion do we want judges to have in interpreting contracts? Too much, and the judge, in essence, can compose the agreement himself, rather than the parties. Too little, and judge may have to accept without question all kinds of perjury and injustice.


      The other professors do not go at things in exactly the same way as Perini. He usually covers only one case a day, practicing on it that kind of step-by-step analysis. Morris goes over a number of cases, setting them out against each other in a far more straightforward manner, doing much of the work Perini demands from students. Zechman usually transforms a case into another of his peculiar “hypotheticals,” which he alters bit by bit, question by question, so we can see the way each fact relates to the controlling principle. Mann tends to lecture. But in each course, that process of comparing and distinguishing in order to flesh out the law is usually somehow repeated. In Criminal, for example, we’re now deep in the mire of the Model Penal Code and the deadly work of learning to read a statute. Each day, Mann has us contrast the code with cases on the same subject; we compare and distinguish common law and statute, the provisions of state law and the code.


      That jigsaw puzzling, case after case, piece after piece is a far easier process to describe than it is to practice. The common law is crazy and cases go off in all directions. You can never quite jimmy all of them into place. Today Zechman tied the section in knots by asking us to distinguish between two cases with identical facts and contrary results. Two men had a fistfight. In one case they were allowed to sue each other for battery; in the other they were not because the court considered both to be “wrongdoers.” People suggested every trivial distinction to explain the different holdings: One fight had been with bottles, the other with knives; one fight had been during the day, the other at night. Nobody ever hit on the most obvious distinction: The cases were from two separate states, where the courts simply decided the same question in opposite ways. (I got that from Prosser, not Zechman, who left it all in the air—another example of why that class is like a trip on a runaway carousel.) Usually though, the contradictions are subtler and the patterns are present if you press hard enough. Up and down, back and forth. Hopping from minutiae to the big picture. That process is now fully in gear which is supposed to teach us to think like lawyers.


       


      When we started jurisdiction in Procedure, Nicky Morris made what seemed an important comment.


      “About now,” he said, “law school begins to become more than just learning a language. You also have to start learning rules and you’ll find pretty quickly that there’s quite a premium placed on mastering the rules and knowing how to apply them.


      “But in learning rules, don’t feel as if you’ve got to forsake a sense of moral scrutiny. The law in almost all its phases is a reflection of competing value systems. Don’t get your heads turned around to the point that you feel because you’re learning a rule, you’ve necessarily taken on the values that produced the rule in the first place.”


      The remark struck a number of people, and as we left class for lunch, I talked about what Nicky had said with Gina Spitz. Gina came on as the last of the tough cookies. She’d just graduated from Barnard and she was full of the bristle of New York City. She was big, feisty, outspoken, and glitteringly bright. But what Nicky had said had touched her in a way that left her sounding plaintive.


      “They’re turning me into someone else,” she said, referring to our professors. “They’re making me different.”


      I told her that was called education and she told me, quite rightly, that I was being flip.


      “It’s someone I don’t want to be,” she said. “Don’t you get the feeling all the time that you’re being indoctrinated?”


      I was not sure that I did, but as Gina and I sat at lunch, I began to realize that for her and many of the other people in the section, there was a crisis going on, one which had not yet affected me as acutely.


      On one hand the problem was as simple as the way Nicky had put it. Students felt they were being forced to identify with rules and social notions that they didn’t really agree with. In Contracts, for instance, it had already become clear that Perini was an ardent free-market exponent, someone who believed that the national economy should function without any government regulation. Perini quickly succeeded in showing us that many of the common-law contract rules reflected free-market assumptions. When he threw the floor open for comment about whether those free-market rules were desirable or not, Perini’s fearsomeness made it hard to contest him.


      But there was a subtler difficulty in our education, one which went to the basis of legal thinking itself and which became especially apparent in class. We were learning more than a process of analysis or a set of rules. In our discussions with the professors, as they questioned us and picked at what we said, we were also being tacitly instructed in the strategies of legal argument, in putting what had been analyzed back together in a way that would make our contentions persuasive to a court. We all quickly saw that that kind of argument was supposed to be reasoned, consistent, progressive in its logic. Nothing was taken for granted; nothing was proven just because it was strongly felt. All of our teachers tried to impress upon us that you do not sway a judge with emotional declarations of faith. Nicky Morris often derided responses as “sentimental goo,” and Perini on more than one occasion quickly dispatched students who tried to argue by asserting supposedly irreducible principles.


      Why, Perini asked one day, is the right to bargain and form contracts granted to all adults, rather than a select group within the society?


      Because that was fundamental, one student suggested, basic: All persons are created equal.


      “Oh, are they?” Perini asked. “Did you create them, Mr. Vivian? Have you taken a survey?”


      “I believe it,” Vivian answered.


      “Well, hooray,” said Perini, “that proves a great deal. How do you justify that, Mr. Vivian?”


      The demand that we examine and justify our opinions was not always easily fulfilled. Many of the deepest beliefs often seemed inarticulable in their foundations, or sometimes contradictory of other strongly felt principles. I found that frequently. I thought, for example, that wealth should be widely distributed, but there were many instances presented in class which involved taking from the poor, for whom I felt that property rights should be regarded as absolute.


      Yet, with relative speed, we all seemed to gain skill in reconciling and justifying our positions. In the fourth week of school, Professor Mann promoted a class debate on various schemes for regulating prostitution, and I noticed the differences in style of argument from similar sessions we’d had earlier in the year. Students now spoke about crime statistics and patterns of violence in areas where prostitution occurred. They pointed to evidence, and avoided emotional appeals and arguments based on the depth and duration of their feelings.


      But to Gina, the process which had brought that kind of change about was frightening and objectionable.


      “I don’t care if Bertram Mann doesn’t want to know how I feel about prostitution,” she said that day at lunch. “I feel a lot of things about prostitution and they have everything to do with the way I think about prostitution. I don’t want to become the kind of person who tries to pretend that my feelings have nothing to do with my opinions. It’s not bad to feel things.”


      Gina was not the only classmate making remarks like that. About the same time, from three or four others, people I respected, I heard similar comments, all to the effect that they were being limited, harmed, by the education, forced to substitute dry reason for emotion, to cultivate opinions which were “rational” but which had no roots in the experience, the life they’d had before. They were being cut away from themselves.


      Many of the people with these complaints were straight out of college. In thinking about it, I concluded that having survived the ’60s, held a job, gotten married—having already lived on a number of principles—made me less vulnerable to a sense that what we learned in class would somehow corrupt some safer, central self. But there was no question that my friends’ concern was genuine, and listening to them made me more self-conscious about the possible effects our education in the law was having on me.


      At home, Annette told me that I had started to “lawyer” her when we quarreled, badgering and cross-examining her much as the professors did students in class. And it seemed to me there were other habits to be cautious of. It was a grimly literal, linear, step-by-step process of thought that we were learning. The kind of highly structured problem-solving method taught in each of Perini’s classes, for instance—that business of sorting through details, then moving outward toward the broadest implications—was an immensely useful technical skill, but I feared it would calcify my approach to other subjects. And besides rigidity, there was a sort of mood to legal thinking which I found plainly unattractive.


      “Legal thinking is nasty,” I said to Gina at one point in our conversation, and I began to think later I’d hit on a substantial truth. Thinking like a lawyer involved being suspicious and distrustful. You reevaluated statements, inferred from silences, looked for loopholes and ambiguities. You did everything but take a statement at face value.


      So on one hand you believed nothing. And on the other, for the sake of logical consistency, and to preserve long-established rules, you would accept the most ridiculous fictions—that a corporation was a person, that an apartment tenant was renting land and not a dwelling.


      What all of that showed me was that the law as a way of looking at the world and my own more personal way of seeing things could not be thoroughly meshed; that at some point, somehow, I would have to learn those habits of mind without making them my own in the deepest sense. I had no idea quite how I’d go about that, but I knew that it was necessary.


      “Every time we have one of these discussions in Criminal,” Gina said, “I want to raise my hand and say, The most important thing is to be compassionate. But I know what kind of reaction I’d get from Mann—he’d tell me, That’s nice, or just stare at the ceiling. I mean, am I wrong?”


      I agreed that she was not, either in predicting Professor Mann’s answer or in the opinion she’d expressed.


      “It’s a problem,” I said, and I realized it was one that nobody yet had shown us how to solve.
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      10/7/75 (Tuesday)


      Perini’s class remains the biggest show in town. In the other courses the profs have all backed off a little. In Torts or Procedure or Crim no one has been asked to state the case in full since the second week. When you’re called on in those courses the professors ask you only a question or two and then go on to someone else, or fill in with their own comments. Nobody likes getting called on. But with Nicky you can pass when you don’t want to speak; and with Zechman, now, you can pass when you don’t know the answer. You can always tell Mann that you are unprepared.


      But in Contracts there are no excuses once you hear your name called, and being selected for the day’s case remains a dramatic event. Despite some detours, Perini usually returns to his chosen interrogatee with more questions, so you remain on the spot throughout the hour; and Perini rarely comes on soft or unimposing. The study group continues the furious cramming and rehearsing in the period before the class in case it turns out to be the day for one of us to give the big performance. “The contract was voided for mistake.” “No, no, unilateral mistake.” “No, mutual mistake as to essence.”


      There are, however, rewards for being called on. Word is it only happens once. Perini makes large checks on his seating chart beneath the name of the person whom he selects each day. We all have noticed.


      The tension in the class is often terrific as we wait to see who the day’s victim will be and then what Perini will do to him or her. Maybe for that reason, there is more laughter in Contracts than elsewhere. Also, in fairness, Perini has quite a sense of humor. He is often brilliantly funny, and he can take a joke as well.


      On Monday, he was making a point the long way around and he asked us, “Did anyone see the late movie last night?”


      There was a spatter of giggling at once, painfully ironic. I think most of us are still too overwhelmed with work to even glance at a television set or the late movie.


      From the back of the classroom, someone yelled, “Was it assigned?”


      It was the biggest laugh we’ve had in class all year and Perini laughed along with us.


      Today he called on Hal Wile to state Boone v. Coe, an old Kentucky case. Hal is one of the easiest-going people in the section, but he struggled today, first with his nerves and then with the case. He obviously didn’t have a brief, nor did he appear to have read the opinion very well, if at all. He started out haltingly, reading the facts directly out of the book. He said that the parties had made an oral lease for a year.


      “Well, that’s the whole case, isn’t it?” Perini said.


      He had a hard look on his face and it was clear that he was angry. The question he’d asked would be a dead giveaway on whether Hal had read the case at all. One of the points later in the opinion is that oral leases aren’t valid if made for a year or longer.


      The kid beside me, Don, whispered, “Oh, brother.” We’d all heard dark rumors about Perini’s reaction when he found a student unprepared.


      Hal, across the room, was looking into the casebook, desperately seeking the answer. Finally, he looked up and said almost sweetly, “I did see the late show.”


      The laughter was wild, partly from the relief. Perini smiled a moment, then waited for the class to quiet. He called on another student; but before he did, he got in a line, tart and a little foreboding, of his own.


      “Believe me, Mr. Wile,” he said, “it shows.”
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      At the start of October, many of the upper-year students began to appear each day in professional dress. The men moved through the corridors in a phalanx of three-piece suits in pinstripe and flannel and the women put on dresses and nylons and high-heeled shoes.


      It was interview season at Harvard Law School, the two-month period when representatives of about 800 law firms and government agencies from all over the country arrive to present themselves and to choose the 2Ls and 3Ls who will soon join them. The third-year students were seeking permanent jobs, to commence as soon as they had taken the bar exam the following summer. Most would become associate attorneys in large urban law firms. The 2Ls were looking for summer work as clerks—again, most often in big private firms.


      Ostensibly, the job search of the upperclassmen has little to do with the experience of first-year law students. The administration discourages 1Ls from seeking jobs for the summer after their first year, going so far as to deny 1Ls the services of the Pound Placement Office, which coordinates interviews and career counseling for upper-year students. The traditional wisdom is that 1Ls profit by a rest from the law after the trial of the first year. Additionally, many employers are reluctant to hire first-year students because they do not yet know enough law.


      Despite those obstacles, most of my classmates sought and eventually found summer work, and many even had interviews at the law school with prospective employers just as the 2Ls and 3Ls did. There were a large number of first-year students, however, who never went near the placement office, and I was among them. I remain unclear on the detailed procedures of interviewing and looking for work.


      Yet as I watched my senior colleagues march through the school on their way to the outside world, like many 1Ls I felt my concerns over the future sharpening. I realized that important decisions were hardly as far away as they might have seemed. Though we were still nearly three years away from graduation, in only twelve months my classmates and I would begin our first round of interviews. And at that point we would be looking for more than a way to make pocket money. Traditionally, the job that a student takes for the summer at the end of his second year—the job we’d be interviewing for next fall—is a kind of tryout with a permanent employer. Many—probably most—Harvard students end up as associates in the law firms with which they worked the previous summer. Thus, a year from now I’d need some idea where Annette and I wanted to live and the kind of law I wanted to practice.


      Throughout interview season, therefore, I made it a point to talk to 2Ls and 3Ls about the general shape of things on the job front. I learned at once that it was easier to find work in Chicago, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, New York; far more difficult in San Francisco, Boston, Seattle. I also learned that many upperclassmen did not much enjoy the search for employment. Although virtually every Harvard student who makes a serious effort finds work—a remarkable fact given the state of the legal job market—there are nevertheless pains and pressures to the interviewing process. You have to present yourself well in a brief period of time—twenty minutes an interview—and also face the possibility of defeated hopes. There are other tensions as well. Mike Wald, my college friend, had a bad time during interview season while looking for a summer clerkship.


      “The atmosphere is really something,” he told me one day at lunch. “People go bananas about ZYX firm and XYZ firm. All this pressure begins to mount to take any job supposedly ‘better’ than another. You feel as though if you don’t take the ‘better’ jobs then you’re blowing all the advantages you built up by going to Harvard Law School.”


      I asked Mike what made one job better than another.


      He shrugged. “If it’s a firm, maybe bigger—named clients, salaries that are a little higher. If it’s a government agency, the amount of power it wields and how much of it you’ll have when you get there. It’s hard to tell, really. All you know for sure is that ‘better’ jobs go to people with better grades.”


      One of the clearest messages that emerged to me as a member of the first-year class, just watching and listening during interview season, was of the paramount importance of grades. During the first weeks of school, I had thought that our marks were used only to measure off the lofty types fit for Law Review. But as interviews progressed and upperclassmen talked, it became apparent to me and my classmates that grades were a kind of tag and weight fastened to you by the faculty which determined exactly how high in the legal world you were going to rise at graduation.


      “There are firms and agencies which only hire people with As, and ones that only hire people with A-minuses, and right on down on the line,” Mike said. “Not all of them are like that. But grades still count.”


      That meant there was an undercurrent sense of exclusion and lost opportunity. A few upperclassmen seemed to feel that they could not really get the jobs they wanted. And there was another, equally unhappy group, who seemed to feel the jobs they wanted were not really there.


      Most of the employers who interview at Harvard Law School are large private law firms. A law firm is a group of attorneys who share clients, profits, and responsibilities, very much like a group practice among M.D.’s. Firms range in size from two-man operations to the biggest in New York, Washington, Chicago, LA—some of which employ well over two hundred attorneys. The lawyers in firms are either partners—essentially part owners of the practice—or associates, salaried employees. The firms that interview at Harvard are among the biggest and best-known in the country, and their clients are often some of the wealthiest and most powerful businesses and individuals around—people who can pay for highly valued legal services. The big firms usually bill at between $60 and $100 an hour, and sometimes as high as $200.


      There are many advantages to big law-firm practice, especially to someone coming out of school. The large firms can more easily afford the time to train a new associate thoroughly; and because there is often no sharp limit on what clients can spend in legal fees, the work that is done usually meets the highest professional standards for thoroughness and care. The problems which are the mainstay of most firm practices—those of large businesses (contracts, merger or loan agreements, securities matters, tax difficulties)—are at times highly challenging and complex.


      But it is not an easy life. Young attorneys starting out as associates usually hope to “make partner,” a process that generally takes between four and eight years. For them, the combined effort of mastering law practice and impressing seniors often requires a grueling pace. Many of my friends in private firms think nothing of working sixty to eighty hours each week, and with firms billing clients for fifteen-minute or even six-minute portions of an hour, little of that time is spent idly.


      Yet the kind of objections to big-firm practice which I heard from students like Mike Wald really had less to do with hard work than with moral and political values. To Mike, an old ’60s activist, it was discomforting to think of being part of a law firm which assisted individuals and, especially large corporations, whose influence on national life he did not approve of.


      “A lot of professors tell me not to worry about politics and just go for the training,” Mike said, “but how do you help U.S. Steel hold up a pollution abatement order during the day, then go home and read your mail from the Sierra Club and tell yourself that you’re one human being?”


      There are alternatives to big firm practice—“corporate law,” students usually call it—but there are difficulties with each of them. Advancement in government practice is limited by the fact that top-echelon positions are usually political appointments. The “White Knight” jobs—working for the ACLU, or NAACP, or public interest law firms which support themselves by suing on behalf of all citizens, as in consumer and pollution suits—are extremely difficult to get when coming straight out of law school. And the idea of hanging out your own shingle is increasingly unrealistic in these days of lawyer glut and of “firm practice” (which means that as an individual lawyer you can find yourself opposed by a seventy-member law firm that is capable of quickly exhausting you with a series of work-creating tactics). Additionally, all of those alternatives suffer considerably when compared to corporate practice in one area of indisputable attraction to job seekers: money.


      Firm practice is lucrative, and right from the start. Mike Wald, for instance, finally split his summer—six weeks in a Legal Aid office on an Indian reservation, six weeks with a Chicago firm. Legal Aid paid him $80 a week; the firm, $325. Money was a topic always in the air during interview season, and my mind was sometimes boggled by the numbers I heard. I was accustomed to teachers’ salaries. At Stanford, in the English department, a full professor, well respected, after a lifetime of successful teaching and scholarship might have been earning $22,000. That is the starting salary for Harvard graduates at many firms in New York. Moreover, the figure rises rapidly as time passes, especially after a lawyer becomes a partner. The law school newspaper reported that an informal survey of alumni attending a fifteenth reunion revealed that for those working as attorneys, the average annual income was $70,000.


      Considering where I’d been, the talk of all that money sometimes made me self-conscious, even embarrassed. That attitude was not always shared. One day in early October, Aubrey and Stephen and I bumped into Peter Geocaris. Peter was in a suit, fresh from a day of interviewing, and he talked readily about the whole process. Peter wanted to do firm work in New York, where salaries are traditionally highest. When I asked if the amount of money he’d be making ever left him uncomfortable, he told me no.


      “I’m worth it,” he said. “I’ve gone to school for a long time, I’ve developed a skill, and people are willing to pay me for it. I’m not stealing from anybody. I’ll work like hell for what I make. I probably like law enough to work like hell for a lot less than what they’ll give me, but I’m gonna get it, and I don’t mind. The truth is that I’m the kind of person who knows how to enjoy the things that you can do with a lot of money—and dammit, I’m gonna enjoy them.”


      As first-year students, most of my classmates did not have well-developed feelings on these subjects—corporate practice and money. For most of us the interview season served only to raise those questions in a muted way for the first time. I had a few classmates who expressed a guiltless avarice when they looked ahead. “I came for the bucks,” one man named Jack Weiss had told me early in the year when I asked what brought him to law school. But most 1Ls did not see dollar signs whenever they looked into a casebook. A poll taken during interview season and published in the law school newspaper showed that the 1Ls responding hoped for an average income of $28,000 in their twentieth year out of law school and a starting salary of $13,000. Some were eager for corporate practice, but about eighty percent said they would ideally prefer to do something else—public-interest work, political work, work on behalf of the poor. But many who did not want to do corporate work—about twenty-five percent—expected they would ultimately do it anyway.


      That was realistic, because that was where the great majority of us were going to end up. Over three fourths of the members of each HLS class practice with private firms at one time or another. Things just seem to push that way. Some students—many more, probably, than the newspaper poll showed—arrive with a strong interest in business law, and others develop it while in school. And there is a still larger number who come to feel over time that their obligations as attorneys are simply to represent the clients who call on them, without making, an extensive ethical scrutiny of either the clients or themselves. For those students, the money, the power, the training, the quality of practice all make joining the big firms inevitable.


      But while I watched the interview season from the sidelines, I knew that if I was going to make that kind of conversion, it would not be painless or quick. Like Mike Wald, I’d spent much of my life involved in activist politics—the civil rights and the antiwar movements, the McGovern campaign in ’72. In mellower form, my activist convictions had stayed with me; corporate practice seemed to embrace a regime of power to which I’d long objected.


      When we left Peter that afternoon, Stephen said he would never take a job in a corporate firm, that he was heading back to the academy without detours. Aubrey, with his M.B.A., a believer in the proposition that business could be conducted with decency, teasingly told Stephen that he lived in an ivory tower. Stephen called Aubrey a fat cat. They asked me what I felt and I answered that I thought it would be difficult for me to take a corporate job.


      “But I don’t know,” I quickly added. “I feel so damned uncertain about everything I’m doing anyway. Who can tell?”


      Later, I thought about what I’d said. I realized that was only the truth. Forced by interview season to look at the future, I was not sure that when my turn came I would be able to sacrifice all the advantages of work in one of the big law firms. But it irked and pained and surprised me that I was already feeling that kind of temptation, that kind of doubt.
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      10/9/75 (Thursday)


      Another crowded week. In Legal Methods we “filed” Jack Katz’s lawsuit. Each of us drafted a version of the complaint, and we’ll also have to represent the other side—Grueman’s—next week and prepare an answer, though God knows where I’ll find the time to do it.


      Time remains a scarce commodity, and I’m still dragging through the week on five or six hours of sleep each night. The work itself is a lot easier. I can read a case with concentration and need only go over it once, if very slowly, to absorb the outstanding points. But with the increased skill which my classmates and I feel, come new liabilities. The professors are all assigning more work and much of it seems more difficult. In the casebooks, as we go on, it seems as if more and more crucial material has been edited out of the reports. The other day, in Contracts, we had a case where it was just impossible to tell which party was the plaintiff.


      Whatever the burdens, my condition remains good, even outstanding. I am still awfully excited by the law. Increasingly, I can see patterns in what I’m learning, rather than just a series of abstruse doctrines. There are a lot of perpetual paradoxes—such as the fact that the law claims absolute authority, a ceaseless obedience, from citizens, even while it is in a constant process of change. I also see repetitive philosophical dilemmas such as the one Nicky has talked about often: the struggle to design rules which can be easily and equally applied, but which can also be adjusted to allow for what’s unique in each case. How can the law be efficient and certain without resorting to flat declarations such as “Death to all thieves?”


      The stuff is still in my head all the time, although at moments I wonder if that absorption isn’t a little dangerous or crazy. The other day I ordered a hamburger and sat a few minutes earnestly puzzling over whether a contract had been formed and what the damages would be if I reneged. Would the restaurant be entitled to the reasonable value of the hamburger, or their full profit?


      A lot of my classmates continue to feel a greater remove from the law and a lot more unhappiness in it than I do. Many more people are enthusiastic about law school than were, for instance, at the end of the first week. But there’s also a hard core—at least a third of the section—who can’t seem to find a way to enjoy it. Karen Sondergard is still crying almost daily and there are plenty of people who talk about how frightened, uncertain, overwhelmed they constantly feel. Some classmates complain about boredom. Many still bemoan the competition and the hard-driving atmosphere. On those matters, I continue to feel people should be looking a little more honestly—and charitably—at themselves. There are not many of us around there who like to run at only half speed, even though we probably end up pushing each other.


      However, whatever their reasons, I know that people are sincere when they talk about how unhappy they are. I’ve heard more than one person describe the past month as the worst in his life. It’s some sign of the crazy intensity of the experience that from my own perspective, I’d have to call it one of the best.
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      Over the Columbus Day weekend, Annette and I went with David and his wife, Lynne, to upstate New York, where David’s family owns a cabin on a lake in the Catskills. He and Lynne had invited us up there to see the fall colors for the first time after our years in California and to take a rest, which we all needed. It was the first weekend off I’d had since I’d started law school, six weeks before.


      As we drove out of town, I sat in the front seat with David, talking law. We arrived at the cabin after dark and did not see the hills until the next morning, but as Lynne and David promised, they were magnificent. Maybe nothing but that kind of grandeur would have been enough to remove me from my legal trance. Even so, it worked. We hiked and fished, drank and talked by the fire. We looked around the small, pretty upstate towns and often simply stood dazed by the splendid spread of color across the small mountains.


      I had a chance for the first time in weeks to spend some time with my wife. For Annette, it had not been an easy month and a half. She’d started a new job as an art teacher in a grade school district in one of the northern suburbs. It was an excellent job and she felt lucky to have it, but the work was physically taxing and it left her exhausted. She saw 700 children a week and carried her materials with her from room to room. And I was in no state to help her with the adjustments to a new environment. I was barely there, distracted at all moments and usually studying. Toward me Annette had maintained a generous good humor. She told me she considered this year a period when we were “living on our savings,” the fund of love, regard, good feeling accumulated through five years of a good marriage. But despite her tolerance, I knew it was no fun. She was alone and tired, and also stuck with most of the housework.


      For us it was important and exceedingly pleasant to have time together again when my head was not boiling over with law.


      “You’re relaxed,” Annette told me on Sunday morning. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you this way again.”


      She was right. I was somewhat amazed, just by the changes in my physical state. I felt slower, stronger, more substantial. I had slept. My stomach was not perpetually clenched. My pulse seemed less violent. I did not feel always on the verge of a light sweat. I realized for the first time how great the pressure was which I’d been under. I was a different person here, the man I’d been six weeks ago. I thought about different things. I was not trying to keep my language precise, or analyzing every spoken proposition to find its converse. I could look at mountains as well as words and books. I could live with nothing but the dull gray buzz of tranquillity passing through my head.


      “I’ve stolen away from the brain thieves,” I told Annette.


      With Lynne and David, we had a late breakfast, then read the Sunday Times. In the afternoon, the four of us began a climb of the hill behind the cabin. We passed through a stand of small trees and Annette and Lynne, who’d come out in loafers, didn’t think they could go on without something to grasp for support. They headed back to the cabin and David and I continued on toward the crest of the hill.


      From the top you could see the whole valley: the lake under clouds, a rich gray like slate; the hills brilliant with color. We sat quiet, watching. I thought again how peculiar the demands I’d made on myself all these weeks seemed from here. Achieve, succeed, do and be excellent. It was a kind of madness. What was going on? What the hell was I doing to myself?


      I asked David how he’d describe his state of mind during his first year of law school.


      “Looking back,” he said solemnly, “I think I was crazy.”


      “I think I am too,” I said.


      “Well, don’t worry about it,” he answered, “it always seems to pass, and around the law school, no one will ever notice. People there would all tell you the same thing.” David hoarsened his voice in imitation of an unknown elder and clapped me once soundly on the back. “ ‘My boy,’ ” he said, “ ‘you’re just learning to love the law.’ ”
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      10/18/75 (Saturday)


      Law school seems now to be entering its second phase. The zing of the first few weeks, the exhilaration at the mammoth complexness of the law and the brilliance of classmates has started to dissipate. The dimmer aspects of law school life begin to make themselves apparent. Which is not to say that school has become boring—only that there is a balance emerging, albeit one I still find greatly favorable.


      Within the section, relations seem to have regularized, much as do those in any large group. Having been in class, having recognized mutual ignorance and fallibility, has made us all a little less awed by each other and consequently a little less attracted. For the most part, an atmosphere of modesty and bonhomie has taken over. We no longer see one another as the unknown objects on which all the splashy accolades and achievements were displayed like the tour decals on luggage. Dealings are more personal, and we feel for each other the normal range of attractions and aversions. There are a few in-section romances, many growing friendships. I’ve become increasingly close to Steve Litowitz. We spend a good deal of time with one another during the day, walk together to the Harvard Square bus station in the late afternoon, even hang on the phone like high schoolers in the evening. I admire his wit; and being almost from the same pod, we seem to react to most things the same way.


      The work is still there, crushing in amount and far from easy. In Legal Methods, the assignments continue to pile on. Soon we will face our big project in there: drafting a brief in support of a motion for summary judgment in the Jack Katz case. In the regular courses, I feel a growing resistance to a number of things. There is only one class about which I have no complaints. Incredibly, that’s Torts. For two or three weeks now, my affection for William Zechman and the subject he teaches has been growing. It started while we were studying consent, the defense in which the defendant maintains there was no wrong because the plaintiff agreed to the activity which caused his injury. Befuddlement in the class had hit such a high level that it had been transformed into a kind of hopeless boredom. The woman who sits beside me was discreetly reading a newspaper. The man on the other side was groaning for diversion: “If he’d just move,” he’d whisper, looking down at Zechman frozen behind the podium. “Move.”


      I was not much happier. Him and his goddamn questions, I thought, his crazy hypos: If battery is a mere offensive touching, is it battery to kiss a woman good night, if she demurely says no? To push a man off a bridge that’s about to collapse? Or does consent somehow cure those wrongs?


      I wondered when he would cut it out. There was no answer to these questions. There never would be.


      I sat still for a second. Then I repeated what I’d just thought to myself: There were no answers. That was the point, the one Zechman—and some of the other professors, less tirelessly—had been trying to make for weeks. Rules are declared. But the theoretical dispute is never settled. If you start out in Torts with a moral system that fixes blame on the deliberately wicked—the guy who wants to run somebody over—what do you do when that running down is only an accident? How do you parcel out blame when A hopes to hurt B in one way—frighten him by shooting a gun; and ends up injuring him in another freakishly comic manner—clobbered on the head with a falling duck? How far do basic moral notions carry you? At what point do you have to say, It’s nobody’s fault, life is tough?


      With the realization that I was not missing some clear solution to all of the problems, Zechman’s class suddenly has begun to make sense. I now see him as a sort of jeweler of ideas. He uses his questions like a goldsmith’s hammer, working the concepts down to an incredible fineness and shine.


      Not all of the people in the section yet share my enthusiasm. The man and woman on either side are still groaning and reading respectively. Nazzario is also displeased. “The dude’s on some philosophical trip I can’t handle,” Terry told me last week. But I think there’s now a majority of us who relish the class. I’m often so excited that I literally cannot sit still. We’re back there in the second-to-the-last row, the woman reading, the man groaning, and me bouncing up and down in my seat.


      The other classes, unfortunately, are not going as well. In Criminal, Mann is near to intolerable. He plods straight ahead like some kind of bewildered plow horse, each class a trudging comparison of the case law and the code. And when my objections are not to bad teaching, they seem to be to the professors personally. Like my classmates, the teachers are becoming known quantities—people, now, and not deities—and I have developing feelings about each. Perini is still brilliant in class. He picks students’ minds like a clairvoyant and I give him the prize as the best lecturer I’ve ever heard. We’ve started the “basic triad” of contract law—offer, acceptance, and consideration, the three elements required to form a binding obligation—and Perini has shown a wonderful finesse in presenting those hard ideas. But the atmosphere he creates in the classroom strikes me as more and more objectionable.


      “Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, the mornings we have Contracts, I get on the bus in Watertown and I’m nearly sick to my stomach,” Stephen confessed to me on the phone last week. “I can’t believe it, but I think about that class and I get ill. And when I walk out of there on Wednesday, I feel as if the week is already over.”


      The same sort of thing can be said for almost everyone in the section. What bothers me most is that Perini seems to recognize our discomfort, and takes it with something only a little short of glee.


      Even Nicky Morris has started to get on my nerves. I’m grateful for his easygoing manner in the classroom, but there are moments when that gentleness seems less friendship than condescension. We’re still doing jurisdiction over the person, a topic which has mushroomed in complexity as we’ve gone along. Historically, courts could assert their power only over persons found inside the state where the court sat. These days a precarious weighing of subtle factors takes place to determine how far that power can extend. Sometimes in explaining that process, it seems that Nicky is trying to be deliberately confusing. When the class does not understand, he can then address us in that increasingly familiar tone which suggests that not only are we people far less knowledgeable than he, but also substantially less intelligent. The thought has crossed my mind that Nicky, the famous football competitor, came to teaching seeking a field on which he could always win.


      Reading all of this over, it sounds as if I am totally bummed out. That is not so. I still feel plenty of that thirsty pleasure in school. I’ve just begun to recognize the bad with the good—a balance, as I said at the start. I suppose the task of the next few weeks will be to adjust to those small disappointments I’m starting to feel.


       


      Sooner or later, I had to touch down. For six weeks, I had been swooning and careening like some sky-dazed hawk, and my Columbus Day weekend away from the law had shown me how perilous and crazy that flight sometimes had been. I couldn’t go on asking that much of myself. I had to ease off. Settling back in on the following Tuesday, concentrating, scrutinizing, pressed at again by that atmosphere of tense precision, I’d actually become dizzy and a little bit ill.


      As I moved through those middle weeks in October, a lot of things were serving to sober my mood. That gray cap which hovers over Cambridge at least six months a year had begun to appear. The squirrels were burrowing, storing nuts. Winter, cold and slushy and despised—the first this temporary Californian had been through in five years—was nearing. And in retrospect, to a far greater extent than I then recognized, I see that the warnings I gave myself when we were in the mountains came too late. I had simply burnt myself out. The initial strength and enthusiasm I’d brought to law school had been spent and I had no reserves left. I was exhausted, still under the same pressures, and, in consequence, occasionally gloomy.


      I was also increasingly vulnerable to a lot of things I’d suppressed. In the first weeks I’d recognized many troubles without allowing them to alter my prevailing high mood—the sacrificial demands of the achievement ethic, the personal changes forced by the education which Gina had pointed to, the self-doubt I felt during interview season. Now all of those things, and a series of new but similar realizations, began to have an impact. I also had to deal with the plain fact that the new shine had worn off. For my classmates and myself, there’d been a stunning gain in knowledge and competence, but in the process, the thrilling mystery of the law had started to dissolve.


      All in all, my expectations were changing, but the sane and prudent tone I struck in my journal—saying that I would have to “adjust” to “small disappointments”—masked a wild-ness and bitterness and lack of control in my feelings which would intensify in the coming weeks, and had to an extent already set in.


      Many of the things I felt during that period were unique to me, the result of my personal lunacies, but a sense of spirits stepping down seemed widespread. Most of us in Section 2 appeared to take on a sort of sullen grimness about what we were doing. A few people seemed to develop strength from the emerging routine and ground ahead remorselessly, but the more common reaction was the beginning of an active resistance to law school and its demands. No one quit, of course. In the first weeks of the term, one man, always gently complaining about how perplexed he felt, had withdrawn. That is not unprecedented. Each year, two to three percent of the entering class leaves. The reasons vary: marriage, illness, determinations by students that they’re simply not cut out for the law. Some persons in each of those categories eventually return.


      But in Section 2, virtually everyone decided to stick it through. They all wanted to be lawyers, I guess; and besides, almost all of us had arrived prepared for exactly the kind of emotional letdown we felt by the middle of October. We all had friends who’d gone to Harvard Law School and who’d issued grim reports. We’d chosen to come anyway. Perhaps the expectation of difficulties hastened trouble’s arrival.


      Whatever the source, many were displeased enough to become slightly uncooperative. Attendance, though nominally required, began to fall off in each of the courses, especially Mann’s, where it was frequently down as much as fifteen or twenty percent for each session. Except in Perini’s Contracts, where it was not permitted, backbenching had also become common. Every time a class met, between six and a dozen people were located in the rear seats—that lost world not mapped on the seating chart.


      Terry was one of those who began to show up irregularly and to backbench when he did come.


      “I just can’t sit still, man,” he told me. “I’m tired of those guys talkin’ at me, tellin’ me how to think. I’ve gotta do it my own way.”


      To me the most dramatic sign of the changing attitude among students came one day in Torts in mid-October. Zechman was talking about conversion, one of the tort remedies for theft. If a car thief makes off with your Chevy, you can sue him civilly for conversion, even if he’s criminally tried for joyriding. Zechman described the tort as a “judicially-enforced sale,” meaning that the thief would keep the car and you would get what it was worth—a valuable option if the joyrider had for instance, cracked up your Chevy on his tour through the neighborhood. It was a point many of us had missed.


      From the center of the classroom, one man called out, a little belligerently, “Where do you get that from?”


      Zechman was normally inordinately polite to us, but I guess that remark struck him as a breach of decorum. He looked icily at the student and said, “When you get a chance sometime, read the cases.”


      It was quick and snide. Some people laughed, but after a few seconds a rattling hiss spread from various parts of the room. Hissing the speaker for a disagreeable comment is an old Harvard habit, practiced throughout much of the university. It’s imported to the law school each year by those 1Ls who were undergraduates at Harvard College and it had been quickly picked up in my section. Until that day in the middle of October, hissing had been reserved for fellow students, usually when the speaker’s remarks were politically conservative. (Most of the hissers seemed to be left-wing.) But after that day when Zechman was treated to it, hissing became a piece of student weaponry frequently used against the faculty, most commonly when a professor dismissed a student’s comments unfairly or said something hardhearted. Usually, the teachers accepted the hissing with a dim frown or a weak attempt to justify their remarks.


      There was more and more of that mood of open confrontation. In the first few weeks many of the students who were uncomfortable or unhappy had assumed that it was their fault, that they were somehow incompetent. Now they seemed to stop blaming themselves and were pointing the finger at the institution and the educational style. The Socratic method, they said, was unfair and intimidating. In class we learned too much raw technique with too little attention to the ethical duties lawyers owed the society. And the atmosphere around HLS was often bitterly deplored—a robot factory, people began to call it; a legal pressure cooker.


      As often as not, the most vigorous in their criticisms were the members of the Harvard Law Guild, a student organization dedicated to progressive reform in the structure and educational format of the law school. The Guild had held an organizational meeting early in the year, and many of the men and women of the section had joined. Kyle, the fuzzy-haired Harvard grad in my study group, was a member. So was Helen Kirchner, the woman who’d complained about the aggressiveness of our classmates. There were quite a few other Guild members in Section 2. Most of them, during the first weeks, had been somewhat circumspect, usually sharing their complaints only with each other. But as the mid-term mood of displeasure made itself more apparent, the Guild members, sensing a more hospitable environment, tended to speak up frequently. Occasionally they challenged the professors in class, especially Mann, who often assumed moderate or conservative positions on loaded subjects such as sentencing, bail reform, white-collar crime.


      The most outspoken of the Guild members was Wade Strunk. Wade was from Alabama and he made a paradoxical radical. He was mannerly, precise. He wore his hair short and he was usually very well dressed. He often had on expensive foulards and designer shirts, and his accent sounded of all the luxury and graciousness of a bygone southern age. But he was unstinting in his criticism of the law school.


      My first brush with Wade came late in September. On Thursday and Friday, Torts and Civil Procedure met in the same room in Langdell and there was a half-hour break between classes. After Torts, one man who sat near me asked if I thought it would be safe to leave his books. I said I was sure it was, that none of our classmates struck me as the thieving kind.


      Wade, standing nearby, overheard.


      “These people here?” he asked at once. “Why, half of them are thieves already and don’t know it. Three years from now they’ll be working for these big corporate law firms whose fees are paid by nothing much better than thieving. Plenty of them are stealing right now. My teaching fellow’s briefcase was ripped off right out of his office.”


      I wasn’t sure Wade was serious. I said to him that this was a large school and that there were probably a few people here capable of anything. And there was no question that in the future some good people might become trapped in bad institutions.


      “But you don’t really think everybody here is a bad guy, do you?” I asked.


      “Absolutely,” Wade answered. “Most of them. Most of them are quite corrupt.”


      Many of Wade’s classmates held an equally charitable view of him. By the middle of October, there were a number who snickered out loud every time Wade spoke in class. We all knew it was going to be the same dime-store Marxism, a description of how the particular doctrine we were studying had been laid down for the protection of the upper classes and their wealth. After one of Wade’s more unreasoned outbursts, one of the wryer members of the section approached me at the end of class. He nodded toward Wade, expensively dressed, as ever, and said, closely imitating Wade’s accent, “Aftuh the cent, “Aftuh the revolution, ever’one will wear Yves St. Laurent.”


      Yet by the middle of October, I’d begun to pay more attention to all of the Guild members, even to Wade, who I knew was made silly only by passion and real concern. I felt some caution toward the people in the Guild. They were kids from Harvard and Yale, Park Avenue and Beverly Hills, who would lecture you freely on the plight of the poor. But I admired their forthrightness, and as time went on I’d become less certain that whatever else could be said of them, I’d call them entirely wrong.
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      10/21/75 (Tuesday)


      A difficult day. A disturbing incident at lunch.


      For a while, I’ve felt that there’s a cohesion lacking in my studying and it has seemed to me that the study group could help provide some focusing. In talking it over, I found that everyone else felt the same way. It seemed time for a meeting, to see if we could hash over the problems with the study group and consolidate purposes, and so, with the exception of Stephen, who had a date for lunch, we all got together at noon.


      The complaints about the group came out at once: too disorganized, too uncommitted, rudderless, overaggressive in discussion (Aubrey’s point, aimed at me, I think), and too many people.


      The last was Kyle’s complaint, and he kept hammering at it.


      “We’ve got too many people. We can’t have effective discussions. We can’t concentrate on anything. We’re going to keep BS’ing.” Finally, Kyle said, “We’ve got to narrow the group to four people, five at the most.”


      The suggestion pretty plainly was that we throw somebody out, and it offended me. I was telling Kyle exactly that when Sandy Stern, guileless or guilty, suddenly spoke up.


      “You’re not going to throw me out, are you?” Sandy asked. “Not just because I’m in two groups?”


      Two? we all asked. Sandy quickly admitted that he was part of another group which had been busy all term outlining courses and preparing review notes. He had joined our group too, he said, because we seemed more interested in high-minded, speculative talk about the law, which he felt was missing in the other.


      “Hey,” Terry told him, “we don’t wanna do that kind of jiving around anymore. We wanna start putting it all together now.”


      Sandy refused to take the hint. He sat there pulling at his big scraggly moustache and proposing compromises: One day, with him present, we could speculate. On a second, without him, we could review. As a last hope, he even offered to make copies for us of the outline he was preparing for the other group.


      It did no good. Kyle, pointedly, kept repeating, “Somebody’s gotta go, someone has to.”


      I told Sandy that it should be his decision. I said that I was against his sudden exclusion and that if he wanted to stay it would be okay with me, but I also told him that I felt it had been deceptive to conceal his membership in the other group, and that so far as I knew everyone always assumed study groups were exclusive.


      Sandy debated my points but finally said that he would do whatever we preferred. Aubrey seemed to hold the crucial weight and he shook his head no. He had wanted a smaller group from the start.


      With apologies issued all around, Sandy gathered his books and departed. We stayed to plan further activities for the group. But the whole event stayed with me all day. I felt a frustrated pity, angered by Sandy’s obtuseness but ashamed that we had been so hard-nosed as to boot him. What difference is it to us really if he thinks he can handle being in two groups? I was disturbed by what had emerged in each of us. Kyle had been ruthless and Aubrey a little matter-of-fact. Terry all along was bothered by Sandy’s mincing way and was visibly anxious to have him gone. I had hardly been stalwart in defending Sandy’s right to stay.


      When I told the story to Stephen tonight on the phone, he was dismayed.


      “That goddamn Kyle,” he said.


      I admitted that none of us had been shown to much advantage this afternoon. I’m beginning to get some idea of what might be involved in meeting my enemy.
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      “Yes, Mr. Turow?” Professor Mann said, looking down at his seating chart to be certain of my name.


      It was the fourth week in October, and we were discussing inchoate crimes—crimes attempted or solicited, but never completed. The case concerned a man who’d come into a bar, drunk and obviously disturbed. He’d brandished a gun, threatened a number of patrons, and finally, with the gun at the bartender’s head, had pulled the trigger. The gun had not gone off. Mann had asked us how the case would be classified under the Model Penal Code. The members of the section had paged through the code and come up with various suggestions: assault, attempted murder. Mann himself had asked if this were possibly attempted manslaughter. I had the answer to that, a very clever one, I thought, and raised my hand.


      “It can’t possibly be attempted manslaughter,” I said. “Attempted crimes have to be intended and manslaughter’s an unintentional offense.”


      People smiled around me. I heard somebody say, “Ah!” I’d got it. A good point.


      Mann glanced down from the ceiling and looked at me kindly.


      “Don’t you hear the wind whistling behind you?” he asked.


      I froze.


      “I’m afraid you’ve gone through the trapdoor,” he said, and as I sunk lower in my seat, he explained that an intended attempt at murder, given mitigating circumstances like drunkenness or insanity, could be classed as attempted manslaughter under the code.


      I’d made a mistake. It wasn’t the blunder of the year, but I felt horribly embarrassed—worse than that, corrosively ashamed. This seemed to be happening to me a lot recently—raising my hand to say things which were somehow inappropriate or flatly wrong. And none of us found it easy to endure our classroom errors, let alone on a regular basis.


      “Isn’t it awful?” Stephen asked me one day after he’d muffed an answer in Civil Procedure. “I haven’t felt that bad in years.” Gina said she brooded on her mistakes for hours.


      As the year had worn on, classroom performance had assumed an increasing importance. We now engaged in close assessments daily of how well people had done in class, especially when they’d been called on, almost as if it had been an athletic event. “Jack was terrific today.” “Yeah, but I felt bad for him when Perini nailed him on that question. McTerney really saw that all the way. She is smart.”


      The reasons we all put that kind of stock in what happened in class were complex. Superficially, I suppose it was no more than a further sign of how competitive we were with each other. But there were a number of environmental effects which had recently begun to exaggerate the drive and ambition within each of us. For two months now we had all been doing exactly the same things day in and day out, listening to the same professors, doing the same reading, making the same discoveries. Moreover, there was little time to find more personal outlets outside of school. For many of us, then, the feeling had grown pronounced of being faceless, lost in the mob—and the only kind of distinction available was to be known as good, bright, quick, adept with the law. Thus a striving for a sense of identity began to be mixed in with our hopes for success.


      That, in turn, led to another problem. As students became more desirous of doing well, they could only grow more conscious of the fact that there was now no sure indication of how much or how well they were learning. Though we’d all been working like Trojans for a couple of months, none of us could even be sure that we’d pass each course. Obviously, odds were in our favor. There are few Fs given at Harvard Law School. Forty years ago a third of the entering class would flunk out, but these days almost no one leaves for academic reasons. Nevertheless, considering the difficulty of the material, the possibility of something close to failure, however remote, sometimes invited contemplation. Though I wanted to do well, for me, and I imagine for others, the less clear my standing became the more my fantasy cycle intensified at the darker end—a few thoughts of wild success obliterated by panicked visions of being thrown out in the street.


      The only end to that fear of failure would come when we were examined in January. There would be no grades until then, and the single test would be the sole basis for determining marks in each course. Longing perhaps for the assurance exams would provide—and also hoping to lay the ground for good results—many people, even at the end of October, had begun pointing toward the tests. In the meanwhile we looked wherever we could for signs that we were holding our own. People who had high LSAT scores often speculated about whether the correlation between the test and law school grades would hold true for them. On a number of occasions I was told that because I was older and married, I was certain to rank high in the section and there were many moments when I halfheartedly repeated that wisdom to myself.


      But it was in the classroom, with the 140 of us together facing the professor, that exam competition was most closely simulated; and it was to what happened there that we gave the greatest weight. The more people tended to see classroom performance as an index of standing, the more pressed we all felt to do well. The unofficial ban on outside research had been inadvertently lifted one day early in October when Sandy Stein had raised his hand in Contracts. We were studying a case about a Pennsylvanian who had volunteered for service in the Civil War. He promised he would send his wife a living allowance of $20 a month while he was away, but he had never paid it. The wife sued for breach of contract and lost. Perini used the case to illustrate the differing ways in which courts treat agreements between family members compared to agreements between persons in business—a theme he returned to often during the year. Sandy, however, had gone far afield.


      “I have an interesting note on this case,” Sandy said. “I thought that since the husband had served in the Union army, he would have a Civil War pension, and that if he had died his wife might have received something anyway. So I went to Widener and found the official roll of U.S. Civil War pensioners and sure enough, in 1877 Mrs. Tish, as survivor, began to receive eight dollars a month.”


      The reaction from the class to Sandy’s historical probing was a mixture of outraged laughter and the inevitable hissing. Perini, who’d already found that Sandy’s straight-faced dog-gedness made him the perfect foil, said that he was disappointed—that he’d have expected Sandy, being Sandy, to make a trip to Harrisburg to see if Mrs. Tish’s aggrieved ghost wasn’t still stalking the graveyards.


      Yet despite the humor with which Sandy’s efforts were received, it became clear within a few days that they’d served to declare open season on outside work, a month ahead of schedule. A number of people now admitted delving into Perini’s hornbook, and most reported that much of Perini’s classroom commentary seemed to come from there directly. Many men and women began to treat the hornbook as part of the required reading, in hopes of doing well when called on. Even more disconcerting, I suddenly heard that a number of classmates had been observed in the library reading law review articles, sections of the treatises, the illustrative cases noted in the casebooks.


      “I don’t know what those guys think they’re proving,” Tony Dawes, a classmate, told me one day when I saw him in the library. Tony had regularly studied near the reserve section where the treatises were located and he was telling me about the sudden rush of people from Section 2 who’d begun to appear there. “These professors aren’t dumb. They know what those people are up to. It’ll all come clear at the end of the year. None of ’em are gonna get any better grades than the rest of us.”


      Not everyone was convinced that what Tony said was true. Many people felt a new pressure to consult sources other than the casebook, and to put even more time into study. Often I heard tales of students who appeared to those who knew them well to be doing nothing but law 20 hours a day, 140 hours a week—types who were in the library the moment it opened, or who broke their study in their dorm rooms only for half an hour of dinner each night, people who went over their class notes at the end of each day and typed all of them up over the weekend. Those stories were frightening. A standard was being set that not all of us could match. People were getting ahead, it seemed. People were falling behind.


      Certainly in class it was beginning to appear that in spite of all initial impressions of parity, there really were some people who had an edge. We had all heard stories about students magically able in the law who appeared on rare occasions like a showing of the northern lights, the kind who would make straight A-pluses on their exams. Some of our professors were said to have been students like that, and we often shared speculations on whether there was anyone similarly gifted within the section. Lately it had started to look as if there were some likely candidates. In recent weeks, two or three people had begun to speak up in class who showed something more than what had been demonstrated by Clarissa and Wally Karlin and some of the others who had talked regularly from the start of the year. Clarissa and Wally were on again and off. Many of their remarks were things the rest of us had merely felt too abashed to say. But the people now emerging, armed with native talent, and often with intelligence gathered in the library, seemed to make frighteningly penetrating comments every time. And unlike the kind of humorous distaste with which Wally and Clarissa and the others were treated, these people—“the stars,” they were sometimes called, bitterly—occasioned feelings close to loathing, and often for no other reason than the kind of fear many of us felt in comparing ourselves to them.


      Ned Cauley, for instance, a lanky man with a strong Maine accent, had by October become the star of Perini’s class. He was exceedingly quick and he also loved contract law. Perini obviously admired him. The extent to which he’d become convinced of Ned’s talent was dramatized one day when he’d gone on another of his treasure hunts across the room, waiting for a student to come up with the exact answer to a question. Suddenly, without looking behind, Perini whirled, pointed and called out Ned’s name. Cauley gave the response half a dozen others had missed.


      Ned performed remarkably every day. And most people in the section made faces whenever his name was mentioned. They groaned. Some told me that Ned was unintelligent, that his success was some kind of academic illusion, and that he did it all by burying himself in Contracts treatises. To an extent which shames me, I often agreed. Somehow, it seemed obvious that anyone who had the right answer that often had to be a con man and an SOB.


      When I finally got to know Ned, late in the fall, I found that he was one of the best-humored and most diverse persons in the section. He taught a course in Chinese cooking in the free university—the sort of swapshop of skills run by student government—he knew the theatre, politics, music. If he did well in Contracts, it was because his interest and talents were genuine.


      There were of course one or two of the stars who, even with allowances for envy, seemed to merit some of the enmity they generated. Harold Hochschild was a small man with a raspy voice and a head of rusty curls pasted to his scalp. Harold appeared quite arrogant. He had gone to Swarthmore and he often delivered himself of the opinion that everyone else in the section had had a second-rate education. In class, Harold loved to drone on, dropping his head emphatically at certain instants like an orchestra leader on the downbeat. By spring term he had mellowed a good deal, but in late October, Harold was the unrivaled leader in classmate contempt. About that time, I had some contact with him, which allowed me to make up my mind on my own.


      In the last week of the month, when we were studying the law of trespass, Zechman had provoked a vigorous class debate. He had given us a complicated hypo about two railroads with adjoining rights of way. Should one railroad’s representatives be allowed to trespass on the other’s property in order to lay there, on a piece of waste land, a drainpipe which would carry away water obstructing the first railroad’s track? For forty-five minutes the argument went on. People who believed in absolute property rights earnestly claimed that the trespass should not be permitted and that the pipe should be removed. Others, with equal force, said that the social utility of a running railroad meant the trespass should be overlooked. It was a fine class. When the session was over, Zechman revealed that his hypo was actually the fact situation of an old Iowa case.


      “Who won?” a number of people called out.


      Zechman, as usual, gave away ice in the wintertime. “The railroad,” he answered, then wrote the case citation on the board.


      After a late meeting of the study group, Aubrey and I went to the library to look the case over. The report volume was missing from the shelf. I saw Harold Hochschild sitting nearby. Suspicious, I went to his carrel. Sure enough, the report volume was lying there unread while Harold studied.


      It is, needless to mention, considered bad form around the law school to hoard a book that 140 others might be looking for. I ignored that, and asked Harold if we could look at the case for a second. He fluttered the back of his hand at me to take the book.


      Aubrey and I read the report together. The trespassing railroad had to pay for use of the land, but the court refused to order the drainpipe removed. Given what we knew, the outcome seemed peculiar, although a good compromise of the positions struck by the class. (Later we learned that the Iowa case had begun the first formulation of the contemporary law of nuisance.)


      I took the book back to Harold.


      “That’s really a strange result, isn’t it?” I said to Harold.


      He was reading and he didn’t look up.


      “I’m not sure which way it went,” I said.


      Harold still did not reply. I looked at him for a moment then replaced the book.


      “Thanks again,” I said. Still no answer.


      Repeating the story in the next couple of days, I was informed by classmates that Harold had a policy of talking to no one when he studied. No one. He would not be interrupted in the midst of the glorious task. Getting the back of his hand when I picked up the book was miraculous, people said, more than could have been expected had I announced the second coming.


      Stephen had a dark, grisly sense of humor and when I told him all of this he began cackling. “You know what’s great?” he asked, laughing. “You know what I love about this place? Hochschild’s going to be number one. He’s the one who’ll get A-pluses. That’s the meritocracy.”


      I agreed with what Stephen said, but I had a hard time finding any humor in it. That notion simply depressed me. The word Stephen used, “meritocracy,” kept popping up more and more often. It meant that Harvard Law School was a place where only merit, only raw intelligence and perseverance, both of extraordinary degree, were the sole means of success. Increasingly, I’d become certain that I was short on both counts. I was too exhausted to become a twenty-hour-a-day person, and too slow with the rest of my work to get to outside sources in the twelve to fourteen hours I studied each day. And compared to people like Harold and Ned, I had nothing worth saying in class. I made mistakes, in fact, silly blunders. If lucky, I was mediocre. And my conviction of my mediocrity was sour and unhappy. I had given up a good career, some security and distinction, to be swallowed in the horde, to confront intelligence which overshadowed my own. The shame at what I’d lost and was incapable of doing had become acute; and the day I embarrassed myself by making that mistake in Mann’s class, I was low enough that my feelings worsened into something harrowing.


      Walking out of that session, I was as close to tears as I had been in a decade. I wanted to explain to Mann, to all my classmates, that I really wasn’t dumb or indiscreet, that I was able to accomplish many things worth doing. But there was no way to prove that, to them or even to myself.


      When I had recovered somewhat, I vowed that I wouldn’t let that feeling overcome me again. But that didn’t mean taking a more balanced view of my feelings or a broader perspective on what was going on in general. I was too caught up in all of it by then. I promised instead that I would not talk in class. That meant feeling distant and frustrated while I sat in each meeting; it meant that I was giving in to fear. But I suffered it all, rather than face that horrible shame again, and for weeks I did not let myself be heard.
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      10/30/75 (Thursday)


      Primarily, a down week with a couple of lighter spots, specifically, the lunches with two of our professors. The five of us in the study group went out with Perini yesterday and Zechman today. Both proved mildly interesting events, though I hardly felt I’d achieved anything profound with either man.


      Having lunch with faculty members is something of an institution at HLS. It is one of the least painless ways that teachers can try to ease one of the most persistent criticisms of the place—that there is not enough contact between professors and students. Most of the professors seem freely available to those who ask for lunch appointments and there are a number who openly encourage small groups of students to join them for a drink or a meal. Peter Geocaris reports that last year Professor Mann went so far as to pick up the tabs.


      In Perini’s case, an invitation was issued with typical panache. Earlier in the month he started class by peering up sternly at the tiers of students around him.


      “I have an announcement to make,” he said. Then he brightened and turned both palms up. “I am free for lunch,” he told us. “Dutch.”


      Since then he’s gone out almost every noon with a group of students. With him we went to Ferdinand’s, a smooth French place near Harvard Square. He remained much the man behind the lectern—probably the most practiced human being I’ve ever met, the person who most desires to have his world in perfect order. He had to turn his lobster salad at the proper angle before he could eat. I watched him rotate the bowl.


      Nonetheless, he was engaging, charming in an arid way. He was careful to look each of us square in the eye as he talked; mainly the conversation was about some of the projects Perini takes on outside of school. He does a good deal of consulting with various Republicans in Congress and a lot of Washington names got dropped throughout the meal: Percy, Rhodes, Fred Graham, various senators. I was surprised to hear that Perini treats senators the way he treats students and takes the same delight in it. He described an argument he had in a restaurant with one politician, the chairman of a subcommittee he’s worked for. “I had him pinned on a point, absolutely pinned. I was standing right over him and he was getting red up to the neck. It was wonderful.”


      On the whole, he proved a lot more reasonable on certain matters than I’d expected—affirmative action in law school admissions for women and minorities, for example. I did have one brush with him unintentionally, when I said, almost casually, that there is a deliberate emphasis at the law school on corporate law.


      “I deny that,” he told me heatedly, “I deny that completely. Students and not the faculty are the ones who emphasize corporate law. You’re the consumers here. We are not lining up to take Corporations and Advanced Business Planning. You should compare the enrollment in those courses with Family Law or Criminal Procedure.”


      I suppose it’s a point. He was fair in general—candid, if not loose. Seeing him up close enhanced my understanding of him personally. I think he’s free only when he’s teaching, behind the podium, onstage. He seems to have that kind of showman’s personality.


      As for Zechman, he proved much the shy, formal man he is in the classroom. With him, we went to a far less imposing place, a small Italian restaurant where we could sit and talk. He spoke a lot about practice. For the past few years he was with one of the big Washington firms, appearing often before the Supreme Court. He passed a little tepid Supreme Court gossip, especially about Justice Douglas, for whom he clerked in the ’50s, still sees socially, and greatly admires. For the most part Zechman seemed to be glad to be back in the academy. “He’s a bright guy, quite a scholar” was a comment he repeated a few times about various people—his idea, I think, of high praise. When he asked how the class was going, we all told him how much we like it, a reaction that is now close to universal.


       


      As I mentioned in the journal, faculty lunch is a traditional, and often very sincere, attempt to make some personal contact in a situation that does not much favor it. With 140 in a class there is little chance for professors or students to get to know one another well. The situation hardly improves in the second and third years, when classes are often even larger. To an extent the problem of class size is unique to Harvard, where there are more students to be accommodated than anywhere else; but at all American law schools the ratio of students to faculty is notoriously high, probably rivaled among American educational institutions only by the business schools. It is another of the institutional difficulties often laid at the door of Dean Langdell.


      “One of Dean Langdell’s great contributions to legal education,” I heard one professor say later in the year, in addressing a group of students, “was to make it cheap. By establishing the Socratic method, he found a way to educate 140 people at the same time, a form of educational mass production. He proved to the presidents of universities all over America that they too could make money by opening a law school and hiring just a few people to teach.”


      Some professors deny that the reason for large classes is economic. A faculty adviser named Thomas Heinrich, a teacher of business and tax courses, was appointed for our Legal Methods group. Heinrich invited all of us to his house one evening, and in the course of conversation he defended the large classes as producing a better educational environment.


      “You have Smith over here and Johnson over there and they both want to make the same point. And there’s Green there who has something to say to each of them. With 140 people in the same class you get a greater diversity of response and sharper answers.” Heinrich also reminded us that the pressures of speaking in a large class may offer good training for people soon to be making their careers in court.


      Whatever the reason for large classes, it is a safe bet that many students would prefer a more intimate setting. During the first term, the Law School Council, the student governing body, proposed that in the future, for 1Ls, one course in each section should be taught in small classes of thirty-five. That compromise, one smaller first-year class, has been adopted at many other law schools—Yale, California (Boalt), Minnesota. At our lunch with him, Perini surprised me by saying that he favored the proposal and believed that all classes in all years should ideally have enrollments no higher than forty. But the majority of the HLS faculty judged the proposal too expensive and impracticable and it was never seriously taken up.


      To me, though, the proposal had made good sense. When I was deciding between law schools, a number of friends had encouraged me to go to Yale, because it has the lowest student/faculty ratio of any law school in the country. I had tended to dismiss the point, but now I could see how valuable an opportunity for more regular contact with the professors would have been for us all.


      For one thing, much of that gnawing, maddening sense of not knowing how you are doing could have been eased with smaller classes. Most of the professors were loath to grant us any kind of praise in the large classes, no matter how extraordinary was a student’s performance. Their thinking, I guess, was that to do so would only increase the resentments in an environment that was already emotionally taut. On occasion, Nicky Morris could compliment students quite skillfully—a quick, casual, “That’s very good,” after a person had spoken—but much of that ability might have been a function of Nicky’s ease in the classroom, hard for many on the faculty to duplicate. In smaller courses, however, professors could easily give individuals the small amounts of personal attention which would allow them to feel reassured about their progress, not to mention the additional benefit of providing students with a sense of recognition as persons apart from the mob.


      The other point I felt in favor of the smaller classes was that in subtle ways the teaching would be better and more complete. A lot of snags in learning law, like any other subject, are idiosyncratic—little mental wrinkles that seem to crease every brain in the room but yours. Sometimes peers, who are just getting acquainted with the point themselves, can’t help; but the professors can straighten you out in a minute. Yet it was frequently impossible to get to the faculty. After class there was that cattle show, fifteen or twenty people clustered about the teachers, the brownnosers and the shouters and a few people who’d resolved not to miss a single faculty word no matter when uttered, as well as a number of students who had sincere questions that had seemed too minor or personal to disturb the whole section with during class. To visit professors in their offices was even trickier. Frequently they were out, and if your problem was small, you were reluctant to make an appointment. Some teachers—Morris, Zechman—were actually exceedingly generous with their time. But too often, students got the clear impression that most professors would much prefer not to be disturbed in their offices. It was seven weeks before Mann announced the number of his faculty office in class and when he did, he said, “Don’t come yet—you won’t find me there.”


      I am sympathetic to a degree to the faculty wish to be left alone sometimes. Students, especially those as tense and eager for knowledge as we were, can devour a professor. Yet at HLS, by the middle of the fall I’d already begun to feel that the distance between faculty and students—not just in terms of the classroom, but even on a more personal level—was extreme. Part of the problem was one of personalities.


      “I’m not sure you’d enjoy getting to know some of my colleagues in a smaller setting,” Heinrich told us that night at his house when we discussed the law school council’s small class proposal. “Many of them wouldn’t come out well,” he put it, trying to be delicate about the fact that there are some stuffy and arrogant people who teach at Harvard Law School. Many on the HLS faculty are accustomed to thinking of themselves as the best of the best, the finest minds for miles, and there are a number who appear reluctant to waste too much of their brilliance on students.


      And beyond that, the sheer numbers often spell great distance and formality in relations. At HLS, it is rare to be called anything but “Mr.” or “Ms.” by a professor and even rarer to address faculty members by their first names. Seldom do students and teachers pass more than a nod or a smile when they see each other out of the classroom. You are business acquaintances rather than friends, persons bound only by the slenderest connection: the fact that they know and you don’t.


      A few of the students in my section, more or less assaulted the faculty into closer contacts. One simply presented himself at a professor’s house and invited himself in. Another employed one of our teachers to work on a specialized legal problem. But less exceptional means of making contact are few. I can count on the fingers of one hand the number of professors I saw in the student dining hall during the year. The rest stuck to the faculty eating place. And not many of the teachers seemed to walk through the underground tunnels that connect all the law school buildings and through which, during the winter, the students usually travel. Most faculty members seemed to prefer slush, snow and cold to dealing with 1Ls, 2Ls, and 3Ls.


      I remember how amused Peter Geocaris was the day I stopped him to ask why I never saw a professor in the library.


      “Because,” he said, smiling, “they have their own.” It had never occurred to me that with the biggest law school library in the world only a hundred yards away, the professors would build another on the fifth floor of the faculty office building, one from which students are normally excluded.


      The fact that professors were so remote naturally tended to increase the kind of awe in which we held them. As it was, the faculty to us were figures of great power. They could intimidate. They could clarify. They could ruin our weekends and evenings with assignments. They could fill our heads with the ideas with which we struggled night and day. Most important, they were world-renowned masters in the game of law—the learning of which now had our full attention. In many ways they were the people we most wanted to be, and at moments we seemed to regard them as if they were half mythological. When we were not engrossed in actual discussion of the law, we seemed to spend all our time talking about professors, exchanging rumors—about the famous cases Mann had prosecuted or the Washington figures who’d had this or that to say about Perini. About Morris, our talk was especially reverential, because he had so recently been through the law school himself and had left such an astonishing record. The most amazing tale of his prowess was a story, perhaps apocryphal, that in a single four-hour exam period he had written not only the test in the course, but also a term paper which he’d forgotten to do in the crush of Law Review duties. On both, he’d received the highest grade in the class.


      For me, dealings with the faculty were complicated by the fact that only the year before I had been a teacher myself, up there in the front of the classroom, listened to, obeyed. Now I was in the seats, unheeded—in an assigned seat, in fact—with many details of my life suddenly controlled by other people. I began to sense that I’d been turned into a child again, an adolescent. With its murky corridors tiled in linoleum and lined with the lockers used by students who live off campus, the law school has much of the look and smell of a high school, and there were an increasing number of moments when I really felt like a teenager, angry and adolescently rebellious. That was not a unique reaction. In many of the Guild members, I saw a similar pattern of response, a return to teenaged rages. It was the source, I think, of some of the vehemence of our criticisms.


      But there were also times when that feeling of having retreated was more passive and more quietly painful. Our absorption with the faculty frequently reminded me of children’s concern with their parents. By late October I had to confess that the hot feeling which came over me when I raised my hand in class was very much a child’s wish for commendation, and recognizing that bothered me a great deal. I thought I’d grown beyond emotions of that kind. Now I learned that my childishness had disappeared only because there’d been a period when I had not been treated like a child. Thus there were episodes, like the one in Mann’s class, when I blundered and felt not only the horrible shame of the child in disappointing grown-ups but also a grown-up’s shame in having lost all that ground as a human being.


      An incident with a friend, Tom Blaustein, is illustrative of how grimly confused all my feelings about teachers were becoming. Tom was a young law professor from another school who was visiting at Harvard for the year. Annette and I had met Tom and his wife a couple of years before at the home of a mutual friend in California; and when we’d found ourselves here together, we’d all gotten to know each other much better. Tom was open and generous with me and our friendship was conducted not as law professor and student, but on the personal plane on which we’d first met. On occasion the four of us would get together; now and then I’d see Tom alone for lunch. When we spent time together, we were usually away from the law school.


      One day, I ran into Tom in the law school gym. I was with Terry and we had just left class. I guess the setting overcame me. Somehow when I saw Tom, the first thing that went through my head was that he was a law school teacher. Normally, I would never have thought of calling him by anything other than his first name, but when he said, warmly, “Hi, Scott,” I couldn’t quite keep the words “Hello, Professor” from coming out of my mouth.
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      11/1/75 (Saturday)


      November arrives with drizzle and depression. Lord, but I feel bum. It seems as if I’m living in a tunnel. It’s dark when I get up; it’s dark when I go home. I keep moving straight ahead but there’s no sign of light.


      At home, things are in a trough. Annette’s patience with the law school wife bit appears to have worn thin and we are bickering often. For A., I guess it is hard not to feel cheated. She’s been dragged across the country and stuck in an exhausting job, while I am treated to the glories of Harvard Law. It does not help that in the little time we get together, I am frequently too preoccupied to be fully attentive. And since we are in a new place there is not an established circle of friends who might bolster her spirits. The law school has not provided a community with which we’re eager to get involved. It’s not a social place. On the weekends we’re all just as happy not to see each other. And with good reason. On the few evenings we’ve had law school friends here, as we did last night, the conversation has centered obsessively on HLS.


      For Annette, there is no easy solution, and she’s often left frustrated and alone. During the daytime on weekends she has taken to heading off for outings in the city by herself—to museums, to exhibits, on shopping expeditions. But there are instants when it is plain that she is bitter at how unavailable I am. Last week she told me that I am more intimate with the law than with her, a not-so-subtle reference to the fact that we have been getting together in the bedroom infrequently. (From the drift of conversations around school, I take it that that problem is not unique to us.) All of it leaves me feeling toweringly guilty at moments, and also helpless, since I cannot make the law school and its demands dissolve.


      The wearying routine continues there, the work load, the confusion, the relentless, small-minded concentration required to learn the law. And the worst week yet is coming. Legal Methods has hit full tilt, with motions for summary judgment, reports on negotiating sessions, and a research project all due sometime in the next few weeks for each group in the section. In our group the brief must be handed in on Monday and we’ll have oral argument Wednesday. I’ve spent much of the weekend with my partner, Willie Hewitt. In addition, the two semester courses, Torts and Criminal Law, are beginning to move at a panic rate now that we’re into the second half of the term—sixty-page to eighty-page assignments each week—and the pace is picking up in Procedure as well.


      The work cannot be done thoroughly or precisely. I’ll have to give up briefing for the week and I’m not sure I can get through it all anyway. And I’m not sure how much I care. Nearly everybody feels almost as bad as me. Too much pressure and no sleep. Three hours. Four. A lot of all-nighters. And the air in the place almost seems to smell of the very effluvium of people’s bad feelings about themselves and the rigors of what they’re going through. Heavy times.


      The gray season is upon us.


       


      It was a year of frequent ups and downs, but in those first two weeks of November, I touched bottom. Things for me were never worse. Thank God.


      The Legal Methods assignments had worked the section into a general frenzy that would not be duplicated until exams. It was a surprising development since many of my classmates had seemed bored by Legal Methods through much of the term. In my group, Chris Henley taught well and the skills in which he has instructed us were obviously fundamental. One week we had seen a videotape of a classmate (Aubrey, in fact, who was strikingly good) conducting a fictionalized client interview. We’d learned something about taking depositions—a form of pretrial testimony—and how to draft interrogatories (the written questions and answers exchanged by parties to a lawsuit). Just the week earlier we’d been assigned to run through a mock negotiating session, attempting to settle the Katz case.


      I’d found much of the work worthwhile, but most of the 1Ls seemed to feel that Methods required an unfair sacrifice of time that could have been put into the larger courses. Being graded, they were regarded as more important.


      Yet the brief-writing assignment—which would be the end of the Methods course—had cut through that disinterest. Most everyone had thrown themselves into the project furiously. A brief is a lawyer’s written argument to a judge. In it he cites and describes previously decided cases which he believes support his position on a point. At the same time he tries to “distinguish” the cases his opponent will rely on, attempting to show why those decisions are inapplicable to the situation at hand. In Methods we had been given all the cases we would work from, but people were reading through the opinions again and again, searching out the smallest points. And although we’d been told to use no other cases, many of the women and men in the section had gone to the library to consult outside sources, like the legal encyclopedias. People were proud of how hard they were working. I remember the day in the library that Aubrey and his partner, Phil Pollack, displayed to me the nearly forty pages they’d written for a brief that was supposed to run ten pages at most.


      At the time, I couldn’t understand why everyone was going to such extremes. The only person I heard make a half-credible excuse was Ilene Trevka, a witty, outgoing woman from the section. One day during those weeks we got into the elevator in Langdell together on our way to the fourth-floor library. Ilene canted back against the wall and made one of the familiar complaints about how little she’d slept in the last week while she was working on her brief.


      “Why are you taking this thing so seriously?” I asked her as I had many others.


      “Because I couldn’t stand to lose and then have to listen to our opponent gloat.” Then she smiled. “We’re arguing against Harry Hochschild,” she told me.


      But in most other cases, I saw the fury generated by the Method’s project as more of the success/achievement/competition hysteria. People just wanted to beat each other. In retrospect, though, I recognize that the summary judgment motion satisfied impulses that had been frustrated all term. A job well done would let students feel that they were actually on the way to being able to handle lawyer’s work—it would prove they were learning something. Even more significant, I think, was the fact that the briefs and the arguments could answer some of that longing for evaluation and provide a sense of relative standing. A motion for summary judgment is an attempt to have a decision rendered on a lawsuit without a trial. The judge examines the briefs and the attached affidavits, listens to argument, and decides whether the law and the facts of the case favor one side so heavily that a trial would be a worthless exercise. If the court decides in favor of the party moving for summary judgment, he wins the suit; a decision against the movant means there will be a trial.


      In the Katz case, both sides were moving for summary judgment. Although the odds were that neither motion would be granted, the issues in the case were delicate enough that a particularly persuasive brief and argument might allow one side to win. The prospect of real victory, clean and conclusive, seemed to tantalize many of my classmates. It would be an authoritative way to prove a superior gift for the law. Toward that end, they labored tirelessly. But I, in the face of all this competitive heat, chose withdrawal. I was feeling too glum for a total effort. I told myself the brief was unimportant. Although we would have an oral argument—a kind of spoken defense in which you repeat the brief’s main points and answer any of the judge’s questions about them—I assured myself that I had always been pretty good at slinging it when on my feet. I encouraged Willie to take it easy and I hardly had to repeat the suggestion. In my section, there was a handful of people—five of them, ten at the most—who had come to Harvard Law School wanting no more than the degree. They had no desire even to stand equal to their classmates. Willie was one of those persons, and he was virtually immune to competitive pressures. He had, for instance, told me that we would have to tailor our work around his Thursday evening drunk and his Friday morning hangover.


      Willie and I promised that we’d spend no more than ten to twelve hours each on the brief. I gave it Friday night and most of Saturday. Willie did the same. That was probably a third of the time the majority of our classmates had spent, and the brief showed it. It opened (as I later recognized) by quoting our opponent’s most persuasive case and claiming it as our own—a gruesome error—and went downhill from there. Handing the brief in to Henley on Monday, I felt a little uncomfortable, but I suppressed my worries. I figured I’d made off like a bandit.


      Having taken the brief so lightly, I should have had far more time on my hands. But I’d elected the previous week to do a voluntary library research project which Henley had given us in Methods. The assignment involved searching out the statute and case law on a complicated tort problem, and the task had occupied twenty-five or thirty hours. Only a few people in my group chose to do the assignment. I had done it because I knew I was going to back off from the brief and, already guilty, I did not want to feel lazy or unoccupied while everybody else was working so hard. In that, I succeeded. I was now as pressed as anybody in the section, a hundred pages behind in Torts and falling off the pace in each of the other courses.


      That work load did not, however, keep me from going to see Ralph Nader when he came to speak at the law school on Tuesday night. Annette did not feel well, so I toted my Torts book along and went by myself.


      I am a Nader admirer. I take him for a zealot, but I also think he is a person of uncommon imagination, somebody who sees beyond the flak and baloney most of us buy in thinking about social institutions. The institutions Nader was going to speak about that evening were Harvard Law School and legal education in general. Nader is an HLS grad, but he is hardly an enamored alumnus. In a biography, he’s quoted as describing the law school as a place where students were “taught the freedom to roam in their cages.” In my funk, I was eager to hear his criticisms. I was ready to believe that there was more causing my bleak feelings than my own neuroses.


      Nader gave a great speech. He spoke for well over an hour, without a note. He leaned on the podium, but he talked with a preacher’s fervor—a lean, dark man, somewhat better-looking than he is on TV.


      “Legal education,” Nader said, “assumes its chief purpose to be the development within a refined ethical framework of the analytical and empirical skills necessary to further justice.” But Harvard, he claimed, and most other law schools, largely failed in those aims because they limited the uses for which those skills were cultivated.


      He talked about the style of close analysis we were being urged to make a part of our mental reflexes. As Gina had pointed out to me, he reminded us of the habitual wariness and hesitancy that comes from that kind of thinking, and asked if we were becoming cut off from our common sense and our basic intuitions of justice.


      He talked about the shortcomings of the case study method. He asked us whose law those cases taught. Who else but the well-to-do could afford the huge legal fees of prosecuting an appeal, of bringing a case to the stage where it was likely to be reprinted in our casebooks? There were wrongs, he said—violations of law, legal problems throughout the society—which were never the subject of courtroom battles and case reports. “How many sharecroppers,” he asked, “do you think sue Minute Maid?”


      He talked about the model of a lawyer’s work that the steady stream of appellate cases suggests. Weren’t we really training to be lawyers who only interview clients and write briefs and argue before courts—the kind of lawyers Legal Methods was teaching us to be? Where were we shown images of lawyers as organizers, determined advocates, rather than the disinterested hired hands of whoever could throw the price? Did we honestly believe, as was sometimes suggested, that the most intriguing legal problems were those presented in cases? Was it really more absorbing to fuss over the details of some company’s tax shelters than to face (as our education so seldom asked us to do) the gravest legal problems confronting the society—corporate and government corruption, the bilking of consumers, the dilemma of bringing adequate legal services to the poor?


      “Ask yourself,” Nader said near the end, “shouldn’t the best, the brightest, the people who think of themselves as more self-confident, better qualified—shouldn’t they be the ones to take on those impossible problems? You don’t have to lend your power to those huge drug companies that don’t care about the public they deal with or to the big law firms that defend them. They can get other people to do that. If you say, ‘I will be a narrow professional, finding pleasure where I can,’ then you are demeaning yourself.”


      I left Nader’s speech feeling high. There were some weaknesses, as usual, to what he had said. I wasn’t sure I’d favor an education as acutely political as the one he’d advocated. But on many points he’d been convincing and he left me feeling better than I had for a while that I was becoming an attorney.


      Yet as I drove home that evening, full of hot purpose and temporarily out of my depression, I was not sure where those feelings could rightly be aimed. My enemy, in this form, was a collection of attitudes, nothing tangible. There was no obvious place to apply pressure for change.


      I did not know that within twenty-four hours such a prominent target would emerge.


       


      On Wednesday morning, Annette did not feel any better. She had one of the viruses she was perpetually catching from the children, and she was far too hoarse to teach. Her plans were to rest in the morning, and then, if she felt better, to join me at school. She wanted to take advantage of her day out to see the professors I’d talked so much about, Perini and Zechman, and to watch the oral argument I’d give at two.


      When she arrived at noon, the whole section was in unusually good humor. We’d just had the most engaging criminal class of the term. Some student criticism had reached Mann and he now seemed to be making an earnest effort to invigorate the course. He’d set aside statute reading and we were studying Criminal Procedure, far livelier material, which centers on a long line of controversial U.S. Supreme Court cases, like the Miranda and Escobedo decisions, that deal with the rights of the accused. Today Mann had asked a local policeman to visit the class to demonstrate the stop-and-frisk procedure approved by the Warren court in Terry v. Ohio. The cop frisked a student volunteer, Charley Maier, whom Mann had set up in advance with a concealed cap gun. When the cop did a light pat-down of Maier’s clothes and missed the gun, Charley had pulled it from his pocket and pointed it straight at the policeman. There was a lot of giggling, but the cop had the last laugh. He backed Charley up against the wall and demonstrated the frisk he used on “smart guys.” It included a quick poke between the legs to make sure there was nothing else Charley had concealed.


      The episode was carried off with a lot of hamming and joviality on all sides, and the discussion afterwards, trying to reconcile court decisions and the realities of police conduct, had been pragmatic but searching. When we came into Contracts, everyone was quite chipper, perhaps with the sense of better things ahead. I introduced Annette to a number of people whom she hadn’t met yet—Gina and Kyle and Karen Sondergard—and together we steered her to a seat on the back benches, suggesting a number of half-obscene responses in case Perini called on her or commented on her presence.


      When class started, it was apparent that Perini did not share our high mood. Attendance had been lagging throughout the period while the Methods briefs were being written. Now, with oral arguments at hand, attendance had dropped substantially. Many people were preparing for the argument even more doggedly than for the brief. Perhaps a quarter of the seats were empty and Perini had stared for a long time at the sparsely occupied tiers before beginning.


      Perini’s normal pattern was to treat a single case each day. I don’t know whether it was his upset over attendance or just the nature of the material that caused Perini to press so far ahead in that session. Whatever the reason, by forty minutes into the period he had finished two cases, and there was a lot of uneasy shifting about among the students as Perini headed back to the seating chart. My guess was that a number of people had not read the last of the prescribed three cases very carefully. Yesterday, I had read nothing at all; but I took the precaution of leaving Perini a note. “Overburdened,” it read. “Barely breathing. Unprepared.” Some of the men and women in the section would not hand Perini a note except in the event of typhoon or leukemia. At HLS exams are graded anonymously, with a private identifying number affixed to the test instead of the name. The registrar matches numbers and grades with names, and professors often never know who got what. But many of my classmates, overawed by Perini, were convinced he filed our notes and would find some way to use them to detract from our marks. I didn’t believe Perini would go that far.


      “Mr. Mooney!” Perini cried out. He was still calling our names in that sharply rising, stabbing voice every time a student was selected for the case.


      Mooney was a long, thin, mild man, extremely quiet and barely expressive. He glanced up with his usual serious look, but when he spoke my heart turned solid.


      “I am sorry, sir,” Mooney said, “I’m not prepared.”


      Perini froze over the seating chart, stock-still, one elbow hooked in the air as he held his pencil. His jaw rotated once or twice before he spoke.


      “You mean, you didn’t think we’d get that far,” he said. He was looking up at Mooney with horrible hatred in his face and his voice was icy with contempt. This was betrayal. That was it. Mooney had betrayed him.


      Mooney tried once, weakly, to explain. “I have this oral argument today in Legal Methods. I—”


      “There are other people in this room who have an argument today, aren’t there? Do I have a note from you? The rules of the road were laid down on the first day, Mr. Mooney. If there is any excuse, I want a note about it.” Perini stepped away from the podium for an instant, his face still wrought with anger. I’d heard that this had happened once several years before and that Perini had stood over the student and made him read the case right there, answering questions line by line as he went through it, a torture of exposure which had lasted nearly forty minutes. But Perini seemed to have no punishment as immediate in mind for Mooney.


      He touched the podium.


      “I hope you are very well prepared on Monday, Mr. Mooney.” Again that voice and look, brewing hatred. What would he do to Mooney on Monday? Something unpleasant. Something terrible. Right now Perini looked mad enough for murder. And Mooney would have to carry that worry for the next five days.


      The class sat stunned, absolutely still. Perini leaned over the seating chart and made a furious mark on it; then he called on the man who sat on Mooney’s left. Calling on the person beside an unprepared student is a familiar device, used by law professors to increase the pressure on those who fail to respond. Mann, despite the gentleness of his rhetoric on the first day, often did the same thing. Pass, and you served up the head of your nearest classmate, thus adding peer contempt to your disgrace. It was the Socratic classroom’s answer to the thumbscrew.


      The man, Zimmerman, started slowly, softly—breathless, like the rest of us.


      “What did he say?” a few people murmured.


      “Nothing worth listening to,” Perini snapped. Then he went back to the seating chart and, while Zimmerman recited, made a ceremony of marking off the absences around the room.


      When the hour had expired, Perini packed the seating chart beneath his arm. He glared about.


      “I had hoped to get further,” he said, “but the level of preparation was so poor.” Then he stalked out, awkward in his fury.


      Slowly, quietly, we followed him from the classroom. I didn’t know what to think. Annette and I walked down the corridor toward Torts with Greg Dawson beside us—the man who sat next to me in class. I introduced him to Annette.


      “How did you feel about that?” I asked.


      He shrugged. “I thought Perini lost his cool.”


      “Did it bother you?”


      “Not really,” he said. “Mooney knew what would be coming if he got caught.”


      “You’re used to it,” I said, smiling, “you just got out of the marines.” But the incident did not sit right with me as humor. I knew what I thought now. “It was wrong,” I said suddenly, “really wrong. A teacher shouldn’t treat a student that way. Not in front of a hundred and forty people. Not anywhere.”


      I was not the only one disturbed. In the minute before Torts began, Lindsey Steirer got to her feet. She is a thin dark woman in her mid-twenties, one of the people most active in the Guild and the Women’s Law Association.


      “I hope anyone who was upset by what happened in Contracts will stay around for a few minutes after class so we can have some kind of discussion,” she said.


      When Torts was over and Zechman gone, Kyle—from my study group—and Wade Strunk joined Lindsey at the front of the room. Well over three quarters of the men and women in the section had remained. Most were angry. As they spoke up, people said repeatedly that they didn’t like being treated as children, that they had had it with subscribing to Perini’s terror and his iron rules. There was broad agreement that some kind of protest should be made.


      A few students stuck up for Perini. Ned Cauley said it was a single error on the part of a great teacher and that it should be overlooked. A number of people said it was a matter between Mooney and Perini. Mooney himself was of that opinion.


      “I’d prefer if nobody did anything,” he said several times. “I made a mistake. I’ll settle it with the man myself.”


      But most of the people present would not be dissuaded. Kyle said that it was a matter which touched all of us. We were all threatened with similar treatment.


      For a while those present debated an appropriate response. Someone suggested we boycott class on Monday. Somebody else said that we should all turn in notes saying we were unprepared. Finally, it was agreed that a letter of protest would be written. Kyle and Lindsey and Wade and anyone else who was interested would join in writing it, and it would be presented to the section for approval the following day.


      Before the meeting broke, I slipped out with Annette. My oral argument would begin in a few minutes and we headed toward Pound, where it was to be held. I was quiet, thinking about the entire incident, including my classmates’ reaction. We had watched the meeting from the back of the room. I was still not sure how caught up with all of it I should get.


      Annette suddenly spoke up. “You know, it wasn’t that bad,” she said. “Perini was rude and he shouldn’t have talked to Mooney that way. But it wasn’t so awful.”


      I was surprised at her. “Babe,” I said, “did you see the hatred when he looked at that kid?”


      “But you’ve been saying all year how terrible he is. That’s all I hear every night—Perini’s so tough, Perini’s so mean. And now you’re having mass meetings.”


      I thought for a second about what Annette had said. Maybe she was right. I could see how the whole episode might appear trifling to an outside observer. But there was so much wrapped up in it: the pressures, and the uncertainty, and the personal humblings, and the rules of the road—all the crap we had put up with. It was a frightening prospect to joust with Perini, but we were ready to fight back now and it seemed important not to let that moment pass.


      “I’m not sure you can understand, babe,” I told her.


      She agreed. She agreed that was quite possible.


       


      The oral argument was a disaster.


      I saw the moment we arrived outside the classroom in Pound where we’d argue that Willie and I were in trouble. Our opponents, Jim DeMarco and Jody May, had shown up in their best, he in an expensive three-piece suit, Jody wearing a smart tailored outfit. Willie and I were in old sports coats.


      Far more disturbing was the identity of the judges. An authentic summary judgment motion is a trial-level procedure, argued to a single judge. But the more judges, the sharper the questioning, and for that reason the Methods arguments were conducted before a court of two, a teaching fellow and a member of BSA. In all other regards, we’d be observing courtroom formalities, calling the judges “Your Honor,” and being addressed as “Counsel.” Because of that, I’d assumed the judges would be people whom we didn’t know well; that would make all the pretending easier. As I expected, the chief judge was a Methods teacher from another section, somebody named Quinley whom I’d never laid eyes on. But there’d been a mix-up in the BSA office and the student judge was Peter Geocaris. When I saw him, my heart sank. I knew how seriously Peter, with all his standard-of-excellence ideas, would take this business. I hated the notion of disappointing him.


      We all filed into the room together. Quinley and Peter sat behind the professor’s podium. Willie and I, Jody and Jim took the first row of desks, the two sides being separated by the aisle. Annette sat in back.


      Willie got to his feet and commenced the argument with the traditional opening line, “May it please the court.” That was probably the last correct thing either of us said. Willie made it plain how little interest he had in being here. He spoke rapidly and his tone was casual, even flip. He seemed to give the back of his hand to the judges’ questions. “That’s what you think, Judge,” he told Quinley at one point. He turned aside one of Peter’s inquiries, saying, “Maybe that’s so, but I don’t want to talk about it.”


      When he sat down, it was apparent that Quinley was displeased. Nor did Peter look happy. And I only made things worse. Oral advocacy, this process of arguing aloud to a court, is one of the most highly respected elements of the lawyer’s craft. The great oral advocates—Daniel Webster, John W. Davis—are legends in the legal world. To be an advocate of that quality, it is usually said that two things are required. First, you must be extraordinarily well-spoken and quick-witted. The judge is liable to interrupt with questions regarding any aspect of the case, no matter how trivial, which seems to him a hindrance in accepting your argument or dismissing your opponent’s. You have to be ready to address any point. And to do that, a second thing is needed: You must be consummately prepared, acquainted with the minutest details of the case.


      I was not ready in that way. I’d glossed the sheaf of cases we’d been given when I’d picked out the series of slick quotations I’d stuck into my brief. I’d figured that no more would be necessary—I’d just stand up there and mumble for a while. When, a minute or two after I’d started, Quinley and Peter began to drill me with sharp questions about cases I could barely recall, I knew I was in deep. I resorted to any device to get through the fifteen minutes. I haggled the smallest points. I tried to make every question semantic. I even smiled warmly at Peter now and then, trying, I guess, to remind him that we were students, allies, friends, which was a quiet but unscrupulous breach of the formalities we were supposedly observing.


      The Jack Katz case ultimately turned on a typically slender legal question. In order to fire Katz, could Elliot Grueman, the raincoat factory owner, merely claim to have been personally dissatisfied with Katz’s performance, or did he have to offer reasons which a reasonable person would regard as valid? Representing Grueman, Willie and I were arguing that the law required no more than Elliot’s subjective dissatisfaction. There was a lot of material in the cases which supported that position, but I had missed most of it, and Quinley, for at least ten minutes, tried gently to lead me onto that track. By then, however, I had assumed a battlefront mentality and just fought back blindly. Thus, for half the time I was on my feet, I was fiercely trying to punch holes in my own best arguments. Near the end, Quinley gave up hope.


      “Counsel,” he said, “we seem to be going in circles.”


      “Indeed we do, your honor,” I answered, and soon after that I sat down. I caught Peter’s eyes for a second. He looked incredulous and somewhat pained.


      In a real courtroom, the judge might have ruled against us then, but here Jim and Jody were required to speak and in turn they got their feet. Jody was the M.D. in the section, a tall, handsome, genial woman. Jim was a Chinese scholar from Cornell. They had been fine people to work against. Many of the opponent pairs had actually become quite heated with each other. Stephen and Kyle, for instance, had ended up on opposite sides and Kyle was still loudly complaining about Stephen’s negotiating tactics. But with Jim and Jody there had been no strain, no sense that they were out for any kind of ruthless victory. They’d merely done a good job, written a thorough brief, and come ready for the argument. Watching them, I realized suddenly how reasonably the whole project could have been handled. I was not surprised when, in the moment after they’d finished, Quinley announced they had won. It was one of the few out-and-out victories I heard of during those weeks.


      “I’d like to comment on the argument,” Quinley said soberly before he let us go. He was a gentle, patient teacher and he mentioned no names, but it was obvious how angered he’d been by Willie’s performance and mine. Some of the counsel, he said, didn’t seem to care what they were saying. Some of the counsel had been too argumentative to listen to questions. Some of the counsel had slumped, had gestured too much, hadn’t bothered to button their sports coats, had looked almost insolent.


      Outside in the lobby, we had a piece of a coffee cake which Jody had baked. We all talked about how nice it was to be done with the work of Legal Methods. All that was left of the course now was the mock trial of the Katz suit, which we were not required to attend.


      I congratulated Jim and Jody again; then Annette and I went home. I had two quick drinks, unusual for me, and waited for the alcohol to work. Now and then, as I sat bleakly in the kitchen, Annette would pat me on the shoulder and say in a hoarse, ironical voice that she still loved me. I did not laugh much.


      I see now that during that period last fall, I was learning all about disgrace. I was suffering a broad variety of shames and embarrassments—over failure, at feeling a child, over losing control. Kyle, at one point, said that much of the section’s anger with Perini earlier that day arose from a shamed sense of having continually submitted to things we did not admire.


      In looking back at all those shamed feelings, I see much of the pain as crazy and exaggerated and unnecessary. But I think even now I would feel a little of what hit me after that argument. I had finally realized that there had been a worthwhile job to do and that I had done it badly. I had mocked what I should have cared about, and in the process I had strained a friendship, even embarrassed my wife a bit. I felt like the bottom of somebody’s shoe. And there was no way out. No professors to blame, no institutions. This time I’d been the entire source of my own humiliation and there was nothing to do but drink, and wait until I could forget it.


       


      On Thursday, the movement to rebuke Perini began to divide. In the half hour between Torts and Civil Procedure, Kyle read the letter he and Wade and Lindsey had written overnight, and it was apparent at once that much of the support for the protest had dissolved. Only sixty or seventy persons stayed to listen and many of them quibbled with the letter’s language.


      In twenty-four hours, tempers had cooled. Many people were ready now to heed what Ned Cauley had said—that a single misstep by a great teacher should be forgiven—or to honor Mooney’s request that he be allowed to deal with the matter himself. In addition, a number of people had become frightened. Rumors—probably baseless ones—were now circulating that Perini had instructed his student research assistants to make it clear that he would retaliate for any gestures on our parts which he found embarrassing. Once more people feared that their grades would suffer, or that Perini would somehow take out his anger in class in the long period between now and June.


      Many of the Guild members who continued to favor the letter spoke out angrily. They disparaged their classmates’ courage and moral sense. There were a few hot-tempered speeches, a little name-calling. Finally, Kyle cut off the argument by saying that those who wanted to sign the letter could do so. He was the first, writing his name on the sheet with a dramatic flourish.


      Watching, again from the back, I was not sure what to do. Gina came up to me.


      “Are you going to sign?” she asked. She looked troubled.


      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know.” I was in the grip of more of that painful confusion. Perini was a great teacher, I thought, and God only knew, I had learned for myself the previous afternoon the value of being prepared. I could see why Perini had impressed its importance on his students.


      But still, it seemed to me that he had been rude and unfair, that he had been cruel. In considering excuses and counterweights I thought I might be doing what Nader had described the other night: hesitating where months ago common sense would have made things clear. Something ugly had happened the day before and there was nothing wrong in trying to make certain that it did not happen again. I just wanted to speak my mind. I dismissed the rumors of retaliation. If they proved to be true, that would in itself justify protest.


      I walked to the front and read the letter once. It was really a moderate document. It praised Perini’s teaching; it acknowledged the value of preparing for class. Its only critical note was struck in one carefully worded paragraph, in which the hope was expressed that in the event of a similar occurrence Perini’s response would be more restrained. I put my name on it.


      In the end, there were only 29 of us, in a section of 140, who signed the letter. Aubrey and Terry did. Stephen and Gina did not. I understood everybody’s point of view. I still feel I did the thing which was right for me.


      The signing of the letter was hardly the end of what was quickly becoming known to everyone as “the Incident.” Organized rebellion by a first-year section was virtually unheard of at Harvard Law School, and word of the letter had passed quickly. By Monday Kyle had led a number of the Guild members in formation of an organization called Section 100, whose purpose was to spread the protest throughout the first year class. They had decided to direct to all 1Ls a mimeographed statement in which they would describe their dissatisfactions with their entire experience at HLS and ask those who felt as they did to join in a mass meeting where some collective action could be planned.


      Kyle had urged me to become part of Section 100. I looked in on one or two of their meetings but I was reluctant to get caught up in something in which Kyle was so prominent a force. There was a wonderful, attractive energy to Kyle, and he was highly intelligent; but I knew the kind of unyielding seriousness with which he regarded himself. All his class notes, for example, were inscribed in leather-bound notebooks purchased at the Law Coop for four bucks apiece. No one ever dared to kid him about his ostentation: There was little doubt that he considered his remarks on the law well worth preservation. In study group, he liked to have silence while he more or less lectured on the topic at hand. Early in the year he had admitted that he hoped to become a law professor, and I suspected that he saw himself right here, on the faculty at HLS. It was a high ambition. He would need to make straight As, Law Review, and a deep impression on his teachers, but Kyle had already left behind a string of achievements. He had been summa cum laude at Harvard, and in his junior year he had established some kind of college-wide note-taking service which was still operating. The service, as I heard it, had made Kyle a campus celebrity and also a great deal of money. On rainy days, he arrived at school in a taxi. Now that Kyle had emerged as an activist, I was not sure where that combination of self-seriousness and raw ambition would lead. I admired him for taking a stand, but I preferred to move aside.


      Perini, for his part, seemed to be trying to put the whole thing behind us. When we faced him on Monday for the first time since the Incident, the class was more tense than we’d been since the opening day. There was a lot of nervous gossip and I stole a glance at Mooney, who wore his usual implacable expression but who looked pale. The room fell silent as soon as Perini appeared.


      “I was out of town over the weekend,” Perini said as he’d set his books on the podium, “and I have to admit that I nearly came to class unprepared.”


      It was as close as the man could come to an apology. The members of the section laughed and applauded. A great swell of relief passed back through the room. My classmates were delighted to be on good terms again with their stern Uncle Rudolph and class proceeded as normal, Perini commanding the room with wit and show and verbal force. He left Mooney alone.


      Kyle and the Guild members, however, were not mollified. They felt Perini owed the section a genuine apology, and they also had complaints that went beyond any one episode. On Thursday, Section 100’s statement to the first-year class appeared in our mailboxes in the basement of Langdell.


      “What is happening to us at Harvard Law School?” the statement demanded in its opening line. It mentioned no professors by name, but it contained complaints about the irrelevance of our Criminal Law class, the intimidation we all felt in Contracts, the model of the lawyer’s role taught in Legal Methods. I was told that a paragraph indirectly criticizing Nicky Morris’s condescension had been omitted on a close vote. The statement asked all who felt similar reservations about what had gone on in their sections to join for a meeting the following Wednesday.


       


      On the same day that Section 100’s statement appeared, a new alarm spread through Section 2. But it had nothing to do with “Incidents” or protest. Nicky Morris had announced that the following morning he was going to give us an exam.


      “It will not count,” Nicky said, with his hands raised to hush the tumult which followed his announcement. “It will have nothing to do with your final grade. I will mark these tests, but I just want to give you some experience in taking exams and I’d like to check on how much of what I’ve been saying has been getting across. You can take the test anonymously or you can just skip it. It’s your choice. I’d advise you to take it. But, please, don’t study for it longer than an hour or two.”


      Aside from the purposes he mentioned, I think Nicky also wanted to provide us with some of the feedback and reassurance which we’d needed for weeks. But coming when it did, his announcement fed into the mood of stress and competition created by the Methods arguments. Nicky had said it would be a real exam question, given under authentic conditions, and for that reason most people figured the test and its results would be an indubitable indication of future standing. Many in the section lapsed at once back into the kind of panic which had prevailed for the past weeks.


      Stephen grabbed me immediately after class. He was obviously in a heat.


      “We’ll meet, right? The group? Talk about Procedure?”


      Here we were again, back at the familiar emotional crossing between panic or withdrawal. Terry had already chosen the latter course. He sat behind me in Procedure and when I had asked him if he’d take the test, he shook his head.


      “No way,” he said. “I’m not working myself up for nothing. Man, I don’t put my bucks down when they’re just joggin’ around the track. I’m not taking any tests when I’m not all prepared.”


      I was looking for some more moderate response. I told Stephen I wanted to write the exam but that I saw no need for a study group cram session. I reminded him that Morris had said only an hour’s preparation would be needed.


      “Don’t be naive,” Stephen told me. “Everybody’s crawling the walls already. They’ll study all night. We’ve got to get together just to have a chance.”


      Aubrey, even Kyle busy with Section 100, agreed. So the four of us met late that afternoon. I was not happy to be there and after an hour I left. I studied my Procedure notes briefly at home, then put them away. Moderation, I told myself. Moderation. I was still collected when I arrived at school on Friday morning. Near my locker, a group of men and women from my section were quizzing each other on Procedure. It was obvious, that as Stephen had predicted, they’d studied hard. They were glib about cases I couldn’t even recall. I tried to ignore them and hustled away.


      In Langdell, in my mail slot, I found a copy of our motion brief. It was the one Peter Geocaris had been given at the argument to read and comment on. I hadn’t spoken with Peter about the argument. He’d had to leave for a class as soon as we finished, and I’d avoided him since. But to the brief Peter had appended a long personal note.


      “Your brief was not as bad as your argument,” Peter wrote, “but I would be lying if I told you to be proud of either of them. I have seen worse briefs and heard worse arguments, but I know what you are capable of. Frankly, I expected a lot more.”


      The note was blunt and I was not prepared to deal again with the way I’d felt last week. My first reaction was anger. I threw the brief on the floor. I think I may have kicked it. All that snotty excellence crap, I thought. Then I counseled myself: Whose fault, really? Who are you angry at? I recovered the brief, removed Peter’s note, and left the paper for Willie. Suddenly dreary again, I headed back to the hallway, where I ran into Stephen.


      “Have you heard?” he asked me.


      “Heard what?”


      “You won’t believe it.” He took me with him to his locker and removed a copy of one of the morning papers. He opened it to an inside page. There was a small, single-column article. The headline read “Harvard Law Students Protest” and in four or five inches of type the Incident and the birth of Section 100 were described. Perini’s name was mentioned a number of times, but the only direct criticism of him was contained in the article’s conclusion—a verbatim quote of the one critical paragraph from the letter which Perini had been sent by the twenty-nine of us from the class. I was mortified.


      “Why would they print that?” I asked Stephen. “Where’d they get the letter?”


      “Maybe they think we’re going to sit in,” Stephen said. He explained that a man in the section lived with a woman who was a reporter. She’d seen Section 100’s statement and had followed things from there. According to rumor, she’d called Wade Strunk, who had provided her with all the information, including the quote from the letter we had sent Perini. That was the part which bothered me. I had signed that letter and I felt responsible for what happened with it. I’d thought it was a private matter. I never intended the letter to become an element in any sort of public humiliation for Perini.


      Stephen knew no more and I headed for the Torts classroom, where there would be fresher information. I got hold of Lindsey Steiner, the woman who’d asked everyone to stay after class the day of the Incident. I’d been told she’d seen Perini this morning.


      “He’s angry,” she said to me, “very angry. I went to apologize to him, but he could barely speak. A lot of people he has contact with are going to see that. It’s a real embarrassment for him. And he was very unhappy about that letter being printed. He said it was a breach of confidence. He said he’s holding everyone who signed it responsible.”


      “Great,” I said.


      Lindsey shrugged gently.


      “He’ll cool off,” she told me.


      “And Wade was the one?” I asked.


      Lindsey looked around to see who was listening, before she answered.


      “Everybody’s talked to him, but he doesn’t even understand what he did wrong. He’s so innocent.”


      Innocent, I thought. Christ. I went to my seat and stewed. I could pay no attention to Zechman that morning. Were it not for the use of the letter, I’d have felt Perini had made his own bed. But he was right—there had been a breach there. He’d been bad-mouthed through an inappropriate source. I felt guilty and increasingly depressed. Now and then, my mind wandered to Peter and my spirits declined further.


      In the interim between Torts and Procedure, the study group met again to discuss the exam. I still couldn’t concentrate. When we returned to Langdell, the addition of nervousness about the test left me feeling disoriented. Nicky passed around the blue books. I shook my head sadly as I considered mine. I clearly remembered the day a few years before when I’d finished my graduate course work in English and had exulted in having written my last exam. Nicky recited the question: “Discuss the case of Pennoyer v. Neff.” The answer would require a brief essay on some of the prominent ideas in the subject of jurisdiction, which we’d studied for the first two months. It did not seem all that hard.


      But when I opened my blue book, some kind of emotional sluice opened in me as well. Everything accumulating the past few weeks arrived as a grand swell of pain and dread and confusion. How, how, I thought, with a quick and stricken wonder, could I have returned to this low point of having to prove myself? Suddenly all I could feel was the kind of miserable dishonor and failure which had followed on everything I had done the past few weeks, and I was sure, desperately certain, that it would happen again right now. I knew it. I could not shake that certainty of failure from my mind. And so within a few minutes that prophecy had fulfilled itself.


      Three quarters of the way through the brief exam period I tore up what I’d scribbled and tried to get down something coherent. There was no way to make up the lost ground. When Nicky called time I knew I had failed—literally, absolutely flunked. I’d done it, and now the gathered shame and grief were overpowering. Much of my pain was in seeing the kind of downward spiral I seemed to be on, these worsening screw-ups, this deepening hurt and fright. I knew I had to do something about it.


      As soon as class was over, I went to the basement of Pound, where the Law School Health Center is located. There is a psychiatrist housed there, as handy as a fire extinguisher on the wall in case of emergencies.


      I was trying gaily to hold my act together when I arrived.


      “How loud,” I asked, gesturing toward the psychiatrist’s door, “do you have to moan, to get in to see her?”


      Pretty loudly, it turned out. The nurse asked quietly if I was suicidal. No, of course not, I answered, just aching. There were plenty of people around HLS in that category. I would have to wait until after Thanksgiving to see the doctor. I glumly accepted my appointment and went home.


      Over the weekend I remained in agony and disarray. I had never before failed an exam. That it would have no bearing on my grade did not matter. I had been confirmed in my suspicion that I was a ludicrous, miserable, unworthy failure. The disgrace turned inside me like a fierce, fiery wheel. The world as I saw it was peopled only by those whom I’d disappointed and hurt: Mann, Perini, Blaustein, Peter, my friends, my parents, my wife. And all of those feelings only worsened when on Monday I walked back into school, the scene of the crime. I went up to Harkness to have a cup of cocoa—my nerves were too shot for coffee. I was bad off. I took out my notebook and wrote the passage which appears at the front of this book.


      

        [image: image]

      


      Somehow I dragged myself through the next week and a half. I didn’t feel much better, but I felt no worse. There were no further crises.


      On Monday, Perini became reconciled with the section again. He was slightly bitter this time. He made a comment about the kinds of things one reads in the newspaper. Then he called on Mooney. He was no gentler, nor any harder, on him than on his predecessors. It seemed an effective way to put the whole business to an end.


      Section 100’s meeting went forward. Only thirty people showed up, though, and the group promptly dissolved. Kyle, I was told, had written a letter of apology to Perini.


      At the end of the week, Nicky gave us another test. This one was a short multiple-choice exam to be worked on at home. I was more comfortable in my own study and I tried to do the test carefully.


      When Thanksgiving arrived, I was desperately grateful for the rest. Sleep alone seemed to go a long way toward healing me. Marsha, a dear friend from California, was visiting. We had Thanksgiving with her, then she and Annette went down to Connecticut to spend time there with Marsha’s family.


      I stayed in Arlington alone. I had to study. Despite all the resolutions earlier in the term, the study group was now busy assembling an outline of Mann’s Criminal class in preparation for the exam. His casebook was new and none of the commercial guides was yet available. And the course had been so disorganized that we had all been forced to agree that a collective effort was required to put it together. I knew that with only three weeks left in the semester, I’d better get my share done now.


      Over the weekend, I worked at the outline listlessly. I spent most of my time walking through the empty apartment, trying to figure out exactly what had happened to me the past month. I recognized many of the things I’ve repeated here about the demands of the student life and of Harvard Law School. I saw that yet another cost of HLS’s size is the depletion of trust, the fact that there are too many people there to maintain the kind of close bonds that could forestall some of the rumor mongering and mass paranoia that had lately been driving me nuts.


      And I’d seen some more of “my enemy,” that funny, indefinite collection of shadowy and unnerving recognitions about myself and what was around me to which I more and more willingly gave that name. The latest sighting had come in the oral argument and in Nicky’s test, where wisely or unwisely I had tried to slow down in a stampede. Now I had to admit that I did not have the strength yet to stand up on my own. Looking forward to exams in January, I saw that I should more or less abandon hope of maintaining any perspective. Health, in that circumstance, might well be in excusing myself for giving in.


      It was that kind of charity toward myself that characterized the weekend. I decided that by and large I was a sound creature. By Monday, I felt well enough collected to cancel my appointment with the psychiatrist. I’d been a little whacked out, I decided, but that was as much a reflection of the experience as of any personal crisis. I began to read in the extensive psychological literature about law school and was reassured to learn that my bad spell was hardly unique. “I have never seen more manifest anxieties in a group of persons under ‘normal’ circumstances than is visible in first-year law students,” one psychiatrist had written. As the year went on, I learned that there were many 1Ls who felt they’d tilted a little, many of them in more severe and more painful ways than I had. I know of at least one suicide attempt in my class, and there were more people than I can count who confided that they’d been driven through the door of the psychiatrist’s office for the first time in their lives by the experience of being a Harvard 1L. The fact that the psychiatrist is down there at all is indicative of something.


      No doubt, some of us who’ve had our hard times during the first year of law school are carrying around a lot of delicate psychological china that’s bound to be damaged somewhat with any abnormal shaking and strain. But I resist, in general, the suggestion that the many HLS students who sink into prolonged bouts of panic, anxiety, and despair should bear all the blame on their own.


      Late in the year, I heard Nicky Morris address a crowd of students on the topic of legal education at Harvard. He said something worth repeating:


      “I keep running into Harvard Law School graduates, people of all ages, who tell me that ‘court held no fear’ for them. A lot of them are men who fought in World War II or Korea or Vietnam, and most say that even having had those experiences, they never felt as scared or oppressed as they did when they were law students at Harvard; and that afterwards, by comparison, their anxiety about going into a courtroom for the first time was nothing.


      “Well, I’m glad if we can prepare our students so that they feel self-confident about performing their professional tasks. But it doesn’t fill me with pride to be part of an institution that has provided so many people with the worst times of their lives. I don’t think that’s an affirmative thing to say about this law school. I think there has to be something wrong with a place like that.”


      Nicky nodded his head as he looked at us all.


      “Something,” he repeated.
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      12/4/75 (Friday)


      For the first time in a month, I felt some peace and pleasure this week at HLS. A moment ago I was laughing at myself. Thinking over the day, I felt simultaneously elated, depressed, and confused. I knew I could only have been at law school.


      Today Nicky Morris returned the two tests he gave us. He had the blue books spread out on the broad podium when we entered and people were instantly clustered wildly in front. Then, immediately the comparing of grades took place, remarkably rapid and willing.


      As I’ve long recognized, I potted the discuss-the-case essay. Nicky invented an especially generous curve, nothing like the stingy thing which will be used for exams next month, and I had a C—far better than I expected. But there were only twenty grades below B in the section and Nicky said bluntly that those of us who had low marks should be “concerned.” My dismay was lessened by my previous suffering over that test and the fact that I received one of the highest grades in the section on the multiple choice exam. When I spoke with Morris later in his office, he told me not to worry about the essay, and I’ve decided to take him at his word.


      For most everybody, though, the tests set the mood of the day. Superachievers in an era of grade inflation, many people (Stephen among them) were despondent about Bs—especially on the essay, which Nicky obviously gave greater weight. Hearing of my C seemed to make none of them any brighter. The majority, I guess, just walked away convinced that I am a dummy.


      The students with As—Aubrey was one—tried to be self-effacing but could not fully conceal their delight. Kyle was particularly pleased, and with good reason. Nicky had written a long note on his exam saying it was the finest he’d read.


      To observe the powerful hold the grades and tests exerted on all of us was a little disturbing. I can’t help wondering what kind of month it’ll be between now and January 9, when we have our first exam.


       


      Final exams play on a law student’s world like some weirdly orbiting moon. They are always in sight; but while they’re at a distance, they serve merely to create the tensions which swell daily like tides—to read, to keep pace, to understand. As exams draw close, however, in December and May, their gravitational force starts to shake the whole place to pieces.


      When we came back after Thanksgiving, I could sense the exam mood taking hold. Many of the upperclassmen, the people who’d been through exams before, seemed to have returned from the holiday with a pale, grim look. When they greeted each other in the hallways, most made jokes about how much better they’d feel in a month and a half. To a 1 L, that was not a good sign.


      I was also struck by the appearance of the red books. Each year, late in the fall, the law school publishes the text of the previous year’s finals. A professor’s former tests are considered by students a good index to the topics in a course which the teacher deems most important and to the approach to legal problems to which he or she is most receptive. Students in all years pore over past exams, sometimes to an extent unrecognized by the faculty. This year, one professor repeated a test he’d used three or four years earlier and had to award a classful of As and A-pluses.


      The tests are published in two bound volumes, 1L and upper-year courses separate, their covers a shade of red so vibrant that the books themselves look a little alarming. They are left in boxes in the tunnels from which almost all were grabbed off within a day. What was most significant to me about the books was that they were published at all. That the law school would go to that trouble and expense indicated how seriously everybody, teachers and administrators, took exams; it was an official stamp, confirming their gravity.


      So the results of Nicky Morris’s tests only served to accentuate a tension which was already becoming pronounced. We were all stopping each other now at lunch, in the hallways, to ask questions about cases and concepts we’d covered at the beginning of the term. And the study groups were growing more active. Some people preferred to work alone, either because they did not want to rely on others, or simply because they felt they learned better independently. But by now, most of the members of the section had found their way into groups, almost all of which were meeting a number of times every week to swap information and outlines and to work out past tests.


      My group was especially earnest, in large part a result of the efforts of Stephen, who was growing more nervous daily in the face of exams. A year or so before he’d started law school, Stephen had been divorced. He was still upset about his marriage. He talked often about his wife, in tones alternately wistful and bitter. He lived by himself now in a small apartment in Watertown and I think that law school was one of the first things he’d found that took his mind off his loneliness. Increasingly, he had become involved in school, always full of law school gossip, his susceptibility to the law school’s demands growing, the more so because he had an obvious gift for the law.


      Gradually, Stephen had emerged as one of the persons, like Hochschild and Stern and Cauley, although far better liked, who could be counted on always to say something penetrating. The others had a talent for paring away at an idea, peeling it down like an onion until there was nothing left; but Stephen was an intellectual builder, somebody who could take a bare notion and turn it into something fuller—a concept, a policy. He did that often in Torts, commenting on what Zechman had said. “This notion of externalized risks. That applies to railroads, truckers, many industries. It shows that we’ve been granting a tacit subsidy to all of those concerns.” Zechman would tell Stephen he’d made a powerful point, and Aubrey and Terry and I would meet after class, shaking our heads at Stephen’s fluency and intelligence. “He’s so damn smart,” Aubrey often said, “he’s so damn smart.” We admired him sincerely.


      Despite all of that manifest talent, Stephen was no less frightened than any of us at the prospect of the tests. I suppose he’s a nervous person by disposition. One afternoon late in November he asked the study group to gather so we could discuss our plans for exam preparation.


      “We’re all doing well,” he said as he looked around the table. “We’re really on top of this stuff compared to everybody else in the section. We’re in much better shape.”


      We all murmured denials, and I suspect that Stephen’s opinion too was actually the opposite. Like a lot of people, he was apt to say the precise reverse of what he felt about those subjects which made him most uncomfortable. He would, for example, often tell me how much he hated law and law school, even as he poured himself into it. In this instance, there was no point in arguing, for Stephen immediately held up a hand.


      “We’re doing well,” he said, “but we can do better.” At that point, Stephen set out his plan for the Criminal Law outline. It would require us to boil down class notes and case briefs, to describe and reference the relevant portions of the Model Penal Code, and then to integrate all of that information. It would be a long, laborious effort and we all briefly resisted, but Stephen’s logic seemed inevitable when we considered the disorganization of the course. Reluctantly, we each pledged responsibility for a different portion of the semester’s work and agreed to have certain segments of the outline complete by various deadlines. We also promised to meet each day in the weeks after Thanksgiving to discuss what we’d outlined thus far.


      The initial review sessions were fruitful. We worked together until six or so, probing at each other, trying to clarify, then we’d often sit and gossip for another half an hour, usually about who was going to make Law Review. As exams neared, Law Review somehow seemed to dominate our conversations. Regularly we’d exchange speculations about who the top candidates were—Hochschild, Sandy Stern. After Nicky’s exam, Stephen decided that Kyle was a shoo-in. Often we would tell Stephen that he too was a hot prospect, but he would hear none of it. We were sitting in one of the Pound lounges early one evening at the end of a study group session, draped in various poses on the butcher-block furniture, when someone accused me of being a possibility.


      I shook my head and said I did not have that kind of mind.


      “And I’ll tell you something else,” I said. “I wouldn’t take it.”


      Terry didn’t believe me. He had been making good use of the time he was not in class and lately had been spending hours in the library reading law review articles on whatever he found interesting. In the process, he’d become quite enthusiastic about legal scholarship. He was even talking about teaching law when he finished school and we’d all been told a number of times that Review membership was an invaluable aid to an academic career. But Terry did not like to think that he alone had succumbed to the Law Review mystique.


      “You mean you wouldn’t even try it? I mean, come on, I would try it. I admit that.”


      “I still don’t see it,” I said. “Fifty hours a week extra. Buried in the library? What do I need that for?” I asked Stephen if he’d do it.


      “Never,” he said. “It’s crazy.”


      “Hey, man,” Terry cut in. “But you’d like to make it, right, even if you were gonna turn it down. Right? Admit it. It’d be nice to do that good.”


      “I’m not sure,” I answered. “I hope it won’t break my heart if I don’t do well.” I had been concentrating on developing that kind of attitude since I’d emerged from my depression in November. I’d realized how much I had taken the achievement ethic to heart—I had been so hard on my mistakes and middling performances. A sincere effort was all I owed myself. “I mean, I think that’s kind of an ugly desire to feel that you have to do better than everyone else.”


      Aubrey came in then. “Why is it ugly?” he asked. “There’s nothing wrong with that. That’s what makes the world go round. Frankly, I’d love to be on the Review. It opens every door. I’ll jump if I have the chance.”


      Terry nodded. I said again that I wouldn’t want to do it. Stephen did too. But I knew I was being a little disingenuous. There was another side to my feelings. I had no desire to do the Review work. And I had resolved to be satisfied with less. But there had been moments when I envisioned my best efforts as somehow being good enough that I would have the opportunity to turn the Review down. I still had no conclusive idea on how far I could reach with the law, and like many first-year students I had heard about the Review so often that it had finally been digested as the emblem of a success which was otherwise hard to define. I liked to think of that kind of status and prestige accruing to me. And God knows, I, like most of my classmates, had worked hard enough to feel that I deserved some extraordinary reward.


      The next day I was talking with Terry in the library and the Review came up again, as it so often did now. Terry’s a hard man to resist, especially when he thinks he’s hit on the truth, and today I had to give in.


      “Admit it, right. You’d like to make it, at least.”


      “All right,” I said, “I admit it. In some ways, I’d sort of like to make it.”


      Terry laughed and socked me in the arm.


      “Right,” he said.


      “Right,” I agreed. But I felt I’d done something precarious, something quite dangerous, the minute the words were out of my mouth.


       


      As we entered the last week of the term, right before Christmas, most of the students at the law school seemed to abandon any effort to maintain a brave front in the face of exams. The evidence of great apprehension was widespread. Whenever I visited the library, there were long lines before each of the Xerox machines, as people waited to copy earlier editions of the red books or Law Review articles which were said to offer particularly trenchant digests of the material in various courses. Everybody around the school seemed to be fretting aloud that they would never catch up in their classwork in time to make a thorough review. Karen Sondergard was now crying four or five times a day. And the students who lived in the on-campus dorms reported that people were running up and down the hallways, shouting questions to each other at all hours, night and day.


      For me, the anxieties showed in a spending spree on hornbooks, outlines, and prepared briefs. The purchase of study aids by all students was proceeding so briskly that one person had set up a sales counter outside the dining hall; I was a particularly willing customer. By the last week, I knew I had gathered more aids than I could possibly examine between then and the second week of January, but I could not resist my insecurities. Both the Torts and Criminal exams would be “open book,” meaning that we could consult any printed source during the test. I was convinced that if I skipped the purchase of any one item it would prove to be crucial. With Stephen, I made a number of trips to a Harvard Square bookstore where legal study aids were stocked in shelf-high abundance, and on each occasion I bought something else. My own doubts and Stephen’s rationales would persuade me each time.


      “After three thousand for tuition,” Stephen would say, “how can you worry about six bucks for the Criminal Procedure Nutshell?”


      I would agree. After all, I could sell it next year in the law book thrift shop. I must have spent close to $100 that way.


      The faculty did what little they could to lessen our obvious uneasiness. Both Mann and Zechman described in some detail the tests they were planning to give. Mann’s would be an eight-hour affair which could be taken at home; it would require us to relate a fact situation to the Model Penal Code and to delineate the procedural issues. In Torts, the test would last only four hours but we’d have to take it in school, together, with proctors. Each professor tried to give us some advice on approach. Mann passed out a model answer to the previous year’s exam. Zechman put off the start of one of the final classes for nearly twenty minutes while he offered suggestions on how to review.


      Yet no matter how well-meaning the advice, we still had to live through the exam process ourselves. In the meantime there would be strain, and the evidence of it was increasingly visible to me, most noticeably in the study group, where relations were rapidly deteriorating. Aubrey was upset with the disorganization of the afternoon discussion sessions and had ceased attending, believing that his time could be more profitably spent alone. Stephen was miffed with Terry, who he felt was doing a shoddy job on his portions of the Criminal outline, and Terry, devoted to doing things his own way, was angered by the criticism. I was generally aggravated with the outline, and especially by the stiff standards Stephen seemed to have set for it. Racing to finish my portions before the end of classes, I felt as if I was little more than Stephen’s employee. “Beef up the case summaries,” he had snapped when he saw my first section. I considered the outline itself an albatross, not worth nearly the energy that had gone into its preparation. What we were doing for the most part, it seemed, was soothing Stephen’s nerves. With exams approaching, I could see better uses for my time.


      Whatever the tension between the four of us, it was mild in contrast to what we were feeling toward Kyle. From the start Kyle had been somewhat isolated from all of us because he was younger and straight out of college. He resented the distance. On occasion he would complain to me about being treated as “the kid.” I think the rise of Section 100, which none of us had joined, had convinced him that there were more sympathetic personalities among the Guild membership.


      In consequence, he had become personally remote, and after the start of December he also withdrew from most of the activities of the group. He announced first that he would attend none of the study group sessions because he’d fallen too far behind in his work during the course of the Incident. We knew that was true and the four of us took his absence without much complaint. But as it became apparent that Kyle was not going to finish his work on the outline on time, we became less generous, particularly since Kyle had already happily accepted what the rest of us had produced.


      We drew straws and I was dispatched to find out whether he was going to do the work at all. In his desperation to catch up, Kyle was barely in school and I had to reach him by phone. He assured me that the outline would be done. By the middle of the last week, however, he had to concede that he’d never finish before we all left for the Christmas break. He said he’d have to mail the portions to us.


      When I brought that word back, the four of us shared our bad feelings. Terry said aloud what we all were thinking, that the outline would never arrive; and Aubrey, though milder, was also displeased. Kyle, he said, had gotten a little impressed with himself, had stopped caring as much as he normally would have about his responsibilities. Stephen was angriest of all.


      “Next time you talk to him,” Stephen told me, “you tell him to kiss my crack.”


      Yet within a day or so, Stephen too had announced that he was not going to be able to complete the final portion of his outline before we left. He had set a standard of detail in the work too elaborate for even him to match in limited time. At that word, Terry had fumed. He’d taken off the last three weeks of Criminal class in order to scour the commentaries and review articles on the Model Penal Code and he’d presented the research to the group. In return, he’d expected the last few days before vacation to be spent on some mutual effort to clarify Torts, a subject which still mystified Terry. Now that he realized that we were all too busy with Criminal for anything like that to occur, he felt badly outdone and held Stephen to blame, since he’d designed the study project in the first place.


      “He sure expects a lot, I’ll say that,” Terry said to me. “Sometimes, I wonder, man, where he gets off.”


      With Terry I agreed that Stephen was terribly demanding. To Aubrey I complained that Terry had not done all he’d promised. I can only imagine what they said about me.


      It was late December at Harvard Law School. Fa la la la la, la la la la.
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      12/21/75 (Sunday)


      Classes are finished and everybody’s headed away for home and vacation. At HLS they’ll soon turn off the heat. Wednesday Annette and I fly to Chicago, where we’ll spend the holidays with our families.


      Despite the atmosphere of rancor and tension, the final events of the term came off neatly. Last Thursday, Legal Methods concluded with the “trial” of Katz v. Grueman. Jack finally got justice. All quite authentic. The proceedings were conducted in the Ames Courtroom on the second floor of Austin, a huge chamber with oak paneling and flying buttresses and banks of judicial benches. A real judge from the Middlesex County Superior Court presided over the trial, and two Boston lawyers went through the case step by step. Katz was played by a gruff, hefty tax attorney from the city who fenced questions nimbly on cross-examination and who won not only loud applause from the assembled 1Ls who’ve been rooting for him so long, but also a verdict for $231,000, when the jury composed of Harvard undergraduates returned long after midnight. The trial was sparsely attended, most 1Ls being too burdened by the work of approaching finals, but the reaction of those who did come was instructive. Most were bored. Many of my classmates have never been inside a courtroom and couldn’t believe that a real trial would move so slowly. In a way, that’s the problem the Methods course has faced all term, convincing us that the lawyer’s job is usually more drudgery than Perry Mason.


      The two classes which ended this week also closed nicely. Mann managed real grace as he left. This term, for the first time at HLS, student course evaluations were circulated. Mann was bitter when he saw the results. Graham Heller had lunch with him last week and reported that Mann had reminded the students of how much he could be making practicing corporate law. By today, he’d cooled. He admitted the course had gone badly, said that he’d tried to cover too much, that he was disturbed that he hadn’t made clear how much he cared about the issues in criminal law.


      “But I want you to know that I respect you,” he said to the section at large. He praised our intelligence, even “the fierce mutual protectiveness you show to each other,” an apologetic reference, I guess, to the many occasions on which he’d been hissed for smart remarks or short replies to sincere questions. When he made the traditional exit ahead of his students, he received a rousing hand.


      But the greatest warmth was reserved for Zechman on Friday. Almost all of us have moved beyond the point of mere interest in the course and have become engrossed, fascinated. The middle of the term was absorbed with the study of what Zechman called “the heartland of Tort”—the concepts of negligence and fault, and the kinds of recompense available for unintentional injuries. Zechman taught fault as an idea of utility combining philosophy and economics. If precautions against injury are less costly than the likely toll of possible losses, then we say that the person who failed to take those precautions was negligent and must pay for the harms suffered. For weeks Zechman persuaded us to endorse that idea and all its ramifications, then in the final nine or ten classes he engaged in extensive criticism of the fault concept. At the end he was asking why we don’t hold people responsible for whatever losses their actions cause, precautions or no. As usual, there was no way to read him, to figure which set of ideas he himself subscribed to. For each he offered the same unencumbered advocacy. Yet with that kind of poker-faced rationality he managed to show us the exciting breadth and play that exists in legal ideas.


      Yesterday was an uninhibited showing of the class’s gratitude and goodwill. As Zechman was about to begin, a student stood and announced, “Professor Zechman, Section 2 presents ‘A Tort.’ ” There followed an enactment, with ten or twelve players, of one of Zechman’s crazy hypotheticals, replete with rifles and hunters and meteors and other strange things falling from the sky. Zechman was then presented with a series of gifts, including a frozen duck. But what was probably the warmest moment came when Zechman’s relentless formality finally eroded. After the skit, he started his lecture. Suddenly he paced away from the podium, turned fully about and spread his arms.


      “I’m just lost,” he declared. The class applauded wildly. When he left at the end he went out to a roaring ovation with all of us on our feet.
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      12/28/75 (Sunday)


      Christmas vacation at home. A few days of eating, drinking, seeing friends. A chance to be the fair-haired boy from Harvard.


      Today I began to study for exams. I’ll do it five, six hours a day while we’re here, leave the mornings for sleep, the evenings for friends and family. I feel only mild and occasional pressure. For the most part, I’m relaxed and whole.


      Away from the law school, I marvel at the frenzy of pressure and learning and intellectual stimulation in which I’ve been embroiled. The law, the law. I’ve probably not been as thoroughly taken by something since I hit puberty. Still, listening to the conversations of friends, it is hard to believe all I’ve missed while so absorbed: the football season, television shows, political doings, many recent movies. When people ask how we like the Boston area, I tell them to speak with Annette. I have seen only the two-mile stretch which runs from the law school to our apartment.


      I’ve also found it difficult to describe HLS to others. They regard it as talismanic and often seem disappointed or confused when I tell them that some things are wrong there. Frequently, I find myself hard-pressed to describe quite what the problem is. My inclination is to say that it’s not a human place, and yet I know that what’s difficult there is that everyone is so full of feeling, all of us tortured by our little agonies of doubt and incomprehension and concern.
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      1/2/76


      Happy New Year.


      Late this afternoon, we head back to Massachusetts. I felt the first threads of exam anxiety weaving through me last night and did not get much sleep. I’m trying now to study Torts, but I’m really too bleary to do much. I will be grateful if in the next couple weeks, I can keep myself under control.


       


      Reviewing for law school exams proved to be some of the most arduous study I’ve done in my life. Many of the 2Ls and 3Ls who returned in January faced four or even five exams. The 1Ls had only the two, but the job of getting ready still seemed staggering to me. Between the two courses, we’d covered about 1,800 pages of cases, all of it dense reading and much of it worth remembering. I also had taken over 500 pages of class notes, not to mention the hornbooks, outlines, and briefs, many of which I was actively consulting. Even on second encounter, none of that material was instantly comprehensible. There were many things I’d passed over or missed the first time which I felt I had to wrestle through now.


      So I spent a lot of time—between 200 and 250 hours-preparing for those tests. When we got back to Massachusetts I put myself on a sixteen-hour-a-day schedule. There seemed no other way to cram all that material in. And after all the work I’d done throughout the term, this hardly seemed the time to cut corners. Annette did her best to ignore me. I sat in my study, making notes, poring over case books, or hornbooks, or notebooks, or Gilbert’s.


      As taxing as the volume of work, sometimes, was its nature. The typical law school test is what’s usually referred to as an “issue spotter.” A long narrative is presented, involving a complicated series of events and a number of actors. The exam generally instructs the student to put himself in the position of a law firm associate who has been asked by a senior partner for a memo describing the legal issues raised.


      Inevitably, the narrative has been constructed in such a way that its facts straddle the boundaries of dozens of legal categories. A varying interpretation of a single detail can produce a Merlin-like change in the issues, and often the outcome of the case. For the student, the job is to sort quickly through the situation to try to name the endless skein of applicable rules and also to describe the implications of using one rule rather than another. Like a good lawyer, the student is expected to be able to argue both sides of each choice.


      Issue spotters obviously place considerable weight on detailed mastery of the predominant common-law rules—the ones followed by the courts of most states and sometimes referred to as “black-letter law”—and the students at HLS object to them for just that reason. Little of what goes on in classes aims at developing intricate knowledge of rules. In my courses, it was important to be able to work with the rules, to deduce them from cases, to compare and distinguish them; but as the semester went on, more and more class discussion had focused on those philosophical, political, economic, and other pragmatic concerns which justify the rules and usually pass under the name of “policy.” Issue spotters, then, do not seem to test what was learned.


      A number of professors are responsive to that criticism. The issue spotter has been a fixture for decades—sixty-year-old and thirty-year-old lawyers were both put through the same kinds of exams—and many teachers admit that the approach may no longer be fully suited to an education which has become more frankly speculative and intellectual. The “discuss the case” essay which Nicky gave us on the practice exam is an example of more open-ended and policy-oriented questions that are now sometimes included on law school tests. Zechman, too, told us not to trouble ourselves with too much learning of dry detail. He wanted us to concentrate on seeing patterns in the material—“the forest,” he said, “and not the trees.” Nevertheless, the Torts test, like every other exam I took last year, would contain an issue spotter. It remains the staple. Professors believe that the most gifted students will discuss the facts thoroughly in terms of both abstract theory and doctrine.


      In consequence, I spent much of my time in early January bent over various commercial outlines doing a lot of straight memorization of rules. It was dull, unrewarding work and there was no way around it. Although I would have all the books beside me when I took the exams, time would be far too short to be looking things up then.


      After I’d more or less learned by heart the rules in a subject area, I’d go back to my class notes and try to digest the specific policy rationales for the rules. Then, as Zechman had advised, I’d see if I could relate those ideas to the broadest thematic concerns of each course. Holding all of it together in my mind was something of a feat. When I was a kid I saw a TV show about some U.S. soldier who kept himself sane in a Korean prison by designing a house in his head. Learning a law course is much the same kind of process: putting up the struts, the walls, the roof; rule/policy/theory; trying to remember exactly how each of the layers joins and fits. Some students prefer to outline each course themselves, believing that is the best way to capture the flow and organization of the material. Others like to read and memorize prepared aids. A third school says you can sharpen your hold of the course by doing past exams. I’ve tried a little of each method and never found much difference between them. It’s always the same slow accumulation of knowledge, the methodical job of putting that house up nail by nail. And when you get to the roof raising, when the course has really begun to fall together, with the term-long mysteries dissolving and the basic patterns becoming clearer and clearer, the study can seem as gratifying as it was boring in the rule-storing phase.


      In all stages, it was largely a personal project. When we got back from Christmas, it became apparent that Stephen and Terry and Aubrey and I were all thinking about the courses in slightly different ways. For that reason, study group sessions were of limited use. We tried on a couple of occasions to get together, but the variations in the way we were preparing and in the progress each of us had made seemed mostly to disquiet us all. We each seemed to leave those meetings with the sensation that we were doing something wrong.


      Instead, we resorted to the telephone for sporadic consultations. Whenever there was an area I couldn’t quite grasp or a line of reasoning I couldn’t follow, I would call Stephen or Aubrey or Terry for advice, and they called me. I was on the phone with one of them between eight and a dozen times each day during the reading period. Inevitably, I got solid instruction from each of them, and some of the comforting I also needed on occasion.


      As the exams grew closer we were all becoming tense. My sleep was fitful and a nervous sensation was constantly in my gut. Looking back to the first of Nicky’s practice tests, I could not help remembering that I had proven a capacity for screwing these things up.


      But the most emotionally telling factor was that persistent double bind which I still couldn’t get away from: I badly wanted to succeed and I sorely feared failing. These abstract ideas raised far more powerful feelings in me than the mere prospect of getting As or Fs. Exams represented a kind of opening (or closing) world of opportunity—Law Review, clerkships, jobs, honor, prestige—and I both dearly hoped for and dreaded losing the chance at all of those things. There is a native desire, I guess, to avoid limitations.


      By the day before the Torts exam I was too keyed up to study much anymore. In the afternoon, I looked over a past exam. In the evening I called Stephen. He sounded as tense as I was, though he was not willing to admit it.


      “Listen,” he told me, “we’ve got a floor under ourselves. You’ve really got hold of the policy in this course, and the doctrine, and I have too. We’re going to do okay. Other people just don’t understand this stuff as well as we do. I was over in the Ed School library and for Chrissake, Ellie Winship is still trying to figure out what assumption of risk is. I feel really composed,” he concluded, “I feel very calm.”


      I did not. I paced and muttered and stared frozen at my notes until about ten o’clock, when I decided I should go to bed. The most important thing, I knew, was to get a good night’s sleep. The exam would be at nine the next morning.


      During my first year of law school, my wife put up with a lot of excessive behavior from me. I worked too hard, slept too little. I was always up or down, at extremes. But Annette still thinks the night before the Torts exam was my least collected moment and I won’t disagree.


      When I went to bed I took a sleeping pill, and after some thought about how nervous I was, a few milligrams of Valium. I was certain that would do the trick. At midnight, I was still awake. I got up and had a drink. It didn’t seem to do much. A half hour later, I rose again to have more wine. This time Annette pulled herself out of bed to beg me not to drink again. I was going to kill myself with the pills and liquor, she said. I was going to be crazy with drugs in the morning. I went back to bed. We made love another time. Still no peace. At one-thirty, wild now with drugs and frustration, I rolled out and began to flail at the mattress: I was trying to destroy myself, I shouted; I was insuring failure. Annette quieted me and went to the living-room sofa so I could have the bed to myself. At two-thirty I got up to tell her to come back. She instructed me to go to sleep. Sometime after three, I finally did.


       


      At around six-thirty Annette came in to dress for school and I woke to her stirrings. She kissed me good-bye and wished me good luck and then I got up. I felt horrible. I’d had about three hours’ sleep and now the sedatives had taken hold. I was cloudy and numb. My eyes ached and itched as if I’d tucked brambles under each lid. I poured five or six cups of coffee into myself, then, at eight, set off for school. I took my backpack full of books, a thermos of coffee, and my electric typewriter. I was still dizzy and spaced out as I rode down Massachusetts Avenue on the bus, and I thought vaguely that I was doomed.


      At HLS students can either handwrite or type their exams. There are separate rooms set aside for each method. I chose to type, because I do all my writing on the machine and feel comfortable in front of it. But the typing room was one of the old classrooms in Langdell, and I realized when I got there that the clatter from thirty or forty machines in a room without carpet was going to be something terrific. I was still too bleary to be overly concerned, but I was grateful when Terry showed up with earplugs for both of us. It was real generosity on his part, not only because he’d thought of me, but also because the tests were being distributed as he arrived and he’d still taken the time to bring the plugs over.


      I thanked him and asked how he was.


      “Scared,” he answered. “I was on the can all night, man. No sleep.”


      “Me neither,” I said. I wished him good luck then turned to the exam pamphlet which the proctor had just handed me. I read the questions. The first was a straight issue-spotter. An M.D. had given a patient a drug still in experimental stages and the series of disasters you come to expect in a Torts course had followed: blindness, car crashes, paralysis—the world, in general, falling apart. We were asked what torts had occurred. The second question was wide open. It was another kind of issue-spotting narrative about a gardener and a tree falling on a neighbor’s house, but we were instructed to emphasize theory and policy in our answer. The final question cited three well-known cases on nuisance law and asked for an essay about them.


      We had four hours.


      What had never quite struck home with me about a law exam was the importance of time. I had realized that we would be tested over a few hours on a knowledge which had taken months to acquire. And I’d looked at past exams. But I’d never really tried to write out an answer. It was only now that I saw that there was not a quarter of the time I’d need to frame a reasonably thorough response. The questions themselves covered four single-spaced pages and even after reading them twice I knew I hadn’t recognized half of what was there. As it was, I couldn’t figure out how I’d ever write down all of what I had seen. It was all split-second reaction, instantaneous stuff; there’d be no deep contemplation.


      I was hit at once with a powerful jolt of adrenalin. It made little difference that I’d felt detached from my body when I’d entered that room. By the time I’d finished reading the questions, I was hopping. My heart started when I heard the first key strike on somebody else’s typewriter, but after that, the incredible clatter of forty machines became as vague to me as Muzak. For the most part, I was lost those four hours in the oblivion of the adrenal rush. The promise of an “open book” test proved illusory, as I’d expected. I looked at my casebook for an instant, but that was mostly for comfort; I barely flipped the cover open and shut. There was no time. Proverbial wisdom is to spend at least a third of the exam period planning your answers and I tried to do that. But with my body jumping, I tended to just empty my head. I spent too long on the first question, as it was, and was typing after that in a mad fury.


      When time was called, I had written nearly twelve pages. Even as I stapled the sheets and handed them to the proctor, I knew I had made some gruesome errors. But I was exhilarated. I was sure I had passed. The first law school exam. I was going to make it.


      Terry took me out to lunch in celebration, then drove me home. I slept the afternoon. At five, I got up to begin studying criminal law.


       


      I could not pump myself up the same way for the Criminal test two days off. By the next morning I was a little depressed about the mistakes I’d made on the Torts exam, more of which seemed to occur to me on the hour. It was not that I felt that I’d done poorly; I just realized that I’d missed the chance to do very well. Nor did I feel any of the sharpening effects of first-time apprehensions. I’d seen the monster now.


      “They’ll never have us that way again,” Stephen said when I spoke to him. Aubrey and Terry expressed similar sentiments. We were all more relaxed, even a little somber. There were fewer of those brainstorms by phone.


      Finally, the procedure for the Criminal test made it seem less forbidding. It would be taken in the more comfortable setting of home, and although it would cover no more material than the Torts exam, the test would last eight hours, not four. The eight-hour exam is a relative innovation at HLS. It’s designed to ease some of the overwhelming time pressure of the traditional exam. Many professors are sniffish about take-homes. They feel that they do not provide the same stiff trial of mental agility as tests in the classroom. On the other side, there are more than a few students who feel that having twice the time just means doubling the agony. But I found it gratifying to know that I’d have a while to think.


      I studied almost lethargically, sifting through the huge outline—it was over 400 pages—which we’d put together. Most of the pre-Christmas work seemed now to have been purposeless. Time and Torts had pushed almost all of it out of my head and I made a note to myself to avoid getting enmeshed in that kind of project in the spring. I had to cram everything back in again.


      On Sunday night, I had no trouble sleeping. Annette, who’d been snowed out of school, drove me home after I’d picked up the exam Monday morning. I looked the test through while in the car. Because of the nature of the material, the narratives in Crim tests are often burlesques. They frequently read like parodies of the last act of Hamlet, with people being murdered all over the stage. But this one was down-to-earth, realistic, about a prostitution and theft ring of the kind of which there must be a dozen in every large city. The exam described the apprehension of the ring’s members through the use of police decoys and a bugging. We were instructed to act as assistant district attorneys assigned to write a memo listing possible charges against those arrested and evaluating the admissibility of each piece of evidence which had been gathered.


      At home I worked the first few hours in the same kind of listless way I’d studied. I paged through the Model Penal Code, looking up crimes—waiting, I guess, for things to fall into place. They didn’t; and at about 11:30, I panicked. I’d wasted more than a quarter of the time and I was sure-positive—that now I really would fail. The adrenalin came then, but for some reason it was too much. My body overdid it. I turned white, and crazy things seemed to go on inside my chest. I had a peculiar kind of arthritic reaction, maybe just because the rush lasted so long, and the joints throughout my body became too painful for me to work sitting down. I had to write on my feet, but I finished in time, getting back to school through the snow and the rush-hour traffic on schedule.


      Afterwards, we tried to celebrate. Annette and I went out with Terry and Aubrey and their wives, Donna and Arlene. Aubrey drank a vodka Gibson, then a bottle of Beaujolais and three or four beers. I also got roaring. But exams and that amazing wash of panic had left me limp.


      When I got home I made a note in the journal:


      I feel rotten. I feel wasted. I have finished my first term at the law.
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      In the aftermath of exams, I felt bitter and cheated. After the long buildup, some kind of letdown was probably inevitable. And in part, my disappointment really had little to do with the tests themselves. In reviewing, I’d seen how much of my elaborate daily preparation for classes had not been worthwhile. The finest points of the cases, which I’d stayed up to all hours struggling to comprehend, were not merely irrelevant to the exams, but had also proved to be beyond the grasp of my memory. I promised myself not to be as relentless in the term ahead.


      Yet even granting that I was victim of my own excesses, there were other aspects of exams which for me took a relish out of law school that was never quite restored. All along, 2Ls and 3Ls had told me that I’d never been through anything like a law exam, and they were right. But that did nothing to enhance my respect for the tests. I felt insulted by them—there’s no other way to put it. Finals were regarded with an institutional earnestness which had left my classmates and me believing for months that the tests would offer some consummate evaluation, not simply of how well we’d learned, but—almost mystically—of the depths of our capacity in the law. Exams were something to point to, a proving ground for all the hard and sincere labor. And instead they had been intellectual quick-draw contests, frantic exercises that seemed to place no premium on the sustained insight and imagination which I most admired in others, and when they occurred, felt proudest of in myself.


      When I returned to school, I found that most of my classmates seemed to share my feelings. People were incredulous now that these peculiar, limited instruments would be the sole basis for our grades. Reports of the haphazard way professors marked finals—comparing the papers against a checklist of salient points, giving no more than a few minutes to each test—only heightened the sense of injustice and frustration. And there was another group who continued grieving over errors. We’d all made mistakes, grand-style blunders and omissions. It’s natural in the midst of that furious rushing. There is no such thing as a perfect law exam. Chris Henley told me later that touching on about sixty percent of the possible issues is often enough for an A. But some people could not be convinced that lapses were expected, and walked around for weeks making wan jokes about having their bags packed.


      Distress over law exams is nothing new. The student outcry for reform, for the opportunity to be evaluated through papers as well as tests, or by way of more frequent and less charged examinations, has been heard for years, and has in large part been rebuffed. Some faculty members frankly admit that they prefer not to spend the additional time that the alternative systems would require. Students sometimes suspect there are other reasons for the faculty’s resistance to change. The professors are persons who did quite well on exams; in fact, they all owe much of their present position to that success. It is difficult at moments not to see them as merely perpetuating the regime on which they base their sense of authority and self-esteem.


      Tom Blaustein offered a limited defense of exams when I told him how angered I had been by the whole process. He admitted that he preferred to get papers from his students and that traditional law exams hardly measured the full range of qualities important in a good attorney.


      “But over the long haul,” Tom said, “they do give you some reading on the way your mind works in certain situations—one skill. And if you’re making a career choice—or if someone is making decisions about you—it’s better to know that than nothing at all.”


      Maybe. Even conceding Tom’s point, I’m still not sure that that one quality should be allowed to determine so much of who gets what jobs, who teaches, who clerks, who gets the Law Review’s training in legal scholarship. But the truth is that exams have so dominated my year as a law student that I have no objectivity about them. We’ll all end up as lawyers anyway, entering a world of fine opportunities, and in the end I’ve tried to write off exams as a quaint professional custom, another rite of passage for the novice.


      But one thing nags which does not bear directly on me anymore, but is worth mention. Right now admissions at most American law schools are based on predictions of how well applicants will do in school, which is to say how high they will rank on exams. Those forecasts, based on statistical formulae that combine LSAT scores and college grades, are often quite accurate. But that amounts only to saying that American law schools admit people who will be good test-takers rather than good attorneys. Correlations between exam success and worthwhile achievements in the practice of law are speculative at best. Until that connection is better established, the narrow and arbitrary nature of exams will continue to dictate a narrow and arbitrary means of selection for training for the bar. And that is a peculiar state of affairs for a profession and an education which claim to concern themselves with rationality and fairness.
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      1/19/76 (Monday)


      A l½L now. The second term begins. Boredom where there once was trepidation. Devices where there once was energy. I have resolved to brief no cases this term. I want to conserve time to read a newspaper now and then, and even on occasion, a novel.


      Around Harvard Law School it is just so damn hard to keep a sense of perspective from slipping into exhausted cynicism. In the wake of exams, I still feel the impulse to give the whole joint the finger. Last night, in trying to figure out what elective I should take, I found myself concentrating on profound pedagogical questions. How easy was the course? How hard did the final look in the red book? Could I slide by without much daily preparation?


      Before I came to law school, there were even times when I thought of myself as an intellectual.
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      Archibald Cox, the former Watergate prosecutor, is about as close as one gets these days to being an authentic American hero. A prim embodiment of Yankee virtue, it was Cox, then Watergate prosecutor, who first confronted Nixon over the White House tapes, and in the process, reminded the American people that public men can still be decent.


      In a different environment, Cox would be an object of constant worship. About the time I started law school, two friends visited me from Chicago and stood in hushed awe just at the sight of Cox’s nameplate beside his office door. But at Harvard Law School, where Cox for years has been a member of the faculty, students are not subject to the same kind of wonder. This year there was a bum rap out on Cox. It was said that he was soporific in the class and—far more repellent at HLS—a notoriously low grader. Given the opportunity to take a course with Cox, most of the first-year class moved stalwartly in the other direction.


      In 1972 the first-year curriculum at HLS was reformed. Among many changes, 1Ls, in the second term, were given the new liberty of selecting a course to go with the prescribed regimen of Contracts, Civil Procedure, and Property. The elective courses were to be “relevant,” concentrating less on common law and case reading, and more on subjects and policy matters with greater intrinsic appeal to students. This year, for example, elective offerings included courses on Chinese law, contract theory, broadcasting law, legal ethics, environmental law, and comparative law (which examines the legal systems of other countries), and a course entitled “Law and Public Policy,” normally taught at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government.


      It all sounds like a great idea, but the classes have turned out to be watered-down versions of advanced courses, boring to the faculty who teach them and also to 1Ls. As a a result, I—like nearly half of the first-year class—opted for the most traditional selection: Constitutional Law, another basic course. Con Law, which concerns the major pronouncements of the U.S. Supreme Court about the Constitution, was offered in two classes this year. One was taught by a young professor who’d established a glowing reputation with 1Ls as instructor of one of the first-term courses in another section. The other class was to be taught by Archibald Cox.


      The rumors bruited among 1Ls about Cox’s grading and classroom style were not true, but elective registration took place during that hysterical period in late December before exams when all of us were somehow ready to believe the worst about everything. Enrollment for the young professor’s class outran Cox’s six to one, and when the dean and the registrar tried to even out the class sizes there was a confrontation with angry students and a lot of fur flying—lotteries, mass meetings, open letters to the class.


      As the second term began, seventy students were still assigned to Professor Cox’s course—many of them, like me, involuntarily. I tried to keep an open mind in the first two days, but Cox did seem dry; and more important, I realized how little I wanted to take another heavy law course. I was too weary of the stuff. When the Public Policy class opened for the additional registrants, I dashed for freedom.


      Law and Public Policy amounted to a crash course in the working skills needed in upper-level positions in government: analytic knowledge (economics, statistics, decision theory), methods of planning, management techniques. The course was taught by the “problem method” developed at Harvard Business School. For each meeting we were assigned a “case study,” a lengthy description of the setting and difficulties facing some potential decision maker. In class, we’d talk through possible solutions. The material and much of what was said about it had a fuzziness typical of social science, a far cry from the hard-edged principles enunciated in the usual law school classroom. Many of my classmates felt they were being outdone somehow. “All of this is crap,” Kyle told me the day before he dropped the course.


      I didn’t agree. I valued the relief of a less tortured approach, as compared with that of the rest of our courses. The class was smaller—70 students—and like all the electives, it contained students from other sections. That was welcome leavening after looking at the same 140 people every day for months. I also liked the professor. Guy Sternlieb was a member of the faculties of both the law and government schools, and a former high official with the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. He was tall, fortyish, quiet-spoken—and a remarkably decent guy, generous to his students and down-to-earth. In Guy’s class you were not called on. If you had something to say, you raised your hand. You were addressed by your first name, and you spoke to Guy the same way. Despite the size of the class, it had the feel of a seminar.


      Karen Sondergard was also taking the course, and during the second week she said to me, “You know what’s amazing about this class? I realized the other day that it’s the only one where I walk in and I’m not terrified. I’m actually happy to be here.”


      Few of the students in my section would have made a similar statement about Property, our other new course. Property law concerns the rules and devices relating to the ownership of things. Gifts, wills, trusts, zoning, the many sides of real estate law—these form most of the general subject matter. It is a peculiar and often extremely difficult course. The ownership of property is a first principle of Western societies and the rules regulating that ownership are not easily altered without upsetting the entire social scheme. Many elements of property law have not changed since the Middle Ages. Much real estate law, for instance, still shows the influence of feudalism, the doctrines shaped by the needs of the lord of the manor. A lot of those rules no longer make sense and simply have to be absorbed by rote.


      But other aspects of the course were fascinating. Despite having been jaded by exams, I felt a good deal of excitement as I read the initial cases and considered the questions they presented. What, really, does it mean to say somebody “owns” something? That that person can use a thing? Or control it somehow? Or just that he is recognized as the owner? Why are certain kinds of use or control legitimate, and others the stuff of thievery and fraud? But as in Criminal Law, I soon discovered that some of my natural enthusiasm was being dampened by my reactions to the professor.


      Like most of the people in the section, I had heard all year about Isaac Fowler. Each story made him sound less appealing. One 3L claimed to have taken a total of twelve pages of notes in a term with Fowler. I’d also been told several tales about the snubs and indifference Fowler had routinely shown students.


      He was a strange person, small, spare, always in the same tweed sport coat, a moody middle-aged man who seemed to have thought everything over and decided that nothing was worth much. He was, of course, a noted legal scholar, an expert on international law and the UN; but as a teacher he appeared to have burned out years before. For each class he would arrive with a weathered sheaf of notes which he would read as enthusiastically as the instructions off a soup can. In his questioning of students he was gentle at some moments, but far more often he was abrupt and dismissive. “No, no,” he’d say, “that’s ridiculous,” cutting off whomever he’d called on. At the start of the term, Fowler had been particularly harsh.


      “I’m going to see if these rumors are true that you learned something last semester,” he told us in the first session. The initial cases were all mid-nineteenth-century English reports. With his questions, Fowler tried to befuddle the class, asking for definitions of terms and procedural maneuvers we’d never seen before, trying to drive us into the inferential chasms created by the absence of material which Fowler, editor of the casebook, had cut from the opinions himself. Section 2 was not buying any. We’d seen this routine the first day with Perini; and besides, the class was already indisposed to Fowler by reputation. When somebody could not answer a question, no other hands appeared. By the end of the first class, it looked as if the term was going to be a long, slow contest, one against one hundred and forty.


      On the second day Fowler called on Wade Strunk.


      “I pass,” Wade answered in his soft accent. Fowler ran his class in the old-fashioned way, in which students were always expected to respond. When Wade spoke my heart clutched and I thought to myself, the Incident, Part II.


      “I didn’t hear you,” Fowler said.


      “I pass.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “I pass.” Wade said again, louder, looking straight at Fowler.


      “Are we playing bridge or something?” Fowler asked. He stared at Wade, then, of course, called on the person beside him.


      Wade afterwards said he had been quite prepared, he was merely trying to establish his classmates’ right to remain silent when they chose to. A number of people expressed the opinion that were it not for the Incident, Fowler would have been far harsher, an observation which may have been true. Whatever else, though, that moment with Wade served to make overt the mood of quiet opposition and the determination of some in the class to resist any heavy-handed techniques. In the aftermath, Fowler softened somewhat. But he could not make himself less painfully dull. By the end of the first week, attendance had begun to drop and continued downward the rest of the term. Terry looked in on the first few classes and never came back. Willie Hewitt went out the door in the middle of a session, muttering loudly that he could sleep just as well at home. The man beside me explained that his loud sucking of mentholated cough drops was an effort to keep himself awake during class.


      I did not really enjoy Fowler, either. I wished that he would bring more out of the material. I wished, in fact, that I had another teacher. But every now and then something brilliant would escape him. He was obviously a learned man, and he regularly made refreshing little departures, relating classroom problems to literature, anthropology, economics, history. He also had a pleasing, light wit. In midsentence he was liable to interrupt himself with observations such as “Here in Property we study the Golden Rule—he who has the gold rules.” The asides seemed enough to warrant attendance.


      On the whole, I shared Stephen’s sentiments. At the end of the first week of the second term, as we were heading out of class, I asked what he thought of Fowler.


      “I figure it might have been a lot worse,” Stephen told me. “We could have had him first term, and then we wouldn’t have known enough to ignore him.”
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      Late in January, the moot court competition began. At Harvard, the competition is an annual memorial to James Barr Ames, a renowned law professor who died early in the century; and in all its phases, the competition is usually known simply as “Ames.”


      Moot court competitions are yet another of the universals of first-year education at most American law schools. Like the Legal Methods program, of which Ames is technically an extension, moot court seeks to acquaint the beginning law student with some of the practical aspects of being a lawyer. Students prepare and argue appellate cases—cases on which there is already a trial decision—against one another and at HLS all arguments supposedly take place in the mythical state of Ames. Every 1L is required to take part in the program. Those who enjoy their initial experience in moot court can, at Harvard and most other law schools, go on in their second and third years to what is called “upper round competition,” where there are money prizes and considerable honor to the winners.


      First-year Ames features nothing so glamorous. There is only a single argument, in which it makes little practical difference who wins. Anyone with the inclination can go on to the upper rounds. In many regards, Ames is just a grander version of the summary judgment motion we prepared for Legal Methods, which was, in fact, partly intended to ready us for moot court. Again, students work in pairs. Once more we would have to write a brief—although for Ames the formalities of legal citation were to be observed—and again we would argue to a mock court, though there would be three judges this time instead of two, and one of them would be a member of the law school faculty.


      The great distinction, however, between Ames and what we’d done in the fall was that for moot court no one was going to hand us the case law as they had in Methods. Now we would be in a position more like the one in which practicing attorneys often find themselves. We’d be presented with an abbreviated version of a trial record and assigned to argue on appeal either for or against the trial court’s decision. From that point forward, we’d be on our own. We would have to analyze the case, figure out the matters in issue, and then retreat to the library and find the best law to support our side. The period from the time the record is first received to the date of the argument is about six weeks, so the work on Ames is expected to be extensive. We’d be closely supervised by 2Ls and 3Ls, usually from BSA, which presides over first-year Ames. Prior to the argument we’d have to prepare a research memo and a draft of our brief as well as the final brief itself. I’d been told that for many 1Ls Ames became the primary event of the winter, with more time invested in it than in any of the classes, which usually lolled into doldrums during the period.


      In the kinds of cases 1Ls could argue, we had considerable choice. BSA offered thirteen cases, all fictionalized, but each relating to an area of law touched on by the first-year subjects. In addition, there were a number of “alternative” cases, sponsored by many of the upper-year extracurricular groups like the Environmental Law Society or the Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Research Committee.


      I had asked Terry to be my partner and together we decided to request assignment to a BSA case on defamation. It was a subject Zechman had not reached in Torts and we were both interested in learning something about it.


      On January 30, we went to the BSA office to pick up our trial report. It was a lulu. The Reverend Edward Gantry was minister of a church in Pound City. Previously, he had been the pastor of a congregation in a nearby town, but he had been dismissed in reproof for his antiwar activities. Now, Ralph Wilson, one of Gantry’s former congregants, writes the reverend, irate that Gantry is still disgracing the ministry. He threatens to make public a distorted version of the events surrounding Gantry’s discharge unless the Reverend Mr. Gantry resigns his current pastorate. Rather than allow the story to reach his congregation as pernicious gossip, Gantry reads Wilson’s letter to the Pound City church members and explains his point of view. Nonetheless, he is fired again. He sues Wilson for the defamation contained in the letter and wins.


      On the appeal, Terry and I were assigned to the side of Wilson, the letter writer. It made no difference that he sounded like a clod. The principle of advocacy we had been taught all year was that he deserved full and unbiased representation. We would have two lines of attack. Defamation occurs when someone publicly makes remarks, in print or byword of mouth, which are untrue and damaging to another’s reputation. In Gantry v. Wilson, it was the minister himself who had chosen to allow the letter’s content to be known. One issue on appeal would be Gantry’s role in making the defamatory material public. The other was a Constitutional matter. On the face of it, there is some conflict between the law of defamation, which restricts what people can say about each other, and the First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of speech. For many years the U.S. Supreme Court has been seeking to reconcile the two principles, and the most recent doctrine is that short of reckless disregard for the truth, you can say what you want about somebody who is considered a public figure. Therefore on appeal, we would also argue that the minister was a public figure within the meaning of the law.


      On Saturday morning I met Terry at the library to begin the research. The night before I had gone through Gilbert’s on Torts and the Prosser hornbook and absorbed the outlines of the law on defamation. Now I was interested in more specific points of the law, which meant reading cases. In arguing to the Supreme Court of Ames, we would be contending that the trial judge had followed the wrong law, the wrong precedents. We would have to present the court with cases decided on similar facts which came to results more favorable to our client.


      Normally, an attorney doing that kind of research would not look far beyond cases which arose in his own state. Cases from other jurisdictions do not have the same precedential effect in court. But the moot court competition was set up in such a way that the common law of the state of Ames was comprised of all the reported cases of every state in the nation. Those volumes occupy a good part of the enormous vaulted top floor of the huge Harvard Law School library and much of the lower stories.


      Nevertheless, the job was not quite as forbidding as it sounds. The private company which publishes most of those reports analyzes each opinion in an elaborate code. By resorting to huge digests, and sometimes the treatises and legal encyclopedias, it is possible to follow the code and to find cases from all around the country on the point which concerns you. Problems remain. To avoid misleading the court, before you cite a case—call it Black v. White—you must be certain that it has not been overruled, as sometimes happens, or that other judges have not criticized the opinion as badly reasoned. Therefore it is wise to check, at least cursorily, every subsequent case in which there has been a reference to Black v. White. That means resort to another index, which lists those references, and then, usually, going over each one. Finally, if you are new to all of this, like most first-year law students, you’ll find that the cases you read tend to expose smaller weaknesses in your argument which you hadn’t noticed, each one of which must be shored up by more cases and citations. It’s like unpacking a molecule, only to find that the molecule contains atoms, the atoms contain parts, and the parts particles.


      The research can be endless but Terry and I had sworn to do a creditable job without going crazy. By the end of Saturday, I thought we’d made a good start. I had more or less appropriated the Constitutional issue and been through a few Supreme Court opinions. Working on the publication question, Terry had already located material all over the library—cases, law review articles, even copies of briefs. In the hours he’d spent up here while he was skipping class, he’d acquired phenomenal research skills.


      During the week we each handed in a memo describing our research and initial analysis of the case. Friday we met for the first time with the advisor we had been assigned by BSA to discuss what we had found. Her name was Margo Sakarian. She was small and dark and extremely pretty. Like Terry, she was from New Jersey. Ames is probably the bane of the BSA advisors’ year. They must supervise half a dozen Ames teams, all working on the same case, and read through reams of memos and draft briefs, checking each to be certain that the various legal formalities which Ames serves to introduce have been observed.


      Margo was harried and a little short with us in our first encounter.


      “You guys forgot the facts,” she told us at once. Each of us was to summarize the facts of the case in the memo. We’d both overlooked it. Terry was nonchalant.


      “Look,” he told her, “if we can’t get the facts out, we don’t deserve to be at Harvard Law School.”


      She didn’t like that response.


      “They’re supposed to be here. You guys have a draft brief due in two weeks. Don’t forget the facts in there.”


      She made a few more comments about our memos, mostly mild complaints, then left. I could see she had not made a big hit with Terry. HLS had managed to accentuate everybody’s eccentricities. Stephen had become more nervous. I’d gotten louder and more insecure. Terry seemed increasingly sensitive to criticism. That made sense. He had pulled himself a long distance doing things his own way and in this highly regimented atmosphere he felt a threat to the independence he valued. He resented anything which felt like control. Right after the Torts exam, when we’d had lunch, he’d sworn that he would mend his ways and start going to classes again—he had been too frightened facing that test. But in the first week of the new term, while we were on our way to Civil Procedure, he had suddenly done a little dance and sung out, “Ooo, ooo, I’m gettin that itchy feelin’, just can’t sit.” He’d laughed and socked me in the arm and headed off for the library. If anything, his attendance was worse now. He was learning law his own way, reading through the biggest law school library in the world.


      As we watched Margo leave, he said to me, “Hey, that girl’s a little snooty, don’t you think?”


      I told him not to worry about it. We had two weeks to research and write a brief. That seemed like a lot to do.
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      Contracts and Civil Procedure continued in the second term. As time went on, however, I found my attitude toward each course different than it had been in the first semester. In Contracts a single event had worked a remarkable change in my perspective.


      Perini had finally called on me to state the case.


      It had happened in the final week of the first term. In a way, I had brought the trouble on myself. Perini apparently teaches Contracts at the same pace each year and with the end of the first semester imminent he seemed anxious to hit some sort of benchmark. I was unwise enough to delay him with a question at the opening of class.


      “What about the effect of the contracts clause of the Constitution,” I asked, “in yesterday’s case?”


      “What about Bard v. Kent?” Perini replied. “Today’s case. Why don’t you tell us about that?”


      The class laughed vigorously, as we all usually did when Perini had somehow taken advantage of one of us. I smiled as I opened the casebook, but I knew this could have come at a more welcome time. I’d been so well prepared in so many instances in the past. That day, I didn’t even have a brief. With all the work in the face of exams, I’d skipped the case abstract as well as the morning cram session. And the case was hard. We were deep in the murk of the “consideration doctrine,” one of the law’s perpetual mysteries, a concept as elusive as transubstantiation. No contract is complete unless both sides have proved consideration. In general, it is some evidence that the transaction is intended to be a positive exchange, a bargain and not the giving of a gift. Consideration can be the payment of money, or something as slender as a promise. Perini had called consideration “the conceptual analytical core of the course, our most challenging topic.” My luck.


      “The case is in the California Court of Appeals in 1942,” I said, my voice quailing a bit as I started.


      “Court of Appeals?” Perini cried.


      Lord, already, I thought. I couldn’t see the mistake. “California Supreme Court,” Don beside me whispered. I was so nervous I thought I’d said that.


      I corrected myself and went on, more or less reading the facts out of the casebook. The suit involved a fairly shady-looking operation in which a lawyer who represented an elderly widow had made use of his power of attorney to lease himself some of her real estate. He’d then sublet the property at a handsome profit. When the widow died, new and more virtuous lawyers, hired by her estate, sued hoping to bust the first attorney’s lease. The only way out was a lot of fancy footwork with the consideration doctrine and the opinion, which held for the estate, was closely reasoned.


      I was fairly nimble with Perini’s questions about the case, but had more difficulty when he asked me to compare it with others we’d read in recent weeks. Most of the time I sat there with a look of profound concentration or made weak responses—“weasling,” Perini called one of them—before he went on to someone else, Clarissa or Hochschild or Cauley, for answers. I’d done well enough, though, that he returned to me throughout the period with more questions.


      In the next twenty-four hours, I was the object of the kind of assessment I’d practiced on everyone else. Terry, forever generous, told me it was the toughest case of the year. It wasn’t. Stephen also praised me lavishly. Aubrey, on the other hand, seemed to think I could have done better—he asked if I had read Perini’s hornbook, in which, apparently, all the answers to the questions I’d missed were contained. A number of persons made it a point to tell me I had looked relaxed at those moments when Perini had come to stand directly over me.


      To all of them I gave the same response: I was satisfied. I had not been great, but I fell into no swoon over an imperfect performance. In December that had seemed evidence that I was developing some perspective on the HLS achievement ethic, resisting that impulse to write off as worthless or a disgrace all things not done superbly.


      But in the second term, I found that being called on had even greater significance. I was suddenly no longer a member of that legion who half swallowed their hearts every time they entered the room with Perini. He would not call on me again, and in class each day I suddenly felt almost like an outside observer. Most of my classmates still brought to Contracts the same rapt intensity they had from the start of the year. The effects of the Incident had been more or less expunged. Reportedly, Perini was still bitter about the affair and his public embarrassment. Letters and articles, most of them defending Perini, appeared on a couple of occasions in various law school publications, but within the classroom it was all but forgotten. Perini displayed the same domineering charm, and the great majority of the members of Section 2 still thought of him as an inspired teacher and of Contracts as the best class we had.


      But not me. My sense of release had a strong effect on the way I regarded the man and the course he taught. Standing next to Perini one day late in January, I was stunned to discover that he was two or three inches shorter than I had thought at the beginning of the year. Truly, he was diminished in my estimate. No longer afraid, I felt my resentments of him more clearly, particularly of his pretensions. In class we were paying a good deal of attention to Article 2 of the Uniform Commercial Code, a statutory scheme devised like the Model Penal Code by a national group of legal scholars and since adopted as the law of every state. Article 2 covers “sales,” and has supplanted much of what was once dealt with in traditional common-law contract doctrine. When you buy something in any store in America, the UCC now regulates many aspects of your purchase. As we had done with the Penal Code in Criminal Law, Perini would compare the holdings of the Contracts cases we were studying with the analogous stipulations of the UCC.


      Perini loved to show off with the UCC. Article 2 is a hundred pages of intricate provisions, but Perini seemed to have it memorized down to the commas. Even when he touched on points inadvertently, in an aside, he would press his fingers to his forehead like a sideshow clairvoyant and come up with the precise portions of the Code in which an issue was discussed. “You’ll find that, I believe, in 2–617, paren ‘a,’ sub 1.” He was always right and the class was in awe of his grasp of detail. The first semester he’d made similar citations to his hornbook or to treatises.


      There were some among the small group of students who shared my quiet hostility to Perini, who believed those episodes were phonies, scripted events carefully acted out in order to intimidate the section. I did not go that far, although I was increasingly aware that Perini did make errors, albeit trivial ones, often contradicting his own hornbook. What disturbed me in those instances and others like it was the way Perini played on our lack of knowledge and power. He had had twenty years to learn the UCC; we were new to it, vulnerable—and captive. If you came to class, you had no choice but to watch those flamboyant demonstrations, possessing no real standard by which to know if they deserved the kind of open admiration Perini seemed to expect. On the whole, I had the sense that Perini was using the classroom to live out some strange vision of himself and that struck me as a misappropriation of a teacher’s power.


      As my esteem for Perini declined, I tended to shirk the work of the course. That was an adolescent reaction, but the only tangible rebellion I could make. On Monday mornings, I found myself running contests with myself to see if I could read through a week’s Contracts assignments in three hours or less.


      For me, the compensating time and interest went into Civil Pro. As the second term began, Nicky Morris had stopped talking down to the class. We’d absorbed a groundwork of legal concepts and terminology and Morris had now started on the kind of wide-ranging philosophical tour which Peter Geocaris had said at the beginning of the year was in the offing.


      Ostensibly, the second term in Nicky’s course was devoted to close examination of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure. The federal rules regulate most aspects of how a federal court runs: how actions are initiated, how information can be gathered by each side, the handling of many details relating to trial and appeal. Not only are the rules central in federal courts, but they are also the model for the procedural schemes of many of the states and study of them is an indispensable if unexciting part of most first-year educations at the law.


      But Nicky’s teaching of the rules was anything but dull. In late December we had spent a number of days studying Erie Railroad Company v. Tompkins, a 1938 decision of the U.S. Supreme Court, which had proved the intellectual watershed of the course. In Erie, the Supreme Court instructed the lower federal judges to apply state law rather than federal law to many of the cases which came before them. Thus federal courts in different states would often be using differing rules in evaluating the same legal questions.


      “By recognizing variation in the law,” Nicky told us, “the Supreme Court is accepting the idea that no one rule can be thought of as somehow ‘natural.’ We see the law after Erie only as an imposed order, a response to political and social tradition and not something sent from heaven. The law can change; the law can vary from place to place. And in those changes and variations, the law, like any other social product, reflects the persistent conflicts and contradictions within the society.”


      In teaching the cases we read to illustrate the federal rules, Nicky returned to those themes. He demonstrated how each rule, despite a neutral appearance, reflected those ‘persistent societal contradictions’ which he had first mentioned in Erie. He continued to talk about the tension between our common desire that the law be uniform and certain, and our wish that it somehow meet the needs of justice in the individual case. He described the conflicting roles of judges, members of a decision-making elite in a democratic society. Should judges conform to popular sentiments? Nicky asked us. Should judges somehow watch out for the welfare of those who come before them? Should they assist the ignorant, or just apply disinterestedly the machinery of the law? Nicky talked about differing concepts of the duties of the parties to a lawsuit. Should they be forced to aid each other in some kind of higher service to the truth, or were the plaintiff and defendant independent gladiators, going at each other with no holds barred? What is the community’s stake in the just resolution of disputes? How much does the idea of a right require an individual to enforce it on his own?


      The questions, the conflicts, were elaborate and Nicky began to work them out in increasing complexity as the term wore on. Some members of the section were infuriated by Morris’s approach. They found it abstruse, confusing, and—worst—impractical.


      “He’s in outer space,” Ned Cauley told me one day. “We’re not learning Civil Procedure; we’re learning Nicky Morris’s theory of rules. What’s going to happen to all of us when we go into a courtroom and make a motion under Rule Twelve E? Do you think the judge is going to give a damn whether it’s a model of legal informalism?”


      But the majority of the section were enthusiasts and I was among them. Like Ned, I had come to law school for professional training, but I was also looking for something more, something which was lost when teachers concentrated more directly on the kind of professionalizing Ned desired. In those classes, law study was treated primarily as the means for learning the circumscribed skills and customs of a sort of elevated priesthood. The uniqueness of legal thought was emphasized. In consequence, I and many other classmates were often left with the sense of a gap between legal ideas and those we had known in other areas of study. Nicky was out to efface that boundary.


      “The law,” Nicky said at one point in the second term, “is a humanistic discipline. It is so broad a reflection of the society, the culture, that it is ripe for the questions posed by any field of inquiry: linguistics, philosophy, history, literary studies, sociology, economics, mathematics.”


      Nicky did not touch on all those subjects, but his teaching was always animated by a sense of the law’s search as unlimited and profound. In Morris’s class I found myself launched once again on that kind of scrutiny of the most fundamental assumptions regarding the way we lived each day—the manner in which we treated each other—which had seemed so important when I had come to school. Each time I walked into Morris’s classroom all that rapturous discovery of the first six weeks returned. And I knew I would leave after each meeting with that same crazy feeling, half heat, half thirst—the sensation of being nearly sucked dry by excitement.
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      2/11/76 (Wednesday)


      Life around the law school at the moment is consumed by the Ames competition, politics, and flu. It seems as though everybody has been bitten by the same bug. Annette was sick three days last week. I was out on Thursday. The classes all resound with coughs and sniffles.


      The Massachusetts primary is drawing near and many of the candidates seem to feel obliged to touch base at that august American institution, the Harvard Law School. It’s not the students’ votes they’re after—most of those belong to Udall, as mine does, or to Fred Harris. Some candidates, I guess, come to meet with HLS profs, many of whom are advisors to the various campaigns. More of the pols, I think, just want to latch hold of the law school name so it can be boosted throughout the campaign. ‘Well, when I spoke to that question at Harvard Law School…’ I’ve tried to see them all. First through was Jimmy Carter, the Georgia peanut farmer, way back in September when most people didn’t know who he was. Many of his lines sounded like bumper-strip slogans, and he was incredibly, even disturbingly, neat about his person. Friday, Scoop Jackson proved dull and unimpressive before a crowd in Austin. Shapp, Mo, and Harris will be by before the end of the month.


      I feel more relaxed in school now than I have all year. The promises the 2Ls and 3Ls made me—that someday it would be easier to read a case—have finally come true. Something fell into place after Christmas. It’s still not like the funny papers, of course, but comprehension is fluid, line by line. Even with Ames, I have more free time than in the worst moments last term, and after the draft brief, I should be able to knock off weekends for a while. I can be with Annette more often now. A few days ago, we actually got out for a movie in the middle of the week, and I’ve also reorganized my schedule somewhat, getting up with A. in the mornings so we can have coffee together before she heads off to teach.


      As for classes, I am still enjoying the elective, Law and Public Policy. Sternlieb has spent the first weeks trying to acquaint us with the social science skills he considers invaluable to policy planners. Right now we’re doing statistics and the Bayes theorem. Last week it was game theory. Before that, we had another heavy dose of economics, going over marginalism, Pareto optimality, and cost/benefit analysis.


      Along that line, I have some advice for anybody considering law school: take some econ before you come. The policy course is the fourth of the year to place considerable emphasis on economics. The free market in Contracts; allocation theory in Torts. In Property, Fowler has introduced us to something called Coase’s theorem, an economic approach to the distribution of property rights. Even Nicky on occasion has talked about rules in terms of their costs and benefits. In all instances, econ has been introduced as a rationalizing principle, a way to make more sense of the many hard choices in the law.


      For those of us without any background in the subject it is sometimes heavy sledding. Nothing is surer to turn on Sondergard’s tears than prolonged talk of economics. Another section has been in a state of muted rebellion all year against their young Contracts professor who follows an unyielding economic analysis, which, for a lot of students, is like not being allowed to come up for air.


      I am still not certain how seriously I should take this stuff. Much of what we’re taught about economics seems to disguise some of the crueler assumptions of the free enterprise system, and I often feel that econ is no more than a subtle way to get us to buy in on a businessman’s vision of the world. What do you say about a system of thought which presumes that everyone acts out of self-interest?


      A sociologist with years of econ, Stephen is an outright skeptic. He thinks economics does little more than repeat what is already known. He told me a joke to illustrate the point. Three men are starving on a desert island when they find a can of beans. The first, a strong man, wants to tear the can open with his teeth. The second, an engineer, proposes that they open the can by dropping a heavy rock on it from a great height. The third is an economist and he has a plan of his own. “First,” he tells the other two, “you must assume we have a can opener.”


      Be that as it may, I’ve too often had the feeling that the professors are saying, “Assume you’ve had economics.”
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      Ames went on. The 1Ls gave most of their attention to research and writing and the professors seemed to make allowances. Nicky tailored his assignments to conform to the competition’s schedule. Perini suddenly began to lecture, rather than calling on a student to serve as target or foil. As the due dates for briefs neared, attendance fell off in each of the courses. In Property, where absences had been high from the start of the term, as many as a third of the students were sometimes missing. At the start of one session, Fowler looked around the room and said, almost sanguinely, “Well, let’s see who’s here.”


      For all the hard work that students put into Ames, those labors seemed to reflect genuine interest, rather than the normal patterns of panic or pack-running aggressions. There were the familiar extremes, of course—people going so hard they missed sleep for three nights, others who claimed to have written their briefs without reading any of the cases they’d cited—but most of my classmates seemed to take Ames as a welcome diversion. As opposed to exams, moot court offered a real opportunity to demonstrate and to see for yourself that you had acquired some competence with professional tasks. And the process of working through the cases firsthand and shaping your own argument provided a novel vantage on the law at a time when the daily preoccupations of the classroom had begun to seem routine.


      “It’s the only damn thing in law school that makes sense,” Aubrey said about Ames. He was increasingly disenchanted with school and professorial abstractions. “It’s the only thing all year that prepares you for practice.”


      I shared much of the general enthusiasm for Ames. The First Amendment issues in our defamation case—the questions of which citizens were public figures and why speech about them should be less restricted—turned increasingly subtle and challenging as I worked them through, and I took real pleasure in the research. There were of course some aspects of Ames I was less keen on. One of the purposes of moot court was to acquaint us with the proprieties of the case citation—the shorthand notations used in all legal writing to indicate in which court a decision was made and the volume in which the case is reported. A judge, or opposing counsel, will often want to review the cases you point to for support, and accurate citation is thus another of the dull, lawyerly skills you cannot go without learning. Our Ames briefs were required to conform to the scheme of citation developed by the Harvard Law Review, and as I prepared to begin drafting, I found myself spending hours deep in the library stacks checking on nerve-wrackingly small details, such as the page number on which quotations I’d be using appeared in each of the two or three report series issued by different publishers.


      But on the whole, I enjoyed the work of moot court. The brief provided another of the opportunities we seldom had to try legal writing and to gain more familiarity and control over the law’s impersonal rhetoric. I was beginning, I thought, to feel a little more comfortable with it.


      The only large difficulty I encountered with moot court had nothing to do with what was required of us. The problem was personal, for I was having trouble dealing with Terry. He had never mustered much excitement about Ames, and I’d only dimmed his enthusiasm further by unwittingly grabbing off the part of the case, the Constitutional issue, which he later admitted had interested him more. As a result, Terry appeared to become even more determined to do things his own way and at his own speed. He paid little attention to external requirements. His work was listless and sporadic, and much of the research he did was careless. In the memo conference, Margo had given him suggestions on ways to approach his end of the case, but he refused them, preferring an erratic legal theory of his own. He seemed to have a vague idea of winning the case by concocting an entirely new approach to the law of defamation, relating it to the concept of fault, even though his thinking was unclear and there was little support for what he was saying among existing authorities.


      “Look,” he told me, a few days after our conference with Margo, “that girl is all wrong. She doesn’t really understand this case. The issue is all different.”


      I asked him if he had the cases to prove that.


      “There’re pages of cites in the legal encyclopedias,” he told me.


      “Have you read any?” I asked.


      “There’re hundreds of cases,” he repeated.


      In the following weeks he did not seem to read many of them. As the deadline for the draft brief approached, it became apparent that he would never complete work on a part of the case that he’d promised to cover. I took over the research and writing myself, without much overt complaint. It wasn’t worth it, I figured, to strain a good friendship. I had to pull my only all-nighter of the year in order to get my portion of the brief ready, and when I reached school on the day it was due I was disgruntled to learn that Terry had not finished his half. We had the long President’s Day weekend ahead, however, and Terry assured me that he’d finish the brief in the next day or two and get it to Margo, who would still have two days to look it over before our next conference, scheduled for Tuesday.


      Annette and I left town for the weekend, but Terry found me by my locker, as soon as I got to school on Tuesday morning. He had a funny smirk as he approached.


      “Hey,” he said, “that girl’s gettin’ a little impatient with me.”


      I asked what that meant. He explained that he hadn’t finished the brief yet and that Margo, angry now, had called him the night before.


      “Terry,” I said, “this isn’t funny. You’ve got to get that done.”


      “It’ll be done, man,” he said, “it’ll be done. I’m goin’ to the Libe right now. I’ll write it this morning. She’ll have it by noon. We don’t meet her until two.”


      “Just get it done,” I said again. “I don’t want to end up flunking this thing.” That seemed like a vaguely realistic concern now. Word was that each year there were a few 1Ls who took Ames too lightly and ended up having to repeat the entire Legal Methods program the following year. I was happy to let Terry go his own way so long as I was not going to get dragged down with him, but now I was beginning to worry. He seemed stranger about the whole business daily.


      I met Terry at two and together we went toward Pound, where we were scheduled to see Margo in a conference room on the third floor. I asked if he’d finished the brief and Terry assured me he had; but as we rode up in the elevator, he was obviously agitated, fidgeting, rolling his shoulders.


      “Hey, listen,” he said, “I’m pretty bugged about this. I went in to see that girl, what’s-her-name, Margo, at the BSA office, to make sure she got the brief, and man, she was reading my thing and when she saw me she really went through the roof. I mean, she told me I was going to have to do the whole thing over again, that I was wrong.”


      That was what I was afraid of. “What did you say?”


      “I told her it wasn’t my life,” Terry answered.


      “Look,” I said, “that’s not a subtle approach.” When I looked at Terry I could see a hard gleam coming into his eyes. He was powerfully angry.


      “Well, it’s not my life, man, is it?” he asked.


      I agreed that it wasn’t, backing off. We went down the hallway in silence. Outside the conference room, Terry grabbed me for a second.


      “You go first in this thing,” he told me. “I’m still hot. I’ve gotta get myself under control.”


      My half of the conference was fine. Margo raised points with me, trying to make sure I understood the dimensions of my argument. I didn’t agree with everything she said. But by and large I appreciated most of her suggestions.


      When she turned to Terry, however, it was obvious they had remained irritated with each other. Margo handed Terry back his brief. It was handwritten—typing was required—and her remarks appeared in a large scrawl across the back of each page.


      “I’m sorry my comments sound a little nasty,” she said, “but I was really angry when I read that. You cite two cases. And you never stated the facts. That’s supposed to be at the start of your half of the brief,” she said to Terry. “I told you guys before that how you state the facts is important.”


      Terry answered again that there was nothing to stating facts.


      “You said that last time,” Margo told him. “It was supposed to be done now. And how can you hope to convince the court when you only cite two cases?”


      “I cite CJS, Prosser, ALR,” Terry answered.


      “Those are encyclopedias,” she said, “hornbooks. They’re not cases. They’re not law.”


      For a moment, the two of them debated with increasing heat. Terry insisted he had done things the right way and after briefly attempting to maintain an icy restraint Margo became slightly sarcastic. As they replied to one another, each would look to me for support. Margo was right, I knew; but I also recognized how much Terry valued loyalty. I tried to show nothing.


      Finally, Margo decided to be plain.


      “Your arguments are just incredible,” she said to Terry. “They make no sense. Really. This thing with defamation and fault—you’re going to embarrass yourself if you say that in front of the court. You’ll embarrass Scott.”


      Terry popped. His eyes filled with the same outraged gleam I’d seen in the hallways and he leaned forward in a belligerent animal posture. His hands were in fists, and now and then he struck the table. For an instant, I was afraid he might hit Margo.


      “You’re just making up rules,” he told her. “I don’t care if everybody who’s ever done this sees it your way—they’re all wrong. You’re wrong! You’re just abusing your power as an advisor. You’re trying to push me around. You give me cases in black and white. You show me! You don’t know what you’re talking about!”


      At last he bulled away from the table and pounded from the room. A moment after he left, Margo began crying.


      “I’m just trying to help you guys,” she said.


      I sought to comfort Margo as best I could. I apologized for Terry, but I felt badly shaken by the way he’d reacted. He’d frightened me, and obviously Margo as well.


      I didn’t see Terry until the next day.


      “You tell me what you think,” he said. But then he added his own version of the events. “I was wrong,” he told me. “I mean, I shouldn’t have backed off. I mean, I was too apologetic.”


      I stared at him, incredulous. Then I called him a name and walked away.


      Late in the year, when I described HLS to a friend who is a doctor he compared it to a hospital ward. He said that both were places where the inmates frequently found it hard to stay close with anyone. People were under too much tension, in extremity, often too busy saving themselves to think about preserving relationships.


      I think that’s true. My friendship with Stephen never quite recovered after first-term exams. With Terry, Ames remained a barrier between us. We both cooled off in a couple of days and Terry even agreed that he was too harsh to Margo. But he never apologized to her. Instead, he became determined to justify his behavior, to prove that the screwball theory about defamation he’d designed made sense. As the final brief and then the oral argument approached, he worked furiously to locate cases or law review articles which lent some credence to what he maintained. He never found them. I tried at first to dissuade him from his reasoning, then finally attempted to understand what he was saying, but I failed on both counts. As we went through the remainder of Ames, I often told myself that it was just Harvard Law School, now and then it made all of us nuts. But in the deliberateness of my efforts to objectify, to be fair to Terry, I recognized a distance which had not been there before.
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      2/17/76 (Tuesday)


      I saw Stephen today after Law and Public Policy. He had read a notice on a bulletin board and when he informed me of what it said, a little wiggle went through my belly.


      “Grades tomorrow,” he said.


      I will not pretend that in the weeks since exams, I haven’t spent a lot of time thinking about grades. Tomorrow will be when the music gets faced. Like everyone else, I can’t help assuming that the results will be highly predictive of my future law school performance, which in turn will dictate much of what happens to me when I get out of this place.


      One of the most immediate effects of tomorrow’s marks is that they will serve as a first cut for Law Review. I admit that the more often I think about being on the Review, the better I like the idea. Over time, it is hard not to be taken with the prominence of the Harvard Law Review. It is quoted in judicial opinions, relied on, deferred to throughout the legal world. In keeping up with Morris’s course, I now often go to the libe to consult the journal articles and I’ve begun to realize that I would probably enjoy being part of their production.


      Not that I expect that to happen. Anybody who gets two Bs tomorrow will probably be out of the running, and I suspect I will be in that category. The word is that almost everyone at HLS gets Bs, although the precise distribution of grades is one of the most closely guarded secrets at the place. The registrar keeps the information under wraps to prevent any efforts at top-to-bottom-of-class ranking, which was dropped in the 1960s. It is generally known, though, that the registrar sends a record of past marks in first-year courses to each professor. Hypothetically, the teachers are free to disregard those figures, but it’s a safe bet that most keep the past distribution of grades in mind. The students tend to think in terms of a fixed curve, with a lot of speculation about the ratio of grades. One kid I met in the gym locker room informed me authoritatively that only ten percent of the grades are As. But Wally Karlin said that Nicky Morris had told him that the usual distribution broke down twenty/sixty/twenty, As, Bs, and Cs, with a smattering of Ds and Fs. Whatever the curve in each course, the kind of consistently high performance which leads to Law Review is rare. One thing I know for sure is that after three years, no more than eight or nine percent of each class has the average of A-minus or better which is required for graduation magna cum laude.


      Exams were too crazy for me to feel I could predict my grades with any accuracy. I imagine Torts will be higher than Crim. In the past weeks, I have tended to strike little bargains with myself, trying to hold off my dread of Cs, by not thinking too much about the possibility of As. On the whole, I guess I’d feel good about a B and a B-plus. It would put me on the track toward graduation with honors, which would be a nice reward after three years of slaving. The real goal, however, is to resist the familiar HLS vibes and to be comfortable with myself tomorrow, no matter what the results.


       


      At the end of Civil Procedure the next day, Nicky Morris gave us a little speech.


      “I don’t think you should be getting the grades you’ll be receiving this afternoon. I’ve always thought that the first year should be pass/fail. None of you are far enough along for these grades to reflect with any accuracy any of the permanent, highly ineradicable differences between people which are measured by exams. So I urge you not to take these grades this afternoon too seriously. Absolutely nothing that you would like to do in the future in the way of a legal career will be determined by them. Nothing. Not teaching. Not jobs with firms.”


      Phil Pollack, sitting next to me, leaned over and whispered, “Notice he doesn’t mention Law Review.”


      I noticed. We were all thinking the same thing. Though an admirable effort, Nicky’s speech did little to relieve the prevalent anxieties. By the end of the day many people would feel that limits had been fixed.


      The plan the registrar had hit upon for the distribution of report cards required all 1Ls to present themselves at two o’clock at one of two classrooms in Langdell, to receive their marks. Many of us could picture the stampede to those rooms and resented having once more to submit to the mass. The registrar later explained that that had simply seemed the fastest means of getting the reports distributed. As it was, 1L anxieties about grades had appeared to her so pronounced that she’d sped things in her office, so that first year marks were coming out weeks before those of second-year and third-year students.


      I played squash in the afternoon and showed up late in Langdell to avoid the two o’clock crush. At the hour, apparently, there had been a long line. I was told that people had filed into the room and emerged expressionless, the grade sheet clutched against their chests while they mumbled that they had not looked at it. By the time I arrived the crowds had dispersed. Downstairs there were a few people from another section standing around. I heard one ask another how he’d done and the reply: “I won’t make the Law Review.”


      As I headed up toward the room where the grade reports were being handed out, I saw Stephen coming down the stair-case. There was more in his face than a smile—his expression was animated by something wild, a profound kind of glee. I did not have to ask.


      “You did well,” I told him.


      He laughed out loud. “A-plus and an A.”


      “My God.” I pumped his hand. The grades were astronomical. “That’s wonderful.”


      I asked him to wait and hurried on up. The huge classroom was quiet. The woman from the registrar’s office removed a long computer slip from a book of them.


      “Very nice,” she said before she handed the sheet over.


      An A-minus in Criminal, a B-plus in Torts. I would not make the Law Review, I thought at once, but I had done well. I felt light-headed, just from meeting the reality of all of this after worrying so long.


      I headed down to find Stephen. Sandy Stern had now positioned himself at the foot of the stairs, asking people their grades as they sifted past. Sandy himself had done quite well, an A and an A-minus, but he was not satisfied. “I’m not sure I’ll make Law Review,” he explained. Apparently, he’d decided to survey everyone whom he considered competition. When he asked me how I’d done, I felt almost flattered. In the days before, I had not been certain whether I would discuss my marks. Talking about grades seemed a lot like talking about how much money you make—there was no way to be tasteful. Speaking freely risked envy or contempt. Remaining silent seemed to magnify the importance of something I wanted to treat as meaningless. In the end, I made no conscious choice. When Sandy asked, I just blurted.


      Behind me, Myra Katchen came down the stairs. She was a former grad student in philosophy, good in class—another of the people Sandy would consider a hot competitor. He asked how she’d done.


      “Okay,” she answered, “but I won’t make Law Review.”


      Down the hall tunnel, I found Stephen and walked him to Harkness, where I bought him a congratulatory Coke. As we sat in the lounge, Aubrey appeared. There was no need to ask how he’d done. He looked gray. He put the coffee cup he was carrying down on the table.


      “Smack in the middle of the class,” he said. Bs of some kind, that meant. Aubrey had worked doggedly first term, unafraid of confessing his ambitions. He wanted the most selective firm, the highest salary, the Review. I felt he deserved better for his honesty. And after going bust out in LA, he would, I’m sure, have savored some great triumph now, reaffirming all his best hopes for himself.


      The three of us tried to make conversation, but it was self-conscious and strained. Stephen eventually told Aubrey his grades and Aubrey congratulated him. As I stood up to leave, I told Aubrey that we had some consolation—at least next year we’d be able to join Stephen for bag lunch over at Gannett House, where the Law Review is located.


      Stephen smiled then murmured almost to himself, “I guess I will be over there.”


      I checked on Stephen for some sign of humor, but there was none. Four exams remained in the spring, and we had all heard stories about 1Ls who received two As first term and never saw As again. But looking at Stephen I could see he had caught a whiff of a high ether. He knew what he wanted, now. He knew where he belonged.


      I walked Aubrey back to his locker. Willie Hewitt came by, bragging about two Bs.


      “Not bad for a screw-off, huh?” he asked me, as he passed. Aubrey seemed to wince. He stared into his empty locker.


      “I’m so tired of being competent,” he said suddenly. “I’ve been competent all my life. I wish I could be either the best or the worst. This is just so goddamn dull.” He shook his head and laughed a little. I clapped him on the back.


      Up in the library I tried to study, but I was still in a daze of contradictory emotions—shame, envy, pity, pride. I had put such confused feelings into grades and exams that a tangle was bound to emerge. I felt an ugly and powerful jealousy of Stephen, but I realized my grades were good. I had heard enough from 2Ls and 3Ls before to know that along with many others I remained vaguely in the running for Law Review, if far from the front of the pack. Much of the hallway commentary and my own first reactions were really expressions of regret at a diminished chance.


      Mike Wald came up to me as I sat there. “The 1L grades come out?” he inquired.


      I said yes, why did he ask?


      “Lot of red faces.” Mike gestured toward the rest of the library. “People crying.”


      Incredibly, Mike was right. That afternoon and in the next few days I found that many of my classmates had taken grades hard; they were glum, disconsolate, and indeed, occasionally teary. Virtually all of us had been outstanding students, accustomed to the reward of high grades. Those high marks had been the means by which we’d made our way through the world—to famous colleges, to Harvard Law School. They were success itself, the underpinning of self-images, taken, over time, less as limited reflections of our abilities than as badges of personal merit. Now, as predicted, most people had received Bs, grades many had rarely seen, having gone to college in an era when straight As were not uncommon. For several, the step down was a terrific blow and the reactions were sometimes extreme. Clarissa Morgenstern, I was told, had had two B-pluses and had become hysterical. She wept wildly and swore to leave law school. Others seemed mammothly insulted. Kyle had grades like mine.


      “I couldn’t believe it,” he told me. “I looked down there and I thought, No, there must be something wrong, one of them’s not an A.”


      The day after grades came out, we all spoke of nothing else. It was another of the times Annette had come with me to school, and when we got home she told me how offended she had been by the constant gossip about marks, the ceaseless comparisons. It seemed to her ugly and obsessive and adolescent. No doubt it was. But most of us—aside from the few with two As—needed the reassurance of knowing how others had done, just to be certain that a B was not a sign of incompetence. Phyllis Wiseman was in her early thirties, a wife and mother who even as a law student had continued to place her family first. She was widely admired in the section for holding that kind of distance on the law school’s demands. But when grades came out, even Phyllis felt she had to take part in that great show and tell.


      “I’ve never been a busybody,” she told me, “I’ve never been a gossip. I don’t care what my neighbors do. But I’m just crazy to know how everyone did.”


      As it was, few people spoke of Cs, although it was well known that a large number were always given. Most of the students who’d received Cs seemed to have been shamed into silence. And there was an even more disquieting indication of how deep the discomfort over grades ran. As the comparison of marks continued, I heard several comments to the effect that the number of high grades seemed disproportionate. Some of that was a statistical quirk. Given the queerness of the exams, the results on individual tests were bound to be somewhat random. With only two grades in, there were a lot of people who, like me, had received one A, but would not over the long haul find themselves making As half the time.


      Yet even taking that into account, the grades seemed peculiarly high, particularly when one considered what we’d heard about the strictness of the usual HLS curve. I asked Mike Wald about it one afternoon in the library when we had a longer talk about grades.


      “People lie,” Mike told me. “That happens a lot around here. Some people just can’t deal with not being at the top. They lie to their classmates and they lie to employers. It’s gotten so bad,” Mike said, “that firms are thinking about requiring a transcript before they hire.”


      Eventually, the talk in the section about grades, and the craziness which surrounded them, began to subside. But a wake of bitterness remained. People recovered from the hurt of being in the middle, of being cut out of the race for the Law Review, but few seemed to regard the whole process of examination and grading, law school style, as any more sensible. So many of the results had appeared irrational. Terry, for instance, had banked everything on Criminal. He put all his study time into it, and more or less wrote off Torts as a subject he would never comprehend. Yet in Crim he’d only gotten a B, while from Zechman he’d received a straight A. There were many stories like that. And there were also a number of people who’d demonstrated real insight into legal problems in class but who somehow had not done well on the exams. Ned Cauley was one. In a case like his, I was left wondering if the law school’s system of blind grading—with a student’s entire mark based on a test identified by a number and not by name—was worth it, or if it forced professors to ignore knowledge obviously relevant to their evaluations.


      Most persistent among my classmates seemed to be an anger that there had been grades at all, that persons who were all demonstrably talented had been subjected to this terror of minuses and pluses, divided from each other, stacked up in tiers. I myself was willing, at moments, to concede that at either pole there might have been people worth noting. If someone really could make great sense of those exam narratives, then he deserved some commendation—he had a talent I didn’t have. And at the other end, if students seemed not to have learned, it was appropriate to warn them of that. But for the great majority of us in the middle, it was hard to believe that these levels of fine discrimination, A-plus through B-minus, C, D, and F, could be made with much accuracy. A few years before, Harvard 1Ls had been given the opportunity to opt for pass/fail grades or simpler evaluation schemes—High, Satisfactory, Low, and Fail—but in an inexplicable reversal, the faculty had abolished those options a year before we arrived. We were left in a system which seemed close to capricious and which was often unavoidably painful when you considered its real-world effects.


      On the afternoon I’d spoken with Mike Wald about grades, I’d asked him if there really was any justification for all of it.


      “A lot of people will tell you,” Mike said, “even a lot of professors, that grades are essentially for employers. The alumni give quite a bit of money to this law school, and most of them are members of the firms which interview here. They want to have some way of believing they’re making meaningful distinctions between applicants. They see somebody for what—a twenty minute interview? They know they need something else to go on. If a firm does a lot of real estate law, then maybe they can pick between two people because one had a B-plus in Property and the other one had a B-minus. It’s all crazy,” Mike said, “but I can tell you that the firms are the ones that really scream when the faculty talks about pass/fail.”


      I looked at Mike a second.


      “That’s commerce,” I said, “not education. That’s just product packaging.”


      “Some would say,” Mike told me. He smiled first, then he shrugged.
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      In recounting the February commotion surrounding grades and future membership on Law Review, it is well to note that at about the same time some interesting changes were taking place among those students already over at Gannett House. Late in February, the Review announced that Susan Estrich, a 2L, had been appointed president. It was the first time in the eighty-nine-year history of the Review that a woman had occupied the position, essentially that of editor in chief.


      It had been a good year for minorities and the Law Review. Earlier, Christopher Edley, another 2L, had become the first black member since the late 1940s. Considering the Review’s standing as one of the legal world’s great points of arrival, both developments went to underline the gains being made by minorities at Harvard Law School and in the law world at large.


      In the America of a decade or fifteen years ago, it is all but certain that many members of my class would not have been there. In the recent past, however, there has been an astonishing rise in the enrollment of women and racial minorities in American law schools. There are three times more black and Spanish-surnamed law students in U.S. law schools than in 1969, and the growth in female enrollment has been a kind of social miracle—an 1100 percent increase in the past twelve years. Nearly a quarter of American law students are now women. In my class at Harvard ten percent of the members were black, three percent Latin, twenty-one percent female. As the year had worn on, I had watched with some interest to see how those working their way up from the short end of the stick were doing around HLS. The answer, in brief, was very well.


      Racial relations at Harvard Law School are probably better than in any setting in which I’ve found myself for many years. Even compared to the hip racial scene in the Bay Area, HLS seemed remarkable for its lack of tension. There are black and Latin student organizations at Harvard Law School, and my minority classmates were active in dealing with the special problems that faced them. Yet there was little of the effort I’d seen around other universities by blacks and Latins to keep themselves icily separate. We all felt free to be together without strain or self-consciousness. That was probably a product of the outgoingness of HLS’s minority students, who are as gregarious as the rest of us, and also of the fact that few people enrolled at Harvard Law School, no matter what the barriers of the past, can think of themselves, in relative terms, as deprived.


      Which is not to say that everything is gravy for those students. In the entrenched legal world, there continues to be significant discrimination in hiring and, after that, in promotion. Most employers, the great majority, are anxious to find good minority lawyers, but there are still large corporate firms which are exclusively white and where the absence of black and Latin and Asian lawyers is excused for a variety of reasons, including the prejudices of clients who must be served. This year the interviewer from one large all-white Chicago firm allegedly explained to a black 2L that the firm was just being outbid by competitors who “have their quotas too.” That remark, and others, led the 2L to file a complaint with the placement office, where the law school has instituted a program to end hiring discrimination. Each interviewing firm is required to submit data on the number of its minority partners and associates, and the law school has promised to exclude any employers shown to be biased.


      Some black students also complain of a quiet prejudice within the law school itself. Minority candidates are admitted with grades, and especially LSAT scores, sometimes lower than those of their white classmates. While the LSAT has been shown to be a far less effective measure of a minority student’s likely law school success, the discrepancy, combined with the failure of minority students to get the consistently high grades required for Law Review, has sometimes fed insinuations that minority students at HLS are not as capable as their white peers. Yet even conservative faculty members like Perini have given up any skepticism about the ability of minority students to thrive at HLS. “Blacks and women have achieved parity in the law school,” he told us the day we had lunch with him. “There was a period at the start, when the admissions push began, when you would find the lowest grades going to minority students, but there’s very little of that now.”


      Despite the good spirit of his remarks, Perini was one of the few professors who seemed actually self-conscious in his dealings with blacks and Latins and women. He was inevitably softer in his interrogation of all of them, and he’d had an especially hard time bringing himself to call on females. It was December before he asked a woman to state the case, and that was only after rumblings about his failure had been heard in the Women’s Law Association, the female students’ organization.


      That women would complain of something like that—unequal footing on grounds stalked by terror—is indicative of the relentless feminist spirit abroad at HLS. WLA is active in recruiting female applicants as well as in encouraging the hiring of more female faculty (at the moment, four women teach at Harvard Law). On the whole, women probably insist on their rights more aggressively than any other minority group at HLS, but that may well be because they have more to complain about.


      The law has always been one of the most overtly sexist professions around. Courts and law firms have long been known for a concerted old-boy atmosphere, like that of an English gentlemen’s club, and women still encounter significant resistance to any role for them in law, when they seek jobs and clerkships. Nor has the war been fully won within the law school itself, even among fellow students. Some men are self-conscious in dealing with women on an equal footing—“I keep wanting to say, ‘Now in response to the remark of the little filly in the first row,’ ” Ned Cauley told a group of us one day, “but I know that just wouldn’t go over”—and others seem to cling to old patterns of response with no self-consciousness at all. Karen Sondergard said she quit one study group because she felt her opinions were ignored solely because she was a woman. And another classmate bluntly told me, “I’m glad to have all these women here. Just gonna make our degrees that much more valuable when they’re all at home raising babies.”


      The degree to which women traditionally have been excluded in the law world is illustrated by the fact that Harvard Law School did not admit women until 1950, long after male minority group members of all shades and religions had been welcomed on campus. Even after the sudden jump in female enrollment of recent years, many WLA members continue to believe that it is lower at HLS than it should be. Another Boston area law school, at Northeastern University, now admits an entering class each year that is half female, and WLA has encouraged the Harvard admissions office to follow suit. At present the law school has a more conservative policy, following a program of what they call “sex-blind” admissions, which means that applicants are evaluated without reference to gender. In recent years the percentage of women in each entering class has correlated closely with the percentage of females in the applicant pool.


      The long-standing prejudice against women among the male legal establishment may well be due to the competitive nature of the law as a profession. In the courtroom, there are always victor and vanquished, and a gentleman is not supposed to feel at ease engaging in combat with a lady.


      At moments during the year, it sometimes appeared to me that my female classmates were not themselves entirely comfortable with the open aggression that law and law school demanded. In class, they tended to be retiring. Clarissa and Myra Katchen both spoke up often, but the rest of the twenty or so women only rarely volunteered. Moreover, if I could believe Gina, many of the women were sometimes even more uncomfortable than the men when they were called on.


      “I know how this sounds,” she told me once, “but a lot of the women say the same thing. When I get called on, I really think about rape. It’s sudden. You’re exposed. You can’t move. You can’t say no. And there’s this man who’s in control, telling you exactly what to do. Maybe that’s melodramatic,” she said, “but for me, a lot of the stuff in class shows up all kinds of male/female power relations that I’ve sort of been training myself to resent.”


      The general reticence of women about the aggressions of law school life and the legal world is probably a current handicap. It may even account for the fact that women, like the racial minorities, have tended to be underrepresented on the Law Review. But the more conscious I became of the problems endemic to the law school and the law, the more I saw that aversion to aggression as one of the great assets women bring to the legal universe. By custom the law world has been rigidly patriarchal. Many of the psychological articles I read about law school accounted for the harshness of relations between professors and students by relating them to the stereotypic Freudian struggle between fathers and sons. A powerful figure parades before a group that always before has been made up primarily of young men. The older male flexes his muscles, assails the young ones, demonstrates his control over them, while they grow both eager to imitate him and increasingly resentful. In a way, those patterns of envy and subjugation are repeated throughout the legal world, with the old men always standing on the shoulders of the young ones. Law Review members do cite-checks for professors’ articles; clerks write opinions to which judges put their names; law firm associates slave over the most tedious aspects of the partners’ cases. It all continues until one day you suddenly are a professor, a judge, or a partner—doing what was done to you.


      The reluctance of the women in the law school about participating in these traditional and often unjust relationships was to me one of the happiest portents I saw all year. We are moving toward a time when today’s numerous female law students will be female lawyers, and a prominent force in the legal world. It is to be hoped that they will bring with them sensitivities to the uses of power, of the kind which Gina described. If they do, they can make the legal world a fairer one, a place less distorted by some of the hard things men alone have tended to do to each other in the past.
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      3/13/76 (Saturday)


      The Ames competition finally came to a conclusion for Terry and me on Thursday night, when we gave our oral argument. As usual I approached the event with trepidation. Terry was determined to stick to his half-assed theory about defamation and fault, and I couldn’t imagine what the judges were going to do to him. In addition, there were complications now on my end of the case. Last week, the U.S. Supreme Court handed down another opinion relating to the First Amendment issue in Gantry v. Wilson. The Court had redefined “public figure” again, and from what I’d heard, the new formulation would all but exclude the minister. It sounded like disaster for us, kind of a bitter pill after all the work.


      Had this been a genuine appellate argument, the court would have rescheduled it to allow my opponent and me to familiarize ourselves with the new case. BSA was not that generous, and so I spent much of Wednesday slogging through the opinion. I wanted to be prepared. I didn’t care that much about winning or losing, I told myself, but I had no wish to leave the room feeling as faltering, careless, and inarticulate as I had after the Methods motion in the fall. I drew up a long outline of what I wanted to say.


      Thursday night, I put on my three-piece suit—another fall lesson—and drove to school. After evincing blitheness earlier in the day, Terry seemed to be having second thoughts and was now trying to write out his argument word for word. We met our opponents, both from another section. Terry’s opposite was friendly, small, quick-witted. The guy on my issue, however, looked crooked. His brief had seemed good and Margo had praised it when she’d given us a copy. But consulting his cases, I felt he’d often gone over the line from advocacy to outright distortion. Looking at him now I thought I detected the same kind of cosmetics—nice suit, neat hair, and dirty fingernails. It may well have been a battlefield reaction.


      At 8:00 precisely, our three judges filed in. Ames is sometimes pretty formal, and I’d heard about one group of student “counsel” who were bawled out for not standing when the court entered. Our judges were a little more casual. One was a student from BSA; he figured to be the toughest judge, since he’d been the best informed on the case. The second was a Boston attorney, an HLS alum. The third, and the heavy-weight on the panel, was Judge Clarence Mealy, a sitting Superior Court judge who also teaches Trial Practice courses given for upper-class students at HLS. David had told me that Mealy was an exceptionally well respected judge in Boston and I was glad for the realistic touch, even though I was a little more intimidated.


      Terry began, “May it please the court.” He was terribly nervous. He was wearing a gold sharkskin suit and he shifted uneasily as he spoke, choking, wetting his lips. To start, he was able to read from what he’d prepared. Oral argument usually commences with a brief recitation of the facts and questions of the case. This is to refresh the memory of the judges.


      Terry did not get much beyond the facts, though, when the court started hitting him with questions. Like everybody else, they were having trouble making sense of his argument relating defamation to negligence. He’d finally found a case that offered some support, but it was from a minor court and from the nineteenth century, and the judges seemed to ridicule him for using it.


      “Counsel,” the BSA judge told him, “I don’t even understand why you argued this point.” Judge Mealy, a tired-looking Irishman, appeared somewhat amused. He rocked in his chair, smirking now and then in my direction. You got stuck with this palooka, he seemed to be saying, I feel for you. I tried to remain impassive, watching Terry instead. He was getting angry and frustrated. He began smacking his fist into his palm and he took on a tough, sulky look like that of a bad schoolboy. He’d become downright surly by the time they let him go back to his seat.


      I went to the podium next. I had the usual lump in my throat, but most of the time the preparation helped me through. When questions were asked, I felt like I was able to move with the flow. I had composed a broad argument to incorporate the new Supreme Court case. I claimed that the general thrust of all the Court’s opinions was that a person was a “public figure” whenever he or she was somehow involved with the well-being of a community, and that within that community communication about that person should be largely uninhibited. I think it was a pretty good argument. The judges sort of threw my points back at my opponent when he came to the podium later and he seemed to have a hard time handling them. “You’re just making this worse,” the Boston lawyer told him at one point.


      When he finished, there was a round of rebuttal; then the four of us left the room to allow the judges to consult. It is usually weeks before a real appellate court announces its decision in a written opinion, but in Ames we’d be getting the word after a few minutes. BSA gives students the option of getting what they call a “competitive decision.” If all the students consent, the judges not only say which side won, but also rank the four, one against another, on the quality of their arguments and their briefs. Terry and I discussed “competitive decision” in advance and ruled it out as being more Harvard Law School sickness. Victory or defeat seemed competitive enough.


      In the hallway, the four of us drank beer, which BSA had provided, while we waited. Terry was feeling bruised about his treatment and I tried to console him, agreeing that the court had been rough. The guy who’d argued opposite me kept saying, “I’m just glad it’s over.” I agreed with that, too.


      Ames cases are constructed such that they can go either way, but in most instances this year the teams which handled our side of the Gantry case seemed to win. Generally, they lost on my point but carried Terry’s, thus overturning the lower-court verdict. We won too, but the opposite way. The decision, when we were called back in, was to reverse the lower court on the grounds that Reverend Gantry was indeed a public figure. I guess I had sounded pretty good. As we headed back to the hallway with the judges for more beer arid a postmortem, there was a lot of praise for my argument from the judges and from Terry and even from our opponents. The Boston lawyer seemed to be offering me a job for the summer, repeatedly asking me what my plans were. It had not hurt me any, I knew, that none of the judges had yet actually read the Supreme Court decision.


      Out in the hall, Terry soon got into another hassle with the BSA judge, repeating a lot of the things he had told Margo. I just walked away. I’d been listening to all of that for a month and I felt too good now to spoil it. It was moot court, a mythical state, a mass of frictions; but boy, did I enjoy winning. I haven’t felt that kind of outright glee in victory in years. Maybe it’s something else law school’s done to me—more childishness—or a sign of how praise-starved I am. Maybe I just felt I’d finally done something roundly good with the law.


      Anyway, I still felt high when I got out of bed yesterday morning and a trace of the tingle remains today. I can see now what makes a trial lawyer’s life go round. All those victories in the courtroom, clean and unequivocal, and the sweet purring of your ugly little enemy when he is finally satisfied.
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      Because of the tension, HLS is a place where people are usually hungry for a laugh. In mid-March, two of the customary events for poking fun at what goes on around the law school took place.


      On a Friday shortly before spring vacation, the April Fools’ issue of the law school newspaper appeared. The edition carried articles reporting that turnstiles had now been installed in the faculty office building to stem the tide of students seeking to speak to their professors, and a that second campus publication, noting the Law Review’s choice of a female head, had taken affirmative action one step further and installed a dog as editor in chief (“Streaky woofed, ‘My species had nothing to do with my being elected.’ ”) Another piece said that because students had proved so unreliable in relaying their grades to prospective employers, the registrar would now send marks directly on to the firms, from whom students could request a report in case they wanted to know how they’d done. The April Fools’ issue came out on March 19. No one seemed deterred. As I say, at HLS a laugh is always welcome.


      At about the same time, the Law School Show was closing its run. The Show, a musical, is an annual event. If this year’s production was typical, then Harvard Law School is one site which can be safely skipped by Broadway scouts. The number of persons within the law school with both interest and time enough to take part in the Show is so low that many in the cast come from outside. Nevertheless, the Show goes on.


      For such a supposedly sober institution, HLS is a place where grade-school-style dramatics are relatively frequent. One L sections often perform skits like the one we had given for Zechman in the last Torts class. In time I realized that all this playacting is a way that students manage to make clear the emotions that are not expressible amid the formalities of the Socratic classroom. Students can show affection, as we did with Zechman, not to mention other feelings more securely demonstrated in the guise of drama. Each year the Law School Show is the student body’s most extensive opportunity to ridicule the faculty, and no doubt that has something to do with the Show’s continued production.


      Many of the faculty felt that this year’s offering went beyond the limits of good taste. The sexual habits of some professors were called into question, and there were a couple of teachers who took the brunt of most of the humor. The Incident was often recalled. In one scene a “Professor Preening” took a meat-ax to a student who’d answered “unprepared.”


      Perini was sensitive enough about the Incident that he was rumored to have regarded the Show without much joviality. That was unusual for him. In class, humor was the only form of student rebellion he tolerated happily. He had a mild sort of banter going with Sandy Stern all year. Usually he would goad Sandy good-naturedly and Stern, flattered by the attention, would try to respond. In general, Perini had far the better of it, even when the class began to come to Sandy’s aid. One day he called an answer of Sandy’s “predictably confused.” After he’d been hissed, Perini remarked, “I didn’t know you had that many friends, Stern.” But Sandy had his day. Late in the year, Perini was reminding us once more of the importance of precision in lawyer’s work. Be careful of details. “Of course, you can overdo it,” Perini admitted. “You don’t want to go into court looking like the German army marching into Poland in nineteen forty-one.” It was Sandy who shouted out from the back of the room, “Nineteen thirty-nine.”


      Other professors displayed a more controlled wit. Stumped by a question in a Criminal Law class, a student told Bertram Mann he was feeling uncomfortable. “I think that’s the nature of the Socratic method,” Mann replied, “we stand here and make each other uneasy.” Fowler, on occasion, could rise up out of his gloom and be almost silly. “Everyone knows what laches means,” he told us in defining a term which had appeared in an opinion: “No one knows what laches means.”


      Among students in the section, by far the most graceful sense of humor belonged to Ilene Bello, a tall, cheerful woman who wisecracked her way through most of the year. In the middle of the second term, repairs were made on the classroom in which we normally met for Civil Procedure. The class was shifted to another room, twice the size of the other, with seats in different order. Nicky found the seating chart useless. Instead, he called on us by shouting out digits, with students responding or passing when they heard their seat numbers. People were sitting scattered throughout the huge classroom and Nicky often struck on empty seats.


      “Ninety-one,” Nicky called out one day.


      On the far side of the room, Ilene Bello stood up. She picked up her purse, her books, moved over a space, and sat down again. Then she looked sweetly down to Nicky at the podium.


      “No one,” she told him, “is sitting in seat ninety-one.”


      Ilene’s greatest triumph, however, came with Perini. Ilene had grown up nearby in Boston’s Italian North End. One day Perini was discussing a case styled D’Angelo v. Potter. D’Angelo, a layman, had drawn up his own complaint in the suit, claiming Potter had breached a contract with him.


      “Now in the first paragraph,” Perini asked Andy Kitter, who was on the hot seat that day, “what does D’Angelo say the contract concerned?”


      “Four dozen bathroom fixtures,” Andy answered.


      “And how many fixtures is that? Give me the number.”


      “Forty-eight,” Andy said.


      “Just wanted to be sure,” Perini told him. “Now look at the third paragraph of the complaint. How many fixtures does D’Angelo say he wants delivered?”


      Andy looked down to his book for a second. “Forty-six,” he said.


      “Forty-six,” said Perini. “Typical Italian mathematics.”


      The next day as class was about to begin, Ilene suddenly shouted out, “Professor Perini,” and got to her feet. She had a red rose in her hand and she came to the front of the class. She put the rose in Perini’s pocket, then kissed him on each cheek.


      “D’Angelo says he’ll be in touch,” she told him.
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      One of the sages I was regularly running into in the law school gym had issued a prophecy to me early in February. He was a 3L, a strapping man from Texas.


      “You just wait ’til those first term grades come out,” he told me, “it’ll be a whole different ball game after that. They’ll be those fellas with two As who think they’ve sprouted wings and a halo, and they’ll be a whole lot more folks who won’t give one little goddamn after that. Brother, it is not the same.”


      Nearing spring vacation, most of those predictions had come to pass. There were people whose grades had not been what they hoped and who now showed little concern about school. Aubrey was one of them. In the aftermath of grades, he’d fallen into deep despond. When he emerged, he’d more or less written off Harvard Law School. From then on, he was going to be serving time until they let him out to do something useful. Ned Cauley’s case was far sadder. Middling grades badly shook his self-confidence, and his clever, elegant remarks were rarely heard in class after mid-February. I once tried to encourage him, mentioning that he’d been silent lately and that I’d valued what he’d said in the past.


      “Well,” he answered, “I feel as though I shouldn’t be wasting everybody’s time. There are a lot of people in there. Maybe somebody else has something better to say.”


      The effect of grades was not always as dismal. Either because of improved self-images or demolished pretensions, some classmates seemed more approachable. Harold Hochschild, rumored to have fallen far short of the grades he’d expected, was now almost a likable fellow. There were others—people who suddenly developed a sense of humor about school and themselves, a few who just stopped running and now revealed that they were attractive persons.


      In the wake of grades, there was also growth in a peculiar phenomenon that had been with us all year; an inordinate concern about the quieter students in the section. During registration week, Peter Geocaris had first recited to us an HLS shibboleth: “People who don’t talk make Law Review.” As a stereotype, it possessed less than complete accuracy, but the line and the many repetitions of it I heard were revealing of a deep suspicion of the few persons among us who were not especially outgoing. They were the unknown, the unsounded in a closely run race. Inevitably when a professor would call on one of them, there would be a round of speculation later in the day on whether so-and-so was really a secret genius, or just bright like the rest of us.


      When grades came out, word eventually got around that a gentle retiring guy from Missouri named Rick Shearing had had two A-pluses. That development seemed to exaggerate all the more the fear that there was a group of silent, all-knowing automatons hidden in the section. As estimates of who would make the Law Review became regular, I’d often hear people say, “You’ve got to watch out for the quiet ones. They’re back there taking all of it in. People like Shearing.” By and large it was mass psychopathology. On a couple of occasions I heard people who’d been fearfully identified as “quiet ones” engage in the same kind of worried guessing about others.


      There was now much more of that open talk about who was going to make Review. The students who’d done best wanted to believe it would be they, and of course the odds were on their side. Frank Brodsky was one of the few people in the section who’d maintained the kind of ecstatic interest in the law throughout the year which many of us had felt at first. Frank was usually with a quieter man named Larry Jenner and they were always talking law. Always. I remember one day standing by my locker and hearing Brodsky’s voice-full of the usual furious, highbrow excitement—echo through the airshaft, resounding out of one of the stalls in the men’s room: “Now I think Justice Jackson was right in Willow River, he put it exactly the right way.”


      I imagine Frank was eager for the Review, and there was no question in my mind that he had both the talents and interest to warrant it. A day or two before grades came out, I had spoken with Frank about exams. We’d both agreed they were silly exercises. After receiving a couple of As, however, Frank had changed his mind. There seemed to be a correlation of some kind, he said. It seemed most people had had similar grades on the two exams—an A and an A-minus, a B-plus and a B—so they must have meant something. It had not seemed that way to me.


      Stephen, who obviously was another of those people at the top of the section, had his doubts now and then about the meaning of his marks. “If it weren’t for Terry,” he told me one time on the phone, “I might believe it. But looking at how much Crim he knew and how little Torts, and then at his grades, I sometimes think we all just got potluck.”


      Most of the time, however, Stephen was not as dubious. He talked to me often about whether or not he should “take Law Review.” Gently, I’d try to remind him that things weren’t quite in the bag. He’d agree, but the Review always circled back through his conversation like a point on a Mobius strip.


      “Oh, yeah, oh, yeah,” he’d say. “My real feelings are, this is nice, I’m glad I got high grades because now I can relax, I can’t have a bad year. But, you know, I do think about the Review. Forty, fifty, sixty hours a week. I’m still not sure I should do it.”


      With Stephen, I had to read that as meaning he’d decided he should. There were indications that he wanted to pull out all the stops. At the beginning of March, he said he wanted to get the study group back into gear. With Ames, very few of the groups had gone on meeting, ours included. But Stephen had a plan now—another outline, this time of Nicky’s course. Again, the arguments for the group effort were persuasive. The course was too theoretical and idiosyncratic to be covered by any commercial civil procedure guide. But in March, with exams not until late May, I was not willing to throw myself into preparations. I had finally managed to find some time away from law—I’d taken off each weekend for three or four weeks now—and I was reluctant to give up that freedom so soon. Nevertheless, Terry, Aubrey, and Stan Kreiler, a quiet, handsome man from California whom Aubrey had brought into the group in place of Kyle, all agreed with Stephen. I conceded, but reserved the right to do no work on it until April.


      Stephen was hardly the only one who was already looking ahead to exams. Many people had announced plans to study for them over spring vacation. With the whittling away of about two thirds of the section as contenders for Law Review, some of those still in the running were now willing to put out an extra effort to get themselves that much closer to the promised land. On the other end, some people who were unready to accept the first grades as a permanent verdict had become determined to prepare even more thoroughly this time.


      I was still working at staying cool. I told myself not to think about Law Review—I was too long a shot. Again and again, I reminded myself that exams measured none of the things which mattered most to me. But an event in Perini’s class reminded me and everyone else of the real power our grades could wield over us in the future.


      Early in the second term, Perini announced that, as he did annually, he would be hiring a few members of the section as summer research assistants. Several people were hopeful of getting one of the jobs. Most 1Ls have a hard time finding legal work over the summer, and being students, many people needed the money. After grades came out, Perini announced he would be receiving résumés.


      “They should include,” he said, “all relevant information.” In case anybody doubted that that meant the two fall-term grades, Perini went on. “I’m very proud,” he said, “that so many of my summer people make the Law Review. I have a very high batting average.”


      Perini’s announcement concerning the jobs were always made during class, and the race to work for Perini became another of the dramas and competitions within the section. One time I overheard two men commiserating because, with two Bs each, both knew they’d be wasting their time applying. Eventually, Perini narrowed his choice to eight candidates. He wrote their names on a piece of paper which he affixed prominently to the seating chart. When people saw that Cauley, who’d so long pleased Perini in class, had been excluded, the criterion of selection became clear: These were the eight applicants with the highest grades. In the last two weeks before spring vacation, Perini gave each of the eight a workout in class, interrogating them on cases while the rest of us looked on. And in the end, the jobs were awarded anyway to the three men with the best marks.


      It had been a vulgar episode in all respects. Once more he’d used the classroom for his own purposes, turning a private matter into a public spectacle. He’d glorified himself and the job of working for him. He’d rubbed our noses in the crucial effects of grades. And once again, he’d played on our worst vulnerabilities, everything from status fears to the need for money. It was a thoroughly contemptible performance and it doused whatever weak light of regard I’d maintained for Perini. I hated him now, and I thought less of Harvard Law School because he was there.
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      3/29/76


      Spring vacation. Lord, how often I wondered if I’d ever make it this far.


      In the past two weeks, the weather, after sporadic temptings, has lolled into spring. The gray is out of the sky and the feeling is pure liberty.


      A week away from the Mighty H: Harvard, Harvard, Harvard—I cannot describe how sick I am of hearing that name. The whole university is suffused in such crazy pretense, a kind of puritan faith in the divine specialness of the place and its inhabitants. It’s upper-class parochialism. I was told a story recently about a secretary who was fired after her first day on the job because she did not know how to spell the name of the university’s president.


      The law school is hardly immune from that kind of snobbism. It is an education in itself, learning to worship HLS. A few years ago the man then dean would instruct each student entering to refer to it as “The Law School.” Much of that attitude seems to carry over to the present faculty. Fowler recently presented a problem in mortgage law which, he said, “you won’t find troublesome when you encounter it in practice, unless, of course, the other side is represented by a graduate of the Harvard Law School, or perhaps Yale.”


      Harvard-love at HLS even goes so far as to amount to a kind of prejudice in favor of the law made by Harvard jurists. Perini never fails to mention it when an opinion he likes was authored by a judge who is a graduate of HLS. Most revered is the late Justice Felix Frankfurter, now a sort of Harvard Law School idol. Frankfurter was an HLS professor when he was elevated to the U.S. Supreme Court, and I guess he is the embodiment of half of the faculty’s lushest fantasy. In addition, many profs were his students; a number—including Fowler—were his clerks. Frankfurter, in truth, was a giant, but his opinions are all treated like biblical texts and his style of jurisprudence, now probably dated, is uncritically endorsed in most classrooms.


      Amid the adversities of the first year, we have all been particularly susceptible to this kind of thinking about HLS. It must be special, you tell yourself, why else, in God’s name, am I going through this? Our presence at Harvard Law School is for many of us the only thing left on which to rest our self-esteem and we have all at one time or another gone around assuring ourselves how fortunate we are to be here, how smart we must be. The standard of excellence stuff feeds on all of that—makes us run harder to prove that we are worthy, really are the best.


      Of course all the HLS chauvinism would be silly, as well as offensive, were it not for the fact that over time people at Harvard Law School have made believers of so many others. It might all be a snow job, but there is still that aura which draws the firms and the politicians, and even the tour buses on the weekends. (In the latter case, it may be nothing relating to the law which is the attraction. I was standing in front of the law school recently when three young women piled off one of the buses and begged me to point out the dormitory where the young hero lived in Love Story.) In the legal world, with its formalities and stratifications, people cannot resist thinking of a top layer of law schools, and Harvard and Yale are pretty much it.


      As a result, it is simply assumed at HLS that a Harvard J.D. is a stepping stone to big things. Mann often told us he was addressing us as a group of future judges and law profs. Guy Sternlieb goes even further. We are now doing a section on what Guy calls “political analysis.” We dissect political environments and evaluate options for actors within them. Sternlieb will often issue challenges to the class. “Damn it, there’s a reason I teach this course. You people are going to be congressmen and mayors and State Department officials in twenty years. What will you do in these situations? What will you say?”


      I am glad Guy asks those questions, but I am still a little discomfited by a place which is so cheerfully assumed to be the training ground for the power elite. That peculiar pride represents an incredible, if tacit, stake in the status quo, and also amounts to a quiet message to students that their place in the legal world should always be among the mighty. It produces the kind of advocate who is uncommitted to ultimate personal values and who will represent anyone—ITT, Hitler, Attila the Hun—as long as the case seems important.


      Am I saying, then, that I’m sorry I’m at Harvard Law School? I don’t think so (although looking ahead to spring exams, which are always thought of as the pit of the first year, I reserve judgment). None of my observations on the law school are meant to be wholeheartedly damning. It’s just that three quarters of the way through the year, I have realized that HLS, with its great size and wealth of resources, is a place where you must always pick and choose. I see myself in these last few months making an effort to regard the place more realistically, to keep myself from looping into either ecstasy or despair as I meet up with the diverse range of what is offered. And the arrogance of HLS is one of the things I am most eager to escape. It makes the environment even more claustrophobic and consuming and leaves me grateful for whatever few reminders I get that Harvard and the law school are not really the center of the universe. I had a nice one last week, a letter from a poet friend, a professor at a southern university, to whom I’m sure the Ivy League has always been a kind of distant mystery. The letter was long delayed in reaching me because it had been addressed care of Harvard Law School, Harvard University, New Haven, Connecticut.
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      4/6/76 (Monday)


      Back in school after vacation. I know a little bit now of how the astronauts feel, snatched out of free flight and returned to earth. Even today I could feel the incipient pressure of exams. My stomach already is tight as a fist.


       


      At the end of my vacation, Annette and I had gone to Cape Cod. It was our fifth anniversary and we’d spent the weekend in a romantic old country inn, hand-built in the eighteenth century. We’d walked on the beach. Sunday we flew a kite. I would not have another day off until exams ended on the first of June.


      I didn’t plan, of course, to let exams overtake me that thoroughly. On April 6, the first test was still more than five weeks away. But I had ignored work during Ames, and had eased off in March. Now, in the first days back, I saw that I was going to have to pay. In Property, for instance, I had never mastered the Estates in Land, a set of medieval rules which still govern many aspects of the conveyance of real estate. Fee simple, fee tail, remainders, reversions, life estates—I’d let it all go, hoping the ideas would somehow settle in over time. They hadn’t. In April the concepts were still more foreign to me than anything I’d encountered since the physics formulas of my first term in college.


      Obligations outside the regular course work also began to crop up. Sternlieb gave us a pass/fail take-home test on the analytic material covered in the initial weeks of his course. That ate up one weekend. Perini scheduled a practice exam on the first term’s material, and preparing for that consumed another. Perini’s test was not required, but I knew I needed the review. Another thing I’d recognized in the first week back was how difficult it was going to be to put together the two yearlong courses, Contracts and Procedure. My classmates had returned from their vacations talking about terms from the two classes which I’d all but forgotten: quasi in rem jurisdiction, the parol evidence rule, promissory estoppel.


      So, suddenly and without the zest and excitement I’d felt previously, I had reverted to the first-semester schedule—five hours sleep, work all weekend. In the second week of April, Eric Varnig, a professor from Harvard Business School, took over the teaching of Law and Public Policy from Sternlieb. Varnig lectured on management techniques in government, condensing what was a semester course at the B School into five weeks. He did not, however, cut out much of a term’s worth of reading and by the end of his third lecture I was nearly three hundred pages behind. It was again a race to squeeze the most out of every day. I was always looking at my watch.


      The biggest burden was probably the study group Procedure outline. Once more Stephen was administering an exacting standard, but it was difficult now to quarrel with him, for the outline had taken on undeniable importance. In the week before spring vacation, Nicky Morris had discussed his plans for the final with the section; he wanted our reactions before he began composing the test. Nicky told us that he had decided to try an even more pronounced departure from issue-spotting exams. “People never get beyond reciting rules,” he said, and admitted that students had criticized him in the past for giving a rule-oriented test in a formidably theoretical course. Instead, this year he planned to test knowledge of the rules with a single issue spotter. The remainder of the exam would be comprised of more open-ended questions.


      Even while Nicky was detailing what the other questions would be like, I heard Stephen call my name from behind. His arms were open and his face was full of the glee I’d seen the day he’d received his grades. “We’ve got it,” he was mouthing, “we’ve got it.” What he meant was that the Procedure outline on which we’d now all begun work provided a nearly ideal organization of information for the exam Nicky was describing. The test would be another eight-hour affair, and with that amount of time, it sounded almost as if we’d be able to pull the answers out of the outline verbatim.


      Our plan for the document had been entirely inadvertent, but in April word spread through the section that our group had craftily devised the “perfect” outline. As the month wore on, I became aware that we were the objects of a quiet resentment. Most groups had never resumed operation in the second term, and several people seemed vaguely offended that we had continued engaging in cooperative efforts. Even those groups still functioning would find it hard to duplicate what we had done. We’d started a month ahead of them and also before the hectic term-end reviewing had begun.


      In a few instances there seemed to be outright irritation, a sense that we had gained some unfair advantage.


      “How’s the machine doing?” Jack Weiss, regularly asked me, referring to our study group. Jack was another two-A man, a strong contender for the Law Review. By mid-April he’d become twitchy and taut, chewing up Maalox by the box. He seemed nearly obsessed with our damn outline. I’m sure that rumor had turned it into a virtual Rosetta stone of Civil Procedure. Jack was probably certain we’d all make As, and he knew he was working against a curve with top grades for only so many.


      Terry had had the same treatment from Jack.


      “Look,” I suggested to Terry one day, “maybe we just ought to announce that anybody who wants to Xerox our damn outline can.”


      Terry did not like the idea. It did not fit in with his bootstrap philosophy. Nobody had ever given him much of anything, let alone at Harvard Law School. I was not sure I liked the idea myself. We’d all done a good deal of work on the outline by now. I wasn’t sure what compensations there’d be in making a gift of those efforts to the whole section.


      As for Stephen, he did not seem to notice any of this air of mild controversy about the outline. He was in a kind of blind panic now, preparing for exams. Over vacation, he had visited St. Louis, where he’d gone to graduate school. He liked the city and he had a weak hope of finding summer work there. But when he displayed his résumé to a number of law firms he found that the customary prejudice against first-year law students as summer clerks did not apply in cases like his.


      “I’ll tell you something,” he said to me when he returned with four or five offers for the summer, “grades don’t talk—they scream.”


      Anybody would be taken with that kind of sudden new attractiveness. Stephen—lonely, bereft—was especially susceptible. He seemed desperate not to let any of that slip away. He’d spent all his free time over vacation reviewing, and now he was going at it even more intensely. He was literally outlining the commercial outlines—”distilling,” was the way he put it; he’d already finished a complete digest of Perini’s hornbook. He would excuse himself from lunch after eating in minutes. He was even going off by himself to study in the brief breaks between classes.


      In the process, he seemed also to have grown more beguiled by the trappings of success, Harvard Law School style. He was talking less often about teaching when he finished school and more about practicing law. That, I’m sure, was a response to the real interest in law he’d discovered in himself. But he also frequently talked about the financial differentials between the two careers and said he was thinking about working permanently for the private firms of which he’d been so contemptuous in October.


      “I never thought it would be him,” Terry told me after watching Stephen for a while after spring vacation. “I mean, I’ve been around people, I know what goes on. But I didn’t think he’d get sucked in. Man, he bought the whole trip.”


      I probably should have spoken to Stephen. I saw him being taken away from himself. But I remained confused about how much of what I recognized in him was a reflection of my own jealousy. I stayed silent, while my friendship for him veered toward pity.


      On occasion, Stephen would still take the time to call me, especially when he was down. There were a lot of moments now when he seemed to be borne on heavily by the pressures, the contradictions, in everything he wanted. The conversations were more or less soliloquies by Stephen, alternating tones of fear and ambivalence and denial.


      “Well, I’m working away here,” he told me one Sunday when he called. “I have the Procedure outline going and I’ve really been getting down on Con Law. I figure Contracts, I’ll have pat; he won’t be able to touch me. Property’s the only thing. We’re hanging over the cliff in the course.” Like me, Stephen had been having his trouble with the Estates in Land. Recently, he’d told me with real concern, near panic, that he was sure he’d flunk the course. He had instants like that when all his fears seemed to open up. Usually he allayed them with more work.


      “You’ll be okay,” I told him now.


      “Oh, sure. I figure—the hornbook, the outlines—I’ll get up in the B range. From there, who knows.”


      “Uh-huh.” I said. I asked about his weekend.


      It was okay, he said. He’d gone to a party Friday night. Sandy Stern was there and they’d spent the evening talking about who was going to make Law Review. Stephen had categories all marked out. At the top were “sure ones,” which meant Shearing. For some reason he didn’t include himself in that group. He was one step below, among the “good possibilities.” There were others whom he’d decided were clearly “out,” because they were not working hard enough. Andy Kitter was “out” because he had fallen in love.


      “I figure people who make Law Review deserve it,” Stephen said. “What a prize, huh? Fifty hours a week in hell.”


      I made a sound of assent.


      “I hear the firms really get down on you if you quit,” he said. “I don’t know. You’ve got the grades anyway. Well,” he went on, “these exams really aren’t bothering me. Not like first semester. I felt like hell then. I figure I’ll be cool about these. I don’t feel any anxiety yet,” he said. “Not yet,” he said, before he got off the phone.
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      Late in April, the registrar’s office made available forms and pamphlets so that the 1Ls and 2Ls could register for courses for the following fall. Amid the gathering fears roused by exams, it was nice to know that someone actually thought we would reach the second year.


      Like many of my classmates, I had frequently looked forward to being an upperclassman. For one thing, there would be more free time. We’d all be beyond that struggle to familiarize ourselves with the law’s strange language and logic. The work would be easier, and there’d also be less of it to do. At HLS, second- and third-year students are usually not allowed to enroll, even voluntarily, for as many course hours as are required in the first year.


      For 2Ls and 3Ls, much of that unoccupied time goes into extracurricular activities, including a wealth of student organizations that work on law-related problems which affect the world beyond HLS. Three student-edited legal journals cover developments in the specialized fields of civil liberties, international law, and legislation. Student research groups, like the Legislative Research Bureau, harness the free legal manpower floating through the Law School’s halls to delve, at the request of those affected, into contemporary legal problems. There are also organizations, such as the Legal Aid Society, involved in the direct delivery of legal services to the poor.


      Nearing the end of the year, many 1Ls were eager to participate in those groups next fall. And we could see other appealing freedoms in the year ahead. Often we had spoken wistfully of the more relaxed atmosphere in upper-year classes. In some, the Socratic method is forsaken. Professors lecture, taking questions from the floor when they finish. Where the Socratic method is employed, it is sometimes treated with disdain. In December, Gina reported that she had sat in on a Commercial Transactions class in which nine persons consecutively had passed. The professor had employed the screw-your-buddy tactic, calling on the student beside the one who’d failed to respond, and had ended up going down an entire row. “Pass.” “Pass.” “Not me.” “Not me, either.” “Sorry.” “Maybe next time.” Gina told the story to a group of us at lunch and we were all gleeful. Those would be the days.


      Most important, the curriculum in the second and third years is far more flexible. About 150 upper-year courses are offered, and not one of them is specifically required. Every student decides on his own what he or she will take. For the second year, the faculty recommends a series of what they call “basic courses”—Constitutional Law, Accounting, Corporations, and Taxation, which is essentially a study of the provisions and policies of the U.S. Internal Revenue Code—but you are free to disregard those suggestions. Some students view the inclusion of Corporations, Taxation, and Accounting in the faculty’s recommendations as an effort to direct students into business law. But even professors like Nicky Morris, politically radical in their perspectives, agreed that the basic courses dealt with material important in almost every area of practice. Even a criminal prosecutor, for instance, could not handle many kinds of fraud and embezzlement cases without knowing something about a corporation. Morris, however, was not as encouraging about the courses themselves.


      “You have to take Corporations,” he explained to the study group one day late in April when we had lunch with him, “because the stuff is so boring that if you aren’t threatened with an exam you’ll never make yourself read the hornbook.”


      Nicky’s attitude toward Corporations was symptomatic of sentiments toward the work of the second and third year in general. It may all have looked rosy to a 1L, but 2Ls and 3Ls seemed to regard the last two years as being little more than a forced march, and many of the faculty had not much more enthusiasm for what went on.


      Problems in the second and third years of law school are not unique to Harvard. Professors Herbert Packer and Thomas Ehrlich, both of Stanford, writing for a Carnegie Commission study on legal education, pointed out a sense of shortcomings in upper-year education everywhere, and named that as one of their prime considerations in recommending that law school be abbreviated to two years.


      As a first-year student, I am hardly able to pose as an expert on the inadequacies of the second and third years. I can, however, after my months in the hallways, report the consensus of upper-year students’ complaints. One problem is that the subject matter is often far from compelling. Usually the courses are much more specialized and technical than in first year classes—Corporate Policy Planning, Labor Arbitration, Maritime Law are examples. Another difficulty is that employers are knocking on the door, calling students out, and many are eager to move on. Classroom doings are likely to seem abstract, dull, and inactive when compared to what happens in practice. New clinical courses, which give upper-year students detailed instruction and experience in trying cases and representing clients are often far more popular than traditional classroom fare.


      But what looked to me to be the biggest trouble was also the most obvious. In order to reach the second and third years, students must pass through the first year, and by then many have already had the stuffing kicked out of them. They have been treated as incompetents, terrorized daily, excluded from privilege, had their valued beliefs ridiculed, and in general felt their sense of self-worth thoroughly demeaned. If you get knocked down often enough, you learn not to stand up, and after being a Harvard 1L, a silent crawl to the finish line looks to many students to be the better part of valor.


      Looking around the hallways, I often saw the 2Ls and 3Ls as a sad, bitter, defeated lot. I met repeated instances of those attitudes all year: Peter Geocaris’s wounded ruefulness about the Law Review; the many 2Ls and 3Ls I consulted in the spring who told me that there was not a course at HLS worth taking; or the entire third-year class, who on the eve of graduation elected as Class Marshall a man who had pledged to remind every class member annually of the degrading manner in which they had been treated, so that none would ever give a dime in alumni contributions to the Harvard Law School.


      The 2Ls and 3Ls recover, I’m certain. David has told me that most of his classmates reported a great thrill in starting practice and in discovering again that they were the talented people they had thought of themselves as being before they came to HLS.


      But I’m not sure if that is not too late to dissolve some of the ill effects.


      “It makes me so unhappy to see what happened to all the people Sonny started with,” the wife of a 3L friend said to Annette and me one night near the end of the year. “They’re all such good people, and they’re all so cynical now. They just do everything they have to and they ridicule it at the same time. They all swore the first year they’d never go to corporate firms, and now they just took the job because it was sort of expected. And most of them have already promised themselves they’re going to hate it. It’s just classic alienation.”


      As for me, I knew enough now about HLS and myself not to vow that I wouldn’t fall into any of those typical attitudes. I would just do my best. I tried to select my courses for next year carefully. A lot of 2Ls and 3Ls told me that was pointless. Second-year and third-year registration is often a large-scale repetition of what went on with first-year electives in December: oversubscribed courses, waiting lists, the registrar pushing students out of classes like checkers. I had heard the same rumor a number of times that one 2L had been bumped from so many courses the preceding fall that he’d simply withdrawn from school for a year.


      Still, I persisted. I checked on each professor, conferred with upper-year students, sought faculty advice. I registered for the basic courses and also for classes in Legal History, Evidence, Law and Philosophy, Antitrust, Labor Law. As I prepared my schedule I followed two ground rules, which seemed to me the most important in making law school palatable: One was that I would not submit myself again to a teacher who ran his classroom like the Star Chamber. I did not care if a professor was known as the greatest formulator of the law since Hammurabi—if he was said to treat his students harshly, I passed him by. Second, I tried as often as possible to choose classes with small enrollments. Upper-year courses are often taught in groups as large as 250. Facing numbers like that, I knew no professor could deal humanly with students.


      Maybe my plans for next year would not work out. But I saw no point in conceding early. As it is, if the folklore is in any way accurate, I have two years to learn all about feeling hopeless, feeling bored.
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      In the last week of April, Nicky Morris made an announcement in the wake of which the year dissolved into disgrace. That was no fault of Nicky’s. He meant well. But it was typical of the reactions which had attended him all year, that things did not play out straight.


      As we neared the end of the year, I had come to regard Nicky Morris as a teacher of exceptional generosity. He was more aggressively concerned with his students’ well-being than any other professor I knew of at HLS. He was unflinching about sharing his time with us, in his office or after class. In the practice exams he gave occasionally, I saw a sincere effort to lessen our anxieties and provide the feedback we so badly needed. With his frequent criticisms of the HLS grading system, I felt Nicky was hoping to demystify and lessen in importance what was for many of us the most painful aspect of the year. And in his classroom approach to Civil Procedure and law in general, I perceived Morris as attempting to make legal education a richly intellectual enterprise, provocative and appealing to those going through it.


      I admired Nicky Morris enormously, and many members of Section 2 shared my sentiments. But more students—although they enjoyed the class—had less regard than I for Nicky personally. They found his hipness phony, and in one of those inevitable student slanders referred to him as “Beat Nick.” His frequent talk about grading, they said, was a deliberate attempt to add to grade pressures, an indication of how much stock Nicky himself put in academic standing. And in his classroom conduct, despite the easygoing procedures like passing, those people insisted that Nicky was egotistical and insensitive, eager to put his students down.


      It was true that there had been moments when Nicky was less kindly than he should have been. He frequently seemed to belittle the best student remarks, implying they were unoriginal or routine. I never wholly set aside the feeling that Nicky was competing with us, trying to prove that he was still, as billed, the greatest law student at HLS since Frankfurter. Yet over time I’d also recognized that competition between professors and students is just within the nature of the Socratic method. In May, I went to an open meeting on legal education in which one young professor characterized Socraticism as “placing a premium on being able to outdraw a student at twenty feet.” I imagine that it is a taste of that kind of daily confrontation which draws many former law students back to become law professors.


      In singling Nicky out for criticism on this score, I thought I saw in my classmates a reaction which mirrored what had gone on with me after I had been called on by Perini. Only when I was less desperately frightened could I feel my resentments of him; only toward Nicky, the least fearsome of our teachers, did many people dare express their anger over some of the most consistently offensive aspects of law school life—the antagonism between teacher and student in the classroom, their distance outside of it, the indignity of being examined and marked. It was dangerous to feel hostile toward Perini or Isaac Fowler—they seemed capable of any retaliation. Nicky, on the other hand, was committed to liberal tolerance; and like me with my Contracts reading, there were students in the section who could not resist the temptation to abuse. Whenever time was short, it was Nicky’s assignments that were ignored. People would pass when called on, smirking like adolescents. And because Nicky was so patient, students brought him grievances that never would have been aired elsewhere. They pushed him. They challenged him. They tried to manipulate. And Nicky remained good-hearted, responsive, sincere, which was what led to his announcement on that last Friday in April, at the start of class—the announcement which sent the year into decline.


      “There is a lot of concern,” he said, as he paced at the front of the room, “that some study groups are producing huge outlines and course guides for the exam. A lot of people apparently feel that they’re really up against it, competing with these collective efforts. So, if the class agrees, I have decided to change the plans for the exam a little bit to allow the collectives and the individuals to go at it more evenly.”


      Nicky’s purpose was to ease tension, but as had happened so often, his effect was exactly the opposite. Much of that had to do with the state his audience was in already. By the end of April things were rapidly becoming overheated within Section 2. Although we now had experience with exams, the demands were greater this term. There were four courses to review for, not two. And the schedule was a more formidable obstacle. Exams would begin only a few days after classes ended on May 14. In January, most of us had had the comfort of Christmas vacation before the tests. That had given us the opportunity to escape the trips and neuroses we all laid on each other. Now there was no release. Exams would begin a few days after classes ended. In the dormitories, I heard, they were already crawling the walls; we were all feeling considerable heat. Gina claimed that the only way she was keeping herself whole was by leaving school promptly after the day’s final class so she could escape the anxiety-ridden conversations now so frequent in the hallways.


      Under that pressure, the bonds within the section were starting to yield. For much of the year, the members of Section 2 had been strongly supportive of each other. True, there were petty jealousies, but we’d held together well enough for Mann to pay us that compliment about mutual protectiveness, in the last Criminal class of the first term. But to a significant degree, I think that first-semester grades had had an atomizing effect. We were no longer on equal footing. There was genuine envy now, and a real race for the Review, and in the next ten days, I would see and hear of and take part in conduct which was shameful.


      And Nicky’s announcement sent us off in that direction. The actual content of what Morris said fit the intent he’d described—to even things up between groups and individuals. He restricted the scope of the potential questions he might ask on the exam and that, in theory, should have made it easier for people to prepare without the aid of study groups or group outlines. But in the section’s current state of anxiety, it was more the emphasis, the implications, of Nicky’s announcement that people took hold of. By his calling attention to what study groups like ours were up to, students felt as if Morris had tacitly endorsed, even urged, group work. And by altering his plans for the exam, Nicky seemed to acknowledge the potentially powerful effect of the study group outlines.


      Thus panic set in at once. People who’d remained convinced that groups were no longer worth it for them, quickly lost that conviction. Within twenty-four hours some groups long dormant had revived, and other persons were casting about nervously for groups to join. Now everyone began outlining Civil Procedure, as well as some of the other courses, especially Property, where it was becoming clear nobody understood Estates in Land.


      The most vigorous new study group was headed by Kyle Schick. Over that first weekend in May, Kyle put together a huge sixteen-person cooperative which became busy at once outlining Property and Procedure. Some people thought that was treacherous—because, as I later learned, it was Kyle who had gone to Nicky in the first place to complain about the group outlines.


      As exams neared, I was told many times that Kyle was openly confessing his desperate desire to make the Law Review. He felt Review membership was indispensable in getting where he wanted to go in a career as a law teacher, and I imagine that he was driven to Nicky by a fear like Weiss’s—that those with outlines had an advantage he could not overcome. Before exams were over, Kyle had lodged similar complaints about other people with other professors. In each case, I’m sure that Kyle got a good hearing, because he had gone to great lengths to cultivate our teachers all year. He’d involved a number in consultations concerning his on-campus business; he’d had the teachers to his house for parties. He’d even tried to assuage Perini’s wounds, sending him—as only Kyle would dare—a long congratulatory note after Perini had finished a series of lectures in our class on “conditions,” a complicated subject involving questions about those contract terms whose violation creates a breach.


      I know that Kyle did not like Nicky Morris much. He’d told me that. He voiced the familiar complaints about Nicky’s ego. But he still invited Nicky out on weekends to play Softball, and visited him in his office to talk over deep issues in Procedure. I’m sure Nicky trusted Kyle; and in case he didn’t, I was told that Kyle induced Phyllis Wiseman, who was normally quite reticent, to come with him the day he lodged his objection about the group outlines. Phyllis was a sympathetic figure. She had a family to look after, kids. Nicky had kids too. When Phyllis told Nicky that these study group efforts frightened her because she could never spare the time to match them on her own, I’m sure Nicky understood. Phyllis’s problem—genuine, sincere—made the situation clear. Nicky did what he should have, and I imagine Phyllis was grateful for his announcement. I imagine Kyle was too.


      Kyle then formed his study group. He built it around a nucleus of his friends from Harvard College, but he seemed to choose the people for it very carefully. Gina told me that he reached her by long distance in Vermont to ask her to join. And Kyle never included Phyllis Wiseman.


       


      As I had listened to Nicky Morris on that Friday when he’d announced his change in plans for the exam, my heart had sunk. Not because I felt we’d wasted all our work. The Procedure outline would still be quite valuable. But that was not the first thing on my mind. For some reason, I had not noticed the deepening discomfort in the section over our outline. I had realized that people were growing tense; I realized that one or two persons like Weiss were irritated with us. But as Nicky spoke, I suddenly recognized that my friends and I, and the few other groups engaged in similar projects, had apparently been the cause of great anxiety. I felt guilty and badly embarrassed.


      Stephen received Nicky’s announcement in a different mood. He took the altered design of the exam as a new challenge. He came charging back to my seat at the end of class.


      “All right,” he told me, “all right. Now we’ve worked hard on this thing, but now we have got to hit it; we have got to give it the fanatical intensity it deserves.”


      I tried to calm Stephen as we went to lunch. Aubrey and Stan and Terry were also there, and together the four of us acquainted Stephen with the news he had still not absorbed—that it was we and our outline and ‘fanatical intensity’ that, in good part, had led to all of this.


      Stephen puffed out his cheeks and shook his head.


      “People are scared of us?” he asked. “I’m incredulous.”


      “Scared and resentful,” Aubrey told him. He was nonchalant. Both he and Stan felt that the outline was our business. We weren’t trying to harm anybody and owed no apologies for wanting to reap the rewards of our perseverance. But Terry felt sheepish that we’d thrown everyone into such consternation. And I was increasingly upset by the whole business. By the time I left school on Friday, my reactions to Nicky’s announcement had broadened. In the intensified atmosphere I felt a new pressure to do more work. And more surprisingly, I also found that much of my initial embarrassment had begun to give way to some resentment of whoever it was who had gone to Morris. For some reason the outline was important to me. Throughout, I’d assumed I was doing it mostly for the sake of my friends in the study group, but now it seemed to have been converted to a purpose far more personal. I realized that I might even have been trying to overlook that rising current of resentment. Stephen too, was disturbed, now sorely in conflict with himself. He is a kind man, no matter how consumed, and it bothered him a great deal to think he’d been the source of anyone’s discomfort.


      “It’s my grades,” he told me before I left school Friday, explaining—I think correctly—why there’d been such attention to our group and thus to our outline. “I wish I’d never gotten those goddamn grades.”


      By that Monday, Stephen had hit upon a more tangible expression of his concern. It had been quite a weekend in the dormitories. Members of Section 2 who had no access to outlines and study groups were becoming desperate. They were certain they’d fail. Even if that was not so, I’m sure it was no picnic to feel that panic abroad and to know you were in this on your own. On campus on Sunday, Stephen had been approached at different times by two men, John Yolan and Malcolm Bocaine, who according to Stephen, almost begged to be added to our group. On Monday, at a study group review session before class, Stephen proposed that we indeed invite John and Malcolm to join.


      Terry agreed quickly. He saw it as imperative that the study group add members, just to provide others with aid and peace of mind. Aubrey and I were also willing. So was Stan, the man who’d replaced Kyle in the group, but he had a proviso.


      “I want a quid pro quo,” he said.


      What Stan meant was that he wanted new members of the group to do some work in exchange for a copy of our outline. Stephen had considered that point, too. In March, when we’d divided the Procedure book for outlining, we’d never assigned anyone to the last chapters of the casebook. There seemed no need, since the material would be fresh. But Stephen, in his tireless preparation for exams, had been bothered all along by that omission, and now he proposed that John and Malcolm do that work. He had a kind of comprehensive plan concerning John and Malcolm, I saw. He had found a way to reconcile his worst impulses and his best. We all had. Let them in, but make them work. Quid pro quo. We quickly agreed.


      As I went through the day on Monday, I saw that the section seemed to have gone wild. People had been cramming all weekend, already pulling all-nighters, memorizing, outlining, reviewing. Nobody seemed to have a moment now for conversation. We were all jumpy as cats.


      I was no more collected than anybody else. I had gone through April feeling stable. I was working hard and there seemed to be no more to ask of myself. But Nicky’s announcement and the attendant pressures had thrown me for a loop. That congested fear of failing and screwing up, and on the other side, of wanting desperately to do well, had knotted inside me again, more powerfully than at any time since last November. Over the weekend I began to smoke again. I woke up one night in a sweat.


      And today everybody’s panic seemed to be working on me and making all that worse. My control over myself was deteriorating rapidly, and somehow the business with the outline was still at the center of it. When Stephen brought the news that John Yolan had no time now to do outside work, I replied, “Screw him, then. He wants dessert without making dinner. You heard Stan. Quid pro quo.”


      Stephen nodded cautiously. The next morning he announced that Ned Cauley had enlisted in the study group in the place of John. Ned and Malcolm were now busy working on their portions of the outline, and indeed, in the next few days, the two of them appeared to have virtually dropped out of school in order to get it done.


      Other dealings were in the works. Stephen was gossiping with everybody now, perhaps so that he would not miss any other ground swells of feeling like that which had occasioned Nicky’s announcement. Tuesday afternoon he consulted with Jack Weiss. Jack was still concerned about our outline.


      “He wants to trade,” Stephen told me Wednesday. “Their group’s got a Property outline. I saw a little. It looked pretty fair. What do you think?”


      I could see Stephen was interested. It was more information, one more angle, a little more security. And there was another complication here. Terry had not gone to Property classes all term. He considered Fowler a waste of time. He had promised himself that he would master the stuff on his own, but he’d put it off too long. The Estates in Land were hard to pick up out of Gilbert’s. I knew he would have valued a comprehensive outline.


      “What happens once we give the outline to them?” I asked. “They Xerox it and hand it all over the section?”


      “Maybe,” Stephen said.


      “No dice,” I answered. “We’ve worked too hard.”


      “What about Terry?”


      “Terry took the gamble. He’ll just have to pay.”


      “You’re right,” Stephen said after an instant. He laughed a little. “Hochschild’s in Weiss’s group. Can you imagine what would happen with our outline in Hochschild’s hands?”


      People were skipping classes now to outline. Everytime I passed the copy center under Langdell, I saw another member of Section 2 in line there with a sheaf of papers and a distrustful look—people whom I’d felt close to. We were in warring camps now, different study groups.


      Late Thursday afternoon, following classes, Stephen and Terry and I stood in one of the Pound classrooms talking about how bizarre it had all become.


      “Man,” Terry said, “I’ve been thinking. We should give everybody who wants it a copy of our outline.”


      “With a quid pro quo,” Stephen added.


      “Screw the quid pro quo,” Terry said. “I mean, hey, I asked myself why we did this. To review, right? To learn. That’s all we have to worry about.” He looked at me. “Right?”


      “I don’t know,” I answered. I was still overwrought. It had been a miserable week.


      “Man, you’re the one who was sayin’ give it away.”


      “But look at the situation,” I said. “Kyle’s trying to screw everybody. Half the people in the section think we’re crazy.”


      “Hey, listen, what do you care about Kyle?” Terry asked. “What’s the difference, if we can help some folks out?”


      I thought a second. Then suddenly I was speaking from the frenzied center of everything that had gripped me in the last week.


      “I want the advantage,” I said. “I want the competitive advantage. I don’t give a damn about anybody else. I want to do better than them.”


      My tone was ugly, and Stephen and Terry both stared at me an instant. Then we quietly broke apart to find our separate ways home.


       


      It took me a while to believe I had actually said that. I told myself I was kidding. I told myself that I had said that to shock Terry and Stephen. But I knew better. What had been suppressed all year was in the open now. All along there had been a tension between looking out for ourselves and helping each other; in the end, I did not expect anybody—not myself, either—to renounce a wish to prosper, to succeed. But I could not believe how extreme I had let things become, the kind of grasping creature I had been reduced to. I had not been talking about gentlemanly competition to Stephen and Terry. I had not been talking about any innocent striving to achieve. There had been murder in my voice. And what were the stakes? The difference between a B-plus and a B? This was supposed to be education—a humane, cooperative enterprise.


      That night I sat in my study and counseled myself. It had been a tumultuous year, I decided. I had been up. And I had been down. I had lost track of myself at moments, but because of whatever generosity I’d extended my own spirit, I had not lost my self-respect. But it would not stretch much further. I knew that if I gave in again to that welling, frightened avarice as I had this afternoon, I would pay for a long time in the way I thought about myself.


      It’s a tough place, I told myself. Bad things are happening. Work hard. Do your best. Learn the law. But don’t suffer, I thought. Don’t fear. And for God’s sake, don’t give up your decency.


      The madness in the atmosphere, the battle between the study groups, persisted. People continued to surreptitiously hand each other outlines in brown-paper bags. Jack Weiss kept making insulting remarks. Our study group met one afternoon to go over one of Perini’s former exams and we soon discovered that none of us could even begin to answer it; for a day Stephen fretted that we would all fail Contracts. In Kyle’s group, Gina reported, there had been an insurrection because no one could understand Kyle’s remarks on collateral estoppel, a crucial subject for the exam. Karen Sondergard cried one day when she decided she preferred to be in our group rather than another. Fearful rumors spread that a group had stolen a copy of one of the exams. At another point, Stephen became convinced that Aubrey and Stan had made a backstage deal with Kyle’s group and were receiving information which they were not sharing with the rest of us. And all along our own group continued to swell. Stephen always found ways to employ the new members. By the last week of classes the group had grown to eleven or twelve.


      “John Yolan has changed his mind,” Stephen told me one day in the library.


      “Fine,” I said, “give him the outline.”


      “With a quid pro quo?” Stephen asked.


      “With or without,” I said. “Just give it to whoever wants it. Terry is right.”


      After that Thursday afternoon in that classroom, I tried not to let myself fall into that tangle of fears again. There were times I felt it happening and would work hard to resist. One day I found myself pacing back and forth in the law school gym, muttering, “I’m okay, I’m okay,” trying to keep in mind that I had some worth which would outlast exams. But I felt it was important not to give in. I knew where I stood now. I knew what I was against.


      I had finally met my enemy, I figured, face to face.
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      5/13/76 (Thursday)


      Last Contracts class with Perini. He has been fearsome all week, complaining about absences and roasting the people he’s called on. He does not want us to go out with the impression he is soft or that the exam will be easy.


      Today, though, he was mellow. Students have been collecting gifts for him. They were presented at the beginning of the hour—a portrait of a famous Contracts commentator, a large rusty steel coil so he would “have a nice spring.” Then the class rose to sing to him:


      

        Offer, acceptance, consideration,


        The peppercorn theory, a free-market nation,


        Mills versus Wyman, Klockner “v” Green—


        These are a few of our favorite things.


      


      He followed with a rousing lecture on assignment of contracts—the procedure for selling your rights under an agreement to a third person—then closed with a schmaltzy peroration. It had its nicer moments. He apologized to Sandy Stern for past insults; he told us not to panic on the exam and said—as no one else has—if we do just blank out with fear, to come see him. He told us what a good group we were, but he could not resist a parting crack about the Incident, and its transformation to a public event. “It’s been hard,” he said, “to be constantly defending my behavior to people who don’t understand what goes on in here.” And he also resorted to a heavy sentimentality which approached bathos. He told us that we were all his family, that we were all his friends.


      “He’s got a lot of nerve,” Gina said afterwards, “terrorizing me all year, then saying he’s my friend. He’s not my friend.”


      Wade, I understand, compared today’s remarks to Nixon’s farewell speech.


      I don’t know why I can’t forgive Perini for his excesses; he has his talents as a teacher. The cruelty, I guess. The class rose to give him a standing ovation as he left. I could not bring myself to get to my feet.
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      5/14/76 (Friday)


      I’ll never enter a classroom again as a first-year law student. Final classes today.


      Fowler, with rare warmth, offered some fatherly advice about the exam before he finished: “You people worry too much about these examinations. I’m still not sure what we test—time management, perhaps. Your problem is that you all want to be number one and no one can be in this kind of group. Oh, someone will be, by the numbers, but not really.”


      Half an hour later, Nicky wound it all up. He told us he has worked for years to teach law in a way which he feels reveals the inherent interest of the subject matter. He warned us of the stultification we would likely feel as upper-year students and offered to do what he could—supervise papers or other kinds of research.


      He was walking the length of the room as he spoke.


      “There is an immense amount of talent in this group,” he said. “I have had my best year yet with you and I thank you for that.” He kept right on strolling and went out the door. He left all of us on our feet, applauding behind him.


      Then the realization: It was over. Our year together. Exams are personal, you and the books and the test you write. This was really the last moment for Section 2. I kissed Karen, hugged Gina. I shook hands with Terry and Stephen and Aubrey. I thought about the kind of wonder and admiration with which I regarded my classmates in those first few weeks, and then about what has happened to all of us of late. Harvard Law School, I thought. Oh, Harvard Law School.


      I went home feeling numb and a little depressed.
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      Spring exams are another of the traditions of the first year of law school. A few years ago, things were far worse at Harvard, and at many other schools, than they are now. Students would take five exams in five full-year courses; there were no tests beforehand and students had no indication of how they were doing. In many instances, the exams were given on a “closed book” basis, which meant students could bring nothing with them into the examination area—no books at hand for comfort, no pretense that students weren’t expected to have the body of law in a subject memorized cold. In the spring, first-year law students would go even crazier than we did. Friends who were at Harvard and other law schools in those days have repeatedly told me the same stories about suicide attempts and about students moving into motels to get away from the madhouse in the dorms.


      For us, midyear exams and the knowledge that each final was “open book” lessened some of that pressure. But still it was no cakewalk. I found the experience, coming on the heels of everything else, a lot like being sent out to run a four-minute mile after just having finished the marathon. We had four tests inside of seventeen days, thousands of pages to digest and hold together. At the end of the first term, by comparison, we had nearly a month to prepare for our tests in Torts and Criminal. I had no sense this time of any elegant confluence of knowledge taking place. The house was being built, but it was a rush job, with a lot of bad corners and no fine seams. I went over outlines, old tests. The study group met on a couple of occasions. For the most part, it was just cramming, day after day. Sixteen, seventeen hours. Half an hour for dinner. Six hours to sleep.


      The first exam, four days after classes ended, was in Law and Public Policy. The night before, Gina called me. She sounded kited with fear, and for an instant her anxiety seemed to travel down the wire and take root in me. I’m okay, I told myself when I got off the phone, I’m okay. I slept soundly that night, and every other. One whole year, but it looked as though I was finally getting the better of my fear.


      The Policy test, another eight-hour exam, was all right. Sternlieb had handed out a case study about the Public Health Service in advance. It was the setting for one of the two questions, which asked what steps we would take inside the organization if we were trying to push a program of neighborhood health centers. Writing my answer, I felt I had finally done something worthwhile on a law school exam—a careful, well-reasoned response. For me, I decided, these tests were a crap shoot: Sometimes I’d screw up, sometimes I’d pass; now and then I might even do something I was proud of.


      I headed to school for the Property exam, a week later, feeling almost cheerful. Maybe I’d do something worthwhile today. I didn’t. It was one of those four-hour jobs and I just babbled on, fueled by adrenalin. In the aftermath, there was a lot of controversy. Some years ago, Fowler had published a law review article evaluating a proposed zoning ordinance for a town in Illinois. One question on the test asked students to evaluate a proposed zoning ordinance for a town in Michigan. An “open book” test at HLS means no holds barred, and several students had come into the exam with copies of Fowler’s old article, from which they more or less abstracted their answers. Kyle had gone at once to Fowler to complain. Fowler treated the matter indifferently and asked Kyle to leave the office.


      Many people had also been dogged to the end by the Estates in Land. Terry was able to answer only two of the four questions. Stephen also felt he had not done well and was also unhappy about his Con Law exam earlier.


      “You heard it here first,” he told me, “Stephen Litowitz will not make the Law Review.” He brightened in a few days, however, when he’d surveyed the other chief contenders—“the supercompetent people” was the way Stephen put it—and found that they too had had trouble with the test.


      Nicky’s exam, two days later, was more or less as promised. Everybody had his outlines and crib sheets ready. While working on the test, I looked a few times at the Procedure outline we’d put together. After all of that, I suppose it proved somewhat useful.


      Facing the Memorial Day weekend there was only one test left, in Contracts on the first of June.
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      6/1/76 (Tuesday)


      So it all comes down to Perini. It is only fitting that he provided our travail at the end.


      I just could not handle studying this past weekend. The way Perini had taught Contracts—one rule followed by a million exceptions—meant prolonged efforts at memorization, nearly unbearable after this three-week grind. I pored over the hornbook, but I could only sit half an hour, forty minutes at a time. Nor do I have enough respect for Perini left to care much about his evaluation.


      I saw Kyle skulking through the hallways when I got there this morning before the test. He is normally so robust, but I guess he felt it was all on the line here, and he was cowering like a wounded animal, literally walking hunched beside the wall. I did my best to rattle him, came on chipper as a sunbeam. I tried to detain him in conversation while he was obviously chafing to go look at an outline one more time. Oh, I was the very soul of menace, and I still don’t feel ashamed.


      Then I went into the test room. I come to these four-hour numbers with a virtual traveling commissary: earplugs, paper, four pencils, four pens, three rolls of mints, two packs of cigarettes, a cup of iced coffee, a Coke, two chocolate bars, a pencil sharpener, an extension cord for my typewriter. As I unloaded all of this equipment I took a lot of joshing from around the room. Thirty-five or forty of us would be typing. It was nice that for a minute we were all bound in laughter again.


      At nine the proctor handed the exam out. It would be unlike Rudolph Perini not to give the hardest tests at Harvard Law School. The questions covered nine single-spaced pages—Nicky’s exam, by comparison, was three sides doubled. Before the test I was told that we would be taking the same exam as another section, with two differences: Our test would have five questions instead of four, and the other section would have eight hours.


      I went through the exam in the same desperate rush. I didn’t pretend to do much thinking. At 11:15 I looked up the first time and realized it would all be over in two hours. I was giddy at the thought. The last question was a disordered series of phrases from various nursery rhymes. Perini asked us to describe the possible contract they might form, what the problems in its enforcement might be, and what common interpretative dilemmas were suggested. Perini, I thought, you are still not cool.


      When time was called at one, I walked back and forth at the front of the room applauding. I hooted, I hollered. I went out to the arcade where BSA was serving beer and drank four cups fast. Aubrey was also pie-eyed.


      “Well,” he said, “all that stands between you and a J.D. is six thousand dollars.” He meant the tuition.


      With Terry, Gina, and Mike Wald, I went out to lunch. When I got back, I emptied my locker into my backpack and called Annette, who’d volunteered to pick me up.


      On the way upstairs from the phone, I ran into Phyllis Wiseman. It hurt me to see her. After holding to that steadiness, that distance, all year, she had lost her grip. For her, the final holdout, the last month has been too much: the stuff with Kyle, the dismal atmosphere, and the crunch and exhaustion of the tests themselves.


      She was worried that she had not done well, that her family, her friends would not respect her. She was badly depressed.


      “I did a little better than so-so last term, and now,” she said, “I just mixed it all up…It’s always so sad around here.”


      I told her, in so many words, she was okay—to tell herself she was okay.


      Annette arrived in a few minutes.


      “It’s over!” I shouted when I got in the car.


      I’ve been repeating that to myself for the past few hours. It will probably take a couple of days for me to believe it. The first year of law school. It seemed sheer myth when my friends lived through it. Now I have, too. It is over. It is over.


      When Roscoe Pound, who eventually became the dean of Harvard Law School, entered as a first-year student in 1889, he was required to take courses in Torts, Criminal Law, Property, Contracts, and Common-Law Forms of Action, a nineteenth-century version of Civil Procedure. He mastered the law by reading cases; in class, his professors taught in the Socratic method. In a way, things were easier for Dean Pound than they were for me and my peers in the Harvard Law School class of 1978. He was able to pass the bar exam after only a single year of legal education. And he did not have to add an elective in the spring.


      But, of course, the resemblances between Dean Pound’s first year and mine are striking. For nearly a century now, American lawyers have been bound together by the knowledge that they have all survived a similar initiation; it is something of a grand tradition. For me it was an experience of great extremes. What was bad was awful. But what was good often approached the ideal. I was regularly inspired and invigorated by what I was studying, and I seldom lost the feeling that I was making good use of myself. The riches of Harvard Law School—its students, its faculty, its eminence and its traditions, which are always a presence—yielded for me a time of towering excitement and great fruitfulness. In many ways, it was the best year in the education of this person who must be counted as now entering something like the twentieth grade, and everything considered—everything—I would probably do it again.


      Yet it would be a decorous pulling of my punches not to say that I believe there are many ways in which the wealth of Harvard Law School is magnificently squandered. The century-old curriculum we inherited from Dean Pound is badly in need of change. Early in May, I attended an open meeting on legal education. It had been called by a group of first-year students, and despite the pressure of exams, 175 students arrived, most of them 1Ls. The size and mood of the crowd left little doubt of common dissatisfaction with many aspects of first-year education. The students were addressed by a panel of professors who had taught in the various 1L sections. Perini was among them, but so were a number of the youngest and most liberal members of the law school faculty. Looking at them and at the students spilling through the aisles, Perini asked his older colleagues on the panel, “Are we the Christians here, gentlemen, or the lions?”


      Either way, I realized that the same array that faced Perini that evening will confront law teachers of his philosophy in the future. A new generation of law school teachers—some of them students who were in that room, persons shaped by different experiences, and many, like Nicky Morris, outspokenly opposed to the old ways—will soon hold sway on law school faculties. Even Perini freely acknowledged the handwriting on the wall.


      “There will be change,” Perini admitted. “Not even I can claim that the Harvard Law School is the greatest and most divine institution in existence.”


      Many of the directions for that change in the first-year curriculum are self-evident. At places more progressive than HLS there are already smaller classes, more opportunities for students to write and to make contact with the faculty, differing formats for evaluation of student performance, election to the Law Review without reference to grades. Harvard Law School itself is a far different place than it was in 1970 when my college friends entered. There was no such thing, then, as passing a professor’s question in a first-year class; no teachers who, like Morris, tried to stress the broadest humanistic outlines of the law; no midyear exams. The case method, which once meant a reading diet of nothing but case reports, has given way in recent years to the addition of journal articles, of writings which make the learning of the law less a piece-by-piece puzzling through and more like the real lawyer’s task: a comparison of new elements against a known context.


      No doubt the changes will go on. Fresh from the front, I would add two observations about the specifics of legal education as I experienced them in my first year. That night in May, the faculty panel roundly agreed to the continuing vitality of the Socratic method. I would not differ directly, but the peculiar privilege which Socraticism grants a teacher to invade the security of every student in the room means that in the wrong hands it can become an instrument of terror. I never felt that my education gained by my being frightened, and I was often scared in class. Law faculties have too long excused, in the name of academic freedom, a failure to hold colleagues within basic limits of decency. They must formulate and enforce an etiquette of classroom behavior which insures that teachers cannot freely browbeat and exploit their students. To refuse leaves them in a subtle but persistent state of moral abdication. I know that it is hard to think of law students, headed for a life of privilege, as being among the downtrodden; and I also recognize that classroom terror has been a fixed aspect of legal education for at least a century. But the risk, the ultimate risk, of allowing students to make their first acquaintance with the law in such an atmosphere, in that state of hopeless fright, is that they will come away with a tacit but ineradicable impression that it is somehow characteristically “legal” to be heartless, to be brutal, and will carry that attitude with them into the execution of their professional tasks.


      Those objections to heavy-handed Socraticism are, in a fashion, only a part of a larger concern with legal education of which I began to become conscious after my conversations with Gina last fall. The law is at war with ambiguity, with uncertainty. In the courtroom, the adversary system, plaintiff against defendant, guarantees that someone will always win, someone lose. No matter if justice is evenly with each side, no matter if the issues are dark and obscure, the rule of law will be declared. The law and the arbitrary certainty of some of its results are no doubt indispensable to the secure operation of a society where there is ceaseless conflict requiring resolution.


      But a lot of those attitudes toward certainty seem to rub off on the law world at large. Many of the institutions of legal education show a similar seeking after sureness and definition, a desire to subdue the random element, to leave nothing to chance: the admissions process, where statistical formulas serve as the basis for decision; the law school classroom, where all power and discretion are concentrated in the professor; the stratifications so clearly marked in the law school population, with the best students segregated on the law review, and the faculty remote from all; and the notion of the meritocracy, the attempt to rank and to accord privilege by some absolute standard. All of these things amount in my mind to a fighting of the war against ambiguity and uncertainness in quarters where it is not called for, where the need which supports the custom of the courtroom is not present. Not even the law can abolish the fundamental unclearness of many human situations, but in the law schools there is precious little effort made to address the degree to which human choice is arbitrary. We are taught that there is always a reason, always a rationale, always an argument. Too much of what goes on around the law school and in the legal classroom seeks to tutor students in strategies for avoiding, for ignoring, for somehow subverting the unquantifiable, the inexact, the emotionally charged, those things which still pass in my mind under the label “human.” In time, I came to take that quality in legal education as another of those forces which could make me less a person than I’d like to be, that foe I’d come here to meet.


      Courses like Morris’s and Zechman’s which emphasized the uncertainties and contradictions inherent in the law are signs of what I consider progress. But students still see the operation of the law only in a secondhand and thirdhand way, as it is revealed in carefully prepared case reports. Learning to think like a lawyer should involve more than the mastery of an important but abstract mental skill. Were I king of the universe—or dean of Harvard Law School—I would supplement case reading with use of other devices—film, drama, informal narrative, actual client contact like that provided in the upper-year clinical courses—seeking to cultivate a sensitivity to the immediate human context in which the law so forcefully intervenes.


      Reforms like that, like others which look to be on the horizon, seem to bode well for us all. A more humane and humanistic education in the law strikes me as far more fitting than a schooling characterized by terror and the suppression of feeling for those persons who, in time, will become this society’s chief custodians of justice.


    


  




  


  

    

      Epilogue


    


    

      8/21/76


      Grades came in at the middle of last month. Despite the calm and distance of the summer, the familiar apparatus of reaction set in place the instant I saw the envelope. My fingers shook and I felt the rush of all that teetering ambivalence. Please, I asked somebody, no Cs, even as I hoped for something exceptional.


      The grades were the same as first term, half As, half Bs. I got an A in the Policy course, a B-plus in Property; an A-minus from Nicky, a B from Perini. Good marks, I knew; they probably put me somewhere in the upper quarter of the class. I felt lucky. And still I was nagged by a desire for more.


      Within a few days, Gina, Stephen, Karen Sondergard—all scattered around the country for the summer—had called for the first time since the close of school. The conversations were convivial, but each turned in time to grades. The names and marks of those who’d made the Law Review from Section 2 had leaked out by now. Brodsky. Jenner. Sandy Stern. A couple of the quiet ones I never would have guessed. But not Stephen. (He had been right about his Property exam and sounded as though he was already regaining his sense of humor). Not Kyle. Not Weiss. Not Hochschild. Not Shearing. Not me. Many were nearer than I was, but I still felt cheated. My sense of jealousy and denial left me dizzy for a day.


      My enemy, that greedy little monster, is still in there rattling his cage. I guess I will be contending with him always.


      Knowing that, I must admit that I made many of the rough spots in the past year far harder for myself. I met up with a lot of my own ugliness, and learned more than I wanted to about how deep it goes. I suppose that is part of the education, too. Which is not to say that the first year at Harvard Law School would do to everyone what it did to me. There are many people who would be wise enough to head back out the doors after a couple days.


      But those are not the people who usually come through those doors in the first place. It is those of us compulsively pursuing some vague idea of distinction who are most likely to aspire to the Harvard Law School, and for us the year is going to take its toll. In a funny way, I think law schools as institutions attract the people least suited to them at the start. We are men and women drawn to the study of rules, people with a native taste for order. The first year, when we do not know the language or how well we are doing, when professors seem only to be posing riddles every day, is bound to throw us for a loop. And at Harvard, that driven quest for prominence which brings us there, leads us, once we arrive, to an almost inescapable temptation to scramble, despite obstacles and ugliness and bruises, for what sometimes looks to all of us to be the very top of the tallest heap.


      So we come vulnerable, and the place does little to protect us from ourselves. There were people who managed the year with more grace than I did; others less. But all the conversations I have had with my law school friends over the summer, have returned, almost obsessively, to the year past and the question of exactly what it was that happened to us. Something exalted. Something fearful. We all reported at least one summer nightmare about Rudolph Perini. And we each admitted to wonder—and moments of real pride—when we thought about the persons we were last fall.


      In a few weeks, it will be fall again and the Harvard Law School will open its doors to another entering class. As we did, they will bring with them their academic accolades, glittering like rows of military medals; they will bring a hunger for the law. They will bring their own great talents, energy, ambition, intelligence, charm. They will bring their enemies unmet.


      “It will be so strange to see them,” Gina said when we spoke recently about the coming year. “They will be One Ls.”
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      “No doubt, I would write a different book ten years from now emphasizing different events, expressing more or less concern about certain elements of my education.”


      —One L, Preface


      Each line is still inside me. I remember every word before it’s read. However idiosyncratic my experience may have been, in writing One L I did not exaggerate either my excitement or my torment. When I turn the pages all the sensations whirl again within me: the panic and ferocious worry, the racing desire to understand, and a ubiquitous parched heat, as if the fervid pace of learning had sucked me dry. I shake my head. My lord.


      Was I nuts? I suppose the years since law school have forced me to admit I am not a garden-variety personality. Even by the skewed scale of law students, I am a good deal more compulsive than the average, and my fears of failure, especially at that time in my life, were profound. In the heat of law school, there was a kind of toxic fusion of these excesses; I wavered in the fumes. For those of more durable construction, day-to-day survival was likely to be less of an adventure.


      Nonetheless, I doubt that the first year of law school is an easy time for many people, even today when some of the defects I complained about most, particularly severe application of the Socratic method, are less and less common. At Harvard, two experimental sections are now taught in which professors in the major first-year courses will often conduct class together, comparing and contrasting the way certain central concepts are handled in different subject areas: varying approaches, for example, to the utilitarian notion of cost-benefit analysis in the law of torts, contracts, and crimes. But these changes, admirable though they may be, do not seem to run deep. I have been back at Harvard on occasion, and 1Ls, to my eye, still frequently exhibit high anxiety and a common sense of being unmoored by the education they are undergoing.


      Whether or not I am correct in these estimates, time has not changed my recollection—I still believe that my own experience was very much as it is reflected here. I would still criticize the same things: The classes were too big, the teaching methods too severe. The competition at the end of my first year was ungoverned. And the two years that followed, though far more comfortable, were seldom as engaging. Law school did prove, in my judgment, to go on too long-two years would be adequate to absorb the benefits of the present curriculum—and it was, all in all, too much of a forced march.


      Indeed, in some ways, I am less sanguine about legal education than I was when I left Harvard in 1978. Although it probably violates some rule of proportionality to be complaining about anything more than a decade later, the years since have sharpened my sense of disappointment about the way law school fails the legal profession. I am not talking about the fact that law school does not teach the manifold skills required by practice, although it certainly does not. I am speaking instead about a matter of vision. To explain, I must add some of my own observations after ten years in practice.


       


      To a great extent, law and lawyers are in their heyday in the United States. Lawyers’ incomes continue to rise and their prominence in the society at large seems ever-increasing. The most popular show on television at the moment is about daily life in a law firm. As our notions of privacy have changed and as venerable institutions like churches and schools have come to speak with less uniform authority, the courts have emerged as the arena where debate is most often conducted concerning matters—often highly personal ones—about which we find ourselves profoundly in conflict: the right to abortion, the means to achieve racial and gender equality, the propriety of surrogate motherhood, or the appropriate treatment of contagious, life-threatening disease. Like an encroaching sea, the law has taken over areas that were once reserved from it as matters of conscience. Perhaps because the law seems to know more of the answers, the legally trained continue to show up in increasing numbers as leaders in areas outside the law. These days a law degree, for instance, seems to have replaced a cigar as a requirement for Hollywood mogulhood.


      And yet the law remains in some manner a troubled profession. In spite of the prominence of law, lawyers themselves are far less well regarded. Many lay people do not like lawyers. And to a surprising extent, lawyers often do not like themselves.


      Since Watergate, when the nation discovered that a legal education seemed to be a common attribute of everyone who planned the burglaries, destroyed documents and tapes, and, when need be, lied under oath, there has been open distrust of the legal profession. In annual Gallup polls measuring public regard for various callings, the legal profession for years has approached the absolute-zero point represented by so-called sales consultants of pre-driven automobiles. During a recent evening with a group of male friends, the non-attorneys stood around and told lawyer jokes, which have apparently supplanted ethnic humor.


      

        How do you know when a lawyer is lying?


        His lips move.


      


      

        What do you know when you find a lawyer up to his neck in concrete?


        Someone ran out of concrete.


      


      

        How do you know that God, who created the world out of chaos and darkness, was a lawyer?


        Because he made chaos and darkness first.


      


      In a way, some of this hostility may be viewed as a problem of expectations. Because the law deals so much with principle, lawyers are expected to be principled. Because questions of right and wrong, lawful and illegal, dominate each lawyer’s daily contemplation, lawyers are presumed to be better able to discriminate such concepts and to observe them. To many, it is not an acceptable defense to say that lawyers are no less vulnerable to temptation than anybody else; somehow, people think they should be. Moreover, to the extent that it is recognized that a legal education, and the practice of law, may tend to elucidate the vague and quickly shifting nature of some of these boundaries, lay persons are too often left with the impression that lawyers are sophists, able to skip nimbly along the lines, knowing how to raise the chalk without stepping clear out of bounds.


      Some of these suspicions are simply the result of misunderstandings, but it would be disingenuous of me to claim that I have found the American public’s distrust of lawyers baseless. The path from law school led me to the United States Attorney’s Office in Chicago, where I was a criminal prosecutor for eight years, principally involved with what are called public-corruption cases. Usually this meant some species of bribery and usually, given the nature of the cases I was assigned, the people I prosecuted for giving or taking what was not supposed to be offered or received were lawyers. I prosecuted lawyers for paying off tax-assessing officials, and tax-assessing officials for taking the money those lawyers offered. I prosecuted a judge for shaking down dozens of attorneys who appeared before him, and I prosecuted a lawyer who achieved a victory in a preliminary hearing in a drug case by paying the judge $300 to rule in his favor. I prosecuted lawyers who sold narcotics with their clients, and lawyers who lied on their tax returns. I even helped prosecute the Attorney General of Illinois, who was convicted of income-tax fraud for, among other things, not reporting $5,000 in cash, which was handed over as a supposed campaign contribution by a lawyer who appreciated the $100,000 in state legal business that the Attorney General assigned him each year. Furthermore, these experiences came in an atmosphere that was, politely put, rough-and-tumble. There are alligators in the swamp who are more mannerly than a few members of the criminal defense bar in Chicago.


      All in all, this provided me with what I sometimes refer to as a proctologist’s view of the legal profession. One of the unexpected pleasures of private practice has been encountering the leagues of honorable lawyers who labor every day with a greater uprightness than what I was accustomed to. And whenever I hear discussions that characterize the profession as a dark cabal, I am at pains to say what I believe to be true: I know more remarkable people who are lawyers, persons of diverse capacity and round wisdom, than in any other calling. I like lawyers and I relish being among them.


      And yet the fact remains that there is a good deal of misbehavior in the profession. Any lawyer who doubts this ought to ask himself what he thought—and said—about his opposition in the last highly contested matter in which he was involved. Suspicion runs deep through this supposed fraternity, and most lawyers, in candor, will admit to having been exposed, almost routinely, to conduct by other lawyers that crosses the lines of the acceptable, the ethical, and, more rarely, the lawful.


      Indeed, this distrust of lawyers for one another is part of what I would call generally the legal malaise. Many lawyers do not like to practice; they regard themselves as imprisoned in gilded cages: highly paid, well regarded, and unhappy. In 1987, I published a novel called Presumed Innocent, and its success led many to wonder whether I would go on practicing law, as I have. But nowhere was the disbelief at my decision greater than among attorneys, who have told me by the score that they would throw over their practice in a moment if they had the same opportunity.


      Some of this is romantic, grass-is-greener stuff. But the fact is that life at the bar is hard. The nuts-and-bolts work can be frustratingly detailed or numbingly routine—and the environment sometimes dismal. On one side stands the adversary, of dubious ethics and limitless zeal; on the other, the client waiting hungrily for favorable results. Between them is a stressed-out existence of economic pressure and ceaseless competition, a parade of deadlines, obdurate judges, unreturned phone messages, lost weekends and evenings, a Sisyphean struggle to catch up.


      And yet I have found practice, for the most part, a kick-fast, tough, and keen. There are finite tasks to be accomplished which require intellectual sophistication, a quick grasp of facts, and diverse personal skills—guile, judgment, persuasiveness, and the ability to project the force of personality. Every case and every client is in some aspect unique, yet similar enough that you can take predictable pride in recognizing your own increasing skill. The human settings, and the complexity of legal questions, engage me just as thoroughly as when I was 1L, wondering whether a contract was formed when I ordered a hamburger. Most important, there is often profound satisfaction in having done your best to aid someone in need.


      What, then, is the problem? If you push the average unhappy lawyer hard enough, he or she will usually come out with something like: What is it worth, in the end? What good am I doing? One of the best-known lawyers in Chicago once extolled my job as an Assistant United States Attorney, comparing it favorably to his lucrative practice as a commercial litigator. What do I care, he asked, if his robber baron wins, or mine?


      That is, of course, the rub. A lawyer may do his job very well, but he does not set the moral agenda. The ends are established by the client, not the attorney. It is the lawyer’s obligation to carry those goals forward, within the limits of law and ethics. It is his job to be a competent professional, to do well, without regard to whether he is doing good.


      I became a government lawyer because I wanted to avoid that box. I chose a client—the United States—which I believed most often stood on the right side. Although as a younger lawyer I was involved in many cases that I found morally ambiguous—how much pleasure can you take in prosecuting immigration cases after seeing El Norte?—the bulk of my efforts was directed toward ends I felt worthwhile, especially the preservation of democracy, which I perceived to be the real aim of all those public-corruption prosecutions. And yet how many cases were lost because of my failure to communicate adequately to the jury, or their inability to understand what had been well enough explained? How many judicial decisions did I confront that were simply wrong? Much of my work as a prosecutor was tossed aside last term when the Supreme Court decided to reject forty years of case law and reinterpret the federal mail-fraud statute. And how often was I myself involved in a process which, for all the worthiness of its goals, was inevitably flawed by human incapacity? It was corrosive to my faith when, years along, I finally realized that many of those convicts I called to testify against their cohorts were, despite all my zeal and cajoling, not providing an unswerving version of what occurred in the past. I was not the judge. I was not the jury. I was not the witness. I was just the lawyer. All I could do was my job, as well as I could. There was no guarantee I would do any good, no world reform. Once that recognition dawned, private practice was not far off.


      This dichotomy between doing good and doing well, which so deeply troubles the legal profession, should be familiar to those who have read One L, for its roots reach into legal education. As I noted, one of the most painful aspects of law school is what students often experience as the sense that they are being taken away from themselves. Deeply developed values and beliefs are challenged and generally exposed. Students learn that for every argument there is a counter. The plasticity of the law is taught. Moreover, most of what takes place during the supercharged and often coercive atmosphere of the first year goes to emphasize what I would call a culture of professional competence. What matters, professors tell you time and again, is not that you come up with the right answer on exams but that you reason powerfully and recognize countervailing arguments in areas where there are no accepted solutions. Rationality is a human attribute worthy of being prized. But lawyers trained in law schools generally come away with the feeling that adherence to a larger world of values is somehow discouraged. For the idealist is substituted a technocrat. The do-gooder is now someone who aspires only to do well.


      It is this absence, I think, that accounts for much of the unhappiness I described before. Feeling cut off from a world of transcendent values, lawyers often despise themselves, because, as they see it, they do no good, while a few others, too absolute in their hunger to do well, are willing to believe, too easily, that there are no limits to the extent to which they should go in a client’s behalf, and engage in lawless behavior.


       


      Where does it lead? Whither out of the mess? I suppose at this point I can only be plain.


      Ten years down the road I have learned this much: Our life as lawyers can be redeemed ultimately only by the process of which we are a part. The synthesis of the do-well, do-good dialectic is some margin of faith in the legal process. Whether that means the ardent advocacy of reform in the process itself, or faith in the laws that are applied, or dedication to ethical representation of clients’ interests, lawyers take the greatest satisfaction from their calling when they believe at some level that the system of which they are a part aims at achieving just and rational results, no matter how far or how often it strays from those objectives. As corny or even unlikely as it sounds, most lawyers, at root, are involved in doing justice and for that reason should feel allegiance to the lawyering process.


      In a way this is not an argument at all, but the passionate advice of experience. My first years as a prosecutor were profoundly frustrating as I watched the manifold ways in which the truth becomes distorted in a criminal courtroom. The defendants were so guilty, what they had done was so wrong, and it was so hard to show that. It was not that there was a rash of acquittals—indeed, the government won most of the time—but the path was always tortuous. The defendants and their accomplices routinely bore false witness; the rules of evidence were sometimes foolishly restrictive; judges seemed to side against the government at trial out of an expedient desire to appease the defense, which alone has the right to appeal; and the jungle ethics of the criminal courtroom seemed to reward the most underhanded maneuvers of defense lawyers. And yet somewhere, twenty to thirty trials along, like Saul on the road, I found myself converted. I began to realize that we were all—the judge, the defense lawyer, I myself—engaged in a mutual enterprise, that there was a moral vision at work here, which provided that we could not safely deprive any human being of his or her liberty without first knowing that the provable facts could not be contorted into a shape reasonably consistent with innocence. I even recognized that, whatever the unearned suffering of the crime victim, the defendant now was enduring a torture of shame and anxiety of his own, and that compassion was a worthy, even healing value in a process that usually inflicted some form of tangible punishment. And by then the unthinkable had occurred: I could see myself as a defense lawyer.


      That change in perspective did not make me a cheerleader for the criminal-justice system. But as prosecutor, and now defender, I have had the benefit in each role of a deeply felt sense of what I am about. There is a genuine nobility in dedicating yourself to the ends and interests of another, in becoming that person’s unhesitating champion. Law practice is gratifying at its highest levels not only because of the status, intellectual challenge, or sometimes exorbitant financial rewards, but because there is something profoundly pleasing to all of us about being able to provide direct aid to someone who is eager for our assistance. They need me, they need me! thunders in the mind of most lawyers who like what they do.


      For a lawyer, the essential professional task is to answer that need, to subsume his or her own interests and to act as the spokes-person for another. Worthy as that enterprise may be, it is not unique—real estate brokers and literary agents, among many others, do the same thing. But lawyers also labor with a concomitant dedication to the system of justice. The fundamental tension of the profession is the struggle between bold advocacy of the client’s interests and the need to establish and hold to limits that prevent advocacy from leading to irrational and inequitable results; and thus the lawyer’s job in practice is to be on one hand the impassioned representative of his client to the world, and on the other the wise representative to his client of the legal system, and the society, explaining and upholding the demands and restrictions which that system places on them both. Every lawyer who enjoys the practice learns to recognize and embrace these conflicting imperatives, even as she or he labors daily to resolve them. But that learning right now is hit-or-miss. There is no cultural center to the practice of law, no sense of a shared background that informs us all with a fidelity to and comprehension of the lawyering process.


      Certainly, law school right now does little to help. Students are introduced of necessity to the culture of professional competence, without being taught much about the commitments of their profession. And the reason, quite simply, is that this is not law school’s aim. To put it plainly, law school is not lawyer school. With the exception of clinical programs which teach practice skills, and which generally stand as isolated segments of the law-school curriculum, there is still little effort to teach students, while they are in law school, what it means to practice law.


      It should not have taken me roughly fifteen years to figure all this out. When I applied to law school, I was a lecturer in the English Department at Stanford, and, as a courtesy, the Director of Admissions at Stanford Law School agreed to speak to me. He explained why the law school sought so single-mindedly those law students with a combination of stratospheric scores on the Law School Admissions Tests and eye-popping grades. They were not interested in interviews; they did not care very much whether Joanie or Johnny Applicant had been an Eagle Scout, a Ph.D., or president of a Fortune 500 company.


      “We want the one hundred fifty best legal scholars we can find. When we are done training them, we want a hundred fifty more.”


      Law school is about training legal scholars. Despite the persistence of the time-worn phrase, law school does not teach students to think like lawyers. It teaches them to think like law professors. Judges’ decisions, in the law-school classroom, are far more important than what the lawyers did or could have done. Important cases are still studied by reading the judicial opinion, rather than the lawyers’ briefs or the oral arguments they gave. There is little attempt to look at the law, as practice will see it, through the remedies it affords. Practicing attorneys rarely think first about the grand sweep of the law and its rational development. They think about the needs of their clients and how the law can be applied, shaped, or reformed to accomplish their clients’ goals.


      But most law professors don’t practice; some never have practiced and don’t ever want to. Their focus is on scholarship: cutting-edge changes in the law, law-review articles, complex analyses of vexed legal problems. And law school is a world made in their image. Thus, law-review membership for students is a prized achievement. And joining a law-school faculty is a valued ambition. Those who lack those inclinations or the ability to satisfy them are a kind of legal chaff which the faculty is prepared to consign to the plowfield of practice. Many decades after we tell ourselves that we have abandoned apprenticeship as a bar requirement, most young lawyers are still trained in fundamental legal skills—brief writing, research, courtroom technique, document drafting, negotiation, client counseling, and the paramount task of gathering the facts—on the job.


      This is not entirely a bad thing. The best teachers of legal skills are those who use them, and it would have been pointless for my Harvard Law School professors to attempt to instruct me about the execution of tasks they barely know how to perform. But to the enormous extent that legal academics use law school as a forum to reify their own values and to disparage, silently or not, legal practice, they do a deep disservice to their students and the legal profession. Simply put, this vacancy leaves lawyers exposed in the worst possible way, for it does not show students the other side of the equation. While they learn about the capacity of all arguments to be undermined, they are taught nothing about the ends to which that skill is meant to be applied. Little about the profession is held up to them for scrutiny—or admiration. The result is that the powerful minds of the law faculties bypass the opportunity to contribute more directly to the formulation of the ideals of the profession, and students depart having undertaken little refined reflection on the complex values which guide and inspire legal practice.


      *  *  *


      The usual faculty response to observations like the ones ventured here is a version of I-have-better-things-to-do. The words “practice” and “practice skills” have long been taken by the law faculties as implying a roving anti-intellectualism that seeks to soak anything theoretical from legal education and turn law school into a high-powered trade school. I am not recommending a Red Guard revolution in which every law-school theorist would become a legal file clerk. I believe that clinical teaching should be more a part of the law-school curriculum, because many of the issues of practice can best be understood in context. But I am not arguing that law school be less abstract or theoretical. I remain persuaded that it is valuable for lawyers to be exposed to thought about the law that moves on a larger scale than what practice allows, and that explores the historical development of the law, its policy rationales, and even its reflection of the most fundamental assumptions of our culture. Perhaps, as some law professors argue, there are practical benefits to this kind of education. It may well be that, as they contend, a sense of the larger intellectual construct of the law will aid students in shaping arguments when they become practitioners. Whether that is so or not, this sort of exploration is important because, more simply, it is good for future lawyers’ souls: it helps feed an understanding of what they are about as persons involved with the law.


      Yet that sense of wide-ranging intellectual inquiry has to be applied not only to the law but also to the profession, which deserves to be much more at the center of the law-school curriculum. Where are the courses on the history of the law or its sociology, now and in the past? Doesn’t our jurisprudence have to concentrate much more on the question of how the good and the true can be pursued in an adversary system? Shouldn’t law professors be making an effort to scrutinize the structure of effective—and fair—argumentation, in the same fashion that literature professors have long analyzed poetry and prose? Few law schools, if any, teach courses that would be a law-side equivalent of public-health courses in medicine. There is no large-scale study of our delivery of legal services, or discussions of alternatives. And I find it particularly frustrating that at a time when certain American law professors in the Critical Legal Studies movement claim to be disregarding the sterile inquiries of other legal scholars, most adhere slavishly to the dominant tradition of ignoring the profession as a field of study. Many of these scholars treat the law as a cultural artifact reflecting profound, if hidden, cultural resonances. Yet they make little effort to apply their lessons to what is happening to the practice today. What, for example, has been the implication for the quality of reasoning in American law, as manifest in both brief writing and judicial opinions, in the era of the word processor and the copying machine when the cost of words is so dramatically diminished? What are the implications for the practice when the Federal Reporter, which reports the decisions of the federal appellate courts, now grows at two to three times the rate it did a decade ago? What happens to a profession in which the law accumulates so quickly that it cannot be fully known at any moment by anyone, even specialists or scholars?


      Most important of the fields of inquiry that demand greater attention in the present law-school curriculum is the one usually labeled “Professional Responsibility,” which assays the professional balance between the lawyer’s duties to the law and to the client. In the heat of Watergate, in February 1973, the American Bar Association suddenly noticed that lawyers, as a group, had very little education in the rules of professional conduct, and therefore the ABA recommended that American law schools provide “instruction in the duties and responsibilities of the legal profession.” The result was the various two- or three-hour courses in Professional Responsibility now standard at every law school. Some states, like California, which a moiety of the Watergate thieves called home, added a Professional Responsibility component to their state bar exams. But the fact that law schools had long before established their largely invariable curricula without seeing that students learn the basic ethical rules of the profession emphasizes the fundamental problem.


      An education which places the profession at its center will inevitably do far better in teaching those concepts. Attention to the daily life of the attorney-at-law will provide some meaningful context for ethical education, and it will also make evident its importance. These are in many ways the most profound and vexing questions in the practicing attorney’s life and they deserve scrutiny, not as part of some afterthought required course taken as students are dragging themselves out the door near the end of their careers, but as part of the first-year curriculum. Which rules really ought to bear more immediate scrutiny for law students—the law of personal jurisdiction, which I studied in my first week in Civil Procedure, or the ethical imperatives for a lawyer who is confronted with a client who wishes to save his business, his liberty, his life, by lying under oath? How do you explain the business of a profession in which a lawyer is required to be an unhesitating advocate, the keeper of his client’s deepest secrets, and also someone who must call to the attention of a court controlling authorities that damn his client’s position?


      As the example suggests, what gets called ethics is not merely a set of guidelines; it is really a series of definitions of what a lawyer is and is not. The profession’s own vision of itself is embodied in these rules. Moreover, a more rigorous scrutiny will disclose what is seldom admitted in law school: that these rules are no different from many others, sometimes ill-advised, usually subtle and indefinite at the margins, and occasionally in conflict with one another. Without some reference to a lawyer’s real-world function, the difficulty of drawing these lines and adhering to them is not likely to be appreciated. The fact is that a constant working-through of ethical questions—delving in the shadows, weighing duties, searching for balances—should be and is a commonplace of practice for most attorneys, as much a part of lawyering as going to court. If students come to recognize that and to internalize that sense of attention and discrimination, it is inevitable that the chances of things going awry later will lessen. There are many individuals to blame for the circumstances that lead a lawyer to bribe a judge, but we begin and end with that lawyer—and that judge. And yet, knowing this to be the last act in the drama, would we rather that the players had spent three years practicing their quick draw with their law professors, or more time immersed in lessons about the complex responsibilities of practice?


      I offer this partial inventory of reforms to emphasize that, by calling for greater pedagogical interest in the profession, I am not advocating that legal education become a kind of advanced school of shoe repair. Even so, I recognize that there are reasonable objections to what I propose. (I take as unreasonable any denial that it is law school’s job to prepare students to practice, since this would be so far from what is claimed by the law schools or desired by their students as to be silly.) Some law faculty members who have heard me rattle on claim that law schools have already advanced far in the directions I urge. At many schools, some upper-year courses are taught by the problem method, in which case studies replace cases and students are asked to imagine a practitioner’s response. In other places, clinical education has expanded beyond the teaching of trial skills and now includes hands-on courses in topics such as negotiation, or estate or income tax planning. All of this is true. But these innovations, while commendable, are really jerry-built additions to the basic curriculum; they add a little space but they do not alter the central construction or the environment in which most law students spend their time.


      Other critics would say that, by emphasizing the lawyering process, I ignore the extent to which process sometimes masks the substantive injustice of many laws, or even insulates such laws from attack. We appoint counsel for indigent criminal defendants, and tell ourselves we have been fair, but we do not inquire about the justness of a legal scheme with such persistent and disproportionate impact upon the poor. Clearly, to the extent that I want the law schools to embrace the underlying good faith of the legal system, I assume, as we say in court, a fact not in evidence, and one which is entitled to debate. On the other hand, no one is more likely to point out the unfairness of the present regime of rules, or to attempt to expand the permissible horizons for attack, than someone who understands his or her obligation to be a spirited advocate for persons disadvantaged by those rules.


      Finally, I am sure that there are those who will say that, in attempting to inspire adherence to the larger values of the legal profession, I risk becoming an apologist for the evil that lawyers do. The kind of legal education I endorse would teach students to be ethical but zealous advocates for leaky waste dumps, for rapists, for discriminatory hiring policies, representatives of the inexcusable whom I would forgive for just doing their jobs, a horde of happy hired guns, blessed by their professors to pile the bucks high in the name of the lawyering process.


      There is no doubt that I believe more than I did as a law student in the notion that all clients, even the louts, deserve vigorous representation. On the other hand, the purest pleasure of the profession is reserved to those who bring justice to those who’ve long deserved it. On either side, the baseline assumption is the same: the justice system, that lumbering rhinoceros, is not so weak-sighted that gross injustices, whatever the occasional mishaps, are routinely made invisible by ardent advocacy. He who represents the Huns had best be prepared to lose—and to lose fairly—while just triumphs warrant celebration, for in them the law accomplishes its clearest purpose.


      The real rub of the hired-gun mentality is that it erases any sense that the advocate’s loyalty in the end is to the legal system, ahead even of the client. Lawyers are obliged sometimes to be the ambassadors of the legal system who tell their wrongheaded clients that limits exist to what can be done in their zeal to win, guides who point the wayward to a straighter path. It is this part of the professional obligation that legal education can be expected to emphasize.


      Institutions, particularly ones as hoary as legal education and the law, have their own persistent character. I do not believe much in panaceas, and certainly the proposals ventured here, individually or taken as a whole, do not amount to one. If every curricular reform I suggest were implemented tomorrow, I know that lawyers would not skip to work down LaSalle and Wall Streets whistling “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah,” or turn their faces to heaven to shun every temptation. The law is a tough business, full of striving souls, and our hungers and ambitions will ever drive us. But law school remains the great common ground of the profession; before we begin a life of sparring with one another, this much is shared. What can and should be commonly instilled is a sense of mutual enterprise, a vision of the worthy, if complicated, ambitions of the profession, and the freedom to take pride in this difficult and venerable calling. If perhaps lawyers will never quite learn to do good and to do well, the law schools, at least, can do better.


       


      Last, since this book was a work of autobiography, I take it that I have the right to end on a personal note. Wherever I have gone for the last decade, whenever I meet readers of One L, they inevitably ask the same question, often with some measure of disbelief: Is it possible, they ask, that that woman is still putting up with you? The answer, remarkably, is yes—and with three children as well. Twelve years ago, when this book was completed, there was one conceivable dedication: to Annette, in recognition of her enduring wisdom, strength, and inspiration. Whatever the rest of it was worth, that has remained a sterling idea.


      S.T.
 Chicago
 1988
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